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Abstract 
The European Union (EU) is built on a set of common rules and policies agreed upon by its 
member states. Nevertheless, noncompliance with EU law is a recurring problem, which 
threatens the rule of law, decision-making process and ultimately the survival of the Union. 
Previous research has revealed that public opinion on policy-specific issues influence 
compliance with EU law because member states make a strategic decision on whether or not 
to comply based on its own self-interest. However, the limited amount of research on this 
topic uses delayed transposition of directives to measure noncompliance. Therefore, this study 
examines the effect of public attitudes toward the environment on the number of reasoned 
opinions regarding environmental policy in all twenty-eight EU member states between 2010 
and 2019. A reasoned opinion is an official demand to comply with EU law sent to the 
member state from the Commission. It is a more accurate measure of noncompliance as it 
includes all types of legal acts and violations with EU law. The results of the regression 
analysis reveal that public opinion on the environment has a negative effect on the number of 
reasoned opinions. However, when controlling for the years the variation explained becomes 
non-significant. 
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1. Introduction  
1.1 The problem of noncompliance with EU law  
The European Union (EU) is an international organization built on a set of common rules and 
policies agreed upon by its member states. In order to ensure compliance with its laws the EU 
has introduced several monitoring and enforcement tools. Nevertheless, noncompliance with 
EU law is a recurring problem. It needs to be addressed because it is detrimental for many 
reasons. Firstly, noncompliance with EU law has contributed to the Union having to suffer 
through several crisis. For example, Greece did not comply with the rules of the eurozone and 
attracted record high debts, which lead to the eurozone crisis of 2008 (Börzel, 2021, p.1). 
Secondly, the rule of law is vital for the EU to function properly. The EU relies on the 
member states to recognize the common rules that they have agreed on. If they do not the 
entire system may be disrupted (Johansson and Larsson, 2022, p.3). Thirdly, conflicts 
between the EU and its member states due to noncompliance threatens to rattle the decision-
making process since the EU more often than not require a supermajority to act (Toshkov, 
2018, p.2). This weakens the legitimacy of the EU, which might lead to disintegration 
(Toshkov, 2018, p.3) starting with Brexit. Therefore, research conducted on noncompliance is 
important because it helps to safeguard the EU.  

Previous research has studied two types of public opinion and its effect on compliance with 
EU law. The majority is centered on public opinion on the EU while less attention has been 
given to policy-specific opinion. The studies on public opinion on the EU reveal that member 
states with a euroskeptic public that are less supportive of the EU tend to be better compliers 
than member states with a europhile public that are more supportive of the EU (Börzel, 2021, 
p.81-89). The explanation for this is that euroskeptic member states work to create EU 
policies that will get adopted at the national level or opt-out of the agreement completely 
(ibid.). This is because public opinion plays an important role in identifying the member states 
interest and willingness to comply. In addition, political parties respond to public opinion in 
order to attract more voters so as to remain in office (Anderson et al., 2017; Ladrech and 
Little, 2019). Similarly, policy-specific opinion influence compliance with EU law. For 
instance, transposition of environmental directives is faster when environmental issues are of 
high importance to the public (Spendzharova and Versluis, 2013). Directives specify what 
needs to be achieved but leaves room for each member state to decide how to achieve it 
(Haverland et al., 2011, p.266). Thus, member states have to transpose it, that is, incorporate it 
into national law (European Parliament, 2018). During this process politicians take public 
opinion into consideration in order to maintain a popular status. 

However, there are three main shortcomings with the previous research. First, it uses delayed 
transposition of directives to measure noncompliance. In contrast, I will use the number of 
reasoned opinions, which is an official demand to comply with EU law sent to the member 
state from the Commission (Börzel, 2021, p.19). This is a more accurate measure of 
noncompliance that will produce less biased results since it includes all types of legal acts and 
violations with EU law (Börzel, 2021, p.9). Second, the influence of public opinion on 
compliance with EU law has mainly been studied in terms of euroskepticism (Börzel, 2021; 
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Toshkov, 2018). Thus, it neglects to consider that the public may only oppose the EU in 
regard to its legislation in certain policy areas and not the entire Union. Therefore, I will 
investigate public opinion on policy-specific issues so as to account for policy variation. 
Third, there are usually only a few set of member states studied in previous research on public 
opinion (Spendzharova and Versluis, 2013; Williams, 2016) and certain member states have 
been studied more than others. Therefore, I will include all EU member states in order to 
ensure generalizable results.  

Moreover, this study will examine the effect of public attitudes toward the environment on the 
number of reasoned opinions regarding environmental policy. The quantitive analysis is based 
on detailed information about the EU’s infringement proceedings, and Eurobarometer surveys  
that establish the EU citizens opinion on the importance of the environment. The analysis 
cover all twenty-eight EU member states between 2010 and 2019. Further, the change in 
explanatory power of policy-specific opinion will be assessed when alternative factors that 
influence compliance are added to the regression model. The results will then be discussed 
against the background of theories such as the enforcement approach and previous findings 
relating to the effect of public opinion. The hope is to contribute to the limited existing 
research by using a more accurate measure of noncompliance that relates to more aspects of 
the concept, which will create a better understanding of the influence of public opinion on 
member states compliance with EU law.  

1.2 Aim and research question  
The aim of this study is to contribute to the limited existing research on compliance with EU 
law by examining the influence of policy-specific public opinion and create a deeper 
understanding of why member states level of compliance vary between different policy 
sectors. The study will examine the effect of public attitudes toward the environment on the 
number of reasoned opinions regarding environmental policy in all twenty-eight EU member 
states between 2010 and 2019. The contribution will be made through the use of a better 
measure of noncompliance (reasoned opinions), which includes detailed information on all 
types of violations with EU law: late transposition of directives, incorrect transposition of 
directives, bad application of directives and infringements of regulations, treaties and 
decisions. Previous research that have studied the influence of policy-specific opinion on 
compliance (has to my knowledge) only done this in regard to late transposition of directives. 
Thus, this study will produce more reliable result as it covers various instances of 
noncompliance and allows me to draw more accurate conclusions about the effect of policy-
specific opinion.  

Hence, the study will try to answer the following research question: 

- Does public opinion on the environment affect the level of compliance with EU 
environmental policies?  

2



2. Why compliance with EU law is important 
2.1 The historical development of the EU and the importance of compliance 
In the aftermath of World War II the European Economic Community (EEC) was founded 
with the aim of integrating the economies of countries on the European continent in order to 
maintain peace. Over the years the EEC grew significantly so as to include more countries 
and areas of integration. Ultimately it evolved into what we today know to be the EU: an 
economic and political union consisting of twenty-seven member states that cooperate in 
various policy areas including the environment, external relations and health (European 
Commission, 2021). The EU consists of several institutions but there are four main ones that 
work with lawmaking. The Commission prepare and initiate legislation, while the Council of 
Ministers and the European Parliament have to approve the legislation. The European Council 
handles more sensitive issues such as foreign and security policy (ibid). 

Moreover, the political climate surrounding the EU has also changed over the years since it 
was first founded. The 1950s and 1980s were characterized by a ’permissive consensus’, 
which essentially means that the public let the politicians move ahead with European 
integration. However, this has changed to a ’constraining dissensus’ as public opinion on 
integration has become increasingly politicized (Pircher and Loxbo 2020; Williams 2016). For 
example, the electorate of France and the Netherlands voted against the European 
Constitution and the Lisbon treaty was dismissed by Irish voters (Haverland et al., 2011, 
p.265). In addition, after many years of opting out of common agreements the United 
Kingdom (UK) left the EU in 2020 after holding a national referendum in which a majority of 
the population voted to leave (Börzel, 2021, p.190). Thus, it reveals the influence that public 
opinion has on the future of European integration. 

