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“I do not need to tell you either how necessary or how urgent it is 
that the peoples of Europe should unite. You would not be here were you 

not already convinced of that. Your views differ only with regard to the 
immediate objectives of such unification, the methods to be employed and 

perhaps the rate at which reforms should be carried out”

(Speech by Robert Schuman, in Council of Europe‑Consultative Assembly) 
(Strasbourg, 10 December 1951)

Introduction 
Processes of European integration and EU’s political development 

and institution building are shaped by interactions between elites and 
masses. While large empirical evidence is available revealing mass attitudes 
and orientations towards processes of European integration and identity 
building there is still a serious deficit of systematic comparative research 
on European elites (Best, Cotta and Verzichelli, 2005).

Elite perception about Europe is a significant point to understanding 
the current European integration process as well as the future perspectives 
for the continent (Slater, 1994; Wessels 1999; Holmberg, 1999; Jenny, 
Pollak and Slominski, 2006).

To a certain extent since European elites are predominantly national 
elites “operating together” at the European level, we can count upon a rich 
collection of studies existing at the national level. Yet these studies have 
been conducted fundamentally from a national perspective and without a 
systematic reference to the specific problems of the EU. In order to gain 
a comprehensive knowledge from a systematic retrieval of these studies 
has arisen the INTUNE (“Integrated and United. A Quest for Citizenship 
in an Ever Closer Europe”) Project, approved under the 6th Framework 
Programme of the European Commission1.

This study, as a part of the INTUNE project, makes a specific 
comparison among the perceptions which political and economical elites in 
some European countries have about the European Union process and its 
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instruments of government. The main goal is, on the one hand, to identify 
the differences in the positions of each type of elites, in addition to the 
variations among countries; on the other hand, to find out which is more 
important –and to what degree– in influencing how Europe is perceived: 
the type of elite (economic or political) or its territorial factor. In other words, 
we will trace an interpretation of the current patterns of agreement and/or 
deviancy among the elites’ within the EU, and more importantly, provide an 
explanation about variations between some specific countries in Europe: 
Germany, Spain and Poland.

Methodology
We have used the database coming from the INTUNE Project Survey 

on European Elites and Masses. The questionnaire was applied between 
February and May, 2007, in 18 European countries (all of them members 
of the European Union, except Serbia). Table 1 details the distribution of 
interviews by country and type of elite.
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In the analysis we have shown some general descriptive statistics about 
the perception of Europe taking as a reference two specific dimensions of 
the INTUNE project with some variables:

1. Identity:

‑Attachment to different levels of political communities.

‑Most important elements to be a truly national citizen.

‑Most important aspects to be a truly European citizen.

‑Threats against the cohesion of the UE.

2. Representation:

‑Position about representation (only Political Elites).

‑Trust in institutions.

‑National‑European power sharing.

In addition, we have added a third dimension called general situation 
and future, where we have asked about:

-Benefits from being a member of the European Union.

‑Main goals of the UE in the future.

The results are presented distinguishing between political (national MP’s 
in low chambers) and economical elites (presidents of corporations, general 
managers…) and, at the same time, among three countries: Germany as 
an original member of the European Union, Spain, incorporated in 1986, 
and Poland, a new member since 2004 (Rae, 2007). Our proposal is to 
take into consideration the time as member states in order to show possible 
differences among these states. Germany, among other states in Western 
Europe, is an original member since 1957 (Schweiger, 2006). Today is one 
of the most –maybe the most– important cornerstones in the European 
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Union with a long and non interrupted democratic tradition since the end 
of the Second World War. Spain, in Southern Europe, became member the 
first of January of 1986, as a clear example of a country with a restored 
democracy after almost 40 years of dictatorship, and with a membership of 
more than 20 years. (Heywood & Closa, 2004) Poland, as a post‑communist 
country, is a very new member with only four years.

