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reduced to the lowest common denominator. On the other
hand, the upward convergence thesis suggests that
European integration supports and strengthens the capacities of national welfare states. This suggests that the consequences of European integration for national social
protection systems are ambiguous. The current study contributes to this debate, by investigating the relationship
between European integration and the welfare state from
the perspective of public opinion. Do European citizens
envision a race to the bottom or an upward convergence in
social protection, and why so? Analysing data from the
European Social Survey in 18 EU countries, the article
reveals that the material benefits brought by national and
supranational institutions, jointly shape citizens' expectations about the EU–welfare nexus, although in opposite
directions. Generous national welfare provision fuels expectations that European integration fosters a race to the bottom for social protection levels, while higher receipts from
EU Structural Fund programs and individual trust in EU
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institutions raise expectations of the EU as a catalyst
of upward convergence in social standards. The implications
of these findings for social policymaking in multilevel
governance regimes are discussed.
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I N T RO DU CT I O N

Over recent decades, social policy has gradually become embedded in the multilevel governance architecture of the
European Union (Falkner, 2010; Hemerijck, 2012; Leibfried, 2015; Leibfried & Pierson, 1995; Offe, 2003). This process is of a contested nature, as it reshuffles the boundaries of welfare that have traditionally been defined by nation
states (Ferrera, 2005). Two contrasting perspectives can be identified in current literature on the relationship
between European integration and the welfare state, suggesting that the consequences of European integration for
domestic social protection systems are ambiguous. On the one hand, the race to the bottom thesis presumes that welfare spending will be reduced to the lowest common denominator (Beckfield, 2019; Busemeyer & Tober, 2015;
Leibfried, 2015; Scharpf, 2010). On the other hand, the upward convergence thesis suggests that European integration
supports and strengthens the capacities of national welfare states (de la Porte & Pochet, 2002; Fernandes &
Maslauskaite, 2013; Vandenbroucke, 2017).
The current study contributes to this debate, by investigating the relationship between European integration
and the welfare state from the perspective of public opinion. Do European citizens envision a race to the bottom or
an upward convergence in social protection, and why so? These are vital questions for the European project, because
a growing body of scholarly work shows that public support for steps towards further European integration is structured by welfare-related concerns (Baute et al., 2019; Beaudonnet, 2015; Brinegar & Jolly, 2005; Burgoon, 2009;
Daniele & Geys, 2015; Gerhards et al., 2016; Mau, 2005; Roosma & van Oorschot, 2020; Sánchez-Cuenca, 2000;
Simpson & Loveless, 2017). Previous research, however, fails to directly capture how citizens perceive the relationship between European integration and the welfare state, and the factors underlying these perceptions. This is unfortunate, because accurate knowledge about how citizens expect a shift towards more centralised EU decision-making
would affect their social protection can help us understand public Euroscepticism and yield deeper insights into the
obstacles to the development of ‘Social Europe’. Only a few studies have explored citizens' attitudes towards the
EU–welfare nexus, by analysing fears about the loss of social benefits (Baute et al., 2018; Brinegar & Jolly, 2005;
Grauel et al., 2013; Mau, 2005; Ray, 2004). However, these studies focus on emotions rather than cognitive expectations, which may be driven by different rationales and therefore provide an incomplete picture of people's attitudes.
To address this gap in the literature, the current study investigates individual and cross-national variation in
whether Europeans expect a shift towards more EU decision-making to pose a threat to the welfare state, or to offer
opportunities for it. Since social protection is shaped by both national and supranational institutions in the current,
multilevel governance system of the EU (Falkner, 2010; Leibfried, 2015), I argue that national and supranational institutions jointly determine citizens' expectations. To answer the research question empirically, the article draws on
comparative data from the European Social Survey (ESS) ‘Welfare Attitudes Model’, which includes 18 EU member
states. Citizens' expectations about the EU's impact on social protection levels are investigated by means of multilevel modelling, which allows contextual and individual determinants to be simultaneously taken into account. The
results reveal that citizens' expectations about the EU–welfare nexus result from the interplay between national and
supranational politics; they are jointly shaped by the material benefits that national and supranational institutions
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bring. Generous national welfare provision fuels expectations that European integration fosters a race to the bottom
in social protection levels, whereas higher receipts from EU Structural Fund programs and greater individual trust in
EU institutions raise expectations of the EU as a catalyst for upward convergence in social standards. The implications of these findings for social policymaking in multilevel governance regimes are discussed.

