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Abstract 

European identity is recognised as an important element of the European Union's 

(EU) sustainability. It can be influenced by economic benefits from EU membership and 

a combination of historical, cultural, social, economic, and political factors. The paper 

focuses on identifying the relationship between citizens' identification with the EU and 

Cohesion policy expenditures as perhaps one of the most visible benefits of EU 

membership at the regional level. Results of econometric analysis reveal that citizens' 

identification with the EU is higher in regions with higher EU funds expenditures and 

better socio-economic situation. European identity seems to be positively influenced by 

perceived EU benefits, understanding how the EU works, and persuasion that country 

interests are considered in the EU. Moreover, we confirm the positive relationship 

between awareness of Cohesion policy and identification with the EU. 

Keywords: European structural and investment funds, European identity, European regions  
 

Introduction 

The primary objective of the Cohesion policy (CP) is to contribute to the economic, 

social, and territorial cohesion of the European Union (EU) to reduce regional disparities and 

differences between countries. It also contributes to achieving EU political priorities, such as 

the European Green Deal, digital transformation, and strengthening the EU economy and 

social Europe. As the Cohesion policy accounts for one-third of the EU budget, it is one of the 

most visible policies of the EU. In the 2021-2027 programming period, this policy accounts for 

392 billion euros, which are delivered through four different funds: European Regional 

Development Fund (ERDF), European Social Fund Plus (ESF+), Cohesion Fund (CF), and the 

Just Transition Fund (JTF). As the Cohesion policy solves regional needs, it is perhaps the 

most tangible for EU citizens. It is reasonable to assume that this policy is more visible in 

regions that receive more funding (less developed regions) or those that receive funding for 

longer periods (regions in the original 15 member countries). Visibility is enhanced by the fact 

that the beneficiaries are obliged to publicise the funding, projects, and achievements to 

increase awareness of the benefits of the EU and the use of the EU budget. 

https://doi.org/10.33542/VSS2023-2-4
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Moreover, the multilevel governance character of CP encourages the participation of 

various socio-economic actors at the subnational level in regional development policies. 

Therefore, we expect a positive relationship between CP funding and citizens' identification 

with the EU. Responsibility for implementing this policy is carried out at the level of member 

states. Therefore, we expect that success or failure in implementing this policy may influence 

citizens' attitudes to the EU. When the Cohesion policy effectively reduces regional disparities, 

promotes sustainable development, and increases the quality of life, e.g., through improved 

infrastructure, job opportunities, education, investment, etc., it could affect attitudes towards 

the EU.  

Nevertheless, although the Cohesion policy has heavily supported some regions, their 

citizens voted for parties with strong Eurosceptic orientation (Rodríguez-Pose and Dijkstra, 

2021). In recent years, national elections have revealed an increasing popularity of Eurosceptic 

parties and a declining confidence in European institutions (Aiello et al., 2019). The example 

of the United Kingdom stresses how important it is to better inform about the benefits of CP 

and other EU policies. Fidrmuc et al. (2019) found that the relationship between CP and the 

remaining vote in the UK was weak at the regional level. The support for the EU was highest 

in economically strong regions, which benefitted from globalisation and international flaws of 

capital and labour. Moreover, according to Fidrmuc et al. (2019), regions that benefitted the 

most from CP had lower voter participation in the Brexit referendum.  

Several authors explore how Cohesion Policy influences European identity or ability to 

generate a positive perception of the EU among citizens. While some of the studies find that 

CP contributes to European identity (Rodríguez-Pose and Dijkstra, 2021; Borz et al., 2022), 

others found no impact of EU structural funds on the feeling of European identity (Verhaegen 

et al., 2014) and support for the EU (López-Bazo and Royuela, 2019).  

There are also other factors influencing European identity, such as other EU policies, 

broader socio-political context, crisis (e.g., Armingeon and Ceka, 2014; Smętkowski and 

Dąbrowski. 2019), media, personal experiences, or attitudes and resources, e.g., socio-

economic status, education, information, or language skills (Kaina and Karolewski, 2013), or 

political narratives. Armingeon and Ceka (2014) confirm some evidence for a direct effect of 

EU policies. They found that the most significant determinant of trust and support for the EU 

was the level of trust in national governments. Reinl and Braun (2023) argue that the group of 

citizens that hold the EU together experiences a personal benefit from the EU, is worried about 

the global crisis and has a general interest in politics and relative satisfaction with the current 

political affairs.  

Our empirical research tests the utilitarian approach, according to which the 

respondents feel more like EU citizens when they perceive benefits from the Cohesion policy. 



7 
 

To evaluate such a relationship (hypothesis 2), first, citizens must be aware of the projects 

financed from EU funds in the regions where they live (hypothesis 1).   

