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Under Construction: Citizen Participation in the European Union

Abstract

The European Union (EU) has a plethora of par-
ticipation instruments at its disposal. Elections,
citizens’ initiatives, consultations, petitions, and
dialogues — citizens can participate in EU politics
in various ways. But how well do the existing
instruments really work? Are they well-known
enough to citizens, and do they actually impact
EU policymaking? How can the individual instru-
ments be improved, and should new elements be
added to the existing toolbox? This study shows
that citizen participation in the EU is a patchwork
of instruments that are relatively accessible, but
largely unknown among the European public,
often have a narrow user-base, are neither trans-
national nor deliberative enough, and overall
create little impact. At the same time, four out
of five citizens want to have a greater say in EU
policymaking — and the EU and its member states
should respond to this demand.

To make participation count, the EU needs to
move from a participation patchwork to a partic-
ipation infrastructure by addressing three gaps:
the awareness gap, the performance gap, and
the political commitment gap. In a participation
infrastructure, the individual instruments would
not only work on their own, but would collectively
establish the basis for a functioning participa-
tory EU democracy alongside the representative
dimension of European policymaking. Democratic
accountability and legitimacy would not only come
from elections every five years, but from regular
and effective participation by citizens. The future
of the EU’s democracy depends on the political will
and ability of the Union and its member states to
enhance and extend the possibilities for a more
visible, more coherent, and more impactful citizen
participation within EU policymaking.
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to a participation infrastructure

It is fundamental for the European Union (EU),
as for any democracy, that citizens feel they can
participate in different ways in politics and poli-
cymaking. Over the years, the EU has put in place a
considerable number of participation opportunities
for citizens. Still, there is a persistent image of the
EU as a distant and complex political apparatus,
where decisions are made behind closed doors. The
Union wants to be democratic and participatory, as
indicated by its rhetoric around initiatives such as
the European Democracy Action Plan.! But if it is
not perceived as such, it has a legitimacy problem.

This study finds that the EU’s participation
instruments function reasonably well on their own
but do not add up to a visible and comprehensive
participation infrastructure. In the current system,
each instrument works according to its own objec-
tives, is fairly accessible and relatively easy to use.
However, citizens are hardly aware of the existence
of these instruments and their actual impact on EU
decision-making is often difficult to detect.

What we see is a participation patchwork. EU insti-
tutions have no common strategy for well-defined,
effective and sustainable citizen participation. It
is often unclear to citizens which instruments to
use and for what purpose. Learnings from one
instrument are not sufficiently used to improve
other instruments and the overall participation
infrastructure. The patchwork provides various
participation opportunities, but it does not alter
or positively affect a political process that is still
driven mostly by elites. Thus, it might be conven-
ient for policymakers to portray the EU as a Europe
of the citizens,? but de facto the Union pursues a
rather closed policymaking approach from which
citizens feel excluded.

The future of EU democracy depends on the ability
of the Union and its member states to enhance

and extend the possibilities for more effective and
continuous participation by European citizens in
EU policymaking. A change in public perception
regarding the ability of ordinary European citizens
to have a stronger say in EU politics would require
are-evaluation and upgrading of the Union’s par-
ticipatory toolkit. The functioning of existing in-
struments, as well as their collective contribution
to a participatory EU, should be improved. This
review could entail tweaks to existing instruments
and potentially also the addition of new elements
to the current toolbox if they can help to comple-
ment and make today’s EU participatory repertoire
more complete.

To improve citizen participation, the EU needs to
construct a participation infrastructure. In this
infrastructure, the individual instruments would
not only work for themselves, but collectively
establish the basis for a functioning participatory
EU democracy next to the representative dimen-
sion of EU policymaking. In such a participation
infrastructure, democratic accountability in the EU
would not only mean elections every five years, but
more visible, coherent, comprehensive, effective,
and continuous participation by European citizens
in the process of shaping concrete policies and the
overall future of Europe.

Seven EU participation instruments

European Parliament elections are the EU’s most
significant democratic instrument, through which
members of the European Parliament (EP) are di-
rectly elected. In 2019, voter turnout increased for
the first time, suggesting a potentially renewed
interest in European affairs. Still, it remains dif-
ficult for European citizens to see how elections
make a real difference in the EU decision-making
process, given the Union’s complex institutional
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setup and the still limited powers of the EP, de-
spite its progressive gain in legislative powers via
successive treaty reforms over the past decades.

The European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) is another
flagship participation instrument enshrined in
the EU Treaties, allowing one million EU citizens
to call on the European Commission to propose
legislation. Until recently, it lacked impact and
often left organisers frustrated. With the recent
ECI End the Cage Age,3 however, it seems to have
finally produced its first true success story.

Petitions to the European Parliament can be submit-
ted by any citizen or resident in the EU and are the
Union’s oldest participation instrument. Petitions
are relatively popular in a handful of EU countries,
but have otherwise kept a low profile, as the EP
itself does not attribute a high priority to them.

The European Ombudsman is an independent
institution that investigates complaints against
maladministration by EU bodies, whether lodged
by EU citizens and residents or undertaken on its

FIGURE 1 Citizens want to have a bigger say ...

/8

Respondents
who think
citizens
should have
a bigger
sayin EU
politics

Question asked:
Imagine you witness two people discussing European politics on the
street. Whom would you rather agree with: Person A: “The EU is
complex. That is why EU decision-making should be left to experts
and politicians.” Person B: “The EU affects my daily life. That is why
citizens should have a bigger say in EU decision-making.”

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung eupinions survey, 2020

own initiative. The Ombudsman has been a key
player in making EU public administration more
open and accessible, but still lacks wide public
attention.

Public consultations are organised systematically
by the European Commission for individual pol-
icy proposals, inviting citizens and stakeholders
to provide feedback. Though the Commission is
increasing efforts to make them more visible,
participation is often imbalanced towards organ-
ised interests, and it remains largely unclear how
consultation input is reflected and translated into
policy output.

