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ABSTRACT

International institutions are often challenged for being detached from the cit-
izens. Focusing on the European Union, this article studies whether this is the
case and, if so, when the European Commission responds to public opinion
when pursuing policy integration. It argues that the Commission has legiti-
macy incentives encouraging it to be responsive but politicisation can sup-
press responsiveness by transmitting competing demands on the Commission
from the member states’ citizens. To test these arguments, the contribution
applied automated text analysis to estimate the European Union (EU) authority
expansion entailed in the Commission’s legislative proposals between 2009
and 2019 and analysed its correspondence with public preferences over EU
policy action across the EU states, measured using the Eurobarometer. The
results lend support to the hypotheses and suggest that politicisation can
undermine the responsiveness of international institutions.

KEYWORDS European Commission; responsiveness; politicisation; public opinion; text
analysis

In her speech at the closing event of the Conference on the Future of
Europe on 9 May 2022, the President of the European Commission,
Ursula von der Leyen, sent a strong message to European citizens, high-
lighting the Union’s willingness to respond to their demands: ‘Your mes-
sage has been well received. And now, it is time to deliver’ (von der
Leyen 2022). This drive to signal responsiveness has characterised the
behaviour of institutional actors in the multilevel governance systems,
including the European Union (EU) (Zirn 2014). As literature shows,
public views and opinions on policies play a role in decisions agreed on
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the supranational level, and shape the behaviour of the EU’ electorally
accountable (e.g. Hagemann et al. 2017; Wratil 2019) as well as its bureau-
cratic (e.g. Koop et al. 2022; Rauh 2016, 2019) institutions.

In this article, we study the responsiveness of the European Commission
to the policy preferences of EU member states’ citizens. Specifically, we
examine the extent to which the Commission’s ambitions to expand the
authority of the Union are coined in response to the public demands for
EU-level action in different policy domains. Drawing on the extant liter-
ature (Abbott and Snidal 1998; Borzel 2005; Hooghe et al. 2017), we con-
ceptualise EU authority expansion as an increase in either the scope of its
governance competences by ‘establishing EU legislation or programs in
previously unaffected areas’ or in the level of EU existing governance
competences within a policy domain relative to the national authority
(Hagemann et al. 2017: 855). We posit that despite not being directly
accountable to the citizens, the Commission is concerned about maintain-
ing its own and the Union’s legitimacy and is, therefore, responsive in its
pursuits to expand the authority of the EU through its policy proposals.
Specifically, we expect when public demands for EU policy action increase,
the EU agenda-setter to seek to broaden the competencies of the Union
in the respective policy domain, and vice versa.

The need to maintain legitimacy has grown with the gradual politici-
sation of the Union and its affairs (Ziirn 2014: 60). Politicisation, charac-
terised by salience, polarisation, and actor mobilisation (Hutter et al
2016), brings increased societal attention to the scope and exercise of
political authority (Ziirn 2014) and creates new opportunities to enhance
responsiveness as well as new obstacles (De Bruycker 2020; Ecker-Ehrhardt
2018; Koop et al. 2022; Ziirn 2014). On the one hand, it might strengthen
the Commission’s incentives to account for the preferences of citizens,
who become its key stakeholders (Ziirn 2014: 58), especially under the
condition of policy salience (Koop et al. 2022; Rauh 2016, 2019) and
when civil society actors get mobilised to voice public demands (De
Bruycker 2020). On the other hand, it promotes the transmission of het-
erogeneous opinions of diverse publics to policy-makers. The resultant
competing demands may hinder the overall responsiveness of the
Commission, as some of the preferences inevitably get overlooked at the
expense of others (Ziirn 2014: 62). Here, we explore whether this is the
case and, if so, how politicisation constrains or enables the Commission
to shape the policy authority of the EU through its legislative proposals
in line with public opinion.

In order to analyse the Commission’s responsiveness, we estimated the
propensity of the Commission’s legislative proposals to expand EU author-
ity using a semi-supervised machine learning technique. Unlike previous



WEST EUROPEAN POLITICS 3

studies on the responsiveness of proposed and adopted legislation in the
EU (Bolstad 2015; De Bruycker 2020; Williams and Bevan 2019; Wratil
2019), our focus lies on the substance of individual proposals with respect
to their implications for the policy authority of the EU. This, in turn,
allows us to analyse the link between the integration ambitions of the
Commission and public opinion and politicisation across the member
states. To estimate public preferences over EU policy action, their polari-
sation, and salience across policy areas, we relied on the Eurobarometer
surveys. To measure the level of mobilisation of societal actors, who could
transmit public demands across the EU to the Commission, we collected
information from the EU transparency register.

The results show that overall the Commission is responsive to citizens’
preferences over EU policy integration. When the public supports EU
action in a given policy area, the Commission seeks to broaden the
authority of the Union in that area, and vice versa. However, growing
politicisation, and in particular, higher actor mobilisation and public
polarisation in the respective policy domain across EU member states,
limits the Commission’s responsiveness. These findings enhance our
understanding of the effect of politicisation on the behaviour of interna-
tional institutions in response to public opinion. They further contribute
to the literature concerned with the pace of European integration and its
democratic responsiveness.

