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Preface 

 

This compilation brings together eight of the best Bachelor Theses presented during 

the Eighth Bachelor Thesis Conference of the Bachelor in European Studies, which took place 

on 15 June 2022. This annual conference is organised to offer students an extra opportunity to 

receive feedback on their Bachelor Thesis. Not from their supervisors, but from fellow 

students working on related topics, approaches or methods. 

Just over 20 students took part in this year’s conference. In workshops chaired by 

academic staff they discussed papers covering a wide range of interesting European Studies 

topics. I would like to thank the students for their great effort. Many thanks also go to the staff 

members who chaired the workshops: Karin van Leeuwen, Patrick Bijsmans, Esther Versluis, 

Johan Adriaensen, Yoram Carboex and Laura Brouwers. 

The theses that have been brought together here are examples of the wide variety of 

issues in European Studies addressed by our students. Each of these eight theses was marked 

with an 8.5 or higher, a testimony of the exceptional quality of the work done.  

I hope that these theses also form an inspiration for our current students who are still 

to embark on the process of writing their thesis for the Bachelor in European Studies, and that 

many of them will join us for the next conference in June 2023. 

 

On behalf of the European Studies staff, 

Francesca Colli, BA ES Thesis Coordinator 

 

 

 

 

 

Disclaimer: Careful readers will observe some slight discrepancies regarding the use of faculty and APA writing 

and formatting requirements in some of the included theses. These were not removed on purpose, to show that 

excellent theses are also not excellent in every aspect. The formatting of reference lists was also edited to slightly 

condense the length of the booklet. As such, students who are just embarking on their thesis trajectory should be 

careful not to simply copy style and formatting of this work, but instead should carefully check faculty and APA 

guidelines. Major discrepancies were taken out if they occurred at all. 
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Four Times No 

Explaining Parliamentary Opposition to Referendum Legislation in the 

Netherlands 

Niek Kelders 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Four times no, that is what the Dutch parliament said towards referendum legislation. 

Why this is the case is an interesting question. This ties into the broader debate about whether 

referendums are a useful tool in contemporary democracies. Some countries such as Italy use 

them extensively while other countries such as Germany and the Netherlands only use them 

limitedly (Mamadouh, 2009, p. 309). Why certain countries use them, and others do not is 

particularly puzzling. This can be the result of decisions on referendum legislation. In most 

countries, parliaments are responsible for this legislation. Yet they are also constrained by this 

legislation (Norton, 2021, p. 92). This can be highlighted by the Brexit referendum, which 

decreased parliamentary sovereignty. Brexit shows that referendums can have massive 

repercussions on the future of a country (Jäske & Setälä, 2019, p. 95). The decision to hold a 

referendum, its design, and the discussion and interpretation of its results all take place in the 

parliamentary arena (Lord, 2021, p. 32). At the same time, there is no incentive for 

legislatures to legislate away their power of initiative (Norton, 2021, p. 103). Therefore, 

parliaments play a key role in determining whether referendum legislation is developed and 

might have reasons not to do so.  

The investigation of the relationship between parliamentary decision-making and 

referendums has received limited attention. Furthermore, the studies that examine referendum 

legislation and its changes are sparse (eg. Van der Meer et al, 2020). Based on the 

abovementioned arguments, this thesis analyses the question: what factors explain the 

parliamentary opposition to referendum legislation? This question is relevant today because 

referendum legislation is on the rise in most countries (Chambers, 2018). Parliaments debate 

when, how, and under what conditions referendums are held (Norton, 2021, p. 106). 

Additionally, once referendums have been introduced, it is difficult for parliament to resist 

them (Norton, 2021, p. 94). However, some countries are left behind and parliaments resist 

the development of referendum legislation. This is caused by specific factors. A better 

understanding of these factors increases the possibility of successfully implementing 

referendum legislation in countries with a reluctant legislature such as the UK and the 



 5 

Netherlands. Moreover, understanding these factors contributes to putting democratic theory 

into practice. Most experts within democratic theory have argued that referendums are an 

improvement for democracy (WRR, 2007; van der Brug et al, 2018; Jäske & Setälä, 2019; 

Lord, 2021). Therefore, by analyzing these factors, this thesis aids to develop a sound 

understanding of how to successfully implement referendum legislation in countries that are 

reluctant or have never used referendums.  

To analyze this question, one of the reluctant parliaments is chosen, namely the case of 

the Netherlands. While it has introduced several legislative proposals, it never adopted 

binding referendum legislation (Van der Meer et al, 2020). Nevertheless, from 2015 to 2017 it 

had an advisory referendum law. However, this law was abolished in 2017. Until then, 

referendum legislation reversal was non-existent (Van der Meer et al, 2020, p. 97). Currently, 

there is a new debate about a corrective binding referendum that would limit the future 

powers of the legislature (Tweede Kamer, 2022b). This thesis explores the relative impact of 

policy learning, the concerns over representative democracy, and party politics as theoretical 

factors that could explain parliamentary opposition towards referendum legislation. 

Empirically quantitative and qualitative content analysis will be applied to parliamentary 

debates throughout the years 1999-2022. My main findings are that policy learning does not 

explain parliamentary opposition because it is mostly used by proponents of referendums. On 

the other hand, concerns with representative democracy and party politics are good indicators 

that explain parliamentary opposition to referendum legislation. With referendum legislation, 

this thesis means laws that make it possible to have referendums.  

This thesis begins with a brief overview of the current literature on referendums in the 

world and the Netherlands. The next chapter explains the theoretical framework that gives 

possible explanations for parliamentary opposition to referendum legislation and develops 

hypotheses to operationalize these reasons. Then, this thesis explains the relevance of the case 

study and the methods used for data collection and analysis and highlights some limitations. 

After that, I use the indicators mentioned in the theoretical section to analyze the most 

important debates on referendum legislation. The thesis concludes with a discussion of the 

findings and their implications for referendums in the future.  

 

2. Literature review 

To understand the abovementioned puzzle, this chapter walks us through the relevant 

literature on referendums and the key debates by academics. This thesis argues that most of 

the literature focuses on the advantages and disadvantages of using referendums and mostly 
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on countries that use them extensively. However, discussion on referendum legislation is 

scarce. To better understand referendums, it is important to scrutinize the factors that could 

hinder the development of legislation. This can be done by studying parliamentary debates 

which until today have been largely ignored by scholars.  

The main debate in the wider literature on referendums looks at whether they are a 

useful democratic tool. The main benefits of referendums are: that it is a form of direct citizen 

participation not currently present in the representative system (Schuck & de Vreese 2011; 

Jacobs et al, 2018; Jäske & Setälä 2019). Moreover, it can increase political interest (WRR, 

2007), citizens' information (Nijeboer 2005; Mamadouh 2009; van der Brug et al, 2018), and 

their political trust (Schuck & de Vreese, 2011; Van der Meer et al 2020). Additionally, 

Nijeboer (2005) argues that it can close gaps between elites and the citizenry (p. 394). Elites 

that cannot persuade citizens are punished with an opposing vote in the ballot box (WRR, 

2007, p. 116). It can also help the representatives in giving them information on the 

preferences of citizens (Mamadouh, 2009; Lord, 2021, p. 30). Furthermore, referendums can 

cause reform and solve stalemates (Lord, 2021, p. 34). These findings show that there are 

several benefits to referendums, and they are made possible by legislation. Lord (2021) argues 

that there is doubt that any democratic system can manage without provisions for referendums 

(p. 30). Therefore, it is relevant to investigate referendum legislation and why politicians 

oppose them.  

Other scholars focus on the disadvantages. Referendums are used by elites as 

legitimizers, and they can manipulate the citizens by phrasing the question in a certain way or 

dominating the campaign with fake news (Tierney 2012; Landemore 2018; Jäske & Setälä 

2019). Additionally, it is an instrument that takes preferences as a given and does not use 

deliberation (Tierney 2012; Chambers 2018; Landemore 2018). Furthermore, another 

important issue is that a referendum often is majoritarian, and the interest of the minority is 

often neglected (Tierney 2012; Chambers 2018; Landemore, 2018). According to Lord (2021) 

referendums are even more majoritarian than the Westminster style of representative 

democracy (p. 40). Furthermore, Qvortrup (2016) has argued that elite consensus is not 

enough to persuade citizens (p. 65). Citizens can bypass the opinions of the elites in 

referendums. These disadvantages of referendums are widely studied but the research that 

shows how these concerns are used by politicians in the political arena remains scarce. These 

disadvantages might lead parliaments to be careful with implementing referendum legislation. 

Consequently, this thesis contributes to this gap by looking at factors that explain the 

parliamentary opposition to referendum legislation.  
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Having identified the disadvantages above, several academics have provided solutions.  

The main solution is a good institutional design (Altman, 2011; Tierney, 2012). There are 

various types of referendums, such as those required by the constitution, those performed top-

down, and those that are citizen-initiated (Altman, 2011, p. 11; Tierney, 2012). Each has 

distinct advantages and limitations. Citizens initiated referendums have given the power to the 

“sad, mad, bad and the rich” (Jäske & Setälä, 2019; Lord, 2021, p. 39). At the same time, 

legislatures are heavily constrained by these bottom-up referendums since they give citizens a 

veto (Norton, 2021, p. 95). The other options are less constraining for the legislature (Norton, 

2021, p. 95). Top-down and constitutional referendums are studied widely (eg. Nijeboer, 

2005; Mamadouh, 2009; Tierney, 2012), while studies on citizen-initiated referendums are 

scarce (eg. Jäske & Setälä, 2019). Moreover, there is limited reference to the process of 

institutional design which primarily happens through parliaments. That is why this thesis 

addresses this gap and chooses to research legislation that makes citizen-initiated referendums 

possible.  

The main recent case-study literature is primarily concerned with countries in which 

referendums are successful. For example, Switzerland and Italy are often mentioned examples 

(eg. Jäske & Setälä, 2019; Leininger, 2019). Furthermore, other countries that extensively use 

referendums have several case studies, such as New Zealand (Parkinson, 2001) and Ireland 

(O’Mahoney, 2009). However, countries that had few referendums such as Germany and the 

Netherlands have received less attention. These countries would give the most insights 

concerning the development of referendum legislation. There are still many representative 

democracies around the world that do not use the benefits of a referendum (Setälä, 2006). A 

better understanding of the development of referendum legislation might aid governments to 

choose the right intuitional design. Thus, it is relevant to do an in-depth case study in a 

country that had few referendums. 

The minority of sources that cover referendums in the Netherlands are mostly outdated 

(eg. van Praag, 1993; Holsteyn, 1996; Sap, 2003). Other studies primarily focus on single 

referendums such as those on the Ukraine-associational treaty or the Constitutional Treaty 

(eg. Nijeboer, 2005; van der Brug et al, 2018). Additionally, most literature is about local 

referendums which have been present since 1906 (Hillebrand, 1993; Holsteyn, 1996). The 

few sources that are about referendum legislation have some shortcomings such as they focus 

on one particular debate (Sap, 2003), or a particular law (van der Meer et al, 2020). Moreover, 

they only focus on the role of public opinion and individual preferences (van der Meer et al, 

2020; van Klingeren et al, 2021). In addition, Norton (2021) states that there should be more 
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research into the role of parliaments in referendum legislation (p. 91). Consequently, we lack 

a plausible and extensive account of national referendums legislation in the Netherlands. 

Therefore, it is relevant to analyze multiple debates over time and to investigate multiple 

factors that influence parliamentary opposition towards referendum legislation. 

 

3. Theoretical framework 

The previous chapter has identified the key literature, and now the next chapter will 

explain the theoretical framework of this thesis. It uses a combination of different findings in 

the literature. This is necessary because this research is quite exploratory, and not yet proven 

theories have been developed. The first factor is policy learning. Policy learning means “the 

updating of policy beliefs based on knowledge and information on the policy problem at 

hand” (Scholten, 2017, p. 346). Versluis et al (2011) argue that learning is one of the main 

aspects of public policy evaluation. Politicians look back on the relative success of policy (p. 

206). That is why policy learning argues that politicians can learn from past experiences, and 

might change future policy (Covadonga, 2009). Vagionaki & Trein (2020) argue that trial and 

error learning often occurs, meaning that changes to the policy design are made, and later 

politicians evaluate the results and change accordingly (p. 307). In legislative areas, policy 

evaluation is often made by the parliamentarians themselves. Learning is higher in areas in 

which there are conflicting arguments and actors can communicate (Scholten, 2017, p. 349). 

This is exactly what parliaments do, they deliberate and have conflicting arguments. Thus, 

policy learning is a suitable tool to investigate parliamentary opposition to referendum 

legislation.  

These findings are operationalized into four indicators. Policy learning happens 

through your experiences either at home or abroad (Vagionaki & Trein, 2020). The references 

to past national referendums in the Netherlands are put into one indicator. The second 

indicator is other countries' referendum experiences. Local referendum experiences are fairly 

numerous in the Netherlands and have been used 193 times from 1906 until 2014 (van der 

Akker, 2021, p. 674). As a result, the third indicator is local referendum experiences. The 

literature has found that experts play a major role in policy learning (Vagionaki & Trein, 

2020, p. 348). This is especially relevant in the Netherlands, where several governmental 

advisory bodies provided research on referendums to the parliament, for example, the 

Scientific Council for Government Policy (WRR) or the States Commission Parliamentary 

System (WRR, 2007; Lemson, 2018). Therefore, mentions of experts would be the fourth 

indicator. Policy learning works through reviewing legislation and for that you need 
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experience. Therefore, later debates should have more references. Hence, the first hypothesis 

would be:  

H1 If policy learning explains parliamentary opposition to referendum legislation, 

parties opposing referendum legislation should make references in the parliamentary debates 

to referendum experiences at home, and abroad or mention expert advice, and these should 

increase over time.  

The second factor is the concerns with representative democracy. Literature has found 

that referendums are incompatible and problematic for representative democracy (Tierney, 

2012; Lord, 2021;). It hampers the powers of the elites in parliament to make deliberate 

choices, with the checks and balances that are in this system (Tierney, 2012, p. 22; Chambers, 

2018; Landemore, 2018; Lord, 2021). Therefore, only the representative system has the 

ability for consensus, while referendums are black and white (Tierney, 2012, p. 28; Lord, 

2021). There is no option for compromise (Chambers, 2018; Lord, 2021). Voters in 

referendums are not as accountable for their actions as politicians are in the representative 

system (Lord, 2021, p. 40). Furthermore, referendums are on single issues while often issues 

are interrelated and representative democracy can take this interrelatedness into account by 

making multiple decisions (Tierney, 2012, p. 35). These are the main findings in the literature 

that seems relevant for explaining parliamentary opposition. These would be relevant 

indicators to investigate parliamentary opposition to referendum legislation.  

The factor of representative democracy is operationalized by looking for references to 

the most used arguments in the literature. The main 4 selected indicators are no deliberation, 

no ability for consensus or compromise, no accountability, and only on single issues. There 

can be several other concerns with representative democracy, and it is not easy to 

operationalize these. Therefore, also inductively found indicators will be used in the analysis. 

More references to these indicators would imply more importance in explaining parliamentary 

opposition. Therefore, to hypothesize these findings, it uses:  

H2 If the concerns with the representative system explain parliamentary opposition to 

referendum legislation, then parties that oppose referendums should make references to no 

deliberation, no ability for consensus or compromise, no accountability, and only on single 

issues.  

The last main factor I will look at is party politics. One of the only studies on a 

referendum law in the Netherlands has already noticed that coalition politics plays a major 

role in the reversal of referendum legislation (van der Meer et al, 2020, p. 97). This thesis 

broadens the scope and focuses on party politics as a whole. Parties are still the main actor in 
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representative democracy because they structure elections and determine policy preferences 

(Muller, 2017, p. 141). Since parties play a vital role, it is important to understand how they 

impact parliamentary opposition to referendum legislation.  

To operationalize the factor of party politics, this thesis uses 2 main indicators. The 

first indicator is coalitions. The main way in which party politics contributes to decisions on 

policies is through taking part in government (Muller, 2017, p. 142). In the Netherlands, 

political fragmentation is high, meaning that multiple parties are required to govern (van 

Schuur & Voerman, 2010, p. 27). This is negotiated through coalition agreements. This is 

especially relevant in the Netherlands because cooperation among elites is a national 

democratic tradition (Bogaards, 2021, p. 21). They aim for consensus by negotiating 

backroom package deals with a piece of the pie for everybody (Bogaards, 2021, p. 31). Van 

der Velden et al (2018) have noticed that there is a coalition dilemma, parties want to enact 

their programs but are bound to the compromises made by the coalition (p. 396). It would be 

interesting to view whether coalitions would explain parliamentary opposition to referendum 

legislation.  

The second indicator would be references of politicians to internal party constraints 

made by their members or party leaders. Dutch political parties are voluntary organizations 

with membership. These party members decide on the manifestos and party programs and 

give political parties legitimacy (van Schuur & Voerman, 2010, p. 26). Party members can 

also alert parties to new issues (van Schuur & Voerman, 2010, p. 26). Internal party 

constraints might give explanations for parliamentary opposition to referendum legislation. If 

there are references to these two main indicators then the expectation is that it explains 

parliamentary opposition. Hence, the third hypothesis is: 

H3 If party politics explains parliamentary opposition to referendum legislation, then 

parties opposing referendums should make references to coalitions and internal party 

constraints. 

This combination of factors combines the strength of these theoretical perspectives 

and solves the gaps that a single factor would leave open. This combination increases the 

explanatory power. Overall, this thesis uses three main factors of policy learning, concerns 

with representative democracy and party politics. Their operationalizations are shown in 

Table 1 and later applied in Chapter 4. 
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Table 1 Operationalization of the Main factors 

Main Factors Operationalization into categories 

Policy Learning - References to past national referendums 

- Mentions of local referendum experiences at 

home 

- Mentions of foreign referendums and their 

experiences 

- References to experts and their arguments 

Concerns with the representative 

system 

- References to no deliberation 

- Mentions of no ability to 

compromise/consensus 

- Mentions of no accountability 

- References to only single issues 

Party politics  - References to coalitions 

- Mentions of internal party constraints  

 

4. Methods discussion  

4.1. Case Selection 

The previous chapter has shown the theoretical framework, this chapter will take you 

through the case selection, data collection method, and the data analysis method. This thesis 

uses a qualitative in-depth case study on the Netherlands. The Netherlands is selected because 

4 legislative proposals were rejected by parliament (van der Meer et al, 2020). Van der Akker 

(2021) has argued that withdrawal and rejection hint at referendum avoidance (p. 691). Since 

this thesis wants to explain parliamentary opposition, this is an ideal case to test it. 

Not only is there heavy parliamentary opposition, but also it is a most likely case 

study. All our theoretical factors are likely to be present. Dutch political parties have shifted 

their stances on referendums significantly throughout the years. For example, D66 was always 

a fierce proponent of referendum legislation, but suddenly switched sides in 2017 (van der 

Meer et al, 2020, p. 104-107). Additionally, the liberal party (VVD) has switched sides as 

well (Mamadouh, 2009, p. 318). Another major feature is that the 3 national referendums that 

were held in the Netherlands were all a no vote. Scholars have mentioned that these no votes 

hamper the parliaments and elite's power and they are inclined to stop holding referendums 

(Tierney, 2012; Norton, 2021). These findings show that policy learning is highly likely to be 

present in parliamentary debates.  
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Not only policy learning is likely to be present, but also the referendum legislation in 

the Netherlands was aimed at a corrective and binding citizen-initiated referendum. Norton 

(2021) has argued that these citizen-initiated referendums are an even bigger threat to the 

representative democracy because it gives citizens a veto (p. 95). Moreover, the three no-

votes in the national referendums were on laws that were already passed by the representative 

institutions (van der Meer et al, 2020, p. 105). Consequently, concerns with representative 

democracy are likely to be there as well. As mentioned in the theoretical framework also the 

presence of party politics is high, because coalition agreements and membership in political 

parties are a widespread phenomenon. Therefore, this is an ideal test case for these factors. 

The Netherlands is also a case that is generalizable to other countries. It is a 

parliamentary democracy that uses democratic practices that are widely used. It is similar to 

most countries in the aspect that the parliament has exclusive power on referendum legislation 

(Norton, 2021, p. 92). It is generalizable to several countries that have no provisions for 

referendums or referendums have never been on the agenda, such as Germany, Belgium, and 

Portugal (Qvortrup, 2014). Additionally, also other countries that are interested in citizen-

initiated referendums such as Bolivia and Colombia might learn from this research. 

(Qvortrup, 2014, p. 278). A key limitation is that an in-depth case study is never fully 

generalizable, but the abovementioned findings highlight that these countries can at least learn 

from this research. Overall, the Netherlands is chosen because it does not use referendums 

extensively, is similar to other non-referendum legislation countries and the abovementioned 

theoretical features are likely to be present.  

4.2.Data collection 

The main data used in this thesis comes from parliamentary debates. Referendum legislation 

has been debated significantly with more than 6 legislative proposals in both chambers of 

parliament since 1994 (Van der Meer et al, 2020, p. 105). The debates that will be analyzed 

Figure 1 Timeline milestones in referendum legislation  
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are based on Figure 1, which are the milestones of referendum legislation. The figure shows 

that there was not always consensus on whether to move on with the legislation. Since I am 

interested in parliamentary opposition, only the debates with a red connotation are chosen. An 

exception is the debate on the abolishment of the ARA in 2018, which abolished referendum 

legislation. Abolishment is not the key topic and thus this debate is omitted. Additionally, the 

2022 debate is selected because it does not have any results yet. In total 4 debates and their 

transcripts of the plenary debate are selected. Three of these debates are from the House of 

Representatives (Tweede Kamer), those in 2004, 2017, and 2022. One of these debates is 

from the Senate (Eerste Kamer) that has taken place in 1999. These no-debates are selected 

because they are the most likely to give us insights into parliamentary opposition to 

referendum legislation. Moreover, in general, the no-debates are longer and discuss more 

content than the yes debates. Furthermore, later debates are more represented because they 

have a higher chance of mentioning policy learning.  

 

4.3. Data analysis 

As a data analysis method, this thesis uses method triangulation and combines 

quantitative and qualitative content analysis. The document data was first coded using 

Mayring's (2000) category framework. The main indicators mentioned in chapter 2 were put 

into a separate category and given a color.1 They were deduced from the theory. I manually 

coded the data, first into the several factors, and then specified the specific category to which 

it belonged. This coding method is highly systematic and decreases the chances of cherry-

picking data and reduces the amount of material to focus on selected aspects (Schreier, 2014, 

p. 170).  

The analysis starts with a quantitative content analysis that focuses on the number of 

references. In quantitative content analysis, more counts equal more importance (Schreier, 

2014, p. 171). Hence, this thesis first counts the number of references to my theoretical 

factors and their indicators. This method has the strength of doing longitudinal research, 

meaning that we can measure changes over time (Riffe et al, 2019, p. 34). However, the count 

does not always show importance (Schreier, 2014, p. 171). That is why for the second part of 

the analysis, I use qualitative content analysis. This means “a method for systematically 

describing the meaning of qualitative data” (Schreier, 2014, p. 170). This method is valid 

because it can show the context behind these references found in the quantitative content 

 
1 Codebook is available upon request. 
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analysis. These references need to be seen in the context of the debate and this could give us 

additional insights into parliamentary opposition to referendum legislation. This thesis uses 

quotes to show the context of these references.2    

By using this method triangulation, it shares common features with both quantitative 

methods (consistency and reliability) while at the same time using the strengths of qualitative 

research (the context, meaning, and interpretation) (Schreier, 2014, p. 174). Nevertheless, no 

method is perfect, a major limitation is that it takes the material for granted, is descriptive and 

naïve, and does not question the data (Schreier, 2014, p. 178). These limitations are 

acceptable because the focus of the research question is on the references of politicians and 

not on the meaning or language used in the debates. 

Another key limitation is that analyzing debates implies that they accurately describe 

the opinion of political parties. Pedrazzani (2017) has argued that political parties use their 

speaking time differently depending on whether they are in government or not (p. 455). They 

use their speaking time for electoral gains (Pedrazzani, 2017, p. 456). This could mean that 

the “real” opinion of political parties is not mentioned in the debates, to ensure that they do 

not lose voters. However, this design can still give us directions into which factors are more 

important, especially because of the combination of quantitative and qualitative analysis.  

To add more depth to the analysis, this thesis briefly describes the political parties that 

are selected and their overall stance on referendums. The selected parties were required to be 

present in 2 debates. This means that several smaller parties are omitted because they did not 

have a significant impact on the overall debate. Figure 2 shows the selected parties based on 

their presence in the debates. The ideological stances are based on the finding in the literature. 

These parties are divided into three party groups. The first group is the confessional parties 

(CDA, CU, and SGP), who have always been active opponents of referendums (van der 

Akker, 2021, p. 675). The second group is the active proponents of referendums which are 

SP, PVV, and FVD (Jacobs et al, 2018; van der Meer et al, 2020). The third group includes 

D66, VVD, GL, and PvdA. They are the most interesting since these parties have changed 

 
2 These quotes are translated from Dutch to English. 
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their positions multiple times (van der Meer et al, 2020). The main analysis focuses on the 

first and last group of parties particularly when they are against referendum legislation.  

5. Analysis  

This chapter analyzes policy learning, concerns with representative democracy, and 

party politics by using the methods mentioned in the previous chapter. This chapter starts by 

describing the data in general. The next sections start with revealing the quantitative content 

analysis by showing how much each indicator comes back during the debates. After that, I 

show the qualitative analysis that focuses on the context and the reasons that politicians have 

given.  

This paragraph describes the overall findings and paves the way for the analysis. 

Overall, as Figure 3 highlights references to our selected factors seem to be increased. As can 

Figure 2 Party selection and their ideological stances 

Selected Parties  Ideological stance on 

referendums 

Present at which 

debates 

VVD- Right leaning liberals Contra All four 

D66- Left leaning liberals Pro All four 

CDA- Christian democrats Contra All four 

PVDA- Labour party Pro All four 

SP- Socialist party Pro All four 

Greenleft- Greens Pro All four 

CU- Christian religious party Contra All four 

SGP- Protestant Party Contra All four 

PVV- Conservative right 

party 

Pro 2017 and 2022 

FVD- Conservative right 

party 

Pro 2017 and 2022 

 

Total references to: 1999 2004 2017 2022 

Policy Learning 5 1 19 10 

Concerns with representative democracy 13 3 21 10 

Party politics 13 10 18 10 

 

Figure 3 Total references to the selected factors 
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be seen in the figure, the 2017 debate has the most references while the 2004 debate has the 

lowest. This can be explained by mentioning that in 2017 nearly all parties voted against the 

proposal namely VVD, CDA, CU, SGP, and referendum proponents D66, GL, and PvdA. 

Therefore, this debate would have the most mentions of the parliamentary opposition. On the 

other hand, the 2004 debate has the least references to parliamentary opposition. The 

explanation is given by the SGP who argued that “This is the third reading, namely it is nearly 

alike to the previously shot down proposal in 1999” (Tweede Kamer, 2004). As a result, there 

was not a substantive debate. Both the 1999 and 2022 debates had an average amount of 

references. In general, these debates had more political parties that were proponents of 

referendum legislation, but still, several opposing parties were present. These findings show 

that despite these limitations, the outcomes below seem to be valid.  

  

5.1. Policy Learning in the parliamentary debates 

Policy learning is the first factor that will be discussed. Policy learning would imply 

that politicians learn from past experiences, and references to policy learning should increase 

in later debates. In Figure 4 you can see that this is true. There are far more references to 

policy learning in the later debates. However, this varies according to which references. It 

seems that the national experiences have increased substantially over the years. In contrast, 

local experiences are quite randomly divided across the years which is surprising, because 

literature has found that they are more numerous than national referendums (van der Akker, 

2021). This research contradicts these claims. The same can be said for foreign experiences 

that have an evenly spread number of references. On the other hand, experts are mostly 

mentioned in the 1999 debate, while later they were much scarcer. These counts of the 

number of references to policy learning highlight that their references increased over the 

years.  

References to policy learning: 1999 2004 2017 2022 

National experiences 0 1 12 4 

Local experiences 2 0 2 0 

Foreign experiences 2 0 4 2 

Experts 5 0 1 4 

 

Figure 4 Number of references to policy learning 
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This quantitative analysis seems to reveal that policy learning plays an important role. 

Nevertheless, when you investigate the context of the debates references to policy learning are 

predominantly used by proponents of referendums. This applies especially to national 

referendum experiences that are used as the main argument for proponents of referendums. In 

the 2017 and 2022 debates, most parties that were in favor mentioned the referendums on the 

EU constitution and the Associational Treaty. For example, the PVV mentioned that “we had 

a beautiful referendum on the EU Constitution” (Tweede Kamer, 2022a). Opposing parties 

only use past referendums to show that the quorum is too high. For example, FVD states 

“with this law it would have been impossible to hold a referendum on the Constitutional 

Treaty nor on the Associational Treaty” (Tweede Kamer, 2022a). At the same time VVD, 

SGP, and CDA make no mention of national experiences. The assumption by Vagionaki & 

Trein (2020) that negative experiences play an important role is contradicted by these 

findings.  

The literature argues that referendum remembrance plays a key role in how they are 

shaped further (Lord, 2021, p. 37). However, in the debates parties argue that national past 

experiences did not play a role in their opposition to referendum legislation. GL argues that 

“it has nothing to do with the outcome of referendums” (Tweede Kamer, 2017). The analysis 

shows that national experiences do not explain parliamentary opposition and these 

experiences are mostly used by proponents.  

Concerning references to local experiences, there is not a distinct pattern. References 

to local referendums are mostly used by proponents of referendum legislation. The SP used 

local examples to highlight the importance of referendums and they argue that “past summer 

in Haarlem we had a referendum on parking, which was started by the VVD” (Tweede 

Kamer, 2017). In addition, also the PVV states that “CDA wanted a referendum on leasehold 

in Amsterdam” (Tweede Kamer, 2017). Another example is from D66 which mentions that “a 

constitutional revision of referendums is necessary because local experiences need it” (Eerste 

Kamer, 1999a, p. 1345). Thus, local experiences are not an explanation for parliamentary 

opposition but are used by proponents of referendums.  

It seems that foreign experiences are used evenly by both sides. For example, in 1999 

the VVD argues that “the existence of referendums has led in Switzerland to a late adoption 

of woman’s suffrage” (Eerste Kamer, 1999c, p. 1388). In addition, the VVD mentions that 

“the Netherlands and not Switzerland has the most open political system in the world” 

(Tweede Kamer, 2017). Not only Switzerland but also Brexit is used by the political parties to 

show the negative sides of referendums (Tweede Kamer, 2017). The positive references are 
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ample as well though. For instance, PVV states “a lot of areas use referendums such as the 

US, in Berlin and Switzerland, these countries show that it does not harm representative 

democracy” (Tweede Kamer, 2017). D66 mentions in 1999 that “are the French and Danes 

special people? Perhaps but they believe in a vote for the people” (Eerste Kamer, 1999b, p. 

1375). These findings show that foreign experiences played a role, but the references are not 

used that often.  

The last category is the mention of experts. This was especially high in the 1999 and 

2022 debates. In the earlier debates, these experts played a more significant role because 

national experiences were not present. The VVD argues that “the state commission 

Biesheuvel is responsible for the quorums, but their text is misunderstood” (Eerste Kamer, 

1999b, p. 1381). Also in the 2017 debate, CDA mentions experts by referring to the vice-

president of the Council of State who has argued that “you cannot use direct and 

representative democracy interchangeably and direct democracy is not better than 

representative democracy (Tweede Kamer, 2017). However, a key limitation is that just as 

with national experiences, most proponents of referendum legislation use experts to support 

their argument as well. For example, the PvdA mentions that “commission Cals/Donner, 

commission Biesheuvel and commission Beetman argue that there is a need for democratic 

innovations” (Eerste Kamer, 1999a, p. 1353). In addition, SP argues that “referendum 

legislation was introduced because state commission on the parliamentary system argued in 

favor of a referendum” (Tweede Kamer, 2022a). These contrast the findings in the literature, 

which mentioned that scientific experts have a big influence on policy discourses (Scholten, 

2017, p. 348). Additionally, Vagionaki & Trein (2020) argue that governments filter expert 

findings to use for their benefit. My findings contrast both these claims from the literature. 

Expert opinions do not determine parliamentary opposition to referendums. 

Overall, mentions of policy learning increased but references to local experiences, 

national experiences, and expert opinions do not explain parliamentary opposition. They are 

most often used by proponents of referendum legislation. Foreign experiences are used by 

both sides and might partially explain parliamentary opposition. The literature has found that 

knowledge and experiences do not cause policy change but rather the policy assumptions of 

the political party (Scholten, 2017, p. 361). In addition, political parties use information that 

increases their power and supports partisan strategies (Vagionaki & Trein, 2020, p. 310). My 

findings seem to support both claims. Opposition parties such as PVV and SP make 

references to national and local experiences to increase their power, while opponents of 
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referendum legislation such as VVD and CDA choose to not do so because it might hamper 

their arguments.   

H1 stated that parties that oppose referendum legislation should mention references to 

policy learning and that they should increase over time. The first part that parliamentary 

opposition is explained by policy learning is disproved, it seems to be the other way around. 

However, the second part is proved, that references increased over time. In addition, foreign 

experiences partly explain parliamentary opposition. An interesting finding is that non-

confessional parties seem to use policy learning more often than the confessional ones.  

 

5.2. Concerns with representative democracy in parliamentary debates 

This section covers the second factor namely concerns with representative democracy. 

Figure 5 shows that concerns with representative democracy increased over time or remained 

constant. As you can see in the Figure, no deliberation in referendums seems the be the main 

argument used to highlight parliamentary opposition to referendum legislation. At the same 

time, only on single issues and no accountability for citizens in referendums seems to be a 

constant factor as well. No ability for compromise seems to be a less used argument in total.  

In the context of the debates, these arguments seem to hold. Concerns with 

representative democracy are a key factor for parliamentary opposition to referendum 

legislation as was expected by the literature. All confessional parties are especially concerned 

with representative democracy. For example, CDA mentions that “referendums are at least 

partially an infringement into representative democracy (Eerste Kamer, 1999a, p. 1340). 

Furthermore, SGP argues that “referendums have a tension with representative democracy 

and solutions are provided by improving representative democracy, not direct democracy” 

(Tweede Kamer, 2004). Furthermore, in 2017 for GL no deliberation means a no-vote 

towards the referendum law. They highlight “we do not want a yes/no at the end, we want the 

citizens involved from the beginning (Tweede Kamer, 2017). Moreover, CDA and SGP both 

stress that citizens are not as accountable as the representative institutions (Tweede Kamer, 

References to concerns with representative democracy 1999 2004 2017 2022 

No deliberation 4 0 10 5 

No ability for compromise/consensus 4 0 3 1 

No accountability  2 1 4 1 

Only on single issues 3 2 4 3 

 

Figure 5 Number of references to concerns with representative democracy 
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2017). Additionally, the VDD argues that “the responsibility about societal problems in which 

various sides have to be considered, should not be given back to the citizens” (Tweede 

Kamer, 2022a). The arguments of no compromises are highlighted in the debate, but not as 

much as was expected by the literature. For instance, the VVD states “lawmaking is most 

often making compromises, this infers that everybody gets a piece of the pie, which is not 

possible in referendums (Eerste Kamer, 1999a, p. 1358). The four factors identified in the 

theoretical framework by the literature seem to hold. These findings seem to show that 

concerns with representative democracy explain parliamentary opposition.  

Several inductively gathered arguments on concerns with representative democracy 

were present as well. Some key references are made to bypassing the representative 

institutions. For example, CDA argues that “the trust in democracy would not improve if 

carefully negotiated laws in the representative system could be turned upside down by a 

referendum” (Tweede Kamer, 2004). Moreover, D66, a party that was always in favor of 

referendums, changed because it was afraid that carefully chosen pathways of international 

treaties by representative institutions would be broken by a referendum (Tweede Kamer, 

2017). The literature argued this as well in stating that “referendums can bypass the 

representative institutions especially when they are binding” (Jäske & Setälä, 2019, p. 96). 

This research supports this claim.  

Minority protection is another category that comes back often. For instance, CDA 

mentions that “our representative system protects minority rights and takes them into 

account” (Eerste Kamer, 1999c, p. 1388). At the same time, the SP argues that “a minority 

that might be a majority, would be able to correct a majority here in this house” (Tweede 

Kamer, 2022c). Also, the literature has stated that “minorities are always on the losing side” 

(Chambers, 2018, p. 306). These findings support this claim. Thus, concerns about 

representative democracy explain parliamentary opposition. Not only do my operationalized 

indicators reveal this but also the inductively gathered indicators.  

A change in attitude from the strict anti-referendum party CU reveals that this factor is 

important. They had concerns about representative democracy in all debates, except in 2022 

when they changed their position. They still had these concerns, but a higher quorum would 

solve these problems. CU state that “the height of the quorum would need to be high enough 

to not hamper our representative democracy” (Tweede Kamer, 2022a). This shows that 

concerns with representative democracy play a key role in determining parliamentary 

opposition because when these concerns are taken away, parliamentary opposition withers 

away.  
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Overall, H2 states that concerns with representative democracy should be used by 

parties that oppose referendum legislation. This seems to be the case, therefore, H2 would be 

proved. Not only the indicators defined by the operationalization are present but also 

inductively gathered indicators reveal these concerns for representative democracy. It can 

cause parties to question referendum legislation if the law does not consider the system of 

representative democracy and its institutions. A solution would be to take these concerns 

away.  

 

5.3. Party politics in parliamentary debates 

This section analyzes the last factor being party politics. The factor of party politics 

implied that coalitions or internal party constraints increase parliamentary opposition. 

According to figure 6, this is the case. There were several references to coalitions in the 

earlier debates, while the internal party constraints were more important in the later debates.   

Figure 6 Number of references to party politics and its indicators 

This is also shown in the content of the debates. Coalition agreements played a big 

role in the earlier two debates because coalition agreements determined that referendum 

legislation was or was not on the agenda. For D66, the referendum law was so important that 

it threatened to withdraw its support for the coalition and cause a cabinet crisis (Eerste Kamer, 

1999a, p. 1339. This put pressure on the VVD to vote in favor of the law (Eerste Kamer, 

1999a, p. 1360). Eventually, one senator of the VVD did not vote in favor and as a result, the 

proposal was rejected. A cabinet crisis followed. In 2004 it was the other way around, the 

coalition dropped referendum legislation and the government gave a negative voting 

recommendation (Tweede Kamer, 2004). For example, CU followed this recommendation 

and stated “we are happy that our fraction and the government have the same opinion and we 

will follow their advice (Tweede Kamer, 2004). At the same time, several parties that were in 

favor of the referendum law accused D66 of not negotiating enough to get this on the agenda. 

For instance, the PvdA stated, “why did you let this proposal slide out of the negotiations?” 

(Tweede Kamer, 2004). This meant that VVD and CDA could both follow their line of 

argumentation and were not bound to vote in favor. The same can be applied to the 2017 

References to party politics 1999 2004 2017 2022 

Coalition agreements 10 9 2 3 

Internal party constrains 3 1 16 7 
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debate in which the government was neutral (Tweede Kamer, 2017). These findings highlight 

that coalitions play a role in both proponents and opponents of referendum legislation. The 

literature has argued that coalitions increase parliamentary opposition (van der Meer et al, 

2020, p. 111). My findings seem to disagree, it can be used both ways. Hence, coalitions are 

only partially an explanatory indicator for parliamentary opposition to referendum legislation.  

The last indicator is internal party constraints. Internal party constraints are an 

important factor in explaining parliamentary opposition to referendum legislation. This was 

particularly the case in 2017 when three main proponents of referendums D66, GL, and PvdA 

all voted no to the proposal, because of members saying no. The PvdA states “a majority of 

members has said no during our party congress” (Tweede Kamer, 2017). GL has the same 

argumentation namely “the society has changed and the party congress has decided that we 

look further than a law that says yes or no, and looks at how we can improve democracy in 

the broader sense” (Tweede Kamer, 2017). D66 is both constrained by the coalition 

agreement and also by the party congress. As is stated in the debate “our view is supported by 

a statement of our members who argued that we are in favor of referendums although with the 

right rules of the game (Tweede Kamer, 2017). In the 2022 debate, this is also a key point of 

concern for the VVD. They are constrained by their party members, namely, they argue 

“There is a sentence in the party manifesto that mentions this, we want to work with this 

manifesto as was decided by our members”. The literature has found that party membership 

declines and this limits the legitimacy of the decisions that are enacted by the congress (van 

Schuur & Voerman, 2010, p. 27). These findings highlight that despite this decline, party 

members still make important decisions. Therefore, internal party constraints play a major 

role in the parliamentary opposition to referendum legislation.  

Overall, coalitions play a minor role while internal party politics play a larger role in 

determining parliamentary opposition. References to coalitions and internal party constraints 

are made ample in the parliamentary debates. However, coalitions are also used by 

proponents. The literature has argued that strategic retreats happen, which means that parties 

back out of a goal because it is too costly to obtain (Vagionaki & Trein, 2020, p. 310). These 

findings seem to agree, parties change their position when it is too costly to hold it. As a 

result, H3 which argues that parties opposing referendum legislation should mention 

coalitions and internal party constraints would be proved. A major sidenote is that coalitions 

are also used by proponents of referendum legislation.  
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6. Conclusion 

This thesis answered the research question: what factors explain parliamentary 

opposition to referendum legislation? It did so because several countries do not use the 

benefits of referendums because of issues implementing referendum legislation. This is 

particularly the case while parliaments restrain their future power with this legislation. The 

Netherlands was selected because it said 4 times no to referendum legislation and a new 

debate is currently taking place. Academic literature has largely ignored researching 

referendum legislation and the role of the parliament in this.    

My theoretical factors were policy learning, concerns with representative democracy, 

and party politics. The analysis in chapter 4 highlighted that policy learning did not play a 

role in explaining parliamentary opposition, because proponents of referendums used policy 

learning as an argument. This is the case for 3 out of the 4 indicators namely local and 

national experiences and the use of experts is mentioned by proponents. The indicator of 

foreign experiences was used by both opponents and proponents of referendum legislation 

and partially explains parliamentary opposition. The second factor of concerns with 

representative democracy explains parliamentary opposition quite well. All relevant indicators 

were present and used in parliamentary debates. This was particularly the case for the 

indicators: no deliberation, only on single issues, and no accountability, which are key 

arguments explaining parliamentary opposition. On the other hand, no ability to compromise 

seems to be a limited indicator. In addition, also two inductively gathered indicators were 

present and played an important role, namely minority protection and the bypassing of 

representative institutions. The last factor that was being analyzed was party politics. Party 

politics was also an important factor explaining parliamentary opposition to referendum 

legislation. The indicator of coalitions was both used by proponents and opponents and was 

particularly important in the earlier debates. In contrast, internal party constraints were a key 

factor and were mostly used in the later debates.   

Despite these findings, my study has some limitations. First, this thesis could not look 

at every factor or underlying relationship that influences parliamentary opposition to 

referendum legislation. This is particularly the case for party politics in which we only used 

two main indicators. A possible limitation is that I was not able to measure a key indicator of 

party politics namely being in government or being in the opposition. Literature has found 

that most often opposition parties are in favor of referendums, while government parties are 

against (van der Meer et al, 2020; Jacobs et al, 2018). Unfortunately, parliamentarians did not 

make any reference to this in the parliamentary debates. Therefore, I selected coalitions as a 
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proxy for this relationship. Second, another limitation is the coding process, which was based 

on the author's interpretation of documents and limits the validity of the findings. Third, as 

mentioned in chapter 3, the Netherlands is a unique case, so the conclusions are not as 

generalizable. However, despite these limitations, the findings give clear indications of factors 

that are relevant for explaining parliamentary opposition to referendum legislation.  

The analysis has revealed that for successful implementation, concerns about 

representative democracy and party politics are key factors. These should be solved by the 

institutional design of referendums and should be considered by initiators of referendum 

legislation around the world. On the other hand, policy learning seems to be less important 

which means that negative referendum experiences would not matter to the parliamentary 

opposition. Therefore, trial and error learning in the design phase would be a good strategy. 

However, these findings are limitedly generalizable to other countries such as the UK and 

Germany, namely this study has selected a country with at least some referendum experience. 

It would be relevant to also view whether these findings are found in countries that have never 

used any referendums such as Belgium and this could be an avenue for further research. In 

addition, Lord (2021) states “one’s attitude to referendums is shaped by the ideological 

position and understanding of democracy” (p. 32). The use of ideology for determining 

parliamentary opposition might be another avenue of further research. To conclude, this thesis 

reveals that the 4 times no by the Dutch parliament would be explained by concerns about 

representative democracy and party politics.  
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Lobbying Success in the EU 
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1. Introduction 

 In March 2015, the International Agency for Research on Cancer classified 

Glyphosate as likely to be carcinogenic to humans (IARC, March 20, 2015). These new 

findings sparked a heated debate. While industries defended the use of Glyphosate as a 

fertilizer, numerous NGOs such as Greenpeace wanted to see it banned in the European 

Union (EU). The debate reached a climax when it became public that the EU’s risk 

assessment on Glyphosate was founded on industry-based results (Robinson et al., 2020). 