Citizens’ Dialogues are town-hall meetings organ-
ised by the Commission with Commissioners or
other EU officials as speakers. They offer citizens
an opportunity to receive immediate feedback on
their questions and ideas, but they mainly cater
to a pro-European audience and there is a lack
of real deliberation between citizens and policy-
makers.

... but many
feel their voices
do not count.

Question asked:

To what extent do you
agree or disagree with
the following statement:
“My voice counts in the
European Union.”

| BertelsmannStiftung
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European Citizens’ Consultations were a one-off ini-
tiative in 2018 featuring an EU-wide online survey,
a European citizens’ panel and various events in
the member states. They influenced the overall
objectives and shape of the Conference on the Fu-
ture of Europe but lacked any concrete follow-up
by decision makers.

Three gaps between patchwork and
infrastructure

As is, these seven instruments constitute a par-
ticipation patchwork. The Union has expanded
its participatory scope considerably over time,
adding new instruments and reforming existing
ones. Today, citizens are offered various ways to
participate in EU politics. However, no new instru-
ment and no reform has led to the development of
a visible, coherent, comprehensive, and effective
participation infrastructure. This is mostly due to
three major gaps that need to be addressed: the
awareness gap, the performance gap, and the
political commitment gap.

(1) The awareness gap

Citizens want to participate. But many feel that their voices
do not count. Citizens think it is difficult to take part in
European politics and they have little knowledge of their
opportunities to participate. This creates a gap between
citizens’ ambitions to participate effectively and their
perception that there is little opportunity to do so.

According to an eupinions poll conducted as part
of this study, four out of five EU citizens want to
have a bigger say in EU politics. They feel that
European policymaking should not be left to
politicians and experts alone. At the same time,
only a minority (46 percent) believe that their
voice counts in European politics. Citizens expe-
rience a discrepancy between their own desire to
participate in EU politics and the unclear effect
their vote, their opinions, their insights, and their
participation have on the EU. Most citizens do not
perceive the Union’s participatory system as one
that they can engage with.

FIGURE 2 European citizens find it more difficult to participate on the EU level than nationally or locally

Respondents who answered “[somewhat/very] easy” to the question “how easy or difficult is it

for you to participatein...”

local
politics

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

national
politics

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung eupinions survey, 2020

15, ™
EU

politics

| BertelsmannStiftung
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The primary level of participation for citizens is
neither the European nor the national but the local
level. 46 percent of citizens believe that it is rather
easy to participate in local politics, compared to 28
percent on the national level and 15 percent on the
EU level. Our research found that this is not pri-
marily due to EU participation instruments being
difficult to use; they are simply not well-known
among European citizens.

Our eupinions survey also shows that most citizens
find it difficult to identify existing EU participation
instruments, except for the one that is best known
— the European Parliament elections. One of the
reasons is that there is hardly any media coverage
of citizen participation in any EU member state.
It is also largely unclear to citizens what a given
instrument does and when to use one instrument
or the other. As a result, the EU participation land-
scape is still terra incognita to many citizens.

(2) The performance gap

The EU has an array of different participation instruments
at its disposal, but most of these have significant room
for improvement. Not only are they unknown, relatively
unrepresentative, not very transnational and mostly not
deliberative, but their political impact on European poli-
cymaking is fairly low.

The EU has a variety of relatively accessible in-
struments at its disposal. Since the first petition
in 1958, the Union has considerably expanded
citizens’ opportunities to participate. From the
possibility to vote for their representatives in the
European Parliament, to that of submitting indi-
vidual complaints to the Ombudsman, joining con-
sultations about legislative acts or having dialogues
with politicians, citizens enjoy a broad spectrum of
participation opportunities at the European level,
more than in many EU member states. The Euro-

FIGURE 3 Instruments often do not function as they should or could

The right Participation
participation instruments
instruments function as sufficiently

arein place they should

Participation
instruments are

known and used

59 EU democracy experts were asked to what extent they agree with the following statements:

1. The appropriate instruments for citizen participation at EU level are in place.
2. The existing EU participation instruments function as they should.
3. The existing EU participation instruments are sufficiently known and used.

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung/EPC expert survey

| BertelsmannStiftung
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pean elections are clearly the flagship instrument,
being the most recognisable and most used (53 per-
cent of respondents in the eupinions survey claim
to have participated in EU elections).

But most instruments do not function as well as
they should or could. Our analysis reveals defi-
ciencies, unrealised potential and room for im-
provement with respect to all of the instruments.
They are relatively unrepresentative in terms of
participation, catering mainly to a relatively nar-
row group of highly educated EU supporters. Most
instruments exhibit little transnationality, taking
place either on the local or national level, with
little cross-border interaction. Citizens are often
left in the dark as to what happens to their input.
Equally important, the actual effect of participa-
tion instruments on EU policymaking remains low.

Little surprise, then, that Europeans feel that they
have little ability to influence EU decisions. In this
sense, the Conference on the Future of Europe
presents an important step forward in an attempt
to make the Union more participatory. The Euro-
pean Citizens’ Panels involving randomly selected
citizens from all over Europe, in particular, are a
test case of whether citizens’ assemblies could
serve as an inspiration for future efforts aiming
to modernise and further complete the EU’s par-
ticipatory framework.

(3) The political commitment gap

Citizen participation in the EU lacks the political will it
needs to succeed. There is a gap between the Union’s rhet-
oric on participation and the actions taken and resources
invested to make citizens’ voices count.

FIGURE 4 The EU’s participation rhetoric is not in line with its participation reality

EU
participation
reality

necessary political will and T
resources to make - h.e
petitions to the European Om, b’;illtiv
Parliament count. s, :
the less /,'r/,:;'; {HQUiriES :
Instjy, > e,
- C°'77p/y.tuh°"$

'770,-e o
@ th e

Oljtjc.
ally
Eur °peay

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

commitment

The political EU

participation

gap

Source: own illustration

rhetoric

“A healthy democracy
relies on citizen
engagement and an
active civil society,
not only at election time,
but all the time.”