2

|

SOCIAL PROTECTION IN MULTILEVEL GOVERNANCE

The challenge of European integration to national welfare states has been theorised by Ferrera (2005) as an attempt
to redefine the boundaries of welfare. Accordingly, European integration can be understood as a process of debounding and de-structuring national welfare states. Whereas social sharing builds on closure, European integration
rests on opening; blurring the spatial demarcations and closure practices that nation states have built for protection
(Ferrera, 2005, p. 2). By redrawing the boundaries of welfare, the process of European integration has initiated a
transition from sovereign to semi-sovereign welfare states. This transition in turn implies that social policy has incrementally become embedded in the multilevel governance structure of the EU (de Swaan, 1992; Leibfried &
Pierson, 1995). After decades of European integration, social policy is thus no longer an exclusively national matter.
Instead, the EU has emerged as an increasingly intervening actor in restricting and prescribing welfare state reform,
but also in enabling it (Hemerijck, 2012, p. 51; Leibfried, 2015). The ambiguous role of the EU is apparent from existing literature, in which two contrasting perspectives emerge on the relationship between European integration and
the welfare state: the ‘race to the bottom’ thesis and the ‘upward convergence’ thesis.
On the one hand, the race to the bottom thesis depicts the EU as a regional manifestation or promoter of globalisation, intensifying liberalisation by means of economic integration (Scharpf, 2010; Schmidt, 2003). Building on globalisation studies (Burgoon, 2001; Busemeyer, 2009; Garrett & Mitchell, 2001; Walter, 2010), the European Single
Market has been criticised for constraining the ability of national governments to sustain generous systems of social
protection in two different respects. First, European integration restricts the budgetary resources of member states
in both direct and indirect ways. The convergence criteria of the Economic Monetary Union (EMU) that were set out
in the 1992 Treaty of Maastricht, limit the annual budgetary deficits of member states to 3% of their GDP and public
debt to 60% of their GDP, thereby directly constraining social spending (Bertola, 2010; Offe, 2003). Against the
backdrop of the Eurozone crisis, the tightened agreements within the Stability and Growth Pact—which enforces
compliance with a set of rules for fiscal policymaking related to the euro as a common currency—forced member
states into an austerity straightjacket. Especially in the member states that were hit hardest by the crisis, EU policies
have led to welfare retrenchment (de la Porte & Heins, 2016). The EU also affects the budgetary resources of member states in indirect ways, specifically through tax competition. Since production factors can more easily move from
a country in reaction to competition from abroad, capital mobility exerts pressure on governments to lower corporate taxes (including social security contributions), which erodes the financial basis of the welfare state as a whole
(Falkner, 2010). In this regard, it has been argued that trade unions' ability to resist neoliberal challenges is weakened
by their integration into the EU governance system (Hyman, 2005). Empirical studies confirm that EMU membership
has a negative effect on member states' social spending (Bertola, 2010; Busemeyer & Tober, 2015).
Second, European integration puts pressure on the expenses of member states. The EU co-ordination of social
security systems implies that member states can no longer restrict social benefits and services to their own citizens,
but must treat citizens from other member states equally. Further, social benefits no longer have to be consumed
within a state's territory. Through the combination of free movement and equal access to welfare, the EU impacts on
the expenditure side of national welfare states. In the context of the Eastern EU enlargements, these principles of
non-discrimination and exportability have fuelled concerns over so-called welfare tourism from new to old member
states (Andor, 2019). These concerns have led some of the old member states to reduce the universality of their
social benefits and services (Greve, 2014; Kvist, 2004). Together, these arguments suggest that European integration
constitutes a destructive force for social protection.
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On the other hand, the upward convergence thesis depicts European integration as a defensive wall against globalisation, cushioning the negative consequences of economic liberalisation through market-correcting policies
(Fernandes & Maslauskaite, 2013; Hyman, 2005; Martinsen & Vollaard, 2014). Although the EU's social competences
are limited due to institutional obstacles, it has incrementally developed a mixture of policy instruments that
strengthen national welfare states (Falkner, 2010; Vandenbroucke, 2017). First, EU social policy includes an explicitly
redistributive component by means of various funds that finance or co-finance welfare reforms and social investment (Allen, 2010). Most notably, the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) consist of multi-annual programs to support strategic long-term goals. These ESIF, which were allocated over 500 billion euros for the period
2014–2020 (European Commission, 2021), aim to reduce regional disparities in income, employment, investment
and growth (Allen, 2010; Leibfried & Pierson, 1995). Second, the EU supports the development of national welfare
states through imposing social regulations in areas such as health and safety in the workplace, working conditions
and gender equality and non-discrimination, which have directly resulted in a levelling up in member states
(Falkner, 2010). Third, EU social policy actively encourages learning processes through the Open Method of Coordination (OMC), aiming explicitly for convergence in the areas of pensions, health and unemployment. While this
policy instrument does not offer the option of sanctions, the OMC facilitates harmonisation across member states
through soft law (de la Porte & Pochet, 2002). Together, these various policy instruments illustrate how the EU fosters convergence towards higher social standards across member states. On a more general level, the launch of the
European Pillar of Social Rights, which aims to deliver new and more effective rights for citizens, symbolises the EU's
ambition to strengthen its social dimension in the future (European Commission, 2017).
These two contrasting perspectives suggest that national social protection systems may continue to be exposed
to either upward or downward pressures resulting from European integration. This ambiguous character raises the
important question of whether citizens expect a deepening of the European integration project to pose a threat to
their welfare state or to offer an opportunity for it. Since the policy outcomes of a shift towards more centralised EU
decision-making are uncertain, I hypothesise that citizens' expectations are formed on the basis of the status quo,
which, in the current multilevel governance architecture, is defined by both national and EU institutions. This thesis
is developed in the following paragraphs, integrating both individual-level and contextual-level explanations for how
national and supranational institutions shape citizens' expectations about the EU–welfare nexus.