Consequently, in 2017, a European Citizen’s Initiative was launched gathering more than a 

million signatures to ban Glyphosate. Under continued public pressure, the European 

Commission3 launched a public consultation to re-assess the risk assessment of Glyphosate 

(GD).  

 Around the same time, the Commission launched a public consultation to update EU 

acts regarding the Aarhus Convention (AC), a legislation that allows the public to better 

scrutinize EU acts concerning the environment (Commission, 2021). The update resulted 

from the latest findings of the AC compliance committee that found non-compliance of the 

EU with the AC. In contrast to Glyphosate, the update concerning the AC did not spark 

attention in the European public. There were for example no demonstrations, and the AC was 

not debated in the media. Hence, both cases differ in one crucial aspect, namely how much 

attention they received from the public. The academic debate calls this a difference in public 

salience. The two cases show that inevitably some climate-related topics are more salient 

(GD) than others (AC).  

 When the Commission launches new proposals such as the AC and the GD, 

stakeholders mobilize as they aim to influence the outcome in their favour. Thus, interest 

group researchers are concerned with the question of what determinants affect influence and 

how successful interest groups are. Influence is defined “as an actor’s ability to shape a 

decision in line with their preferences” (Dür, 2008, p. 561). Investigating the question of 

lobbying influence is nothing new, as the literature was established with the Single European 

Act in 1986 and has ever grown since (e.g. Greenwood, 1997; Mahoney, 2007; Klüver et al, 

 
3 Hereinafter referred to as “the Commission” 
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2015). Within this group, some focus on explaining why certain groups succeed relative to 

others (e.g. Baumgartner et al., 2009). Others examine the role of different strategies in 

shaping policy outcomes (e.g. Dür and Mateo, 2016) and why and how interest groups' 

involvement at EU institutions varies (e.g. Klüver et al., 2015, p. 448). Hence, investigating 

interest group influence is central to all studies that deal with EU decision-making and its 

legitimacy.  

 While influence has been a crucial topic in interest group research, it was only in the 

last ten years that it was linked to salience. Studying the linkages between lobbying success 

and salience has become especially relevant, considering the increased public attention around 

environmental topics. Therefore, this thesis addresses the research question “To what degree 

is salience important for interest group lobbying success at the policy formulation stage in the 

EU’s environmental policies?”. The policy formulation stage has been chosen as it is 

considered to be the most influential stage for interest groups to exert influence on a future 

policy proposal (Hix, 2005 as cited in Bunea, 2013, p.558). Using a comparative case study 

between the AC and GD, this paper aims to show the effect of salience on an NGO’s lobbying 

success. This thesis argues that while little public salience on a policy issue could affect an 

NGO’s goal attainment positively, high salience in turn, could diminish an NGO’s influence 

on the policy process.   

 This paper contributes to raising citizens' awareness of interest group’s role in shaping 

policies at the EU level. This helps to improve the transparency of the EU's decision-making 

procedures. Moreover, interest groups profit from knowing effective channels to best achieve 

their desired policy outcome. Thus, understanding how public attention affects the success of 

their advocacy can be helpful for their future engagement, as well as help the broader public 

understand how their support (i.e. salience) is mediated into decisions by the elites.  

 This paper further adds two main contributions to the academic literature. First, 

scholars’ debate whether institutional factors, issue-specific features, interest-group 

characteristics, or a combination of all is best suited to explain lobbying success. In focussing 

on one issue-specific feature, namely salience, this paper adds greater nuance to this debate. 

Second, there is an ongoing discussion about which method is best suited to measuring 

interest group influence. This research contributes to the discussion by applying the 

preference attainment method in a qualitative case study. 

 This thesis proceeds as follows: firstly, it reviews the determinates of interest group 

influence. Secondly, a theoretical framework drawing on Mahoney (2007) sets out how the 

role of salience in lobbying success is examined. Thirdly, it empirically motivates the case 
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selection and provides background information to the cases. Fourthly, the preference 

attainment method and the coding scheme are established. Fifthly, the empirical part unravels 

Greenpeace's preferences in the two selected cases and compares them with the Commission’s 

final proposal. This is followed by a discussion of the findings. Finally, the thesis ends with a 

conclusion summarizing the results and highlighting the limitations of the research.   

2. The state of art - Determinates of interest group influence 

The role and impact of interest groups in the EU are subject to an ongoing debate. On 

the one hand, interest groups may enhance the democratic accountability in the EU by 

providing decision-makers with citizens' and industries’ aggregated interests (Mahoney, 2007, 

p. 38). On the other hand, critics warn that democratic decision-making may be endangered 

when interest groups overpower EU institutions (Michalowitz, 2007, p. 132). Nevertheless, 

academics claim that interest groups undoubtedly, play a crucial role in the functioning of the 

EU (Klüver et al, 2015, pp. 448-449). They are closely intertwined with the decision-making 

processes of the EU, which depends on stakeholders' expertise, and vice versa, interest groups 

are keen to influence the outcome.  

To explain interest groups lobbying success, scholars have traditionally focussed on 

the individual characteristics of stakeholders (Eising, 2007, p. 330). More recently, scholars 

have examined the conceptual setting within which lobbying takes place arguing that 

stakeholders’ influence varies depending on the demand of an institution and the supply of an 

advocate (Klüver et al., 2015, pp. 451-455). Ultimately, the debate also incorporates a variety 

of policy-related aspects such as complexity, salience, and a degree of conflict. This 

demonstrates an ongoing debate in the literature about what factors specifically can explain 

lobbying influence.  

 Following Mahoney (2007) and Dür & de Bièvre (2007), this paper groups the factors 

explaining lobbying success into three approaches: the institutional context, interest group 

characteristics, and issue-specific factors (pp. 38-41). The first approach focusses on the 

institutional context in the EU. Each EU institution provides different opportunities for 

advocates to get in touch with policymakers. Thus, understanding the different venues that the 

European Parliament4, the Commission and the European Council provide is crucial when 

endeavouring to explain influence and when comparing influence across different political 

systems (e.g. Mahoney, 2007, p. 35). Bouwen’s (2002) Access theory draws attention to the 

institutional characteristics to explain why some groups are more likely to have an influence 

 
4 Hereinafter referred to as “the Parliament “ 
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when lobbying a particular institution (p. 370). He predicts that business groups are more 

likely to succeed if they provide the goods required by the institutional actor. Hence, it is 

essential for advocates to identify the demands of the EU institutions. Setting the EU’s 

agenda, the Commission depends on expert knowledge and grounds its legitimacy on the 

advocacy process (Klüver, 2013, p. 11; Bouwen, 2002, p. 381). The Parliament, which is 

more directly accountable to the public, is expected to be more responsive to civil society 

organizations as its members aim for re-election (Mahoney, 2007, p. 38). As for the Council, 

Klüver et al. highlight that advocating through national government venues increases 

stakeholders’ chances to achieve their preferences (2015, p. 450). Thus, looking at the 

institutional context can explain why interest groups may perform differently. 

 The second approach argues that whether or not a stakeholder can attain its policy 

goals depends on the group’s characteristics. Interest group characteristics encompass 

permanent features that remain relatively constant such as financial resources, staff, 

membership size as well as the advocate type (Klüver, 2013, p. 12). It is debated whether 

resources have a positive impact on interest group influence. Klüver (2011), for example, 

highlights that resources might also refer to the legitimacy or political support (p. 484). Dür 

and de Bièvre (2007) have argued that gaining access to the EU institutions through beneficial 

interest group characteristics does not necessarily mean that a stakeholder influences an 

outcome. Instead, “access” should rather be considered as a helpful tool to study influence 

(Bouwen, 2002, p. 366). In addition, there are non-permanent features that vary from issue to 

issue, such as the lobbying strategies and information available to a stakeholder (Klüver, 

2013, pp. 12-13). Strategically, interest groups make use of inside and outside lobbying to put 

through their interests (Junk, 2015, p. 237). This indicates that examining the group’s 

characteristics can help to explain lobbying success.  

 The third approach concentrates on issue-specific factors to explain an interest-group’s 

ability to exert influence on a legislative proposal (Mahoney, 2007, p. 40). A policy issue’s 

scope and type, degree of conflict, coalition opportunities, and salience are relevant factors to 

consider (Klüver, 2011, p. 484). Mahoney (2007) hypothesizes that the larger the scope of an 

issue, the more conflictual an issue or the more salient an issue, the less likely advocates are 

in attaining their goals (p. 40). When faced with lobbying for large-scope issues, 

policymakers need to consider more positions and will not tend to follow one line of arguing. 

Consequently, advocates are less influential in such situations. Similarly, advocating for an 

issue that is highly debated or highly conflictual is likely to decrease an interest group’s 

chances of influencing the proposal while an issue with little or no opposition might enhance 
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a stakeholder’s influence (Mahoney, 2007, pp. 47-49). Klüver (2011) empirically shows that 

the size of lobbying coalitions positively affects an advocate’s degree of influence (p. 498). In 

addition, interest group influence might also vary depending on whether the policy issue is 

redistributive, distributive, or regulatory (Dür and de Bièvre, 2007).  

 While different strands to explain determinants of advocates' goal attainment have 

emerged, reviewing literature has shown that especially the issue-specific factor salience has 

only been researched closer in the last ten years. The degree to which salience affects 

lobbying success merits therefore further research efforts. This paper aims to fill this gap in 

the literature by studying the role of salience in lobbying success. 

The following table 1 illustrates the above-mentioned factors that authors have established to 

explain lobbying influence. 

 

Table 1 

Summary of the three main groups of factors explaining influence  

Lobbying success is explained from a plethora of perspectives and factors: 

Institutional context Issue-specific factors Interest-group factors 

European Parliament: seeks 

technical information, might 

follow mainstream civil 

society demands when aiming 

to be re-elected 

Scope, Degree of conflict, 

Salience: Interest groups 

lobbying for large scope, 

highly debated or highly 

conflictual issues might be 

less influential. 

Permanent features:  

(Financial) resources 

Staff & membership size 

Advocate type (business 

groups vs. NGO) 

European Council: national 

associations have strong ties 

to governments which makes 

them favourable to the 

Council's venues 

Composition of lobbying 

groups: the size might 

increase/decrease the 

likelihood of an advocate’s 

goal attainment 

European Commission: 

encourages interest group 

participation for gaining 

legitimacy and expert 

knowledge 

Non-permanent features: 

Information supply 

Lobbying strategies 

(inside vs. outside) 

(Source: Mahoney, 2007 and Dür & de Bièvre (2007); own illustration) 

 

3. Theoretical framework - Salience  

 The concept of salience is used differently in research on EU politics, which has 

resulted in numerous definitions. Generally, scholars agree that salience refers to the “relative 
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importance actors attribute to a specific political matter” (Beyers et al., 2018, p. 1726). To 

operationalize salience more specifically, two approaches have been developed. Warntjen 

(2012) puts forward that the term actor refers to stakeholders, namely the interest groups that 

are engaged with the policy issue (p. 169). Thus, salience is the importance that stakeholders 

attribute to a policy issue and varies with the topic and the actor. This actor-specific approach 

can be measured by conducting interviews or surveys with advocates to examine their 

perceived salience of certain issues. In contrast to this approach, de Bruycker and Beyers 

(2018) highlight that salience can also mean how much attention a policy issue receives from 

the public (p. 61). This can be operationalized by looking at media reporting in form of 

newspaper articles on the issue and public opinion polls (i.e. de Vries, 2007).  

 Empirical studies that link salience with lobbying success remain scarce. Being one of 

the few that investigated this link, Beyers et al. (2018) highlight that the salience of a policy 

issue plays a crucial role in whether advocates attain their goals (p. 1734). In light of this 

finding, two prominent approaches to measuring salience prevail. The first approach is put 

forward by Klüver (2011) who measures salience by examining the amount of attention that 

different interest groups attribute to a policy issue (p. 488). Thus, to her, goal attainment 

depends on coalition size, and it is therefore expected that the effect of salience on lobbying is 

variable. This approach is not applicable to this thesis for two reasons: Firstly, this paper 

focusses on an individual interest group, namely an NGO, and not on several ones or a 

coalition. Secondly, this paper defines salience as the amount of public attention that an issue 

receives and not the attention that stakeholders per se attribute to an issue.  

 Another approach is used by Mahoney (2007) who defines salience in terms of the 

amount of attention an issue receives from the public via media coverage (p. 43). More 

concretely, she measures the degree of salience by conducting Lexis-Nexis searches of the 

Financial Times (2007, pp. 43-44). Her findings indicate that greater salience of an issue 

diminishes an advocate’s ability to achieve the desired goal (2007, pp. 49- 51). This is 

because greater salience leads to more interest groups being involved in the advocacy process. 

Consequently, more and eventually contrasting preferences are present in the policy process. 

Ultimately, this diminishes a single stakeholder's ability to influence the final proposal by the 

Commission. As this paper is interested in public salience, it builds on Mahoney’s theory and 

derives the following hypothesis:  

H1 The capacity of an interest group to attain its objectives decreases when it lobbies for a 

policy proposal with greater salience. 
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 In contrast, little public attention could lead to fewer interest groups being involved in 

the advocacy process. Thus, fewer viewpoints and opposing positions are present in the 

lobbying process. Hence, it is expected that a single interest group’s aims are more likely to 

be reflected to a higher degree in the final policy proposal. Based on this reasoning, this paper 

derives the hypothesis:  

H2 The capacity of an interest group to attain its objectives increases when it lobbies for a 

policy proposal with less salience. 

4. Data collection   

4.1 Deriving salience in the Glyphosate and Aarhus cases 

 To test the hypotheses, this paper examines one low-salience and one high-salience 

policy case. The cases should be controlled with a similarity between all variables except the 

independent variable, which should differ significantly, namely salience (Yin, 2009, pp. 255-

260). Hence, building on Yin (2009), the case studies must meet certain criteria. Firstly, only 

proposals that concern the EU climate policies such as the environmental and public health 

policy were considered suitable. Secondly, only proposals that were subject to open public 

consultations were selected. This is to provide sufficient accessible data for this study. 

Thirdly, following the consultation, the Commission should have drafted a legislative 

proposal which must also be accessible online. Fourthly, the independent variable, salience, 

needs to differ between the two proposals. In measuring salience, this paper follows Beyers et 

al’s (2018) suggestion to account for various sources to enhance the reliability (p. 1734). To 

determine the degree of salience in both cases, possible proposals were checked on the extent 

of public attention they generated by looking firstly at media coverage and secondly at 

mobilization events. 

 Firstly, media coverage was measured by the total number of articles turning up in the 

LexisNexis keyword search for all news reported on the issue in the Financial Times from 

one year before the public consultation was published until the adoption of the proposal from 

the Parliament (i.e. Mahoney, 2007, p. 43). The articles were coded manually to verify 

whether or not they pertain to the policy issue. As can be seen in Table 2 below, the 

timeframe for the GD case included the period from January 2017 to April 2018 and resulted 

in 188 respective articles. For the AC the timeframe spanned from December 2017 to 

December 2019 and only resulted in three articles concerning this case. This demonstrates a 
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strong variance in the number of hits between the cases (see Table 2) and indicates that the 

AC received less attention. 

 Secondly, mobilization events were measured by conducting an online search of the 

newspaper Euractiv whereby articles reporting on demonstrations in Brussels on the topics of 

the two policy cases were coded manually within the timeframe of one year before both 

public consultations were published until the date of publication. As illustrated in Table 2, this 

resulted in five demonstrations regarding the GD and none regarding the AC, thus, 

demonstrating a strong variance in mobilization. Additionally, the existence of an European 

Citizen’s Initiative for the GD case with more than one million signatures has been accounted 

for as a mobilization event indicator, thereby underlying that GD is a highly salient issue.  

 Ultimately, the number of submissions to the public consultation can also be 

considered an indicator of salience. In the AC case, 174 stakeholders and citizens replied, and 

in the GD case, more than twice as many stakeholders and citizens replied, namely a total of 

471. This search on the degree of salience indicates that the renewal of the Glyphosate 

Directive garnered more attention than the update of EU acts with the Aarhus Convention. In 

addition, both cases fulfill the above-established criteria by Yin (2009). Therefore, the GD 

was selected as a case with high salience, and the AC was selected as representing a case with 

low salience. To ensure relatively equal conditions, the two proposals were taken from the 

same term of the Commission namely the Juncker Commission (2014 – 2019).  

 

Table 2: Measures of public salience in the Glyphosate and Aarhus case 

Criteria  Glyphosate Directive (GD) Aarhus Convention (AC) 

Public consultation 23/01/2018 – 20/03/2018 

Transparency and sustainability of 

the EU risk assessment model in the 

food chain 

20/12/2018 – 14/03/2019 

EU implementation of the Aarhus 

Convention in the area of access to 

justice in environmental matters  

Number of submissions to 

the consultation: 

471 in total 174 in total 

Media coverage: 

Number of LexisNexis hits 

(Financial Times) 

Keyword: Glyphosate 

Timeframe: 01/2017 – 06/2018 

Hits: 188 

Keyword: Aarhus 

Timeframe:12/2018 – 04/2019 

Hits: 3 

Mobilization events: 

Number of articles 

(Euractiv, 2017 Brussels) 

25/07; 19/07; 25/10; 09/11; 28/11 none 

European Citizens 

Initiative 

1 (1,320,517 signatures) 

#StopGlyphosate 

none 

Level of salience high low 

(Source: as referenced in the section above; own illustration) 
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4.2 Background to the Glyphosate and Aarhus cases 

 Having established the two cases, this section provides background information on 

them. The GD case is a food safety and public health topic. This policy has been chosen as it 

is closely interlinked with environment, and the EU is together with the Member States 

responsible for ensuring a high level of public health. Glyphosate is the most frequently used 

herbicide globally and in the EU. Since 2015, new findings of Glyphosate being carcinogenic 

have sparked an ongoing debate. Pesticides that can cause cancer must be banned, according 

to EU legislation. However, in accordance with Regulation (EC) No 1107/2009, Glyphosate 

continues to be approved in the EU5. In 2017, a European Citizen’s Initiative was launched 

that aimed at banning Glyphosate and protecting people and the environment from toxic 

pesticides. This initiative benefitted from considerable financial support from Greenpeace and 

generated 1,070,865 statements of support from twenty-two Member States (Greenpeace, 

2017a & f). While the Commission finds no need to abandon Glyphosate, they responded to 

the demand by launching a public consultation on the transparency and sustainability of the 

EU risk assessment in the food chain in January 2018 (Commission, n.d,).  

 The AC is an environmental topic and thus belongs to the core EU policies. The 

Directorate-General Environment being one of the most lobbied policy areas of the 

Commission, the environmental policy field provides a relevant case to study (Coen, 2007, p. 

336). The Aarhus Convention differs from the Glyphosate Directive as it contains a more 

legal topic, namely environmental laws. In addition, it deals with an International Convention 

that was drafted by the United Nations and consequently requires the EU to adopt it. In 2007, 

the Aarhus Regulation was adopted by the EU containing three crucial points: access to 

information, public participation, and access to justice in environmental matters. This enabled 

the public and environmental NGOs to request “an internal review of acts adopted, or 

omissions, by Union institutions and bodies, which may contravene EU environmental law”6. 

In 2018, however, the AC Compliance Committee found that the EU failed to comply with 

the Convention because of an insufficient administrative and judicial redress at the EU level. 

Hence, an initiative was launched, including a public consultation on the EU implementation 

 
5 European Commission. Food Safety (2022). Glyphosate. https://ec.europa.eu/food/plants/pesticides/approval-

active-substances/renewal-approval/glyphosate_en 
6 see 3 

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/aarhus/requests.htm
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of the Aarhus Convention in the area of access to justice in environmental matters, to improve 

compliance with the AC (Commission, n.d).   

 

4.3 Interest group selection 

 An NGO was chosen as it is often assumed that they have less influence on policy 

proposals than industries (Dür, 2007b, p. 83). Moreover, research has shown that especially 

issue-specific factors such as salience are more important to an NGO’s lobbying success than 

for example interest group characteristics (Junk, 2015, p. 237). The NGO that was chosen for 

this study needed to meet certain criteria. Firstly, as the two policy issues stem from the field 

of environmental and public health policies, only NGOs that center on these topics were 

considered. Secondly, the NGO must have responded to both public consultations and clearly 

outlined its preferences, for example, in form of a position paper. From these criteria, several 

NGOs appeared suitable. However, this paper decides for Greenpeace as it was crucially 

engaged with the GD case and is a long-established environmental NGO. In addition, an 

analysis of the EU Transparency Register showed that Greenpeace has a considerable number 

of active regular donors (namely 2.7 million in 2021). Approximately five people work for the 

Greenpeace European Unit, and they had about 126 meetings with the Commission between 

2014 and 2022 (Transparency Register, Greenpeace). This reveals that they are a well-

established stakeholder that is actively involved in the advocacy processes in the EU.   

 

5. Methodology 

 The research design follows a qualitative approach applying the preference attainment 

method (PAM) as put forward by Dür (2008, p. 562). This section firstly explains why PAM 

is best suited for this research instead of process tracing and attributed influence - two 

methods that are also used to measure lobbying influence. Secondly, the coding scheme used 

for the analysis of the two cases is presented. 

5.1 The Preference attainment method in a comparative case study  

 Interest groups advocating for legislative proposals aim to influence the outcome in 

their favour. Conceptualizing influence or success can, however, be challenging. Mahoney 

(2007) argues that lobbying success does not mean lobbying influence (p. 44). A legislative 

proposal might be in line with a stakeholder’s preferences, but this interest group has actually 

not aimed at advocating for this particular proposal. Similarly, Mahoney points out that an 

advocate might have influenced policymakers, but other factors resulted in the Commission’s 
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final proposal being different from the stakeholders' preferences (2007, p. 44). Thus, using the 

appropriate method is crucial to detect whether and to what extent Greenpeace is influencing 

the AC or GD. 

 There are three prominent methods for measuring influence: process tracing, attributed 

influence, and preference attainment, as proposed by Dür (2008, p. 562). Process-tracing is 

best used in small-N studies as it aims to identify the causal mechanism between an 

independent variable and an outcome, thus detecting whether or not a factor had an 

independent effect on the dependent variable. However, by using process tracing, it might be 

difficult to account for all steps of interest group activities as lobbying often takes place 

behind closed doors (Dür, 2008, pp. 563-564). In addition, it is difficult to assess the degree 

of influence. Hence, process tracing has been eliminated as an approach in this study for two 

reasons. Firstly, this thesis does not aim to show causality but rather a correlation between 

salience and lobbying success. Secondly, this study is particularly interested in the degree of 

influence.  

In contrast to process tracing, the attributed influence method measures the perceived 

influence, via self-or peer-assessment of the stakeholder or third parties. While this method 

detects most likely all channels of influence and is relatively easy to use as it is solely based 

on surveys, it assesses the perceptions of influence rather than the actual influence (Dür, 

2008, pp. 565-566). Additionally, relying on self-estimation will most likely result in biases 

as interest groups might exaggerate or downplay their influence and ultimately it might be 

difficult to distinguish what kind of influence is exerted. Hence, this method was not chosen 

because this thesis defines influence as actual and not as a perceived impact on policy 

making. 

 Lastly, Dür (2008) puts forward the preference attainment method (PAM), which 

compares the outcome of a political process with the ideal preferences of an actor. The 

distance between the ideal goal and the outcome results in the influence, which can be 

measured (Dür, 2008, p. 567). This method has the advantage that it detects influence by 

looking at the outcome of a political process even if it is not visible. Nonetheless, PAM also 

includes some disadvantages. First, Vannoni (2016) criticizes that PAM measures success but 

not influence. This paper acknowledges this limitation; however, it can be argued that finding 

out about lobbying success can still be a meaningful indicator of influence (p. 371) as will be 

discussed in the analysis. Second, using PAM can make it difficult to uncover the preferences 

of interest groups in the first place. This, however, can be tackled by relying on multiple 

sources. Third, it might be difficult to account for alternative factors, which may explain a 
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correlation between outcome and preference (Dür, 2008, p. 568). This can be overcome 

through random sampling as Mahoney (2007) shows. However, as this study conducts a 

qualitative in-depth analysis, this is not applicable. Instead, this thesis tackles this problem by 

analyzing alternative factors in the discussion. Fourth, PAM does not necessarily show what 

channels of influence were consulted by an actor. As this research does not aim at showing 

the precise channels but the linkage between salience and lobbying success, the advantages of 

PAM outweigh the limitations. In other words, rather than finding causation, it is essential to 

detect the correlation between outcome and ideal points. Therefore, PAM is an appropriate 

method for this study.  

 PAM has been applied in two different ways: Mahoney (2007) conducted a large-N 

study, using multiple cases to examine interest groups' preferences (p. 38). In contrast, Bunea 

(2013) examined one case more thoroughly by measuring multiple preferences of interest 

groups (p. 558). Combining both approaches can be helpful when aiming to compare two 

cases (i.e. Keane, 2020, p.12). Hence, this thesis applies a combination of both methods to 

measure preference attainment by focussing on Greenpeace’s multiple preferences in the two 

AC and GD policy cases. Therefore, the analysis is based on identifying Greenpeace’s' 

preferences and the degree to which they are present in the AC and GD. 

5.2 Coding of the policy issues 

 To identify the interests of Greenpeace in the two legislative proposals, several 

sources have been consulted including position papers, articles from their websites, and 

comments from the public consultations. This variety of sources enhances the reliability of the 

research. In both cases, the GD and the AC, five main issues were identified, and are 

discussed in section 6 below. In this study, the policy issues refer to Greenpeace’s demands 

and thus, equal their ideal points. The issues were selected because they are measurable, they 

cover the core of GD and AC, and they are important to Greenpeace. In the AC, the issues 

were retrieved from the online consultation documents in the form of separate questions and a 

position paper submitted to this public consultation. Finally, the five issues concerning the 

AC were compared with the 5th Aarhus Implementation report. In the case of the GD, 

Greenpeace did not participate in the online questionnaire. Therefore, the issues were mainly 

retrieved from articles that comment on Glyphosate that were published on Greenpeace’s 

website from June 2017 until March 2018. Furthermore, a document published by the 

European Citizen’s Initiative, stating their demands regarding Glyphosate was consulted as 
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Greenpeace can be identified as the author and main driving actor. To determine the degree of 

influence, the issues were compared with the final proposal by the Commission. 

 The responses filtered from the documents were then coded to highlight the ideal 

preferences of Greenpeace. As lobbying is not a zero-sum game and interest groups might not 

be able to achieve their desired objective, it is important to acknowledge that they still might 

be satisfied with the final draft proposal. Therefore, similar to Mahoney (2007) and Keane 

(2020), this study measures the degree of success according to a scale. This scale considers 

the differing degrees of preference attainment. After the goal attainment to each issue of the 

two proposals has been assigned, the numbers are added together. The total score, expressed 

in percentages is an indication of the final preference attainment of Greenpeace (e.g. 2 x 5= 

10=100%). In doing so, all the issues are assumed to have the same weight. This is only done 

for reasons of simplification and does not reflect the reality of lobbying (Keane, 2020). In 

practice, some issues are more important than others, which is taken into consideration in the 

analysis. The following table 3 shows the scoring methodology.  

Table 3 

Scoring methodology 

Score Outcome Scoring explained 

0 Interest group attained none 

of their desired outcomes 

“0” will be assigned if the final proposal by the 

Commission has no coincidence whatsoever with the 

advocated by Greenpeace position  

1 Interest group attained 

some/partial outcomes 

"1" will be assigned if the final proposal by the 

Commission partially agrees/takes on some of the 

actor's suggested points in the proposal 

2 Interest group attained all of 

their desired outcomes 

“2” will be assigned if the final proposal by the 

Commission takes on all suggestions of the actor 

(Source: content is based on Mahoney's (2007) research with an own illustration) 

 

6. Findings 

 This section identifies the findings from the coding of the low salience case AC and 

the high salience case GD. A tabular overview can be found in the Annexes. In the first part, 

the PAM is applied to the GD case, and it is subsequently explained how the preferences were 
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coded. In the second part, the PAM is applied to the AC case, and it is explained how their 

preferences were coded.  

 

6.1 Highly salient case: The Glyphosate Directive 

 The first issue identified by Greenpeace in the GD case was to ban Glyphosate and not 

reauthorize it in the EU. Greenpeace highlights that this demand is in line with the EU 

pesticide law, which prohibits the use of substances that may cause cancer in humans 

(Greenpeace, 2017f). The Commission did not include this demand in the final draft proposal, 

and thus the score 0 was assigned to this issue. The second issue put forward was that the EU 

should base its decisions regarding Glyphosate solely on (i)published studies, which are 

commissioned by (ii)independent public authorities and (iii)not industries (Greenpeace, 2017e 

& d). Analysing the final draft, it can be seen that the Commission obliges the European Food 

Safety Authority to publish all industry studies on potentially harmful products, such as 

pesticides, as soon as it receives them. As the Commission takes on this second demand of 

Greenpeace, the score 2 has been assigned. The third issue concerns the demand of 

combatting the lack of transparency in the risk assessment and the need to improve the 

coherence and effectiveness of the general risk assessment (ECI, October 17, 2018). While 

the Commission indeed proposes to increase the guarantees of reliability, objectivity, and 

independence of studies, a pragmatic and clear risk assessment system was not yet 

established. In addition, analysing articles by Greenpeace after the draft proposal was 

published, it becomes clear that the demand for transparency is not yet fulfilled as companies 

have too many opportunities to keep important information secret (Greenpeace, 2017b & f). 

Therefore, score 1 has been assigned to issue three. The fourth issue is a rather normative 

request by Greenpeace that demands the EU to realize its responsibility for ensuring food 

safety and not risking public health (ECI, October 17, 2018). The Commission’s reply to this 

demand in the draft proposal shows that they partly acknowledge the need for more control 

and transparency. However, as they do not ban Glyphosate but reapprove it, it appears that 

they do not live up to their responsibility to the full extent. Hence, the score 1 has been given 

to issue four. The fifth and final issue is the demand to set EU-wide mandatory reduction 

targets for pesticide use to achieve a pesticide-free future (ECI, 2017). When analysing the 

final draft, it could not be identified that the EU aims to take on this issue. Consequently, the 

score 0 has been assigned. 
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6.2 Low salience case: The Aarhus Convention  

 In the AC case, also five issues put forward by Greenpeace were identified. The first 

demand is to improve the admissibility criteria for actions for annulment for NGOs as they 

are currently de facto banned from direct challenges to EU acts. This would require enabling 

NGOs to challenge acts of general scope and not only acts that directly concern them. 

(Greenpeace, Q.11, 16, 19, 217). The 5th Aarhus Implementation report reflects that the 

Commission aims to improve access to administrative and judicial review for NGOs who 

have concerns about the legality of decisions with effects on the environment. In addition, it 

proposes a change allowing challenges of acts of general application and it enables reviewing 

decisions under any policy area if there are reasoned concerns that they undermine EU 

environmental policy objectives. This shows that the Commission takes on all demands by 

Greenpeace regarding the first issue and, subsequently, score 2 has been assigned. The second 

issue put forward is to enable individuals to better access the Aarhus Regulation’s internal 

review mechanism as it is currently only open to NGOs (Greenpeace, Q.11, 12, 20a). While 

the Implementation Report reflects that the Commission aims to improve individuals’ access 

to assessments and related opinions, there is no clear instrument set out for this procedure. 

Instead, it remains technically difficult for the broader public to make use of the review 

mechanism. Thus, score 1 was assigned.  

 The third issue concerns the legal control of environmental measures as they should 

become direct. Greenpeace proposes three solutions to deal with increased court cases: that is, 

(i) for the Commission to ensure that EU acts are adopted in compliance with the law and 

serve the public interest, (ii) to take decisions in a transparent and participatory way and (iii), 

to strengthen the capacity of the Court of Justice (Greenpeace, Q.33). Analysing the 

Implementation Report, aspect (ii) is fulfilled as ten EU Environmental laws are amended to 

improve transparency in decision-making. Aspect (iii), in turn, is only partly fulfilled as the 

Commission announced that co-legislators in the Member States must include provisions on 

access to justice in EU legislative proposals. Furthermore, national courts should guarantee 

the rights of individuals and NGOs to an effective remedy under EU law. Aspect (i), however, 

cannot be identified in the final report, hence, score 1 has been assigned.  

 The fourth issue is Greenpeace’s demand that the EU should comply with 

international law as this is vital for the Union’s democracy and legitimacy (Greenpeace, 

Q.33). The Commission's aim to streamline reporting and information management between 

 
7 Q.11 – Q. 33: data retrieved from European Commission (2022). Replies to the questionnaire Exel. 

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/aarhus/consultations.htm 
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the EU level and the international level shows that this issue is partially taken on in the 

Implementation Report and thus scored with 1. The fifth and final issue is the demand for a 

more systematic assessment to improve laws concerning the environment (Greenpeace, Q.19). 

Analysing the Report, it is put forward to introduce a simple EU-wide overview to clarify the 

roles of EU institutions in assessments on environmental matters and to prepare future 

evaluations. However, this issue is not fulfilled yet as not all the respective laws are updated. 

This demonstrates some commitment and thus the fifth issue is scored with a 1. 

 

7. Discussion of the findings  

 The following section analyses the results of Greenpeace’s preferences attained 

considering the two presented hypotheses: 

H1 The capacity of an interest group to attain its objectives decreases when it lobbies for a 

policy proposal with greater salience. 

H2 The capacity of an interest group to attain its objectives increases when it lobbies for a 

policy proposal with less salience.  

Four main findings are focussed on, ending with some alternative explanations for the 

outcome of the PAM applied to the cases. Table 4 presents a summary of the degree of 

preferences achieved by Greenpeace. 

Table 4 

Summary of the preferences attained in both cases 

 High-salience case: GD Low-salience case: AC 

Result of Greenpeace’s preferences 

present in the Commission’s proposals 

4/10 

40% 

6/10 

60% 

(Source: derived from the data established in section 6) 

 Firstly, the findings provide supporting evidence for H1 and H2. In the highly salient 

case of GD, Greenpeace attained 40 per cent of their preferences. In contrast, in the low 

salient case of AC, Greenpeace attained 60 per cent of their preferences. This represents a 

variation and, hence, Greenpeace’s capacity to attain its preference was lower when it lobbied 

for the highly salient policy proposal. As shown in Table 3, the GD case was lobbied by 

nearly three times more stakeholders than the AC. The presence of a high number of 

stakeholders in the GD case suggests that there were more and eventually differing 
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preferences present in the policy process. This might have lowered Greenpeace's capacity to 

attain its preferences. Hence, the findings suggest that Greenpeace’s lobbying success in both 

cases varies, depending on the degree of salience. 

 Secondly, it is important to analyse this result carefully as lobbying is not a zero-sum 

game. Even 40 per cent of preferences attained suggests that Greenpeace was, to some extent, 

influential in lobbying for the GD case. Furthermore, as highlighted by Dür (2008), analysing 

the results in a merely quantitative way would falsify the overall picture as stakeholders might 

prioritize some preferences over others. Hence, a relatively low percentage attained in PAM 

must be analysed against the stakeholder's perceived importance to their demands. For 

example, in a position paper on the GD case, Greenpeace claims that "the transparency 

proposal is the European Commission’s first meaningful response to the demands” of the 

European Citizen’s Initiative (17/10/2017). In addition, one of their main demands to base 

decisions regarding Glyphosate solely on published and independent studies was achieved. 

This suggests, that despite attaining only 40 per cent of their preferences, Greenpeace was still 

partially successful in its achievement. However, an analysis of their preferences in articles 

and position papers suggests that banning Glyphosate is their one major demand. As this was 

not present in the Commission’s proposal, this particularly important preference of 

Greenpeace was not achieved. This shows the need for fine-grained analysis when conducting 

PAM to find out which preferences are crucial for a stakeholder. 

 Thirdly, the directionality of public opinion must be considered. Greenpeace achieved 

40 per cent of their preferences in the highly salient GD case. This partial success could be 

explained by analysing the direction of public opinion. In the GD case, the interests of 

Greenpeace were aligned with those of the public. Greenpeace was the main initiator and 

driver of the European Citizen’s Initiative, which was supported by more than one million 

people. In addition, three of the five demonstrations regarding the GD case were initiated by 

Greenpeace and joined by the public. Consequently, it can be argued that the aligning public 

opinion amplified Greenpeace’s lobbying effort in the GD case. Without the aligning public 

opinion, the score would possibly have been lower. 

 Fourthly, it is important to consider alternative reasons for lobbying success. Although 

this research aimed to isolate Greenpeace’s preferences from those of the European Citizen’s 

Initive, it remained difficult to do so. The preferences of Greenpeace were formulated and put 

forward in collaboration with the European Citizen’s Initiative. Thus, the fact that Greenpeace 

quasi-lobbied in a coalition might also have affected the outcome. Furthermore, although this 

thesis aimed at ensuring similarity between all variables except for salience, the cases differ in 
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their policy field and content. The AC stems from the environmental policy field whereas GD 

concerns public health. In addition, the content of the AC is rather legal but the GD is not. 

These differences could also have affected the preferences attained. Ultimately, these two 

points show that the analysis is liable to be challenged for isolating salience, which makes it 

difficult to examine the precise role of salience. 

 

8. Conclusion 

 This thesis investigated the degree to which salience is important for an NGO’s 

lobbying success. In doing so, it drew on Mahoney’s (2007) research that suggested that a 

stakeholder can be more successful when lobbying for a low salient case than when lobbying 

for a high salient case. These hypotheses were tested empirically deriving a unique 

comparative case study between the update of the Glyphosate Directive, a highly salient topic, 

and the Aarhus Convention, a low salient topic. By applying the preference attainment 

method to both cases, this thesis could successfully indicate to what extent Greenpeace 

achieved its preferences. The findings suggest a correlation between salience and lobbying 

success. Greenpeace being less successful in the highly salient GD case and more successful 

in the low salient case AC provides supporting evidence for the hypotheses.   

 The analysis has shown the crucial role of salience. First, this study could provide 

empirical evidence that the degree of salience influences a stakeholder’s lobbying success. 

Second, Greenpeace’s goal attainment of 40 per cent of their preferences in the highly salient 

GD case can be linked to the directionality of public opinion. Hence, in the case of an NGO 

aligning with the public, salience can amplify the lobbying success. Therefore, this research 

improves and relativizes Mahoney’s (2007) findings insofar as the effect of salience in a 

highly salient case is weaker when stakeholders' preferences align with the public. Hence, 

instead of being a hurdle to lobbying success, it can actually be a driver when the stakeholder 

enjoys public support. The above-established H2 should therefore be extended. While an 

NGO’s goal attainment is lower when it lobbies for a highly salient policy proposal, its 

lobbying success is expected to be higher if its goals align with the public opinion. This 

finding needs to be incorporated into the theoretical framework for future studies 

investigating the linkages between salience and interest group success. Moreover, NGOs can 

profit from this study as to how to use salience in their lobbying effort. Based on this 

research, it remains however open what the effect of salience is when the public does not 

align with an NGO. Future research should study the effects of salience when the public 
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opinion does not align with a stakeholder. This could be done in a comparative study between 

NGOs or NGOs and industries.  

 There are several limitations to this study. First, this research conducted an in-depth 

study, by focussing solely on Greenpeace and two particular cases in the policy formulation 

stage. By doing so, the research improved previous findings and added new insights about the 

correlation between salience and the lobbying success of an NGO. However, the reliability of 

the research could be extended in future studies that consider several actors, multiple policy 

fields, or a different stage in the policy-making such as lobbying in the Parliament or the 

Council. Second, the study is liable to the challenge of choosing the policy issues per case. 

For example, in the Glyphosate case, one major demand made by the public, the European 

Citizen’s Initiative, and Greenpeace was to ban Glyphosate. However, the initial proposal that 

was put forward in the public consultation did not touch upon this aspect. This study included 

it as a main issue as it focussed in-depth on Greenpeace. Another approach would be to only 

include issues that were initially put forward by the Commission in the public consultation. 

This is especially relevant when comparing several stakeholders. In the GD case, excluding 

the demand banning Glyphosate would have resulted in a higher number of preferences 

attained. Third, as put forward in point two of the discussion, the coding scheme could be 

improved. Future studies adopting a similar research design should update the coding scheme. 

Instead of assuming that all issues have equal weight, the coding could account for 

stakeholders’ individual importance to an issue of a case.  
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The Impact of Volunteers-run Projects in Fostering the Social Inclusion of 

Refugees and Asylum seekers: How Successful are they? 

The case study of Refugee Project Maastricht 

Maria Laura Lanza 

 

1. Introduction 

The European Union's 10-year strategy for ‘‘Smart, Sustainable and Inclusive 

Growth,’’ known as Europe 2020, places the promotion of social inclusion among its top 

priorities (European Commission,  2010, p. 8). Specifically, it is a goal of the member states 

to combat ‘‘social exclusion so as to raise awareness and recognise the fundamental rights of 

people experiencing poverty and social exclusion, enabling them to live in dignity and take an 

active part in society’’ (p. 19).  Fostering inclusion has gained relevance even more in the 

context of the breakout of the COVID-19 virus, which has resulted in the systematic 

exclusion of target groups already at risk of marginalisation. In particular, discriminatory 

practices and exclusion have disproportionately affected asylum seekers and refugees (World 

Health Organization, 2021, p. 33). In the context of migration, social inclusion consists of 

‘‘the realisation of full and equal participation in the economic, social, cultural, and political 

dimensions of life in their [the refugees and asylum seekers’] new country" (Omidvar & 

Richmond, 2005, p. 155). Social inclusion not only positively impact the well-being of 

asylum seekers and refugees, as it also fosters their integration in the new country (Mahoney 

& Siyambalapitiya, 2017; Ager & Strang, 2008). Overall, the need to promote inclusion meets 

concrete responses at the European, national and local level, through policies and initiatives.8  

Emerging evidence demonstrates that the local population engages in several types of 

projects fostering inclusion, such as playing sports (Mohammadi, 2019; Sansonetti, 2016), 

community gardens (Harris et al., 2014), and instructing language classes (Schmidtke, 2018; 

Tossutti, 2012). Mahoney & Siyambalapitiya (2017) explain that these initiatives can be 

successful; in other words, they can positively impact the social inclusion of refugees and 

asylum seekers (p. 66). Although bottom-up approaches can contribute to the European-level 

priority of promoting inclusion, little research focuses on this local dimension. Indeed, 

scholars such as Spaaij (2010) and Mahoney & Siyambalapitiya (2017) lament the lack of 

empirical research enquiring the extent to which these initiatives promote inclusion. In 

addition, there is lack of shared theoretical frameworks explaining which characteristics a 

 
8 In this research, the terms project, activity and initiative are used interchangeably 
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project should have in order to foster social inclusion. Thus, this paper contributes to the 

existing academic gaps by answering to the question: To what extent are volunteer-run 

projects successful in fostering the social inclusion of adult refugees and asylum seekers? In 

particular, this paper enquires the case of Refugee Project Maastricht (RPM), an organisation 

operating in the city of Maastricht, in the Netherlands, through many diversified activities that 

promote the social inclusion of refugees and asylum seekers. 

The research adopts an ad-hoc theoretical framework by complementing the criteria 

explaining the success of a project by Mahoney & Siyambalapitiya (2017) and the model by 

Labonté et al. (2011) of social inclusion indicators. Based on the interviews, it is possible to 

make the following claims: RPM's initiatives promote social inclusion in all the indicators 

selected, but they never reach their maximum score. In this regard, it is essential to 

acknowledge that the extent to which projects are successful is partially influenced by the 

participants’ decisions. Secondly, their success depends on the criterion, the total number of 

criteria that they meet, and the type of project.  

Academically, this study contributes to the existing research field by providing 

empirical evidence on projects’ success. As a consequence, through the use of Mahoney & 

Siyambalapitiya's (2017) analytical framework, this analysis evaluates the validity of their 

criteria, which it has never been done before. From a societal perspective, this thesis 

highlights the projects’ positive aspects and potential points for improvement. Hence, the 

empirical data can be used to improve existing initiatives.  

Firstly, this research presents previous literature, the concepts, and theories relevant to 

the study. Secondly, it introduces the data gathering and analysis methods, discussing their 

advantages and disadvantages. Thirdly, the analysis discusses the results. Finally, the 

conclusion summarises the findings, presents the limitations, and suggests possible future 

research. 

 

2. Literature Review 

This section introduces previous research on projects promoting social inclusion to 

better understand the causal relationship between activities tailored for asylum seekers and 

refugees, and their effects on social inclusion. In Europe, the so-called refugee crisis taking 

place in 2014-2015 has triggered a societal response through an unprecedented increase of 

bottom-up initiatives supporting the inclusion of refugees and asylum seekers (Boersma et al., 

2019, p. 3; Pries, 2019, p. 2; Younes et al., 2021, p. 222; Vandevoordt & Verschraegen, 2019, 

p. 43). Hence, citizens-engagement has become an intrinsic part of the member states’ 
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approaches to ensure the integration and inclusion of newcomers. Such approaches are 

fundamental for the newly arrived, as a lack of inclusion and a sense of loneliness can be 

detrimental to their well-being (Mahoney & Siyambalapitiya, 2017). Moreover, enhanced 

inclusion, in terms of “creating conditions for equal opportunities and equal access for all,” is 

a fundamental component of the process of integration into the social structure of the host 

country (Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2009, p. 11). Thus, fostering social 

inclusion has a positive domino effect on other aspects of refugees’ and asylum seekers’ lives. 

