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Abstract 

The Covid-19 pandemic put the economic and political stability of the European Union to a 

tremendous test. Only a decade after the start of the Euro Crisis, the EU had to face a new 

challenge of unprecedented proportions and a wave of discontent potentially threatening its 

legitimacy. In July 2021, the Member States reached a compromise on the €750 billion Next 

Generation EU (NGEU) package, which mainly benefitted the countries most affected by the 

pandemic. The political leaders agreed to finance fiscal transfers through joint debt and not to 

impose the same macroeconomic conditionality that characterised the financial bail-outs 

implemented during the Euro Crisis. This thesis focuses on the influence of NGEU funds on 

the Europeans’ image of the Union. By drawing on utilitarian arguments and their interaction 

with other determinants of public support, this study sheds light on the effect of the different 

levels of funding allocated to the Member States on the individuals’ attitudes towards the EU. 

Moreover, I will test if the effect of the funds was particularly positive for the individuals 

coming from countries that experienced EU-imposed austerity following the Euro Crisis. 
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1. Introduction 

In 1978, Jean Monnet predicted that Europe would have been “built through crises” and that it 

would have evolved into “the sum of their solutions” (p. 416). Forty-five years on, his prediction 

sounds extremely accurate. The recent evolution of the EU seems to meet Monnet’s 

expectations, especially since the start of the global recession in 2008. Although the EU’s 

response to its crises has obviously varied depending on their specific features, it is crucial to 

notice that the Union’s reaction to major challenges seldom resulted in disintegration or a halt 

in the integration process (see for example the consequences of the Euro crisis in terms of 

integration; Börzel and Risse, 2018). In this scenario, the growing politicisation of the European 

Union (Grande and Hutter, 2016; Rauh, 2019) plays a central role, as it enhances the need for 

public support, which is essential for a political system to resist through periods of crisis 

(Easton, 1965).  

In general terms, a democratic political system like the EU has to be considered 

“acceptable” by the citizens in order to be legitimate (Schmitt and Thomassen, 1999, p. 9), as 

the citizens themselves represent “the only legitimate source of power” (Obradovic, 1996, pp. 

194-195). Public support for the EU has acquired more and more importance, as the growth in 

the EU’s competencies has turned the elite’s consensus into a necessary yet insufficient catalyst 

of integration (Hooghe and Marks, 2009). The “permissive consensus” (Lindberg and 

Scheingold, 1970) that characterised the early stage of integration has gradually evolved into a 

“constraining dissensus” that politicians are forced to take into account when shaping the future 

of the Union (Hooghe and Marks, 2009).  

During a crisis, which can be thought of as a period of “stress” for the system, policy-

makers have to be particularly careful about how they balance the demands of the citizens with 

appropriate policy inputs (Easton, 1965). The unprecedented severity and nature of the Covid-

19 crisis put the EU’s crisis management capacity to a tremendous test. The crucial policy input 

coming from the EU was the approval of a common fiscal response financed through joint debt, 

the Next Generation EU package (NGEU). The present study focuses on the influence of this 

€750 billion transfers scheme on the citizens’ image of the European Union.  

Constraining dissensus stemming from the ever growing politicisation of the EU 

inevitably shaped the political debate over fiscal risk pooling, and clearly influenced the 
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eventual strategy adopted by the EU (Miró, 2022). The constraining dissensus in the northern 

countries, where at the beginning of the crisis up to 40% of the citizens did not support a 

common fund to help the most affected Member States (Miró, 2022), led political leaders to 

oppose NGEU. Those leaders often described NGEU as conflictual with their states’ national 

interest and called for the introduction of macroeconomic conditionality, like the ones attached 

to the transfers made during the Euro crisis (Miró, 2022). However, recent studies (Armingeon 

et al., 2022; Baccaro et al., 2021; 2022; Bulmer, 2022) suggest that the political rationale that 

motivated the eventual adoption of NGEU lies in the greater strength of the dissensus in the 

southern states.  

The overwhelming drop in public support for the EU in southern countries (especially in 

Italy; Armingeon et al., 2022) was soon recognised as an existential threat for the EU by two 

fundamental key-players, namely the French and the German government (Miró 2022). 

Although Germany’s position was initially in line with that of the “frugal” countries (the 

northern Members supporting strict fiscal regulation), the early shift in its preferences impacted 

the balance in the negotiations (Miró, 2022; Wasserfallen, 2023).  

Already a month before the first Franco-German proposal on a European recovery fund 

was released, Emmanuel Macron stated: “If we can’t do this today, I tell you the populists will 

win: today, tomorrow, the day after, in Italy, in Spain, perhaps in France and elsewhere” (Mallet 

and Khalaf, 2020). A few months later, Angela Merkel followed-up in a similar vein: “What 

we do must be something massive, it can’t be twisted” because “it has a political dimension 

beyond the numbers” (Merkel, 2020 as cited in Miró, 2022). There was no time to play: a joint 

effort could not come late nor weakened if citizens from the most affected countries were to be 

kept on board.  

Simply put: the key-players in negotiations over NGEU perceived that the stakes were 

too high and the Union would have not survived a further drop in public support for it in the 

countries most affected by the pandemic (after the one that followed the Euro crisis; Armingeon 

et al., 2016; Braun and Tausendpfund, 2014). Even though the citizens’ opinion of the EU was 

relatively negative in southern countries, further integration in form of fiscal transfers with no 

austerity-oriented conditionality attached would have made it easier to present the EU as a 

saviour.  
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Although the debate on whether NGEU represented a “Hamiltonian” moment for the EU 

is still alive and well (Feas, 2021; Georgiou, 2022), it can hardly be denied that the allocation 

of these funds represents a major event in the history of fiscal integration (a “mile-stone”, as 

defined by Tesche, 2022, p. 493). However, to the knowledge of the author, only a few studies 

(Basile et al., 2021; Papageorgiou and Immonen, 2023) engage in an analysis of public support 

for the EU during the pandemic, while no research has focused on the likely effect of NGEU 

funds yet. Once the political rationale behind the adoption of NGEU is unveiled, I argue that it 

is crucial to test if NGEU had the expected effect on the citizen’s image of the EU. This thesis 

aims at addressing this research gap, shedding light on the impact that the relative share of funds 

allocated to each country had on the respondents’ image of the European Union. Was the impact 

of funds on the citizens’ image of the EU proportional to the amount allocated to their countries? 

While Armingeon et al. (2022) seem to assume a beneficial effect of NGEU for public support 

in the southern countries, this thesis aims at scientifically measuring the relation between the 

level of funding and the Europeans’ image of the Union. 

 The thesis mainly draws on expectations deriving from the literature on utilitarian 

determinants of public support for the EU. More specifically, socio-tropic utilitarianism 

represents the main theoretical reference of this work: when citizens perceive that their country 

is benefitting from the EU, they will be more supportive of it (McLaren, 2004). Likely, 

cognitive mobilisation (Inglehart, 1970; Janssen, 1991) is expected to play a central role in the 

processes investigated in this thesis. Indeed, I will also test whether citizens’ awareness of the 

EU’s measures to tackle the crisis influences their image of the EU and the effect of NGEU 

funds on the latter. As the utilitarian literature assumes that citizens carry out cost-benefit 

evaluations of the EU’s course of action, one can expect major differences in how NGEU 

affected the opinion of those who are politically informed compared to those who are not. 

Moreover, the models presented below investigate whether the effect of the level of 

NGEU funds on the citizens’ image of the EU was stronger in those countries where austerity 

measures were politically imposed following the Euro crisis. The reason for this is that citizens 

coming from those countries might be particularly sensitive to a change in the EU’s approach 

to the handling of severe economic crises. Lastly, the predictors included in the model allow 

for testing the validity of traditionally important explanations concerning public support for the 



4 
 

EU. Indeed, the models shed light on the effect of egocentric-utilitarian reasoning and cue-

taking. 

The present research proceeds as following. The second chapter will outline the 

theoretical foundation of the thesis, summarising the extensive literature on public support’s 

individual and macro-level determinants. The third chapter will describe the European fiscal 

response to the Covid-19 economic (and political) crisis by presenting NGEU and its main 

features. In this chapter, a separate section will be dedicated to the formulation of the 

hypotheses. Chapter four will describe the data and methods implemented in this study, which 

is conducted through a Bayesian analysis. Chapter five will present the empirical results. These 

will be further discussed and interpreted in chapter six, together with the study’s conclusions. 
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2. Theory and previous research 

This chapter will lay the theoretical foundation of this thesis. The main theoretical concepts 

related to public attitudes towards the EU will be presented to give the reader an overview of 

the numerous factors influencing them. The chapter deals with theories of public support and 

does not exclusively address the literature on the citizens’ image of the EU. Public support was 

operationalised in numerous alternative ways and its multi-dimensional nature will often be 

mentioned. However, this thesis assumes that an individual’s image of the Union reflects the 

extent to which they support it and a general attitude towards it. This view is supported by 

previous research, which showed a strong correlation between the citizens’ image of the EU 

and their opinion about their country’s membership of the EU (an item that is frequently used 

to measure general attitudes towards the EU; Guinaudeau and Schnatterer, 2019).  

2.1 Politicisation of the EU and Public Support 

As anticipated in the introduction, the importance of public support for the EU has grown over 

time, especially as the Union’s institutions started to exert competencies that have been 

traditionally considered at the heart of states’ sovereignty (Genschel and Jachtenfuchs, 2016; 

Kuhn and Nicoli, 2020). According to De Wilde and Zürn (2012), “the more influential the EU 

and its institutions become, the more they attract public attention and provoke both utilisation 

and support, on the one hand, and counter reactions to the EU policies and the polity, on the 

other” (p. 140). Given this substantial change in the political scenario, scholars’ attention to 

public support for the EU has been growing extensively for approximately three decades. To 

give an idea of the extent to which the relevant literature has expanded over time, in an article 

from 2005, Hooghe and Marks counted approximately one hundred already existing studies on 

support for the EU.  

However, before focusing on the different strands of research that characterise this field, 

it should be made clear that public support is not a unidimensional concept.  In fact, the latter 

is often presented as a multi-dimensional concept (Anderson, 2018; Guinaudeau and 

Schnatterer, 2019; Scotto di Vettimo, 2022) and individual survey items like the one used in 

the present thesis can only partially explain the citizens’ feelings towards the Union.  Public 

support’s multi-dimensional nature implies that it can derive from different processes and be 

directed towards different elements of a political system (for instance, institutions or integration 
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policies; Easton, 1965; Karv, 2019). In this regard, Easton (1965) suggests that a political 

system can generate support either through efficiency or affection. Indeed, support can stem 

from citizens’ satisfaction with “specific classes of output” (Easton, 1975, p. 268) or from a 

different kind of attachment to the system that is linked to a “we-feeling” (Easton, 1965, p. 332) 

or sense of community. Specific support is fuelled by citizens’ positive evaluation of outputs, 

therefore is extremely similar to what Scharpf (1997) defines as output legitimacy. Instead, 

diffuse support is closely associated with individuals’ self-identification with a group or a 

nationality. This distinction will acquire more relevance in this thesis once the context of this 

research will be better specified and its hypothesis clearly formulated. 

Also, as a consequence of the multi-dimensionality of support, a wide range of different 

items has been used to capture it. While some studies investigate citizens’ satisfaction with 

European democracy (Armingeon et al., 2016), others focus on their evaluation of their 

country’s membership (Verhaegen et al., 2014) or even create an index by drawing from 

multiple items (Gabel, 1998b). As anticipated above, the overview of the previous literature 

given in this chapter is not limited to the studies that employ the same measure of public support 

as the present one. Rather, as most dependent variables included in previous works have a rather 

general character like the ones listed before, I assume that the results obtained through those 

analyses are relevant in relation to this work, which specifically considers variations in the 

citizens’ “image” of the EU.  

2.2 Determinants of Public Support 

To present the main results of the academic research on public support and the most prominent 

views in the academic debate, I follow the categorisation by Hobolt and De Vries (2016). Just 

like these authors, I distinguish between explanations based on identity, cue-taking and 

utilitarian considerations (both at the aggregate and individual level). It should be noted that 

not all the expectations about determinants of public support covered in this section will be 

tested in this analysis. This is the case for territorial attachment/identity. As the data scrutinised 

in this thesis do not allow for testing whether emotional attachment or affection towards the EU 

increased as a consequence of NGEU funding, only a very limited part of the extensive literature 

on identity will be discussed here. However, this limitation should be highlighted rather than 

ignored, as results should naturally be interpreted in light of the presence of potential 

unobserved explanatory effects.  
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After a first short section summarising arguments on identity, I will focus on those 

regarding utilitarianism and cue taking, also making an additional comment regarding the non-

exclusive nature of the two most relevant explanations in the context of this thesis.  

2.2.1 Identity 

European Identity has often been recognised as one of the main determinants of support for the 

EU. As Bauhr and Charron (2020) simply put it, “Identity can […] be seen as the factor that 

bridges the self with its surroundings” (p. 1126). The notion of identity, whether national or 

European, implies a certain degree of emotional affection towards a group’s membership 

(Tajfel, 1981). This sense of attachment has been described by Risse (2005) as a precondition 

for a European political community to arise.  

Thanks to previous findings we can reasonably argue that an individual that identifies 

themselves as European is more likely to actively participate in EU politics (in line with 

McNamara and Musgrave, 2020) and to be more supportive of European integration and 

solidarity between Member States (Van Spanje and de Vreese 2011; Zürn, 2000). Also, the way 

national and European identity influence each other and public attitudes towards the EU has 

been at the centre of the academic debate for more than two decades. Yet, the interpretation that 

scholars give of this dynamic can vary substantially. European Identity has mainly been studied 

in contraposition to national identity. Clark and Rohrschneider (2019) argue that self-

identification with an in-group can easily lead to the identification of out-groups, therefore 

establishing the premises for intra-societal conflict. European and national identities are 

frequently described as competing with one another and strong national attachment is supposed 

to “depress” European identity (Bergbauer, 2017, pp. 21-22). Nevertheless, the empirical 

evidence does not always meet these expectations. In 1995, Duchesne and Frognier found no 

meaningful correlation between national and European identity and these results were again 

supported by a more recent analysis by the same authors (Duchesne and Frognier, 2008). Even 

more surprisingly, other studies found a positive relationship between the two variables 

(Hooghe and Marks, 2004; McLaren, 2006).  

