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Abstract 

This thesis examines the impact structural aid from the EU has on popular Euroscepticism – a 

set of critical public opinions that has been on the rise during the last decades. The study is done 

by operationalising both instrumental and political Euroscepticism. Through a statistical 

method with regression analyses, structural aid is tested as an independent variable explaining 

Euroscepticism using data from the European Social Survey. Other factors on individual level, 

values/culture and socioeconomic conditions are added to the analyses together with contextual 

factors on country level. The results show that structural aid in less developed regions manage 

to mitigate Euroscepticism, especially in Western Europe. This suggests that the EU has a tool 

to shape the public opinions while it addresses regional disparities, and that popular 

Euroscepticism is shaped both by economic mechanisms and individual values/cultural factors.  

Key Words 

Euroscepticism, Structural Aid, Public Opinion, the European Union, Multilevel Analysis, 

East-West Divide.    
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1. Introduction 

A widespread view held in literature is that European integration and the implementation of the 

acquis communautaire depend on secluded consensus between national political elites 

(Bartolini, 2005; Hooghe and Marks, 2009). While elite unity on the EU was believed to be 

backed up by a ‘permissive consensus’ – that is, that European electorates accepted elite rule 

for the greater good – it also fostered depoliticization and growing public discontent with the 

EU – so-called Euroscepticism (Mair 2013). After the Maastricht treaty in 1992, scholars claim 

that the ‘permissive consensus’ of the past has been increasingly challenged by growing 

Euroscepticism that potentially can undermine the EU as a whole (Hooghe and Marks, 2005; 

2009). Yet, despite depoliticization and popular disbelief with European integration, the 

institutions of the EU have to some extent proven capable of moderating or even reversing 

negative public attitudes towards the EU. For example, in one study Mahler et al (2000) 

concluded that “[e]conomic factors, particularly tangible benefits received from EU 

membership, do play an important role in the formation of public attitudes towards the EU” 

(Mahler et al 2000:429) In other words, by comparing the impact of economic factors on 

Eurosceptic attitudes across different European regions, Mahler et al (2000) stated that more 

tangible support from the EU moderates Euroscepticism, and improves public support for the 

EU. Yet a lot has happened to the EU and the European integration process in the two decades 

since the study by Mahler et al (2000) was published. These developments have had profound 

impacts on public opinion as well as on the structural aid policy of the EU. Thus, while Mahler 

et al (2000) showed that a higher degree of economic aid from the EU counteracts 

Euroscepticism, this thesis asks whether the association between structural aid and public 

opinion still exists.  

More specifically, this study aims to research the impact of structural funds, as tangible support 

from the EU, on Eurosceptic opinions in the enlarged European Union (EU 28). Does a higher 

level of structural aid still (like it did in 2000) impact the individual through the regional, 

economic context enough to be seen in recent surveys from the end of the 2010s? 

While this correlation was clearly present two decades ago, there are two reasons why it is 

plausible to expect that it has weakened or disappeared in recent years. 

First, while changes within the EU and in the European integration process have always taken 

place, the ones in recent years might have been more profound and forced than the earlier ones 

due to major treaty changes, the ‘big bang’ Eastern enlargement between 2004 and 2008, and, 
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not least, the global financial crisis of 2007. These developments have not only triggered a 

renewal of the supranational – intergovernmental debates but also a stark rise of 

Euroscepticism. The Eurosceptic character of public opinion is reflected in numerous surveys 

showing a decline of support for the EU, as well as success of Eurosceptic and nationalistic 

parties both in national elections and in the European Parliament. This was perhaps most clear 

when Eurosceptic opinions led to Brexit in 2016. (Bache et al 2015; Bernitz and Kjellgren 2018; 

2009; Höjelid 2016; Norris and Inglehart 2019; Tallberg 2016). 

Second, the Eastern enlargement has profoundly influenced EU cohesion policy and thus the 

structural aid. Structural aid policy has gone through three reforms since 1999, alternating the 

division of regions1, distribution of aid, and its general nature. The reform setting the agenda 

for the current cohesion policy took place in 2013 and had an economic cut compared to earlier 

years. Nevertheless, it remains one of the EU’s major areas of expenditure and driver of 

regionalisation of the member-states, initiated by the Commission based on theories of 

multilevel governance. (Bache 2008; Bache et al 2015; Marks et al 1996; Tallberg 2016). 

Moreover, the enlargement from 15 member-states in 2000 to the 28 today had consequences 

for the distribution of structural aid as well as adding to the complexity of the EU. The main 

enlargement of the EU has been in Eastern Europe, while the area of Central Eastern Europe 

(CEE) receives most of the structural aid. Yet, despite highly positive public opinion towards 

the EU in the early 2000s, many countries in CEE now experience political radicalisation and 

Eurosceptic trends which are manifested in the rise of far-right parties and critical public 

attitudes (Petrović 2018; Surwillo et al 2010).  

In sum, a lot has changed regarding the EU since Mahler et al (2000) found the correlation 

between structural aid and public support for the EU, both regarding the regions, the structural 

aid and the public opinion. The context seems to be more complex today due to EU enlargement 

in terms of number of member-states, policy areas and ambitions. Accordingly, by investigating 

 
1 In this research the word region is used to describe the subnational, often administrative units of EU member-

states. Classified by the EU according to the NUTS (nomenclature of territorial units for statistics) levels. Hence 

not to be confused with regions such as Europe, described in regional integration theory. The NUTS level 2 is the 

level which the cohesion policy and structural aid distribution is based on; consisting of 800 000 – 3 000 000 

inhabitants. According to Eurostat, this regional division often corresponds with the administrational and territorial 

division of member-states. (Eurostat n.d.a.; European Commission n.d.a.; Commission Implementing Decision 

2014/99/EU 2014)  
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whether structural aid still, 20 years after the study by Mahler et al (2000), decreases 

Euroscepticism one can gain an understanding of whether cohesion policy can function as a 

tool to reverse the trends of Euroscepticism in the contemporary EU.  

1.1 Aim and Research Question 

The aim of the study is meant to investigate the potential effect of received structural aid from 

the EU on attitudes towards the EU and European integration, with control for other factors on 

the contextual and individual levels. Thereby, investigating whether the received structural aid 

can mitigate Eurosceptic opinions. The attitudes toward the EU and European integration is 

measured through the European Social Survey (ESS) 2016-17. The economic impact of EU 

structural funds on the regional level is based on the cohesion policy of 2014-20. The study sets 

out to explore the contemporary, statistical association between economic and contextual 

factors on the national and regional levels, on the one hand, and values and socio-economic 

conditions on the individual level, on the other hand. The principal objective is then to assess 

the extent to which structural aid, which is a contextual economic factor, can shape individual 

attitudes on the EU, while controlling for both individual and contextual background factors. A 

crucial contextual control is then to distinguish between regions in the Eastern and Western 

parts of Europe. The broader study is thus aiming at answering the following, overarching 

research question:  

- Does a larger amount of structural aid from the EU lead to less popular Euroscepticism? 

2. Theory 

2.1 Dependent variable 

2.1.1 Euroscepticism  

Euroscepticism2 is a critical, pessimistic and sceptical stance towards the EU and/or resistance 

to European integration (Hooghe and Marks 2007). Earlier research has made the distinction 

between political and instrumental Euroscepticism; political being the opinion on which level 

decisions should be made (national or supranational) and instrumental being the attitude on 

whether EU membership is good or bad for one’s country (Lubbers and Scheepers 2007). 

 
2 Euroscepticism can be regarded problematic as a term due to its diffuse definition, usage outside of the academia 

– having its origin in the media – and the treatment of scepticism as equal to criticism or questioning. The term 

has nevertheless created a subdivision of studies of the European integration and the EU. It will hence be treated 

as an appropriate term for the research. (Ekman 2009; Schäfer and Gross 2018) 
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Previous research has found that these two spectra of Euroscepticism differ in analysis in 

research, variation and spread among EU member-states and regions, but can correlate to each 

other (Lubbers and Scheepers 2005).  

A separation between hard, principled Euroscepticism (being positive or negative towards the 

EU and European integration as such) and soft, performance-based Euroscepticism (believing 

whether membership has been beneficial for ones’ country or not) shows the nuances of the 

concept. This division is based on the work of Taggart (1998) and Taggart and Szczerbiak 

(2004). The hard-soft division can be compared to the political-instrumental division but does 

not imply the exact same thing. It is furthermore complemented by the division used by 

Kopecký and Mudde (2002), separating specific (Caldeira and Gibson 1995) and diffuse 

(Easton 1965) support for the EU and European integration in a similar manner as the hard and 

soft Euroscepticism.  

Divisions have also been made in the studying of Euroscepticism based on political parties, top-

down, party-based Euroscepticism and individuals, bottom-up, popular Euroscepticism. 

