]
— £ J Routledge
-1 Taylor &Francis Group
Joumnal of Elections,

riicopnionandparies —— Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/fbep20

Public misperceptions of European integration in
the UK

Florian Stoeckel, Benjamin A. Lyons & Jason Reifler

To cite this article: Florian Stoeckel, Benjamin A. Lyons & Jason Reifler (2023) Public
misperceptions of European integration in the UK, Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and
Parties, 33:4, 623-643, DOI: 10.1080/17457289.2021.1945612

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2021.1945612

8 © 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

ﬁ Published online: 12 Jul 2021.

N\
[:J/ Submit your article to this journal &

||I| Article views: 1722

A
& View related articles &'

View Crossmark data &'

@ Citing articles: 2 View citing articles &

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=fbep20


https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/fbep20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/17457289.2021.1945612
https://doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2021.1945612
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fbep20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fbep20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17457289.2021.1945612?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17457289.2021.1945612?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17457289.2021.1945612&domain=pdf&date_stamp=12%20Jul%202021
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17457289.2021.1945612&domain=pdf&date_stamp=12%20Jul%202021
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/17457289.2021.1945612?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/17457289.2021.1945612?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fbep20

JOURNAL OF ELECTIONS, PUBLIC OPINION AND PARTIES 3
2023, VOL. 33, NO. 4, 623-643 g ROUtIedge
https://doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2021.1945612 & W Taylor &Francis Group

8 OPEN ACCESS W) Check for updates

Public misperceptions of European integration in the
UK

Florian Stoeckel @2, Benjamin A. Lyons @ and Jason Reifler ©°

®Department of Politics, University of Exeter, Exeter, UK; bDepartment of Communication,
University of Utah, Salt Lake City, UT, USA

ABSTRACT

We analyse public perceptions and misperceptions of European integration in
the context of the Brexit referendum in the UK. Erroneous information about
the EU was salient in the public domain before the referendum, but the
prevalence of EU related misperceptions among voters has not yet been
examined much. We use a population based survey that was conducted
before the referendum to measure misperceptions in two domains: the role
of the EU for the British economy and EU related costs. Hypotheses to
explain misperceptions are derived from the public opinion literature and
political psychology. Most voters hold misperceptions and this includes
Euroskeptics as well as individuals who support the EU. Yet, misperceptions
vary in systematic ways. Individuals with more education are less ill informed.
In line with motivated reasoning, citizens’ perceptions are also biased by
their predispositions: while many voters hold misperceptions, the magnitude
of misperceptions that portray the EU negatively is greater among Euroskeptics.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 13 November 2020; Accepted 15 June 2021

Introduction

How do public perceptions of European integration relate to the objective
state of affairs in the European Union (EU)? Who holds misperceptions in
regard to the process of European integration and how are misperceptions
linked to support for the EU? These are crucial questions in a political
context in which facts might play a minor role for public opinion (Hahl,
Kim, and Zuckerman Sivan 2018) and in which voters are not merely uninter-
ested or uninformed, but instead are often resistant to information that chal-
lenges or corrects erroneous beliefs (Flynn, Nyhan, and Reifler 2017).
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Given the complex nature of the political system of the EU and the low sal-
ience of EU issues for most of the last decades, it might be unrealistic to
expect many citizens to have a good understanding of EU related facts.
This seems to be fertile ground for the spread of erroneous information
and “Euro myths”. “Euro myths” include trivial issues, such as incorrect
stories on the reasons for EU regulation on the curvature of cucumbers,
but also less trivial topics related to the costs of the European Commission
bureaucracy or its authority vis- a-vis the EU member states. The Euro myth
website of the EU - an attempt of the European Commission to debunk
myths — lists more than 700 different false claims about the EU (European
Commission 2020). Such myths can play a particularly important role when
they are mobilised in a populist fashion. For instance, prior to the Brexit refer-
endum in the UK, the Leave campaign gained great attention with the claim
that Britain’s contribution to the EU budget would be 350 million pounds,
even though this figure was criticised as flawed by the British Statistics Auth-
ority because it is the gross contribution of the UK rather than the net
amount.’

Despite a wealth of websites and newspaper articles trying to debunk
common misperceptions related to the EU, though, there is limited systema-
tic research on the extent to which Europeans are knowledgeable about the
EU, the prevalence of misperceptions, and how misperceptions are related to
views on European integration. Accounts from focus group research reveal
that citizens perceive the European Commission as an institution with
almost unconstrained decision making powers vis-a-vis the member states
of the EU (Duchesne et al. 2013). Even focus groups that include only citizens
with high levels of education see the European Parliament as a “fig leaf” that
has virtually no powers in the process of EU law making (Baglioni and Hurrel-
mann 2016). Hobolt and Tilley (2014) find that citizens are often able to attri-
bute responsibility correctly though, which is amplified among citizens with
more political sophistication. They also report an interesting “group serving
bias”: “EU enthusiasts are more likely to attribute responsibility to the EU
when conditions are improving, whereas Euroskeptics tend to deny the EU
any responsibility for positive outcomes” (2014, 810). Carl, Richards, and
Heath (2019) conducted a survey in the UK in 2018, i.e. two years after the
Brexit referendum, which included a knowledge quiz about the EU. They
found that knowledge about the EU is equally low among Leavers and Remai-
ners. Respondents from each side were however better at answering ques-
tions correctly that could be described as ideologically convenient for them.