 

Hypothesis 1: There is a positive relationship between awareness of Cohesion policy 

and citizens' identification with the European Union. 

  

Hypothesis 2: There is a positive relationship between Cohesion policy transfers and 

citizens' identification with the European Union. 

 

The primary goal of Cohesion policy is to reduce regional disparities and improve the social 

welfare of the regions. Therefore, we assume that the socio-economic situation of the region 

where citizens live may influence European identity (hypothesis 3). In addition to the objective 

results of the Cohesion policy, the European identity can also be influenced by the subjective 

perception of the benefits of EU membership, which is tested by the last hypothesis. 

 

Hypothesis 3: A positive relationship exists between the socio-economic situation of 

the region where citizens live and citizens' identification with the European Union.  

 

Hypothesis 4: A positive relationship exists between the perception of benefits from 

the EU and citizens' identification with the European Union.  

 

This paper is structured as follows. The first section provides a literature review on 

European identity or citizens' identification with the EU and the factors that influence it, focusing 

on the relationship between Cohesion policy and European identity. The second section 

describes the data and methodology. The third section presents the analysis of our main 

variables and the results on the relationship between cohesion policy and European identity. 

We conclude with the implications of the empirical findings.   

1. European identity and Cohesion policy - literature review 

European identity is recognised as an essential element for the sustainability of the EU 

as a political regime (Borz et al., 2022) and a prerequisite for forming a European community 

and legitimising the European integration process (Aiello et al., 2019). Several authors point 

to the benefits of European collective identity development for further integration (Kaina and 

Karolewski, 2013), effective functioning of the euro (the relationship between money and 

identity is reciprocal according Kaelberer, 2004), citizens' political support for the EU (van 

Klingeren et al., 2013), willingness to accept EU's redistributive policies and show solidarity 
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(Lengfeld et al., 2015), financial solidarity support with member states in economic crisis 

(Verhaegen, 2018).  

Explanatory factors of public opinion towards the EU can be divided into economic and 

utilitarian (so-called hard factors) and soft factors relating to identity and cultural aspects (van 

Klingeren et al., 2013). "Economic utilitarian theory assumes a relationship between economic 

benefits, support for European integration, and European identity" (Verhaegen et al., 2014). 

This theory suggests that citizens are more likely to support integration if there is a net benefit 

for the whole economy (macro explanation) or direct support for their self-interest (micro 

explanation), e.g. de Vries and Edwards (2009). Utilitarian (hard) factors are based on rational 

choice theory. They can be measured by socio-economic variables such as GDP per capita, 

unemployment rates, education, occupation, income level, wealth, or perception of the 

economic situation in the region.  

Soft factors are examined by van Klingeren et al. (2013), who, based on Social identity 

theory and Realistic group conflict theory, assume that people who have a strong attachment 

to their nation may perceive the European identity as a potential threat and increasing 

migration between EU countries can lead to Euroscepticism. Their results did not support both 

theories, as national pride and a possible increase of cultural threat by immigrants do not 

always lead to more Euroscepticism. De Vries and Edwards (2009) stressed that the 

importance of political elites shapes public opinion towards the EU. They point out that 

Eurosceptical elites can be found on both extremes, right and left, of the political spectrum, but 

for different reasons. Extreme right parties' argument is based on the defence of national 

sovereignty, and the extreme left's argument is based on economic insecurity and fights 

against the neoliberal nature of the EU project (De Vries and Edwards, 2009).  

According to López-Bazo and Royuela (2019), other factors influencing attitudes 

toward the EU include communal identity, demographics, and political and institutional factors, 

such as EU effectiveness and corruption. Economic benefits from EU membership can 

influence European identity development, together with geographic proximity, especially in 

border regions, historical events, such as wars, alliances, cooperation, cultural diversity, 

media, and crises (such as financial, debt crisis or COVID-19 crisis). Attitudes towards the EU 

vary among individuals and regions and are subject to change over time.  

European identity can be influenced by economic benefits from EU membership, which 

are the results of EU policies, such as Cohesion policy, Common agriculture policy, internal 

market, monetary union, foreign policy, Erasmus programme, Citizens, Equality, Rights and 

Values Programme, and other EU programmes and funds. One of the most visible for the 

citizens is the EU Cohesion policy, which is also the most redistributive.  

The role of EU Cohesion policy in developing European identity has been investigated 

by several authors with mixed results. Citizens' support for and identification with the EU on a 
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regional level became the object of research only recently. Borz et al. (2022), using the survey 

in 17 regions across 12 member states, found that citizens who recognise the advantages of 

EU Cohesion policy for themselves and their region's development were more likely to develop 

European identity. They confirm that cognitive awareness of the CP and its communication 

contributes to citizens' identification with the EU. However, they found that individuals who 

think that their country benefitted from EU membership still have a predominant country 

identity. Most individuals who declare a sole European identity were from old member states 

who don't think their country benefited from EU membership. Based on a case study of two 

Dutch regions (the Netherlands is one of the largest per capita net contributors to the EU 

budget), CP and citizens' perception in old member states is investigated by Dąbrowski et al. 