Public opinion and the European Commission

In a pioneering study on the responsiveness of democratic political insti-
tutions, Pennock (1952: 790) defined it as ‘reflecting and giving expres-
sion to the will of the people. By maintaining responsiveness, political
actors and institutions ensure that their actions are seen as legitimate
(Zturn 2014), and stimulate compliance with the policy measures they
introduce (Dellmuth and Tallberg 2015; Tallberg and Ziirn 2019).

Such concerns for legitimacy pertain also to the European Commission.
Like the EU co-legislators that are electorally accountable to the citizens,!
there is evidence that the Commission, which is often seen as techno-
cratic and detached from the public, also responds to public preferences.
Haverland et al. (2018) show that the Commission actively seeks public
opinion in the areas where it can advance its credibility vis-a-vis member
states. It also fosters broader societal involvement through consultations
with stakeholders on salient proposals (Van Ballaert 2017),2 and responds
to stakeholders’ substantive demands (Judge and Thomson 2019). The
supranational agenda-setter signals its responsiveness to EU citizens by
coordinating its political agenda with the EP (Giurcanu and Kostadinova
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2022) and promoting publicly salient policy issues in its political pro-
grammes and annual working plans (Koop et al. 2022). Reh et al. (2020)
additionally show that the Commissions attentiveness to public opinion
further manifests itself in shaping its decision not to withdraw its propos-
als when they become subject to increasing public salience.

This literature explains the Commission’s incentives to maintain respon-
siveness to public demands at various policy-making stages with its pur-
suit of maintaining the legitimacy of European integration, on which its
own existence and authority depends (Franchino 2007; Rauh 2021). The
Commission is often perceived as holding rather pro-integration prefer-
ences (e.g. Konig and Poter 2001; Tsebelis and Garrett 2000; Rauh 2019)
and seeking further integration to increase its own influence (Majone
1996). Being endowed by the EU treaties with the monopoly to initiate
and, thus, shape the content of any new legislation, it is likely to align the
proposed measures with its preferences, and, thus, prioritise policies with
a higher integration potential (Koop et al. 2022).

However, the legitimacy of the Commission could be undermined if its
actions conflict with public opinion regarding the scope and level of the
EU policy authority. To avoid this, the Commission is expected to mod-
erate its attempts to broaden the Unions™ authority when the EU citizens
oppose supranational action in a policy domain.

Another motivation for the Commission to act responsively is that it
needs to consider the inter-institutional dynamics and preferences of the
Council and the EP to increase the chances that its proposals get accepted
and, as much as possible, unaltered. The members of the EP and the
Council are directly or indirectly accountable to EU citizens and are likely
to curb the extent of the proposed authority expansion when it is not
aligned with the policy views of their electorates. That should create addi-
tional incentives for the Commission to balance the pressures stemming
from the citizens across the EU in the content of its legislative proposals.
We, therefore, hypothesise:

HI: The higher public support for given EU policy action across the member
states, the more likely the Commission is to propose legislation that expands
the EU authority in that policy.

Commission responsiveness in a politicised environment

Legitimacy concerns of political institutions become particularly pro-
nounced under the pressure of politicisation (Zirn 2014). Literature
maintains that politicisation brings political choices under the spotlight of
public scrutiny, mobilises diverse stakeholders, and polarises the opinions
(Ecker-Ehrhardt 2018; Ziarn 2014: 50). As a result, it reduces the
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opaqueness of international politics and exposes the choices of the polit-
ical actors in the international arena to the public eye, making it more
difficult for them to commit to new policies or agreements that would be
unpopular and incur electoral costs back home (De Vries et al. 2021).
This, in turn, could lead to policy failure as the political actors may opt
not to commit to any new agreement at all.

In the EU context, politicisation is portrayed as a factor that can either
stall the progress of integration by empowering Eurosceptic voices based
on postfunctionalism (Hooghe and Marks 2009: 9), or, based in earlier
neofunctionalist accounts, foster it by shifting ‘actor expectations and loy-
alty towards the new regional centre’ (Schmitter 1969: 166). These compet-
ing theoretical predictions about the impact of politicisation on European
integration have been accompanied by a growth in empirical accounts.
Literature shows that the politicisation of EU politics and policies fosters
responsiveness of the national political elites to the demands of their elec-
torate when they operate on the supranational level (Hagemann et al.
2017; Lo 2013; Schneider 2019b). Similarly, the growing salience of EU
politics among the public, as well as the polarisation of views and actor
mobilisation, translate into a more responsive law-making (e.g. De Bruycker
2020; Rauh 2016; Schneider 2019b). For instance, De Bruycker (2020)
finds that politicisation propagates the adoption of EU laws in response to
public demands for more policy measures. Studying when policy change in
the EU occurs, instead, Wratil (2019) shows that it is shaped unequally by
the demands of citizens of different EU member states, depending on the
level of salience they attribute to given policy issues and the size of the
national majority opinion. Analysing the Commissions behaviour, Rauh
(2016) also shows that it tends to orient its policy towards public interests
in a politicised environment (see also Rauh 2019).

