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British public opinion favours bailouts for countries that
have strong economic ties to the UK

Using survey data from the UK, Stephanie Rickard finds that public support for bailouts
varies by country and is dependant on factors such as beneficiary ties with the UK and the
amount of issue-specific knowledge an individual has, with a greater percentage of support
for the bailouts found within academia.

Since 2010, the Brit ish government has committed substantial f inancial resources to
rescues f or several European countries. Through its membership in the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), Brit ish f unds are involved in
all IMF loan programs, including those to Ireland,
Portugal and Greece. The same is true of  Britain’s
membership in the European Union (EU). The
European Commission, using the EU budget as
collateral, borrows money f rom capital markets
which it then lends to EU countries in f inancial
distress via the European Financial Stabilisation
Mechanism (EFSM). The Brit ish share of  this pot is
between 12 to 14 per cent or approximately eight
billion euros (Guardian, 22 November 2010). As an
EU member and contributor to the EU budget, the
UK has no choice but to take part in this lending
(although the Brit ish government chose not to take
part in the bailout f unds specif ically designed f or
the 17 Eurozone countries).

In addition to participating in multilateral f inancial rescues, Britain also undertook a bilateral rescue
package f or Ireland. In November 2010, the Chancellor announced that Britain would provide around
seven billion pounds to support Ireland (Reuters, 22 November 2010). In December 2010, Members of  the
Brit ish Parliament voted to approve a 3.25 billion pound bilateral loan to Ireland. The 3.25 billion pound
loan was designed to be paid out in eight equal instalments starting September 2011. On April 17, 2012
Britain delivered the third instalment of  its bilateral bailout loan to Ireland.

Public opinion about the Irish loan was split. Nearly half  (48 per cent) of  Britons opposed the
Government’s decision to lend money to Ireland (YouGov, November 2010). However, the other half
supported the Government’s decision. Why do some cit izens support international f inancial rescues
while others oppose them? Evidence f rom two surveys conducted in the United Kingdom sheds new light
on this question.

The f irst survey elicited responses f rom academics studying and/or teaching international polit ics in the
United Kingdom. The survey of  academics was conducted as part of  a larger survey project on teaching,
research and international policy (TRIPS) in 20 countries. By design, the survey of  academics included
three questions about international f inancial rescues identical to questions asked in a survey conducted
by YouGov. The YouGov survey elicited responses f rom a demographically-representative sample of  the
general Brit ish public. Several important determinants of  cit izens’ att itudes towards bailouts emerge f rom
these two surveys.

First, public opinion towards rescue programs depends crucially on the identity of  the benef iciary country.
Citizens are more supportive of  rescues f or countries with which their own country has strong economic
ties. Britons, f or example, are more supportive of  f inancial assistance f or Ireland than f or other
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European countries, such as Spain. While 79 per cent of  academics said that Britain should lend money
to Ireland, only 63 per cent of  academics said that Britain should lend to “other countries in the
Eurozone, such as Spain”. Public support f or international f inancial recues f ell by more than seventy per
cent when Brit ish respondents were asked about countries other than Ireland. While thirty-six per cent of
YouGov respondents said Britain should bailout Ireland, only 10 per cent said Britain should bailout other
Eurozone countries, like Spain, as reported in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1 – Attitudes towards European bailouts

Source: Rickard (2012) “Lending a Helping Hand: Public Opinion towards International
Financial Rescues” Working paper.

Second, more educated individuals tend to be more supportive of  rescues. While 42 per cent of  high skill
(ABC1) respondents support Britain’s loan to Ireland, only 27 per cent of  low skill (C2DE) respondents
support the Irish bailout. Fourteen per cent of  high skill respondents said Britain should lend to other
European countries, such as Spain, while only 5 per cent of  low skill respondents supported rescues f or
other European countries. One interpretation of  these results is that among the general public, voters
with higher levels of  education tend to be more supportive of  international f inancial rescues.

Additionally, individuals with greater issue-specif ic knowledge are more supportive of  rescues, on
average. Scholars of  international polit ics were more than twice as supportive of  the Brit ish
government’s loan to Ireland as the general public. In f act, seventy-nine per cent of  academics said that
the Government should lend to Ireland. In contrast, only 36 per cent of  the general public said that the
government should lend to Ireland. Similarly, academics are more than six t imes as supportive of  rescues
f or other Eurozone countries, such as Spain, than the general public. While sixty- three per cent of
academics said that Britain should contribute to bailouts f or other countries in the Eurozone, only ten
per cent of  YouGov respondents supported such bailouts. One reason f or the large dif f erence in opinion
about bailouts may be academics’ knowledge about international polit ics, the Eurozone, and international
rescue programs.

Note: This article gives the views of the author, and not the position of the British Politics and Policy blog, nor
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You may also be interested in the following posts (automatically generated):

1. The Brit ish National Party’s modernization strategy didn’t appeal to voters, and its activist and
membership base is shrinking by the day. But public hostility toward immigration means the
prospects f or the f ar right remain strong (29.9)

2. To ease the pain of  devaluation countries should quit the euro – then instantly re- join at a weaker
rate. (19.5)

3. The nature of  the Brit ish party system combined with the BNP’s internal problems mean that it will
be dif f icult f or the extreme right to take advantage of  the current economic crisis (18.1)

4. Recent polit ical developments mean that Greece is no longer on the brink of  economic collapse.
But the European Commission, the ECB and the IMF will be keeping a close watch f or some time to
come. (13.7)
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