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Chapter 1 

What are European values?
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Values are deeply rooted motivations, principles or orientations guiding, steering, 
channeling or explaining certain attitudes, norms, opinions, convictions, and desires, 
which, in turn, direct human action or at least part of it.

Values are crucial for keeping communities likes the European Union together.

The six core European values covered in this report are democracy, pluralism, freedom, 
equality, solidarity, and justice.

These European values are very difficult to measure, because they are abstract 
concepts. To make them more tangible, we study values indirectly by looking at how 
people judge events, behaviors, or outcomes around them.

Summary
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1.1	 Introduction

Even though the word values is relati-
vely new, the ideas behind it go back a 
long time. In ancient Greek philosophy, 
thinkers like Plato and Aristotle talked 
about virtues – qualities like wisdom or 
courage – that were seen as important 
for living a good and meaningful life. 

These virtues became part of Christian 
teachings and were used for centuries 
to decide what was right or wrong (Hal-
man & Sieben, 2020). Back then, values 
were mostly about personal character 
and moral guidance.

Over time, the focus began to shift. In the 
19th and 20th centuries, philosophers 
like Nietzsche and sociologists like We-
ber began to question traditional moral 
beliefs. They introduced the idea that 
values are not always fixed or universal, 

and that they can vary from person to 
person or culture to culture. Unlike virtu-
es, which suggest what is ‘good,’ values 
were seen as more neutral: they do not 
always point to the right path, but they 
do shape our behavior (Halman & Sie-
ben, 2020).

Sociologists such as Durkheim and later 
also Parsons (1960) showed how im-

portant shared values are 
for society: without agree-
ment on some fundamen-
tal beliefs, society can fall 
apart. Therefore, resear-
chers tried to study va-
lues scientifically, but this 
turned out to be difficult. 
It is hard to prove exactly 
how values form, or how 
much they truly influen-
ce what people do (e.g., 
Spates, 1983; Kohn, 1969; 
Rokeach, 1973). Therefo-
re, scientists became less 
interested in values for 
some time (Hechter, 1993; 
Spates, 1983).

In recent years, however, 
the interest in values has 
grown again. Questions 
about economic inequali-

ty, artificial intelligence, cul-
tural change and the future of democra-
cies have made it clear that values still 
matter (e.g., Craglia et al., 2018; Etzioni, 
2008; Hechter, 1992; Kriesi, 1998; Miles, 
2015; Putnam, 1993). They help us deci-
de what kind of society we want to live 
in, and what kind of people we want to 
be.

This is exactly why the European Union 
has laid down their core values in the 
Treaty on European Union (European 
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Union, 2007a). Before we turn to these 
fundamental values on which the EU is 
built and which should thus be an inte-
gral part of democratic and civic educa-
tion in Europe, we first need to ask the 
difficult question scholars have been 
struggling with for ages: what are va-
lues?

1.2	 Defining values

Up until today, there is still no clear-cut 
answer to the question of what defines 
values. One reason for this is that values 
are not directly visible: they are men-
tal constructs that can only be inferred 
from what people say or do (Hechter, 

1993). Many researchers have tried to 
define values more precisely and to 
separate them from related ideas like 
norms, attitudes, beliefs, and opinions 
(e.g., Kluckhohn, 1959; Rokeach, 1973; 
Van Deth & Scarbrough, 1995). A com-
mon view is that values are more funda-
mental than these other concepts: they 
lie deeper, at the core of our being, and 
have a more guiding role; they can help 
us decide what is good or bad, right or 
wrong, important or unimportant (Ester 
et al., 2006; Haidt, 2012; Halman, 1991; 
Miles, 2015; Rokeach, 1968). In this way, 
they influence how people behave wit-
hout always being clearly visible.
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Taking all these elements together, va-
lues can be defined in the following way: 

Although scientists largely agree on 
the core elements of this general defi-
nition, different scientific fields study 
values in different ways. For example, 
psychologists often see them as perso-
nal motivations, while economists focus 
on value as the usefulness of products 
or services. Sociologists, on the other 
hand, look at values as shared cultural 
standards that guide social behavior 
and shape societies. In fact, common 
values are deemed crucial for the sur-
vival of communities (Almond & Verba, 
1965; Etzioni, 2008; Parsons, 1960; Toc-
queville, [1848] 1998). 

This essential role of shared values is 
acknowledged by the European Union, 
as shown in the opening statement 
of the Charter of Fundamental Rights: 
“The peoples of Europe, in creating an 
even closer union among them, are re-
solved to share a peaceful future based 

on common values” (European Union, 
2000: 8). We will now discuss what the-
se common values are exactly.

1.3	 Fundamental European values

In determining the fundamental values 
of the European community, we imme-
diately encounter the difficulty of defi-
ning values again: in different EU docu-
ments, slightly different core values are 
mentioned. The most elaborate descrip-
tion can be found in Article 2 of the Trea-
ty on European Union (European Union, 
2007a: 5):
“The Union is founded on the values of 
respect for human dignity, freedom, de-
mocracy, equality, the rule of law and 
respect for human rights, including the 
rights of persons belonging to minori-
ties. These values are common to the 

"Values are d�ply r�ted motiva-
tions, principles or orientations guiding, 

st�ring, channeling or explaining certain a�i-
tudes, norms, opinions, convictions, and desires, 

which, in turn, direct human action or at least part 
of it." 

     (Halman & Sieben, 2020: 3)
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Member States in a society in which 
pluralism, non-discrimination, toleran-
ce, justice, solidarity and equality bet-
ween women and men prevail.” 

In this definition, foundational values are 
listed together with fundamental princi-
ples, such as pluralism and solidarity. 
However, in explaining the aims and va-
lues of the EU, these principles are not 
explicitly mentioned, only implicitly de-
scribed. For example, the aim “respect 
its rich cultural and linguistic diversity” 
refers to pluralism (European Union, 
n.d.). In yet other documents, such as 
the Charter of Fundamental Rights, prin-
ciples like solidarity are again described 
as values (European Union, 2000: 8).

Staying close to the definition of values 
provided above, the following six Euro-
pean values are eventually included in 
this report: democracy, pluralism, free-
dom, equality, solidarity, and justice.
These are all core principles that should 
guide Europeans into a peaceful future. 

The decision to not include human dig-
nity and human rights as values is ba-
sed on two considerations: first, human 
dignity is described by the EU as “(…) 
not only a fundamental right in itself but 
(…) the real basis of fundamental rights” 
(European Union, 2007b), and by the UN 
as “(…) the foundation of freedom, justi-
ce and peace in the world” (United Nati-
ons, 1948: 1). Because human dignity is 
believed to form the basis of the values 
of the EU, we do not consider it a va-
lue in itself, but the foundation from 
which all European values have 
arisen. Second, human rights are 
defined as “universally applica-
ble legal norms,” used to uphold 
our common values (Council 
of the European Union, 2012: 

1). Therefore, they can be considered a 
tool, rather than a value. (Similar to ‘rule 
of law’, which is strongly related to the 
value of justice.)

Now that we have established the core 
values of the European Union, the goal 
of this report is to make these abstract 
European values more tangible, 
so they can be used for 
democratic citizens-
hip in secondary 
school edu-
c a t i o n . 
How can 
we do 
that?
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1.4	 Measuring European values

Even though it is hard to measure values 
directly, researchers have tried various 
methods – from asking people about 
their values, to analyzing speeches or 
media content, to using surveys (Roke-
ach, 1973; Kluckhohn, 1959; Lowenthal, 
1944; Inglehart, 1997; Schwartz, 1992). 
In doing so, a functional approach to va-
lues is needed, which assumes that hol-
ding a certain value means being incli-
ned to act in a particular way; it shapes 
how people respond to situations and 
make choices (Halman, 1991; Ester et 
al., 2006; Van Deth & Scarbrough, 1995). 
This understanding focuses less on 
what values are and more on what they 
do, making it possible to study values in-
directly by looking at how people judge 
events, behaviors, or outcomes around 
them (Halman & Sieben, 2020: 3).

Projects like the European Values Study 
and the World Values Survey take such 
an approach to values and have helped 
us understand how values differ bet-
ween countries and how they change 
over time (Hagenaars et al., 2003; In-
glehart, 2018). These studies show that 
values are shaped by both personal ex-
periences and wider social forces like 
globalization, modernization, and politi-
cal conflict (Halman & Gelissen, 2019; 
Norris & Inglehart, 2019).
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1.5	 Conclusion

In this first chapter, we have learned that 
values are guiding principles that steer 
our norms, attitudes and behaviors. 
They are essential in forming communi-
ties like the European Union. The EU is 
founded on multiple principles which we 
have summarized into six core values: 
democracy, pluralism, freedom, equality, 
solidarity, and justice. Because values 
are so abstract, scientists have difficul-
ty measuring them directly. Therefore, 
they ask people’s evaluations of events, 
behaviors, and outcomes that represent 
these values. This research approach 
has helped us gain insight into value dif-
ferences across people, countries and 
times.

In the next chapter, we will elaborate on 
these value trends in Europe. This will 
give insight into why it is important to 
learn about European values in school. 
The remainder of the report will provide 
practical tools for secondary education 
on how to make these values more tan-
gible.
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Chapter 2 

Trends in European values 
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Modernization Theory states that long-term value patterns in societies are shaped 
by the material conditions experienced during our formative years.

Older generations generally prioritize order, stability, and economic growth, while 
younger generations tend to prioritize self-expression, autonomy, and democratic 
values. Through generational replacement, European societies have developed 
more post-materialist, emancipative values.

Many micro- and macro factors besides the economy contribute to what values 
we hold dear, such as individual life experiences, cultural traditions, institutional 
contexts, regional environments.

Because of their complex make-up, values are not easily changed. The worries 
about rapidly growing value divides and extreme polarization are therefore often 
overstated.

Affective polarization, however, seems to be on the rise and may be affecting our 
tolerance towards those we (think we) disagree with. This can make us adhere less 
to democratic principles.

A cultural backlash seems present among both older and younger cohorts. While 
older cohorts seem insecure about already established values and identities, younger 
people struggle with ‘four D’s’: distrust, dealignment, deprivation and destruction.

Learning to critically reflect on their own values and engage with others in respectful 
dialogue will help pupils develop the skills to defend, improve, or reform their 
European community. 

We provide 12 teaching strategies that could help in teaching the skill of critically 
reflecting on values, namely: 5W1H, Chess Board, Circle Chat, Four Corners, Head 
Heard Hands, INSERT, Opinion Line, Snowball, SPIDER Web, Think Pair Share, Values 
Compass, and Values Quadrant.

Summary
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2.1 Introduction

In recent years, European values have 
received growing attention, not only in 
science, but also in public discourse and 
political debates. Questions of Euro-
pean identity, integration, and unity are 
increasingly framed in terms of values: 
what do we share? What divides us? And 
how are our collective values changing 
over time? The core European values of 
democracy, pluralism, freedom, equality, 
solidarity, and justice may be laid down 
in the Treaty on European Union (Euro-
pean Union, 2007), but many people 
worry that these values are in decline.

Processes like modernization, globali-
zation, and individualization have dis-
rupted traditional social structures and 
ways of life, raising concerns about the 

erosion of civic responsibility and social 
cohesion (Joas, 2000; Fukuyama, 2000). 
As we are navigating a world marked 
by rapid change and growing complexi-
ty, some people fear we are drifting to-
wards selfishness, political apathy, and 
moral ambiguity. Amidst these worries, 
understanding how values are formed 
and how they evolve over time becomes 
even more important.
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2.2 Where do values come from?

One of the most influential theories of 
value formation is Inglehart's Moder-
nization Theory (1977; 1997). Central 
to this theory are two mechanisms: the 
scarcity hypothesis and the socializati-
on hypothesis. The scarcity hypothesis 
posits that people prioritize those va-
lues that help them cope with the most 
pressing threats in their (socio-econo-
mic) environment. In times of scarci-
ty, “materialist” values that emphasize 
order, authority, and survival are most 
important. In more affluent and secure 
contexts, people shift towards "post-
materialist" values such as autonomy, 
self-expression, and participation. Com-
plementing this is the socialization hy-
pothesis, which entails that the values 
people acquire during their formative 
years remain rather stable throughout 
their lifespan. Combined, these hypothe-
ses emphasize intergenerational value 
change: as older generations die out and 
are replaced by younger cohorts raised 
in different socio-economic conditions, 
the dominant values in society gradually 
shift. This process is called the "Silent 
Revolution" and has resulted in the rise 
of emancipative, post-modern values 
across much of Europe (1977; 1997). 

Modernization, however, is not a singu-
lar process. It entails several interrelated 
trends, such as rising incomes, increa-
sing educational levels, urbanization, 
and social complexity. All these chan-
ges tend to support values such as free-
dom and pluralism (Welzel et al., 2003). 
Yet, critics have pointed out that moder-
nization alone cannot fully account for 
the diversity of value systems across 
and within countries (e.g., Gundelach, 
1994; Eisenstadt, 2000). A growing body 

of literature now emphasizes the inter-
action between micro- and macro-le-
vel factors: individual life experiences, 
cultural traditions, institutional contexts, 
and regional environments all play a role 
in shaping people’s values (Inglehart & 
Baker, 2000; Arts, 2011; Halman & Ge-
lissen, 2019). So, values are not solely 
the product of economic development 
or generational change. They are also 
embedded in institutions and affected 
by political, social, and cultural factors. 
Recognizing this complexity is essential 
when assessing how European values 
have developed over time.

2.3 Continuity or polarization?

Contrary to the popular narrative of 
deepening value polarization in Europe, 
empirical research paints a more nuan-
ced picture (e.g., Mau et al., 2023; Muis, 
2024). While there are certainly differen-
ces between countries and demographic 
groups, large-scale survey data, such as 
from the European Values Study, sug-
gest that no value polarization is taking 
place; core emancipative values remain 
widely supported. The fear that society 
is increasingly divided into extreme, ho-
mogenous and opposing blocs is often 
overstated.