Analysis

Dimension 1: Identity
Attachment to different levels of political communities

As can be seen below, Polish elites are more attached to the state 
(and sub‑state) levels than in Germany and Spain, despite the fact that in 
the case of economic elites, they show a stronger identification to Europe 
than Germany and Spanish elites. Political elites, generally speaking, tend 
to develop more ties towards the different sub‑state levels. Both elites in 
the three countries express a very strong identification with the European 
level, higher than 90%, although economic elite in Germany is notably less 
pro‑European (83.7%); at the same, pro‑European positions in Poland and 
Spain are more visible among economic elites than political ones.
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Graphic 1
Attachment to different levels of political communities (Political Elite)

Graphic 2
Attachment to different levels of political communities (Economic Elite)

Elements to be a national citizen

While “being Christian” is highly emphazised by political as well 
economic elites in Poland in order to be a national citizen, it has much 
less importance in Germany and, particularly in Spain. At the same time, 
“to share cultural traditions” is dramatically important in Poland, but less 
demanded in Germany and even less in Spain, particularly among political 
elites. There are greater territorial differences related to the question “to be 
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born in the country” and to “have national parents”. Poland, as well as the 
postcommunist group, gives a large importance to both elements, while they 
are less relevant in Spain and, specially in Germany and Western Europe, 
showing no difference between economic and political elites. Regarding 
the relevance of “feeling national”, it is stronger in Spain than in Germany 
but, above all, in Poland, with cent per cent in both elites.
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Graphic 3
Most important elements to be a truly national citizen (Political Elite)
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Graphic 3. 2 (cont.)
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Graphic 4
Most important elements to be a truly national citizen (Economic Elite)

Graphic 4.2 (cont.)
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Elements to be a European citizen
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Concerning the most important elements “to be a truly European 
person”, religious factor keeps being especially relevant among political 
elite in Poland, but not for economic ones, with percentages more or less 
close to Germany. Conversely, MPs in Spain, Germany and Western 
Europe in general are less interested in Christianity than their businessmen 
connationals. However, Southern Europe as well as postcommunist 
countries (Poland included), seems to be more interested in the religious 
component. Spanish political elite is the least concerned with this element 
as a determining factor to be a “good European”, as can be seen in the table 
above. As in the case for being a national citizen, Poland is also the hardest 
supporter of the necessity of sharing cultural traditions and having parents 
coming from a member state, in order to be a European citizen. Germany 
and especially Spain display a very high valuation about the obligation of 
“respecting European laws and institutions”. Something lower is the elite 
support in Poland for the some item, where “to feel European” is particularly 
important, followed by Spain and Germany to a certain distance. Similar 
remarks could be made regarding “the need for mastering a European 
language” among the national elites –both MPs and businessmen‑. There is 
a general consensus about these last three elements (respect EU laws and 
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institutions, to feel European and to master a European language) added 
to the necessity for sharing cultural traditions as the main ingredients to 
build the “European essence”.

Graphic 5
Most important aspects to be a truly European citizen (Political Elite)

Graphic 6
Most important aspects to be a truly European citizen (Economic Elite)
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Threats against the cohesion of the EU
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The “growth of nationalist attitudes” is the most important topic perceived 
by political elites in the three analyzed countries and their respective 
territorial blocks. In Southern European countries (Spain included) and 
Western Europe (Germany included) non European immigration is a less 
evident danger than in the postcommunist countries. Similar positions may 
be found regarding the effects of globalization, as shared by political elites, 
with stronger incidence in Germany and Western Europe. In postcommunist 
area “the potencial interference of Russia in European affairs” is seen an 
important threat, as well as the future integration of Turkey in the EU. The 
position of economic elites towards the different threats for the cohesion 
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is, generally speaking, similar to those of political elites, although they are 
more concerned about the possibility of economic and social differences 
among member states.