(2021). They mention growing Euroscepticism through the rejection of the 2005 referendum 

on the EU constitutional treaty, anti-immigrants' sentiments, rejection of the EU Association 

Agreement with Ukraine in 2016, and extreme right-wing parties in government in the 2017 

national election. 

Moreover, CP funding does not play an important role in total public investment (only 

0,59% in the Netherlands in 2015-17 compared to 84% in Portugal, 80% in Croatia, or 55% in 

Slovakia based on Cohesion data, 2020). Dąbrowski et al. (2021) confirm that the scale of 

funding, awareness of CP among citizens, and implementation architecture matter for EU 

identification. In the case of Dutch regions, low allocations of EU funding, way of 

communication, fragmented funding, bureaucratic government structure, and distance from 

the levels of government with which the citizens identify can have limited impact on positive 

EU identification. Based on the analysis of Eurosceptic voting at the regional level, Rodríguez-

Pose and Lewis Dijkstra (2021) conclude that vote for parties strongly opposed and opposed 

to European integration is higher in areas with lower CP investment per capita, economic 

decline, lower level of education, higher level of unemployment and higher share of elderly 

population.  

On the contrary, some studies suggest no relationship between cohesion policy and 

identification with the EU. Attitudes towards the EU are influenced by people's perceptions of 

the economic situation in their region and the EU institutions' ability to address regional 

challenges, but not by the allocated amount of structural funds per capita (Aiello et al., 2019). 

These authors found that subjective and individual indicators are more important in 

determining the support for the EU. Capello and Perucca (2019) conclude that awareness and 

satisfaction with CP are determined not by objective policy needs but by individuals' perceived 

needs. Most studies did not make a distinction between various types of funding. Still, Dellmuth 

and Chalmers (2018) examined different forms of spending. They realised that not all forms of 

spending support EU integration and that examining how transfers are spent is necessary. 

They reveal that transfers based on regional needs in three areas – human capital, 
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infrastructure, and environmental projects, increase support for the EU. López-Bazo and 

Royuela (2019) have found that the intensity of CP in the region doesn't impact support for the 

EU, although it affects the perception of the subjective benefit.  

2. Data and methodology  

The analysis uses representative data from residents of 27 EU countries using a 

Eurobarometer survey 2019 before the COVID crisis. Periods of crisis within the EU, such as 

economic downturns, influence how people perceive their European identity. These crises may 

lead to increased nationalism or calls for greater integration, depending on public sentiment. 

Smętkowski and Dąbrowski (2019) analysed the change in the EU image during the economic 

crisis of 2008-2016. They found that the role of Cohesion policy in shaping inhabitants' EU 

image was relatively small compared to the economic crisis. Compared to other authors, their 

results showed convergence of opinions on the EU across the regions, so the crisis has a 

different impact on European identity in different regions. As our primary goal within this paper 

is to evaluate the relationship between Cohesion policy and European identity, we are using 

data from before the COVID crisis, which can potentially substantially impact EU identity 

formation.    

The United Kingdom was omitted from the main analysis because it is no longer a 

member of the EU. Our analysis is performed on a regional level, specifically NUTS 2 regions 

and NUTS 1 regions in several countries, due to the availability of data from the Eurobarometer 

91.5 survey (European Commission and European Parliament, 2019). This survey is based on 

a representative sample of EU citizens aged 15 and over.  

Citizens' identification with the EU (European identity) can be measured in different 

ways, such as citizens' attachment to Europe of EU (e.g., Mendez and Bachtler, 2017; 

Dąbrowski et al., 2017), European vs. national identification (e.g., Borz et al., 2022), support 

for European integration measured by evaluation of membership in EU (Verhaegen et al., 

2014; Dellmuth and Chalmers 2018; López-Bazo and Royuela, 2019, Aiello et al., 2019) or 

support for European integration measured as the desired speed of European integration (de 

Vries and Edwards, 2009). Several authors combined indicators into the Euroscepticism 

indicator (van Klingeren et al., 2013), Dąbrowski et al. (2017) who combined the EU image 

and attachment to the EU, and Verhaegen (2018) who combined attachment to Europe and 

feeling like an EU citizen. Most authors used results of surveys (such as Eurobarometer, 

projects COHESIFY, or PERCEIVE). 