We build on the American public opinion and political psychology litera-
tures, as well as on the findings from recent research on EU public opinion
to theorize how citizens form perceptions on the EU. Our theoretical starting

Thttps:/fullfact.org/europe/350-million-week-boris-johnson-statistics-authority-misuse/
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point is Zaller's Receive-Accept-Sample model (Zaller 1992): citizens generate
survey responses on EU related matters based on those (few) considerations
that are salient at a particular moment when they are asked about an issue. In
the absence of precise information that might be stored in their memory,
individuals rely on heuristics and, in turn, group serving biases are likely to
play an important role. In this way, survey responses are biased in a systema-
tic way by relevant predispositions, in our case whether individuals support
European integration. We hypothesize that education increases the accuracy
of perceptions. We also expect that Euroskeptics are more biased against the
EU than citizens who support European integration.

We test these conjectures with population-based data that was collected
shortly before the British referendum on the EU in 2016. We use a novel set of
measures to test our hypotheses: perceptions that citizens have about the
share of the EU investment into the UK, UK exports to other EU member
states, the share of the EU budget that is allocated to bureaucracy, and the
share of UK child benefits that goes to recipients living in the European Econ-
omic Area (EEA). The results reveal that both voters who support the EU and
those who oppose it hold considerable misperceptions. Voters underestimate
the economic role of the EU for the British economy. They overestimate
expenses related to the EU, such as the costs for the EU administration or
the British child benefits paid to EEA recipients. These patterns exist among
Euroskeptics and EU supporters alike and in the same direction. We still
find that motivated reasoning plays an important role. It is the magnitude
of misperceptions that is larger among Euroskeptics, which is something
that our continuous measures can capture in a different way than true/
false questions (Carl, Richards, and Heath 2019).

Establishing a relationship between EU related misperceptions and
support for European integration touches on important question of causality.
For instance, voters might be Euroskeptic precisely because they are unaware
of the role of the internal market for the British economy or because they per-
ceive EU membership to be more costly than it actually is. Our cross-sectional
data do not allow us to make a strong causal argument. Yet, misperceptions
are widespread among both, Euroskeptics and Europhiles, albeit to different
degrees. This seems inconsistent with a situation in which misperceptions
exert a strong causal effect on support for the EU. This interpretation is sup-
ported in recent work on fact-checking, which finds effects on belief accuracy
but not candidate support (Nyhan et al. 2020).

This paper makes several contributions to the literature. Carl, Richards, and
Heath (2019, 96) conclude that “Britons’ beliefs about the EU may be system-
atically wrong” and that therefore “[flurther research is needed to establish
the extent of this error, and the mechanisms behind it”. Our contribution
seeks to further probe the nature of EU related misperceptions. To our knowl-
edge, our study is based on the only survey on citizens’ perceptions and
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misperceptions of the EU that was fielded in the context of the Brexit refer-
endum in 2016. We also contribute to the growing literature that helps us
to understand the result of the Brexit referendum (Hobolt 2016; Curtice
2017; Clarke, Goodwin, and Whiteley 2017). The erroneous facts that were
salient in the referendum campaign garnered much public debate, but
their prevalence among voters has been analysed rarely. Finally, while we
use the case of the UK, we believe that the mechanisms we test are
general in nature and expand our understanding of the way how citizens per-
ceive complex political issues.

Citizens’ factual understanding of European integration

Europeans’ factual understanding of European integration has not directly
been the focus of much scholarly attention. The vast majority of work on
public attitudes towards European integration deals with support for Euro-
pean integration and how we can explain it. Recent contributions do not
support the notion that a correct understanding of European integration
matters particularly much for attitudes towards the EU. Instead of factual
knowledge, a set of three different mechanisms is more relevant to explain
citizens’ attitudes towards the EU (Hooghe and Marks 2005; Hooghe and
Marks 2009; Stoeckel 2013; Armingeon and Ceka 2014; De Vries 2018): (1) citi-
zens follow cues from their party and the national political system to make up
their mind on European integration; (2) citizens with a cosmopolitan position
on a non-economic dimension of political conflict, i.e. those with some sort of
European identity and cultural openness, support European integration; and
(3) citizens who benefit from European integration in a material way, because
of their incomes, skills, or occupations, are more likely to support the EU.
Research with the specific goal of mapping citizens’ misperceptions of
the EU is largely missing.? The rich data of focus group-based research is
an exception (Duchesne et al. 2013; Hurrelmann, Gora, and Wagner 2015;
Baglioni and Hurrelmann 2016). Focus groups have been conducted in a
diverse set of countries and with respondents who differ in their occu-
pations and educational backgrounds. Three insights from this work stand
out. First, the focus group discussions reveal a generally limited understand-
ing of the EU, and quite a lot of these conversations have unearthed misper-
ceptions. For instance, in several focus groups that were conducted by
different projects, the European Parliament is perceived as an institution
“that doesn’t have any real power” (Duchesne et al. 2013, 143) or is “a fig
leaf” (Baglioni and Hurrelmann 2016, 114), whereas the EU Commission is

