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Changing worker attitudes towards Europe  

- the key findings of the study 

Rainer Gries/Martin Roggenkamp 

 

The study was triggered by the economic and financial crisis and its ramifications in Europe, 

as well as the assumption that these experiences have brought about lasting changes in 

people's attitudes towards the European Union and European integration. The purpose of the 

study is to explore how political education can take on board and respond to these changing 

attitudes. 

The objectives of the study are therefore 

• to identify current patterns of thought and their change, 

• to analyse the educational opportunities in the field of European public policy offered 

by educational providers in labour contexts, in terms of their evolution in the wake of 

the crisis and in terms of whether they correspond to the changed attitudes and 

educational interests of the students, and 

• to develop concepts of political education that take on board the changing attitudes. 

The attitudes prevalent among learners participating in political adult education have been 

identified on the basis of: 

 14 expert interviews with seminar leaders active in political adult education, 

who conduct or have conducted European public policy seminars, 

 Two group discussions with volunteer officers from IG Metall, 

 Two group discussions with learners participating in European public policy 

seminars organised by educational providers in a labour context, whereby 

previously only the findings of one of these group discussions could be 

incorporated in the assessment. 

Against this background, the study cannot stake any claim to be representative. This is an 

exploratory study, whose findings, on the one hand, serve as the basis for a subsequent 

Europe-wide study and, on the other hand, provide pragmatic impetuses for the further 

development of educational work in the field of European public policy. 

 

The findings of the assessment 

The findings of the assessment presented below are based on the assessment of the expert 

interviews, two group discussions with volunteer officers from IG Metall, a workshop with 

education officers and two group discussions with 30 participants, within the framework of 

which theories were put forward and discussed that build on the initial findings of the 

assessment of the expert interviews. 

 

1. Changing attitudes 

The vast majority of the experts, as well as the findings of the group discussions, confirm a 

change in the learners’ attitudes towards Europe in the wake of the financial crisis. Only two 

experts pinpoint other events they claim triggered a stronger change in attitudes: the 

introduction of the EURO, the eastward enlargement of the EU and ECJ rulings on worker 

rights. 



 2 

The observed change tends basically towards a more concrete criticism of the EU and its 

policies and the willingness to question and analyse European policies.  

On the whole, the EU is more present in the minds of the learners. Most of the seminar 

leaders see this as a significant opportunity and challenge for political education work, to take 

on board the interest in Europe and European policies and encourage a critical debate with 

the European Union. 

"Yes, it is now seen more as a threat. But I see it also as an opportunity to now be 

able to explain Europe more effectively. As tragic as the crisis is, it makes the 

questioning more exciting for the people." 

"A blind trust in Europe leads, as soon as the first unpalatable decisions are taken, to 

a downturn in support. In this respect, one could say that the crisis was in a way a 

shot across the bow of this naive Europe-friendliness." 

"They used to be ignorant about Europe. It played no role in their lives. And since the 

financial crisis, I feel that the participants are increasingly critical, that the ignorance is 

giving way to a supposed awareness." 

In contrast, the stance of the learners before the crisis was basically rather vague. It could be 

described in a range of ways from vaguely critical to naively pro-European all the way to 

ignorant. 

The EU is now increasingly perceived as a threat, which can be put down to the fact that the 

participants were not prepared for a crisis that hit European integration and to the media 

coverage. The following aspects take centre stage: 

• Germany as the payer 

• Over-regulation 

• Threat to social protection levels 

• Potential power of banks and multinational corporations 

• Democratic deficit 

• Enlargement 

"While there was already a certain scepticism, today we are hearing: now it is going 

completely down the drain. Now we are the big payers. Can we actually afford it?" 

 

2. Change in the educational interests and expectations of learners 

A clear change has taken place in the European issues that of interest to the learners. The 

focus is currently on the following topics:  

• Financial matters and macroeconomic backgrounds and contexts 

• Interest in the crisis countries: on the one hand, in terms of the living conditions of 

people in other European countries and country-specific issues; on the other hand, in 

terms of their economic and financial policy 

• Democratic deficit in the EU 

• Immigration and enlargement 

• Right-wing populism 

The interests depend strongly on the issues that are currently making the news. 

