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Who wants a referendum on EU membership?  
Exploring public attitudes in six Member States 
 

Second revision 

 

Using data from a survey conducted in six EU Member States, we explore what drives 

citizen demand for referendums on EU membership. We examine whether or not similar 

drivers and mechanisms can be found across the countries surveyed. We consider what 

are traditionally understood to be the drivers of euroscepticism, exploring whether those 

same drivers help to explain demand for referendums on EU membership. Our most 

important finding is that citizens’ attitudes to EU referendums are not driven, or 

explained, by a single issue, or by uniform mechanisms cross-nationally. Although we 

find that trust in EU institutions is a significant predictor of referendum demand, the 

impact of other factors considered varies substantially across the six countries. 
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Introduction 

In this article, we investigate what drives public demand for national referendums about a 

country’s membership of the EU. Our analysis is based on data collected in a survey 

administered in six EU Member States – France, Germany, Ireland, Poland, Spain, and 

Sweden – leading up to the UK’s referendum on its membership of the EU in June 2016. 

Survey respondents were answering at a time when a referendum on EU membership was 

on the horizon, and no longer a purely hypothetical situation. There was considerable 

speculation in the media around the time of the UK’s referendum about the potential for 

similar referendums elsewhere (Bremmer 2016; Henley 2016; Oliver 2016a). Despite such 

speculation there was little analysis then, or since, of the possible drivers of demand for EU 

membership referendums outside of the UK (for a recent exception, see De Vries 2017).   

 

There is evidence of a close relationship between public attitudes to the EU and popular 

support for EU-related referendums (Schuck and de Vreese 2015). On one hand, 

dissatisfaction with the EU has previously been found to be a key driver of popular support 

for EU-related referendums (Rose and Borz 2013). On the other hand, referendums are 

potentially fuelling eurosceptic attitudes. As Brack and Startin (2015, 240) observe, ‘EU-

related referendums have become a key feature of this mainstreaming [of euroscepticism] 

process and have served to underline the power of EU citizens to put the brakes on, and 

potentially derail, the European integration process’. 

 

In the lead up to the UK’s referendum the possibility of other countries demanding their own 

referendums was often spoken of in a singular way, as if the factors that might drive the 

demand for further referendums were uniform across the EU. In this article we explore 

whether this is the case, or whether there are differences across the six countries surveyed. 

We contribute to debates about EU referendum demand and attitudes to the EU more 

broadly by investigating the linkages between referendum demand, public attitudes towards 

integration and: institutional trust; identity; left-right positioning; concerns about immigration; 

and concerns about the economy. Our findings highlight important suggestions for further 

research on public attitudes towards EU membership referendums.  

 

The next section situates the research within the literature on the drivers of public demand 

for EU referendums, and on public attitudes to the EU, allowing us to formulate hypotheses. 

We then explain our methods and data collection before presenting the results of our 

regression analyses. Finally, we offer a discussion of the results in line with our hypotheses. 

We close by offering some thoughts on future research possibilities. 
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Literature Review 

There has been a growing number of EU-related referendums since the 1970s (Hobolt 

2009), although only two have involved the consideration of membership by an existing 

Member State.1 Referendums are popular with publics in general. They are easily justified as 

additional opportunity for citizens to be involved in political decision making (Bowler and 

Donovan 1998; Dalton et al. 2001). While politicians and EU officials traditionally oppose EU 

referendums, public demand for referendums about EU issues is high. The European 

Election Study shows that in 2009, for example, 63 per cent of Europeans were positive 

about EU referendums overall. Yet, support for referendums varied substantially across 

countries, with almost 88 per cent in favour of referendums on EU issues in Ireland and less 

than 45 per cent in Sweden (Egmond et al. 2013). Given the precedent of the UK’s EU 

referendum, what drives demands for EU referendums in different countries? And how 

similar are these drivers across countries?  

 

Drivers of EU membership referendum demand 

Two possible drivers of referendum demand in general have been identified in the existing 

literature: cognitive mobilisation and political disaffection. The cognitive mobilisation 

approach posits that with rising levels of education and political knowledge, citizens more 

often demand to have their voice heard, for example, in referendums (Dalton 1984; Inglehart 

1990). Hence, it is those citizens who are better educated, have a better grasp of, and are 

consequently more interested in, politics that are driving demand for referendums. For them 

referendums present an additional opportunity for political expression (Schuck and de 

Vreese 2015). In a six-country study, including Sweden and Finland, Donovan and Karp 

(2006) find that it is younger citizens especially, and those most interested in politics, who 

are in favour of holding referendums. Following this, we would expect that: 

 

H1: Citizens who are younger, better educated, and more knowledgeable about the 

EU are more likely to demand EU referendums. 

 

In a study including 27 EU member states Rose and Borz (2013) find support for the 

cognitive mobilisation hypothesis. However, they conclude that, in the specific context of 

demand for EU-related referendums, dissatisfaction with the performance of the EU is a 

much stronger predictor of demand. The political disaffection school posits that EU-related 

                                                
1 The first being the UK’s 1975 referendum and the second the UK’s 2016 referendum. 
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referendums are primarily demanded by those citizens who are most sceptical of the EU or 

politics in general. Rose and Borz (2013, 625) observe, ‘the less satisfied individuals are with 

the performance of the EU […], the more likely they are to favour EU referendums’. Schuck 

and de Vreese (2015) show for 21 EU countries that – independent of the level of 

satisfaction with the EU – referendums are more likely to be demanded by citizens who lack 

confidence in established political actors, perceive themselves to be on the periphery of 

political processes, and sometimes display cynical attitudes towards politics. For these 

citizens, referendums provide an alternative means of expressing opinions that otherwise 

are felt to go unheard.  