Graphic 7
Threats against the cohesion of the EU (Political elite)

Graphic 8

Threats against the cohesion of the EU (Economic Elite)
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Graphic 8
Threats against the cohesion of the EU (Economic Elite)
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Dimension 2: Representation
Position about representation
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Graphic 9
Position about representation (Only Political Elites)

Most of the analyzed political elite perceives itself as “representative of 
the citizens of its country”, although in Postcommunist area this position is 
shared with the “representation of its own constituency”, a perception even 
more important in the case of Poland. Only a minority of MPs perceived 
themselves as representatives of their party or a particular group. However, 
this minority reaches almost 20% in the case of Spain.
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Trust in national/European institutions
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Political elites were inquired about their trust in EU institutions 
(Parliament, Commission, and Council). Economic elite questions also 
included national institutions (national parliament and government, and 
regional government). German political elite stands out because of their 
high trust in European Parliament, with values above the mean in Europe, 
and clearly above Poland, the country, close to UK, with the smallest 
confidence towards this representative institution. With regard to the 
European Commission and the European Council of Ministers, there are 
not very significant differences among geographic areas or between types 
of elites. However, we have to emphasize once more the higher degree 
of trust shown by the Spanish political elites, and those of other Southern 
European countries for economic elite, toward these institutions. Also German 
political elites show a high degree of trust for these organs of European 
government. In fact, the Polish elite is the least pro‑European country in 
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our analysis. Regarding national parliaments (economic elites only) there 
were significant differences among geographic areas. While in Spain the 
mean (within a scale between 0 –“no trust at all”– and 10 –“complete trust”) 
was at 6,57 points, in the Post‑Communist countries, and especially in 
Poland (3,05) this figure is much lower; only Southern Europe is above 5, 
and in Western Europe 6,29. Moreover, economic elites in Germany, and 
in Western Europe as a whole, are on the top of confidence towards state 
and sub‑state executives.

National-European power sharing
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Graphic 10
National-European power sharing (Political Elite)

While Western and Southern Europe (Germany and Spain included), 
clearly support, politically speaking, more power and a more relevant role 
for the European Parliament, in the Postcommunist area, especially Poland, 
the main objective is focused on “remaining member states as central 
actors in the UE”. Political elites along Europe share the idea of giving less 
importance to the idea of a European Union becoming the true government 
in the Union. However, in Spain the option that got most support was the 
idea of maintaining member states as the central actors.

Among economic elite the situation is something different. In Poland 
and its Postcommunist scene, “supporting states as central actors” versus 
the idea of a future European government is still the most important goal. 
Again in Spain, the tendency in favour of the federalization of Europe is more 
important than the statalist positions, even in economic elite. In Western 
Europe, the common position is strengthening the European Parliament 
but at the same time keeping the sovereignty of member countries.
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Graphic 11
National-European power sharing (Economic Elite)

Dimension 3: General situation and future directions
Balance of being a member of the European Union
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Table 10 clearly shows that in Spain and Germany, the elite mostly 
perceive being a EU member as beneficial. This fits with the pro-EU standing 
held by the majority of the public mass in Spain and in Europe. Similarly, 
elites in Mediterranean countries also manifested a positive perception 
–almost 95%). The percentage for Postcommunist and Western Europe 
is slightly lower, but above the 90% of satisfied interviewees, except for 
political elite in Poland. Post‑Communist countries in general were a little 
below the mean, although almost nine out of ten of the interviewed elite 
felt positively about their countries becoming a EU member. Finally, the 
column for the whole sample of countries showed that there was a clear 
consensus on the subject.

Considering each type of elite separately (Graphs 12 and 13), we find 
quite similar results, economic elites being more susceptible to having a 
positive opinion about their countries being EU members. In Spain, Germany 
and Poland 100% of the economic elites think that EU membership has 
benefited the country, while the percentage in Spanish MPs is slightly lower, 
with a greater gap between political and economic elites in Poland as we 
have seen above.
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Graphic 12
Benefit from being a member of the European Union (Political Elite)

Graphic 13
Benefit from being a member of the European Union (Economic Elite)
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Main goals of the European Union
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Graphic 14
Main goals of the UE in the future (Political Elite)

Political elites in Postcommunist countries, especially in Poland, 
support the idea of developing a more competitive European economy in 
world markets. Germany shares this option, but adding the need to give 
more social security to citizens. This one is the majority option expressed 
by Western countries and to a greater extent by the Spanish ruling class.

