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Abstract 

Basic core political values differ widely across Europe making (further) European integration 
difficult. Based on ESS data developments in public opinion with regard to core political 
values among 16 EU-countries are described since the beginning of this century. Differences 
in public opinion related to core political values between the 16 EU-countries are 
considerable and have not converged. A cluster analysis based on variables related to core 
political values among 26 (also non-EU) countries reveals the following three ‘value clusters’: 
one big cluster containing Northwestern European countries, a small cluster containing four 
countries in central Europe as well as Greece and Cyprus and finally a cluster containing 
southern and Eastern European countries.  
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Introduction 

The European Union has entered a very difficult period when British voters decided, on June 
23rd 2016, to leave the Union. To be able to survive as a political union common core political 
values are essential. Do these core political values exist? And have the members of the EU 
grown more alike, since the beginning of this century, as far as these core political values are 
concerned? We will try to answer these questions in this paper. At the beginning of the 
proposed (and rejected) European Constitution (article I-2) 13 values are enumerated: 

“The Union is founded on the values of respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, 
equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, including the rights of persons 
belonging to minorities. These are common to the Member States in a society in which 
pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity and equality between women 
and men prevail.” 

The EU therefore perceives itself as a community of values. But is it also a values’ 
community? Different studies have addressed this question using different datasets. One 
landmark study by Inglehart and Baker (2000) using Word Values Survey data found that 
European countries do not form a cluster separated from the rest of the world. On the 
contrary, they identify four different clusters within Europe, clusters that are also not 
necessarily limited to Europe. For example, Germany and Japan are located in the same 
value cluster, just as Great-Britain, Canada, Australia and New Zealand.  Another analysis 
done by Haller and Hadler (2004) using ISSP data results in a rather similar clustering of 
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Europe in four value clusters with, for example, The Netherlands being in the same cluster as 
Canada while Poland and Hungary share the same cluster with The Philippines. In other 
words, Europe does not appear the be a logical ‘community of core political values’. Haller 
(2008) concludes: 

Thus, the conclusion is unambiguous: In terms of people’s social and political attitudes and 
style of life, Europe does not form a “macrosociety” distinguished clearly from other 
macroregions or culture areas of the world, but it is highly differentiated internally.   

However, the absence of a common ‘culture area’ of course does not exclude the possibility 
that such a culture area could be created as part of a political project. As we have noted, the 
EU wants to foster and promote certain values among its member states and indeed, 
research has shown that the support for democratic values for example appears to increase 
gradually for each year that a country is a member of the EU (Oshri et al. 2015). Therefore it 
is interesting and quite opportune to investigate if EU-member countries, since Inglehart 
and Baker’s (2000) study, have perhaps grown alike since the beginning of this century as far 
as certain values are concerned. To determine this longitudinal data is necessary and 
fortunately a suitable longitudinal dataset – ESS 2002-2014 – is available for this purpose.  

 

Conceptual framework and theory 

Differences in (personal) values can collide as soon as they become manifest in certain 
political issues that demand a political decision. Because European integration in general 
and the European Union in particular can be defined as a political project one may assume 
that potential value differences between the different populations of Europe will tend to 
collide around political issues that are decided (more and more) at the European level. Our 
primary interest therefore is not focused on (personal) value differences as such between the 
different European populations but on differences in core political values that might 
effectively hamper further European integration. Core political values are defined as 
overarching normative principles and belief assumptions about government, citizenship and 
society (McCann 1997). Examples are faith in the free enterprise system or a sense of 
equality. They underlie specific attitudes and preferences in the sphere of politics (Feldman 
1988).  There is no consensus in the literature as far as the number and content of core 
political values. We will follow Schartz et al. (2010) who define and distinguish the following 
six core political values: 

Law and order: enforcement and obedience to law, protection against threats to the social 
order. 

Traditional morality: traditional religious and family values versus newer, permissive 
lifestyles. 

Equality: egalitarian distribution of opportunities and resources. 

Free enterprise: minimal government involvement in the economy, economic individualism. 
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Civil liberties: freedom for everyone to act and think as they consider most appropriate. 

Blind patriotism: unquestioning attachment to and intolerance of criticism of one’s country. 

 

Hypothesis 

Since the beginning of this century European integration among the EU-countries appears to 
have accelerated with the introduction of a monetary union, the effectuation of the Lisbon 
Treaty with its stated goal of ‘an ever closer union among the peoples of Europe’ and a wide 
array of financial and political crises that have forced the EU to introduce new measures 
(such as national budget restrictions) aimed at further European political integration. 
Considering the fact that the European Union sees itself as a ‘community of values’ aiming at 
an ‘ever closer union among the peoples of Europe’ we hypothesize that the political core 
values of the peoples of the European Union should have gradually converged since the 
beginning of this century. 