Nevertheless, compliance with EU law is extremely important, ”not only for the sake of 
efficiency of the internal market but also to strengthen the credibility of the Union and its 
Institutions” (COM(2001) 428:5). For example, conflicts between the EU and its member 
states due to noncompliance threatens to rattle the decision-making process since the EU 
more often than not requires a supermajority to act (Toshkov, 2018, p.2). In addition, it is 
essential to ensure that member states achieve their joint cross-boarder goals such as 
decreasing greenhouse gas emissions in order to fight climate change (Johansson and Larsson, 
2022, p.3). Also, compliance certify fair competition between various actors on the internal 
market and prevent spillover effects such as carbon leakage, which is created by the 
movement of capital to noncomplying member states (ibid). In short, compliance with EU law 
is important in order to safeguard the EU. Whereas, if member states do not follow the joint 
rules the EU will be undermined and proven pointless (Johansson and Larsson, 2022; 
Toshkov, 2018). 
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2.2 Monitoring and enforcement tools used to ensure compliance with EU law 
Due to the fact that compliance is of such high importance the EU has developed various 
monitoring and enforcement tools with the aim of ensuring member states compliance with its 
laws. First, when a legislation has been adopted it falls on the member states to implement it 
whereupon the Commission acts as a supervisor (Delreux and Happaerts, 2016, p.115). The 
Commission monitors the member states to make certain that they implement the legislation 
in a timely and effective manner (ibid). During this stage there are a number of tools available 
to the member states that aim to help them ensure compliance. For example, the EU Pilot was 
introduced as a pre-infringement process with the aim of resolving issues of noncompliance 
more rapidly. It is an online platform that the member states and the Commission can use to 
discuss the grounds for noncompliance with EU law and it has proven to be very successful 
(European Commission, 2014). In 2021, over 80% of noncompliances cases were resolved by 
the EU Pilot (COM(2022) 518). 

Moreover, the Single Market Scoreboard reveals the member states performance on the 
implementation of policies regarding the Single Market (European Commission, n.d.). Thus, 
it increases transparency and raises awareness among the public and corporations as well as 
helps identify issues in member states (COM(2022) 518). Also, to prevent member states 
from interpreting newly legislated EU law in various ways and instead stick to the path 
intended by the EU, the Commission administer practical guidelines with detailed information 
on how to interpret and implement EU law in an adequate manner (ibid). In addition, expert 
groups and workshops provide an environment in, which member states can discuss 
compliance issues and exchange methods that have proven to work well in implementing EU 
law. The idea behind these mechanisms are to improve the corporation between the 
Commission and the member states to ensure that the common rules and policies are 
implemented in a correct and timely fashion before reaching infringement (ibid).  
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Figure 2.2.1: Stages of the infringement procedure
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Source: Johansson, M. and Larsson, O. (2022) The Commission v the Member States: who wins in court, and 
why? Stockholm: Sieps. Available: https://www.sieps.se/globalassets/publikationer/2022/2022_18epa.pdf?

https://www.sieps.se/globalassets/publikationer/2022/2022_18epa.pdf?


Furthermore, if in spite of the monitoring and enforcement tools presented above, member 
states still violate EU law, the Commission can launch an official infringement against them. 
Also, citizens and corporations can submit complaints to the Commission if they believe that 
a member state has failed to comply with EU law. Similarly, the European Parliament can 
start petitions (Börzel, 2021, p.19). The infringement process, as shown above in Figure 2.2.1, 
starts with the member state receiving a formal notice from the Commission requesting 
detailed information about their experience with the current compliance issue. If the member 
state fails to respond or the Commission finds the response unsatisfactory it can issue a 
reasoned opinion (ibid). This is an official demand sent to the member state to comply with 
EU law. It presents all the ways in which the Commission believes that the member state has 
failed to comply and a deadline by which the member state must have sorted out the issue 
(ibid). However, if the member state still does not comply, the Commission can bring the case 
to the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) (Delreux and Happaerts, 2016, p.115). 
If the CJEU rules against the member state but it still does not comply with the law, the 
Commission can start the infringement process over again. And, this time around the member 
state might end up having to pay a fine (Delreux and Happaerts, 2016, p.118). The purpose of 
the different stages of the infringement procedure is to try to avoid a referral to the CJEU.  

 
Even though the threat of penalties and services provided for support has contributed to an 
increased number of noncompliance cases being solved rather swiftly, there is still a recurring 
problem of noncompliance. This is revealed above in Figure 2.2.2, which illustrates all the 
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new infringement cases per year that have been launched against member states for violating 
EU law. Last reported in 2021 the Commission launched 847 new infringement cases and by 
the end of the year it had a total of 1930 cases open, which is an increase of 7% from the 
previous year (COM(2022) 344). Therefore, further research is required so that we can better 
understand the underlying mechanisms that explain why member states fail to comply as it 
may contribute to how the EU choose to address this issue (Johansson and Larsson, 2022).  
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3. Theory and previous research  
3.1 What is (non)compliance? 
(Non)compliance is a broad concept, which makes it fairly difficult to measure and explains 
why scholars refer to it differently in the already existing literature. Some scholars refer to 
(non)compliance as a concept that includes all three stages of implementation as it is 
presented below in Figure 3.1.1 (Toshkov, 2018, p.2). The first stage, transposition, is the 
process by which member states incorporate directives into national law. Application is the  
second stage and the procedure by which the legislation is put in to operation by guaranteeing 
that the member states behave according to the norms laid down in the legislation (Treib, 
2014, p.17). Finally, enforcement is the process by which judicial and administrative actors 
monitor and ensure compliance with the legislation (ibid.)  

In contrast, other scholars define (non)compliance as behavior that is (in)consistent with the 
obligations prescribed by EU law (Börzel, 2021; Treib, 2014). Thus, compliance and 
implementation are not mutually inclusive, which means that just because member states 
implement EU policy it does not necessarily mean that they comply with it (Treib, 2014, p.5). 
In spite of this, the majority of compliance research has directed its attention towards studying 
implementation of EU policies and even more so the transposition of directives. However, as 
displayed in Figure 3.1.1, transposition is only the first step of the implementation process 
with application and enforcement being step two and three respectively. Therefore, the 
previous research is limited in the sense that it does not enable us to draw conclusions about 
the level of compliance since it neglects to consider the concept in its entirety. 
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Source: Treib, O. (2014) ”Implementing and complying with EU governance 
outputs”. Living Reviews in European Governance, 9(1). doi: 10.12942/lreg-2014-1. 

Figure 3.1.1: Stages of the implementation process in the EU



 
Previous research focus on directives because they make up the majority of the compliance 
problem in the EU. About two-thirds of the infringement cases launched in the five most 
noncompliant policy sectors are confined to directives (Börzel, 2021, p.143). In addition, 
directives specify what needs to be achieved but leave room for each member state to decide 
how to achieve it (Haverland et al., 2011, p.266). Consequently, member states are able to 
disregard the path intended by the EU, which can explain why noncompliance is mostly 
confined to directives (Connaughton, 2019, p.6). Nonetheless, transposition is only required 
in regard to directives in contrast to other legal acts that are also affected by noncompliance. 
Thus, research that include all legal acts and violations with EU law is needed to enable us to 
say something about the mechanisms that influence the broader concept that is compliance. 

This is precisely what I will aim to do in this study by using a database with detailed 
information on infringement cases including type violation and legal act for the analysis.  
Therefore, I will refer to noncompliance in regard to implementation as it is displayed in 
Figure 3.1.1. Also, since the dataset consists of the EU’s reports on law violations rather than 
law obedience I will measure noncompliance rather than compliance (Börzel, 2021, p.14).  