Within this paper, we apply an approach partially similar to Verhaegen et al. (2014), 

and our dependent variable (European identity) is measured by Standard Eurobarometer 

survey results on opinion on this statement: "You feel you are a citizen of the EU ".  
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2.1 Eurobarometer 

The Eurobarometer Survey is a series of public opinion surveys conducted regularly on 

behalf of the European Commission since 1973. The Eurobarometer employs a standardised 

methodology to ensure consistent and comparable results across countries and time. While 

there is some critique related to the potential biases in question phrasing, the influence of 

current events on respondents' answers, or the challenges associated with representing the 

diverse views of the European public within a single survey, the consistent methodology and 

broad scope of the Eurobarometer render it a valuable tool for gauging public sentiment across 

the EU. Our analysis is based on standard Eurobarometer 91.5 (European Commission and 

European Parliament, 2019). 

The explanatory variables that can influence people's views of the EU included in our 

analysis are knowledge about the EU and subjective indicators, such as perceived benefits of 

a country's membership in the EU and the perception that the country's interests are well taken 

into account in the EU (Table 1). Individual control variables include gender, age and perceived 

financial situation of the respondent's household. We expect that younger respondents have 

higher identification with the EU, because of potential higher benefits from free movement 

within the EU, participation in programmes like Erasmus+ or experience growing up in a more 

integrated Europe. 

While the Standard Eurobarometer is conducted bi-annually and examines public 

opinion on broad topics, specialised surveys are known as 'Special Eurobarometers' and 'Flash 

Eurobarometers.' We are also using data from Flash Eurobarometer conducted as a phone 

survey on "Citizens' awareness and perception of EU Regional policy", taken seven times 

between 2010 and 2023. The newest Flash Eurobameter 531 from 2023 allows us to see the 

relationship between awareness of CP and feeling like an EU citizen (this question was not 

included in the Eurobameter survey 2019). In 2023, the survey included 25 718 interviews.  
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Table 1: Definition and encoding of variables based on Eurobarometer 91.5 

Variable Question 
ID 

Question Questionnaire 
options 

Variable 
encoding 

FEEL QD2_1 Please tell me to what extent it 
corresponds or not to your own opinion: 
You feel you are a citizen of the EU. 

Yes, definitely 
Yes, to some extent 
No, not really 
No, definitely not 
Don't know 

0 if no, 
1 if yes 
 
 
 

BNFT QF2 Taking everything into account, would 
you say that (OUR COUNTRY) has on 
balance benefited or not from being a 
member of the EU? 

Benefited 
Not benefited 
Refusal 
Don't know 

0 if not 
benefited, 
1 if benefited 

UNDRST QA18A_1 Please tell me to what extent you agree 
or disagree with each of the following 
statements: I understand how the EU 
works. 

Totally agree 
Tend to agree 
Tend to disagree 
Totally disagree 
Don't know 

0 if disagree, 
1 if agree 

ACCTD QA18A_2 Please tell me to what extent you agree 
or disagree with each of the following 
statements: The interests of (OUR 
COUNTRY) are well taken into account 
in the EU. 

Totally agree 
Tend to agree 
Tend to disagree 
Totally disagree 
Don't know 

0 if disagree, 
1 if agree 

HFIN QA1A_5 How would you judge the current 
situation in each of the following?  
The financial situation of your 
household. 

Very good 
Rather good 
Rather bad 
Very bad 
Don't know 

0 if bad, 
1 if good 

GNDR D10 Gender. Woman 
Man 

0 if woman, 
1 if man 

AGE D11 How old are you? Number Number 

Note: Answers to all questions indicating indifference ("Don't know") or refusals to answer were encoded 
as missing values.  

 

 

2.2 ARDECO and Eurostat 

The economic situation of the region can influence European identity. Regional control 

variables came from ARDECO, maintained by the European Commission's Directorate 

General for Regional and Urban Policy and updated by the Joint Research Centre, which 

serves as the Annual Regional Database for the European Commission. The predominant data 

source for ARDECO is Eurostat, augmented with information from other national and 

international sources. Country control variables also include dummy variables for joining the 

EU and membership in the Eurozone. Kaelberer (2004) showed that the relationship between 

money and identity and entering the EU are relevant control variables.  
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Table 2: Definition and encoding of variables based on ARDECO and Eurostat 

Variable Description Units Time 

GDP Regional GDP (source ARDECO, 
variable SHVGDP) 

PPS, per capita. 2018 

UNEM Unemployment rate (source Eurostat, 
table lfst_r_lfu3rt). 

Percentage. 2018 

NEWEU New EU member country, joining in 
2004 or later. 

0 = not new member,  
1 = new member 

 

EURO Eurozone member. 0 = not Eurozone member, 
1 = Eurozone member. 

 

 

 

2.3 Cohesion open data platform 

Based on utilitarian theory, the main variable of our interest is Cohesion policy funding. 