These studies show that altogether politicisation can facilitate the pol-
icy responsiveness of the EU by increasing the pressure to maintain legit-
imacy in the public eyes (Ziirn 2014). However, it is less clear how the
different elements of politicisation - salience, polarisation and actor
mobilisation - may shape the responsiveness of supranational actors.
Many studies credit policy salience for strengthened responsiveness in a
policy (Giurcanu and Kostadinova 2022; Koop et al. 2022). Instead, De
Bruycker (2020) finds that only societal actor expansion facilitates a pol-
icy change in response to increased public demands for it, conceptualising
it as the mobilisation of diverse civil society actors that engage with
European policies and can transmit public views to EU policy-makers.?
Hence, we offer a theoretical account of how each of the three constitu-
tive elements of politicisation affects the Commission’s responsiveness to
public opinion.
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When a policy issue is salient, people pay more attention to and scru-
tinise the action of policy-makers (Bromley-Trujillo and Poe 2020; Koop
et al. 2022; Schaffer et al. 2022). This, in turn, increases the motivation
of the elites to respond to the public on salient matters as non-responsiveness
is likely to yield electoral and reputational costs (Lax and Phillips 2012,
2009; Toshkov et al. 2020). Although the Commission is insulated from
electoral pressures, it safeguards its reputation - public salience affects
Commission’s communications with the citizens (De Bruycker 2017), its
annual political priorities (Koop et al. 2022), decisions to keep legislation
on the political agenda (Reh et al. 2020), and coordination with the EP
(Giurcanu and Kostadinova 2022).

Overall, there is evidence suggesting that the Commission seeks to
enhance its legitimacy in the eyes of citizens when the EU domestic vis-
ibility is heightened (Koop et al. 2022). Consequently, being exposed to
public scrutiny given high public salience, the Commission should seek to
avoid proposing policies that could threaten its legitimacy. Therefore, we
expect that the public salience of a policy domain across the member
states should amplify the responsiveness of the Commission to public
demands for EU action in that domain. This translates into the following
hypothesis:

H2: The relationship hypothesized in HI is stronger, the higher the public
salience of the respective policy domain across the member states.

Societal polarisation can cast a long shadow on policy-making pro-
cesses. Competing demands and adversarial preferences among the pub-
lic hinder democratic dialogue and the possibility of reaching a
compromise (MacKuen et al. 2010), thus affecting the ability of the insti-
tutions to coin policies. When the public is polarised, ‘democratic insti-
tutions have a hard time responding to and accommodating societal
demands. They may become paralysed or even torn between rival, exclu-
sive, and unyielding expectations’ (Somer and McCoy 2018: 6). Faced
with the competing demands regarding supranational action in a policy
domain, the Commission is unable to accommodate the opinions of
diverse groups. When the public views are divided within and across
member states, the EU agenda-setter may not have optimal policy solu-
tions: any proposed level of EU authority expansion would disregard the
preferences of a substantial part of the citizens. Conversely, if member
states’ citizens, on average, send a clear, united message to the
Commission, it will be less compelled to attend to the interests of one
group at the expense of another. On average, lower polarisation in the
member states should thus enhance the Commission’s public responsive-
ness. Therefore, we expect that:
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H3: The relationship hypothesized in HI is weaker, the more polarised the
citizens across the member states are over the level of expansion of EU com-
petences in the respective policy.

Lastly, the literature argues that the mobilisation of societal actors can
foster the responsiveness of institutional actors (De Bruycker 2020; Giger
and Kliiver 2016) because civil society groups communicate the prefer-
ences of the public to the elites (Flothe 2020). However, the mobilisation
of societal actors does not necessarily mean that they speak with a unified
voice and they can transmit the interests of different public groups (Flothe
and Rasmussen 2019). The mobilised actors may also not be in agreement
with or representative of the majority preference of the population (Gilens
and Page 2014: 570). Hence, while intensifying the influx of information
to the Commission, a growing number of mobilised societal actors with
an interest in a policy domain across EU member states may increase the
uncertainty about the scope of EU action preferred by the general public.
As a result, the Commission may be torn between potentially competing
demands and, thus, unable to accommodate diverse preferences when for-
mulating policy proposals. Conversely, the mobilisation of fewer actors
would be associated with less uncertainty about the public preference over
EU policy action in the member states, enhancing the Commission’s over-
all responsiveness to the citizens. This leads to our final hypothesis:

H4: The relationship hypothesized in HI1 is weaker, the larger the variety of
interests that are mobilized to shape the respective policy domain across the
member states.

Arguably, to shape the adoption of responsive proposals in a policy
domain, the articulation of citizens’ views should be followed by policy
politicisation to bring these views to the policy-makers’ attention and
elicit a reaction (De Bruycker 2020). Following this line of theoretical
argumentation, we consider the Commission’s legislative proposals follow-
ing the two-year lagged public opinion and subsequent one-year lagged
level of policy politicisation. This theoretical timeline is presented in
Figure 1.

Data

In order to test our expectations, we compiled a dataset of all the EU
legislative proposals by the Commission after the entry into force of the
Lisbon Treaty in 2009 and up to the 2019 EP elections, which fall under
the ordinary legislative procedure. The list of 784 relevant proposals and
metadata were obtained from Eur-Lex and complemented with informa-
tion from the EP’s Legislative Observatory (LO) (European Parliament
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Figure 1. Dynamic of public opinion and politicisation before the Commission’s
proposal.

2021). We categorised the Commission’s proposals into policy areas based
on the policy categories from the Comparative Agendas Project (CAP)*
(Bevan 2019) and the European Union Policy Agendas Project (EUPAP)
(Alexandrova et al. 2014) using their EuroVoc descriptors (see Online
Appendix 1.3).