This does not mean there are no chal-
lenges. Despite rather stable value dif-
ferences, many people in Europe seem 
to feel increasingly positive about their 
ingroup and increasingly negative ab-
out outgroups: this is called “affective 
polarization” (Harteveld, 2019; Reiljan, 
2020; Wagner, 2020). This type of polari-
zation decreases the ability to engage in 
constructive political disagreement. Po-
litical debates are increasingly marked 
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•	 Dealignment stands for the weake-
ning connection between voters and 
traditional political parties. In the 
past, people often voted loyally ba-
sed on religion, class, or family back-
ground. Today, such loyalty is much 
less common. Voters – especially 
younger ones – are more flexible 
and more likely to support new par-
ties that speak to their specific issu-
es. This change has led to increasing 
fragmentation of the political land-
scape and has created more room 
for authoritarian populist parties. 
Furthermore, the idea of voting as a 
civic duty has weakened, especially 
among practically educated youth.

•	 Deprivation describes the relative 
material insecurity felt by younger 
generations. While the general stan-
dard of living has risen over the past 
century, many young people today 

perceive a decline in opportunity 
compared to previous generations. 
Despite being the most highly edu-
cated generation ever, many young 
people face insecurities on the labor 
market and have difficulties buying 
a house (Green, 2017); Moreover, 
the pressure of meritocracy – where 
success is framed as entirely self-
earned – intensifies feelings of failu-
re and insecurity among those who 
struggle (Sandel, 2020). In this con-
text, younger people may be drawn 
to authoritarian values as a way to 
restore a sense of control, order, and 
security amid growing economic un-
predictability.

•	 Destruction refers to the erosion of 
collective identities and shared ways 
of life. As traditional sources of be-
longing, such as religion, class, and 
national identity, have weakened due 
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to modernization, globalization, and 
rising individualism, many people 
have lost the sense of security and 
meaning these collective frameworks 
once provided. Young people are fa-
cing a difficult challenge: growing up 
without clear, stable sources of iden-
tity. This lack of cultural grounding 
can create uncertainty about how to 
behave, what to believe, and where 

one belongs, making values like con-
formity, obedience, and social order 
more appealing (Hornsey, 2008). 

So, authoritarian reflexes may arise 
among different cohorts for different 
reasons. Research combing these two 
perspectives indeed shows that both 
the very oldest and very youngest co-
horts hold somewhat less democratic 
values, but that the weakest support for 
democracy can be found among the lat-
ter (Muis, 2024). However, as shown in 
figure 2.1, democracy is still highly valu-
ed by all generations.

Source: Muis (2024), based on the European Values Study (EVS), weighted data Source: Muis (2024), 
based on the European Values Study (EVS), weighted data

Figure 2.1

Figure 2.1 Mean democratic values among birth cohorts per EVS-wave.
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2.5 Teaching strategies

The values of democracy, pluralism, freedom, equality, solidarity, and justice shape 
how societies function and how individuals relate to one another. In an era of global 
unrest, understanding values – how they change, why they matter, and how they differ 
– is essential for democratic citizenship. This makes education about European values 
more urgent than ever. 

At the following pages, we briefly describe 12 teaching strategies that teachers could 
use in their classrooms to help pupils learn about European values. Later in this re-
port, we will apply these strategies to the values discussed by giving practical class-
room examples. The 12 teaching strategies are: 5W1H, Chess Board, Circle Chat, Four 
Corners, Head Heard Hands, INSERT, Opinion Line, Snowball, SPIDER Web, Think Pair 
Share, Values Compass, Values Quadrant. 

For more detailed information on these strategies, see: https://atlasofeuropeanvalues.

eu/materials.html

https://atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu/materials.html
https://atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu/materials.html
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Teaching strategy 1: 5W1H 

5W1H	Encourages students to explore complex societal issues through structured 
questioning. Using the six guiding prompts – What, Where, When, Why, Who, and How 
– students examine a topic from multiple angles, promoting deeper understanding 
and critical thinking. Working in small groups, they discuss controversial statements, 
collaborate on structuring their responses, and present their findings to the class. The 
teacher facilitates by linking student insights to relevant value theories and data (see 
next chapters). This strategy fosters skills in argumentation, perspective-taking, and 
evidence-based reasoning, while also encouraging students to reflect on their own va-
lues in relation to those of their peers.
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Teaching strategy 2: Chess Board

Chess Board	Offers a dynamic and visual way for students to engage with value-la-
den statements by physically positioning pawns on a board to indicate agreement or 
disagreement. Working in small groups, students reflect on controversial issues, ex-
press their initial views, and engage in discussion. They are then given the opportunity 
to reconsider and, if desired, revise their stance by moving their pawn. This process 
not only stimulates open dialogue but also fosters reflection and perspective-taking. 
The teacher concludes by connecting students’ responses to value clarification frame-
works and visual data (see next chapters). Through this method, students develop a 
deeper understanding of how values shape opinions and how dialogue can influence 
one’s views.
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Teaching strategy 3: Circle chat

Circle Chat encourages active participation and thoughtful dialogue by engaging all 
students in a series of rotating paired discussions. Standing in two concentric circ-
les, students face a partner to discuss a question or statement before rotating to a 
new partner for the next round. This dynamic format enables them to express and 
exchange views on a topic from multiple angles. The progression of linked questions 
promotes deeper exploration and understanding of diverse perspectives. A concluding 
class discussion allows the teacher to relate students’ insights to theoretical concepts 
and data (see next chapters). This method helps students recognize the roots of diffe-
ring opinions while building their communication and reasoning skills.
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Teaching strategy 4: Four corners

Four Corners	creates an engaging setting for students to reflect on a controversial 
statement or complex question by physically positioning themselves in a classroom 
corner that aligns with their level of agreement or chosen answer. Each corner group 
discusses their shared viewpoint and presents arguments to the rest of the class. Stu-
dents may revise their stance and move to a different corner during the discussion. 
This movement-based approach encourages open dialogue, perspective-taking, and 
critical reflection. The teacher concludes by linking the arguments to relevant theories 
and data (see next chapters), helping students understand how values shape differing 
attitudes and opinions.
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Teaching strategy 5: Head, Heart, Hands

Head, Heart, Hands encourages students to engage with a topic on three levels: cog-
nitively, emotionally, and practically. Prompted by a meaningful stimulus, such as a 
video, image, or podcast, students respond by noting their thoughts (Head), feelings 
(Heart), and possible actions (Hand) on sticky notes. These reflections are discussed 
in rotating groups, allowing students to explore all three dimensions. The activity ends 
with a class-wide discussion where the teacher connects student input to relevant 
theories and (see next chapters). This method fosters multidimensional reflection, 
empathy, and perspective-taking on values-related issues.
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Teaching strategy 6: INSERT

INSERT (Interactive Noting System for Effective Reading and Thinking) promotes criti-
cal engagement with texts by encouraging students to annotate or “code” information 
using symbols, sticky notes, or other visual aids. While reading selected material, stu-
dents identify key insights, express uncertainty, and reflect on connections with prior 
knowledge. This method cultivates skills such as discrimination, comparison, and eva-
luation, while also prompting students to articulate and refine their values through di-
scussion. The teacher closes the activity by relating the reading outcomes to relevant 
theories and data (see next chapters), deepening understanding of how values shape 
opinions, decisions, and behavior.
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Teaching strategy 7: Opinion line

Opinion Line	 enables students to physically position themselves along a line (real or 
imagined) to indicate their stance on a dichotomous statement. This visual and embo-
died approach facilitates expression of personal opinions, encourages reflective dia-
logue, and allows for shifts in perspective based on peer arguments. By linking each 
discussion to maps and explanatory frameworks (see next chapters), students gain 
deeper insight into the diversity of viewpoints within and across societies. Though 
simple in design, the method requires skilled facilitation to guide meaningful debate 
and connect students' positions to underlying values.
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Teaching strategy 8: Snowball

Snowball promotes critical reflection and collaborative decision-making by guiding 
students through a staged narrowing of options related to a values-based question. 
Starting individually, students select key statements from a set selected by the tea-
cher, for example linked to the maps presented in the next chapters. Through successi-
ve rounds of pair and group discussions, students refine their choices, ultimately agre-
eing on the most relevant responses and justifying them with arguments. This layered 
approach fosters deeper understanding, enhances dialogue and reasoning skills, and 
helps students connect individual opinions to broader societal patterns and theoretical 
insights.
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Teaching strategy 9: Spider web

SPIDER Web (Synergetic Practiced Independent Developed Exploration Rubric WEB)	
encourages collaborative learning through a visual and interactive brainstorming pro-
cess. Using tools like string or wool, students create a physical web to represent con-
nections between ideas, values, and perspectives related to a central topic. Working 
in small groups, they share insights, build on each other’s contributions, and explore 
interrelated concepts. The method fosters respectful dialogue, empathy, and critical 
thinking by placing students at the center of the learning process while the teacher 
observes and facilitates reflection. By visually mapping the complexity of values and 
linking the discussion to relevant theories (see next chapters), students deepen their 
awareness of how individual beliefs are interwoven within broader societal frame-
works.
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Teaching strategy 10: Think Pair Share

Think Pair Share is a flexible and engaging method that fosters reflection, collabora-
tion, and critical dialogue. Students first reflect individually on a question or statement 
(Think), then exchange perspectives with a peer (Pair), and finally share their insights 
in a broader classroom discussion (Share). This structured process encourages stu-
dents to articulate their values, consider alternative viewpoints, and engage in respect-
ful dialogue. Whether used to introduce, deepen, or consolidate learning, the activity 
supports the development of communication and reasoning skills. 

By connecting the shared reflections to data and theories (see next chapters), the stra-
tegy promotes meaningful engagement with real-world value dilemmas.
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Teaching strategy 11: Values compass 

Values Compass enables students to reflect on a series of value-related questions by 
positioning their opinions on a 0-10 scale, resulting in a visual representation of their 
attitudes. This graphical output serves as a starting point for comparison and discus-
sion, first among classmates and then with broader societal groups. By engaging with 
diverse perspectives and visualizing value patterns, students gain deeper insight into 
the complexity of individual and cultural differences. The strategy fosters awareness 
of one's own position, encourages respectful dialogue, and facilitates connections bet-
ween personal opinions, peer perspectives, and international data.
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Teaching strategy 12: Values Quadrant

Values Quadrant invites students to explore their own values in relation to a specific 
topic by positioning themselves on a two-axis quadrant, where each axis represents 
a dimension of the chosen value. Students may also place fictional or real-life perso-
nages onto the quadrant based on short character profiles. Through pair and group 
discussions, they explain and justify their placements, consider alternative perspec-
tives, and reflect on the diversity of motivations behind value-based decisions. The 
teacher guides the process and connects the outcomes to data and explanatory 
frameworks (see next chapters). This visual and interactive method helps students 
critically examine their own positions, understand the reasoning of others, and dee-
pen their awareness of complex value dilemmas.
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2.6 Conclusion

In this chapter we have elaborated how 
long-term value patterns in societies 
are shaped by the material and social 
conditions experienced during one's for-
mative years. Through generational re-
placement of older cohorts prioritizing 
order, stability, and economic growth 
by younger cohorts valuing self-expres-
sion, autonomy, and democracy, Europe 
as a whole has become more focused 
on post-materialist values such as free-
dom and pluralism. However, not only 
the economy is shaping our values: the 
interplay between individual life expe-
riences, cultural traditions, institutional 
contexts, regional environments and 
many other micro- and macro factors 
determines what values are guiding us 
in life. 

Because of this complex way in which 
values are formed, they are not easily 
changed. Worries about rapidly growing 
value divides and extreme polarization 
are therefore often overstated. Although 
such value polarization is not taking pla-
ce, affective polarization seems to be on 
the rise in Europe. This form of polariza-
tion may be threatening our democratic 
values as soon as we no longer see ‘the 
other’ as a legitimate political opponent, 
but as an enemy that needs to be exclu-
ded. 

Among whom these democratic values 
are decreasing exactly remains up for 
scientific debate, but both the oldest and 
youngest cohorts seem to have their 
own cultural and economic insecurities 
affecting their values. At the same time, 
democratic and emancipative values are 
still highly valued by all groups in socie-
ty, emphasizing the strong foundation 

on which the European community is 
built.

Pupils are growing up in a world where 
old certainties are dissolving and plu-
ralism is the norm. They need the tools 
to critically reflect on their own values, 
engage with others in respectful dialo-
gue, and navigate moral complexity wit-
hout falling into cynicism or dogmatism. 
Teaching European values is not about 
imposing a single worldview. It is about 
fostering the civic competence to parti-
cipate in a shared project, even amidst 
disagreement; it is about making visible 
the value foundations of European insti-
tutions, and equipping the next genera-
tion to defend, improve, or reform them.
The remainder of this report will provide 
practical tools for secondary education 
to make European values more tangi-
ble. At the end of each value chapter, an 
example of a teaching strategy – applied 
to that value – will be provided.
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This chapter is largely based on the chapter ‘Values’ by Loek Halman and Inge Sie-
ben (2020) and chapters from the dissertation ‘Who are those people?’ by Quita Muis 
(2024). We added some new elements and updated literature. ChatGPT was used 
with the prompt: “could you please improve this text to make it more accessible for 
democracy and civic education in secondary schools.” The descriptions of the tea-
ching strategies are a summary of the information available at https://atlasofeurope-
anvalues.eu/materials.html, created with the prompt: “could you please summarize 
this information in a few sentences, fitting for democracy and civic education in se-
condary schools.”
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Democracy 

Chapter 3 
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ked to authority. Individuals who grow 
up in more peaceful and secure times 
are more likely to embrace democratic 
values, like freedom and participation 
in society. However, it’s important to 
note that even though these democratic 
values are generally stable, big events 
or crises (like economic downturns or 
wars) can sometimes shift people’s 
views in the short term (Inglehart (1997). 
During times of crisis, people might start 
to think that strong, decisive leadership 
is more important than the usual proces-
ses of democracy. This can lead them to 
question the effectiveness of democra-
tic governance (Boin & ‘t Hart, 2003).

