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Abstract

In this study we show that, in the aftermath of the economic crisis, Romanians remain among the most
enthusiastic citizens of the European Union, in what concerns trust in the European institutions, projections
for the future, the image of the EU and general attitudes toward the union. Relying on data provided by eu-
robarometers since the Romanian integration, we argue that the reasons for this peculiar position of Roma-
nians within the EU is largely due to how people evaluate the economic and political performance of their
own country: from evaluations of the economy to trust in national institutions, Romanians are very pes-
simistic about how their country handles the present situation and about perspectives for the future. In this
context, they turn to the European Union as to a Savior, who represents their hope and promise for a better
future, for economic prosperity and security. This is the reason why, more than five years after the begin-
ning of the financial crisis, Romanians are still among the most optimistic citizens of Europe.
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1. Introduction

After the European integration, Romanians’ attitudes toward Europe, the European future,
and the European institutions changed, in the direction of a more moderate and rational ap-
proach to the European project in general, especially in the context of the economic crisis;
nonetheless, Romanians still remain among the most optimistic and enthusiastic European cit-
izens, significantly more in favor of the European project than the majority of Europeans.

This article aims at finding plausible explanations about the general level of support of
the European Union in Romania, in the context of the aftermath of the economic crisis, and
by comparison with the general support at the Union level. The general context of the crisis
also generates a crisis of credibility in the EU, often associated with of the perception of a
lack of internal regulation (Dobrescu, 2013, p. 130).

In a historical context dominated by the raise of euroscepticism, not necessarily as a fact
reflected in the general level of support of the EU by the European citizens, but especially in
terms of perceptions regarding the future of the European Union, the newly integrated coun-
tries, such as Romania, manifest some of the symptoms of euroscepticism in general, but
have a more positive approach and attitude toward the EU. Some of the academic literature
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trying to explain this phenomenon offer rather historical explanations, related to the very high
level of euroenthusiasm from before the European integration, which diminished slowly in
time, after the inclusion of the country in the EU. Nonetheless, we consider that authors some-
times ignore the economic factor (perceptions about the state of the economy at the national
and union levels), the internal (national) political situation, which translate into the general
level of trust/distrust in the most important national and European institutions.

Another important factor addressed in this study is the feeling of belonging to the Euro-
pean Union, or the feeling of being European. We argue that the European identity is a rather
fuzzy concept, unstable in time as general perception, at least for the newly integrated citi-
zens, such as Romanians. We will discuss issues of cultural versus instrumental European
identity, and their role in the configuration of general attitudes toward the European Union.

In this context, by using secondary data analysis of Eurobarometers data since 2007, we
try to offer a more comprehensive explanation of the attitudes of Romanian citizens toward
the European Union.

In the context of the economic crisis, Romanian academic literature (Bargaoanu, 2011; Ne-
grea, 2011; Radu, 2012; Dobrescu & Durach, 2014) suggests that the crisis favored the crys-
tallization and consolidation of eurosceptic feelings, and even an identity crisis for the citizens.
We argue that Romanians’ attitudes toward EU became rather moderate, as a result of the di-
minishing enthusiasm, normal after the integration, and regained momentum, to some extent,
in the last years, as a result of increasing distrust in the national main institutions (Govern-
ment and Parliament).

2. Attitudes towards the European Union

Citizens’ attitudes toward the European Union have been a constant concern of European
officials, as well as of scholars, since they are directly related to the legitimacy of the Euro-
pean project. In the context of the financial crisis, the legitimacy deficit of the EU has been
given an even greater amount of attention, because of the threat of the raising eurosceptic
feelings among the citizens.

When analyzing attitudes toward the EU, both public and academic discourses changed
from citizen support (Duch & Taylor, 1997) to euroscepticism (Taggart & Szczerbiak, 2001;
Lubbers & Scheepers, 2005) over the last decades. Both concepts are rather vague and need
further clarifications.

Defined as a phenomenon that express an opposition toward the process of European in-
tegration (Kopecky & Mudde, 2002) or, more narrowly, “as opposition toward a specific pol-
icy or integration effort”, euroscepticism “may be just one facet of public opinion toward the
EU” (Boomgaarden et al, 2011, p. 2). Nonetheless, euroscepticism has become the buzzword
largely used when discussing attitudes toward the EU.