3.2 Two approaches to (non)compliance 
The majority of the previous research has with the help of two theories that stem from the 
study of International Relations (IR) established two main reasons that explain why member 
states fail to comply with EU law. The first approach is called management, which assumes 
that member states that join the EU are willing to comply with its laws. Thus, noncompliance 
is due to the vagueness of policies and/or a lack of necessary resources, which relates to a 
member states capacity to comply (Börzel et al., 2007; Haverland et al., 2011). More 
specifically, it is has to do with the number of veto players and administrative capabilities that 
the member states possess (Treib, 2014, p.25). The second approach is called enforcement, 
which argues that noncompliance is a strategic decision made by member state governments 
on whether or not compliance is in their best interest (Börzel et al., 2007; Haverland et al., 
2011). In this way, it refers to a member states willingness to comply, which relates to party 
politics, policy misfit, public opinion and interest groups (Treib, 2014, p.22). In short, the 
theories presented in already existing research indicate that there are two main reasons why 
member states fail to comply with EU law: capacity and willingness.  

3.3 Cross-national differences  
Based on the two approaches presented above, the majority of previous research has centered 
on cross-national differences that clarify which member states are better and worse at 
complying with EU law (Börzel, 2000; Toshkov, 2018). For example, Börzel et al. (2007) 
conducted a study using infringement data and expert surveys to investigate precisely this. 
The study revealed that the enforcement and management approach combined best explain 
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why some member states are better compliers than others. The member states that have 
efficient bureaucracies but lack the power to resist are the best compliers. In contrast, the 
worst compliers are the member states that have the power to resist but lack efficient 
bureaucracies (Börzel et al., 2007, p.1). Thus, there are not one single factor that can explain 
noncompliance but instead a combination of several factors. 

In addition, the member state’s economic situation influence their ability to comply with EU 
law. Connaughton (2019) argues that the the euro crisis of 2008 contributed to Ireland failing 
to comply with EU environmental policy because it resulted in an economic decline. On the 
other hand, Torney and O’Gorman (2019) argue that Ireland’s poor performance is due to fact 
that it experienced rapid economic growth, which made the country unable to meet its 
reduction targets as it increased green house gas emissions. Both these studies centered on 
Ireland but there are other studies that include more member states. For example, Tobin 
(2017) conducted a study on developed countries and found that the EU strongly influence 
climate policy in its member states in combination with high GDP per capita and few political 
constraints. However, climate policy is a narrower concept compared to environmental policy. 
Therefore, the results are not directly comparable.  

Moreover, some scholars have implied that noncompliance is a ”southern problem” that only 
concerns the southern member states because they tend to have poor political and 
administrative systems, which do not obtain the capacity to implement EU law (Börzel, 2000, 
p.141). Also, the infringement data reveal that the compliance leaders in the EU consist of 
northern member states while the compliance laggards are mainly southern member states. 
Nevertheless, there are still notable differences among southern member states and among 
northern member states in regard to noncompliance (Börzel, 2021, p.68). What factors explain 
these variations? A comparative study on the implementation of five environmental policies in 
Germany and Spain revealed that policy misfit increase the level of noncompliance unless it is 
met with internal pressure from domestic actors (Börzel, 2000). Therefore, noncompliance is 
not a ”southern problem” instead both northern and southern member states can fail to 
comply with EU law if it does not align with its national structure. Similarly, noncompliance 
as an ”eastern problem” has also been rejected, which indicates that there are several 
combining factors that influence compliance with EU law (Börzel, 2021, p.68). 

To sum up, previous literature is centered around a limited amount of member states and 
policy sectors. For example, social and environmental policy are the policy sectors that are 
studied the most while Germany, the Netherlands and the UK are the member states that are 
overrepresented (Treib, 2014, p.16-17). Nonetheless, previous research has revealed several 
factors that influence the level of compliance with EU law in member states. These include, 
but are not limited to, policy misfit, administrative capacity and economic development 
(Börzel, 2021; Connaughton 2019; Toshkov 2018; Treib, 2014). Thus, there is no single 
explanatory factor but rather several factors working together that explain why member states 
fail to comply with EU law.  

9



3.4 Cross-sectoral differences  
Two-thirds of the infringement cases that are launched against member states for failing to 
comply with EU law are accounted by only five out of twenty-three policy sectors (Börzel, 
2021, p.143). Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that the policy sector is an important factor 
that account for some of the variation in compliance patterns. Even though it has been given 
less attention by scholars, several studies conducted on policy variation support this idea.  

For instance, Pircher and Loxbo (2020) examined how implementation of EU law has 
changed over time by conducting a quantitative analysis on Single Market directives from 
1997 to 2016 in all EU member states. In contrast to theories of disintegration the results 
reveal that EU legislation has become more harmonized. However, these results may depend 
on the fact that the Commission has prioritized infringements related to the timely and correct 
transposition of directives in the Single Market (Börzel 2021, p.21), which might have led to 
a higher level of compliance in this policy area. Thus, more research that investigate other 
policy areas is needed. 

Furthermore, Haverland et al. (2011) found that there was a transposition delay of directives 
in telecommunications compared to social policy. They argue that it may be due to the time 
given to transpose directives in telecommunications, which is about one year compared to the 
three years in social policy. But in spite of the longer deadline, their results revealed that there 
are still many cases of transposition delays in social policy, which indicates that there are 
other explanatory factors that needs to be identified. Also, they found support for the idea that 
the Commission directives and new directives are easier to transpose while directives that 
require inter-ministerial coordination take longer. Nonetheless, there are still evidence of 
other cross-sectoral differences that cannot be explained by the variables used in their study. 
Therefore, further research is required to identify these.  

Similarly to the studies centered around cross-national differences these studies have been 
limited to a few member states and policy areas. The reason for this being that the available 
data consist of EU reports on instances of law obedience and environmental policy is one of 
the most violated policy areas in the EU. Thus, there is a lot of data related to the 
environmental policy sector. In addition, the existing research is limited in the sense that it 
uses delayed transposition as a measure of noncompliance and therefore neglects to consider 
other types of violations and legal acts.  

3.5 The influence of public opinion 
Previous research has studied the influence of two types of public opinion on compliance with 
EU law. The majority is centered on public attitudes towards the EU, which relates to the 
support or lack of support for the entire EU organization. In contrast, less attention has been 
given to policy-specific opinion, which relates to the support or lack of support for certain EU 
policies. According to the enforcement approach both of these types of public opinion 
influence compliance with EU law since it plays an important role in identifying the member 
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states interests. Also, public opinion affects compliance with EU law through its influence on 
party policy preferences. Several studies have shown that political parties respond to public 
opinion in order to attract more voters so as to remain in office (Anderson et al., 2017; 
Ladrech and Little, 2019). In addition, policymakers do not have the time and resources to 
address all policy issues. Therefore, they prioritize certain issues based on what has attracted 
their attention (Spendzharova and Versluis, 2013).  

Moreover, previous research has found support for public opinion influencing compliance 
with EU law. For example, Williams (2016) conducted a quantitive study on the transposition 
of directives from five policy sectors in five member states and found that member states with 
a euroskeptic public will take longer to transpose EU directives. The independent variable 
aggregate public euroskepticism was operationalized as hard and soft euroskepticism based 
on survey questions from the Eurobarometer covering the time period 1997-2004. Hard 
euroskepticism was measured as the share of respondents who answered that EU membership 
is a bad thing. Soft euroskepticism was measured as the share of respondents who answered 
that EU membership is bad or neither good or bad.  

In contrast, Toshkov (2018) conducted a multiple linear regression analysis of infringements 
on public and government support for the EU. The results of the analysis reveal no support for 
a euroskeptic member state being worse at complying with EU law. On the contrary, member 
states with higher public and government support for the EU have more infringement cases 
issued against them. One explanation for the contrasting results is that Toshkov’s (2018) study 
is based on infringement data while Williams (2016) focus on timely transposition of 
directives. Infringement data arguably provides a better measure of noncompliance since it 
includes more types of legal acts and violations of EU law. Another reason, is that Toshkov 
(2018) includes government attitudes to the EU while Williams (2016) only focus on public 
opinon.  