2Karp, Banducci, and Bowler (2003) measure EU related factual knowledge among citizens and relate this
measure to satisfaction with democracy. Armingeon (2021) examines the role of political knowledge
for citizens' attitudes toward fiscal transfers between EU member states.
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perceived as institution with “all the power” (Duchesne et al. 2013, 143).
Second, limited knowledge and misperceptions are voiced by both “low
education” groups and “high education” groups (Duchesne et al. 2013,
62). Third, some focus group participants were aware of their very limited
understanding of the EU (Duchesne et al. 2013; Hurrelmann, Gora, and
Wagner 2015; Baglioni and Hurrelmann 2016). Yet, Hurrelmann, Gora, and
Wagner (2015, 53) point out that this “lack of knowledge did not prevent
participants from passing judgment about the quality of the EU’s consti-
tutional arrangements,” in particular with regard to criticisms directed at
the democratic deficit of the EU.

Hobolt and Tilley (2014) break new ground by examining how voters per-
ceive political authority to be distributed between national governments and
the EU in five policy fields. Respondents in their study perceive authority to
rest mostly at the national level, except when it comes to interest rates and
climate change, where voters, on average, believe power is equally shared
between the two levels. Indeed, it is difficult to determine misperceptions
in this domain because authority in the EU is often shared between EU
level institutions and national institutions. However, at least for Eurozone
members, the notion of shared authority regarding interest rates is a misper-
ception, because the European Central Bank is responsible for interest rates
exclusively. Notably, Hobolt and Tilley (2014, 810) also find that citizens’ per-
ception of who is responsible for policy outcomes is heavily biased by predis-
positions towards European integration: “EU enthusiasts are more likely to
attribute responsibility to the EU when conditions are improving, whereas
Eurosceptics tend to deny the EU any responsibility for positive outcomes.”
Thus, EU related predisposition seem to function like party identities, which
is a common perceptual screen through which voters view politics at the
national level (Gaines et al. 2007).

Analyses of Brexit voting have also unearthed general perceptual gaps
between Leavers and Remainers. Vastly different perceptions of the effect
of Brexit on Britain are associated with how people voted (Curtice 2017,
31). For instance, nine out of ten remain voters believed that Brexit would
have a negative effect on the British economy, but nine out of ten leave
voters expected the British economy would benefit from Brexit.*> Finally,
Carl, Richards, and Heath (2019) put forth a comprehensive analysis of
British citizens’ knowledge of the EU in 2018. Knowledge about the EU is
limited, but on average not significantly different between Leavers and
Remainers. The authors further show how ideological convenience matters.
For instance, one question is about whether the UK pays in more into the

3Hobolt’s analysis (2016, p. 10) finds differences in the perceptions of the EU between leave and remain
voters. Leave voters do not think that the EU helped prevent a war or that it contributed too British
prosperity in general and trade in particular.
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budget of the EU than it gets back. If motivated reasoning plays a role, one
could expect Leavers to prefer this question to be true more so than Remai-
ners, because it portrays the EU as costly. The result suggest that Remainers
are indeed better at answering items correctly that are convenient for their
notion of the EU and, vice versa, Leavers are better at answering items that
are convenient for them.

Numerical estimates, unintentional biases, and intentional
biases

To build on the existing research into perceptions of the institutional struc-
ture of the EU and abstract perceptions of economic effects, we examine citi-
zens' perceptions of the economic relationship between the EU and their
national economy as well as perceptions of costs related to EU membership.
In this section we lay out our theory regarding citizens’ survey response gen-
eration for these numerical estimates. Numerical estimates are of course just
one way of mapping misperceptions (for an alternative approach related to
the EU, see Carl, Richards, and Heath 2019). We believe that they are
helpful because they allow us to go beyond a binary measure which is impor-
tant for assessing the magnitude of misperceptions while at the same time
there is a correct value that can be pin pointed.

Average citizens have limited political knowledge on basic topics (Carpini
and Keeter 1996). Understandably, then, the public’s knowledge is especially
poor when it comes to accurate numerical understanding of issues relating to
trade, budgeting, employment, public benefits and other complex issues
(Thorson 2015), and the institutional structure of the EU is no exception
(Duchesne et al. 2013; Baglioni and Hurrelmann 2016). The average citizen
is unlikely to either encounter or remember specific data points. Instead,
people fall back on heuristics when formulating mental images of the politi-
cal-economic world beyond their personal experience (Ahler and Sood 2018).
Therefore, we can expect not just generally limited knowledge, but bias in
estimates.