We use data from the Cohesion open data platform. This dataset offers a consolidated regional 

annual EU expenditure data source for European structural and investment funds (ESI funds1). 

These payments are mapped to or estimated by NUTS-2 regions based primarily on the NUTS-

2013 version. When EU-funded programs span multiple NUTS-2 regions, payments are 

allocated using data from managing authorities or by applying specific distribution rules. The 

usual annual division of expenditure aligns with the European Commission's payment schedule 

to the Member States rather than the actual expenditure timing on-site. This discrepancy may 

have a considerable impact on policy evaluation analyses. The Commission engaged 

BERGEN to model the genuine annual spending to better approximate yearly expenditure. 

This "Modelled_annual_expenditure" variable, made available in the dataset, is derived from 

the average of 100,000 simulations assessing annual EU payments for realistic expenditure 

estimation (European Commission, 2020).  

This dataset on modelled expenditures has two main advantages. First, using the 

modelled values instead of the formally declared expenditure allows for its more precise 

attribution to individual years, which is essential when pairing the data with the views and 

perceptions of respondents in the Eurobarometer survey. Second, the dataset integrates the 

expenditure over various funds and different programming periods, allowing for the estimation 

of the total effect of EU funding in the given period.  

One of the disadvantages of this dataset is its limited coverage: the dataset does not 

include expenditures of 2019 and beyond. However, we do not expect this shortcoming to be 

                                                           
1 ESI funds in programming period 2014-2020 include Cohesion policy funds (ERDF, ESF, CF, Youth Employment 
Initiative - YEI), Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived (FEAD), European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development (EAFRD) and European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF).  
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significant vis-à-vis our research objective, as the data for late 2019, but mainly 2020 and 2021, 

are greatly influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic substantially affected the 

perceptions and attitudes of EU citizens and EU spending, where it had a redistributive effect. 

Overall, limiting the scope of the study to the end of 2018 allows for interpretation and inference 

during standard, non-crisis periods.  

We use the Cohesion open data platform to aggregate EU expenditure over the 2014-

2018 period by NUTS2 units in two variables of interest (see Table 3). The first variable 

(EXPND) covers all ESI funds expenditure over five years, while the EXPNDCF variable 

aggregates only expenditure from Cohesion policy funds. Interreg expenditures are not 

included in any variables. We use the EXPNDCF as a robustness check and a way to verify 

whether Cohesion policy initiatives are the main factor driving the results.  

 

Table 3: Definition and encoding of variables based on cohesion open data platform 

Variable Description Funds 
Time 
coverage 

EXPND modelled annual expenditure per capita CF, ERDF, ESF, YEI 
EAFRD, EMFF, FEAD  

2014 - 2018 

EXPNDCF modelled annual expenditure per capita CF, ERDF, ESF, YEI 2014 - 2018 

 

2.4 Methodology 

The relationship between awareness of CP and identification with the EU is based on 

data from the newest Flash Eurobarometer 531, June 2023. The first hypothesis is tested on 

the country level using linear regression. To test other hypotheses (H2-H4), we use a univariate 

logistic regression to model our binary dependent variable (FEEL), describing how the 

respondent's identity is aligned with the EU (do you "feel you are a citizen of the EU?").  

Even though our main objective is to model the relationship of the dependent variable 

with EU expenditures, other control variables are necessary to better describe the spatial and 

country-level heterogeneity. In its simplest form, our model contains only the explanatory 

variables on EU expenditure (EXPND) and regional gross domestic product, which should 

capture much of the differences between regions (GDP). 

We augment this baseline model with two extended groups of control variables 

captured by two additional model specifications. The first group is respondent-specific and 

contains information provided in the Eurobarometer questionnaire. These variables capture 

the personal characteristics (AGE and GENDER), perceived household financial situation 

(HFIN), the respondent's understanding of the workings of the EU (UNSTD), the belief that the 

home country's interests are accounted for within the EU (ACCTD), and the respondent's belief 

whether the home country benefited from EU membership (BNFT). 
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The second additional group of control variables captures regional unemployment 

(UNEM) and additional country-level information, including the status of a new EU member 

state, joining the group in or after 2004 (NEWEU) and the membership in the Eurozone 

(EURO).  

In its most detailed form, the model specification may be written as: 

 

𝑓(𝐹𝐸𝐸𝐿𝑖) = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝐸𝑋𝑃𝑁𝐷𝑖 + 𝛽2𝐺𝐷𝑃𝑖 + 𝛽3𝐴𝐺𝐸𝑖 + 𝛽4𝐺𝐸𝑁𝐷𝐸𝑅𝑖 + 𝛽5𝐻𝐹𝐼𝑁𝑖 + 𝛽7𝑈𝑁𝑆𝑇𝐷𝑖

+ 𝛽8𝐴𝐶𝐶𝑇𝐷𝑖 + 𝛽9𝐵𝑁𝐹𝑇𝑖 + 𝛽10𝑈𝑁𝐸𝑀𝑖 + 𝛽11𝑁𝐸𝑊𝐸𝑈𝑖 + 𝛽12𝐸𝑈𝑅𝑂𝑖 

 

where f() is the logit function. All country-level and regional variables are chosen for each 

respondent (i).  