Similarly, Börzel (2021) used infringement data to measure noncompliance and found that 
euroskeptic member states are better compliers than europhile member states. More 
specifically, voting power and bureaucratic quality are the two main factors that explain the 
variation of noncompliance in member states. However, euroskepticism is also an important 
factor as it explains why member states with similar voting power and bureaucratic quality 
sometimes have varying degrees of compliance (p.82). Thus, small, efficient and euroskeptic 
member states tend to be compliance leaders. This is because small member states have less 
voting power, which make it more difficult for them to resist compliance. In addition, the 
efficient bureaucracies makes it easier to comply with EU law when implementing policies. 
Also, the euroskeptic member states opt-out or work to create EU policies that will get 
adopted at the national level (p.173).  

Furthermore, the already existing literature focus on public opinion in regard to the EU while 
public opinion on policy specific-issues has been given little attention even though it may 
explain why member states level of compliance differ between policy sectors. One of the few 
exceptions (Spendzharova and Versluis, 2013) examined the influence of issue salience on the 
transposition of EU directives in ten member states. Issue salience is how important an issue 
is compared to another and has proven to be crucial in the agenda-setting and decision-
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making stages of the policy process as policymakers do not have enough time and resources 
to deal with all issues (p.1499). The results revealed that transposition of environmental 
directives is faster when environmental issues are of high importance both to the government 
in power and the public but also when Green political parties are included in the government. 

To sum up, the majority of research that studies the effect of public opinion on compliance 
with EU law focus on attitudes towards the EU. There are some contrasting results on this but 
the findings that have been given most approval is that euroskeptic member states tend to be 
better compliers than europhile member states. Nonetheless, the downside with studying 
public opinion in terms of euroskepticism is that it does not necessarily have to mean that the 
public is against all aspects of EU policies but instead EU policies in certain policy areas. In 
spite of this, limited attention has been given to the study of public opinion on policy-specific 
issues. Also, similarly to the studies conducted on cross-national differences, the few existing 
studies on policy-specific opinion focus on timely transposition of directives. Therefore, more 
research is needed in order produce less biased results.  

3.6 Theoretical arguments and hypothesis  
The theoretical arguments that form the basis of this study is based on already existing 
theories and research. To start with, the enforcement approach argues that member states 
make a strategic decision on whether or not to comply with EU law based on its own agenda. 
Thus, public opinion should influence compliance with EU law since it plays an important 
role in identifying the member states interests. In addition, several studies have shown that 
political parties respond to public opinion in order to attract more voters so as to remain in 
office (Anderson et al., 2017; Ladrech and Little, 2019). Similarly, public opinion should 
influence compliance with EU law. For instance, if the public considers the environment to be 
a high salience issue, governing parties will be motivated to effectively implement and 
comply with EU environmental policies. This is supported by previous research, which 
studies the influence of policy-specific public opinion on compliance with EU law. For 
example, transposition of environmental directives has been revealed to be faster when 
environmental issues are of high importance to the public (Spendzharova and Versluis, 2013).  

Hence, I present the following hypothesis for my analysis:  

H: The higher the level of importance assigned to the environment by the public, the fewer 
reasoned opinions the member state will encounter in regard to environmental policy  
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4. Method and materials 
4.1 Materials 
This study will be based on two datasets: the Berlin Infringement Database (BID) and 
Eurobarometer surveys. The BID is based on the Commission’s data on the number of 
infringement cases it launched against member states for not complying with EU law between 
1978 and 1999. It was later updated by Börzel (2021) with the use of EUR-lex and the Annual 
Reports on Monitoring and Application of Community Law (p.27). The BID now includes 
detailed information about the EU’s 13 367 infringement cases launched between 1978 and 
2017 that has reached the stage of reasoned opinion by 7 March 2019 (Börzel, 2021, 
Codebook). The infringement data relates to all member states and twenty-three policy 
sectors. It also includes information about the legal act, type of violation and the stage 
reached for all cases (Börzel, 2021, p.12). As discussed below, this type of dataset might only 
reveal a small part of the compliance problem in the EU but in comparison to other datasets it 
is less prone to produce biased results as it includes not only transposition of directives but all 
types of violations of EU law (Börzel, 2021, p.9).  
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Figure 4.1.1: Total number of reasoned opinions per policy sector 1978-2019
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However, the number of reasoned opinions for 2018 and 2019 are most likely lower than 
previous years since only infringement cases that started in 2017 and earlier are included in 
the dataset. 2019 is especially problematic since the BID only includes data up until March 
that year. Nevertheless, the year for reasoned opinion is relevant since it indicates that there is 
a case of noncompliance, which has not been launched by mistake. In addition, it takes two to 
three years for the Commission to send out a reasoned opinion after it starts the infringement 
process (Börzel, 2021, p.156). Even though there are infringements that can reach the stage of 
reasoned opinion faster it is probably not that many cases that are missing in 2018 and 2019.  
It is therefore suitable to include these years in the analysis.  

Moreover, the policy sectors in BID are coded based on the Directorate-General (DG), which 
drive the infringement process (Börzel, 2021, Codebook). As revealed above in Figure 4.1.1, 
the majority of the infringement cases relates to only five policy sectors: Environment 
(ENVI), Internal Market (MARK), Transport & Energy (TRAN_ENE), Enterprise & Industry 
(ENTR) and Agriculture (AGRI). Since there are not enough observations in relation to the 
remaining policy areas to produce meaningful results, in combination with the limited data 
available on public policy preferences, this study will focus on ENVI. In contrast, to previous 
compliance research conducted that center around policy-specific opinion and ENVI 
(Spendzharova and Versluis, 2013), this study will provide less biased results as it will be 
based on infringement data. Also, it will include all EU member states, which will lead to 
more generalizable results.  

Eurobarometer surveys are well established as the main tool used by EU institutions to 
oversee the opinion of European citizens on EU, political and social issues.  Therefore, it is 1

suitable for this study. Nonetheless, public attitudes may vary over time and infringement 
proceedings can drag on for many years. Thus, it is important to measure public opinion over 
time in order to get an accurate estimation of its effect on compliance with EU law (Williams, 
2016, p.53). Therefore, I have used data on public opinion on the environment from 
Eurobarometer surveys between 2010 and 2019. Since there are several Eurobarometers 
conducted every year I have chosen to look at only one per year based on the question that has 
been used to operationalize the independent variable (see section 4.4). The question was first 
introduced with Eurobarometer 74.2 in 2010 and then repeated in Eurobarometer 75.3 (2011), 
77.3 (2012), 79.3 (2013), 81.2 (2014),  83.1 (2015), 85.2 (2016), 87.1 (2017), 89.1 (2018) and 
91.2 (2019).  

4.2 Method  
In order to examine if public opinion on the environment influence compliance with EU 
environmental policy in member states I will conduct a quantitive analysis in the form of a 
regression model. This is suitable for my study since it will allow me to include a big scope of 
member states and infringement cases over a longer period of time, which leads to more 
generalizable results. In contrast, a qualitative study would have allowed me to gain a deeper 

 See website: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/sv/be-heard/eurobarometer 1
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understanding of public opinions on the environment in regard to noncompliance with 
specific environmental policies but it would have severely limited my study since I would 
have to focus on a only a few member states and infringement cases. For example, if I were to 
conduct an interview with a selection of people to ask them about their opinion on the 
environment I would have to use a relatively small sample. This will increase the risk of 
producing biased results as the interviewees may have similar opinions on the environment 
and thus only represent a small fraction of the population. On the other hand, a quantitive 
study, which is based on a set of answers to a survey question is limited since it does not 
allow us go into detail about the subjects opinion.  