(European Democracy
Action Plan)

| BertelsmannStiftung
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There is no common understanding among EU
politicians and policymakers about the importance
and the process of citizen participation beyond
elections. As a result, communication efforts are
often mistakenly perceived as citizen participa-
tion. For example, Citizens’ Dialogues often seem
to be treated as ‘PR exercises’ rather than tools of
concrete dialogue between citizens and EU policy-
makers. This mindset makes it difficult to develop
EU citizen participation further and take it from
window dressing to real political influence in EU
decision-making processes.

Political enthusiasm and institutional commit-
ment for more citizen participation is still low.
For example, the organisers of European Citizens’
Initiatives have more often than not been left
dissatisfied by the responses they received from
the Commission; the Petitions Committee in the
European Parliament still suffers from a lack of
interest from most MEPs; a real discussion in
the European Council about the 2018 European
Citizens’ Consultations and their results did not
take place. However, enthusiasm for participation
instruments and their results seems to be slowly
growing in the European Parliament, the Commis-
sion and in some member states.

Our research suggests that the lack of political
commitment leads to short institutional mem-
ory. In the past, new participation instruments
were often introduced as side products of major
integration steps or EU milestones, such as the
European Citizens’ Initiative resulting from the
Constitutional Convention in 2002/3 or the Cit-
izens’ Dialogues being created to celebrate the
“European Year of Citizens” in 2013. Initial inter-
est in the instruments often subsides as the Union
moves on to other priorities. As a result, under-
standing and knowledge of existing participation
instruments is not strong, even among political
insiders, although more and more instruments
have been created over time. Consequently, the
push for more participation often comes from a
small circle of participation enthusiasts within EU
institutions and is not widely shared among the
Union’s wider political establishment.

Building a participation infrastructure

For citizen participation to become a more inte-
gral, visible and effective part of EU policymaking,
the three gaps need to be bridged. To this end, we
are making five recommendations:

(1) Strategy: the basis for acomprehensive
participation infrastructure

To move from a participation patchwork to a
participation infrastructure, the EU institutions
and member states need to elaborate and agree
on a common strategy. The European Commission,
Parliament and Council need a common vision and
coordinated action on how to improve and further
develop the Union’s participation toolbox.

The EU’s citizen participation instruments are
neither well-known to the wider public nor are
they perceived to create a strong impact on EU
policymaking. EU institutions have no coherent
and common strategy to improve the use and de-
velopment of existing participation instruments.
The instruments function reasonably well on their
own, but apart from European elections they re-
main largely unknown to citizens and short on ac-
tual political influence. In addition, for a long time
the debate was focused on incremental changes to
existing instruments rather than the wider infra-
structure, or whether new instruments need to be
added to the Union’s participatory toolkit.

A common EU strategy demands that EU insti-
tutions and member states discuss and develop a
shared vision and a shared understanding of the
meaning, purpose and benefits of the Union’s
participation infrastructure. What are the main
objectives of individual participation instruments
and what purpose should the overall participation
infrastructure fulfil? How do the instruments
function together and how can they benefit from
one another? What kind of positive change is being
envisioned and how does it relate to the future
interplay between representative and participa-
tory democracy at the EU level? This study argues
that our criteria of good participation - visibility,
accessibility, representativeness, transnational-
ity, deliberativeness, and impact — are the vital
foundation of an EU participation infrastructure
and all need to be reflected in a comprehensive
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EU participation strategy. While not all participa-
tion instruments need to maximise all criteria by
design, each of them should be acknowledged and
collectively enhanced in a comprehensive partic-
ipatory system.

(2) Spotlight and exposure: more visibility for
EU participation

The best infrastructure is not worth much if
citizens are not aware of it. Just as the EU needs
a participation strategy, it also needs a joint
communication effort to make the participation
infrastructure visible to the wider public. It should
not be only the ‘usual suspects’ who know about
opportunities to participate and influence the EU;
citizens from all over Europe need to know more
about how they can get involved in European pol-
icymaking.

Our eupinions survey data clearly show that citi-
zens currently only have a vague idea about their
participation rights. And 95 percent of the democ-
racy experts we surveyed for the purpose of this
study do not believe that the current EU participa-
tion instruments are sufficiently known or used.
Increasing knowledge about the instruments and
their visibility demands political will and suffi-
cient resources. An effective participation strategy
requires an effective communication strategy.

(3) Guidance: a central hub for EU citizen
participation

An EU participation infrastructure needs a cen-
tral online hub for all participation instruments
to provide networking opportunities, effective
communication and civic education on EU citizen
participation. According to our eupinions survey,
the overwhelming majority of citizens in Europe
do not know where to go when they are interested
in participating in politics at the European level.
Therefore, a participation infrastructure needs
a central entry point, including a user-friendly
website enabling citizens to explore their partici-
pation opportunities at the EU level.

It should draw on existing EU experiences, par-
ticularly with the Have your say portal, as well
as the digital platform of the Conference on the
Future of Europe. It should seek inspiration from

tested and proven hubs in EU member states. One
good example at the member state level is the
Finnish platform demokratia.fi.

The EU hub for participation needs to fulfil four
basic functions: coherence building, networking,
effective communication, and civic education. The
coherence building function would require the EU
to organise all participation instruments under a
central logic. Each instrument needs to be clearly
explained and its role in the system and added
value need to be fleshed out, so that citizens can
receive effective practical guidance about which
instrument they could use for which concerns and
purposes. The networking aspect entails that citi-
zens should be able to engage with each other and
with the platform in any language through auto-
mated translation, to share their experiences with
instruments and ask for support to be guided to a
relevant instrument. Through a central hub, the EU
would have a better chance to communicate about
participation opportunities and the instruments in
a more coherent fashion than it currently does, with
different instruments being communicated through
different channels and different institutions. Fi-
nally, the platform would be an important tool for
civic education as it would create the possibility to
show the vibrancy and the functioning of European
democracy in an accessible format.