In many cases, personal interests clearly come to the fore. These are, firstly geared towards 

the costs and benefits of European integration - What is the EU costing us? How do we 

benefit from it personally? - and secondly, towards the development prospects in terms of 

socio-economic contexts and topics touching on enlargement/immigration. 
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As far as these topics are concerned, a distinction can be made between two expectations 

expressed by the participants: 

 

Problem-solving and development prospects: 

The participants expect an elucidation of the complex economic and political contexts and 

decisions and, based on this, the presentation of solutions and development prospects. 

"Of course they were eager to hear about the crisis. What happens now but there is a 

strange phenomenon: the participants always ask us what happens now (…) and we 

are then supposed to list the solutions: you must know, after all, you're the experts. 

What happens now?" 

"Apart from that, there is always the expectation that we can point to paths out of the 

crises, that we have a kind of secret knowledge that will make everything better." 

 

Argumentation aids: 

The participants expect us to provide them with the arguments to deal with prejudice from the 

media or among their colleagues - in some cases also to critically come to terms with their 

own prejudices. 

"We also work with such argumentation aids to deal with prejudices and 

misapprehensions. Here again they are very grateful to hear a different perspective 

on things. They also say that they would have liked to discuss matters with their 

colleagues in the workplace but that they didn’t have the arguments at hand until 

now.” 

"On the subject of right-wing populism I think that colleagues are very susceptible. But 

the colleagues who come to us come because something is nagging at them, want us 

to provide them with arguments they can use in discussions with their colleagues in 

the workplace." 

 

3. The everyday relevance of the EU 

From the perspective of the surveyed experts, the EU's influence on everyday life is 

underestimated by learners. The personal relevance to the learner is very abstract on the 

whole. It is observed that the weaker the personal relationship to Europe, the stronger the 

Euro-scepticism. 

"My personal impression is that the actual influence of the EU is underestimated by 

the majority of participants. To a large extent because of ignorance and because 

there is little everyday contact with representatives of the EU or because they have 

little to do with the EU institutions - in comparison with mayors, the Minister President, 

representatives of associations, etc. in Germany. The EU is relatively far from their 

minds, despite the fact that the EU's practical framework conditions rank highly. Also 

with regard to what the national institutions can do." 

Overall, the everyday relevance of the EU is primarily down to professional circumstances, 

whereby is to be noted that the greater the professional relationship to Europe, the greater 

also the interest in Europe. European policy is felt to be directly relevant, on the one hand, by 

professional groups who deal with European contexts in their professional life, - such as port 

workers or employees who have to deal with European standards. A direct relevance is also 

felt by employees of multinational companies via European Works Councils. In addition to 

professional contexts, older learners in particular see a direct daily relevance in the 

introduction of the euro, which they consider to be behind the increase in the cost of living. 
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With regard to indirect everyday relevance, a distinction is to be made between the 

professional and the consumer perspective. In the professional perspective, topics such as 

free movement of employees, the debate on skilled workers, recognition of qualifications but 

also competitiveness come into play.  

As regards the consumer perspective, the results are contradictory: some respondents point 

out that the consumer perspective plays no role; others declare that the consumer 

perspective is dominant - in particular the privatisation of transport and distribution. 

Reference is also made to the usual "Overregulation examples" cucumber curvature, oil 

cans, light bulbs, etc. 

 

4. Importance granted to the EU in politics 

4.1 General assessment 

The assessment of the importance granted to the EU in politics is not only divergent among 

respondents but also contradictory among the participants. 

• Some believe that the EU decides everything. 

• Some believe that EU policy is decided at national level. 

• There is the contradictory position that the EU sometimes does too much and 

sometimes too little. 

• On the whole, the importance of the EU in the assessment has increased since the 

outbreak of the crisis. 

"My personal impression is that the actual impact of the EU on the majority of 

participants is significantly underestimated. For the most part out of ignorance and 

because of there is little everyday contact with the representatives of the EU or they 

have little to do with the EU institutions - in comparison to mayors, minister 

presidents, association representatives etc. in Germany. The EU is in the minds 

relatively far away, despite the fact that the EU's practical framework conditions rank 

highly. Also with regard to what the national institutions can do." 

