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Differentiated Integration: 
Blessing and Curse? 

How do European citizens think about  
differentiated integration in the EU? 
The coronavirus outbreak is only the latest stress test for the EU 
after Brexit, the refugee crisis and the Eurozone debt crisis. At the 
start of the outbreak, EU member states were some of the hardest 
hit countries globally and many of them have put their economies 
in hibernation to reduce the strain on health services. The extraor-
dinary crisis has put renewed political pressure on the country-bloc 
to come up with joint approaches to battle the virus and manage the 
economic fallout. While EU member states agreed on a European 
stimulus package, negotiations were plagued by divisions. Northern 
and southern member states disagree over how to share the 
economic burden and regain competitiveness, while western and 
eastern Europe disagree over rule of law and human rights. Experts 
have argued for differentiated integration as a viable solution to ac-
commodate such heterogeneity in preferences, but is it? 

While we could imagine that DI might please some Euroskeptic 
segments of the population as it gives them a way out from further 
integration, it may be equally likely that it simultaneously alienates 
more pro-EU parts of the population who prefer more uniform inte-
gration. As such, differentiated integration could be both a 
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blessing and a curse for the EU. Against this 
backdrop, it is important to study public opinion 
about differentiated integration. As part of the 
H2020 funded project Integrating Diversity in the 
EU (IntDivEU), we examined public views about 
differentiated integration by integrating existing 
survey data and collecting novel survey data (in 
collaboration with the EU3D consortium). This 
policy brief summarizes our main results and 
conclusions. 

Public Opinion towards Differenti-
ated Integration 
In the first step, we explored the development 
of public support for differentiated integration 
across time. We did this using the Eurobarom-
eter question on whether a group of countries 
should be allowed to intensify cooperation or 
if they should wait for the other countries. Re-
spondents could also indicate that they did not 
know what to answer. The figure below shows 
the yearly percentage of EU citizens who were 
supportive of a two-speed Europe (across all 
current 27 EU MS). What becomes clear is that 
citizens have become more familiar over time 
with the idea of differentiated integration. Public 
opinion on this issue has become more crystal-
ized, as the percentage of people who answered 
“don’t know” declined. At the same time, we see 
a small increase in the level of support for multi-
speed integration, which is particularly driven by 
key moments in EU policy-making, such as the 
signing of the Lisbon treaty, the Eurozone crisis 
and the Brexit referendum.  

 

 

  

 

 

 

Figure 1: Support for Two-Speed EU across 
time 

Views about Multi-Speed Europe and 
Opt-Outs 

In the second stage, we use novel data from 
2020 to study differences between more pro-EU 
and Euroskeptic segments of the population in 
their preferences for multi-speed integration and 
opt-outs. 

To measure public preferences for multi-speed 
Europe, we asked respondents the following 
question: “Please tell us how far you agree or 
disagree with the following statement: The EU 
should allow countries to integrate at multiple 
speeds. This means that all member states 
aspire to the same levels of integration in the 
future, but they are allowed to arrive there at 
different times, creating more flexibility but also 
more fragmentation.” 

To measure public preferences for opt-outs, 
we asked respondents the following question: 
“Please tell us how far you agree or disagree 
with the following statement: Member states 
should be allowed to opt out of specific areas of 
European integration.”  

The figures above show the distribution of re-
spondents’ views about multi-speed Europe and 
opt-outs, also based on their level of support for 
the EU. Pro-EU and Euroskeptic citizens are 
defined based on their responses to a question 
asking how they would vote in a referendum 
about their country’s membership in the EU. 
What becomes clear from these distributions 
is that pro-EU citizens and Euroskeptics want 
different things when it comes to differentiated 
integration. While the majority of pro-EU re-
spondents supports a multi-speed Europe, the 
majority of Euroskeptics are in favor of opt-outs. 

Differentiated integration is often seen 
as a way to accommodate preference 
heterogeneity in the EU, but our re-

sults cast doubt on this as pro-EU and 
Euroskeptic citizens differ tremen-
dously in the form of differentiated 
integration they would like to see.
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Support for different forms of DI 

Two-speed integration and opt-outs constitute 
only a fraction of the many different forms of dif-
ferentiated integration (DI). Hence, in the third 
step, we conducted a large survey in eight EU 
member states in March 2021. We asked re-
spondents about their support for various forms 
of DI, including a core Europe, a Europe a la 
carte, exclusion procedures and optouts and 
forms of external differentiation. The guiding 
question was whether citizens’ support differs 
across different types of DI. 