(4) Leaping ahead: digital potential plus new
participation formats

Modern citizen participation needs stronger
digital components. These can enhance the vis-
ibility and effectiveness of existing instruments
by bringing them to new audiences, making use
of social media. Petitions and European Citizens’
Initiatives, for example, could gain the support of
larger numbers of citizens more quickly through
targeted social media campaigns, while organis-
ers could coordinate online wherever they live in
Europe. The recent boom in video conferencing
triggered by the Corona pandemic has shown that
transnational exchange in different languages is
increasingly feasible.

However, experience with the Commission’s
public consultations and, most recently, the rath-
er disappointing participation of citizens in the
multilingual online platform for the Conference

13
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on the Future of Europe,* have shown that sim-
ply providing digital participation formats does
not suffice. There must be an added value in the
digital mix for every citizen: something for those
who want to deal intensively with a subject and
contribute with their personal expertise, as well as
for those who want to quickly feed their opinion
into a discussion process.

At the same time, the increased use of new for-
mats, such as citizens’ assemblies, can show a
way forward in making citizen participation in
the EU more representative, transnational, and
deliberative. Such initiatives have been tested in
many parts of Europe, as well as in the context
of the Conference on the Future of Europe. These
experiments at the national and European level
can help to further improve and extend the EU’s
current participation toolbox. But a number of
questions need to be addressed and answered in
this context: How can these innovative formats
be (better) integrated into existing political de-
cision-making processes? Are there possibilities
beyond a purely ad hoc use of these formats? How
can the EP , collectively or through its individual
committees, use citizens’ assemblies? When is it
appropriate for the European Commission to con-
vene them? Does this format solve problems that
could not previously be solved at the European
level? Who has the authority to initiate, and who
is accountable for the results that citizens jointly
produce?

The debate on the possible institutionalisation of
citizens’ assemblies has only just begun in the
context of the Conference on the Future of Eu-
rope. The addition of new instruments to the EU’s
participation toolbox could pave the way towards
making citizen participation more transnational,
representative, and deliberative. However, one
needs to ask how the establishment of new instru-
ments would be linked to existing instruments and
what impact they would have on the EU’s overall
participation infrastructure.

(5) Creating momentum: cultural change
and more political will from Brussels and
national capitals

Increasing and improving citizen participation is
no longer merely a marginal note in Brussels. The

debate about participatory democracy at the EU lev-
el has intensified, but EU institutions and member
states are yet to change their basic understanding
of participation from a ‘nice to have’ to a structural
feature of EU democracy. They need to overcome
their hesitations or even fears if they want EU de-
mocracy to adapt to the needs and developments
of the 215t century. The results of our eupinions
survey clearly show that citizens want to be more
involved in European policymaking, and the EU and
its member states should respond to their call.

However, one of the key problems here relates to
the fact that we lack a common understanding of
the nature, potential and different formats of cit-
izen participation. Even the experts consulted for
this study do not have a common understanding of
the concept of deliberation. While many politicians
in the context of the Conference on the Future
of Europe talk about the need for new forms of
participation, there still seems to be very little
concrete knowledge among national and Europe-
an policymakers about their potential added value
and about how these formats can work in practice.
No one can expect this to change overnight. But
to strengthen individual participation instruments
and the participation infrastructure, more political
leadership is needed in the EU institutions.

Most of the EU’s participation instruments relate
to the European Commission or the European Par-
liament. These two institutions are thus the focus
when it comes to developing a more coherent EU
participation infrastructure. However, to achieve
real and significant progress, the member states
also need to be involved and convinced that the
future of EU democracy depends on the ability
of the Union and its member states to enhance
and extend the possibilities for more effective and
continuous participation by European citizens in
EU policymaking. Without the willingness of the
member states, or at least a majority of them, it
will be difficult to achieve the cultural change nec-
essary to enhance the impact of EU participation
instruments. In other words, member states need
to have a stronger buy-in. They should endorse
and help to drive the process of moving democra-
cy to another level by strengthening the Union’s
citizen participation toolbox as a complementary
add-on to the representative dimension of EU
democracy.



Introduction

One of the key promises of democracy is the
“participation of the governed in government”,!
in other words, the voices of citizens should
be reflected in political affairs. But democratic
systems almost everywhere are challenged by
the perception that people are not sufficiently
involved and cannot influence politics effectively.
In many European countries, we can observe deep
frustrations with political representatives and
conventional political processes. The same applies
to the European Union. ‘Brussels’ is frequently
portrayed as a synonym for elite-driven politics.2
Many citizens see Europeanisation as a process in
which they are not involved, and feel that they do
not have enough of a chance to co-determine the
outcome of political processes.

Democracy depends on active citizens’ engage-
ment. Without citizens’ support, without their
participation in elections and public discourse,
and without active dialogue between governments
and citizens, no form of democracy can prosper.
Whether at a local, national, or European level,
democracy requires constant support, adjustments
and re-adjustments. Even at the national level,
maintaining a vibrant democracy has become
increasingly difficult. Citizens are not always en-
thusiastic about democratic participation: some
are disillusioned with traditional forms of par-
ticipation, some seek new forms of participation
or protest, and others retreat from the political
space all together. At the European level there
are additional challenges, including the perceived
political remoteness of EU institutions, the lack of
a European demos and the absence of a common
European lingua franca, the focus of the media
and the public on national rather than European
discourses, and the complexity of the EU’s deci-
sion-making processes. Given these challenges,
democracies at all levels must be modernised and
adapted to the needs of the 215t century.