(Ekman 2009) 

Theories of Euroscepticism were usually connected to perceived economic benefits and costs 

of EU membership, with critical stances towards the EU and European integration “rooted in 

opposition to market integration” (Hooghe and Marks 2007:121). This mean that the main issue 

with the integration and opposition towards the EU was based on economic factors, perceptions 

of what it could imply for one’s country and theories of economic deprivations on the individual 

level (Norris and Inglehart 2019). Mahler et al (2000) complemented the economic approach 

by including identity as affective support, a set of factors also being stated by Hooghe and 

Marks (2007) to have an increased explanatory role regarding Eurosceptic attitudes. These are 

for example, cultural identity, nationalism, distrust, media portrayal etc. (De Vries 2018; Hix 

and Høyland 2011; Norris and Inglehart 2019). Thus, economic factors together with the 

identity/cultural factors are important to understand the root of Euroscepticism as these factors 

contribute to the understanding of changing attitudes over time and context. (Hooghe and Marks 

2007; Lubbers and Scheepers 2005; Schäfer and Gross 2020). 

Since the Maastricht Treaty 1992 a boom of increased Euroscepticism is seen. It also triggered 

an academical change from focus on solely explanatory economic factors to identity based as 

the EU acquired supranational characteristics. (Ekman 2009; Hix and Høyland 2011; Hooghe 

and Marks 2008; Schäfer and Gross 2020).  



Bachelor Thesis  Julia Möttönen 

5 

 

Ekman (2009) further argues that the Eurosceptic attitudes were confirmed and strengthened in 

2005 as the ratification of the European Constitutional Treaty was rejected in several national 

referendums, a trend suggesting the explanatory power of the nationalistic, identity factors. 

Still, the focus in recent research has been analysis of Euroscepticism since the financial crisis 

of 2007, pointing at growth of Eurosceptic parties, Eurosceptic public opinions, how it 

actualised European integration as an issue and is affected by economic factors.  (Bache et al 

2015; Scheller and Eppler 2014; Schäfer and Gross 2020).  

2.2  Independent Variables: determinants of Euroscepticism 

2.2.1 Individual level determinants of Euroscepticism 

In the literature, the individual level factors that are believed to affect Euroscepticism are 

demographic ones, like education, age and gender (De Vries 2018:104). These can be 

supplemented by cultural factors such as national identity (Lubbers and Scheepers 2007; 

Schäfer and Gross 2020), post-materialistic values (Inglehart 1977; Mahler et al 2000), and 

political factors such as distrust of institutions and the perception of EU being driven by an 

elite. (Fagerholm 2018; Heartfield 2012; Hix and Høyland 2011; Schäfer and Gross 2020). 

Socioeconomic characteristics on the individual level, especially regarding the consequences 

of the Euro-crisis, such as dissatisfaction with policies and economic outputs from the EU, and 

tangible effects of the crisis, e.g. unemployment has also been used to explain Euroscepticism 

(Schäfer and Gross 2020; etc). These are related to theories of economic grievances and losers 

of globalisation (Norris and Inglehart 2019).   

2.2.1.1 Socioeconomic Factors 
Economic factors can explain Euroscepticism firstly, as seen as a value held by the traditionally 

Eurosceptic radical left (basing its critical attitude on the socioeconomic, liberal market policies 

within the EU); secondly, as connected to economic grievances; and thirdly, as an issue of 

rational utility maximising approaches towards the EU. (Fagerholm 2018; Mahler et al 2000; 

Norris and Inglehart 2019). Economic grievance theory explains these factors as it states that 

the losers of globalisation i.e. unskilled manual workers and unemployed will be most 

Eurosceptic as they also are the losers of European integration. This explanation of who holds 

Eurosceptic values is especially promoted by the media but has not been proven in research of 

Euroscepticism in the case of Brexit (De Vries 2018; Norris and Inglehart 2019). Lubbers and 

Scheepers (2007) did however find that Euroscepticism was stronger among people without 

higher education, being manual workers, having a lower income and living in rural areas, which 

are conclusions also drawn by Hooghe and Marks (2005). Moreover, economic factors have 
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been shown to play a role as explanation of Euroscepticism, connecting it to utility maximising 

of the EU; treating the EU as an entity one values more positively if one benefits from it. 

Clearest in the direct, tangible benefits from the EU, but also as a relation to the values one 

holds regarding economic policies and income opportunities. (Mahler et al 2000; Lubbers and 

Scheepers 2007).  

2.2.1.2 Values/Cultural factors 
Eurosceptic opinions are now seen across the EU (Dijkstra et al 2018) and have traditionally 

belonged to the political fringes; the radical right basing it on sociocultural, nationalistic values 

and the radical left on socioeconomical, anti-liberal market values (Fagerholm 2018). Since the 

crisis in 2007 the scepticism has increased on the entire political party spectra (Schäfer and 

Gross 2020). Underlying factors are e.g. distrust towards institutions (Rodríguez-Aguilera de 

Prat 2018; Lubbers and Scheepers 2007) and the democratic deficit in the EU perceiving it as 

an elite project. Both factors are signs of populism (Norris and Inglehart 2019). The issue with 

the political elite ruling and shaping the European integration on consensus without input from 

the general public is stated by Heartfield (2012), Molnár (2017), Norris and Inglehart 

(2019:394) and Kopecký and Mudde (2002). The increased Euroscepticism in recent years is 

seen as a consequence of the Euro-crisis (van Erkel and van der Meer 2016). The Standard 

Eurobarometer 89 (Anon. 2018) shows a decline of support for the EU since the crisis 2007 

with only slight increase since. Hix and Høyland (2011) present that elites in 1996 were 94% 

positive towards the EU whereas the general public only supported it to 48%. This relation 

seems to have persisted and was further investigated and proved by Hooghe (2003).  

Other individual values/culture that affects Euroscepticism are e.g. post-materialism, 

nationalism and anti-immigration. Mahler et al (2000) states that post-materialistic values do 

not give any significant correlation to higher support for the EU on either national or regional 

levels but does so on the individual level. Lubbers and Scheepers (2007) found that signs of 

nationalistic opinions expressed in for example negative views on immigration, but not the 

attachment to traditions gave a higher degree of Euroscepticism. These findings correspond to 

earlier theories of nationalistic opinions depending on demographics, by Coenders et al (2004), 

the urban – rural divide investigated by Surwillo et al (2010) and the demographic factors set 

out by De Vries (2018) despite going against some of her findings on the characteristics of the 

“archetype EU sceptic” (De Vries 2018:104) in the United Kingdom (UK). This suggests that 

an understanding for the context of the Euro-crisis causing a broader renationalisation is 
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required to grasp how individual factors will affect Euroscepticism. (Fagerholm 2018; Schäfer 

and Gross 2020) 

2.2.2 Contextual Factors as determinants of Euroscepticism 

Factors on the national and regional level can shape public opinion, making it more or less 

likely for the individual factors previously discussed to result in Euroscepticism. On a general 

level Hix and Høyland (2011) argue that the cleavage model developed by Lipset and Rokkan 

(1967) can be used to analyse the difference stances towards the EU and European integration. 

It is even suggested by Rodríguez-Aguilera (2013) that European integration could constitute a 

new cleavage that “sets the losers of globalisation against the winners” (Rodríguez-Aguilera 

2013:24), but that this question is still debatable.  

The contextual factors do in the case of Euroscepticism relate to the theory of economic 

deprivation and the benefits or losses from the European integration, especially in economic 

terms. They also relate to cultural factors depending on the East-West divide in the EU. (Hix 

and Høyland 2011; Schäfer and Gross 2020).  

In short, the countries, regions and individuals that benefit from the integration ought to be less 

Eurosceptic (Anderson and Reichert 1995; Gabel and Palmer 1995; Gabel and Whitten 1997; 

Surwillo et al 2010). Hence, the countries being most affected by the Euro-crisis could perceive 

the lack of solutions at the EU level as unfavourable and thereby become more Eurosceptic 

(Bernitz and Kjellgren 2018; Schäfer and Gross 2020). This connection between mainly 

economical contextual factors and Euroscepticism is also shown by Hix and Høyland (2011) 

by looking at the GDP growth in comparison to EU-support in Europe as a whole, and by 

Molnár (2017) looking at the impacts of the financial and economic crises in Italy and Hungary 

and their levels of Euroscepticism. Furthermore, research shows that the suggested correlation 

between economic deprivation and Euroscepticism varies depending on the national context it 

is set in; in a country with redistributive policies (e.g. Sweden) the “less wealthy citizens are 

likely to quickly adopt Euroscepticism” (Rodríguez-Aguilera 2013:39), whereas in countries 

with less redistribution (e.g. the UK) the wealthiest citizens tend to lean towards the Eurosceptic 

position (Rodríguez-Aguilera 2013).  

