
 

In a time of Brexit and growing populism in 

Europe, economic conditions are never too far 

from the conversation. Whether it is 

unemployment or economic stagnation, 

attributing these to the E.U. is often only a finger 

point away. Indeed, economic crises have been 

shown to be associated with rises in 

Euroscepticism.1 In this snapshot, we explain why 

this occurs, and argue that, rather than only 

considering economic performance indicators, it 

is also important to consider the extent to which 

people actually perceive various economic 

conditions.   

 

 

Euroscepticism is a broad term that can be used to 

mean a range of things, including on the one hand, 

an attitude in support of E.U. disintegration, and on 

the other, a scepticism of particular E.U. policies or 

the workings of the system.2 In this snapshot, this 

term will be used to refer to negative sentiment 

towards the E.U. and European integration held by 

populations in the member states.  

 

Some sources of Euroscepticism are structural, and 

others are short-term. 3  The structural category 

includes national resistance to the E.U.’s structure 

or projects, as well as the “E.U.’s incapacity to 

generate identity and massive support.” 4 

Economic crises fall in the short-term category, 

along with populism, as well as media and political 

discourses.5 Sources can also be characterized as 

‘soft’ and ‘hard’ factors. 6  Soft factors such as fear 

or hostility towards foreign cultures have been 

highlighted in recent debate, but the relevance of 

hard factors, for example, economic indicators, 

have been shown to be relevant ever since the 

founding of the E.U.7   

 

One reason why negative economic conditions 

lead to Euroscepticism is that the E.U. is ‘output 

legitimized,’ meaning it was originally created to 

serve a positive economic purpose, hence 

underperformance creates doubt about not just its 

policies, but also its institutional legitimacy.8 E.U. 

policies may be directly blamed. For example, 

democratic legitimacy has been shown to be 

eroded by economic adjustment policies when 

implemented in Eurozone countries. 9  Policies of 

austerity and devaluation can be seen as 

impositions from the outside, and thus lessen the 

E.U.’s democratic legitimacy.10  People in countries 

such as Greece and Italy, which have had to 

implement such policies, show greater institutional 

scepticism in general.11 

 

Even if E.U. policies are not directly involved, 

national conditions can still indirectly manifest 

Euroscepticism. Negative economic conditions, for 

example inequality, are known to be linked to the 

legitimacy of the political system and its 

democratic principles. 12  These are distributional 

concerns, and systems which are deemed to be 

unfair receive lower support. 13  Indeed, multiple 

studies have found that greater income inequality 

within a country is associated with less support for 

public institutions as well as less support for 

democracy. 14  Accompanied by the effects of 

globalization and the modernization of economies, 

economic grievances become too large for 



 
governments to take responsibility for, and 

become fertile ground for nationalism and populist 

discourse which often deflects the blame for these 

problems to the E.U.15 Economic distresses such as 

these are shown to be correlated with the electoral 

success of hard-line Eurosceptic parties. 16  

 
Overall, there are two interlinking variables that 

need to be present for economic conditions to lead 

to Euroscepticism:  a corresponding narrative, and 

a perception of the economic change.  

 
  

 

While we emphasize perceptions, narratives also 

matter: “narratives enhance the collective 

perception of social reality.” 17  They also matter 

because the connection between economic 

conditions and the E.U. is rife with misattributions 

regarding the cause of the conditions.18  A recent 

study found that negative expectations for the 

financial future are correlated with Euroscepticism 

in Western Europe, but the effect is sometimes 

opposite in Eastern Europe, where European 

financial integration is viewed more as an 

opportunity than as a threat. 19  Deteriorating 

economic conditions in other member states can 

also be a source of Euroscepticism, as there are 

perceived potential spillover effects. 20  Political 

discourse is vital in apportioning the blame, and 

also for shaping current perceptions of the state of 

the economy. The perceptions addressed can also 

be seen, to some extent, as independent from 

narratives, as people have multiple sources of 

information regarding economic conditions, and 

perceive them differently based on factors such as 

level of education or news consumption.21  

Economic perceptions are key because without 

them, there is no change in the system to drive a 

crisis of legitimacy. People’s perceptions of the 

state of the national economy and their financial 

expectations have often been found to be a more 

accurate predictor of Euroscepticism than 

economic variables (unemployment, GDP, etc.) 

themselves.22  An important reason for this is that 

people cannot always accurately perceive the 

actual state of the economy. 23   On a European 

level, overall faster than average growth has not 

been matched with increased E.U. support, which 

some analysts attribute to the “time it takes for 

better conditions to filter through to voters,” and 

for perceptible changes, such as the  

unemployment rate, to take place.24  

Previous research often found that some economic 

variables are significant predictors of 

Euroscepticism while others are not. For example, 

multiple studies that tested for the effects of GDP, 

unemployment, and inflation on attitudes towards 

European integration, found only inflation to be 

significant. 25  It is likely that some variables are 

more likely to be accurately perceived by people 

than others, and thus are more often shown to be 

significantly correlated to Euroscepticism. This is 

chiefly because of how the consequences of these 

factors are felt by individuals or households. 

Inflation is one such variable, as prices are 

relatively accessible. Longer term or more abstract 

variables such as GDP can be less perceptible. In 

fact, this is exactly what a survey on Dutch 

households’ perceptions of economic factors 

found26  – that when comparing public perceptions 

on inflation and economic growth, perceptions of 

inflation were more accurate, because economic 

growth can be abstract, and “in their daily routine 

individuals are far more intensely and frequently 

confronted with price information and price 

developments.”27 While the Netherlands has faced 

rapid economic growth in recent years, many 

individuals have been rather more aware of the 

negative aspects of the economy - the decrease of 

purchasing power due to higher inflation.28 Rising 

inflation is a perceivable economic condition that 

can impact Euroscepticism.   
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Figure 1 – Unemployment and Euroscepticism are related, especially 
in recent years.  

 



 
Like inflation, unemployment can be important for 

perceptions of the economy. In Figure 1, the trend 

for Euroscepticism shadows unemployment. 29 

Unemployment has been shown by some studies 

to have an effect on Euroscepticism across the 

E.U. 30  While the unemployment rate can be 

abstract, it is often discussed in the media, and can 

be self-affirmed by individuals easily or anecdotally 

(eg. the neighbor that just lost her job), as opposed 

to GDP growth which requires a broader outlook 

on the state of the economy.   

To conclude, for the sake of analyzing 

Euroscepticism, the objective state of the economy 

is of importance only to the extent that people 

perceive it. A quick downturn in economic 

conditions to which the public is sensitive, such as 

inflation or unemployment, can lead to more 

Euroscepticism than indicators of a long-run 

economic stagnation (although these factors are 

related). In all, the public narrative of economic 

conditions matters (see Turkey’s stance against 

negative economic information31 ), which is why 

the power to control economic perceptions, 

especially in the age of social media, is vital to 

political outcomes.      
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