2.1

|

National institutions: Welfare state performance

A large body of research argues that citizens perceive European integration through a national lens. These studies
empirically show that EU attitudes are influenced by national institutions and citizens' evaluations of their performance (Anderson, 1998; Brinegar & Jolly, 2005; Desmet et al., 2012; Muñoz et al., 2011; Rohrschneider, 2002;
Sánchez-Cuenca, 2000). This may particularly hold true with regard to expectations regarding the EU–welfare nexus,
because social protection is still predominantly a nationally driven policy area. In the absence of a ‘European welfare
state’ that directly grants social benefits to individual citizens, Europeans have no direct experience of the EU's role
as provider of social protection. Therefore, experiences with national welfare institutions may be the major driver of
people's expectations.
At the micro-level, perceptions of national welfare institutions can form the basis for citizens' expectations,
irrespective of whether these perceptions are based on a correct interpretation of reality (Kumlin, 2009). If people
perceive that the national welfare system is not providing enough coverage, they may become inclined to believe
that a shift in decision-making powers to an alternative governance level will be gainful. In other words, those who
think that the level of national welfare provision is inadequate are more likely to believe that alternative political
actors in the multilevel governance system will be more effective at providing it. Under such conditions, citizens' discontent regarding the status quo could be directed towards the EU, turning European integration into an opportunity
for welfare state expansion (Baute & Meuleman, 2020; Beaudonnet, 2015). By contrast, if citizens think that their
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welfare state ensures a decent standard of living and that high-quality social services are being provided, they will be
more critical of the potential impact of alternative governance actors to enhance domestic social protection. Hence, I
hypothesise that:
H1. The more positively citizens evaluate the performance of their national welfare state, the less likely
they will be to expect an increase in social protection levels if more decisions are taken by the EU.
At the macro-level, it is likely that the actual national welfare programs shape citizens' expectations. EU member
states have developed welfare regimes that differ widely in the institutional structure of social security arrangements,
as well as in the scope and level of generosity of social protection (Esping-Andersen, 1990). However, as the EU promotes the convergence of social protection systems (Falkner, 2010), one could assume that over time, Europeanization
might prevail over the path dependency of distinct welfare models. Accordingly, the Southern and Eastern European
welfare states are more likely to experience an upward convergence in social provision, as the shift towards more EU
decision-making could enable their relatively weak welfare systems to catch up with the more strongly developed social
protection systems in the North and West. Empirical research on the EU-15 finds evidence for this catch-up hypothesis, with welfare laggards—the Southern European countries—experiencing higher growth rates in social spending and
replacement rates than frontrunner countries (Caminada et al., 2010; Paetzold, 2013). Although Eastern European
countries have not yet been widely included in convergence research, one can similarly expect that in these countries,
which have relatively weak welfare systems and where EU funding has become a major source of public investment,
the scenario of an upward convergence is more likely than in the older member states (Draxler & van Vliet, 2010;
Surubaru, 2020). With regard to citizens' perceptions, previous research shows that in countries where social spending
is less generous, people are less likely to believe that the welfare state prevents poverty and creates a more equal society (van Oorschot et al., 2012). As a result, citizens may feel that they have little to lose and may therefore expect the
EU to be more effective than their national government in increasing social protection. By contrast, countries with
more-generous welfare systems—that is, the Northern and Western member states—risk more from the process of
European integration (Falkner, 2010; Offe, 2003; Scharpf, 2010). Their relatively generous protection systems are more
prone to downward pressures on taxation in order to maintain their competitive position vis-à-vis other member
states.1 In addition, fears about welfare tourism find a stronger breeding ground in the most generous welfare states
(Greve, 2014; Kvist, 2004). In these contexts, citizens will perceive the EU–welfare nexus in a more damaging light
(Baute et al., 2018; Ray, 2004) and may therefore expect that more EU policymaking will undermine their generous
social benefits and services in line with the race to the bottom thesis. Hence, I hypothesise that:
H2. In countries with more-generous welfare provision, citizens are less likely to expect social protection
levels to increase if more decisions are taken by the EU.