Moreover, Mahler et al (2000) found that unemployment has a significant impact on 

Euroscepticism. These authors did however suggest that the tangible benefit from being an 

Objective 1 region (receiving a high amount structural aid) erodes the relationship between 

unemployment and higher Euroscepticism (Mahler et al 2000). This goes against the more 
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recent findings of Schäfer and Gross (2020) who show that the sharpest decrease of support for 

the EU is seen in countries with a higher unemployment rate as a result of the crisis. Thus, as 

suggested by Bernitz and Kjellgren (2018), the EU does not seem have tools to balance the 

trend of economical struggles in its member states. Recent findings correspond more to the 

results from Lubbers and Scheepers’ (2007) study, showing that higher trade with other 

member-states decreases political Euroscepticism, but that a higher number of agricultural 

subsidies on the regional level cannot corroborate the hypothesis of increased aid generating 

less Euroscepticism. 

Moving on to the cultural, contextual factors Hix and Høyland (2011) list political differences, 

mainly being identity-based, for example the East-West divide and the divide between old and 

new members of the EU. The latter divide is according to the authors no longer of relevance in 

the explanation of Euroscepticism, even if it has some explanatory capability connected to 

economic factors over time (Hix and Høyland 2011). Lubbers and Scheepers (2007) do however 

imply that the duration of EU membership explains differences of Euroscepticism among the 

countries. The East-West divide is seen in the study by Schäfer and Gross (2020), suggesting 

that Eastern European countries in general show more diffuse policy support for the EU and 

European integration than the Western European countries, but not regarding specific support. 

The various histories of the different parts of the EU and the separation between the East and 

West regarding opinions towards the EU is also stated by Petrović (2018). Ultan and Ornek 

(2015) adds that apart from history, identity and party systems also play a role as contextual 

factors explaining Euroscepticism. Rodríguez-Aguilera (2013) notes that the media was a 

contributing factor to Euroscepticism in the case of Brexit. Thus, contextual factors can shape 

individual values and culture enough to impact the public opinions. 

2.2.2.1 Structural aid  
Based on the cohesion policy, the structural aid, distributed to the EU member-states and their 

regions through the structural funds3, is aiming at addressing inequalities and supporting 

economic and social development.4 Hence having a “normative redistributing goal” (Hix and 

Høyland 2011:230) and through this shaping the context public opinions are formed in.  

 
3 Out of the structural funds ERDF (European Regional Development Fund) and ESF (European Social Fund) are 

directed to regions rather than the national level. The aid from these funds is in this thesis referred to as structural 

aid or structural funds and will be the basis of the research. 

4 The classification system to prioritise which regions should get more aid than the others to promote a harmonised 

development is currently decided on the cohesion policy of 2014-2020 which classifies the regions according to: 
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The enlargement of the EU regarding number of member-states had a direct impact on the 

distribution of structural aid as most of the new members had a GDP much lower than the EU 

average (Bache et al 2015). By comparing the distribution of structural aid during the 1994-

1999 period with the current one from 2014-2020 one can see that all countries with regions 

classified as Objective 1 regions in 1994 have today completely or partially lost that status.5 As 

most of the structural aid today goes to regions in CEE, the impact of structural aid on 

Euroscepticism might be biggest there. Due to the financial crisis, it is suggested that the 

cohesion policy no longer can balance the inequalities among member-states. (Bernitz and 

Kjellgren 2018; Commission Implementing Decision 2014/99/EU 2014; European 

Commission 1996).   

The changes can also have impacted the way the cohesion policy affects the public opinions on 

Euroscepticism. The general arguments of the cohesion policy’s impact on Eurosceptic 

attitudes corresponds to the economic, utilitarian view of the EU, like the rational choice theory. 

(Bache et al 2015; Hindmoor and Taylor 2018). The utilitarian support theory is taken from 

earlier research (Caldeira and Gibson 1995) focusing on specific support as a ground for 

legitimising political institutions stemming from attitudes of perceived fulfilment of 

expectations, i.e. a cost-benefit analysis compatible with rational choice theory and economic 

utility maximising. Mahler et al (2000) suggest that lower Euroscepticism is connected to 

economic well-being measured by variables on the macroeconomic level and “indicators of 

tangible benefits derived from EU membership” (Mahler et al 2000:432). The linkage to the 

individual is thus that the structural aid has the capability to mitigate Euroscepticism by 

lowering the risk of economic grievances in the region and by shaping the way individuals 

evaluate the EU. But the change of context since might have caused different trends of 

Euroscepticism. (Hindmoor and Taylor 2018).  

 
Less developed regions (GDP per capita < 75% of EU average, receiving 50,5% of the funds, consisting of 27% 

of the EU population), Transition regions (GDP per capita 75-90% of EU average, receiving 9,9% of the funds, 

consisting of 12 % of the EU pop.) and More developed regions (GDP per capita > 90% of EU average, receiving 

15,1 % of the funds, consisting of 61% of the EU pop.). (European Commission 2014) For more information on 

the nature of the cohesion policy with current characteristics, historical development and policies see e.g. European 

Commission (n.d.b.), European Commission (n.d.c.), Bache et al (2015) and Tallberg (2016).  

5 Ireland and the Netherlands have gone from having Objective 1 regions to only consist of More developed regions 

today. The changes in Belgium, Germany and Austria has gone from Objective 1 regions to Transition regions. 

Finally, a few regions being classified as Objective 1 in Greece, Portugal, Spain, France, Italy and the UK remains 

so, but changes have also been to Transition regions and More developed regions.  
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For example, it can be suggested that structural aid only impacts the context shaping 

Euroscepticism in the socio-economic sphere as scholars for example suggest that education 

(Hainmueller and Hiscox 2006), political cleavages in one’s country (Kriesi 2007), perceived 

cultural threats (McLaren 2002), and a diversity of identity-based factors (Hooghe and Marks 

2005) all have greater impact on public opinion. Lubbers and Scheepers (2007) noted in their 

research on Euroscepticism that “neither at the national nor the regional levels do financial 

burdens or benefits play a role in explaining political euro-scepticism” (Lubbers and Scheepers 

2007:664). This suggests that the found correlation in the study by Mahler et al (2000) might 

be limited to instrumental Euroscepticism and that individual values/culture is the main 

explanation to Euroscepticism.  

Nevertheless, Lubbers and Scheepers (2007) argues that the evaluation of the EU, usually 

leading to a result concerning instrumental Euroscepticism, can be connected to political 

Euroscepticism. Earlier, Lubbers and Scheepers (2005) found a modest correlation between the 

two spectra of Euroscepticism. Thus, structural aid’s impact may be seen on both contextual 

spheres. The aspects of the theoretical background presented so far are connected and displayed 

in Figure 2.1.  

Figure 2.1 – Basic model for explaining variations in Popular Euroscepticism. 

 
Notes: The figure shows the suggested interconnection of the factors behind popular Euroscepticism.  

 Hypotheses 

This thesis is meant to investigate the potential effect of received structural aid from the EU on 

Euroscepticism, with control for other factors on the contextual and individual levels. The 

relationship between Objective 1 (less developed) regions, receiving a higher share of the 
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structural funds, and positive attitudes towards the EU based on economic, cost-benefit 

evaluations proven by Mahler et al (2000) could still be relevant if popular Euroscepticism 

mainly is dependent on economic factors. This gives the first hypothesis: 

H1: Structural aid mitigates popular Euroscepticism through its economic mechanism.  

The hypothesis might however not be supported if it is shown that individual values/culture are 

the main explanations of Eurosceptic attitudes and these factors do not get impacted by the 

structural aid. Therefore, the following hypothesis will also be tested:  

H2: Popular Euroscepticism is mainly based on values/culture and is thus not affected by 

economic conditions and mechanisms.  

3. Method and Material 

3.1 Data 

To conduct this study, data on public attitudes that can be shown by regional average is required. 

Furthermore, the classification of the regions needs to correspond to the NUTS2 level as this is 

the level the structural funds are decided on.  

The ESS8-2016 ed.2.1 – Multilevel Data6 is used as basis for the research. The respondent data 

comes from 2016 and 2017 with an update published 2018. It is thereby suitable to connect to 

the current cohesion policy running from 2014-2020. The gap between the implementation of 

the cohesion policy and the data collection is enough to see the cohesion policy as the context 

the survey was conducted in. ESS8 contains data from 23 countries, including Switzerland, 

Iceland, Israel, Norway and Russia despite not being members of the EU. These are however 

not recoded into the regional structural aid or East-West variables in this study. Due to being 

classified on only the NUTS1 level Germany and the UK are also excluded from the regional 

level study. The remaining countries cover 154 regions out of 274 NUTS2 regions included in 

the cohesion policy 2014-2020, this equals around 56%. However, not all regions have data 

responding to more than 0,0% of the population. The actual data, while still allowing a low 

number of representativity (≥0,1%) would thus be 141 regions, 51% of the EU total. A further 

 
6 The data applied in the analysis in this publication is based on the ESS Multilevel Data, identification: 

ESS8MDWe2.1. (May 2019) Updated 2.1 version first published 2018-12-02. Downloaded 2019-12-04. The data 

is provided by europeansocialsurvey.org, and prepared and made available by NSD - Norwegian Centre for 

Research Data. Neither europeansocialsurvey.org nor NSD are responsible for the analyses/interpretation of the 

data presented in the thesis.  
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step would be to exclude regions with less than 100 respondents. This would be recommended 

as Mahler et al (2000) mentions having a respondent number above that to be enough to exclude 

the risk of answers being random. An exclusion like this would however mean that data from 

only 88 regions can be used for the study, representing 32% of the total number of regions. Due 

to the risk of removing small regions and thus lowering the representativity of the selection, no 

such exclusions will be made. The regions for the study are included due to their data in the 

ESS8, no consideration is taken based on location or classification according to the cohesion 

policy.  