 

Though not specific to EU referendum demand, it is further suggested that political 

disaffection from the domestic level might be transferred to the EU level when it comes to 

EU attitudes in general, commonly termed the congruence hypothesis (Rohrschneider 

2002). In line with the political disaffection hypothesis, this could also lead people who lack 

trust in national institutions to demand a referendum on EU integration. In contrast to that, 

other research argues that a low opinion of national institutions, coupled with a high opinion 

of EU institutions, would generate support for the EU, commonly termed the compensation 

hypothesis (Sanchez-Cuenca 2000; Kritzinger 2003). Whether congruent or compensating, 

according to McLaren (2007, 236) ultimately, ‘it is unclear as to how attitudes to institutions 

ought to affect attitudes to European integration’. From this discussion of political disaffection 

we can derive the following: 

 

H2a: Citizens who lack confidence in national and European political actors are 

more likely to demand EU referendums. 

 

H2b: Citizens who have high confidence in national political actors, but lack 

confidence in EU institutions are more likely to demand EU referendums. 

 

Euroscepticism and EU referendums 

Given that evidence suggests a relationship between disliking the EU and demanding EU-

related referendums, we might expect the known drivers of euroscepticism to play a role in 

driving EU-referendum demand. The concept of euroscepticism has been nuanced over 

recent years. For example, Stöckel (2013, 40) identified differing causal logics of 

ambivalence and indifference towards the EU, chiming with ‘a growing body of literature that 

casts doubt on the assumption that citizens view political issues and objects in an 

exclusively positive or negative way’ (see also de Vries and Steenbergen 2013). In a similar 

vein, Boomgaarden et al. (2011) argue that EU attitudes ought to be studied in a 
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multidimensional way, with each dimension being linked distinctively to various explanatory 

factors. Furthermore, in the context of national referendums, votes cast against EU endorsed 

proposals do not always reflect general dissatisfaction with the Union (Hobolt and Brouard 

2011). Thus, an individuals’ vote choice in a hypothetical referendum cannot by itself capture 

the complexities of their attitudes towards the EU. Whilst it is important to note these 

nuances, in this article we are interested in using the existing literature on euroscepticism to 

identify potential drivers of demand for EU membership referendums, not to further nuance 

the concept of euroscepticism itself. 

 

There is an extensive literature on the drivers of euroscepticism, focusing on utilitarian or 

economic, cue taking, and identity-based explanations (see Hobolt 2012; Hobolt and de 

Vries 2016). Perceived economic prospects and immigration sentiments play a role when 

citizens evaluate EU integration (see de Vreese and Boomgaarden 2005; Rohrschneider 

and Whitefield 2006; Loveless 2010). In particular, higher levels of immigration as a result of 

EU integration can be perceived either as threat to the economy or as threat to cultural 

identity. Consequently, de Vreese and Boomgaarden (2005, 70-71) find that anti-immigration 

sentiments – along with economic evaluations – are one of the strongest predictors of 

attitudes towards EU integration. Further, many studies have argued that since people rarely 

have direct experiences with the EU, they use proxies or cues from political parties or elites 

to make an evaluation instead (Hooghe and Marks 2005). Especially extreme parties on the 

left-right continuum are found to have an impact on the prevalence of eurosceptic attitudes 

among their followers (De Vries and Edwards 2009). 

 

Lastly, while generally not included in theories about demand for EU-related referendums, 

research has shown that differing degrees of national and European identification are key 

drivers of citizens’ perceptions of European integration (Hooghe and Marks 2004, 2005; 

McLaren 2004, 2007). A stronger identification with the EU can lead people to be more loyal 

to, and more supportive of their country’s membership in, the EU (Carey 2002; Citrin and 

Sides 2004). National and European identities are not necessarily mutually exclusive and 

individuals can draw on multiple identities that accumulate, are embedded in – or even 

reinforce – each other (Diez Medrano and Gutierrez 2001). A strong national identity can, 

thus, reinforce EU identification. A weaker national identity, in contrast, would be expected to 

be related to eurosceptic attitudes and to EU referendum demand. From this literature we 

derive the following hypotheses reflecting discussions about drivers of euroscepticism: 

 

H3a: Weak national or EU identification is associated with people to be more likely to 

demand EU referendums. 
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H3b: Anti-immigration attitudes are associated with people to be more likely to 

demand EU referendums. 

 

H3c: Support for extreme left/right parties is associated with people to be more likely 

to demand EU referendums. 

 

Similarities or differences across countries 

Although many studies of euroscepticism report robust effects across countries (e.g. Leconte 

2015, 254), others argue that the national context can be expected to be ‘sticky’ when it 

comes to determining drivers of euroscepticism (Hooghe and Marks 2004; Diez Medrano 

2003). Neither Rose and Borz (2013) nor Schuck and de Vreese (2015) report details about 

country differences in their results but they do emphasise that the national context also 

impacts referendum demand. Numerous factors at the national level – such as perceptions 

of corruption, the number of and experience of referendums historically, the national 

economic context, the quality of national political institutions – may play a role in determining 

demand for referendums (see De Vries 2017; Emanuele et al. 2016; Rose and Borz 2013; 

Schuck and de Vreese 2015). To investigate whether we find uniform mechanisms at work 

across our countries or not, we have formulated a hypothesis that allows us to address this 

question empirically: 

 

H4: Across different EU member states, similar factors account for EU referendum 

demand. 

 

Referendum demand and referendum choices 

Referendums require voters to make explicit choices. Latent evaluations – such as trust and 

distrust in EU institutions or affection and disaffection with a European identity – may directly 

affect the desirability of a public vote (Rose and Borz 2013, 627; Schuck and de Vreese 

2015, 155). However, those factors may also manifest in an explicit desire for membership 

of, or leaving, the EU. We may therefore expect that a strong predictor of referendum 

demand would be the desire to remain in or leave the EU. In this context we would expect 

those who would want to change the status quo and see their country leave to be more 

supportive of a referendum that may enable them to do so. Additionally, we would also 

expect to see an indirect effect: as the desire to remain in or leave the EU is likely to be 

influenced by many of the factors discussed above, we would expect the strength of the 

relationship between these factors and demand for a referendum to reduce, when taking into 
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account how people would vote in such a referendum. This leads us to formulate two further 

hypotheses: 

 

H5a: Citizens who would vote to leave the EU in a hypothetical referendum in their 

country are more likely to support holding such a referendum. 