These biases occur in a variety of situations and they are predictable and
systematic. For instance, perceiving an organisation or group as a threat can
increase one’s perception of size, share of benefits, or other qualities relating
to the disliked group (Nadeau et al.,1993; Sides and Citrin 2007). When gen-
erating survey responses, individuals in part rely on information they have
had access to (lyengar 1990), which might bias their responses despite
their best efforts “to get it right”. This is because the most accessible infor-
mation is not always a suitable basis for correct estimates (e.g. Romer, Jamie-
son, and Aday 2003). Citizens who consume mostly partisan news may have
even greater accessibility bias, with personally accessible policy information
skewed by their broader attitudes (McCombs and Stroud 2014).
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If accessibility bias suggests incorrect estimates can be the result of elite
communication indirectly driving misinformation (Ahler and Sood 2018), dis-
information effects, in contrast, are the result of the public being directly
misled. Cynical “post-truth” politics, in which political actors intentionally
spread falsehoods to influence the public, are not new, but have becomes
especially prominent in recent elections and referendums (Hahl, Kim, and
Zuckerman Sivan 2018). Some incorrect estimates may therefore be due to
trust respondents have in disingenuous figures from their political cause
(e.g. Flynn, Nyhan, and Reifler 2017). In the case of Brexit, this disinformation
may have skewed numerical estimates for respondents on both sides.

Finally, individuals may also intentionally report overly small or large
numerical estimates to express their feelings about the groups and policies
in question (Bullock et al. 2015; Khanna and Sood 2018). For example,
when asked to estimate the size of administrative staffs, a UK citizen who dis-
likes the EU may intentionally report a massive number of estimated EU
administrators and a minuscule number of UK administrators.

In the context of Brexit, UK citizens’ numerical estimates regarding compari-
sons of UK-EU administrative staff, trade, and industry regulations are likely
influenced by their support for the EU (Hobolt and Tilley 2014). Prior work
shows that attributions of responsibility in the multilevel EU system are
driven by group-serving biases, which include party attachments, but most
importantly, enthusiasm or skepticism toward the EU (Hobolt and Tilley
2014). This same heuristic may serve as a route to generating numeric
responses that cast the respondent’s favored institution in a better light. The
prior attitude in this case would either overwhelm relevant, accurate infor-
mation the respondent had come across, or serve as a substitute in its absence.

Hypotheses

Average citizens are unlikely to remember specific data points about their
country’s relationship with the EU, and tend to rely on heuristics when provid-
ing numerical estimates. On average, then, it would be reasonable to expect
that respondents will be incorrect in their numerical estimates. Our hypoth-
eses are about the way how education and predispositions towards the EU
relate to these perceptions. Education tends to reduce reliance on heuristic
processing (Chaiken 1980; Petty and Cacioppo 1986), and also serves as a
proxy for attention to news and interest in politics (Hwang and Jeong
2009). Therefore, we first propose the following role for education:

Hypothesis 1: Individuals with higher levels of education hold more accurate
perceptions than individuals with lower levels of education.

Respondents are likely to be biased in systematic ways, however. This is
because estimates are constructed from the top of the head (Zaller 1992).
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Individuals must rely on the cognitive resources they have available, like for
example broader ideological predispositions most closely related to the issue
at hand (Hobolt and Tilley 2014). Based on cognitive shortcuts (Ahler and
Sood 2018), individuals may end up with numerical estimates that systematically
favor their ideological predisposition when it comes to quantities related to the
EU. Therefore, we also hypothesize that citizens’ attitudinal predispositions on
the EU bias perceptions. Specifically, we expect that levels of support for Euro-
pean integration will affect perceptions in an ideologically convenient direction:

Hypothesis 2a: Individuals who want Britain to leave the EU perceive the EU as
economically less relevant for the UK than voters who support the EU.

Hypothesis 2b: Individuals who want Britain to leave the EU perceive the EU as
more costly than voters who support the EU.

Data and method

The data for the empirical analysis comes from an online survey conducted by
Ipsos MORI in the UK in April and May 2016, before the EU membership refer-
endum.? Measuring perceptions and determining the specific properties that
constitute a misperception is notoriously difficult (Flynn, Nyhan, and Reifler
2017). We use issues that are quantifiable and allow us to determine misper-
ceptions with more certainty. We select citizens’ perceptions of the economic
relationship between the UK and the EU, perceptions of the costs of the EU
administration, and the amount of UK child benefits® that are paid to children
residing outside of the UK in other EEA member states.® Notably, these items
are highly technical, and it is unrealistic to expect a high degree of accuracy
from the average voter. However, we should reiterate that this allows us to
quantify the degree of bias, which other items do not. Further, our research
questions do not center on whether voters are incorrect, but rather the direc-
tion and magnitude of systematic biases.

Question wording for perceptions:
(a) the EU investment into the UK:

In 2014, international investment in the UK was 1034 billion Pounds. To the best
of your knowledge, what share [in percent] of this total amount do you think
comes from the following?

“Respondents were randomly selected from iOmnibus, which is Ipsos MORI's standing online panel. Ipsos
MORI acknowledges the ESRC as co-owner of the data.

>Child benefits paid to families overseas because of Britain’s membership in the EEA have received sen-
sational coverage in the UK media (e.g., Jowit 2012; Buchanan 2017).