Diffuse political support can be cap-
tured in two ways. These applications 
come with tangible measurements that 

are also suitable for implementation in 
education for democratic citizenship in 
secondary school education. First, we 
can measure the importance of being 
governed democratically with a ques-
tion such as (EVS, 2017):

How important is it for you to live in a 
country that is governed democratically? 
On this scale where 1 means it is “not at 
all important” and 10 means “absolute-
ly important” what position would you 
choose? 
  

A second way of measuring diffuse 
political support is by asking people 
about their democratic-autocracy pre-
ference. This is the support individuals 
give for democracy in comparison to 

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

68.84 - 74.27

74.28 - 79.7

79.71 - 85.12

85.13 - 90.55

90.56 - 95.98

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Figure 3.1 shows differences in this democratic value across countries in Europe. 
Please note that the idea of democracy, in this case, is not specifically defined. In-
terestingly, research has shown that when people talk about democracy, they usu-
ally think of it in a simple way, a “minimalist understanding of democracy” (Ferrín & 
Kriesi, 2016: 150) such as having free and fair elections. 

Figure 3.1 Importance to live in a country that is governed democratically2

2 Opinions on original scale (1-10) are transformed into a scale from 0-100.
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other forms of government (Inglehart & 
Wetzel, 2005), such autocratic govern-
ments (where power is controlled by 
one person or a small group) or techno-
cratic governments (decision-making is 
done by experts). Based on a typology 
of Diamond and Linz (1990, for an ela-
boration see: Reich, 2002), democratic 
governance is often compared to three 
specific forms of autocratic governan-
ce: military rule, a strong leader with un-
checked power, and a government run 
by experts. This comparison is labelled 
‘democratic-autocracy preference’ in the 
literature and can be tangibly measured 
as follows (EVS, 2017):

I’m going to describe various types of 
political systems and ask what you think 

about each as a way of governing this 
country. For each one, would you say it is 
a (1) very good, (2) fairly good, (3) fairly 
bad or (4) very bad way of governing this 
country?
•	 Having a strong leader who does not 

have to bother with parliament and 
elections

•	 Having experts, not government, 
make decisions according to what 
they think is best for the country

•	 Having the army rule the country
•	 Having a democratic political system

3.2.2. Specific political support: political trust

Specific political support is related to po-
litical trust. This refers to confidence in 

Figures 3.2 to 3.5 show the percentage of people who think it is a (very or fairly) 
good idea for each of the four forms of political systems of the democratic-auto-
cratic preference across countries in Europe.

Figure 3.2 Percentage of people who think having a strong leader who doesn’t have to bother 
with parliament or elections is a (very of fairly) good idea

11.71 - 25.56

25.57 - 39.41

39.42 - 53.26

53.27 - 67.11

67.12 - 80.96

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu
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Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

34.39 - 45.47

45.48 - 56.55

56.56 - 67.62

67.63 - 78.7 

78.71 - 89.78

Figure 3.3 Percentage of people who think having experts, not government, making decisions 
according to what they think is best for the country is a (very of fairly) good idea

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Figure 3.4 Percentage of people who think having the army rule the country is a (very of fairly) 
good idea

1.05 - 12.23

12.24 - 23.4

23.41 - 34.58

34.59 - 45.75

45.76 - 56.93

 

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Figure 3.5 Percentage of people who think having a democratic political system is a (very of 
fairly) good idea

80.77 - 84.41

84.42 - 88.04

88.05 - 91.68

91.69 - 95.31

95.32 - 98.95
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It is good to note again that specific poli-
tical support is quite volatile, which me-
ans that it can change quickly and more 
easily (Reeskens et al, 2020). This type 
of support it is content-dependent as it 
relies on institutional performance (Het-
herington, 1998; Norris, 2011), economic 
performance (van Erkel & van der Meer, 
2016), as well as individual well-being 
(Catterberg & Moreno, 2006). Specific 
political support thus depends on rat-
her short-term satisfaction with specific 
outputs; it is about how well people think 
the government is doing at a particular 
moment in time (Easton, 1965).

In many democratic countries, relatively 
high and stable levels of diffuse political 
support are combined with fluctuating 
(or even declining) levels of specific po-
litical support (Van der Meer, 2019). For 
example, even though democracy may 
be highly valued in general, trust in the 
government or political parties might 
drop during a crisis or when people feel 
the government is not doing a good job. 
This combination of stable support for 
democracy and fluctuating trust in po-
litical institutions has been seen as a 
potential problem in the past. Scholars 
used to worry that a lack of confidence 

in the government could lead to a crisis 
in democracy. They considered high le-
vels of political trust to guarantee the 
stability of democratic political frame-
works and regarded it as a fundamen-
tal component of civic culture (Almond 
& Verba, 1963). However, many experts 
today think that this combination of va-
lues (that is high levels of diffuse poli-
tical support combined with low levels 
of specific political support) signals the 
rise of the ‘critical citizen’ (Van der Meer, 
2019:17). This means people still value 
democracy overall, but they are also 
more critical of how political institutions 
work; they are willing to question and 
evaluate the actions of their leaders and 
government. 

Figure 3.8 Percentage of people that have a great deal or quite a lot of confidence in government

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

80.77 - 84.41

84.42 - 88.04

88.05 - 91.68

91.69 - 95.31

95.32 - 98.95
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3.3 Differences in democratic values 
across countries in Europe

When looking at differences in democra-
tic values between countries in Europe, 
it is important to know that over time, 
many countries – even those that used 
to be more autocratic – have become 
more democratic (Huntington, 1993). 
This means that people in European 

countries today place a high value on 
being governed democratically. Western 
and Nordic European countries, in parti-
cular, score very high on diffuse political 
support. Why is that?

A first explanation for these country 
differences is that Western European 
countries have had longer traditions of 
democracy. This means people there 
have been living under democratic sys-
tems for much longer than people in 
Eastern European countries, which only 

became more democratic after the fall 
of communism in the late 20th century. 
As Eastern European countries have ex-
perienced more democracy over time, 
their people have become more sup-
portive of democratic governance, whi-
le they are less supportive of autocra-
tic systems. This shift is a result of the 
increased experience with democracy 
(Haerpfer, 2008).

A second xplanation relates to how well 
democracy is working in each country. 
In countries where people feel that de-
mocracy is working well and is efficient, 
they are more likely to support democra-
tic governance (Ferrín & Kriesi, 2016). 
This idea of democracy performance is 
often connected to the country’s econo-
mic conditions. Support for democracy 
is thus viewed as the result of an evalua-
tion of its (economic) worth (Waldron-
Moore, 1999). Democratic values are 
highly supported in countries that are 
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economically affluent or have low levels 
of inequalities. Andersen (2012) in this 
respect argues that the level of econo-
mic inequality is more important than 
the level of economic development. Ho-
wever, it’s not just about wealth or eco-
nomic growth. Perceptions of corrup-
tion also play a role. In countries where 
people think there is a lot of corruption 
in politics, support for democracy is lo-
wer (Moreno, 2002). However, Karp and 
Milazzo (2015) notice that support for 
democracy is not necessarily directly lin-
ked to economic conditions or percep-
tions of corruption; more important is a 
general dissatisfaction of how democra-
cy functions in practice. This democratic 
scepticism is seen as an important ex-
planation for why individuals in Eastern 
European countries tend to embrace de-
mocratic governance to a lesser extent 
than individuals from Western and Nor-
dic European countries.

Finally, studies show that people in ad-
vanced industrial democracies (count-

ries with strong economies and stable 
political systems) tend to support de-
mocratic values more (Dalton and Ong. 
2005). As we already mentioned earlier 
(and more elaborate in Chapter 2), In-
glehart (1997) argued that people in we-
althy countries shift away from material 
values focused on survival and security 
towards more postmaterialist values, 
which are values focused on personal 
freedom, self-expression, and democra-
cy. These countries thus value democra-
cy more because individuals are more 
focused on issues like individual rights, 
freedom and equality.
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ket, rising inflation and (threat of) wars 
(Muis & Reeskens, 2022). 

Finally, we discuss two additional expla-
nations for differences between indivi-
duals within countries. The first involves 
gender differences. Research shows 
that women are often less supportive of 
democratic values than men, especially 
in Eastern Europe (Oakes, 2002). There is 
no clear answer as to why this happens, 
but some scholars suggest that women 
may be more traditional in their beliefs 
and less progressive in their views ab-
out change. Similarly, people who are 
religious tend to hold more traditional 
views as well, which might make them 
less likely to strongly support democra-
tic values. However, other research sug-
gests that religion can actually promote 
support for democracy (Meyer, Toper & 
Price, 2008). Religious individuals often 
show high levels of trust in public institu-
tions, including political ones. They are 
seen as law-abiding citizens who follow 
the rules of society and tend to support 
the basic norms of democracy.

Please note that in the social sciences, 
we look for general patterns when explai-
ning differences in support for democra-
cy between countries and between indi-
viduals within countries. It is important 
to know that these patterns are proba-
bilistic, not deterministic. Probabilistic 
means that something is more likely to 
happen when a certain factor is present. 
Deterministic would mean that whene-
ver a certain factor is present, a certain 
outcome must happen every time. In the 
social sciences, this kind of strict cause-
and-effect is rare. People are complex, 
and what they value depends on many 
factors. So when we state "Individuals li-
ving in countries with less corruption va-
lue democracy more", it does not mean 

that everyone in those societies always 
values democracy more, just that the 
chance of this happening is higher. This 
notion is important as it reminds us that 
we are looking for overall tendencies 
and trends, not absolute rules. Excepti-
ons can exist, both at the individual and 
country level.

3.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we argued that while de-
mocracy varies in form across count-
ries, it has become a universal value. 
Democratic values are closely linked to 
political support, which was categorized 
into diffuse support (general beliefs in 
democratic values, such as the import-
ance to be governed democratically and 
democracy-autocracy preferences) and 
specific support (trust in government 
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and political institutions). Individual’s 
diffuse political support tends to be 
rather stable over time, influenced by 
early life experiences, while specific po-
litical support can change quickly as it 
depends on government performance. 
Differences in democratic values across 
countries are influenced by factors such 
as democratic traditions, democratic 
performance, macro-economic condi-
tions, levels of corruption, and popula-
tion’s postmaterialist values. Individual 
differences in democratic values within 
countries can be linked to the same type 
of explanations: individuals in economic 
hardship, with lower levels of education, 
and of older (as well as the most recent) 
generations value democracy less. Final-
ly, gender and religious differences can 
impact support for democracy as well.

When discussing these democratic va-
lues and difference between countries 
and individuals, it remains important to 
note that democracy is a multifaceted 
concept. Definitions and meanings vary 
and depend on different contexts. The 
same holds for (aspects of) other forms 
of government. For example, the mea-
ning attached to the role of the army, 
or to a strong leader, is dependent on 
historical and cultural circumstances. 
This makes that democratic values are 
a complex phenomenon, and that there 
are many exceptions to the general pat-
terns and explanations outlined above. 

Finally, it is good to note that democra-
cy has many layers. In this chapter, we 
focused on the national government, but 
one can also think of other forms of go-
vernment (supranational, regional, and 
local), as well as democracy outside the 
public domain, like democracy in fami-
lies, business, and in schools and class-
rooms. 

Example teaching strategy: 

“INSERT”

Controversial topic for discussion: 
“The best political system is having 
a strong leader”

Text to read: For example, a text 
about the rise of populism across 
the Europe       

Explanatory theories: Post-mate-
rial values; Social trust; Authorita-
rian values

See: https://atlasofeuropeanvalu-
es.eu/materials.html 
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for and acceptance of these differences 
and outgroups. In this chapter, we focus 
on two outgroups to describe pluralism 
values: minority religious groups and 
migrants. It should be noted that the two 
are quite related, as migrants bring their 
own religious and cultural traditions to 
the host country which are oftentimes 
different from the religious traditions of 
the native majority. Both are therefore 
often viewed as outsiders by the majori-
ty populations (cf. Ceobanu & Escandell, 
2010) and prone to prejudice, discrimi-
nation and, sometimes, even violence. 
Also note that migration is not a new 
phenomenon in the world, but is nowa-
days more affected by globalization 
than ever before. It means that migrants 
come from an increasing array of origin 
countries, leading to a greater diversity 
in ethnicity, culture, and religion in des-
tination countries (De Haas, Castles & 
Miller, 2020). Europe thus has become a 
multicultural patchwork with millions of 
new migrants (Zick, Pettigrew & Wagner, 
2008: 235). 

Research confirms the widespread exis-
tence of negative attitudes towards out-
groups in general, and religious groups 
and migrants in particular, in all Euro-
pean countries (Scheepers et al., 2002, 
Ceobanu & Escandell, 2010), although 
there are differences in pluralism values 
between countries and between indivi-
duals within countries, as we will show 
below.