Moreover, I will conduct an Ordinary Least Square (OLS) regression analysis. This is because 
the dependent variable (see section 4.3), number of reasoned opinions, is a continuous 
variable, which means that it is equidistant and has a meaningful zero (Djurfeldt et al., 2018, 
p.43). In other words, the difference between having one reasoned opinion and two reasoned 
opinions is the same as the difference between having eight and nine reasoned opinions. Also, 
having zero reasoned opinions indicate that there are no violations of EU law (ibid). If I 
instead were to use a dichotomous variable, that is that the dependent variable takes on two 
values: reasoned opinion and no reasoned opinions, a logistic regression would have been 
more suitable. One of the perks with a regression analysis is that you can easily extend it from 
a bivariate analysis to a multiple regression. This means that we add control variables to the 
analysis in order to ensure that the statistical relationship between two variables is not 
spurious (Pallant, 2020, p.153-154).  

4.3 Operationalization of the dependent variable  
The dependent variable is noncompliance, which is operationalized as the number of reasoned 
opinions in regard to environmental policies per member state and year. The environmental 
policies in the BID are coded based on the DG, in this case ENVI, which drive the 
infringement process (Börzel, 2021, Codebook). I will use the number of reasoned opinions 
as the measure of noncompliance because it refers to the cases of severe noncompliance, 
which could not be solved through negotiations at the informal stages of the infringement 
procedure (Börzel, 2021, p.28). In addition, it includes a considerable amount of 
noncompliance cases compared to the judgement stage since a lot of the infringements have 
been resolved before then (ibid.). Also, as already mentioned, it will contribute to previous 
research by producing less biased results as the number of reasoned opinions include all types 
of violations and legal acts rather than just transposition of directives.  

4.4 Operationalization of the independent variable  
The independent variable is public opinion on the environment. The operationalization of this 
variable is based on the following question: What do you think are the two most important 
issues facing the EU at the moment? The question presents thirteen options: Crime, Economic 
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situation, Rising prices/inflation, Taxation, Unemployment, Terrorism, EU’s influence in the 
world, The state of member states public finances, Immigration, Pensions, The environment, 
Energy supply, Climate change. This question is suitable for my analysis as it focuses on the 
respondents view on EU issues. In contrast, the respondents view on the importance of 
national and personal issues does not necessarily mean that they want them to be handled by 
the EU. Furthermore, I will use the average percentage of respondents that have mentioned 
Environment as one of the most important issues in relation to the policy sector with the same 
name (ENVI). It might be problematic since Climate change fall under the same policy sector. 
However, the environment is a broader concept than climate change and therefore suitable as 
a measure for public opinion on the environment.  

4.5 Data processing  
The BID contains data on every infringement case and the Eurobarometer contains data on the 
individual level. Therefore, I have to aggregate the data before I merge the datasets and start 
with the regression analysis. I aggregate the BID by using member state and year of reasoned 
opinion as break variables and type of violation as the summary variable. Thus, I get the 
dependent variable, which measures the number of reasoned opinions per member state and 
year. The Eurobarometer surveys are used to aggregate the public opinion on the environment 
in EU member states. Before I aggregated the Eurobarometers I had to recode some of the 
variables as they are not always the same every year. For instance, the variable that asks 
which country the respondent resides in is coded similarly in the Eurobarometers from 2010 
and 2011 but differ form the rest of the years. Therefore, I had to recode West Germany and 
East Germany into Germany as well as Great Britain and Northern Ireland into the UK. In 
addition, I had to make sure that the different countries had the same numeric value in all 
Eurobarometers, which also required recoding.  

In addition, the question used as the measure for public opinion is a multiple choice question. 
And, the Eurobarometer dataset is constructed in a way that the multiple choices to the 
question is posed as a different variable with the answers 0-not mentioned and 1-mentioned. 
Therefore, I used v6 (in Eurobarometer 2010-2011)/tnscntry (in Eurobarometer 2012-2019) 
(ie. member state) as break variable and important issue EU: environment as summary 
variable. Thus, I get the independent variable, which measures the average percentage of 
respondents in every member state that answered that the environment is one of the most 
important issues facing EU at the moment. I repeated this process of aggregation on all of the 
ten Eurobarometers before I went on to merge them all together, which I did by adding cases. 
The dataset now showed average public opinion on the environment per member state and 
year. I then went on to merge this dataset with the aggregated BID by adding variables. 
Finally, I had one dataset showing the number of reasoned opinions on environmental policies 
and the average public opinion on the environment per member state and year. 
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4.6 Control variables  
I will include a set of control variables in the analysis in order to make sure that the statistical 
relationship between the number of reasoned opinions and public opinion on the environment 
is not spurious.  

The first control variable is Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita, which is the total 
amount of goods and services produced in a country divided by the population. This relates to 
a member states capacity to comply with EU law as it measures the resources that it can use to 
guarantee compliance (Börzel, 2021, p.75). Therefore, we expect that member states with 
higher GDP per capita are better at complying with EU law because they can afford to make 
the changes at the national level, which compliance with EU law requires. This measure is 
frequently used in previous research and therefore suitable as a control variable in this study. 
The data on GDP per capita is retrieved from The World Bank’s World Development 
Indicators.   2

The second control variable is related to when the member states joined the EU. There is 
some indication in previous research that the new member states from Central and Eastern 
Europe (CEE) that joined the EU in 2004 have been extremely good at transposing EU 
directives (Spendzaharova and Versluis, 2013). Scholars suggest that this might be due to the 
accession criteria, which among other things state that candidate countries must have the 
administrative and institutional capacity to comply with the common rules and policies of the 
Union, in order to become a member of the EU (Börzel, 2021, p.90). Therefore, new member 
states may have made changes to its administrative and institutional system in order to meet 
this condition, which continue to work well even after accession (Treib, 2014, p.28). In 
contrast, old member states and especially the founding members, have not gone through this 
procedure. Since the regression analysis requires continuous or scale variables I have to use 
the method of dummy coding on this categorical variable (Djursfeldt et al., 2018, p.320-321). 
I recoded old member states so as to take on the value 0 and thus become the reference 
category while new member state took on the value of 1. Thus, the results will reveal how 
new member states influence the number of reasoned opinions in comparison to old member 
states.  

The third control variable is quality of government, which relates to a member states capacity 
to comply with EU law. Even if member states have the resources to comply it needs a highly 
qualified staff that knows how to use them so as to efficiently and adequately implement EU 
law (Börzel, 2021, p.75). The variable is retrieved from the International Country Risk Guide 
(ICRG), which provides an index that measures quality of government.  The index ranges 3

from 0 to 1 where higher values indicate higher quality of government. It takes several 
indicators of the institutional quality of the bureaucracy into consideration. For instance, it 
assesses the governments ability to govern without radical changes in policy or disturbance in 
government services, the level of autonomy from political pressure, policy formulation and 

 See website: https://datatopics.worldbank.org/world-development-indicators/ 2

 See website: https://datafinder.qog.gu.se/variable/icrg_qog 3
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daily administrative functions. In addition, it takes into account the level of corruption within 
the political system, the impartiality of the judicial system and how well the citizens comply 
with the law. It is therefore suitable as a control variable for this study due to its high validity 
and the fact that it is easily accessible (ibid.).  

Finally, I will create dummy variables for each member state and year in order to get rid of 
country- or year-specific factors that may influence the statistical relationship between public 
opinion on the environment and the number of reasoned opinions. The dummy variables for 
each year will control for differences between the years. For instance, in certain years there 
are very few reasoned opinions launched in regard to environmental policy compared to in 
other years when there are a lot. The dummy variables will control for these difference. 
Similarly, the dummy variables for each member state will control for differences between 
member states. For instance, certain member states tend to get fewer reasoned opinions 
compared to others. The dummy variables will control for these differences. 