The Ipsos MORI survey used a forced choice format for questions a, b, and c. While this can affect levels
of misperceptions, our robustness checks suggest that this issue does not affect the relationships we
examine. For instance, question “d” (child benefits) includes a “don’t know” category. All substantive
results for question “d” resemble those we find for the other ones. See section “robustness checks”.
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1) the EU, 2) the US, 3) China, 4) Japan, 5) Switzerland, 6) rest of the world
(b) UK exports to the EU:

In 2014, the UK exported a total of 515.2 billion pounds. To the best of your
knowledge, what share [in percent] of the total UK exports do you think were
sold to each of the following?

1) the EU, 2) the US, 3) China, 4) Japan, 5) Switzerland, 6) rest of the world
(c) the share of the EU budget spent on administration:

In 2014, the EU budget was around 140 billion Euros. To the best of your knowl-
edge, what share [in percent] of this budget do you think was spent on staff,
administration and maintenance of buildings?

(d) child benefits

What proportion of all child benefit claims awarded in the UK do you think were
for children living outside the UK in other countries in the European Economic
Area?

Answer categories: 0.03%, 0.3%, 3%, 13%, 30%, don't know

The dependent variable in our regression models is the extent of the mis-
perception of each respondent. To arrive at this figure, we subtract the
correct value from the value given by a respondent.” Hence, the value of
the dependent variable is zero for respondents whose responses are
correct and who do not hold misperceptions. The values of the dependent
variables are large for responses that are far away from the correct value.
These responses indicate misperceptions.?

Our goal is to examine the correlates of misperceptions. Although there
are other factors that likely influence responses (e.g. media exposure or
interest, see Flynn, Nyhan, and Reifler 2017), these are not the focus of our
analysis given the available data.

We measure education with a four-point scale (cf. Hobolt 2016). The four
categories relate to: (1) respondents without formal qualification, (2) respon-
dents with who completed the GCSE (a school certificate issued around the
age of 16), (3) respondents who completed A-levels, and (4) respondents
who possess a university degree.

We measure citizens’ attitudes towards the EU using vote intentions in the
Brexit referendum. This variable takes on the value of zero for respondents

’See the appendix for a detailed description of the coding.

8A small share of respondents believes that the EU is more important economically for the UK than it
actually is or that the share spend by the EU on administration is smaller than it is in reality. These
responses have negative values on our dependent variable. We do not discard these responses in
our main analyses, but we account for them in our robustness checks. The results indicate that includ-
ing them does not affect the substantive results.
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whose intention is for Britain to “Leave the EU”, 1 for respondents who are
undecided, and 2 for respondents who want Britain to stay in the EU.

We also include a partisanship measure, because it is an important “lens
through which individuals view the political world” (De Vries, Hobolt, and
Tilley 2017, 2). Party identities affect the information that citizens select to
digest in fundamental ways and hence how they form preferences (Zaller
1992). Partisanship could also play a role in how British citizens perceive Euro-
pean integration, in particular because party cues are often important for citi-
zens’ attitudes towards the EU (Hooghe and Marks 2005; Stoeckel and Kuhn
2018; Carl, Richards, and Heath 2019). Yet, party cueing effects might be
limited because the two biggest parties - Labour and the Conservatives -
were internally split before the referendum, albeit to different degrees
(Curtice 2017). We rely on a proxy for partisanship: the party that respondents
voted for in the preceding General elections (which took place in 2015). We
also account for age and gender.

Results

We begin by examining descriptive statistics based on weighted data.’ Figure
1 shows the pattern of responses for the four issues that we examine, along
with the correct numeric response. We find that citizens hold considerable
misperceptions with regard to the economic relationship between the EU
and the UK, the share of the budget that the EU spends on administration,
and the British child benefits that are paid to recipients who live in other
EEA countries.

When it comes to the economic relationship, most respondents underes-
timate the role of the EU for the British economy. For instance, the share of
the total international investment into the UK that comes from other EU
member states is 48 percent (ONS 2015). The median response among all
respondents is 30 percent. Respondents who want Britain to leave the EU
believe that the investment from EU countries amounts to only 25 percent.
However, even those respondents who want to vote remain underestimate
the role of the EU; the median among Remainers is 40 percent. Mispercep-
tions are less pronounced when it comes to the share of British exports
that is sold to other EU member states, which amounts to 44 percent (ONS
2015a). The median response among all respondents is 40 percent. While
Leave voters underestimate the role of the EU again, the median on the
remain side is in fact 45 percent: some respondents slightly overestimate
the role of the EU, rather than underestimating it.

