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The negotiations on the EU's 2021-2027 multiannual financial framework (MFF) and Next Generation 
EU (NGEU) intensified the communication activity related to the EU budget. This increased visibility 
might have contributed to the highest-ever citizen support for an increased EU budget (48 %). 
However, it did not have sufficient impact in terms of creating a realistic citizens' perception of the 
EU's actual spending priorities.  

To assess the evolution of public opinion on the EU budget, this EPRS paper analyses relevant 
Eurobarometer data over the 2005-2020 period. Additionally, the paper analyses the EU budget and 
its structure and functioning from the point of view of the possibility to communicate it to the 
public, while also pointing out challenges and opportunities. 
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I 

Executive summary 

This paper presents the issues related to communicating the EU budget, outlining its importance 
for the perception of democratic legitimacy of the EU and the challenges involved in presenting it 
to citizens in clear, comprehensible terms. The EU budget is a financial translation of the objectives 
and strategy of the EU and the means to execute its policies. Therefore, the EU budget has a key role 
in framing and building the image and perception of each EU policy and the EU as a whole. Given 
the difficulties associated with communicating the EU budget, it is ever more important to put 
emphasis and efforts on presenting it to the public in the best possible way.  

Part 1 analyses the main features of the EU budget from the point of view of communication 
opportunities and challenges. It furthermore addresses some of the most popular myths regarding 
the EU budget and answers questions such as whether its size is justified and who decides on it.  

The extension of the multiannual financial framework (MFF) to seven years has had a positive impact 
on the predictability and stability of EU spending. However, it has also led to misalignment with the 
electoral cycles, which makes it harder to communicate the link between Europeans' political 
choices and the political priorities of the EU budget. The introduction of new genuine own resources 
has the potential, on the one hand, to make Europeans see a clearer link between their own money 
and the EU budget, and, on the other, to weaken the strongest point associated with presenting the 
budget to citizens – the net balance of Member States. 

While the expenditure side of the EU budget is what citizens are most familiar with, it is also the 
subject of misperceptions, among other things, as to who actually manages it. The language and 
structure of EU budget expenditure is a message in its own right and has an impact on citizens' 
perception of EU spending. Each of the following institutions – the European Commission, the 
European Parliament and the Council of the EU, as well as the European Anti-Fraud Office (OLAF), 
the European Court of Auditors (ECA) and the new European Public Prosecutor's Office (EPPO) – has 
a role in communication addressed at citizens as regards the EU budget. It is paramount to ensure 
that this communication delivers what it promises to do. The performance of the EU budget and, 
even more importantly, the information that citizens have about it, play a key role in how people 
perceive and evaluate the EU budget. Therefore, the current emphasis on performance budgeting 
has strong potential to alter citizens' views of the EU budget. 

Part 2 presents the current outcomes of the process linked to communicating the EU budget, based 
on Eurobarometer data. It analyses two key questions – do Europeans support a bigger EU budget, 
and what is the picture of the EU budget drawn by citizens – as a perceived and as a desired EU 
budget. In 2020, support for attributing greater financial means to the EU stood at 48 %, at its 
highest since 2005, when Eurobarometer surveys on this topic began. It varied between 69 % in 
Portugal and 16 % in Denmark. The data show that public opinion does not strictly follow the 
dominant narrative of beneficiaries and contributors. Citizens of beneficiary countries such as 
Lithuania, Slovenia and Slovakia consistently offer much weaker support for increasing the EU 
budget than the EU average. At the other end is Italy – a contributor Member State, whose citizens 
consistently voice stronger support for increased funding than the EU average. 

Citizens have been asked what they think the EU budget is spent on and what they would like it to 
be spent on. The pictures drawn by their perceptions and their desires are very different. Citizens 
considered employment, social affairs and public health as the top priority areas of EU spending in 
2020. It had been an overwhelming priority for them for the entire period covered by the surveys 
and was the unanimous choice as a top priority for citizens in all EU Member States in 2015. Citizens' 
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preference for EU spending on climate change has grown, and demonstrates potential for an even 
stronger preference for financial backing in the future. 

The difference between citizens' perceptions of what the EU budget is spent on and their desired 
EU spending priorities creates two types of gaps. One is the 'underspending perception gap' – the 
share of people who perceive a certain policy to be an EU spending priority is lower than the share 
of people who express a desire for that policy to be an EU spending priority. The largest 
underspending perception gap is in the area of employment, social affairs and public health. The 
'overspending perception gap' is when a bigger share of citizens perceive a policy to be an EU 
spending priority than the share of people who want it to be such a priority. Here, the largest one is 
as regards administrative and personnel costs. 

Despite some fluctuations over time, Europeans have very stable perceptions about what the EU's 
spending priorities are. The biggest increase in the share of people perceiving a category to be an 
EU spending priority is related to immigration issues, and the biggest decrease is related to 
assistance to EU neighbours, including candidate countries. In both cases, perceptions shift with 
some delay relative to the actual events linked to the change in EU spending on the respective policy 
areas. It would be fair to say that the shift in citizens' perceptions of EU spending is rather slow even 
in the case of sudden events related to an actual change in EU spending. 

The priorities of EU budget spending, as perceived by the citizens, are also very different from the 
real EU budget priorities, which accounts for a significant 'reality gap' between citizens' perceptions 
of EU spending and real EU spending. For example, data show that the perception of an overgrown 
EU administration is rather strong and stable over time. Citizens' perceptions and desires regarding 
EU spending on three policy areas – administrative and personnel costs and buildings, employment, 
social affairs and public health, and agriculture and rural development, is examined in detail in this 
paper. These categories present examples of very diverse patterns of preferences and perceptions 
about EU budget spending. 

Knowledge and perceptions about the elements that make up the EU budget are shaped through 
various channels, many of them dependent on the national, rather than the European, public sphere 
and portrayal of the EU budget debate. However, differences in the way the EU budget is perceived 
cannot be explained only by national factors. Further research is needed on the personal-level 
determinants of these perceptions to account for the growing influence of the European public 
sphere and cross-border communications, as well as to bring messages closer to citizens by fine-
tuning them to their interests and concerns. The build-up of communication challenges related to 
the EU budget outlined in this paper has contributed to the misconceptions of citizens and the gaps 
between their perceptions and the reality of EU budgetary affairs. Some of the misconceptions could 
be addressed through a dedicated and well-targeted communication strategy. Other reasons, 
irrespective of their political and/or financial justification, create communication complexities that 
will continue to be beyond the reach of the public. These can only be addressed through the 
concerted efforts of policy-makers in bringing the EU budget closer to EU citizens in communication 
terms. Significant steps in this direction are the growing focus on results in budgetary reporting and 
the reform of the own resources system, both of which have the potential to contribute positively 
to communication on the EU budget and make it more comprehensible to citizens. 
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1. Communicating the EU budget: Importance and 
challenges 

In democracies, citizens' informed choices are paramount for the legitimacy of the system. European 
citizens need to be consistently informed (not only before elections) about the important aspects of 
the functioning of the EU, including its finances. With access to clear information, EU citizens are 
better able to exercise their right to participate in the democratic life of the EU, in which decisions 
are meant to be taken as openly and closely as possible to the citizens, based on the principles of 
pluralism, participation, openness and transparency. The more Europeans know more about the EU 
budget – a powerful prerequisite for the execution of the EU policies – and its limitations, the easier 
it would be to manage their expectations as to what the EU can and must deliver. 

The EU budget, just as national budgets, provides the EU with the means to finance its goals and 
policies, and to respond to the emerging challenges. Therefore, it has a horizontal character 
encompassing all policy areas within the EU's competence. The EU budget is an expression of the 
political priorities of the EU, a financial translation of its choices and strategy. Therefore, the EU 
budget has a key role of framing and moulding the image and perception of each EU policy and of 
the EU as a whole. Thus, communicating any EU policy is also communicating the EU budget and 
communicating the EU budget is communicating the overall EU as a reflection of the political 
choices of its citizens and leaders. The perceptions of the EU budget are linked to citizens'  
perceptions of the EU as a whole, of its legitimacy and reputation, as well as of the performance of 
the EU institutions. The EU budget is also closely related to the current political events and economic 
issues. In addition, the horizontal character of the EU budget and its coverage of all policy areas with 
EU competence creates a difficulty to communicate it with short and simple messages. 

There are plenty of challenges and hurdles to be overcome when communicating budgetary issues. 
One of them is the highly technical language used when talking about a budget, be it that of the EU 
or any other, which relies on a rich glossary of strictly defined terms. Thus, the language and 
terminology alone constitute a barrier for the message to reach mass audiences. The specificities of 
the EU budget compared to the national ones creates another layer of difficulty. As there is no formal 
education on the EU budget nor any conventional textbooks on it, the circle of people who have a 
deep understanding of the subject is also very limited. According to Terry Wynn, a former chair of 
the Budget Committee at the European Parliament, 'the language of the budget is so esoteric that 
it is the 24th EU language and one that very few understand'.1  

The EU budget is a good example that transparency in communicating public policies is a necessary 
(but not sufficiently met) condition for a well-informed citizen audience. Despite the public 
availability of fairly detailed information on the EU budget, especially on the European Commission 
website,2 the complexity of the subject matter and the complex nature of the budget itself3 make it 
difficult for non-experts to understand it. The difficulties of communicating the EU budget make it 
even more important to put emphasis on and invest efforts in presenting it to the public.  

Beyond those challenges, there is also an abundance of confusion, misperceptions and myths 
related to the EU budget. Often, it is difficult to trace these back to the communication challenges 
or to political propaganda often linked to an anti-EU agenda. Regardless of their origin, this paper 

 
1 Wynn T., The EU budget. The UK rebate and the CAP – phasing them both out?, 2007. 
2 EU budget | European Commission (europa.eu) 
3 Benedetto G., How rising Euroscepticism could affect future EU budget revenue negotiations, LSE blog, 2015. 

http://aei.pitt.edu/9533/2/9533.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget_en
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2015/12/08/how-will-rising-euroscepticism-impact-eu-budget-negotiations/
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addresses some of the most common misperceptions and myths. Taking account of their existence 
is important for any communication strategy on the EU budget. Citizens who are factually and 
objectively informed are able to see beyond the myths. 

Political misperceptions can influence the outcome of elections or referenda, and some claim that 
that was the case with the referendum about the UK's withdrawal from the EU. One example that 
might have had an impact is that 84 % of UK citizens believed the UK was among the top three 
contributors to the EU budget and nearly a quarter (23 %) that the UK was the single top contributor 
to the EU. In reality, the UK was in fourth place.4 

1.1. Scope and size of the EU budget 
The EU budget is mainly an investment budget and cannot therefore replace the national budgets. 
This distinction between the national budgets and the EU budget is not necessarily obvious for the 
public and has the potential to create unfulfilled and unrealistic expectations. 

In line with the principle of subsidiarity and proportionality, the EU budget provides European 
added value by supporting actions that can be more efficient, effective or synergetic than actions 
taken at national, regional or local level.5 Some claim that the definition and communication of 
European added value depends on the political priorities,6 and hence question the extent to which 
the principle of European added value takes account of the political challenges.7 If the scope and 
priorities of the EU budget are determined exclusively by applying the principle of European added 
value, it might not be accepted and approved unanimously across the EU. The EU budget is 
expected to respond to the tasks and needs of the EU and the Member States and to provide 
sufficient budgetary resources to face challenges as they occur.8 

In line with the changes introduced to the Treaties over time and the expanding EU competences, 
the EU budget has been evolving and expanding to implement the priorities agreed between the 
Member States. The size of the EU budget is such as to enable it to guarantee that the EU can address 
the emerging challenges and deliver on its policy commitments. According to Article 311 of the 
Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), the EU shall provide itself with the means 
necessary to attain its objectives. Some experts ask, however, whether the EU budget has been 
sufficiently expanded and reformed to reflect the deepening Union, or its scope and growth in size 
are lagging behind.9 Citizens' expectations for increased EU spending in certain policy areas also 
raise the question as to whether the EU budget manages to catch up with the growing importance 
of the EU in the daily lives of Europeans. 

