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Are EU Policies Meeting Europeans’ Expectations?  
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 Any political system purporting to be democratic can be assessed in terms of supply 

and demand. Political leaders supposedly take initiatives to serve the best interests of their 

citizens. Yet the latter’s opinions as to the quality of those actions determine, in part, the 

legitimacy of the system.  

 

 The issue of the relations between policy supply and demand is particularly complex 

in the European Union, inasmuch as the citizens have little control over who will be put in 

charge of managing public policies. The European Commission’s membership is much more 

dependent upon choices made by the Member States than it is upon preferences voiced by 

citizens during so-called “European” elections, which primarily concern national issues. The 

same observation can be made at the European Council level: while its members owe their 

presence to the fact that they were directly or indirectly elected as leading representatives of 

their country, the Council—a collegial body—does not report to anyone. In other words, the 

appointment of the Union’s policy-making bodies is only slightly conditioned by the opinions 

of the electorate, which is also deprived of the opportunity to challenge, through the voting 

process, European leaders’ actions when they are dissatisfied with them. 

  

 Thus it is often by examining the quality of the policies which Europe pursues, rather 

than on the basis of a hypothetical electorate approval, that the EU’s legitimacy is assessed. 

Through its action, the latter must enable goals to be met which would be beyond the reach of 

individual States. German political scientist Fritz Scharpf speaks of “ output legitimacy”1 an 

expression reminiscent of “the Europe of results” often referred to by President Barroso. This 

form of legitimation nonetheless supposes that a connection can be established between 

European institutions’ activities and citizens’ expectations. Without convergence between 

policy supply and demand, how could policies legitimize the Union’s action? If Union 

institutions are not dealing with the issues of concern to citizens, the latter will be reluctant to 

                                                 
1  Fritz Scharpf, Governing Europe. Effective and Democratic? (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 



 2 

accept the constraints which Union membership imposes on them. To measure the 

convergence between supply and demand, we compared available information on Europeans’ 

priorities with the data we gathered on legislative output. 

 

1. Evaluating “European demands” 

 

Since the early 2000s, Eurobarometers (EB) have been regularly polling Europeans on 

their perception of which priorities should be the focus of EU action now and in future years. 

However, the wording of the question, aimed at ranking priorities according to the European 

respondents’ opinions, has changed several times through the various waves of surveys. 

 

In the early 2000s, emphasis was placed on the EU’s then-current priorities, and not on 

those yet to come. The point was to evaluate the extent to which the public considered the 

Union’s current actions to be priorities: “I am going to read out a list of actions that the 

European Union could undertake. For each one, please tell me if, in your opinion, it should be 

a priority, or not?” A footnote in the corresponding reports refers the reader to the description 

of the Commission’s Work Programme for the then-current year. The response items (of 

which there were 15), presented below, correspond to the major topics associated with what 

were the latest European integration-related events at the time. 

 
Table 1: EU Priorities in the 2001-2002 Eurobarometer Surveys 
 
1. Welcoming new Member Countries [Enlargement] 
2. Getting closer to European citizens/Being more accessible to European citizens, for example by giving them 
more information about the European Union, its policies, its institutions and its bodies [Citizens] 
3. Successfully implementing the single European currency, the euro [The Euro] 
4. Fighting poverty and social exclusion [Poverty] 
5. Protecting the environment [Environment] 
6. Guaranteeing the quality of food products [Food Products] 
7. Protecting consumers and guaranteeing the quality of other products [Consumers] 
8. Fighting unemployment [Employment] 
9. Reforming the institutions of the European Union/the European Union’s institutions and the way they work 
[EU Reform] 
10. Fighting organized crime and drug trafficking [Drugs + Crime] 
11. Asserting the political and diplomatic importance of the European Union around the world [Foreign Policy] 
12. Maintaining peace and security in Europe [Peace + Security] 
13. Guaranteeing the rights of the individual and respect for the principles of democracy in Europe [Human 
Rights] 
14. Fighting terrorism [Terrorism] 
15. Fighting illegal immigration [Illegal Immigration] 

 

As of spring 2004, the way in which EU priorities were surveyed changed. Although 

respondents had been asked until then to answer “yes” or “no” to each proposed priority—
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which had precluded the possibility of establishing a response hierarchy—the wording from 

that point on emphasized the three priorities which Europeans considered most important: 

“From the following list of actions, could you tell me what should be, for you, the three 

actions that the European Union should follow in priority? The wording of the response items 

is quite precise and refers to specific topics (such as Food Safety). New response items were 

also added. 