Respondents also hold considerable misperceptions regarding the share
of the EU budget that is being used for the EU administration and the

9See the appendix for more detailed descriptive statistics of all variables.
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Figure 1. Descriptive statistics and true figures. Data: Ipsos-Mori 2016, own calculation.

percentage of British child benefit payments that are disbursed to recipients
who do not live in the UK but in other EEA countries. Respondents overesti-
mate both quantities considerably. The EU spends about 6 percent on admin-
istration.'® The median response among all respondents is 27 percent.
Respondents who want to vote remain believe that the EU spends about
30 percent of its budget on administration, but even respondents who
support the EU membership of Britain believe that the EU spends about
one fifth of its budget on bureaucracy. Misperceptions with regard to
British child benefits that are paid to recipients abroad are even more
severe. While the actual share is only 0.3 percent'', the most common
response among all respondents is 3 percent. Leave voters even believe
that about 13 percent of British child benefits are paid to recipients who
live in other EEA countries.

The results reveal that misperceptions are not unique to those who
oppose the EU, which is in line with Carl, Richards, and Heath (2019). It is par-
ticularly noteworthy however that Leavers and Remainers can hold misper-
ceptions in the same direction. Voters who support the EU membership of
the UK might want the EU to be economically important though not costly.
As a result, Remainers could overestimate the economic importance of the
EU for the UK and underestimate costs. We do not find this. On average,
most respondents underestimate the role of the EU for the British
economy, while costs related to EU membership are overestimated. At the
same time, the magnitude of misperceptions differs in a systematic, group

"%http://ec.europa.eu/budget/figures/interactive/index_en.cfm
"http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN06561#fullreport
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serving way: misperceptions among individuals who support the EU are
smaller than misperceptions of Euroskeptics.

We now analyse the same data with multivariate regression models. The
dependent variable in each of the models is the extent of misperceptions
held by respondents regarding each of the four questions. All models
include the same co-variates: education, support for the EU, age, and
gender (note that age and gender are included as demographic controls
and we do not interpret them, given our theoretical framework). The full
models additionally include dummies for party attachment; the reference cat-
egory are respondents who voted for the Conservatives in the General elec-
tions of 2015.

We begin with Table 1, which includes OLS regression models for misper-
ceptions about the economic relationship between Britain and the EU. To cal-
culate our dependent variable, we subtract the correct value from each
respondents’ answer. Respondents who underestimate the role of the EU
for the British economy therefore have a high negative value. For instance,
respondents who believe this share is about 30 percent thus have a value
of —18 on the dependent variable (30 percent minus the actual investment
of the EU into the UK, namely 48 percent). The regression coefficients indicate
whether and to what extent a particular variable decreases the gap between
perception and the true figure.

Education correlates positively with accuracy, which supports our first
hypothesis. Respondents with more education exhibit smaller mispercep-
tions about the EU investments into the EU and with regard to British
exports to other EU member states. Support for the EU also has a positive
effect. Most respondents underestimate the role of the EU for the British
economy. The positive coefficient means that respondents who support Euro-
pean integration find the EU economically more relevant for the UK than
Leavers, even though Remainers also underestimate the role of the EU. In
turn, Leavers perceive the EU as less relevant economically for the UK than
voters who support the EU, which supports hypothesis 2a.

The regression results in Table 2 report the correlates of misperceptions
regarding costs. On average, respondents overestimate how much money
is spent on administration in the EU and on British child benefits paid out
to recipients abroad. For our dependent variable, we subtract the actual
figure from each response. In this case, a negative regression coefficient indi-
cates whether a variable is correlated with a decrease of a misperception. We
find that citizens with more education hold smaller misperceptions about the
share of the funds that the EU spends on administration and the child
benefits that are disbursed to recipients abroad. This is additional support
for hypothesis 1. EU support has a statistically significant negative effect as
well. While most respondents overestimate costs related to the EU, this nega-
tive coefficient means that individuals who support the EU overestimate the



Table 1. Regression

results: misperceptions of the role of the EU for the British economy.

EU Investment into UK

UK exports going into EU

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Education 1.58%* 1.32*% 2.16%** (0.65) 1.95%*
EU support 4.40%*%* 4.25%*%* 4,65%** (0.72) 4 44***
Age 0.06 0.03 0.01 (0.04) —0.01
Female —4,03%** —4,00%** —-1.80 (1.24) -1.76
Labor -1.70 -2.13
LibDem 237 0.64
UKIP —-2.42 -3.71
Green 2.93 —0.82
SNP —4.74 —4.70
Other party -0.73 —5.39*%
Did not vote —5.64** -1.56
Constant —25.78%** —22.61%** —16.72%%* (3.16) —13.53%**
Adj-R? 0.06 0.07 0.06 0.07
Observations 956 956 956 956

OLS regressions, standard errors in parantheses. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Reference: Conservative party, male
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Table 2. Regression results: misperceptions of costs related to the EU.