In its resolution on the reflection paper on the Future of EU Finances,10 the European Parliament 
stresses that additional political priorities should be coupled with additional financial means and 
not be financed to the detriment of existing EU policies. In its resolution on the 2021-2027 MFF and 
own resources, the European Parliament states that the 2014-2020 MFF had proven to be 

 
4 The Perils of Perception and the EU, Ipsos MORI, 2016.  
5 European Commission, The added value of the EU budget – Commission staff working paper, SEC(2011) 867 final, 

Brussels, 2011. 
6 Rubio E., 'The ''added value'' in EU budgetary debates: one concept, four meanings', Policy brief, Notre Europe, No 28, 2011. 
7 Loon Y.v. and Schout A., European Added Value narrows EU budgetary reform discussions, Clingendael Netherlands 

Institute of International relations, March 2017.  
8 ibid. 
9 Gros D., How to Achieve a Better Budget for the European Union?, CEPS Working Document No 289/April 2008. 
10 European Parliament, Resolution on the reflection paper on the Future of EU Finances, 2017. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P8-TA-2018-0226+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/perils-perception-and-eu
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/sec-2011-867_2011_en.pdf
https://institutdelors.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/bref28_addedvalue_en.pdf
https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/PB_EAV.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/reader/5081930
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2017-0401_EN.pdf?redirecthttp://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P8-TA-2017-0401+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
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inadequate to finance the EU 's pressing needs and political priorities. Especially during crises such 
as the ones linked to the euro, migration and the coronavirus pandemic, there have been increased 
expectations towards the EU to act and spend resources beyond the limitations of its competence 
and ceilings of its budget. 10F

11 

Due to the EU budget's role in shaping the EU's capacity to execute its policies, the debates on the 
size of the EU budget are highly charged. They become especially heated in times of crisis, as 
resources are more limited while the need for EU policies is even greater. However, some claim that 
this overwhelming or even exclusive attention to the size of the budget is misplaced and, in 
addition, there should be a focus on absorption capacity, increased flexibility, and reinforced 
assessment of the impact of EU-funded growth policies.12 The limited flexibility of the EU budget13 
compared to most national budgets is yet another important aspect in which these budgets differ, 
of which Europeans are not commonly aware; this can create considerable gaps between citizens' 
expectations and the ability of the EU to fulfil them. 

The size of the EU budget depends on the EU countries' willingness to contribute to it (revenue side) 
and the political decision to commit funds to particular policies (expenditure side). The debate on 
whether the EU budget should be smaller or bigger is often determined by its focus – on the 
expenditure or on the revenue side of the budget. However, the actual size of the budget in terms 
of balance between revenue and expenditure is the same, because the EU budget cannot run into 
a deficit. If the Council of the EU and the Parliament (the two arms of the EU budgetary authority) 
agree on the total budget available for the EU to execute its policies, the agreement also includes 
the Member States' commitment to ensure sufficient funding. Traditionally, it is the size of the 
budget – rather than the direction of spending and the precise sources of the funds that would go 
into the budget – that frames the discussions in the Council.14 This is usually the part of the 
discussion that is most frequently communicated to the public. Usually, it is presented as a 
competition between a Member State's contribution and the direct funding it receives (known as 
juste retour), and does not take into account benefits that Member States enjoy beyond the financial 
transfers. The debate about which Member States win or lose from the budget has been quite 
intensive and has recently intensified even more in the context of the financial crisis and the UK's 
withdrawal from the EU. The MFF negotiations lead analysts to talk about broad camps of Member 
States adhering to particular positions. The labels and sometimes the members of these camps 
change. In 2011, during the negotiations on the 2014-2020 MFF, the camps looked as follows – 
Friends of Better Spending (Austria, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands and Sweden), 
Friends of Cohesion (Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czechia, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, 
Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia and Spain), Fans of the CAP, and the UK in a more isolated 
position.15 During the 2021-2027 MFF negotiations, the Friends of Better Spending were partially 
transformed into the 'Frugals' – Austria, Denmark, the Netherlands and Sweden (at some point in 
time Germany had also been associated with that group). The Friends of Cohesion group grew to 
include Italy, as well as Croatia as a new Member State, and the Fans of the CAP continued its 
existence. Each of these groups frames the debate on the size of the EU budget through the 
perspective of its objectives.16 The net balance debate has always been fierce and has further 

 
11 Dobreva A., Public opinion and EU policies: exploring the expectations gap, Briefing, EPRS, European Parliament, 2016. 
12 Marzinotto B., The Long-term EU budget: size or flexibility?, Bruegel policy contribution, issue 2012/20. 
13 Sapala M., How flexible is the EU budget? Flexibility instruments and mechanisms in the multiannual financial 

framework (MFF), EPRS, European Parliament, 2020. 
14 The Post -2013 EU multiannual financial framework: time to be bolder, IEEP, Policy brief 1/2011, 2011. 
15 Marzinotto B., The Long-term EU budget: size or flexibility?, Bruegel policy contribution, issue 2012/20. 
16 Bayer L., The EU's budget tribes explained, Politico, 2019. 

https://epthinktank.eu/2016/07/22/public-opinion-and-eu-policies-exploring-the-expectations-gap/
https://www.bruegel.org/2012/11/the-long-term-eu-budget-size-or-flexibility/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_IDA(2020)646138
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_IDA(2020)646138
https://ieep.eu/uploads/articles/attachments/733387c8-d6c7-4e52-b509-82fb1280e7af/IEEP_Policy_Brief_post_2013_EU_budget_February_2011.pdf?v=63664509744
https://www.bruegel.org/2012/11/the-long-term-eu-budget-size-or-flexibility/
https://www.politico.eu/article/the-eus-budget-tribes-explained/
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intensified after the successive crises linked to the euro, the UK's withdrawal from the EU, and most 
recently the coronavirus pandemic. 

The focus on net positions and national envelopes rather than benefits beyond direct payments is 
misleading even from a purely economic perspective. Calculating redistribution in the EU based 
exclusively on the EU budget falls short of taking into account other economic (let alone political 
and social) benefits that Member States enjoy.17 Participation in the common market is just one of 
them. The unravelling of the debate on the UK's withdrawal from the EU and the subsequent 
negotiations demonstrate that calculating benefits and losses based on the net balance of national 
contributions to the EU budget is not only overly simplified but also misleading as regards the 
impact of the EU budget on a country 's economy and welfare. As Mario Monti states, the mechanical 
split into net balance contributors and beneficiaries is wrong, as Norway, for example, sees the 
benefits beyond the simple arithmetic of net balance (according to which it contributes in pure net 
balance terms several times more than the amount by which it benefits from the EU budget).17F

18 Still, 
the net balance frame is widely used in political discussions. The underlying assumption is that net 
contributor Member States would oppose any increase on the revenue side, i.e. the overall size of 
the budget, and net beneficiary Member States – any cuts to the expenditure side. This popular 
framing is expected to influence the citizens' perception and opinion of the EU budget. 

Describing the EU budget as big or small also depends on what frame of reference is used. Even if 
the amounts of money might sound impressive to a citizen, the EU budget actually constitutes a 
very small share of the Member States' GDP. It is just over 1 % of the gross national income (GNI) of 
the whole EU.19 Compared to the share of GDP that public spending constitutes within the Member 
States' national budgets, the EU budget seems insignificant. Even though national budgets vary 
across countries and time, that variation fluctuates between more than 60 % and 25 % – not nearly 
as low as the share distributed through the EU budget. Although national public spending is 
presented as a percentage of GDP and the EU one as a percentage of GNI, the magnitude of the 
difference is well illustrated in Figure 1 below. 

 
17 Kullas M., Dauner, M., Pötzsch, U. and Hohmann, I., Redistribution between the EU Member States. Winners and losers 

of European transfers, cepStudy, September 2016. 
18 Interinstitutional conference with national parliaments on the future financing of the EU, 7-8 September 2016, Brussels. 
19 D'Alfonso A., Own resources of the European Union Reforming the EU's financing system, Briefing, EPRS, European 

Parliament, 2021. 

Figure 1: Public spending as % of national GDP in Member States and EU budget as % of 
EU GNI 

 

Source: EPRS based on Eurostat data. 

https://www.cep.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/cep.eu/Studien/Umverteilung/cepStudy_Summary_of_the_main_results.pdf
https://www.cep.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/cep.eu/Studien/Umverteilung/cepStudy_Summary_of_the_main_results.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/630265/EPRS_BRI(2018)630265_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/gov_10a_exp/default/table?lang=en
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Another way of examining the size of the EU budget is by looking at the share of its contribution to 
the national finances and economy. In certain Member States, the EU budget is a significant source 
of investment resources, while in others it is not. The EU budget, as a share of total public spending, 
can be as high as 13.44 % in Lithuania and below 1 % in the Netherlands.20 Such discrepancies in the 
impact of the EU budget on public investment across EU countries can lead to differences in the 
political narrative of the respective governments and other stakeholders, as well as differences 
among the citizens of the various Member States in their perceptions about the EU budget. 

1.2. Budgetary cycles and timelines 
The EU has an annual budgetary cycle and a long-term financial plan, known as the MFF. The long-
term budgetary cycle does not exist as a fixed regulated procedure in most Member States. The 
need to communicate two different budget cycles, with each one having its specific communication 
aspects, creates a challenging task for the EU. 

According to Article 312 TFEU, the MFF is a legally binding act. It sets the EU's long-term policy 
priorities and the scope of their implementation, i.e., it sets the financial allocation ceilings – 
responding to existing issues and setting the trends for future developments. It allows the EU to 
plan and invest in long-term projects and thus to communicate its long-term commitment to certain 
policy priorities. The MFF can contribute to a message of stability and reliability, but also to one of 
limited flexibility, limited responsiveness and limited dynamism in the face of unforeseen 
circumstances. 

The MFF cycle, from drafting and negotiating a proposal on the MFF to adopting it, usually takes 
years, but public interest and communication as a rule revolve around particular aspects of this 
process.21 Arguably, negotiations and decisions within the Council, where the positions of all 
Member States are visible, draw the strongest attention. Any delay in the regular cycle, in particular 
in the negotiations between the institutions or the Member States within the European Council, 
creates tension and a more intensified communication. That was the case with the 2021-2027 MFF 
negotiations, which enjoyed unprecedented media attention, not least because of the need to 
address the consequences of the pandemic and the creation of the NextGenerationEU (NGEU). 

The first multiannual financial framework (originally named 'multiannual financial perspectives) was 
established in 1988 by the European Commission headed by Jacques Delors and covered a period 
of five years (1988–1992). All financial frameworks after that one lasted seven years each. The TFEU 
declared that the MFF shall be established for a period of at least five years. This means that the 
Treaty allows further discussion on the optimum duration.  