3.2 Statistical Method  

The research in this thesis is conducted according to a statistical method, making it possible to 

investigate a large number of cases from secondary data. As a quantitative method, it is usually 

suitable for analysis of public opinion, variations and relations among variables. (Djurfeldt et 

al 2018; Esaiasson et al 2017). Moreover, the method is commonly used in the studies of 

Euroscepticism. (Ekman 2009). The usage of secondary data (in this case from the ESS) is 

recommended as it has a breadth of data, is easily available, generally used for studies of public 

opinions in the EU and suitable for comparison with similar studies. Disadvantages are the need 

to adapt the operationalisations of Euroscepticism to the variables in the data, and that countries 

missing in the data also will be missing in the study, despite being of interest. (Boslaugh 2007; 

Hix and Høyland 2011). 

To investigate popular Euroscepticism as a dependent variable, in relation to structural aid and 

other independent variables, multivariate, linear regression analyses are made in IBM SPSS 

Statistics 25. Drawing conclusions by looking at total explained variance (adjusted R²); 

statistical significance, being as close to 0 as possible; standard error (SEb); and regression 

coefficient (b). The bigger the number of the b-coefficient is, either positive or negative, the 

stronger the impact is of the independent variable on the dependent one. This relation can also 

be measured by multiplying the standard deviation of the independent variable to the regression 

coefficient. Thus showing the impact on the dependent variable when the independent increases 

with one standard deviation. In comparison with the other values enabling analysis of the 

strength and explanatory power of the independent variables on Euroscepticism. (Djurfeldt et 

al 2018; Djurfeldt and Barmark 2009).  

Finally, interacting variables will be used in the analyses to combine the impact of variables, 

hence facilitating a more precise study of them. The interaction effect is seen by multiplying 
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two independent variables on the x-axis with each other. (Djurfeldt and Barmark 2009). By 

constructing two interaction-variables in this study (less developed regions*CEE and less 

developed regions*Western Europe) a division and comparison of the impact structural aid has 

on Euroscepticism in the CEE and Western Europe can be made.  

3.3 Operationalisations and Measures 

To begin with, the basis of the research on Euroscepticism in this paper focuses on public 

opinion and not political parties. Hix and Høyland (2011) argue that investigation of public 

opinion is “essential to understand both the possibility of further integration and the lines of 

political conflict in EU policy-making” (Hix and Høyland 2011:105). Also, it is stated that 

“[v]alues may also be shaped by the experience of living in economically depressed regions 

within a society, regardless of personal levels of prosperity” (Norris and Inglehart 2019:134), 

suggesting benefits of focus on regions and socio-economic conditions. This motivates the 

division of individual respondents according to their region’s classification in the cohesion 

policy to measure Euroscepticism in relation to the economic output of that EU policy.  

Worth noting is that the operationalisation of popular Euroscepticism in the study conducted 

by Mahler et al (2000) represents a soft, instrumental and popular based analysis of the attitude 

towards the EU; it treats the question of perceived benefits of EU membership for ones’ country 

and not the attitude towards EU as an institution per se. Whereas the operationalisation by 

Lubbers and Scheepers (2007) investigates the political Euroscepticism, thus analysing support 

or opposition towards the EU in itself and not satisfaction with action and policy outcomes. 

The operationalisation of Euroscepticism in this study is based on questions from the ESS8 and 

function as the dependent variables. The questions are presented below:  

B37 Now thinking about the European Union, some say European 

unification should go further. Others say it has already gone too far. Using 

this card, what number on the scale best describes your position? 

E38 If more decisions were made by the European Union rather than by 

national governments, do you think the level of social benefits and services 

provided in [country] would become higher or lower? 

 (ESS8-2016 MULTILEVEL DATA) 

The first of the questions belongs to the part of the ESS addressing politics. It is measured on a 

scale from 0-10, 0 being Unification already gone too far and 10 being Unification go further, 
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also having Refusal, Don’t know and No answer as categories in the data. (ESS8-2016). 

Operationalisation based on this question firstly points at public opinion towards European 

integration and not the EU as an institution. Secondly, it relates to the hard Euroscepticism as 

it does not allow the respondents to specify disappointment or fulfilment of expectations 

stemming from the outcomes of the integration. Rather it addresses attitudes towards the 

integration per se. Thirdly, this suggest that the question can be used to investigate political 

Euroscepticism more efficiently than instrumental Euroscepticism. The distribution of the cases 

in the variable can be seen in the histogram below (Graph 3.1). Mean being 4,9 on the scale 

ranging from 0-10, standard deviation 2,673 and number of cases 40 776. The normal 

distributional curve is corresponding fairly well with the values with exceptions of higher 

values on the extremes and the middle alternative.  

Graph 3.1 – Histogram, European unification go further or gone too far 

Notes: The graph shows the distribution of values in the variable together with a normal distributional curve. 

Source: The European Social Survey (ESS8-2016 ed. 2.1) 

 

The second question from the two selected, ‘More decisions made by the EU…’, belongs to the 

part of the ESS that measures attitudes towards welfare. The variable is reversed in this study 

to simplifying comparison with the previous question. Thus, the answers range on a scale from 

1-5, 1 being Much lower and 5 being Much higher. 3 is given as a neutral answer of Neither 

higher nor lower. Refusal, Don’t know and No answer are also shown in the data. (ESS8-2016). 
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This question addresses perceived benefits of EU membership and of the EU as an institution 

in a greater extent than the former question. Operationalisation using this question would firstly 

investigate Euroscepticism towards the EU, not the European integration. Secondly, the 

question relates to soft Euroscepticism as the outcome of EU policy and decision making is 

addressed. Thirdly, this leads to investigations of instrumental Euroscepticism. Comparison to 

the results found by Mahler et al (2000) is hence suitable. The distribution of values in the 

variable is seen in Graph 3.2. Mean equals 2,94, standard deviation 0,981 and number of cases 

31 764. Most cases are found around the centre of the scale, with fewer answers on the extreme 

positions.  

Graph 3.2 – Histogram, More decisions made by EU 

 

Notes: The graph show the distribution of values in the variable together with a normal distributional curve. 

Source: The European Social Survey (ESS8-2016 ed. 2.1) 

 

To create variables showing the distribution of structural aid and constituting the main 

independent variables, the EU member-state regions covered on NUTS2 level in ESS are 

divided into dummy variables according to the classification from the cohesion policy; i.e. Less 

developed regions, Transition regions and More developed regions. See Appendix 1 for full 

division. The constructed dummy variables are used as independent variables to investigate 

their relation to the dependent variable Euroscepticism in a multivariate regression analysis.  
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To show what impacts the public opinions with more complexity and to test the second 

hypothesis, other independent variables are added to the analyses. The variables are classified 

into separate categories, namely individual values/cultural factors, individual socio-economic 

characteristics, and contextual country level factors. For full information see Appendix 2. 

Firstly, the individual values/cultural factors are added as other independent variables. The 

indexes are inspired by Norris and Inglehart (2019), motivated by their findings or used to 

enable further understanding of the results. The first index, populism, is measured through 

institutional distrust, ranging from 0- no trust to 10- full trust. The second index is anti-

immigration, measured from 0- very negative view of immigrants to 10- very positive view of 

immigrants. The third index captures authoritarian values and ranges from 1- respondent agree 

strongly with the values to 6 – respondent disagree with resemblance to the values. The final 

index is satisfaction and shows the respondents’ satisfaction towards their own lives, politics 

and economics, ranging from 0- no satisfaction to 10- very satisfied. Emotional attachment to 

one’s country and emotional attachment to Europe are also included.  

Secondly, factors are added to investigate socio-economic, individual conditions aiming at 

capturing the characteristics of economic deprivation among individuals. Hence, reflecting 

works on economic grievances (Norris and Inglehart 2019) and discovering consequences of 

the financial crisis (Molnár 2017). The characteristics operationalised by questions in the ESS 

are household income and security, level of education, unemployment and the receiving of 

social benefits. Calculated age and gender of the respondent are also taken into consideration. 

The variables can be compared to earlier studies on individual factors as explanations for 

Eurosceptic attitudes. (De Vries 2018: Gabel and Whitten 1997) 

Finally, the contextual factors on country level are unemployment rates and the East–West 

divide. The effect of the financial crisis and signs of economic grievances are captured in the 

first of the variables. (Schäfer and Gross (2020). The latter of the variables can be used to 

compare Euroscepticism among the EU15 (West), which were members during the study of 

Mahler et al (2000), thus enabling analysis of the change since the Eastern enlargements. 