The idea that free and fair elections are no longer
enough, that “representative democracy does not
necessarily satisfy the citizenries” anymore,3 has
sparked a considerable interest in innovative forms
of citizen participation building a “deliberative
wave” .4 Innovative forms of participation and de-
liberation are increasingly gaining ground around
the world.> This trend has seen - inter alia — the
emergence of open-source participatory solutions
at the local level (like Decidim Barcelona),b a surge
in citizens’ assemblies at the national level (such
as in Ireland)? and the proliferation of deliberative
experiments at the European level (for example,
the European Citizens’ Consultations, or the
European Citizens’ Panels in the context of the
Conference on the Future of Europe).

Classical liberal conceptions of democracy tend
to emphasise representation and largely overlook
more direct forms of citizen participation.® But
representation through elections alone can open
a gap between the diversity and complexity of
citizens’ demands and the political decisions tak-
en.? As with the European Parliament, where one
member accounts for roughly three quarters of a
million citizens (more than the population of the
two smallest EU member states, Luxembourg and
Malta), representation cannot by itself reflect the
whole diversity of ideas or satisfy the increasing
demands of European voters to get more involved
in policymaking processes.

Furthermore, cleavages in public opinion are less
and less reflected in electoral preferences and
are increasingly shaped outside the formal party
system.° This issue is particularly pronounced at
the European level, where citizens vote for their
national parties in EP elections, which are then
represented by their European counterparts in the
European Parliament. Thus, it is difficult to see a
direct connection between individual citizens and
European party preferences.

15
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Citizen participation also has an important ed-
ucational value.®* Through participation, citizens
learn to interact effectively with one another and
with political institutions and processes, gaining
insights into the mechanics of European policy-
making, which is often portrayed as complicated
and opaque.'? It can also help to keep the power of
representatives in check, pressuring them to make
decisions with the views and concerns of citizens
in mind which, in turn, enables less arbitrary and
more informed policymaking.13

Rhetorically, the European Commission demon-
strates awareness of the importance of citizen
participation, as seen in its Democracy Action
Plan: “A healthy democracy relies on citizen en-
gagement and an active civil society, not only at
election time, but all the time.”% In practice, the
increasing need to involve citizens in politics be-
yond elections becomes particularly urgent when
considering the growing influence of EU decisions
on citizens’ daily lives. From travel to healthcare,
from the price of agricultural products to working
time, from fighting against the Corona pandemic
to the green and digital transition, every person
in the European Union is affected by EU decisions.
A Union with such strong impact on its citizens
requires democratic consent if it is to maintain
and increase its profile.

Public approval for the European integration pro-
ject relies on people feeling that they have real
power to shape the Union’s policy outcomes and
future. To foster such a perception, the Union has
to evolve and become more open and accessible
— in a variety of ways — to citizens’ input and
influence. Article 10 of the Treaty on European
Union (TEU) stipulates that the Union is founded
on representative democracy (Article 10.1) via the
elections to the European Parliament (Article 10.2).
But the Union’s primary law also states that every
citizen has the right to participate in the demo-
cratic life of the Union (Article 10.3). In addition,
Article 11.1 TEU goes even further, stressing that
all EU institutions should provide citizens with the
opportunity to publicly exchange their views on all
areas of Union action.

Over time, the European Communities and later
the European Union have certainly made multi-
ple attempts to better connect with citizens. In

its first decades, European integration followed
a corporatist tradition, involving citizens only
through interest groups and associations. The ‘in-
dividual citizen’ was rather side-lined, except for
the right to vote in European elections every five
years since 1979, and the right to petition from the
very beginning of European integration. But then
gradually, and more quickly in recent years, new
procedures and instruments have been developed,
tested and introduced, giving citizens new avenues
to participate in European policymaking. Citizens
can now turn to the Ombudsman, participate in
Citizens’ Dialogues, take part in public consulta-
tions, launch a European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI),
and most recently, participate in the Conference
on the Future of Europe.

Today, the EU has a plethora of individual instru-
ments in its participation toolbox. Instruments
such as the European Citizens’ Initiative, the
European Ombudsman or the right to vote in
European elections are directly connected with
European citizenship rights and were introduced
via multiple treaty changes over the past decades.
Petitions to parliaments are already well-tested
and long-standing elements of most democratic
systems. Others, like the Citizens’ Dialogues, are
newer and still being developed. Some tools are
established in the EU Treaties or via regulations,
while others, like the European Citizens’ Consul-
tations, have a less formal basis. By design, each
of these instruments allows for a different kind
of participation, with different strengths and
weaknesses.

But how well do these instruments achieve their
goals? Are they sufficiently known to citizens? Do
they have a clear, strong and traceable impact on
European decision-making? Do they collectively
make the EU more participatory in the eyes of
citizens?

This study sets out to assess the state of insti-
tutionalised forms of citizen participation in the
EU. It evaluates the Union’s participation instru-
ments and its overall participatory system. It finds
that citizen participation at the European level is
a patchwork of disconnected instruments that
lack political support. For citizen participation
to become a more integral and effective part of
EU policymaking, these instruments should be
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organised in a shared hub that provides guidance
for citizens on how and where to participate; they
should collectively aim to advance shared criteria
of good participation and they should enjoy polit-
ical support. To establish such an infrastructure,
three gaps need to be bridged. The first is an
awareness gap, as EU citizens want to participate
effectively but feel that they have little opportunity
to do so and are often not aware of the participa-
tion opportunities provided in the EU. The second
is a performance gap, revealing that most existing

EU participation instruments could function more
effectively. The third is a political commitment
gap between the EU’s high-flown rhetoric of a
citizens’ Europe and the political reality in which
citizen participation is neither well known nor
taken seriously enough by European and national
decision makers. The study puts forward ideas and
recommendations for how to close these gaps and
develop a more visible, comprehensive, coherent,
and effective participation infrastructure.

The approach of this study

This study examines seven EU participation in-
struments, and their individual and collective
performance. The instruments are selected on the
grounds that they are institutionalised, i.e. that
they have a formal or legal basis, that they allow
individual citizens to engage with the EU and that
they at least have the possibility of influencing EU
policymaking.