The length of the MFF was extended beyond 1993 to take into account the increased usage of multi-
annual projects, but economic realities nowadays show that the reasons for a seven-year MFF are 
very likely obsolete.22 This extended length helps avoid the risk of exposing the long-term planning 
to political swings. However, many have considered the MFF's length of seven years as too long for 
the rather dynamic times in which we live. The former EU Commissioner, Kristalina Georgieva, who 
was in charge of the EU budget, often pointed out that even the economic plans of the communist 

 
20 D'Alfonso A., Delivorias, A., Sapała M. and Stamegna, C., Economic and Budgetary Outlook for the European Union, 

EPRS, 2020. 
21  Drachenberg R., The role of the European Council in negotiating the 2021-27 MFF, EPRS, European Parliament, 2021.  
22 Willermain F. and Cioriciu A., How to make the most of the EU's financial potential?, European Policy Brief, No 47, 

Egmont, 2017. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/recovery-plan-europe_en#nextgenerationeu
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/646139/EPRS_STU(2020)646139_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2021/662611/EPRS_IDA(2021)662611_EN.pdf
https://www.egmontinstitute.be/how-to-make-the-most-of-the-eus-financial-potential/
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regimes had only been five-years long. She also said that 'the MFF is a 7-year peace treaty' that no 
one is really satisfied with.23 

Lengthening the duration of the MFF created a structural misalignment between the financial and 
the political cycle. As shown in Figure 2, the electoral cycle of the European Parliament is five years 
(by extension that is also the term of the 
Commission), and the MFF has a seven-
year cycle. This misalignment sends a 
message of detachment from the 
electoral choices of citizens, rather than 
of alignment of the EU's political 
priorities with these choices. Despite the 
fact that the EU budget is indeed voted 
by elected representatives in both the 
Parliament and the Council, it is still 
perceived as something rather 
technocratic and lacking a link to the 
electoral accountability of those who 
decide on the EU budget. This 
undermines the legitimacy and 
importance of the European elections as 
an instrument to establish and realise 
the political priorities through elected 
representatives. 

Another communication challenge 
created by the misalignment is the lack 
of a clear communication of the political 
ownership of and commitment to the 
MFF. It usually happens that the elected 
representatives involved in the 
negotiation and adoption of the MFF are 
different from those overlooking its 
implementation. In the case of a five-
year MFF, which is aligned to the 
electoral cycle, the responsibility to 
deliver on the political and economic 
commitments through the EU budget 
could fall on the same elected 
Parliament and Commission that 
prepared, adopted and executed that 
MFF.24 Applying this theoretical 
possibility would require a considerable 
shortening of the time currently used for 

 
23 Loon Y.v. and Schout A., European Added Value narrows EU budgetary reform discussions, Clingendael Netherlands 

Institute of International relations, March 2017. 
24 Willermain F. and Cioriciu, A., How to make the most of the EU's financial potential?, European Policy Brief, No 47, 

Egmont, 2017. 

Figure 2: Multiannual financial framework and 
European Parliament election cycles 

 
Source: EPRS based on European Commission information. 

https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/PB_EAV.pdf
https://www.egmontinstitute.be/how-to-make-the-most-of-the-eus-financial-potential/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/departments/budget_en
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drafting, negotiating and 
adopting the MFF. What has 
hitherto been done in 18-24 
months would need to be done in 
half a year or less.25 

The first draft of the current MFF 
(2021-2027) was created by the 
Commission (with a mandate for 
the 2014-2019 period); negotiations on it were opened by the Parliament (with a mandate for 2014-
2019) and the Council. Although the Parliament's and the Commission's role in the process had been 
legitimate according to the Treaties, their outgoing mandate put them in a weak position from a 
communication point of view. As those negotiations did not lead to an agreement, a new cycle of 
negotiations started after the Parliamentary elections of 2019, and anything agreed before that was 
open to revision.26 This development concerning the negotiations on the financial backbone of the 
EU political priorities across two legislative mandates made it difficult to clearly communicate the 
EU budget to the citizens. The redrafting of the MFF made it possible to come up with a message 
that was better aligned with the political priorities of the citizens and their elected representatives. 
It also allowed the EU to respond, through its budget and other financial instruments, to the 
coronavirus pandemic and its economic consequences. The overlap of the pandemic with the 
adoption of a new MFF delivered a message of timely responsiveness of the EU, but also emphasised 
the need for a high level of flexibility of the EU budget. 

The 2021-2027 MFF is accompanied by the Next Generation EU (NGEU), a €750 billion temporary 
recovery instrument aimed at helping repair the immediate economic and social damage brought 
about by the coronavirus pandemic. There are many novel budgetary aspects related to the NGEU 
and they are bound to influence the frame of communication and perception of the EU budget. The 
long-term communication and perception impact would depend on how the NGEU performs. One 
communication challenge related to the NGEU is its cycle. As seen in Figure 3, although the start of 
the NGEU is aligned with the 2021-2027 MFF, it only lasts until 2023. This non-alignment of the end 
dates, necessary as it is, creates confusion in comparing the amounts of money allocated to the 
NGEU and the 2021-2027 MFF. In addition, there is a difference between commitments and the 
actual payments under these programmes. While the commitments need to be made within the 
above-mentioned periods, payments for the MFF can be made until 2030 and for the NGEU – until 
2026. This is another layer of complication that challenges the relevant communication.  

The Parliament and the Council are the budgetary authority of the EU. Therefore, the Parliament and 
the EU Member States in the Council establish the annual budget jointly. It is based on a proposal 
by the Commission (see Figure 4), which is in line with the annual spending limits laid down in the 
MFF. Although all the elements of the budget are interdependent/related/connected, there are 
different procedures with different roles for the three main actors dealing with the MFF (long-term 
expenditure ceilings), for the decision on the own resources (by types and ceilings) and for the 
annual budget. Inevitably, this is a serious challenge for a clear and simple communication related 
to the EU budget. 

 
25 Kengyel A., The next Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) and its Duration, Policy Department for Budgetary Affairs, 

European Parliament, 2017. 
26 Sapala M., Negotiations on the next MFF and the EU recovery instrument: Key issues ahead of the July European 

Council, Briefing, EPRS, European Parliament, 2020. 

Figure 3: 2021-2027 MFF and NGEU timelines 

 
Source: EPRS based on European Commission information. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2017/603798/IPOL_IDA(2017)603798_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2020)652014
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2020)652014
https://ec.europa.eu/info/departments/budget_en


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 
  
 

8 

Unlike the MFF, the annual budget is a standard national-level procedure and is therefore easier to 
be communicated to the public. Still, there are specific EU arrangements for the timing and roles of 
the different actors during that cycle. Public attention regarding the role of the Parliament has 
somewhat increased in recent years, in parallel with its increased role in the process. 

Figure 4: EU annual budget cycle – Treaty calendar and pragmatic calendar 

 
Source: EPRS, Annual EU budgetary procedure. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/640129/EPRS_BRI(2019)640129_EN.pdf
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The annual EU budgetary cycle is presented by two calendars: the Treaty calendar and the 
'pragmatic calendar'. While this can create complications from a communication perspective, it is 
limited to the early phases of the cycle, which usually attract much less public attention. The Treaty 
calendar covers the time limits of the different steps as prescribed by the Treaties. The pragmatic 
calendar outlines the same steps, but according to the timing that institutions usually follow (with 
some modifications during the election year). The calendar in Figure 4 gives the timing according 
to both of the above calendars. The difference between them is that all steps until October are 
pushed to earlier in the year, in the pragmatic calendar.27 This helps to lessen the tension in the 
process, extend it over time and, from a communication perspective, lower public and media 
attention to it. 

Different key actors participate in the different phases of the EU annual budgetary cycle. Within the 
Parliament, a key role is played by the Committee on Budgets (BUDG), in particular the BUDG chair, 
the annual budget rapporteurs and their shadows, BUDG coordinators and budget rapporteurs in 
specialised committees, as well as the Conciliation Committee. Not all of them, however, attract the 
attention of the EU public with their communication on the annual procedure. The multiplicity of 
actors is a challenge for a focused effective communication. As regards the Council's position, the 
Member States and their leaderships can emit quite visible and politically charged messages that 
can overshadow the institutional message, especially for the respective national audiences. The 
Parliament and the Council work out an agreement on the annual budget through negotiations 
consisting of trilogue- and conciliation meetings.28 In the case of no agreement on the EU annual 
budget, both the public and media interest and the relevant communication are highly intensified. 
In the case of a successful and smooth procedure, however, media coverage and institutional 
attention (expressed in communication terms) are rather modest.29 

The stages that follow the adoption of the budget are its implementation and oversight. These two 
stages also have different lead actors and, therefore, the leading EU institutional communication 
source again varies. The Commission is responsible for the implementation of the EU budget. The 
European Court of Auditors issues its annual report on the EU budget as well as reports on specific 
EU budget programmes and issues of a particular interest. The Parliament exercises democratic 
oversight to make sure that European funds are spent properly. On a recommendation of the 
Council, it decides whether to grant the discharge, i.e. final approval of how the budget for a specific 
year was implemented. These stages come with a certain delay and lack the time-pressure factor 
that intensifies the public communication at other stages.  

1.3. Revenue 
Just as any other budget, the EU budget has its revenue and expenditure sides that entail a rather 
different set of communication challenges. As a whole, the terminology related to the revenue side 
is less adapted to the public domain and the language used is farther away from the day-to-day 
vocabulary than the language used for communicating on the expenditure side. 

The EU budget is funded by different types of EU own resources. As seen in Figure 5, these include 
traditional own resources, GNI-based contributions, VAT-based contributions, other revenues and, 
since 2021, new own resources. 

 
27 Mazur S., Annual EU budgetary procedure. An introduction to the steps in the EP, Briefing, EPRS, European Parliament, 

2019. 
28 Annual EU budgetary procedure (europa.eu); Annual EU budget lifecycle | European Commission (europa.eu) 
29 Speech of Kristalina Georgieva on Which future for the European Budget?, high-level conference, Egmont, Brussels, 2015. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/640129/EPRS_BRI(2019)640129_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/640129/EPRS_BRI(2019)640129_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/how-it-works/annual-lifecycle_en
https://www.egmontinstitute.be/events/save-the-date-which-future-for-the-european-budget/
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The traditional own resources or tariffs are the customs duties and levies that are applied at a 
common rate to imports entering the EU. Since the EU is a customs union with no duties levied on 
trade within the EU, this is indeed a natural source of funding for the EU as a whole.  

The VAT-based contributions are Member States' contributions based on a harmonised measure of 
consumer spending (the size of countries' hypothetical VAT base if they followed standard EU rules 
for defining their VAT base). This formula carries the message of plans from the past to turn the VAT 
into an EU wide harmonised tax; it is also rather complex and non-transparent for the public.30 

The GNI-based contributions embody the relatively clear principle of Member States contributing 
according to their gross national income. These contributions are revised according to the economic 
developments within each EU Member State, a process that can lead to fairly significant retroactive 
adjustments. Since the EU is not allowed to run a budget deficit, the GNI-based contributions are 
there to ensure that this remains the case.31 Although such adjustments are based on sound 
economic logic, they can lead to intense political debates and anti-EU messages. 

Rebates are another adjustment to the Member States' GNI contributions that is made following 
negotiations. Rebates have triggered debates, sometimes intense, in the past. The key example here 
is the UK rebate, also named 'the mother of all rebates'. Although originally negotiated with the 
rationale of linking the revenue and expenditure side of the EU budget, rebates complicate the EU 
revenue system and make it harder to communicate a message of transparency and fairness. 

Some of the key EU budget resources are sourced at a national level, prompting some experts to 
talk about 'genuine own resources' as a subtype of the EU own resources. This shows the difficulty 

 
30 D'Alfonso A., Own resources of the European Union Reforming the EU's financing system, EPRS, 2021. 
31 Fabbrini F., Possible Avenues for Further Political Integration in Europe, AFCO, 2020.  