 

Data and methodology 

The ESS provides us with data for most European countries from 2002 onwards. The six 
core political values distinguished by Schwartz et al. (2010) are not directly measured. 
However, specific items are included in the questionnaire that measure aspects of public 
opinion that are (closely) related to some of these core political values. Because we are 
interested in trends we limit ourselves to those political opinions among the ESS standard 
variables that have been asked in at least five waves as well as the last wave. The following 
items are, most likely, closely related to one or more core political values (in boldface): 

1. The government should take measures to reduce differences in income levels. [(strongly) agree - > (strongly) disagree, 5 point 
scale]. Related core political values: equality and free enterprise 

 
2. Gay men and lesbians should be free to live their own life as they wish [(strongly) agree - > (strongly) disagree, 5 point scale]. 

Related core political values: traditional morality and civil liberties. 
 

3. Is [country] made a worse or a better place to live by people coming to live here from other countries? [10 point scale]. Related 
core political values: Law and order, traditional morality and blind patriotism 

 
 
 

The difference between the following two items will be used to calculate a score for ‘racial 
consciousness’ a dimension that is assumed to correlate (negatively) with the core political 
value ‘traditional morality’.  

 
4. To what extent do you think [country] should allow people of the same race or ethnic group as most [country] people to come 

and live here? [4 point scale] 
 

5. How about people of a different race or ethnic group from most [country] people? [4 point scale] 
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Since we are primarily interested in trends between 2002 and 2014 only those European 
countries for which ESS data is available between 2002 and 2014 will be used.1 Because of 
course the first and last data point are especially important for constructing trend lines2 only 
those countries will be used for which 2002 and 2014 data is available. This limits our active 
dataset to 16 EU-countries. As mentioned, our hypothesis is that during the 2002-2014 
period the 16 EU-countries have gradually grown more alike as far as the abovementioned 
items (and their underlying core political values) are concerned. This will be tested in a 
multilevel analyses. Finally, based on a cluster analysis we will try to distinguish possible 
‘value clusters’ among the different European countries.  

 

Descriptive analyses 

First a description will be given with regard to differences between and the development of 
the public opinion items mentioned. We will briefly discuss each of these items with the 
following two research questions in mind: 1) To what degree does public opinion actually 
differ between European (i.c. EU) countries? 2) Has public opinion been converging or 
diverging since the beginning of this century?  

 
 
 
 
Income inequality 
Income inequality, and the potential role of government in reducing those inequalities, is a 
hotly contested topic in different countries. To what degree does public opinion vary within 
the different countries that belong to the EU? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
1 Although we allow for up to three missing years.  

2 Trend lines are based on weighted data.  
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Figure 1 Government should reduce income differences, % (slightly) agree, population 15 years and over, 2002-
2014 

 
Source: ESS 
 
The differences are considerable. While almost 90% of the population of Hungary, Portugal 
and Spain would like to see government reduce income inequality less than halve of the 
Danish population agrees. These differences are rather stable. Looking at figure 1 no clear 
convergence, divergence or trend can be observed.  

 
 
LGBT-acceptance 
 
Also as far as LGBT-acceptance is concerned the differences between EU-countries are 
considerable. While more than 90% of Danes and Swedes are fine with gays living as they 
would like about halve of the population in Poland and Hungary is willing to accept a LGBT 
lifestyle. Although no clear overall convergence of divergence can be observed looking at 
figure 2 a positive trend appears to be visible, in other words LGBT-acceptance as been on 
the rise in the EU as a whole since the beginning of this century.  
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Figure 2 Gays free to live as they wish, % (slightly) agree, population 15 years and over, 2002-2014 

 
Source: ESS 
 
 
 
 
 

Immigration 
Also with regard to the desirability of immigration significant differences exist between 
different EU-countries. While a clear and consistent majority of up to four in five (indicating 
a score of four or less, with those scoring a five in the middle again excluded) Hungarians, 
Austrians and Czechs believe to be worse off because of immigration only about one in five or 
one in three Swedes, Poles and Danes resist immigration. A small overall upward trend over 
the whole 2002-2014 period appears to be visible.  
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Figure 3 Immigration is good for the country, mean scores (scale 0-10), population 15 years and over, 2002-2014 

 
Source: ESS 
 

Again, no clear pattern of convergence or divergence emerges.  

 

 

Racial consciousness 
As far as immigrants are concerned, is a difference made between immigrants that have the 
same and immigrants that have a different race or ethnicity compared to most people in the 
EU-country concerned? People who welcome immigrants of the same race or ethnicity as the 
dominant group in the country but do not welcome, at the same time, those of a different 
race or ethnicity are defined as racial consciousness, a characteristic that will be used as a 
proxy for traditional morality, a core political value. 
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Figure 4 Racial consciousness, only immigrants of same race or ethnicity are welcome, population 15 years and 
over, 2002-2014 

 
Source: ESS 
 

Compared to other variables the differences in racial consciousness appear be limited, also 
an overall negative trend line and a possible convergence appears to be visible.  