The seven participation instruments are analysed
in two ways. First, each instrument is assessed
according to its own stated objectives. This pro-
vides an indication of what the instrument was
set up to do and how it performs in relation to
its own yardsticks. This part of the analysis has
the advantage of remaining very close to the
instrument’s actual aims and their given role in
the institutional system. The disadvantage of this
approach is that it neither provides an indication
of how each instrument compares to the others,
nor how the set of instruments could make up a
coherent participatory system.

Thus, the second part of the analysis of each
individual participation instrument refers to six
criteria of good participation, based on aspects
that should be present in the overall participatory
system. With these criteria, we describe the indi-
vidual instruments and evaluate their contribution
to the participatory system as a whole. The crite-

ria cover several core dimensions of democratic
legitimacy, particularly that of perception (the
criterion of visibility), that of process (the criteria
of accessibility, transnationality, deliberativeness
and representativeness) and that of output (the
criterion of impact).’>

The criteria are built on the assumption that any
functioning participatory system at the EU level
needs to include each of these aspects to have
a high level of democratic legitimacy. Of course,
individual instruments do not necessarily seek
to maximise all criteria all the time, be it for
reasons of their inherent design or the political
context in which they operate. Nevertheless, each
criterion is still relevant in understanding each
instrument, as it can expose precisely where and
why certain design choices and political decisions
were made.

The first criterion, visibility, refers to how well-
known the instrument is among the wider public.
If citizens are to participate in European politics,
they need to know about their options. Even the
most perfectly designed instrument will not
be used if it remains unknown. A more visible in-
strument is also likely to be used more frequently,
meaning that there will be more input from citi-
zens in general, and people will have a better idea
of what they can do to participate.

17
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Relevant research questions related to an instru-
ment’s visibility are: What is the level of aware-
ness about the instrument’s existence among the
European population? Do European citizens know
how the instrument works and what effect it may
have? Is the instrument covered in the media?
Does the EU actively communicate about the in-
strument?

Accessibility considers the ease with which
the instrument can be used by citizens, how
‘user-friendly’ it is, whether there are barriers
to participation and whether sufficient resources
are allocated to enable participation. An accessi-
ble instrument is one that everyone who wishes
to participate can use. An instrument may be
open to use by all, or its use may be deliberately
restricted, for example by being invitation-only.
But instruments that aim to be open but are not

easily accessible for many citizens can create par-
ticipation biases, favouring individuals or groups
with better means and more capacity to make their
voices heard.

Relevant research questions related to an in-
strument’s accessibility are: How simple and
straightforward is it to use the instrument? How
easy is it to receive information and advice related
to the use of the instrument? Are there personal
requirements or other barriers to participation?
What support structures are in place to aid access,
if any?

Representativeness examines the degree of diver-
sity of the group of citizens participating in the
instrument, specifically the extent to which the
demographic profile of the group of participants
matches that of the wider European population.

FIGURE 5 Seven EU participation instruments

Direct and EU-wide elections
of Members of the European
Parliament by the
EU’s citizenry.

Public consultations organised by

the European Commission online,

inviting citizens and stakeholders

to provide feedback on EU policy
at various stages.

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE
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An instrument enabling an
initiative by at least one million
EU citizens to call upon the
European Commission
to propose legislation.

Town-hall meetings organised
by the European Commission
where citizens can talk
directly with Commissioners
or other EU officials.

The right of any EU citizen or EU
resident to submit a petition to
the European Parliament that
comes within the European
Union'’s fields of activity and which
affects them directly.

Consultations at EU level through
an online survey and a Citizens’
Panel, and at national level
through Citizens’ Dialogues,
organised by the Council in 2018.

Source: own illustration

An independent EU institution
that investigates complaints
about maladministration by EU
institutions or other EU bodies,
lodged by EU citizens and
residents or undertaken on its
own account.

| BertelsmannStiftung
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FIGURE 6 Six criteria of good participation

Q
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Visibility
The extent to which the public at
large knows about the
instrument.

Accessibility

The ease with which the
instrument can be used by
individual citizens.

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

An instrument that is approximately representa-
tive is likely to reflect the views of the European
population as a whole. A non-representative in-
strument, meanwhile, may allow for the expres-
sion of particular views or interests but does not
necessarily provide any information about how
widely that view is shared across different demo-
graphics. Credible participation must therefore
reflect the EU’s diversity: if only a relatively nar-
row audience (such as the highly educated pro-EU
‘usual suspects’) is engaged, greater participation
does not neccesarily lead to more democratic le-
gitimacy. An instrument that attempts to control
for representativeness will likely not be open to
all, meaning there is a trade-off between repre-
sentativeness and accessibility.

Relevant research questions related to an in-
strument’s representativeness are: Who uses the
participation instrument? Are different societal
groups represented among the participants? Are
certain groups of citizens implicitly or explicitly
excluded from participation? If so, why?

Representativeness

The extent to which the citizens
using the instrument reflect the
public at large.

Deliberativeness

The extent to which the
instrument involves interaction
and reflection.

Source: owniillustration

Transnationality

The extent to which the
instrument increases cross-border
interaction, debate and awareness.

©

Impact

The extent to which the instrument
increases citizens’ influence on EU
decision-making processes.

| BertelsmannStiftung

Deliberativeness looks at the extent to which
the instrument involves interactive and reflec-
tive communication among citizens and/or with
policymakers, experts and stakeholders. Delib-
eration, meaning giving and responding to rea-
sons and arriving at a collective decision,® is a
concept that is trending across Europe’s political
discussion circles. It allows for learning, refining
demands and solutions, and potentially better
decision-making. Encouraging debate may also
be considered desirable in itself, for example for
its role in agenda-setting.