3. Results 

3.1 Awareness of the Cohesion policy and European identity 

Citizen's identification with the EU can be shaped by awareness of the Cohesion policy. 

We evaluate awareness through the Eurobarometer question, "Have you heard about any EU 

co-financed projects to improve the area where you live?". In 2023, about 39% of respondents 

have heard about EU co-financed projects. The highest awareness was in Poland (80%), the 

biggest recipient of CP funds, followed by Slovakia and other new member states (Figure 1). 

The lowest awareness of CP projects was in Denmark, the Netherlands, and Germany (less 

than 20% of respondents heard about EU co-financed projects). These differences could be 

explained by the scale of allocated EU funds and differences in communication strategies 

between countries. Based on the Flash Eurobarometer survey, the most important sources of 

information are the internet, national television, and billboards. ERDF and ESF are the most 

visible funds, and 66% of respondents in 2023 have heard of at least one of the CP funds. 

Slovakia leads the ranking with a 90% awareness of at least one of the EU funds (Flash 

Eurobarometer 531, 2023). Most of the respondents in the EU (81%) agree that EU-cofinanced 

projects positively impact the development of their region or city.  

Of the entire sample of EU respondents, 57% replied that EU co-financed projects in 

their area make them feel like EU citizens. The highest perception is in Poland (81%), and the 

lowest is in the Netherlands (23%). The relationship between awareness and identification with 

the EU is positive. The highest awareness of CP is accompanied by higher identification with 

the EU (Figure 1), so we may accept our research hypothesis 1. 
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Figure 1: Relationship between awareness of CP and identification with the EU 

Source: authors' elaboration, based on data from Flash Eurobarometer 531, June 2023 

Note: Awareness is measured by the proportion of respondents who have heard about any EU co-financed projects 

to improve the area where you live. Identification with EU (feel like EU citizens) is measured by the proportion of 

respondents who answered "yes" or "some yes" to the question "Do EU-funded projects in your area make you feel 

like an EU citizen?" 

 

 

Figure 2: Awareness of Cohesion policy in EU and selected EU countries 

Source: authors' elaboration, based on data from Flash Eurobarometer 2010 – 2023. 
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Figure 2 shows us that there is not much variability in awareness of CP in countries 

with the highest awareness (Poland) and countries with the lowest awareness (Denmark, 

Netherlands).  

Even though the United Kingdom is no longer a member of the EU, we can see that the 

lowest percentage of people within the EU until 2019 have heard about EU co-financed 

projects improving the area where they live in this country. Based on economic utilitarian 

theory, a low perception of CP benefits can lead to low identification with the EU within this 

country. The highest growth of awareness of CP between 2010 and 2023 was in Slovakia, 

which can be attributed to better communication from national and regional authorities and 

growing CP funding per capita. Croatia has the second highest growth of awareness, which is 

explained by entering the EU in 2013 and gradually implementing EU co-financed projects. 

Looking at the other "new" member countries, not all experienced a growing awareness of CP 

(e.g., Romania). The highest decline within the old member state was in Sweden. Although 

since 2010, the EU average citizen's awareness of projects funded by the EU has slowly 

increased (Figure 2), it should be noted that there was a significant decline in awareness before 

2010, when the EU's average awareness reached its peak of almost 50% (this dynamic of 

awareness is analysed by Cunico et al., 2021). 

 

3.2 Modelling the relationship between Cohesion policy expenditures and European 

identity 

Our primary analysis focuses on the determinants of the EU identity among 

Eurobarometer respondents (FEEL variable, "You feel you are a citizen of the EU"). The spatial 

distribution of the dependent variable across EU regions is shown in the left part of Figure 3. 

Note that the Eurobarometer does not follow a single definition for EU regions. While most 

responses have been recorded at the NUTS2 level, several countries (e.g., Germany) have 

used only the NUTS1 level. Figure 3 integrates the data by the most detailed level at which the 

results have been reported.  