At the local level, several initiatives are carried out to promote social inclusion. 

Indeed, previous academic studies present a range of projects focussed on community 

gardening (Harris et al., 2014), teaching a new language (Rast & Ghorashi, 2018), or playing 

sports (Dukic et al., 2017; Frisby, 2011; Mohammadi, 2019). In addition, these projects often 

target specific groups based on age or gender (Mohammadi, 2019). Although existing 

research provides the analysis of multiple projects, most of the studies mentioned above 

assess one type of activity only, which limits the comparison among projects to determine 

which initiative is more impactful. Therefore, this research contributes to existing literature by 

comparing different types of projects based on a common theoretical framework.  

Very often, activities promoting social inclusion are conveyed by volunteers. 

Volunteering is a common practice, especially among young people, and it takes place in 

several different fields (Flarer et al., 2020). It is defined as “any activity in which time is 

given freely to benefit another person, group, or organisation” (Wilson, 2000, p. 215). 

Specifically, volunteering with minorities such as refugees and asylum seekers can have 

powerful impacts, such as contributing to the integration of migrants, offering services and 

social welfare, and supporting the increase of migrants’ capacities (Flarer et al., 2020, p. 9; 

Garkisch et al., 2017). Moreover, volunteers can advocate for their needs and contribute to the 

research in the field of migration. Thus, scholars highlight that volunteering can positively 

impact refugees and asylum seekers. This research upholds this statement by providing 

additional data that demonstrate how much volunteering through initiatives can be impactful. 

Furthermore, according to Younes et al. (2021), an aspect that has been overlooked by 

previous research is the interpersonal dynamics between refugees, asylum seekers and the 

actors involved in the management of projects (p. 224). On this aspect, previous studies that 

focused on case studies in the Netherlands demonstrate that institutional or citizen initiatives 

can impede the social inclusion of immigrants (Ponzoni et al., 2017, p. 130; Rast & Ghorashi, 

2018, p. 193); they reveal that the hierarchical relationships between organisers and refugees 

can replicate subtle discriminatory processes that hinder refugees’ ability to participate as 
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equals. These dynamics could result in perpetuating exclusion (through stigmatisation), thus 

nullifying the efforts put into a project by the organisers. Given the negative impact, it is 

necessary to further enquire these dynamics within projects that are carried out in Dutch 

municipalities, to understand whether it is a systematic perpetrated dynamic, or limited to 

specific contexts. Thus, this research focuses on the initiatives carried out by the organisation 

RPM in the Netherlands. 

The dynamics between the target group and the staff (such as volunteers) are also 

considered relevant factors determining the outcomes of the projects. As demonstrated by 

previous studies, volunteers need to be receptive to the needs and preferences of the target 

group. Indeed, Mohammadi (2019) researched sports projects for refugees, and argued that 

the mainstream sports clubs ignored the fact that the participants had never played football. 

This dynamic caused frustration and fear of failure, which consequently increased self-

exclusion. Similar results were found in the research by Cameron (2006), Haudenhuyse 

(2017), and Lenneis & Pfister (2017), confirming the general need for the organisers to adapt 

to the participants’ concerns. Moreover, existing literature overlooks how successful projects 

would be if they were created and carried out by refugees who have been in the host country 

for a longer time. Indeed, they might know better than the volunteers what other refugees and 

asylum seekers might need and prefer, since they have experienced similar difficulties earlier, 

when they settled in the host country. This research allows us to look into this aspect by 

assessing projects that are organised partly by refugees that are now volunteers. 

Overall, existing research highlights that when studying the impact of initiatives, there 

are relevant factors that affect their success, for instance: the type of project, the dynamics 

between volunteers and participants, and the practices of exclusion. However, it also stresses 

the importance of considering participants’ preferences. Because of the positive impact on the 

social inclusion of refugees and asylum seekers that initiatives can have, it is relevant to 

conduct research on them, understanding the dynamics and factors influencing their 

outcomes. Thus, this study conducts a systematic analysis of activities, and relates to existing 

studies by focussing on specific aspects that scholars have overlooked. 

 

3. Theoretical framework 

3.1 Concepts 

This section provides the definition of refugee, asylum seeker and social inclusion, 

which are the relevant concepts of this study. Then, it presents the criteria by Mahoney & 
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Siyambalapitiya (2017) and the model by Labonté et al. (2011), and it combines the two. 

Together, concepts and theories constitute the theoretical framework guiding the analysis. 

Specifically, asylum seekers are individuals requesting international protection due to the risk 

of persecution that could take place in their home country (Collins et al., 2011, pp. 3-4). Once 

asylum is granted, they become refugees. Following Article 1 in the 1951 United Nations 

Refugee Convention, a refugee is someone unable or unwilling to return to their country of 

origin “owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion” (United Nations 

General Assembly, 1951). The settlement in a new country is often problematic for asylum 

seekers and refugees, as they need to adapt to a new language and environment. As a result, 

they often struggle to feel at ease in the new local community (van Liempt & Millet, 2021, p. 

2390). In this context, promoting their social inclusion is a mean to mitigate the difficulties of 

migrating. 

Existing research defines social inclusion in several ways. The variety of 

interpretations derives from the fact that each definition emphasises a specific aspect of the 

concept. Among different conceptualisation, a comprehensive definition of social inclusion is 

the following: 

A complex and multi-dimensional process driven by unequal power relationships 

interacting across four main dimensions – economic, political, social and cultural – 

and at different levels including individual, household, group, community, country and 

global levels. It involves the lack or denial of resources, rights, goods and services and 

the inability to participate in the normal relationships and activities, available to the 

majority of people in society, whether in economic, social, cultural, or political arenas. 

(Taket et al., 2009, pp. 4-5) 

This definition is employed in the analysis as it describes the specific domains where 

social inclusion occurs. Indeed, in light of this conceptualisation, we deduce that inclusion is a 

multifaceted concept that is not limited to one context only. For this reason, it is necessary to 

specify on which domain of social inclusion this research focusses on. The case study of the 

analysis enquires the organisation RPM, which aims to guide the newcomer to the host 

country and favour the establishment of a new life. Specifically, RPM aims at “building 

bridges between the newcomers from war-threatened countries, the students, and the 

Maastricht locals” (Refugee Project Maastricht, n.d.). As a result, the organisation’s 

volunteers operate in the social domain, which implies that the social dimension is the ones 
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relevant to the study. This specification is relevant, as it has an implication in the choice of 

indicators of social inclusion. 

Although Taket et al.’s (2009) definition provides a comprehensive semantic 

conceptualisation, it fails to address who has agency in promoting inclusion. This detail is 

necessary to explain whether and how the dynamics within a project influence its impact on 

the social inclusion of refugees and asylum seekers. Thus, we need to complement this 

definition with another one. Mohammadi (2019), drawing on Ponic and Frisby’s (2010) 

definition, conceptualises social inclusion as: ‘‘A process whereby individuals and 

organisations work together to create spaces and structures that allow community members to 

decide how and when to participate in society, including in physical recreation’’ 

(Mohammadi, 2019, p. 1083). 

This definition emphasises the interactive nature of building social inclusion. Indeed, 

it allows to better understand how inclusion can be fostered by the organisations, the refugees, 

and the asylum seekers. As a consequence, it is relevant for the analysis of the case study. For 

this reason, this thesis adopts this conceptualisation.   

 

3.2 Theories 

Previous studies demonstrated that not every project is impactful, and in some cases, it 

can perpetrate exclusion (Cameron, 2006; Haudenhuyse, 2017; Mohammadi, 2019; Younes et 

al., 2021). For this reason, it is necessary to understand what characteristics a project foster 

inclusion, and which ones hinder it. Thus, previous research can help us select those projects 

that are deemed to be successful, based on specific criteria. As a result, it also allows for 

testing the validity of those criteria. Specifically, Mahoney & Siyambalapitiya (2017) propose 

four criteria that can explain the success of a project. These constitute recurring themes that 

enhanced the social inclusion of most participants analysed in their research. This study 

employs these criteria for multiple reasons. Firstly, Mahoney & Siyambalapitiya derive these 

themes from assessing several kinds of projects promoting the social inclusion of refugees, 

and across a ten-year-long period. This diversity in sampling ensures that the selected criteria 

are not based only on one type of activity, as that would decrease their external validity when 

applied to different kinds of projects. Secondly, these criteria have never been tested before. 

Therefore, this study enables to test whether they are sound when employed in another study. 

Specifically, Table 1 presents the criteria and their code of reference used in the analysis. 
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Overall, this framework enables to conduct a non-randomised selection of the project to 

analyse. Instead, only those that fall within one or multiple criteria are scrutinised. 

 

Table 2 

Overview of the criteria 

Criteria by Mahoney & 

Siyambalapitiya (2017) 

Code of reference 

 

Building language skills in the mother 

language of the host country 

 

 

1 

 

Projects built on refugees’ own skills 

and experience prior to resettlement  

 

 

2 

 

Training of volunteers or mentors on 

cultural awareness and supporting peers 

 

 

 

3 

 

Multiple types of activities that 

promote social connection between refugees 

and asylum seekers and with the community 

members of the host country and their well-

being 

 

 

 

4 

 

3.3 Operationalisation 

These criteria enable us to understand which types of projects are supposed to cause an 

increase of social inclusion in the participant. However, the research by Mahoney & 

Siyambalapitiya (2017) lacks a clear and detailed operationalisation of ‘success of a project,’ 

as the authors do not employ specific indicators of social inclusion. As social inclusion is an 

abstract concept, it is necessary to employ concrete variables that allow to measure it. In other 

words, it is necessary to operationalise the concept. ‘Operationalisation’ is the translation of 

concepts and their dimensions into detectable and classifiable variables that can be measured 

empirically (Toshkov, 2016, p. 100). To overcome the pitfall of Mahoney & 

Siyambalapitiya’s (2017) research, this study integrates the criteria with Labonté et al.’s 

(2011) model, which provides indicators of social inclusion that can be employed to measure 

the success of the projects (pp. 58-59). Specifically, this model entails nine domains, which 

carry specific indicators each. Therefore, before introducing our understanding of the success 
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of a project, it is necessary to justify the choice of the model over the several existing sets of 

indicators (Taylor, 2004; Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2010; Berman & 

Phillips, 2000). Labonté et al. (2011) model stand out among the others, as the authors derive 

the indicators from a systematic review of previous ones and builds on their positive aspects.  

Measuring the inclusion of the participants by employing the indicator(s) that a project 

can promote, enables us to understand the success of the initiative. Thus, based on the 

indicators that demonstrate the attainment of social inclusion, we argue that a project is 

considered successful if it leads its participants to achieve at least one selected indicator. As a 

result, a project can be successful even if it only fosters the inclusion of one participant in one 

indicator. Moreover, each initiative can be considered successful to its maximum score if, 

in every interview, we can find at least one code belonging to each indicator. In that case, the 

project would reach a success score of 100%. This quantification through percentages allows 

the comparison among initiatives. Comparing the selected projects enables a classification of 

which initiative is the most successful, as some projects might foster social inclusion of more 

participants than others. Figure 1 explicates how comparisons among projects are done. 

 

Figure 7 

A comparison among projects promoting social inclusion 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Which project 

is the most 

successful? 

 

 

    Project 1      Project 2 

4 participants meet 

indicator 1 

2 participants meet 

indicator 1 

3 participants meet 

indicator 2 

6 participants meet 

indicator 2 

Project 1 promotes the inclusion (measured through 2 

indicators) of 8 people in total, whereas Project 2 

promotes inclusion of 7 people in total 

Project 1 because it  

promotes inclusion of more 

participants than Project 2 
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The criteria by Mahoney & Siyambalapitiya (2017) and Labonté et al. (2011)’s model 

complements each other. Specifically, the criteria enable the selection of the projects to 

analyse, whereas the model provides the relevant indicators of social inclusion achievable by 

the projects, depending on which criteria they meet. Figure 2 enables us to understand how 

the two theories interact. Moreover, in the following section, we correlate the criteria to 

specific social inclusion indicators. 

 

Figure 8 

Flowchart representing the theoretical framework based on Labonté et al.’s (2011) model 

and Mahoney & Siyambalapitiya’s (2017) criteria 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This analysis enquires how projects that meet any of the four criteria, foster the social 

inclusion of the participants. Moreover, it also compares the initiatives that meet the different 

criteria to determine firstly, whether one criterion is more successful in fostering inclusion 

than others; secondly, whether projects meeting more criteria are more successful than those 

meeting only one. To enable the comparison, this study adopts the same indicators of social 

inclusion across all criteria. Following Labonté et al.’s (2011) model, three indicators were 

selected: the removal of the language barrier, regular social contact, and diversity in social 

contact. They belong to the domains of education and skills, community resources, and social 

resources. Table 2 provides a definition of the indicators, whereas Table 3 justifies the choice 

of those indicators by correlating the criteria to the indicators. 

   Project 4   Project 1   Project 2   Project 3 

Selected ‘successful’ projects 

To what extent are the 

projects successful? 

Indicators of social inclusion 

 by Labonté & Hadi   

Mahoney & Siyambalapitiya’s   

                   Criteria 

Do the criteria explain the 

success of the projects? 
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Table 3 

Overview of the selected indicators and their definitions  

Domain Indicator  Definition  

 

Education and skills 

 

Removal of language barrier 

 

 

Improvement or learning a 

new language 

 

 

 

Social Resources 

 

 

Regular social contact 

 

 

Meeting on a regular basis 

with other participants and 

the volunteers during the 

project  

 

 

 

Community resources  

 

 

Diversity in social contact(s) 

 

 

Meeting with person(s) 

from a different cultural 

background than that of 

the respondent9 

 

 

The relation between the indicators ‘regular social contact,’ ‘diversity in social 

contact(s),’ and the four criteria can be explained by the same argument. Indeed, previous 

research demonstrates that, by default, most projects take place more than once (Dukic et al., 

2017; Frisby, 2011; Mohammadi, 2019; Rast & Ghorashi, 2018). Thus, as they enable 

participation protracted across time, they promote regular social contacts among refugees and 

asylum seekers and with the local population. Furthermore, as the initiatives bring together 

refugees and the local people, they promote encounters with people from different cultural 

backgrounds. This reason explains the applicability of the indicator ‘diversity in social contact.’ 

As the third indicator requires a specific justification for each criterion, Table 3 provides the 

necessary explanations. 

  

 
9 This analysis focusses on cultural diversity rather than diversity measured in other forms, as it is relevant in the 

context of migrating and integrating into a different country  

 



58 

 

Table 4 

Explanation of the pertinence of the indicator ‘removal of language barriers’ to the criteria 

Criterion Correlation with indicator 

 

1- Building language skills in the mother 

language of the host country 

 

Language classes directly promote the 

removal of language barrier 

 

2- Programs built on refugees’ own skills 

and experience prior to resettlement  

 

These types of projects enable participants 

to share their previous experiences and 

skills with other participants, which is 

possible through the use of a common 

language. This aspect, as a result, can 

promote the removal of language barrier 

among participants 

 

3- Training of volunteers or mentors on 

cultural awareness and supporting peers 

 

 

When volunteers know how to correctly 

approach participants without perpetuating 

exclusion or power dynamics, the 

participants are supposedly more open to 

interact. Indeed, Mahoney & 

Siyambalapitiya (2017) demonstrate that 

thanks to the trainings, the organisers 

interacted more with the participants, and 

learned about participants’ life and personal 

challenges (p. 75). Thus, these trainings 

actively stimulate interactions, which 

promote the removal of language barrier 

 

4- Multiple types of activities that 

promote social connection between refugees and 

asylum seekers and with the community members 

of the host country and their well-being 

 

Promoting the active participation of 

refugees  and asylums seekers in the 

activities where many cultures meet, 

stimulates the participants to interact in a 

common language. This subsequently 

promotes the removal of language barrier 
 

4. Research design 

4.1 Case selection 

The research enquires the volunteers-run organisation RPM, operating in Maastricht 

since 2015. The reasons behind choosing specifically RPM as a case study are multiple. 

Firstly, previous research highlights RPM among the successful practices for promoting 

inclusion and integration (Yakubi et al., 2017). However, they do not systematically analyse 

the projects or evaluate their impact. Therefore, this study leaves a gap for further research. 

Secondly, RPM proposes multiple types of activities with different target groups. The 
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diversification of activities enriches the analysis, as it enables to compare the different 

projects and their relative success in promoting social inclusion.  

As RPM operates mainly through a network of volunteers, this aspect offers an 

opportunity to understand whether the organisations that operate thanks to the commitment of 

volunteers, can successfully foster the social inclusion of refugees and asylum seekers. 

Moreover, most RPM volunteers are immigrants and refugees who moved to the Netherlands 

a few years ago (Refugee Project Maastricht, n.d). Therefore, following Labonté et al.'s 

(2011, pp. 58-59) model, the multicultural environment of RPM constitutes an added value to 

the organisation, as it promotes social inclusion by enabling differentiation in social contacts.  

The reasons mentioned above provide relevance to selecting RPM as a case study. 

However, to fully exhibit its relevance, it is necessary to understand the city where it operates. 

Maastricht is a city notable for its ‘super diversity’ in ethnicities due to the high presence of 

immigrants (Coenegracht, 2018, p. 1). Thus, the multicultural environment of RPM derives 

from the city itself. Newly arrived asylum seekers and refugees reside in the asylum seekers 

centrum, administered nationwide by the Central Agency for the Reception of Asylum 

Seekers, which takes care of the reception and guidance of asylum seekers. Currently, 631 

among refugees and asylum seekers live in the asylum seekers centrum. However, this 

number is deemed to increase due to the arrival of several Ukrainian refugees. (Central 

Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers, n.d).   

Overall, the municipality recognises that ‘‘every citizen of Maastricht, established or 

newcomer, should be included in society and be able to develop individually’’ (Municipality 

of Maastricht, 2016, p. 6 in Coenegracht, 2018). Specifically, the municipality exhorts asylum 

seekers to directly integrate into the Dutch society and participate in the social life. In 

practice, the municipality finances projects that promote the inclusion of refugees and asylum 

seekers, such as those carried out by RPM (Refugee Project Maastricht, n.d). Thus, it can be 

argued that the commitment of the citizens is reflected in that of the municipality.  

Maastricht's approach towards its residents can be defined as inclusive since it allows 

them to vote for the municipality elections, whether they hold Dutch citizenship or not. 

Nevertheless, differences apply depending on the nationality, where non-EU citizens can only 

vote after five years of living in the Netherlands (Government of the Netherlands, 2022). 

Although this right is characteristic of all Dutch municipalities, it is an added value to the 

existing hospitable character of the city. Overall, RPM and Maastricht constitute a model of 

inspiration for the inclusion of refugees and asylum seekers. Indeed, while RPM delivers 
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projects for social inclusion, it should be recognised that without the financial support and 

commitment of the municipality, the organisation could not operate to its fullest.   

As this case study enables to test the criteria by Mahoney & Siyambalapitiya (2017), it 

constitutes a theory-testing study, according to the definition by George & Bennett (2005, p. 

90). Precisely, following the explanation by Eckstein (1975, p. 118), it constitutes a crucial 

case because the study enquires only the projects that meet at least one criterion. Since the 

criteria are explained as the reasons for the success of an initiative, the selected activities 

should reflect this claim. Therefore, to proceed with the testing phase, the following section 

presents the selection of projects conducted by RPM.  

 

4.2 Selection of the projects 

As the research enquires the causal relationship between RPM’s projects (the 

independent variable) and the social inclusion (the dependent one), the criteria by Mahoney & 

Siyambalapitiya (2017) enable the selection of those projects that are to be 

considered successful. The selection is made through preliminary meetings with the co-

coordinator and project leaders of RPM, who explained the activities and their objectives. In 

addition, physical observations of the various projects also allowed to confirm the statements. 

Table 4 provides an overview of the selected projects based on their correlation with criteria.  

 

Table 5 

Overview of the selected projects  

 

Project 

name 

 

Characteristics  

 

Criteria 

 

 

Dutch classes 

 

Group classes (beginners and 

advanced level) encompassing 

numerous topics related to the 

Dutch language 

 

Classes twice a week 

 

 

 

 

1 
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Buddy 

Programme 

 

Pairing of one volunteer with one 

refugee or asylum seekers 

 

One group activity each month 

bringing together all buddies and 

participants  

 

Meeting at least once per week 

 

 

2 & 4 

 

Jam Sessions 

 

Singing and playing various 

instruments 

 

Meeting once per week 

 

 

 

2 

 

As visible in Table 4, the projects differ in the type and number of criteria that apply to 

them. These differences constitute an opportunity to understand whether these differences 

affect the extent of a project’s success. Moreover, none of the selected projects meets criterion 

number three, namely having volunteers who have received a cultural training, as well as in 

peer support. Such findings do not exclude the fact that some of the volunteers received 

cultural training; however, not everyone had done so, and none of the volunteers had received 

peer support training. As a result, this criterion could not be selected for any of the projects. 

 

5. Methodology 

5.1 Data analysis method 

This study carries a deductive thematic analysis, formulating codes10 from the selected 

indicators, and then analysing the interviews with them. A deductive approach is usually 

employed in studies with clear indicators of the optimal and expected result (Mayring, 2000; 

van der Meer, 2016). This methodology suits the analysis since this study enquires the success 

of activities based on existing indicators. Specifically, thematic analysis is ‘‘the process of 

identifying patterns or themes within qualitative data’’ (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017, p. 3352). 

This methodology consists of ‘‘an approach of empirical, methodological controlled analysis 

of texts within their context of communication” (Mayring, 2000, p. 2). In this case, 

conducting a thematic analysis allows understanding how participating in a project affects the 

life of refugees and asylum seekers, and precisely certain domains of social inclusion.  

 
10 The complete list of codes is available upon request to the author 
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Employing codes for the analysis is necessary to extract relevant information from the 

interviews, which enable to answer to the research question. This study follows the process 

introduced by Mayring (2014) for creating categories and codes, as it provides a clear step-

by-step guide that helps to ensure the creation and employment of all the necessary codes. As 

a consequence, following a structured method ensures the soundness of the arguments made 

in the ‘empirical results and comparison’ section. Figure 3 presents the necessary steps. 

Specifically, the development of the steps 1-3 of the process takes place before gathering the 

data, whereas the remaining steps are done only after.  

 

Figure 9 

Steps for conducting a deductive category assignment (Mayring, 2014, p. 96) 

 

              

                

To ensure the credibility of the analysis, this study employs a strategy made by four 

measurements, which are used in multiple previous research (Myburgh & Poggenpoel, 2007, 

p. 65; Noble & Smith, 2015, p. 35). Specifically, Table 5 presents the definition of each 



63 

 

measurement and how it is detectable in a study. As a result, these measures are applied 

throughout the analysis. 

Table 6 

Own elaboration of the measurements to ensure credibility of a study, based on Myburgh & 

Poggenpoel (2007, p. 65) and Noble & Smith (2015, p. 35) 

 

 

Measures 

 

 

Definitions 

 

 

Truth value 

 

 

The researcher presents personal viewpoints 

that may lead to bias in the analysis, and he/ she 

accurately explicates participants’ perspectives 

 

 

      

Consistency 

 

 

A detailed description of the method of data 

gathering and analysis is provided 

 

 

 

Applicability 

 

 

A clear description of the demographics of 

the sample of participants is provided, so that future 

studies are able to carry the same research 

 

 

Neutrality 

 

 

Achieved when truth value, consistency and 

applicability have been addressed. 

 
    

5.2 Data gathering method  

The research adopts a qualitative methodology to gather the necessary data, as it 

allows to learn about participants’ anecdotes and experiences. This aspect enables to discern 

to what extent inclusion derives precisely from the projects, since social inclusion is a two-

way process where the agency lies both in participants and in the volunteers (Mohammadi, 

2019, p. 1083). Indeed, Cadena-Iñiguez et al. (2017) argue that ‘‘qualitative methods for data 

collection play a significant role in impact assessment because they provide valuable 

information to understand the processes behind the results’’ (p. 3). Specifically, we conduct 

semi-structured interviews with standard questions11 that can be adapted or expanded to 

derive more information on specific topics. Furthermore, interviews are chosen over focus 

 
11 Standardised questions are available upon request 
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groups, as they enable a more confidential environment, since only the interviewee and the 

interviewer are present, compared to focus groups where many people participate. 

As the research’s objective is to evaluate current projects in light of possible 

improvements in the future, the interviews are conducted in May, to gather up-to-date data. 

The main requirements to be interviewed were two: to have participated at least once in any 

activity, and to be 18 years old or older, as the study enquires about the social inclusion of 

adults. The choice of this age group derives from the fact that most participants of RPM’s 

projects are adults (Refugee Project Maastricht, n.d.); thus, it is representative of the projects’ 

target group. In total, eighteen face-to-face interviews were conducted. Specifically, four men 

were interviewed multiple times as they participated in more than one activity. Moreover, the 

languages of the interviews were English, Arabic and Turkish; the latter two were employed 

with the help of interpreters. However, as the translations might hamper the accuracy of the 

response, we attempted to minimise this risk by keeping the number of translated interviews 

as low as possible. 

Before explaining the results, it is necessary to reflect on the shortcomings of 

interviewing. Interviewing is accused of being an unreliable method as it can create bias in the 

response, caused by the interviewer’s tone and question formulation (Adhabi & Anozie, 2017, 

p. 92). To minimise this pitfall, the questions have been peer-reviewed, and off-script 

questions were employed only in necessary cases. As the author was a volunteer of RPM, 

there is a risk that her positive viewpoints on the organisation bias the analysis. To prevent the 

bias and ensure the soundness of the claims, the interviews were recorded, ensuring accuracy 

in the transcription12, and the empirical result section provides multiple citations extracted 

from the interviews. 

 

6. Empirical Results and Comparisons 

Table 6 summarises the number of interviews conducted for each project, providing an 

overview of the respondents. As visible in the table, the number of interviewees is the same 

across the three projects, ensuring perfect comparability of the results. Specifically, the 

number of men respondents was significantly higher than the number of women. This data 

reflects the description of the co-coordinator, who explains that the participants of the projects 

are primarily men. This mismatch in terms of numbers hinders the possibility of making 

 
12 The transcripts of the interviews are available upon request 
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comparisons across genders. To overcome this gap, future research can focus only on women 

and compare the results with this study’s, highlighting similarities and differences. 

 

Table 7 

Overview of the interviews 

 

Dutch classes 

 

Jam sessions 

 

Buddy 

programme 

 

2 women; 4 men 

 

1 woman; 5 men 

 

1 woman; 5 men 

 

We proceed with a systematic analysis of the transcripts, identifying recurring themes 

to explain which domains of social inclusion are impacted by the projects. This analysis also 

enables to test the criteria by understanding whether the presence of a specific criterion in a 

project corresponds to the increased inclusion of participants. As the indicators are three, the 

total points that a project can reach is 300, derived from the total score that one indicator can 

reach (100) multiplied by the number of indicators (3). In particular, Table 7 offers an 

overview of the percentages reached for each category, based on the number of interviews 

where the indicators were retrieved.  

Table 8 

Overview of the percentages of respondents who met the selected indicators 

 

Indicator 

 

Project 

  

Dutch classes 

 

 

Buddy 

Programme 

 

Jam sessions 

 

 

Removal of language barrier 

 

100% 

 

83% 

 

50% 

 

Regular social contact(s)  

 

 

50% 

 

83% 

 

83% 

 

Diversity in social contacts  

 

 

100% 

 

100% 

 

100% 

Total 250/300 266/300 233/300 

 

The analysis enables us to make multiple claims: firstly, all projects are successful to 

different extents. Secondly, the projects meeting more criteria by Mahoney & 
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Siyambalapitiya (2017) reach higher success compared to those only meeting one criterion. 

Indeed, the buddy programme (meeting two criteria) reaches higher success score than the 

Dutch classes and the jam sessions (meeting one criterion). Specifically, the following 

sections discuss in detail the results summarised in Table 6. 

 

6.1 Removing the language barriers 

As the Dutch classes, by default, promote the practice of language skills, they reach 

the highest score in removing the language barrier, with every participant benefiting from 

them. Instead, the jam sessions reached the lowest score among the three projects, where 50% 

of respondents improved their language skills in English (interviews 9, 10) and Dutch 

(interview 11). We argue that the criterion describing the sessions is not enough to justify this 

result; instead, by considering the structure of the activity we can derive an explanation for 

this relatively low result. As the participants can practise their singing and playing skills 

(criteria number two), this aspect does not prevent participants from interacting. However, 

one respondent affirms that the interactions are usually limited (interview 7). This result 

derives from the fact that most of the time, participants are expected to play and sing; thus, 

there is a lack of time and space to interact. Hence, it is the structure of the activity that 

hinders the practice of language, and not the fact that the participants practice their skills and 

knowledge.  

The buddy programme meets the criterion number four by promoting the connection 

between participants and organisers. This criterion specifically encourages participants to 

converse with their buddies. As a result of practising a common language and connecting with 

others, the programme enables to improve the English language skills of five out of six 

respondents (interviews 13, 15-18). In particular, Figure 4 allows a visual comparison of the 

success of the projects.  
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Figure 10 

Visual comparison of the scores for the indicator ‘Removal of language barriers’ 

 

 

6.2 Fostering regular social contacts 

The findings also show that building language skills indirectly enhances the regular 

social contacts of the participants, for two reasons. Firstly, allowing participants to understand 

the language increases the chances of them interacting with the locals, by increasing their 

confidence in speaking in a foreign language (interview 2). Secondly, 50 % among the 

respondents affirm that following the Dutch classes has inspired them to become volunteers 

themselves (interviews 1, 2, 4). Consequently, interacting more with the local community, as 

well as volunteering, stimulate regular social contacts, increasing individuals’ social 

inclusion. Hence, the classes serve as an opportunity to enhance one’s social contacts; 

however, as demonstrated, they reach optimal results when combined with participants’ 

motivation. This conclusion supports the conceptualisation of social inclusion as a two-way 

process (Mahoney & Siyambalapitiya, 2017; Mohammadi, 2019), where both the participants 

and the volunteers contribute to individuals’ social inclusion. 

The jam session inspired participants to engage regularly in the activity, leading to 

higher scores for regular social contacts (interviews 7-9, 10, 12) compared to the Dutch 

classes. This result can have a different explanation compared to that of other projects. For 

example, one respondent argued that he prefers the jam sessions because “I learn a new 

instrument, how to play music, and it is much funnier than learning a language” (interview 
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17). Likewise, for the same interviewee, the jam activity has a soothing effect, as ‘‘It helps me 

to forget my pain, my old bad stories, you know” (interview 10). Although there is no 

univocal reason explaining the regularity, one could argue that the activities promoting active 

participation through singing or playing (criteria number two) or by interacting with others 

(criteria number four), are more appreciated by the participants compared to the language 

classes. Indeed, in the Dutch classes, they are only the recipient of language knowledge and 

skills. As a result, the projects meeting the criteria two and four inspire refugees and asylum 

seekers to participate more often in the activities. Organisations could take inspiration from 

this aspect and create a type of project that combine the language skills with the active 

involvement of the refugees and asylum seekers.   

The participants of the buddy programme are supposed to meet with their buddies 

every week (interviews 13-18). However, in the case of interviewee 16, he only meets a few 

times every two months, which hinders his regular social contact within the programme. 

However, compared to the randomly chosen respondent number 14, who meets his buddy 

once per week, the two participants do not report different degrees of social inclusion, as both 

interviewees meet two parameters. This comparison suggests no causal relationship between 

the regularity of participation and the overall inclusion of individuals. Moreover, we obtain 

the same result by cross-checking this claim in the other projects (comparing randomly 

chosen respondents, namely 2 to 5 and 7 to 11). Furthermore, Table 8 offers a visual 

comparison of the scores achieved by the three projects. 

 

Figure 11 

Visual comparison of the scores for the indicator ‘Regular social contacts’ 
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6.3 Fostering the diversity in social contacts 

As all eighteen respondents testified the presence of this indicator, the three projects 

achieved the maximum success in promoting diversity in social contacts. Specifically, the 

Dutch classes are characterised by many cultures due to the fact that participants and 

volunteers come from several countries inside and outside Europe. The highly diverse 

environment enables participants to learn about foreign cultures (Interviews 1, 4) and about 

Dutch traditions  (interviews 1, 3, 5). Thus, although the Dutch classes primarily focus on 

building language skills, they also enable to acquire cultural knowledge.  

Instead, the jam sessions bring together “a very (culturally) diverse group but united 

by the love in music” (interview 8). However, although there is a diversity in social contact, 

there is no space for participants to talk about their cultures or exchange information about 

them (interviews 7, 8). Hence, this phenomenon results from the structure of the activity, 

which prevents interactions. Instead, the buddy programme, compared to the jam sessions and 

the Dutch classes, represents an archetype for other initiatives, as 100% of respondents were 

able to share their cultural traditions and learn about their buddies.’ In particular, ‘‘the buddy 

programme helps you to understand how to talk to people, how to make friends’’ by learning 

about what is considered customary in a specific culture (Dutch and foreign) (interview 18). 

Moreover, one responded that immigrated from Syria particularly appreciated the possibility 

of getting to know people from Europe by having a buddy (interview 17). Overall, the 

outcome of the buddy programme in this indicator reflects the criterion number four, that 

aims to increase the participants’ social connections. 

Furthermore, previous research criticises the setup of specific projects that focus on 

the assimilation of the culture of the host country and neglect that of the asylum seekers and 

refugees (Frisby, 2011; Harris, 2014). This lack of recognition causes a sense of exclusion, as 

the participants feel pressured to assimilate the culture and deny their origins and cultural 

traditions. Instead, the buddy programme actively counteracts feelings of exclusion, by 

enabling its participants to share their knowledge and traditions. In addition, this type of 

project also enables participants to engage in any type of conversation, thus expanding the 

topics of confrontations.  

In particular, Table 9 provides a visual comparison of the project by displaying their scores.  
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Figure 12 

Visual comparison of the scores for the indicator ‘Diversity in social contacts’ 

 

 

6.4 Additional remarks 

This research has conducted multiple interviews with those who participated in more 

than one project. Specifically, the interviewees were asked which initiative among the two or 

three that they attended was the most beneficial for them, and why. This question deepened 

the understanding of which type of project attracts participants the most. Overall, the most 

favoured projects were the buddy programme (2 participants) and the jam sessions (2 

participants). These results suggest that the refugees are more inspired to participate in 

activities where they are actively involved and can get to know new people and establish 

connections. This finding has two implications: firstly, it supports Younes' (2021) claim that 

the most relevant aspect of social inclusion is creating spaces for refugees and asylum seekers 

to build social contacts, taking prevalence over learning the language of the host country. 

Secondly, it emphasises the relevance of the criteria number two and four over the criterion 

number one, the latter focusing on the importance of creating language skills. 

Furthermore, compared with those studies by Ponzoni et al. (2017) and Rast & 

Ghorashi (2018), the dynamics between participants and volunteers in RPM’s initiatives do 

not show practices of exclusion. Indeed, every time participants would talk about the 

interrelation with the volunteers, they would highlight how helpful volunteers are (interview 

3) and wish that the Dutch classes would happen more often (interviews 1). Likewise, two 

respondents wish to be paired with more volunteers in the buddy programme (interviews 13, 
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16); as these considerations highlight positive feedback on the volunteers, it can be claimed 

that the projects carried out by RPM successfully counteract the trend of exclusionary 

practices.  

The argument mentioned above can also be used to question the relevance of criterion 

number three, suggesting that social inclusion is promoted when all the organisers have 

followed cultural and peer support training. Since this criterion was not selected, it was 

expectable to have potentially higher chances for exclusionary approaches to be carried out, 

as the volunteers did not learn how to have a culturally sensitive approach. Instead, the 

positive notes on volunteers demonstrate that they could promote the inclusion of participants, 

even without being trained. Thus, the interviews enable to doubt the importance of criterion 

number three compared to the other two. Moreover, further research on this aspect could 

triangulate this finding to ensure its soundness. 

 

7. Conclusion 

This study enquired the extent to which volunteer-run projects are successful in 

fostering social inclusion, demonstrating that, although RPM carries out successful initiatives, 

none of them reaches their full potential. The lack of total reach can be derived from the type 

of project, its related criteria, and the individuals’ decision, which has a consequence on their 

inclusion. Besides the diversity in social contacts, each project impacts a specific indicator 

based on the criterion that applies to it. For example, the Dutch course is primarily successful 

in removing language barriers, reflecting its criterion.  Instead, the active engagement of 

participants in the jam sessions, explained by criteria number two, results in regular social 

contacts. Furthermore, the buddy programme promotes the connection among respondents 

(criteria number four), which enables participants to practice a common language with the 

local community (represented by their buddies) and promotes the exchange of (cultural) 

knowledge (criteria number two). Finally, as the buddy programme is the most successful 

project among the three, this data demonstrates that the presence of two criteria in an initiative 

results in a higher score of success.  

Using the criteria by Mahoney and Siyambalapitiya (2017) enabled the selection of 

specific projects based on their characteristics, to better understand which features of an 

initiative lead to more success. Moreover, the employment of the criteria increases the 

academic relevance of this study, as it allowed to test their validity. As demonstrated, it can 

be claimed that there is a causal relationship between the criteria and the project, supporting 

the external validity of the criteria. Nevertheless, the criteria alone do not entirely reflect an 
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initiative’s success, as they provide an excessive simplification of the factors influencing the 

impact of a project. Indeed, specific aspects of an activity can hinder their positive impact on 

inclusion. Thus, the success of a project can be hampered even if the initiative meets a 

specific criterion. For example, the excessive focus on practising the skills in the jam sessions 

prevented participants from engaging in conversations and improving their language skills.  

In terms of limitations, this research could not test the criterion number three due to 

the lack of trained staff in RPM. Hence, to advance the enquiry of the impact of a project, 

further research could compare the findings provided in this study, to those analysing projects 

that meet the criterion number three. Furthermore, some criteria could be correlated to more 

indicators of social inclusion, especially in the case of criterion number four. However, we 

preferred to limit the selection of indicators to ensure comparability of results. Thus, future 

research could focus on an in-depth assessment of each criterion alone and expand the 

selected indicators.  

Overall, this research has proved that bottom-up approaches for the inclusion of 

refugees and asylum seekers can extensively foster the social inclusion of their participants. 

Especially in current times when the member states are experiencing an influx of Ukrainian 

refugees, organisations such as RPM can be relevant allies supporting the social inclusion and 

integration of asylum seekers and refugees.
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1.  Introduction  

At the 2015 Paris Climate Summit, 196 countries pledged to achieve global carbon 

neutrality by the mid-century to limit global warming to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels and 

lessen the most severe effects of anthropogenic climate change (UNFCCC, 2015). One crucial 

element in the net-zero strategy is a substantial increase in energy transition investments 

(ETIs13), including in solar and wind, electricity grids, and storage solutions. These 

investments are necessary to accelerate the decarbonisation of existing energy supplies and to 

increase generation capacities to meet growing demand, as fossil fuel-based industries switch 

to electrified modes of production (Lechtenböhmer et al., 2016).  

Recently, China has emerged as a leading global investor in renewable energy and 

electricity grids, including in the European Union14 (EU). The growth in Chinese investment 

flows could accelerate Europe’s energy transition and thus contribute to effective climate 

change mitigation. However, it also creates new issues pertaining to the areas of energy 

security, political independence, and the competitive advantage of the European energy 

industries. This raises concerns, as Chinese investments are increasingly addressed with 

caution by policymakers and met with scepticism by the public. These concerns are further 

exacerbated by a heightened awareness of Europe’s energy dependencies because of 

deteriorating relations with Russia.  

The growth in Chinese investments in the global energy sector has also received 

scholarly attention. Studies on the patterns and motivations of Chinese investments suggest 

that they are driven by a combination of financial and strategic interests (Buckley et al., 2007; 

Gopal et al., 2018; Lv & Spigarelli, 2016; Meunier, 2019; Sauvant & Chen, 2014). 

Concurrently, research on EU-China energy investment relations highlights the importance of 

European energy as a destination for Chinese investments, and the difficulties of coordinating 

the investment relationship between the two regions (Curran et al., 2017a; Gippner & Torney, 

 
13 Elsewhere also abbreviated ETI 
14 This thesis uses the terms European Union and Europe interchangeably in reference to the political and 

economic union of 27 member states 
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2017; Pareja-Alcaraz, 2017; Sattich et al., 2021; Turcsanyi, 2017). For example, Turcsanyi 

(2017) demonstrates that Chinese investments in energy assets are perceived ambiguously in 

Central Eastern European countries as development drivers for the energy industry on the one 

hand, and potential threats to domestic firms and energy security on the other.  

However, there is little research that specifically joins the inquiry of attitudes to 

Chinese investments into the EU in general with that of the trend towards increasing Chinese 

ETIs. This is unfortunate as the prevailing focus on Chinese strategies and the lack of energy 

transition specificity in EU-focused research precludes meaningful insights into the balancing 

of policy priorities by the member states. A better understanding of European perceptions of 

Chinese ETIs would allow a more nuanced assessment and inform better policy choices. To 

this end, this thesis contributes to the growing scholarship on EU-China energy investment 

relations by proposing an advanced analytical framework and by providing new empirical 

insights into a hitherto understudied, but increasingly relevant aspect of energy investments. 

The empirical findings may also give impetus for future theorising research in the domains of 

energy transitions and EU-China investment relations.   

To further our understanding of the balancing of policy priorities, this thesis addresses 

the question of how European attitudes towards Chinese energy transition investments have 

evolved since the conclusion of the Paris Agreement. To do so, it carries out a single case 

study of Germany that draws on data obtained from government documents and newspaper 

articles published in the period 2015–2021 and from expert interviews. The data is used to 

conduct a frame analysis based on a widely used energy policy framework (Sovacool & 

Brown, 2010) that is extended for the application to energy transitions and EU-China 

relations. Based on the triangulated analysis, this thesis argues that the attitude towards 

Chinese ETIs has shifted in its focus and become more negative. Indeed, while the need for a 

constructive partnership in energy investment relations still features in the discourse, it 

appears to be increasingly side-lined by references to issues of energy independence and 

political acceptability. 

This thesis is structured as follows. Section two provides an overview of the 

development of Chinese investment and energy policies, and situates this research within the 

scholarship on EU-China energy investment relations. Section three develops the analytical 

framework. Section four presents the empirical findings, which are subsequently discussed in 

section five. Section six concludes by reflecting on policy implications and by offering venues 

for further research.  
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2. Contextualising and Situating the Research 

The emergence of China as a major overseas investor has inspired a range of research. 

This section examines the literature on EU-China investment relations with special regard to 

ETIs. The aim of this section is twofold. First, to contextualise the research topic, I provide an 

overview of the development and motivations of Chinese overseas investment and energy 

policies, respectively. And second, to situate this thesis within the existing scholarship and to 

identify the gap that this thesis aims to fill, I map current Chinese investment trends in the 

European energy sector and further discuss the literature regarding the European perspective 

on such investments.  

 

2.1 China as an Emerging Global Energy Investor  

Since the early 2000s, China’s outgoing investment policies have changed remarkably. 

Through the launch of strategies such as “Go Global” (2001), the “Belt and Road Initiative” 

(2013) and the “Made in China 2025 Industrial Policy” (2015), the country’s regulatory 

framework has gradually “moved from restricting, to facilitating, to supporting, to 

encouraging [outward investments]” (Sauvant & Chen, 2014, p. 141). Research suggests three 

distinct drivers of this development, depending on the target country.  

First, investments in emerging economies seem to be driven by the aim to secure 

access to valuable natural resources, including fossil fuels and rare earth minerals (Buckley et 

al., 2007; Gulley et al. 2019). Second, investments in developed economies appear to be 

market-seeking and serve the expansion of Chinese firms (Buckley et al., 2007; Hurst, 2011). 

And third, investments in particularly innovative economies may further be motivated by the 

acquisition of proprietary technologies and specialised knowledge (Lu et al., 2011, Henderson 

et al., 2021). For instance, Henderson et al. (2021) show how Chinese investors have 

specifically targeted companies that hold intellectual property rights and own production 

capabilities for cutting-edge technologies.  

The Chinese approach to induce technology and knowledge transfers through 

investments is particularly evident in industries that are central to ensuring competitiveness in 

the 21st century (Deng, 2007; Sauvant & Chen, 2014). One of these industries is the 

renewable energy sector, which received accentuated attention since the launch of the 12th 

Five-Year-Plan (2011–2015; see Lv & Spigarelli, 2016). Although still insufficient to limit 

global warming to 1.5°C (Zhou et al., 2019), investments in China’s energy transition have 

ranked as the world’s largest for the past ten years (Ajadi et al., 2020, p. 43). Consequently, 

China’s sustainable energy capacities have grown at an unprecedented rate that far surpasses 
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that of the EU (IRENA, 2021; Wüstenhagen & Menichetti, 2012). These developments, 

Zhang et al. (2013) argue, are the result of targeted policies and financial incentives by the 

Chinese government that aim at accelerating the transition towards low-carbon leadership (see 

also Ydersbond & Korsnes, 2018). However, the motivation to become a leading nation in the 

energy transition is not exclusively based on development factors. 