4.7 Methodological challenges  
There are several methodological challenges in noncompliance research mainly centering 
around the issue of how to assess noncompliance. Several studies measure noncompliance 
based on timely transposition. More specifically, they have used the dataset from EUR-lex, 
which include information on the transposition process in member states (Haverland et al., 
2011; Spendzharova and Versluis, 2013). However, there are four types of violation of EU law 
and delayed transposition is only one of them (Börzel, 2021, p.16-18). In addition, 
transposition only applies to directives in comparison to regulations, which make up a greater 
part of the adopted EU laws (ibid). Moreover, the timeliness of transposition does not 
necessarily say anything about the directive being transposed correctly, which arguably may 
have greater implications for noncompliance. For instance, member states may communicate 
to the Commission that they have managed to transpose a directive on time when in fact they 
have not in order to buy more time to deal with potential problems. Therefore, transposition 
delay may prove a faulty measure of noncompliance as it may indicate more compliance 
rather than more noncompliance (ibid). 

Furthermore, other studies operationalize noncompliance based on the number of 
infringement cases (Börzel 2021; Toshkov 2018) because it is the main tool used by the 
Commission to ensure that member states comply with its common rules and policies in a 
correct and timely manner (Delreux and Happaerts, 2016, p.115). However, the Commission 
does not poses the resources or competencies to uncover and deal with all cases of 
noncompliance (Börzel, 2021, p.20-21), which may indicate that the number of infringement 
cases are discriminatory in measuring noncompliance. This might also explain why 
compliance within the EU is perceived to be less of a problem as the infringement cases 
portray only a small portion of the actual instances of noncompliance (ibid).  

Moreover, infringement cases are tendentious because the policy preferences of the 
Commission influence the number of infringement cases opened. Directives that are closely 
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correlated with the policy preferences of the Commission tend to get fewer infringement cases 
(Treib, 2014, p.19). This increases the chances of the Commission winning the case if it were 
to be referred to the Court (Fjelstul and Carrubba, 2018; Köning and Mäder, 2014). Also, the 
Commission might not launch infringements against euroskeptic member states if they expect 
that they will fight back. Thus, fewer infringement cases will be launched against them, which 
then paints a picture of euroskeptic member states being better compliers even though they 
are not (Toshkov, 2018, p.12). The Commission might also refrain from launching 
infringements against member states that are net contributors to the EU budget or maintain 
substantial voting power in the Council (Börzel, 2021, p.22). In addition, the Commission has 
stated that they prioritize infringements related to the timely and correct transposition of 
directives in the Internal Market. (Börzel, 2021, p.21). Therefore, number of infringement 
cases are tendentious since the Commission acts strategically when launching proceedings.  

Furthermore, there are different stages of the infringement proceedings so depending on 
which stage you refer to when you use infringements as the measure of noncompliance may 
affect the results. For example, the reasoned opinion is the second stage of the infringement 
proceeding and it refers to the cases of severe noncompliance which could not be solved 
through negotiations at the informal stages of the procedure (Börzel, 2021, p.28-29). It 
contains a considerable amount of noncompliance cases. Especially in comparison to the 
fourth stage, which is the Court’s judgement, since a lot of the infringements have been 
resolved before this stage. On the other hand, since we do not know if the Court agrees with 
the Commission’s motive for the reasoned opinion it does not confirm noncompliance 
(Johansson and Larsson, 2022, p.6). In addition, member states might communicate to the 
Commission that they are struggling with implementing a policy when in reality they simply 
lack the willingness to comply (Toshkov, 2018, p.10). This will then influence the 
Commission’s decision on how to handle the case. Ultimately, it might be resolved at an 
earlier stage as the Commission want to refrain from punishing the member states for lacking 
the capacity to comply with Union law.  

Still, there is no other set of data available at this time that can produce more valid and 
reliable results on noncompliance than infringement cases (Börzel, 2021, p.20). Studies 
conducted so far have not supported the idea that infringement cases are systematically biased 
(ibid). Also, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to further investigate the credibility of 
infringements or uncover any other means of measuring noncompliance. Therefore, it will 
have to suffice for this study. Since a substantial amount of observations is needed in order to 
produce meaningful results I will use the second stage of the infringement procedure, 
reasoned opinions, as to measure noncompliance.  

19



5. Results 
5.1 Results of the OLS-regression analysis  
The results of the OLS-regression analysis is presented below in Table 5.1.1 The analysis was 
conducted in five stages. Model 1 represents the first stage of the regression analysis, which 
only includes the dependent variable and the independent variable. In Model 2 the three 
control variables, GDP per capita, Quality of government and Type of member state (ref.=old) 
are added. The dummy variables for the member states and years are included in Model 3 and 
4 respectively. And, in Model 5 year 2018 and 2019 are excluded.  
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Table 5.1.1: OLS-regression analysis of the number of reasoned opinions in  
regard to environmental policy

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Public opinion on 
the environment 

-8.254*** -6.396* -13.984*** 0.581 -1.187

GDP per capita (in 
current US dollars)

-1.127E-5 4.854E-5 6.778E-5* 6.994E-5

Type of member 
state (ref.=Old) 

-1.037*** 2.020 -0.165 4.601

Quality of 
government (ICRG)

-2.099 -15.698** -4.498 -8.370

State controls No No Yes Yes Yes

Year controls No No No Yes Yes

Year 2018 and 2019 Yes Yes Yes Yes No

Intercept 2.258 4.584 12.038 2.722 0.934

R2adj 0.021 0.047 0.148 0.347 0.332

n 280 280 280 280 224

Significance level: p<0.1, *: p<0.05, **: p<0.01, ***: p<0.001****



The results of the bivariate regression analysis (Model 1) reveal that there is a negative 
correlation between public opinion on the environment and the number of reasoned opinions. 
This indicates that when the public considered the environment to be an important issue for 
the EU, there are fewer reasoned opinions in relation to environmental policies launched 
against the member state. The b-coefficient is -8.254, which indicates that if there would be 
an increase in the importance of the environment to the public by 100%, the number of 
reasoned opinions would decrease with 8.254. The adjusted R square value is 0.021, which 
indicates that 2.1% of the variation in the dependent variable is explained by the independent 
variable. Thus, public opinion on the environment has a fairly weak explanatory power. The 
results are statistically significant at the 0.01-level, which means that it with 99% certainty is 
not a result by chance. 

Even after adding the control variables there is still a negative correlation between the 
dependent and independent variables. However, the b-coefficient decreases from -8.254 to 
-6.369, which indicates that public opinion on the environment influence the number of 
reasoned opinions to a lesser extent when controlling for GDP per capita, Quality of 
government and Type of member state. The independent variable remain significant but at the 
0.1-level. As expected the adjusted R square increases when adding the control variables. 
More specifically, it increased from 0.021 to 0.047, which indicates that the independent 
variable and control variables together account for 4.7% of the variation in the dependent 
variable. All of the control variables have a negative effect on the dependent variable but it is 
only the Type of member state, which is statistically significant. This indicates that new 
member states are expected to receive 1.037 reasoned opinions less than old member states.  

When adding the dummy variables for each member state in Model 3 the negative correlation 
between public opinion on the environment and the number of reasoned opinions remain. 
Nevertheless, the b-coefficient has now increased from -6.369 to -13.984, which indicates that 
public opinion on the environment has a greater effect on the number of reasoned opinions. 
The independent variable remain significant but is back again at the 0.01-level. In addition, 
the adjusted R square increased from 0.047 to 0.148, which is a fairly big increase and thus 
indicates that the there are country-specific characteristics that highly influence the number of 
reasoned opinions that member states receive. GDP per capita and Type of member state are 
now positive and non-significant while Quality of government remains negative and is now 
significant at the 0.05-level.  