Additionally, current differences between the East and West can be captured by this variable. 

(Hix and Høyland 2011; Schäfer and Gross 2020). This factor could also examine the relation 

between Euroscepticism and structural aid as most of the less developed regions are found in 

CEE.  
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A final multivariate regression analysis will be made adding variables where the classification 

of less developed regions is interacting with the East-West divide. A distinction between less 

developed regions in either European half as explanation of Euroscepticism can thereby be 

made. Descriptive statistics for all variables included in the regression analyses can be seen in 

Table 3.1 below.  

Table 3.1 Descriptive Statistics 
Variables Mean Min. Value Max. Value Std. Dev. 

More decisions made by the EU 2,9397 1,00 5,00 ,98079 

European unification go further or gone too far 4,90 ,00 10 2,673 

Less developed regions ,3679 ,00 1 ,48223 

Transition regions ,0614 ,00 1 ,23999 

More developed regions ,5708 ,00 1 ,49497 

How emotionally attached to [country] 7,79 0 10 2,204 

How emotionally attached to Europe 5,46 0 10 2,720 

Institutional distrust 4,6704 ,00 10,00 2,01251 

Anti-Immigration 5,0818 ,00 10,00 2,25724 

Authoritarian Values 2,6834 1,00 6,00 ,87367 

Satisfaction 5,4923 ,00 10,00 1,83042 

How likely not enough money for household 

necessities next 12 months 
1,97 1 4 ,902 

Highest level of education 4,11 1 55* 2,927 

Any period of unemployment and work seeking 

lasted 12 months or more 
1,57 1 2 ,495 

Unemployed, actively looking for job ,04 0 1 ,195 

Household’s total net income 5,19 1 10 2,734 

Social benefits as main household income ,0509 ,00 1,00 ,21989 

Age of respondent 49,14 15 100 18,613 

Gender 1,53 1 2 ,499 

[COUNTRY] Unemployment rates by all ages in 

% 2016 

7,5688 3,00 19,60 3,58610 

Central Eastern Europe ,3110 ,00 1,00 ,46291 

Interaction: CEE- Less developed regions ,2701 ,00 1,00 ,44402 

Interaction: Western Europe-Less developed 

regions 

,0554 ,00 1,00 ,22867 

Notes: The table shows the descriptive statistics of the variables included in the regression analyses of this paper; 

mean, maximum value, minimum value and standard deviation. *Actual scale has the maximum value 7, but the 

variable is coded to include 55 as “other” in the retrieved data.  

Source: The European Social Survey (ESS8-2016 ed. 2.1) 
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4. Empirical Review 

This section will begin by presenting the results found in the models of multivariate regression 

analyses with More decisions made by the EU as dependent variable as seen in Table 4.1, then 

continue with a presentation of the same variables used in multivariate regression analyses with 

European unification go further or gone too far as dependent variable, presented in Table 4.2.  

4.1 More decisions made by EU 

The regression analyses using More decisions made by the EU as operationalisation of popular 

Euroscepticism will here be reviewed in sections relating to the variables added to the analysis 

in each model.  

Model 1, only using dummy variables for structural aid classifications as independent variables, 

the total explained variance reaches an adjusted R2 value of 0,136, thus explaining 13,6% of 

the variance. Hypothesis 1 is tested in this model but will also be so in comparison to other 

variables in the up-coming models. Here, the three independent variables are all statistically 

significant and relate to Euroscepticism as expected compared to the study of Mahler et al 

(2000). The findings show that less developed regions are notably more positive towards the 

EU than more developed regions and transition regions. The constant (more developed regions) 

is 2,674, which is below the mean value in Europe. By contrast, the coefficients for transition 

regions and particularly less developed regions trigger a more positive view of the EU.  

Model 2 adds individual values/culture to the analysis, thus addressing hypotheses 1 and 2. 

Strikingly low b-coefficients suggests that these types of variables, in line with Mahler et al 

(2000), does not impact instrumental Euroscepticism as well as the tangible benefit from the 

EU, despite being significant. The structural aid variables all remain significant and at roughly 

the same level. An increase of one standard deviation on the less developed regions variable 

increases the positive attitudes on the Eurosceptic, dependent variable with 0,36. The value with 

the biggest impact on the dependent variable is how emotionally attached the respondent is to 

his/her country, triggering a lower support for the EU. An increase in the independent variable 

with one standard deviation gives -0,64 on the dependent variable. The opposite effect is seen 

in the variable measuring emotional attachment to Europe. The model also suggests that a 

higher satisfaction and lower identification with authoritarian values should result in more 

Euroscepticism, whereas a positive view of immigrants comes with a more positive view 

towards the EU. In contrast, populism as measured by institutional distrust lacks significant 

explanatory power.  
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Table 4.1 Regression Model – More decisions made by EU 

Variable 

Category  

Independent 

Variables 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

 B SEb B SEb B SEb B SEb B SEb 

Structural aid Less developed 

regions 
,776*** ,012 ,750*** ,005 ,774*** ,026 ,395*** ,038 X X 

 Transition regions ,168*** ,024 ,130*** ,004 ,172*** ,040 ,005 ,040 ,028 ,040 

Individual 

values/culture 
How emotionally 

attached to [country] 
  - 0,29*** ,020 -0,034*** ,006 -0,030*** ,006 -0,032*** ,006 

 How emotionally 

attached to Europe 

  ,045*** ,001 ,052*** ,005 ,042*** ,005 ,041*** ,005 

 Institutional distrust   ,005 ,004 ,006 ,008 ,017** ,008 ,020** ,008 

 Anti-Immigration   ,014*** ,003 ,014** ,006 ,005 ,006 ,005 ,006 

 Authoritarian Values   -0,090*** ,007 -0,99*** ,013 -0,055*** ,013 -0,054*** 0,13 

 Satisfaction   -0,050*** ,004 -0,048*** ,009 -0,22** ,008 -0,022** ,008 

Individual 

socio-economic 

conditions 

How likely not 

enough money for 

household necessities 

next 12 months 

    ,060*** ,014 ,061*** ,013 ,057*** ,013 

 Highest level of 

education 

    -0,013** ,005 -0,013** ,005 -0,012** ,005 

 Any period of 

unemployment and 

work seeking lasted 

12 months or more 

    -0,19 ,024 -0,013 ,023 -0,007 ,023 

 Unemployed, actively 

looking for job 

    ,021 ,038 X X X X 

 Household’s total net 

income 

    -0,009* ,005 -0,008* 0,005 -0,008* ,005 

 Social benefits as 

main household 

income 

    -,165*** ,040 -0,068* ,037 -0,053 ,037 

 Age of respondent     -0,003*** ,001 -0,003*** ,001 -0,003** ,001 
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Notes: Linear regression analysis with More decisions made by EU: level of benefits in [country] become higher or lower (recoded) as dependent variable. More developed 

regions as reference category (constant). The table shows unstandardized regression coefficients (b), standard error (SEb), explained variance (R2) and number of observations 

(N). X = variable nor included in analysis. Statistical significance: * = p < 0,1, ** = p < 0,05, *** = p < 0,01 

Source: The European Social Survey (ESS8-2016 ed 2.1) 

 Gender     -0,003 ,023 ,013 ,022 ,013 ,022 

Country-level 

context 

[COUNTRY] 

Unemployment rates 

by all ages in % 2016 

      ,073*** ,003 ,072*** ,003 

 Central Eastern 

Europe 

      ,741*** ,041 1,033*** ,067 

Interaction Interaction: CEE- 

Less developed 

regions 

        ,093 ,081 

 Interaction: Western 

Europe-Less 

developed regions 

        ,539*** ,046 

 Constant 2,674*** ,007 3,059*** ,035 3,209*** ,109 2,177*** ,115 2,156*** ,115 

 Adjusted R2 ,136 ,92512 ,155 ,91397 ,184 ,90015 ,250 ,86350 ,253 ,86151 

 N 27 258  26 690  6438  6438  6438  
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To further investigate the impact of variables on individual level, Model 3 adds socio-economic 

conditions as control variables. With these variables included the explained variance increases 

to 18,4% and the impact of the structural aid variables increases. The individual values change 

so that the authoritarian variable surpasses the emotional attachment in impact on the dependent 

variable. Out of the newly added variables only the ones measuring economic insecurity in the 

household, social benefits as main income and age of respondents are fully statistically 

significant. The first two impacting the dependent variable in opposite ways despite both being 

related to the idea of economic deprivation as a root of Euroscepticism (Norris and Inglehart 

2019).  

In Model 4, which adds country variables to the analysis, the explained variance increases to 

25%. However, the impact of the structural aid variables is almost halved, with transition 

regions also losing its significance. Suggesting a weakening of the mechanism stated by H1. 