Research suggests that the shift towards decarbonisation coincided with an increased 

awareness among Chinese policymakers for environmental degradation and ambient pollution 

(Engels, 2018; Zhang et al., 2013). However, as Engels (2018) argues, the increase in ETIs is 

not a direct consequence of a full-fledged sustainability strategy. Instead, it seems to be the 

side-effect of three political priorities: the increase of energy security through reductions of 

fossil fuel dependencies, the creation of new revenue streams in a post-carbon economy, and 

the maintenance of public support through the improvement of air quality and public 

health. Teng and Wang (2021) further reiterate how the Communist Party’s need to maintain 

its domestic and international performance legitimacy influences the country’s commitment to 

climate change mitigation. Hence, China’s sustainability shift ought to be understood against 

the background of the Communist Party’s efforts to safeguard the regime’s survival by 

averting social and economic instability.  

The sustainability shift also influences how the country invests in the global energy 

sector. In their analysis of Chinese investments in the global wind and solar sector, Tan et al. 

(2013) show that transactions have increased since 2005. Others confirm this tendency 

towards, and the opportunities of, growing Chinese ETIs (Cabré et al., 2018; Gopal et al., 

2018; Liu et al., 2020). Tan et al. (2013) also identify a distinct investment driver for the 

renewables sector: As the majority of wind and solar investments are made in electricity 

generation projects, the authors argue that demand creation for the absorption of domestic 

surpluses likely functions as another push factor (see also Zhang et al, 2013, p. 343). Thus, 

China’s aim to become a leader in decarbonisation, as well as the country’s energy industries’ 

push for expansion abroad, have created a political-economic momentum for Chinese ETIs. 

This also has consequences for the European energy sector.  

 

2.2 EU-China Energy Investment Relations 

Chinese investments in the energy sector began to grow significantly following the 

Global Financial Crisis (Gopal et al., 2018), and energy investments represent a significant 

share of Chinese investments in Europe (Kratz et al. 2020). Conrad and Kostka (2017) show 

that China invests in all European energy-related sectors: grid systems, nuclear, conventional 
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energy generation, and renewables production and generation. In contrast to Chinese 

investments in other sectors, in which mergers and acquisitions are the preferred mode of 

entry (Meunier, 2019), investments in the European renewable energy sector are characterised 

by a predominance of greenfield investments and joint ventures (Pareja-Alcaraz, P., 2017, p. 

707). As Curran et al. (2017a, p. 678) show, this tendency is especially visible for investments 

in energy generation projects. 

Distinctive factors can be identified for Chinese investments in European conventional 

and renewable energy. Kamiński (2017) and Liedtke (2017) show that conventional energy 

investments have been motivated by China’s need to secure control over fossil fuel supply 

chains and the aim to build global enterprises. Research on ETIs suggests that their 

underlying motives are primarily market and technology seeking (Lv & Spigarelli, 2015; 

Curran et al., 2017a). Interestingly, Curran et al. (2017b) argue that in the case of the 

European solar sector, technology transfers are no longer of significant importance to Chinese 

investors. Contrarily, a study on the wind sector by Urban et al. (2015) provides several 

examples of Chinese transactions that were specifically connected to the European research, 

design, and manufacturing subsectors. Thus, as Pareja-Alcaraz (2017, pp. 707–708) argues, 

Chinese ETIs into Europe are likely driven by an emerging double approach of following 

purely financial returns on the one hand, and more strategic interests on the other.  

However, despite the increase in potentially strategic Chinese investments in the 

European energy sector, and despite the sensitivity of critical infrastructure investments (Rabe 

& Gippner, 2017), the European perspective on Chinese energy investments remains largely 

understudied. This is especially puzzling as energy investments disproportionately depend on 

host countries’ regulatory and industrial contexts (Zhang et al., 2011, p. 229, as cited in Lv & 

Spigarelli, 2016, p. 335). It is only recently that scholars have taken up the issue, and most 

research forms part of one issue of Energy Policy (Conrad & Kostka, 2017). The few 

contributions to the debate on the European perspective range from research on managerial 

problems (Vaccarini et al., 2017), the legal venues for screening mechanisms (Bungenberg & 

Hazarika, 2019), to the energy transition’s geopolitical implications for the two blocs (Sattich 

et al., 2021). While highlighting some of the issues that Chinese investments and the 

regulation thereof entail, these studies shed little light on the formation of public and political 

preferences regarding such investments. 

Some exceptions can be found in Gippner and Torney (2017) and Turcsanyi (2017). 

For instance, Gippner and Torney (2017) have studied the convergence of energy policy 

frames between China and the EU. They show how the blocs’ energy policy priorities have 
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continuously converged. This, they argue, opened the door to both more cooperation and 

competition. Turcsanyi (2017) has applied a similar framework to study Eastern European 

attitudes to Chinese investments in the energy sector and found that perceptions vary 

depending on the host country and the scope and intent of investment. However, both studies 

address the energy sector per se and do not focus on ETIs. Therefore, they give little insight 

into how China’s new role as a globally leading energy transition investor is perceived by 

European target countries.   

The reviewed literature on Chinese investment and energy policies and EU-China 

energy investment relations provides valuable insights into the motivations and patterns of 

Chinese investment flows. However, there is a lack of research on the European attitudes 

towards Chinese investments in the Union’s energy transition. While analyses show how 

China uses ETIs to attain political and economic goals, the issue of how European host 

countries perceive such investments has received insufficient attention. Thus, the issue of 

attitudes towards Chinese ETIs seems to be characterised by an emerging “gap between high 

policy importance and low analytical coverage” (Turcsanyi, 2017, p. 712). With this thesis, I 

seek to close this gap in the literature on EU-China energy relations by focusing on how 

member states balance their respective energy transition policy priorities regarding Chinese 

investments.  

 

3. Towards an Analytical Framework for Studying Energy Investment Frames 

Building on the insights from existing scholarship, this section explains the 

methodological and conceptual choices I have made. First, it addresses the motivations for 

carrying out a case study and presents Germany as the chosen case. Second, it discusses how 

frame analysis is used to answer the research question and develops the energy policy 

framework upon which the analysis is based. Finally, it presents the data used for the analysis. 

 

3.1 Case Selection  

To analyse the evolution of European attitudes towards Chinese ETIs, this thesis 

carries out a case study of a single member state. This choice is based on a twofold reasoning. 

First, from a methodological point of view, case studies are well-suited for exploratory 

research that analyses a particular phenomenon in-depth (Johansson, 2020, as cited in Ruddin, 

2006, p. 785; see also Gerring, 2004). Given the recency of the increase in Chinese ETIs into 

Europe and the lack of research on the attitude thereto, a focused single case study can 

uncover nuanced empirical insights that comparative studies might miss.  
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Second, the choice for a member state-based case study is informed by the political 

realities of the EU. Although the Lisbon Treaty has given energy policy the status of a shared 

competence, the governance of energy supplies is still dominated by national policies 

(Szulecki et al., 2016). Specifically, Article 194 TFEU (2012) safeguards member states’ 

prerogative to “determine the conditions for exploiting its energy resources, its choice 

between different energy sources and the general structure of its energy supply”. Therefore, 

the decisive attitudes towards Chinese ETIs are likely formed at the national level. Focusing 

on a member state thus appears suitable to answer the research question.  

For the case selection, I follow “information-oriented” (Flyvberg, 2016, p. 230), that 

is, non-random sampling. This approach allows me to select a particularly relevant case based 

on its suitability to answer the research question. Specifically, I have chosen to research a 

typical case since I am mainly interested in the mechanisms at work within the analysed case 

(see Seawright & Gerring, 2008). Moreover, Toshkov (2016, p. 294) shows that typical case 

studies are commonly used in exploratory research, which further suggests the 

appropriateness of this methodological choice against the background of existing research. 

Germany between December 2015 and October 2021 is typical of a member state that 

needs to balance sustainability targets with large Chinese ETIs. While the beginning of the 

timeframe is given by the conclusion of the Paris Agreement, its end is derived from the 

official dismissal of the Merkel IV cabinet. The geographical choice is based on three 

observations. First, Germany was one of the first member states to pursue concrete plans to 

reduce reliance on fossil fuels through its Energiewende (energy transition) programme. 

Consequently, decarbonisation strategies feature regularly in government discourses (Haas, 

2021). Second, Germany has been a primary destination for Chinese ETIs (Lv & Spigarelli, 

2015), which arguably entails a greater salience of such investments as compared to less 

targeted countries. Finally, during the entire timeframe, Germany was governed by a 

conservative-labour coalition (Merkel III and Merkel IV cabinets). While this continuity 

cannot entirely rule out endogenous effects such as ministers’ personal positions, it 

nevertheless suggests that observed changes in attitudes are not primarily informed by a 

change in governing parties. Combined, these three factors make Germany a well-suited case 

to study the evolution of attitudes towards Chinese ETIs.   

 

3.2 Frame Analysis 

The method of analysis is based on similar works by Gippner & Torney (2017) and 

Turcsanyi (2017). Concretely, I carry out a frame analysis to study through which frames 
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Chinese ETIs are addressed. A frame is usually understood as an interpretation that gives 

coherence to a complex set of elements and thereby structures reality (Creed et al., 2002, p. 

36; Goffmann, 1974, as cited in Gippner & Torney, 2017, p. 650). In policy research, frames 

are often studied as problem definitions that can lead to different policy outcomes depending 

on how they are evoked (Princen, 2011, p. 119; Entmann, 1993, p. 53). Analysing the frames 

on Chinese ETIs thus means to uncover how different interpretations are used to address the 

issue.  

To study these interpretations and underlying attitudes, I draw from the energy 

security framework of Sovacool & Brown (2010). As Gippner & Torney (2017, p. 651) argue, 

it provides a relatively comprehensive framework for studying energy policy preferences and 

changes therein. This is because the framework attends to a range of potentially decisive 

frames that can influence decisions on energy investments. Moreover, although the 

framework has received some methodological criticism (Cherp, 2012; Jewell et al., 2020, p. 

254), it has established itself as a widely used point of reference in the energy policy literature 

(see Dubash & Florini, 2011; Gasser et al., 2020; Gippner & Torney, 2017; McCollum et al., 

2013; Turcsanyi, 2017; Yao & Chang, 2014). The framework hence appears to be an 

appropriate starting point for this thesis’ analytical framework. 

Basing my analysis on the works of Sovacool and Brown (2010; see also Kruyt et al., 

2009; Sovacool & Mukherjee, 2011) allows me to discern the separate policy priorities that 

may be evoked in relation to Chinese investments in the Union’s energy transition. Further, 

by employing this established framework, the findings of this thesis can be better compared to 

existing studies, which allows for a richer discussion. However, their framework requires 

some adaptation before being applied to the issue at hand. First, as the framework has not 

been devised for renewable energy specifically, it appears necessary to incorporate more 

recent insights on the framing of climate change, sustainability, and renewable energy 

(Nisbet, 2009; von Hippel et al., 2011; Wolsink, 2020). And second, the framework does not 

include political considerations that often feature in discourses on EU-China investment 

relations, and which may equally influence attitudes (Cotula, 2021; Maher, 2016; Meunier, 

2019). I therefore add a fifth frame of political acceptability that accounts for these dynamics. 

Followingly, I discuss the five frames that form the core of the analysis and extend on them 

with additional literature where appropriate. 

The first frame concerns the conception of “availability”. According to Sovacool and 

Brown (2010, p. 81), it highlights the importance of maintaining sufficient and guaranteed 

access to energy supplies. Strategies that fall within the availability frame may include the 
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reduction of foreign dependence for energy imports and technical infrastructure, maximising 

the exploitation of domestically available energy sources, as well as the prevention of 

sabotages of critical energy infrastructure, including powerplants and grid systems. 

Availability may also be framed in terms of diversifying energy supplies, both concerning 

energy sources and contracted suppliers.  

The second frame is that of “affordability”. It emphasises that access to energy for 

private and industrial customers needs to be affordable, and equitable across consumer classes 

(Sovacool & Brown, 2010, p. 83). Moreover, as Sovacool and Mukherjee (2011, p. 5345) 

argue, the affordability frame may also include the goal to keep energy prices stable and 

thereby predictable.  

The third frame has originally been termed “energy and economic efficiency” 

(Sovacool & Brown, 2010, p. 84). However, this frame received more attention in subsequent 

work by Sovacool and Mukherjee (2011) who label the frame “technology development and 

efficiency” (p. 5345). The efficiency frame focuses on improvements in the efficiency of 

energy use, energy production, and energy transmission. Strategies that pertain to this frame 

include the support of innovative research on, as well as the development of, more efficient 

technologies to exploit and harness the available energy sources. Sovacool and Mukherjee 

(2011, p. 5345) show that efficiency may also be framed regarding infrastructure maintenance 

to increase the reliability of energy services.   

The fourth frame is “environmental stewardship” (Sovacool & Brown, 2010, p. 84) 

and refers to the sustainability aspect of energy policy. I therefore relabel it the 

“sustainability” frame. Initially, the frame’s conceptualisation focused on the non-depletion of 

resource pools (Sovacool & Brown, 2010, p. 84). However, with the effects of anthropogenic 

climate change and the role of the energy sector therein becoming ever clearer (Rockström et 

al., 2009; Tong et al., 2019), the sustainability frame has developed accordingly. The focus of 

the sustainability frame is now the reduction of the environmental impact of energy 

generation and transmission, including the decline in harmful emissions and the transition 

from fossil fuels to renewable energy sources (Wolsink, 2020). Goals that fall within the 

sustainability frame may further include the adherence to international agreements, the 

protection of public and common goods and the preservation of vulnerable ecosystems 

(Gippner & Torney, 2017, p. 650; von Hippel et al., 2011, p. 6724). 

The special nature of EU-China investment relations prompts the inclusion of a fifth 

frame. In congruence with the framework’s terminology, I name this frame “political 

acceptability” (hereafter acceptability). It is based on the observation that the difference 
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between the European and Chinese political models, unequal market access regulations, as 

well as diverging norms and values, can undermine effective cooperation between the two 

blocs (Cotula, 2021, p. 362; Maher, 2016). The political acceptability frame may thus include 

references to the adherence to international standards, the respect for human rights, and 

economic reciprocity.  

To enable a thorough analysis of member state attitudes towards Chinese ETIs, the 

frame categories of the extended energy policy framework need to be operationalised. In other 

words, the frames require “translation into constructs that can be studied empirically” 

(Toshkov, 2016, p. 83). Since it is unlikely that the data explicitly reference one of the five 

frames but rather evoke them implicitly, specific indicators must be defined. With the help of 

these indicators, the different frames can then be better detected. For instance, references to 

decreasing prices for solar panels may serve as evidence for the affordability frame, and 

references to the targets of the Paris Agreement may be accredited to the sustainability frame. 

Table 1 contains an overview of how I have operationalised the five energy policy frames for 

the purpose of this thesis.  

 

Table 1:  

Operationalisation of frames  

Frame Themes Empirical Indicators 

Availability Exploitation of domestic 

energy sources, protection of 

energy supplies, diversifying 

energy sources and energy 

suppliers 

− Increased production capabilities 

− Energy mix diversification 

− Safeguarding of grids 

− Continuity of energy supplies 

− Better grid connectivity  

Affordability  Affordable and equitable 

access to energy, stability and 

predictability of energy prices 

− Cheaper production and stable prices 

− Increased funding for energy 

transition projects 

− Free competition  

Efficiency Efficiency improvements in 

energy production and use, 

reliability of energy services 

− Energy savings 

− Increase in technological capabilities 

− Innovation in electricity generation 

and transmission 

Sustainability  Emissions reduction, 

adherence to international 

agreements, climate justice, 

energy transition 

− Paris Agreement, Nationally 

Determined Contributions and net-

zero targets 

− Low-carbon energy  

− Sustainable industry transformation 
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− Green leadership and cooperation 

Acceptability  Adherence to international 

trade rules, respect of human 

rights, different political 

systems, acceptance of 

sovereignty  

− Equal market access  

− Situation in Xinjiang  

− Status of Hongkong and Taiwan 

− Pressure and influence by the 

Chinese government  

Note. The empirical indicators are informed by Cotula, 2021; Gippner & Torney, 2017; 

Meunier, 2019; Sovacool & Brown, 2010. 

 

Together, the five frame categories allow for a nuanced analysis of how member states 

frame their positions towards Chinese ETIs. It should be noted that these frames are not 

mutually exclusive (see also Gippner & Torney, 2017, p. 649), but may overlap and interact 

with each other. Moreover, within each frame category, positions may be framed on a 

continuum that ranges from approving to opposing Chinese investments.  

To perform the frame analysis, the data is analysed through the five frames. 

Concretely, the obtained documents are manually coded with the software Atlas.ti according 

to the frames that they evoke, and the position expressed within each frame. This then permits 

a quantitative comparison between years, as well as a qualitative in-depth analysis of each 

frame. The analysis therefore follows a primarily deductive logic, as the content is analysed 

through a priori determined frames (Mayring, 2000). Following this, I outline how the data 

for the frame analysis was obtained.  

 

 

3.3 Data Collection  

Data for the document analysis is sourced from the websites of the Chancellery, the 

Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and Energy, the Federal Ministry for the Environment, 

Nature Conservation and Nuclear Safety, the Federal Foreign Office, and the Parliament15. To 

retrieve the documents, a set of Boolean search strings using keywords such as China, 

renewable energy, solar energy, wind energy, investment, and energy transition was inserted 

into the search function of their document repositories. Moreover, articles from high-quality 

newspapers were retrieved by inserting the same search strings into the LexisNexis database 

and selecting relevant entries that specifically discuss the government’s position on Chinese 

ETIs in Germany.  

 
15 Ministry names as of the end of the Merkel IV cabinet 
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These sources have been further complemented by documents on specific high-profile 

investments and attempts thereof. To that end, I consulted the Zephyr deals and rumours 

database and identified four Chinese (attempted) ETIs in Germany, for which I retrieved 

additional documents. For all document types, only sources that were published during the 

studied timeframe have been included. The final dataset16 comprises 30 government 

documents in the German language17, including official publications, press releases, speeches, 

and responses to parliamentary inquiries, as well as 15 German newspaper articles.  

To validate and substantiate the findings of the document analysis, I use semi-

structured expert interviews as part of a triangulation process. Especially for case studies, 

method triangulation is often an important part of the research process (Kumar, 2014, p. 127). 

By combining two methods of data collection, the findings from the distinct materials can be 

compared with, and complemented by each other. This allows for a more nuanced and better-

contextualised analysis. Moreover, through the triangulation with expert interviews 

specifically, attitudes may be uncovered that remain hidden in official publications.  

To identify suitable interviewees, I relied on a combination of expert sampling and 

snowball sampling (Kumar, 2010, pp. 207–208). Primary interviewees have been approached 

through professors and personal contacts. In some cases, the interviewees themselves 

recommended other interviewees who were subsequently contacted. In total, 22 interview 

requests were sent out, which resulted in three interviews with industry professionals, 

business representatives, and academics (see Table 2).  

 

Table 2:  

List of interviewees 

Number Interviewee’s Functional Position Language Date 

Interview 1 Industry Representative specialising on China  English 20/05/2022 

Interview 2 Former executive in the German energy 

sector 

German 24/05/2022 

Interview 3 Researcher on EU-China energy relations English 03/06/2022 

 

All interviews took place digitally on Zoom and lasted about 30 minutes. They were 

recorded, transcribed and, if necessary, translated into English18. The transcripts were then 

 
16 Dataset available upon request 
17 Statements reproduced in this thesis are translated by the author 
18 Topic guide and transcripts available upon request 
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coded and analysed following the same deductive approach from the document analysis. All 

interviewees consented to the recording, transcription, and anonymised reproduction of their 

statements in this thesis. 

 

4. Results   

This section presents the findings from the frame analysis of government documents 

and newspaper articles, which are complemented by insights from the expert interviews. I 

first provide a quantitative assessment of the evolution of evoked frames across the examined 

timeframe. However, as there have also been considerable changes in attitudes within some 

frames, I subsequently focus on each frame individually and examine the positions taken 

therein in-depth.  

 

4.1 Quantitative Analysis  

To better understand how attitudes have evolved, I first analyse the different frames 

quantitatively. Figure 1 shows the frequency of each energy policy frame, relative to the 

totality of frames identified across all analysed documents for each year. By examining the 

relative frequency, I account for the fact that for some years, the coding identifies 

disproportionately more frames than for other years19. For reasons of completeness, the 

absolute frequency of frames is shown in Figure 2.  

Figure 1: Relative frequencies of frames 

Source: Author’s own work. 

 
19 Which are due to a higher frame density and a larger number of documents for some years 
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The quantitative analysis of the coded frames reveals first that, the efficiency frame 

notwithstanding, all other frames are evoked at least once each year. Second, although the 

sustainability frame is present across the examined timeframe, it receives no significantly 

heightened attention compared to the other frames, except in 2017. The relative frequency of 

40.0% for 2017 is, however, not indicative of a trend since the frame’s mean frequency prior 

to, and after 2017 is considerably lower, namely at 16.7%. Third, and contrarily to the 

sustainability frame, there appears to be a trend towards a focus on acceptability. While 

receiving only little attention in 2017 (10.0%), the acceptability frame dominates in 2020 

(50.0%) and 2021 (57.1%), respectively.  

 

Figure 2: Absolute frequencies of frames 

Source: Author’s own work. 

 

The quantitative analysis thus suggests that there has been a considerable shift in the 

framing of Chinese ETIs. While initially all five frames featured somewhat evenly, the 

discourse then became characterised by a focus on availability, only to be subsequently 

dominated by increasing references to the acceptability of such investments. This change in 

attitudes becomes even more apparent in the frames’ qualitative analysis, to which I turn next. 
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4.2 Qualitative Analysis  

4.2.1 Availability 

Within the availability frame, two diverging perspectives have been identified. 

Interestingly, these perspectives have not featured concurrently but followed upon each other. 

Whereas early references framed Chinese investments as being conducive to energy 

availability, later documents referred to such investment as potentially availability-

undermining.  

Statements that framed Chinese investments as availability-supporting have focused 

on potential synergies of Sino-German cooperation, as well as on the gaps in domestic 

spending that these investments could fill. For example, a 2016 government publication on 

the Sino-German Energy Partnership framed cooperation and investment as enhancing 

Germany’s security of sustainable energy supplies (BMWi, 2016). Similarly, a 2017 

ministerial press statement emphasised the shared goal to ensure a “secure … energy supply” 

(BMWi, 2017). Chinese investments were further framed as providing funding for the 

national energy infrastructure to accelerate and upscale the energy transition (Interviewee 2; 

Merkel, 2019a; Sigmund & Stratmann, 2018). Comparably positive framings were also 

observed for Chinese investment activity in the subsector of energy production, for instance 

concerning a takeover of a German wind park by China Three Gorges (Preuß, 2016). 

The turn towards more negative attitudes within the availability frame took place 

primarily in 2018 and was prompted by a change in the Chinese investment focus. Thus far, 

most investments into German energy targeted the generation and technology sectors 

(Interview 3). In early 2018, however, the state-owned State Grid Corporation of China 

(SGCC) tried to acquire a 20% stake in 50Hertz, one of the four grid providers operating in 

Germany. While the government first classified the transaction as unproblematic 

(Bundesregierung, 2018a), the following months saw a reframing of this transaction as 

undermining the stability and safety of critical infrastructure that is indispensable for securing 

energy supplies (Bundesregierung, 2018b; Merkel, 2018; Wetzel, 2018). Within the media, 

the transaction was further framed as the continuation of China’s pursuit of a global energy 

grid, which would ultimately make SGCC “a dominant actor in the European energy grid” 

(Gersemann, 2018). The concern that such investments could limit host countries’ security of 

energy supplies was shared by interviewee 2, too.  

Beyond the attempted 50Hertz investment, Chinese investments were also increasingly 

framed as limiting the availability of green energy. This happened in reference to the 

dominant position that state-owned and state-supported companies can exercise if they invest 
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in European energy (Altmeier, 2019), as well as the dependence on China as a major supplier 

of technological and financial input for the green transition (Maas, 2020; Interview 3). Thus, 

while Chinese investments were initially framed as increasing the availability of sustainable 

energy, China’s more assertive investment approach and the awareness of a new emerging 

dependency on China’s market power have progressively led to a new perspective that framed 

investments as potentially undermining Germany’s energy availability. 

 

4.2.2 Affordability 

Though not dominating the discourse, perspectives within the affordability frame 

generally supported Chinese ETIs. Within the frame, China was often referenced as the 

country that has commercialised energy transition technologies which it had previously 

acquired abroad (Merkel, 2019b). Through economies of scale, this commercialisation 

entailed a global decline in the price of available technologies, and thus led to welcome 

reductions in energy unit prices (Altmeier, 2019; Merkel, 2019b).  

For instance, China’s investments in renewable energy technologies, including in 

European solar panels and windmills, were portrayed as a major driver of cost reductions in 

the energy transition, both through innovation and increased competition for Western 

manufacturers (Witsch, 2020; Interviews 2, 3). This effect was also acknowledged in a 2017 

speech by Merkel, in which she emphasised cost reductions in the solar sector and general 

cost savings that can be achieved through investments in advanced energy technologies 

(Merkel, 2017). Moreover, the reductions in the unit price of energy were also framed as 

ensuring the long-term competitiveness of the German industry (Bundesregierung, 2019) and 

as decreasing the budget pressure on private households (Witsch, 2018).  

 

4.2.3 Efficiency  

Perspectives falling into the efficiency frame have often overlapped with the 

affordability frame. This is mainly as efficiency improvements were frequently mentioned 

with reference to associated cost reductions. Nevertheless, the analysis also identified 

perspectives that can be distinctively ascribed to the efficiency and innovation frame. These 

perspectives mostly revolved around the bottleneck for the German energy transition: 

transmission grids. As Merkel expressed in 2019, Germany lags in the deployment of 

advanced transmission technologies that are necessary to transport energy over large distances 

(Merkel, 2019a). Further press statements and newspaper articles reiterated the necessity of 

increasing the capacity of the electricity grid and energy efficiency throughout the entire 
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system, especially as intermittent energy sources such as wind and solar require more 

versatile and robust transmission infrastructure (Sha Hua & Witsch, 2018; Sigmund & 

Stratmann, 2018).  

It is in this vein that Chinese investments have been framed as a chance for Germany 

to benefit from China’s experience and expertise (BMWi, 2016), since, as one interviewee put 

it, “the Chinese are at least as good or even better [in energy technology]” (Interview 2). Most 

European states, including Germany, rely on high voltage transmission technology that 

operates at up to 800 kilovolts. Concurrently, China has established itself as the leading nation 

in the development of ultra-high voltage transmission lines operating at greater than 800 

kilovolts. Investments, such as the attempted one in 50Hertz were thus framed as a chance to 

deploy such “energy highways” (Sigmund & Stratmann, 2018) in Europe.  

 

4.2.4 Sustainability 

Though not the most frequently evoked frame, references within the sustainability 

frame largely induced cooperation and investment and further highlighted the increasing 

importance of China for the energy transition. As Interviewee 1 stated: “There is no energy 

transition that Germany is talking about without China. … You can't circumvent China when 

it comes to [the] energy transition”. Similar positions could be found in government 

documents, which framed the Sino-German Energy Partnership with reference to climate 

change mitigation (BMWi, 2016). Similarly, in response to a 2020 parliamentary enquiry, the 

government repeated its 2017 commitment (Bundesregierung, 2017) to increase the 

sustainability of the German and Chinese energy systems respectively, inter alia through 

increased cooperation and integration between the two countries (Bundesregierung, 2020). 

The sustainability frame was also evoked in the discussion of concrete technology and 

infrastructure investments. Chinese investments in solar energy are considered a necessity for 

the European energy transition, not least because “China is very good at developing certain 

renewable energy technologies” (Interview 3). For example, in a 2017 speech, Merkel 

endorsed associated cost reductions for solar panels as a catalyst for the decarbonisation of the 

German energy system and states that an increase in ETIs is necessary for attaining the goals 

of the Paris Agreement (Merkel, 2017). Similarly, the attempted investment of SGCC into the 

grid provider 50Hertz has been framed by the latter’s Chief Executive as an opportunity to 

advance the decarbonisation of Germany’s energy system (Sigmund & Stratmann, 2018). 

 

4.2.5 Acceptability 
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Most references within the acceptability frame were characterised by a sceptical 

position towards Chinese investments. They revolved around three key themes of fair market 

conditions, human rights, and China’s political system. Comments on investments’ 

acceptability because of market conditions featured evenly across the examined timeframe 

and focused on the issue of reciprocity. For instance, the government lamented that access for 

German investors to China is more difficult than vice versa (Gabriel, 2017; Merkel, 2018; 

Bundesregierung, 2020). In 2016, the Minister for the Environment stressed “that equal 

treatment of domestic and foreign firms is necessary to ensure that the positive potential of 

structural change can be fully realised” (BMUV, 2016). Such concerns were also shared by 

interviewee 2, remarking that they “don't know of any German investments in the Chinese 

grid”. The government further expressed concern about unfair market conditions for Chinese 

state-owned and state-supported companies, especially regarding harmful dumping practices 

(Gabriel, 2016; BMWi, 2020). As interviewee 1 stated, these investments present the 

“potential for losing the competitive edge” against China.  

The framing of investments’ acceptability with reference to human rights has emerged 

only recently. In September 2019, Merkel remarked in a speech to the Bundestag that 

Germany would do well to maintain contacts with China in all areas, economically, 

but also in the various dialogue formats that we have - rule of law dialogue, human 

rights dialogue … During my visit, I again pointed out that respect for human rights is 

indispensable for us. (Merkel, 2019c) 

Following the revelations about human rights violations against the Uyghurs minority in 

Xinjiang, the discourse has become more negative, with members of the executive and the 

legislative calling for a stronger and more critical engagement with China (Karnitschnig, 

2020; Maas, 2020). The human rights focus is especially pertinent for the energy transition 

and Chinese involvement therein, as Xinjiang is an important node in international value 

chains for solar panels, and materials originating from there have been found in German-built 

solar panels and German solar parks (Heide et al., 2021; Schaudwet, 2021). 

References to China’s political system were not as frequent. They nevertheless reveal 

some important attitudes. For instance, China’s political system and its difficult status of 

being both partner and rival have been brought up in the discourse to explain the 

government’s opposition to the 50Hertz investment by SGCC. As interviewee 2 stressed, 

“with China, you have to realise that there is not just an economic component, there is always 

a political component, and that should be kept in mind in every decision”. In this vein, one 

newspaper article cited concerns that China may use the investment to gain insights into 
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“sensitive security plannings” (Wetzel, 2018) for the German electricity grid. Another article 

highlighted that different from the Netherlands, whose state-owned enterprise Tennet owns 

one of the other four German grids, China is not a security partner and should thus be 

measured against different benchmarks (Gersemann, 2018).  

 

5. Discussion 

Having analysed the five energy policy frames in the previous section, it is now 

possible to discuss the findings in light of the research question. By embedding the findings in 

existing literature, this section shows how German attitudes towards Chinese ETIs have 

evolved since the conclusion of the Paris Agreement, and how this is indicative of 

developments on the European level. To do so, I reflect on the trends underlying the change in 

attitudes and on the German response to Chinese ETIs. 

 

5.1 A Convergence of Trends 

The analysis has revealed that, at first, Chinese ETIs were framed evenly across frame 

categories and mostly positively. However, since 2018, this positive framing has gradually 

given way to a significantly more negative attitude that views these investments as largely 

detached from the sustainability issue and instead focuses on acceptability and on 

safeguarding availability. Arguably, the increasingly sceptical perception of Chinese ETIs is 

the consequence of two intersecting trends, namely a general deterioration of EU-China 

investment relations and the geopoliticisation of energy transitions.   

First, the growing importance of the acceptability frame and the issues raised therein 

suggest that policymakers and the public increasingly take issue with China as the source of 

investments. This notion appears to be directly connected to frustrations by the government 

and the industry about unfulfilled promises regarding equal market access. It has recently 

been exacerbated by the struggles of the EU and its member states to balance economic 

dependencies on China with appropriate reactions to ever stronger evidence of human rights 

violations in Xinjiang. The findings of this thesis are thus indicative of a “China effect” 

(Babić & Dixon, 2022, p. 112), that is, a broader European trend towards a more apprehensive 

outlook on investments from China (see also Bungenberg & Hazarika, 2019). However, the 

analysis also suggests that the growing aversion towards Chinese investments per se does not 

fully capture the dynamics that have shaped the change in attitudes towards ETIs. Instead, the 

shift is further influenced by changes within the politics of energy transitions. 
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The analysis highlights how ETIs have gradually left the protected sphere of technical 

discussions and net-zero strategies, and instead entered the world of geopolitics. The shift 

within the availability frame is exemplary of this change. While initially referred to as 

enablers of improved and increased green energy supplies, investments are increasingly 

framed as potentially nudging the Union’s energy system into a new dependency on China, 

which eventually bears the risk of being weaponised. In this regard, the findings are consistent 

with those of Turcsanyi (2017), namely that investments are more prone to be perceived 

negatively if they evoke concerns over strategic assets and the loss of autonomy. They further 

support the argument that energy transitions have developed a distinctly geopolitical notion 

that can no longer be separated from the issue of climate change mitigation (Herranz-

Surrallés, 2022). The case of Chinese ETIs into Europe thus clearly exhibits a convergence of 

two contentious trends –a complication of EU-China investment relations and a 

geopoliticisation of energy transitions– that require careful strategic balancing by both 

policymakers and businesses.  

 

5.2 The Missing Strategy 

Given these two trends and the general sensitivity of energy investments (Rabe & 

Gippner, 2017), it is rather surprising that the political public discourses have remained 

mostly reactionary. The analysis suggests that, instead of being derived from a coherent 

strategy, positions on Chinese energy investments have often been formed ad-hoc. As 

negative discussions of Chinese ETIs mostly feature in direct relation to specific investments, 

it appears that attitudes have often been adapted on a case-by-case basis. This impression is 

further underlined by instances in which attitudes have changed remarkably within a short 

time, as was the case with the 50Hertz investment. Moreover, the findings also indicate that 

positions were not sufficiently coordinated within and among ministries, which has led to 

additional ambiguity in the framing of Chinese ETIs.  

Arguably, this incoherence and lack of a strategic approach towards China as a 

provider of ETIs have undermined the effective calibration of an already difficult relationship. 

In other words, the Merkel government did not develop a coherent strategy that would 

systematically guide the country’s approach to Chinese ETIs. Interestingly, this awareness has 

now been taken up by the new Scholz government, which is currently in the process of 

preparing a comprehensive and cross-ministerial China strategy. 

 



96 

 

6. Conclusion  

The rise of China as a leading global investor in energy transitions presents both 

chances and risks to the EU and its member states as they aim to achieve carbon neutrality by 

2050. To better understand the balancing of policy priorities, this thesis examined how 

European attitudes towards Chinese energy transition investments have developed since the 

conclusion of the Paris Agreement, focusing on Germany as a typical case. It did so by 

applying an extended energy policy framework to a dataset of government documents and 

newspaper articles, which have been complemented by expert interviews for further 

contextualisation and validation.  

The analysis demonstrated that, between 2015 and 2021, the frames on Chinese ETIs 

shifted towards a greater emphasis on investments’ political acceptability and the 

safeguarding of energy availability. It has further shown that attitudes have become 

considerably more negative, most notably since 2018. Initially, Chinese ETIs into Germany 

have been framed as an opportunity for building a more sustainable and cost-efficient energy 

system. Gradually, however, these perspectives have been side-lined by concerns over 

economic disadvantages for domestic industries, China’s human rights track record, and the 

vulnerability of critical energy infrastructure. These findings, I argue, are indicative of two 

broader trends that converge in the case of Chinese ETIs. First, European host countries have 

become more cautious about China as the source of investments. And second, geopolitical 

considerations increasingly seem to influence policies on the energy transition and 

investments therein.  

Some limitations to this research require attention. As I relied on a deductive approach 

in which frames were defined a priori and then applied to the dataset, the analysis is already 

channelled into a given direction and may therefore be oblivious to perspectives that are 

beyond the framework’s scope. However, I addressed this limitation in the qualitative within-

frame analysis by allowing for the inductive identification of themes and nuances that the 

framework did not initially account for. Moreover, although great care was given to 

completing a comprehensive and transparent sourcing and coding process, the manual 

selection and analysis of documents may be influenced by personal bias. The margin of error 

due to bias, however, was minimised through the triangulation with expert interviews which 

confirmed the findings from the document analysis. Last, this thesis would have benefitted 

from the insights of officials and policymakers. Having their insights included in the 

triangulation process would have enabled me to further discern dynamics that led to the 

observed change in attitudes. Future studies may thus extend this research by zooming in on 
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the mechanisms underlying the government’s preference changes or by zooming out and 

validating the findings in larger comparative designs.  

Nevertheless, this thesis made important contributions to the academic debate on EU-

China energy and investment relations. Conceptually, it devised an advanced analytical 

framework that acknowledges that energy policy is intrinsically embedded in the dynamics of 

international relations, and hence allows for an effective study of policy preferences towards 

EU-China energy investment relations. Empirically, this thesis presents one of the first studies 

on the perception of Chinese investments in the increasingly geopoliticised sector of energy 

transitions. The findings have implications for German and European policymakers alike. 

Although some adaptations seem to be taking place recently, policymakers would 

nevertheless benefit from a more strategic assessment and recalibration of energy and energy 

transition relations with China. By acknowledging the unsustainability of existing approaches 

and by formulating a clear, coherent strategy, the EU and its member states could use Chinese 

ETIs to their benefit while reducing the risk of renewed dependencies and political pitfalls. 
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Between Perception and Reality 

Representative Claims of Umbrella Groups 

Sandra Martinez Böhme 

 

 

1. Introduction 

In spring 2022, the EU concluded its first Conference on the Future of Europe which 

aimed to promote citizen involvement through panels and discussions (Conference on the 

Future of Europe, n.d.). The conference can be viewed as a response to the criticism of the 

democratic deficit which is frequently levelled at the EU. Critics note that the EU is rarely 

covered by the media which leads to a lack of a European public sphere as citizens barely 

participate and know little about EU matters (Kaitatzi-Whitlock, 2007). Additionally, the EU 

focuses on output legitimacy where legitimacy is reached through a satisfying result rather 

than input legitimacy which ensures that the sufficient participation of every actor in decision-

making (Smismans, 2016, p. 340). Essentially, critics accuse the EU of prioritizing efficiency 

over democratic debate (Follesdal & Hix, 2006). 

The EU also attempts to address the democratic deficit through interacting with civil 

society organizations (CSOs) and interest groups (Smismans, 2016, p. 346-347). More 

specifically, the Commission attempts to legitimize itself through funding, meeting and 

consulting with interests groups which represent different interests in the European arena 

(Albareda, 2020; Crepaz & Hanegraaff, 2020; Klüver, 2010; Binderkrantz et al., 2021). The 

Commission’s approach reflects the notion of interest groups as transmission belts which 

transmit citizen interests to the European level (Albareda, 2020; Dinan, 2021). 

 Umbrella groups take a central role in interest representation. They are characterized 

by their composition as they “unite the interests of other interest groups through collective 

membership” (Hanegraaff & van der Ploeg, 2020, p. 966). In other words, umbrella groups 

are organizations whose members are organizations. One example is BusinessEurope which 

consists of 40 member organizations from 35 countries (BusinessEurope, n.d.a). 

The pooled resources of umbrella groups and their extensive networking in Brussels 

allow them more frequent access to policymakers (Hanegraaff & van der Ploeg, 2020). 

Additionally, the Commission expects umbrella groups to be representative in, for example, 

geographical distribution to obtain funding (Johansson, 2012). This gives umbrella groups an 

incentive to increase their representativeness and to present themselves as representative. 
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Scholars have examined how representative umbrella groups are in reality, noting that 

they tend to prioritize output over debate and participation by all their members (Albareda, 

2020; Kröger, 2019). Frequently, only a few members participate intensively while many 

remain passive but still express satisfaction with their representation (Rodekamp, 2012). 

Thus, a contradiction has arisen where the Commission views umbrella groups as significant 

legitimators despite empirical studies suggesting that their ability to provide legitimacy is 

lacking. This contradiction is puzzling as it suggests a disconnect between the image of 

umbrella groups and their actual practices. Researching the presentation of umbrella groups to 

the outside, can give insight into how they manage to create this disconnect between 

perception and reality. Hence, this paper answers the question: How do EU umbrella groups 

justify their representativeness? It claims that umbrella groups justify their representativeness 

differently depending on their group type and the context where the claim is made.  

This thesis conducts a document analysis through a case study of 18 umbrella groups 

of different types, namely six sectoral groups, six groups for marginalized constituencies and 

six cause-based groups from the policy fields of environment, health and data protection. 

Groups with a high membership were selected as large groups can be expected to be more 

active. Additionally, the sample sought to be as diverse as possible. For instance, the six 

groups representing a marginalized constituency all advocate for a different group such as 

women or senior citizens. 

The analysis uses Pitkin’s (1967) conceptualization of representation as its framework. 

It collects two forms of data from the webpages of the umbrella groups, namely their public 

presentation through their ‘About’-sections and their output in the form of documents 

published in January 2022. The data is analysed through coding. 

Firstly, this paper conducts a literature review on civil society and umbrella groups. 

Secondly, it presents its analytical framework. Thirdly, it explains the case selection, data 

collection and data analysis. Fourthly, the results are summarized. Fifthly, the results are 

discussed, and a conclusion is drawn. 

 

2. Literature Review 

This thesis is situated within the broader field of EU interest groups and civil society. 

Within this field, scholars have examined three main questions. Firstly, scholars have 

attempted to characterize the nature and function of EU civil society. Kohler-Koch and 

Quittkat (2009) concluded that two main conceptions of EU civil society exist among scholars 

the first being an all-inclusive definition with the second only including “voluntary, not-for-



106 

 

profit, non-state” (p. 21) organizations. Scholars who seemingly favour the second definition 

point to the dangers of regulatory capture and the risk of industry interests prevailing over 

wider, public interests (Chalmers, 2014; Kastner, 2017, Binderkrantz et al., 2021). For 

instance, Dür and Mateo (2014) differentiate between business groups and non-business 

groups stating that non-business groups “possess resources such as representativeness and 

legitimacy” (p. 579). Scholars with this perspective highlight the necessity of a diverse civil 

society which also includes NGOs and watchdog groups to monitor and counterbalance 

industry (Kastner, 2017; Dinan, 2021). However, multiple scholars seem to subscribe to a 

wider definition of civil society that also includes sectoral, business interests. Albareda (2020) 

argues that “business and citizen groups are equally capable of functioning as transmission 

belts” (p. 1224). Meanwhile, Kröger (2013) even concludes that sectoral groups which 

advocate for their own redistributive interests may be more representative due to higher 

member involvement than groups with more abstract values. It becomes clear that the 

conception of civil society and its normative function is contested among scholars. This thesis 

uses the more inclusive definition of civil society as all umbrella groups, including sectoral 

groups, make use of representative claims no matter their type. 

Secondly, scholars have examined umbrella groups and their internal composition 

more closely. Umbrella groups unite multiple organizations as members and gain more 

frequent access to policymakers due to their pooled resources and extensive networking in 

Brussels (Hanegraaff & Van der Ploeg, 2020). Kröger (2013) differentiates between three 

types of umbrella groups, firstly sectoral organizations which rely on members and advocate 

for their own redistributive purposes. Subsequently, she describes what she coins ‘weak 

interest’ groups which represent marginalized human constituencies and have less resources 

to campaign for their interests. The final type are cause-based groups which advocate for a 

more abstract cause instead of people, put less emphasis on membership and try to gain 

support through expertise (Kröger, 2013). National interest groups frequently lack resources, 

networks in Brussels and know-how which leads them to become members of umbrella 

organizations (Kröger, 2018b). They depend on umbrella groups to mediate between them 

and Brussels (Hanegraaff & Van der Ploeg, 2020). Scholars have examined the internal 

dynamics of umbrella groups closely, concluding that members are frequently hindered in 

their participation through language barriers, geographical distance and lack of expertise in 

EU matters (Johansson, 2012; Johansson & Lee, 2014; Rodekamp, 2012). Thus, a small 

number of members seems to be very active while the others remain passive (Rodekamp, 

2012). Additionally, the high number of members frequently causes umbrella groups to 
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compromise on lowest common denominators in their policies (Kröger, 2019). Despite this, 

the surveyed members in Rodekamp’s (2012) research still reported overall satisfaction. This 

suggests that members value output legitimacy over input legitimacy through active and equal 

participation. Many scholars have criticized the emphasis of umbrella groups on output at the 

cost of input legitimacy and member participation (Hanegraaff & Van der Ploeg, 2020; 

Kröger, 2019; Rodekamp, 2012). 

