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why are we here?

The ground is shifting: Europe, and a changing political
landscape

For years, the political discourse has been gradual-
ly heating up over European affairs. It is not unlikely
that after the coming European Parliament elections
one-quarter of all members of this crucial institution
for the EU’'s democratic checks-and-balances mecha-
nism will consist of representatives whose mandate
will be to call into question the very existence of the
union in its current set-up.” New challenges lie ahead.

While the economy is still slowly recovering from the
last crisis, imbalances persist and there is a rising fear
of the next economic downturn—particularly because
long overdue reforms to make Europe more resilient
have largely stalled since 2009. Political stalemate
among member states involved in protracted negoti-
ation and mediation of diverging interests frustrates
efforts towards the pursuit of common solutions.
The debate on migration and asylum-seekers has be-
come a dominant political item across member states
while large numbers of unemployed and precariously
employed people wait for economic improvements to
reach them too.? The political reality that is reflected to
us by the ballot boxes across Europe raises the ques-
tion of whether our political system is fit for purpose?
Is it the best we can do or is the system broken?

Trust in democracy in Europe is slowly recovering from
a plunge after the 2008 crisis.? Still, according to one
study in 2017, an absolute majority of the population in

Greece, Germany, Sweden, the Netherlands, France, and
Italy say that their government never or rarely works in
their interest.* In 2018, a new ltalian government was
formed by two parties that ran in the elections on clear
anti-establishment platforms demanding drastic polit-
ical change. In France, the protests of the gilets jaunes
have become a symbol of fierce discontent toward the
government’s fiscal policies and the decline in quality
of public services. ®

The question is why are groups of voters now losing
faith in institutions that they trusted to run their coun-
tries throughout the previous decades?

Given the political backdrop, it may be worth exploring
the way our “system” is set up and our approach to
evaluating it. What are the underlying ethical premises
around which our current societal organization is built?
What are the different lines of argumentation and po-
litical narratives that are driving the debate? And what
are their policy implications?

Are claims of the system being broken even justified?
Or is the questioning and reversal of political trends
once taken for granted the result of a functioning sys-
tem based on a healthy dose of pluralism and scepti-
cism? How resilient is the system to change, and to
what degree does it need to be repaired, rebuilt, or re-
placed?



exploring system failure: what is it and
what do we know about it?

I | Defining “the system”

“System: a regularly interacting or interdependent group of
items forming a unified whole”

“A form of social, economic, or political organization or practice
(e.g., the capitalist system)”

“An organized society or social situation regarded as stultifying
or oppressive (aka the establishment) ”

— the Merriam Webster Dictionary

One could argue that there is no such thing as “the system”
The notion lends itself to different interpretations, from the
social to the economic or the political angle, to the nation-
al, European, or international, you could paint the system a
different number of colors or shades thereof. In the eyes of
voters, there is but one system, in which citizens are allowed,
indeed tasked, to express their judgement by casting a sin-
gle vote. Every four to five years one vote expresses citizens’
level of satisfaction with the societal-economic and political
infrastructure that makes up the status quo — whatever that
represents.

Defining System Failure

System failure could be defined as the result of an outdated
model of public policy making, based on the reduction of
complex problems into separate, rationally manageable com-
ponents, which is no longer appropriate to the challenges
faced by governments and changes to the wider environment
in which they operate.'® Elements of system failure include:

Increased complexity due to the growing range of actors in-
volved in the policy process, the impact of communication
technologies and the resulting growth in interactions, and
the blurring of the boundaries between domestic and inter-
national policy.

The combined effect is to make it ever more difficult to pre-
dict the outcomes of policy interventions, especially in sys-
tems that do not behave in straightforward, linear ways.

Unintended consequences, alienation of professionals, and
long-term standstill on performance improvement and
electoral promises all contribute to failure resulting in an
increasingly cynical electorate.

What does it mean for a system to deliver or to fail to
do so? How can performance be measured and to what
degree is it subjective? What role do perceptions play
in our experience of the system? When can we say that
a system has failed, and when is it merely in transition?
What are voters signaling to politicians today across
Europe?

Voter satisfaction, or lack thereof, can be understood
as an aggregate evaluation of different interdependent
factors that come together to compose the political,
economic, and social system.

One way to arganize these is along the lines of input
factors, output factors, and perceptions.

Input Factors
“This system does not represent me”

Among the defining input factors of a system are rep-
resentation and political equality. There are many po-
tential reasons for citizens to doubt the system’s ca-
pability to represent them democratically, and on equal
grounds. Among them are corruption, regulatory cap-
ture, or unrepresentative electoral systems. If these
doubts prevail, no matter how justified they are, voters
may question the system'’s input legitimacy, and thus
withdraw their support.

Output Factors
“This system does not deliver for me”

Voters can also assess their system on the basis of its
outputs. According to this reasoning, it makes sense
for a large number of citizens to want to break with
politics-as-usual because they think that they simply
do not benefit from it enough. Income inequality or de-
creasing purchasing power are two key indicators of
how citizens judge the performance of a system.®

Perception Factors
“l do not feel like the system works and | do not trust it”

A host of sociopsychological arguments suggest that
the social changes related to demographics’, a lack
of social interaction®, expectations of future devel-
opments, societal diversity’ may decrease or at least
negatively affect trust in the system.’ Psychological
factors are found to influence people’s perceptions of
value and expressed preferences on a broad scale of
issues.
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WHAT IS THIS TELLING US?