Relevant research questions related to an instru-
ment’s deliberativeness are: Does the instru-
ment allow for an open exchange of ideas and
viewpoints among citizens? Does the instrument
enable citizens to consult and interact with poli-
cymakers, experts and other relevant stakehold-
ers? Does the instrument facilitate reflection and
learning among the citizens participating? Does
the instrument facilitate the provision of feedback
to citizens?
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Transnationality refers to the extent to which
the instrument leads to cross-border interaction,
debate, and awareness, and whether it manages to
bring together citizens from different countries.
This is what makes citizen participation European:
while national citizen participation is supposed to
steer national debates, European citizen participa-
tion should steer transnational debates.

Relevant research questions related to an instru-
ment’s transnationality are: Does the instrument
feature any specific transnational requirements?
Does the instrument foster interaction and debate
between citizens and other stakeholders across
member state borders? Does the instrument con-
tribute to the development of a European identity
or awareness of EU-wide issues?

The final criterion, impact, examines the outcome
of using the instrument. In particular, it refers to
the extent to which the instrument increases cit-
izens’ influence on EU decision-making process-
es, whether their input results in concrete policy
changes, and whether they are taken seriously by

political decision makers; it may also cover more
informal aspects of output, such as influence on
a political debate or institutional culture. Par-
ticipation instruments without impact are not
participation instruments, but merely forms of
political communication or deliberation without
outcome. Those who participate but do not see that
their involvement has (at least potentially) some
effect and impact will be frustrated and less likely
to participate in the future.

Relevant research questions related to an instru-
ment’s impact are: Does the instrument produce
concrete output that decision makers can follow up
on? Has the use of the instrument resulted in any
direct, demonstrable impact on EU decision-mak-
ing? Has the instrument had any indirect impact
on EU decision-making or institutional culture?

The analysis of participation instruments and the
overall participatory system is based on a mul-
ti-method approach combining different sources
of data:

FIGURE 7 The approach of this study - analysing the EU’s participatory system

EU participatory system

- European Parliament elections

- European Citizens' Initiative

- Petitions to the European Parliament

- European Ombudsman
- Public consultations

- Citizens’ Dialogues

- European Citizens’ Consultations

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

Six criteria of good
participation

- Visibility

- Accessibility

- Representativeness
- Deliberativeness

- Transnationality

- Impact

The participation
instruments’ own
stated objectives

Source: own illustration
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eupinions Instrument-specific
representative analysis
population survey

AN J
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Expert survey Overarching
among 59 leading EU findings and
democracy experts recommendations
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Interviews

with 41 policymakers
and instrument experts

Literature
EU primary sources,
law, commentaries
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A representative EU population survey conducted
by eupinions, which is the Bertelsmann Stiftung’s
EU survey tool. The Europe-wide data is collected
and analysed by Dalia Research. For this study, a
survey was conducted in March 2020. The data are
representative for the EU as a whole, as well as
for seven individual EU member states (Belgium,
Spain, Germany, France, Italy, Netherlands, and
Poland). Specific questions and data tables can be
found in the annex.

An expert survey of 59 leading European de-
mocracy experts. The survey mirrors the study
design, asking each expert to evaluate the seven
EU participation instruments and the participa-
tory system through the analytical lens of the
study, i.e. the six criteria of good participation.
Through several questions based on a four-point
scale, experts evaluated the extent to which the
instruments fulfil their own stated objectives, and
assessed them on the basis of the six criteria. In
addition, experts were asked to assess the overall
state of EU citizen participation.

Qualitative semi-structured interviews with 41
policymakers and instrument experts. These
interviews provided deeper insights into the func-
tioning and performance of the individual partic-
ipation instruments. Interviews were conducted
with politicians, officials from the EU institutions
and bodies, think tankers, academic experts in EU
participation, as well as NGO activists. For each
instrument, at least five interviewees representing
different perspectives were identified. Each inter-
view lasted around 45 minutes and was conducted
in a semi-structured fashion. The interviews took
place between September 2019 and April 2021.
All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and
systematically coded.

EU primary sources, law, and academic literature.
To complement the findings from the above-men-
tioned data collection, the relevant EU legal texts
and literature in the form of academic articles,
think tank and NGO publications were analysed
for each instrument.

The study is structured in two parts:

Part 1 presents the key overall findings of our re-
search. It starts with the main results of the rep-
resentative EU-population poll (“eupinions”) and
the Europe-wide expert survey conducted for the
purpose of this study. It then presents the study’s
main findings in relation to the criteria of good
participation and deduces three main gaps that
need to be bridged to develop EU citizen partici-
pation into a coherent participation infrastructure.
Finally, part 1 presents several key recommenda-
tions for how participation can be improved and
how the three gaps could be addressed at the EU
level.

Part 2 takes a closer look at each of the seven
instruments. We analyse in detail the European
Parliament elections, the European Citizens’
Initiative, petitions to the European Parliament,
the European Ombudsman, public consultations,
Citizens’ Dialogues, and European Citizens’ Con-
sultations.

This study is a collective endeavour of the Ber-
telsmann Stiftung and the European Policy Centre.
Both organisations jointly conceived the research
design and conducted the research together.
Dominik Hierlemann and Stefan Roch are the
lead authors of Part 1 of this study, with input
provided by Paul Butcher, Janis A. Emmanouilidis
and Corina Stratulat. In Part 2, Paul Butcher took
the lead on the chapters on the European elec-
tions, Citizens’ Dialogues, public consultations,
and European Citizens’ Consultations. Dominik
Hierlemann, Maarten de Groot and Stefan Roch
took the lead on the chapter on the European Cit-
izens’ Initiative. The lead author of the chapter on
petitions to the European Parliament is Maarten
de Groot. The chapter on the European Ombuds-
man was led by Stefan Roch.
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|. What EU citizens and democracy

experts think:
survey results

24

What do Europeans think about citizen participation? How do experts look at
and evaluate the existing participation instruments in the EU? To find out, we

conducted two distinct surveys. On the one hand, we used the Bertelsmann

Stiftung’s representative EU population survey (eupinions) to ask European

citizens about their expectations, knowledge and experience of citizen

participation in the EU. On the other hand, we conducted a survey among

59 academic EU democracy experts to explore how the academic community

perceives the seven EU participation instruments studied, and the EU’s

participation system as a whole.