 

H5b: When controlling for how citizens would vote in a hypothetical referendum on 

their country’s EU membership the strength of the relationships between other factors 

and the demand for a referendum is reduced. 

 

Data and methods 

Our analyses are based on a survey of 8002 respondents in Germany, France, Poland, 

Spain, Ireland, and Sweden conducted between 22 January and 8 February 2016. 

Respondents were invited to take part in a 20-minute survey involving 50 questions. The 

survey was carried out online to enable us to achieve wide and representative coverage in 

six EU countries within a short time before the UK’s referendum in June 2016.2 1500 

respondents were interviewed in Germany, France, Poland and Spain and a further 1000 in 

Ireland and 1002 in Sweden. All questions were administered in the respective national 

language. In order to reach a nationally representative sample, stratification variables for 

age, sex, regions (with monitoring of sub-national geography), educational attainment, and 

income were applied. Where possible, cross-quotas were used to enhance the degree of 

representativeness, which extended the duration of the fieldwork, but ensured smaller 

degrees of deviation. While most stratification targets were reached by natural fallout, 

respondents with higher education degrees were slightly over-represented – as is common 

in such surveys – and had to be screened accordingly after initial targets were reached. 

Remaining minor deviations from population profiles were corrected for by applying weights.3 

Sensitivity checks reveal no significant impact of weighting on substantive results.4 It would 

have been desirable to have data for more countries to conduct multilevel analyses to 

assess potential country-level influences on the results systematically. Unfortunately, for that 

point in time no existing survey for that with the required mix of dependent and independent 

variables was available that would have allowed this study to be carried out. Therefore, we 

have to rely on the data for these six countries.  

                                                
2 The survey was commissioned to be carried out by Millward Brown in close cooperation with the research team 
using the panel provided by Survey Sampling International (SSI) in all six countries. 
3 Weights were created by means of simultaneous iterative proportional fitting.  
4 A methods note detailing this can be found here: https://www.research.aqmen.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/sites/27/2017/07/TheViewFromTheContinent_Methods-Note.pdf. 
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Descriptive results 

When examining the question on public demand for EU membership referendums, we find 

that demand is not at similar levels in the six countries included in this study. In France a 

majority of people would like to see a referendum on EU membership (53 per cent) and in 

Sweden, Germany, and Spain there are more respondents in favour of holding a similar 

referendum than are opposed to it (Table 1). In Poland and Ireland the opposite is true, with 

more people not wanting a referendum than wanting one. 

 

Table 1 

 

The data further indicate that the relationship between euroscepticism and demand for EU 

referendums may be more complex than the literature suggests. We cannot simply assume 

that higher percentages wanting a referendum equate to a more eurosceptic public. Indeed, 

support for EU referendums is generally high and – albeit not quite as high – roughly in line 

with data from the 2009 European Election Study. Majorities of people in most countries, 

however, would vote for their country to remain in the EU if such referendums were held. 

Only in France and Sweden do we find substantial minorities who would vote for their 

country to leave the EU (33 per cent and 37 per cent respectively). Combining referendum 

demand and voting intentions, we find that although the overwhelming majority of those who 

want their country to leave the EU would also like to have a referendum on membership, 

substantial proportions of those who want their country to remain in the EU also favour such 

a referendum. Up to 40 per cent of those who favour a referendum would nevertheless vote 

for their country to remain in the EU. This hints at there being other drivers of referendum 

demand beyond hard euroscepticism. 

 

Analytical approach 

We use binary logistic regression models to assess what drives demand for referendums on 

EU membership and who is most likely to demand one. We model individual-level EU 

membership referendum demand using several independent variables chosen to represent 

the potential factors stated in our hypotheses. To explore whether predictors are uniform 

across the six countries, or whether there are differences across countries, we calculate an 

overall model and individual models per country. We coded the response options to the 
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question on membership referendum demand to estimate the effect for wanting to hold such 

a referendum. We do not include respondents who answered “Don’t know”.5  

 

We include a range of socio-demographic controls – sex, age, and educational attainment – 

according to hypothesis 1. We then also include a measure of knowledge about the EU. For 

this purpose we asked six questions with varying degrees of difficulty about different aspects 

of EU structures and procedures. People had to assess whether statements were true or 

false and we recorded the number of correct answers (0 to 6).6 To assess our second set of 

hypotheses on compensation and congruence we include trust in both national and 

supranational institutions, measured by trust in the national parliament of the respective 

country as well as the European Parliament.  

 

To then engage with our third set of hypotheses on drivers of euroscepticism, we gauge the 

impact of identity, by asking respondents to place themselves on 7-point scales of national 

and European identity. From this we construct one predictor, such that the two dimensions 

are not independent of each other. We do this because there may be a trade-off between 

national and European identity (Kriesi et al. 2006), or the two may reinforce each other 

(Hooghe and Marks 2005). We distinguish different types of identity by splitting respondents 

into the following mutually exclusive and exhaustive groups: those who marked themselves 

high on European identity (scores 5-7) but low on national identity (scores 1-4) as 

emphasising an “exclusive European identity”; those marked high on national identity 

(scores 5-7) but low on European identity (scores 1-4) as emphasising “exclusive national 

identity”; those marked low (scores 1-4) on both dimensions as “neither identity”; those 

marked as relatively strong on both (scores  5-7, but at least one below 6) as emphasising 

“both identities”; and those marked as high (score 6-7) on both dimensions as emphasising 