Starting from the original definition of Taggart (1998, p. 366), as expressing “the idea of con-
tingent or qualified opposition, as well as incorporating outright and unqualified opposition to
the process of European integration”, euroscepticism has been later classified as hard or soft (Tag-
gart & Szczerbiak, 2001), which made the distinction between a clear rejection of the entire
European project, and a “qualified opposition” to the EU on specific policies or decisions.

Both support and eurosceptic attitudes are facets of the same coin and were considered as
diffuse or specific (Gabel, 1998; Hewstone, 1986), or having an utilitarian or affective nature
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(Lindberg & Scheingold, 1970). The utilitarian dimension refers to the evaluation by the cit-
izens of the costs and benefits of the integration (we will further see a similar distinction with
regard to the European identity), whereas the affective one refers to the emotional responses
to the EU. Regardless of the form they take, feelings and attitudes toward the EU have been
shown to fluctuate (Lubbers & Scheepers, 2010), specially in the context of dramatic econom-
ic changes.

We argue that support or eurosceptic attitudes toward the EU are related to various fac-
tors, among which some of the most pervasive influence power could be attributed to the
evaluation of national economy (from an utilitarian perspective), as well as the general feel-
ing of European identity (from an affective perspective). In practice, it is almost impossible
to differentiate between the costs-benefits and the emotional dimensions of people’s feelings
and thoughts about the EU; this is the reason why a research should take into consideration
both perspectives, when discussing the multifaceted nature of EU attitudes.

There have been various attempts to operationalize support or eurosceptic attitudes to-
ward the EU, the most commonly cited being related to five dimensions: feelings of fear and
threat by the EU, a sense of European identity, performance and democratic functioning of
the EU, supports and benefits evaluations, and support for further integration (Boomgaarden
et. al., 2011; Spanje & deVreese, 2011). We argue that, related to those, trust in national in-
stitutions (as a result of evaluating national government performance), correlated with other
dimensions, could play an important role in how people relate to the European Union. At the
same time, we take into account Habermas’ idea that citizens have somehow developed two
personae, one that represents himself/herself as a European citizen contributing to the very
process of creation of the European Union, and the other — being a citizen of his/her country,
as a well established nation state. (Habermas, 2012, pp. 95-96) This means that people’s rep-
resentations of both European and national images, institutions, economic evaluations, etc.
play an important role in developing attitudes toward the European Union in general.

3. Toward a European Identity

The concept of European identity has seen a lot of transformations since its birth, main-
ly due to its vague and volatile nature. In order to circumscribe the term, one should rely on
the notion of “multiple identities” or “different self-construals [that] may coexist within the
same individual, available to be activated at different times or in different situations” (Brew-
er & Gardner, 1996, p. 83). Thus, the European identity is but one of the various layers of
identity Europeans hold simultaneously (Bruter, 2005; Risse, 2010). In other words, when tak-
ing European identity into account for explaining different phenomena, one should acknowl-
edge that people may have loyalties toward their nations, as well and simultaneously as/for
Europe and the European community.

Most of the theories regarding the European identity rely on the commonly accepted dis-
tinction between its civic vs. cultural components (Bruter, 2005; Wintle, 2005; Inthorn, 2006),
to which an instrumental layer has been added by some authors (Cinerella, 1997; Ruiz Himenez
et al, 2004; Schoen, 2008). The civic European identity refers to citizens’ sense of belonging
to the EU from an institutional point of view (mostly economic and political dimensions)
(Bruter, 2005, 2009), or people’s commitment to the shared values of the Union (Weiler,
1999). Cultural identity relies on the general feeling perception of citizens that they feel rather
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European than non-European (Bruter, 2005), “based on ethno-cultural factors generated
through a long-term historical process” (Udrea, 2014, p. 56). The instrumental approach large-
ly relates to citizens’ evaluation of the benefits (potential gains and losses) provided by the
very fact of belonging to the European Union.