 Finally, scholars have examined the relationship between umbrella groups and the 

Commission. They point out that due to its limited staff and resources, the Commission 

depends on outside expertise (Chalmers, 2014; Klüver, 2010). The Commission seeks to 

legitimize itself through consulting with interest groups and funding them as a European 

public sphere is found lacking (Albareda, 2020; Crepaz & Hanegraaff, 2020; Klüver, 2010; 

Binderkrantz et al., 2021). The approach of the Commission reflects the idea that umbrella 

groups may serve as transmission belts which transport citizen interests to the EU sphere 

(Albareda, 2020; Dinan, 2021). Officially, the Commission encourages representativeness and 

input legitimacy within umbrella groups through, for instance, geographical diversity being a 

prerequisite for substantial funding (Crepaz & Hanegraaff, 2020; Johansson, 2012; 

Rodekamp, 2012). This policy leads to umbrella groups seeking to diversify their membership 

through quotas and formal, internal procedures (Johansson, 2012; Johansson & Lee, 2014; 

Rodekamp, 2012). However, research argues that in practice, the Commission values output 

efficiency over input legitimacy as groups with more resources are more likely to obtain 

funding, participate in the Commission’s expert groups and meet policymakers (Albareda, 

2020; Chalmers, 2014; Crepaz & Hanegraaff, 2020; Binderkrantz et al., 2021). Binderkrantz 

et al. (2021) even suggest that the main purpose of consultation is to provide legitimacy to the 

Commission rather than to create a democratic debate.  

Overall, researchers conclude that a disconnect exists between the perception of 

umbrella groups as legitimizers and their actual practices which frequently prioritize output 

over input. The literature has focused strongly on the internal dynamics of civil society and 

umbrella groups specifically. It has been analysed how these dynamics play out in reality. 

This thesis seeks to bring a new perspective to this field by analysing how umbrella groups 

present themselves through claim-making. Using this approach, this thesis seeks to address 

the question of how umbrella groups succeed in presenting themselves as legitimizers despite 

their actual practices lacking in input legitimacy. 
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3. Analytical Framework 

 

3.1. Conceptualizing Representation 

Representation has been defined in many different contexts. Pitkin (1967) presents a 

fundamental conceptualization of representation within electoral democracy. As she argues, 

representation is a multifaceted concept characterized by four types which complement each 

other. Attempting to explain representation through only one of the types fails to consider all 

the forms it can take. Firstly, Pitkin (1967) explains that formalistic representation consists of 

authorization and accountability. Authorization describes the formal act of how 

representatives are selected while accountability views the representative as someone who 

must answer to another (Pitkin, 1967). Secondly, descriptive representation means that the 

representative mirrors characteristics of those they represent which implies that a 

representative assembly may be a sample of the wider population (Pitkin, 1967). Thirdly, 

Pitkin (1967) explains that symbolic representation is based on the belief which a constituency 

has in its representative. The representative represents a more abstract value (Pitkin, 1967). 

Fourthly, substantive representation concerns the activities a representative executes while 

representing someone else’s interests (Pitkin, 1967). 

Pitkin’s conceptualization has been adapted by various scholars to study EU interest 

groups (e.g. Johansson, 2012; Johansson & Lee, 2014; Rodekamp, 2012). Most significantly, 

Rodekamp (2012) disregarded symbolic representation and added participatory representation 

to Pitkin’s framework. Rodekamp (2012) deems participatory representation, which can be 

applied to the internal dynamics of umbrella groups, as particularly suitable to study CSOs. It 

concerns the ability of umbrella groups to communicate with their members and to allow 

them to participate (Rodekamp, 2012). 

Saward (2006) criticizes Pitkin’s conceptualization as limiting and only focusing on 

the representative while ignoring the audience. His representative claims are applicable to 

more contexts than just formal, electoral representation. Saward’s (2006, p. 302) 

representative claim consists of the claim-maker, who proposes a subject that stands for an 

object and represents it in front of an audience. His claims are highly complex as they 

differentiate between four different actors who can potentially overlap. Saward (2006) also 

states that representative claims are based on existing codes to be convincing such as: “I am 

one of you” (p. 311). Scholars note positively that Saward’s conceptualization is highly 

flexible and can be applied to even non-electoral forms (De Wilde, 2013; Meardi et al., 2021). 

However, De Wilde (2013) criticizes it for being overly complex, hence, hard to 
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operationalize. It seems that while representative claims are useful in their dynamic approach, 

they are hard to operationalize empirically due to their complexity. 

 Thus, this paper chooses Pitkin’s conceptualization as the basis for its analysis and 

adapts it to fit the context of the EU arena as other scholars have successfully done (e.g. 

Johansson & Lee, 2014; Rodekamp, 2012). Saward’s notion of underlying codes can be 

useful in this analysis as representatives draw on traditional conceptualizations of 

representation to justify their representativeness. For instance, Saward’s example of “I am one 

of you” (2006, p. 311) could be understood as drawing on Pitkin’s (1967) descriptive 

representation. It can be useful for the analysis to understand Pitkin’s modes of representation 

as underlying codes which umbrella groups invoke. This approach allows the analysis to 

combine Pitkin’s clear conceptualization with Saward’s flexibility. 

 

3.2. Operationalizing Pitkin’s Framework 

 Pitkin’s (1967) framework can be operationalized to suit the supranational EU-

context. Firstly, formalistic representation is related to authorization and accountability. 

Umbrella organizations draw on this argumentation through four types of arguments. They 

may invoke their membership or internal organization. Subsequently, they can make 

arguments related to official recognition. This recognition may be by EU institutions or by 

non-EU actors. Finally, they may make claims of transparency. For instance, they could hold 

themselves accountable by laying open their financial records. 

Secondly, descriptive representation may be invoked when umbrella groups identify 

with those they advocate for. One example could be a feminist group pointing out a high 

percentage of women among its ranks. Additionally, groups may not identify directly with 

those they represent but claim to work with them. This also includes claims of being a 

grassroots movement which implies that they work together with local communities. 

Thirdly, symbolic representation may be drawn on when umbrella groups justify 

themselves with claims related to prestige such as a long history, successes or numerous 

resources. Additionally, symbolic representation may also be used when umbrella groups 

argue that they subscribe to values related to their cause or even higher values framed within 

the context of benefitting the wider EU. Fourthly, substantive representation concerns the 

activity of representation and the ability to represent interests. Umbrella groups may justify 

themselves through the amount of work they do for their cause and their expertise. Table 1 

visualizes how Pitkin’s conceptualization is operationalized in the analysis: 
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Table 1 

Operationalization of Pitkin’s conceptualization 

Type of Representation Definition by Pitkin (1967) Claims umbrella groups 

make to justify their 

representativeness 

Formalistic Authorization and 

Accountability 

Claims referring to formal 

membership 

 

Claims referring to internal, 

organizational structures 

 

Claims referring to official 

recognition (e.g. by the EU 

or by other actors) 

 

Claims of transparency 

Descriptive Representative shares 

characteristics with 

constituency 

Identification with those the 

umbrella group claims to 

represent 

 

Claims of working with the 

affected group or in a 

grassroots capacity 

Symbolic Representative stands for 

abstract values and is viewed 

to have a higher meaning 

Claims regarding the 

prestige of an umbrella 

group (i.e. history, successes 

and resources) 

 

Claims of representing 

higher values (cause values 

of the group or framed 

within an EU-context) 

Substantive The activities which 

representatives execute 

Claims of engaging in 

representative activities 

 

Claims of generating and 

relying on expertise 

 

3.3. Generating Hypotheses 

 Based on the literature, it can be hypothesized that different types of umbrella groups 

draw on different kinds of representation in their claim-making. Kröger (2013) differentiates 

between three kinds of groups, namely sector-based CSOs who advocate for the redistributive 

interests of their membership, ‘weak’ interest groups who advocate for marginalized human 

constituencies and cause-based groups who advocate for abstract ideals. Kröger (2013) calls 

the second type ‘weak interest group’ due to their lack of resources compared to sectoral 
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CSOs. However, due to the negative implications of that term, this type will hereby be called 

‘groups for marginalized constituencies’ (GMCs) 

Multiple hypotheses can be made about the types of representation sectoral groups are 

likely to invoke. Overall, umbrella groups attempt to establish a clear organizational structure 

and take pride in their numerous members (Johansson & Lee, 2014; Kröger, 2013; 

Rodekamp, 2012). This is especially pertinent for sectoral groups in contrast to cause-based 

groups that prioritize membership less (Johansson & Lee; 2014; Kröger, 2013). As Kröger 

(2013) notes, sectoral organizations are the most directly representative while representation 

is vaguer in relation to GMCs and cause-based groups. Additionally, Kröger (2013) notes the 

large number of resources that sectoral groups possess especially compared to GMCs. Hence 

it can be expected that: 

 

H1.1: Sectoral groups predominantly argue with formalistic and descriptive claims due to 

their heavy focus on membership. 

H1.2: Sectoral groups often use symbolic arguments related to prestige due to their 

considerable resources. 

 

 GMCs, like all umbrella groups, aim to appear professional in front of the 

Commission through clear, organizational structures (Johansson & Lee, 2014; Kröger, 2013; 

Rodekamp, 2012). Additionally, they derive most of their legitimacy from involving the 

marginalized people they advocate for, hence putting much focus on descriptive 

representation through practices such as membership rules and quotas (Johansson & Lee, 

2014; Kröger, 2013). While Kröger (2018a) found that contributing to EU values generally 

was not a significant factor in the actions of umbrella groups, anti-poverty groups showed the 

most interest in wider EU values. Hence, one can assume: 

 

H2.1: GMCs heavily argue with formalistic and descriptive claims as they derive legitimacy 

from the participation of members of their constituency.  

H2.2: GMCs use symbolic claims related to EU values more than other group types. 

 

Of all umbrella groups, cause-based groups put the least focus on membership with 

their membership structures being less rigorous (Johansson & Lee, 2014; Kröger, 2013). 

Instead, they legitimize themselves and gain supporters through scientific arguments and 

expertise (Kröger, 2013). Additionally, in Kröger’s (2013) study, environmental groups 
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showed more interest in lobbying for their cause than in contributing to EU democracy 

despite the transnational nature of their field. Thus, one can expect: 

 

H3.1: Cause-based groups rarely argue with formalistic or descriptive claims due to their lack 

of focus on membership. 

H3.2: Cause-based groups frequently argue with symbolic values related to their cause. 

H3.3: Cause-based groups frequently argue with substantive arguments due to their focus on 

expertise. 

 

 To summarize, the analytical framework of this paper uses Pitkin’s framework as a 

basis. Pitkin’s forms of representation are seen as representing Saward’s notion of underlying 

code. For instance, an umbrella group draws on formalistic representation when it invokes its 

wide membership. Based on the literature, hypotheses on the claim-making of umbrella group 

types were derived which can be tested. 

 

4.  Methods 

 

4.1. Case Selection 

 18 umbrella groups of three types serve as case studies with six umbrella groups 

belonging to each type. Firstly, six sectoral umbrella groups were selected based on their 

status as official social partners of the EU. Article 154 TFEU states that the EU should 

consult with participants of management and labour regarding its policy direction. The six 

umbrella groups were chosen as cross-industry social partners as they are listed by the 

Commission (2021). The rationale behind choosing the cross-industry partners is that cross-

sector groups may be more active in the selected timeframe than sectoral organizations as 

more policies affect them. 

 Secondly, GMCs serve as case studies. Six organizations were chosen according to a 

list by the Commission (n.d.) of anti-discrimination groups. The main criterion was that each 

represented a different human constituency to have a diverse sample. Hence, the selection 

includes a group representing senior citizens, an anti-poverty group, an anti-racist group, a 

group for disabled people, a feminist group and a group for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender 

etc. (LGBT+) rights. 

 Thirdly, cause-based groups from three policy areas were selected according to their 

size as measured by members. Bigger groups can be assumed to be more active. From the 
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policy field of environment, three organizations serve as case studies. The environmental field 

is a transnational field with high political saliency meaning that within this field many large 

cause-based groups are active. The three chosen environmental groups are members of the 

Green 10, which is an association of ten of the biggest environmental groups within the EU 

(EU Transparency Register, 2022). Subsequently, two groups advocating for health and one 

group advocating for data protection were chosen for a more diverse sample. Table 2 shows 

the 18 umbrella groups that serve as case studies: 

 

Table 2 

List of sampled organizations 

Sectoral groups Employers: 

BUSINESSEUROPE 

Services of General Interest Europe (SGI Europe) 

Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises United (SMEunited) 

 Employees: 

Confédération Européenne des Cadres (CEC European 

Managers) 

European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) 

Eurocadres 

GMCs Age Platform Europe 

European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN) 

European Network Against Racism (ENAR) 

European Women’s Lobby (EWL) 

International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex 

Association in Europe (ILGA Europe) 

Cause-based groups Environment: 

Climate Action Network Europe (CAN Europe) 

European Environmental Bureau (EEB) 

Friends of the Earth Europe 

 Health: 

European Public Health Alliance (EPHA) 

Health and Environment Alliance (HEAL) 

 Data Protection: 

European Digital Rights (EDRi) 

 

4.2. Data Collection and Analysis 

 Two forms of data were collected to analyse claim-making within different contexts. 

Firstly, it is analysed how the umbrella groups present themselves on their webpages in the 

form of their ‘About’-sections (or an equivalent section named differently). It can be expected 

that these sections contain the most claims as they present the organization and its mission. 

All subpages within the About-section were collected. Subpages may include pages on the 
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mission of the organizations, its internal structure or information on its financial dealings. 

Frequently, organizations linked to documents on their About-pages such as internal statutes, 

guidelines or financial data. These embedded documents were coded according to their type 

rather than their textual content. For instance, a statute would receive a single code, namely 

internal, organizational structure, as the purpose of a statute is to lay out rules for the 

organization. 

Secondly, output documents were collected within the month of January 2022 in the 

form of position papers, statements, reports and general comments on EU policy in the form 

of articles. January 2022 was chosen due to its recency. To ensure the relevancy of the 

documents, their content must influence or comment on EU policy. Thus, documents such as 

obituaries, news about internal events or newsletters are excluded from the data collection. 

Additionally, documents which commented on the internal matters of a single member state 

unrelated to the EU or on UN matters were also excluded. Overall, 181 documents were 

collected with 128 being webpages from the About-sections and 53 output documents from 

January 2022.20 

Subsequently, the data was coded in AtlasTi. The coding strategy is based on 

Mayring’s (2016, p. 115-121) method of structurization (Strukturierung) which consists of 

defining categories, choosing anchoring examples and defining coding rules. Coding 

categories were defined based on Pitkin’s (1967) framework and further subcategories were 

added based on the literature. These categories were modified and added to during a pilot 

analysis. Hence, the approach is mainly deductive but also contains inductive elements as 

some categories became necessary to add upon viewing the documents. For instance, 

transparency, which is related to accountability, was useful to add to formalistic 

representation as organizations invoked it frequently. Hence, the coding categories are the 

following: 

 

Table 3: 

Coding categories 

Type of Representation Categories Subcategories 

Formalistic Membership - 

 Internal, organizational 

structure 

- 

 Official Recognition By EU actor 

  By non-EU actor 

 
20 A list of all analysed documents can be requested from the author. 
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 Transparency - 

Descriptive Identification with the ones 

affected 

- 

 Working with the ones 

affected/Grassroots 

movement 

- 

Symbolic Prestige History/Tradition 

  Successes 

  Resources 

 Values Related to group cause 

  Framed within an EU-

context 

Substantive Group activities - 

 Expertise - 

 

Subsequently, Mayring (2016, p. 118) highlights the need for anchoring examples and 

coding rules. Several coding rules were defined. Firstly, if a page within the About-section 

did not contain text but simply listed, for instance, staff members, the whole page was coded 

as resources. Secondly, a similar approach was adopted based on sections that elaborated on a 

topic in multiple sentences. To avoid redundant coding, only the heading of the section was 

coded instead of each sentence. Thirdly, one phrase could contain multiple codes. The 

anchoring examples and explanations of each category can be found in the code guide in the 

Annex. 

 

5. Results 

 The analysis showed differences regarding representative claims between different 

group types but also the type of documents analysed. In January 2022, 53 documents were 

collected which shall be referred to as output documents. These output documents consist of 

position papers, public letters, reports and comments on EU policy in the form of articles. On 

average, output documents had 2.264 codes per document. In comparison, for the About-

sections 128 webpages were collected with 4.07 codes per webpage on average. Overall, in 

their About-sections, umbrella groups make representative claims far more frequently. A 

difference between both types of documents can also be seen when comparing the shares of 

the types of representation invoked: 
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Table 4 

Distribution of codes between document types 

Type of representation Output Documents About-sections 

Formalistic 33.787% 42.61% 

Descriptive 7.5% 10.557% 

Symbolic 13.133% 30.326% 

Substantive 45.833% 16.507% 

Overall 100% 100% 

 

Symbolic representation was frequently invoked in About-sections but significantly 

less in output documents. Meanwhile, over 45% of the representation invoked in output 

documents was substantive. This is considerably higher compared to the About-sections 

where substantive representation only accounts for around 16% of claims. These results show 

that, within different documents, not only does the number of claims vary but also their type. 

The results also indicate that the group type of an umbrella organization is an 

important factor in its claim-making. Table 5 shows the average number of claims per 

document between group types: 

 

Table 5 

Average number of claims per document between group types 

Group Type Average claims per document 

Sectoral groups 3.658 

GMCs 4.062 

Cause-based groups 3.063 

 

According to the results, GMCs make the most claims on average per document, 

sectoral groups second and cause-based groups the least. However, these results must be 

relativized as they do not account for the different types of documents groups publish. 

Multiple groups of all types barely produced little to no output documents. Overall, GMCs 

produced the least output documents which may explain their high claim frequency compared 

to the other groups. As a result, the ability to compare the number of claims across group 

types is limited. Despite this, one can see clear differences in the kinds of representation 

different umbrella groups invoke. Figure 5 summarizes the distribution of claims between 

group types in percentages:  
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Table 6 

Distribution of codes between group types 

Type of representation Sectoral 

Groups 

GMCs Cause-based 

groups 

Formalistic 38.849% 41.154% 41.736% 

Membership 10.791% 6.923% 7.851% 

Internal, organizational 

structure 

9.353% 18.462% 11.157% 

Recognized by EU 11.511% 5.769% 4.132% 

Recognized by non-EU 

actor 

6.475% 2.692% 12.81% 

Transparency 0.719% 7.308% 5.785% 

Descriptive 7.914% 18.077% 2.48% 

Identification with 

affected group 

6.474% 10% - 

Working with affected 

group/grassroots 

1.439% 8.077% 2.48% 

Symbolic 32.374% 24.615% 26.86% 

Prestige arguments 13.669% 8.462% 17.355% 

Value framed within an 

EU context 

10.791% 1.154% 0.826% 

Value related to group 

cause 

7.914% 15% 8.678% 

Substantive 20.863% 16.154% 28.926% 

Group activities 17.266% 10.769% 11.157% 

Expertise 3.597% 5.385% 17.769% 

Overall 100% 100% 100% 

 

 Firstly, sectoral groups made formalistic claims the most which is consistent across all 

three group types. The formalistic claims of sectoral groups focused mainly on their 

membership, their internal, organizational structure and their recognition by the EU. It is 

striking that formalistic arguments related to transparency were barely used. Second to 

formalistic arguments, sectoral groups invoked symbolic ones the most with over 30%. 

Value-related arguments were more frequent than prestige-related ones. However, prestige-

related ones were still considerable as they made up over 13% of claims overall. It is striking 

that sectoral groups tended to frame their values within an EU-context far more frequently 

than other group types which did so rarely. Substantive arguments made up over a fifth of 

claims and were overwhelmingly related to group activities instead of expertise. 

 Secondly, GMCs also utilized formalistic arguments the most and to a similar 

percentage as the sectoral groups. However, they comparatively cited their internal, 

organizational structure more frequently and the argument of recognition both by the EU and 

by other actors far lesser. It is striking that GMCs repeatedly claimed to be transparent by, for 
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instance, publishing their financial information which none of the sectoral groups did. 

Subsequently, symbolic arguments were also used the second-most. Compared to the sectoral 

groups, prestige-related arguments were used considerably lesser. Additionally, GMCs 

heavily framed their values as cause values rather than within an EU-context. Most striking 

about GMCs is their heavy use of descriptive claims compared to other groups as it was their 

third-most invoked type of representation. GMCs both identified with their constituencies but 

also claimed to be working with them. Finally, GMCs used substantive arguments the least 

but still considerably with over 16%. They referred to their activities more frequently than 

their expertise. 

 Thirdly, cause-based groups also used formalistic arguments the most. It is striking 

that they claim to be recognized by non-EU actors far more frequently than the other groups 

with almost 13%. Especially in their position papers, cause-based groups frequently 

collaborated with other umbrella groups. Substantive arguments were used the second-most. 

Cause-based groups claimed expertise far more frequently than other group types with almost 

18%. Regarding symbolic claims, most arguments were prestige-related with claims related to 

cause values also being significant. Finally, descriptive arguments were barely used by cause-

based groups as they made up only 2.48% of claims. 

 

6.  Discussion 

 The results indicate that how an umbrella group presents its representativeness 

depends on its group type but also the context where the claim is made. Apparently, umbrella 

groups feel less of a need to justify themselves in their day-to-day output documents 

compared to their About-sections where they publicly present themselves. In their policy 

work, stronger focus lies on expertise and efficiency which is also exemplified by the higher 

share of substantive arguments in output documents. Meanwhile, symbolic arguments are 

significantly less present in day-to-day output. This observation is consistent with research by 

scholars within the field who note the significance of output for the EU (Albareda, 2020; 

Follesdal & Hix, 2006; Johansson, 2012; Binderkrantz et al., 2021). However, when 

considering the hypotheses about different group types, it becomes clear that there is a 

significant disconnect between how umbrella groups present themselves and their actual 

practices: 
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6.1. Sectoral Groups 

 Overall, the results indicate that sectoral groups attempt to present themselves as 

professional and close collaborators of the EU through formalistic, symbolic, and substantive 

claims. The derived hypotheses can mostly be falsified: 

 

H1.1: Sectoral groups predominantly argue with formalistic and descriptive claims due to 

their heavy focus on membership. 

 

The first half of the hypothesis proved to be accurate as sectoral groups frequently 

argued with the formalistic arguments of internal, organizational structures, their membership 

and EU recognition. Sectoral groups refer to their membership more frequently than other 

group types which includes statements such as SGI Europe claiming to act “[f]ollowing the 

input provided by SGI Europe’s members” (2022, p. 2). However, the assumption that 

descriptive claims would be utilized frequently did not hold compared to empirical reality. 

While sectoral groups used descriptive arguments far more compared to cause-based groups, 

they still rarely identified with their constituencies. Instead, they tended to frame their 

constituencies as members they advocated for instead of identifying with them directly or 

working with them on the ground. For instance, “We work on behalf of our member 

organisations” (BusinessEurope,n.d.b) implies a distant and formal representative 

relationship. As scholars have pointed out, umbrella groups frequently feel the need to seem 

professional which causes them to prioritize formalistic representation (Johansson & Lee, 

2014). This seems especially pertinent for sectoral groups as they prefer a formalistic framing 

of their constituency over a descriptive one. However, despite their strong use of formalistic 

arguments, sectoral groups almost never invoke transparency. No sectoral groups presented 

financial information publicly in contrast to other group types which did so frequently. This 

implies that sectoral groups do not feel the need to present themselves as accountable through 

transparency. One possible explanation may be that sectoral groups rely on membership fees 

for their funding instead of the other groups who receive donations. However, this may also 

imply that sectoral groups are less transparent than other group types. Further research would 

be needed to explore this possibility. 

 

H1.2: Sectoral groups often use symbolic arguments related to prestige due to their 

considerable resources. 
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This hypothesis could not be verified overall. While sectoral groups invoked prestige-

related arguments such as Eurocadres citing its history by claiming to be “[r]epresenting 

professionals and managers since 1993” (Eurocadres, n.d.a), they did considerably less so 

than cause-based groups. Instead, value-related arguments, especially those framed in an EU-

context, proved more frequently used. Sectoral groups tended to claim closeness to the EU 

through the formalistic argument of EU recognition and through framing their values in an 

EU-context. The most frequent invocation of EU recognition was in the form of claiming to 

be an EU social partner “[a]s one of the three recognised European cross-sectoral social 

partners, we represent six million employees and participate in the European cross-sectoral 

social dialogue” (Eurocadres, n.d.b). The closeness that sectoral groups claim towards the EU 

is striking and far stronger than for the other group types. It is another indicator for the 

preference of sectoral groups to seem like professional collaborators of the EU. Subsequently, 

sectoral groups invoked their substantive activities far more than the other group types 

“SMEunited participates in various projects as project leader or project team member” 

(SMEunited, n.d.). Seemingly, sectoral groups feel the need to highlight their output and the 

activities they perform for their members. 

The focus of sectoral groups on formalistic arguments and EU-related values 

highlights a disconnect between discourse and reality. As scholars have pointed out, the 

formal channels of umbrella groups and their membership practices are flawed as not all 

members participate frequently and participation is dominated by a small share of members 

(Rodekamp, 2012). Additionally, sectoral umbrella groups did not show a particular interest 

for promoting EU values in Kröger’s (2013) study. As a result, it seems like sectoral groups 

tend to present an idealized, professionalized image of themselves that does not necessarily 

reflect reality. 

 

6.2. Groups for Marginalized Constituencies 

The hypotheses about GMCs proved partly correct. Most striking was the strong 

identification of these groups with their constituencies which opted for a more personal and 

less professionalized framing compared to the other groups. Specifically, H2.1 could be 

verified through the analysis: 

 

H2.1: GMCs heavily argue with formalistic and descriptive claims as they derive legitimacy 

from the participation of members of their constituency.  
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 Similar to sectoral groups, GMCs claim professionalism through the predominant use 

of formalistic arguments and more specifically claims related to their internal, organizational 

structures such as EAPN stating that their “work is carried out by [their] members, split into 

specific statutory entities and task forces” (n.d.). These results back up the findings by 

Johansson & Lee (2014) that umbrella groups attempt to implement formal, internal structures 

to seem professional in front of the Commission. It was also striking that GMCs invoked 

transparency the most and frequently presented their financial record which included AGE 

Platform Europe presenting a breakdown of its “Financial Resources” (n.d.) or the EWL 

publishing “Funding Guidelines” (n.d.). This may be explained with the desire to claim 

accountability especially in front of donors. Listed donors included EU programmes, 

companies, public actors and private individuals. As Kröger (2013) points out, GMCs have 

little resources especially compared to sectoral groups. Their dependency on donors may 

explain their need to claim transparency. Additionally, prestige-related claims were invoked 

rarely compared to other group types which may also be explained by comparatively fewer 

resources. 

 Subsequently, descriptive arguments were invoked quite strongly as GMCs claimed to 

work closely with the marginalized communities they advocate for and heavily identified with 

them. For instance, the EDF describes itself as an “umbrella organisation of persons with 

disabilities” (EDF, n.d.a) and uses languages such as “nothing about us without us” (EDF, 

n.d.b). Essentially, GMCs claim to know what their constituencies want by being part of those 

constituencies. This finding also backs up research that concludes that GMCs attempt to 

implement membership practices which ensure participation of those marginalized groups 

(Johansson, 2012; Johansson & Lee, 2014). 

 

H2.2: GMCs use symbolic claims related to EU values more than other group types. 

 

This hypothesis could strongly be falsified as GMCs barely framed their values within 

an EU-context and significantly less than sectoral groups. Instead, they strongly promoted 

their cause-values even compared to other group types such as ILGA Europe claiming that 

they have a “vision […] of a world where the human rights of all are respected and where 

LGBTI people can live in freedom and equality” (n.d.)  This element of claim-making seems 

to reinforce the idea that GMCs identify with those they advocate for. They present these 

values as important to them because they are impacted by them. 
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Finally, GMCs made fewer substantive arguments compared to other group types but 

still a considerable number including a claim by ENAR that they “advocate and campaign for 

better EU anti-racism policies and legislation” (n.d.). Again, this illustrates the desire of 

umbrella groups of all types to appear efficient to the Commission. However, this emphasis 

seems weaker for GMCs as they frame themselves in a more personal way compared to other 

group types. 

 

6.3. Cause-based Groups 

 Cause-based groups mostly distinguished themselves through their strong focus on 

substantive expertise arguments. The first hypothesis could only partly be verified: 

 

H3.1:  Cause-based groups rarely argue with formalistic or descriptive claims due to their lack 

of focus on membership. 

 

 Cause-based groups also showed a predominant use of formalistic arguments such as 

ones related to membership and their internal structure. For instance, EPHA points to its 

General Assembly as its “highest decision-making body” (n.d.a) and calls itself a “member-

led organisation” (n.d.b). The emphasis on membership was quite strong and stronger than 

that of GMCs. This can partly be explained through the desire to appear efficient in front of 

the Commission which all types of umbrella groups seemingly share. However, unlike other 

umbrella groups, cause-based groups frequently claimed recognition by non-EU actors. In 

their output documents, cause-based groups frequently collaborated with each other by, for 

instance, writing shared position papers. This tendency may be explained by cause-based 

groups’ desire to amplify their voice and expertise. This was highlighted through formulations 

such as “[s]tudy on planned EU Emissions Trading System 2 raises strong concerns among 

NGOs” (CAN Europe et al., 2022, emphasis added) which opted for a collective framing. The 

tendency of cause-based groups to legitimize themselves through other umbrella groups could 

lead to an issue where cause-based groups legitimize each other rather than to facilitate input 

legitimacy through membership practices. Meanwhile, recognition by the EU was claimed 

less compared to other groups. Within the sample, EDRi was the only umbrella group to 

never claim authorization by the EU. One explanation for this could be EDRi’s policy field of 

data protection as EDRi frequently attempted to hold the EU accountable for policies that it 

deemed harmful to its cause. For instance, EDRi repeatedly criticized Europol’s data mining 

practices terming it “The EU’s own ‘Snowden Scandal’” (Korff, 2022). More research would 
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be needed on the roles of cause-based groups within different policy fields to explore this 

hypothesis further. Subsequently, descriptive claims were almost never invoked by cause-

based groups. This result is in line with the hypothesis and may be explained by the focus of 

cause-based groups on more abstract values rather than human constituencies. In the rare 

cases that descriptive representation was invoked, it was used in a capacity of working with 

local communities or in a grassroots capacity such as Friends of the Earth Europe calling 

itself “the largest grassroots environmental network in Europe” (n.d.a). 

 

H3.2: Cause-based groups frequently argue with symbolic values related to their cause. 

 

Claim-making through cause values was less frequent than expected but still 

substantial. They clearly dominated over values framed in an EU-context. This is in line with 

Kröger’s (2013) research which found that environmental groups showed more interest in 

what the EU arena can achieve for their cause rather than contributing to EU democracy. 

Subsequently, prestige-related arguments were invoked more frequently than assumed. 

Especially successes were cited frequently. More specifically, Friends of the Earth Europe 

(n.d.b) and EDRi (n.d.) dedicated an entire online subpage to past achievements. The strong 

emphasis on successes could be explained by the desire of cause-based groups to seem 

appealing to supporters. Cause-based groups legitimize themselves through past achievement 

for their cause. 

 

H3.3: Cause-based groups frequently argue with substantive arguments due to their focus on 

expertise. 

 

 This hypothesis can be strongly verified. Expertise was the most-cited claim with 

group activities also being invoked quite frequently. For instance, cause-based groups within 

the field of health would claim support by doctors and health professionals (e.g. HEAL, n.d., 

EPHA, n.d.b). In their output documents, cause-based groups strongly claimed to rely on 

scientific research. For instance, the EEB even cited its own studies in a public letter (Wates, 

2022). Hence, cause-based groups legitimize themselves by claiming to be experts on their 

policy field and following impartial, scientific advice. Overall, the strong focus on substantive 

arguments, coupled with the frequent listing of successes, reflects a framing by cause-based 

groups based on action and expertise. 
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 In summary, all three groups put a strong emphasis on formalistic claims to appear 

professional in front of the Commission. However, they differ in some key elements. Sectoral 

groups frame themselves as efficient and active professionals. Meanwhile, GMCs strongly 

identify with their constituencies and frame themselves in a more personal way. Finally, 

cause-based groups present themselves as active experts who are backed up by objective 

scientific arguments. 

  

7. Conclusion 

 To answer the research question, the way umbrella groups justify their 

representativeness depends on their group type but also the context where the claims are 

made. In their public online presentation, umbrella groups apparently feel more of a need to 

present themselves as representative compared to their output documents where they make 

less claims. The type of claim also varies between documents. Symbolic claims were far more 

frequent in the About-sections and substantive claims far more frequent in output documents. 

This observation follows the notion that the EU values efficiency in its interactions with 

umbrella groups and that umbrella groups adapt to this expectation. 

The prioritization of efficiency and professionalism is also supported by the 

predominant use of formalistic claims by all umbrella group types. In their claim-making, all 

umbrella groups aimed to present themselves as professional by pointing to their internal, 

organizational structures. Especially sectoral groups framed themselves as efficient, 

professionals who had a formal relationship to their constituency and were close collaborators 

of the EU. Meanwhile, GMCs opted for a more personalized framing as they identified with 

their constituencies. Subsequently, cause-based groups utilized claims that framed them as 

hard-working experts who rely on impartial scientific evidence. 

Overall, the claim-making by umbrella groups can be viewed critically as research has 

shown that real practices frequently differ from claims made. Especially the heavy use of 

formalistic arguments by umbrella groups is problematic as it constructs an idealized image of 

reality. Umbrella groups present themselves as promoting input legitimacy through their 

membership and internal, organizational structures. However, in reality, scholars have shown 

that the internal, organizational structures of umbrella groups and their membership 

participation are frequently lacking. For instance, sectoral groups heavily framed their values 

within an EU context despite showing no particular incentive to contribute to EU democracy 

in Kröger’s (2018a) study. Additionally, cause-based groups tended to legitimize themselves 

by cooperating with other umbrella groups. This may prove detrimental to input legitimacy as 
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cause-based groups may legitimize themselves through other cause-based groups instead of 

promoting member involvement. 

In its design, this research is subject to multiple limitations. Firstly, the sampled 

umbrella groups varied strongly in the share of output documents they produced with multiple 

not producing any output documents at all. Especially GMCs produced comparatively fewer 

output documents. As output documents have fewer claims on average, the ability to compare 

the absolute number of claims across group types was limited. Secondly, this research has 

limited generalizability. For instance, the case study focused on large umbrella groups. 

Further research could explore whether smaller umbrella groups make different claims. 

Additionally, the sectoral groups were selected from a list of cross-sectoral EU social 

partners. This brings up the question whether other kinds of sectoral groups justify their 

representativeness differently. Thirdly, the relationship between representative claims and 

policy fields remained mostly unexplored. The observation that EDRi, a data protection 

group, did not claim any recognition by the EU may point to differences in claim-making 

based on the role of an umbrella group within its policy field. Further research would need to 

examine this. Thirdly, this study coded internal documents such as statutes which were 

embedded in the About-sections only regarding their function. A textual analysis of these 

documents could yield further results. Despite these limitations, this research has provided 

further insight into the way umbrella groups present themselves and their representativeness. 

 
Reference List 

 

AGE Platform Europe. (n.d.). Financial Resources. 

https://www.age-platform.eu/financial-

resources 

Albareda, A. (2020). Prioritizing professionals? 

How the democratic and professionalized 

nature of interest groups shapes their 

degree of access to EU officials. European 

Political Science Review, 12(4), 485-501. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S17557739200002

47 

BusinessEurope (n.d.a). History of the 

Organisation. 

https://www.businesseurope.eu/history-

organisation 

BusinessEurope (n.d.b). Mission and Priorities. 

https://www.businesseurope.eu/mission-

and-priorities 

Conference on the Future of Europe (n.d.). What is 

the Conference on the Future of Europe?. 

EU institutions. 

https://futureu.europa.eu/pages/about 

Consolidated version of the Treaty on the 

Functioning of the European Union. (2012, 

October 26). Official Journal of the 

European Union, C326/47-390.  

Chalmers, A. W. (2014). Getting a seat at the 

Table: Capital, Capture and Expert Groups 

in the European Union. West European 

Politics, 37(5), 976-992, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2013.85

2832  

CAN Europe, Klima-Allianz Deutschland, 

Germanwatch & WWF Germany (2022, 

January 20). Study on planned EU 

Emissions Trading System 2 raises strong 

concerns among NGOs. 

https://caneurope.org/study-on-planned-

eu-emissions-trading-system-2-raises-

strong-concerns-among-ngos/ 

Crepaz, M. & Hanegraaff, M. (2020). The funding 

of interests groups in the EU: Are the rich 

getting richer?. Journal of European 

Public Policy, 27(1), 102-121. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2019.15

67572  

https://www.age-platform.eu/financial-resources
https://www.age-platform.eu/financial-resources
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773920000247
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773920000247
https://www.businesseurope.eu/history-organisation
https://www.businesseurope.eu/history-organisation
https://www.businesseurope.eu/mission-and-priorities
https://www.businesseurope.eu/mission-and-priorities
https://futureu.europa.eu/pages/about
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2013.852832
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2013.852832
https://caneurope.org/study-on-planned-eu-emissions-trading-system-2-raises-strong-concerns-among-ngos/
https://caneurope.org/study-on-planned-eu-emissions-trading-system-2-raises-strong-concerns-among-ngos/
https://caneurope.org/study-on-planned-eu-emissions-trading-system-2-raises-strong-concerns-among-ngos/
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2019.1567572
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2019.1567572


126 

 

De Wilde, P. (2013). Representative claims 

analysis: theory meets method. Journal of 

European Public Policy, 20(2), 278-294, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2013.74

6128 

Dinan, W. (2021). Lobbying Transparency: The 

Limits of EU Monitory Democracy. 

Politics and Governance, 9(1), 237-247. 

https://doi.org/10.17645/pag.v9i1.3936 

Dür, A. & Mateo, G. (2014). The Europeanization 

of interest groups: Group types, resources 

and policy area. European Union Politics, 

15(4), 572-594, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1465116514532556 

EDF (n.d.a). European Disability Forum is an 

umbrella organisation of persons with 

disabilities. https://www.edf-

feph.org/about-us/about-us-2/ 

EDF (n.d.b). 25 Years of the European Disability 

Forum. https://www.edf-feph.org/25-

years-european-disability-forum/ 

EDRi (n.d.). Victories – We work hard to make 

change happen!. EDRi. 

https://edri.org/about-us/victories/ 

EPHA. (n.d.a). Transparency Statement. 
https://epha.org/transparency-statement/ 

EPHA. (n.d.b). About EPHA. 

https://epha.org/about-us/ 

Eurocadres (n.d.a). History – Representing 

Professionals and Managers since 1993. 

Eurocadres. 

https://www.eurocadres.eu/about-

us/history/ 

Eurocadres (n.d.b). About us. Eurocadres. 

https://www.eurocadres.eu/about-us/ 

European Commission (n.d.). Non-governmental 

organizations fighting against 

discrimination. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-

and-fundamental-rights/combatting-

discrimination/tackling-

discrimination/non-governmental-

organisations-fighting-against-

discrimination_en 

European Commission (2021). List of European 

social partners’ organisations consulted 

under Article 154 TFEU. 

https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?do

cId=2154&langId=en 

EU Transparency Register (2022, April 11). Green 

10. 

https://ec.europa.eu/transparencyregister/p

ublic/consultation/displaylobbyist.do?id=7

0309834043-10 

EAPN. (n.d.). The European Anti-Poverty Network 

(EAPN). https://www.eapn.eu/who-we-

are/what-is-eapn/ 

ENAR. (n.d.). About ENAR. https://www.enar-

eu.org/about/ 

EWL. (n.d.). Guidelines for the European Women’s 

Lobby Relationships with Funders. 

https://womenlobby.org/IMG/pdf/ewl_fun

ding_guidelines.pdf 

Follesdal, A. & Hix, S. (2006). Why There is a 

Democratic Deficit in the EU: A Response 

to Majone and Moravcsik. Journal of 

Common Market Studies, 44(3), 533-562.   

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-

5965.2006.00650.x 

Friends of the Earth Europe (n.d.a). Who we are. 

https://friendsoftheearth.eu/who-we-are/ 

Friends of the Earth Europe (n.d.b). Our successes. 

https://friendsoftheearth.eu/our-successes/ 

Hanegraaff, M. & van der Ploeg, J. (2020). 

Bringing the middleman back in: EU 

umbrella organizations and interest group 

access in the European Union. 

Comparative European Politics, 18, 963-

981. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41295-020-

00220-7  

HEAL (n.d.). Who we work with. https://www.env-

health.org/about/who-we-work-with/ 

ILGA Europe (n.d.). Vision, Mission, Core Values. 

http://ilga-europe.org/who-we-are/what-
ilga-europe/vision-mission-core-values 

Johansson, H. (2012). Whom do they Represent? 

Mixed Modes of Representation in EU-

Based CSOs. In S. Kröger & D. Friedrich 

(Eds.), The Challenge of Democratic 

Representation in the European Union 

(pp. 74-91). Palgrave Macmillan. 

Johansson, H. & Lee, J. (2014). Bridging the Gap: 

How do EU-Based Civil Society 

Organisations Acquire their Internal 

Representation?. Voluntas, 25, 405-424. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-012-9343-

4 

Kastner, L. (2017). From Outsiders to Insiders: A 

Civil Society Perspective on EU Financial 

Reforms. Journal of Common Market 

Studies, 57(2), 223-241.   

https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12644 

Kaitatzi-Whitlock, S. (2007). The missing 

European public sphere and the absence of 

imagined European citizenship. European 

Societies, 9(5), 685-704, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/146166907014128

14 

Klüver, H. (2010). Europeanization of Lobbying 

Activities: When National Interest Groups 

spill over to the European level. European 

Integration, 32(2), 175-191. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/070363309034860

37 

Kohler-Koch, B. & Quittkat, C. (2009). What is 

civil society and who represents civil 

society in the EU? – Results of an online 

survey among civil society experts. Policy 

and Society, 28(1), 11-

https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2013.746128
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2013.746128
https://doi.org/10.17645/pag.v9i1.3936
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1465116514532556
https://www.edf-feph.org/about-us/about-us-2/
https://www.edf-feph.org/about-us/about-us-2/
https://www.edf-feph.org/25-years-european-disability-forum/
https://www.edf-feph.org/25-years-european-disability-forum/
https://edri.org/about-us/victories/
https://epha.org/transparency-statement/
https://epha.org/about-us/
https://www.eurocadres.eu/about-us/history/
https://www.eurocadres.eu/about-us/history/
https://www.eurocadres.eu/about-us/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/tackling-discrimination/non-governmental-organisations-fighting-against-discrimination_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/tackling-discrimination/non-governmental-organisations-fighting-against-discrimination_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/tackling-discrimination/non-governmental-organisations-fighting-against-discrimination_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/tackling-discrimination/non-governmental-organisations-fighting-against-discrimination_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/tackling-discrimination/non-governmental-organisations-fighting-against-discrimination_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/tackling-discrimination/non-governmental-organisations-fighting-against-discrimination_en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparencyregister/public/consultation/displaylobbyist.do?id=70309834043-10
https://ec.europa.eu/transparencyregister/public/consultation/displaylobbyist.do?id=70309834043-10
https://ec.europa.eu/transparencyregister/public/consultation/displaylobbyist.do?id=70309834043-10
https://www.eapn.eu/who-we-are/what-is-eapn/
https://www.eapn.eu/who-we-are/what-is-eapn/
https://www.enar-eu.org/about/
https://www.enar-eu.org/about/
https://womenlobby.org/IMG/pdf/ewl_funding_guidelines.pdf
https://womenlobby.org/IMG/pdf/ewl_funding_guidelines.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5965.2006.00650.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5965.2006.00650.x
https://friendsoftheearth.eu/who-we-are/
https://friendsoftheearth.eu/our-successes/
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41295-020-00220-7
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41295-020-00220-7
https://www.env-health.org/about/who-we-work-with/
https://www.env-health.org/about/who-we-work-with/
http://ilga-europe.org/who-we-are/what-ilga-europe/vision-mission-core-values
http://ilga-europe.org/who-we-are/what-ilga-europe/vision-mission-core-values
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-012-9343-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-012-9343-4
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12644
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616690701412814
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616690701412814
https://doi.org/10.1080/07036330903486037
https://doi.org/10.1080/07036330903486037


127 

 

22.  https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polsoc.2009.

02.002 

Korff, D. (2022, January 19). The EU’s own 

‘Snowden scandal’: Europol’s data 

mining. https://edri.org/our-work/the-eus-

own-snowden-scandal-europols-data-

mining/ 

Kröger, S. (2013). Creating a European Demos? 