2.2

|

Supranational institutions: EU Governance and welfare compensation

Alternatively, a growing body of literature finds that public attitudes towards European integration are affected by
the EU's own policy choices and management, rather than by national institutions (Dellmuth & Chalmers, 2018;
Eichenberg & Dalton, 2007; Karp & Bowler, 2006; Rohrschneider, 2002). This line of research suggests that while
the process of European integration is gradually proceeding, European citizens are becoming increasingly aware of
the EU's pervasive influence on their life chances and well-being. In line with this supranational approach, public
expectations about the future impact of European integration on social protection levels are likely to be rooted in
the EU's current performance.
At the micro-level, generalised trust in the EU institutions can constitute an important resource for how citizens
think about the relationship between European integration and their national welfare state. Whereas some scholars
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have studied EU trust as a backward-looking element, resulting from citizens' assessment of the EU's institutions on diverse
criteria such as processes and performance (Harteveld et al., 2016; Muñoz et al., 2011; Persson et al., 2019), others have
treated EU trust as a forward-looking element, creating confidence in the EU's future policy outcomes (Bauhr &
Charron, 2018; Kritzinger, 2003; Sánchez-Cuenca, 2000). While different directions of causality are plausible, in the current
article I consider the forward-looking approach, assuming that EU trust operates as a heuristic in forming citizens' expectations about a specific future scenario: the consequences of a shift towards more centralised EU decision-making. Accordingly, with regard to the social consequences in particular, one can expect that citizens who have higher levels of trust in
the EU will be more inclined to believe that it has the capability to safeguard or even increase social protection levels in
their country. The future scenario of an upward convergence simply appears more realistic if EU institutions are perceived
as trustworthy. The underpinning mechanisms can be twofold, as EU institutions may be assumed to be more capable of
cushioning the negative consequences of economic globalisation that impose downward pressures on welfare systems, as
well as in achieving the policy objective of strengthening its social dimension (European Commission, 2017), resulting in
more effective social rights for European citizens. Hence, I hypothesise that:
H3. Citizens who have greater trust in the EU institutions are more likely to expect an increase in social
protection levels in their country if more decisions are taken at the EU level.
At the macro-level, it is likely that citizens' expectations about the impact of EU decision-making on domestic
social protection are structured by country benefits from EU-level governance. The various EU funds are not equally
distributed across member states, but instead targeted at less-developed countries, hence redistributing from the
richer to poorer regions of the EU. Previous research has consistently found that citizens living in countries receiving
more generous fiscal transfers have more positive attitudes about the EU (Anderson & Reichert, 1996; Brinegar &
Jolly, 2005; Dellmuth & Chalmers, 2018; Hooghe & Marks, 2005; Karp & Bowler, 2006). These findings suggest that
citizens in recipient countries recognise the EU as the source of funding. With regard to social protection, the EU's
spending programs serving welfare functions are of particular importance, as they are the most visible EU-level
welfare-related provision (Burgoon, 2009; Jessoula, 2015). The receipt of these funds is likely to induce heightened
expectations about future gains for social protection, because they provide positive framings for the EU–welfare
nexus in a country. Through targeting the EU funds towards less-developed countries, EU governance implicitly
frames the causes of and solutions for particular problems. These clues can seep into public opinion through the
mass media. The more substantial the resources that countries receive, the more likely it is that citizens are exposed
to information that the EU protects and enhances social rights and strengthens the capacities of national welfare
states. In turn, this will nurture positive expectations about the impact of European integration on social protection.
By contrast, in countries that benefit less from EU-level funding programs, the benefits of EU governance for domestic social protection may be less apparent, and more negative considerations of the EU–welfare nexus might dominate. In such contexts, a perceived conflict of interest may even prevail, because of domestic resources being
redistributed to other member states (Anderson & Reichert, 1996). Hence, I hypothesise that:
H4. In member states that receive more transfers from the EU budget, citizens are more likely to expect
that more European decision-making will increase social protection levels.

3
3.1

DATA AND METHODS

|
|

Data

The hypotheses are tested using data from the European Social Survey 2016 (ESS8), which contains a module on
welfare attitudes that allows the hypotheses outlined above to be tested.2 Out of the 23 countries participating in
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the ESS8, the 18 EU member states are selected for analyses (N = 35,450): Austria (AT), Belgium (BE),
Czech Republic (CZ), Estonia (EE), Finland (FI), France (FR), Germany (DE), Hungary (HU), Ireland (IE), Italy (IT),
Lithuania (LT), the Netherlands (NL), Poland (PL), Portugal (PT), Slovenia (SI), Spain (ES), Sweden (SE) and the
United Kingdom (UK). The ESS contains responses obtained via face-to-face interviews conducted among probability
samples of the population aged 15 and over, resident in private households. National response rates range from
30.6% in Germany to 69.6% in Poland. The exact sample sizes per country are shown in Table S1.