4.2. Pluralism values: perceived threat 
and contact with outgroups

To explain attitudes towards outgroups, 
the social sciences offer two main theo-
retical frameworks. The first is competi-

tion theory. This theory combines ideas 
from realistic group conflict theory and 
social identity theory (Scheepers et al., 
2002). It helps explain why some indi-
viduals may have negative attitudes to-
ward groups that are different from their 
own, such as religious minority groups 
or migrants. The basic idea is this: when 
people feel that their group is competing 
for limited resources, they may start to 
see other groups as a threat. These re-
sources can be material goods like jobs, 
affordable housing, or access to govern-
ment support (Billiet, Meuleman & De 
Witte, 2014). But it is not just about mo-
ney or work; people can also feel threate-
ned when their cultural values or traditi-
ons seem to be challenged. For example, 
minority groups or migrants may follow 
different religious or cultural practices, 
which can make some individuals feel 
like their own way of life is under threat 
(Manevska & Achterberg, 2013). Con-
flicts can thus also happen over things 
like values, identity, or fears about losing 
national traditions or control (Schneider, 
2008). In addition, news about terrorist 
attacks can trigger even more negative 
views of religious minority and migrant 
groups, as it increases feelings of immi-
nent danger and a more salient percep-
tion of migration threat (Böhmelt, Bove 
& Nussio (2020). In all cases, both eco-
nomic and cultural, the trigger for hos-
tility toward immigrants is the threat to 
the group’s resources or status, rather 
than to those of individuals (Lancee & 
Pardos-Prado 2013: 108). Since there is 
conflict (competition) between groups 
in society over these scarce goods, na-
tives perceive threat by outgroups such 
as migrants. This reinforces individuals’ 
social (contra) identification: the mecha-
nisms proposed by social identity theory 
that individuals identify with their own 
ingroup (Turner et al., 1987). They often 



                                                                        European Values made tangible

60

feel proud of this ingroup and compare 
themselves to others (the outgroup) to 
feel better about who they are. So, when 
individuals feel both economically and 
culturally threatened, and strongly iden-
tify with their own group, it can lead to 
negative views of minority groups and 
migrants. Please note that the threat 
we refer to here is not always real; it is 
about how people feel or interpret a si-
tuation. Even if in- and outgroups are 
not truly in competition over scare cul-
tural and economic goods, people may 
still perceive outgroups to be a threat 
to their ingroup’s jobs, culture, or way of 
life (Blalock, 1967).

The second theoretical perspective has 
a more positive outlook, as it focuses 
on the possibilities to diminish prejudi-
ce and negative attitudes towards out-
groups. The basic idea of this contact 
theory (Allport, 1966) is that when indi-

viduals from different ethnic, religious 
or cultural backgrounds spend time to-
gether in a positive way, it can help re-
duce fear and build understanding. The 
contact however needs to be construc-
tive to work this way. Constructive con-
tact is contact between people who are 
treated as equals, it is based on coope-
ration and similar goals, with the sup-
port of authorities, law or custom, and 
is of a sustainable nature. When these 
conditions are met, contact can indeed 
lead to more feelings of understanding. 
Research backs this up: studies show 
that the more constructive contact indi-
viduals have with migrants, the less ne-

gative their attitudes 
tend to be (Pettig-
rew & Tropp, 2006; 
Pettigrew, Wagner 
& Christ, 2010).

It is important to 
understand that 
contact theory and 
competition theory 
offer very different 
(and contrasting) 
explanations for 
how individuals 
form attitudes to-
ward outgroups. 
Competition theory 
says that when out-
groups are present, 
people may feel like 
they are compe-
ting with them for 

jobs, housing, or cul-
tural influence. This feeling of competi-
tion leads to more perceived threat and 
more negative attitudes toward these 
outgroups. Contact theory, on the other 
hand, suggests the opposite: the pre-
sence of outgroups gives people more 
chances for positive and meaningful 
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contact. When individuals from different 
groups interact in a respectful and equal 
way, they tend to feel less threatened 
and develop more positive attitudes. 

4.2.1. Application of pluralism values: social 
distance towards religious and ethnic out-
groups

As mentioned above, pluralism is the 
idea that people of different back-
grounds and traditions, or in our case: 
people of different religious and ethnic 
backgrounds, can live together. This ties 
into the principles of contact theory de-
scribed above and to the concept of so-
cial distance introduced and measured 
by Bogardus (1967). In his view, social 
distance is about the level of understan-
ding and intimacy between individuals 
or social groups; this distance often is 
larger between individuals of outgroups 
than between individuals of ingroups. 
Prejudice in turn is the automatic re-
action where someone prefers to keep 
distance from individuals in other social 
groups. In order to measure this social 
distance, Bogardus (1967) used diffe-
rent degrees of intimacy, from becoming 
kin, club member, neighbour, co-worker, 
to citizen in country. 

When implementing the concept of so-
cial distance towards religious and 
ethnic outgroups in education for demo-
cratic citizenship in secondary school 
education, we can use the tangible 
measurement of Bogardus with respect 
to becoming neighbours, such as this 
question (EVS, 2017):

Could you identify any group of people 
that you would not like to have as neig-
hbours?

•	 Jews
•	 Roma
•	 Muslims
•	 Christians
•	 People of a different race
•	 Migrants
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Figures 4.1 to 4.6 show differences in social distance towards religious and ethnic 
outgroups across countries in Europe. 

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Figure 4.1 Percentage of people who would not like to have Jews as neighbours
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8.23 - 15.2

15.21 - 22.17

22.18 - 29.15

29.16 - 36.13

Figure 4.2 Percentage of people who would not like to have Roma (“Gypsies”) as neighbours

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Figure 4.3 Percentage of people who would not like to have Muslims as neighbours

8.42 - 22.1

22.11 - 35.79

35.80 - 49.47

49.48 - 63.16

63.17 - 76.84

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu
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Figure 4.4 Percentage of people who would not like to have Christians as neighbours

Figure 4.5 Percentage of people who would not like to have people of a different race as                   
neighbours

Figure 4.6 Percentage of people who would not like to have migrants or foreign workers as    
neighbours

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu
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4.2.2. Application of pluralism values: perceived ethnic threat

Another way to understand pluralism values is by looking at perceived threat, a con-
cept that can be linked to the competition theory described above. When we apply 
this concept to migrants, we can measure perceived ethic threat tangibly as follows 
(EVS, 2017):

Please look at the following statements and indicate where you would place your views 
on this scale (1-10)?

(1) Immigrants take jobs away from a country’s citizens TO (10) Immigrants do not take 
jobs away from a country’s citizens

(2) Immigrants make crime problems worse TO (10) Immigrants do not make crime 
problems worse

(3) Immigrants are a strain on a country’s welfare system TO (10) Immigrants are not a 
strain on a country’s welfare system

(4) It is better if immigrants maintain their distinct customs and traditions TO (10) It is 
better if immigrants do not maintain their distinct customs and traditions
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Figure 4.7 Average opinion on a scale from 0-100: Immigrants take jobs away from a country’s 
citizens

Figures 4.7 to 4.10 show differences in perceived ethnic threat across countries in 
Europe.3

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Figure 4.8 Average opinion on a scale from 0-100: Immigrants make crime problems worse

Figure 4.9 Average opinion on a scale from 0-100: Immigrants are a strain on a country’s welfare 
system
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3 Opinions are reverse coded from original questions and transformed into a scale from 0-100.



                                                                        European Values made tangible

66

4.3 Differences in pluralism values 
across countries in Europe

We can use the two theoretical frame-
works of competition and contact de-
scribed earlier to explain differences in 
pluralism values between countries in 
Europe. The situation in each country 
can make economic and cultural com-
petition (related to perceived threat) 
either stronger or weaker, and can also 
affect how likely individuals are to have 
positive interactions with each other (re-
lated to social distance). 

We first look at competition, which is 
larger in countries where goods are more 
scarce. This depends on two elements: 
(a) the size of both in- and outgroups in 
society and (b) the amount of resources 
these different groups are competing for 
(Schneider, 2008). Let’s look at the size 
of groups first. If we assume that the 
amount of resources does not change, 
the influx of a larger outgroup in a country 

would increase intergroup competition. 
After all, more people would then com-
pete over the same amount of scarce 
cultural (norms and traditions) or econo-
mic (security benefits, jobs, houses) re-
sources. Many studies indeed confirm a 
relation between migrant group size and 
ethnic threat perceptions (for an over-
view, see Ceobanu & Escandell, 2010), 
although others find no significant relati-
on (Billiet, Meuleman & De Witte, 2014). 
Again other scholars show that it is not 
actual group size, but perceived mig-
rant group size that is a more important 
factor in this case. They also show that 
people often have misconceptions on 
migrants’ population size: individuals in 
general tend to overestimate the number 
of migrants in their country (Semyonov, 
Raijman, Tov, & Schmidt, 2004). 

When we turn to the second element, 
the amount of economic resources pre-
sent in a country, we can infer that this 
is affected by a country’s macro-eco-
nomic conditions. When a country goes 
through tough economic times (like 

Figure 4.10 Average opinion on a scale from 0-100: It is better if immigrants maintain their dis-
tinct customs and traditions

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu
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59.97 - 68.62
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when there is less economic growth and 
more unemployment), people often feel 
like they have to compete more for jobs, 
money, and other important resources. 
Because of this, some may start to see 
individuals from different ethnic back-
grounds as a threat, especially if they be-
lieve these groups are also trying to get 
the same resources. Some researchers 
have specifically looked at how chan-
ging economic conditions, such as a 

decrease in economic growth and rising 
unemployment rates, influence these 
feelings of perceived ethnic threat. Their 
findings suggest that (changes in) eco-
nomic growth has a bigger impact on 
how people perceive ethnic threat than 
(changes in) unemployment alone (e.g. 
Billiet, Meuleman & De Witte, 2014).

In the same way, perceived ethnic threat 
and social distance is larger when cul-
tural competition becomes stronger. A 
larger outgroup might not only increase 
economic competition, but also cultural 
conflicts over symbols, national unity 
and norms and values. This is particu-
larly the case when religious minority or 
migrant outgroups are culturally distant 

from the majority group of the native 
population. Ciftci (2012) for example ar-
gues that in many western societies, na-
tives might perceive Muslim migrants as 
a threat because of their distinct cultural 
values and symbolic practices. 

Finally, research shows that individuals 
may feel more tension between groups 
in countries where there are many dif-
ferent religions (Scheepers, Gijsberts & 

Hello, 2002). In these religi-
ous diverse societies, cultural 
competition is larger because 
religious groups try to gain 
more followers and influence. 
National or local religious lea-
ders might invest in strategies 
saying that their religion is the 
only true one, or emphasizing 
religious, social, or even ethnic 
alignments. In addition, scho-
lars mention that since the 
1960s, another kind of compe-
tition has also become more 
common in Europe: the one 
between religious and non-re-
ligious (secular) views (Stolz 

et al., 2016). This has made divisions 
between different religious (and non-re-
ligious) groups even stronger. Moreover, 
in countries where there is already a lot 
of religious diversity, the arrival of mig-
rants with different religious beliefs can 
lead to even stronger feelings perceived 
ethnic threat and social distance.
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4.4 Individual differences in pluralism 
values: groups in society

So far, we looked at differences in plura-
lism values between countries and used 
the theoretical frameworks of perceived 
ethic threat and contact to explain the-
se differences. These frameworks can 
also provide insights when explaining 
differences between individuals within 
countries. We look at socio-economic 
position, education, age, gender, urbani-
zation and religion as important factors.

First of all, perceived ethnic threat and 
social distance towards religious and 
ethnic outgroups is thought to be higher 
among socioeconomically vulnerab-

le individuals such as those with lower 
levels of education and income, the un-
employed, and low-skilled workers (Bil-
liet, Meuleman & De Witte, 2014). These 

groups often have similar jobs or econo-
mic positions to many migrants, so they 
might feel like they are competing for 
the same resources, like jobs, housing, 
or social support. Even if the competiti-
on is not real, the feeling that they are lo-
sing out to others can make people see 
migrants as a threat to their well-being.

The same kind of arguments are made 
for other groups in society based on 
age, gender and urbanization. Youn-
ger individuals might face competition 
over jobs from the increased presence 
of (young) migrants when entering the 
labour market. Older persons on the 
other hand would be less prone to this 
competition, as they have often alrea-
dy established their working positions 

during their lifetime. Therefore, younger 
individuals would be more susceptible 
to perceived ethnic threat and feelings 
of social distance. Men more often than 
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women work in the labour market and 
thus might be more exposed to compe-
tition over economic resources. In ad-
dition, since most migrants live in urban 
areas, competition over material goods 
such as jobs and houses could be higher 
in large cities and their suburbs than in 
rural areas (Schneider, 2008). For people 
to feel like they are competing with ot-
hers, there needs to be a situation where 
there are actual (potential) competitors, 
such as is the case in urban areas. Ho-
wever, cities are also places of diversity 
and contact with other groups is more 
easy, equal and potentially sustainable. 
Constructive contact is related to more 
positive experiences with religious and 
ethnic outgroups and thus to less social 
distance and perceived threat. 
 
Individuals with less education may feel 
more threatened by migrants, not just 
because of economic competition, but 
also because of fears about losing their 
own culture or values. Education helps 
people to develop critical thinking skills 
and learn about other cultures. So, indi-
viduals with higher education are usually 
better at understanding and appreciating 
cultural differences. They are also more 
likely to see diversity as a positive thing, 
which makes them feel less threatened 
by other cultures (Manevska & Achter-
berg, 2011). On the other hand, indivi-
duals with lower education levels may 
have more daily contact with migrants, 
especially at work or in their neighbour-
hoods. If the contact is not constructive, 
it can make them more aware of cultural 
differences, and sometimes more con-
cerned about possible conflicts. That is 
why research shows that lower levels of 
education are often linked to stronger 
feelings of ethnic threat (Scheepers, Gij-
sberts & Hello, 2002).

Finaly, competition and conflicts over 
cultural resources can also be linked to 
religion. Individuals who are religious 
might sometimes feel uncomfortable or 
even threatened by migrants who have 
different religious beliefs or cultural tra-
ditions, especially if those beliefs seem 
very different from their own. For exam-
ple, as Ciftci (2012) explains, in many 
Western countries where Christianity is 
the main religion, some individuals may 
see Muslim migrants as a cultural or reli-
gious threat because their traditions and 
values are not the same and may even 
seem to conflict with Christian values.