Costs of EU Administration Child Benefits Paid to Recipients Abroad
Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Education —3.94***  (0.72) -—3.58***  (0.73) —0.33*** (0.06) —0.29*** (0.06)
EU support —3.12%**  (0.80) —2.53** (0.87) —0.25***  (0.07) —0.22%* (0.07)
Age 0.05 (0.05) 0.05 (0.05) —0.01***  (0.00) —0.01** (0.00)
Female 3.57**  (1.37) 3.80**  (1.38) 0.36**  (0.12) 0.35%* (0.12)
Labor 0.01 (1.89) —-0.03 (0.16)
LibDem -1.27 (2.61) —0.44% (0.22)
UKIP 391 (2.61) 0.08 (0.21)
Green —9.58%* (3.35) —1.10%** (0.28)
SNP -2.77 (3.90) 0.43 (0.35)
Other party 4,53 (2.66) 0.83***  (0.23)
Did not vote —-0.28 (2.61) 0.40 (0.22)
Constant 36.04%**  (3.50) 34.44%**  (3,92)
Cut1 —4.51***  (0.33) —4.33***  (0.37)
Cut2 =3.11%*  (0.31) —2.971%** (0.35)
Cut3 —-1.86***  (0.30) —1.61*** (0.34)
Cut4 —0.81** (0.30) -0.53 (0.34)
Cut5 —0.03 (0.30) 0.27 (0.34)
Adj-R? 0.06 0.07
Log-Likelihood —1604.6911 —1582.1125
Observations 956 956 956 956

Models 5 & 6: OLS, Models 7 & 8: Ordered Logit, standard errors in parantheses. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01,
***p < 0.001. Reference: Conservative party, male

costs of the EU administration or those related to child benefits less so than
Leavers. Leavers on the other hand perceive the EU as even more costly than
Remainers, which supports hypothesis 2b. We do not find a consistent
pattern with regard to the effects of other variables. For instance, party pre-
ferences are not consistently correlated with misperceptions.

True/false outcome measure for costs

Carl, Richards, and Heath (2019) measure misperceptions by using statements
that are rated as true or false by respondents. The survey data that we use
includes an item which resembles one from their study. It asks respondents
if they believe that the UK annually pays in more into the EU budget than
it gets back.'? This item creates a different picture than the one we get
from our continuous measures alone: a majority of Remainers (53 percent)
and of Leavers (89 percent) does not hold a misperception: these respon-
dents correctly believe that the UK pays more into the EU budget than it
gets back. Respondents who hold a misperception are more likely to be sup-
porters of the EU than Euroskeptics. We run a logit model with the same cov-
ariates that we used previously to analyse this in a multivariate analysis
(1=misperception, 0=correct response; see appendix Table A1 for results).
We find that EU support is a statistically significant predictor for

>The question was only asked to half of the sample of the survey that we use.
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misperceptions, while education is not significant. EU support increases the
probability to believe that Britain pays less into the EU budget than it gets
back, even though this is not the case. Euroskeptics perceive the EU to be
more costly than those who support it, but their predisposition towards
the EU means they are more apt to get this question right. We see that the
results are affected be the wording of a question and the response format.
The commonality across question items and response formats is the evidence
for motivated reasoning: in each case, perceptions are biased in the direction
of ideological convenience.

European parliament election turnout as reference case

Motivated reasoning is likely to take place because citizens rely on heuristics
to answer questions on quantities they interact with rarely and these heuris-
tics are tainted by prior attitudes. If this mechanism holds, we would find
different results for a topic that is more salient and that lacks a clear direc-
tional bend. To test this, we use a question that asks respondents to report
their guess on the 2014 European Parliament election turnout. We believe
that this is an item that is ideologically more neutral in the sense of Carl,
Richards, and Heath (2019) rather than convenient for Leavers or Remainers.
The EP election turnout in the UK was 35.6 percent. The median guess is 30
percent, i.e. most respondents underestimate turnout. It is similar among
Leavers and Remainers. For the dependent variable of our regression, we cal-
culate respondents’ misperceptions by subtracting the true value from their
responses. We use the same covariates as above (appendix, Table A2). Among
our key variables, education is statistically significant while EU support is not.
Respondents with more education believe that turnout is even lower than it
actually is. EU support, on the other hand, is not related to responses. This
suggests that motivated reasoning is not driving responses on an ideologi-
cally more neutral topic, in line with Carl, Richards, and Heath (2019).

Robustness checks

Our measures for misperceptions rely on data that includes limitations. First,
three of our four measures use a forced choice format that does not allow
respondents to reply that they do not know the answer, which is a
common approach in research on misperceptions (Carl, Richards, and
Heath 2019). Yet, this method could bias responses. However, we can have
confidence in the effects because the regression results for the measure
that offers a don't know category are substantively similar to the results of
the measures that do not include a don’t know category. To probe the robust-
ness of our results further, we conduct an additional check. We treat respon-
dents who selected the don't know category on the “child benefit” question
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as individuals who might have opted for a don’t know category also on the
other measures that did not include this option. We rerun all regressions
while excluding the latter group of respondents (appendix, Tables A3 and
A4). The results are similar in all substantive respects.

The most typical misperceptions are the ones where the EU is portrayed in
a negative way, that is, it is seen as less important for the British economy or
more costly than it actually is. A few respondents hold misperceptions of a
different kind. They believe that the EU is more important for the British
economy or it is less costly than it actually is. A limitation of our operationa-
lisation is that it does not discriminate well between individuals who get the
answers about right and the small share of respondents whose view of the EU
is biased in a positive direction. We want to make sure that this limitation
does not have an impact on the results. We therefore conduct two additional
robustness checks.