3.2

|

Variables

The ESS Round 8 includes an original item that captures citizens' perceptions about whether the involvement of the
European Union represents an opportunity for, or a threat to, social protection in their country: ‘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?’ This dependent variable has four response categories:
1 = Much higher, 2 = Higher, 3 = Neither higher nor lower, 4 = Lower, 5 = Much lower. Responses were recoded
so that high scores indicate high expectations. This item taps into respondents' assessment of the ability of the EU
as a political actor—relative to that of the national government—to enhance social protection. By framing the role of
the EU explicitly in a comparative perspective (EU vs. national), the multilevel governance configuration is made
salient to the respondents. This comparative framing also reduces any ‘alienation effect’ occurring in the measurement of EU attitudes (Sánchez-Cuenca, 2000), where a negative attitude could simply express alienation from politics in general, leading respondents to reject any political level, whether national or supranational. In addition, the
item specifies the origins of the EU's influence on social protection, by exclusively referring to the deepening of the
EU's decision-making power instead of the consequences of European integration in general, as this could refer to
deepening as well as widening processes. For all these reasons, I believe that this item is a well-suited and sufficiently
fine-grained indicator to capture citizens' expectations about the impact of EU decision-making on domestic social
protection levels in a multilevel governance context.
Individual evaluations of the welfare state performance are measured by means of a latent variable consisting of
four items that tap into the perceived policy outcomes of the welfare state (Roosma et al., 2013). These items capture the perceived standard of living of specific target groups—the unemployed and pensioners—in the respondents'
country (Haugsgjerd & Kumlin, 2020; van Oorschot & Meuleman, 2012), as well as respondents' evaluation of the
state of key welfare state services in their country, specifically health services and education (Kumlin, 2009).
Responses on all four items are expressed on 11-point scales, ranging from ‘extremely bad’ (0), to ‘extremely good’
(10). High scores thus indicate more positive evaluations of the welfare state performance. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) confirms that these items are sufficiently valid indicators of the concept they are intended to measure
(see Table S3).
Trust in EU institutions is measured by a single item assessing respondents' trust in the European Parliament,
ranging from ‘no trust at all’ (0), to ‘complete trust’ (10). While trust in this regard would be ideally measured using a
composite index of multiple EU institutions, the ESS, unfortunately, does not include trust in more than one. Previous research nevertheless shows that individual trust in different EU institutions is very strongly correlated
(Harteveld et al., 2016; Kumlin, 2009), suggesting that trust in the European Parliament can be used as a proxy for
general trust in the EU.
To measure the generosity of the national welfare state, I consider the net replacement rate for unemployed people, including unemployment benefits, housing benefits and social assistance for the survey year, 2016
(Eurostat, 2021). The replacement rates are expressed as the percentage of previous in-work income maintained, net
of taxes. Because the generosity can depend on the family composition and previous earnings, as well as unemployment duration, the average net replacement rate over all categories are calculated for each country. Higher replacement rates represent more generous benefit systems. As a robustness check, social spending as a percentage of
GDP is considered, which is a general measurement of welfare state spending.
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EU-level welfare provision is captured by the most visible EU spending programs serving welfare functions, specifically the average annual ESIF allocated during the period 2014–2020, measured as a percentage of member states'
gross national income (GNI) in 2016 (European Commission, 2021). For this, I focus on the total ESIF, which comprise five separate funds: the European Social Fund (ESF), Cohesion Fund (CF), European Regional Development
Fund, European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development and European Maritime and Fisheries Fund. As a robustness check, I consider two alternative measurements. The first is the social inclusion-related funds, encompassing all
ESIF programs targeted at the thematic objective of promoting social inclusion and combating poverty and different
forms of discrimination (using the average annual allocated resources during the period 2014–2020 as a percentage
of the GNI in 2016). The second alternative measurement is the total net EU transfers, thus also including programs
and taxes that are less strongly linked to welfare funding (the operating budgetary balance, as a percentage of the
2016 GNI).
Controls. The models are estimated with a standard set of social-structural variables, including age and sex
(0 = male; 1 = female). Education is categorised as low (lower-secondary or below), medium (upper-secondary) or
high (advanced vocational and tertiary), based on the ISCED classification for the highest educational qualification
achieved. The income of respondents is measured by equivalent household income, using the OECD-modified equivalence scale. To enable the comparison of income between countries, the variable is categorised per country into
four quartiles and a residual category of missing values. The analyses also include welfare dependency, measured by a
dummy indicating whether the respondent's main income is a social benefit (including unemployment benefits,
redundancy payments, or any other social benefits, but excluding pensions). I also control for egalitarianism, to take
into account that for ideological reasons, some individuals are more sensitive to social protection issues than others.
This is measured by a latent factor of three items (see CFA in Table S3). I further control for trust in national institutions, measured by a latent factor for respondents' trust in the national parliament, legal system, police and politicians, ranging from ‘no trust at all’ (0), to ‘complete trust’ (10) (see CFA in Table S3). Lastly, a dummy variable for
Eurozone membership is included, because some policies—such as the Stability and Growth Pact—only affect
Eurozone countries. Given the small N at Level 2, no additional control variables are included at this level. This entails
caution with regard to causal interpretations of the macro variables. Descriptive statistics of all variables are provided
in Table S2 and the correlation matrix in Tables S4 and S5.

3.3

|

Statistical modelling

Multilevel regression modelling is applied in order to simultaneously test the effect of the individual-level and
country-level determinants, and to take the hierarchical data structure into account. A stepwise approach is followed,
starting from a null model without individual or contextual variables. This empty model produces an intra-class correlation of 0.221, indicating that 22% of the variation in the dependent variable is attributable to country-level differences, thereby justifying the use of multilevel modelling. Subsequently, the indicators of national and supranational
institutions are added separately to the model, since this allows the assessment and comparison of their explained
variance. Lastly, a model is estimated with both national and supranational predictors, to gain insights into how these
factors jointly shape citizens' expectations about social protection. Because the interest here is in the relative effect
sizes, Table 1 reports the standardised regression coefficients of the multilevel models. All the models are based on
maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors. A formal test of multicollinearity is reported in Table S6.