1. You aren't always on my mind: results from
an EU-wide survey on participation in the EU

In the landscape of political participation, the EU remains a terra incognita for most people. Four out of five
Europeans want to have a bigger say in EU decision-making. But many find it far too difficult to participate
and are unsure whether their engagement would make a difference. If at all, voting is the way Europeans
participate in European politics. Other participation instruments are rarely used.

Voiceless: more than half of EU
citizens think their voice does not
count

For a democracy to be legitimate, citizens need to
feel that their voice is heard. When asked whether
they think that their voice counts in the European
Union, a majority of people respond in the nega-
tive. 54 percent either tend to or totally disagree
with the statement, “My voice counts in the Eu-
ropean Union”. Only 12 percent of respondents

fully agreed with this statement. However, there
are considerable differences between countries.
In Germany, the majority of respondents feel that
their voice is heard in Europe. In Poland, responses
are more or less tied. In the other member states,
however, the tendency is similar: there is always
a slight majority that does not feel heard. Italy is
a particularly striking example, with around 65
percent of respondents feeling that their voice
does not count in the EU. There are no considera-
ble differences in terms of levels of education and
gender, yet when we look at age, we see some var-
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iation. Younger respondents were more positive
regarding whether their voice counts in compari-
son to older generations, particularly respondents
between 41 and 60.

Lack of belief in their power to make a
difference and lack of knowledge are
key factors preventing citizens from
participating

Except for elections, most EU participation instru-
ments are not used in great numbers by the wider
European public. What holds citizens back from
using these instruments more frequently? Our
survey points to a combination of factors. Almost
a third of all participants cited a lack of knowl-
edge and a belief that their involvement would not
make a difference as factors holding them back
from participating. Thus, knowledge about the
EU and its policies, as well as an understanding
of the importance and impact of one’s own voice,
are key elements holding back European citizens’
motivation to participate.

Nevertheless, results suggest that European citi-
zens do not take political participation lightly and
in fact regard participation in European politics as
a civic duty. Only 17 percent of respondents do not
believe that it is necessary for them to participate
and less than 20 percent believe that being polit-
ically active is too complicated and burdensome.

FIGURE 8 More than half of EU citizens think
their voice does not count

Inpercent My voice counts in the European Union

46

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung eupinions survey, 2020

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE | BertelsmannStiftung

Striking variations are evident across countries: in
Italy, one of the EU’s founding nations, as in Spain,
a high number of respondents say they know too
little about the EU (34 percent). In France, the pro-
portion of those who say they are not interested in
the EU (28 percent) and/or find European politics
too complicated (23 percent) is higher than in any
other member state. Poles, who are otherwise
generally pro-European, believe more than any-
one else asked that it makes no difference whether

FIGURE 9 Lack of knowledge and belief in their power to make a difference prevent citizens from

participating

Inpercent  What, if anything, is it that holds you back from participating more in European politics?

I don’t believe that it will make enough of a difference
I don’t know enough about European politics

I’'m not interested enough in European politics

| find it too complicated and burdensome

I don’t have enough time

| don't believe it is necessary for me to participate more

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE
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Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung eupinions survey, 2020
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FIGURE 10 Citizens have a vague idea of their participation rights in the EU

Inpercent  Which of the following is true? EU citizens can ...

-votein European Pariament lectons. Y

... submit a petition to the European Parliament.
...vote in an EU-wide referendum on EU legislation.

... elect my country’s EU Commissioner.

... give feedback on EU policies.
:

...start a European Citizens’ Initiative
... elect the President of the European Commission.

... participate in a European Citizens’ Senate.

M Existing instrument

Fictional instrument

We asked citizens to spot existing EU participation instruments among eight different options.

Four were existing instruments; the other four were fictional.

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

they participate or not (38 percent). Germans state
far more than all other respondents that they do
not have enough time for more active participation
in EU politics (26 percent).

Despite the differences, there is not one single
overriding reason that keeps citizens from mak-
ing use of the different participation channels.
Europeans are aware of the importance of their
own participation but are not very active. The
claim often reported in the media! that the EU is
too complicated and difficult for citizens to un-
derstand is neither the only, nor the main reason
for low participation. Nevertheless, only those
who believe they understand EU politics, at least
in part, and who are convinced of the impact of
their own actions, will participate actively in the
long term.

Europeans have arather vague idea
about their participation rights within
the EU

How much do citizens know about their participa-
tion opportunities? To find out, we asked citizens
to spot existing EU participation instruments
among eight different options, four of which ex-
isted, while four were fictional.

Source: Bertelsmann Stiftung eupinions survey, 2020

| BertelsmannStiftung

The overwhelming majority of respondents have
only a vague idea about their participation rights
and opportunities. Half of the respondents know
they can vote in elections to the European Parlia-
ment, which is surprisingly low. Only 28 percent
were able to identify the possibility of submitting
a petition to the European Parliament and even
fewer pointed to the European Citizens’ Initiative.
At the same time, the results also indicate that
there are no serious misconceptions about par-
ticipation opportunities for citizens in the EU. In
Germany, for example, all four correct answers
received most of the votes.

Voting is the main way Europeans
participate in European politics.
Other participation formats are
rarely used

When citizens participate at the EU level, they do
so predominantly through European elections.
Half of our respondents stated that they had
participated in European elections. All other par-
ticipation instruments score around 10 percent or
less. Actual participation is likely to be even lower.
For example, around 10 million signatures have
been collected for various European Citizens’ Ini-
tiatives to date. Even if these signatures came from
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