 

By spring 2007, the number of response items was reduced (from 16 to 12), and their 

wording made more generic. The corresponding question, which at that time stressed the 

future, is worded as follows: “European integration has been focusing on various issues in the 

last years. In your opinion, which aspects should be emphasized by the European institutions 

in the coming years, to strengthen the European Union in the future?”. The 12 response items 

proposed to respondents are the following (spring and autumn 2007 surveys): 

 
 
 
Table 2: EU Priorities As Listed in the 2007 Eurobarometer Surveys 

 

- The internal market; 

- Cultural policy; 

- European foreign policy; 

- European defence policy; 

- Immigration issues; 

- European education policy; 

- Environment issues; 

- Energy issues; 

- Solidarity with poorer regions; 

- Scientific research; 

- Social issues; 

- The fight against crime 
 

These multiple changes in the questions’ wording singularly complicate the study of 

how European opinions on EU priorities have changed. However, EB survey findings have 

been reflecting similar trends since the early 2000s. 

 

2. Europeans’ primary expectations 
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In 2001 and 2002, the EU actions which Europeans (EU15) felt should be given the 

greatest priority involve security and socio-economic dimensions such as maintaining peace 

and security in Europe, fighting organized crime, drug trafficking or terrorism on the one 

hand, and fighting against poverty and social exclusion, along with unemployment, on the 

other. Europeans did not consider that the issues such as enlargement and institutional reform 

should be EU priorities, even though the Convention on the Future of Europe had launched a 

major debate on the changes to be made in the EU’s institutional structure in view of the 

upcoming enlargement.  

 

Identical trends were observed in the 2004 to 2006 EB surveys. Europeans gave top 

ranking to economic and social concerns, asserting that they should be the highest priorities 

for EU action in the years to come. Nearly one-half of respondents within the EU considered 

the fight against poverty and social exclusion, and the fight against unemployment, as the 

most important EU priorities. They then ranked security-related issues, on several levels, as 

the next most important priority. Nearly one-quarter of the respondents stated that maintaining 

peace and security in Europe and fighting organized crime and drug trafficking should be 

priority actions, whereas the more institutional areas of intervention—such as reforming 

European institutions, or welcoming new Member Countries—were not considered to be as 

urgent. 

A more detailed review of these findings shows that no significant change of opinion 

occurred during that period. As shown in Graph 1 below, according to Europeans, poverty and 

social exclusion, unemployment and peace and security in Europe remain the three priority 

areas for the future. 

 

Graph 1: Trends in Europeans’ perception of which priority actions  

should be taken by European institutions (2004-2006) 

INSERT HERE 

Source: Eurobarometer (EB) 

 

As of Spring 2007, the change in the way the corresponding question is worded and 

the reduced number of items yielded noticeably different results. From then on, new topics—

immigration and the environment—were listed among what respondents’ stated should be EU 

priorities. The results obtained for each response item are presented in descending order in the 

chart below: 
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Graph 2: Europeans’ perception of EU priority actions in the future  

INSERT HERE 

Source: EB 68. Field survey: September-November 2007 

Note: EU27, using an aggregate mean. 

 

The findings show that nearly one-third of the Europeans surveyed believed that 

European institutions should focus on the Fight against crime (36%), Immigration issues 

(33%) and Environment issues (33%) in the next few years. These were followed by Energy 

(27%), Social issues (26%) and Solidarity with poorer regions (20%). European foreign 

policy (17%) and European defence policy (16%)—often considered as critical for the future 

of European integration, seemed to raise less interest. Lastly, economy-related issues, which 

nonetheless constitute the foundation on which Europe was constructed, received only scant 

support: the percentage of individuals who indicate interest in successful implementing of a 

single European currency fluctuated around 10% in 2004-2006, while the Internal market was 

ranked as an important goal by only 16% of the respondents in the fall of 2007. This seems to 

confirm Jacque Delors’ argument that no one can be expected to fall in love with a market. 

 

In broader terms, the expectations expressed with regard to the EU do not seem to be 

heavily influenced by the powers with which it was endowed by treaties: both in matters 

relating to the fight against unemployment and crime, it has only limited powers. Moreover, 

the topics most often favoured by the respondents seem more closely related to the latter’s 

daily lives than to their vision of Europe. “Talk to us about us” would adequately sum up the 

message which Europeans are sending to institutions—a message not very different from the 

one that they are sending to national institutions. 