Whichever combination of factors or perceived and ex-
perienced failures makes large parts of the population
turn against the system, the status quo seems particu-
larly unstable. Different interpretations exist:

Crisis of Leadership
In Thinking the Unthinkable, Nik Gowing and Chris Lang-
don, argue that the rate of change of societies is over-
coming human capacity to keep up."

Moral Tribes at Odds with Globalized Societies
Moral tribes author and psychologist Joshua Greene, ar-
gues that the violent confrontation of diverging philos-
ophies in a globalized society is bringing out deep rifts
between “moral tribes’ which can prevent political
compromises altogether.'

= umr U

justice inequality
wealth well-being
regulation security

EXAMPLES OF OUTPUT
FAILURES

Compared to a generation ago, economic inequality
has generally increased in Europe.™

The effects of the financial crisis are still felt eco-
nomically and politically. Studies show that financial
crises are drivers of political polarization.?°

It is key to distinguish between the status quo and
expectations for the future, which seem to play an
important role in people’s assessment of their situa-
tion and often diverge.?’

The impression that the world has become more in-
secure recently is one negative output that is cited
in several studies.?



EXAMPLES OF INPUT
FAILURES

There has been a decrease in electoral participation
and trust in political institutions.?®

The people who trust the system more are those
who have better access to education, information,
and wealth.?* These people are the so-called “elites”.
Others are less likely to feel that their voice is being
heard in politics.?®

Many voters distrust the integrity of the economic
and political system. For example, half of Europeans
say that the only way to succeed in business in their
country is through political connections.

Political environments have been transformed by
the 2008 economic crisis, which has imposed bud-
getary constraints directly affecting the policies gov-
ernment can pursue.

Disinformation is a growing threat to the public
sphere in countries around the world, as it often
aims to influence citizens' decisions to vote (or to
abstain from voting).?

FACTORS CONDITIONING OUR
PERCEPTIONS

Increasing loneliness can lead to more morally haz-
ardous decision-making and affects our judgement
of what represents the “greater good.””” Variations
in hormone levels can affect our individual state of
mind when evaluating the overall performance of a
system.?

Research reveals that the majority of people are
wrong about the state of the world, thinking it is
poorer, less healthy, and more dangerous than it is.?

Instincts that are drivers of perceptions include the
tendency to divide the world into two camps (us vs.
them), the way we consume media, and human eval-
uation of progress (believing most things are getting
worse).%°

There are discrepancies between perceived or as-
sumed mandates of organizations and their actual
powers.*!

Crisis of Values

Hannah Arendt describes how in times when political
authority is questioned, citizens may turn to pre-polit-
ical authority instead: “The common quest for gaining
meaning by forging pre-political solidarity can often ex-
press itself in affirming traditional values”. Frank Furedi
accuses liberal elites of having waged a “cultural war”
against the average citizen on the basis of assumed
shared values.'

Growing Pains
Ivan Krastev reflects in After Europe that distrust in the
system is not inherently bad. Maybe, more skepticism
is exactly what is needed to keep improving it.™

Unsustainable Tensions
According to Thomas Piketty, the unprecedented tra-
jectory of societal inequality (exacerbated by the emo-
tional responses to the increased visibility of the lives
of others brought about by digital and communication
revolution'®) are making issues of redistribution politi-
cally unavoidable and the current system untenable.’

Pace of Change and Slow Institutions
Angela Wilkinson reflects on the rigidities of the current
institutional set up: “today, the world is radically more
interlinked, fast-moving and information-rich. But our
governments aren't.

Loss of Perceived Control in a

World of too Many Variables
Ulrich Beck's Risk Society describes society as in transi-
tion, due to the scale of modernization, unleashing un-
intended side-effects, growing societal uncertainties,
increased perception of risk, and a feeling of loss of
control. It is at the transnational level that this is most
evident, leaving citizens and politicians worrying about
who is actually deciding what, and what influence they
really have over their own futures.'”
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Over two-thirds of French and
Italian citizens believe that
their system is failing them.??

financial crises and
polarization

A study by the Centre for Eco-
nomic Studies on financial cri-
ses and political polarization
finds that policy uncertainty
rises strongly after financial
crises as government major-
ities shrink and polarization
rises.3®

bounded networks

Studies show digital spheres

may connect us better —

but only within our national
boundaries.®

cleavages

Four out of ten EU citizens per-
ceive a high level of tension be-
tween racial and ethnic groups
and between religious groups.
About three out of ten perceive
a high level of tension between
rich and poor people, and be-
tween managers and workers.3®

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

» Chapman, J. (2002). System Failure. Demos. https://www.demos.co.uk/files/systemfailure.pdf

» Gowing, N. & C. Langdon (2017). Thinking the Unthinkable. Woodbridge, UK: John Catt Educational Ltd.