Nevertheless, the coefficients still show the expected relation with the dependent variable. The 

emotional attachment variables are slightly weakened but remain significant, institutional 

distrust reaches statistical significance, and the relations shown in previous analyses remain 

despite changes in their b-coefficients. Yet the strongest explanatory power is held by the 

variable Central Eastern Europe, clearly stating that CEE is more positive to the EU than the 

Western Europe, a finding also shown by Schäfer and Gross (2020). An increase with a standard 

deviation in the CEE variable impacting the dependent variable with 0,34.  

Lastly, Model 5 adds an interaction between the variables of CEE and less developed regions 

and an interaction between Western Europe (in previous analyses only set as constant compared 

to the CEE dummy variable) and less developed regions, reaching an explained variance of 

25,3%. Less developed regions as a variable excludes from the analysis due to collinearity with 

the interacting variables. The interacting variables show that less developed regions in CEE 

lacks significance. Looking at the effect of Western Europe interacting with less developed 

regions one can see a decreased effect compared to the variables individually, but the impact of 

structural aid as a positive contributor to support for the EU remains. Meaning that structural 

aid reduces Euroscepticism more in the west than in the east.  

4.2 European unification  

Just as in the empirical review of the previous operationalisation of Euroscepticism, this section 

will present the result in the same way, separating the sections according to the variables 

included.  
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Model 1, in the regression analysis using European unification go further or gone too far as 

dependent variable, the structural aid variables do not have the ability to explain any percentage 

of the variance. Only more developed regions as constant are fully significant and the others do 

not relate to Euroscepticism as expected by Mahler et al (2000). H1 cannot be verified in this 

model but is further investigated in the other models.  

Model 2 adds individual values/culture to the analysis, hence allowing a study of H2 as well. 

Here, the structural aid variables show a significant relation to Euroscepticism in the same way 

as expected and seen in Table 4.1; less developed regions being the most positive towards the 

EU and more developed regions the least. All individual values/culture variables added are 

statistically significant apart from satisfaction. Correlating fully to the suggestions by Norris 

and Inglehart (2019) that emotional attachment to Europe, lower institutional distrust, a positive 

view towards immigrants and lower authoritarian values give more support for the EU, whereas 

emotional attachment to one’s country gives less so. The explained variance is 21,4%.  

Model 3, applying socio-economic, individual variables to the analysis decreases both the 

regression coefficient of less developed, transition regions, and the total explained variance. 

The structural aid variable does however still show a positive relation to support for the EU. 

None of the added variables is fully statistically significant. The individual values/culture 

variables have similar coefficients as in previous model, but the authoritarian values variable 

loses its significance.  

Model 4, contextual variables on country level added into the analysis takes away the 

significance of both more developed regions as constant and transition regions. Less developed 

regions are weakened in effect and significance. The individual values/culture variables hold 

well for the added variables, authoritarian values and satisfaction both gaining significance 

since the last model, thus making all the variables in this category significant explanations for 

Eurosceptic attitudes and relating to the dependent variable as expected by earlier research 

(Norris and Inglehart 2019; etc). This supports H2. Lower authoritarian values and higher 

satisfaction both cause more support for the EU. The added variables, unemployment rates and 

CEE, are all statistically significant and relate positively to support for the EU, CEE having the 

highest impact.  
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Table 4.2 Regression Model – European unification go further or gone too far 

Variable 

Category  

Independent 

Variables 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

 B SEb B SEb B SEb B SEb B SEb 

Structural aid Less developed 

regions 
,087** ,034 ,538*** ,031 ,373*** ,067 ,290** ,099 X X 

 Transition regions ,164** ,067 ,374*** ,060 ,286** ,105 -0,095 ,106 -0,035 ,106 

Individual 

values/culture 
How emotionally 

attached to [country] 
  - 0,123*** ,007 -0,103** ,015 -0,109*** ,015 -0,112*** ,015 

 How emotionally 

attached to Europe 

  ,225*** ,007 ,255*** ,014 ,238*** ,014 ,236*** ,014 

 Institutional distrust   ,121*** ,010 ,100*** ,020 ,125*** ,020 ,131*** ,020 

 Anti-Immigration   ,392*** ,007 ,346*** ,015 ,310*** ,015 ,311*** ,015 

 Authoritarian Values   ,074*** ,017 ,016 ,035 ,095** ,035 ,097** ,034 

 Satisfaction   ,002 ,011 ,029 ,023 ,083*** ,023 ,082*** ,023 

Individual 

socio-economic 

conditions 

How likely not 

enough money for 

household necessities 

next 12 months 

    ,032 ,036 ,024 ,035 ,012 ,035 

 Highest level of 

education 

    -0,006 ,012 ,005 ,012 -0,06 ,012 

 Any period of 

unemployment and 

work seeking lasted 

12 months or more 

    -0,161** ,062 ,024 ,035 -0,095 ,061 

 Unemployed, actively 

looking for job 

    ,030 ,100 X X X X 

 Household’s total net 

income 

    -0,002 ,013 ,005 ,013 ,005 ,013 

 Social benefits as 

main household 

income 

    -0,088 ,106 ,131 ,101 ,167* ,101 

 Age of respondent     -0,006** ,002 -0,005** ,002 -0,004** ,002 
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Notes: Linear regression analysis with European unification go further or gone too far as dependent variable. More developed regions are reference category (constant). The 

table shows unstandardized regression coefficients (b), standard error (SEb), explained variance (R2) and number of observation (N). X = variable nor included in analysis. 

Statistical significance: * = p < 0,1, ** = p < 0,05, *** = p < 0,01 

Source: The European Social Survey (ESS8-2016 ed 2.1) 

 Gender     ,017 ,059 ,045 ,058 ,045 ,058 

Country-level 

context 

[COUNTRY] 

Unemployment rates 

by all ages in % 2016 

      ,146*** ,009 ,144*** ,009 

 Central Eastern 

Europe 

      ,604*** ,108 1,315*** ,174 

Interaction Interaction: CEE- 

Less developed 

regions 

        -0,447* ,172 

 Interaction: Western 

Europe-Less 

developed regions 

        ,652*** ,121 

 Constant 4,892*** ,021 1,624*** ,088 2,180*** ,286 ,193 ,307 ,129 ,306 

 Adjusted R2 ,000 2,678 ,214 2,371 ,197 2,391 ,226 2,347 ,229 2,342 

 N 28 729  28 124  6652  6652  6652  



Bachelor Thesis  Julia Möttönen 

25 

 

Model 5, the final analysis reaches an explained variance of 22,9% but lacks statistical 

significance in more developed regions as constant and transition regions. Less developed 

regions being excluded due to collinearity. The interactions show that the positive impact of 

structural aid on support for the EU mostly is seen in Western European less developed regions. 

The latter also being more statistically significant than the CEE-less developed regions 

interaction. The same finding as in Table 4.1, Model 5.  

5. Discussion 

The findings in the empirical analysis will in this part be discussed and compared relating to 

each other, the hypotheses of this thesis, and theories and research findings stated by scholars 

within the field of Euroscepticism-studies.   

To begin with, structural aid can explain an extent of the total variance on its own regarding 

instrumental/soft Euroscepticism but does not do so regarding political/hard Euroscepticism. 

Its impact is overall higher in the first operationalisation compared to the latter one. The total 

explained variance of the two operationalisations are similar. The individual values/culture are 

more influential in the analysis of political Euroscepticism. This suggests that the differences 

found in the studies by Mahler et al (2000) and Lubbers and Scheepers (2007) regarding post-

materialistic values are due to their different operationalisations of Euroscepticism. The 

hypotheses of this paper might thus be dependent on methodological factors as such. 

Findings in the operationalisation of instrumental Euroscepticism, Table 4.1, suggest that 

contextual variables on the country level has the biggest impact on Eurosceptic attitudes. 

Whereas, low effect on the dependent variable but significant explanatory power seen in the 

variables on individual level. Hence weakly supporting H2. High structural aid (less developed 

regions) cause a more positive view towards the EU throughout but has a bigger impact in 

Western Europe than in CEE. Overall, this confirms H1.  

The operationalisation of political Euroscepticism, Table 4.2, clearly shows that individual 

values and country context have the biggest part in explaining the public attitudes towards the 

EU, strongly supporting H2. Less developed regions do however remain significant and has a 

comparatively high regression coefficient throughout the analysis, gaining explanatory power 

with all variables included. Thereby supporting H1 as well.  

Thus, structural aid has a mitigating effect on Euroscepticism (H1), also with control for other 

variables and in both operationalisations. The bigger impact is seen on instrumental 



Bachelor Thesis  Julia Möttönen 

26 

 

Euroscepticism. Transition regions function less well as indicators of public opinion, whereas 

less developed regions in general are more positive to the EU than more developed regions. 

Individual values/culture as main explanation of popular Euroscepticism (H2) is supported in 

the analyses of political Euroscepticism but only partly so in the case of instrumental 

Euroscepticism due to its low regression coefficients.  