 

3. Significant variations according to country and political orientations 

 

A study of the surveys’ findings did not reveal significant variations with regard to 

socio-demographic variables. As might be expected, however, unemployment was ranked 

higher by young respondents than by people aged 55 or older, who placed more emphasis on 

crime (EB: Fall 2004). However, significant variations were found on the basis of the 

respondents’ political orientations (Right/Left). In Spring 2007, the Europeans most 

sympathetic to the Left were the group which most frequently mentioned Environment issues 
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(40%, as compared to 31% of the right-wingers), Social issues (29%, as compared to 23%) 

and Solidarity with poorer regions (19%, as compared to 15%). On the other hand, right-

wingers more frequently mentioned Fight against crime (34%), as compared to 27% of the 

left-wingers) and Immigration issues (30%, as compared to 26%).  

 

There were also significant variations between countries. As already mentioned, 

Europeans gave special weight to actions taken in socio-economic and security-related areas. 

There were notably two policy fields which according to the Europeans surveyed in the Fall 

of 2006 should be given top priority,2 namely Fighting poverty and social exclusion on one 

side, and problems associated with Maintaining peace and security on the other. 

 

Fighting poverty and social exclusion: 

 

 In the Fall of 2006, 43% of the EU25 respondents believed that Fighting poverty and 

social exclusion should be one of the priority actions to be undertaken by the EU. The most 

significant difference of opinion was between the older Member States (the EU15) on one 

side, and the new Member States which joined the EU in 2004, on the other. The first were 

much less concerned about this item (41% of EU15 respondents) than the second (56% of the 

new Member States). Among the new Member Countries, Romania (64%), Lithuania (64%), 

Latvia (62%) and Poland (61%) were the countries which most frequently highlighted this 

concern. Among candidate countries, Croatia (69%) was the country with the highest 

expectations. Sharp difference of opinion were observed within Germany itself: Eastern 

Germans expressed much higher expectations (55%) than did their Western compatriots 

(37%). More generally, the EU27 respondents surveyed in the spring of 2007 stated that 

Social policies should be the focus of priority actions, particularly in the new Member 

Countries led by Latvia (44%), Lithuania (40%), Slovenia (39%), Estonia (36%), Bulgaria 

(34%) and Croatia (33%). Yet respondents from several older Member States also felt very 

concerned by these issues, such as Austria (39%), Portugal and Greece (both at 36%), as well 

as Eastern Germany (35%). Lastly, the concern about Social issues did not necessarily imply 

opposition to the Single Market. The latter thus created greater concern among new Member 

                                                 
2  The fall 2006 survey was a special case because, as of 2007, these two items—although often chosen by 

respondents in the past— were eliminated after the question was reworded, in favour of more generic topics.  
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States’ citizens (21%) than among those of the EU15 (11%). Among the former, Croatia and 

the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (both 30%), Slovakia (26%), and Hungary 

(24%) were the countries expressing the highest expectations concerning this topic.  

 

Maintaining peace and security in Europe: 

 

 In the Fall of 2006, 29% of Europeans stressed the importance which they assigned to 

the topic of peace and security. Yet, unlike the differences of opinion concerning Fighting 

poverty and Fighting unemployment, no significant difference was observed between the 

older EU Member States and those which joined the EU in 2004 (28% for the former and 32% 

for the latter). However, a country-by-country study shows that security-related concerns were 

greater among certain Member States. They were ranked highest in the Republic of Cyprus 

(49% of respondents), which is understandable considering the island’s status: its northern 

territory was divided and has been occupied by the Turkish Army since 1974. The island’s 

reunification, which is still pending, was one of the conditions placed upon the ascension of 

Cyprus into the EU. The next most concerned were primarily Central and Eastern European 

countries which joined the EU in 2004. As members of the Socialist bloc during the Cold 

War, they experienced Soviet domination for several decades. The highest demand for 

security was among Russia’s neighbouring countries, or in countries subject to Soviet 

intervention during the Cold War: Slovakia (43%), Estonia and Finland (39% each), and 

Latvia (37%). Among the older Member States, Denmark (37%) and Sweden (35%) 

expressed this concern most strongly. Conversely, the countries and territories least concerned 

about maintaining peace and security in Europe wee Ireland (17%) and the “Turkish Cypriot 

community,” which resides in the northern part of Cyprus occupied by the Turkish Army 

(9%) A North-South cleavage also seemed discernible on security-related issues; some 

Southern European countries—particularly Italy (24%) and Malta (26%) seeming less 

concerned. 

 

 Other items relating to security produced conflicting results which reflected the 

relatively important status that they had in each country. For example, Fighting illegal 

immigration appeared to be a more sensitive matter on the Island of Malta (58%), in Spain 

(44%)—which has to contend with high immigration flows from Maghreb—and in the United 

Kingdom (34%), which remains a destination of choice for immigrants and refugees 
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worldwide. On the other hand, this is a phenomenon about which new Member States, for the 

most part Central and Eastern European countries, felt far less concerned. 