Figure 5: Own Resources of the EU budget, 2000-2021 

 
Source: EPRS based on European Commission data. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/630265/EPRS_BRI(2018)630265_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/651849/IPOL_STU(2020)651849_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/budget/graphs/revenue_expediture.html


Communicating and perceiving the EU budget 
  
 

11 

of using the label 'own resources' in relation to the mix of revenues currently included under its 
umbrella. This difficulty is enhanced by the change in the proportion of GNI-based resources over 
time (Fig. 5). The perceived ownership of the resources becomes even more problematic to 
articulate, given that the Parliament is probably the only parliament without power over taxation.32 

The share of the different types of own resources changes over time. The three main sources of 
revenue for the 2021-2027 MFF, as planned, are direct contributions by EU Member States (GNI-
based contributions), traditional own resources (customs duties and levies), and VAT-based 
contributions. The share of the traditional own resources has been decreasing for many years now 
and the nominal increase in the EU budget has been a result of the increase in GNI-based 
contributions. Thus, the EU is funded increasingly by what is perceived as transfers from the Member 
States. That fact enhances the framing of the EU budget negotiations as clashes among the Member 
States, rather than as an EU-level discussion in the letter and spirit of the EU Treaties. The aggressive 
measurement of the difference between what Member States pay into, and what they get out of, 
the EU budget turns into the crux of the message that is communicated to the public.33 

There has been an ongoing debate for a reform of the system of EU own resources, and a High-Level 
Group on Own Resources (HLGOR) has been formally established. In its first report from 2014, the 
HLGOR focuses on four general problems of the current system linked to the lack of simplicity, 
transparency, fairness and democratic accountability.34 All these issues create significant challenges 
in communicating the revenue side of the EU budget to the citizens. Especially if the aim is to present 
it as 'the budget that unites us', there needs to be a simplification and a stronger European 
connection with the actual source and principle of revenue collection. This has a strong impact on 
the perception of national contribution versus European citizens' contributions.35 

Since 2018, the Commission has proposed several solutions for new sources of revenue to the EU 
budget. As of 1 January 2021, a new contribution based on the non-recycled plastic packaging waste 
has been introduced and will be implemented following the ratification of the decision on own 
resources; furthermore, there is ongoing work on the introduction of sources of revenue linked to a 
Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), a digital levy and the EU Emission Trading System 
(EU ETS).36 All these changes might prove to be difficult to communicate to the public during the 
transition period. However, the changes are aimed at establishing a more straightforward and 
comprehensible model. There is also hope that a transition to true own resources will diminish the 
polarised narrative focused solely on contributors and beneficiaries. A system of true own resources 
would be closer to a true EU framing of the revenue debate.  

1.4. Expenditure 
Acknowledging the importance of clearer and more comprehensible EU budget communication, 
MEPs have stressed that the MFF should render the EU budget more readable and understandable 
to EU citizens, and give a clearer picture of all areas of EU expenditure.37 However, the expenditure 
side of the EU budget can be much more complicated than its revenue side due to its vast variety of 
programmes, but also due to the specificities of the Financial Regulation (FR). The FR is the basic text 

 
32 Webinar for journalist: The EU long-term budget and Europe's economic recovery plan, European Parliament, 2020. 
33 Fabbrini F., Possible Avenues for Further Political Integration in Europe, AFCO, 2020. 
34 Buettner T. and Thöne, M., The Future of EU-Finances, Federal Ministry of Finance, Germany, 2016. 
35 Speech of Kristalina Georgieva on Which future for the European Budget?, High level conference, Egmont, Brussels, 

2015. 
36 D'Alfonso A., Own resources of the European Union Reforming the EU's financing system, EPRS, 2021. 
37 European Parliament, Resolution on the reflection paper on the future of EU finances, EP(2017/2742(RSP) - 24/10/2017. 
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setting out the principles and procedures for the establishment and implementation of the EU 
budget and the control of EU finances.38 It determines how the EU budget works and its 222 pages 
communicate the rules to the recipients of EU funds. In 2018, there was an effort to make the rules 
fewer and harmonised in a simpler way, but they still sound rather complicated to the public ear. 
Although some elements have already changed, a good illustration of the complexities of the 
multiple programmes and instruments that are being regulated in different ways is the EU budget 
galaxy presented in Figure 6. Since the revenue and expenditure sides are related, this galaxy of 
expenditure programmes and instruments emerged in relation to the variable participation of 
Member States and a diverse range of decision-making and accountability procedures.39 

It is rather difficult to communicate to the public that not all EU expenditure is actually part of the 
EU budget. An example here is the European Development Fund (EDF), portrayed as having no link 
to the EU budget in Figure 5, as had been the case in 2016. It used to be a joint cooperation fund 
financed directly by the Member States and managed by the Commission alone. Thus, even without 
being part of the EU budget, it had been part of the EU instruments in the external action policy 
branch. Since it was not part of the EU budget, its management and overall organisation followed 
different rules and procedure. One such difference used as an argument in favour of incorporating 
the EDF in the EU budget was the lack of democratic scrutiny over the EDF in the Parliament. In the 
2021-2027 MFF, the EDF became part of the EU budget with arguments in favour of more 
democratic scrutiny and better coordination with other EU spending. From the communication 
point of view, such streamlining is helpful for other reasons as well – the ability to present the EU 
contribution in particular policy areas. Another example here is humanitarian aid. Many EU countries 
have their own extensive humanitarian aid programmes and funds. Although they may be 

 
38 Regulation 2018/1046 on the financial rules applicable to the general budget of the Union 
39 Crowe R., The European budgetary galaxy, European constitutional law review, volume 13 Issue 3, 2017.  

Figure 6: EU budget galaxy (2016) 

 
Source: European Parliament, BUDG Committee. 
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coordinated with the EU humanitarian aid programme, they are not part of the EU budget in any 
way. The EU is the world's biggest humanitarian donor, but only if its and the Member States' 
contributions are considered cumulatively.40 If we only look at the EU budget contribution to this 
area, the donor role of the EU in the world becomes more difficult to communicate and 
acknowledge. 

There is also a communication challenge to demonstrate the EU contribution to certain policies, 
even if they are funded through the EU budget. This challenge is a consequence of the fact that not 
all EU budget spending is managed directly by the EU institutions. Depending on the purpose of the 
specific programme and the practical necessities of its application, the regulations related to that 
programme or spending can differ significantly. Whereas the Commission is ultimately responsible 
for the implementation of the EU budget, around 80 % of expenditure is actually executed directly 
by the Member States under shared management.41 The rest of the expenditure often involves NGOs 
or international organisations under shared, indirect and direct EU budget management. Notable 
examples of funds executed by the Member States are the common agricultural policy and the 
European structural and investment funds.42 Although there are significant efforts to increase public 
awareness about the role of the EU as a provider of such funds, there is always the risk that, as part 
of the national political debates, the contributions may become framed as an achievement of the 
national authorities, and the role of the EU might be overlooked. 

Regardless of who manages spending, the EU bears the reputational risk if spending is not done 
appropriately. National bodies that manage the EU budget implementation are not directly 
accountable at the EU level, and the Commission has no authority over them, although it is 
ultimately responsible for the budget's implementation. Responsibilities remain diffused and there 
is no single owner of the EU budget.43 

There was an attempt by the Commission to communicate the EU budget to the public in a clear 
and accessible way through the creation of a mobile app or online tool devoted to budgetary 
spending. 44 Its aim was to make it possible for citizens to scrutinise EU budget spending down to 
the last euro. However, there is no such communication tool in place. In accordance with Financial 
Regulation (EU) No 2018/1046, the Commission has set up a database with information on the 
recipients of funds that are centrally managed or are under indirect management for third countries. 
Information on the recipients of funds under shared management is held by the Member States and 
it is, therefore, more difficult to get a complete overview of how the EU is spending such funds. A 
project run by CEPS tries to collect the information on the 50 natural persons benefiting directly or 
indirectly mostly from the CAP and the cohesion funds in each Member State. Preliminary results 
however indicate that such information is difficult to impossible to collect for all Member States.45 

Extensive amounts of EU budget funds are managed by the Member States and, in effect, return 
directly to them. In addition, as explained above, the EU budget is largely financed by funds that are 
hard to present as genuine own resources. Thus, Member States see the EU budget negotiations as 

 
40 Dobreva A. and Latek M., Funding gap: A challenge for the World Humanitarian Summit (WHS), Briefing, EPRS, 2016. 
41 Pasimeni P and Riso, S., The redistributive function of the EU budget, IMK – Hans-Böckler-Stiftung, Working Paper 

No 174, 2016. 
42 Communication from the Commission to the Council and the European Parliament, Root causes of errors and actions 

taken (Article 32(5) of the Financial Regulation), COM (2017) 0124. 
43 Cipriani G., The EU Budget. Responsibility without accountability?, CEPS, Brussels, 2010. 
44 Ronnie Downes, R., Moretti, D. and Nicol, S., Budgeting and performance in the European Union: A review by the OECD 

in the context of EU budget focused on results, OECD Journal on Budgeting Volume 2017/1. 
45 The largest 50 beneficiaries in each EU Member State of CAP and cohesion funds – CEPS 
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a zero-sum or a net balance game and there is a division between net contributors and net 
beneficiaries.46 This redistribution of funds in the EU diminishes the perception of the EU budget as 
a tool for achieving European added value and specific goals. Due to the reform of the EU funding 
system, the next 7-10 years will see an increase in EU expenditure on EU public goods.47 
Consequently, communication can also focus on EU public goods and the benefits for European 
citizens, i.e. the beneficiaries according to personal-level factors rather than nationality.  

Structure of EU budget expenditure 
The structure and terminology of the expenditure side influence the overall communication of the 
EU budget. On the expenditure side, the EU budget traditionally breaks down into areas named 
'headings', which are further split up into different 'programmes'. The 2021-2027 MFF introduced 
'policy clusters' as a level between headings and programmes. The cluster level helps institutions to 
communicate how different programmes contribute to the main EU policy areas. Moreover, the long 
list of programmes under each heading is easier to comprehend when grouped into clusters. 

Although we now use the term multiannual financial framework when talking about the 
programming periods from 1988 onwards, in the past they were called in different ways (see 
Figure 7, which presents a broadly defined correspondence of headings over the years to illustrate 
the message delivered by their labels rather than their financial value). For instance, the 2007-2013 
programming period was called 'financial perspective'. Each of these terms – 'package', 'agenda', 
'perspective' and 'framework' – has its own connotations and delivers a different message about the 
purpose and function of the EU budget. Without delving into deeper semantic analysis, it could be 
noted that the terms 'agenda' and 'perspective' carry future-oriented connotations and the term 
'framework' has rather restrictive connotations. 

The line-up of the headings communicates a message of their order of importance. Very few notable 
changes have been made over time, one being in 2007, when the heading on agriculture and that 
on structural and cohesion policies swapped places (regardless of their particular names over time). 
Among other things, this delivered a message of a hierarchic swap between the two policy areas. 

Another structural change that hints at the increasing importance of the Structural operations 
heading is its split-up. In 1993-2020, it was the only heading featured with its two subheadings in 
the overall MFF structure. In the 2021-2027 MFF, these two subheadings are two separate headings. 

A similar but speedier change can be seen in the Internal policy/security heading. Without there 
having been an extended period of communicating separate subheadings, as of 2021, this policy 
area has been covered by two headings – Migration and border management and Security and 
defence. The introduction of a separate heading for security and defence and another one for 
migration and border management in the MFF structure reflected mounting pressure for EU action 
in these areas.48 It is a communication sign of increased attention regardless of the exact amounts 
of allocated resources, which are a tiny part of the MFF. 

 
46 For more information, see Future Financing of the EU. Final report and recommendations of the High Level Group on 

Own Resources, December 2016, Brussels. 
47 D'Alfonso A., Delivorias A., Sapała M. and Stamegna C., Economic and Budgetary Outlook for the European Union, 

Study, EPRS, European Parliament, 2020. 
48 Mazur S., Security and defence: Heading 5 of the 2021-2027 MFF, Briefing, EPRS, European Parliament, 2021. 
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The other significant change in the order relates to the Pre-accession aid (2000-2006)/Enlargement 
(2007-2013) heading, which existed as a separate one for only two financial periods, with spending 
in this area currently being a part of the Neighbourhood and the world heading. Although the 
existence of a separate heading devoted to this policy area could be perceived as a sign of increased 
importance, the actual positioning of this heading at the very bottom of the list sends a message of 
its low importance. 