                                                
5 Question wording: “Now thinking of [COUNTRY OF RESPONDENT], what do you think about holding a similar 
type of referendum as in Britain in which people would be asked whether they wanted [COUNTRY OF 
RESPONDENT] to remain part of the EU or to leave the EU?” 
1: “I would like [COUNTRY OF RESPONDENT] to hold a referendum on [COUNTRY OF RESPONDENT]’s EU 
membership” 
2: “I would not like [COUNTRY OF RESPONDENT] to hold a referendum on [COUNTRY OF RESPONDENT]’s 
EU membership”  
3 “Don’t know” 
6 a. When a citizen from Belgium crosses the border to the Netherlands, they usually have to show their passport 
to a border officer.  
b. Britain receives a discount on its membership payments to the European Union. 
c. If someone from Finland moves to Britain and works there, they have to wait six months before they can 
receive the same level of state support British workers get. 
d. When a citizen from Italy arrives by plane in Britain, they usually do not have to show their passport to a border 
officer.  
e. All citizens of any EU country are free to move to any other EU country to live even if they do not want to take 
up work there. 
f. Citizens of one EU member state who move to another EU country are allowed to vote in European  
Parliament elections in the new country. 
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“both identities strongly”. Furthermore, we then include two questions for the analysis of 

attitudes toward immigration: whether respondents think immigration should be reduced and 

what impact immigration had on the economy. This allows us to distinguish between 

economic and non-economic perceptions of immigration. Finally, we include a measure of 

self-identified location on the left-right spectrum, where we distinguish those “far left” (scores 

1-3), from those “centre-left” (scores 4-5), “centre-right” (scores 6-7), and “far-right” (scores 

8-10).  

 

We estimate our regressions overall with country dummy variables first and then for each 

country separately to explore how similar the drivers are across countries. We first estimate 

models with socio-demographic independent variables only (sex, age and educational 

attainment – table 2) and then include further independent variables to assess whether these 

impact the results (table 3). We then repeat the analyses of all full models, but include an 

additional independent variable that measures how respondents would vote if faced with a 

referendum on EU membership in their own country (table 4). The variable distinguishes 

those who would vote to remain from those who would vote to leave. Doing this allows us 

not only to analyse the direct effect of this variable, but also to check whether the 

relationships identified for other variables are robust to this control.  

 

With data from six countries it was not possible to conduct multilevel models to account for 

systematic country-level variation. However, a breakdown of variance components in the 

dependent variable shows that 98 per cent of the variation is within countries and between 

individuals; only 2 per cent of variation can be attributed to the country-level. This suggests 

that country-level clustering effects are of little concern 

 

Results 

The only consistent predictor of EU membership referendum demand across the six 

countries is trust in the European Parliament. While we find other factors – such as age, 

education, identity or attitudes to immigration – to be significant predictors of EU referendum 

demand in some countries, in other countries these factors are insignificant or even impact 

our dependent variables in the different directions. 

 

Table 2 

 

No consistent support for cognitive mobilization hypothesis 
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Socio-demographic differences, education and EU-specific knowledge do not consistently 

impact our dependent variable. Contrary to theories on cognitive mobilization (hypothesis 1), 

the explanatory power of age, educational attainment and knowledge on referendum 

demand in our models is different across countries and limited overall. The 

sociodemographic profiles of proponents and opponents of referendums differ substantially 

across the six countries (table 2). For example, while there is a strong effect of age in 

Poland, with those aged 55 and above significantly less likely to want a referendum 

compared to those under 35, there are no – or even opposite – effects of age in other 

countries. Contrary to the cognitive mobilisation hypothesis, we find those with higher 

education degrees to be less likely to support a hypothetical EU-referendum and more likely 

to support a ‘remain’ vote, but this effect is not equally strong across countries. Similarly, 

EU-specific knowledge plays little to no role in most countries (table 3). Only in France and 

(marginally) in Ireland are those who have more knowledge about the EU significantly less 

likely to want a referendum. What is more, many of these differences do not remain robust 

when taking into account attitudinal variables such as trust in institutions and known drivers 

of euroscepticism. This suggests that socio-demographics and knowledge are not consistent 

and important drivers of referendum demand.  

 

Table 3 

 

Trust in institutions only consistent at the EU-level 

Trust in the European Parliament is a consistent and significant predictor of demand for EU- 

membership referendums. In all six countries greater levels of trust in the European 

Parliament are associated with lower demand for a referendum on EU membership. This 

finding supports hypotheses about the impact of political disaffection, specifically at the EU 

level. Trust in national parliaments, however, is not a consistent predictor across countries. 

In Poland and Sweden (and marginally in France) respondents who have greater levels of 

trust in their national parliaments are significantly more likely to want a referendum. This 

indicates that the compensation mechanism may apply in some countries (hypothesis 2b). 

Citizens who trust their own national parliament are not supportive of EU integration and 

may demand a referendum, so that they can vote for their country to leave the EU. We 

cannot state the same for Germany, Spain and Ireland, however, where trust in national 

parliaments has no effect. We find no support for the congruence hypothesis (hypothesis 

2b). Overall, the size of the effect of trust in the European Parliament is larger than that of 

trust in national parliaments.  

 

Known drivers of euroscepticism with limited impact 
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Similar to trust in the European parliament we also find that identity is an interesting factor 

impacting both EU referendum demand and voting intentions. Across the six countries those 

who identify as solely national are more likely to demand a referendum on their country’s EU 

membership. This lends some support to hypotheses about the impact of euroscepticism, in 

that those citizens who do not subscribe to any form of European identity are most likely to 

demand a referendum and want to leave the EU (hypothesis 3a). However, the number of 

people who identify as solely national in their identity differs across countries. As little as 18 

per cent of respondents in Spain, and as much as 38 per cent in Ireland and France, think of 

themselves as solely Spanish, Irish or French.  

 

However, while strong in most countries, the effect of national identification is not significant 

in Germany (even though around 20 per cent of respondents identify as solely German). 

Furthermore, the expected opposite effect is not consistently true. Those who strongly 

identify with the EU, either alone or in addition to a strong national identity, are not always 

opposed to EU referendums. Other types of identity seem to have different effects on 

referendum demand across the six countries. For example, in Spain those who emphasise 

both identities, but not those with an exclusive European identity, are significantly less likely 

to want a referendum.  