Following Hagemann et al. (2017: 858), to assess whether these pro-
posals entail expansion of EU policy authority, we used their summaries
by the EP staff in the parliamentary Legislative Observatory. These sum-
maries outline the purpose and legal basis for each legislative proposal, its
background, content, and potential budgetary implications. Relying on the
summaries rather than on the full proposal texts allowed us to avoid for-
malistic language that is specific to the legislative texts (Cross and
Hermansson 2017: 589), while not trading off the substance of the legis-
lative proposals.

To measure the propensity of the legislative proposals to expand EU
authority, we trained a ridged-regularised logistic regression classifier
(Hastie et al. 2009) using a hand-coded training set of 117 summaries,
balanced across policy domains and EP terms (the selection and code-
book for the training set are discussed in Online Appendix 1.1). Two
coders independently annotated each summary with respect to whether
it entails expansion of EU authority (1) or not (0). Similarly to the pre-
vious studies, coders were not able to detect possible retrenchment of
the EU powers (Hagemann et al. 2017). This aligns with the literature
emphasising that the Commission’s existence and competences depend
on the EU authority, discouraging it from cutting EU powers (Reh
et al. 2020).

As a next step, the annotated summaries were used to a train logistic
regression classifier.” The classifier yielded a binary indicator that assigns
the proposals into those that expand and those that do not expand EU
authority, and a continuous measure that represents the probability of each
proposal to expand EU authority that varies between 0 and 1. The latter
serves as our dependent variable to capture the uncertainty of the classifi-
cation (in Online Appendix 1.1, Figures 4 and 5 display the raw
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distributions, while Figure 6 summarises its distribution across policy areas
and vyears).

As our main independent variables, we measured the EU-wide Public
support for EU action in the policy area of a proposal two years before
the proposal, in line with our theory. We used all Standard, Special, and
Flash Eurobarometer surveys that were carried out between 2008 and
2019. Following state-of-the-art research (e.g. Gilens 2012; Wratil 2019),
we identified the relevant questions across the survey waves and classified
them into CAP-EUPAP policy areas and subcategories. Thereafter, we
selected only one question per unique policy subcategory and year to
avoid any estimation bias due to repeated questions on a policy area
within a year. Next, we re-coded the response options into three catego-
ries — support for the status quo, approval of more EU action in a policy
area, or opposition to it (see Online Appendix 1.2). Then, for each ques-
tion, we estimated the percentage of responses that indicated support for
EU action out of the total number of meaningful responses, by country.
To obtain a yearly measure of country-specific support for EU action for
each CAP-EUPAP policy area, we took the average percentage of responses
that approve the expansion of EU authority in a specific policy area and
year, across all the unique policy subcategory questions falling in that
policy area.® Finally, to obtain the EU-wide public support, we took the
average of the country-specific support indicators (and considered an
alternative weighted average indicator among our robustness checks at the
end of the next section).

To test how the politicisation of the EU policies affects the Commission’s
responsiveness, we assessed the interaction effects of public support for EU
action and each of the three elements of politicisation — salience, polarisa-
tion, and actor mobilisation. Following our theoretical model, as well as
the extant literature (De Bruycker 2020; Koop et al. 2022), we lagged the
estimates of all three politicisation measures, presented below, by one year.
This approach ensures that politicisation follows the formation of public
views and EU policy-makers and institutions have time to observe and
respond to the level of salience the public attaches to the issue.

For our Salience measure, we used the same Eurobarometer questions
as those we selected to estimate public support. We first measure the
country-level salience of the policy areas as one minus the share of ‘Don’t
know’ responses out of the total number of responses to the selected
questions (following Gilens 2012; Page and Shapiro 1983; Wratil 2019).’
Second, we used the average of country-specific measures of salience to
obtain the EU-wide indicator.

To measure EU-level public Polarisation, using the same questions and
aggregation, for each EU member state, we calculated the absolute
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difference between the share of respondents supporting certain EU policy
action, and the share of respondents opposing it. We then subtracted the
difference from 1 so that higher values of the measure indicated higher
levels of polarisation. Thus, Polarisation=1 - |Share of Supporting
Responses — Share of Opposing Responses|. Similarly to the measure of
salience, we took the average of resulting country-specific measures.

The Actor mobilisation measure is obtained using information from the
Commission’s Transparency Register.® The register allows tracing the
number and type of organisations and groups registered across the EU
countries’ in any given year that can be potentially consulted during the
EU decision-making process. As it also indicates their primary policy area
of interest, we were able to map the organisations into our CAP-EUPAP
classification (see Online Appendix 1.5). We assume that registration in
the Transparency Register indicates an aspiration to be involved in the
EU’s policy-making process and represent certain interests. To test our
argument that actor mobilisation limits the Commissions policy respon-
siveness to the public by presenting it with competing demands, we used
a conservative measure of actor mobilisation on the EU level, summing
up the number of organisations and groups registered in each country,
year, and policy area but excluding business groups and companies. This
is because the latter groups are more likely to represent special business
interests (see Binderkrantz et al. 2021), which are not necessarily aligned
with the preferences of the citizens (Gilens and Page 2014). Literature
shows that specialised interests, such as business groups, tend to transmit
a limited amount of information on public preferences to policy-makers
(Flothe 2020; Giger and Kliiver 2016) and their positions are generally
less supported by the public (Flothe and Rasmussen 2019). Furthermore,
business groups and firms are less likely to inform policy-makers about
the citizens’ preferences, but rather focus on the transmission of technical
information, allowing them to tilt regulatory rules in their favour (Fléthe
2020; Kliiver 2011).