With control for interaction between the contextual factor East-West divide and that of less 

developed regions it is shown that structural aid manages to have a mitigating effect on 

Euroscepticism throughout Europe, with biggest effect in Western Europe. Further research is 

required to investigate whether this is due to country level contextual factors or individual level 

factors being more common in either part of Europe. Guerra and Serricchio (2015) found that 

the different parts of Europe have different expectations of their membership of the EU and 

react differently to times of crisis, policy change and socialisation. CEE is more prone to 

evaluate the EU in utilitarian terms and the West rather according to identity and 

sociodemographic factors. Furthermore, Göncz (2015) noted that CEE countries were more 

likely to have a neutral opinion towards the European unification. Thus, being less Eurosceptic 

towards the EU than Western Europe, especially since the Euro-crisis. (Göncz 2015).  

In relation to the findings in this thesis, this suggests that despite being more prone to identity-

based Euroscepticism, the regions in Western Europe receiving the biggest amount of structural 

aid seem to perceive the membership as beneficial through the utilitarian model and thus being 

more positive towards the EU than other regions in the same part of Europe. The same effect 

of structural aid as a mitigation of Euroscepticism is seen in CEE, but as the entire part of 

Europe is more prone to evaluate the EU neutrally, the effect of structural aid is not as 

prominent.  

The findings of CEE seeming to be more positive towards the EU than Western Europe is 

contradictory to the general perception of political radicalisation in the area but can likely be 

explained by the general increase of Euroscepticism across Europe or the reasonings of neutral 

perceptions (Göncz 2015).  Schäfer and Gross (2020) state that “an activated national identity” 

(Schäfer and Gross 2020:37) stemming from loss of national sovereignty, and the consequences 

of the redistribution policy of having to support or be supported by other member-states, has 

been seen since the crisis. This thesis suggests that the biggest impact of this is seen in the 

regions having to support the others. A conclusion drawn by comparing more developed and 

less developed regions in the analyses. The findings are complemented by the variable 

emotional support for ones' country showing a correspondence with lower support for the EU 
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in this study. Yet, national attachment has been argued to be more complex in its relation to 

Euroscepticism (Hix and Høyland 2011; Hooghe and Marks 2005). To discover whether the 

differences of Euroscepticism in CEE and Western Europe is based on cultural context or socio-

economic factors, more research must be made. E.g. as Schäfer and Gross (2020) compared 

countries being more affected by the Euro-crisis to countries not being so, with the conclusion 

that decreased public support for the EU is most visible in countries most affected by the crisis. 

(Schäfer and Gross 2020).  

Regarding other explanations of Euroscepticism since the crisis, this thesis finds that socio-

economic factors on individual level lacks significance and theories of economic grievances 

seem to be weakly connected to Euroscepticism, eventually overshadowed by contextual factors 

on the country level. Characteristics of economic deprivation have been connected to increased 

Euroscepticism as a persisting trend after the financial crisis (Wozniak Boyle and Hasselmann 

2015) but could not be corroborated in the case of Brexit. Only showing a few factors as 

explanatory and rather individual values such as populism and authoritarianism being 

connected to it. (De Vries 2018; Norris and Inglehart 2019). Findings resembling the results in 

this study. Populist values connected to Euroscepticism are said to be “linked with economic 

values within the regions of European countries” (Norris and Inglehart 2019:166). But the 

authors state that this could be disproportionate due to demographics, a conclusion also worth 

regarding in this study especially considering H2. (Norris and Inglehart 2019).  

Unemployment rates seem in this thesis to increase support for the EU, in contrast to economic 

grievance theory and consequences of the Euro-crisis. Schäfer and Gross (2020) explains that 

the countries most affected by the crisis were more positive than the average from the beginning 

and could remain to be so as the decline of support now has been seen in all of Europe. 

Furthermore, some of the impact of the crisis is said to have stabilised and recovered since. 

(Norris and Inglehart 2019). Mahler et al (2000) stated that the tangible benefit from being an 

Objective 1 region erodes the relationship between rate of unemployment and higher 

Euroscepticism, whether this is the valid explanation in this study is uncertain. The strength of 

the relation described in H1 cannot be proven to such extent. More factors need to be included. 

Lubbers and Scheepers (2007) did for example show that higher trade with other member-states 

decrease political Euroscepticism, but not a higher number of agricultural subsidies on regional 

level.  
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6. Conclusion 

To summarise the findings in relation to the hypotheses and research question, one can begin 

by stating that structural aid in fact mitigates Euroscepticism, confirming H1. This is due to its 

impact on contextual factors affecting the individual and its formation of opinions towards the 

EU and European integration. Most visibly while operationalising instrumental Euroscepticism 

and more so in less developed regions in Western Europe. The trend can also be seen in political 

Euroscepticism through opinions towards the European unification and in CEE. Individual 

values and culture are factors contributing to the explanation of popular Euroscepticism, but 

mainly the political one or through the East-West divide. Thus, H2 cannot be fully supported. 

Popular Euroscepticism is rather based on an interplay of various factors on multiple levels.  

As higher structural aid can be connected to lower Euroscepticism, this suggests that the 

cohesion policy is a powerful tool for the EU to use in order to secure or gain public popularity. 

The findings of Mahler et al (2000) remains valid despite the changes in the European 

integration and years of crisis. Yet the root linkage between the dependent and independent 

variables needs more research to be confirmed and further examined.  

This study lacks some interesting countries to analyse contemporary Eurosceptic trends, such 

as the UK, Greece and Denmark. A study over time could distinguish if the connection to the 

structural aid persists as the cohesion policy changes and regional classifications and thus aid-

distribution varies. Moreover, calculations of received aid per capita in a region could add 

nuance to the results compared to analyses based on regional classifications. Some regions in 

this study have a low number of respondents risking the results to be random. Nevertheless, the 

large sample of total number of regions is an advantage in this study as it enables investigation 

of the research question all over Europe. The usage of regional classification as basis for the 

structural aid distribution allows simple and easily comparable results. Thus, the findings can 

complement research on Euroscepticism during other years and in other countries.  

Popular Euroscepticism is clear, the ‘permissive consensus’ of the EU has during the last 

decades been highly controversial and popular disbelief seen on the rise. Yet, as the public 

contests the EU, the EU itself can moderate and reverse the negative attitudes. Structural aid, 

aiming at balancing inequalities between European regions, affects the public opinions with 

higher support leading to lower Euroscepticism and serving as a tool to connect the 

supranational institution to the individuals. Examination of the connection, evaluation of its 

consequences and exploration of plausible usage in the future is asked for in further research. 
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Appendix 1 – Regional classifications 

Classifications of the NUTS2 level regions provided in ESS8-2016 ed. 2.1 divided according 

to the cohesion policy 2014-2020 (2014/99/EU). For information on number of cases and 

percentage of total population see ESS8-2016 ed. 2.1. Multilevel data.  

Table A.1 – Less Developed Regions 

Country Value - Nutscode level 2 Label - Name 

Czech Republic CZ02  Stredni Cechy 

 CZ03  Jihozapad  

 CZ04  Severozapad  

 CZ05  Severovychod  

 CZ06  Jihovychod  

 CZ07  Stredni Morava  

 CZ08  Moravskoslezsko  

Estonia EE00  Eesti  

Spain ES43  Extremadura  

Italy ITF3  Campania  

 ITF4  Puglia  

 ITF5  Basilicata  

 ITF6  Calabria  

 ITG1  Sicilia  

Hungary HU21  Kozep-Dunantul  

 HU22  Nyugat-Dunantul  

 HU23  Del-Dunantul  

 HU31  Eszak-Magyarorszag  

 HU32  Eszak-Alfold  

 HU33  Del-Alfold  

Poland PL11  Lodzkie  

 PL21  Malopolskie  

 PL22  Slaskie  

 PL31  Lubelskie  

 PL32  Podkarpackie  

 PL33  Swietokrzyskie  

 PL34  Podlaskie  

 PL41  Wielkopolskie  

 PL42  Zachodniopomorskie  

 PL43  Lubuskie  

 PL51  Dolnoslaskie  

 PL52  Opolskie  

 PL61  Kujawsko-Pomorskie  

 PL62  Warminsko-Mazurskie  

 PL63  Pomorskie  

Portugal PT11  Norte  

 PT16  Centro (P)  
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 PT18  Alentejo  

Slovenia SI01  Vzhodna Slovenija  

Lithuania LT00  Lietuva  

 

Table A.2 – Transition Regions 

Country Value - Nutscode level 2 Label - Name 

Austria AT11 Burgenland (A)  

Belgium BE32  Prov. Hainaut  

 BE33  Prov. Liège  

 BE34  Prov. Luxembourg (BE)  

 BE35  Prov. Namur  

Spain ES42  Castilla-La Mancha  

 ES61  Andalucía  

 ES62  Región de Murcia  

 ES70  Canarias  

France FRE2  Picardie  

 FRD1  Basse-Normandie  

 FRE1  Nord-Pas de Calais  

 FRF3  Lorraine  

 FRC2  Franche-Comté  

 FRI3  Poitou-Charentes  

 FRI2  Limousin  

 FRK1  Auvergne  

 FRJ1  Languedoc-Roussillon  

Italy ITF1  Abruzzo  

 ITG2  Sardegna  

Portugal PT15  Algarve  

 