"Everything bad comes from Brussels. Something like that." 

"The participants know that the EU has a different structure than e.g. the German 

Federal Government. So they can’t really get their heads round it. They would like 

Europe to be some kind of justice authority, almost religious or holy, that then 

dispenses justice neutrally.” 

"I think that the importance of European policies is relatively low. They don’t see it and 

they don’t want to see it. Hence the saying: Brussels is governed from Berlin. Then it 

is said, federal policy is much more important for me, and then Europe is really 

pushed aside. In this sense, it is not considered as it should be." 

 

4.2 Opportunities to influence European policy 

Among the participants, there is only little previous knowledge about the interaction of the 

various levels of government in the European Union. The European decision-making 

channels are perceived as abstract and difficult to grasp. In the view of the learners, they 

have nothing to do with parliamentary majority. Since the financial crisis began, the 

participants have become further alienated from these decision-making processes. They are 

seen as increasingly abstract and complex. 

"There is an understanding: at the national level, political decisions are shaped 

by majorities. In Europe, this appears more abstract." 
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As the learners see it, at the European level, priority is given to extra-parliamentary decision-

making processes: on the one hand, opaque negotiations between the governments of 

nation states and, on the other hand, they believe that the decision-making processes in 

Brussels are dominated by lobbies, administration and large corporations.  

 

The European Parliament on the other hand, is discredited as a retirement home for 

members of parliament and its influence is considered minimal. Even looking ahead to the 

future, the learners do not expect that the national governments will relinquish influence to 

the European Parliament. 

Against this background, the participants have “a real sense of powerlessness”. The only 

chances of exerting influence they see is above all via the national government, whereas its 

behaviour at European level is considered as difficult to grasp or understand. Only 

associations and civil society organisations are quoted as further channels of influence, 

whereas the influence of trade unions varies considerably in their assessment. There is 

concern that the EU will at one point determine all social aspects, stripping the citizen from 

any influence. 

“Most of them come with a real sense of powerlessness here. They are interested, 

but powerless." 

“But you can’t do anything. It doesn’t change anything. As the EU is perceived as a 

distant, bureaucratic structure completely in the grips of large lobby groups – in simple 

terms – only very few see any possibilities of influence". 

“Also to put it in a nutshell: Brussels is pulling all the strings. The participants therefore 

feel very strongly that they are puppets." 

 

4.3 Identity 

As a general rule, the learners identify most closely with the national and in part regional 

level. Since the financial crisis, a clear trend can be seen towards a further renationalisation. 

Also there are no signs of the development of European group identities - such as European 

metalworkers or European trade unionists. The importance of Europe for their own identity 

increases however the more international the topics. 

“The more international the problems are, when it comes to issues of globalisation, 

issues of security policy, international political power imbalances, there is more of a 

leap, where people say: we can simply no longer solve that at national level. We must 

act as Europeans. Even in my current seminar here on China the question comes up 

that alongside Germany’s China policy we also need to regulate it at European level, 

position ourselves at European level and find a united European position. So the 

more global the problem, the focus is immediately targeted higher at European 

level.” 

 

5. European prospects 

The attitudes of the learners towards European integration can be described as 

contradictory: on the one hand they favour integration as a long-term prospect and, on the 

other hand, they see European integration since the outbreak of the crisis primarily as a 

threat and favour a renationalisation or at least a slowing down or temporary suspension of 

the integration process. They see Europe as an unfinished project, but are wary of the next 

steps. 

“In fact, the expectation is that Europe does not yet offer everything, the project is not 

yet completed.  That it can also be developed further. So as far as this direction is 

concerned, it hasn’t changed anything. The crisis has helped people acknowledge 

that it is not quite that simple. And some also acknowledge we have already come 

quite far. The crisis has helped us realise that things don’t move quite that fast." 



 6 

In the long-term, the learners see European integration as an opportunity and carrier of hope. 

The see the benefit in terms of peace, economic success and freedom of movement. 