4

|

RESULTS

Figure 1 shows, for each country, citizens' expectations about the level of social benefits and services if more decisions are taken by the European Union instead of the national government.3 Overall, about 30% of the respondents
expect improvements from a shift towards more EU decision-making, whereas 37% expect a decline and 33% do not
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F I G U R E 1 Expectations about the level of social benefits and services if more decisions were made by the
European Union, by country (N = 31,764)

expect any change. This suggests that both the ‘race to the bottom thesis’ and the ‘upward convergence thesis’ find
support among European citizens. However, behind this general pattern, there are strong regional differences in public expectations. In most Eastern and Southern European countries, the majority of respondents expect an increase
in the level of social benefits and services in their country. This stands in sharp contrast to Northern and Western
European countries, where the majority expect a decline in the level of social benefits and services. Expectations
about the EU's impact on social protection are clearly crystalized along a geographical North–South and East–West
line in Europe. In the following analysis, I examine which factors—that is, national or supranational—exactly predict
citizens' expectations.
Before turning to the multilevel analysis, it is insightful to look at the descriptive distribution of the contextual
variables in the sample. Figure 2 displays the net replacement rates for unemployment and the receipt of ESIF by
country. This figure shows that Northern and Western countries have more-generous welfare provision, while
receiving little EU-level welfare assistance. By contrast, the Eastern and Southern countries, where unemployment
benefits are less extensive, are more generously supported by EU-level funds (Pearson's r =

0.426). This descriptive

statistic justifies why both factors should be taken into account when explaining cross-national differences, in order
to assess their relative importance.
To what extent do national and supranational institutions shape citizens' expectations about the impact of EU
decision-making on social benefits and services in a country? First, turning to the national institutions, the results in
Model 1 of Table 1 indicate that those who evaluate the welfare state outcomes in their country as extremely good
are not significantly more likely to envision a race to the bottom resulting from European integration, rejecting H1.
This finding indicates that those who are dissatisfied with the policy outcomes of their welfare state do not necessarily consider the EU as a promising alternative provider of social protection. Looking at the coefficient of nationallevel welfare policy at the macro-level, Model 1 shows that in member states with more-generous net replacement
rates for the unemployed, citizens are far less likely to believe that a shift towards more EU decision-making will
result in higher social protection levels. This finding confirms H2 and is illustrated in Figure 3, which plots the aggregated expectations for each country against their national replacement rates.4 In Northern and Western European
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F I G U R E 2 Net replacement rates (% of previous earnings) and receipts of European structural and investment
funds (% of gross national income [GNI]) by country, 2016

countries, where benefits are considerably more generous, citizens are more likely to view the EU as a political actor
that will erode social protection. Hence, in countries where welfare provision is generous, citizens are more likely to
believe the ‘race to the bottom thesis’ with regard to the EU–welfare nexus. More generally, this indicates that the
anticipated added value of the EU is being assessed against the level of welfare provision citizens currently have
at home.
Turning to the role of EU institutions, Model 2 shows the coefficients of individual trust in the EU and EU welfare provision. The results of the multilevel analysis support H3; the more people consider the European Parliament
to be a trustworthy institution, the more convinced they are that a shift towards greater EU governance will have a
positive impact on the level of social benefits and services within their country. By contrast, those who are hesitant
to trust the European Parliament are more pessimistic about the capabilities of the EU to increase social protection
levels; in the sense that they are more inclined to believe a shift towards more EU decision-making will worsen the
domestic status quo. Furthermore, Model 2 shows a positive coefficient of the receipts from the ESIF, confirming
H4. Figure 4 visually represents this relationship. Expectations are highest in the countries that receive substantively
more resources from these funds (relative to their GNI), notably the Eastern European countries such as Estonia,
Lithuania and Poland. By contrast, in Northern and Western member states, which receive relatively few resources,
expectations about the EU–welfare nexus are very pessimistic. It should be noted that the coefficient of EU funds
remains similar and significant when controlling for the net replacement rate, while the coefficient of the latter
becomes insignificant once EU funding is taken into account (see Model 3 in Table 1). This could be explained by the
moderate correlation between the two macro variables ( 0.426) and the impact of the small sample size at Level
2 on the statistical power to estimate robust fixed effects. Simulation studies show that a small sample size at Level
2, in particular, decreases the probability of detecting significant country-level fixed effects that are small to medium
in size (≤0.25), such as that observed for the replacement rate in Model 3 (Meuleman & Billiet, 2009; Scherbaum &
Ferreter, 2009). Overall, these findings indicate that the belief in the upward convergence thesis, which dominates in
the South and East of Europe, does not appear to be exclusively a result of the performance of national institutions.
Instead, the results suggest the existence of a policy feedback effect of supranational welfare policy on citizens'
thinking, whereby EU-level spending programs nurture positive expectations about the future impact of EU
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T A B L E 1 Multilevel models: Determinants of expecting an increase in the level of social benefits and services as
a result of more EU decision-making
Model 1
B (SE)

Model 2
B (SE)

Model 3
B (SE)

Individual-level variables
Satisfaction with welfare state performance

0.028 (0.027)

