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EU cohesion policy helps build a European identity

EU cohesion policy aims to bring Europe closer to citizens and promote solidarity, but how successful is it at
achieving these goals? Drawing on a new study, Gabriela Borz, Heinz Brandenburg and Carlos Mendez find that
citizens who are aware of cohesion policy funding are more likely to develop a form of European identity. The
evidence suggests that identification with Europe is linked to the benefits citizens perceive from cohesion policy in
their personal life and for their region.

EU cohesion policy is the EU’s main investment policy for regional development with a budget of €392 billion in
2021-27 to support job creation, business competitiveness, economic growth, sustainable development, and
improve citizens’ quality of life. The policy also aims to bring Europe closer to citizens and promote solidarity, but
how can it do so?

In a recent study, we investigated the impact of EU funding on citizens’ European identity. We asked over 8,500
citizens in 17 EU regions to categorise their identity, distinguishing an exclusively national identity from different
forms of European identity: country first and European second, European first and country second, and a fully
European identity.

We found that a majority of Europeans do hold a form of Europeanised identity, as shown in Figure 1 below. Almost
half of Europeans (49 per cent) see themselves as having a mixed European and national identity, 9 per cent of
citizens see their identity as being European first and country second, while another 9 per cent think of themselves
as being solely European. By contrast, less than a third (32 per cent) of Europeans identify solely with their country.

Figure 1: Predominant identity across regions

m Counfry only Country and European ® European and Country
m European REF/DK
100% - Il I
SRR EE R R L LRI
80% -
70% -
60% -
50% -
40% -
30% -
20% -
10% A
0% -
B ) T 1 T e Y TR o S 00 (i R e R VR T B oY VR
A A O S A L AN O e S L e
SeFFLPEFCLTeg gL Ly
SIS I IFEISSSSTFTEIT LS
SISTEFI I ET SV F ST
: -~ R i) ::o'\ "’N\
¢@§Q§$r§<&§c’§ & 8IS
&9 P & rF &85 ¥ VN & FS
f‘;’\'&?‘b QO & &
$§FSL A 4
S EF S § &
%Q‘F(\/Q i
& = &F §

Date originally posted: 2022-07-05
Permalink: https://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/europpblog/2022/07/05/eu-cohesion-policy-helps-build-a-european-identity/
Blog homepage: https://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/europpblog/


https://doi.org/10.1177/14651165221076444
https://blogsmedia.lse.ac.uk/blogs.dir/28/files/2022/07/5july2022figure1.png

LSE European Politics and Policy (EUROPP) Blog: EU cohesion policy helps build a European identity Page 2 of 2

Note: For more information, see the authors’ accompanying paper in European Union Politics.

In our study, we investigated the impact of EU cohesion policy on European identity through a statistical analysis
that accounts for a range of drivers of identity. We expected EU cohesion policy to increase citizens’ European
identity through three channels: cognitive mobilisation (awareness of cohesion policy funds), instrumental
calculations (perceived benefits to individuals and the regions they live in), and communication (exposure to EU
project publicity).

Regarding cognitive mobilisation, we found that awareness of the Cohesion Fund in particular — which invests in
large infrastructure projects — matters for developing European identity. Citizens who have heard of this fund are
more likely to develop a form of European identity. Out of the citizens who are aware of the Cohesion Fund, 70 per
cent declare a mixed identity (their country and European, or European and their country).

Our analysis shows that identification with Europe is linked to the benefits citizens perceive from cohesion policy in
their personal life and for their region. The more citizens think that EU funded projects have improved their region or
their daily life, the more likely they are to hold a mixed European identity or an exclusive European identity.

Finally, exposure to EU publicity contributes to European identity. Our study shows the importance of banners for

increasing citizens’ awareness of EU funds, which in turn positively influences EU identity. Overall, 33 per cent of

European citizens have heard of this fund across the 17 European regions and publicity has raised the awareness
about EU funding.

The key message for EU policymakers is clear. If the EU wants to connect with citizens it can learn from cohesion
policy — by improving the lives of citizens, developing regions, raising awareness of EU funding and publicising EU
projects, the EU can contribute to building a European identity.

For more information, see the authors’ accompanying paper at European Union Politics

Note: This article gives the views of the authors, not the position of EUROPP — European Politics and Policy or the
London School of Economics. Featured image credit: © European Union 2021
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