In this regard, several scholars are against treating national and European identities as 

mutually exclusive or necessarily conflicting. For instance, Bergbauer (2017) claims that it is 

more appropriate to conceive of European and national allegiances as interdependent. 

Dissimilar senses of belonging can coexist in the same individual and multiple identities can be 



8 
 

complementary. Multiple models have been elaborated to explain this relationship (Diez 

Medrano and Gutiérrez, 2001; Risse, 2004). 

The most important takeaway message for the purpose of this analysis is that European 

identity is “evolving aside” and its coexistence with national belonging is “dynamic” (Isernia 

et al. 2012, p. 131). European identity is still under construction and this inevitably influences 

the importance of policy performance for the EU. Given that identification with the EU is not 

nearly as strong as that with the nation-states (Bellamy, 2006), public support will be more 

dependent on the system’s performance and the EU’s functionality in the eye of the citizens (in 

line with Easton, 1965). 

As was largely anticipated, the data employed does not allow for testing expectations 

regarding identity. However, it should be kept in mind that a respondent’s identification with 

the EU is likely to influence their view on it and that this effect is plausibly mediated by national 

identity. However, since this thesis focuses on changes in the citizen’s image of the EU, it 

should be noted that Easton (1965) describes the kind of support stemming from identity as less 

volatile and more stable over time compared to that deriving from performance. Given that the 

time frame during which changes in public support are analysed is particularly short here, we 

could reasonably expect that these were not mainly driven by changes in territorial 

identification or affection. Future research might benefit from the availability of new data to 

test these expectations with regard to support for the EU during the pandemic. 

2.2.2 Cue-taking and political knowledge 

The influence of social, economic and cultural developments within a national political system 

on public support towards the EU is central to the literature on cue-taking. Following this 

approach, the citizens’ perception of the national economic and institutional performance and 

the information on which they rely to evaluate them fundamentally shape public attitudes 

towards the European Union. The limits of the citizens’ cognitive capacity and interest in EU 

affairs determine the translation of sentiments towards a state’s functioning into approval or 

disapproval of the EU’s policy or regime.  

Already in 1993, Eichenberg and Dalton found that support for European integration in 

a certain country is directly correlated with the state of its economy. This hypothesis was then 

supported by other studies conducted in the same period by Franklin and others (1994, 1995), 
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who also take into account the popularity of the government in power. In other words, these 

authors were among the first to posit that attitudes towards the EU could partially result from a 

projection of people’s evaluation of the national political system.  

Cognitive mobilisation is supposed to play a key role in this regard. An early explanation 

for why cognitive mobilisation is expected to influence a citizens’ evaluation of the EU was 

given by Inglehart (1970) and later expanded by Janssen (1991). The authors argue that the 

more information a citizen acquires about the EU, the less they will see it as a threat, hence they 

will be more likely to support it. Cognitive mobilisation is closely linked to the mechanism of 

cue-taking. The conceptualisation of satisfaction with the EU as a “by-product” (McLaren, 

2004, p. 903) of satisfaction with one’s own country’s economic or political condition stems 

from the idea that the average European does not have the knowledge that is needed to judge 

the independent course of action of the EU. Following Easton (1975), widespread cognitive 

incapacity makes it even hard to judge whether citizens can attribute specific policy positions 

to competing national parties. Consequently, this reasoning justifies doubting their ability to 

form “true” attitudes towards the EU.  

By the same token, several analyses support the claim that citizens that have a weaker 

knowledge of the EU are more likely to rely on proxies (Anderson, 1998; Hobolt, 2007) and to 

be persuaded to vote against the system (Dijkstra et al., 2020; see also Lee et al., 2018, on the 

analysis of the pro-Brexit vote). It should be noted that previous works in the field of political 

sciences often conflict in terms of expectations regarding political knowledge. Citizens with 

higher levels of political knowledge were often described as more prone to attitudinal changes, 

as these can better elaborate information and messages (Maier et al., 2016). However, other 

scholars also suggested that more politically informed individuals are less likely to be 

influenced by campaigns, as they have firmer opinions on political matters (McGraw & Ling, 

2003). 

Cognitive mobilisation is not the only reason behind citizens’ reliance on cues. This 

dynamic could also result from a simple lack of interest or the presence of other priorities that 

conflict with following EU affairs, hence it should not affect only the evaluation of the EU by 

the less educated. Accordingly, the cues that arise in the national context are generally important 

when analysing public support for the EU. Roth et al. (2011) found a positive relationship 

between the state of the national economy and trust in the EU’s institutions. Support for 
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integration is then expected to be higher when the national economy is more solid. Nevertheless, 

Kritzinger (2003) posits that two different models explaining the interaction between the two 

dimensions exist. The congruence model is compatible with the standard approach adopted in 

the cue-taking literature. Indeed, poor country-level performance is expected to lead to scarce 

support for the EU and vice versa. On the contrary, the compensation model predicts a negative 

relationship: where citizens are less satisfied with the performance of their national system, 

they will be more supportive of the EU.  

Rohrschneider and Loveless (2010) highlight the distinction between the economic and 

political-institutional evaluation of proxies, and the latter mechanism was considered in a 

prominent study by Sánchez-Cuenca (2000). Sánchez-Cuenca finds that where the citizens' 

attitude towards the national institutions is more negative, their consideration of the EU will be 

more positive. Hence, his analysis represents one of the main examples of a non-economic 

compensation model, where the levels of corruption or the responsiveness of the party system 

make a decisive contribution to shaping support for the EU. On the contrary, according to 

Obydenkova and Arpino (2018), the compensation model describes a mechanism that was in 

place only until the beginning of the financial crisis in 2007-8. Instead, after the outbreak of the 

crisis the citizens started to transfer their dissatisfaction to the supranational level. Likely, 

Harteveld et al. (2013) claim that trust in one’s own country’s institutions is the major catalyst 

of trust in European institutions.  

It is also important to bear in mind the effect of political cues. The potential of framing 

and political mobilisation was already recalled in the previous section of this thesis. However, 

it should be taken into account that political cues do not only influence the ideological divide 

between distinct identities. In fact, Gabel (1998a, 1998b) writes that leftist parties have been 

historically more sceptic about the EU because it has often been depicted as a tool in the hands 

of capitalistic powers. Although Hooghe and Marks (2009, 2018) state that partisan conflict 

around the EU is based on social regulation and identity rather than economic redistribution, it 

is not unlikely that national politicians will try to cue the voters by blaming the EU for bad 

national performances (implementing the so-called scapegoating technique of blame avoidance, 

see Weaver, 1986). Furthermore, Kumlin (2011) finds that “those receiving positive integration 

frames become not only more positive about the European Union (EU) level, but also more 

negative about domestic performance” (p. 575). 
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2.2.3 Utilitarianism 

What is most fascinating about utilitarian explanations of public support for the EU is the 

conceptual simplicity of the hypothetical underlying causal relationship. The fathers of 

utilitarian theory are usually identified in Jeremy Bentham (1747 – 1832) and John Stuart Mill 

(1806 – 1873). The core reasoning at the basis of their philosophical theories is that an action 

(or a policy) should be considered “good” if it brings happiness and improves people’s 

condition, while it should be opposed in the opposite case. In other words, an action that 

maximises utility is also ethically right. Fosters and Frieden (2021, p. 272) effectively translate 

this theory in terms of the public’s political assessments: “Individuals can assess their own 

economic situation and that of the community around them. Fair or not, both egocentric and 

socio-tropic economic assessments consistently predict the behavior of voters and the views of 

the public in a variety of political and institutional contexts”.  

As for studies of support for the European Union, utilitarianism has been mainly applied 

in its economic version: the citizens weigh the economic costs and benefits stemming from their 

countries’ membership and form their attitudes accordingly (see the seminal work of Gabel and 

Palmer, 1995, and Gabel’s later analyses from 1998(a)). In the following sections, I will follow 

the example of McLaren (2004) and analyse utilitarian explanations of public support for the 

EU by distinguishing between socio-tropic and egocentric utilitarianism. As will be further 

clarified in section 2.5 of this thesis, the utilitarian and cue-taking schools often engage in 

dissimilar interpretations of the same empirical evidence. The presence of a common point of 

departure is particularly evident when considering cue-taking and socio-tropic/utilitarian 

arguments.  

Socio-tropic Utilitarianism 

Indicators of macroeconomic performance are often said to explain much of the difference in 

public support between Member States (Karv, 2019). This is because citizens are expected to 

be “sensitive” to the economic conditions of their reference group (Hooghe and Marks, 2005). 

Brinegar and Jolly (2005) argue that socio-tropic evaluations of the economic costs and benefits 

deriving from one’s country’s membership explain a larger share of variation in public support 

for the EU than individuals’ characteristics. As they put it, “Citizens seem to recognize when 

their countries are benefiting economically from Europe, resulting in more positive feelings 

towards Brussels” (p.177). McLaren (2004, p. 908) explains how her analysis of opposition to 
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the EU suggests the presence of a sort of “economic nationalism”: the author argues that 

“people who perceive that the EU has been a drain on the national economy are likely to be less 

supportive of integration than those who feel that their entire country has benefited from the 

EU”. Hooghe and Marks (2005) posit that European (economic) governance could impact 

distinct political-economic systems (or varieties of capitalism, see Hall and Soskice, 2001) 

differently depending on how the countries’ economic institutions are coordinated between 

them (essentially, whether the economic activity is more or less dependent on the free market’s 

rules).  

Furthermore, several studies have revealed that the European public's perception of the 

EU has deteriorated due to the poorer economic performance of certain Member States (Roth 

et al., 2011; Braun and Tausendpfund, 2014). Also, both the analyses by Fosters and Frieden 

(2021) and by Verhaegen et al. (2014) expect macro-economic indicators (like growth in GDP 

or unemployment) to predict support for the EU (although their studies do not always report 

significant results). In this regard, in order to avoid unnecessary confusion, it should 

immediately be made clear that while cerain authors interpret these results as suggesting 

utilitarian calculations, others would present them as evidence of the scarce capacity of the 

citizens to distinguish between the national and the European performance (see below the 

section on cue-taking).  

Likely, studies by Armingeon et al. (2016) and Schraff and Schimmelfennig (2019) 

support a correlation between financial bailouts (and related austerity measures) negotiated with 

the EU and satisfaction with European and national democracy in most of the countries that 

were hardest hit by the Eurozone crisis. For instance, according to Armingeon and colleagues 

(2016), since the fall in satisfaction with European democracy that is observed in Greece is not 

visible in countries that implemented austerity measures without being “forced” by a formal 

agreement with the troika (European Commission, European Central Bank and International 

Monetary Fund), it is plausible that the citizens judged the costs of EU’s economic governance 

and showed dissatisfaction with its lack of input legitimacy. Indeed, several authors claim that 

the EU's significant influence on economic welfare should be acknowledged by Europeans 

(Baute et al., 2018; Eichenberg and Dalton, 1993).  

Also, it is plausible that the population of Members that are net recipients of European 

redistribution policies will be more supportive of the EU compared to that of donor countries 
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(Brinegar et al., 2004; Carrubba, 1997). Baute et al. (2018) argue that in countries that 

contribute more to the common budget, people have become more apprehensive about those 

transfers. Finally, within-EU trade level of an individual Member State is often identified as a 

significant determinant of support for the EU (Anderson and Reichert, 1995; Eichenberg and 

Dalton, 1993; Gabel and Palmer, 1995). 

Egocentric Utilitarianism 

Contrary to socio-tropic utilitarianism, egocentric utilitarianism focuses on the evaluation that 

each individual makes regarding the EU’s impact on their personal well-being. One of the early 

studies that mostly contributed to the development of this strand of research is the one published 

in 1995 by Gabel and Palmer. In this article, the authors posit that citizens with dissimilar 

socioeconomic backgrounds have benefited and will keep benefiting to a different extent from 

the development of the European Union. Therefore, these citizens are likely to be more 

enthusiastic about European integration and the EU regime. In this context, the levels of 

education and the personal skills that can be spent in the European labour market are crucial. 

Citizens that are better educated, from a higher social class and equipped with more spendable 

skills will be more likely to support the EU, as those are the ones that can more easily turn 

capital liberalisation (fostered by the EU) to their favour.  

In another analysis, Gabel (1998b) shows that these findings hold even when different 

theories of public support are included in the model. Likely, more recent studies engaged in 

enriching the empirical evidence backing Gabel’s claims. McLaren (2004, 2006) finds that 

egocentric utilitarianism still explains variation in public support when the cultural threat 

stemming from the EU or economic threats from other groups are considered. Also, Fosters and 

Frieden (2021) scrutinised data on public attitudes towards the EU between 1995 and 2018 and 

concluded that a citizen’s economic condition, occupation and individual skills are still crucial 

predictors of support for the EU. The authors emphasise the relevance of their findings by 

contraposing them to other works that focus on the growing importance of ideological 

determinants of public attitudes (see section 2.4.1 of this thesis).  

 The division between winners and losers of globalisation put forward by Kriesi 

(1998) is a further useful concept to explain individuals’ evaluation of the EU. Kriesi (1998) 

hypothesises the presence of “a cleavage opposing the new middle-class winners of the 

transformation of Western European societies to the group of losers of the very same process” 
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(p. 180). In this context, the European Union is often considered as a symbol of globalisation 

for many citizens. Kriesi et al. (2006; see also Kriesi, 2012) investigated how increasing 

European integration, together with other factors such as migrants’ influx, shaped the political 

competition in a number of Western European Democracies. Unsurprisingly, Kriesi (2012) 

finds that the “winners” of globalisation and European integration (in particular highly educated 

people and socio-cultural specialists) are significantly more positive towards opening borders.  

Voters who feel left behind by the modernisation of the economic system (which is 

arguably represented by the EU), will be more likely to vote against whatever they perceive as 

the cause of their condition (including the EU itself) (Dijkstra et al., 2020). In this regard, age 

represents a crucial variable as older citizens will find it more difficult to keep the pace of 

economic transformations (Hobolt, 2016). Moreover, Nelsen and Guth (2000) provide evidence 

of an existing gender gap in public attitudes towards the EU, which is partially explained by 

referring to women’s lower interest in foreign and EU affairs compared to men.  