In international policy terms, they see European integration as a necessity given the absence 

of any other alternative, since no national solutions are feasible in global contexts. Therefore 

thanks to European integration Germany gains in strength and influence. The demarcation 

from the United States also plays a role. 

In particular, since the crisis, learners are however increasingly seeing European integration 

as a threat, are showing renationalisation tendencies and currently see no chances of a 

social countermovement at European level. The following are the main prospects of threats: 

 Enlargement: participants feel eastward enlargement is moving ahead too 

quickly, endangering the advances made with European integration as well as 

German interests: they do not believe that the Eastern European societies are 

consolidated, see the prospects of integration compromised by the diversity of 

social milieus and fear a threat to social protection levels. Some of them fear 

immigration as a result of enlargement. They see a contradiction between 

integration and enlargement prospects. 

 Jeopardising of social achievements: they see social protection levels 

furthermore also jeopardised by the radical market policy or privatisation policy 

of the EU. 

 Crises: they fear that they too will find themselves in the same situation as the 

crises countries. 

A democratisation of the EU would appear as an essential precondition for further integration 

without endangering the welfare state. Another stance is not to integrate all social spheres. 

"When it comes to global issues and problems the positive assessment of the EU can 

be observed throughout. But here also increasingly with the proviso that the spread, 

the enlargement of the EU must eventually come to a stop, or integration will no 

longer be possible. Otherwise, the discrepancies in national conditions become too 

broad. Then there is no hope of actual integration." 

 

6. Unifying elements 

As a meaningful element of European integration, the historical peacekeeping function is 

paramount. Older learners in particular highlight this aspect. 

"So, I think that the common market is important but that it is, on the one hand, a 

reality and on the other hand an abstract category. But history, war and peace are in 

the foreground - especially as a way of demarcating ourselves from the other world 

powers." 

"In terms of positive elements, the common history plays an important role. The EU 

simply as the idea of peace, the overcoming of nation state power politics. The 

historical dimension plays a very important role here." 

"Yes! That (the long period of peace) is truly one of the aspects where they really do 

see, where they say, yes that's great. Especially the older ones. This is an 

achievement that we want to safeguard. The younger ones are more likely to take it 

for granted." 

In addition to this, the perspective of increasing economic prosperity through the common 

market and the common currency is increasingly coming to the fore, especially among the 

younger generation. 

"So ok it is significant that we have benefited economically, that we have grown 

together economically, that there are no more borders." 
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"It was also the case in the past. The importance of the economy and the currency 

has become even greater." 

However, in the wake of the crisis this prospect is considered in an increasingly ambivalent 

manner, since economic integration is viewed throughout the crisis as a threat to prosperity. 

"Our participants do feel that it also makes an economic contribution. Until the crisis 

there was always the idea that here they come into the EU, then they’ll be better off. 

(....) Talking about Europe still means being on the right side. So Europe does have 

positive connotations in some ways still. (...) But the key thing is that something has 

also changed with the crisis. And that this Only-Europe-friendly is gone. " 

"(...) whereas in the past history was the reason behind the positive attitude, the 

significance of history has waned. Today, it is the EU's economic and financial 

policies that are taking centre stage - but in rather negative way, in the context of the 

crisis". 

Welfare state aspects in Europe are considered in an ambiguous manner. While a social 

Europe may be considered as a goal and prospect, at the same time, welfare state 

integration in Europe is perceived rather as a threat to the level of national protection and 

learners adopt a rather defensive stance towards it. 

"Social Europe is important of course. But rather from the defensive point of view, in 

that you do not touch the social achievements obtained on the national level. And less 

with regard to the development of a common social Europe. Protecting the status quo 

is paramount." 

"What are the European values? Terms such as solidarity, peace and freedom are 

thrown about. But the fact that the EU is more about freedom of movement and trade 

relations than mutually supportive cooperation, that is already well ingrained. So, the 

feeling tends to be: I have no problem with Europe as far as the idea is concerned. 

But looking at it in practice, a lot is wrong with it..." 

Freedom of movement and the common currency are of great and increasing importance 

especially among younger participants from a pragmatic perspective. 