We also included several control variables in our models. The public
responsiveness of the Commission may be driven by its anticipation of
potential conflicts between the EU legislators (Rauh 2021). Literature
shows that a gridlock resulting from the mismatch between the EP’s and
the Council’s preferences influences the outcome of EU policy making
(Franchino 2005) as well as the extent of the legislative activity (Crombez
and Hix 2015). A prospective inter-institutional gridlock could also pre-
vent the agenda-setter (Commission) from initiating legislation (see
Boranbay-Akan et al. 2017; Borghetto and Mader 2014). Similarly, it may
incentivise the Commission to tone down any aspirations it may have to
increase the EU policy authority and, thus, its own authority, in order to


https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2318998

WEST EUROPEAN POLITICS 11

prevent heavily amended and, potentially, failed legislation, irrespective of
public opinion. We, therefore, control for the absolute distance between
the policy preferences of the Council and the EP as a proxy for
Inter-institutional conflict.

To construct this control variable, we measured governments prefer-
ences in the Council and the preferences of the parties represented in the
EP by relying on parties’ national electoral manifestos (Volkens et al.
2020), following the literature (e.g. Crombez and Hix 2015; Haag 2022;
Kliiver and Sagarzazu 2013) and using a weighted mean approach
(Warntjen et al. 2008). Using the MARPOR data, we identified which
coded issue categories relate to the CAP-EUPAP policy areas and classi-
tied them into negative and positive clusters (see Online Appendix 1.4).
Following the convention, the positions of individual parties were then
captured by employing the log-transformations proposed by Lowe et al.
(2011). To measure the Council’s position, we first constructed the mean
positions of all member state governments between 2008 and 2019,
weighting the positions of their constituent cabinet parties (Doring and
Manow 2020) by party seat-share in the national parliaments relative to
the government seat share in parliament. Second, we estimated the posi-
tion of the Council in the Council configuration specific to each
Commission’s proposal as the mean of the governments” positions weighted
by the respective member states’ population sizes in the EU. In doing so,
we follow the literature that underlines the predominance of compromise
in the Council (Klitver and Sagarzazu 2013; Thomson 2011) as well as
findings suggesting that models using (weighted) mean-based position of
the Council show similar performance to those that rely on a more com-
plex operationalisation of actors’ preferences (Arregui et al. 2006).

To estimate the preferences of the EP, we summed the policy prefer-
ences of all parties in each EP term,'’ weighted by the party EP seat
shares in that term (see Haag 2022). Finally, we measured the absolute
difference between the Council and the EP preferences.

Furthermore, we include a control for the Complexity of proposals. We
followed Migliorati (2021) and relied on the number of terms included in
the EuroVoc descriptor attached to the legislative proposal at hand. The
underlying logic is that the more descriptors are associated with the pro-
posal, the more policy issues it touches upon, which in turn translates
into a higher degree of its complexity.

Next, the extent of EU authority expansion could be affected by the
existing levels of integration or years of EU competence (N of competence
years) in different policy areas. In policy areas where the EU has enjoyed
competences for a longer time, the extent of possible authority expansion
could be more constrained than in policy areas in which the EU acquired
competences more recently. To account for such a variation, we calculated
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the number of years between the proposal date and the date of the first
adopted EU legislation in the policy area of the proposal (see Online
Appendix 1.6).

Method and analysis

We used fractional regression to test our hypotheses because our depen-
dent variable is bound between 0 and 1. Unlike other methods (such as
beta-regression), this approach allows for the observations to take extreme
values, while not generating out-of-bound predictions (see Papke and
Wooldridge 1996). Our unit of analysis is a proposal.

The results are presented in Table 1. Model 1 tests the first hypothesis
concerning the overall effect of public preferences over EU policy action
on the likelihood that the Commission advances increased EU policy
authority in its legislative proposals. In Models 2-4, we further examined
how politicisation aspects — public salience, polarisation, and actor mobil-
isation in the respective policy area of a proposal - condition the effect
of public opinion.

Table 1. Fractional regression analysis of the probability of EU authority expansion in
the Commission proposals.