2.2.4 Utilitarianism and Cue-taking: A complicated differentiation 

With this brief section, I intend to spell out the divergences between utilitarianism and cue-

taking. Most importantly, I am at clarifying why the expectations tested here are mainly 

motivated by utilitarian explanations of public support, rather than by cue-taking mechanisms. 

As was mentioned above, the authors that support cue-taking theories argue that the lack 

of knowledge and interest of the citizens prevents them from evaluating the EU independently 

of the national system’s performance (Anderson, 1998). The conduction of separate cost-

benefits analyses regarding the EU is likely to take place only when these are perceived with 

accuracy (Hooghe and Marks, 2005), and that is seldom the case. Anderson (1998) even seems 

to doubt the existence of a genuine or independent public support for the EU. However, twenty-

five years after Anderson’s analysis, the developments experienced by the EU and its citizens 

might have caused a change in the way the latter elaborate their opinion.  

Virtually all scholars recognise “the increasing presence of the European Union in the 

everyday life of its citizens” (Isernia et al., 2012, p. 110). Also, already in 2003, Kritzinger 

predicted that “high awareness (of the EU impact) could be achieved as a result of continuous 

EU media coverage […] and a long European history” (p. 222). It is hard to state with 

confidence whether these necessary conditions turned into reality, but it is hardly deniable that 



15 
 

the EU has become more politicised (see section 2.1 of this thesis) and the role that its 

institutions played during the most recent crises is unprecedented. More specifically, the 

Commission managed the distribution of vaccines within the bloc and it is currently assuming 

a leading role in coordinating the response against the Russian invasion of Ukraine.   

Before the outbreak of the latter two crises, Hooghe and Marks (2018) already identified 

the Euro crisis and the migration crisis as two fundamental challenges that amplified the EU’s 

salience to a critical extent. To give an instance of the effects of these major events, it has been 

argued that, thanks to the Euro crisis, the citizens acknowledged the redistributive consequences 

of integration (Verhaegen, 2018).  

By highlighting these changes in the relevance of the EU for the citizens’ everyday life, 

I do not mean that cue-taking should not be considered determinant anymore.  There are no 

reasons to believe that the national context ceased to be a reference point for an individual’s 

evaluation of the EU. However, the transformation of the EU’s role and its competencies might 

have made citizens more likely to attribute responsibility for the output of salient European 

policies to the EU itself. In other words, I argue that these processes make it more likely that 

the EU is judged according to what it actually does and the benefits that the citizens or their 

groups enjoy from those very policies. This is not to say that the process of attribution of 

responsibility to the national governments or to the EU is not problematic anymore (Hobolt and 

Tilley, 2014). Nevertheless, I argue that these observations should be kept in mind, especially 

when analysing the reactions of the public to actions implemented specifically by the EU. 

 Matthijs & Keleman (2015, p. 97) argued that a number of Europeans “no longer 

associate the EU with greater freedom and opportunity; instead, they blame it for financial pain, 

prolonged joblessness, and a lack of democratic choice”. Hence, if more Europeans identify the 

EU as the cause of their nation’s problem (see also McCormick, 2014), for example when 

criticising austerity policies (Armingeon et al., 2016), why could it not be the contrary when it 

adopts popular policies and the countries’ economies are perceived as recovering?  

It is already possible to anticipate a particular difference between the developments that 

followed the crises that started in 2008 and the pandemic crisis. Armingeon and Ceka (2014, p. 

86) claim that “when theorizing about the great recession as a specific phenomenon, it is 

arguably the case that most citizens do not discern much difference between the policies of the 
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EU and of their national government”. However, in the case of the response to Covid-19, one 

could reasonably expect the citizens to recognise the EU as the source of the huge pouring of 

money announced in early summer 2020 (especially given its unprecedented size and 

implementation). On the one hand, a citizen’s image of the EU could be affected by the 

economic downturn experienced by its country. Nevertheless, the recovery strategy advanced 

in June and the associated fiscal transfers (see next section) were easily attributable to the EU. 

As will be specified further, citizens’ awareness of EU policies is likely to play a major role in 

these dynamics.  
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3. NGEU and the Recovery and Resilience Facility 

3.1 NGEU, RRF and the political rationale behind them 

On the 17th of July 2020, the European leaders gathered to decide over a new Multiannual 

Financial Framework (The EU budget for the following seven years) and a common response 

to the pandemics’ economic consequences. The most important result of the record four-day 

Council was the approval of NGEU, a €750 billion package consisting of fiscal transfers 

financed through common debt. As explained by Haverland and colleagues (2022, p. 681), “the 

step towards debt-financed EU fiscal policies might be temporary but could also evolve into a 

more permanent feature”. The debate on whether NGEU represented a “Hamiltonian” moment 

(meaning a decisive step towards a fiscal union) resulted in a series of valuable contributions 

expressing divergent views on the subject (see for example De la Porte and Jensen, 2021; Feas, 

2021; Georgiou, 2022). Regardless of one’s own interpretation of how fast the EU will, if ever, 

turn into a fiscal union, two fundamental facts should be mentioned here. First, following the 

agreement of July 2020, the EU will run a fiscal deficit to counter the effect of the pandemic 

recession. Furthermore, out of the total amount distributed through NGEU, €390 billion consist 

of grants, hence non-repayable support. These two aspects are sufficient to consider the 

adoption of NGEU as a crucial event in the history of European integration (Tesche, 2022).  

Also, what makes NGEU particularly salient is the fact that it represents a major change 

in the European fiscal and economic approach relative to previous crises. While approximately 

€80 billion within the NGEU initiative were set to strengthen a number of pre-existing 

initiatives and the EU’s Cohesion Policy through six sub-programmes1, most of the funds were 

allocated through the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF). The funds administered through 

the RRF amount to approximately €670 billion and their allocation is not conditional on 

previously agreed macro-economic adjustments. Member States did not have to commit to cuts 

in their public expenditure in order to receive their share. Instead, each country had to present 

a national recovery and resilience plan to specify what targets were to be achieved and which 

projects were to be financed with European money. The funds are disbursed in multiple 

payments up to 2026, depending on whether the country-specific goals included in the 

                                                   
1 The six components of NGEU (excluding RRF) are ReactEU, Just Transition Fund, EAFRD, rescEU, Horizon Europe, 

InvestEU. 
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respective plan for a certain time period are reached. Furthermore, it was decided that the plans 

had to be in line with the EU’s green strategy, the “European Green Deal”. Hence, at least 37% 

of the funds have to be spent to implement the green transition and 20% to enhance 

digitalisation (Armingeon et al., 2022).  

 

Figure 1: Allocation of loans and grants under the RRF by country (only for countries considered in this study). 

Data: European Council’s country-specific decisions available at NGEU tracker (Julien-Vauzelle, 2023). 

A previous study (Armingeon et al., 2022, p. 145) defined this conditionality mechanism as 

“expansionary-oriented”. Although the spending of these funds is tightly linked to the European 

Semester and therefore influenced by country-specific recommendations from the Commission 

(European Commission, 2021), there is no trace of the austerity-oriented clauses that 

characterised fiscal assistance during the Euro crisis. Figure 1 shows how RRF funds were 

allocated during the European Council of July 2020. This graph anticipates a major difference 

in the national plans that were later presented. Not all the Member States applied for loans, 
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while all of them applied for grants. Member States have time until August 2023 to request 

loans and modify their national plans. However, a ceiling was imposed for these loans, as their 

volume could not exceed 6.8% of a country’s Gross National Income (European Commission, 

2021).   

What is extremely interesting to observe is that 70% of the RRF grants were allocated 

according to the following criteria (European Commission, 2021):  

 The countries’ population 

 The inverse of the countries’ GDP per Capita  

 The countries’ average unemployment rate between 2015 and 2019, compared to the 

EU average 

Only 30% of the grants were allotted by taking the economic loss into account (in terms of 

GDP) experienced by the Members States between 2020 and 2021. Armingeon and colleagues 

(2022) base their work on this data and conclude that NGEU mainly represented “a response to 

the economic and political imbalances left over from the Eurozone crisis” (p. 146). The authors 

show that there is no linear relationship between the share of grants allotted to the Member 

States and the impact of the pandemic on national public health. On the contrary, they argue 

that pre-existing political and economic vulnerabilities, which were clearly exacerbated by the 

pandemic, are the main driver of funds’ allocation and the crucial motivation that led to the 

approval of NGEU. This argument is central in relation to the scope of this thesis.  

In an era of constraining dissensus (see section 2.1 of this thesis), elites are forced to take 

into account the opinion of the voters on EU-related matters.  It is not surprising that, during 

the early months of the pandemic, in many Northern European countries (essentially the richest 

and initially least affected by the pandemic) more than 40% of the population did not embrace 

the idea of a fund to help the hardest-hit Members (Miró, 2022). Instead, what is perhaps 

surprising is that the final outcome of the NGEU negotiations does not seem to match at all the 

initial preferences of the frugal countries. Yet, all the Member States agreed on the final 

package, as unanimity was naturally required.  

As it was already mentioned in the introduction, leaders in frugal countries were not 

always supporting fiscal risk pooling. More fiscal integration was frequently depicted as 

contrary to a certain country’s economic interest, whereas it was at times supported by referring 
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to its temporary nature or the need to show solidarity (Miró, 2022). Furthermore, Miró (2022) 

argues that once NGEU was adopted, it was often justified by frugal leaders by referring to the 

rebates that their countries obtained during the negotiations. In exchange for their eventual 

approval of NGEU, these countries obtained substantial cuts to their contribution to the EU 

budget (Tesche, 2022). However, the agreement on these so-called rebates can only partially 

explain the change in their position on the EU’s recovery strategy. Also, recent statements from 

Mark Rutte, the leader of the frugal coalition (Ladi and Tsarouhas, 2020), concerning the 

creation of new joint debt to provide assistance to Ukraine seem to prove the absence of a 

sudden ideological change motivating the approval of NGEU (Leali, 2022). Rather, two crucial 

elements should be taken into account: the role of the German government and the political 

rationale behind the unprecedented European response.  

It is no coincidence that the importance of the political discourse on NGEU in Germany 

is particularly highlighted in Miró’s study (2022). When analysing the political debate 

concerning NGEU in different groups of Members, the author excludes Germany from both the 

northern and the southern political coalition (note that the latter consisted of countries that 

traditionally supported the necessity of more solidarity and looser fiscal rules). Instead, he 

describes it as the key player that, by changing its initial approach, made the balance of power 

change in the context of tough negotiations.  

During the Euro crisis, Germany supported strict European control over public spending 

and austerity-inspired conditionality in exchange for financial assistance (Howarth and Schild, 

2021). Like for the other northern countries, there is no evidence of a sudden change in the 

ideological principles that inspired the country’s stance on the EU’s fiscal policy over the years. 

When the possibility of issuing common debt started to be debated, Chancellor Angela Merkel 

stated: “We have said from both the German and other sides that this is not the view of all EU 

countries” (Herszenhorn et al., 2020). Nevertheless, something soon started to change in the 

German public opinion and in the position of the executive.  

Previous research highlights the concerns related to major disruptions in the supply 

chains granting the efficiency of the export-oriented German industry (Bulmer, 2022; Tesche, 

2022). In particular, German industries are partially dependent on Italian components (Fasula 

and Varvelli, 2020). Therefore, given the unprecedented drop in Italy’s GDP in the second 

quarter of 2020 (-17.8% relative to the previous year; OECD, 2023), “the pandemic presented 
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a potentially more acute challenge for the German economy than the Eurozone crisis” (Bulmer, 

2022, p. 177).  

 

Figure 2: Average value indicated by the respondents when asked to rank their image of the EU (1:5). Values 

missing for April 2020 for the Baltic countries (LT, EE, LV) and Luxembourg (LU). Data: Eurobarometer and 

European Parliament (waves listed in the Appendix). 

The economic interdependence between these two countries was complemented by a more 

political interdependence that came to the surface during the crisis. This interdependence is the 

main object under study in a work by Baccaro et al. (2022). The authors start by arguing that 

the level of support for the common currency prevented the exit of Greece and the other 
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southern countries from the EU from being a credible threat during the Euro crisis. As the same 

authors already stated in another study, “this unwillingness to leave, despite the costs of 

austerity, strengthened the hand of ‘creditor’ countries and allowed them to shift the burden of 

adjustment on ‘debtor’ countries during the euro crisis” (Baccaro et al., 2021, p. 402). They 

then argue that, in contrast to a decade earlier, the danger of seeing the countries most affected 

by the crisis (particularly Italy) leave the European Union was much more concrete.  

Figure 2 illustrates how the citizen’s image of the EU got worse in all European countries 

at the beginning of the pandemic. However, the narrative put forward by Baccaro and co-

authors turns particularly convincing after observing the figures for most southern European 

countries and especially the Italian one. There, the drop in public support for the EU came after 

years of Economic stagnation that kept baseline Euroscepticism particularly high. The initially 

scarce level of solidarity between the Member States (see the example of France blocking the 

export of medical equipment; Quaglia and Verdun, 2023) worsened this trend. In April 2020, 

approximately 30% of the Italian respondents had a positive image of the EU, and the Spanish 

and Greek trend did not appear much more promising (European Parliament, 2021a). Most 

importantly, data presented by Baccaro et al. (2022) show that at that time support for Euro 

membership was at extremely low levels. In addition to this, in a further investigation, Baccaro 

et al. (2021) found that a reiteration of the austerity approach embraced during the Euro crisis 

would have resulted in the majority of the Italians voting for “leave” in an eventual referendum 

on their country’s membership.  

This unprecedented scenario soon made the German political elite support the need to 

agree on fiscal risk pooling to defend the countries’ interests and strengthen the EU. Qualitative 

data collected by Miró (2022) suggests that Angela Merkel and the then German finance 

minister, Olof Scholz, often justified their support for common debt by referring to the danger 

of disintegration. At least three more relevant contributions signal the German concern. 

Heermann et al. (2023) diagnose “an overarching objective of keeping the EU and its member 

states united, of preventing further disintegration”. By the same token, Tesche (2022, p. 488) 

argues that “Germany’s embrace of NGEU demonstrated its willingness to act as a stabilizer 

providing public goods when the European project is faced with an existential shock”. Finally, 

Howart and Schild (2021, p. 219) highlight that Angela Merkel “repeatedly pointed to the real 



23 
 

danger of European single market disintegration and the unravelling of the wider integration 

framework”. 

Considering the rest of the northern countries, it is hard to tell whether politicians in those 

Member States followed the same reasoning, hence starting to be worried about disintegration. 