Table A.3 – More Developed Regions 

Country Value - Nutscode level 2 Label - Name 

Austria AT12  Niederösterreich  

 AT13  Wien  

 AT21  Kärnten  

 AT22  Steiermark  

 AT31  Oberösterreich  

 AT32  Salzburg  

 AT33  Tirol  

 AT34  Vorarlberg  

Belgium BE10  Région de Bruxelles-Capitale / Brussels 

Hoofdstedelijk Gewest  

 BE21  Prov. Antwerpen  

 BE22  Prov. Limburg (BE)  

 BE23  Prov. Oost-Vlaanderen  

 BE24  Prov. Vlaams-Brabant  
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 BE25  Prov. West-Vlaanderen  

 BE31  Prov. Brabant Wallon  

Czech Republic CZ01  Praha  

Ireland IE01  Border, Midland and Western  

 IE02  Southern and Eastern  

Spain ES11  Galicia  

 ES12  Principado de Asturias  

 ES13  Cantabria  

 ES21  País Vasco  

 ES22  Comunidad Foral de Navarra  

 ES23  La Rioja  

 ES24  Aragón  

 ES30  Comunidad de Madrid 

 ES41  Castilla y León  

 ES51  Cataluña  

 ES52  Comunidad Valenciana  

 ES53  Illes Balears  

 ES63  Ciudad Autónoma de Ceuta  

France FR10  Île de France  

 FRB0  Centre — Val de Loire  

 FRC1  Bourgogne  

 FRF1  Alsace  

 FRG0  Pays de la Loire  

 FRH0  Bretagne  

 FRI1  Aquitaine  

 FRJ2  Midi-Pyrénées 

 FRK2  Rhône-Alpes  

 FRL0  Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur  

 FRF2  Champagne-Ardenne  

 FRD2  Haute-Normandie  

Italy ITC1  Piemonte  

 ITC2  Valle d'Aosta/Vallée d'Aoste  

 ITC3  Liguria  

 ITC4  Lombardia  

 ITH1  Provincia Autonoma di Bolzano/Bozen 

 ITH2  Provincia Autonoma Trento  

 ITH3  Veneto  

 ITH4  Friuli-Venezia Giulia  

 ITH5  Emilia-Romagna  

 ITI1  Toscana  

 ITI2  Umbria  

 ITI3  Marche  

 ITI4  Lazio  

Hungary HU10  Kozep-Magyarorszag  

Netherlands NL11  Groningen  

 NL12  Friesland (NL)  
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 NL13  Drenthe  

 NL21  Overijssel  

 NL22  Gelderland  

 NL23  Flevoland  

 NL31  Utrecht  

 NL32  Noord-Holland  

 NL33  Zuid-Holland  

 NL34  Zeeland  

 NL41  Noord-Brabant  

 NL42  Limburg (NL)  

Poland PL12  Mazowieckie  

Portugal PT17  Lisboa  

Slovenia SI02  Zahodna Slovenija  

Finland FI1D  Pohjois- ja ltä-Suomi  

 FI1B  Helsinki-Uusimaa  

 FI1C  Etelä-Suomi  

 FI19  Länsi-Suomi  

 FI20  Åland  

Sweden SE11  Stockholm  

 SE12  Östra Mellansverige  

 SE21  Småland med öarna  

 SE22  Sydsverige  

 SE23  Västsverige  

 SE31  Norra Mellansverige  

 SE32  Mellersta Norrland  

 SE33  Övre Norrland  
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Appendix 2 – Variables 

Information on the variables, dummy variables and indexes received, created and used in the 

multivariate regression analyses of this thesis.  

Table A.4 Variables Used 

ESS Variable Question/Topic Coding 
EUROSCEPTICISM (DEPENDENT VARIABLES) 

eudcnbf More decisions made by EU: level 

of benefits in [country] become 

higher or lower 

Much higher (1) to much lower 

(5)* 

euftf European Union: European 

unification go further or gone too 

far 

Unification already gone too far 

(0) to Unification go further (10) 

STRUCTURAL AID 

dummy_structural_aid_1 Less developed regions Less developed region (1), not 

(0)** 

dummy_structural_aid_2 Transition regions Transition region (1), not (0)** 

dummy_structural_aid_3 More developed region More developed region (1), not 

(0)** 

INDIVIDUAL VALUES/CULTURE 

Anti-Immigration (index) Sum: imbgeco, imueclt, imwbcnt 

(Chronbach’s alpha 0,847) 

Scale 0-10 

imbgeco Immigration bad or good for 

country's economy 

Bad for the economy (0) to good 

for the economy (10) 

imueclt Country's cultural life undermined 

or enriched by immigrants 

Cultural life undermined (0) to 

cultural life enriched (10) 

imwbcnt Immigrants make country worse 

or better place to live 

Worse place to live (0) to Better 

place to live (10) 

Authoritarian Values (index) Sum: impsafe, ipfrule, ipbhprp, 

ipstrgv, imptrad (Chronbach’s 

alpha 0,700) 

Scale 1-6 

impsafe Important to live in secure and 

safe surroundings 

Very much like me (1) to not like 

me at all (6) 

ipfrule Important to do what is told and 

follow rules 

Scale 1-6 

ipbhprp Important to behave properly Scale 1-6 

ipstrgv Important that government is 

strong and ensures safety 

Scale 1-6 

imptrad  Important to follow traditions and 

customs 

Scale 1-6 

Institutional Distrust (index) Sum: trstprl, trstlgl, trstplc, trstplt, 

trstprt, trstep (Chronbach’s alpha 

0,893) 

Scale 0-10 

trstprl  Trust in country's parliament No trust at all (0) to complete trust 

(10) 

trstlgl  Trust in the legal system Scale 0-10 

trstplc Trust in the police Scale 0-10 

trstplt Trust in politicians Scale 0-10 

trstprt  Trust in political parties Scale 0-10 

trstep  Trust in the European Parliament Scale 0-10 

Satisfaction (index) Sum: stflife, stfeco, stfgov, stfdem 

(Cronbachs alpha 0,788) 

Scale 0-10 

stflife How satisfied with life as a whole Extremely dissatisfied (0) to 

extremely satisfied (10) 

stfeco How satisfied with present state of 

economy in country 

Scale 0-10 
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stfgov How satisfied with the national 

government 

Scale 0-10 

stfdem How satisfied with the way 

democracy works in country 

Scale 0-10 

atchctr How emotionally attached to 

[country] 

Not at all emotionally attached (0) 

to very emotionally attached (10) 

atcherp How emotionally attached to 

Europe 

Scale 0-10 

INDIVIDUAL SOCIO-ECONOMIC CONDITIONS/ CHARACTERISTICS 

uemp12m Any period of unemployment and 

work seeking lasted 12 months or 

more 

Yes (1), no (2) 

uempla Doing last 7 days: unemployed, 

actively looking for job 

Not marked (0), marked (1) 

hinctnta Household's total net income, all 

sources 

J-1st decile (1) to H-10th decile 

(10) 

household_income Social benefits as the main source 

of household income 

Other income/wages (0), social 

benefits (1)*** 

lknemny How likely not enough money for 

household necessities next 12 

months 

Not at all likely (1) to very likely 

(4) 

eisced Highest level of education, ES - 

ISCED 

Categories from low (1) to high 

(7), also including not possible to 

harmonise into ES-ISCED (0) and 

other (55) 

agea Age of respondent, calculated In years 

gndr Gender Male (1), female (2) 

CONTRY CONTEXT 

c_unraall_2016 [COUNTRY] Unemployment 

rates by all ages in % 2016 

In percentage 

Dummy_east_west_1 East_West=Central Eastern 

Europe 

Central Eastern Europe (1), 

Western Europe (0)**** 

Dummy_east_west_2 East_West=Western Europe Central Eastern Europe (0), 

Western Europe (1)**** 

INTERACTIONS 

Interaction_1 Central Eastern Europe*Less 

developed regions 

Marked (1), not marked (0) 

Interaction_2 Western Europe*Less developed 

regions 

Marked (1), not marked (0) 

Notes: Table showing the variables used in the regression analyses of this paper. *Values reversed by recoding. 

**Variables created according to Appendix 1, cases taken from variable nuts2 Nutscode level 2 2018. 

***Dummy variable created out of variable hincsrca Main source of household income. ****Dummy variables 

created out of the variable cntry Country.  

Source: The European Social Survey (ESS8-2016 ed 2.1) 
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Djurfeldt, G. et al. (2018) Statistisk verktygslåda: samhällsvetenskaplig orsaksanalys med kvantitativa metoder. 

Lund: Studentlitteratur. 

Djurfeldt, G. & Barmark, M. (2009) Statistisk verktygslåda 2: multivariat analys. Lund: Studentlitteratur. 
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