Trust in the EU

0.032 (0.027)
0.196*** (0.023)

0.199*** (0.023)

Education
Low

0.046* (0.020)

0.044* (0.019)

0.043* (0.019)

Medium

0.025* (0.012)

0.024* (0.011)

0.023* (0.011)

High

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

Income
First quartile

0.024* (0.011)

0.023* (0.010)

0.022* (0.010)

Second quartile

0.009 (0.008)

0.009 (0.008)

0.008 (0.008)

Third quartile

0.000 (0.007)

0.000 (0.007)

Fourth quartile

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

Missing

0.005 (0.010)

0.006 (0.010)

0.006 (0.010)

Welfare dependency

0.012* (0.006)

Trust in national institutions

0.023 (0.020)

Egalitarianism

0.094*** (0.025)

0.011* (0.005)
0.103*** (0.025)
0.086*** (0.024)

0.001 (0.006)

0.011* (0.005)
0.126*** (0.022)
0.091*** (0.024)

Gender (Ref: Male)

0.003 (0.006)

0.014* (0.006)

0.012* (0.006)

Age

0.048*** (0.009)

0.026** (0.009)

0.024** (0.008)

Country-level variables
Net replacement rate

0.458** (0.161)

European Structural and Investment
Funds (% of GNI)

0.208 (0.179)
0.777*** (0.098)

0.716*** (0.122)

0.150 (0.187)

0.096 (0.139)

0.015 (0.174)

Constant

9.141*** (0.867)

5.593*** (0.948)

6.534*** (1.200)

R2 individual

0.015

0.037

0.038

R country

0.304

0.675

0.705

N Level 1

35,450

35,450

35,450

N Level 2

18

18

18

Eurozone member

2

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.

decision-making on social protection levels. EU governance on its own may thus influence what people believe, the
way they see themselves (as well as other Europeans) and how they understand EU politics.
As a robustness check, Table 2 shows the results of alternative indicators for national and EU-level welfare support. Model 4 shows that social spending as a percentage of GDP is negatively associated with citizens' expectations,
providing further evidence that the welfare state efforts do matter with regard to how citizens perceive the impact
of more centralised EU decision-making. Models 5 and 6 indicate that social inclusion-related funds and total net EU
transfers equally trigger positive expectations about the EU's impact in the social area. When taking into account
both national-level and EU-level efforts, public expectations are again most strongly predicted by the receipt of ESIF,
as the coefficient of social spending becomes insignificant in Model 7. Very similar results are obtained when using
social spending in combination with the social inclusion-related funds and total EU transfers.5 In sum, existing policies shape citizens' thinking, and this holds true for both national and supranational policy.
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F I G U R E 3 Country means for expectations about the EU's impact on social security levels by net replacement
rates for long-term unemployment [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

F I G U R E 4 Country means for expectations about the EU's impact on social security levels by receipt of
European Structural and Investment Funds [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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T A B L E 2 Contextual determinants of expecting an increase in the level of social benefits and services as a result
of more EU decision-making
N
Level 1

N
Level 2

Context variables

M4

Social spending (% of GDP)

0.625** (0.231)

0.518

35,450

18

M5

Social inclusion-related funds (% of GNI)

0.725*** (0.091)

0.632

35,450

18

M6

Total EU transfers

0.747*** (0.123)

0.603

35,450

18

M7

Social spending (% of GDP)

0.172 (0.248)

0.688

35,450

18

European Structural and Investment Funds (% of
GNI)

B (SE)

R2
country

Model

0.650** (0.223)

Note: Models control for individual-level variables and Eurozone membership.
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.

Taking all these findings into account, the analyses suggest that both EU-level and national-level policies
strongly and simultaneously structure citizens' EU expectations about social protection levels, but in opposite directions. With regard to the relative importance of the national and supranational institutions considered in this article,
the explained variance indicates that the EU level, and not the national level, is dominant in shaping citizens' expectations about the EU–welfare nexus. Individual trust in the EU and the receipt of EU funds explain a larger proportion
of the variation than the (perceived) welfare state performance does. Moreover, the ESIF explain more than half of
the country variation in citizens' expectations (R2 = 0.675).
Lastly, although not the focus of this article, the models in Table 1 provide novel insights into how expectations
are associated with social-structural variables. Interestingly, lower-educated groups and lower-income groups are significantly more likely to expect improvements in social protection as a result of increased EU decision-making. This
finding is in contrast with previous research, which has suggested that lower socioeconomic status groups are more
fearful of a loss of social security resulting from European integration (Baute et al., 2018; Ray, 2004). One plausible
explanation is the crucial difference in the dependent variables, which tap into conceptually distinct aspects of attitudes about the EU–welfare nexus; specifically, a cognitive expectation versus an emotion. It may be possible that
lower socioeconomic status groups are more fearful of a loss of social security because of their dependence on welfare provision, whereas they simultaneously direct their hope for more social security towards the EU out of desperation with the status quo. These findings suggest that different rationales operate in EU attitude formation,
depending on the conceptualization of attitudes as a cognitive expectation or an emotion.