It has been argued that the more people perceive weaknesses of their country in the inter-
national arena (the lack of a strong national voice in international context), the more they
identify with the European Union (Gabel & Palmer, 1995; Gabel, 1998). We argue that the
same stands for general economic and political “performance” of national institutions: the
more people distrust the most important institutions of their country (such as the Government
and Parliament), the more they tend to trust the European institutions, basically looking for
some sort of “salvation” outside the country. At the same time, it has been stated that nowa-
days euroscepticism focused on alleged bureaucratic intrusions and the waste of resources of
the European institutions, as well as on a sense of identity loss that would result from the Eu-
ropean unification (Verhofstadt, 2012/2009, p. 223).

The feeling of being European is closely related to the national loyalties. There are differ-
ent approaches to the nature of the relationship between national and European identities: some
scholars have argued that collective identities are conflicting and exclusive, competing against
each other, while others believe that people are perfectly happy with multiple identities (Arts
& Halman, 2006; Dufek, 2009). Most of the time, researchers agree that the European identi-
ty is rather developed as a secondary layer of identity, added to the national (or even local, re-
gional) identity. This is mainly due to the fact that “national identity can never be induced to
a population by artificial means” (Udrea, 2014, p. 58), whereas “European identity has been
in construction and reconstruction process throughout history” (Udrea, 2014, p. 59). This is
the reason why, when defining themselves as Europeans, citizens rather see themselves as be-
ing “national and European” than simply European or even “European and national”.

We argue that Romanians and, to some extent, Europeans as well have changing (or mixed)
feelings with regard to their national vs. supranational identities, which makes the equation
explaining the attitudes crystallization toward the EU even more complicate.

This study tries to find empirical basis for a general explanation of the changing attitudes
toward the European Union in Romania, compared with the average of other member states,
taking into account people’s feelings, attitudes, trust about the EU, as well as their projections
related to the image or future of the European Union.

4. Methodology

In order to understand the evolution of the attitudes toward the European Union and its
institutions, both at the level of the union and in Romania, we used secondary data analysis
of eurobarometers since 2007. We used a comparative approach between data regarding Ro-
mania and the average of the European member states, aiming at providing a comprehensive
analysis of the general evolution of European citizens’ opinion about the EU in general, its
future, its institutions, etc. We used 16 standard European Barometers (the last one being
EB82, autumn 2014, preliminary data), and three special eurobarometers (EB 346, “New Eu-
ropeans”, spring 2010, EB 379, “Future of Europe”, autumn 2011, and EB 394, “Future of
Europe”, autumn 2012).
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The research questions guiding the analysis focused on attitudes toward the European Union,
trust in the future of the European project and trust in the national and European institutions.
All the research questions aim at providing insights into the mechanisms of the attitudes evo-
lution in Romania, compared to the average attitudes of the European citizens in general.

RQ1. How did Romanians and Europeans’ attitudes toward the European Union evolved
since the adhesion of Romania to the European Union?

The aim of this research question is to provide explanations for the evolution of Romani-
ans’ attitudes toward the EU, in the context of the economic crisis, correlated to the mean of
European citizens’ attitudes. The role of this research question is to offer a first level of un-
derstanding of attitudes fluctuations and (possible) eurosceptic movements after 2007, with
of focus on the aftermath of the economic crisis.

RQ2. How did Romanians and Europeans perceive the future of the European Union?

The image of the European Union in the eyes of its citizens is an indicator of how people
generally perceive the European project. Correlated with people’s opinions about the future
of'the EU, one could have a more complex understanding of the direction of future evolution
of the union.

RQ3. How did Romanians and Europeans level of trust in the national and European main
institutions (Government and Parliament) evolve since the integration of Romania in the Eu-
ropean Union?

We believe that the level of trust in European institutions is negatively correlated with the
level of trust in the national institutions; in other words, we will investigate to what extent a
positive evolution of trust in national institutions might lead to a decrease in trust in the Eu-
ropean institutions and vice versa. For Romania, we expect to find a correlation that could
provide an explanation to the findings related to the first research question, which, combined
with how people forecast the future of the EU, and feelings of being European (the second
research question) would offer a general image of how people form and change their opin-
ions regarding the European Union in general.