Please note that in the social sciences, 
we look for general patterns when ex-
plaining differences in support for plura-
lism between countries and between in-
dividuals within countries. It is important 
to know that these patterns are proba-
bilistic, not deterministic. Probabilistic 
means that something is more likely to 
happen when a certain factor is present. 
Deterministic would mean that whene-
ver a certain factor is present, a certain 
outcome must happen every time. In the 
social sciences, this kind of strict cause-
and-effect is rare. People are complex, 
and what they value depends on many 
factors. So when we state "Individuals li-
ving in countries with decreasing econo-
mic growth value pluralism less as they 
show more perceived ethnic threat and 
more social distance towards religious 
and ethnic outgroups”, it does not mean 
that everyone in those societies always 
values pluralism less, just that the chan-
ce of this happening is higher. This no-
tion is important as it reminds us that 
we are looking for overall tendencies 
and trends, not absolute rules. Excepti-
ons can exist, both at the individual and 
country level.
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4.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we defined pluralism as 
the idea that individuals with different 
backgrounds, cultures, beliefs and opini-
ons can live together in a democratic so-
ciety. Pluralism is not so easily achieved 
as people often think in ingroups and 
outgroups. In general, individuals iden-
tify with their own ingroup. To achieve 
a positive ingroup distinctiveness, they 
compare their ingroup with outgroups, 
that is people who are from different 
cultures or traditions. At the same time, 
these comparisons often lead to nega-
tive attitudes towards these outgroups 
since they reinforce stereotypes and 
prejudices. In this chapter, we looked at 
opinions about religious and ethnic out-
groups: the distance felt to these out-
groups (for example not wanting Jews, 
Roma, Muslims, Christians, people of a 
different race or migrants as neighbours) 
and perceived ethnic threat (feelings of 
competition over cultural and economic 
resources with migrants). Tolerance to-
wards these (and other) outgroups is 
linked to two perspectives: perceived 
threat and contact. First, individuals who 
perceive that they are in competition 
with outgroups over scarce resources 
(these can be cultural norms and tradi-
tions or economic assets such as jobs 
and houses) feel more threatened by 
these outgroups. This makes them more 
negative and less open for pluralism. On 
the other hand, individuals who are more 
in (constructive) contact with outgroups 
feel less negative about them and sup-
port pluralism more often. Differences in 
support for pluralism across countries 
are influenced by factors such as size 
of outgroups and their cultural distance, 
macro-economic conditions, and religi-
ous diversity. Individual differences in 

pluralism values within countries can be 
linked to socio-economic position, edu-
cation, age, gender, urbanization, and 
religion.
When discussing the concept of plura-
lism and differences between count-
ries and individuals in the context of 
migration, it is important to note that 
it is difficult to define what a migrant 
exactly is. In Europe, migrants consist of 
very diverse groups. We can for exam-
ple distinguish between temporary and 
permanent, legal and undocumented, 
forced and voluntary migration. In addi-
tion, we can group migrants by why they 
move: for jobs (labour migration), to join 
family (family reunion), to seek safety 
(asylum), or for resettlement (Samers & 
Collyer, 2017). The concept of migrant 
therefore is multifaceted, and, due to dif-
ferent migration histories and policies, 
not uniform across countries in Europe. 
As Anderson (2013) points out, dividing 
migrants into different categories can 
reinforce an “us versus them” politics. 
Migration thus has become politicized: 
the topic has moved to the centre of na-
tional and international political debates 
(De Haas, Castles & Miller, 2020).

Finally, it is good to note that the value 
of pluralism is not limited to tolerance 
towards religious and ethnic outgroups, 
but is about diversity with respect to 
many other elements as well. One can 
think of variations in cultural traditions, 
expressions of lifestyles, and of other 
minorities which could be perceived as 
outgroups in society, such as members 
of the LGBTIQA+ community. We di-
scuss some of these elements in chap-
ter 5 on Freedom.
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tion also goes hand in hand with rising 
levels of education. As a result, more 
and more people are able - and feel the 
need - to make their own, autonomous 
decisions, not just following rules set by 
others (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005).

In addition, as societies modernize, 
more people move to cities and life 
becomes more complex (Welzel et al., 
2003). In cities, there are more oppor-
tunities to meet and interact with many 
different individuals, but the basis of hu-
man contact is different than in small, 
rural communities. Here, individuals of-
ten know each other through family ties 
or because they depend on each other. 
But in cities, relationships are more ab-
out personal choice and mutual respect. 

Individuals decide who they want to con-
nect with, based on shared interests or 
goals. It also means that social control 
is less in cities: there is less pressure to 
follow traditional rules or to behave in a 
certain way just because that is what the 

community expects. City life exposes 
people to many different lifestyles, be-
liefs, and cultures. Looser social bonds, 
less social control, and the confronta-
tion with diversity lead to less accep-
tance of conforming values. As indivi-
duals become ‘liberated from structural 
constraints’ (Beck, 1992: 2), the ‘role of 
subjectivity’ (Courtois & Laermans 2018: 
61) increases, meaning that individuals 
increasingly make their own choices in 
deciding what they consider good or 
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bad, independently of collective authori-
ties or traditions. 

All these processes make individuals 
more open to the idea that everyone 
should have the freedom to live in their 
own way, to have the freedom to make 
their own, free choices. This is especial-
ly true for issues which are considered 
to be part of the private (instead of pub-
lic) domain, such as sexual freedom and 
issues concerning decisions about life 
and death (Halman & Van Ingen, 2015). 
These issues are nowadays conside-
red deeply personal choices. Again, in 
the past, traditional authorities like reli-
gious institutions had strong opinions 
about these topics. Their views were of-
ten conservative and directive, meaning 
that they proscribed strict rules and did 
not allow much freedom or difference 
in how people lived their private lives 
(Draulans & Halman 2005). However, as 
society becomes more focused on indi-
vidual freedom and self-expression, and 
religion plays a smaller role in public life 
(because of the process of seculariza-
tion), people are taking more responsi-
bility for making their own moral decisi-
ons. Choices that used to be controlled 
by religious rules are now increasingly 
left up to the individual. This has led to 
more freedom, tolerance and an open, 
permissive society: people accept that 
others may make very different personal 
choices.

5.2.1. Application of freedom values: feeling 
of free choice

As mentioned above, freedom is the ge-
neral idea that everyone can live their 
lives the way they choose, without pres-
sure or coercion from authorities or ot-
her people. Freedom thus is about an 
individual’s ability, opportunity, and au-
tonomy to make free choices. 
We can implement this concept of fee-
ling of free choice in education for 
democratic citizenship in secondary 
school education by a tangible measure-
ment, such as this question (EVS, 2017):

Some people feel they have completely 
free choice and control over their lives, 
and other
people feel that what they do has no real 
effect on what happens to them. 
Please indicate how much freedom of 
choice and control you feel you have 
over the way your life turns out?
Please give your answer on a scale from 
1 ‘none at all’ to 10 ‘a great deal’
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Figures 5.2 to 5.5 show differences in permissiveness across countries in Europe.5 

In general, the European publics of countries in North and Western Europe are qui-
te permissive when it comes to the acceptation of homosexuality, abortion, eutha-
nasia and divorce, whereas citizens of Eastern and South-Eastern Europe are less 
tolerant towards these issues (cf. Halman & Van Ingen, 2015).

Figure 5.2 Average opinion on a scale from 0 (‘never justified’) to 100 (‘always justified’): homo-
sexuality

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

3.81 - 20.88

20.89 - 37.95

37.96 - 55.02

55.03 - 72.09

72.10 - 89.16

Figure 5.3 Average opinion on a scale from 0 (‘never justified’) to 100 (‘always justified’): abortion

Figure 5.4 Average opinion on a scale from 0 (‘never justified’) to 100 (‘always justified’): divorce

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

9.8 - 24.19

24.20 - 38.58

38.59 - 52.98

52.99 - 67.37

67.38 - 81.76

23.53 - 35.92

35.93 - 48.3 

48.31 - 60.69

60.70 - 73.07

73.08 - 85.46

5 Opinions on original scale (1-10) are transformed into a scale from 0-100.
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more secularised countries (e.g. Schee-
pers, Te Grotenhuis & Van Der Slik, 2002; 
Rudnev & Savelkaeva, 2018; Halman & 
Ingen, 2015). 

5.4 Individual differences in freedom 
values: groups in society

The theoretical frameworks 
of modernization and secu-
larisation can also provide 
insights when explaining dif-
ferences between individuals 
within countries. We look at 
income, education, urbaniza-
tion, religion, gender and age 
as important factors.

First, looking at the moder-
nization framework, we can 
expect that individuals with 
a higher income feel secure 
and safe, and therefore place 
more emphasis on autono-
my and self-expression than 
individuals with lower inco-
mes that need to struggle in 
life to meet daily needs. The-
refore, individuals with higher levels of 
income feel more in control to make free 
choices. They are also more tolerant 
and open regarding private moral issues 
such as homosexuality, abortion, divor-
ce and euthanasia (e.g. Slenders, Sieben 
& Verbakel, 2014).

Research shows that individuals with 
more education tend to be more tolerant 
of different lifestyles and moral choices 
such as homosexuality and euthanasia 
as well (Moore & Ovadia, 2006; Kalmijn 
& Kraaykamp, 2007; Scheepers, Te Gro-
tenhuis & Van Der Slik, 2002). One rea-
son is that higher education helps peo-

ple develop critical thinking skills. This 
means they learn how to look at issues 
more objectively and from different an-
gles. They are also trained to think for 
themselves, rather than just following 
what others, including religious or po-
litical leaders, say. In addition, schools 
and universities bring together indivi-

duals from many different cultures and 
backgrounds. Being exposed to diffe-
rent viewpoints helps students become 
more understanding and respectful of 
others' choices and beliefs (Vogt, 1997).

Individuals living in rural areas (the 
countryside) often have more traditio-
nal views, especially about personal and 
moral issues (D'Augelli & Hart, 1987; 
Weston, 1995; Oswald & Culton, 2003). 
They therefore rely more on moral aut-
horities to make choices in life and 
show lower levels of permissiveness. 
This is partly because small communi-
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ties tend to have close social networks, 
where everyone knows each other and 
there is more pressure to follow shared 
norms and rules. In contrast, individu-
als who live in cities usually experience 
less social control and are often expo-
sed to a wider variety of cultures, ideas, 
and ways of life. Therefore, city life of-
ten comes with more personal freedom 
and less pressure to conform, which can 
lead to more open and tolerant values.

Religion is a key aspect when it comes 
to morality (Halman & Van Ingen, 2013). 
Religious individuals are less permissive 
towards moral issues than non-religious 

individuals (Yip, 2005; Halman & Van 
Ingen, 2015). Church attendance plays 
an important role here: individuals who 
attend religious services hear religious 
teachings more often and spend more 
time with others who share the same 
beliefs and norms. This can lead them 
to adopt stricter freedom values than 
people who rarely or never attend church 
(Moore & Vanneman, 2003). 

Differences in freedom values between 

women and men are quite small. In ge-
neral, women are slightly more permissi-
ve than men (Halman & Van Ingen, 2015; 
Sieben & Halman, 2015), but scholars 
offer no clear explanation for this gen-
der difference. Married individuals are 
usually less permissive (Sieben & Hal-
man, 2015), possibly because they often 
hold more traditional values. Finally, age 
also plays a role. Older people tend to 
be less permissive than younger peop-
le (Halman & Van Ingen, 2015; Halman 
& Sieben, 2014). This is again related 
to modernization theory: because they 
grew up during harder times, the focus 
was more on survival. These experien-
ces often lead to more conservative and 
religious views with less emphasis on 
personal freedom (Inglehart, 1997).

Please note that in the social sciences, 
we look for general patterns when ex-
plaining differences in support for free-
dom between countries and between in-
dividuals within countries. It is important 
to know that these patterns are proba-
bilistic, not deterministic. Probabilistic 
means that something is more likely to 
happen when a certain factor is present. 
Deterministic would mean that whene-
ver a certain factor is present, a certain 
outcome must happen every time. In the 
social sciences, this kind of strict cause-
and-effect is rare. People are complex, 
and what they value depends on many 
factors. So when we state "Individuals 
living in countries with more economic 
affluence value freedom more”, it does 
not mean that everyone in those so-
cieties always values freedom more, 
just that the chance of this happening 
is higher. This notion is important as it 
reminds us that we are looking for ove-
rall tendencies and trends, not absolute 
rules. Exceptions can exist, both at the 
individual and country level.
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5.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we defined freedom as 
the general idea that everyone can live 
their lives the way they choose, without 
pressure or coercion from authorities 
or other people. Values on freedom are 
closely linked to tolerance and respect 
for different lifestyles and opinions and 
therefore closely linked to democracy, 
but also to other related values such 
as pluralism and equality. Processes 
of modernization, individualization and 
secularization have led to a declining in-
fluence of authorities, such as religious 
institutions, on the way individuals lead 
their lives. Instead, there is an increase 
in values emphasizing autonomy and 
self-expression. Individuals therefo-
re increasingly feel free to make their 
own choices. Moreover, these changes 
lead in many parts of Europe towards 
a more open society with high levels of 
permissiveness: the acceptance of mo-
ral issues that are considered to be part 

of private life, such as sexual freedom 
and issues concerning decisions about 
life and death. Differences in support for 
freedom across countries are influen-
ced by factors such as macro-economic 
conditions, and levels of secularization. 
Individual differences in pluralism va-
lues within countries can be linked to 
levels of income and education, age, ur-
banization, religion and age.
Finally, it is good to note that the value of 
freedom is, of course, not limited to per-
missiveness on moral issues related to 
sexual preferences and decisions about 
life and death, such as the acceptance 
of homosexuality, abortion, divorce, and 
euthanasia. Freedom is about toleran-
ce and respect for all types of different 
lifestyles and opinions. One can think 
of beliefs and behaviours of individuals 
with different ways of living, belonging 
to both majority groups and minority 
groups (such as religious communities 
and migrants) in society. We discussed 
some of these elements in chapter 4 on 
Pluralism. 
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Example teaching strategy: 

„Opinion Line“

Controversial topic for discussion: 
„Euthanasia should be legalized.“

Labels of opinion line ends: Yes/
no; Agree/disagree

Explanatory theories: Private tole-
rance/morality theorey; Moderni-
sation theory

See: https://atlasofeuropeanvalu-
es.eu/materials.html 
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pe, and dual-earner couples are increa-
singly becoming more common in most 
EU member states, research shows that 
gender equality mainly concerns the pu-
blic sphere of employment rather than 
the private sphere of gender roles wit-

hin families (cf. Lomazzi, Israel & Crep-
si, 2018). In family life, women still do 
more housework and unpaid care, like 
cooking, cleaning, or looking after chil-
dren or elderly relatives. Even though 
more men are now helping with childca-
re, the overall burden of domestic work 
still falls more heavily on women (Le Bi-
han, Knijn & Martin, 2014).