 

 

4.  The supply of European policies 

 

How are European institutions meeting these citizens’ expectations? To assess the 

latter, we reviewed the EU’s legislative production over a five-year period (2002–2007). 

While other indicators such as the budget could also have been used, legislative activities 

remain the archetypal Community intervention instrument: when “Brussels” intervenes, in 

most cases it does so by defining the rules in the form of a directive or of a regulation.  

 

Available data shows that, in quantitative terms, there is a gap between European policy 

supply and demand. During the period studied, legislative production was clearly dominated 

by two policy domains, Agriculture and Fisheries on the one hand (21% of the total for the 

two of them alone) and economic integration (Internal market and Taxation) on the other 

(over 20 %). Policy domains which more directly meet the expectations outlined above, such 

as the Environment or the Space of Freedom, Security and Justice (dominated by security-

related concerns), occupied only a lesser position (7% and 9%, respectively). In all, economic 

integration issues represented over 60% of the legislative activity.3 As for social issues, which 

were among the European respondents’ top-ranking priorities during that same period, they 

represented only 4% of adopted legislation, without significant variation from one year to the 

next.  

 
Graph 3: Breakdown of Legislative Output by Policy Domain 

 
INSERT HERE 
 
Legend: 
AFSJ: Area of freedom, security and justice; AGR: Agriculture; CFSP: Common 
Foreign and Security Policy; COMP: Competition policy; CUST: Customs Union and 
free movement of goods; ECO: Economic and monetary policy and free movement of 
capital; EDUC: Science, information, education, culture; EMPL: Social policy and 
employment; ENER: Energy; ENTR: Enterprise law; ENV: Environment; EST: Right 
of establishment and freedom to provide services; FISH: Fisheries; FREE: Free 
movement of workers; GEN: General, financial and institutional affairs; IMM: 

                                                 
3 See Chapter 1. The data used herein differ to some extent because the category nomenclature is not identical. 
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Immigration; MKT: Industrial policy and internal market; PE: People’s Europe4; 
REGIO: Regional policy and coordination of structural instruments; RELEX: External 
relations; SANCO: Consumers and health protection; TAX: Taxation; TRANSP: 
Transport policy. 
 
Source: OIE database, period from January 2002 to June 2007 

 

 In other words, most legislative production is concentrated in some fields for which 

Eurobarometer surveys do not identify a strong demand. A similar imbalance appears in the 

findings produced by another instrument which can be used for measuring Community 

activity, namely the budget. Indeed, most of the spending relates to agricultural policy, which 

is still the largest expenditure item. Although its importance has been steadily decreasing 

since the early 1990s, the CAP still represents 45% of current expenditures. It is now trailed 

closely by structural funds, which are expected to exceed it by 2010, according to the 

financial perspectives for 2007–2013.5 Regardless of the yardstick used, the EU’s legislative 

activity only vaguely reflects its citizens’ preferences. 

 

 Some factors may, however, be pointed out to brighten survey findings. First, the gap 

observed between supply and demand may, in part, be artificial. The wording of the questions 

to some extent determines the responses. For reasons that are not clear to us, the 

Eurobarometer does not inquire into the citizens’ interest in agricultural policy, which clearly 

contributes to the imbalance revealed in the surveys that we reviewed.6 Also, the quantitative 

data only provides an incomplete view of the actual situation: a highly publicized measure 

such as the REACH regulation may receive more public attention than the  dozens of texts 

produced every year by European institutions in other areas.  

  

Nonetheless, the gap between supply and demand is sufficient to warrant a closer look.  

 

Several structural factors may account for this gap. First, the European Union’s 

powers are not unlimited: it can only intervene in areas in which treaties authorize it to act. 

However, the masters of the treaties, i.e. the Member States’ governments are not always in 

                                                 
4 The People's Europe sector comprises acts relating to the 'freedom movement of people and the 'European 

citizenship'. 
5  OJ C139/01 of 14 June 2006. 
6  According to a special survey conducted in the fall of 2007, 89% of the respondents indicated that they 

considered agriculture and rural areas important for the continent’s future. Les Européens, l’agriculture et la 
politique agricole commune en 2007, March 2008. 
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favour of expanding the EU’s capacity to take autonomous action. Such is notably the case, 

for example, in matters involving Social policy and employment: in this area, which is one of 

high expectations, governments are reluctant to accept more than a rather flexible framework 

in the form of European guidelines. Moreover, the European Union is a “mixed government” 

system within which institutions representing distinctly different interests must reach a 

compromise. Even if citizen preferences are conveyed by their representatives in Parliament, 

the latter have only limited control over the decisions ultimately adopted. Furthermore, 

European elections, dominated by national issues and parties, do not have the structuring 

effect on institutional activity that they may have within the framework of a democratic 

nation-state. Also, a large share of legislative activity is subject to substantial constraints 

which may result from the need to implement international agreements entered into by the 

Union, or to adapt former legislation to the latest technical advances. Lastly, routine decisions 

may represent a substantial share of legislative production in some areas; each year prices 

need to be set for a number of agricultural products, for example.  