"What I have heard a lot lately, is that we are free to travel, we have no more borders, 

so to speak, an extended common habitat, which is perceived very positively. (...) The 

purely pragmatic concerns are the ones that are perceived first, at least the first to be 

formulated.” 

"What they focus on is the freedom of movement, the fact that they can travel without 

restriction. Then the EURO, the fact that they no longer need to change money." 

  

7. Thought patterns  

The attitudes of the learners reflect different - sometimes contradictory - interpretations of 

contexts in different combinations. The following basic thought patterns can be identified: 

A. Internal vs. External perspective and Long-term vs. Short-term perspective 

 In the long term, the participants see European integration as an opportunity and 

carrier of hope. They see the benefits in terms of peace, economic success and 

freedom of movement. 

 In international policy terms, they see European integration as a necessity given the 

lack of any other alternative, as in global contexts no national solutions are feasible; 

Germany therefore gains strength and influence through European integration; the 

demarcation from the United States also plays a role. 

 In particular, since the crisis the participants see European Integration increasingly as 

a threat, tend towards renationalisation and see few prospects for a social 
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countermovement at European level. 

 

B. Enlargement vs. Integration 

 Learners feel eastward enlargement took place too quickly and believe that it 

jeopardises the advances made by European integration as well as German 

interests: they do not believe that the Eastern European societies are consolidated 

as yet, believe that the integration prospects are compromised by the diversity of 

social milieus and fear a threat to the level of social protection. Sometimes they fear 

immigration resulting from enlargement. They see a contradiction between 

integration and enlargement prospects. 

C. Overregulation/"Bureaucratic Monster" 

• The learners feel that they have to contend with excessive regulation from Brussels 

in more and more areas of society, which is not being kept in check. In part the same 

people make contradictory comments: Brussels sometimes does too much, 

sometimes too little. 

D. Threat to the level of social protection 

 The learners consider that the levels of statutory social and labour protection are 

under threat, 

- on the one hand by the enlargement, whereby, on the one hand, non-consolidated 

societies have an impact on the shaping of European policy and immigration puts 

pressure on social conditions; the fear is a lowering of standards in Europe; 

- on the other hand, by the liberal market policies in Europe. 

E. Dominance of capital interests over political decision-making processes 

 The learners see European decision-making as dominated by the interests of banks, 

insurance companies and corporations. The European Parliament offers no 

protection against this. These capital interests are pursued at the expense of the 

citizens and the level of social protection. The crisis in particular has shown that 

banks and insurance companies were protected at the expense of taxpayers. 

F. Disunity affects the EU's global protection function 

 The learners find the European decision-making processes to be complex, abstract 

and particularly divided and have therefore lost confidence in the global protective 

function of the EU. England in particular is seen to be putting on the brakes. 

G. Renationalisation 

 The participants show renationalisation tendencies. They see German social 

protection levels as threatened, see Germany increasingly in the "payer" role and are 

of the opinion that Germany cannot solve all the problems. 

 

8. Previous knowledge 

The level and type of previous knowledge of the participants in educational events are 

heterogeneous but previous knowledge is in very short supply on the whole. 

"Most have way too little information about the EU! They have a clear picture, but 

relatively little knowledge. But of course, there are encouraging exceptions." 

"Often not much is known, only empty words, the Commission, the Parliament, what 

they know from the media. But there is no real knowledge of the real functions that 

they have, the competencies, of the changes in the competencies." 

Often there is a lack of basic knowledge that is essential for an understanding and 
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classification of European contexts and developments. This concerns on the one hand 

economic contexts and the EU's institutional structure. 

 

"I would say that about 90% of the participants (…) are not informed about the 

economic policy contexts. This means, macroeconomic issues, State, national 

possibilities, finance, creditors, which continues with the convergence criteria of the 

EU, the stability mechanisms, the introduction of the euro, which have been poorly 

understood. And if you do not have that background, do you understand what is 

happening today? Not at all." 

"With very little prior knowledge. Not only that there is little available information about 

the situation of people, but also on institutionalisation in Europe, the Parliament, etc. 

how they all work together? The ECJ etc. This must also be brought in here and 

taught to them, how the machinery comes together here."  