As shown in Figure 3, the feeling of European identity is not spatially uniform. There 

are notable differences among EU countries in general but also between groups of older and 

newer countries that became EU members in or after 2004. For example, while there is a 

strong EU citizenship feeling in Germany and most of Poland, it is relatively weak in France, 

the Czech Republic, and Bulgaria. When compared to the cumulative level of EU payments 

(or their logarithms, as shown in the right panel of Figure 3), it is clear that the respondent's 

attitudes cannot be explained just by EU financing. For example, the Czech Republic, Greece, 

southern Italy and Bulgaria have a relatively low score in EU identity despite receiving relatively 

high EU funds in 2014-2018. 
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Figure 3: Spatial distributions for the dependent variable (FEEL, left) and the logarithm 

of historic ESI funds payments over the 2014-2018 period (right) 

Source: authors' elaboration, based on data from the European Commission (2020) and 

Eurobameter 91.5 

Note: For the FEEL variable (left), red/green shading corresponds to disagreement/agreement with the statement 

"You feel you are a citizen of the EU" in 2019. 

 

On the contrary, the south of Spain scores relatively high in pro-EU attitudes and the 

historic amount of financing. The highest amount of ESI funds allocations is received in regions 

with the lower GDP per capita, mostly peripheral regions of new member states, less 

developed southern regions in former EU countries, such as Greece, Portugal, Spain and 

southern Italy, following the CP allocation rules. However, in some regions with lower ESI funds 

expenditures, the identification with the EU is higher, such as northern EU countries, Germany 

or Ireland.   

Figure 4 further explores the interrelationships among the dependent and explanatory 

variables. As several variables, mainly based on the Eurobarometer, are ordinal or binary, we 

report nonparametric Spearman rank correlations. While most of the pairwise correlations 

suggest medium to low dependence, there are three variables with stronger relationships: the 

GDP, ESIF expenditures, and membership among the newer member states joining the EU 

after 2004. There are negative correlations between GDP and expenditures and GDP and new 

member state status, both intuitive. As the more recent member states are economically 

weaker than the older EU member states, the GDP also reflects this.  
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Figure 4: Spearman rank correlations 

Source: author's elaboration 

 

The negative correlation between GDP and ESI funding is directly related to the EU 

Cohesion policy objective of decreasing regional disparities between EU member states – the 

funding is primarily allocated to economically weaker regions to achieve convergence.  

The main results of our models are presented in Table 4. In model (1), we explain the 

dependent variable only by the ESI funds expenditure and the GDP. Both variables positively 

influence respondent's feeling like an EU citizen:  the more economically developed the region 

and the more funds are allocated to the region, the more likely the respondents are to feel 

associated with the EU. However, the model's explanatory power is relatively low, with pseudo-

R2 being close to zero. More control variables to explain the dependent variable are needed. 
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Table 4: Logistic regression results 

Model (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 

EXPND 0.000126*** 0.000252*** 0.000101*** 0.000230***         

   (ESI funds payments, per capita) (2.87e-05) (3.03e-05) (3.57e-05) (4.16e-05)     
EXPNDCF     0.000143*** 0.000270*** 0.000125*** 0.000298*** 

   (CP payments, per capita)     (3.26e-05) (3.45e-05) (4.02e-05) (4.73e-05) 

GDP 2.05e-05*** 1.57e-05*** 1.01e-05*** 2.84e-06 2.06e-05*** 1.56e-05*** 1.04e-05*** 3.07e-06* 

   (regional GDP, PPS per capita) (1.23e-06) (1.27e-06) (1.52e-06) (1.75e-06) (1.23e-06) (1.27e-06) (1.53e-06) (1.75e-06) 

AGE  -0.0144*** -0.0118*** -0.0126***  -0.0143*** -0.0118*** -0.0126*** 

   (respondent age)  (0.000800) (0.000941) (0.000950)  (0.000799) (0.000941) (0.000950) 

GENDER  -0.00850 -0.101*** -0.105***  -0.00967 -0.101*** -0.105*** 

   (0 = woman, 1 = man)  (0.0282) (0.0329) (0.0330)  (0.0282) (0.0329) (0.0331) 

HFIN  -0.721*** -0.421*** -0.398***  -0.719*** -0.421*** -0.399*** 

   (household fin. situation)  (0.0195) (0.0229) (0.0233)  (0.0195) (0.0228) (0.0233) 

UNSTD   0.799*** 0.821***   0.800*** 0.826*** 

   (understand how EU works)   (0.0341) (0.0343)   (0.0341) (0.0343) 

ACCTD   0.953*** 0.950***   0.954*** 0.952*** 

   (country interests accounted for)   (0.0350) (0.0351)   (0.0350) (0.0351) 

BNFT   1.344*** 1.346***   1.343*** 1.345*** 

   (EU benefited as EU member)   (0.0348) (0.0349)   (0.0348) (0.0349) 

UNEM    -0.0292***    -0.0296*** 

   (unemployment rate)    (0.00468)    (0.00469) 

NEWEU    -0.332***    -0.350*** 

   (new EU state, member after 2004)    (0.0507)    (0.0507) 

EURO    0.241***    0.261*** 

   (0 = no, 1 = Eurozone membership)    (0.0406)    (0.0408) 