6.2.1. Application of equality values: 
gender equality attitudes in public life

Above we showed that gender equality 
values are linked to gender ideologies: 
normative beliefs about desired and pro-
per roles that men and women should 
take in public and in private life. When 
we look at gender equality attitudes in 
public life, we can think of roles in edu-
cation, the labour market, and in politics. 
A tangible measurement of this concept 
in education for democratic citizenship 
in secondary school education could be 
this question (EVS, 2017):

For each of the following statements I 
read out, can you tell me how strongly 
you agree or disagree with each. Do 
you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or 
strongly disagree?

•	 On the whole, men make better poli-
tical leaders than women do

•	 A university education is more im-
portant for a boy than for a girl

•	 On the whole, men make better busi-
ness executives than women do

Figures 6.1 to 6.3 show differences in gender equality attitudes in public life across 
countries in Europe.6 
Figure 6.1 Percentage of people that (strongly) agree with the statement that men make better 
political leaders than women do

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

5.26 - 18.13

18.14 - 30.99

31.00 - 43.86

43.87 - 56.72

56.73 - 69.59

6 Please note that these figures show the level of gender inequality attitudes in public life as respon-
dents who agree with the statement are in favour of gender inequality, not gender equality.



                                                                        European Values made tangible

95

6.2.2. Application of equality values: 

As mentioned above, another way to un-
derstand equality values is by looking at 
the gender equality attitudes in private 
life. This concerns the roles men and 
especially women take up in the domes-
tic sphere: their responsibilities concer-
ning household work and (child)care. 
We can measure this tangibly as follows 
(EVS, 2017):

For each of the following statements 
I read out, can you tell me how strong-
ly you agree or disagree with each. Do 
you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or 
strongly disagree?
•	 When a mother works for pay, the 

children suffer 
•	 A job is alright but what most women 

really want is a home and children
•	 All in all, family life suffers when the 

woman has a full-time job
•	 A man's job is to earn money; a wo-

man’s job is to look after the home 
and family

Figure 6.2 Percentage of people that (strongly) agree with the statement that a university educa-
tion is more important for a boy than for a girl. 

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

0.79 - 7.17

7.18 - 13.55

13.56 - 19.92

19.93 - 26.3

26.31 - 32.68

Figure 6.3 Percentage of people that (strongly) agree with the statement that men make better 
business executives than women do

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

3.44 - 15.85

15.86 - 28.26

28.27 - 40.66

40.67 - 53.07

53.08 - 65.48
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Figures 6.4 to 6.7 show differences in acceptance of gender equality attitudes in 
private life across countries in Europe.7

Figure 6.4 Percentage of people that (strongly) agree with the statement that when a mother 
works for pay, the children suffer

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Figure 6.5 Percentage of people that (strongly) agree with the statement that a job is alright but 
what most women really want is a home and children

Figure 6.6 Percentage of people that (strongly) agree with the statement that all in all, family life 
suffers when the woman has a full-time job

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

8.96 - 22.86

22.87 - 36.77

36.78 - 50.67

50.68 - 64.58

64.59 - 78.48

12.71 - 27.47

27.48 - 42.23

42.24 - 57

57.01 - 71.76

71.77 - 86.52

14.12 - 26.57

26.58 - 39.03

39.04 - 51.48

51.49 - 63.94

63.95 - 76.39

7 Please note that these figures show the level of gender inequality attitudes in private life as respondents who agree 
with the statement are in favour of gender inequality, not gender equality.
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ligious societies, where more traditional 
norms about gender and family prevail 
(Lomazzi, Israel & Crepsi, 2018). 

Modernization does not only bring about 
ideational changes, but also changes 
in structural opportunities. Research 
shows that in countries with higher fe-
male labour market participation, sup-
port for more egalitarian gender values 
is higher (Andre et al, 2013). Again, this 
can be linked to the exposure-based 
perspective of norm conformation: in-
dividuals living in a more gender equal 
society are more exposed to a gender 
equal norm, and therefore develop more 
gender equality values. This is even 
stronger the case for women than for 
men (André et al., 2013), which is in line 
with the interest-based perspective as 
well.

Structural opportuni-
ties such as rates of female 
participation in higher education or the 
labour market are however not stand-
alone factors. They are closely linked 
to institutional arrangements and social 
policies that support women to take up 
roles in the public sphere and men to 
take up roles in the private sphere (Lo-
mazzi, Israel & Crepsi, 2018). Therefo-
re, scholars investigated the impact of 

work-family policies. These policies 
help men and women to balance work 
and family responsibilities and can take 
many forms, such as flexible work ar-
rangements, parental leave options, 
and support for childcare. Studies sho-
wed mixed results. Sjöberg (2004) for 
example observed that in countries that 
implemented institutionalised family 
policies aimed to support the dual-ear-
ner family, public support for egalitarian 
gender-role attitudes is higher. However, 
studies found no effect of the length of 
parental leave on gender equality va-
lues (André et al., 2013; Lomazzi, Israel 
& Crepsi, 2018).The picture for paren-
tal leave options seems quite complex 
indeed. Longer parental leave arrange-
ments are mostly taken up by mothers 
(and not fathers), confirming the traditi-

onal separation of gender 
roles. But also when 

taking into account 
the length of ma-
ternal versus pater-
nal leave, it seems 
that countries vary 

substantially to the 
degree that leave 

systems are adapta-
ble to personal needs, 

also depending on child-
care availability (Lomazzi, 

Israel & Crepsi, 2018). Moreo-
ver, policies at the institutional 

level need to be complemented with 
company-level policies and norms, such 
as the acceptance of fathers taking up 
parental leave (Lomazzi, Israel & Crepsi, 
2018). 
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6.4 Individual differences in equality 
values: groups in society

So far, we looked at differences in equa-
lity values between countries and used 
the theoretical frameworks of ideatio-
nal changes and opportunity structu-
res to explain these differences. 
These frameworks, combined 
with the interest-based and 
exposure-based perspec-
tives mentioned before, 
can also provide insights 
when explaining diffe-
rences between indivi-
duals within countries. 
We look at education, 
gender, age, religion and 
urbanization as import-
ant factors.

Studies show that people 
with higher levels of educa-
tion are more likely to support 
gender equality (André, Gesthui-
zen & Scheepers, 2013; Lomaz-
zi, Israel & Crepsi, 2018). Opportunity 
structures lead the higher educated to 
workplaces where gender egalitarian 
views are more common. Therefore, it is 
in their own benefit to hold gender equa-
lity values (interest-based perspective) 
while they are also more exposed to the-
se values (exposure-based perspective). 
In addition, there is the ‘enlightenment 
effect’ of education: higher educated 
people are longer socialized in school, 
leading to more open-mindedness and 
more supportive of gender equality (Bol-
zendahl & Myers, 2004; Kalmijn & Kraay-
kamp, 2007; Lomazzi, Israel & Crepsi, 
2018).

In addition, research shows that women 
are more supportive of gender equa-

lity than men (e.g., Davis & Greenstein, 
2009; André, Gesthuizen & Scheepers, 
2013; Lomazzi, Israel & Crepsi, 2018). 
One reason for this gender difference is 
that gender equality directly benefits wo-
men: 

it can lead to better job op-
portunities, fairer pay, and more equal 
treatment at home and in society. Follo-
wing the interest-based perspective, it 
thus is not surprise that women value 
gender equality more. After all, this per-
spective means that people are more li-
kely to support values that improve their 
personal situation (Bolzendahl & Myers, 
2004). 

Younger individuals also tend to be 
more in favour of gender equality than 
older individuals (Lomazzi, Israel & Crep-
si, 2018). These age differences can be 
linked to the exposure-based perspecti-
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ve: younger generations were socialized 
in more gender-egalitarian societies, 
which means that they are more expo-
sed to egalitarian ideals than older gene-
rations (Bolzendahl & Myers, 2004). Ho-
wever, more recent research hints that 
the youngest generations, and especi-
ally younger men, seem to be somew-
hat more traditional and conservative in 
their gender ideologies than generations 
before them (e.g., Moon & Kim, 2024). 

The same exposure-based perspecti-
ve can be applied to religion. Even if 
religious doctrines are not necessarily 
opposed to gender equality, they often 
support a more traditional view on the 
division of roles between men and wo-
men (Lomazzi, Israel & Crepsi, 2018). 
Especially people who regularly attend 
religious services are exposed to these 
traditional gender norms, and therefore 
hold more traditional gender equality va-
lues (e.g., Goldscheider, Goldscheider & 
Rico-Gonzalez, 2014; André, Gesthuizen 
& Scheepers, 2013).

Finally, individuals living in urban areas 
tend to value gender equality more than 
people living in the countryside (Lomaz-
zi, Israel & Crepsi, 2018). Again, this can 
be linked to the exposure-perspective. 
Big cities come with a wider variety of 
cultures, ideas, and ways of life, leading 
to more open, tolerant and less traditio-
nal values, also with respect to gender 
equality. People living in these cities are 
thus, in general, more exposed to gender 
egalitarianism than people living in rural 
areas.

Please note that in the social sciences, 
we look for general patterns when ex-
plaining differences in support for equa-
lity between countries and between indi-
viduals within countries. It is important 

to know that these patterns are proba-
bilistic, not deterministic. Probabilistic 
means that something is more likely to 
happen when a certain factor is present. 
Deterministic would mean that whene-
ver a certain factor is present, a certain 
outcome must happen every time. In the 
social sciences, this kind of strict cause-
and-effect is rare. People are complex, 
and what they value depends on many 
factors. So when we state "Individuals 
living in countries with more economic 
affluence value gender equality less”, it 
does not mean that everyone in those 
societies always values gender equality 
less, just that the chance of this happe-
ning is higher. This notion is important 
as it reminds us that we are looking for 
overall tendencies and trends, not abso-
lute rules. Exceptions can exist, both at 
the individual and country level.

6.5 Conclusion

Equality, and gender equality in particu-
lar, is a core value of the European Uni-
on. Gender equality values refer to the 
support for equal positions, roles, and 
responsibilities that men and women 
take up in society. Traditionally, men are 
thought to dominate the public sphere 
and women the private (home) sphere. 
However, modernization brought about 
ideational changes (such as individua-
lization and secularization) as well as 
in changes in the opportunity structure 
(increased participation of women in 
education and the labour market) chal-
lenging these traditional gender ideolo-
gies. Individuals show more support for 
gender equality in both the public and 
the private sphere if it is in their own 
personal interest (interest-based per-
spective) or if they are more exposed 
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to gender equal norms (exposure-ba-
sed perspective). Differences in gender 
equality values across countries are in-
fluenced by factors such as economic 
affluence, secularisation, rate of female 
labour market participation, and work-
family policies. Individual differences in 
gender equality values within countries 
can be linked to education, religion, ur-
banization, age, and gender.

When discussing gender equality values 
in the public and private sphere, it is im-
portant to note that the picture is quite 
complex. First, we already noted that 
both spheres are interlinked. Traditional 
expectations of women caring at home 
(the private sphere) lead to barriers in 
education and employment (the public 
sphere), making gender ideologies 
relevant in both domains. Com-
plexity can also be seen in the 
fact that contextual (count-
ry) and individual (group) 
conditions do not act 
independently of each 
other, but rather in-
teract. Let’s explain 
these cross-level 
interactions with an 
example. We argued 
above that the le-
vel of female labour 
market participation 
in a society would 
lead to more pub-
lic support for gen-
der equality values. 
This effect is stron-
ger for women than for 
men though (Andre et al, 
2013).

Finally, it is good to note that the value 
of equality is not limited to gender equa-
lity.  One can think of equal rights for all 

kinds of groups in society: privileged and 
non-privileged, majority and minorities, 
in- and outgroups. The European Union 
takes a firm position on non-discrimina-
tion and fair treatment for all its citizens, 
no matter what background or position 
in society they have.
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Example teaching strategy: 

„Four corners“
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„Men are better political leaders 
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Labels of corners: I agree, but...; I 
disagree, but...; I disagree

Explanatory theories: Modernisa-
tion theory

See: https://atlasofeuropeanvalu-
es.eu/materials.html 





Chapter 7

Solidarity



The EU defines solidarity as one of its core values in its Charter of Fundamental Rights. Solidarity 
means helping others or supporting your community, even when it does not benefit you directly. 

How much solidarity we feel with others is based on five criteria: whether the people who need help 
(1) are responsible for their situation (control); (2) show gratitude and respect (attitude); (3) give 
something in return for help received (reciprocity); (4) resemble us (identity) and (5) really need help 
(need). 

Solidarity is valued more in countries with a liberal or conservative welfare state regime, more 
economic affluence and/or less income inequality.

Solidarity is valued more by individuals who are unemployed, higher educated, older, religious, 
women, and/or married.

Implementation in education for democratic citizenship in secondary school education can be 
achieved by focusing on tangible measurements such as:

•	 Feeling concerned about the living conditions of people nearby and far away, such as 		
	 people in your neighbourhood, people in the region you live in, fellow countrymen, 		
	 Europeans, and all humans all over the world (spatial solidarity)

•	 Feeling concerned about the living conditions of people in need, such as elderly people, 		
	 unemployed people, immigrants, and sick and disabled people (social solidarity)

>>   Example teaching strategy: “Head Heard Hands”

Summary
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How willing people are to show solidari-
ty depends on how connected they feel 
to others in society (Paskov & Dewilde, 
2012). Solidarity comes from the con-
cern for the well-being of others and the 
community (Habermas, 1995). It is the-
refore closely linked to the idea of inclu-
sion: who do we choose to help? Do we 
feel responsible for everyone, or just cer-
tain groups? These are important ques-
tions for democracy, because a strong 
and fair society includes and supports 
all its members.

