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Public expectations and EU policies:
Identifying the gaps

OVERVIEW
Citizens’ expectations of the European Union vary widely across policy areas. A
Eurobarometer survey of the European Parliament – Europeans in 2016: Perceptions and
expectations, fight against terrorism and radicalisation – seeks to identify those areas in
which EU citizens want to see the Union doing more. Having identified areas in which there is
a gap between the EU’s current action and citizens’ expectations of the Union, the next step
is to look at the potential – within the constraints of the EU legal foundations – for the EU to
do more to meet citizens’ expectations.

Public expectations and EU
policy commitments – is there
a gap?
In almost all the policy areas covered by
the Eurobarometer survey of the
European Parliament, a majority of the
EU citizens questioned would like to see
increased EU involvement, and only a
minority of them believe current EU
involvement is sufficient. The reasons
for such preferences and evaluations
are different for each policy area –
sometimes EU involvement could be
viewed as having been positive so far
and therefore, citizens could want
further EU action; or sometimes EU
involvement could have fallen below
citizens’ expectations and therefore,
they would expect the EU to step up its
efforts. The reasons behind citizens’
preferences for increased EU
involvement, as well as their
preferences on the areas in which the
EU should focus such further
involvement, need more research.
However, the data show that, in most
policy areas there is a clear gap between
citizens’ perception of current EU
involvement and their expectations and
preferences for future EU involvement.

Figure 1: Gap between expectation and current EU
involvement
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Public expectations in Member States
Figure 2: Expectations for more EU involvement – Differences between Member States

The majority of citizens from almost all Member States would like to see increased EU
involvement in 9 of the 15 policy areas covered in the survey. These tend to be the policy areas
which are more clearly defined, and thus citizens find them somewhat easier to understand and
relate to. As many as 21% of respondents said they were not able to evaluate the EU’s current
involvement in industrial policy, and this is also the area with the lowest desire for increased EU
involvement. Apart from that, in all other policy areas, there is a preference for more EU
involvement by the majority of respondents, although there are differences between Member
States. In some policy areas, the preferences expressed by citizens in different Member States
are pretty similar, as in the fight against terrorism, which is also the area with the highest desire
for increased EU involvement. In other areas, such as health and social security and equal
treatment of men and women, there are several clusters of Member States with views similar to
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each other. However, these policy areas are broadly defined and further research is necessary to
understand the nature of the expectations, and to clarify possible differences in what citizens
from different Member States understand by the policy areas covered by the survey.

Europeans in 2016: Perceptions and expectations, fight against terrorism and radicalisation

Special Eurobarometer of the European Parliament, conducted by TNS Opinion
Sample size: 27 969 interviews
Representativeness: EU-28, representative for EU citizens aged 15 or older
Fieldwork: 9-18 April 2016
Methodology: face-to-face interviews

Potential ways forward
The expectation gaps in different policy areas cannot be addressed in the same way. On one hand,
the challenges have different natures – from more technical policies, such as energy supply and
energy security, to those facing acute challenges, such as migration, as well as cross-cutting ones
requiring implementation in many other policy areas, such as equal treatment of men and
women. On the other hand, the EU’s competences vary across the 15 policy areas surveyed, and
the scope of potential EU action is sometimes constrained by the degree of competence
attributed to the EU by the Member States. For instance, whilst the highest expectations of EU
citizens for EU action can be observed in the field of the fight against terrorism, this policy area
lies primarily with EU Member States, the Union's competence being limited to coordination,
provision of support and − only to a limited extent − harmonisa on of na onal laws. Another
example is the fight against unemployment (ranked second in citizens’ expectations of the EU),
on which the EU has only the competence to coordinate and encourage cooperation between
Member States, and to support their action. Different options to explore and better utilise
existing potential are being explored, debated or are in preparation across the EU institutions.

The potential of the Treaties and possible Treaty changes

Parliament’s Committee on Constitutional Affairs (AFCO) is preparing a report on 'Improving the
functioning of the European Union building on the potential of the Lisbon Treaty' (rapporteurs
Mercedes Bresso, S&D, Italy and Elmar Brok, EPP, Germany) addressing the shortcomings of
current EU decision-making in the different EU policy areas. With a view to improving the
effectiveness of EU action in response to citizens’ expectations, the draft report contains
proposals for better use of the potential of the EU Treaties to deepen the Economic and Monetary
Union while emphasising, inter alia, its social dimension; to increase the effectiveness, coherence
and accountability of the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy, including steps towards a
common defence policy; to improve counterterrorism action by intensifying structured
information exchanged between the relevant national security agencies and intelligence services;
and to further democratise the EU’s institutional set-up.

A second report, complementary to the first, is also being prepared within the AFCO Committee,
on 'Possible evolutions and adjustments of the current institutional set-up of the European Union'
(Guy Verhofstadt, ALDE, Belgium). The draft report contains some precisely targeted changes to
the Treaties, based on citizens’ demands and preferences for stronger EU action. Possible Treaty
changes are discussed in the field of economic governance, notably to remove barriers in the
Internal Market, and especially to digital services and capital markets. A further aspect is the EU’s
geopolitical position, with an emphasis on steps towards a Defence Union and on democratising
the Common Foreign and Security Policy. The draft report also looks into possible changes to
make the EU more democratic, and EU decision-making more accountable.

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/news-room/20160630STO34203/Survey-people-reveal-their-priorities-for-the-EU
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=&reference=2014/2249(INI)
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=&reference=2014/2249(INI)
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=&reference=2014/2248(INI)
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Potential ways forward – examples from policy areas
Many factors influence the approach to developing EU involvement in a policy area. To name a
few – the nature of the policy field, EU competences and the status quo of EU policy
implementation, positions of the Member States, outside factors that require EU reaction and of
course, the expectations and preferences of EU citizens. The graphics below provide examples
two policy areas – fight against terrorism and the issue of migration – showing the legal basis,
building blocks of EU involvement and the potential for future development. For more details,
issue-specific briefings in the current series cover each of the 15 policy areas.

Figure 3: Fight against terrorism – potential for future EU involvement

Figure 4: The issue of migration – potential for future EU involvement
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