 

The impact of evaluations of immigration and the economy differ substantially across the six 

countries (hypothesis 3b). In some cases, such as Sweden and Germany, the perception of 

immigration seems to be predominantly based on economic utility: those who think 

immigration has positive effects on the economy are less likely to want to hold a vote on EU 

membership. On the contrary, both attitudinal evaluations of immigration and the economic-

utility argument seem to matter in France: only those who think that immigration should 

remain as it is are less likely to want a referendum. In contrast to theories about party cues, 

left-right attitudes are of only limited relevance in our models (hypothesis 3c). Only in 

Germany and Spain do extreme party cues play a role. While in Germany those identifying 

with the far right are significantly more likely to demand an EU referendum (but not to vote to 

leave in such a referendum), in Spain it is the supporters of the far left who demand their 

own EU referendum. Overall, drivers of euroscepticism do not appear to provide a consistent 

profile of referendum favouring attitudes. 

 

The stickiness of the national context 

We find significant differences between the six countries in relation to factors associated with 

demand for a EU membership referendum (hypothesis 4). In other words, even when we 

account for consistent predictors such as trust in EU institutions, the profiles of proponents 
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and opponents of referendums still differ substantially across the six countries. This is 

indicated by dummy predictors for country effects, some of which remain significant 

throughout the analysis. In contrast to our fourth hypothesis, these results suggest that there 

are no consistent and exhaustive explanations of EU referendum demand across the six 

countries. Irish respondents, for example, remain significantly less likely to support a 

referendum than respondents in other countries when controlling for all other factors. This 

suggests that country differences in referendum demand can only in part be explained by 

particular attitudes towards immigration, trust in institutions and forms of identity.  

 

Table 4 

 

Referendum demand and referendum choice 

As we expected, in all six countries respondents who would vote to remain in the EU in a 

hypothetical referendum are significantly less likely to want such a referendum on EU 

membership (hypothesis 5a). Including the respondents’ vote intention in a hypothetical 

referendum as a control in models of referendum demand has an effect on the previously 

identified relationships (hypothesis 5b) reducing most of them in size. However, the impact is 

limited and especially results with substantive effect sizes remain statistically significant. This 

suggests that many of the indicators examined are independently related to both referendum 

demand and vote intention in a hypothetical referendum on EU membership. Most 

associations between socio-demographic factors and referendum demand are robust 

overall, except for the tertiary education effect in Ireland, which is rendered statistically 

insignificant after adding the control. The weak relationships between EU knowledge and 

referendum demand in Germany and Ireland are also rendered insignificant, further 

supporting the impression that knowledge about the functioning of the EU has little to do with 

demand for referendums overall.  

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly we see the greatest amount of change in relation to trust in EU 

institutions. In three countries (Germany, France and Sweden) the previously identified 

negative relationship between greater trust in the EU Parliament and demand for a 

referendum is rendered insignificant when taking into account whether people intend to vote 

for their country to remain in the EU. However, in Poland, Spain and Ireland the relationship 

remains significant – although it reduces in strength – suggesting that in models of 

referendum demand the vote intention is not simply synonymous with levels of trust in the 

EU Parliament.  
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Overall, the relationship between national and EU identification and membership referendum 

demand remains the same after introducing the control for vote intentions in a hypothetical 

referendum, except for Spain, where it becomes insignificant. This suggests that the 

association between identity and referendum demand is not a direct effect in Spain, but is 

rather indirectly moderated through views on EU membership. In Poland, Spain and Sweden 

some of the evaluations of migration, earlier identified as related to referendum demand, are 

rendered insignificant when taking into account hypothetical vote choice. However, in 

Germany and Ireland we now find that people who want immigration to be reduced are more 

likely to want a referendum. These inconsistent findings suggest that the role of immigration 

in people’s views on referendum demand and membership more generally is contingent on 

country context. It would require detailed examinations within the context of each country to 

appraise comprehensively.  

 

With regards to left-right orientations, most effects are robust. There are minor differences 

between the models with some effects (but not all) becoming insignificant in Germany and 

Ireland. However, for Ireland and Sweden we find marginally significant effects after taking 

into account voting intentions in a hypothetical referendum. Overall, we cannot identify a 

consistent impact of the control.   

 

Discussion 

Our results offer little support for notions that there was widespread demand for EU 

membership referendums in the lead up to the UK’s June 2016 vote, and certainly not 

demand motivated by similar factors across the EU. Based on previous multi-country studies 

on referendum demand and EU attitudes and the individual-level explanations they employ, 

we expected to at least find similar mechanisms driving referendum demand in different 

countries. Yet we find that the profiles of proponents and opponents of referendums in the 

six countries differ substantially, as do the levels of support. Not only do different factors play 

a role in determining individuals’ preference for referendums, but what is even more notable 

is that the same mechanisms, for example age or left-right attitudes, operate in different 

directions in our country-specific models. This leads us to conclude that simple and uniform 

assumptions about why people might demand referendums about their country’s EU 

membership seem insufficient.  

 

Instead, our findings are more in line with previous research that stated how important the 

national context is when it comes to interpreting citizens’ attitudes towards EU referendums 

and European integration generally (Diez Medrano 2003; Rose and Borz 2013). There are 
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many country-specific factors that can be expected to impact how publics in different 

countries evaluate the UK’s EU referendum and opportunities for similar processes in their 

own country. We can think of the degree of habitual voting, the quality of national political 

institutions (for example, levels of corruption), national endorsements of the EU, and the 

degree to which the EU is a polarising issue in national politics (Hobolt 2012; Rose and Borz 

2013; Schuck and de Vreese 2015). Theories about benchmarking (de Vries 2017) and 

media and party cue-taking (Hooghe and Marks 2005) present us with explanations of how 

the national context can substantially impact the framing of EU issues, including EU 

referendum demand. 