» Krastev, . (2017). After Europe. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press

84 seats

The two biggest groups in the
European Parliament - the
European Peoples Party (EPP)
and the Progressive Alliance
of Socialists and Democrats
(S&D) — are projected to lose
up to 84 seats in the coming
elections.®* Their joint share of
seats is forecast to fall to 46
percent from 54 percent cur-
rently.

» Rosling, H. (2006). The best stats you've ever seen. TED Talk. https://www.ted.com/talks/hans_rosling_shows
the_best_stats_you_ve_ever_seen?language=en
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broken
institutions

FRAMING
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Over the past three decades, European citizens’ trust
in political institutions such as parliaments and courts
has declined,*” leading to low voter turnouts and a gen-
eral disapproval of policies that are considered to not
be in the people’s interest. Trust can be an important
indicator of how citizens perceive their institutions to
be working. The Democracy Perception Index 2018%¢
has come to the record finding that 64 percent of re-
spondents living in democracies found that their gov-
ernments “never” or “rarely” works in the interest of the
public. While “vigilant skepticism” of the government
by the public is considered a necessary aspect of liber-
al democracy,*® recent trends, such as the gilets jaunes
movement in France,*® the anti-corruption rallies in Ro-
mania*' or the rise of anti-European parties,*? point to
a more deep-rooted problem. What does all this tell us
about the institutional framework of governments to-
day?

Trust in democracy relates to multiple levels and needs
to be analyzed as a synergy of macro-level aspects,
such as political institutions, their capacity to adopt
and implement sensible policies, and the micro-level
impacts on the daily lives of individual citizens.*® Euro-
pean citizens perceive a general decline in the quality
of governance as well as a failure to reform and ad-
dress these challenges.** At the same time, their expec-
tations as to how institutions are supposed to perform
increase as the number and scope of services offered
by the state increase. Citizens’ trust and satisfaction in
their institutions may thus decline even though gover-
nance improves.*®

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
consider peace, justice and strong institutions (SDG16)
as crucial for the fulfilment of the other goals. Stable
institutions can and should thus be measured by var-
ious indicators. They depend on factors such as gov-
ernment efficiency, democracy and representation,
upholding of human rights, the rule of law, transparen-
cy, and accountability.*® The trend whereby a growing

number of citizens feel disconnected, as some studies
suggest, highlights the need for political institutions
to reform by adopting more inclusive processes.*” Ac-
cording to the OECD, more and more governments are
pursuing innovative forms of open government that
may not only improve their policies and services but
also regain the trust of citizens through transparency
and accountability.*®

Traditional reform seems to be incapable of adapting
to the demands of the fast-changing socio-political de-
velopments in Europe and around the world.* In the
face of constant technological innovation, an aging
population, shorter economic cycles and other societal
changes, slow processes in governance and govern-
mental reform fail to meet the demand for continuous
adaptation in policy.5° Intense political polarization in-
hibits reform and is known to have led policymakers
to turn away from broad societal consultation in the
policymaking process."!

Disproportionate influence of some interest groups on
institutional processes may lead to regulatory biases
and unequal benefits, undermining trust in fair insti-
tutions. In fact, more than half of Europeans say that
the only way to succeed in business in their country is
through political connections, suggesting either a lack
of transparency in political institutions or regulatory
capture.®? The latter — the strong influence of interest
groups on the exercise of regulatory powers — may
also prevent reforms or regulations completely, which
can have devastating outcomes.%

At the EU level, the panorama is further complicated.
The institutions are often accused of a democratic
deficit, which has been a source of popular discontent
crystalized by the success of euroskeptic parties. As
the EU gains competencies that are characteristic of
sovereign states, such as eurozone monetary policy
and fiscal monitoring, it seemingly misses adequate
political accountability. As the argument goes, deci-
sions derive from inter-state bargaining and techno-
cratic processes rather than the democratically elect-
ed parliament. Such intergovernmental bargains do not
necessarily lead to coherent policies, as demonstrated
by the failure of EU member states to adopt a coherent
asylum policy, which ultimately contributed to fueling
perceptions of a Europe in crisis.?



Federalists suggest that the increased powers of the
EU should be accompanied by more accountability
mechanisms, such as the direct election of the presi-
dent of the Commission or a two-tier EU by pursuing
federalization among the members of the eurozone. By
contrast, EU “minimalism” advocates a reversal of the
process, bringing sovereignty back to the national level
of political accountability.>®

Most European citizens appear more comfortable
with democracy at the national level than with the cre-
ation of a Euro-state.®® On the other hand, dismantling
the current set-up of the EU to the benefit of the na-
tion-state could block Europe’s ability to respond col-
lectively to policy challenges. The majority of EU citi-
zens seems to share this view, as they support the EU
and the common currency.®”

III FACTS & FIGURES

2 outof 3

26 out of 41

Consequently, the current model of EU governance
lacks a mandate to increase coordination of nation-
al policies (in fiscal policy, migration, socioeconomic
regulation etc.), while the national governments are
incapable or unwilling to introduce important reforms
on their own, especially when there are weak compen-
sation mechanisms (e.g. eurozone budget) on the EU
level, or even blame Brussels for imposing them.