Furthermore, when adding the dummy variables for each year the results change drastically. 
The b-coefficient for the independent variable decreases from -13.984 to 0.581, which 
indicates that public opinion on the environment has a very small effect on the number of 
reasoned opinions. In contrast, to the previous models it is now positive, which indicates that 
if the environment becomes more important to the public by 100%, there will be an increase 
in the number of reasoned opinions by 0.581. Nonetheless, the independent variable is non-
significant, which indicates that it is most likely a result by chance. Moreover, the adjusted R 
square value has increased from 0.148 to 0.347, which is an even bigger increase than the one 
from Model 2 to Model 3. Thus, there are time variations that highly influence the number of 
reasoned opinions that member states receive. The reason for this is probably that there are 
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fewer reasoned opinions in 2018 and 2019 compared to previous years. Type of member state 
and Quality of government are negative but non-significant while GDP per capita is positive 
and significant.  

On the other hand, when removing year 2018 and 2019 from the analysis the b-coefficient for 
public opinion on the environment increases from 0.581 to -1.187. Once again it reveals that 
the independent variable has a negative effect on the dependent variable but compared to the 
results in Model 1 through 3 the effect is rather small. If the environment becomes more 
important to the public by 100%, there will be a decrease in the number of reasoned opinions 
by 1.187. However, the independent variable is non-significant, which in this case might be 
due to the smaller sample size. In addition, the adjusted R square has decreased from 0.347 to 
0.332, which indicates that the effect of time variation visible in Model 4 is reduced when 
year 2018 and 2019 are excluded from the analysis. This is expected as there is less time 
variation with less years included. All control variables are non-significant and Quality of 
government is negative while GDP per capita and Type of member state are positive.  

5.2 Interpretation of the results  
In addition to time variation, multicollinearity adds to the explanation of why public opinion 
on the environment changes sign and significance when controlling for the years. 
Multicollinearity is a statistical concept indicating that the independent variables are highly 
correlated (Pallant, 2020, p.155-156). If multicollinearity exists in the model, it will be 
difficult to distinguish between the unique effect of each independent variable on the 
dependent variable. Therefore, the results become non-significant (ibid). Multicollinearity  
also causes the b-coefficients to become highly sensitive and as a result they can drastically 
change depending on what other independent variables are used in the model (Frost, n.d.). 

There is no exact value to draw the line of multicollinearity but a Variance Inflation Factor 
(VIF) of 4 or 5 is generally the limit value (Sundell, 2010). The results revealed that in Model 
1 through 3, the VIF value of public opinion on the environment ranges from 1 to 2.443. On 
the other hand, in Model 4 and 5 VIF is 6.876 and 7.749, which is greater than the limit value 
of 5 and indicates that there is multicollinearity. Thus, public opinion on the environment is 
highly correlated with the year dummies, which makes it difficult to separate which of these 
variables actually influence the number of reasoned opinions in regard to environmental 
policy. This then explains why public opinion on the environment is significant in Model 1 
through 3 but non-signifiant in Model 4 and 5. Further, the increase of VIF between Model 4 
and 5 might also explain why the independent variable changes sign between these two 
models. When year 2018 and 2019 are removed from the analysis it influences the year 
dummies, which in turn influence public opinion on the environment.  

A common way of dealing with multicollinearity is to remove variables that are highly 
correlated in the model (Sundell, 2010). In this case it is reasonable to remove the year 
dummies because theoretically they do not have any explanatory power to its impact on the 
number of reasoned opinions member states receive. In contrast, the enforcement approach 
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argues that policy-specific public opinion influence compliance with EU law since it plays an 
important role in identifying the member states interests. So if we remove the year dummies 
but keep the remaining control variables in the analysis public opinion is revealed to have a 
negative and significant effect on the number of reasoned opinions. On the other hand, if we 
also remove year 2018 and 2019 from the analysis public opinion is once again positive and 
non-significant.  

 
Furthermore, as shown in Figure 5.1.2, the environment has become more important for EU 
citizens over the years. The average share of EU citizens who consider the environment to be 
one of the most important issues facing the EU has more than doubled since 2010. This 
explains why public opinion on the environment and the year dummies are so highly 
correlated. In other words, these variations in public opinion between the years are removed 
by the year controls, which generate the independent variables to become non-significant in 
Model 4. On the contrary, there has been a slight decrease in the average share of EU citizens 
who consider the environment to be one of the most important issues facing the EU between 
2010 and 2017. Therefore, the variation in public opinion over the years does not explain why 
the independent variable is non-significant in Model 5.  

Instead, it is the variation in number of reasoned opinions over the years that explain why the 
independent variable is non-significant when adding year dummies. As revealed below in 
Figure 5.2.2 the number of reasoned opinions have significantly decreased over the years. In 
2010 there were 122 reasoned opinions launched against member states for failing to comply 
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Figure 5.2.1: Average share of EU citizens who consider the environment 
to be one of the most important issues facing the EU per year (%)
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with EU environmental policy while in 2019 there are only 12. However, as mentioned above, 
the lower amount of reasoned opinions in 2019 is most likely due to the BID only including 
data up until March that year. The number of reasoned opinions in 2018 is probably more 
accurate since it usually takes two to three years for the Commission to send a reasoned 
opinion from the time that it launched the infringement. Nevertheless, there is a fairly big 
decrease in the number of reasoned opinions over recent years. In 2017 there are 43 reasoned 
opinions relating to environmental policy, which is approximately a 65% decrease from 2010. 
This indicates that the variation in number of reasoned opinions over the years explain why 
the independent variable is non-significant in Model 4 and 5.  

5.3 Assessment of the hypothesis  
The hypothesis for the analysis was: 

H: The higher the level of importance assigned to the environment by the public, the fewer 
reasoned opinions the member state will encounter in regard to environmental policy 

The results of the bivariate regression analysis support the hypothesis since the b-coefficient 
is negative and significant. The hypothesis is still supported even after including control 
variables for GDP per capita, Quality of government and Type of member state as well as 
dummy variables for each member state. However, when controlling for the years the results 
change and instead indicate that the higher the level of importance assigned to the 
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Figure 5.2.2: Total number of reasoned opinions in regard to 
environmental policy per year

N
um

be
r o

f r
ea

so
ne

d 
op

in
io

ns

0

35

70

105

140

Year
2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Source: The figures are based on data from the Berlin Infringement Database.



environment by the public, the more reasoned opinions the member state will encounter in 
regard to environmental policy. On the other hand, these results are non-significant, which 
indicates that the results are probably discovered by chance. The independent variable is once 
again negative when excluding year 2018 and 2019 from the analysis but the results remain 
non-significant. And, when the year dummies are removed from the model due to the issue of 
multicollinearity the results become positive and non-significant. Thus, the hypothesis is 
rejected.  
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6. Conclusions 
6.1 Implications  
The aim of this study was to contribute to the limited existing research on the influence of 
policy-specific opinion on compliance with EU law by using a more accurate measure of 
noncompliance that includes detailed information on all types of violations and legal acts.  
The study centers on environmental policy. Hence, the research question was: 

- Does public opinion on the environment affect the level of compliance with EU 
environmental policies? 

Based on the results from the regression analysis public opinion on the environment does not 
influence the level of compliance with EU environmental policies. The results become non-
significant when controlling for the years and also when 2018 and 2019 were removed from 
the analysis. This is explained by the variation in number of reasoned opinions over the years. 
For instance, the Commission appointed in 2014 introduced a more restrictive approach in 
regard to the start of infringement processes. Therefore, the number of infringement cases per 
year has decreased since then (Johansson and Larsson, 2022, p.8), which explain why the year 
dummies remove the effect of public opinion on the environment.   