The Representativeness of European 

Umbrella Organisations. Journal of 

European Integration, 35(5), 583–600. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2013.79

9940  

Kröger, S. (2018a). Strategic or Principled? The 

Engagement of Civil Society 

Organizations with the EU. Journal of 

Civil Society, 14(1), 41–57. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17448689.2017.14

01764  

Kröger, S. (2018b). The Europeanisation of interest 

groups: Beyond access, fit and resources. 

Journal of European Integration, 40(1), 

17–31. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2017.13

45899  
Kröger, S. (2019). How limited representativeness 

weakens throughput legitimacy in the EU: 

The example of interest groups, Public 

Administration, 97(4), 770-783. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12410 

Mayring, P. (2016). Einführung in die qualitative 

Sozialforschung, 6. Auflage [Introduction 

into qualitative social research, 6th 

edition]. Beltz. 

Meardi, G.; Simms, M. & Adam, D. (2021). Trade 

unions and precariat in Europe: 

Representative claims, European Journal 

of Industrial Relations, 27(1), 41-58. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/095968011986358

5 

Pitkin, H. F. (1967). The Concept of 

Representation. University of California Press. 

Rodekamp, M. (2012). Representing their 

Members? Civil Society Organizations and 

the EU’s External Dimension. In S. Kröger 

& D. Friedrich (Eds.), The Challenge of 

Democratic Representation in the 

European Union (pp. 92-116). Palgrave 

Macmillan. 

Saward, M. (2006). The Representative Claim. 

Contemporary Political Theory, 5, 297-

318, 

https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.cpt.93002

34 

SGI Europe (2022, January 5). Working Time 

Directive – Contribution to the European 

Commission’s consultation on the 

transposition and practical implementation. 

https://sgieurope.org/files/SGI%20Europe

%20-

%20Contribution%20to%20the%20imple

mentation%20report%20on%20WTD.pdf 

Binderkrantz, A. S.; Blom-Hansen, J. & Senninger, 

R. (2021). Countering bias? The EU 

Commission’s consultation with interest 

groups, Journal of European Public 

Policy, 28(4), 469-488. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2020.17

48095  
SMEunited (n.d.) About – Shaping Europe for 

SMEs, shaping SMEs for Europe. 

SMEunited. 

https://www.smeunited.eu/about-

us#mission 

Smismans, S. (2016). Democracy and Legitimacy 

in the European Union. In M. Cini & N. 

Pérez-Solórzano Borragán (Eds.), 

European Union Politics (5th edition) (pp. 

339-351). Oxford University Press. 

Wates, J. (2022, January 18). Concerning: Inclusion 

of nuclear energy and fossil gas as 

sustainable investments in the EU 

Taxonomy Complementary Delegated Act 

covering certain nuclear and gas activities. 

EEB. https://eeb.org/wp-

content/uploads/2022/01/EEB-Paper-

Taxonomy-delegated-acts-nuclear-and-

gas.pdf 

 

  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polsoc.2009.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polsoc.2009.02.002
https://edri.org/our-work/the-eus-own-snowden-scandal-europols-data-mining/
https://edri.org/our-work/the-eus-own-snowden-scandal-europols-data-mining/
https://edri.org/our-work/the-eus-own-snowden-scandal-europols-data-mining/
https://doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2013.799940
https://doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2013.799940
https://doi.org/10.1080/17448689.2017.1401764
https://doi.org/10.1080/17448689.2017.1401764
https://doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2017.1345899
https://doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2017.1345899
https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12410
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959680119863585
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959680119863585
https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.cpt.9300234
https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.cpt.9300234
https://sgieurope.org/files/SGI%20Europe%20-%20Contribution%20to%20the%20implementation%20report%20on%20WTD.pdf
https://sgieurope.org/files/SGI%20Europe%20-%20Contribution%20to%20the%20implementation%20report%20on%20WTD.pdf
https://sgieurope.org/files/SGI%20Europe%20-%20Contribution%20to%20the%20implementation%20report%20on%20WTD.pdf
https://sgieurope.org/files/SGI%20Europe%20-%20Contribution%20to%20the%20implementation%20report%20on%20WTD.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2020.1748095
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2020.1748095
https://www.smeunited.eu/about-us#mission
https://www.smeunited.eu/about-us#mission
https://eeb.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/EEB-Paper-Taxonomy-delegated-acts-nuclear-and-gas.pdf
https://eeb.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/EEB-Paper-Taxonomy-delegated-acts-nuclear-and-gas.pdf
https://eeb.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/EEB-Paper-Taxonomy-delegated-acts-nuclear-and-gas.pdf
https://eeb.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/EEB-Paper-Taxonomy-delegated-acts-nuclear-and-gas.pdf


128 

 

Ukraine’s Civil Society 

How Strong is it in Reality? 

Vanessa Roth 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Since gaining independence in 1991, Ukraine has been through turbulent times. 

Starting with the Orange Revolution in 2004, through the Euromaidan protests, the 

subsequent annexation of Crimea and the Russia’s invasion of Ukrainian territory in February 

2022, Ukrainian civil society has faced multiple challenges. Civil society plays a major role in 

all states, even if in some it is weaker and in some it is stronger. Civil society is often an 

important indicator for strong democracies (Carothers & Barndt, 1999). The countries of the 

Eastern Partnership (EaP) of the European Union (EU) that are located directly at the eastern 

borders of the EU show a great variation in the strength of their civil society. Due to a long 

history of Soviet dominance in the region until 1990s, one would not expect a high civil 

society participation in this region because it has been suppressed for years.  

Authors often describe post-Soviet countries as not having stable democracies as well 

as weak civil societies (Merkel, 1999; Howard, 2002). However, the color revolutions mainly 

in EaP countries show another image. According to the V-Dem indices CSO participatory 

environment and Civil society participation index from 2005 to 2021, they are the highest of 

those EaP countries compared to other countries in the European Neighbourhood. Uniquely, 

Ukraine’s rising trend of civil society is surprising because it has remained so close to Russia 

over the years, among other things due to its historical relations (Masters, 2022). 

Nevertheless, civil society has improved over the years as Figure 1 shows. 
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Figure 1 

CSO participatory environment and Civil society participation index in Ukraine 2005-2021 

 

Figure 1 shows the increase of some civil society indices in Ukraine in the period 2005-2021.  

Note: Graph retrieved from https://www.v-dem.net/data_analysis/CountryGraph/ 

 

Although the literature describes Ukrainian civil society as weak, several revolutions, 

as well as active student organisations suggest that this assumption is imprecise. Therefore, it 

is compelling to study the case of Ukraine. Especially during the last revolutions, a high civil 

society participation across the country can be observed. Therefore, Ukraine shows to have a 

more active civil society within the region. Between 2005 and 2015, it could be observed that 

Ukrainians took to the streets more often than the citizens of its neighbouring countries when 

they were dissatisfied with the current policy in their country (Solonenko, 2015). 

Furthermore, by far the most civil society organisations (CSOs) are registered in Ukraine: 

110,000 throughout Ukraine, still including Crimea in the count (Sydorenko & Latsyba, 2020, 

p. 8). Active CSOs contribute an important part to the stabilisation of civil society. This 

distinguishes Ukraine because this development cannot be seen evidently in the countries 

around the Ukraine. Thus, this points out the importance of civil society in the country. 

Many authors have examined civil society in Ukraine (Stewart & Dollbaum, 2017). It 

is well established that the focus is largely on the Euromaidan (Way, 2014; Beesley, 2016; 

Krasynska & Martin, 2017). Rarely is the impact during the Orange Revolution part of the 

research (Kuzio, 2010). However, when the Orange Revolution is part of the research, it is 

often compared together with the Euromaidan (Onuch, 2014; Polegkyi, 2016; Collison, 2017). 

Especially Collison (2017) concludes that the Orange Revolution was somewhat weaker in 

terms of civil society participation and more opposition-led, with the Euromaidan anticipating 

https://www.v-dem.net/data_analysis/CountryGraph/
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a broader spectrum of the Ukrainian population. However, the literature does not explain why 

civil society was generally so strong in the period from 2005-2021, so next to the revolutions. 

The research question of this thesis therefore is: Why did Ukraine’s civil society  

become particularly strong between 2005 and 2021? The timeframe is chosen due to three 

important events. First, the occurrence of the Orange Revolution in 2004-2005. Second, the 

protests of the Euromaidan starting 2013 and lasting until 2014. Both seem to have an 

especially high uprising in civil society. Third, a turning point in Ukraine through Zelensky’s 

election. In 2021 he enjoyed the highest trust among the population as president from all 

Ukrainian presidents in office after the collapse of the Soviet Union (Minakov, 2021).  

In the course of the thesis, the External Incentives Model (EIM) by Schimmelfennig & 

Sedelmeier (2020) is used to look at how external actors, specifically the EU, might influence 

civil society in Ukraine. Furthermore, it will be looked at the term of social capital to also 

consider the internal factors which might lead to a strong civil society in Ukraine. Social 

capital is a term that is closely related to civil society and can be used to measure the strength 

of civil society. Thus, the thesis will combine domestic and external factors when analysing 

why there is such a strength of civil society in Ukraine. Only looking at both will fully reveal 

why civil society is becoming particularly powerful in Ukraine. 

Based on the analytical framework, two independent variables are obtained, which 

help to come two conceptual expectations. They will become tested by operationalising the 

EIM and social capital. In doing so, data from documents of the European Commission (EC), 

data from surveys, and secondary sources are used. The data is used to examine the 

independent variables and obtains to come to relevant findings that will be discussed later in 

the thesis. 

This thesis is structured as follows. First, a look is taken at the already prevailing 

literature of civil society. It will show the current debate on the definition of the term. Second, 

the EIM and social capital will be examined in more detail. Two conceptual expectations arise 

from this. The methodological choices will be presented in the section thereafter. Third, an 

analysis of the data is carried out to test the conceptual expectations. Lastly, the results of the 

thesis are summarised and recommendations for further research are suggested in the 

conclusion. 

 

2. Literature Review 

Before addressing the question of why Ukraine’s civil society became particularly 

strong in the timeframe, it is first helpful to consider how authors define civil society. To take 



131 

 

a closer look at the term, the debate about civil society both generally and specifically in the 

case of Ukraine are shown. First, two general definitions, which focus on the internal factors 

are established. After each definition, the literature focusing on civil society in Ukraine is 

presented, which takes up these general definitions for their research. Lastly, researchers who 

examined external factors are presented to round up the debate. 

Some preliminary work was carried out after the Cold War. The debate about the term 

civil society picked up speed in the 1980s (Ossewarde, 2006, p. 299). After the end of the 

Cold War, the term civil society became associated with the largely changing structures in the 

former satellite countries of the Soviet Union, so for instance Ukraine, Moldova, and Latvia. 

Civil society is an important part of democracy (Hadenius & Uggla, 1996; Béteille, 

2001; Lahiry, 2005). Preliminary work in this field focused primarily on emphasising civil 

society deeply rooted in civil society organisations (Chazan, 1992; Salamon & Anheier, 

1996). They mostly argue that the support of associations and non-profit organisations 

(NPOs) is vital for a civil society to develop. Especially, Salamon & Anheier (1996) were 

among the first to conduct an empirical study comparing the non-profit sectors of eight 

countries. For that they defined the NPOs in this sector in terms of five main characteristics: 

As organisations, as distinct from the government, non-profit, self-governing, and voluntary 

(pp. 3-4). Salamon & Anheier get cited very often by scholars assessing civil societies 

(Krasynska & Martin, 2017). In seeing NPOs as representative for defining society, they offer 

an easy operationalisation in measuring the strength of a civil society by just counting the 

number of organisations. 

By accepting this definition, Way (2014) defines civil society in Ukraine as the 

number of organisations there. However, to evaluate the strength of the civil society during 

Euromaidan, he suggests three dimensions. First, civil society as a “traffic cop”, meaning that 

civil society acts in organising protests accordingly (p. 37). Second, civil society in the role to 

mobilise people, meaning getting many to the streets for protesting. The third dimension 

focuses on the stability of the civil society in long term. He concluded that only in one of the 

three factors civil society in Ukraine can be defined as strong according to his own 

assessment. Way (2014) does not see the civil society as stable but acknowledges that there 

was a certain strength and high participation. This is a first indication that civil society is not 

as weak as the literature claims, meaning that further research has to dig deeper. Social capital 

is not considered as a factor here.  

Largely, previous literature faces some limitations. It ignores the fact that civil society 

is more than non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and CSOs. This explanation might 
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work for civil society but it is only a small part of it. It disregards the interpersonal level of a 

civil society. The concept of civil society is more complex than that. Not everyone who is part 

of civil society is necessarily part of an association. Furthermore, it is expected that the 

number of NGOs in Ukraine alone does not cover the strength of civil society participation 

there, since many of those who were briefly active during the revolutions might often not be 

members of an association (Stewart, 2009, p. 182).  

Therefore, other authors have tried to describe civil society more precisely (Lyons, 

2009; Brassett & Smith, 2010). Particularly, Malena & Heinrich (2007) remedy this 

shortcoming. They define civil society as an arena where people come together and can act, so 

where actions of civil society can take place. The authors named before, alluding rather to an 

economic connection, whereas the definition by Malena and Heinrich’s definition emphasises 

more the political dimension. This political part of the definition is used for this research to 

understand how people interact with each other in this arena. This definition is also taken up 

by Lutsevych (2013). Whereas she stresses the importance of civil society for democracy, she 

at the same time defines civil society as a space of exchange. In her definition of civil society, 

she also talks about the relations between the organisations and active persons, however, still 

misses to examine the trust between them. This means that this factor is totally undervalued in 

the literature about civil society.  

The Ukraine Civil Society Assessment of NORC at the University of Chicago (n.d.) 

tried to examine why civil society is strengthening in Ukraine by also measuring trust, thus by 

a broader approach. The authors state that parts of social capital are increasing. However, they 

did not carry out further and detailed research in their article and it is unclear how exactly the 

research went, for instance which questions were asked to CSOs in their online survey and 

also unclear to which ones exactly the questions were proposed. The article focuses only on 

internal factors which might reinforce civil society in Ukraine, for instance the number of 

CSOs. Nevertheless, this assessment has limitations, especially in the implementation, which 

means that the research should be carried out more precisely in the field. This is what the 

thesis aims to do in the further course. 

Whereas this literature focuses on internal factors that might lead to a strong Ukrainian 

civil society, some authors look at external influences on Ukraine’s democracy (Wilson, 

2006; McFaul, 2007; McDonagh, 2010). These articles also do offer not a complete reason for 

civil society to be strong. Instead, especially McFaul (2007) focuses on how external actors 

influenced the media or that funding of these actors helped Ukraine to remain a hybrid regime 

and not slide into complete autocracy (p. 81). Concentrating only on external factors is also a 
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flaw in the literature because it still does not recognise that a broader approach is needed to 

analyse civil society. 

This literature review has shown that literature about the time frame this thesis will 

focus on comes with weaknesses. First, the literature in that field often focuses on one of the 

two revolutions and sometimes fails to explain what happened in between or years after. 

Second, the strength of a civil society is often presented too simply. Lastly, it has to be noted 

that the literature for the most part ignores either external factors or the interpersonal factors, 

such as trust among one another, which could play a role during the protests. 

This thesis serves to combine these two factors. On the one hand, there will be a closer 

look at the external funding of Ukrainian civil society. On the other hand, it is assessed to 

what extent Ukraine’s civil society can still be described as weak over the years. Thus, the 

next chapter revolves around the analytical framework, which describes the external 

incentives model and the concept of social capital. Both are needed in order to be able to 

explain the factors that may lead to an explanation of the strength of civil society in Ukraine. 

 

3. Analytical Framework 

Having identified the main points of the debate of the civil society definition, it is 

necessary to establish the analytical framework for this research. This thesis draws on the 

EIM (Schimmelfenning & Sedelmeier, 2005) as well as the concept of social capital (Putnam, 

1993).  

Schimmelfennig & Sedelmeier (2020) created a conceptual model that can be used for 

the research question of this thesis because they focus on external factors, such as the EU, that 

shape political and societal elements in a country. With their model of the EIM, they try to 

shed light on the role of the EU in the neighbourhood and the behaviour of states that might 

consider joining the EU. Their model will be used to analyse the EU’s role in strengthening 

civil society in Ukraine. Yet, domestic factors, for instance NGOs and identity building are 

mostly not part of this concept. The higher civil society participation in Ukraine can also 

come from the civil society itself. In order to not ignore internal factors, the thesis will also be 

based on the concept of social capital, which was mainly influenced by Putnam (1993) and 

has gained more attention in recent years. This concept is useful in trying to explain a positive 

change or reinforcement of a civil society in a country. Both factors were chosen to cover the 

factors behind the strength of Ukrainian civil society as much as possible.  
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3.1. External Incentives Model 

The EIM is a conceptual model which describes the convergence of eastern and 

central European countries outside the EU. It is rational because the EU and the perspective 

country enter a cost-benefit analysis. The model argues that for countries to move closer to 

the EU and adapt European norms and values, the EU uses the instrument of conditionality. 

This means that the EU sets up conditions for a respective country which it must adhere to. If 

the EU believes that these conditions are being implemented well, the country will then be 

rewarded with closer integration towards the EU, for instance economically (Schimmelfennig 

& Sedelmeier, 2004). In a revisited version, Börzel & Schimmelfennig (2017) argue that the 

stronger a membership perspective for a country is, the “more political change we observe” 

(p. 279). The conditionality mentioned can influence a government directly through 

bargaining or indirectly through strengthening the society in the respective country.  

The incentives that the EU offers can either be positive or negative, thus often 

compared to the carrot and stick metaphor (Börzel & Schimmelfennig, 2017; Richter & 

Wunsch, 2020). The carrot here is compliance with the rules set by the EU and the stick is 

then used for non-compliance. The carrot can be, for instance, a membership perspective in 

the EU. In contrast, negative incentives or the stick might include economic punishments such 

as high taxes on products from the country outside the EU. It can be argued that even though 

in the time frame from 2005 until 2021 the EU could not offer a concrete membership to 

Ukraine, it strengthened the cooperation and made a step in the direction of rapprochement 

between the EU and Ukraine with the Association Agreement and inclusion in the energy 

community (Dimitrova & Dragneva, 2013). 

The EIM is brought into the concrete context of the scope of this thesis because the 

EU supports Ukraine with millions of funds annually (Wolczuk & Žeruolis, 2018). Ukraine is 

one of the countries with the largest financial support in terms of the EaP (Chromiec & 

Koenig, 2015, p. 15). This results in the first conceptual expectation: A higher external 

financial support from the EU leads to a stronger civil society in Ukraine. In the following, 

this expectation gets examined. However, before examining it, the next section describes what 

social capital is and how it fits together with civil society. 

 

3.2. Social Capital 

Several authors have dealt with the definition of social capital (Putnam, 1993; 

Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988). Putnam (1993) defines social capital as the collective 

cohesion of society and their trust in each other. Precisely he writes that “Social capital here 
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refers to features of social organisation, such as trust, norms, and networks, that can improve 

the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated actions” (p. 135). Putnam argues that 

social capital is one of the main factors for a functioning democracy. Ukraine is going in the 

right direction, but still has flaws in the rule of law, for instance, although constantly 

improving. Putnam especially emphasises the importance of horizontal interactions, that is the 

interactions on an interpersonal level and not the vertical interactions between the state and 

the population (Krishna & Shrader, 1999).  

A different definition is provided by Bourdieu (1986). For him, social capital is not a 

collective cooperation of civil society but the merit of each individual, as well as the respect 

of every individual agent who works to improve social capital. Structures in civil society are 

not first formed but are shaped by individuals. This view is more of a hierarchical view and, 

in contrast to Putnam, has a vertical emphasis. While Putnam has a more positive connotation 

of social capital, for Bourdieu it is a zero-sum game (Tzanakis, 2013). It goes hand in hand 

with a cost-benefit analysis of how much one would like to get involved in the social sphere. 

The third pioneering author in this field is Coleman (1988). In his views on social 

capital, he describes that social capital is promoted by individuals, but not the individual then 

who benefits from these actions, but everyone. His view on social capital comes close to 

Bourdieu’s, but nevertheless still shows two main differences. First, whereas Bourdieu (1986) 

sees family and friends not part of the definition of social capital, Coleman does. Coleman 

(1988) sees social structures in the family as a part that contribute to strengthening social 

capital and thus civil society (p. 100). Second, Coleman has a more positive attitude towards 

social capital than Bourdieu. Bourdieu (1986) states that social capital in a whole produces 

inequalities. Coleman (1988) does not share this view. Instead, he argues that social capital 

will benefit everyone (p. 105). For him there is no direct division in society with regards to 

social capital. 

From this literature, a second conceptual expectation can be derived: The higher the 

social capital in Ukraine the higher its civil society strength. This is because the authors have 

one thing in common: that a high level of social capital is important for democracy. 

In general, in this part of the thesis, different definitions of social capital were 

presented. The definition of Putnam is used as a basis for other authors, for instance Voicu & 

Basina (2015) that is why this framework then is used as a basis throughout the thesis. 

Putnam gives the best operationalisation which can be used to measure the strength of civil 

society in Ukraine. Bourdieu’s and Coleman’s framework are not used in this thesis because it 

focuses on interpersonal factors in civil society. For this research, it is seen as a whole and not 
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made up of individuals shaping social capital. Accordingly, in the methodology chapter the 

operationalisation will be explained in detail.  

 

4. Methodology 

This thesis will have a look on the strength of Ukraine’s society. Ukraine is used as a 

single case study for several reasons. First, Ukraine is an outlier in the eastern neighbourhood 

of the EU due to its size and geographical location. Ukraine will be looked at in a separate 

case because it has a high strategic and security importance for EU. Therefore, Plokhy (2021) 

calls the country “the gates of Europe”. Second, Ukraine has a high CSO sustainability score 

(United States Agency for International Development, 2018, p. 10). This means that, above 

all, in the area of the legal environment, organisational capacity, and the financial viability 

Ukraine has made visible progress (p. 224). CSO organisations are on the rise in Ukraine. But 

these alone are not only looked at in the further course of the thesis. Ukraine is also 

exceptional in terms of its international relations. Ukraine one of the first countries in the EaP 

that secured an Action Plan and an Association Agreements (Sasse, 2013). Other countries in 

the EaP followed only after Ukraine. Lastly, Ukraine is with Georgia the only country in 

eastern EU neighbourhood that would like to join NATO in the long term (p. 560). 

As a country with one of the strongest civil societies in the EaP neighbourhood, it is 

chosen as a case to examine this development. The time frame is chosen because several 

revolutions took place during this period, although it has often been claimed that civil society 

in Ukraine is so weak. In the case of the two conceptual expectations, the dependent variable 

is the reinforcement of civil society. The independent variables were each formed based on 

the analytical framework. This means that for the first conceptual expectation, the 

independent variable is a higher external financial support from the EU. Documents and 

secondary sources are traced to answer the research question why civil society in Ukraine 

became so strong from 2005 to 2021. 

To test the first conceptual expectation, a document analysis of EC documents of the 

Annual Action Programmes21, respectively the European Neighbourhood and Partnership 

Instrument (ENPI) from the years 2007-2021 is carried out. The ENPI was succeeded by the 

European Neighbourhood Instrument in 2014, and in 2021 by the Neighbourhood, 

Development and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI). Document analysis is a 

 
21 The documents of the European Commission are all accessible at https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-

enlargement/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/ukraine_en 

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/ukraine_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/european-neighbourhood-policy/countries-region/ukraine_en
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useful tool for “evaluating documents” (Bowen, 2009, p. 27). It helps to show a development 

of a factor in research (p. 30). In the case of this thesis, it shows the development of the 

provision of funds in Ukraine in the period from 2007 to 2021. The documents cover that 

timeframe, starting from 2007 because this year marks the start of Ukraine and the EU 

negotiating about the Association Agreement. Before that, no Commission documents can be 

found regarding financial support to Ukraine which are efficient enough to examine, so the 

document analysis has to be limited to this period. Additionally, before 2007, it was unclear 

how much money the EU made available to Ukraine, because the European Neighbourhood 

Policy was only recently established and was still in a developing phase (European 

Commission, 2022).   

 The sample consist of 26 of these EC documents which are intended to analyse the 

money spent and for which area. If civil society is mentioned in the general summaries, the 

respective annex which deals with civil society, is also highlighted in order to see to what 

extent the EU is committed to Ukrainian civil society. These documents were chosen to 

understand exactly how the EU is partially promoting Ukraine. The EU has many instruments 

to do this, but especially the Commission documents are detailed in how much money they 

provided and for which political or non-political aims.  

With the aim of finding relevant parts of the documents, the EC documents were 

analysed using the key terms “civil society” and “contribution” to determine to what extent 

civil society in Ukraine is supported by the EU and with how much money. Furthermore, data 

from secondary sources are consulted to get an ideal overview. These are mostly datasets or 

analyses which were already collected by other researchers. Documents alone are otherwise 

less valid for the research question. Therefore, to support the analysis of the EU documents, 

for the first conceptual expectation supplementary data between 2014 and 2020 of a policy 

paper (Chromiec & Koenig, 2015) will be analysed as well. 

The independent variable for the second conceptual expectation is a higher social 

capital. Evaluating the second conceptual expectation needs an operationalisation of the 

concept of social capital first. There is no consensus on how to measure social capital 

(Claridge, 2004). However, Voicu & Basina (2005) conducted a comparative study of social 

capital in Ukraine and Romania. Based on their work throughout the thesis social capital is 

measured in membership in an organisation, registered public associations, trust in the 

Ukrainian president and the government, the trust of the Ukrainian population towards their 

own people and the involvement in mass protest actions. According to Voicu & Basina 

(2005), the signing of a petition is also part of a protest action, which is why in this thesis it is 
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also considered as a part of it. Since this measurement has already been used by them, it 

offers a good basis for using it for the thesis as well. Some factors of this measurement also 

allude to Putnam’s (1993) definition. For him, among other things, trust and membership in 

an association are important points to quantify the concept. This is another point why this 

operationalisation is used throughout the thesis. 

In order to assess this conceptual expectation, the thesis is also based on existing data. 

These are obtained from various sources. First, from the World Values Survey (WVS) which 

was conducted in Ukraine in 2006, 2011, and 2020. It includes questions concerning people’s 

trust, confidence in the government, the rough percentage of people which are part of 

voluntary organisations, the enthusiasm to sign a petition or join peaceful demonstrations. 

Since this data does not consider all years and all operationalisation factors, data from 

secondary literature is also used. These include, for instance, additional numbers of 

membership in an organisation, as well as number of registered CSOs. Additionally, graphs 

are consulted based on Gallup (2015) opinion poll data. They consist of percentages of trust in 

the Ukrainian government between 2006 and 2015 and the approval of the respective 

presidents in those years. The data is used to compare it with the WVS data to improve the 

accuracy of the analysis. 

 

5. Analysis  

The previously presented methodology is used to analyse the data. First, the 

documents and secondary sources for the first conceptual expectation are analysed. 

Thereafter, the factors of the second conceptual expectation are investigated. 

 

5.1. Analysis of the EU’s Higher Financial Support to Ukraine 

5.1.1. 2007-2009 

In 2007, the EU already spent a total of €142 million with the ENPI (European 

Commission, 2007). The main goal of the EU is to promote democracy in Ukraine. By and 

large, this money should be used to ensure that Ukraine complies with the Action Plan 

initiated by the EU (p. 1). Furthermore, the year was the starting signal for integrating 

Ukraine into the EU Single Energy Market (p. 2). However, the money made available to 

Ukraine through the ENPI began to shrink the following year. In 2008, the money was used to 

strengthen economic cooperation between the EU and Ukraine (European Commission, 

2008). Support for cooperation in the energy sector is again explicitly mentioned that year, 

with a specific focus on renewable energy (p. 2). In 2009, the EU continued with having the 
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same goals (European Commission, 2009). However, it did so by providing less money, at 

least from the general budget of the ENPI. During these years, the EU is trying to build up 

Ukraine in various sectors. There is still no talk of civil society, which means that the data 

suggests that the EU cannot have ensured that civil society was strengthened. 

 

5.1.2. 2010-2013 

From 2010 a slight increase in money from the EU to Ukraine can be seen. It has to be 

noted that in that year there was a first hint to the Association Agreement. The Commission 

mentioned that they support to implement “the commitments set forth in the Association 

Agenda, the future Association Agreement” (European Commission, 2010, p. 2). For this 

purpose, the EU made a total of €125 million available for this in the year via the ENPI. In the 

years that followed, the EU’s goals began to take on clear forms and the budget began to 

increase again.  

In 2011, the Association Agreement, including the Deep and Comprehensive Free 

Trade Area took shape (European Commission, 2011a). The EU wanted to help prepare 

Ukraine for this. Furthermore, the two documents of that year focused, among other things, on 

regional stability, as well as the civil service in order to strengthen the government (European 

Commission, 2011b, p. 2). During that time the EU is supporting Ukraine with a total of €135 

million from the ENPI. The budget increased, but the money was not passed on to civil 

society actors, since civil society was not specifically mentioned in any of the documents. 

Thus, it cannot be assumed that the EU built civil society up with that money. 

In 2012, the EU provided no new points, the focus remained on supporting 

institutions, so that they comply with the future EU-Ukraine Association Agreement. 

However, first hints on support of parts of civil society can be found in the document. To be 

precise, the Commission intended to strengthen “participatory governance and community-

based initiatives throughout Ukraine” (European Commission, 2012, p. 2). It is a first 

indicator that the EU wants to support Ukrainian civil society. 

In 2013, the EU added a new dimension by wanting to encourage regional actors. The 

money provided by the EU is increasing to €186 million in that year (European Commission, 

2013). The EU’s aims during that time was to continue supporting Ukraine’s Regional Policy 

(p. 3). Furthermore, the Commission attached importance to the set priorities of the EU-

Ukraine Association Agreement which was planned to be signed in the following year (p. 2). 

No indication of civil society can be observed in the document which suggests that the EU 

was not a factor for strengthening civil society this year. 
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5.1.3. 2014-2021 

2014 was a year of changes for Ukraine (The Economist, 2022). Starting with the 2013 

protests over Yanukovich, the then sworn president of Ukraine, not signing the Association 

Agreement, instead trying a rapprochement with Russia and the subsequent annexation of 

Crimea, this development caused concern for the EU (Paul, 2015). The EU spent €242 million 

to Ukraine, the highest sum given up to that point. After the non-signing of the Association 

Agreement and the subsequent protests on the Euromaidan, as well as Russia’s annexation of 

Crimea destabilised Ukraine. The EU therefore decided to promote democracy and explicitly 

launched a civil society program. The “Ukraine civil society support programme promotes 

civil society engagement and democratic oversight of national reforms” (European 

Commission, 2014a, p. 3). It was planned that the action would be implemented through 

grants and service contracts (p. 3).  

Furthermore, it aimed to promote the exchange in the Civil Society Forum founded in 

2009 (European Commission, 2014b). From this year onwards, however, the budget was 

drastically reduced again. In 2015 the EU only donated €160 million for a further stabilisation 

and integration of the Ukrainian economy (European Commission, 2015a). The EU was also 

committed to a decentralisation reform in Ukraine (European Commission, 2015b). The data 

suggests that strengthening civil society in Ukraine is not the main goal of the Commission, 

but according to the documents it has moved up the agenda because it has been mentioned 

regularly since 2014. 

With €199.7 million, the Commission in 2016 came close to the values of 2014,but it 

did so because it wanted to advance three goals in particular: to fight against prevailing 

corruption, to promote the rule of law and to improve public administration (European 

Commission, 2016 a-c). 2017 then the “Single Support Framework for European Union 

support to Ukraine for the period 2018-2020” was passed (European Commission, 2017). 

There are no concrete hints in the main document about the financial support in 2017. Since 

civil society is also not mentioned in that year, it can be arguably assumed that Ukraine’s civil 

society has moved further into the background of the EU. 

 In 2018, the EU outlined that money will be invested in various EU programs in 

Ukraine. The Commission was making a total of €147 million available for this with the ENI 

(European Commission 2018a-b). In 2019, the EU and Ukraine’s fight against corruption 

there entered the second phase. Furthermore, the promotion of civil society, now including 

culture, was specifically mentioned for the third time. The EU focused on CSOs because it 
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sees them as an important part of democracy (European Commission, 2019, p. 4). The EU 

justified the strengthening of civil society by seeing it as a critical governance actor (p. 5). Of 

the total provided by the EU in this Annual Action Program, €5 million were considered to 

Ukrainian CSOs (European Commission, 2019, p. 13). Despite the continued funding of many 

programs, the budget for that year was shrinking again, although it was slightly increasing 

again the following year.  

In 2020, the EU focused once more on the economic integration of Ukraine into the  

EU. It was intended to promote small and medium businesses but the Commission also 

decided to provide money for Ukraine’s most important sector, the agricultural sector 

(European Commission, 2020a). Furthermore, the EU continued to support civil society 

(European Commission, 2020b). This time it is specifically mentioned in the documents, so it 

spent money assisting the civil society for the second year in a row. In that year, €165 million. 

In the final year of the analysis, in 2021, the document has four goals, which it supports with 

little money from the NDICI (European Commission, 2021). The EU had other goals that 

year, civil society is no longer considered in the documents. During these years, the 

fluctuations in the EU contribution to Ukraine’s civil society can be recognised well. The EU 

only promotes civil society in selected years, which does not seem good enough for a long-

term strengthening of civil society. 

Additionally, Chromiec & Koenig (2015) state that between 2014 and 2020 “only one 

percent” of the money provided by ENI were made available to support civil society actors (p. 

15). It can be said that the EU, on the basis of these documents, with the ENI and the 

instruments that follow after, did not contribute to strengthening civil society as much as 

expected because hardly any money is provided for the civil society. The US Agency for 

International Development (USAID), for example, provided much more money in contrast to 

the EU regarding civil society (Lutsevych, 2013). In 2010, $31 million was made available 

for civil society only (p. 91). Hence, despite the total amount of money made available by the 

EU’s instruments, support for civil society only plays a rather small role over the entire period 

examined. 

In sum, the provision of funds to Ukraine by the Commission is subject to strong  

fluctuations. It is not entirely clear what these have to do with, but it suggests that less money 

flows in “quieter” times. According to the EIM, the money should increase the more Ukraine 

sticks to the EU goals. But as already mentioned, the money flows irregularly. More money is 

made available to stabilise Ukraine, especially after the Euromaidan revolution and the 

annexation of Crimea shortly thereafter. When the Euromaidan revolution happened, more 
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money was provided, but it is unlikely that the EU is responsible for this revolution. The EU 

supports Ukraine in many areas, but most of the money goes in the energy sector and in the 

market relations between the EU and the Ukraine, so not much in civil society. Since the term 

appears irregularly and not often in the total number of documents, as well as comparably less 

money is made available for civil society, the data does not support the first conceptual 

expectation. 

 

5.2. Analysis of Social Capital in Ukraine 

In the following section the second conceptual expectation is analysed, which includes 

the analysis of factors which compose the social capital of Ukraine. Based on Voicu & Basina 

(2015) these are, first, how many public associations are registered in Ukraine and how many 

Ukrainians have a membership in organisations. Second, the trust Ukrainians have in their 

president and in the government. Third, the trust of Ukrainians in their fellow citizens. Last, 

the willingness of Ukrainians to take part in mass protests actions. The analysis of social 

capital of the thesis consists of two parts. First, the trust aspects are analysed. Next, registered 

organisations, membership, and willingness to act are summarised in the second part of the 

social capital analysis. 

 

5.2.1. Ukrainians’ Relationship of Trust 

Data for the different aspects of trust are summarised in Tables 1 and 2. Table 1 looks 

at the Ukrainians’ trust in presidents from 2008-2015. Table 2 highlights Ukrainians’ trust in 

their government. The last part features the analysis of the trust of Ukrainians towards their 

own people. 

 

Table 1 

Job Approval of Ukrainian Country Leaders 
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Table 1 shows Ukrainians’ approval in their country leaders between 2008 and 2015.  

Note: Table retrieved from https://news.gallup.com/poll/187931/ukrainians-disillusioned-

leadership.aspx 

 

Table 2 

Ukrainians’ Trust in the Government 

 2006 (%) 2011 (%) 2020 (%) 

A great deal  4.1 2.6 2.6 

Quite a lot  19.5 22.8 16.3 

Not very much 29.9 38.1 38.1 

None at all 24.4 39.6 36.2 

Table 2 shows the percentage of questioned Ukrainians’ trust in their own government in 

2006, 2011, and 2020.  

Note: Table is based on numbers from wave 5, 6, and 7 of the WVS (World Values Survey, 

2006; 2011; 2020). 

 

Table 1 shows that in the first year of a presidency, the trust of the population in the 

president is quite high (Gallup, 2015). However, it decreases rapidly in the second year of the 

term. President Zelensky, who has been in office since 2019, seems to have at least somewhat 

overcome this hurdle. He is the most trusted presidents of all Ukrainian presidents since the 

1990s (Minakov, 2021). The data displays that although trust in the presidents has always 

been low, Zelensky continues to have high approval ratings. This indicates that there has also 

been an increase over the years. Overall, it implies that this contributes to a raise in social 

capital. 

The approval of Zelensky is not reflected in the trust in the government. The figures 

on the question of confidence in government from the WVS22 are portrayed in Table 2. The 

data of Table 2 shows that confidence in the government is generally not very high. 

Respondents that answered a “great deal” and “quite a lot” are shrinking in direct comparison 

from 2006 to 2020. Hence, the trend over the years suggests that the factor of trust in the 

government decreases. Thus, it tends not to increase social capital. 

 
22 The percentages in the analysis based on the WVS can be accessed via: 

https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/187931/ukrainians-disillusioned-leadership.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/187931/ukrainians-disillusioned-leadership.aspx
https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp
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In the WVS, the question of whether the respondents trust people are asked in each 

term. In 2006, 24.5% stated that most people can be trusted. In 2011, the figure fell slightly 

from 23.1%. 2020, one can observe a spike in trust by 6.1 percentage points compared to 

2011. Consequently, 30% of respondents trust other people. 

 In 2006 64.4%, in 2011 70.3% and in 2020 67.3% stated that one had to be careful 

with regard to others. However, 24.5% of the respondents stated in 2006 that most people can 

be trusted. The number fell slightly to 23.1% in 2011, but in 2020 the number of respondents 

who trusted other people increased to 30%. Of those who tend to trust people, Ukrainians tend 

to trust those closest to them the most, so for instance relatives or neighbours (Interfax-

Ukraine, 2019). Thus, in a direct comparison, the number of Ukrainians who believe that most 

people of their own population can be trusted increases. This means that the Ukrainians gain 

more trust in their fellow citizens and thus contribute to an increase in social capital. 

 

 

5.2.2. Registered Public Associations, Membership, and Involvement 

There are different data available on how many public associations there are in 

Ukraine. In general, in Ukraine there are civil society registered in the five-digit range. The 

number was around 40,000 in 2009 (Stewart, 2009, p. 182). In 2021, the Ukrainian parliament 

passed a law, which made it easier to set up such an organisation (ICNL, 2012). As a result, 

the number has increased rapidly over the years. Among other things, many NGOs were 

founded as part of the annexation of Crimea to provide humanitarian aid in the areas occupied 

by Russia. In 2020, the number was 110,000 registered organisations, and the trend is rising 

(Sydorenko & Latsyba, 2020). According to data summarised by Ghosh (2014), the data 

matches since there is an increase from 2008 to 2013. Thus, the data shows that the number of 

registered organisations in Ukraine is increasing immensely in the examined period of this 

thesis. Hence, a part of Ukraine’s social capital is increasing. 

In the WVS, those surveyed are asked whether they are a member of various named 

organisations such as the church, sports clubs, or a labour union. In 2006, 80 to 90% are not 

members in the permitted organisations. In 2011, the numbers even increased slightly overall. 

In 2020, the possible answers to the questions for some organisations will change from “not a 

member” to “don’t belong” (World Values Survey, 2020, p. 33). For the organisations that 

have a not a member as an answer option, the numbers of people who are not a member 

remain between 80 and 90%. The number of people belonging to an organisation remains the 

same over the years, which is why it has little overall impact on social capital. 
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In each term of the WVS there are two questions for the willingness for signing a 

petition, as well as the willingness to take part in a peaceful demonstration. First, they are 

asked whether they have already signed a petition, are willing to do so, or would not do it at 

all (World Values Survey, 2006, p. 70). Table 3 demonstrates the trend of the respondents of 

the respective years. Second, the WVS looks at how many have already taken part in a 

demonstration, how many can imagine doing so and how many would never take part. Table 

4 reveals the percentage of the respondents and their eagerness to actively demonstrate. 

 

Table 3 

Signing a Petition 

 2006 (%) 2011 (%) 2020 (%) 

Have done 6.6 8.8 12 

Might do 24.9 15.1 34.3 

Would never do 62.3 76 42.8 

Table 3 shows how many of the questioned Ukrainians signed a petition, might sign, or might 

not sign one in 2006, 2011, and 2020.  

Note: Table is based on numbers from wave 5, 6, and 7 of the WVS (World Values Survey, 

2006; 2011; 2020). 

 

Table 4 

Willingness to Participate in a Peaceful Demonstration 

 2006 (%) 2011 (%) 2020 (%) 

Have done 15.8 13.6 8 

Might do 26.1 14.3 32 

Would never do 53.6 72 49.3 

Table 4 shows the willingness of respondent in taking part in a peaceful demonstration in 

2006, 2011, and 2020.  

Note: Table is based on numbers from wave 5, 6, and 7 of the WVS (World Values Survey, 

2006; 2011; 2020). 

 

In general, the data of Table 3 and 4 imply that the number of those who have already 

signed a petition, as well as the number of those who can imagine doing so, is increasing. The 

number of respondents who said they would never do it decreased from 2006 to 2020, 
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although it increased slightly in 2011. Additionally, even though the number of those who 

took part in a peaceful protest is falling, the willingness to take part in demonstrations is 

increasing and at the same time the number of those who would never take part in a protest is 

falling. This shows that some of the actors in civil society are ready to go on the streets. 

Overall, this means that these numbers also result in an increase in social capital.  

To sum up, both the number of people who are a member in an organisation, as well as 

the trust in the government do not contribute much to an increase in social capital. All other 

factors, however, contribute to an increase due to the rising numbers, which is why it can be 

said that the social capital is increasing and the second conceptual conceptualisation can thus 

be confirmed. Therefore, it answers the research question by showing that social capital is an 

important factor to consider when researching about civil society in Ukraine. 

 

6. Conclusion 

The thesis examined two conceptual expectations derived from the EIM and Social 

Capital to answer the research question why Ukraine’s civil society became particularly 

strong between 2005 and 2021. The analysis showed that civil society in Ukraine became 

strong in this timeframe due to the rise in social capital in the country. The various factors 

involved in social capital have revealed that it is generally increasing. Thus, answering the 

research question, the thesis has uncovered that social capital is an important component of 

strengthening Ukraine’s civil society. 

In addition, it was outlined that social capital is not present in the literature. Authors 

often argue that the strength in civil society is driven by outside actors but in Ukraine’s case it 

is driven by a bottom-up approach, meaning from the people itself. It was also demonstrated 

that people in Ukraine stay mobilised over the long term.  

Particularly, the number of registered organisations and the increase in activism 

through signing petitions and people’s willingness to take to the streets paint a clear picture. 

The grants from the EU to Ukraine are not the main reason for the strength of civil society in 

the country. The strengthening of civil society was not the main objective of the EU and is 

therefore hardly mentioned over the years in the documents. Consequently, civil society has 

not been promoted enough to achieve such a turn either. 

The thesis comes not without limitations. It has to be noted that the data for this 

research over such a long period of time is limited. In the area of the first conceptual 

expectation, one could only access the EC documents since 2007. However, with regards to 

secondary sources, this limitation could be at least partially eliminated. Especially for the 
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operationalisation of the second conceptual approach, it was difficult to find data for each 

year. The WVS is not conducted annually but in rotation. Data from secondary sources 

sometimes contradicted each other, so the focus was mainly on data from the WVS. 

Therefore, further research could conduct its own surveys or interviews to obtain more precise 

data. 