(m (2) 3) (4)

% Public support (t—2) 0.013** 0.017 0.025* 0.045%**
(0.021) (0.580) (0.089) (0.000)

% Salience (t—1) 0.008* 0.011 0.007* 0.005
(0.072) (0.682) (0.099) (0.219)

Polarisation (t—1) 0.246 0.242 1.609 0313
(0.413) (0.423) (0.350) (0.300)

Actor mobilisation 0.005 0.005 0.007 0.280%***
t-1)

(0.661) (0.663) (0.593) (0.001)

Inter-inst. conflict -0.119 —-0.121 -0.120 —-0.037

(0.255) (0.253) (0.252) (0.726)

N of competence years —0.018*** —0.018*** —0.019*** —0.019***

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Complexity 0.040 0.040 0.041 0.047*
(0.110) (0.111) (0.104) (0.064)

% Public support (t—2) —0.000
X % Salience (t—1) (0.905)

% Public support (t—2) -0.020
X Polarisation (t—1) (0.423)

% Public support (t—2) —0.004*%**
X Actor mobilisation (0.001)
t-1)

Constant -1.413* -1.667 —2.148* —3.439%**

(0.083) (0.468) (0.060) (0.000)

Observations 586 586 586 586

Il —395.5 —395.5 —394.89 —393.2

Chi? 36.43 36.43 3736 49.79

Note: Unit of analysis: proposals. Cell entries are coefficients with p values reported in parentheses.
*p <.1; #xp < .05; **xxp <.01.


https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2318998
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2318998

WEST EUROPEAN POLITICS 13

In line with Hypothesis 1, the higher the two-year lagged public sup-
port for EU action in a given policy area, the higher the likelihood that
the Commission pursues EU authority expansion in its legislative propos-
als in that area, and vice versa. Figure 2 summarises the results by plot-
ting the predicted probabilities based on Model 1. As the figure shows,
on average, a 10 percentage point higher public support for EU policy
action across the member states leads to about a 3.2 percentage point
increase in the probability of EU authority expansion envisioned in the
Commission’s proposals in the respective policy area.

While this effect is rather modest, in contrast to views of the
Commission as a technocratic bureaucracy that unwaveringly pursues the
expansion of the EU’ and, thus, its own authority, this finding suggests
that the Commission adjusts its proposals for EU policy authority expan-
sion based on preferences of the member states’ citizens. This resonates
with the literature suggesting that the Commission does respond to public
pressure in its legislative activities (e.g. Rauh 2016, 2019). This strategy
allows it to maintain its own legitimacy (e.g. Hartlapp et al. 2014), and
the legitimacy of the EU as a whole.

Models 2-4 in Table 1 test our conditional hypotheses. Based on the
interaction effects in these models, Figure 3 plots the average marginal
effect of public support over levels of salience, polarisation and actor
mobilisation, respectively.

Figure 2. Effect of public support for EU policy action on the probability of EU

authority expansion in the Commission proposals.
Note: Figure 2 is based on Model 1 from Table 1.
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Figure 3. Average marginal effects of public support at levels of salience, public
polarisation and actor mobilisation.
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Model 2 suggests that contrary to our H2, the level of salience that the
publics across member states attribute to the EU action does not amplify
the responsiveness of the EU Commission to citizens’ preferences over EU
policy action. This is visible also in Panel (a) of Figure 3. The plot shows
that public support is positively associated with the probability of propos-
als for expanding EU authority only given rather high salience (over 73%,
but the effect disappears at the highest levels of salience). However, an
increase in salience does not translate into a stronger effect of public sup-
port, offering no support for our second hypothesis.!’ These results are in
line with the findings of De Bruycker (2020), who also does not find
evidence that salience conditions the responsiveness of EU policy outputs.

Model 3 tests our third hypothesis. Although the negative effect of the
interaction term between public support at t—2 and polarisation at t—1
is in the expected direction based on H2, on average, it falls short of
statistical significance. We scrutinised the effect further in panel (b) in
Figure 3. The figure shows that when member states’ citizens are, on
average, more united in their stances (i.e. when polarisation <62, which
corresponds to approximately 70% of the citizens in a member state, on
average, sharing the same view), there is a positive and statistically signif-
icant relationship between public support and the probability that the
Commission proposes EU authority expansion. However, as polarisation
grows beyond this level, this positive effect loses statistical significance
(also see Figure 8 in Online Appendix 1.8). In other words, the pattern
of responsiveness to public demands dissipates as polarisation grows
stronger — the marginal effect associated with a unit increase in public
support (at t—2) declines from 0.6 percentage points at the lowest
observed levels of average polarisation (at t—1) to 0.3 percentage points
as polarisation reaches the level of 0.62. Once public polarisation reaches
levels exceeding this cut-point, the significant positive relationship between
public support and the proposed expansion of EU authority disappears.
This result aligns with our argument that when citizens are divided, the
Commission’s ability to modulate the proposed expansion of the Union in
line with public opinion declines. We argued that this is the case because
the Commission is unable to cater to divided public preferences. By mod-
ulating the integration ambition of its policy proposals in the face of
diverging preferences, it avoids legitimacy costs for catering to some at
the expense of other preferences.

Finally, Model 4 lends clear support for H4. The total level of societal
actor mobilisation across the member states (at t—1) weakens the
Commission’s responsiveness to citizens’ policy preferences over policy
integration (articulated at t—2). As panel (c) in Figure 3 shows, higher
mobilisation of societal actors suppresses the positive effect of public
support on the probability of EU authority expansion, which fully
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dissipates if more than 8 groups are mobilised. In cases when mobilisa-
tion reaches higher levels (> 16 actors), the effect becomes negative and
significant. On average, when societal actors are not mobilised, a unit
increase in public support for EU policy action across the member
states is associated with a 1 percentage point higher probability of a
Commission proposal for EU authority expansion. At the maximum
observed level of actor mobilisation (20), a unit increase in public sup-
port results in, approximately, a 0.9 percentage point decrease in this
probability. This pattern aligns with our expectation that growing mobil-
isation across the EU hinders the responsiveness of the Commission by
facing it with potentially competing demands that it cannot accommo-
date at the same time.