Citizens are left with both the Commission and nation-
al governments presenting their reform agendas but
blaming the respective counterpart for not setting the
right institutional framework for implementing it.

What is the right way forward? Is there a possible and
effective compromise for EU institutional reform, for
more effective and legitimate governance?

Aggregates of OECD civil justice indicators,
each scaled 0-1, reveal deficits mainly in Italy,
Hungary, Greece, Spain, Slovenia,

People in the world support
direct democracy as a govern-
ing system where citizens, not
elected officials, vote direct-
ly on major national issues.
There is little difference be-

tween regions.®®

trust

In cross-national comparisons
political trust is consistently
highest in countries that are
not considered liberal democ-
racies.®?

40 percent

Proportion by which the big-
gest 50 corporate spenders on
EU lobbying have increased
their lobbying expenditure
since 2012%

OECD and EU countries have
shown a deterioration of sus-
tainable governance as mea-
sured by the Sustainable Gov-
ernance Index between 2014
and 2018.%°

29 and 28 percent

Average share of female par-
liamentarians and govern-
ment ministers in OECD coun-
tries in 20179
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® Civil justice is effectively enforced
M Civil justice is free of improper government influence
B Criminal adjudication system is timely and effective

People do not resort to violence to redress personal grievances

M Crime is effectively controlled



62 vs. 43 percent €137 bn 48 percent

Turnout rates for the 1979 and The total EU budget is small- Almost half of the EU's pop-
2014 European Parliament er than that of Austria or Bel- ulation wants more compe-
elections®® gium, for example. It amounts tencies to be returned to the

to 2 percent or the aggregate member states.®’

budgets of member states.%°
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e Total agree e===Total disagree

More and more people believe that their voice is represented in the EU, according to responses from Eurobarometer
surveys 2007.1-2018.2. For the first time since the according data were first collected, more people agree that their
voice counts in the EU than do not.%

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
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(dis)trust in
politics in the
digital age
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At a time of perceived increased insecurity, trust be-
comes existential in ensuring social cohesion and
collective decision making, particularly when govern-
ments need to implement structural reforms with long-
term benefits.58

Today, less than half the citizens of OECD countries
have confidence in their government. National aver-
ages range between almost 80 percent in Switzerland
and 12 percent in Greece, and their distribution does
not appear to reflect standards of living, per capita
GDP levels or growth rates, suggesting that trust in
government may not be affected as much by long-term
economic trends as by cultural factors, evolving ex-
pectations and political discourse.®® Overall, research
shows a mixed picture when it comes to the evolution
of trust: On the one hand, Europeans’ confidence in
political institutions has dropped precipitously since
the onset of the euro-crisis in 2009,° though there are
signs of a recent recovery: 42 percent of Europeans say
they trust the European Union (the highest level since
the autumn of 2010);"" and more than a third say they
trust their national government and parliament (35 per-
cent, +1 percentage point since 2010). Furthermore,
countries showing a declining quality of democracy
do not necessarily manifest a decline in citizens’' con-
fidence in their government. On the contrary, in these
cases confidence in government can even grow."?

Political polarization, on the rise in Europe,” is strongly
influenced by levels of social and political trust, with
polarization increasing as social trust decreases.”™
While a degree of polarization is desirable due to its
potential positive impact on political participation, ex-
cessive polarization can make governance more diffi-
cult, limiting the capacity for reform™ and inhibiting a
system'’s ability to innovate and address issues of ma-
jor public concern that require broad majorities.

10

Digitalization has significantly altered modus operandi
when it comes to social interaction and civic engage-
ment in ways that may be reducing the overall level of
social trust, which is inseparable from the notion of
political trust.” In his book, Bowling Alone, Robert Put-
nam depicts a society in which people are increasingly
disconnected from family, friends, neighbors, and dem-
ocratic structures. He warns that our stocks of social
capital have plunged alarmingly.”” Citizens who are not
involved in face-to-face contact with members of their
communities, thus building social capital, tend to view
the government and its institutions less favorably.” Yet
some research also finds that online social networks
may increase and complement, rather than reduce,
offline social interaction.” Nevertheless, people’s be-
havior while online, which is qualitatively different to
offline behaviour, comes with its own challenges. We
tend to engage in more aggressive behavior online,®
which is a phenomenon that requires attention due to
its potential social and political implications.