Constant 0.456*** 2.925*** 0.600*** 0.893*** 0.468*** 2.957*** 0.596*** 0.886*** 

  (0.0490) (0.0824) (0.101) (0.117) (0.0472) (0.0816) (0.100) (0.117) 

Pseudo R2 0.009 0.064 0.214 0.217 0.009 0.063 0.214 0.217 

Observations 30 671 30 083 27 962 27 962 30 671 30 083 27 962 27 962 

Note: Binary dependent variable FEEL ("You feel you are a citizen of the EU"). Coefficients with standard errors are in parentheses.  
Sig. codes: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
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We augment our baseline model with three additional groups of variables. For the first 

group (model (2)), we add variables describing the respondent in the Eurobarometer survey 

(age, gender, and the state of household finances of the respondent). The second additional 

group of variables is also based on the Eurobarometer. It accounts for other attitudes the 

respondent might have towards the EU – the beliefs of whether the respondent understands 

the workings of the EU, whether the EU accounts for home country interests, and whether the 

respondent's country has benefited from EU membership in general. Including these 

characteristics substantially increases the model goodness of fit to the previous models (model 

(3)). Finally, the last group of additional explanatory variables captures further characteristics, 

like status as a newer member state (members from 2004), membership in the Eurozone, and 

regional unemployment. 

Following Table 4, a significant and positive influence of EXPNDCF on FEEL means we 

may accept our research hypothesis 2, so we have identified a positive relationship between 

Cohesion policy transfers and citizens' identification with the European Union. We have also 

identified a positive relationship between socio-economic situation and citizens' identification 

with the EU. Higher regional GDP and lower unemployment rate is connected to higher 

citizens' identification with the EU (hypothesis 3). Finally, Table 4 shows a positive relationship 

between the perceived benefits from the EU (BNFT) and citizens' identification with the EU 

(hypothesis 4).  

As shown in Table 4, the results seem very robust, as the inclusion of additional control 

variables does not substantially change the sign of the coefficients and their magnitude across 

model specifications. Furthermore, the results remain qualitatively the same even when 

substituting Cohesion policy payments instead of total ESI funds expenditure (models (5)-(8)). 

The stability of the results provides further evidence for the robustness of the results and shows 

that the main results on EU funding are mainly driven by Cohesion policy. 

 

Discussion and conclusion 

This paper confirms the positive correlation between CP expenditure and citizens' 

identification with the EU. The amount of money spent in the region is not the only factor 

influencing the relationship between Cohesion policy and European identity. We agree with 

Reinl and Braun (2023) that EU citizens must be well-informed about CP projects' benefits. 

We confirm a positive relationship between awareness of CP and citizens' identification with 

the EU. On the other hand, CP performance, which not have been investigated within this 

paper, may influence the formation of European identity. Pegan et al. (2018) mention several 

challenges, such as inefficient and non-strategic use of funds, implementation of unsustainable 

projects, rent-seeking behaviour, cost overruns, project delays, bureaucracy, noncompliance 
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with rules, fraud and corruption. Based on discussions in all focus groups, Pegan et al. (2018) 

conclude that despite respondents' appreciation of the benefits of the projects, they did not 

contribute to European identity, even though some respondents consider the EU's financial 

contribution as a mechanism of control and power. New Flash Eurobarometer data with the 

direct question "Do EU-funded projects in your area make you feel like an EU citizen?" shows 

us that Cohesion policy funds contribute to citizens' identification with the EU, mainly in 

countries with high allocation of EU funds.  

Our empirical research supports the utilitarian approach by showing a positive 

relationship between EU identity and the amount of EU funds, but also by subjectively 

perceived benefits from the EU, including eurozone membership. This paper confirms and 

complements previous research in confirming that other factors can explain variation in 

citizens' identification with the EU, such as personal persuasion that country interests are taken 

into account in the EU and information on how the EU works. Our results showed that being a 

citizen from an old member state positively relates to identification with the EU, which is a 

similar result to Borz et al. (2022), who declare that most respondents with a sole European 

identity were from old member states. As we expected, our results confirm a negative 

relationship between age and identification with the EU, which is consistent with Rodríguez-

Pose and Lewis Dijkstra (2021), who say that voting for parties strongly opposed and opposed 

to European integration is higher in areas with a higher share of elderly population, lower CP 

investment per capita and higher level of unemployment.  

Although the exploration of all factors of heterogeneity of citizens' attitudes towards the 

EU is beyond the scope of this paper, future research should focus more on political factors as 

identification with the EU can be influenced by political interest, opinions of political leaders, 

identification with pro-European parties or Eurosceptic parties, trust and effectiveness of EU 

institutions, satisfaction with democracy or fear of potential global crises. 
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