Existing literature seldom engages in clarifying this aspect and Miró’s results (2022) do not 

suggest such a “conversion”. However, it is plausible that these countries lost what they 

previously considered a key-ally in the negotiation process and simply did their best to limit 

(yet not prevent) the creation of new public European goods (Miró, 2022). It is likely that 

Germany’s preferences put disproportionate pressure on these countries’ negotiation strategy, 

thereby isolating them (Wasserfallen, 2023) and forcing them to accept a concession to their 

southern neighbours. 

On the 18th of May 2020, a Franco-German proposal for a recovery fund distributing 

€500 billion in grants was put forward. The common effort of these two countries to support a 

common fiscal response is reflected in the complementarity of their leaders’ statements. As 

noted in the introduction, Macron’s support of fiscal risk pooling was also motivated by his 

determination to avoid the dissolution of the Union and tackle growing Euroscepticism in the 

South. The Franco-German blueprint paved the way for the Commission's May 27 proposal 

(envisaging transfers for €750 billion), which then represented the basis for the formal and 

informal negotiations that went on until July.  

3.2 Hypotheses 

In light of what was argued in this chapter, we could consider NGEU not only as a tool to 

strengthen the European economy but also as a way to improve the system’s political stability 

by increasing public support (or at least preventing a further drop in it). Following Easton’s 

perspective (1965), it is plausible that providing new policies to satisfy the most pressing 

demands (in our case, those from the more politically and economically unstable Member 

States) became essential to avoid a fatal erosion of the European system’s legitimacy.  

What was essential for the EU to survive this existential threat was for the citizens to 

perceive that their country and themselves were benefitting, - or at least not losing - from its 

membership of the EU. Where the level of ideological support is lower, the system’s capacity 

to resist a sudden stress-test will be mainly based on its capacity to deliver tangible benefits to 
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the public. In this regard, the EU resembles a young democracy that, lacking a solid basis of 

ideological trust, cannot stand high levels of stress for long if it does not deliver positive results 

(Karv, 2019, p. 58). What is fundamental for the EU is that “where diffuse support is low […] 

beneficial outputs may be able to provide a sufficiently favourable base until a reserve of 

goodwill accumulates” (Easton, 1975, p. 445). 

According to socio-tropic utilitarian arguments “those who think that membership of the 

EU gives little advantages for their country, will be more Eurosceptical than those who evaluate 

EU policy as beneficial for their own country” (Abts et al., 2009, p. 3). In other words, “in 

countries where the net benefits are negative, levels of support are expected to be lower than in 

countries where benefits are positive” (McLaren, 2004, p. 901). Hence, socio-tropic utilitarian 

arguments described above represent the main theoretical justification to test the main 

hypothesis in this study. I expect the amount of funds received by a respondent’s country to 

have influenced their view of the EU. More specifically, I expect that the more a respondent’s 

country was allocated through the RRF, the more positive the change in the respondent’s image 

of the EU since the start of the pandemic will be.  

H1: The change in a respondent’s image of the EU since the start of the pandemic is positively 

influenced by the amount of RRF funds received by their country. 

In this context, awareness is supposed to play a crucial role. First, in order to conduct a 

utilitarian cost-benefit evaluation, a citizen should be aware of the actions taken by the EU in 

response to the pandemic. Also, as mentioned in section 2.2, individuals who know more about 

the EU are often said to be less likely to perceive it as a threat and more likely to support it 

(Inglehart, 1970; Janssen, 1991). Here, citizens’ cognitive mobilisation is taken into account by 

controlling for an individual’s knowledge of the measures taken by the EU to tackle the 

pandemic. Not only will I test if the change in a citizen’s image of the EU depends on 

awareness, but I will also verify if the latter can influence the effect of NGEU/RRF funds on 

an individual’s view of the EU. Indeed, not all the respondents were “fully” aware of the 

policies adopted by the EU to tackle the pandemic crisis (see description of this variable in the 

material section; figure 3). Therefore, I expect the effect of the level of RRF funding on a 

respondent’s image to be positively mediated by her awareness of EU policies. Figure 3 shows 

the level of awareness about EU measures in the twenty-five Member States considered here. 
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H2: The positive effect of higher RRF funds on a respondent’s image of the EU will be stronger 

for citizens that are aware of the EU’s policies to cope with the pandemic crisis. 

 

Figure 3: Share of citizens who are fully aware of the measures taken by the EU to tackle the pandemic (by 

country). Percentage indicator rescaled (2=20%). Data: European Parliament (2021c). 

Finally, a third hypothesis will be tested. As was discussed in the previous sections, this analysis 

assumes a political rationale behind the approval of NGEU and engages in testing its effect on 

public support for the EU. The approach adopted by the EU during the pandemic was mostly 

opposed to the one that motivated country-specific bail-outs and austerity policies during the 

Euro crisis (with Germany being a particular case in point; Bulmer, 2022).  

The conditionality imposed after 2010 had a substantially punitive character with respect 

to previous economic mismanagement in the most affected countries, and they influenced the 

actions of the states subject to them in policy areas traditionally symbolic of states’ sovereignty 

(Jacoby and Hopkins, 2020; Genschel and Jachtenfuchs, 2016). The change in the EU’s strategy 

could have had a relatively stronger impact on respondents from these countries, as these 

citizens might have felt particularly relieved when observing it. In other words, the difference 
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in the solution envisaged by the EU might have made citizens from countries that experienced 

politically-imposed austerity (Armingeon et al., 2016) felt like reacquiring a sense of 

sovereignty that was lost during the Euro crisis (Wasserfallen, 2023). Hence, it is plausible that 

the effect of NGEU funds on EU attitudes was amplified if the respondents’ country 

experienced austerity-oriented conditionality after 2010. 

H3: The reported change in the image of the EU is more susceptible to variation in funds for 

those that experienced austerity conditionality during the Euro crisis. 

Although I did not specify a hypothesis for the explanatory power of each predictor that will be 

included in the model, I can anticipate that the data scrutinised here allow me to test the effects 

of several individual and macro-level determinants of support that were mentioned in section 

2.2. For instance, the analysis will test whether support for one’s own government’s policies, 

national macroeconomic indicators or the respondents’ social class had an observable effect on 

how their image of the EU changed in the first six months of the pandemic.  
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4. Methods and Material 

This chapter presents the data that will be analysed to test if the various levels of funding via 

NGEU have had any influence on public support for the European Union (and to compare the 

size of this effect to that of other likely determinants of public support). Then, the research 

design of the present investigation will be outlined. 

4.1 Material 

Data for the dependent variable and the individual-level variables was taken from a survey 

commissioned by the European Parliament and conducted by Kantar between the 25th of 

September and the 7th of October 2020 (European Parliament, 2021c). The survey was mainly 

conducted online and approximately 1000 participants per country were interviewed, except for 

smaller Member States where 500 individuals participated. Observations for Malta and Cyprus 

were not included in the analysis due to the absence of data for these countries with regard to 

some of the predictors (e.g., indicators from OECD datasets) and to the different data collection 

process in these Member States (where interviews were conducted by telephone instead of 

through an online portal). The number of observations amounts to 23,395 for twenty-five 

countries. As the rows containing NAs were discarded when building the model, the final count 

of observations used in the following calculations is 17,540.  

While question n°20 asks about the respondent’s general image of the EU 

(positive/negative), the following item recites: “Since the start of the Coronavirus pandemic, 

would you say that this image you have of the EU improved, got worse or stayed about the 

same?”. The advantage of using this question is that it captures a variation in the respondent’s 

attitude towards the EU, hence partially compensating for the absence of longitudinal data. Each 

respondent could answer this question by choosing one of the following categories (excluding 

“don’t know”, which is coded as NA): improved, got worse and stayed about the same. Figure 

4 shows how the response to this question varies considerably across countries. Response 2 

(“stayed about the same”) is the most popular option in all the Member States. However, in 

some countries the figure representing the individuals that chose the first option (“got worse”) 

almost equals that of the respondents whose image did not change.  
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Although the particular formulation of this item enables research on the changes in 

individuals’ preferences, it still has a fundamental limit. The data is not informative about the 

change in the respondents’ image of the European Union between the start of the pandemic and 

the allocation of the funds in July 2020. Therefore, it is possible that a respondent’s image was 

already declining before the allocation of NGEU and that the presence of an eventual positive 

effect of the funds is not enough to make their response shift to the upper category.  This is 

especially plausible with regard to individuals from the initially hardest-hit countries, like 

Spain, Italy or Czech Republic.  

 

Figure 4:  Differences in the change of the image of the EU across countries. Data: European Parliament 

(2021c). 

Even though it is not possible to methodically control for such behaviour and perfectly isolate 

the “NGEU effect” for each respondent, I address this limitation by introducing a macro-level 
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lagged variable in my model. The exact same question that I am using to measure the dependent 

variable was asked in another survey run by Kantar in June-July 2020 (still before the European 

Council of the 21st of July) (European Parliament, 2021b). I computed the average value of the 

response to this question for each Member State and used it as a predictor in my analyses. This 

way, the extent to which the citizens’ image of the EU was dropping (on average) in the 

respondent’s country is taken into account. I argue that, despite this approach not representing 

a silver bullet when coping with the limits of the data, results can still be highly informative. 

The main independent variable measures the funds allocated to the respondent’s country 

under the RRF during the July European Council as a share of each country’s 2019 GDP 

(specified at 2018 prices like the funds; Eurostat, 2023a). The exact amounts were retrieved 

from the official conclusions presented at the end of the European Council for each individual 

Member States and are currently available at the NGEU tracker website (Julien-Vauzelle, 

2023). The hypotheses will be first tested by considering the sum of grants and loans allocated 

to each country. A twin model will study the effect of grants only and results will be reported 

in the appendix. In principle, both models are expected to confirm the hypotheses (especially 

since few countries requested loans). However, due to the computational time required to fit a 

Bayesian model like the ones presented below, this test will be implemented for the first model 

only and not for those including interactions (this limitation is better specified in the methods 

section of this thesis). 

When considering the total sum allocated, citizens might still value the absence of 

conditionality attached to loans, their absolute value, and possibly (when they are particularly 

knowledgeable) that the interest rate attached to them is naturally lower than the one that a 

country would have to pay when issuing debt on the markets. Also, national governments are 

not likely to emphasize this distinction. Taking Italy as an example (the country that will receive 

the most in loans among the six Members that were allocated them), the then head of the 

executive Giuseppe Conte still often remarks that his government “brought in Italy 209 billion 

[euros]” (here including in the estimate of NGEU funds other than the RRF; Agenzia Vista, 

2023), without remarking the distinction between grants and loans. However, citizens who are 

aware of NGEU might judge the EU mainly based on the money that their country will receive 

from it without any obligation to return it. This anticipates the importance of awareness in this 

analysis. 
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An item present in the Kantar surveys allows to control for the citizens’ knowledge of 

the EU’s action to tackle the crisis. Indeed, the latter asks the interviewees whether they have 

heard about the measures taken by the EU in response to the pandemic. Although NGEU is not 

explicitly mentioned, I expect a citizen that declare themselves fully aware of the EU measures 

to know about NGEU (the main component of the European recovery strategy) and the 

historical political agreement reached in July. This variable can take three values, depending 

on whether the respondent declares that they have heard about the measures and know what 

they are, they have heard about the measures but do not know what they are, or if they have not 

heard about them at all. This variable will be first simply included in the model as a predictor 

and later used to test an interaction between the amounts of funds and the individuals’ 

knowledge of the EU’s course of action. 

 In addition to this, other macro-level and individual-level predictors are included in the 

analysis. Starting from the former, the countries’ macroeconomic conditions are measured by 

looking at their quarterly GDP growth (OECD, 2023) and their monthly unemployment rate 

(Eurostat; 2023b). The variable referring to GDP measures the average percentage variation in 

the Gross Domestic Product for the second and third quarter of 2020 (compared to 2019). As 

for unemployment, I computed the difference in the monthly unemployment rate between 

February and September for each Member State. In addition to this, to account for political 

cueing, data from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey Trend File (Jolly et al., 2022) was used to 

compute the vote share obtained by Eurosceptic parties in each country in the last election prior 

to 20192 Euroscepticism is indicated by a score lower than 4, while 2019 is simply the year the 

expert survey was conducted.  

Moreover, two predictors accounting for the impact of Covid-19 on public health and the 

following restrictions were included. The cumulative number of deaths reported by each state 

at the end of September 2020 was taken from the European Centre for Disease Prevention and 

Control (ECDC, 2023) and compared to each country’s population (Eurostat, 2023c) to obtain 

a measure scaled by 1000 inhabitants. As the number of deaths for Greece is missing in the 

ECDC dataset, this value was taken from the World Health Organisation website (WHO, 2023). 

The second variable related to the pandemic’s consequences on public health is the stringency 

index developed by Oxford University (Hale et al., 2021). This index keeps track of virtually 

                                                   
2 Euroscepticism is indicated by a score lower than 4, while 2019 is simply the year the expert survey was conducted. 
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all governments’ policies to limit the spread of the virus and it takes higher values where these 

were the most severe. As the index varies for each country/day combination (which gives an 

idea of the superlative effort behind this project), I took the mean value for each country 

between March and September 2020 and used it as a predictor in my model. It should be noted 

that the index was used in a previous study by Papageourgiu and Immonen’s on the image of 

the EU (2023). The reason for the inclusion of the various pandemic-related questions in this 

study is that the impact of the EU on public health and socio-economic activity might cause 

discontent with the national situation and therefore with the EU (following a cue-taking 

approach). 

Finally, two macro-level dummies will be included to account for the debate regarding 

rule of law conditionality (the dummy takes value 0 for Hungary and Poland) and the past 

austerity-oriented conditionality. The dummy for Hungary and Poland is included to account 

for the debate concerning the disbursement of funds linked to the respect of the rule of law. 

However, it should be noted that the debate did not go on for long before it resulted in the 

watering down of the rule of law clause (Ladi and Tsarouhas, 2020), and reacquired salience 

only later on.  