Looking at how the titles of the MFF headings have evolved over the years, one can discern a shift 
from more technically sounding labels (such as 'guarantee funds', 'structural operations', 
'multiannual allocations') to more emotive or politically sounding ones (such as 'citizenship, 
freedom, security and justice', 'sustainable growth', 'cohesion, resilience and values'). The more 
recent titles try to communicate with the citizens and to deliver a more focused political message of 
goals and priorities. The growing political ambitions reflected in the EU budget labels are a reflection 

Figure 7: EU budget structure – How headings evolved over time 

 
Source: EPRS based on European Commission data. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/departments/budget_en
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of the increase in EU competences. However, both this message and the information regarding the 
specific programmes that fall under the individual headings are far from clear. An exception here is 
the Administration/European public administration heading, which has hardly changed over time 
and is rather clear in its scope (the only change to this title involved its extension from 
'Administration' to 'European Public administration' in 2021, making it sound less faceless or 
technical). All other headings have gone through very significant title changes over time, 
demonstrating the intention, motivation and ambition related to the particular expenditure. When 
the focus of a policy changes, so does the title. 

Such a change in the focus of the agricultural policy area has been clearly communicated through 
the change in the title of the corresponding heading. The very word 'agriculture' has been absent 
from the title since 2007. The common agricultural policy remains a significant EU expenditure and 
its absence from the title can be confusing. Since 2007, the title of the heading has put emphasis on 
'preservation/sustainable growth' and 'natural resources', demonstrating a shifting focus of the EU 
policy or presenting it under a more popular and appealing name. 

A change of the political priorities is also communicated with the title evolution of the Structural 
operations heading. The dual aim of reducing regional disparities and boosting aggregate 
competitiveness has been reflected in the presence of two subheadings (now promoted to 
headings). Over the years, the emphasis has shifted from cohesion to competitiveness and 
employment, to innovation, digital and resilience. The use of many of these words in the heading 
title, including cohesion, intuitively implies more than a purely economic objective. This creates a 
stronger political message, yet a more confusing one. 

Similarly, the title of the Internal policy heading has been replaced by more emotive ones after 2007. 
The notions of freedom and justice were present in the title only over 2007-2013. A focus on 
citizenship was present from 2007 to 2020. Security has been emphasised ever since 2007. In 2021, 
there is also an emphasis on migration, border management and defence. This evolution from 
freedom to border management is quite a significant change of the message the EU communicates 
as a focus of its internal policy. 

The External action heading has evolved from 'EU as a global player' and 'Global Europe' to 
'Neighbourhood and the world'. The original technically sounding title has been substituted by one 
placing emphasis initially on the global outreach of the EU, to currently conveying a message of dual 
focus – neighbourhood and the world. This transition also demonstrates growing ambition and a 
broadened scope of activities over time. 

1.5. Performance of the budget 
Two major themes dominate the evaluation of the EU budget performance. The first one is the 
protection of the EU budget in case of deficiencies as regards the rule of law. It is focused on 
regularity and compliance of spending with the rules. In terms of citizens' perceptions, this translates 
into 'is there fraud and to what extent'. As of recently, this theme also includes the observance of 
the rule of law as a conditionality. In the second theme, the focus has shifted towards performance 
understood as the achievement of goals and efficiency of spending – in citizen language, this is 
phrased as 'did the EU budget achieve its goals'.  

However, even before tackling these separate themes, the perception of performance is influenced 
by the perception of transparency. Although there is an abundance of EU budget-related 
information in the public domain, the lack of a unified digital reporting and monitoring system for 
all spending programmes complicates the work of the Commission, the Parliament, the ECA, OLAF 
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and EPPO, and a range of national bodies. Moreover, it makes it difficult for citizens to access 
information on and get a full overview of the real distribution of EU funds to the final beneficiaries 
(natural persons and legal persons). In addition, due to opaque revenue arrangements, citizens can 
hardly see the link between themselves and the payments into the EU budget. Therefore, they are 
not induced to attempt to exert democratic control over the use of EU funds,49 as the EU budget is 
perceived as something distant and detached from them.  

Regularity and compliance of spending 
The EU budget might be one of the most stringently controlled budgets in the world, being outfitted 
with a complex and thorough system that records every euro spent.50 However, due to the 
multiplicity of actors participating in this process, it is not that comprehensible for most citizens. 
Apart from the monitoring and executive function of the Commission and the democratic scrutiny 
role of the Parliament, other key actors here are the Member States, OLAF, the ECA and the EPPO. 

National governments share the responsibility for minimising errors and fighting fraud in the 
programmes they manage jointly with the Commission. In order to ensure sound financial 
management, the regulatory framework requires Member States to appoint implementing 
authorities (paying agencies for agriculture and managing authorities for cohesion) and external 
audit bodies (certification bodies for agriculture and audit authorities for cohesion), which perform 
around 19 000 audits on the ground annually.51 The ECA is the EU's independent external auditor. 
The Commission and the ECA report all suspicions of fraud with EU money to OLAF, which 
collaborates with the national authorities of the relevant Member State. The newly established EPPO 
will be responsible for combating serious cross-border crime (including fraud, corruption and VAT 
fraud affecting the EU budget) independently from the national prosecutors. The creation of the 
EPPO demonstrates a strong commitment to fighting fraud related to the EU budget. The high 
expectations for this office are also reinforced by the selection of Laura Kovesi as its head – a person 
with a solid reputation and an impressive track record. The work of this office and its results will be 
important for the future perception of fraud and of how the EU budget performs. For the time being, 
the map of the mandates of responsibility of each institution is too complex to be obvious for the 
public. To add to the confusion, each institution has its own focus and viewpoint of presenting the 
results of its monitoring of EU spending. 

A key confusion related to the type of reporting is that between fraud and error. The rather thorough 
oversight of the EU budget leads to reporting of errors, which is not always the case in national 
budget scrutiny. Whereas fraud is an intentional breach of the rules aiming at profit, error is an 
unintentional mistake that is often purely administrative and does not necessarily involve 
fraudulent spending. The prescribed threshold below which the ECA would give its full approval for 
the expenditure is a 2 % error (down from 4.4 % in 2014 and 2.6 % in 2018, as a result of systemic 
efforts to lower its level). This is still a number of times more than the level of fraud, which is 
estimated to affect approximately 0.2 % of the total EU budget.52 The confusion between the two 
obviously leads to a very different evaluation of the performance of the EU budget. In its resolution 
on the Annual Report 2012 on the Protection of the EU's Financial Interests – Fight against fraud, the 

 
49 Cipriani G., The EU Budget. Responsibility without accountability?, CEPS, Brussels, 2010. 
50 Ronnie Downes R., Moretti D. and Nicol S., Budgeting and performance in the European Union: A review by the OECD 

in the context of EU budget focused on results, OECD Journal on Budgeting Vol. 2017/1. 
51 Communication from the Commission to the Council and the European Parliament, Root causes of errors and actions 

taken (Article 32(5) of the Financial Regulation), COM (2017) 0124. 
52 European Commission, Fact check on the EU budget, 2021. 
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European Parliament points out that Article 325 TFEU relates to fraud, not irregularities, and calls for 
a distinction to be made between fraud and errors or irregularities.53  

On a number of occasions, the Commission has detected that EU money has been spent incorrectly 
and has taken corrective actions, including by redirecting funds to different projects and recovering 
funds.54 While such actions highlight the fraudulent behaviour in the short term, they can strongly 
contribute to the perception of responsible financial management of the EU budget in the longer 
term. 

A policy move to enhance the protection of the EU budget is the introduction of the rule of law 
conditionality with regard to EU budget implementation. It signals profound changes in the 
approach to EU budget spending and in how this spending interlinks with the EU values, as well as 
heralding the emergence of a conditionality-based culture underpinning the EU internal 
relationships. During the negotiations for the 2021-2027 MFF, analysts talked about the Democracy 
Promoters group (Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden), which 
demanded the establishment of a linkage between respect for the rule of law and the distribution 
of EU funding.55 Many expressed fears that the rule of law conditionality would increase public 
Eurosceptic sentiments in the Member States that are likely to be affected by that rule. However, 
quite the opposite picture emerged from the public opinion polls. According to a study conducted 
in November 2020, 77 % of Europeans support the introduction of the rule of law conditionality and 
that includes 72 % of citizens of Poland and Hungary – the Member States whose leaders most 
strongly opposed the introduction of that rule.56 During the debates on the introduction of the rule 
of law conditionality, the Parliament paid special attention to the guarantee that the final 
beneficiaries of the EU budget would not be affected by breaches of rules for which they are not 
responsible. That focus of the Parliament demonstrated its concern for the citizens. However, there 
is insufficient transparency as regards the end beneficiaries in their capacity of physical persons, and 
it could be hard to determine that they are not directly or indirectly responsible. Thus, the fact that 
there is no full transparency as regards the end beneficiaries undermines the Parliament's efforts to 
defend them. 

Efficiency of spending 
The very rationale for the existence of the EU budget is to achieve the policy goals and the political 
priorities of the EU's elected leadership, as well as to fund areas that are more efficiently conducted 
and funded on EU rather than on national level. Therefore, the performance of the budget can be 
perceived as its legitimacy.  

When we talk about big projects, such as the one on the EU satnav system Galileo or those tackling 
many current problems that are global in nature (e.g. migration, humanitarian crises, terrorism, 
security threats), it is easy to present EU budget spending as being conducted on a more efficient 
level than the national one. Due to the scale and nature of the problems, they cannot be tackled 
effectively by single countries acting alone. Therefore, such big projects represent an EU public 
good. However, regardless of whether we are talking about such projects or others, increasing 
attention is being paid to their actual results and impact. In budgetary terms, this means working 
towards performance budgeting – one such example being the Commission's initiative, 'The EU 
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budget focused on results ', launched in 201556F

57 and focused on efficiency and effectiveness rather 
than on absorption and compliance with financial rules. This should increase the added value of the 
EU budget, as well as its transparency and legitimacy. This principle of performance budgeting has 
been a central part of the budget communication strategy as well. 

A major difficulty of results-oriented budgeting is the ability to measure with precision if the aims 
have been achieved. The EU system of budgeting for performance and results is advanced and 
highly specified, scoring higher than any OECD country in the standard index of performance 
budgeting frameworks.58 However, the ECA still claims that many of the EU budgetary programmes 
are missing sufficiently measurable goals. The EU objectives are numerous and often too vaguely 
defined, with no clear or specific expected achievements, which makes it harder to hold anyone 
accountable for the results or the lack thereof.59  

The EU's strategic and operational goals are set out in multiple complementary frameworks such as 
Europe 2020, the Juncker 10 priorities and the strategic agenda of the European Council. After the 
European Parliament elections in 2019, the EU leaders, the national ministers, the EU institutions 
and the Parliament's political groups jointly set out their priorities in the EU strategic agenda for 
2019-2024.60 This agenda serves as inspiration for the Commission when laying out its own political 
priorities,61 which it does before formally taking office for a five-year term. In addition, there is the 
annual Commission work programme62 and numerous topical strategies. All this presents a 
communication challenge of how to extract and then present performance and results in the 
context of the EU budget in coherent, clear terms. Although there are efforts to streamline reporting 
and focus it better on results, a further strengthening of the link between reporting and policy 
objectives and between the national and the EU performance budgeting systems would bring the 
understanding of the EU budget closer to the citizens.63 The shift in the focus of ECA reports towards 
the performance dimension and the issuing of the Report on the performance of the EU budget for 
201964 can be helpful in this respect, especially now that these reports are already comprehensive 
and systematic.  