The effects of the control variables are consistent across the estimated
models. As expected, a higher divergence of the preferences of the EP and
the Council is associated with a negative effect on the probability of EU
authority expansion in legislative proposals, yet falling short of statistical
significance. However, the proposed level of authority expansion is affected
by the pre-existing levels of EU authority in the respective policy area.
The negative significant effect of the number of years of EU competence
suggests that proposals that deal with policy areas that have a longer his-
tory of being managed at the EU level are less likely to expand suprana-
tional authority. In contrast, the more complex the proposal is, i.e. the
more policy issues it touches upon, the more likely it is to expand the
authority of the Union. Lastly, it is worth noting the significant indepen-
dent effect of public salience on the probability of EU authority expan-
sion. It tends to increase the probability of the Commission seeking to
broaden the power of the Union. This effect aligns well with the previous
findings (Koop et al. 2022), suggesting that the Commission may seek to
increase the engagement of Union level coordination in the policy domains
that are important to people across the states.

To assess the robustness of our main findings, we performed a series
of additional tests (see Online Appendix 2). First, we examined whether
the Commission is more responsive to public opinion in the bigger
member states. To do so, we weighted the indicator for public support
in each state by the voting weight that country has in the Council. The
results show no significant independent effect of this new measure (see
Model 1 in Table 19, Online Appendix 2.9), as opposed to the main
effect of our simple average support across member states. Taken
together, our results show no indication that the Commission discrimi-
nates between the citizens of small and large states when responding to
their preferences.

Second, we considered that our operationalisation of actor mobilisa-
tion within the member states may not sufficiently account for the
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diversity of the organisations and stakeholders seeking to engage with
the EU. Drawing on previous studies (Baroni et al. 2014), we, therefore,
constructed the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (HHI), accounting for
actor diversity for each country, year, and policy area, and then
re-examined our models using the average of these new country-specific
proxies (see Online Appendix 2.2). Additionally, we cross-checked
whether the inclusion of business groups and stakeholders in our mea-
sure of actor mobilisation affects its conditioning effect on the relation-
ship between public support and the probability of EU authority
expansion (see Online Appendix 2.1).

Third, we challenged our results by adding a control for legislative
instruments. The Commission may be more encouraged to pursue and
expect member states to accept EU authority expansion when it pro-
poses Directives, which member states are free to decide how to
transpose, than Regulations which are directly applicable in member
states after entry into force (this may already be a factor in the
Commissions calculations, though, which is why we did not include
this variable in our main analysis to avoid endogeneity) (see Online
Appendix 2.3).

Fourth, we also examined the robustness of our results to excluding
the most complex proposals, which may cover multiple policy areas (see
Online Appendix 2.4). Fifth, we assessed the models with clustered stan-
dard errors at the policy level to account for the potential within-cluster
correlations (see Online Appendix 2.6). Sixth, to assess whether our
results are driven by the unobserved heterogeneity across time and
between different Commissions, we introduced models with a control for
the Commissions term (see Online Appendix 2.7). Seventh, we also inves-
tigated how using different lags of the independent variables than those
in our theory would affect the results (see Online Appendix 2.5). The
independent effect of public opinion falls short of statistical significance
when measured only a year before the proposal. This is not surprising, as
this alternative model assumes that the Commission can observe and
respond to the public opinion in a very short time, which is a strong
assumption. Last, we introduced an alternative operationalisation of the
inter-institutional conflict control variable, rooted in procedural rather
than compromise models and following Crombez and Hix (2015). Overall,
our results withstand all these tests.

Conclusion

This article set out to examine the responsiveness of the EU Commission
to public preferences over the level of European integration across policy
areas. We argued that despite being insulated from electoral controls, the
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Commission responds to public views as it seeks to build a reputation as
a responsive institution and thus ensure the legitimacy of the EU and its
own authority. We further posited that given the growing politicisation of
the EU, the responsiveness of the Commission may vary depending on
the level of public salience, polarisation, and actor mobilisation in the
policy domain and across the member states. We turned to the
machine-learning technique to estimate the extent of EU authority expan-
sion the Commission envisions in its proposals.

Our core result suggests that the Commission is generally responsive to
the public mood and is likely to tailor any proposals for EU authority
expansion to the views of the citizens. However, this responsiveness is weak
and could be undermined by strong competing demands from the public
or vastly mobilised interests, associated with the process of politicisation.

These results contribute to the broader literature concerned with the dem-
ocratic deficit in the EU (Follesdal and Hix 2006). Our finding that the
Commission is generally responsive to the public mood and the societal divi-
sions within member states is positive news for representative democracy in
the EU, with the caveat of the dampening effects of politicisation. The latter
finding may suggest the lower responsiveness of technocratic international
institutions more generally when they are subject to demands by organised
groups with competing interests or when the citizens in the member states of
an international organisation are divided. While going beyond the scope of
our study, these propositions offer interesting opportunities for future research.