In addition to this, a dummy indicator is created to identify citizens coming from 

countries that experienced austerity-oriented conditionality in the past (as defined in a study by 

Armingeon et al., 2022). During the Euro crisis, countries that were part of the European 

Monetary Union could not devaluate their currency to regain competitiveness. In order to 

achieve that and in exchange for loans from the Troika, those countries had to implement 

politically imposed internal devaluations and induced a decrease in the unit-labour cost through 

austerity measures. Armingeon et al. (2016) show that the countries being part of the Economic 

Monetary Union where the Nominal Unit Labour Cost decreased the most are exactly the 

countries that received funds from the Troika. The countries where bail-outs were formally 

requested after 2010 are Ireland, Portugal, Greece and Spain (observations for Cyprus were 

excluded from the dataset, as mentioned above).  However, I do also include Italy in this group. 

There, as explained by Sacchi (2015), reforms and cuts to public spending were implicitly 

imposed by the European Union in exchange for the continued and consistent purchasing of 

Italian bonds by the ECB. NGEU funds are expected to have a particularly strong effect on the 
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image of the respondents coming from the countries mentioned above. Hence, a further 

interaction will be included to test H3. 

Concerning the individual-level predictors, one of the questions that were posed in the 

survey is informative about the extent to which the respondents think that a limitation of their 

individual freedom is justified by the pandemic crisis. On a scale from one to six, indicating the 

lowest value equals to state that “the fight against the Coronavirus pandemic fully justifies 

recent limitations to my individual freedoms”. Instead, the highest possible value corresponds 

to “I am strongly opposed to any limitations of my individual freedoms, regardless of the 

Coronavirus pandemic”. The extent to which an individual values their freedom might influence 

their evaluation of their government crisis management and, through cue-taking, of the EU, 

conditional on the strictness of the restrictions imposed by their country during the pandemic. 

For this reason, I will test the interaction between the “freedom” variable and the restrictions 

score presented above. The reason why these variables are expected to influence a citizen’s 

image of the EU is that the more a respondent is unhappy with the restrictions she was forced 

to respect in her country, the more she is likely to be unsatisfied with the EU and change her 

view on it, following cue-taking mechanism (projection of the discontent caused by the national 

situation to the EU level) and egocentric-utilitarian explanations (if an unsatisfied individual 

would blame the EU for those restrictions). 

 Additionally, each respondent was asked about the pandemic’s impact on their personal 

income. Each respondent was asked to indicate whether the pandemic had already affected their 

income, it had not done it yet but they expected that to happen or it had not done it yet and they 

did not expect it to occur. Also, I control for electoral turnout at the individual level: whether a 

respondent voted or not for the last European elections could be an indicator of cognitive 

mobilisation. As was already mentioned in section 2.4.2, previous research often assumed that 

the more a respondent knows about the EU, the less it will see it as a threat. I control for turnout 

as I assume that a voter will be on average more informed about the EU’s functioning (although 

one should bear in mind previous works that depict European elections as second-order ones, 

see again same section 2.4.2). While 31% of the voters that did not vote for the past European 

elections had a positive or fairly positive image of the EU in 2020, the figure raises to 48% 

among the citizens who cast their ballots (data from European Parliament, 2021c). This suggests 

that controlling for turnout might help to capture some variation in EU attitudes.  
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Two more variables capturing individual preferences are included.  The respondents were 

asked to rank on a scale from 1 (“not at all satisfied”) to 4 (“very satisfied”) their satisfaction 

with both their government’s response to the pandemic crisis and the solidarity between the 

Member States. The effect of the first variable should reflect the influence of cue-taking 

mechanisms: if citizens who are satisfied with their government’s policies are systematically 

more likely to indicate a more positive variation in their image of the EU, cue-taking 

mechanisms are probably shaping their support for the Union. With regard to the question about 

solidarity, Papageorgiu and Immonen (2023) have already shown a positive relationship 

between this kind of satisfaction and the citizens’ image of the EU. 

Finally, age, gender, terminal year of education and social grade are included in the list 

of predictors. The exact age of the respondent is recoded to assign to the respective age groups. 

Age groups range from 16-24 to 55-64. Gender can take four different values, depending on 

whether the respondent is male, female, does not identify as neither of them or prefers to not 

indicate their gender. 

With regard to social grade, this variable can take 3 values (low, mid or high) depending 

on the occupation of the respondent. Unskilled workers, students, retired and unemployed are 

included in the lowest category, whereas skilled manual workers, supervisory or clerical 

occupations and Junior managerial and administrative positions are coded as “mid” grade. 

Lastly, intermediate and higher managerial, professional and administrative positions are 

included in the highest social strata. In line with previous literature on egocentric utilitarianism 

and individual cost-benefit evaluations (Gabel and Palmer, 1995; Fosters and Frieden, 2021), 

respondents belonging to higher social classes are expected to have a more positive attitude 

towards the European Union. 

4.2 Methods 

As was anticipated in the previous section, the dependent variable examined here has a 

categorical and ordered character.  Although it is quite common to see ordinal variables treated 

as if they were continuous (Bürkner and Vuorre, 2019) and this practice was also defended by 

Robitzsch (2020), experts usually recommend avoiding it, referring to a likely distortion of 

effects sizes and other complications (Liddel and Kruschke, 2017). The difference between 

continuous and ordinal variables is rather intuitive. Considering the data scrutinised here, 
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although individuals’ responses to the main item of interest are coded as “1”, “2” or “3”, they 

are not compatible with a metric scale.  A respondent cannot indicate the value “0.7” or “1.3”. 

Also, while we can obviously measure the distance between two numbers, we cannot be as 

confident when measuring the distance between two categories. Taking again our dependent 

variable as an example, the distance between “image got worse” and “image stayed the same” 

might not be equal to that between “image stayed the same” and “image improved” in a 

respondent’s mind.  

The behaviour of categorical variables is often analysed employing binomial or 

multinomial logistic regression (depending on the number of categories that characterise the 

dependent variable). In principle, this approach is not incorrect. However, it is expected to 

underestimate the information available when dealing with ordered categories (Bürkner and 

Vuorre, 2019). Instead, ordinal models are said to be more informative (as they exploit the 

ordered nature of the variables), hence benefitting from their enhanced statistical power 

(Schmidt, 2012). Given the premises, one might wonder why ordinal models are not particularly 

popular in applied research (especially in political research). Bürkner and Vuorre (2019) 

hypothesise that this is due to these models’ apparent higher complexity and to the fact that the 

interpretation of the results is usually not as straightforward as for generalized linear model 

(treating categorical as continuous) or even nominal models (multinomial-binomial). Despite 

this trend, modern statistical software like R (R core team, 2022) allow researchers to choose 

between different types of models and take advantage of their relatively short computational 

time. Ordinal logistic regression will be employed here to investigate how the predictors listed 

in the previous section possibly influenced the change in a respondent’s image of the EU. 

Before choosing the exact model to be used, it is important to consider that all ordinal 

models come with an important assumption, namely the “proportionality” or “proportional 

odds” assumption (Fullerton and Xu, 2018). This assumption requires the effect of each 

predictor on the dependent variable to be constant across its categories. This very assumption 

seldom holds when dealing with real-world data. It is likely that the effect of a one-unit increase 

in NGEU (or RRF) funds will influence in a different way the probability of choosing “stayed 

the same” compared to that of choosing “improved”. Hence, it is important to test for which 

predictors this assumption holds. To do that, I ran a model with all the covariates that I intend 

to include in the analysis by using the “Ordinal” package in R (Christensen, 2022). This package 
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allows to implement a cumulative logit model, one of the main alternatives for ordinal 

regressions together with the adjacent category and the sequential model (see Bürkner and 

Vuorre, 2019, for an exhaustive summary of their characteristics). This model was chosen as a 

starting point as it can estimate the (cumulative) probability of an outcome being in a particular 

category or below that category. Most importantly for this thesis, the ordinal package allows to 

easily run “nominal tests” for cumulative models. The nominal test makes it easy to verify if 

the proportional odds assumption holds for each covariate in our formula. The results of the 

nominal test suggest that most predictors do not meet the proportionality assumption (results 

reported in the appendix). Therefore, the modelling strategy has to be adjusted.  

Given this information, two paths can be pursued: whether we ignore the ordinal 

character of the variables and switch to a nominal model (as suggested by Väisänen in a 

dedicated online lecture; National Centre for Research Methods, 2021) or we relax the 

assumption and adopt a partial proportional odds model. This thesis follows the latter approach. 

However, it is important to note that the new information about partial proportionality 

constrains the choice of the preferred ordinal “family”. In fact, cumulative models suffer from 

structural problems when the proportionality assumption is relaxed, as they can return negative 

probabilities (Bürkner and Vuorre, 2019). On the other hand, the implementation of adjacent 

category models is not affected by violations of the proportionality assumption. Indeed, this 

kind of model is often chosen for its mathematical convenience rather than because of a 

particular intuitive connection to real-world processes (Bürkner and Vuorre, 2019). 

To make sure that this is the best possible version of the model and that the proportional 

odds assumption should not be relaxed for more or fewer covariates, it could be possible to run 

twenty-one different adjacent category models (like the number of predictors) to test 

proportionality for each variable without relying on results from the nominal test (which is 

implemented on another ordinal model). However, given that it would take approximately 

twenty hours to run each of these models with the methods implemented here, this analysis 

relies on results from the test of proportionality that was implemented on the cumulative logit 

model. 

In addition, before implementing the adjacent category model I implemented a test to 

detect multicollinearity. I ran a simple linear regression with the same predictors and dependent 

variable (all converted to “numeric” objects), so that I could implement a VIF (Variance 
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Inflation Factor) test to verify the absence of reported multicollinearity. Results of the VIF are 

included in the appendix and indicate no multicollinearity (with the highest VIF just above 4 

for stringency index).  

Following Dolgun and Saracbasi (2014), the adjacent category model with partial 

proportional odds can be written as:  

𝑎𝑘
𝑃𝑃(𝑋) = ln⁡[

𝑃(𝑌 = 𝐾|𝑋)

𝑃(𝑌 = 𝑘 − 1|𝑋)
⁡]

⁡

= 𝛼𝑘 ⁡+ 𝑋́𝛽 + 𝑇́
′

𝛾𝑘 

Equation 1:  Adjacent Category Model with partial proportional odds 

This equation models the probability of choosing a higher rather than a lower category (𝐾 rather 

than 𝐾 − 1). The first set of regressors’ coefficients to be computed is denoted by 𝛽. These 

regressors (in our case the share obtained by Eurosceptic parties, the terminal year of education 

and the average change in the unemployment rate) meet the proportional assumption. The 

second set of coefficients, denoted by 𝛾 , is estimated for the variables that violate 

proportionality. 𝑋́ and 𝑇́ represent the two vectors of covariates for which the coefficients have 

to be estimated, while 𝛼 corresponds to the set of intercepts (one for each category 𝑘).  

I implement a partial adjacent category model, allowing the effect of most predictors (all 

but three) to vary across the categories of the dependent variables. In practical terms, this means 

that the model will return two coefficients for each predictor violating the proportionality 

assumption. However, there is a formal difference between what the equation reported above 

suggests and the way brms model’s coefficients will be interpreted below. The coefficients 

reported here represent the change in the log-odds of choosing 𝑘 + 1 over 𝑘, rather than 𝑘 over 

𝑘 − 1. These are just two different ways of defining the same choice and they are spelled out 

here for the sake of clarity.  

It is fundamental to note that, just like the multinomial model, the adjacent category 

model shows the observed change in the log-odds of choosing one category over another, rather 

than the probability of this event. Instead, by exponentiating these coefficients we can obtain 

the change in the probability of choosing category k+1 over k for a one-unit change (or a change 

in the category) in the predictor under consideration. What is, then, the crucial difference 

between the category-specific coefficients computed through an adjacent category model and 
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those computed through a “standard” multinomial model? The essential dissonance lies in the 

choices that are modelled. As anticipated above, the multinomial model compares the log-odds 

of choosing each category of the dependent variable rather than the baseline category and does 

not exploit the ordinal nature of the dependent variable. On the contrary, for those variables 

that are allowed to have category-specific effects, the adjacent category returns the change in 

the log-odds of choosing “image stayed the same” over “image got worse” and of choosing 

“image improved” over “image stayed the same” for a change in the predictor. As stated above, 

for those variables that are assumed to have constant effect over categories only one coefficient 

is returned, and that measures the change in the log-odds of being in k+1 compared to the 

reference k.  

To implement this model, I use the brms package in R (Bürkner, 2017). This package 

enables the user to run Bayesian models in R. Bürkner and Vuorre (2019, p. 84) summarise the 

main differences between the Bayesian and the more common frequentist approach: “In 

classical frequentist statistics, parameter estimates are obtained by finding those parameter 

values that maximise the likelihood. In contrast, Bayesian statistics estimate the full (joint) 

posterior distribution of the parameters. This is not only fully consistent with probability theory, 

but also much more informative than a single point estimate (and an approximate measure of 

uncertainty commonly known as ’standard error’)”. According to the authors, the most 

important advantages of Bayesian inference are the possibility to incorporate prior knowledge 

in the model, greater model flexibility and more informative results.  

In this regard, when addressing the most common ways of misinterpreting confidence 

intervals, Greenland et al. (2016) point out that “standard” confidence intervals obtained 

through frequentist methods cannot be interpreted as a range that contains the true value of the 

parameter 95% of the time. The interpretation is less straightforward and not of interest in the 

context of this thesis. However, what is important to remark is that the authors specify that 

credible intervals computed by Bayesian models can instead be interpreted the “easy” way, 

therefore as containing the true value of the parameter 95% of the time. In addition to this, the 

package allows for the introduction of random intercepts and slopes. 

Bayesian modelling is implemented through the so-called Markov Chain Monte Carlo 

algorithm, which is used to approximate the posterior distribution of a set of parameters. A 

sequence of samples is then drawn from the posterior distribution and the estimate (mean) is 
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reported for each parameter. To ensure that the samples are representative of the posterior 

distribution, multiple “chains” starting from random points in the parameter space are 

computed. In this case, four chains with 2000 samples each were run for each model. 