Overall there is no clear convergence visible among EU-countries as far as (most of) the  
opinions depicted in figures 1-4 are concerned. On the contrary, for some variables the 
variance between countries appears to have increased instead of decreased (table 1): the 
differences in opinion between the 16 EU-countries with regard to the attitude towards 
immigrants and the acceptance of LGBTs appear to have gradually increased instead of 
converged.  
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Table 1 Variance in public opinion among 16 EU-countries, 2002-2014 

 
Income inequality LGBT acceptance  Immigration 

Racial 
conciousness 

2002 
1,79 1,64  0,35 1,18 

2004 
1,94 1,72  0,34 0,53 

2006 
1,66 1,84  0,44 0,80 

2008 
1,67 1,93  0,42 1,53 

2010 
1,87 2,21  0,50 1,29 

2012 
1,80 2,03  0,51 0,94 

2014 
1,78 1,98  0,43 1,09 

Increase 
2002-
2014 

-1%  21% 25% -8% 

Source: ESS 
 
 

However, it is possible that, even though differences in public opinion have increased 
between EU-countries individual inhabitants of the EU at large have nevertheless grown 
more alike in this respect (table 2)?  

 

Table 2 Variance in public opinion among citizens of 16 EU-countries, 2002-2014 

 
Income inequality 

LGBT 
acceptance  Immigration 

Racial 
conciousness 

2002 
1,13 1,24  4,72 0,34 

2004 
1,14 1,30  5,15 0,38 

2006 
1,08 1,23  5,23 0,38 

2008 
1,09 1,17  4,99 0,36 

2010 
1,12 1,16  4,95 0,35 

2012 
1,08 1,16  5,39 0,32 

2014 
1,11 1,17  5,33 0,37 

Increase 
2002-
2014 

-2%  -6% 13% 10% 

Source: ESS 
 

As far as issues concerning income inequality and LGBT-acceptance are concerned, 
differences in public opinion among individual inhabitants of the 16 EU-countries under 
consideration appears indeed to have grown more similar. On the other hand public opinion 
with regard to immigration and racial consciousness has polarized (perhaps due to the 
refugee crisis). 
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To summarize briefly, based on simple descriptive analyses, public opinion within the 16 EU-
countries under consideration and therefore we assume also the underlying core political 
values, do not appear to have, overall and on both the country and individual level, 
converged since the beginning of this century. However, a multilevel analysis is necessary to 
ascertain if there is indeed convergence of divergence and whether or not statistically 
significant trends can be observed. 

 

Multilevel analysis 

Of course a somewhat more thorough analysis is needed to be able to conclude whether or 
not certain opinions and their underlying core political values are converging or diverging in 
the European Union. To answer this question a multilevel analysis  seems most appropriate. 
Our variables are analyzed on trends, convergence and divergence for 16 EU-countries over 
the period 2002-2014 in table 3. 

Table 3 Developments, convergence and divergence in public opinion among citizens of 16 EU-countries, 2002-2014 

 
No income policy LGBT aversion 

Immigration 
welcome Racial conciousness 

EU-Trend 
-,02*** -0,05*** 0,05*** -0* 

ICC 
0,09 0,11 0,08 0,07 

Random intercept 
Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Random slope 
Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Covariance 
0 0 0 0 

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p<0.05 
Source: ESS 
 

What can we conclude? First, as some of the figures already seemed to indicate, for some 
variables an EU-wide trend can be observed. Since 2002 citizens of the 16 EU-countries 
included in our analysis have, overall, become somewhat more supportive of government 
policies aimed at reducing income differences as well as accepting gays and immigrants.  

Of course these are EU-wide trends that do not inform us about potential differences 
between EU-countries. However, as figures 1-4 illustrate quite clearly, there are considerable 
differences as far as these variables are concerned among the different EU-countries. The 
interclass correlation (ICC) and the existence of a random intercept support these 
observations. Among our items LGBT aversion differs most between countries. The existence 
of a random slope indicates that for each variable trend lines do differ depending on the EU-
country concerned.  For example, with regard to LGBT acceptance, while this has increased 
in general for West-European countries no increase can be observed in the East-European 
countries of Hungary and the Czech Republic (see figure 2).  
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To summarize our results we can conclude that, as Inglehart and Baker (2000) have pointed 
out earlier, core political values appear do differ considerably among EU-countries. 
Moreover, developments in those core political values since the beginning of this century 
also differ depending on the EU-country concerned. This of course leaves our main question 
still unanswered. Have core political values and public opinion converged within the 
different EU-countries since the beginning of this century? Convergence implies a decreasing 
covariance, this has not been observed for any of our variables. In other words, as far as the 
core political values are concerned public opinion within the EU has not grown more similar 
since 2002 implicating that the considerable value differences that did exist at the beginning 
of this century within in the EU still do exist even though, of course, European political 
integration has (probably at an accelerated level due to various economic and political crises) 
unabatedly continued during this period.  