1.6. Institutional actors 
In a 2010 resolution, the Parliament stressed that better communication by governments, political 
parties, universities, public service broadcasters and the EU institutions themselves is vital for 
constructing a  'European public sphere' of debate.64F

65 Indeed, all actors and stakeholders have their 
impact on communication. Here, however, a brief outline will be presented only of the role played 
by the EU institutions and national actors as part of the EU-level communication – the Member 
States are represented in the Council and the Parliament is composed of Members elected from 
each of the Member States. Just as any other activity of the EU institutions, communication policy 
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also needs a legal basis. The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union guarantees the 
right of all citizens to be informed about European issues. The relevant articles in the charter include 
Article 11 (right to information and freedom of expression, as well as freedom and diversity of the 
media), Article 41 (right to be heard and right of access to documents relating to oneself), Article 42 
(right of access to the documents of the EU institutions) and Article 44 (right of petition).  

Based on that, the EU institutions have developed tools and services, appointed specialised staff and 
earmarked specific budgets with the aim to stay in contact with and inform the public. The 
communication tools include websites, social media accounts and facilities for visitors, liaison and 
local offices in all EU countries, as well as special services for the media. If citizens cannot find the 
answer to their questions through these channels, there are also contact centres (such as Europe 
Direct, Ask EP, representations in the Member States) to which citizens can write or call to get the 
answers they need. In addition, the leaders of each EU institution are also the faces that represent 
those institutions and play a key role as communicators. Despite that, there is room for improvement 
in how the EU budget is communicated – more specifically presented in a readable and 
understandable way – to citizens.  

Apart from the complexities of the EU budget addressed so far, the specific roles played by the 
institutions during the MFF cycle and the annual budget cycles (as described earlier in this paper) 
are a factor contributing to confusion and misunderstanding. Each institution applies a different 
communication pattern and does so according to its own role and point of view. Each institution 
and each national government brings their own vision to the negotiating table, which is reflected 
in the way they communicate with the public. Since the members of both the European Council and 
the Parliament are elected from their national constituencies, their communication is very often 
tailored to and targeted at those constituencies. The Commission usually puts emphasis on making 
the most of the EU budget; the Parliament focuses on spending on long-term projects, and the 
Member States approach the EU budget mostly from the angle of their national spending 
preferences.66 

The Parliament's institutional communication is non-partisan by definition, although it supports the 
political parties and MEPs in their own communication campaigns. The Parliament recognises that 
support for the EU budget has the potential to increase if citizens have a better understanding of 
how they are represented in EU budget decision-making. In line with this, in its 2018 draft interim 
report on the proposal for a Council regulation on the 2021-2027 MFF the BUDG committee 
suggests that the Parliament and the Council would have to meet in public when deliberating and 
voting on the draft budget.  

The conclusions of the European Council (EUCO) on the budget enjoy considerably more media 
attention than those of the Parliament – to a certain extent because of the debates the EUCO hosts. 
From a communication perspective, the Council hosts both EU- and national-level political 
discourses, which are part of its internal debates. Consequently, the messages coming out of the 
Council have both European and national audiences as their main target. Some argue that 
communicating EU policies on a supranational level makes them more distant and detached from 
people, and thus fuels the so-called EU democratic deficit.67 That type of communication (fairly or 
not) is often attributed to the Commission, which lacks the political influence of the Parliament and 
the national one of the Council. It is seen as technocratic and objective but distant. However, the 
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emphasis on the national perspective could lead to an unclear ownership of decisions taken by the 
Council, which is also problematic from a democratic point of view. 

During crises, political and EU institutional leaders feel the public expectation and pressure to use 
the budget as a tool of support in facing the challenges that citizens experience. Consequently, the 
emphasis of leaders' speeches usually falls on the EU expenditure related to the most current crisis 
or to some novel elements of the budget. However, that is not necessarily a reflection of the actual 
emphasis or biggest share of funds within the EU budget. Overplaying this political emphasis as part 
of the communication risks creating unrealistic expectations and confusion amongst the citizens. 

2. Public opinion and the EU budget 
The EU budget is rarely a central topic of public opinion research, but the past few years have seen 
an increasing interest in it. There is available Eurobarometer data covering aspects such as support 
for the EU budget, its evaluation, as well as knowledge and spending preferences about it, over time 
and across the EU. This data covers the period since 2005 and makes it possible to trace certain 
trends. While it does not provide information about all the aspects of citizens' perceptions and 
misconceptions of the EU budget, it can give a fairy accurate idea of the overall views of the 
Europeans. 

2.1. Support for a bigger EU budget 
European citizens form their opinion on the size of the EU budget and their preferences regarding 
its change based on numerous myths and an often unclear or misinforming public debate. As 
discussed earlier in this paper, this communication background involves basic issues such as who 
decides on the size of the budget and how much it is in reality. As a result, the EU budget is often 
presented as a juste retour, which at best paints a partial picture of the benefits a Member State 
receives from investing in the EU budget.68  

 
68 Benedetto G., Heinemann F., Zuleeg F., Strategies to overcome the 'juste retour' perspective on the EU budget, DG for 

Internal Policies, European Parliament, 2020.  

Data and methodology 
The Eurobarometer (EB) is a series of different surveys conducted regularly to monitor the public opinion 
in the EU Member States and candidate countries, by addressing a wide variety of topical issues. The 
surveys are conducted on behalf of the Commission, while particular modules are commissioned by the 
Parliament. The EB data provides a standardised and systematic coverage of citizens' opinions in all EU 
Member States over time. 

Unless otherwise stated, this paper relies on data collected by the Standard Eurobarometer – a cross-
national longitudinal study. Its editions from 2005, 2008, 2011, 2015, 2017, 2018, 2019 and 2020 include 
additional blocks of questions focused on the EU budget, which are analysed here.  

The Standard Eurobarometer survey consists of approximately 1 000 face-to-face interviews per country, 
carried out each spring and autumn. The samples in each Member State are nationally representative of 
its population. TNS Opinion conducts the fieldwork in each Member State. Eurobarometer primary data 
and related documentation are publicly available and, for the purposes of this paper, were obtained 
through the data repository of the GESIS research institute. 
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In 2005, 2011, 2015, 2018, 2019 and 
2020, the Eurobarometer asked 
Europeans whether the EU should 
have greater financial means to 
match its political objectives, or the 
EU's political objectives do not 
justify an increase in the EU 
budget.69 The answers reflect 
rather diverse opinions in the 
different Member States, and 
different trends over time. 

In 2020, support across the EU for 
greater EU financial means – higher 
than in any previous year when the 
survey was conducted – stood at 
48 %, but varied between 69 % in 
Portugal and 16 % in Denmark (see 
Figure 8). This support also 
surpassed the respondents' 
support for the opinion that the 
EU 's political objectives did not 
justify an increase in the EU budget 
(44 %). The significant discrepancy 
between the opinions of 

respondents from different Member States is not unique to this question. It can be observed more 
often than not in public opinion research in the EU. 

Just as in previous years, the distribution of opinions across the EU showed some trends (e.g. along 
the lines of contributors-beneficiaries), but these were not pronounced enough to allow grouping 
responses in homogeneous regional or 'historical' groups. For example, the 2004-entrant Member 
States, Lithuania and Slovenia, showed some of the lowest levels of support for increased EU 
financial means, whereas Croatia and Hungary – some of the highest support across the EU. 
Grouping of responses along the north-south axis was not consistent, either. For example, Latvia's 
support for increased EU financial means (56 %) was quite high.  

In 15 Member States (Portugal, Cyprus, Croatia, Bulgaria, Malta, Luxembourg, Spain, Latvia, Romania, 
Hungary, Italy, France, Poland, Estonia and Greece), respondents were of the predominant opinion 
that the EU should have greater financial means, given its political objectives, i.e. this opinion 
received stronger support than the opinion that political objectives do not justify an increase in the 
EU budget (excluding citizens who answered 'do not know').  

Trend over time  
The overall support for greater EU financial means has increased by 16 percentage points during the 
period covered by the surveys. EU-wide, average support for greater financial means was 32 % in 
2005, 36 % in 2011, 37 % in 2015, 40 % in 2018 and 2019, and 48 % in 2020.  

 
69 The exact wording of the question is as follows: 'With which of the following two statements do you most agree? - The 

EU should have greater financial means given its political objectives; - The EU's political objectives do not justify an 
increase/decrease in the Union's budget'. 

Figure 8: Support for greater EU financial means by 
Member State, 2020 

 
Source: EPRS based on Eurobarometer 93 data. 
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The trend of increased support for greater EU financial means is almost identical for both net 
beneficiary and net contributor countries, although with average lower levels for the group of 
contributor countries. Despite this, the changes in the level of support for greater EU financial means 
over time within each of the groups are neither unidirectional nor of a constant intensity. In addition, 
the difference in the level of support between net beneficiaries and net contributors is not uniform 
and not nearly as pronounced as the public debate suggests.  

Figure 9 shows highlighted examples of Member States whose citizens demonstrate opinions 
countering the dominant narrative of beneficiaries and contributors. Lithuania, Slovenia and 
Slovakia belong to the group of the net beneficiaries of the EU budget. Despite that, respondents 
from these countries consistently express much weaker support for increasing the size of the EU 

Figure 9: Support for greater financial means by individual Member States, 2005-2020 

 
Source: EPRS, based on Eurobarometer 63, 75, 83, 90, 92 & 93 data and European Commission data. 
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budget than the EU average. At the other end is Italy – a contributor Member State – whose citizens 
consistently voice stronger support for greater financial means than the EU average. Cyprus is also 
an interesting case, being one of the Member States that change their position between 
beneficiaries and contributors over the period 2005-2020. According to the net-balance or juste 
retour narrative, the Member States within that group should have rather moderate views compared 
to other Member States. Cyprus, however, has almost consistently had highest share of citizens 
supporting an increase in size of the EU budget. The data demonstrates that the status of the 
country as a contributor or beneficiary cannot be considered a determinant of the how respondents 
would answer the question regarding the size of the EU budget, even though it might have some 
effect. 

Over the monitored period, few Member States demonstrated a stable preference regarding the 
issue of greater EU financial means. The Netherlands is an example of stable opinions as an absolute 
share; in this Member State, the share of support varied between 29 % in 2015 and 24 % in 2011 and 
2018. An example of a stable position is Denmark, which almost always demonstrated the lowest 
shares of support for greater EU financial means compared to the rest of the EU countries. 

There were also Member States with significant changes in citizens' opinions. Latvia, Luxembourg 
and Spain registered the biggest increase in their support for greater EU financial means – 
respectively 28, 27 and 26 percentage points (from 28 % support to 56 %; from 30 % to 57 % and 
from 30 % to 56 %). Only five Member States registered decreasing support – Greece, Lithuania, 
Romania, Denmark and Malta. However, the decrease is significant only in Greece – 10 percentage 
points, from 60 % to 50 % of support. 

The timeline in Figure 9 depicts some major events that have had an impact on the EU economy. 
The diversity of changes in the opinions of 
respondents from different Member States 
suggests that those events did not have a 
uniform impact on the opinion regarding 
the size of the EU budget. The data points 
to a need for further research into the 
factors that influence support for greater 
EU financial means in each Member State. 