 

Although we do not test for a direct cause-effect relationship between Brexit and referendum 

demand in other EU Member States, the country differences we find suggest that we cannot 

easily assume that mechanisms observed in one country, such as the UK in the context of 

an actual referendum, can be translated to other countries directly. Our findings hint at 

unique and country-specific dynamics to be driving much of the discussion about 

hypothetical referendums in other EU countries. This has to be kept in mind when 

speculating about, for example, EU referendums proposed in the French Presidential 

election campaign by the Front National or Partij van de Vrijheid in the Dutch parliamentary 

election campaign. Investigating the cause-effect relationship between Brexit and 

referendum demand in other countries would have required longitudinal survey data on 

public opinion or an experiment set before and after the UK’s EU referendum. The data we 

use in this study do not permit such analysis and we are not aware of other available data 

that does. De Vries (2017) offers a closer inspection of the issue of Brexit spill over effects 

and some experimental data, but states that, even with such data, the potential causal 

impact of Brexit on public attitudes across the EU cannot be strictly evaluated.  

 

In the search for uniform drivers of referendum demand across the countries we find that 

trust in EU institutions and identity are the only predictors demonstrating some degree of 

consistency. Echoing Rose and Borz (2013) our results suggest that, in the specific context 

of demand for EU referendums, sentiments about the EU’s institutions weigh more heavily 

than sentiments about national political institutions. This challenges, to some extent, the 

notion that citizens formulate decisions about important EU-related matters by using 

domestic political evaluations as proxies (see Anderson 1998). We find little support for the 

congruence hypothesis. Trust in national institutions impacts referendum demand only in 

some of the countries in our study, suggesting that its effect might be moderated by the 

particular country context.  
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An even stronger, although less consistent, predictor of EU referendum demand is identity. 

Echoing Kriesi et al. (2006) and Hooghe and Marks (2005), we find a complex relationship 

that needs to take into account the interactions of national and European identity, as 

opposed  to working with a binary distinction. Given that evaluations of identity have been 

found to impact attitudes to EU integration (Hooghe and Marks, 2004), our finding could 

indicate that citizens make use of identity as well as a proxy, thinking about EU referendums 

strategically in light of their attitudes towards integration. We find that in some countries 

citizens with an exclusively national identity support a referendum, possibly because it 

provides an opportunity to voice concerns about European integration and an opportunity to 

pull their country out of the EU. Yet in other countries, such as Spain, those possessing both 

an exclusive European identity and an exclusive national identity are similarly likely to favour 

a referendum. We speculate that this suggests that some citizens think quite strategically 

about the likely outcome of the referendum before formulating their position on whether they 

would like to have one. It seems, once again, that national context has to be considered as 

moderating the effect of identity on referendum demand. Further research is required to 

disentangle this relationship and its mechanisms. 

  

On the issue of thinking strategically, it is interesting to note the relationship between 

referendum demand and how individuals say they would vote if such a referendum were 

held. One might think that those who are more eurosceptics would welcome the prospect of 

a referendum on their country’s membership of the EU. Such a referendum would, 

presumably, be one possible path to them attaining their preference, namely their country’s 

withdrawal from the EU. It is interesting that a percentage of eurosceptics across our survey, 

albeit a small one (9 per cent), despite stating that they would vote to leave the EU if a 

referendum were held, nevertheless do not demand one. The much more pronounced mirror 

image of this can be seen amongst those respondents who, despite stating that they would 

vote remain in the EU if a referendum were held, nevertheless demand one (33 per cent). 

Those individuals are willing to take on the risk of a referendum even though it opens up the 

possibility of defeat, however far-fetched that might seen (indeed, many commentators and 

politicians in the UK were confident at the outset of the referendum campaign). It seems that 

respondents are not instinctively and unthinkingly either moving from support for the EU and 

thus rejection of a referendum on membership (to be sure of preserving that membership), 

or moving from rejection of the EU and thus acceptance of a referendum on membership (to 

deliver their preference).  

 

Indeed, in our models we find that there is a substantial relationship between referendum 

demand and people’s vote intentions in a hypothetical referendum on their country’s 
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membership of the EU. When we take vote intentions into account as a factor the strength of 

the relationships with other indicators is somewhat reduced. However, most relationships 

remain robust, suggesting that overall demand for referendums on EU membership is 

partially – but not solely – driven by people’s desire for their country to be inside or outside 

the EU.  

 

We speculate that some sort of risk assessment is playing a role here. Given that 

referendums are generally seen as votes that settle issues, at least in the medium-term, one 

might want to be confident of obtaining their preferred result before welcoming such a vote. 

Voters who support the EU, and who are confident that their fellow citizens would vote to 

remain, may conceivably want a referendum to settle the issue for a period of time, thus 

lancing the boil of euroscepticism in their country. Voters who reject the EU, and who are not 

confident that they could persuade enough of their fellow citizens to vote that way, may 

conceivably not demand a referendum for the same reason: it might settle the issue and thus 

take their policy preference off the table for a period of time. This is an area that would be 

interesting for further research given the growing academic literature on voters’ risk 

assessments and strategic calculations. 

 

Conclusion 

Our key finding – that we cannot generalise across countries when it comes to demand for 

referendums on EU membership – shows how important it is to take national context into 

consideration. Given the constraints in available datasets as well as resource and time 

constraints of the research project, this analysis includes only six EU member states. Hence, 

only country differences can be pointed out. Other research has considered country-level 

factors that might provide some explanation of cross-national variation (Hobolt 2012; Rose 

and Borz 2013; Schuck and de Vreese 2015). Our research focuses on the individual level 

as it is concerned with exploring the relationship between our dependent variable and 

individual attitudes. Our dataset did not include country-level measures and with only six 

countries it made little sense to include country-level predictors. A systematic analysis of 

contextual factors requires a multi-level analysis of all EU member states that includes 

country-specific characteristics and allows for controlling their effects on, for example, 

evaluations of identity and immigration issues. 