Furthermore, we add to the burgeoning research focused on EU insti-
tutional responsiveness and institutional legitimacy in the face of increased
politicisation (Ershova et al. 2023; Tallberg and Ziirn 2019; Ziirn 2014).
By scrutinising the effects of the constitutive elements of politicisation
across the member states, we flesh out a detailed pattern of responsive-
ness within the EU Commission. We show that a united public stance
motivates the Commission to align its ambitions more with citizens™ pref-
erences. Yet, this responsiveness dissipates as citizens become more
divided. Similarly, a higher level of actor mobilisation diminishes the
responsiveness of the Commission to public demands. This behaviour
aligns with the logic of reputation and legitimacy seeking: facing compet-
ing public demands about the future of the Union, the Commission is less
responsive to any given demands to avoid unintentionally addressing the
interests of one group, while alienating another group. Being an institu-
tion with strong pro-integration preferences and vested interests in the
legitimacy of the EU (Kénig and Péter 2001; Rauh 2019; Tsebelis and
Garrett 2000), the Commission restrains its ambitions to broaden the
power of the EU in order to gain legitimacy for the maintained authority
transfer from the national to the supranational level across the broader
public. The limited Commission responsiveness given high actor
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mobilisation contrasts with the finding by De Bruycker (2020) of rein-
forced responsiveness of adopted EU policies given the mobilisation of
civil society groups. Possibly, the Commission is under greater pressure
from competing actor demands than the EP and the Council, leading it
to propose less ambitious proposals than those that the public would have
preferred, which are then amended by the EU legislators. Alternatively, it
may be targeted by diverse actors more than the EP and the Council are
in the later stages of the legislative process. This warrants further research.

Besides these main results, our findings hint towards potential strategic
motivations of the EU agenda-setter at the stage of the proposal formulation
for highly salient issues. Previous studies emphasise that the Commission
addresses the matters which are deemed salient by the public (e.g. De
Bruycker 2017) and tends to withdraw fewer proposals within such domains
(Reh et al. 2020). We further show that the Commission is significantly more
likely to advance further policy integration in areas of high public salience.
A possible explanation is the low attractiveness of the status quo given a
highly salient policy matter, which necessitates policy action and therefore
the need for the Commission to pursue deeper policy integration, irrespec-
tive of public preferences. While it might not be responsive, such behaviour
by the Commission may be seen as responsible as it offers problem-solving
where it is most important or necessary. Yet, it is also self-serving as deeper
policy integration increases the authority of the Commission. In line with the
recent study by Koop et al. (2022) on the Commissions agenda-setting, we
thus conclude that given favourable conditions of high policy salience the
Commission opts for legislation that expands EU competences.

Finally, this article has explored the opinion-policy links and the mod-
erating role of politicisation in the context of EU authority transfer. Whilst
focusing on the European authority dimension allows us to examine how
and when the domestic public shapes the scope and depth of EU integra-
tion, it is possible that the politicisation has different effects on the level
and patterns of the Commission’s responsiveness on other dimensions of
conflict. To explore this possibility, future research could map domestic
patterns of contestation and debate of the EU policies along ideologically
driven left-right and/or GAL-TAN dimensions.

Notes

1. Public opinion towards the EU (Hagemannet al. 2017; Wratil 2018) and its
specific policies (Hobolt and Wratil 2020; Schneider 2019b) shapes the be-
haviour of the European Parliament (EP) and the Council of Ministers at
different stages of policy making (see Zhelyazkovaet al. 2019). They signal
their responsiveness to the public when they deliberate (Hobolt and Wratil
2020), negotiate (Schneider 2019a,b), or vote on policy proposals
(Hagemannet al. 2017; Lo 2013).
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2. As research suggests, such broad consultations empower the Commission vis-a-
vis other institutions during the legislative process (Bunea and Thomson 2015).

3. Others have conceptualised actor expansion as related rather to the mobil-
isation of political parties representing diverse citizen views (e.g. Kriesi
2007; Kriesi and Hutter 2019; Turnbull-Dugarte 2020).

4. We split the original ‘Agriculture and Fisheries’ area into two separate areas.

5. We opted for logistic regression as a classifier because it showed superior per-
formance in comparison to the other commonly used techniques (Table 2 in
Online Appendix 1.1 summarises the performance of the competing methods).

6. We used post-stratification weights provided by the Eurobarometer when
calculating survey-based indicators.

7. While there are other widely-used proxies for policy issue salience, such as
‘Most Important Probleny’ (MIP) questions (Koopet al. 2022) or media atten-
tion to the policies (De Bruycker 2020; Rehet al. 2020), using ‘Don’t know’
responses provides two advantages. First, it allows us to obtain a comprehen-
sive salience measure for every policy area and year for which we have data
on public support. In contrast, while MIP questions are asked consistently
throughout the years and Eurobarometer waves, their response options are
limited to several policy areas only. Second, our measure of salience covers
all EU member states. Obtaining the salience measures from national media
for the same sample of states would be a highly laborious task, while relying
on EU-wide media outlets, as some studies do (see e.g. De Bruycker 2020),
does not allow gauging the salience within the individual states.

8.  https://ec.europa.eu/transparencyregister/public/homePage.do

9. We consider the headquarters location to identify the country of origin.

10. For the 7th EP, we accounted for the accession of Croatia and estimated
distinct positions for the periods before and after 1 July 2013.

11.  For an illustration of the predicted probability of EU authority expansion
at fixed levels of salience, see Figure 8 in the Online Appendix 1.8.
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