The existence of a digital public sphere comes with its
own set of challenges. The (contested) concept of on-
line echo chambers,®" manipulation of information, and
microtargeting (as the case of Cambridge Analytica
has revealed) further complicate the issue of political
trust. The spread of misleading, false, and harmful in-
formation online, for political gain or merely due to the
great regulatory lag concerning online activities, may
well pose a fundamental challenge for democratic de-
bate and the public sphere, paving the way for what
Yuval Noah Harari has termed “the highway to digital
dictatorship.”®? His warning has received more atten-
tion since stories about China’s “Social Credit” pro-
gram have made the news.®
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67percent

More than two-thirds (67 per-
cent) of Europeans are worried
about personal data on the in-
ternet being used to target the
political messages they see.?®

disengagementz
disenchantment

The youngest Europeans (18-
24 year-old) were more posi-
tive about the EU, even though
far fewer of them turned out to
vote. The same can be said for
many national elections.®”

68 percent

Of Europeans say that they
come across fake news at
least once a week.®®

stable participation

Political and civic engage-
ment have been stable across
the EU for the past decade or
so, but they are highly depen-
dent on income, education lev-
el, and age. The most engaged
people are young, have tertia-
ry-level education, and a high
or medium income.8®

55-58 percent

Of Britons and Americans be-

lieve that their government

is engaged in conspiracies
about immigration.®!

1.2 times as likely

Recent research shows that

messages containing moral

and emotional words are 20

percent more likely to spread
on social media.?®
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e Rest Of WOTld avg e EU avg

Turnout in parliamentary and presidential elections
in EU countries vs. the rest of the world since 1945.
Europe, formerly boasting high turnout rates, has
converged with the globally declining trend recently.
We are currently witnessing a spike in turnout.

Share of population that trust in national and EU institutions. European institutions are trusted more than national
ones on average, and particularly so where trust levels are lower overall.8®

70%
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M Trust in Commission

» IDEA. (2018). Digital Parties Portal. https://www.idea.int/data-tools/tools/digital-parties-portal

» Harari, Y. N. (2018). Why fascism is so tempting — and how your data could power it. TEDx. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=xHHb7R3kx40
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(mis)managed
migration
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Migration flows across the Mediterranean have de-
creased significantly. In 2018, the number of arrivals
was lower than in 2017 and 2016.%? Yet, the Standard
Eurobarometer 90 published by the European Commis-
sion in December 2018 shows that 40 percent of citi-
zens across the European Union continue to consider
immigration their main concern, above terrorism (20
percent), the economic situation (18 percent), or un-
employment (13 percent).” Three years after the peak
of the migration crisis, the reform of the Dublin regula-
tion, which establishes that each asylum request has
to be examined by the first country of entry, came to a
standstill.?* The Schengen system is under pressure.®®
Meanwhile, the highly emotional debates on where to
bring migrants saved at sea after some Member States
started to refuse authorization for migrants to disem-
bark, as well as the failed attempts to step up cooper-
ation with countries of origin and transit on the issue
of returns, have left EU Member States in a political
gridlock.?6%7

In Europe, recent survey results suggest that attitudes
towards immigration may have become more negative
in the past three years.?® A host of factors, including
the size, origin, religion, and skill level of immigrants,
the economy of the receiving country as well as char-
acteristics of survey respondents (age, education),
influence perceptions about immigrants.®® Additional-
ly, most studies of public opinion on immigration and
the media reporting on this matter tend to provide a
picture of a divided and polarized public rather than a
more complex and sophisticated understanding of the
conflicting views of the majority of the population.

Immigration is among those issues that pose funda-
mental challenges to democratic societies because it
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challenges the nation-state in a policy area that rep-
resents a core component of state sovereignty: admit-
ting or excluding aliens. Therefore, it is no surprise that
the topic has played such a fundamental role in elec-
tions and referendums, as showcased by the electoral
success of anti-establishment parties and leaders in
today’s Europe.’®

Engaging effectively with attitudes toward migrants
requires an understanding of the concerns, emotions,
and values around which attitudes are formed, and
understanding that the issue cannot be dealt with
approaches such as “myth-busting” alone, which are
unlikely to resonate beyond those who are already sup-
portive of immigration.'” It is also important to note
that there is no longer a “general public” but rather dif-
ferent segments within each country that are driven by
different values and concerns.'®2

In recent years, it has sometimes been argued that so-
cial media and other non-traditional channels contrib-
uted to creating echo chambers that reinforce people’s
beliefs and reduce their exposure to opposing perspec-
tives. Nevertheless, many of the drivers of polarization
were gathering strength before the use of social net-
working sites became ubiquitous.’® The risk is that
the crystallization of the debate around radically op-
posed positions on migration (open borders vs fences
and push-backs), or a simplistic view of the public as
being divided into two camps, will paralyze EU institu-
tions and Member States alike, in turn exacerbating
the backlash against them and citizen dissatisfaction
and frustrations.



lis acrs & FiuRes

65,383

Most people arriving to Eu-
rope irregularly across the
Mediterranean Sea landed
in Spain (65,383), followed
by Greece (32,497) and ltaly
(23,371) in 2018.7%

222,560

Germany received the high-
est number of asylum appli-
cations in 2017 (222,560),
followed by ltaly (128,850),
France (99,330) and Greece
(58,650). Together, these
four countries received 72
percent of all applications in

68 percent

Support for a common Eu-
ropean policy on migration
is high (around 70 percent
since 2014, 68 in 2018),
while about 25 member
state are opposed.'® How-
ever, there is a preference for
decision-making at a nation-
al level.%