Nevertheless, this thesis contributes significantly to the academic debate of civil 

society in Eastern Europe, especially with Ukraine’s further rapprochement with the EU. The 

thesis has highlighted the importance of social capital when analysing civil society in a 

country. Further research can be done by applying the research framework provided in the 

thesis to other countries. It can be used, for instance to research what role social capital played 

in other EaP countries, such as Georgia which also shares a similar pattern regarding civil 

society. Furthermore, these findings add to a growing body of literature on civil society by not 

only assessing an external factor but also highlighting the importance of domestic factors, 

which is a rather new approach in the field. 
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SED on Germany’s Mind 

How the Enquete Commission created Historical Awareness of the East German 

Dictatorship 

Jettte Lina Schuetze 

 

 

1. Introduction  

 

“I am talking about remembering for the future. Coming to terms with the past is a task for 

generations. It is not finished, nor will it ever be. It cannot be, because every generation asks 

its questions of history, because the past always reaches into the present and the future, 

whether we want it to or not.” (Roth as cited in Gruene Bundestag, 2022).23 

 

These were the words of the German Minister for Culture, amid the 30th anniversary 

of the Enquete commission on the overcoming of the consequences of the SED (Sozialistische 

Einheitspartei Deutschlands/Social Unity Party Germany) dictatorship in the process of 

German Unity. The Enquete project was set up by the Bundestag to investigate the regime in 

order to come to terms with the past and it entailed two consecutive truth commissions 

(referred to as one Enquete commission) (McAdams, 2001). This very recent speech reminds 

of the importance of historical consciousness and its continuous process. It highlights how 

Germany is in an ongoing development of processing and learning from the communist past, 

a chapter of German history which is still visible today. Indeed, the SED dictatorship ruling 

the country from 1949 until 1989, constitutes a large part of the Eastern German heritage, 

shaping several generations of East German citizens (Pötzsch, 1998). The SED dictatorship is 

considered a historical trauma, a shared experience of many countries. Tackling this sort of 

trauma has been a challenge for many societies, finding their way in the process of 

transitional justice (Hayner, 2011). Seeing the anniversary of the Enquete commission in 

times of war in Ukraine puts a spotlight on the commission once again. Politicians are 

drawing a somber but truthful connection between the past and the need for education and 

democratic values. 30 years ago, the Enquete commission was drawn up to prevent future 

dictatorships, fostering peace and democracy. It has become evident that time does not heal 

all wounds and that education on peace but also on historic autocratic rule is essential now 

 
23 Please note that all German sources have been translated to English via the online translator DeepL and 

checked by me (native German speaker) 
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more than ever (Deutscher Bundestag, 2022). As we are now watching peace breaking down 

in Europe, it seems questionable whether we really can learn from the past and maintain 

peace. The link to the war in Ukraine underlines the relevance of looking at what the Enquete 

commission has achieved to create historical awareness thereby contributing to democratic 

values and peace.  

Scholars have investigated the German Truth Commission (TC) rather thoroughly, as 

it was part of the German web of institutions handling specific transitional justice processes 

(Beattie, 2009; Espindola, 2015; McAdams, 2001). Academia has focused on the TC’s 

coexistence next to the trials and other justice mechanisms. Therefore, the Enquete 

commission was also assessed within this context on its impact and broadly judged on its 

success, as part of the general process of transitional justice (Beattie, 2009; Yoder, 1999). 

Additionally, scholars have discussed the commission’s success, with differing conclusions, 

having mostly argued for success and achievement of transitional justice in general (Beattie, 

2009; Maier 1997; Yoder, 1999). However, the literature has not reflected upon the ability of 

the German Enquete commission to foster awareness of the past, even though it has aimed at 

preventing future dictatorships through civic education (Beattie, 2009, p. 233). It remains to 

be examined to what extent remembrance frameworks, created by the Enquete commission, 

contributed to creating historical awareness. This research aims to contribute to the ongoing 

discussion on the success of the commission, by looking at the Enquete commission’ ability 

to create awareness of the past, thereby contributing to a stable democracy. This thesis thus 

addresses the question: In how far was the Enquete commission successful in contributing to 

the creation of historical awareness of the SED dictatorship? 

 Arguing that the commission focused on the creation of historical awareness in its 

work and findings, this thesis is structured as followed. First, the existing literature on the 

topic is reviewed to establish the starting point of the analysis, followed by a short historical 

context to further embed the findings. Second, relevant concepts are laid out to situate 

theoretically. Third, the creation of historical awareness is operationalised by providing 

indicators to conduct the qualitative content analysis, thus constituting the methodology. 

Fourth, the analysis is conducted by investigating the mandate and the recommendations of 

the Enquete commission on the creation of historical awareness as well as concrete policy 

outcomes based on the Enquete commission’s work. Lastly, the findings are put into context 

in the discussion before providing a conclusion. 
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2. Literature Review 

The following literature review situates this thesis in the broader academic context. 

This contextualisation demonstrates a gap in the literature hence justifying the relevance of 

this research. To begin with, the broader topic of transitional justice in which the Enquete 

commission takes place has been analysed extensively by academia (Amstutz, 2005, Hayner, 

2011). Amstutz (2005) outlines the concept of transitional justice as “the challenge of how to 

best reckon with regime atrocities” (p. 18). It can be considered as a process which is further 

placed within context because it heavily depends on the new apparatus’ commitment to 

restore justice and human rights. Furthermore, the availability of political resources plays a 

major role in the execution of transitional justice, since it determines the means, by which 

crimes and injustices of former regimes can be investigated and processed (Amstutz, 2005).  

TCs such as the Enquete commission are situated within transitional justice where 

their role in the process has been researched extensively by many scholars, most notably, 

Minow (1989), Adam and Adam (2000) and Hayner (2011). They agree that overcoming 

traumatic past and pain through different strategies depends on the preferred outcome, but 

also political structure, culture, and resource availability. Within the procedure of transitional 

justice there are different strategies and tools which governments have at their disposal, based 

on their willingness and the stage of the transition (Amstutz, 2005; Hayner 2011). There are 

then two main trends within the transitional justice procedure, which are distinguished by 

Amstutz (2005) as redistributive justice and restorative justice. The former focuses on 

reparations, purges, and trials. The latter includes amnesia, amnesty, forgiveness, and truth 

telling. Indeed, restorative justice holds true to its name, intending to restore communities and 

even societies post-trauma. The context of restorative justice includes TCs, which define and 

disclose the scope of past crimes and infringement on human rights by investigating previous 

regimes, their authority, and the role of the public (Amstutz, 2005).  

To then interpret this general role of TCs further, authors have investigated how to 

measure the success of these commissions to better understand their purpose. Scholas agree 

on the high degree of diversity of TCs and the aim and role they have according to different 

circumstances (Amstutz, 2005; Krüger, 2012; Minow, 1989). A basic definition of success, 

provided by Chapman and Ball (2001), constitutes to the fulfilment of the mandate. This 

simple definition does not suffice as a solid foundation for success analysis, given the vast 

diversity of factors. A more elaborate framework is given by Brahm (2007), who provides a 

clear structure of how to measure the success of TCs. This approach includes a systematic 

analysis of how the commission contributed to individual healing and more broadly to society 



155 

 

in terms of democratization and the re-establishment of human rights (Brahm, 2007). Hirsch 

et al. (2012) add to the discussion on success by suggesting an integrative approach that 

excludes traditional notions and expectations of successful TCs, instead examining without 

any bias in the evaluation. 

Germany’s traumatic past has been analysed thoroughly, due to the country going 

through two dictatorships firstly under the Nazi regime, secondly under communist rule. The 

country’s approach to overcome this traumatic past, specifically the SED dictatorship has 

been academically researched in many ways mostly focusing on the trials of former officials 

and the reunification process of the country. In terms of trauma, human rights violations have 

been examined with a focus on the impact of the secret police (Espindola, 2015). Besides, 

Beattie (2009) contributes what can be considered the main piece of literature on the Enquete 

commission. He analyses not only the structure and internal conflicts of the commission, but 

also how it impacted the transitional justice process in Germany. Thus, he investigates 

whether it was successful in achieving its tasks. Indeed, Beattie (2009) claims that the 

commission can be considered successful since it conducted an in-depth and breadth 

investigation therefore fulfilling its aim. Its success can further be seen in that the commission 

foreshadowed the fact that the SED can be held accountable for the atrocities in East Germany 

(Beattie, 2009). Other scholars have analysed the commission’s success, agreeing with Beattie 

(2009) on the success due to fulfilling its aim of creating a collective account of history and 

responsibility of human rights violations (Beattie, 2009; McAdams, 2001). Additionally, 

others agree, claiming that the aim was to set up a public record that could account for what 

happened, therefore creating a collective report for other scholars or individuals, who want to 

achieve a better understanding of the SED regime (Maier, 1997; Yoder, 1999).  

Having considered previous research on the success of the German Enquete 

commission, it becomes clear that outcomes of success analyses have focused on the 

completion of the aims set by the commission and how it reached the public. While it has 

been assessed as rather successful in that aspect, it remains to be seen whether the 

commission could reach beyond a point of setting up a public record. Beyond a simple 

historical data collection, could it go a step further to significantly impact society by creating 

historical awareness among the German population? 

 

2.1. Historical Context 

In order to have a clear understanding of the nature of the Enquete commission and its 

purpose, some historical context is given of both the historical period which the commission 
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investigated as well as the German reunification process in which the commission operated. 

Going to the origins of the Enquete project, it is relevant to outline the period of the 

dictatorship. Following the Second World War, Germany was divided into two separate 

entities, with the East being under Soviet occupation until being turned into a satellite state of 

the Soviet Union in 1949 (Pötzsch, 1998). While the West moved towards a democracy, the 

East saw itself in a dictatorship under communist ideology heavily restricting civic freedom 

and human rights. There was no rule of law, free speech, press or movement while living with 

a planned economy (Pötzsch, 1998). To fortify this strict regime and to control the influx in 

refugees towards the West, the Berlin Wall was built in 1961, increasing restrictions in 

addition to posing lethal threats, since fleeing attempts were stopped by armed forces 

(Pötzsch, 1998). Not only did the wall separate Germany, but it symbolically demarcated 

communist East vs. the liberal democratic West. Additionally, to secure the rule of 

oppression, the regime installed the Stasi, the secret police of the state conducting espionage 

of possible regime opponents, and intervened, when necessary, violently (Espindola, 2015). 

The end of the SED regime came about with a peaceful revolution initiated all over 

the Soviet satellite states in a common movement greatly helped and inspired by the reformer 

communist leader, Gorbachev’s democratisation of the Eastern Block. He advocated for 

institutional changes towards democratic states, through meaningful regime changes (Brown, 

2009, pp. 523-525). With increasing pressure from the population through demonstrations, a 

collapse of the Stasi due to decisive protests and the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the SED 

regime and the GDR (German Democratic Republic, East Germany) came to an end. The 

formal German reunification of East and West was conducted in 1990 (Brown, 2009, pp. 534-

538). With the end of the dictatorship, Germany found itself in a process of what can be 

considered a transitional justice process from a dictatorship towards a democracy alongside 

the reunification (Dias, 1991). As part of this process, Germany applied different strategies 

including attending to victims in terms of compensation, the lustration of regime officials 

from public office and trialling main regime perpetrators and violators of human rights. 

Moreover, truth finding, and reconciliation efforts were made by opening the Stasi files of 

individuals as well as the set-up of the Enquete commission, which was split into two 

institutional commissions due to a change of legislation period (McAdams, 2001). The 

Enquete commission (this term refers to both the commissions of 1995 and 1998) is 

considered a TC. Hayner (2011) defines the latter as “[an investigative body], focused on the 

past, [investigating] a pattern of abuses over a period of time, rather than a specific event; a 

temporary body, with the intention to conclude with a public report; and officially authorized 
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or empowered by the state” (p. 11). Notably however, the German transitional justice process 

constitutes a rather special case, being embedded in a comparably smooth transition process. 

The latter was part of the German reunification and situated within ongoing political 

integration of Eastern Germany; hence the transitional justice process was not as complex. 

Given the historical setting, it is a very different case from other well-known TCs going 

through more drastic political and peace transitions (McAdams, 2011). Having outlined the 

context of the Enquete commission, the research’s historical foundation is laid. 

 

3. Conceptual Framework 

 In the following section, a framework of relevant concepts is outlined, to clarify the 

theoretical foundation of this thesis and how the analysis is conducted. The chosen concepts 

are important as the Enquete commission operates within the framework of TCs and aims to 

achieve historical awareness through memorial work, institutionalisation, and memory 

politics. First, explaining the concepts of restorative justice encompassing the role of TCs, 

illustrates in what kind of context and set of expectations the Enquete commission was set up. 

Second, a breakdown of the success of TCs underpins the evaluation of the success of the 

Enquete commission. Third, historical awareness is conceptualized to provide the bedrock of 

this analysis. 

 

3.1. Restorative Justice and Truth Commissions  

To put into context, the German Enquete commission, restorative justice, which has 

been covered in the literature review, needs to be elaborated on. The justice mechanism, 

which fall under transitional justice, is based on restoring functioning systems through for 

instance amnesia politics, granting amnesty and generally focusing on healing and forgiveness 

(Amstutz, 2005, p.18). Germany though, puts its focus mostly on truth telling as part of the 

restorative justice process. Minow (1998) stresses the “restorative power of truth” (p. 66) by 

arguing that truth telling brings healing to both the public and private sphere.  This strategy is 

based on the recognition and acknowledgement of the (traumatic) past and events and is 

meant to “overcome the painful past through the discovery and disclosure of truth” (Amstutz, 

2005, p. 25). The strategy according to Amstutz (2005), can be conducted in several ways. 

Firstly, he names policies based on the publication and opening of files, thereby revealing 

historical data and facts. This aids the investigation process of past crimes. Secondly, truth 

telling is most often institutionalised through the set-up of TCs. With this in mind, the 

Enquete commission can be categorised as a TC operating under the mandate of achieving 
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restorative justice, due to its truth finding mission resulting in the publication of a very 

extensive report (Hayner, 2011, pp. 52-53). The German transitional justice process, as 

demonstrated, therefore falls under a restorative justice approach which helps to understand 

the context of the Enquete commission, as it explains under which expectations it was created.  

 

3.2. Success of Truth Commissions 

Since the thesis aims at investigating how the Enquete commission can be considered 

successful in its contribution to the creation of historical awareness. Thus, it is important to 

understand how success of TCs can be measured. The character and overall structure as well 

as circumstance of each commission is unique, therefore it is important to keep in mind that 

an exact definition of success of TCs, is impossible to coin (Chapman & Ball, 2001). 

Furthermore, each commission operates within a unique mandate and scope, hence delivering 

results based on these constraints. Therefore, the specific impact of a commission needs to be 

scrutinized.  

Brahm (2007) differentiates between two kinds of impacts, whose achievement can be 

considered successful. Firstly, institutionalized truth-telling has the power to contribute to 

individual healing processes of victims. This is, however, circumstance-specific since it is 

difficult to determine because of the unique coping mechanisms. Secondly, societal impact of 

TCs provides for tangible success indication (Brahm, 2007). TCs are capable of “[allowing] 

societies to put the past behind them and produce forward looking politics” (p. 20). This 

duality of accountability and reestablishment of trust, represented by functioning 

democracies, ensures that societies can move on (Brahm, 2007). Having established these two 

notions of success, Brahm (2007) distinguishes between contributions to human rights 

practices and contributions to the democratisation process, which this thesis focuses on 

through means of historical awareness. Indeed, a commission’s ability to give enough input in 

terms of historical education is crucial because it urges the population to reflect on the past, 

extend their awareness and acknowledge their privilege, considering past suffering (Schieder, 

1978). This process allows society to move on from its historical trauma and is closely 

aligned with the contribution to the democratisation process in terms of institutional reforms, 

memory politics and recommendations. This conceptualisation of success connected to 

democratization by Brahm (2007) is used to scrutinise the success of the Enquete 

commission. This thesis applies this analogy to see in how far the German commission could 

create historical awareness. Thus, it gives indication in how far it can be considered 

successful. 
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3.3. Historical Awareness 

To encompass institutional reforms, memory politics and recommendations, historical 

awareness is used for the purpose of fostering common identity and remembrance in addition 

to its importance for functioning democracies (Andersen & Plewa, 2016, p. 152). This, 

however, requires collective memory as a foundation since it presumes historical awareness. 

Indeed, collective memory is at the basis of a state’s constitution, politics, and state 

(Funkstein, 1989, p. 5). It is only through research, understanding and education of history, 

that we can properly comprehend our past and designate meaning to it. Given this idea of 

shared past, collective memory needs to be actively shaped and shared by the population. 

Thereupon, collective memory and the public acknowledgement of it, has the capacity to 

reveal and shape societies’ values thereupon constructing historical awareness. Besides, 

preserving historical consciousness is important since democratic stability arises from it 

(Schieder, 1978, pp. 5-9). Schieder (1978) furthermore stresses that only if historical 

consciousness is treated with care and not disregarded, can the risk of it leading to unhealthy 

democracies with altered value systems, be curbed. Hence, historical consciousness needs to 

be incorporated in (political) education to ensure functioning healthy democratic systems 

(Schieder, 1978). This is of particular importance in the German case, since the commission 

aimed at fostering a consciousness of the atrocities of the SED dictatorship and to prevent any 

future dictatorships (Beattie, 2009, p. 32). This is where the notion of historical awareness 

plays a crucial role in achieving the latter goal. 

In a more transitional justice-specific context, Adam and Adam (2000) point out that 

collective memory is crucial for a collective identity, the former of which can change over 

time, depending on governmental action and memory politics. These can for instance 

constitute memorials, holidays, museums, and speeches (p. 33). Memory politics thus also 

include educational components focusing on past events and traumatic experiences, which are 

meant to foster not only open-mindedness but also empathy. It creates a tolerance towards a 

shared history (Adam & Adam, 2000, p. 42). This more specific idea of memory politics 

underpins the findings of this thesis, explaining the importance of the policy results building a 

legislative framework to foster historical awareness of the SED dictatorship. 
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4. Methodology 

4.1. Operationalisation  

This research is structured according to the three pillars of the Enquete commission, 

which each provide relevant insights. Firstly, the mandate reflects how the commission 

incorporated the goal of historical awareness as a central goal in its mandate. Secondly, the 

recommendations indicate how the Enquete commission managed to use its investigation to 

provide a framework for what was needed in terms of establishing historical awareness in a 

structured manner. Lastly, concrete policy outcomes by the parliament based on the 

recommendations, are analysed according to their ability to contribute to historical awareness 

of the population as a more concrete and legislative foundation. 

To have tangible indicators on the German case, success in terms of creating historical 

awareness needs to be dismantled. This latter concept is based on the values of remembrance 

and preservation of history, which are running themes throughout this analysis. Therefore, the 

operationalisation of the creation of historical awareness is based on three indicators. First, 

education strategies pinpoint the creation of historical awareness through civic education. 

This includes invigorating democratic values by fostering the population’s knowledge of the 

past. Second, the set-up of dedicated remembrance bodies and memorial concepts is used to 

indicate the institutionalisation of historical awareness. This includes for instance the set-up 

of museums and specific memorial sites. Third, incorporating and institutionalising future 

research signifies the commitment to create historical awareness as it deepens knowledge and 

fills gaps, which contribute to the population’s awareness. These three indicators provide a 

solid foundation for the analysis of the commission’s ability to create historical awareness.  

 

4.2. Qualitative Content Analysis 

Given its historical focus, this thesis makes use of qualitative content analysis. The 

latter includes a systematic analysis based on themes and contexts, therefore going beyond a 

simple evaluation of content (Mayring, 2004, p. 266). Thereupon, document analysis is the in-

depth methodological choice. Bowen (2009) explains that document analysis includes 

“finding, selecting, appraising (making sense of), and synthesising data contained in 

documents” (p. 28). It makes use of a systematic analysis which then provides for an 

interpretation based on primary sources. This method allows the analysis to be based on 

sound understanding and consequently develop empirical knowledge, which gives a 

foundation to the research (Corbin & Strauss, 2013). For that, the report of the second TC is 

chosen. Indeed, different parts of the report contribute as documents for the content analyses. 
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To stick to the analysis based on themes and context, these documents will be investigated 

according to the indicators of the operationalisation.  

 

4.3. Case and document selection 

The website of the Enquete commission, Enquete Online, provides the necessary 

documents for this analysis. First, the structural approach of the German Enquete commission 

ensures vast documentation in the form of 32 volumes of report, which is the main source 

used in this thesis. It covers all technicalities in addition to findings and minutes, thus it serves 

as a point of reference for the analysis (Enquete Online, n.d.a). Note, that for the sake of focus 

and simplicity but also given the focal point of this thesis on the successful creation of 

awareness of the SED dictatorship, the second Enquete Commission is selected as a case 

study. This focus was chosen to yield the most relevant input for the analysis since the second 

commission finalised the investigation. Thus, its report encompasses the end-product of the 

vaster project of historical reconciliation in Germany. Furthermore, the second report delivers 

the results upon which the Bundestag acted, and thus serves as a better case for this analysis 

than the report of the first commission (Enquete Online, n.d.b). 

Secondly, it is noteworthy that the commission’s report is extremely extensive, 

implying very thorough documentation of not only the findings, but also all procedures, 

debates, and hearings (Enquete Online, n.d.a). The six documents are selected in a manner 

that ensures the following input for analysis: the commission’s mandate, recommendations, 

and legislative documents of the Bundestag concerning the policy outcomes (see Figure 1 for 

the documents in the reference list). Most of the documents are part of the commission’s 

report itself, except for the law on the memorial conception, which was published separately. 

Nevertheless, all documents directly followed the finalisation of the commission, to measure 

its immediate impact, thereby focusing on the direct result the commission produced. 

 

5. Analysis 

With the operationalisation and the conceptualisation as a foundation, the analysis is 

conducted according to the aforementioned three-pillar structure, applying the document 

analysis.  

 

5.1. Mandate of the Enquete Commission 

To begin with, the second Enquete Commission was to “investigate the practices of 

the East German government between 1945 and the fall of the SED regime in 1989, document 
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human rights abuses […], and assess the politico-historic, economic, ideological, and societal 

factors of the dictatorship as well as the misuse of environmental resources” (United States of 

Peace Institute, 1995). The Bundestag further specifies several tasks and findings the 

commissions should cover, some of which relate to German historical consciousness. Firstly, 

the mandate includes a call for the preservation of history and memory. In specific, the 

commission is tasked to “contribute to the consolidation of democratic self-confidence, a 

liberal sense of justice and anti-totalitarian consensus in Germany and to counteract all 

tendencies to trivialise and justify dictatorships” (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998a, p. 6). Aiming 

to achieve this goal, the commission is supposed to come up with strategies for remembrance 

of the German past, specifically, the two dictatorships in the 20th century, acknowledging the 

crimes and suffering. Furthermore, the mandate specifies that there is significant importance 

in keeping the “memory of victims of injustice and violence, of resistance and courage in the 

dictatorships, as well as the process of replacing SED rule in 1998” alive (Deutscher 

Bundestag, 1998a, p. 6). This is to be established as public knowledge and remembrance 

thereby fostering the national consciousness within German culture (Deutscher Bundestag, 

1998a). The commission specifically aims to establish national awareness of the SED 

dictatorship and its consequences. It is evident that the commission is ambitious to pursue this 

goal as it points out the relevance of forging national remembrance culture in Germany. Here 

the focus on national remembrance and eventual historical consciousness becomes evident.  

Secondly, the matter of establishing a foundation is tasked to the commission. 

Concretely, it shall find out if there are concrete institutional tools that can be established for 

future continuation in terms of a foundation. Specifically, “building on the results of its 

predecessor, the Commission is to contribute to a political-historical analysis and a political-

moral evaluation of the SED dictatorship, to promote the process of coming to terms with the 

past in society as a whole, and to make proposals for its continuation in the future” (Deutscher 

Bundestag, 1998a, p. 5). It is important to consider the possibility of the establishment of 

future institutions to continue the work because it ensures future institutional bodies in line 

with the commission to continue with not only investigative work but also awareness-raising. 

Hence, e.g., a foundation could have a significant impact on historical awareness even after 

the Enquete commission. This part of the mandate demonstrates the commission’s ambition to 

incorporate historical education in its work. Obviously, ambition alone, would not contribute 

to the success in achieving democratization, and the institutional outcome of this 

contemplation presents more meaningful evidence.  
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5.2. Recommendations of the Enquete Commission 

The second Enquete commission finalises the work of the Enquete project with a 

general discussion on the importance of remembrance and specific recommendations to the 

Bundestag. These recommendations include concrete suggestions for memory politics, and 

support of the German government and demonstrate the focus on creating historical 

awareness.  

 

5.2.1. Democratic consciousness and history  

The findings show a belief in the importance of memory politics to keep the memory 

and past alive, for Germans to learn from. It becomes clear in the recommendations that there 

is the intention to educate the public and contribute to the fortification of democratic values 

drawn from the pain of the (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998b). The focus of the recommendations 

on memory politics is the organisation and establishment of memorial sites, museums, and 

how to foster education in a civic context. It specifies that there must be forms of 

remembrance that encompass the whole of Germany and its people covering both 

dictatorships in the 20th century and their victims. A broader approach to memory politics is 

required to englobe the entirety of the SED traumatic past and to achieve German unity, 

which includes the implications of nationalist socialist Germany (Deutscher Bundestag, 

1998b, p. 587). In order for there to be this state-society cooperation, the nature of the 

memory politics needs to be politically independent according to the commission, because 

only then can there be “consolidation of the democratic culture of remembrance in Germany” 

(Deutscher Bundestag, 1998b, p. 587). Evidently, these broad guidelines and 

recommendations envisioned by the commission, demonstrate a clear vision for memory 

politics. There is an obvious focus on the creation of German consciousness of the past, and 

for society to be able to learn from the past through civic education of memorial sites. This 

shall be done through political independence and an encompassing educational approach 

covering the 20th century and reaching all social levels.  

The guidelines provided by the commission in this first section are strengthened by a 

slightly ideological justification and belief in the strength of democracy. In its section on “the 

significance of remembrance and commemoration for the national and democratic self-image 

of Germans”, the commission argues the importance of the spread of democratic beliefs to 

achieve through civic education of the memorial sites and museums, etc. (Deutscher 

Bundestag, 1998c, p. 587). This is explained by German unity implying a need for processing 

and overcoming past trauma as it is part of the democratic self-perception. Indeed, the SED 
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(and Nazi) past was characterised by hostility against the rule of law and democracy, which 

strengthens democratic values such as freedom and justice in a now united Germany 

(McAdams, 2001). Recognising this, the commission states “the necessary education about 

the history of the two dictatorships, is the core of the anti-totalitarian consensus and the 

German democratic culture of remembrance” (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998c, p. 587). This 

very explicit and profound account shows the strong emphasis of the commission on fostering 

democratic values via civic education and the commitment to establishing the infrastructure 

by means of memory politics. 

 

5.2.2. Double history  

The commission generally adopts a broader frame given Germany’s troublesome 20th 

century. In fact, a major aspect of the commission’s recommendation includes the topic of 

double history referring to the two dictatorships and political oppression of the Nazis and the 

SED regime (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998d). Correspondingly, establishing a nationwide 

historical awareness and reaching all social levels is aimed at through the creation of the right 

framework of remembrance culture and memorials. To this end, the historical context needs 

to be dissected in a truthful and fact-based manner and it is important to find the right tone 

(Deutscher Bundestag, 1998c, p. 587). The German past shall thus be retold as both 

dictatorships are an “irreplaceable testimony to the memory of terror, oppression, and 

resistance” and have to be adopted into democratic remembrance as they are a “sign of 

recognition and moral rehabilitation for the victims of the dictatorships by the democratic 

state” (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998c, p. 588). These historical circumstances lead to the 

verdict of the commission to consider the two interpretations of dictatorships and history to 

find a justful representation of the trauma of the SED. A link to creating historical awareness 

with the connection of the two German dictatorships thus becomes clear and demarcates the 

focus put on remembering and awareness.  

The commission specifically analyses the handling of the Nazi past and examines the 

duality of dictatorships in Germany to understand the impact of the SED rule in Eastern 

Germany, hence its relevance for this analysis. Looking at this shows how the commission’s 

recommendation changed and complemented previous efforts of remembrance in the GDR 

and how they used this to make amends with the past lack of memory politics in the GDR 

(Deutscher Bundestag, 1998c). This influenced the recommendations of the commission, thus 

leading to a new conception of memorial sites. The recommendations show how the will to 
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make up for the loss of appropriate memory politics is driven by joining both Eastern and 

Western Germany’s approach and filling holes to make a clear connection between the two 

dictatorships (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998c). Seeing the commitment to refocus on Nazi 

Germany and pick up where pre-unification efforts ended, shows the commission’s focus on 

fostering learning from the past. It considers not only the SED regime but also how its 

memory politics can be refurbished and channelled into new more comprehensive accounts 

and learning from the double past. 

To understand this connection to the Nazi regime, the context of how the national 

socialist past was treated differently in East Germany is relevant. Indeed, the commission 

reports that East Germany focused on antifascism as a communist trophy, therefore 

monopolising the term itself. The regime predominantly depicted antifascists as communist 

heroes which influenced how the country conducted its memory politics since it was one of 

the founding principles of the GDR and further legitimised the communist ideology 

(Deutscher Bundestag, 1998c, p. 588). Consequently, the regime was mostly dismissive of 

other topics from Nazi resistance or oppression that were not related to antifascism 

(Deutscher Bundestag, 1998c, p. 594). Only the end of the SED led to a crisis of acceptance 

of the antifascism concept in its meaning and a loss of credibility of the memory and 

memorials which resulted in a need to rebuild them. The commission takes this as a 

shortcoming to work on in future memorial strategies and recommends taking this as a 

starting point for a new understanding of the past (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998c, p. 602). 

Clearly, the commission aims to focus on civic education as re-education and to use new 

concepts of memorials to correct wrongdoings of the SED regime also in regard to 

remembering Nazi crimes. 

Along similar lines, is the question of Nazi concentration camps and their later use of 

the communist regime. There is much discussion on how to create respectful memorial sites 

of former camp sites, respecting all victims. Not only was the communist use of the camps 

neglected under the SED regime, but it was also lacking commemoration of all minority 

groups. “Groups such as homosexual people and Sinti and Roma” were not included in 

memory accounts (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998c, p. 597). Based on these shortcomings, the 

commission recommends continuing fundamental research into the oppression of all minority 

groups under Nazi and communist rule and to find a way to respectfully construct memorial 

sites at former concentration and communist camps (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998c, p. 598). 

Claiming that the communist oppression was only addressed after German reunification, the 

past of former campsites shall be addressed in two separate exhibitions to respectfully 
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remember victims of oppression (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998c, p. 598). Arguably, the 

commitment of the commission to establish respectful memorial sites to educate and conduct 

fundamental research shows the commitment to all-encompassing historical accounts. 

Moreover, contemporary democratic values and respect for all minority groups with the 

principle of independence and respect are embraced. There is a clear commitment to 

correcting the established historical account via fundamental research. Conceivably, this 

approach pinpoints the will to make amends with the past and to spread historical 

consciousness that is not only respectful to the whole of society but all-encompassing in 

historical exactness.  

 

5.2.3. Specific Institutions and their Remembrance 

Alongside the double history, the Enquete commission had very clear and 

straightforward recommendations for memorials of many of the GDR’s institutions. The latter 

ensured the coherence of the system and execution of communist ideology. These 

recommendations, according to the commission, shall be concretely used as memorial sites 

for civic education. An exemplary case was the uncertainty about former incarceration 

institutes of the SED. The treatment of prisoners was hardly reported on, and many files were 

in closed stacks, some sites were even still used as some form of prisons with even less access 

to files (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998d, p. 608). Thereupon, the commission recommends using 

sites as memorials, encouraging the state to engage in this process of establishing 

remembrance locations. Concretely, it advises to replace the weak voluntary basis 

organisation of the few memorial sites, instead merging, and expanding foundations, 

decentralise and expand support institutions. This conception shall ensure coherent and 

detailed education by for instance presenting conditions and biographies of prisoners 

(Deutscher Bundestag, 1998d, p. 609). Evidently, these suggestions include a very 

straightforward framework of action aiming at historical awareness. It becomes clear that by 

educating about the character of disrespect for the rule of law, human rights, and political 

prosecution, the commission envisions a stronger focus on strengthening the values of rule of 

law. This is to be done by fostering historical consciousness about the SED regime's 

atrocities. 

 Alongside the prison centres, one of the most important instruments of the SED 

regime, the Ministry of State Security (MES), is picked out as a central theme by the 

commission. The ministry, the Stasi, was of main concern for its Zersetzungsmaßnahmen or 

decomposition measures, referring to the political persecution of regime opposers. The 
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commission recommends investing in the remembrance of these violent measures and 

infringement of human rights. This shall be done by setting up memorial sites at local centres, 

but especially at the former MES buildings to achieve meaningful remembering mechanisms 

with long-lasting effects through its heavy symbolism (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998d, p. 611). 

Museums are tasked with civic education through engaging with the public with e.g., 

educational workshops. For instance, shall a memorial of the former Stasi headquarters be 

installed since “No other place in Germany, with its authentic significance as a place of silent 

terror, symbolises the decomposition measures of the [MES] of the seventies and eighties in 

this way” (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998d, p. 611). These strategies stress the importance of 

opposition and resistance. Evidently, the memorial sites dedicated to the Stasi contribute to 

the efforts of creating historical awareness, manifesting remembrance of past democratic 

shortcomings that shall remain in the past. 

 Lastly, the commission puts emphasis on one of the main inheritance features which is 

still visible today: the separation of Germany into East and West. Therefore, the Berlin Wall 

with its extensive defence system and the so-called death zone, represents one of the cruellest 

human rights infringements of the SED, and shall thus serve as a taunting memorial 

(Deutscher Bundestag, 1998d, p. 612). Stretching from the Baltic Sea all the way to Bavaria, 

the Wall should be turned into memorial sites to embrace unity following the fall of the SED 

regime by reminding of the distorted freedom in Germany during the dictatorship. The 

commission recommends specialized memorial sites that range from small pieces of the Wall 

serving as sites to museums dedicated to the separation of East and West Germany (Deutscher 

Bundestag, 1998d, p. 613). Indeed, the importance becomes clear as “the Berlin Wall [is] a 

worldwide symbol of the division of Germany and Europe, but also a symbol of the inhuman 

rule of the SED dictatorship.” (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998d, p. 612).  It seems that, generally, 

Berlin is taken as a symbol for the separation of Germany and the whole of Europe and the 

inhumane atrocities of the SED dictatorship. The commission’s focus on the establishment of 

memorial sites is visible once again, even taking the whole city of Berlin as symbolism. The 

extent of the recommendations of remembering a separated Germany and Europe shows the 

dedication to historical awareness, the commission is aiming to achieve through extensive 

remembrance concepts and symbolism. 

 

5.3. Policy Results  
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Taking into account the recommendation made by the Enquete commission, relevant 

policy outcomes include memorial site conception by the Bundestag. It follows the given 

guidelines clearly and includes the setting up and funding dedicated to memorial sites 

educating on the German past. This conception was the basis for following policy results 

thereupon, demonstrating the successful implementation of the recommendations. This can be 

considered an exact translation into the role the state would play in the financing, organising, 

and setting up of foundations dedicated to specific remembrance strategies (Deutscher 

Bundestag, 1999). Indeed, the federal government pledged to take responsibility claiming to 

have “accountability and obligation of the state as a whole, […] the federal government can in 

the future participate in the promotion of memorial sites throughout Germany”. On the one 

hand, the parliament follows the recommendations of the specific sites dedicated to the 

remembrance of SED regime atrocities including the aforementioned Stasi memorial sites, 

prisons, and museums on the German separation into East and West, including numerous sites 

in Berlin, as a symbolic collective site. On the other hand, the focus on coming to terms with 

the German double history also becomes clear in the conception (Deutscher Bundestag, 

1999). Within that, the parliament sets up foundations dedicated to former camp sites, 

additionally setting up the foundation of Topography of Terror to document atrocities by the 

NS regime, which were previously not acknowledged by German parliaments (Deutscher 

Bundestag, 1999). It becomes obvious that the translation of the recommendations into 

policies based on the memorial conception is the simultaneous translation into concrete 

frameworks for creating historical awareness. The memorial legislation is essentially the 

dedicated support of the German government to create frameworks ensuring that there is civic 

education of the SED past and double history, which was thanks to the work and success of 

the Enquete commission. 

Alongside the conception, the set-up of the Stiftung zur Aufarbeitung der SED-

Diktatur was a significant outcome. Included in the reports of the commission is the 

legislation setting up the foundation that would continue the work of research but also a 

memorial conception of the commission. The tasks included “to contribute to and support a 

comprehensive reappraisal of the causes, history, and consequences of the dictatorship […], 

to keep alive the memory of the injustices that occurred and the victims, and to promote and 

consolidate the anti-totalitarian consensus in society, democracy, and the internal unity of 

Germany” (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998e, p. 137). It further pledges to support the work of 

previous existing institution working on memorial sites and foster cooperation between 

different projects (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998e, p. 138). Evidently, this concrete legislation 
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on the set up of the foundation dedicated to coming to terms with the SED dictatorship shows 

further success of the TCs. Indeed, the frameworks of civic education were created, which 

foster German historical awareness through long-lasting institutions. Thereby the continuation 

of research is secured in addition to future works on creating historical awareness through 

civic education. 

 

6. Discussion  

This analysis has shown how the aim of creating historical awareness has been 

included in the work of the German Enquete commission on the overcoming of the SED 

dictatorship. These findings partially confirm and extend previous ones including those of 

Beattie (2009) who argues that “in shifting its attention towards developing policies and 

creating institutional frameworks […], the commission carved out its most effective, 

independent role: in commemoration policy and the establishment of the Foundation” (p. 

249). Further extending this to the creation of historical awareness, one might argue that the 

commission was successful in creating these frameworks.  

Further validation of the findings is found since Beattie (2009) argues that while the 

mandate does not explicitly mention it, prevention of future dictatorships through, what can 

be considered a German mantra, “never again” (referencing the Nazi dictatorship), was 

stipulated in the creation of the aims of the commission. Indicating the failure of past 

transitional justice after the Nazi regime, shows that this new commission had to take on the 

duty of establishing a “never again” dictatorship narrative (Beattie, 2009, pp. 233-234). 

Having analysed the mandate and the recommendations, both the findings and Beattie’s 

(2009) interpretation showcase a strong will of the commission to create historical awareness 

of the German past and suffering, whose purpose is to create a stable democracy with shared 

consciousness and values. 

Nevertheless, putting this further into context, it remains to be seen, how these 

findings have held true after the 1990s and post-policy implementation. Going back to the 

contemporary context of the 30th anniversary of the Enquete commission, one may see long-

lasting results. The special envoy for the SED dictatorship of contemporary Germany stresses 

that thirty years onwards “much has been achieved so far in coming to terms with SED 

injustice. However, there is still a long way to go” (Deutscher Bundestag, 2022). It has 

become apparent, that decades later, while there was a momentum and promising start with 

the foundation and memorial conception, there are still some points of the commission’s 

recommendation, that are yet to be implemented by the government. Thereby, it is indicated 
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that the positive policy outcome has only partially survived the test of time. While the 

analysis has produced a rather positive result of the success of the creation of historical 

awareness, it is puzzling to see, why this momentum was not continued. This puts into 

question whether the findings of this thesis can be generalized. Arguably, while the present 

opinions on the subject invoke some criticism on the works, at the time of the finalization of 

the commission’s recommendation and the following fruitful policy outcomes, the findings 

seem to hold and are generalizable based on the given evidence. 

Yet, besides the contemporarily slightly tainted outcome, limitations to this research 

come to mind due to the restricted scope of this thesis. For one, the time spam investigated is 

rather short, having only focused on 1998/1999, the impact on the creation of historical 

awareness could only be done in this period. As the discussion has shown, while the 

assessment of successful contribution, the image is tainted after thirty years, which could 

become clearer with a longer time spam. Furthermore, the research has focused on the 

mandate, recommendation, and subsequent policy outcomes for justified reasons. 

Nevertheless, the research was limited in the sense of being of qualitative nature and thus very 

much open to interpretation. To give a more complete assessment, it would be meaningful to 

analyse the impact it had on the population by applying more quantitative research through 

survey research on the population’s opinion for instance. These limitations caused by limited 

scope of the thesis should be considered for a more complete picture of the issue. 

 

7. Conclusion 

This thesis has demonstrated that the Enquete commission on the overcoming of the 

SED dictatorship has included the creation of historical awareness in its work, which has 

become apparent at several points of this analysis. It has demonstrated that there is a clear link 

between the commission’s goals, findings, and recommendations and the creation of such 

awareness. Very specific recommendations have been given with a clear intention of creating 

historical awareness in Germany. The context of its double history revealed the importance to 

understand the unique German context, having been subject to two consecutive dictatorships. 

Moreover, the meaningfulness of the completion of truthful history-telling or remembering 

SED regime atrocities at former institutional bodies such as the Stasi have been highlighted. 

Additionally, the policy outcomes which are considered a direct result of the Enquete 

commission’s work, reiterate such findings. Indeed, they put into practice concrete 

recommendations on how to implement structures to create historical awareness in Germany.   
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While a contemporary interpretation of the outcomes of the commission shed a more 

critical light, the findings based on the report of the legislation hold true. Given the 

limitations, one shall consider further research covering a longer period which possibly 

includes more shortcomings of the success of creating awareness. Moreover, quantitative 

research on the reach of the commission on the population could give relevant insights. To 

answer the research question, however, well-rounded recommendations leading to fruitful 

policy outcomes have clearly demonstrated the strong commitment of the Enquete 

commission to the creation of historical awareness of the SED regime. Thereupon, the 

Enquete commission can be considered successful in achieving German collective memory 

and profound consciousness of its past marked by dictatorships. This shall give optimism on 

fortified democratic values in Germany.  
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„Überwindung der Folgen der 

SED-Diktatur im Prozeß der 

deutschen Einheit“  

 

Motion of the parliamentary groups 

CDU/CSU, BÜNDNIS 90/DIE 

GRÜNEN and F.D.P. for the 

establishment of an Enquete Commission 

"Overcoming the consequences of the 

SED dictatorship in the process of 

German unification" 

Mandate 

Gesamtdeutsche Formen der 

Erinnerung an die beiden 

deutschen Diktaturen und ihre 

Opfer 

German forms of remembrance of the 

two German dictatorships and their 

victims 

 

b) Teil 1: Auftrag an die Enquete-

Kommission zur Erarbeitung von 

Vorschlägen für eine 

Gedenkstättenkonzeption des 

Bundes 

 

Part 1: Mandate for the Enquete 

Commission to develop proposals for a 

federal memorial conception 

Recommendations 



172 

 

c) Teil 2: Bedeutung von Erinnern 

und Gedenken für das nationale 

und demokratische 

Selbstverständnis der Deutschen 

Part 2: The significance of remembrance 

and commemoration for the Germans' 

national and democratic self-image 

Recommendations 

d) Teil 3.1.: Gedenkstätten und ihr 

historischer Hintergrund 

Part 3.1: Memorials and their historical 

background 

Recommendations 

e) Gesetz über die Errichtung 

einer Stiftung zur Aufarbeitung der 

SED-Diktatur  

Law on the establishment Foundation for 

the Reprocessing of the SED 

Dictatorship  

 

Policy Outcomes 

 

The following document has been retrieved from: 

Deutscher Bundestag (1999). Konzeption der künftigen Gedenkstättenförderung des Bundes und Bericht der 

Bundesregierung über die Beteiligung des Bundes an Gedenkstätten in der Bundesrepublik 

Deutschland. [Concept for future federal funding of memorial sites and report by the federal 

government on federal participation in memorial sites in the Federal Republic of Germany]. Author. 

https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/14/015/1401569.pdf  

Konzeption der künftigen 

Gedenkstättenförderung des Bundes 

und Bericht der Bundesregierung über 

die Beteiligung des Bundes an 

Gedenkstätten in der Bundesrepublik 

Deutschland 

Concept for future federal funding of 

memorial sites and Report of the Federal 

Government on the Federal 

Government's Participation in 

Memorials in the Federal Republic of 

Germany 

Policy Outcomes 

 

Secondary Sources

Adam, H., & Adam, K. (2000). The Politics of 

Memory in Divided Societies. In  

J. Wilmot, & L. van de Vijver, L. (Eds.), 

After the TRC. Reflections on Truth and  

Reconciliation in South Africa (pp. 32-50). 

David Philip Publishers. 

Amstutz, M. (2005). The Healing of Nations. The 

Promise and Limits of Political 

Forgiveness. Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers.  

Andersen, T., & Plewa B. (2016). Disputed 

Memory: Emotions and Memory Politics 

in Central, Eastern and South-Eastern 

Europe. Walter de Gruyter GmbH. 

Beattie, A. H.  (2009). An Evolutionary Process: 

Contributions of the Bundestag Inquiries 

into East Germany to an Understanding of 

the Role of Truth Commissions. 

International Journal of Transitional 

Justice 3(2), 229–249. 

Bowen, G. A. (2009). Document Analysis as a 

Qualitative Research Method. Qualitative 

research journal, 9(2), 27-40. 

Brahm, E. (2007). Uncovering the Truth: 

Examining Truth Commission Success and 

Impact. International Studies Perspectives, 

8, 16-35. 

Brown, A. (2009). The Rise and Fall of 

Communism. Harper Collins. 

Chapman, A. R., & Ball, P. (2001). The Truth of 

Truth Commissions: Comparative Lessons 

from Haiti, South Africa, and Guatemala. 

Human Rights Quarterly 23(1), 43. 

Corbin, J. M., & Strauss, A. L. (2013). Basics of 

qualitative research: techniques and 

procedures for developing grounded 

theory. SAGE. 