In addition, these results are somewhat similar to previous research. Toshkov (2018) 
conducted a study on public support for the EU and also noticed changes in results when 
using state and year controls. The study revealed that the influence of public and government 
support for the EU increases when average cross-country differences are controlled for. 
Nonetheless, when controlling for cross-time differences the influence of EU support became 
non-significant. Toshkov (2018) offers two possible explanations for why the year controls 
influence the effect that public opinion has on the number of infringements. Firstly, there is a 
general trend of fewer infringements launched against member states over the years. This in 
turn may be the result of fewer new legislative acts being adopted at the EU level. Secondly, 
the EU has improved the pre-infringement mechanism that aim to resolve issues of 
noncompliance before it reaches the official stage of infringement. Similarly, this explain why 
the results in my study change when introducing year dummies and excluding year 2018 and 
2019 from the analysis.  

On the other hand, the results of the regression analysis does not support the existing theory. 
The idea that public opinion should influence compliance with EU law is related to the 
enforcement approach, which argues that member states make a strategic decision on whether 
or not to comply with EU law based on its own self-interest. However, the reason why the 
results are not in line with this theory might be due to the materials used in this study. For 
example, the number of reasoned opinions has decreased over recent years due to various 
factors outlined above. Thus, the results are affected since it means that there are fewer 
observations, which can increase the risk of getting non-significant results (Djurfeldt et al., 
2018, p.193). In addition, the multicollinearity test revealed that the year dummies were 
highly correlated with public opinion on the environment, which also influence the chance of 
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getting statistically significant results. Therefore, if future research take these issues into 
account they may obtain different results.  

Nevertheless, the results of this study contribute to the limited existing research on the 
influence of policy-specific public opinion on compliance with EU law. In contrast to 
previous research, I have examined policy-specific public opinion, which considers that the 
public may only oppose the EU in regard to its legislation in certain policy areas and not the 
entire Union. This is a better measure since it takes policy variation into account. However, 
my results differ from the results in previous compliance research on the influence of policy-
specific opinion. Spendzharova and Versluis (2013) reported that transposition of 
environmental directives is faster when environmental issues are of high importance to the 
public. On the contrary, I have found no support for public opinion on the environment having 
an effect on the number of reasoned opinions. In contrast to Spendzharova and Versus (2013) 
I have used a better measure of noncompliance, which covers more aspects of the compliance 
concept since it includes all types of legal acts and violations with EU law. Therefore, I can 
conclude that public opinion on the environment does not influence compliance with EU 
environmental policy but only transposition of environmental directives. Finally, I have in 
included all EU member states in my analysis in contrast to previous research on policy-
specific public opinion (Spendzharova and Versluis, 2013). Thus, I have ensured 
generalizability, which means that there is no need to be concerned that the results are 
applicable on only a few member states.  

6.2 Future research  
Looking forward, future research should aim to investigate more thoroughly the underlying 
mechanisms of year controls that explain why these are so highly correlated with data on 
public opinion since it makes the result change direction and significance. For example, 
upcoming analysis on compliance should take into account that the number of infringement 
cases per year has decreased in recent years as it evidently affects the results. In addition, it 
would be ideal to develop an even better measure for (non)compliance, which allow us to 
speak more confidently on the factors that influence compliance with EU law. Perhaps 
qualitative methods can contribute to this through interviews with decision-makers and 
officials in member states that can provide detailed insights on the implementation of EU law 
in member states.  

Moreover, future research should investigate public opinion on policy-specific issues in 
regard to other policy sectors in order to increase generalizability across policy areas. As 
revealed in Figure 4.1.1 there are four policy areas other than Environment that also account 
for a huge number of reasoned opinions. Thus, if we could find a valid and reliable measure 
for public policy preferences in regard to these policy sectors it would allow further 
contributions to our understanding of the influence of public opinion on compliance with EU 
law. Perhaps surveys with more accurately formulated questions can allow us to easily reach 
out to a great scope of EU citizens.  
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Appendix 
Appendix 1: List of abbreviations  
AGRI - Agriculture  

BID - Berlin Infringement Database 

CEE - Central and Eastern Europe 

CJEU - Court of Justice of the European Union  

DG - Director-General  

EEC - European Economic Community 

ENTR - Enterprise & Industry  

ENVI - Environment 

EU - European Union 

GDP - Gross Domestic Product  

ICRG - International Country Risk Guide 

IR - International Relations  

MARK - Internal Market 

OLS - Ordinary Least Square  

PCP - Power Capacity Politicization  

TRAN_ENE - Transport & Energy 

UK - United Kingdom  

VIF - Variance Inflation Factor  
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Appendix 2: Complete OLS-regression with dummies for member states and years 
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Table: OLS-regression analysis of the number of reasoned opinions in  
regard to environmental policy

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Public opinion on the 
environment 

-8.254*** -6.396* -13.984*** 0.581 -1.187

GDP per capita (in 
current US dollars)

-1.127E-5 4.854E-5 6.778E-5* 6.994E-5

Type of member state 
(ref.=Old) 

-1.037*** 2.141 -0.165 4.601

Quality of Government 
(ICRG)

-2.099 -15.698** -4.498 -8.370

Dummy_Belgium 2.884 -1.143 5.887

Dummy_Denmark 2.391 -3.348 3.988

Dummy_Greece / / 5.946

Dummy_France 1.468 -1.626 5.328

Dummy_Spain 2.096* 0.560 6.802

Dummy_Finland 4.255* -0.944 6.566*

Dummy_Ireland 1.030 -3.212 3.654

Dummy_Italy -0.473 -0.420 5.643

Dummy_Netherlands 1.506 -3.184 3.927

Dummy_Austria 3.190 -1.372 5.889

Dummy_Portugal 0.699 -0.512 6.064

Dummy_Sweden 3.667 -2.609 4.519

Dummy_Germany 2.242 -1.647 5.609

Dummy_UK 1.591 -1.885 5.027

Dummy_Luxembourg -0.944 -6.982* /

Dummy_ Romania -5.106* -0.669 /
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Dummy_Bulgaria -5.443** -1.236 -0.550

Dummy_Cyprus / / 2.027

Dummy_CzechRepublic -1.280 -0.075 1.710

Dummy_Estonia -3.058** -0.977 0.389

Dummy_Hungary -2.426 -0.314 1.304

Dummy_Lativa -3.430** -1.092 -0.072

Dummy_Lithuania -5.177*** -2.253 -1.406

Dummy_Malta -2.246* -1.611 0.240

Dummy_Poland 0.132 1.886 3.916*

Dummy_Slovakia -2.729* -0.814 0.522

Dummy_Slovenia -1.707 -0.570 1.105

Dummy_Croatia -3.547** -1.425 -0.250

Dummy_2010 4.168**** 2.309****

Dummy_2011 1.843*** -0.023

Dummy_2012 1.825*** -0.075

Dummy_2013 1.900*** /

Dummy_2014 1.338** -0.543

Dummy_2015 1.145* -0.674

Dummy_2016 1.083* -0.731

Dummy_2017 1.335** -0.479

Dummy_2018 0.815 /

Dummy_2019 / /
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Intercept 2.258 4.584 12.038 2.722 0.934

R2adj 0.021 0.047 0.148 0.347 0.332

n 280 280 280 280 224

Significance level: p<0.1, *: p<0.05, **: p<0.01, ***: p<0.001**** 

/ = Excluded 

Note: Dummy_Greece and Dummy_Cyprus got excluded in Model 3 and 4. Dummy_2019 got excluded in 
Model 4. Dummy_Luxembourg, Dummy_Romania and Dummy_2013 got excluded in Model 5. 
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