Art. 79 & 80 TFEU

The Treaty on the Funciton-
ing of the EU determines
the manner in which the EP
and European Council shall
co-legislate on the condi-
tions of entry, residence, and
readmission  agreements
with third parties
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Number of asylum applications per year in the EU
and the top-five receiving countries. The blue bars
show the share of applications processed in the
top-five countries alone. After the spike in 2016,
total numbers have dropped dramatically, yet con-
centration in the main receiving countries remains
high at 72 percent of asylum applications

52 percent

More than half of Europeans wanted immigration

to be reduced in 2015. This made Europe the only

region in the world where a majority wanted less
immigration.'%®

2x as likely

People who rate their country’s economic situation

as “fair” or “poor” are almost twice as likely to say

that migration should decrease than those who
rate it “good” or “excellent."1%

12 percent

Only a small part of the European population be-

lieves that immigrants are portrayed too positively

in the media; 39 percent believe they are portrayed

objectively; 36 percent think that they are pro-
trayed too negatively.

tribal attitudes

Resarch by More in Common on attitudes toward

migration in Italy, France, Germany and the Nether-

lands has shown that complex value systems can
help map attitudes along group lines.

Perceived and real share of non-EU migrants in the country. Only Estonians underestimate the actual number of non-
EU migrants in their country. The opposite is true across the rest of the EU '°
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economic
malfunctions

FRAMING

——l

Critical observers of the economic system claim that
traditional economic indicators no longer give us an
accurate depiction of societal wellbeing and prosperity
and advocate for the need for new metrics of prosper-
ity.'" Even when traditional indicators paint a positive
economic picture, the subjective firsthand experience
of citizens may tell a different tale. This dissonance
can fuel a discrediting of experts, politicians and poli-
cymakers, undermining institutional legitimacies. This
tension is magnified and can be instrumentalized if we
consider the EU level, where experts and indicators in
Brussels can be perceived as being at odds with indi-
vidual and member states’ own assessment and expe-
rience of the economic reality.

Sometimes, macro-level indicators can be insuffi-
cient. One common observation is that the economy
is growing in all EU member states, at an average of
3.4 percent, for an overall growth rate of EU GDP of
2.4 percent."? However, distribution of this growth is
obscured by the use of aggregate indicators. Invest-
ments, for example, are a key indicator of a well-func-
tioning economy, and most member states have not
returned to pre-crisis investment rates (only Sweden,
Austria, Germany, and Belgium have). For the EU as a
whole, investment has fallen by 2.3 percentage points
(in terms of total GDP).""® The average overall unem-
ployment rate of the EU is at 6.9 percent. However in
Southern European countries it is much higher (18.9
percent in Greece, 14.8 in Spain, and 10.6 in ltaly),""*
and for 15-24 year-olds even higher (43.6 percent for
Greece, 38.6 for Spain and 34.7 for Italy, the EU aver-
age was 16.8 percent in 2017).""® As macro-level in-
dicators paint a picture of Europe slowly re-emerging
from crisis, at the member state level, indicators show
alarming and persistent imbalances that can and have
contributed to heated political conflict and landslide
victories for anti-establishment parties.’®

Other factors merit our consideration. Economic inse-
curity can be summarized as the “harmful volatility in
people’s economic circumstances [and] their exposure
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to objective and perceived risks to their economic well-
being.""" It is to be understood as a separate indicator
alongside poverty, inequality and social mobility and
affects a much vaster segment of society. A case study
of the United Kingdom reveals that around 50 percent
of the population was affected by at least one spell of
insecurity in the five-year period following the reces-
sion of 2008-9."'® Similarly, while recovery has had a
positive impact on employment figures, this indicator
too needs to be qualified. A European Trade Union In-
stitute report covering the period 2005-2015 finds that
post-2008 we have experienced a “bad jobs” recovery,
marked by an increase in nonstandard and precarious
forms of employment and average levels of job quality
in the EU remaining below pre-crisis levels."?®

Compared to a generation ago, economic inequali-
ty has generally increased in Europe.’?® Income and
wealth inequality are still above the levels of the mid-
1980s,'?" social mobility remains inhibited by inheri-
tance, structural disadvantages and different forms of
horizontal inequality. Just since the financial crisis, the
number of billionaires in the world has nearly doubled.
In 2018 the wealth of billionaires increased by 12 per-
cent, while that of the poorest half of the population
declined by 11percent.'?? The economic recovery has
not reversed the long-term trend towards increasing
income inequality.'?

This is indeed an age-old problem, as Aristotle would
have it. “Great then is the good fortune of a state in
which the citizens have a moderate and sufficient
property; for where some possess much, and the oth-
ers nothing...a tyranny may grow out of either extreme.
Where the middle class is large, there are least likely to
be factions and dissensions”.'?* In this sense the mid-
dle-class squeeze, reported on by the OECD, is claimed
to be a source for economic and political instability.
That said, Piketty’'s argument suggests, that the un-
precedented trajectory of societal inequality is now
making issues of redistribution politically unavoidable
and the current system untenable.'?