In the past, solidarity was organized in 
a so-called mechanical way (Durkheim, 
1956). People were part of a close com-
munity and shared the same norms, va-
lues, and socio-economic, cultural, reli-
gious and/or ethnic backgrounds. They 
helped others in their community ba-
sed on these shared norms, values and 
backgrounds. In modern (post-industri-
al) societies, people are becoming more 
individualistic, and traditional communi-
ties like families, religious groups, and 
neighbourhoods are becoming less cen-
tral in daily life. Some experts worry this 
might lead to a decline in shared values 
and social connections, which could 
weaken the sense of solidarity in socie-
ty (Koster, 2009; Komter & Vollebergh, 
2002). At the same time, modern socie-
ties still have something called organic 
solidarity. This means that individuals 
are connected through their different 
roles in society, for example, farmers 
grow food, teachers educate students, 
and doctors provide healthcare. Becau-
se of this division of labour, everyone de-
pends on each other to meet their basic 
needs. Today, the welfare state helps to 
manage this interdependence by orga-
nizing systems of support, such as he-
althcare, education, and unemployment 
benefits. These solidarity schemes work 

differently depending on the type of wel-
fare state a country has (Arts & Gelissen, 
2001; Paskov & Dewilde, 2012):

•	 Social-democratic welfare states (for 
example in Scandinavian countries) 
aim to support everyone equally, ba-
sed on need. They offer broad and 
generous support to all citizens.

•	 Liberal welfare states (for example 
in the US or UK) also recognize that 
people need support, but they emp-
hasize individual responsibility and 
expect people to rely on themselves 
when possible.

•	 Conservative welfare states (for 
example in Germany or France) fo-
cus more on supporting traditional 
social groups, like families or speci-
fic professions, and tend to keep re-
sources within those groups.

Even though solidarity is a shared va-
lue across Europe, the way it plays out 
in society depends on the type of welfa-
re state (and other factors). Moreover, 
people may have different ideas about 
solidarity. Some countries or individuals 
may thus show higher levels of solidarity 
than others (e.g. Arts & Gelissen, 2001; 
Van Oorschot, 2006; Paskov & Dewilde, 
2012) as we will also show below.
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7.2 Solidarity values: five deservingness criteria

The important role of the welfare state 
in providing solidarity in contemporary 
Europe brings up the question: who de-
serves help, and who does not? To un-
derstand how individuals answer this 
question, researchers have developed 
the deservingness framework (Rees-
kens & van der Meer, 2019). This frame-
work doesn’t only apply to help provi-
ded by the government and the welfare 
state, it also works in everyday life, for 
example when people decide whether 
someone should get charity or commu-
nity support.

The deservingness framework is based 
on five criteria which form the acronym 
CARIN (van Oorschot et al., 2017):

1.	 Control refers to the extent to which 
an individual is personally responsi-
ble for his or her needy situation. In 
general, people feel more solidarity 
if individuals are in need because of 
events that are beyond their control, 
such as disability or old age. This cri-
terion can be linked to two concepts 
of social order. First, the moral order, 
since people tend to help those they 
see as "good" and following social 
rules. Control indeed implies a “per-
ceived normative conformity of indi-
vidual behaviour with commonly ac-
cepted norms and values” (Staerklé, 
2021: 208). This moral order leads to 
a division between norm-conforming, 
‘good’ and thus deserving people on 
the one hand and norm-deviating, 
‘bad’ and thus non-deserving indivi-
duals in the other hand. Second, con-
trol is linked to the free market, as 
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it stresses individual responsibility. 
This implies a division between hard-
working, productive, and responsible 
‘winners’ who deserve solidarity, op-
posed to lazy, free-riding and respon-
sible ‘losers’ who do not.

2.	 Attitude refers to the extent to which 
an individual in need shows gratitude 
and respect for the support received. 
People feel more willing to help if 
someone is thankful and respectful. 
This criterion can also linked to the 
moral order and conformity, as grati-
tude for received support is seen as 
the “right” attitude in many societies; 
it is an accepted norm.

3.	 Reciprocity refers to the extent to 
which an individual in need gives 
something back in return for the 
support received. This can be a con-
tribution to the solidarity scheme 
(for example by working and paying 
taxes) or to society in general (for 
example by volunteering). More reci-
procity leads to more feelings of soli-
darity. This criterion can be linked to 
free market and individual responsi-
bility (see control): needy individuals 
should give back when they can.

4.	 Identity refers to the extent to which 
people can identify with an individual 
in need, thus to the extent to which 
they feel similar and part of the same 
in-group, for example when they 
share the same background, culture, 
or when they live nearby. This shows 
how feelings of solidarity can de-
pend on spatial, socio-economic and 
cultural proximity or closeness. This 
criterion can be linked to social diver-
sity and intergroup differentiation in 
society.

5.	 Need refers to the extent to which an 
individual really is in need of support. 
More essential and necessary sup-
port is seen as more legitimate and 
thus induces more feelings of de-
servingness and solidarity. This final 
criterion is closely associated with 
principles of fairness and inequality 
(Staerklé, 2021).

Together, these five factors help explain 
why people (and countries) differ in how 
much support they are willing to give, 
and to whom. Some groups may receive 
more sympathy and help based on how 
they are judged through these CARIN cri-
teria. 
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7.2.1. Application of solidarity values: spatial 
solidarity

As mentioned above, one important part 
of understanding solidarity is thinking 
about who we feel connected to. Peop-
le are often more willing to help others 
who are geographically close to them, 
like individuals who live in the same 
town, region, or country. This idea of 
spatial solidarity is linked to the criteria 
of ”identity’ mentioned above. The clo-
ser we feel to someone – because they 
live near us, speak the same language, 
or share our culture –the more likely we 
are to support them. This is called the 
proximity effect: the idea that we show 
more solidarity with individuals who are 
“closer” to us.

The concept of spatial solidarity can be 
implemented in education for democra-
tic citizenship in secondary school edu-
cation by tangible measurements, such 
as this question (EVS, 2017):

To what extent do you feel concerned ab-
out the living conditions of
•	 People in your neighbourhood
•	 The people of the region you live in
•	 Your fellow countrymen
•	 Europeans
•	 All humans all over the world.
Is this 1 Very much; 2 Much; 3 To a cer-
tain extent; 4 Not so much; 5 Not at all? 
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Figures 7.1 to 7.5 show differences in spatial solidarity across countries in Europe 
and confirm the idea that people are more concerned with the living conditions of 
people living nearby (Halman & Sieben, 2021). This indicates that geographic close-
ness matters when it comes to solidarity. 

Figure 7.1 Percentage of people who are (very) much concerned about the living conditions of 
people in their neighbourhood

Figure 7.2 Percentage of people who are (very) much concerned about the living conditions of 
people in their region

Figure 7.3 Percentage of people who are (very) much concerned about the living conditions of 
people in their country

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

18.52 - 30.63

30.64 - 42.75

42.76 - 54.86

54.87 - 66.98

66.99 - 79.09

12.77 - 26.42

26.43 - 40.07

40.08 - 53.72

53.73 - 67.37

67.38 - 81.02

16,58 - 29,12

29,13 - 41,66

41,67 - 54,21

54,22 - 66,75

66,76 - 79,29
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•	 People relate more easily to older individuals because they think that “everyone 
including me will get old eventually” (criteria of control and identity). People also 
believe that older individuals have worked and contributed to society over their life-
time, so they have “earned” support (criterion of reciprocity). 

•	 Sick and disabled individuals are also seen as deserving of support as they are in 
genuine need and through no fault of their own (criteria of need and control). They 
score somewhat lower on the criterion of reciprocity than the elderly as sick and 
disabled individuals may not have had the same chance to contribute to society as 
much over their lifetime. 

•	 Unemployed individuals, on the other hand, are often viewed more negatively. Re-
search shows that many people perceive the unemployed as rather undeserving 
because they think that the unemployed are not willing to work and that they abuse 
welfare benefits (Halvorsen, 2002; Furaker & Blomsterberg, 2003), which is related 
to the criteria of control, need, and reciprocity. Because of this, conditionality to get 
financial assistance in case of unemployment has increased and many Europeans 
find this fair: they support stricter rules for obtaining unemployment benefits, such 
as showing proof of job searching (Meuleman et al., 2018). 

•	 Finally, migrants are often seen as the least deserving group (Kootstra; 2016; Rees-
kens & van der Meer, 2019). This is often because people feel less connected to 
them (criterion of identity); they may not share the same background, culture, or 
language, which makes it harder for some to identify with them (Holmes & Casta-
ñeda, 2016).

Figures 7.6 to 7.9 show differences in social solidarity across countries in Europe. 
Moreover, they reveal a consistent pattern, a “common deservingness culture”: el-
derly are seen as most deserving, closely followed by sick and disabled individuals; 
unemployed individuals are seen as less deserving, and immigrants as least deser-
ving of all (Van Oorschot, 2005: 23). This pattern fits the five criteria of the deser-
vingness framework described above:

Figure 7.6 Percentage of people who are (very) much concerned about the living conditions of 
elderly people in their country

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu
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Figure 7.7 Percentage of people who are (very) much concerned about the living conditions of 
unemployed people in their country

Figure 7.8 Percentage of people who are (very) much concerned about the living conditions of 
immigrants in their country

Figure 7.9 Percentage of people who are (very) much concerned about the living conditions of the 
sick and disabled in their country

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu
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74.69 - 89.37
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18.59 - 31.2
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43.84 - 56.45

56.46 - 69.07

39.08 - 50.33
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61.59 - 72.84
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7.3 Differences in solidarity values 
across countries in Europe

When trying to explain differences in spa-
tial and social solidarity between count-
ries in Europe, we first look at the type 
of welfare state. As pointed out above, 
generous welfare systems, such as the 
social-democratic welfare states in the 
Nordic countries (e.g. Sweden, Norway, 
Denmark), might reflect public opinions 
on solidarity. People in these countries 
often seem to care deeply about fair-
ness and helping others. Social-demo-
cratic welfare states provide support for 
everyone, based on the idea that helping 
each other is a shared responsibility. 
Some researchers believe this kind of 
system can even encourage people to 
feel more solidarity because it is seen 
as the normal thing to do. Citizens thus 
conform to a social norm when adhering 
to solidarity values (Paskov & Dewilde, 
2012). Other scholars, however, point 
out that generous welfare systems may 
have unexpected downsides for solidari-
ty. After all, in these systems, state orga-
nized support replaces informal support 
(van Oorschot, Arts & Halman, 2005). 
When the government takes care of in-
dividuals in need through formal insti-
tutions (like healthcare or pensions), 
families and communities may stop 
helping each other as much. In ad-
dition, people in these welfare states 
pay high taxes to fund social ser-
vices. Some might feel they have al-
ready done enough by paying into 
the system and no longer feel 
personally responsible for hel-
ping others (Paskov & Dewilde, 
2012). Research indeed shows 
that individuals living in soci-
al-democratic welfare regimes 
show lower levels of solidarity 

than individuals in other types of wel-
fare regimes (Gelissen, 2000; Paskov & 
Dewilde, 2012). 

Related to this is a so-called 'national 
burden' effect: Solidarity tends to drop 
in countries where there are more needy 
groups. In countries with an older popu-
lation, with higher unemployment, and 
with a higher percentage of migrants, 
people might feel like there is too much 
pressure on the system, and they beco-
me less willing to support others (van 
Oorschot, Arts & Halman, 2005).

This burden effect is also felt in times 
of economic downturn. When people ex-
perience more economic hardship, they 
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become more concerned about their 
own problems, and have less room to 
worry about others (Durr, 1993). As we 
saw in Chapter 2, This aligns with mo-
dernization theory (Inglehart, 1990): in-
dividuals in wealthy and stable countries 
tend to grow up feeling secure. Because 
their basic needs are met, they can af-
ford to care about bigger issues like jus-
tice, equality, and caring for others. This 
leads to more solidarity.

A final explanation looks at differences 
in (income) inequality between count-
ries. In unequal societies, individuals 
from different groups often live very dif-
ferent lives. Because of different socio-
economic positions, people often to not 
share the same lifestyles and networks, 
attend different schools and live in seg-
regated neighbourhoods. This means 
that in unequal societies, there is more 
social and physical distance between 
groups. People are thus less likely to 

understand or identify with each other. 
When individuals feel they have little in 
common with others, they may be less 
willing to show solidarity. So, in more 
unequal societies, solidarity tends to be 
lower (Paskov & Dewilde, 2012).

7.4 Individual differences in solidarity 
values: groups in society

So far, we looked at differences in spa-
tial and social solidarity between count-
ries and used the deservingness frame-
work to explain these differences. This 
framework can also provide insights 
when explaining differences between 
individuals within countries. We look at 
unemployment, income, education, age, 
migrant status, religion, gender and ma-
rital status as important factors.
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First, the criterion of identity in the de-
servingness framework can be applied 
to unemployed and working individuals 
who are at risk of getting unemployed. 
Research shows that they are more in 
favour of unemployment benefits and 
also feel more solidarity with the un-
employed (Iversen & Soskice, 2001) 
because they feel closely connected 
to people in the same (current or fu-
ture) situation. The same applies 
to individuals belonging to lower 
income groups and those who ob-
tained lower levels of education. 
Both groups are more at risk of 
becoming unemployed, or sick and 
disabled, and therefore feel more 
close these needy groups resulting 
in higher levels of solidarity. However, 
research shows that it is particularly in-
dividuals with higher levels of education 
who often show more solidarity (Van 
Oorschot, 2002). In school, especially 
at higher levels of education, students 
often learn about democracy, fairness, 
and the common good – that is the idea 
that everyone should work together for 
the benefit of society. These values can 
help to understand why it is important to 
help others and to show solidarity (Ge-
lissen, 2000; Paskov & Dewilde, 2012). 
Others have suggested that helping ot-
hers is a ‘luxury’ (Banks & Tanner, 1997). 
Only those who live in material security 
can afford to care for the needs of ot-
hers instead of their own needs. That is 
why individuals who are wealthier are 
more likely to show solidarity; they have 
the resources and peace of mind to do 
so (Paskov & Dewilde, 2012).