 

European value clusters 

Common core political values are important, maybe even an essential requisite for political 
integration. Public surveys reveal that there is very little evidence of any sense of European 
citizenship (Carey 2002) while turnout for European Parliament elections has decreased 
gradually during the last few decades. Nevertheless, even though a common EU-wide 
identity may be problematic and thin (Schmidt 2011) because as we have seen, among other 
factors, a lack of common basic core political values and with, moreover and more 
importantly, no convergence observable since the beginning of this century as far as core 
political values are concerned,  there may, nonetheless, be clusters of EU countries that have, 
at least compared to the EU at large, a more robust set of shared core political values. A 
cluster analysis has been performed for both the 18 European countries for which the 2014 
(last ESS wave) data is available for the measured core political values and  – to include more 
eastern and southern European countries – for a wider set of 26 European countries for 
which we have used the latest available wave (table 4). It is clear that, for each analysis, with 
few if any exceptions, the northwestern European countries form one cluster. When 
primarily eastern European countries are added to our basic selection of 18 countries we can 
cluster the European countries in the following three groups: 

 

1) A small group containing the central European countries of Austria, Hungary, the Czech 
Republic, Slovakia as well as Greece and Cyprus. It is interesting to note that four of these six 
countries used to form two countries not so long ago (Austria-Hungary splitting in 1918 and 
Czechoslovakia splitting in 1992) while of course Cyprus and Greece have very close ties 
including even a common language. 

 

2) The largest group consists of the northwestern European countries including France, 
Germany, the Benelux and Scandinavian countries as well as Ireland, Iceland, The United 
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Kingdom and Switzerland.  

 

3) A third group exists of southern (Spain, Portugal, Italy) and eastern-European (Slovenia, 
Bulgaria, Poland, Ukraine, Croatia) countries. 

Table 4 Clusteringa of European countries based on public political opinion (2014 data or, in case of 26 European countries, 
latest available year) 

18 countries 26 countries 
Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 

Austria Belgium Austria Belgium Austria Belgium Spain 

Czech Republic Switzerland 

Czech 

Republic Switzerland 

Czech 

Republic Switzerland Poland 

Hungary Denmark Hungary Denmark Hungary Denmark Portugal 

Portugal Spain Poland Spain Cyprus Germany Slovenia 

Slovenia Finland Portugal Finland Greece Finland Bulgaria 

 
United 

Kingdom Slovenia France Slovakia France Croatia 

 Ireland Bulgaria 

United 

Kingdom  

United 

Kingdom Italy 

 Netherlands Cyprus Ireland  Ireland Ukraine 

 Norway Greece Netherlands  Netherlands  

 Poland Croatia Norway  Norway  

 Sweden Italy Sweden  Sweden  

 Germany Slovakia Iceland  Iceland  

 France Ukraine Germany    
a K-means cluster analysis 
Source: ESS 
 

Therefore, the rift between the northwestern part and the rest of Europe – especially of 
course the southern and eastern region – is not limited to economic differences but also 
includes a value cleavage. As we have seen, these differences in core political values have not 
converged since the beginning of this century.  
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Conclusion  

Basic core political values as indicated for example by the desirability of immigration, the 
acceptance of LGBTs or the role government should play in reducing income differences 
differ considerably across Europe. This has already been noted by for example Inglehard and 
Baker (2000). These value differences are an obstacle for further European (political) 
integration and the development of an European identity. Utilizing ESS data and proxy 
variables for 16 EU-countries, including its most recent 2014 wave, to measure these political 
values we were able to conclude that since the beginning of this century these core political 
values have not converged (or diverged any further for that matter) within these 16 EU-
countries.  

In other words, considerable value differences between EU-countries did and still do exist. 
For example, while more than 80% of Portuguese and Spaniards believe that government 
should reduce income levels only about 40% of the Danish have the same opinion and while 
approximately 80% of Czechs believe that immigrants make their country a worse place to 
live less than 20% of Swedes agree. Developments in public opinion as far as these core 
political values are concerned also tend to differ. LGBT-acceptance for example has been on 
the rise in Northwest Europe while the trend lines are more or less flat in Eastern Europe.  

In general, the countries in Northwest Europe look alike as far as their core political values. 
The central European countries  (Austria, Hungary, Slovakia and the Czech Republic) form 
another ‘value cluster’ together with Greece and Cyprus while the remaining EU-countries in 
southern and Eastern Europe form a third cluster.   
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