Thesetensions are further aggravated when the system
is perceived as being skewed in favor of certain actors.
For example, while many are still feeling the negative
effects of the financial crisis, financial actors, often the
same banks rescued through the use of public funds,
return into the public spotlight due to cases of legal
and illegal tax evasion.’”® As among the key perfor-
mance indicators of governments as measured by the
OECD and the EU are rule of law, control of corruption
and accountability, instances where citizens perceive
a failure to enforce rules and justice mechanisms are
bound to significantly impact a citizen’s overall evalua-
tion of the state of economic governance. Perceptions
and expectations are both key determinants of satis-
faction. It is key to distinguish between the status quo
and expectations for the future, which seem to play an
important role in people’s assessment of their situa-
tion. These often diverge.'?’

The crisis, and even just the fear thereof, has arguably
shifted more economic policy competences to the EU



level at least in eurozone countries, once more raising
the question of democratic control of emergency mea-
sures.'?®

Furthermore, if economic policymaking is perceived to
be the exclusive domain of people coming from higher
income groups, that poses a serious representative-
ness problem. People who feel that their concerns and
needs are not being addressed, can turn against the
system.'?

Finally, there are significant institutional constraints
when it comes to economic policymaking. For in-
stance, the EU’s Stability and Growth Pact stipulates
that governments accumulate debt no larger than 60
percent of their annual GDP and that budget deficits
may not exceed 3 percent. Even though this rule has
never been universally enforced, it can limit govern-
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211/1

Overall, women are

significantly more likely

than men to move to a

higher economic class

than their parents across
EU countries.'®

CEO-to-average employ-
ee pay ratio in S&P 350
companies in lIreland.
This is the highest calcu-
lated rate in the EU, fol-
lowed by that in France
(113/1), and United King-
dom (105/1)'%8
money talks

. redistribution
Class and income are key

predictors of people’s life  There is strong evidence

satisfaction in general, of progressive tax and
and health and happiness  redistribution  policies
in particular.’ decreasing the linkage
between parents’ and
. . children’s educational at-
class is persistent tainment'®
Class is highly persistent, 9 outof 10

especially at the edges.
The groups least likely
to move to a different
job category than their
parents are the lowest
(routine workers) and the
highest (large business
owners, managers, super-
visors)'®

Satisfaction with work-
ing conditions has risen
slightly between 2010 and
2015 in the EU. A total of
86 percent are satisfied
or very satisfied with the
conditions in their main
job.138
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ments’ economic policymaking, e.g. related to invest-
ments. At the same time, there are global forces at
play that directly determine governments’ fiscal capa-
bilities—EU Commissioner Giinther Ottinger famously
invoked the market's educating effect on Italians’ po-
litical choices, causing enormous political backlash.'°
This, among other reasons, could explain why electoral
turnout rates are particularly low among the economi-
cally disadvantaged.™'

Whether a better form of economic governance exists,
is a matter of heated policy debate. Candidates in any
election are routinely evaluated on their economic poli-
cy agenda, and bond market reactions to their election
are interpreted as indicators of their expected success.
But is there actually such a thing as sovereign econom-
ic policymaking?
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34 percent of the lowest
income quintile of Europeans
are overburdened by housing
cost, compared to less than
2-10 percent in all other
quintiles.'0

optimism prevails

In 2015, 2017 and 2018, most
Europeans expected the eco-
nomic situation to improve
in the following year. That
had only been the case once
before in the history of Euro-
barometer polls, in the year
199414

2015-2016

Per capita GDP (at constant
prices) of the Euro area and
the EU only reached pre-cri-
sis levels in 2016 and 2015
respectively, but the trend re-
mains sluggish.™

safe bonds

Despite a 240 percent public

debt to GDP ratio, and contin-

uous primary fiscal deficits,

the credit default swaps on

the Japanese government

debt are valued nearly as safe
as Germany's.'*?
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Daianu, D. (2018). Can Europe strengthen its “economic sovereignty”? European Council on Foreign Relations.
can_europe_strengthen_its_economic_sovereignt

Wyporska, W. (2018). Social mobility and inequality: a dance with the devil? TEDx. https://www.youtube.com/

»

https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentar
»

watch?v=10e-7uBFxO0lI
»

»

Costantlnl O (2018) Italy holds a mlrror to a broken Europe Institute for New Economic Thinking. https://www.
bl

www.oecd.org/statistics/how-s-life-23089679.html

OECD (2018).How’s Life? http:
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what keeps societies together?

Philosophers, political thinkers, and social scientists
alike have always been fascinated by the connection be-
tween the individual and society. From Aristotle’s view-
point that humans are social by nature,'* to Locke’s,
Hobbes, and Rousseau’s theories of how states can and
should be organized, philosophical grappling with the
basic rules of structuring our cohabitation has been at
the heart of trying to establish how we can peacefully
coordinate our individual interests as a society — in oth-
er words, what keeps our societies together.