 

In order to measure the “live” part of legislative activity, we must focus on the latest 

initiatives undertaken by the Commission. At this level, available data points to a closer 

convergence with citizens’ expectations. The EB 68 survey conducted in the fall of 2007 

identified five major priorities, which each received over 25% of the votes. These are (in 

descending order): security issues, immigration, the environment, energy and social policy. 

Although social policy has not been the subject of numerous initiatives, the other domains 

rank high on the Commission’s activity agenda, with 42 proposals out of a total of 110. 

 
Graph 4.  Policy Domain Breakdown of the European Commission’s “New 

Proposals” (2003-2008) 
 
INSERT HERE 
 
Legend: 
AFSJ: Area of freedom, security and justice; AGR: Agriculture; COMM: Transparency, 
public relations, information, communication; DEV: Development cooperation and 
humanitarian aid; ECO: Economic and monetary policy and free movement of capital; 
EDUC: Science, information, education, culture; EMPL: Social policy and employment; 
ENTR: Enterprise law; ENV: Environment; FISH: Fisheries; IMM: Immigration; INFO: 
Information society; MKT: Industrial policy and internal market; REGIO: Regional 
policy and coordination of structural instruments; RELEX: External relations; RTD: 
Research and technology; SANCO: Consumers and health protection; TRADE: 
Common trade policy and customs Union; TRANS: Energy and transport. 
 

Source: OIE data. 
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 Thus, although not an elected body, the European Commission seems to be somewhat 

more responsive to the public’s preferences than the institutional machine as a whole. 

Nonetheless, the bulk of its legislative proposals continues to primarily concern the 

production of rules relating to the creation and functioning of the European market. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

What conclusions may be drawn from this analysis? It would appear that there is a gap 

between the supply of, and demand for, European policies. On the one hand, there is a very 

definite “demand for Europe.” Although its analysis is hindered by the numerous changes 

made in the Eurobarometer surveys conducted on behalf of the Commission, it nonetheless 

reveals some stable trends. Overall, Europeans indicate that they are more concerned about 

market regulation than by market-making rules, even if a country-by-country assessment 

reveals occasional wide variations on this subject. The current economic and financial crisis 

should logically strengthen this trend. On the other hand, the EU institutions’ legislative 

output, is more focused on economic integration.  

 

Without a doubt, the measure of the deviation between supply and demand highlighted 

by our study needs to be refined. Notably, what is required is to assess the content of actions 

undertaken at the European level and their media coverage, as well as the opinion citizens 

may have of them. Yet the argument can be reversed: if European institution’s priorities are 

incompatible with those of their citizens, how can we expect the latter to be satisfied with the 

former’s actions? Even assuming that no aspect of the measures taken would displease them 

(an admittedly optimistic assumption), it would be highly unlikely that they would feel 

gratitude towards those who formulated them. It is equally difficult to presume that the EU 

institutions might draw political benefits from the “results” achieved. In the best-case 

scenario, Europe will receive credit for the latter only in the long term. 

 

Under such conditions, there is nothing surprising about the steadily shrinking voter 

turnout in European elections. Why should voters be excited about an electoral process which 

does not allow them to exert any influence over the appointment of EU leaders, or about a 

political system whose priorities seem so remote from their own? Such a system may 
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ultimately give rise to a weak consensus centred around vague principles, as happened in the 

early decades of integration. Yet that is unlikely to suffice to ensure its legitimacy in 

Europeans’ eyes if it were required to make conflicting decisions. For this reason, a solution 

must be found which will give greater weight to citizen preferences. 
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Graph 1: Trends in Europeans’ perception of which priority actions should be taken by 

European institutions (2004-2006) 
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Graph 2. Europeans’ perception of EU priority actions in the future  
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Graph 3: Breakdown of Legislative Output by Policy Domain 
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Graph 4.  Policy Domain Breakdown of the European Commission’s “New 
Proposals” (2003-2008) 

 

 

 