As the respondents come from different Member States where different baseline levels 

of Euroscepticism might be present, I included a random intercept to account for the unobserved 

factors causing this variation. Adding a random component to a model will inevitably make it 

more complex, and it is always a good practice to test if a more parsimonious model should be 

implemented. As the residual variance was not directly estimated by the brms function, I did 

not compute the ICC (intra-correlation coefficient) to see if correlation within countries 

“justifies” this choice. Instead, I implemented the leave-one-out test (or “loo” test; Vehtari et 

al., 2017) and a comparison of the Watanabe-Akaike Information Criterion (Watanabe, 2010) 

yielded by two models, respectively including and excluding the random intercept. These tests 

essentially verify which model fits best the available data and if there are considerable 

differences in this regard. If the model that excludes the random intercept fits the data 

considerably better, one might decide to leave out the random argument. However, The tests 

suggest that the models fit the data quite similarly (see results in the appendix). Since the 

difference between the loo scores is not significant (less than twice the standard error), I have 

no reason to exclude the random intercept and work on a model that ignores my theoretical 

expectations.  

One last aspect to specify in this section is the choice of the priors. Setting customised 

prior distributions for each parameter is a way to incorporate previous knowledge about the 

way those parameters usually behave. This information can be taken from previous knowledge 

and experts’ opinions. Although previous literature suggests that the fiscal transfers 

investigated here should have a positive effect on the citizens’ image of the EU (see chapter 2), 

this hypothesis for NGEU was not tested before, and previous research on the effect of fiscal 

transfers focuses on different dependent variables. To avoid influencing the model through a 

uniformed choice of the priors, I prefer using the default “flat” priors assigned by brms and not 

transmit information about the likely mean or variance of the parameters to the model. A flat 

prior does not constrain the model, as it assigns equal probability to all possible values of the 

parameter. Choosing a flat prior might lead to unrealistic posterior distribution, but this risk is 

not as significant when the size of the sample is large. Indeed, the smaller the sample, the more 
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the priors will influence the results (Van de Schoot et al., 2014). A large amount of data will be 

more informative and the posterior distribution will be primarily determined by the likelihood 

function rather than the prior distribution.  

Last but not least, so-called “posterior checks” presented in the Appendix give an 

indication of the validity of the priors’ selection. Posterior checks are used to verify if, once the 

posterior distribution of the parameter is estimated, by reproducing the data from the latter we 

obtain similar values to those initially observed. This step is central to Bayesian inference, and 

the results reported below show a solid convergence between the “fake” and the observed values 

of the dependent variable. 

Given the premises, the following section will describe the results of an adjacent category 

model with partial proportional odds. 
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5. Results 

The aim of this section is to present the statistical results reported by the models. The 

interpretation of these results will be further elaborated in the final chapter. 

The Models 

Due to the large number of variables, the models will be reported in two separate tables.  Table 

1 reports the results for the predictors directly mentioned in the hypotheses. The full model is 

available in Appendix. 

Two coefficients are assigned to each predictor that does not meet the proportionality 

assumption, or to each category when these are categorical (except for the reference category). 

The first coefficient measures the effect of a change in the predictor on the log-odds of choosing 

“image stayed the same” over “image got worse”. The second coefficient models the choice 

between “image improved” and “image stayed the same”. Also, the table report estimated errors 

and Bayesian credible intervals. The errors and the intervals represent measures of uncertainty 

around our estimate. As was already mentioned in the previous section, confidence intervals in 

frequentist approach are often confused with the more intuitive and easily interpretable 

Bayesian credible intervals. These inform us about the range within which the unobserved 

“true” parameter value will fall 95% of the time. The 95% threshold is totally arbitrary and we 

should be careful to base our interpretations on that only. Indeed, it is not uncommon to see 

experts recommending different intervals, as is the case for the 89% threshold suggested by 

McElreath (2015). 

All the categorical predictors were coded as unordered factors, despite some of them 

having an ordered nature. The reason for this is that by coding them as ordered, the model would 

have returned orthogonal polynomial contrasts of complex interpretation. Instead, by treating 

them as unordered objects, I obtained coefficients for the effect of each category of the factor-

predictors on the outcome of the two choices involving the categories of y, compared to the 

effect of the reference category of each predictor.  
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H1: NGEU/RRF funds and the change in the citizens’ image of the EU 

Coefficients estimated in the first model confirm that the level of RRF funding received by a 

country has a positive effect on the log-odds ratio that one’s image of the EU “stayed the same” 

rather than “got worse”. The size of the coefficient is approximately 0.03, as can be seen by 

looking at funds_GDP_share[1], where [1] indicates that the parameter refers to the first choice. 

Also, the level of funding has a positive effect on the second choice modelled here (“improved” 

over “stayed the same”), with a coefficient slightly higher than the former (0.05).  

 

Figure 5: Bayesian credible intervals (95%) for the effect of funds on the variation in the respondent’s image of 

the EU. Estimates are similar for each Markov Chain (1000 iterations per chain). 

To give a more detailed interpretation, after exponentiating the first coefficient, we could say 

that an increase in funds multiplies by 1.03 the probability of choosing response 2 over response 

1. We can also observe that the estimated errors are extremely low (0.01) and that the credible 

interval suggests a positive effect at least 95% of the time. Also, the interval is quite narrow 

and this suggests relatively low uncertainty around the estimate. Results for the model 

estimating the effects of grants only are consistent with those of Model 1. The two coefficients 

for grants as a share of GDP are even higher than those considering the total funding and are 

respectively 0.03 and 0.08 (both positive at least 95% of the time; see results of Model 4 in the 

appendix).  
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Figure 6:  Marginal effects of an increase in funds on the probability of indicating each of the three categories. 

Although the coefficients certainly tell a part of the story, to get a solid grasp of what the model 

suggests is essential to have a look at the plots of the marginal effects obtained from the 

posterior distribution. Marginal effects can be interpreted as “instantaneous rates of change”: 

for example, “for a dichotomous explanatory variable, a marginal effect shows how predicted 

probabilities change when the variable changes from 0 to 1” (Sagaon-Teyssier et al., 2017, p. 

3). Figure 6 shows that the model reflects my expectations: the probability of choosing “image 

got worse” decreases when the level of funding increases. The opposite effect can be observed 

for the choice between categories 2 and 3. The more a country was allocated in terms of fiscal 

transfers, the more individuals from that country are likely to say that their image improved or 

stayed the same.  
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While the increase in the probability of choosing the third category is evident yet modest, 

this cannot be said for the first two figures. Considering two citizens from the countries that 

were allocated respectively the most and the least in terms of funds, the difference in their 

probability of choosing “image got worse” is higher than 10%. In this regard, the fact that the 

figure for the third category varies less than the others suggests that people who would have 

chosen the first category mostly switch to the second (and not to the third) when funds increase. 

This aspect indicates that an ordinal model is much more informative than a multinomial one 

(which would have compared choosing “image improved” over “image got worse”). 

H2: The effect of awareness  

How does awareness influence the (variation in) citizens’ image of the EU? Being more or less 

aware of the policies adopted by the EU during the crisis influence has a significant impact on 

the respondent’s choice. However, the interpretation of this effect is not straightforward.  

 

Figure 7:  Marginal effects of a change in awareness on the probability of indicating each category. 
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First, respondents who are partially aware (have heard about the measures but don’t know what 

they are) and respondents who are totally unaware of the EU measures are more likely to 

“prefer” image stayed the same over image got worse compared to respondents that are aware 

of them. The coefficients are 0.07 and 0.37, the latter being positive over 95% of the time and 

the former being positive less than 95%. The Bayesian Credible Interval (CI) for the first 

coefficient ranges between -0.02 and 0.15. This means that we cannot rule out that the effect 

could instead be negative or zero. However, it is also true that the interval is clearly not centred 

on zero. In other words, there is some evidence that being unaware makes a respondent less 

likely to say that her image of the EU got worse, but uncertainty should not be neglected for the 

coefficient “Partially Aware[1]”. On the contrary, we can be more confident in what 

coefficients for the second choice suggest. According to those numbers, we can confidently 

state that citizens who are informed are also more likely to say that their image improved.  

As can be seen in Figure 7, the effect of awareness per se is not positive with regard to 

the first choice, opposite to what the literature on cognitive mobilisation would suggest (see 

section 2.2 of this thesis). On the other hand, being informed has a positive effect on the 

probability of choosing response 3. 

What is also of interest for this study is the way awareness shapes the effects of funds. 

Hence, I ran a second model (Model 2) in which an interaction effect was specified for the level 

of funding and the individuals’ awareness. As shown by Figure 8, the funds-GDP ratio has a 

positive effect on the log odds of choosing “image stayed the same” over choosing “image got 

worse” for all three levels of awareness. Also, we see that different categories start from 

different “starting” points on the 𝑌 axis (probability). However, what we are interested in when 

it comes to the interaction is the slope of the different figures. The coefficient of the interaction 

suggests that the effect of increasing funds is stronger conditional on the respondent being 

partially aware or unaware of the EU’s course of action (Note that the reference level is still 

“fully aware”). Indeed, the difference in the red figure for the first and the second tab is not 

only in the intercept on the 𝑌 axis, but also in its steepness. 

The odds that a partially informed or totally uninformed respondent chooses 2 over 1 are 

higher per se (compared to an informed one, see the Model with no interaction), but the effect 

of the funds on this choice is not proportionate between aware and unaware citizens. The 

coefficient is approximately 0.02 in both cases, with credible intervals not overlapping on 0. 
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This suggests that the citizens’ choice between “stayed the same” and “got worse” is relatively 

more affected by funds when they are not well informed about NGEU (and the other European 

policies).  

 

Figure 8:  Marginal effects of an increase in funds mediated by awareness. 

 Hence, the mediating effect of awareness complicates the picture, as citizens that are more 

aware do not behave as expected, in relative terms, with regard to the first choice. Instead, 

results for the second choice are poorly informative, as the credible intervals are tightly centred 

on zero. Also, the fact that the probability of choosing “improved” is already low per se makes 

relative comparisons of log-odds misleading. We see that all citizens become more likely to 

choose improved when funds increase, and specifically that citizens who are aware will have a 

higher probability of preferring the third response. However, with regard to this second choice, 

the increase in funds seems to affect all the three categories to a proportional extent (the 

intercept differs but the slope is extremely similar). Again, the advice for the reader is to keep 
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in mind the intercept on the Y axis, and to focus on the change in the steepness of the curves 

and the way they bend, as that is what tells us whether the effect of the funds is different between 

the groups. To what extent are people that are partially aware or unaware more influenced by 

the increase of funds with regards to the choice between “got worse” and “stayed the same”? 

Exactly to the same extent. The coefficients are both 0.02. Looking at the Figure, we see that 

the green curves in the second and third tab are parallel: Again, those two groups are more 

influenced by the funds to the same extent (compared to group 1). 

To make this more intuitive, Figure 9 shows how these curves would look like if we 

treated our dependent variable as continuous. As was widely anticipated in the methods chapter 

of this study, treating categorical dependent variables as metric is often said to be incorrect. 

Nevertheless, the following figure makes it easier to understand both why we can say that the 

effect of funds varies across groups and why this approach is extremely less informative. 

 

Figure 9:  Marginal effects of funds mediated by awareness when “image change” is treated as continuous. 



48 
 

Note that in this case the numbers on the 𝑌⁡axis do not represent a probability. Instead, they 

represent an image score, where “image got worse”, “image stayed the same” and “image 

improved” are coded as 1, 2 and 3 respectively. Here we can see that this image score increases 

less with higher level of funding when people are aware than when they are only partially aware, 

even if the intercept on the 𝑌 axis is lower for less informed citizens. However, as stated above, 

this approach is less informative: The single coefficient obtained through this method would 

not show that citizens who are aware are still relatively more or at least equally likely to choose 

“image improved” rather than “image stayed the same” when funds increase, compared to 

citizens that are partially unaware (with a modest and uncertain effect of -0.01). In other words, 

it would not tell us that the actual difference between how aware and unaware people behave 

when funds increase lies in the relative probability of choosing between “got worse” and 

“stayed the same”, rather than in the probability of choosing “stayed the same” rather than 

“improved”. 

H3: Previous austerity conditionality 

The third hypothesis is tested by creating a further interaction, which is specified in Model 3. 

More specifically, the effect of the funds is made conditional on the respondents coming from 

one of the countries that experienced austerity and internal devaluation following the outbreak 

of the Euro crisis.  

Note that when the dummy for austerity is included as a simple predictor, its effect is 

quite uncertain or even null. Things change when we look at how it moderates the effect of 

funding. The results show that the effect of an increase in the level of funding on choosing 

“stayed the same” over “got worse” is stronger when a respondent comes from a country that 

did rather than did not experience austerity. The change in the log-odds is 0.03 when 

considering those that come from a country that experienced austerity in the past, although we 

cannot rule out the possibility of this effect being zero (CI: -0.01:0.08). On the other hand, the 

effect of an increase in funds on choosing “improved” over “stayed the same” is weaker at least 

95% of the time when conditioning on having experienced austerity. 

As usual, the plots are extremely useful to understand these relationships. Figure 10 

shows the difference in how respondents from the two groups of countries would react to more 

or less funds. The effect of funds on the probability that a respondent will choose category 3 is 

estimated to be positive or at most really close to null in both cases. However, the graph suggests 
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that funds might not be equally beneficial in terms of support depending on the country group. 

Citizens coming from countries where austerity was politically imposed seem to be 

systematically more susceptible to a hypothetical change in funds, which affects relatively less 

their choice between 3 and 2 and relatively more their choice between their 2 and 1. Again, we 

should keep in mind a meaningful level of uncertainty in the former case, but we can rule out 

the possibility of the second interaction term being zero (CI ranging between -0.11 and -0.02). 

 

Figure 10:  Marginal effects of an increase in funds on the probability of indicating each of the three categories, 

conditional on austerity indicator. 

Other predictors 

The estimates of the parameters that are not directly involved in the testing of the hypotheses 

should also be considered, as it is certainly interesting to verify the explanatory power of 

traditional determinants of public support in times of crisis. Here I focus on results from Model 

1.  
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First, it is important to notice that the average change in the image of the EU in a 

respondent’s country before the allocation of funds heavily influences the log-odds of that 

respondent choosing “image stayed the same” rather than “image got worse” after the funds 

were allocated. In that case, the effect of the lagged variable is relatively strong and positive 

95% of the time. However, the estimate for a country-level previous general change in the 

image of the EU is extremely uncertain when it comes to choosing between image improved 

and image stayed the same, with a Bayesian credible interval ranging between -0.83 and 0.94. 