 

Regardless of country differences, our results indicate that we can assume demand for EU 

referendums and EU attitudes to be related at the individual level to some extent. Future 

research might investigate the two factors together in more detail and explore their 
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relationship: Do EU attitudes actually drive referendum demand? Does referendum demand 

impact EU attitudes? While the data collected for this research did not allow for it, future 

analyses should focus on the relationship between EU referendum demand and attitudes 

towards the EU, and the path that citizens take when they form opinions on EU issues. Such 

an approach would require treating both EU referendum demand and likely voting behaviour 

in such a referendum simultaneously as dependent and independent variables and 

modelling them together. Structural equation models, which would include both of these 

factors as latent variables, would allow for the exploration of the association between them 

and other factors. Testing the two variables for endogeneity would further shed light on the 

particular relationship between them. 

 

In order to answer some of the questions triggered by our research, such a model should 

also include factors that specifically help explain how dissatisfaction with the EU and 

evaluations of identity drive referendum demand. In this article, we have shown that it is not 

so much general political disaffection, but specific dissatisfaction with the performance of the 

EU that impacts whether or not citizens demand EU referendums. We need to understand 

what it is exactly that citizens are dissatisfied with. Especially when it comes to answering 

open questions on the relationship between identity and EU referendum demand, we need 

to understand the mechanism of the relationship between group membership, allegiances, 

and demand for referendums. Including measures of political efficacy and attitudes towards 

direct democracy in the analysis could help shed light on this relationship. Although, at the 

time of writing this article, it appeared that political forces calling for referendums on EU 

membership were in retreat, multiple crises continue to pose challenges to the EU and the 

overall political landscape remains uncertain. Our research offers some concrete findings 

that speak to the existing literature on public attitudes to European integration, whilst also 

posing new questions that seem likely to remain salient in the years ahead.  
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Table 1: Desirability of own referendum and voting intention in such a referendum by country 
 Wanting an own referendum (%) Vote intention in hypothetical referendum (%) 

Yes No Don’t know Yes No Don’t know 
Germany 44.7 40.1 15.2 59.6 26.8 13.5 
France 53.3 28.7 18.0 45.2 33.2 21.5 
Poland 39.0 45.1 15.9 65.7 20.1 14.2 
Spain 47.3 39.3 13.3 67.8 18.3 13.9 
Ireland 37.7 48.6 13.7 69.1 18.0 13.0 
Sweden 48.8 33.1 18.1 42.4 37.1 20.6 
N for Germany, France, Poland, Spain: 1500, N for Ireland: 1000, N for Sweden: 1002 
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Table 2: Logistic regression models for wanting a referendum on EU membership in own country with socio-demographic predictors only 
 All Germany France Poland Spain Ireland Sweden 

Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. 

Intercept 1.60 .10*** 1.24 .21 2.51 .20*** 1.39 .23 1.74 .17*** 1.19 .24 1.05 .24 

Age: 18-35               

35-54 1.08 .07 1.79 .17*** 1.42 .18+ 0.54 .17*** 0.98 .16 0.95 .20 1.50 .22+ 

55+ 0.55 .07*** 0.89 .16 0.86 .17 0.17 .17*** 0.58 .16*** 0.35 .21*** 1.09 .20 

Female 1.19 .06** 1.03 .12 1.10 .14 1.39 .14* 1.30 .12* 1.27 .16 1.37 .16+ 

Education: ≤ Lower Sec                

Tertiary education 0.57 .08*** 0.57 .19** 0.41 .19*** 0.87 .24 0.49 .14*** 0.60 .21* 0.74 .22 

Upper/Post-Sec. 0.90 .07 0.83 .17 0.84 .18 1.24 .21 0.84 .16 0.88 .21 1.25 .21 

Country: Germany               

France 1.75 .09***             

Poland 0.68 .09***             

Spain 1.03 .09             

Ireland 0.63 .10***             

Sweden 1.33 .10**             

Nagelkerke R2 0.081 0.038 0.058 0.168 0.064 0.083 0.031 

N 5779 1148 1046 1026 1175 699 685 
Displayed are odds ratios from a logistic regression model with coefficient standard errors and indications of levels of statistical signif icance. For categorical variables base categories are underlined. 
***p≤0.001, **p≤0.01, *p≤0.05, +p<0.10 
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Table 3: Logistic regression models for wanting a referendum on EU membership in own country with attitudinal predictor variables  

 
 All Germany France Poland Spain Ireland Sweden 

Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. 

Intercept 17.4 .19*** 8.28 .40*** 30.6 .43*** 6.03 .48*** 12.6 .35*** 30.0 .52*** 22.4 .52*** 

Age: 18-35               

35-54 1.04 .08 1.61 .19* 1.21 .21 0.71 .19+ 1.08 .18 0.81 .23 1.21 .25 

55+ 0.55 .08*** 0.85 .19 0.55 .21** 0.26 .20*** 0.71 .18+ 0.31 .24*** 0.91 .24 

Female 1.17 .06* 0.93 .14 1.05 .16 1.56 .16** 1.17 .14 1.16 .19 1.40 .19+ 

Education: ≤ Lower Sec                

Tertiary education 0.75 .09*** 0.89 .22 0.73 .22 0.97 .28 0.56 .16*** 0.65 .24+ 1.00 .26 

Upper/Post-Sec. 1.00 .08 1.07 .19 1.11 .21 1.19 .25 0.79 .17 0.73 .23 1.33 .25 

Knowledge about the EU 0.95 .03+ 1.05 .07 0.81 .07** 1.06 .07 0.96 .06 0.88 .08+ 0.96 .09 

National Parliament trust 1.06 .01*** 0.95 .04 1.10 .05+ 1.16 .03*** 1.00 .03 1.06 .05 1.15 .05** 

EU Parliament trust 0.79 .02*** 0.84 .04*** 0.81 .05*** 0.83 .03*** 0.87 .04*** 0.73 .05*** 0.68 .06*** 

ID: Exclusive Nat.               