The lack of previous knowledge about the EU institutions and their interplay poses a 

particular challenge for European policy education work, as conveying the complexity and 

multi-layered nature of the EU is a time-consuming process, but one that makes up the very 

foundations for the critical analysis and classification of political processes, the development 

of problem solving and self-positioning. 

"Most of the time we don’t get that far, we get as far as the information, we take a look 

at the EU institutions, the power distribution, the tasks. I believe that they get a better 

idea of how all it works. To avoid feeling so powerless. The matter of where can we 

participate, where can we have an influence would have to be actually covered in the 

next seminar.”  

However, there is often an uneven distribution of knowledge between participants. The 

knowledge tends to be concentrated among 

• learners who have already participated in other training courses, 

• employees of multinational companies who have a direct relationship to Europe via 

the European Works Council and therefore show a greater interest in Europe, 

• union delegates and officers. 

There are also discrepancies among the various unions. For example unions with a higher 

proportion of employees appear to have a higher level of previous knowledge in the 

educational activities. Furthermore, older participant often demonstrate a greater body of 

knowledge than younger people. 

 

9. Access to information 

As a general rule, the participants obtain the information about Europe and the EU almost 

exclusively from the media, and not so much through direct contact, for example, with 

politicians; in part also by talking to friends and colleagues, but also here on the basis of 

media coverage, with tabloids playing a particular role. 

"In general, via normal newspaper reading. In addition, television. There are always a 

few activists who deal with European topics in various organisations, also in trade 

unions. Or they have come into contact with European directives through their work. 

They then know so much more than the average participant that you ask yourself 

what they can learn from the seminar. But otherwise it remains the usual reading of 

newspapers and television. Few are familiar with special Europe programmes on 

television." 

 

"I’m afraid that the previous knowledge of a large majority comes from the tabloids. 
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From news programmes that are not necessarily broadcast by the public service. And 

I don’t have the feeling that this has improved. I don’t that the impression that there is 

a higher level of knowledge with real substance." 

 

The learners show here a contradictory relationship in dealing with the media. On the one 

hand they are critical of the media; On the other hand, media are the source of their 

knowledge and they naturally have contact with it. 

“There is criticism of the media. They know when they come to us with certain claims, 

that we will destroy them methodically and didactically. That is why they are critical 

about the media. At the same time, the statements and theories obtained from these 

media are part of their knowledge base which they will naturally use. Our task is then 

in part to dissect it for them.” 

 

10. Challenges for further education 

The study defines at least four challenges for political further education: 

 The surveyed experts may observe growing scepticism in the wake of the financial 

and economic crisis but also a growing interest in the EU. As such the crisis is a 

catalyst, as the topic of Europe is must more present: “But I find that it is also a 

positive development that there is a more critical attitude towards the EU, that the 

people are weighing things up, that there are also prejudices that play a role in the 

media. That must also be part of the questioning. But at least there is a form of 

debate. Indifference would be a much greater problem. And so we have an 

opportunity to pick on any of the prejudices, examine it and relate it to the 

corresponding living situation of the participants.” 

 The demand for further education opportunities on the topic of European policy has 

increased. This growing interest in the EU and Europe must be taken on board and 

used more by political adult education for a broader political discourse, as the 

participants can be important disseminators in their private, political and professional 

environment. 

 The low level of knowledge also means that there is ignorance about developments 

that improve the competencies of the European Parliament (Lisbon Agreement) or 

participation possibilities of the trade unions (social dialogue, European Works 

Councils). Together with the latent fear of the future and above all the prejudices 

spread by the media, any affinity with the discourses of populist and right-wing 

populist groups must be tackled head on. 

 Disseminating what can be experienced: on the topic of Europe that is no easy task 

but possible when the thematic links are found:  

- in everyday life as a consumer or employee 

- in the coverage of trusted media  

- through the integration of an European dimension in other topics 

“Yes I believe that we could maybe make it clearer that Europe is a matter for 

everyone, that it is not so distant. Yes, exactly. Bringing in more everyday relevance. 

Or set up a clearer relevance between life in European and European policy, that 

what is going on there is a matter for everyone. That is not only a task for the training 

organisations – but they also have a role to play!” 

 