The relatively strongest effect estimated by the model is the one of satisfaction with EU-

level solidarity. As was already shown by Papageorgiu and Immonen (2023), satisfaction with 

solidarity between the Members can improve the individual’s image of the EU. After 

exponentiating the coefficients for this predictor (2.65 and 1.37) and subtracting one, we obtain 

that the odds of choosing response 3 over response 2 and response 2 over 1 are approximately 

13 and 3 times higher for a respondent that is very satisfied with solidarity relative to one that 

is not satisfied at all (figure 11).  

 

Figure 11:  Marginal effects of satisfaction with European solidarity on the citizens’ image of the EU.  
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Looking at macroeconomic indicators, the coefficient for the change in GDP during the 

pandemic is positive, yet uncertain, as the credible interval perfectly ranges around zero. 

Similarly, although a higher increase in the unemployment rate during the first six months of 

the crisis is estimated to have a surprisingly positive effect, we cannot rule out the possibility 

of this effect being zero. Scholars often found these kinds of indicators to be non-significant 

when using frequentist methods (Fosters and Frieden, 2021; Verhaegen, 2014), although 

seminal works like the one from Eichenberg and Dalton (1993) suggest the opposite (see section 

2.3 of this thesis). 

 

Figure 12:  Marginal effects of satisfaction with national policies on the citizens’ image of the EU.  

As explained in section 2.5 of this study, estimates of the effect of macroeconomic indicators 

could be interpreted as evidence for both utilitarian and cue-taking arguments. However, this 

model provides specific input to interpret the role of both political cueing and evaluation via 

proxies in the context examined here. While the effect of the share obtained by Eurosceptic 

parties in the last elections is null, results clearly show that a respondent who is satisfied or very 
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satisfied with their government’s course of action will be much more likely to prefer response 

2 over 1 and response 3 over 2, compared to a respondent who is not at all satisfied with the 

government’s measures. The same holds if a respondent is only “satisfied” and not “very 

satisfied” with the government’s policies (figure 12). Looking at all the coefficients of support 

for the government for the first choice, we could think of a “linear” relationship between the 

degree of support and the odds of choosing “image stayed the same” over “image got worse”. 

Concerning macro and micro-level indicators measuring the impact of the pandemic on 

public health, the interaction between the stringency index and a respondent’s attachment to 

their individual freedom does not explain changes in the image of the EU, as the credible 

intervals are always within zero, estimates are really close to zero too and no evident trends can 

be spotted. On the other hand, the more deaths due to Covid-19 were reported in a Member 

State, the less respondents coming from that Member State are likely to choose “image 

improved” over “image got worse”. This relationship goes in the expected direction, yet 

uncertainty about the sign should be taken into account (95% CI between -0.71 and 0.07). 

Surprisingly, a coefficient of 1.18 for the second choice suggests that individuals from countries 

that reported more victims are more likely to prefer the highest category over the lowest, even 

when controlling for all our predictors.  

Results for a number of individual-level effects are left to mention. First, let us look at 

the effect of the impact of the pandemic on the individuals’ income on their image of the EU 

(Figure 13). The latter is substantial when comparing people who had not been financially hit 

by the crisis and did not expect to be affected in the future with those who had already suffered 

its economic consequences. However, the effect goes in two different directions depending on 

the choice that is considered. The odds of choosing response 2 over response 1 are 64% higher 

(𝑒𝑥𝑝(0.50)⁡− 1)) for those who did not expect an impact on their income (compared to those 

who were already affected), whereas they are lower for the same group when it comes to 

choosing response 3 over response 2. Uncertainty is relatively low for both estimates. However, 

only the plot can tell the whole story: although the coefficient for 3 over 2 might appear “high” 

and its interpretation not affected by uncertainty, this does not translate into major differences 

in the predicted probabilities. A coefficient of -0.38 means that the odds of choosing “image 

improved” over “image stayed the same” decrease by approximately 30% when the income did 

not change (exp(−0.38) = 0.69), compared to when it shrank. But if the odds are already 
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particularly low, the real-life impact of the income differences on the probability of choosing 

“image improved” is, to say the least, modest. 

What is particularly interesting is that the model does not report any evidence of a 

meaningful effect of class partisanship on the citizens’ change in the image of the EU. Even 

though multiple scholars emphasised the importance of belonging to the group of the “winners” 

of integration (Kriesi, 2012) relative to being supportive of the EU (Gabel, 1998a; Fosters and 

Frieden, 2021), this specific feature does not seem to be determinant in the context of the first 

six months of the pandemic. Respondents from a higher class do not systematically prefer a 

higher rather than a lower category more than those in lower classes.  

 

Figure 13:  Marginal effects of financial losses during the pandemic on the citizens’ image of the EU.  

Instead, the age of the respondents seems to help explain their choices. Taking the group 16-24 

as a reference, we can see that the older the respondents, the more they are likely to prefer 

“stayed the same” over got worse and the less they are likely to choose “improved” over “stayed 

the same”. As was shown above, this kind of polarization within a specific variable (meaning 
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between its categories) is not uncommon (see, for example, awareness) and can also be 

observed for men and women. Indeed, women are more likely than men to prefer response 2 

over response 1, but they are also significantly less likely than males to prefer “improved” over 

“stayed the same”. 

Regarding the turnout at the last European elections, people who did not vote are 

significantly less likely to prefer “improved” over “stayed the same”. Finally, the dummy 

controlling for the debate on rule of law conditionality does not suggest a negative effect of the 

latter on the public’s support for the EU and the CI are centred on 0.  
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6. Discussion and Conclusion 

Discussion 

As expected, the interpretation of the results presented here is not as straightforward as it would 

be for a linear regression. In fact, the models return mixed evidence and a complex relationship 

between the predictors and the individuals’ change in the image of the EU. 

Results from Model 1 speak in favour of the explanatory power of the utilitarian 

argument (more specifically, its socio-tropic declination). The analysis suggests that the 

citizens’ image of the EU was influenced by the amount of funds that an individual’s country 

was allocated. The probability of an individual stating that their image got worse decreases 

when the level of funding increases. On the contrary, the same increase will make an individual 

more likely to say that their view of the EU improved rather than stayed the same. From a purely 

political (and not economic) perspective, the results suggest that a common fiscal effort was 

beneficial for the stability of the EU: the indicated change in one’s own image of the EU is less 

negative in countries that were allocated higher transfers. This would suggest that NGEU 

contributed to the higher “bounce” in the general image of the EU in the countries where it 

dropped the most – or was already particularly low-  at the beginning of the pandemic (e.g. 

Italy, Czech Republic and Greece; see Figure 2 in chapter 3 of this thesis). 

At first glance, one might think that the model simply meets the expectations stemming 

from the utilitarian literature. However, after further investigation, other complex social 

dynamics seem to come into play, requiring a more nuanced interpretation. It should be kept in 

mind that utilitarianism assumes that citizens are capable of conducting a cost-benefit analysis 

regarding the effect of European policies on their countries (McLaren, 2004). It comes naturally 

that, in order to perform such an evaluation, citizens should know about the policies that the 

EU implemented or how their country is gaining from those. Therefore, the utilitarian 

perspective cannot explain all the trends described above. 

To sum up what was already explained above, the effect of the funds on the probability 

that a respondent chooses 2 over 1 and 3 over 2 is shown to be positive. Opposite, the effect of 

the funds on the probability of saying that one’s image of the EU got worse is always negative, 

regardless of whether a person knows or does not know about EU policies and therefore about 
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NGEU. However, this effect is relatively more negative if the citizen is unaware of EU policies. 

On the other hand, the effect of funds on preferring image improved over image stayed the same 

is always positive and there are no major differences in the way it is moderated by different 

levels of awareness. In other words: 

 Simply looking at the effect of awareness, citizens with a higher “critical” potential 

stemming from their knowledge are expected to have experienced a stronger change 

(whether more positive or more negative) in their image of the EU, as they are relatively 

less likely to choose “stayed” the same in both cases. 

 The presence of such critical potential moderates the effect of the funding level: 

informed citizens from countries that received the most experienced a relatively more 

negative change in their image of the EU (but still positive in absolute terms) compared 

to those that did not have such knowledge. Evidence for the moderation effect on the 

second choice (“improved” over “stayed the same”) is mixed and changes are minimal 

in absolute terms (as visible from Figure 8, the change is in the intercept rather than in 

the slope). 

This is partially in line with a study by Maier and colleagues (2016), who argue that political 

knowledge makes attitudinal changes more likely. 

Leaving the relative differences between informed or uniformed individuals on a side, it 

is problematic to explain why an increase in funds makes unaware people more likely to choose 

higher categories at all. The fact that uninformed citizens are more likely to say that their image 

stayed the same is not counterintuitive. What is puzzling to understand is why they become 

more likely to do that when funds increase (see again Figure 8), while they become less likely 

to say that their image got worse. The utilitarian argument based on cost-benefit evaluations 

does not provide an exhaustive explanation for this behaviour.  

The findings suggest that other social mechanisms should be investigated. In particular, 

this model does not take into account the salience of NGEU in a Member State’s public debate. 

It is plausible that this salience was higher in countries that were allocated the most, making the 

European response more debated. Therefore, it is also plausible that in those countries people 

that are not aware are even more likely to prefer “image stayed the same” rather than “image 

got worse”. Not only they don’t have a strong opinion on the performance of the EU (like in 

countries that received less), but they would also be more influenced by an eventual general 
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trend in the media’s narrative and by the general trend in the national community’s overall EU-

attitude shown in Figure 2.  People do not necessarily have to be able to define themselves 

“aware” of EU policies to be influenced by the public discourse around them. As Maier et al. 

(2016) argued, “voters’ level of political involvement is a factor that moderates the impact of 

new information on political attitudes and behaviour” and “voters lacking political knowledge 

and political interest are most likely to be persuaded by campaign messages” (p. 56).  

Simply put, I interpret these results as suggesting a double effect on the image of the 

citizens that are unaware and come from a country that received high funding. First, like in all 

other countries, those who are less aware will be more likely to choose “stayed the same” 

because they lack the critical potential to form strong opinions. Second, in countries that 

received the most there could be an unobserved factor at play, through which the funds 

influence the opinion of people that don’t know anything about them or have just “heard” about 

the new fiscal package. This unobserved factor, which might be the public debate, would make 

people who are less critical shift from choosing response one to choosing response 2. The effect 

of NGEU could go well beyond utilitarian calculus. 

As for the effect of previous austerity measures, my calculations show some differences 

between the effect of the funds on the members of the two country groups. Armingeon et al. 

(2022) claim that NGEU was adopted as a remedy to the economic and political imbalances 

left by the management of the Euro crisis. In addition to this, a previous study found that in 

countries that requested bail-outs during the Euro crisis support for the EU dropped more than 

one could expect by simply looking at economic indicators (Armingeon et al., 2016, Roth et 

al., 2011). This research complicates the puzzle, as I find that the level of funding was 

disproportionately influential on citizens that saw their countries experiencing austerity, 

although the coefficient has a different sign depending on the considered choice. This thesis is 

obviously far from showing a straightforward correlation between one’s idea of past austerity 

measures and the following evaluation of NGEU. However, considering that most people’s 

choice was between response one or two and after controlling for all the predictors listed above, 

there is some indication that citizens from those countries were more appreciative of the new 

fiscal approach and more susceptible to the funding level.  

Evidence for the effect of the other “traditional” determinants of support for the EU is 

also mixed. What should be highlighted here is that, as suggested by Armingeon and Ceka 
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(2014), even though the politicisation of the EU grew, the public still projects feelings towards 

their national government to the European level. Adopting Kritzinger’s vocabulary (2003), one 

could say that, during the pandemic crisis, this mechanism did not work through compensation 

but through congruence (see section 2.2 of this thesis). Those who were more satisfied with 

their government were also less likely to choose “image got worse” over “image stayed the 

same” and especially more likely to state that their image improved (with predicted probabilities 

rising in absolute terms too, see Figure 11).  

Given these premises, how can we explain that the state of public health and the socio-

economic impact of Covid-19 did not influence the citizens’ image of the EU? A possible 

interpretation is that people did not blame the Union for the impact of the pandemic on their 

national communities because they did not blame their government either. A sort of “rally-

round-the-flag” dynamic might have taken place in some of the countries that were the hardest 

hit at the very beginning of the pandemic. In April 2020, the share of Italians that were satisfied 

with Prime Minister Conte’s action skyrocketed to 65% (Ansa, 2020), although the country was 

among the hardest-hit by the pandemic. The unpredictable character of the pandemic might 

have helped politicians to avoid the blame for poor economic performance and thousands of 

reported deaths at the initial stage of the crisis. We should obviously be careful to generalise 

through such claims, as a thorough analysis would be needed to test their validity. However, 

we can more confidently state that, on average, citizens did not see the initial consequences of 

the pandemic as a responsibility of the EU (or at least those did not make their image of the EU 

vary).  

On the other hand, we can also see that the effect of being satisfied with European 

solidarity on the citizens’ image of the EU is more substantial than that of thinking by proxy. 

In a moment when the EU action was particularly salient, support for the Union was mainly 

affected by people’s evaluation of solidarity between the Members than by their evaluation of 

what their government was doing “at home” or by the extent to which the economy was 

shrinking.  

The evidence warns us from treating the different explanations of support for the EU as 

mutually exclusive. We should not neglect that theories of public support are often 

complementary, as was already shown by Gabel (1998b). However, like Gabel’s analysis and 

the one by Fosters and Frieden (2021), also this work finds that some explanations of support 
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are particularly more meaningful in the study’s context. Concerning the present work, this could 

be due to the particular historical moment during which the data scrutinised was gathered. As 

mentioned above, Covid-19 represented an existential threat for the Union (Ladi and Tsahouras, 

2020). The risk of disintegration was perceived by key political actors and the idea of fiscal risk 

pooling turned into reality. Those who perceived this change as evidence of solidarity were 

more likely to experience a positive change in their image of the EU, and this image also 

benefitted from the size of the fiscal transfers that one’s own country obtained. This may not 

be always the result of utilitarian calculations, as shown by the moderating effect of political 

awareness. However, assuming that NGEU was partially motivated by the need to tackle 

political instability, we could probably label it as a successful experiment.  

Conclusion 

Did NGEU, and in particular RRF, help prevent disintegration and the dissolution of the 

European Union? Was the new approach to crisis management particularly beneficial for the 

image of the EU of those that experienced austerity? 