Exclusive European 0.49 .12*** 0.71 .26 0.14 .39*** 0.22 .40*** 0.81 .28 0.85 .36 0.35 .37** 

Neither 0.82 .13 0.80 .30 0.91 .35 0.30 .44** 0.84 .28 2.62 .36** 0.57 .42 

Both 0.45 .09*** 0.71 .21 0.22 .22*** 0.39 .25*** 0.54 .22** 0.84 .24 0.22 .28*** 

Both strong 0.42 .09*** 0.81 .22 0.23 .23*** 0.34 .23*** 0.34 .22*** 0.98 .26 0.35 .27*** 

Immigration: Reduce               

Increase 1.10 .09 1.10 .18 0.78 .22 1.20 .25 1.59 .22* 1.17 .25 1.13 .30 

Remain the same 0.67 .08*** 0.59 .21** 0.35 .23*** 0.69 .20+ 0.89 .18 0.75 .24 0.92 .27 

Migrants good for Economy 0.91 .01*** 0.87 .03*** 0.99 .04 0.87 .04*** 0.98 .03 0.85 .04*** 0.86 .04*** 

Left-Right: Far left               

Centre-left 0.76 .09** 0.87 .20 0.84 .24 0.97 .25 0.58 .18** 0.60 .27+ 1.38 .29 

Centre-right 0.85 .08* 1.23 .19 0.80 .22 1.33 .25 0.42 .18*** 0.79 .26 0.94 .26 

Far-right 1.12 .10 2.22 .37** 1.28 .22 1.31 .27 0.51 .22** 1.19 .33 1.03 .29 

Country: Germany               

France 1.23 .10*             

Poland 0.76 .11*             

Spain 1.17 .10             

Ireland 0.57 .11***             

Sweden 1.08 .11             

Nagelkerke R2 0.282 0.269 0.347 0.396 0.240 0.310 0.330 

N 5779 1148 1046 1026 1175 699 685 
Displayed are odds ratios from a logistic regression model with coefficient standard errors and indications of levels of statistical significance. For categorical variables base categories are underlined. 
***p≤0.001, **p≤0.01, *p≤0.05, +p<0.10 
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Table 4: Logistic regression models for wanting a referendum on EU membership in own country with attitudinal predictor variables, including hypothetical decision in such a referendum 

 
 All Germany France Poland Spain Ireland Sweden 

Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. Odds-R. s.e. 

Intercept 30.8 .22*** 12.6 .46*** 38.1 .49*** 15.1 .55*** 40.2 .45*** 100.3 .71*** 18.5 .64*** 

Age: 18-35               

35-54 1.05 .09 1.73 .21** 1.12 .23 0.68 .21+ 1.06 .19 0.88 .27 1.30 .32 

55+ 0.54 .09*** 0.93 .21 0.55 .23* 0.24 .22*** 0.67 .20* 0.29 .30*** 0.80 .32 

Female 1.16 .07* 0.87 .16 1.09 .18 1.72 .17** 1.27 .15 1.07 .23 1.05 .25 

Education: ≤ Lower Sec                

Tertiary education 0.82 .10* 1.03 .25 0.80 .26 0.99 .30 0.61 .18** 0.72 .30 1.31 .34 

Upper/Post-Sec. 1.02 .10 1.10 .22 1.21 .25 1.21 .27 0.82 .19 0.83 .29 1.23 .33 

Knowledge about the EU 0.98 .03 1.06 .08 0.85 .08+ 1.05 .08 0.95 .06 1.01 .10 1.04 .11 

National Parliament trust 1.03 .02* 0.93 .04+ 1.04 .06 1.11 .03*** 0.98 .04 1.07 .06 1.11 .07+ 

EU Parliament trust 0.89 .02*** 0.94 .05 0.92 .06 0.91 .04* 0.94 .04+ 0.85 .06** 0.89 .08 

ID: Exclusive Nat.               

Exclusive European 0.87 .14 1.32 .30 0.28 .46** 0.36 .43* 1.46 .32 1.87 .44 0.44 .47+ 

Neither 0.96 .16 0.77 .36 1.40 .42 0.27 .51** 1.13 .34 3.19 .45** 0.61 .54 

Both 0.76 .11* 1.24 .25 0.41 .25*** 0.49 .28** 1.05 .03 1.41 .30 0.27 .37*** 

Both strong 0.73 .11** 1.40 .26 0.50 .27** 0.45 .27** 0.71 .26 1.76 .31+ 0.48 .36* 

Immigration: Reduce               

Increase 1.20 .10+ 1.21 .20 0.80 .25 1.25 .27 1.42 .23 2.54 .32** 1.45 .36 

Remain the same 0.72 .09*** 0.67 .23+ 0.35 .26*** 0.70 .22 0.90 .19 1.22 .30 1.07 .34 

Migrants good for Economy 0.95 .02*** 0.92 .04* 1.05 .04 0.89 .04** 1.01 .04 0.80 .06*** 0.92 .05 

Left-Right: Far left               

Centre-left 0.83 .10+ 0.88 .22 0.99 .27 1.06 .27 0.59 .20** 0.82 .35 2.02 .39+ 

Centre-right 0.92 .09 1.12 .21 0.84 .24 1.30 .27 0.53 .19*** 1.22 .32 1.45 .34 

Far-right 1.15 .11 2.19 .29** 1.26 .25 1.30 .29 0.53 .23** 2.06 .39+ 1.85 .37+ 

Would vote remain in referendum 0.07 .11*** 0.09 .23*** 0.09 .26*** 0.13 .27*** 0.07 .32*** 0.02 .45*** 0.03 .33*** 

Country: Germany               

France 1.26 .12+             

Poland 0.86 .12             

Spain 1.45 .11***             

Ireland 0.67 .13***             

Sweden 0.82 .13             

Nagelkerke R2 0.438 0.414 0.475 0.475 0.353 0.526 0.586 

N 5382 1088 948 971 1099 656 620 
Displayed are odds ratios from a logistic regression model with coefficient standard errors and indications of levels of statistical significance. For categorical variables base categories are underlined. 
***p≤0.001, **p≤0.01, *p≤0.05, +p<0.10 

 