Deutscher Bundestag. (2022). 30 Jahre Enquete 

Kommission zur Aufarbeitung der SED 

Diktatur. [30 Years of the Enquete 

Commission for the Reappraisal of the 

SED Dictatorship]. Author. 

https://www.bundestag.de/dokumente/text

archiv/2022/kw11-de-enquete-sed-

diktatur-881848 

Dias, J. T. (1991). The German Reunification. 

Pakistan Horizon, 44(2), 89–103. 

Enquete Online (n.d.a). Recherche. [Research]. 

Author. https://enquete-online.de/recherche/  

Enquete Online (n.d.b). Hinweise zur Recherche. 

[Notes on Research]. Author.  

https://enquete-

online.de/recherche/hinweise-zur-

recherche/  

https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/14/015/1401569.pdf
https://www.bundestag.de/dokumente/textarchiv/2022/kw11-de-enquete-sed-diktatur-881848
https://www.bundestag.de/dokumente/textarchiv/2022/kw11-de-enquete-sed-diktatur-881848
https://www.bundestag.de/dokumente/textarchiv/2022/kw11-de-enquete-sed-diktatur-881848
https://enquete-online.de/recherche/
https://enquete-online.de/recherche/hinweise-zur-recherche/
https://enquete-online.de/recherche/hinweise-zur-recherche/
https://enquete-online.de/recherche/hinweise-zur-recherche/


173 
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Rallying-Round-The-Flag 

The Polish Reaction to the EU’s Rule of Law Proceedings 
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1. Introduction 

The recent anti-democratic reforms in Poland and Hungary are a matter of great 

concern to many Europeans. The actions of the Polish Law and Justice Party (Prawo i 

Sprawiedliwość, hereafter “PiS”) and the Hungarian Fidesz not only question the basic 

foundations of the European Union (EU), but also the functioning of democracy itself. After 

the end of the Cold War, Fukuyama (1989) predicted “the end of history” and declared the 

victory of liberal democracy. The developments in the past few years, however, have shown 

that democracy must be protected to prevail.  

Portraying itself as a union founded on democratic principles, democratic backsliding 

threatens the EU’s foundational values and thereby its credibility. PiS and Fidesz might serve 

as an example for populist parties in other EU member states (MS). Hence, the EU must 

counter backsliding attempts and develop effective tools to do so. As Niklewicz (2017) puts 

it: “If [the EU’s founding values, principles and rules] are neglected, then the whole European 

project is worthless“ (p. 287). 

 PiS has succeeded in rolling back many important aspects of Polish democracy. It has 

taken control over the media and thereby decreased the independence of elections. Further, 

civil society has been weakened through smear campaigns against non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) and a lack of public consultations (Freedom House, 2016; Freedom 

House, 2018). The reforms in the domain of the rule of law, however, are the most striking 

and also the one aspect in which PiS has been more successful than Fidesz (Bakke & Sitter, 

2020). In the past seven years, the independence of the Polish judiciary has decreased 

substantially with the government effectively controlling the Constitutional Court and the 

judicial oversight organ (Freedom House, 2017). After the experience of democratic 

backsliding in Hungary, the EU has developed the new Rule of Law Framework (RLF) which 

allows countering backsliding attempts in a more structured manner. The framework’s first 

initiation in Poland led to a year-long dispute between the EU and the Polish government. The 

fact that the dispute is still ongoing and the PiS is still in power, poses the question of the 

framework’s success in countering PiS’ anti-democratic reforms.  
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 Possible answers for the (lack of) success can be found in the literature on reactions to 

outside interventions. Research shows that criticism of a whole group, like the Polish nation, 

by a cultural outsider, i.e. the EU, can lead to undesirable effects (Portela, 2020; Sedelmeier, 

2017; Snyder, 2019). If the government is successful in shifting the blame for problems to the 

intervener, the nation feels attacked from the outside strengthening its feeling of belonging 

together. This increases the support for its leaders presenting themselves as defending the 

community against the outside aggressor. This so-called “rally-round-the-flag effect” 

(subsequently “rally-effect”) was first introduced by Mueller (1970), who applied it to the 

popularity of United States’ presidents’ following international crises. Scholars seem to agree 

that outside interventions such as sanctions are a delicate matter and often instigate a rally-

effect (Galtung, 1967; Portela, 2020).  

Regarding the RLF, the state of the research is less clear. On the one hand, Sedelmeier 

(2017) states that domestic backlash is less likely for social pressure than for material 

sanctions (p. 344). He suggests that due to its formality, transparency, flexibility and 

impartiality the framework is less likely to lead to increased public support for the 

government. On the other hand, Niklewicz (2017) points out that the framework was 

ineffective in preventing backsliding in Poland. Moreover, Schlipphak and Treib (2017) 

demonstrate that the Austrian (2000-2002) and Hungarian (2010) governments have been able 

to instigate the rally- effect as a reaction to the EU’s criticism. They extend their findings to 

the Polish case and argue that all elements necessary for turning around the narrative and 

obtaining the population’s support are present in the Polish case (p. 361). Their conclusion, 

however, might be premature and outdated given that their article was published before the 

end of the framework’s application to Poland. So far, no elaborate research has been done 

applying the rally-effect to the case of democratic backsliding in Poland. 

To close this gap, this thesis aims to answer the question: Did the Polish government 

succeed in instigating the rally-effect as a reaction to the Commission’s use of the RLF? 

Making use of a process-tracing methodology, I find that the Polish government was 

successful in portraying the EU intervention as a threat to the Polish nation as a whole but 

was unable to provoke a rally-effect. 

 This thesis begins with an overview of the historical development of the EU-Poland 

rule of law dispute. Subsequently, previous literature and the key concepts are discussed. 

After an outline of the theoretical framework and methodology, the results are presented. This 

thesis concludes with a discussion of the findings’ implications for the EU and further 

research. 
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2. The EU-Poland Rule of Law Dispute 

Before elaborating on previous research, it is first helpful to consider the historical 

context. The Polish Constitutional Tribunal’s (CT) main task is to control the constitutionality 

of laws and thereby control the legislative. If the CT declares a certain provision to be against 

the constitution, this provision becomes void. However, this first requires the government to 

publish the court’s ruling. CT judges are elected by parliament and sworn in by the president 

(Bucholc, 2016). 

 These institutional features are essential to understand the rule of law crisis that 

unfolded in Poland in 2015. The old government had introduced a new law which allowed it 

to elect five new CT judges to replace those judges whose terms would end shortly after the 

change in government. President Duda, affiliated with PiS, refused to swear in those judges 

without waiting for the CT’s judgement on the legality of the newly-introduced law. Instead, 

he took the oath from five other judges who were elected by the new PiS parliamentary 

majority (Bucholc, 2016). Moreover, the government passed a law paralysing the CT’s work, 

politicised appointments to public media and fired many senior civil servants in public 

institutions (Freedom House, 2016). This led to a stalemate in which the government refused 

to publish the CT judgements and the CT refused to follow the laws regarding its functioning 

and composition that it had itself declared unlawful (Bucholc, 2016). 

In 2014, the EU developed a new RLF to counter democratic backsliding attempts 

(European Commission, 2014). The new mechanism allows for more formal communication 

between the Commission and the MS which is supposedly breaching the fundamental values 

of the Union; even when the lack of unanimity in the European Council does not allow for the 

initiation of the procedure prescribed in the EU treaties (Sedelmeier, 2017, p. 340). The 

framework consists of three stages and serves as an early-warning tool (European 

Commission, 2020). First, the Commission assesses whether there is a systematic threat to the 

rule of law. It issues an opinion on the matter to which the government concerned can 

respond. Second, the Commission publishes recommendations for concrete measures to be 

implemented in the MS. Third, the Commission monitors the implementation of the 

recommendations and can potentially propose the use of Art. 7 TEU (Sedelmeier, 2017, p. 

345). 

The Polish case is the first application of this new framework. However, it has not 

prevented the PiS government from continuously breaching EU law (Niklewicz, 2017). The 

framework’s application was initiated by the European Commission in January 2016 as a 

reaction to the law concerning the appointment of judges to the Polish CT, which had been 
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passed by PiS in December 2015. In March 2016, the Polish CT itself declared this law 

unlawful. However, the court’s decision was not published and over time the judges of the CT 

have been replaced. The Venice Commission of the Council of Europe (CoE) confirmed the 

European Commission’s concern in March 2016 by stating that the Polish reforms threaten 

the basic principles of the CoE: democracy, human rights and rule of law (European 

Commission, 2017). Consequently, in June 2016, the European Commission issued a formal 

opinion on the matter. In July 2016, it triggered step two of the framework and published 

three recommendations on the topic. These concerned the lack of an independent 

constitutional review and legislation regarding court organisation that threatens the judiciary’s 

independence (European Commission, 2017; Kelemen, 2017, p. 229). In July 2017, the 

Commission announced that it was ready to launch an Art. 7 procedure and a classic 

infringement procedure against Poland. In August 2017, PiS officially dismissed the 

Commission’s opinion and questioned the EU’s competencies to decide over Poland. In 

December 2017, the Council discussed a proposal to determine a clear risk of a serious breach 

of the rule of law in Poland and initiated the Art. 7 procedure (European Commission, 2017). 

Having understood how the disagreement on the appointment of CT judges led the EU to 

initiate the RLF, it is now time to review the existing literature on democratic backsliding and 

the backlash to external interference (in Poland) and to introduce the rally-effect. 

 

3. Previous Research 

3.1. Democratic Backsliding 

As this research is concerned with democratic backsliding, it is important to first define 

the term democracy. Scholars have used many different definitions of this term. Whereas 

minimalists simply define democracy as a regime where rulers are elected (Przeworski, 2003), 

I understand democracy as liberal democracy. Merkel (2018) defines liberal democracy as 

being characterised by (1) political rights such as freedom of expression, association and 

assembly, (2) checks and balances, the separation of powers between the legislature, the 

executive and the judiciary and (3) the accountability of elected officials (pp. 7-11). This 

definition combines democracy, rule of law and human rights, three fundamental values of the 

EU, and is, therefore, better suited to be used in an analysis of the EU RLF.  

However, Merkel’s definition is opposed to the definition of democracy employed by 

Eastern European populists. Hungarian president Orbán coined the term illiberal democracy 

rejecting the importance of constitutional restraints (Krastev, 2018, p. 56) and giving absolute 

power to the government (Vachudova, 2020, p. 327). PiS uses a similar definition of democracy 
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and particularly stresses the importance of elections (Sejm, 2016b). This mismatch between the 

definitions employed by the EU and Poland is important for the analysis. This thesis uses 

Merkel’s definition because it aims to analyse the developments in Poland from the EU’s 

perspective. 

Democratic backsliding is a similarly broad term. Bakke and Sitter (2020) define 

democratic backsliding as “a process of deliberate, intended action designed to gradually 

undermine the fundamental rules of the game in an existing democracy, carried out by a 

democratically elected government” (p. 2). It is thereby important to stress that the outcome of 

the process is open-ended. A regime change can happen or not (p. 3). Moreover, at least one of 

the three dimensions of liberal democracy mentioned by Merkel must be attacked (p. 3). 

Applying this definition, Bakke and Sitter (2020) show that the Polish case can be classified as 

democratic backsliding because the Polish reforms have fundamentally changed how the Polish 

state functions and thereby constitute a significant move away from democracy (Bakke & Sitter, 

2020, p. 3). Having defined the concepts of democracy and democratic backsliding, it is now 

possible to consider the existing literature on the backlash to external interference. 

 

3.2. Backlash to External Interference 

3.2.1. The Rally-Round-The-Flag Effect 

Before developing the causal mechanism, it is helpful to consider previous research 

conducted on the backlash to external interference and introduce the theory of the rally-effect. 

Most scholars agree that criticism of a whole group by cultural outsiders can lead to undesirable 

effects (Galtung, 1967; Portela, 2020; Sedelmeier, 2017; Snyder, 2019). This is the case when 

international human rights groups denounce domestic practices (Snyder, 2019) and when states 

impose sanctions (Portela, 2020). By attacking a nation’s pride or decreasing the population’s 

living standard, external interference evokes anger and resistance from the targeted group as it 

fears for its autonomy and security. The government can then present itself as defending the 

community against outside aggressors and increase domestic support for its policies (Snyder, 

2019).  

This theory is known as the “rally-round-the-flag effect” and was first proposed by 

Mueller (1970) in an analysis of US presidents’ public support. He explained that “certain 

intense international events generate a ‘rally round the flag’ effect which tends to give a boost 

to the President’s popularity rating” (p. 21). Thereby, the whole nation must be concerned 

which is mostly the case for international events (p. 21). A similar definition has been used by 

Perrin and Smolek (2009) and Dinesen and Jæger (2013). In the face of a crisis, the media 
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particularly focuses on this topic, polarisation decreases as the opposition supports the 

government to solve the crisis while large parts of the society feel anxiety and lack of security 

(Turska-Kawa et al., 2022, p. 22). As a result, a stronger collective identity emerges and the 

trust in public institutions increases (Dinesen & Jæger, 2013). 

The effect has been applied to US presidents’ popularity, domestic support for political 

institutions after terror attacks (i.e. Perrin & Smolek, 2009; Dinesen & Jæger, 2013) and 

democratically backsliding countries (Schlipphak & Treib, 2017). Schlipphak and Treib (2017) 

demonstrate that democratic backsliding is not a purely internal process, but it triggers reactions 

from outside actors particularly when the country is an MS of the EU. In its external dimension, 

democratic backsliding is thus inextricably linked to the rally-effect. Cianciara (2018) has 

examined the strategies that helped the Polish government to obtain domestic support in their 

dispute with the EU. However, the rally-effect has not yet explicitly been tested for the case of 

democratic backsliding in Poland - a gap which is closed by this thesis. Using the theoretical 

lens of the rally-effect reveals how the use of language is connected to public support for the 

government. Further, it enables me to focus on how democratic backsliding is justified and how 

the different actors portray their actions. 

 

3.2.2. The Backlash to the EU’s Interference in Poland 

Previous research on democratic backsliding in Poland, the EU-Poland dispute and its 

connection with public opinion give indications of what findings to expect. Firstly, the EU 

initiated the RLF due to the lack of alternative tools, the necessity to prevent a similar situation 

as in Hungary and favourable party politics (Kelemen, 2017; Niklewicz, 2017). Niklewicz 

(2017) argues that the Art. 7 procedure was initially not intended for situations where 

governments deliberately backslide and also the RLF is not taken seriously by the Polish 

government (pp. 285-286). Secondly, several explanations are available to explain why Poland 

was the first application of the framework. Despite its introduction in 2014, when democratic 

backsliding in Hungary was still at its height, the framework was not initiated against Hungary. 

The main reason for this is Fidesz’s membership in the influential European People’s Party 

whereas PiS is only a member of the less important European Conservatives and Reformists 

Group (Kelemen, 2017). Thirdly, PiS had to disregard the Polish constitution for its reforms, 

while Fidesz’s supermajority allowed for constitutional change and hence compliance with the 

constitution. Thus, the Commission was presumably met with relatively weak opposition for 

initiating the framework as a reaction to Polish backsliding attempts. 
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Scholars disagree on how previous research can be translated to the application of the 

new RLF. Sedelmeier (2017) suggests that due to its formal, transparent, flexible, and impartial 

set-up, the framework is less likely to lead to a rally-effect. However, Niklewicz (2017) finds 

that the framework was ineffective in preventing backsliding in Poland. Schlipphak and Treib 

(2017) identify a rally-effect in two similar cases and suggest that all three elements necessary 

to shift the blame to the EU are present in the Polish case. 

Whether PiS succeeds in shifting the blame to the EU largely depends on its strategy. 

Cianciara (2018) claims that PiS pursued mainly a strategy of escalation before the EU’s launch 

of the Art. 7 procedure (December 2017). PiS had no intention to solve the conflict with the 

Commission but focused on securing the support of domestic voters (Cianciara, 2018, p. 61). 

Simultaneously, it pursued a strategy of de-escalation in its interactions with the EU. This 

strategy consisted of explaining the intentions of the government and attempting to convince 

other MS to veto the Commission’s actions. However, this strategy only became more apparent 

after December 2017 and the escalation strategy prevailed during the implementation of the 

RLF (Cianciara, 2018, p. 64). PiS’ focus on securing domestic votes is in line with the rally-

effect’s claim that external interference allows the government to increase its public support. 

Poles’ Janus-faced attitude towards the EU makes it difficult to predict how the Polish 

government’s strategies are reflected in public opinion. Krastev (2018) highlights the paradox 

that “Eastern Europeans are among the most pro-EU publics on the continent, yet they vote for 

some of the most Euroskeptical governments” (p. 52). He explains this with Poland’s reliance 

on EU funds but also a historical trauma of foreign invasion, insecurity due to Russian 

annexations in the neighbourhood and a demographic panic aggravated by the refugee crisis. 

Krastev (2018) and Cianciara (2018) both highlight PiS’ continued support in the population 

which stands in opposition to the fact that PiS lost the senate in the 2019 elections (Freedom 

House, 2020).  

The question arises as to how explicit a change in public opinion would be. Mueller 

(1970) explains that crises only instigate the rally-effect if they are intense and sudden. The 

effects of gradually developing events on public opinion might not be that clear and not result 

in a sudden peak in support for the government. As the EU framework is a rather gradual and 

lengthy process (it took 1,5 years from the first opinion until the publication of the 

Commission’s recommendations), there might not be an explicit peak in public support. 
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4. The Causal Mechanism 

Having outlined previous research on the backlash to external interference (in Poland), 

it is now possible to derive the causal mechanism for the process-tracing. To be able to identify 

whether a rally-effect has taken place in Poland, it is important to operationalise the different 

steps of the process from the cause (democratic backsliding) to the outcome (potential change 

in public support). Figure 1 shows the causal mechanism. The operationalisation is summarised 

in Table 1 below. 

 

Figure 1 

Visualisation of the process 

 

Note: Author’s interpretation 

 

Regarding the first step, the identification of democratic backsliding, this research 

utilises criteria for democratic backsliding related to rule of law established by Bakke and Sitter 

(2020, p. 4). According to their research, judicial independence can be undermined in several 

ways: changing the scope and competencies of courts, changing procedures regarding judicial 

review and the administration of justice as well as disregarding judgements or suspending the 

constitution. 

Concerning the second step, the EU’s language used during the initiation of the RLF, 

Schlipphak and Treib (2017) highlight strategies that could help the EU to prevent backsliding 

countries from shifting the blame: The EU should seek domestic allies and present the 

intervention as having the goal of supporting locally suppressed groups. The intervention 

should target specific individuals rather than the entire nation and the situation in the 

backsliding state must be assessed transparently and objectively (pp. 361-362). The EU’s 

potential failure to address those aspects while constructing the initiation might explain the 

Polish government’s success. 

In the third step, the Polish government might shift the blame to the EU. Dinesen and 

Jæger’s (2013) definition highlights the importance of language. Citizens do not only show 

support for their governments in crises but indeed in situations constructed as crises. Hence, the 
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presentation of the event is essential. Schlipphak and Treib (2017) have elaborated on three 

elements that allow the targeted government to shift the blame to outsiders: the government 

must be able to construct the external interference as (1) being an external threat, (2) having 

negative effects on the whole country and (3) being illegitimate (p. 360). Claims of illegitimacy, 

attacks on sovereignty, the application of double standards and presenting domestic political 

opponents as traitors following the EU might indicate the successful use of language by the 

Polish government (Schlipphak & Treib, 2017).  

The fourth step, an increase in public support for the Polish government, can be 

measured using levels of trust in EU and domestic institutions including the national 

government and especially support for the governing party (Dinesen & Jæger, 2013). To answer 

the research question, the next chapter outlines the main features of the process-tracing 

methodology. 

 

Table 1 

Operationalisation of the process 

Theoretical mechanism Predicted observable manifestations 

(1) Democratic backsliding - Undermining judicial independence 

- Unilateral changes in the scope, remit and competence of 

the constitutional court or lower courts 

- Rules and procedures for judicial review 

- Procedures for appointing judges 

- Personnel purges 

- Ignoring or unconstitutionally overturning court rulings 

- Suspending the constitution 

(2) EU interpretation of 

judicial reforms 

- Domestic allies: constructing intervention as improving 

the situation of suppressed domestic groups that had 

asked for help 

- Target audience: whole country or actual offenders? 

- Open, independent, and impartial assessment of the 

situation 

(3) Polish government shifts 

blame to the EU 

- Claims of illegitimacy, sovereignty, double standards 

- downplay the relevance of international criticisms 

- present domestic political opponents as traitors following 

the EU 

(4) Increase in Polish public 

support for the national 

government 

- Opposition to the EU action 

- Support for the governing party 

- levels of trust in EU/ domestic institutions/ government 

- Eurosceptic sentiments among the population 

Note: Author’s interpretation based on Bakke & Sitter (2020), Dinesen & Jæger (2013) and 

Schlipphak & Treib (2017).   
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5. Methodology 

This chapter begins with a justification of the design choice. It then continues with a 

definition of process-tracing and explains the choice of the sources and timeframe. This 

research is deductive and aims to test the rally-effect theory by applying it to Poland. It is a 

single qualitative case study examining the case of democratic backsliding in Poland. Poland is 

an exceptional case as it is one of the two democratically backsliding EU MS (Bakke & Sitter, 

2020) and the first MS to be subject to the RLF. Hence, it is particularly interesting whether 

Schlipphak and Treib’s (2017) findings regarding the rally-effect in Austria and Hungary can 

be generalised to the Polish case despite the new legal measure. The fact that the Polish PiS 

party lost the senate in 2019 (Freedom House, 2020), contrary to the Austrian and Hungarian 

governments’ electoral victories following their dispute with the EU, might indicate that PiS 

was less successful at instigating the rally-effect.  

This research follows Schlipphak and Treib (2017) in their decision to use a process-

tracing methodology instead of the quantitative methodologies often employed in similar 

research (Dinesen & Jæger, 2013; Hatuel-Radoshitzky & Yarchi, 2022; Mueller, 1970; Perrin 

& Smolek, 2009). Process-tracing is comparably better suited to investigate how the use of 

language contributes to the rally-effect as it allows for the combined use of public opinion data 

and speeches. Another advantage is the methodology’s ability to “test the explanatory value of 

a given theory” (De Ville et al., forthcoming, p. 1). Bennett and Checkel (2014) define process 

tracing as “the analysis of evidence on processes, sequences, and conjunctures of events within 

a case” (p. 7). Process tracing is especially useful because it helps to establish causality between 

the cause (democratic backsliding) and the outcome (potential change in public support) (De 

Ville et al., forthcoming, p. 6). 

The following data is used to observe the manifestations predicted in the 

operationalisation: The first step of the analysis is built on secondary literature. Official EU 

statements, retrieved from the Commission website, are analysed in the second step of the 

process. Speeches given by Szydło and Kaczyński were retrieved from the Sejm website and 

the Multimedia Centre of the European Parliament. Surprisingly, only three relevant speeches 

were delivered by members of the Polish government at the Sejm. These speeches were 

translated using the online tool DeepL, whose reliability is increasingly recognised by scholars 

(DeMattee et al., 2022; Takakusagi et al., 2021; Zulfiqar et al., 2018), and then cross-checked 

by a Polish native speaker. The fourth part of the analysis uses the following public opinion 

polls to show changes in public support: Standard Eurobarometer 84-88, OECD trust in 

government indicator and CBOS surveys from February 2016 to May 2017. Overall, 
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quantitative and qualitative evidence from various sources is combined to triangulate the results 

and increase the research’s reliability. 

This research focuses on the period from December 2015 until August 2017. December 

2015 is the start of the process because the PiS party passed a law concerning the appointment 

of judges to the Polish Constitutional Tribunal. As a reaction to this, the RLF was initiated 

(Niklewicz, 2017, p. 282). In August 2017, PiS officially dismissed the Commission’s opinion 

(p. 284). Even though this was not the end of the dispute between the EU and Poland on the 

rule of law, it seems a suitable endpoint for the process-tracing because it signifies the ending 

of the RLF. In December 2017 the Commission initiated the Art. 7 procedure (Timmermans, 

2017b) marking the start of a new chapter in the EU-Poland dispute, which is not covered in 

this thesis. 

 

6. Analysis 

6.1.Democratic Backsliding 

The analysis follows the four steps of the process outlined in the methodology chapter. 

Having won the presidential elections in May 2015 and the parliamentary elections in October 

2015 (Freedom House, 2016), the PiS party introduced several changes in the Polish judicial 

system. Except for a suspension of the constitution, all elements undermining judicial 

independence identified above are fulfilled. First, a total of seven amendments on the 

functioning, composition and procedures of the CT were introduced and the rules and procedure 

for judicial review were altered (Freedom House, 2017). Second, during the Rule of Law crisis 

in 2015, both the old and the new government attempted to change procedures regarding the 

election of CT judges (Bucholc, 2016). The PiS party ignored court rulings by not awaiting the 

CT’s judgement on the matter but instead preventing those judges, lawfully appointed by the 

previous government, from starting to work (Bucholc, 2016; European Commission, 2016).  

Third, with regards to personnel purges, the lowering of the compulsory retirement age 

for judges led to a replacement of 40% of Supreme Court judges allowing PiS to give the posts 

to loyal judges. In 2020, a judge who aimed to implement a judgement of the European Court 

of Justice was suspended (Bakke & Sitter, 2020, p. 7). Fourth, court rulings were ignored or 

unconstitutionally overturned. For example, the government ignored that the CT ruled certain 

amendments to a law on the functioning of the CT unconstitutional (Freedom House, 2017). 

Moreover, the government did not publish CT judgements preventing them from becoming 

legally binding (Bucholc, 2016). However, there has been no suspension of the constitution and 

the lack of a supermajority prevented the PiS government from changing the constitution 
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(Bakke & Sitter, 2020, p. 7; Freedom House, 2016). Nonetheless, several key characteristics 

associated with democratic backsliding in the realm of the rule of law can be identified 

confirming Bakke and Sitter’s (2020) classification of Poland as a democratically backsliding 

country in the set timeframe. This is also reflected in Freedom House’s (2020) decision to 

change Poland’s classification from a consolidated to a semi-consolidated democracy. 

 

6.2. EU Interpretation of Judicial Reforms 

Having identified that the developments in Poland can indeed be classified as 

democratic backsliding, it is now necessary to analyse how the EU has reacted to the reforms. 

In January 2016, the EU initiated the RLF to react to the crisis in Poland (Freedom House, 

2017). Thereby, the Commission made only limited use of domestic allies to prevent a rally-

effect. Presenting the intervention as improving the situation of suppressed domestic groups 

that asked for help, might prevent an increase in public governmental support (Schlipphak & 

Treib, 2017, p. 361). While the Commission underlines that it bases its assessment on the Polish 

CT’s rulings (European Commission, 2016), it refers less to suppressed Polish groups. The 

reference to the CT’s judgement shows that the Commission trusts the Polish institutions. It 

does not want to criticise Poland as a whole but rather help the CT to implement its judgement 

for which it requires a cooperative government. Moreover, the Commission stresses its 

cooperation with allies: “Our concerns are shared widely – the Venice Commission, the Council 

of Europe, the United Nations, the Network of the Presidents of Supreme Courts and of the 

Councils for the Judiciary, lawyers associations and NGOs” (Timmermans, 2017a). However, 

there is no specific mention of Polish groups. While underlining the seriousness of the 

Commission’s concerns, the enumeration of organisations might create the feeling that the 

whole world is united against Poland which might trigger a rally-effect. Hence, the Commission 

is unsuccessful in integrating domestic Polish allies into its actions against the PiS government. 

 Official statements are addressed to “the Polish Government”, “the Polish authorities” 

or “the Polish parties concerned” (Timmermans, 2016). When references are made to the 

actions of specific persons, their positions rather than names are mentioned: “The President of 

the Republic has in the meantime taken the oath of all five judges” (European Commission, 

2016). While ensuring impartiality and objectivity and avoiding personal accusations, this 

address is not in line with Schlipphak and Treib’s (2017) suggestion to target the actual 

offenders directly instead of the whole country. 

 The Commission’s main focus lies on stressing the open, independent and impartial 

assessment of the situation. In this regard, the Commission closely follows Schlipphak and 
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Treib’s (2017) advice. Firstly, the setting of the RLF itself favours impartiality. The framework 

was introduced in 2014, hence, before PiS was elected. As a result, the framework was not 

drafted to suit this specific situation. The formality of the practice and the Commission’s 

impartiality ensure greater legitimacy (Sedelmeier, 2017, p. 346). Secondly, the Commission’s 

cooperation with other international organisations strengthens its position and impartiality. 

There is strong cooperation between the European Commission and the Venice Commission of 

the Council of Europe (European Commission, 2016). Thirdly, the Commission’s constant 

stressing of dialogue underlines its openness. In addition to written declarations of being open 

to dialogue with the Polish government, Timmermans also made an effort to meet with 

government representatives in person, for example by visiting Warsaw on April 5 and May 24 

2016. Furthermore, the European Parliament invited the Polish prime minister Szydło to a 

plenary debate (European Commission, 2016).  

 Through its use of language, the Commission highlights its impartiality and sets a 

constructive tone for the RLF. Timmermans aims to conduct the framework in a “spirit of 

cooperation not confrontation” (Multimedia Centre European Parliament, 2016). The 

Commission stresses that it respects Poland’s sovereignty and “does not wish to involve itself 

in a political debate in Poland [since] [p]olitical issues in Poland are the business of politicians 

in Poland, not the European Commission” (Timmermans, 2016). The tone used by the 

Commission, particularly in the first few months after the initiation of the framework, is 

conciliatory: the Commission “encourages” and “invites the Polish government to solve the 

problems identified” (European Commission, 2016). Further, it “welcomes” (Multimedia 

Centre European Parliament, 2016) that the Polish government followed some of its 

recommendations. Later, the tone changes slightly. Timmermans does not appear as optimistic 

and conciliatory as before. He complains about the Polish government turning around the 

narrative: “I just don’t accept people saying that the European Union takes away sovereignty 

from Poland. No, it creates a sovereignty in Poland that Poland hasn’t had for centuries” 

(Timmermans, 2017a) and its unwillingness for dialogue: “So I’ve tried really to have this 

dialogue but on the other side there is apparently no wish to do so” (Timmermans, 2017a). 

 Altogether, this shows that the Commission stressed excessively its openness and the 

impartiality of the RLF. This is underlined through its conciliatory tone. However, the 

Commission was neither successful in building alliances with Polish groups harmed by the 

current situation, nor in presenting the proceeding as targeting only the government and not the 

Polish nation as a whole. 
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6.3. Shifting the Blame to the EU 

Building on the two previous sections, this section examines how the Polish government 

shifted the blame to the EU. The Polish government’s communication with the EU differs from 

its communication with the Polish public. While the tone towards the EU is cooperative but 

determined, the EU’s actions are presented as a threat to the Polish people. Here it is important 

to note that there is also a difference in actors communicating with the Commission and the 

Polish people: Whereas the EU mainly communicates with the official Polish representatives, 

in particular prime minister Szydło, Poland’s de facto ruler Kaczyński determines the discourse 

within Poland and displays a less cooperative attitude (Csehi & Zgut, 2021, p. 63). This supports 

the findings of Cianciara (2018) holding that PiS focused on securing domestic votes and 

pursued a strategy of escalation during the RLF. 

 Szydło compliments the EU for its achievements and presents the EU as a role model 

for Poland and as Poland’s future (Multimedia Centre European Parliament, 2016). The PiS 

government is open to dialogue but believes that the dispute on the Polish CT is an internal 

matter that needs to be solved within Poland (Multimedia Centre European Parliament, 2016). 

Szydło repeatedly stresses the importance her government attributes to communication with the 

EU: “this is important to me”, “the government of the Republic of Poland is open to dialogue 

and to debate” (Multimedia Centre European Parliament, 2016). Nevertheless, she does not 

want to invest too much time in this dialogue either: “I do not see any grounds for devoting so 

many words and so much time to Polish affairs” (Multimedia Centre European Parliament, 

2016). 

 Similar to the shift in the tone of the Commission, also the Polish government’s tone 

becomes less cooperative and more disappointed later in the process. The PiS government 

blames the Commission for the failure of constructive cooperation because it did not adhere to 

its own standards, namely “objectivism (and) respect for sovereignty, subsidiarity and national 

identity” (Goulard, 2016). Cianciara‘s (2018) findings show that this development was reversed 

in December 2017 when the Polish government attempted to control damage and avoid an Art. 

7 procedure. 

 The PiS party’s vision for the future of Europe becomes apparent in several statements. 

Therein, sovereignty occupies a key role. PiS is in favour of a Europe composed of strong 

nation-states with an intergovernmental character:  
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Poland is, was and will be in the European Union … But being in the European Union 

makes sense when you are a country … which is respected not because it agrees to the 

dictates of others, but because it is a partner. (Sejm, 2016b) 

 

Csehi and Zgut (2021) argue that Eurosceptic populism in Eastern Europe manifests itself, 

particularly through its critique of the EU’s apparent actions against national sovereignty (p. 

56). This is evident in the case at hand: The Commission is presented as Poland’s antagonist 

which wants to take away its hard-fought sovereignty: “For many years, for decades, we had to 

fight for the right to express our own opinions, to build our own statehood. We won this, and 

we will not allow it to be taken away from us” (Multimedia Centre European Parliament, 2016). 

Thus, while PiS generally respects the EU, this is not necessarily the case for the Commission, 

which is portrayed as trying to take away Poland’s sovereignty.  

 As mentioned by Schlipphak & Treib (2017), legitimacy plays an important role in 

influencing public opinion. PiS attempted to shift the focus from the Polish democratic deficit 

to the European one (Csehi & Zgut, 2021, p. 62). PiS derives the authority for the changes to 

the Polish judicial system from its victory in the elections: “These reforms to which the citizens 

committed us in the elections … in democratic elections” (Sejm, 2016a). By referring to “the 

technocrats in Brussels” (Sejm, 2016c), Szydło contrasts PiS’ democratic mandate with the 

unelected Commission officials. This relates to the concept of Eurosceptic populism, a type of 

populism where the EU is equated with the corrupt elite which fails to represent the people and 

is thus undemocratic (Csehi & Zgut, 2021, p. 55). 

 The Polish government deliberately attempts to blur the distinction between the Polish 

government and the Polish people and to present the EU’s intervention as a threat to Poland as 

a whole. The terms “Polish state”, “Polish government” and “Poland” are used interchangeably, 

thereby blurring the distinction: “Voices which are unfair, voices which judge Poland, the 

Polish state and also the Polish Government in an unjust way” (Multimedia Centre European 

Parliament, 2016). By comparing the current situation to historical situations in which Poland 

was “a besieged fortress” (Buras, 2017), PiS appeals to feelings of horror in the Polish 

population: “Whenever there have been attempts to take Polish matters outside the Polish home 

… it has always ended very badly for us… From history one needs to draw conclusions” (Sejm, 

2016a). Krastev (2018) confirms that the trauma of foreign domination is deeply rooted in 

Polish society (p. 55). Hence, by presenting the Polish government and the Polish nation as one 

entity and comparing the EU’s intervention to situations of occupation and siege in the past, 

PiS presents the EU’s actions as a dangerous threat to all Poles. 
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 The narrative of a threat allows the Polish government to show the necessity for internal 

unity in particular among the different political parties:  

 

Are we able, ladies and gentlemen, in the face of difficult challenges, in the face of the 

matter which is most important for Poland today, to be together, despite the differences 

to which we are entitled, in the name of the democratic choice of the Polish people? 

(Sejm, 2016a) 

 

Uniting the political parties in the face of external criticism is a first step in also uniting the 

Polish people behind the Polish government and thereby creating a rally-effect. 

 Domestic political opponents who refuse to support the government in the matter are 

presented as traitors and criminals. In particular, Kaczyński criminalises certain actions of the 

opposition and presents the opposition as undemocratic (wSieci, 2016). The biased media helps 

him to convey this message. Further, Kaczyński portrays “domestic critics as ‘the worst sort of 

Poles’, ‘traitors’ who ‘complain about Poland to Brussels’” (Csehi & Zgut, 2021, p. 61). Hence, 

domestic political opponents are presented as traitors following the EU. 

 On several occasions, Polish government officials downplay the relevance of the EU’s 

criticism. Szydło blames the Commission for wrong accusations: “Poland has been unjustly 

slandered and accused of something which does not take place in our country” (Sejm, 2016a). 

Kaczyński called the Rule of Law mechanism a “comedy” (in Buras, 2017). The EU’s criticism 

is dismissed as “groundless” (Goulard, 2016) and as being “based on incorrect assumptions 

which lead to unwarranted conclusions” (Goulard, 2016). 

Overall, the EU’s criticism is presented as unnecessary interference in domestic Polish 

affairs which the Polish government hopes to deal with rather quickly. Whereas PiS uses a 

moderate and cooperative tone in its communication with the EU, particularly at the beginning 

of the process, it domestically rallies the nation around the government and presents the EU 

intervention as a threat to Polish sovereignty. The next step investigates whether the successful 

blame-shifting has indeed led to a rally-effect and therefore a surge in public support for the 

Polish government. 

 

6.4. Changes in Public Support 

Having analysed how the Polish government and the European Commission portrayed 

the issue, it is now possible to look at potential effects on public opinion. The analysis of public 

opinion survey data does not reveal a rally-effect as clear-cut as identified by Schlipphak and 
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Treib (2017) in the cases of Austria and Hungary. Figure 2 shows that support rates for PiS 

have been relatively stable and continued to be high at around 37% between the elections in 

October 2015 and the end of the RLF. 

 

Figure 2 

Support for the Polish Government 

 

Source: CBOS (2017a) 

 

Eurobarometer data reveals that from autumn 2015 to spring 2016 there was a drastic decline 

in optimism about the direction in which Poland is going. The number of people who believes 

that the country is going in the wrong direction continued to increase in 2016. In 2017, Poles’ 

optimism increased again (TNS Opinion & Social, 2015; 2016a; 2016b; 2017a; 2017b). 

Between autumn 2015 and spring 2016, there was a drastic decline in satisfaction with the way 

democracy works in Poland, afterwards, satisfaction increased again and in autumn 2017 the 

2015 level was reached again (TNS Opinion & Social, 2015; 2016a; 2016b; 2017a; 2017b) 

despite the continuation of the rule of law crisis. 

 Trust in EU institutions is generally higher in Poland than trust in Polish institutions. 

However, there is always roughly the same number of people who trust the EU as those who 

distrust it (TNS Opinion & Social, 2015; 2016a; 2016b; 2017a; 2017b) showing the polarisation 
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of the Polish society. As the key EU actor in the RLF, it is particularly interesting to analyse 

Poles’ trust in the Commission. In the period 2015 to 2017, the Commission enjoys generally 

higher levels of trust than the EU as a whole. Trust in the Commission increased from autumn 

2015 to autumn 2016 and then slightly decreased again reaching roughly the level it had before 

the initiation of the RLF (TNS Opinion & Social, 2015; 2016a; 2016b; 2017a; 2017b). 

 Polish institutions enjoy a remarkably low level of trust among the Polish population. 

Regarding trust in the national government, there is a divergence between Eurobarometer and 

OECD data. Whereas Eurobarometer data displays barely any change for this indicator in the 

period from 2015 to 2017 (TNS Opinion & Social, 2015; 2016a; 2016b; 2017a; 2017b), trust 

in government increased drastically from 21% in 2015 to 50% in 2017 according to OECD data 

(OECD, 2022). Similarly, Eurobarometer data reveals even lower levels of trust for the national 

parliament and the political parties than for the government (TNS Opinion & Social, 2015; 

2016a; 2016b; 2017a; 2017b). This is confirmed by CBOS’ (2016a) analysis. Regional and 

local public authorities are trusted to a similar extent as EU institutions (TNS Opinion & Social, 

2015; 2016a; 2016b; 2017a; 2017b). The distrust in the judiciary increased over time from 50% 

distrust in spring 2016 to 58% distrust in autumn 2017 (TNS Opinion & Social, 2015; 2016a; 

2016b; 2017a; 2017b) providing potential evidence for the success of the government’s smear 

campaign against judges. 

 As opposed to Orbán, who benefitted from relatively high levels of Euroscepticism 

(Schlipphak & Treib, 2017, p. 359), Eurobarometer data confirms Krastev’s (2018) finding that 

Poles are comparably pro-European despite voting for Eurosceptic governments. The fact that 

more than half of the population believes that more decisions should be taken at the EU level 

(TNS Opinion & Social, 2015; 2016a; 2016b; 2017a; 2017b) cannot easily be combined with 

PiS’ focus on sovereignty and intergovernmentalism. One factor influencing Poles’ favourable 

attitudes towards the EU might be the country’s net beneficiary status (Csehi & Zgut, 2021, p. 

56) and the widespread belief that the EU’s voice counts in the world (TNS Opinion & Social, 

2015; 2016a; 2016b; 2017a; 2017b). CBOS data (2016c) confirms that Poles are concerned 

about the potential negative economic consequences the dispute with the EU might have for 

their country. The support of a Eurosceptical government can be explained through Poles’ 

historical trauma of foreign invasion (Krastev, 2018) which makes them reluctant to give up 

sovereignty in the course of European integration. 

The continued support for PiS can be mainly explained by the government’s internal 

policies. The Family 500+ programme is generally welcomed by many Poles (CBOS, 2016a) 

and might be one reason that Poles’ financial situation has improved slightly from 2015-2017 
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(TNS Opinion & Social, 2015; 2016a; 2016b; 2017a; 2017b). Hence, there seems to be a 

discrepancy between the evaluation of the government’s internal and external policies. 

 While none of the indicators discussed above clearly indicates a rally-effect, there is 

explicit proof of the opposite. For example, thousands protested in front of the Sejm after the 

opposition was banned from the vote on the budget and PiS lost three voting sessions in 

December 2016 despite its parliamentary majority (Przybylski, 2016). Furthermore, president 

Duda vetoed two laws in the summer of 2017 (Timmermans, 2017a) which might indicate 

disagreement within the government. 

 Overall, the data confirms CBOS’ analysis that “extremely deep divisions separate 

Poles” (2017b). While many Poles do not support the government policy in the rule of law 

dispute (CBOS, 2016b), they welcome other policies of the government, which balances out 

the effect on public opinion. 

 

7. Conclusion 

In the light of the analysis, it is now possible to summarise the results and draw 

conclusions for further research and policymaking. This thesis has shown that the Polish 

government was successful in presenting the EU’s rule of law proceedings as a threat to the 

Polish nation but was unable to instigate a rally-effect. Numerous key elements of democratic 

backsliding are present in the Polish case: PiS introduced reforms that changed how judges are 

appointed, leading to a replacement of 40% of Supreme Court judges and the instalment of PiS-

loyal judges. The procedural rules of the CT were altered, and its rulings were ignored or simply 

not published preventing them from becoming legally binding. However, as opposed to the 

Hungarian case, PiS’ lack of a supermajority hindered constitutional change or suspension. 

 The European Commission employed a conciliatory tone throughout the proceedings 

and stressed its openness to dialogue and impartiality. Nevertheless, it was unsuccessful in (1) 

building alliances with Polish groups and (2) conveying the message that the target of its actions 

is not the Polish nation as a whole but rather the government. The Polish government set out 

with a cooperative spirit towards the EU which later became less favourable. Domestically, it 

employed a harsher tone. PiS repeatedly stressed that the Polish people had voted for their 

policies in democratic elections and PiS, therefore, possessed more legitimacy than the 

‘technocratic’ Commission. PiS forced the opposition to fight together with the government 

against the ‘external threat’ and portrayed those politicians who refused to do so as traitors 

following the EU. 
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 Despite its successful use of language, PiS was unable to instigate a rally-effect. Support 

for the government remained high and stable between 2015 and 2017 without any remarkable 

peaks. Eurobarometer data reveals a sharp decline in Poles’ satisfaction with the way 

democracy works in their country at the beginning of the rule of law proceedings. Also, no 

overall anti-EU feeling developed. Trust in EU institutions is continuously higher than trust in 

the Polish government. 

 As this research is based on a single case study, the findings cannot easily be generalised 

to other contexts. Further, being limited to using translated speeches decreases the certainty of 

the results. I cross-checked my findings with the conclusions drawn by other scholars to 

increase the validity of the findings and reduce mistakes arising from translation. These scholars 

were either Polish native speakers or supported by native speakers. Further research should look 

into the language employed by the Polish government using original Polish speeches. In this 

thesis, I did not take into account the different variables that influence public opinion. It is up 

to future quantitative studies to investigate this aspect of the rally-effect in the Polish case. 

Nevertheless, this thesis makes an important contribution to the rally-round-the-flag 

literature, as it contrasts with Schlipphak and Treib’s (2017) findings for Austria and Hungary 

and falsifies their prediction for Poland. The RLF did not provoke a rally-effect as expected by 

academia so far. However, given the ongoing EU-Poland dispute, the framework was not 

successful in stopping democratic backsliding in Poland either. Policymakers could increase 

the effectiveness of the mechanism by putting a stronger emphasis on building alliances with 

civil society in the MS concerned. Moreover, the focus should be on targeting the Polish 

government rather than the entire Polish nation. An effective framework to combat democratic 

backsliding attempts is essential to safeguard democracy within the Union and maintain the 

EU’s external credibility. 
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