One way of looking at what keeps us together is of-
ten summarized by the term “social cohesion”. This
can be defined as the relations, connectedness and
perceptions of the common good that individuals
experience.'®

There is evidence that suggests a positive effect of so-
cial cohesion on peaceful collective decision-making'4¢
and general wellbeing.’” Several aspects of social co-

hesion may also be in-
fluenced through policy
adjustments, e.g. in the
areas of education or re-
distribution,’*® but some
are also subject to cultur-
al and historical idiosyn-
crasies that may not be
influenced that easily.'
For instance, interperson-
al trust, an important indi-
cator of social cohesion,

sion: identity, social networks and civic participation
can be built through being part of a religious group or a
football club, or by volunteering at the homeless shelter.
Families can provide several of the “securities” associ-
ated with social cohesion.

Indeed, several indicators of social cohesion could be
summarized by the idea of security—not merely in the
traditional sense. Social cohesion can help people curb
fundamental risks: misfortune can be alleviated through
an intact social network or a general sense of solidarity,
arbitrary violence can be prevented through trustworthy
institutions and fairness, and discrimination and social
exclusion can be mitigated through an acceptance of
diversity and civic participation.'®

Security—from job loss, crime, war, and social exclu-
sion—is perceived by citizens to be eroding as the dig-
ital revolution automates traditional jobs;'®® the inter-
national rule-based order is portrayed as being under

Identification
Trust in institutions
Perception of fairness

is almost constant and
inelastic to political or
other changes over time
in several countries.'®®

Social Networks
Trust in People
Acceptance of Diversity

While there is also no

robust indication of so-

cial cohesion being in decline overall, ongoing chang-
es could affect its foundations; for example, traditional
communities such as churches or political parties are
losing membership'' and family and household sizes
are decreasing.'®? As traditional communities decline,
new ones emerge that are based around shared needs
and lifestyles. Such groups attract ever more similar
members with a tendency to interact less with others,
which fuels distrust and prejudice between them.'%

Institutions—religious, political, civic or otherwise—may
also serve as providers of key aspects of social cohe-

®
CONNECTEDNESS
SOCIAL ‘
RELATIONS
P
®
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Solidarity and helpfulness
Respect for social rules
Civic participation

attack and the European world view is challenged by
global powers; cities across Europe are struggling with
a housing crisis that may directly affect people’s liveli-
hoods and human rights; a peak in immigration has in-
cited fears of changing cultural identities—all of which
is further aggravated by the rapid spread of online
media use by a population that still seems only partly
prepared for its impact.’®® The results may already be
visible: Despite living in a safer world, the share of Euro-
peans who think that the EU is a secure place to live in
has fallen significantly:'®” 68 percent said so in a recent
survey compared to almost 79 percent in 2015.'% Dis-



ruptions break down existing social structures and old at times of social disruption, understanding social co-

certainties increasing the probability of radical change. hesion may be fundamental to keep societies together
If too many things change too quickly, citizens may turn and to ensure effective government of a potentially ever
to government seeking reassurance and protection. more diverse group of people.

Social disruption can be understood as the result of
five social symptoms: frustration, disconnection, frag-
mentation, polarization, and escalation.’® Particularly

® ® O
lneacrs & Ficures
faith=trust?
Religion has a significant im-
pact on people’s trust in each
other. Generally, individual
religiousness increases inter-
personal trust and ultimately, = 75 .
aggregates of societal cohe- 3]
sion. At the same time, it can %
have exclusionary outcomes
as it may lead to “ingroup”and 2
“outgroup” thinking.'®! o 50
©
o
cohesion at what level %
e
Germans have a surprisingly g 25
high perception of social co- =
hesion—however, only when =
asked about their own person- 53
al or regional environment; ug-
across greater social distance 0
the perception of social cohe- 20 30 40 50 60
sion diminishes. Three-quar- Gini Coefficient (0-100)
ters of the respondents report- a» Country year observation, size represents population

ed feeling that social cohesion
in Germany is endangered.'®?

diversity and cohesion

Cultural diversity does not
necessarily weaken socie-
tal cooperation. Acceptance
of diversity in a society does
not reflect the overall level of
social cohesion in a country.
This may be different at the
local level.’®*
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what is the EU’ idea of cohesion and what
is being done to achieve it?




III FACTS & FIGURES

Drivers of European Identity

Cognitive mobilization: studies reveal that understanding how the EU works does not always translate to a greater
sense of belonging.

Instrumental rationality: there is evidence that the perceived economic benefits are a more important determinant
of European identity than the actual benefits, where little evidence is found to support the relationship between
real benefits and identity.

Psychological persuasion and symbolism: numerous studies have confirmed that identity-building policies and
political symbols (the euro, the flag, Europeanized news) impact on citizens' European identity and that this effect
increased over time.'®

10,000,000,000 20,000,000,000 30,000,000,000 40,000,000,000 50,000,000,000 60,000,000,000

TC=Territorial Cooperation ERDF m CF

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Explorer Tool for Cohesion Funds in Europe https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/funds

Crescenzi, R. and Giua, M. (2018). One or many cohesion policies of the European Union? On the diverging im-
pacts of cohesion policy across Member States. SERC Discussion Paper 230. https://ec.europa.eu/regional_poli-
cy/sources/policy/analysis/sercdp0230_rdd_eu.pdf

Cohesify: Understanding the Impact of EU Cohesion Policy on European Identification: http://www.cohesify.eu/
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