Graphic 15
Main goals of the UE in the future (Economic Elite)

There is a wide consensus among economic elites about the priority 
of economical competence over any other target, although in Spain and 
other southern countries there is some more social awareness.
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Notes
The authors would like to acknowledge the assistance of Francisco Javier Alarcón 

in the management of data used in this paper.
1. See the offcial website www.intune.it
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ANNEXES

>Identity

(*) E.ID1. ATTACHMENT TO DIFFERENT LEVELS OF POLITICAL 
COMMUNITIES: 

People feel different degrees of attachment to their town or village, to their region, 
to their country and to Europe. What about you? Are you very attached, somewhat 
attached, not very attached or not at all attached to the following:

a.  Your town/village,
b.  Your ‘region’ [use the appropriate term according to the countries / code the 

same for sub‑regional but non local] / mass: whatever you understand as your 
region. 

c.  [Country] (e.g. ‘Italy’)
d.  Europe 

1.  Very attached
2.  Somewhat attached
3.  Not very attached
4.  not at all attached
5.  (DK / can’t say) (volunteered)
6.  Refuse (volunteered)

(*) E.ID9.
People differ in what they think it means to be (national). In your view, how important 
is each of the following to be (national)?

(randomly rotate them)

a.  To be a Christian
b.  To share (country) cultural traditions 
c.  To be born in (country)
d.  To have (national) parents (e.g. ‘Italian parents’)
e.  To respect (national) laws and institutions
f.  To feel (national)
g.  To master (language(s) of the country)  / [in relevant cases] one of the official 

languages of the country 
h.  To be a country citizen [never put as first] 
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1.  Very important
2.  Somewhat important
3.  Not very important
4.  Not important at all
5.  DK (V)
6.  Refusal (V)

* EID10 MOVED HERE. Former E.ID.10.
People differ in what they think it means to be a European. In your view, how 
important is each of the following to be a European?

a. To be Christian
b.  To share European cultural traditions 
c.  To be born in Europe  
d.  To have European parents 
e.  To respect the European Union’s laws and institutions
f.  To feel European
g.  To master a European language

1.  Very important
2.  Somewhat important
3.  Not very important
4.  Not important at all
5.  DKs
6.  Refusal (V)

E.ID13. THREATS
Do you think that (ITEM) is a threat or not a threat for the cohesion of the EU?

1.  A big threat
2.  Quite a big threat
3.  Not that big a threat
4.  Not a threat at all
5.  DK/can’t say (volunteered)
6.  Refuse (V)

Items (rotate randomly, except for b1‑b2)

a.  Immigration from non EU countries
b1. Expansion of the EU to include Turkey
b2. The expansion of the EU to include countries other than Turkey
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c.  The growth of nationalist attitudes in European member states
d.  The close relationships between some EU countries and the United States
e.  The effects of globalization on welfare 
f.  Economic and social differences among member states
g.  The interference of Russia in European affairs

>Representation

(*) E.RP9  « Subjective » Representation: Trust in Institutions

(*) M.RP8.1b. Some say European unification should be strengthened. Others 
say it already has gone too far. What is your opinion? Please indicate your views 
using a 10-point-scale. On this scale, '0' means unification "has already gone too 
far" and '10' means it "should be strengthened". What number on this scale best 
describes your position?
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0‑10
11. DK (S)
12. Refusal (S)

E.RP8.1. How much do you agree with the following statements:
 
a.  The member states ought to remain the central actors of the European Union.
b.  The European Commission ought to become the true government of the 

European Union
c.  The powers of the European Parliament ought to be strengthened 

1.  Agree strongly 
2.  Agree somewhat 
3.  Disagree somewhat
4.  Disagree strongly
5.  Don’t know (V)
6.  Refuse  (V)

>General / Future

(*) EV2.
Taking everything into consideration, would you say that (YOUR COUNTRY) has 
on balance benefited or not from being a member of the European Union ?

1.  Has benefited     
2.  Has not benefited
3.  Don’t know (volunteered)
4.  Refused (volunteered)

Former (*) E.SG4. I’m going to read you two statements. Please tell me which of 
them comes closesr to your view:

1. The main aim of the EU should be to make the European economy more 
competitive in world markets”

2. The main aim of the EU should be to provide better social security for all its 
citizens”

1  More competitive
2  Better social security
3  Both (volunteered)
4  None / Can’t say (volunteered)
5  Refused (volunteered)