When analyzing the existing data in Eurobarometers, we used the standardized questions
related to the three research questions; when the wording changed over the years, we used
most semantically closely related questions following the logic of the original ones. There are
some rare cases in which some questions were eliminated from the eurobarometers and lat-
er reintroduced with a different wording. We considered data as missing for the respective eu-
robaromenters. We used the same logic for the last eurobarometer (autumn 2014), for which
only preliminary data was available.

5. Findings

Data from eurobarometers provide evidence about various facets of attitudes toward the
European Union. In order to get a general image and understanding of Romanian and Euro-
pean citizens’ attitudes, we will analyze people’s trust in the union in general, the way they
perceive the image of the European Union and its future, as well as trust in national and Eu-
ropean main institutions, namely Government and Parliament. We will further try to corre-
late these data with additional figures related to the feeling of being European and with the
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way people evaluate both national and European state of the economy in general, in order to
understand the mechanisms through which people’s attitude toward the EU have evolved over
time, since the adhesion of Romania to the European Union.

The general level of trust in the European Union, the main macro-indicator of people’s
general attitudes evolved to some extent predictably over time: the general mean at the lev-
el of the union have been constant above the level of distrust until the moment the effects of
the crisis began to be dramatically perceived at the citizens’ level. Thus, starting 2009, the
distrust overcame trust in the EU. However, Romanians’ level of trust, even though dropped
dramatically in the same period of time, has never outrun the level of distrust (Figure 1).

Figure 1. The level of trust/distrust in the European Union in Eurobarometers (EU versus
Romania).
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In 2014, trust in the European Union raised dramatically again in Romania (with 10%,
compared with 0% in the EU). Even though there is no data available yet for each nation state,
the last eurobarometer shows that the general level of trust at the European level increased
with 6%, compared with the beginning of 2014. These very visible changes, after a period of
two years of stagnation might be due, in part, to the general feeling of populations that the end
of the crisis already happened or is very near. In Romania, we believe that the high increase
in the level of trust in the EU is also due to the presidential elections and general political tur-
moil in the last year, which made people believe that ‘salvation’ may come from the EU.

At the same time, there is a similar gab between the moderate increase (8%) of the posi-
tive image that European holds of the union in 2014 compared to 2013, while Romanians
rate with 16% more positively the image of the EU in the same period of time. (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Positive image of the European Union in Eurobarometers (EU versus Romania).
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The general way in which Europeans and Romanians perceive the image of the European
Union regain to some extent the level of before the crisis (before 2009). After a dramatic drop
of 10% and 14% respectively in just one year, the EU has somehow managed to readjust its
image in the last one year and a half. In Romania there are only 4% of difference between
the period of before the crisis and the end of 2014, and at the level of the union there is a dif-
ference of about 9%. Correlated with the level of trust, we can affirm that Romanians regain
faith in the EU more than the majority of the other Europeans.

As far as the future of the union is concerned, Romanians have always been more opti-
mistic than the rest of Europeans (with the exception of the beginning of 2010), and at pres-
ent they are with almost 20% more optimistic than the average European. (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Perceptions about the future of the EU in Eurobarometers (EU versus Romania).
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The level of optimism of Europeans regarding the future of the European Union increased
steadily but moderately in the last two years, with about 7%, while in Romania optimism
raised with 12%.
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Trying to understand the different paces of change in the various facets of the attitudes of
citizens toward the EU, we will take a close look at possible explanations of the somehow
particular evolution of attitudes toward EU in Romania. Thus, we will further investigate
people’s evaluation of national and European economies, and the level of trust in national and
European institutions respectively. We believe that a rather negative evaluation of the gener-
al “performance” of their country (translated into evaluations of the state of the economy and
trust in national institutions), might make people turn for hope to the EU, viewed as a “sav-
ior” and a trustworthy guaranty of future prosperity.