Although the relevant communication and 
EU budget discourse are kept 
overwhelmingly at the national level, the 
data suggests that citizens with similar 
demographic characteristics across the EU 
share similar perceptions of the EU budget. 
One such demographic characteristic 
related to a significant difference in 
opinions is age. Younger people support 
greater financial means for the EU 
considerably more than older ones (see 
Figure 10). This trend is valid for all the years 
covered by the surveys – 2005, 2011, 2015, 
2018, 2019, and 2020.  

There are certain age groups that exhibit 
specific trends over time. The average 

Figure 10: Support for greater EU financial means, 
by age of respondents 

 
Source: EPRS based on Eurobarometer 63, 75, 83, 90, 92 & 
93 data. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/index#p=1&instruments=STANDARD
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increase in support for greater EU financial means is 16 percentage points across all age groups. 
Looking at the increase per age group, support has increased between 19 and 22 percentage points 
within the age group of the 30-37 year olds. However, since the variable is age, when adjusted for 
cohorts,70 the data presents a different picture. Only Europeans who were 30-35 years old in 2005 
reach the average increase in support for greater financial means for the EU between 2005 and 2020 
(16 percentage points). This suggests that the increase in support for greater financial means for the 
EU over time is largely determined by the entry of new generations into political adulthood. 

European citizens who support a bigger EU budget also tend to want more decisions to be taken at 
EU level and have a positive image of the EU. They are people who tend to have better knowledge 
of the EU and trust the EU institutions, especially the Parliament. They also tend to be optimistic 
about the EU's future and to evaluate the EU economy positively, unlike the state of their national 
economy. They believe that their country 's interests are respected at EU level and that their voice is 
heard in the EU.70F

71 

 
70 This means comparing respondents according to their ageing, e.g., the age group of 20 year olds in 2005 is compared 

to the age group of 26 year olds in 2011, which is six years later. 
71 For further analysis of other social and demographic factors, see Dobreva A. Public opinion and EU budget, EPRS. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/628255/EPRS_BRI(2018)628255_EN.pdf
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2.2. Preferences for EU spending 
As discussed earlier in this paper, EU budget expenditure reflects the EU's main tasks and policy 
goals, and is an expression of the political will declared by the European citizens. 

Figure 11: Preference for EU budget spending over time by Member State, first choice 

 
Source: EPRS based on Eurobarometer 70, 75, 83, 90, 92 & 93 data. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/index#p=1&instruments=STANDARD
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In 2008, 2011, 2015, 2018, 2019 and 2020,72 the Eurobarometer asked Europeans what they would 
prefer the EU budget to be spent on as a priority and what they think the EU budget is actually spent 
on as a priority. These two questions reveal a picture of dynamic changes in citizens' policy 
preferences or priorities related to the budget and the priorities of the Commission as perceived by 
the citizens. EU budgetary spending and even national budgetary spending was at a scale that is 
incomprehensible for most people. Therefore, questions related to preferences for public spending 
were asked in terms of the desired increase or decrease in comparison to the current situation or in 
comparison to spending on other policy areas. Studies show that people generally preferred 
increased spending on many policy areas, especially if they were not asked to choose between 
options.73 This paper analyses the data based on the choice of a single perceived or desired priority 
in order to avoid the abovementioned effect. 

Figure 11 presents a rather homogeneous picture of the citizens' preference for what should be the 
top priority of EU spending. The category of employment, social affairs and health had been an 
overwhelming priority for the entire period covered by the surveys. In 2015, it was unanimously 
chosen as a top priority across the Member States. Even the country with the weakest support in 
2015, Lithuania, scored 25 %. This is notably more than the 20 % support for this policy in 2020 given 
by respondents in Czechia, Hungary, Austria, Poland and Finland. This is worth noting, considering 
the coronavirus crisis of 2020 and all the demands it created particularly within this policy area. 
Respondents from Portugal showed the strongest preference for this category to be an EU spending 
priority – as high as 58 % in 2020.  

Climate change is a new and growing priority for Europeans as an area of EU spending. It appeared 
as a priority for Sweden (29 %) and Denmark (25 %) back in 2008, but since 2018, it has been growing 
in popularity amongst other Member States as well. The fact that it was not heavily overshadowed 
by the urgent necessities created by the pandemic, suggests that it has a strong potential for growth 
in the future as well. 

The priorities of respondents from different Member States had been more heterogeneous in 2008 
and 2011. Economic growth had been a notable priority in that period. It was the top choice of eight 
Member States in 2008 and nine in 2011, with the strongest support voiced in Greece in 2011 (45 %).  

When analysing the top spending priority choices, the data shows a difference between the net 
contributor and net beneficiary Member States. Economic growth has been a top priority for 
beneficiary Member States with the exception of Italy (net contributor). Conversely, climate change 
has been a top priority for contributor Member States, with the exception of Hungary in 2019 (net 
beneficiary). Such a division between contributor and beneficiary Member States is not consistent 
when looking at support for EU spending beyond the top priority. 

Support for priority spending on different policy areas changes over time, but with a different 
intensity (see Figure 12). Nine of the policy areas – administrative and personnel costs; agriculture 
and rural development; defence and security; assistance to EU neighbours; regional investment; 
development and humanitarian aid; employment, social affairs and public health; education, 

 
72 Data on perceived spending is based on the question: 'On which of the following do you think most of the EU budget 

is spent? Firstly?'. Data on desired spending is based on the question: 'And on which of the following would you like 
the EU budget to be spent? Firstly?'. In 2015, the categories of 'Public health' and 'Social affairs/Employment' and the 
categories of 'Education/Training' and 'Culture/Media' were merged. In 2018, the category of 'Economic growth' was 
transformed into 'Economic and monetary policy'; the category of 'Scientific research' was transformed into 'Scientific 
research and innovation'; the categories of 'Transport' and 'Energy infrastructures' were merged; the categories of 
'Digital infrastructures' and 'SMEs and competitiveness' were introduced for the first time. 

73 Branham J.A., Jessee S.E., Modelling spending preferences & public policy, Electoral Studies 49 (2017) pp.155-172. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0261379417301178
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training, culture and media; and immigration issues – have seen a change by up to two percentage 
points. Regardless of the actual level of support for these policy areas, their desirability and image 
in the eyes of the citizens demonstrate stability. That can be said even for the policy area of 
employment, social affairs and health. Although support for it has fluctuated over the studied 
period, its position as a top spending priority for Europeans has never been contested by another 
policy area. At the other end of the scale, support for priority EU spending was at its lowest as regards 
administrative and personnel costs – barely reaching one percent. The name of the category in the 
survey questionnaire (the category of 'Economic growth' was transformed into 'Economic and 
monetary policy'). However, this policy area had experienced the most significant decrease in 
support even before the change of the name in the survey question. 

Figure 12: Preference for EU budget spending over time, 2008-2020 

 
Source: EPRS based on Eurobarometer 70, 75, 83, 90, 92 & 93 data. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/index#p=1&instruments=STANDARD
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The biggest increase in citizens' support for EU spending (seven percentage points – from 8 % in 
2008 to 15 % – in 2020) is related to the Climate change and environmental protection policy area. 
In the last pre-coronavirus year, 2019, this policy area attracted even more support – 16 %, and that 
serves as grounds to believe that it might grow further in post-pandemic times. 

Perceptions of what the EU budget is spent on 
Citizens' perceptions of what the EU budget is spent on are rather different from their desired 
preferences (see Figure 13). Administrative and personnel costs were perceived as the area in which 
the EU spends most of its money by the largest share of citizens over the whole period. This 
perception was shared by as many as 21 % of Europeans in 2015. Although it was at its lowest in 
2020 (15 %), it was only two percentage points lower than the new leader in this category – 
Economic Growth and Monetary Policy. 

Figure 13: Perceptions of EU budget spending, 2008-2020 

 
Source: EPRS based on Eurobarometer 70, 75, 83, 90, 92 & 93 data. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/index#p=1&instruments=STANDARD
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Apart from the new policy areas introduced to the survey in 2018, Digital infrastructure, on the one 
hand, and SMEs and competitiveness, on the other, the policy areas that were perceived as EU 
spending priorities by the smallest number of people (less than 3 % for each) were Education, 
training, culture and media, and Development and humanitarian aid to countries outside the EU. 

Despite some fluctuations over time, Europeans' perceptions of the EU spending priorities were very 
stable. Nine policy areas saw a change of up to two percentage points between 2008 and 2020. The 
biggest increase in the share of people perceiving a category as an EU spending priority was as 
regards Immigration issues. The difference between 2008 and 2020 was six percentage points – from 
2 % to 7 %, and 10 % in 2018. This increase has a very clear correlation with the EU response to the 
migrant crisis of 2015. 

The biggest decrease in the share of people perceiving a category as an EU spending priority was in 
the policy area of Assistance to EU neighbours, including candidate countries. The difference 
between 2008 and 2020 was four percentage points – from 9 % in 2008 to 5 % in 2020. This decrease 
in the perception of EU spending on the neighbourhood and accession countries is very visibly 
correlated with the considerable slowing down of the enlargement process. In both cases, the 
biggest perception increase and the biggest perception decrease took place with some delay from 
the actual events related to the change of EU spending on the respective policy areas. It would be 
fair to say that the change of citizens' perceptions of EU spending happens rather slowly, even in 
the case of sudden events related to a change in EU spending. 

The other two policy areas in which there was some shift in citizens' perceptions are Agriculture and 
rural development (a decrease of four percentage points, from 15 % in 2008 to 11 % in 2020) and 
Climate change and environmental protection (an increase of three percentage points, from 3 % in 
2008 to 6 % in 2020). The direction of these changes also reflects processes that are actually 
happening in reality. However, the overall perception of the EU spending priorities was very far from 
the actual budgetary priorities. 

Gap between preferences and perceptions of EU budget spending 
The discrepancies between the perception of EU priority spending and the desire for EU priority 
spending create two types of gaps. One is the 'underspending perception gap' – where the share of 
people who perceive a certain policy to be an EU spending priority is lower than the share of people 
who express a desire for that policy to be an EU spending priority. The other one is the 'overspending 
perception gap', which covers the opposite case.  

There were seven policy areas with an underspending perception gap in 2020 (see Figure 14). The 
largest gaps here are in the following policy areas: Employment, social affairs and public health (a 
gap of 19 percentage points – 7 % perceived priority and 26 % desired priority); Climate change (a 
gap of 9 percentage points – 6 % perceived priority and 15 % desired priority); and Education, 
training, culture and media (a gap of 7 percentage points – 3 % perceived priority and 10 % desired 
priority). 

There are eight policy areas with overspending perception gap in 2020. The largest gaps here are in 
the following policy areas – Administrative and personnel costs (a gap of 14 percentage points – 
15 % perceived priority and 1 % desired priority); and Economic growth and monetary policy (a gap 
of 11 percentage points – 17 % perceived priority and 6 % desired priority). 

Comparing the magnitude of the gaps in 2008 and 2020, we see that the change in most policy areas 
was small. In six policy areas, the change of the magnitude of the gap registered a difference of up 
to two percentage points. Three policy areas were in the group of the underspending perception 
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gap in 2008 and moved to the overspending perception gap in 2020 (Economic growth and 
monetary policy, Energy issues and transport, and Immigration issues). One policy area – Regional 
investment – switched groups the other way round. For all of these policy areas, however, the gap 
had been very small and minor changes in the levels of the expressed desire and/or perception of 
EU priority spending had been sufficient to change the relationship between these two variables. 
Economic growth and monetary policy was the only exception. It experienced the largest change –
17 percentage points – compared to all remaining policy areas. The perception of EU spending 
priority in this area was almost the same for the two studied years: 15.1 % in 2008 and 16.7 % in 
2020. The significant change in the magnitude and the direction of the gap was due to differences 
between the declared desire for EU priority spending – 21 % in 2008 and 6 % in 2020. This difference 
between the levels of change in the two variables creates doubts that the change in people's 
answers regarding this policy was due to the change of its name in the survey.  