Reality is complex and the evidence is mixed. Starting from what can be reasonably 

argued: I find a meaningful positive relationship between the level of funding received by a 

country and the variation in its citizens’ image of the EU. However, the explanatory power of 

the utilitarian argument, the theoretical centrepiece of this thesis, is extremely weakened by the 

moderating effect of political awareness. People that don’t know about NGEU or have just 

heard about it are paradoxically more likely to be positively influenced by funds. Therefore, I 

argue that while a positive effect of the funds is plausible and supported by this study, future 

research should focus on the indirect effect of NGEU funding on support for the EU. By 

shedding light on the effect of unobserved factors in this study, such as the overall change in 

the media narrative of the EU, future studies will have the opportunity to test whether the 

correlation found here is simply spurious or could be explained by mechanisms other than 

utilitarian considerations, such as political cueing and media campaigns. 

Additionally, this analysis finds a (moderately uncertain) moderating effect of coming 

from countries previously exposed to austerity. We cannot exclude that individuals from this 

group of Member States were particularly susceptible to the amount of funds allocated to their 

country. They were more likely to choose “stayed the same” with regards to both choices when 
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funds increased. If it is true that crisis-management tools implying austerity conditionality (e.g., 

the European Stability Mechanism) became “politically toxic” (Tesche, 2022, p. 482) in certain 

Member States, then further investigations should test if the change in the conditionality 

imposed amplified the effect of funds in those very countries. In this regard, future research 

should shed light on the extent to which citizens evaluate the EU’s response to Covid-19 by 

taking the management of the Euro crisis as a reference point. Also, I suggest one last possible 

improvement to this study: as respondents were asked to indicate from what region they came, 

it would be interesting to test for systematic regional differences in the way NGEU funding 

impacted public support for the EU. 

This study suggests that, after an impressive drop in public support following the 

outbreak of the pandemic, NGEU funds most likely helped the EU to regain political stability. 

What remains to be investigated is the combination of different social mechanisms that 

eventually made this possible. 
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Figure 2 

The following Waves of the EB series were used to produce Figure 2. 

Year Eurobarometer ID 

  

03/2014 81.2 

04-05/2014 81.4 

11/2014 82.3 

05-06/2015 83.4 

11-12/2015 84.4 

05/2016 85.2 

11-12/2016 86.3 

05/2017 87.3 

11/2017 88.3 

03/2018 89.1 

09/2018 90.1 

12/2018 90.4 

03/2019 91.2 

06-072019 91.5 

12/2019 92.4 

02-03/2021 94.3 

04-05/2021 95.2 

11-12/2021 96.2 

02-03/2022 97.1 

04-05/2022 97.3 

 

Table 3: EB Waves. Source: Eurobarometer. 

Data for 2020 was taken from the special series “Public opinion in times of Covid-19”, available 

at https://www.gesis.org/en/eurobarometer-data-service/survey-series/european-parliament-

covid-19-surveys. 

 

https://www.gesis.org/en/eurobarometer-data-service/survey-series/european-parliament-covid-19-surveys
https://www.gesis.org/en/eurobarometer-data-service/survey-series/european-parliament-covid-19-surveys
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Nominal test 

The following table reports results from the nominal test that was run on a cumulative logit 

model using the ordinal package in R (Christensen, 2022). 

Predictor Df logLik AIC LRT Pr(>Chi) 
 

 
-14139 28361 

    

Funds 1 -14114 28315 48.50 3,31E-09 *** 

Awareness 2 -13974 28036 329.70 <2.2e-16 *** 

Lag image country 
    

Share Eurosceptic parties 1 -14138 28363 0.55 0.46033 
 

GDP_change 1 -14107 28299 64.16 1,15E-12 *** 

Unemployment growth 1 -14139 28363 0.25 0.61389 
 

Covid deaths 1 -14082 28251 112.39 <2.2e-16 *** 

EU elections 1 -14130 28347 16.72 4,34E-02 *** 

Individual freedom 5 -14049 28192 179.49 <2.2e-16 *** 

Stringency Index 1 -14086 28258 105.43 <2.2e-16 *** 

Covid impact on income 2 -14051 28190 175.75 <2.2e-16 *** 

Satisfaction solidarity 3 -14049 28187 180.05 <2.2e-16 *** 

Satisfaction national policies 3 -14114 28318 49.65 9,50E-08 *** 

Gender 3 -14105 28300 67.43 1,51E-11 *** 

Education 1 -14138 28362 1.89 0.16880 
 

Age group 4 -14070 28232 137.76 <2.2e-16 *** 

Social grade 2 -14135 28358 7.48 0.02371 * 

Rule of law 1 -14136 28359 4.33 0.03748 * 

Austerity 1 -14104 28294 69.65 <2.2e-16 *** 
       

Signif. codes 0 ‘***’ 0.001 ‘**’ 0.01 ‘*’ 

 

Table 4: Results of the nominal test on a Cumulative Logit Model. 

The test verifies the proportionality assumption for each of the predictors. For each covariate, 

a separate model that treats it as if that was violating proportionality is run. Then, the latter 

model is compared to the proportional assumption one and a Likelihood Ratio test is 
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implemented.  Whenever the result of the test is statistically significant, the assumption of 

proportional odds for the relative variable is violated: the effect of the predictor on 𝑌 is not 

constant across its categories. Note that no value is reported for the lagged variable, as the 

algorithm failed to converge when testing it. Based on the way most of the other predictors 

behaved, I treated this variable assuming that it violated the proportionality assumption and 

allowed its effect to vary across categories. 

LOO and WAIC Test 

The following tables (Table 4 and 5) report the results of a Leave-one-out test and the 

Watanabe-Akaike Information Criterion test. In both cases, the information criterion for the 

model excluding the random intercept is lower, indicating better goodness of fit. However, the 

standard error of the difference is less than twice the standard error. Hence, the inclusion of a 

random intercept for the country variable is neither theoretically nor practically unjustified. 

 ELPD_diff SE_diff 

LOO TEST   

Model 1 0 0 

Alternative Model -7.4 4.2 

   

WAIC TEST   

Model 1 0 0 

Alternative Model -7.2 4.2 

 

Table 5: Results of the LOO and WAIC test. 

VIF 

Below are reported the results of a VIF test that I ran on the results from a linear model using 

the package car (Fox and Weisberg, 2019). The linear model includes all the predictors and no 

interactions. Hair et al., 1995 argue that a VIF lower than 10 does not indicate serious 

collinearity, while other authors state that a value higher than 5 should already be a cause of 

concern (Menard, 2001). 
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Predictors VIF 

  

Funds 2.216733 

Awareness 1.059030 

Lag image country 2.168295 

Share Eurosceptic parties 2.421597 

GDP_change 1.917559 

Unemployment growth 2.013909 

Covid deaths 2.884898 

EU elections 1.076971 

Individual freedom 1.2082260 

Stringency Index 4.194557 

Covid impact on income 1.113725 

Satisfaction solidarity 1.302162 

Satisfaction national policies 1.398813 

Gender 1.012837 

Education 1.122744 

Age group 1.183239 

Social grade 1.051860 

Rule of law 2.342155 

Austerity 2.755852 

 

Table 6: Variance Inflation Factors estimates. 

Model 4: Grants only 

  Model 4 

  Estimate S.Error CI (95%) 

Intercept[1] 3.75 0.79 2.12 – 5.30 

Intercept[2] 2.03 1.04 -0.01 – 4.08 

Grants       
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Grants [1] 0.03 0.01 0.00 – 0.06 

Grants [2] 0.08 0.02 0.04 – 0.11 

Awareness       

Partially aware [1] 0.07 0.04 -0.01 – 0.16 

Partially aware [2] -0.60 0.06 -0.72 – -0.48 

Unaware [1] 0.37 0.05 0.28 – 0.46 

Unaware [2] -1.06 0.09 -1.25 – -0.88 

Lag image country       

Lag image country [1] 1.81 0.42 0.89 – 2.59 

Lag image country [2] -0.25 0.51 -1.28 – 0.70 

GDP avg change       

GDP avg change [1] 0.01 0.01 -0.01 – 0.03 

GDP avg change [2] 0.02 0.01 -0.01 – 0.04 

Covid deaths       

Covid deaths [1] -0.31 0.22 -0.76 – 0.14 

Covid deaths [2] 1.21 0.26 0.67 – 1.73 

Individual freedom       

individ_freedom 2 [1] -0.66 0.50 -1.65 – 0.29 

individ_freedom 2 [2] -1.38 0.75 -2.82 – 0.06 

individ_freedom 3 [1] -0.11 0.54 -1.18 – 0.95 

individ_freedom 3 [2] -0.88 0.82 -2.46 – 0.71 

individ_freedom 4 [1] -0.36 0.52 -1.40 – 0.64 

individ_freedom 4 [2] 0.14 0.84 -1.42 – 1.77 

individ_freedom 5 [1] -0.65 0.58 -1.83 – 0.46 

individ_freedom 5 [2] 0.96 0.84 -0.76 – 2.70 

individ_freedom 6 [1] -1.43 0.66 -2.74 – -0.15 

individ_freedom 6 [2] 0.12 1.25 -2.31 – 2.51 
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Stringency index       

Stringency [1] -0.01 0.01 -0.03 – 0.02 

Stringency [2] -0.00 0.01 -0.03 – 0.03 

Voted last EU elections       

Did not vote [1] -0.05 0.04 -0.13 – 0.03 

Did not vote [2] -0.31 0.07 -0.45 – -0.17 

Covid Impact on income       

Impact_not yet (expected) [1] 0.03 0.04 -0.06 – 0.11 

Impact_not yet (expected) [2] -0.05 0.07 -0.18 – 0.09 

No impact [1] 0.50 0.05 0.40 – 0.59 

No impact [2] -0.37 0.08 -0.52 – -0.22 

Satisfaction with solidarity        

Unsatisfied [1] 0.88 0.05 0.79 – 0.97 

Unsatisfied [2] 0.22 0.14 -0.06 – 0.51 

Satisfied [1] 1.76 0.06 1.64 – 1.87 

Satisfied [2] 1.31 0.14 1.05 – 1.59 

Very satisfied [1] 1.38 0.13 1.12 – 1.64 

Very satisfied [2] 2.63 0.16 2.32 – 2.95 

Satisfaction with gov_ policies       

Unsatisfied [1] 0.12 0.05 0.02 – 0.22 

Unsatisfied [2] -0.07 0.12 -0.29 – 0.15 

Satisfied [1] 0.20 0.06 0.09 – 0.31 

Satisfied [2] 0.38 0.11 0.17 – 0.59 

Very satisfied [1] 0.20 0.09 0.04 – 0.36 

Very satisfied [2] 0.84 0.12 0.59 – 1.07 

Gender       

Female [1] 0.08 0.04 0.01 – 0.15 
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Female [2] -0.44 0.06 -0.55 – -0.32 

Do not identify [1] 0.61 0.44 -0.26 – 1.55 

Do not identify [2] -0.82 0.79 -2.83 – 0.51 

Prefer not to answer [1] -0.16 0.72 -1.64 – 1.21 

Prefer not to answer [2] 0.77 1.21 -2.36 – 2.87 

Age       

25-34 [1] -0.03 0.06 -0.16 – 0.09 

25-34 [2] -0.20 0.09 -0.37 – -0.02 

35-44 [1] 0.10 0.06 -0.02 – 0.22 

35-44 [2] -0.50 0.10 -0.68 – -0.32 

45-54 [1] 0.28 0.06 0.16 – 0.40 

45-54 [2] -0.55 0.09 -0.74 – -0.37 

55-64 [1] 0.41 0.08 0.27 – 0.56 

55-64 [2] -0.58 0.12 -0.81 – -0.36 

Social grade       

Mid [1] 0.04 0.05 -0.06 – 0.12 

Mid [2] -0.07 0.07 -0.22 – 0.07 

High [1] 0.09 0.05 -0.01 – 0.19 

High [2] -0.02 0.08 -0.18 – 0.14 

Rule of law       

No debate [1] 0.15 0.17 -0.19 – 0.52 

No debate [2] 0.09 0.20 -0.29 – 0.48 

Austerity       

Imposed [1] 0.08 0.12 -0.17 – 0.33 

Imposed [2] 0.24 0.14 -0.05 – 0.53 

Individual freedom       

Individ_freedom 2 : Stringency [1] 0.01 0.01 -0.00 – 0.03 
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Individ_freedom 2 : Stringency [2] 0.02 0.01 -0.00 – 0.04 

Individ_freedom 3 : Stringency [1] -0.00 0.01 -0.02 – 0.02 

Individ_freedom 3 : Stringency [2] 0.01 0.01 -0.01 – 0.04 

Individ_freedom 4 : Stringency [1] -0.00 0.01 -0.02 – 0.02 

Individ_freedom 4 : Stringency [2] -0.00 0.01 -0.03 – 0.02 

Individ_freedom 5 : Stringency [1] 0.00 0.01 -0.02 – 0.02 

Individ_freedom 5 : Stringency [2] -0.01 0.01 -0.04 – 0.02 

Individ_freedom 6 : Stringency [1] 0.01 0.01 -0.01 – 0.04 

Individ_freedom 6 : Stringency [2] 0.00 0.02 -0.04 – 0.04 

Proportional odds       

Unemployment -0.03 0.06 -0.14 – 0.10 

Share Eurosceptic parties 0.00 0.00 -0.00 – 0.01 

Education 0.03 0.02 -0.01 – 0.07 

Random Effects 

τ00 0.37 

N isocntry 25 

Observations 17540 

Marginal R2 / Conditional R2 0.198 / 0.200 

  

Table 7: Adjacent Category Model, grants only. 

Posterior checks 

Posterior checks are an essential component of the Bayesian toolkit. Given our estimate of the 

posterior distribution and the related parameters, we can compare what the fitted model predicts 

to the actual observed data. In other words, data that are reproduced from the results should be 

similar to the observed data. In brms, it is possible to run posterior predictive checks using the 

pp_check function and verify how well our predictions fit the data. Figures 14 shows that our 

predictions of 𝑌  (𝑌 rep, 4000 draws) overlap the distribution of the observed 𝑌 . This also 

indicated that my choice of priors should have not affected the robustness of the results. Likely, 

Figure 15 shows that the estimate of the mean of 𝑌  for 4000 draws from the posterior 

distributions is extremely close to the observed mean.  
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Figure 14: Predictive posterior checks of the distribution of 𝑌. 

 

Figure 15: Posterior predictive checks: predicted versus observed mean of 𝑌. 
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