The evaluation of national economies has not been too positive for the European coun-
tries in general, with a mean of 30% of a good evaluation at the European level; however, the
level of positive evaluations of the national economy for Romanian has a mean of only 12%,
with a constant level under 10% after 2009, and a slight increase in 2014 (14%). (Figure 4)

Figure 4. Evaluation of the national and European economy in Eurobarometers (EU ver-
sus Romania).
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At the same time, Europeans’ evaluations of the EU economy match their evaluations of
national economies (just slightly lower than the national —27% compared to 30%), while Ro-
manians’ evaluations of the EU economy are far from mirroring their representations of the
national economy (an average of 43% compared to 12%). (Figure 4)

This prominent discrepancy between Romania and the rest of the European Union is one
of the causes of the much higher level of trust in the European Union and its future; being
discouraged to a very high degree by the performance of the national economy, and thus hav-
ing probably a rather gloom overview of their country’s future, Romanians turn to EU for help,
hope, and the promise of a better future.

This becomes clear as well from how people appreciate their level of trust in the nation-
al and European main institutions, the Government and the Parliament. Europeans trust more
the European Commission than they trust the governments of their countries (with a differ-
ence of 12%), while Romanians trust more the European Commission than the Romanian
Government with 44% of difference. This shows the huge gap that Romania has to overcome,
if compared with the average of the European Union. Even though the general trust in the Com-
mission is higher for European as well, a difference of more than 40% basically show that
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Romanians have lost almost entirely their faith in the Romanian Government and seek “sal-
vation” to the European institutions. (Figure 5)

Figure 5. The level of trust in the national vs. European government in Eurobarometers
(EU versus Romania).
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At the same time, eurobarometers show that Romanians regain to some extent their trust
in the government after 2012 (which coincide with national elections), while their trust in the
European Commission remained more or less unchanged. Trust in the European and nation-
al governments at the level of the EU registered a slightly decreasing trend since 2007.

Similar trends could be observed with regard to national and European Parliaments. Eu-

ropeans trust more the European Parliament (M=46%) than their own parliaments (M=31%),

but the difference of the two levels of trust is rather moderate, if we compare data with the
level of Romanians’ trust in the parliament of their own country and the European Parliament
(15% compared to 59%). (Figure 6)

Figure 6. The level of trust in the national vs. European Parliament in Eurobarometers

(EU versus Romania).
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The general trend at the European level is a descending one, for both national and Euro-
pean parliaments, with a slight increase in the last year in favor of the national parliaments,
while for Romanians both trends are sinuous, with a slight decrease in 2009, and a soft re-
covery in the last one year and a half.

The very large difference in the levels of trust of European and Romanian institutions pro-
vide insights into the way people of Romania perceive the European Union in general, as a
counterweight to the weak performance of their own country.

Finally, we will look into the feelings of being European. They have started to be evalu-
ated in eurobarometers since 2010. Generally speaking, Romanians feel less European than
the rest of Europe, with a general mean (aggregate data for “Romanian and European”, “Eu-
ropean and Romanian” and “just European”) of 50%, as compared to 57% for the other Eu-
ropeans. At the same time, the feelings of being “just Romanian” or any kind of European
layer of identity are not very stable over time, with sometimes differences of up to 10%. Judg-
ing from the aggregate means of available data, Romanians feel slightly less European than
the rest of Europe (see Table 1). The explanation is related to the very concept of “European
identity”: when discussing about identity, strong feelings of belonging cannot be developed
in a short period of time, such as the time elapsed since the Romanian integration, which
makes people reluctant to feeling European. They probably experience some degree of Eu-
ropeaness related to the costs-benefits paradigm (the instrumental approach to identity).

Table 1. Feelings of being European (EU versus Romania

National | Romanian | European | European | Just Just
Just Just
National | Romanian and and and and European | European
European | European |National | Romanian | (EU) (RO)
EB346
SE (s. 46% 50% 41% 18% 7% 13% 3% 6%
2010)
EB 379 O, o, O, 0, O, O, o, O,
(a. 2011) 39% 44% 46% 41% 8% 13% 4% 9%
EB77 (s.
2012) (s 38% 41% 49% 33% 6% 10% 3% 7%
E8394 (a' o, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, o, o,
2012) 38% 40% 49% 46% 7% 6% 3% 2%
EB79 (s.
201 :) (s 38% 1% 49% 32% 7% 7% 3% 7%
EBSO 0, O, O, 0, O, 0, 0, O,
(2.2013) 42% 45% 47% 31% 5% 7% 2% 8%
EB81 (s.
20 184) (s 39% 47% 51% 46% 6% 4% 2% 3%