The other notable change in the group of overspending perception gap was in the policy area of 
Agriculture and rural development. The magnitude of the gap changed from a difference of 10 

Figure 14: Gap between perceptions and preferences for EU budget spending, 2008/2020 

 
Source: EPRS based on Eurobarometer 70, 75, 83, 90, 92 & 93 data. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/index#p=1&instruments=STANDARD
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percentage points to a difference of five percentage points between the perception of agriculture 
being an EU spending priority and the desire for it to be one. The most significant changes in the 
underspending perception gap involved a gap increase of four percentage points for Climate 
change and of three percentage points for Scientific research and innovation. In the case of Climate 
change, the perception of EU spending as a priority in this area was shared by 3 % in 2008 and 6 % 
in 2020 – an increase of 6 percentage points. However, the desire for spending in this area as a 
priority had increased much more (from 8 % in 2008 to 15 % in 2020), which led to the growth of the 
gap.  

Below is a more in-depth account of the perception and desire of EU spending on three policy areas. 

Preferences and perception of EU budget spending on Administrative and personnel costs and 
buildings 
The largest overspending perception gap amongst all policy areas was the one of EU spending on 
administration. The gap was consistently large during the whole period. This policy was consistently 
perceived as a top EU spending priority by the largest share of EU respondents. In addition, it was 
consistently respondents' least desired policy to be an EU spending priority. Fluctuations in the EU 
average perception of administrative spending as a priority and differences amongst Member States 
were almost non-existent (see Figure 15). This was the only policy area with such a consistent and 
uniform level of desire for EU spending (or rather not spending). 

Figure 15: Perception of and preference for EU budget spending on administrative and 
personnel costs and buildings, 2008-2020 

 
Source: EPRS based on Eurobarometer 70, 75, 83, 90, 92 & 93 data. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/index#p=1&instruments=STANDARD
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This policy area also registered the largest 'reality gap', or perhaps also 'communication gap'. The 
answers over the years reveal that the public perception regarding EU budget spending on policy 
priorities differs significantly from the reality of the spending priorities. The popular myth about the 
overgrown EU administration is reflected in the data, although with significant differences among 
Member States. Despite the demonstrated firm belief amongst Europeans that administrative 
spending is the highest spending priority, the heading devoted to it in 2021-2027 accounts for only 
5.2 % of the whole MFF and is one of the smallest headings.74 Other surveys also confirm how 
widespread is this misconception of the EU budget spending on administration – the average guess 
was found to be 27 %.75 Over the whole period, this misconception was the least common in 
Romania – as low as 3 % in 2008, and the most common in Slovenia – as high as 37 % in 2015. 
Respectively, the smallest gap between perception and desire for EU spending on administration 
was registered in Romania and the largest – in Slovenia. Finland and Austria saw the most significant 
decrease in the share of people who perceive administration to be an EU spending priority (a fall of 
12 percentage points over the period) and Malta – the most significant increase (a rise of 
22 percentage points over the period – from 11 % in 2008 to 33 % in 2020). 

Preferences for and perception of EU budget spending on employment, social affairs and public 
health 

 
74 Lilyanova V., European public administration: Heading 7 of the 2021-2027 MFF, Briefing, EPRS, European Parliament, 

2021. 
75 The Perils of Perception and the EU, 9 June 2016, Ipsos MORI. 

Figure 16: Perception of and preference for EU budget spending on employment, social 
affairs and public health, 2008-2020 

 
Source: EPRS based on Eurobarometer 70, 75, 83, 90, 92 & 93 data. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI%282021%29690547
https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/perils-perception-and-eu
https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/index#p=1&instruments=STANDARD
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In the case of the policy area of Employment, social affairs and public health, the gap between desire 
for and perception of EU spending was the opposite of that on administrative expenses (see Figure 
16). The desire for priority spending in that area was consistently higher than its perception for all 
Member States. The largest gap between desire and perception was registered in Portugal. In 2020, 
it was a gap of 46 percentage points, with the perception of EU spending as priority in this area 
shared by only 12 % of citizens and the desire – by 58 %. Curiously, the Portuguese were amongst 
those whose perception of EU spending in this area was one of the highest percentage-wise. 
However, their expressed desire was even stronger, which explains the significant gap. Italy and 
Romania, on the other hand registered one of the smallest gaps.  

Preferences and perception of EU budget spending on agriculture and rural development 
The relationship between desire for and perception of EU spending on agriculture was extremely 
diverse when observed at Member State level (see Figure 17). Respondents from 12 Member States 
positioned agriculture in the underspending perception gap group. Most of the underspending 
perception gaps were statistically insignificant, with the exception of that in Slovakia. In 2020, the 
difference between the perception of and desire for EU spending on agriculture in this Member 
State was ten percentage points – the highest level of underspending perception gap over the 
whole period. 

Figure 17: Perception and preference for EU budget spending on agriculture and rural 
development, 2008-2020 

 

Source: EPRS based on Eurobarometer 70, 75, 83, 90, 92 & 93 data. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/index#p=1&instruments=STANDARD
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The long-term trend of EU spending on agriculture has been registering a gradual decrease as a 
share of the whole EU budget since 1985. Back then, it made up more than three quarters of the 
total EU budget, whereas now it is less than 40 %.76 However, even with a strongly decreased share, 
it is still one of the most heavily funded policy areas of the EU. At the same time, though, Slovakian 
respondents showed an increasing desire for EU priority spending in this field – from 6 % in 2008 to 
16 % in 2020. 

In 2020, respondents from 14 Member States positioned agriculture in the overspending perception 
gap group. This group features just a few examples of a considerable overspending perception gap 
among the respondents – Sweden with a difference of 40 percentage points, the Netherlands – 32, 
Denmark – 30, and Ireland –21. In 2019, as much as 51 % of Swedish respondents perceived the EU 
spending on agriculture as a priority and only 5 % desired it to be one. 

With some of the smallest shares of citizens showing a desire for priority EU spending on agriculture, 
as well as the perception of such spending, Italy was among the Member States with an insignificant 
gap. Together with Slovenian respondents, the Italian ones registered the smallest average gap over 
the whole period – less than one percentage point. In 2020, regardless of its direction, the gap 
between desire and perception of EU spending on agriculture was up to five percentage points in 
15 Member States.  

Looking at the overall picture of desire for and perception of EU spending on agriculture, it is 
obvious that there was a lack of coherent views across the EU and a strong opposition to the existing 
EU priority spending in this area. These opinions of citizens did not correlate to the actual funds on 
agriculture that a Member State received. The reasons for that lack of correlation can be various and 
need to be examined individually for each Member State.  

3. Outlook on communicating the EU budget 
It is generally considered in academic literature that evaluating democratic legitimacy depends at 
least partially on the perception of efficiency, i.e. satisfaction with the work of the institutions and of 
the overall social and economic conditions. In parallel, the evaluation of the EU is related to the costs 
associated with membership. However, research suggests that these spillover effects of the opinions 
are dependent on citizens' political knowledge and awareness.77 

As shown by this paper, budgets in general and the EU budget in particular are full of complexity 
and perception traps that make them hard to understand. Despite the growing impact of the EU 
budget on the lives of Europeans and the efforts of the EU institutions to communicate clear 
messages about it, citizens struggle to understand it. A rather basic indication of understanding the 
EU budget is knowledge of who shapes it. Surveys carried out over the 2007-2014 period show that 
the correct responses prevail, but remain at a level below two thirds of the population.78 More 
complex aspects of the EU budget are an even bigger challenge to communicate and perceive. The 
high proportion of 'don't know' answers on budget-related items (on occasions more than one third 

 
76 European Commission, Common Agricultural Policy: Key graphs & figures, 2020. 
77 Karp J., Banducci S., Bowler S., To Know it is to Love it?: Satisfaction with Democracy in the European Union, 

Comparative political studies, April 2003. 
78 Nancy J., Major changes in European public opinion towards the EU since1973, Public Opinion Monitoring Unit, 

European Parliament, July 2015. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/food-farming-fisheries/farming/documents/cap-expenditure-graph1_en.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0010414002250669
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/544007ad-df78-11e5-8fea-01aa75ed71a1


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 
  
 

36 

of the answers79), as well as the obvious misconceptions addressed in this paper are a clear 
indication of the challenges associated with communicating the budget. 

Knowledge about and perception of the EU budget characteristics are developed through various 
channels, but many of them are dependent on the national, rather than European public sphere and 
framing of the EU budget debate. Therefore, the classical public opinion analysis at Member State 
level is very appropriate and more work is necessary in this field. However, the text shows that 
differences of budget perception cannot be explained only by national factors. Data often disproves 
the influence of the most dominant national level framing, that is, one's belonging to the group of 
contributors or beneficiaries. 

Further research is needed on personal level determinants of EU budget perception. Such analysis 
will be increasingly important for any future EU budget communication strategy not only as an 
addition to the analysis at Member State level, but also on its own merit. The reason for that is the 
growing importance of the European public sphere. However, EU communication on the budget 
should not only align to the trend of extended and intensified cross-border communications but it 
should also bring messages closer to the citizens by fine-tuning them to their interests and concerns. 
The growing focus on results and the reform of the system of own resources can be very helpful to 
the EU budget communication in this respect. In the context of the citizens-focused Future of 
Europe conference, EU budget communication would also benefit from opening towards a bottom-
up communication with EU policy makers. Closing the gap between citizens' expectations and the 
reality of what the EU budget provides requires managing expectations or listening closely to 
citizens and aligning policies better to citizens' expectation. Another way of increasing involvement, 
awareness and understanding of the EU budget is by introducing a citizens' budget.80 

With the introduction of the NGEU, EU finances become even more important to the lives of the 
European citizens. Decisions taken about finances today can have a lasting impact on everyone. That 
makes the responsibility of informing citizens even bigger. The build-up of communication 
challenges related to the EU budget, outlined in this paper, have contributed to the misconceptions 
of citizens and the gaps between their perceptions and the reality of EU budgetary affairs. Some of 
the misconceptions can be addressed with a devoted and well-targeted communication strategy. 
However, the reasons for others are within the EU budget structure, rules and procedures. Although 
these features can have their sound political and/or financial reasoning, they create communication 
complexities that would continue to be beyond the reach of the public. Therefore, an involvement 
of the policy-makers in the efforts to make the EU budget closer to the EU citizens in communication 
terms is crucial for the future attempts to close the knowledge and perception gaps related to the 
EU budget.  

 

 
79 Dobreva A. Public opinion and EU budget, EPRS. 
80 Petrie M., Shields, J., Producing a Citizens' Guide to the Budget: Why, What and How?, OECD, 2010.  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/628255/EPRS_BRI(2018)628255_EN.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/Gov/Budgeting/48170438.Pdf


This analysis presents the EU budget as a subject of 
communication, while also outlining its importance for 
the perception of the EU's democratic legitimacy and 
the challenges involved in presenting it to the citizens. 
Currently, there are more Europeans supporting a 
bigger EU budget than ever before (48 %), and the 
distribution of opinions cannot be explained simply by 
identifying them as belonging to the group of the net 
beneficiaries or that of the net contributors. Citizens' 
perceptions and desires regarding EU budget spending 
priorities are very different. Moreover, their perceptions 
are rather different from the actual EU spending 
priorities as well. 

The size and scope of the EU budget, budgetary cycles 
and timelines, revenue and expenditure structures, 
performance, different EU and national, institutional 
and political actors – these are all factors influencing the 
way citizens understand and relate to the EU budget. 
Some recent changes, such as the increased focus on 
results in budgetary reporting and the reform of the 
system of own resources, have the potential to 
contribute positively to the EU budget communication 
and to make it more comprehensible to citizens. 
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