Our findings showed that citizens evaluate 
different types of DI differently. Factor analyses 
show that citizens care about two dimensions of 
differentiation: the first is linked to integration, 
the second to safeguarding national autonomy. 
Once again, we found that preferences for DI 
were strongly related to general EU member-
ship support. EU supporters and those with a 
European identity support the ideal DI type of 
a ‘core Europe’, which refers to a bundling of 
the more integration-friendly member states 
and limited but possibly permanent opt-outs. 
In contrast, more Eurosceptic respondents, 
including those with an exclusively national 
identity, support a different ideal type, namely 
the ‘à la carte Europe’ which allows for a pick-
and-choose approach to common policies. 

Moreover, using a survey experiment, we in-
vestigated how the institutional design and gov-
ernance structure of differentiated integration 
affects public support. We found that citizens 
generally prefer temporal to permanent differ-
entiation and larger to smaller DI subgroups. 
Moreover, when it comes to the decisionmaking 
process, citizens prefer a majority vote among 
member states over unanimity. Citizens do not 
want (differentiated) integration to be held back 
by an individual member state and are more 
supportive of DI proposals put forward by the 
European Parliament or by their own home state 
(in comparison to more intergovernmental insti-
tutions). This suggests that member state gov-
ernments act as an important source for citizens’ 
preference formation and that the supranational 
EU institutions have an important part to play in 
the design of and bargaining for DI, not least to 
reassure citizens that no member state is dis-
criminated against or taken advantage of. 

Finally, our experiment also provides evidence 
that, in the eyes of the citizens, different policy 
areas lend themselves better or worse to differ-
entiation. While DI appears to offer a path forward 
for social policy initiatives, such as a common 
minimum wage, it may not work for other con-
troversial policy areas. Notably, citizens do not 
think that DI in the relocation of refugees is 
fair - possibly because they worry about others 
free-riding on their efforts. 

While generally pro-EU citizens are more in favour of differentiated integra-
tion in the form of multi-speed Europe, because they see it as a solution to 
overcome gridlock, Euroskeptic citizens display more support for opt-outs. 

“ “

Figure 2: Support for Multi-Speed Europe (left panel) and Opt-Outs (right panel) 
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 Four Key Findings 

Overall, our research highlights key findings: 

1. EU citizens have become generally more 
supportive of differentiated integration, when 
it comes to multi-speed Europe, over time. 

2. This change is primarily driven by Euroskep-
tic and ambivalent citizens becoming less 
hostile towards the idea of a multi-speed 
Europe. 

3. Our results demonstrate the importance to 
consider multiple forms of differentiated in-
tegration. Optouts and a Europe a la carte 
are more popular among Euroskeptics, while 
more pro-EU citizens are more supportive 
of multi-speed Europe and building a core 
Europe. 

4. Left-right ideology matters. For right-wing 
Euroskeptics opt-outs are more popular, 
while this is somewhat less so for right-wing 
pro-EU citizens. Left-wing pro-EU citizens 
being much more supportive of multi-speed 
integration than opt-outs. 

5. An institutionalized decision-making process 
that is perceived to be fair and impartial plays 
an important role in gaining public support for 
differentiated integration. 

Lessons for European Integration 
Differentiated integration is often seen as a way 
to accommodate preference heterogeneity in the 
EU, but our results cast doubt on this as pro-EU 
and Euroskeptic citizens differ tremendously in 
terms of the differentiated integration they would 
like to see. While generally pro-EU citizens are 
more in favor of differentiated integration in the 
form of multi-speed Europe, because they see it 
as a solution to overcome gridlock, Euroskeptic 
citizens display more support for opt-outs and 
a Europe a la carte. Overall, our results cast 
doubt on the idea that differentiated integration 
may be a way to bridge preference heterogene-
ity when it comes to the EU. At the same time, 
we also demonstrate that the institutional design 
and decision-making procedures associated 
with proposals for differentiation shape public 
support. As such, specific forms of differentiated 
integration can gain EU wide support, if the de-
cision-making process is perceived as fair and 
impartial.  
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