These robustness checks require us to discriminate between respondents
who (1) get the answers right, (2) respondents with the common mispercep-
tion that portrays the EU more negatively, and (3) the uncommon misper-
ception according to which the EU is seen as more important
economically or less costly than it actually is. We classify respondents into
group 1 — those who are correct — if their responses are within the
margin of error of our sample, that is, within 3 percent (plus/minus) of
the correct answer. Most respondents are in group 2; these are the respon-
dents with the common (negative) misperception."® This differentiation
allows us to account for those respondents who see the EU as more impor-
tant economically or less costly than it is. These respondents could bias the
results, because the main models treat them as if they had answered cor-
rectly. In a first robustness check, we exclude these respondents to check
if the results hold (appendix, Tables A3 and A4). The results are substantively
similar to the original ones in all respects.

Our second robustness check includes all of the groups mentioned above
in multinomial regression models (appendix, Tables A5, A6, A7). Respondents
who get the answers about right are the reference group in these regressions.
The regression coefficients tell us which covariates are associated with
holding misperceptions that portray the EU in a negative way. In contrast
to the main models, individuals who believe that the EU is more important
for the British economy or less costly are now a separate category. The
results support our original conclusion. Additionally, we find that respon-
dents who get the answers about right and those who have a positive bias
towards the EU are relatively similar to each other.

3We spilit this group up into two roughly equally sized groups: respondents with minor misperceptions
and respondents with large misperceptions.
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Conclusion

We find that misperceptions regarding the EU are widespread. Citizens under-
estimate the importance of the EU for the British economy, but they overesti-
mate costs related with the EU administration and British child benefits paid to
recipients abroad. These findings are in line with studies on citizens’ political
knowledge in other contexts, which highlight that it is difficult for voters to
remember abstract figures that have little meaning in their daily lives (Ahler
and Sood 2018; Lawrence and Sides 2014). Previous research measured EU
related knowledge of Leavers and Remainers using a comprehensive set of
true/false items to examine if one side is more prone to misperceptions
(Carl, Richards, and Heath 2019). Given the more limited set of question
items in our study, we cannot systematically test this. We contribute to the lit-
erature by using continuous scales to map misperceptions about two particular
issues: the economic relationship of the UK with the EU as well as EU related
costs. This perspective allows us to measure the direction of misperceptions
among Leavers and Remainers, to gauge their magnitude, and to analyze
the factors that correlate with them. Future surveys could include both types
of questions as well as more refined ones (e.g. Prior and Lupia 2008).

While misperceptions are widespread among all voters, our results also
suggest that they differ in systematic ways. We find that education is correlated
with less severe misperceptions. Individuals with more education hold less
biased perceptions of the EU, irrespective of their ideological predisposition.
In the absence of precise knowledge, citizens’ perceptions are likely to be
driven by heuristics, such as ideological predispositions. Predispositions
towards the EU are also a strong correlate of misperceptions. Euroskeptic
respondents underestimate the importance of the EU for the British economy
more so than individuals who support the EU. And while most voters hold mis-
perceptions when it comes to the costs of the EU administration or British child
benefits paid to recipients abroad, the magnitude of misperceptions among
Euroskeptics is larger. It is worth reflecting also on the fact that there appear
to be limited associations of party and perception, as party effects may be over-
whelmed by the inclusion of more directly relevant attitudes in the model.

The question remains whether it is Euroskepticism that explains misper-
ceptions or whether the reverse is true, and misperceptions determine citi-
zens' views of the EU. Our results suggest that individuals support
European integration irrespective of the misperceptions they hold. This
casts doubt on the notion that citizens’ misperceptions have a strong
causal impact on public opinion towards the EU (as supported in recent
US-based findings in Nyhan et al. 2020; Guess et al. 2020). Euroskeptics
either put more weight on these perceptions than those who support the
EU, or these perceptions are not the reason for their Euroskeptic stance in
the first place, but rather a consequence of it.
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If the latter is true, Euroskeptic attitudes towards the EU are unlikely to
change when misperceptions are corrected (Nyhan and Reifler 2010;
Thorson 2016). Yet, facts are not entirely irrelevant and even motivated rea-
soners can be “hit by the facts” (Wood and Porter 2019). Hence, future
research could unravel the precise conditions under which EU related misper-
ceptions can be corrected and whether such corrections matter for citizens'’
attitudes towards European integration.

Our findings have several implications. From a normative perspective, itis pro-
blematic for democratic processes if a large share of the population holds misper-
ceptions, especially when these misperceptions are not due to sheer ignorance
but constitute the result of citizens’ ideological predispositions. Because misper-
ceptions based on ideological predispositions are difficult to correct, public dis-
course becomes problematic. Political entrepreneurs can exploit a situation in
which ideological predispositions, rather than facts, shape perceptions of Euro-
pean integration. Politicians who voice EU related criticisms that resonate with
common misperceptions are perceived as “telling the truth”, whereas actors
who challenge misperceptions will be met with great mistrust.
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