5

|

C O N CL U S I O N

Since European welfare states have become embedded within the multilevel governance of the EU, social policy is
increasingly designed as well as constrained by EU policymaking. The current study contributes to this debate by
investigating individual and cross-national variation in whether citizens perceive European integration as a threat to
their welfare state or as offering an opportunity for it. Drawing on comparative data from the European Social Survey in 18 EU member states, the analysis undertaken in this article reveals strongly diverging expectations about the
EU's impact on social protection. The multilevel analyses illustrate that these expectations among citizens are jointly
shaped by national and supranational institutions in the multilevel governance system. On the one hand, national
institutions operate as a yardstick against which future gains or losses from a shift towards more EU decision-making
are anticipated. When the national welfare state is less generous, the prospect of ‘more Europe’ is evaluated as more
promising. In such contexts, citizens seem to consider the EU as an alternative governance actor that is capable of
improving their level of social protection. On the other hand, EU governance has become important for social welfare; in that, the material benefits from the ESIF heighten expectations about the EU's role as a provider of social
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protection in the future. These findings indicate that objective EU-level welfare assistance has not gone unnoticed
by European citizens. Regional experiences with EU-level programs in recipient countries clearly build confidence in
the EU's capabilities to deliver on social policy objectives. At the individual level, higher levels of trust in the EU
boost confidence in the upward convergence thesis, meaning that citizens are more inclined to believe that ‘more
Europe’ is a route to safeguarding and strengthening social protection systems. Since EU trust thus mitigates fears
about a race to the bottom, it constitutes an important resource for policymakers at a time when the European project is being challenged by populist movements.
The results of this article can go a long way towards understanding political tensions in the development of a
‘Social Europe’. The cross-national differences in public expectations can largely be reduced to a divide between on
the one hand, Scandinavian and Western countries (which have more-generous welfare provision and receive little
EU-level welfare assistance) and on the other hand, the Eastern and Southern countries (which provide lower levels
of social protection to their citizens while being more generously supported by EU-level programs). In the former,
there is a widespread belief that more EU decision-making will result in a race to the bottom in social welfare. At the
same time, Eastern and Southern Europeans are more inclined to expect an upward convergence in social standards
as a result of further steps in European integration. Regional inequalities—relating to both national and supranational
institutions—seem to drive visions apart on whether European integration poses a threat to the welfare state or
offers opportunities. This geographical divide in public expectations stands in sharp contrast to the EU's renewed
ambition to strengthen its social dimension through the European Pillar of Social Rights (European
Commission, 2017), which promises to strengthen social rights. Against this backdrop, the current study identifies a
large critical mass among the European population who are concerned that ‘more Europe’ will not result in a truly
‘Social Europe’. These findings show the complexity of how to deal with social policymaking in the context of
European integration. It will be a major challenge for the EU to simultaneously meet the social concerns of the critical
mass—concentrated in the most developed welfare states—while giving effect to the high social aspirations in lessdeveloped welfare states.
Despite its contributions, this study leaves important paths open for future research. The results do not necessarily imply that pessimism about the relationship between European integration and the welfare state will translate
into opposition to EU-level social policymaking. Whereas the linkage between citizens' expectations about social
protection and their preferred role for the EU in social policymaking has received only limited attention (Baute &
Meuleman, 2020; Mau, 2005; Roosma & van Oorschot, 2020), future studies should gain deeper insight into the
legitimacy of multilevel governance by investigating whether and why European citizens have diverging attitudes
towards various EU policy instruments to protect social rights. This could yield interesting insights into the room for
manoeuvre that EU policymakers have in reconciling the social concerns and aspirations of European populations.
Alternatives to the often feared ‘one-size-fits-all’ model—embodied by a uniform European welfare state—have been
presented at the EU level (Falkner, 2010; Vandenbroucke, 2017), and could attract wider support among national
governments and European publics. Lastly, citizens' perceptions of the relationship between European integration
and the welfare state should be considered as dynamic over time, whereas the analyses in this article are based on
cross-sectional data. The ESS8 was conducted in the aftermath of the European sovereign debt crisis and the tightened EMU rules on public spending that followed, which could have nourished the public image of the EU as the
cause of welfare state retrenchment, rather than of welfare state expansion. Future research is needed in order to
identify how particular events, or broader developments such as intra-EU migration, shape citizens' perceptions and
expectations about the EU's role as a provider of social protection. In this regard, the EU's responses to the
economic and social consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic may be a turning point in how citizens conceive the
compatibility of the European integration project and their welfare state.
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ENDNOTES
1

In particular, the Bismarckian countries (which finance their social security systems through contributions from employers
and employees) experience competitive disadvantages compared with countries that finance social security through general taxation (Offe, 2003).

2

European Social Survey Round 8 Data (2016). Data file edition 2.1. NSD—Norwegian Centre for Research Data, Norway:
data archive and distributor of ESS data for ESS ERIC. doi:10.21338/NSD-ESS8-2016.

3

Using the post-stratification weights.

4

Figure S1 visually presents the regional differences in citizens' expectations according to the welfare regime type.

5

Results can be provided on request.
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