Saved by the Union: Romanians’ Attitudes toward the European Union 81

Summing up, data from eurobarometers over the years suggests that Romanians’ attitudes
toward the European Union are somewhat more positive than the average of the Europeans,
in terms of trust, optimism about the future, picture of the image of the EU, etc. The main ex-
planation for that is the general very low trust of Romanians in their own national institutions,
and the general negative evaluation of the Romanian economy. Thus, the citizens of Roma-
nia believe that the European Union is the answer to their hopes of personal prosperity and
growth, consolidating a myth of the savior, which projects an aura of trust and stability onto
the European Union.

6. Discussion and Conclusions

In this paper we argue that feelings and attitudes that Romanians and Europeans hold to-
ward the European Union changed in ways that could be explained and understood under the
light of the economic crisis on the one hand and of national economic and political perform-
ance on the other hand. When trying to provide explanations about the somehow unpredictable
ways people’s attitudes changed over the last years, we took into consideration to what ex-
tent people’s feelings are driven by their evaluations of their own countries. We argue that,
by judging the economic and political performance of their country as (rather) negative, peo-
ple turn to the EU for ‘salvation’ and promise of future prosperity. This is the reason why, in
the context of increasing eurosceptic feelings, Romanians still remain among the most euroen-
thusiastic European citizens.

Attitudes toward the European Union changed in the last 7 years, especially in the con-
text of the financial distress brought about by the economic crisis. Starting 2009, the gener-
al level of distrust at the union level outran the level of trust. However, as far as Romanians
are concerned, their trust in the EU never leveled up with the distrust. Even though their en-
thusiasm diminished, they still perceive the union as a reliable source of stability and hope
for the future.

The same holds true for the general image people have of the European Union, dramati-
cally affected since 2009: Europeans in general slightly reconsidered the image of the union
in the last two years; however, the somewhat more positive image is still far from what it used
to be before 2009. Romanians recovered more visibly, but still never reached the highly pos-
itive image they used to hold of the union before 2009. In this context, Europeans are moder-
ately optimistic about the future of the EU, while Romanians are highly optimistic and hopeful.

As far as the trust in institutions is concerned, Romanians’ position is highly different of
the majority of Europeans. They distrust profoundly the national institutions (Government and
Parliament), while, as a form of compensation, they tend to trust more deeply than the rest
of the Europeans the European Commission and the European Parliament. For most Euro-
peans, the general level of trust in the Commission and the European Parliament steadily de-
creased, whereas for Romanians, the level of trust regained (after the turning point of 2009)
a positive trend in the last two years. At the same time, it is important to take into consider-
ation the way people evaluate national economies. Even though the average European eval-
uates poorly his/her own country’s economy, Romanians are among the citizens that evaluate
their own country economic performance worst; this is probably the reason why they tend to
evaluate much better the European economy than the other European citizens in general.
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The most unstable indicators of attitudes toward the EU remain the feelings of belonging
to the EU, of being Europeans in general. Romanians generally feel less European than the
majority of Europeans, which is generally the case for newly integrated countries. In the con-
text of the crisis, these feelings evolved somehow chaotically, with notable differences from
one barometer to the next, not only for Romanians, but for Europeans in general as well. The
supranational identity is, thus, a very fluid entity, probably dominated by instrumental rea-
sons (benefits of the integration).

Summing up, Romanians’ attitudes toward the European Union evolved toward the direc-
tion of euroscepticism after 2009, following a general trend at the union’s level; nonetheless,
they remained and still remain among the most enthusiastic about the future of the European
project. Their level of trust in the European institutions and EU in general is negatively cor-
related with their trust of national economic and political performance. We argue that Roma-
nians still hold a very positive image of the EU, continuously building and consolidating a
myth of the Savior: the European Union will “come and save” them, thus offering a hope of
economic prosperity and individual well-being.
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