With respect to age, studies find that ol-
der individuals are often more solidary 
than younger individuals (Paskov & De-
wilde, 2012). Young people generally feel 
less moral responsibility towards others 

(van Oorschot, 2002) as they might be 
more focused on their own lives. Furt-
hermore, older and retired individuals 
identify more with other older, sick and 
disabled people. 

For migrants, scholars give a same line 
of reasoning (Paskov & Dewilde, 2012). 
Migrants may feel less connected to the 
wider population in their new country. 
If people feel like they do not fully “be-
long”, they may not feel the same sense 
of responsibility to help others. In gene-
ral, we can thus say that social and spa-
tial distance matters: the closer people 
stand to others, the more they identify 
with them and the more they show hig-
her levels of solidarity.
 
The link between religion and solidari-
ty is not framed in terms of feelings of 
connection and identification. Here, a 
sense of moral duty plays a more domi-
nant role. Religiousness is associated 
with donating time and money to help 
the less fortunate (Scheepers & Te Gro-
tenhuis, 2005), and religious individuals 
indeed often show more solidarity those 
who are not religious (Paskov & Dewilde, 
2012). 
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Finally, scholars have argued that wo-
men on average place more value on 
caring, helping others, and mutual re-
sponsibility (Diekman & Sneider, 2010). 
Because of this, women show higher 
levels of solidarity than men. In addi-
tion, being in a relationship, especially 
married, may also lead individuals to 
feel more responsible for others. Mar-
ried individuals may be used to caring 
for their partners and families, and this 
sense of responsibility can extend to ot-
hers in society as well (Paskov & Dewil-
de, 2012). This would imply that married 
individuals show more solidarity than 
single people. 

Please note that in the social sciences, 
we look for general patterns when ex-
plaining differences in solidarity values 
between countries and between indivi-
duals within countries. It is important 
to know that these patterns are proba-
bilistic, not deterministic. Probabilistic 
means that something is more likely to 
happen when a certain factor is present. 
Deterministic would mean that whene-
ver a certain factor is present, a certain 
outcome must happen every time. 

In social sciences, this kind of strict 
cause-and-effect is rare. People are 
complex, and what they value depends 
on many factors. So when we state "In-
dividuals living in social-democratic wel-
fare state regimes value solidarity less", 
it does not mean that everyone in those 
societies always values solidarity less, 
just that the chance of this happening 
is higher. This notion is important as it 
reminds us that we are looking for ove-
rall tendencies and trends, not absolute 
rules. Exceptions can exist, both at the 
individual and country level.

7.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we defined solidarity as 
helping others or supporting your com-
munity, even when it does not benefit 
you directly. We noted that solidarity is 
a key value in European democracies. In 
these modern, post-industrial societies, 
solidarity is of an organic nature and clo-
sely linked to the welfare state. Solidari-
ty values can be about spatial solidarity 
(feeling concerned about people living 
nearby) and about social solidarity (fee-

ling concerned about needy groups 
in society). How much solida-

rity we feel with others is ba-
sed on five criteria: whether 
the people who need help 
(1) are responsible for their 
situation (control); (2) show 
gratitude and respect (atti-

tude); (3) give something in 
return for help received (reci-

procity); (4) resemble us (iden-
tity) and (5) really need help 

(need). Differences in spatial and 
social solidarity across countries 

are influenced by factors such as type 
of welfare state, macro-economic con-
ditions, and levels of income inequality. 
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Individual differences in solidarity within 
countries can be linked to unemploy-
ment, income, education, age, migrant 
status, religion, gender, and marital sta-
tus.

When discussing these solidarity values 
and differences between countries and 
individuals, it is important to note that 
solidarity is a complex phenomenon. 
We already pointed out the different 
perspectives regarding the link between 
solidarity on the one hand and type of 
welfare state or educational level on the 
other hand, leading to opposite outco-
mes (that is higher versus lower levels of 
solidarity). Moreover, factors at the indi-
vidual level and the country level do not 
act independently of each other, but can 
also interact. For example, earlier, we 
mentioned that during economic hards-
hip, such as a recession or financial cri-
sis, people often show less solidarity. 
But it is important to remember that not 
everyone is affected in the same way by 
such conditions. Some groups in society 
feel the burden more: individuals with lo-
wer incomes or less education are more 
affected by economic problems than 
wealthier or more educated individuals. 
For example, they might lose their jobs 
more easily or struggle more with rising 
prices. The same groups may also per-
ceive that they are in competition with 
other needy groups in society, such as 
unemployed individuals or migrants, 
for support and resources like housing, 
jobs, or benefits. When people feel re-
sources are limited, they may become 
less willing to help others, especially if 
they are struggling themselves. Thus, in 
countries with low economic growth, so-
lidarity might go down for everyone, but 
especially for those with lower incomes 
or education levels (Paskov & Dewilde, 
2012).
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Chapter 8 

Justice 



Justice is about fairness in the way that people are treated by law and government. It is closely 
connected to the concept of rule of law: justice is thought to help protect freedom and equality, 
prevent abuse of power, and give people a way to solve conflicts and to show political engagement. 
Justice is therefore linked to democracy and a fundamental aim of the EU.

Justice values are closely related to civic rights. Fair and equal treatment by government is laid 
down in laws upheld by an independent justice system; this asks for citizens to put their trust in 
justice institutions. At the same time, justice also comes with civic duties: acting without harming 
the collective. Justice values can be explained by taking an instrumental rather than moral approach 
as these values are closely related to people’s experiences in past and present, on their evaluations 
of the way both justice institutions and the collective work effectively.  

Justice is valued more in countries with no legacy of communist rule, longer traditions of 
democratization, better functioning of democracy, and lower levels of corruption.

Justice is valued more by individuals who have higher income and educational levels, who are 
religious, who are women, and who are older.

Implementation in education for democratic citizenship in secondary school education can be 
achieved by focusing on tangible measurements such as:

•	 Confidence in the justice system, the policy, and civil services (trust in justice institutions)
•	 Justification of harmful public actions (acceptance of violations against the public good):

	- Claiming state benefits which you are not entitled to
	- Cheating on tax if you have the chance
	- Accepting a bribe in the course of their duties
	- Avoiding fair on public transport 

>>   Example teaching strategy: “Values Compass”

Summary
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8.1 Introduction

Justice is about fairness in the way that 
people are treated by law and govern-
ment: citizens should be treated in a 
reasonable and unbiased way, no mat-
ter who they are. The principle of justice 
is closely linked to the idea of the rule 
of law. This means that a country should 
have a strong and fair legal system that 
applies to everyone. The rule of law is 
based on four important ideas (World 
Justice Project, n.d.). First, institutions 
(including the government) and citizens 
are accountable to (the same) laws. Se-
cond, laws must be just, that is fair and 
clear. Third, the government must be 
open and laws must be transparent. And 

finally, fourth, there should be accessi-
ble and impartial justice, which means 
that everyone must have access to justi-
ce and fair treatment. These ideas help 
protect freedom and equality, prevent 
abuse of power, and give people a way 
to solve conflicts and to show political 
engagement. Justice therefore is also 
closely linked to democracy (Valentini, 
2013).

Justice is at the heart of the European 
Union as it is one of its fundamental 
aims. It is closely linked to EU’s guiding 
principle of rule of law. Rights related to 
justice are protected in the EU Charter 
of Fundamental Rights (Chapter VI).
https://european-union.europa.eu/prin-
ciples-countries-history/principles-and-
values/aims-and-values_en
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Justice as we defined it above is clo-
sely linked to rights of citizens. Justice 
implies that people are treated just and 
fair by the government and its instituti-
ons. Everything the government does is 
founded in constitutions, laws and trea-
ties, which are upheld by an independent 
justice system. At the same time, justice 
comes with duties of citizens as well. 
This is because justice is an ethical idea: 
we can define a “just” person as one 
who typically does what is morally right 
and is disposed to giving everyone his or 
her due. Looking at this from a societal 
perspective, justice is about civic beha-
viour, behaviour that is law-abiding and 
does not harming the collective. Justice 
values therefore are both about justi-
ce as a system (rule of law) and about 
respect for the public good. Research 
shows that justice is valued highly in Eu-
rope, but differences between countries 
exist (Hough, Jackson & Bradford, 2013; 
Schaap & Scheepers, 2014; Sieben & 
Halman, 2015), as we will also show be-
low. 

8.2 Justice values: trust in institutions 
and acceptance of violations against 
the public good

The aforementioned civic rights and 
duties can serve as a starting point for 
the description of justice values and for 
the explanation of differences in these 
values between countries and between 
groups withing countries. Civic rights 
with respect to justice are about the func-
tioning of the justice system: it should 
work properly and fair for all citizens. In 
order to make this work, justice instituti-
ons need the trust of the citizens. At the 
same time, these citizens themselves 

need to act according to their civic du-
ties: their actions should abide the laws 
and should not harm the collective. Both 
aspects (civic rights and duties) are in-
terlinked: When people trust the justice 
system, they are more likely to believe 
that the courts and legal institutions are 
fair and deserve respect. This trust gi-
ves these institutions real authority. As 
a result, people are more willing to fol-
low the rules and work with the system 
(Hough, Jackson & Bradford, 2013).

Some people tend to support justice 
more: they are more willing to put trust 
in justice institutions and they show 
more law-abiding behaviour that does 
not harm the public good. Since we are 
talking about justice values, which are 
ethical standards of what is considered 
right and wrong when it comes to justi-
ce, we can explain these differences by 
taking a moral perspective. Traditionally, 
religious institutions and their teachings 
and prescriptions played an important 
role in raising respect and obedience 
for authorities and preventing unlawful 
behaviour. A example of this is the well-
known hellfire hypothesis of Hirschi and 
Stark (1969). This hypothesis states 
that religious teachings, which are rein-
forced by religious institutions, warn sin-
ners for eternal punishment by referring 
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vernment when it is evaluated positive-
ly. Such evaluations are based on past 
and present personal experiences with 
justice institutions, either directly (by the 
individual him/herself) or indirectly (by 
the experiences of others, in the media, 
etc.). The same instrumental perspec-
tive holds for the (non)acceptance of 
actions that harm the collective. Peop-
le might notice that unlawful behaviour 
“pays off”, for example because the jus-
tice system is not working properly and 
fair, or because the reward is high and 
the sanction low. This implies that indi-
viduals support actions that harm the 
public good more when they see “there 
is something is in it for me”. Again, this 
is linked to personal (direct and indirect) 
experiences.

to the sanctioning system of hellfire. Ho-
wever, this does not imply that secular 
people are amoral and accept deviant 
behaviours and actions (cf. Widdows, 
2004). The idea that a religious decline 
is accompanied by a moral decline in Eu-
rope, as conservative politicians and tra-
ditional Christian believers sometimes 
proclaim (Rubin, 2015), cannot be con-
firmed by research: secularization does 
not imply an increase in self-interested 
values or anti-social behaviour (Storm, 
2016).
Therefore, the literature points at a se-
cond, and probably more appropriate, 
perspective to explain justice values: a 
more pragmatic and instrumental ap-
proach (Hough, Jackson & Bradford, 
2013). People put trust in justice insti-
tutions when they evaluate these in-
stitutions positively, when they think 
the system works effectively. We saw 
a comparable mechanism working for 
(specific) political support in chapter 
4: people place more confidence in go-
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Figures 8.4 to 8.7 show differences in acceptance of across countries in Europe.8 In 
general, we see quite low levels of acceptance of actions that harm the public good 
in Europe. Highest levels are found in countries that used to be part of the former 
Soviet Union (cf. Sieben & Halman, 2015).

Figure 8.4 Average opinion on a scale from 0 (‘never justified’) to 100 (‘always justified’): claiming 
state benefits which you are not entitled to

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Figure 8.5 Average opinion on a scale from 0 (‘never justified’) to 100 (‘always justified’): cheating 
on tax

Figure 8.6 Average opinion on a scale from 0 (‘never justified’) to 100 (‘always justified’): accep-
ting a bribe

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

2.17 - 8.08

8.09 - 13.99

14.00 - 19.91

19.92 - 25.82

25.83 - 31.73

5.71 - 10.97

10.98 - 16.23

16.24 - 21.48

21.49 - 26.74

26.75 - 32.00

2.34 - 5.79

5.80 - 9.24

9.25 - 12.68

12.69 - 16.13

16.14 - 19.58

8 Opinions on original scale (1-10) are transformed into a scale from 0-100.
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8.3 Differences in justice values across 
countries in Europe

We can use the theoretical framework of 
the instrumental approach (which focu-
ses on evaluations and personal expe-
riences with the functioning of justice 
institutions and the collective) that we 
described earlier to explain differences 
in justice values between countries in 
Europe. 

First, literature points at the legacy of 
communist rule. Research shows that 
trust in justice institutions is lower in 
Eastern European countries than in Wes-
tern European ones (Hough, Jackson & 
Bradford, 2013; Schaap & Scheepers, 
2014). Moreover, acceptance of viola-
tions against the public good is rather 
high in post-socialist states, especially 
in countries that used to be part of the 
former Soviet Union (Listhaug & Ring-
dal, 2004; Frey & Torgler, 2007; Halman 
& Sieben, 2014). This findings are ex-
plained by the countries’ historical past 
(see also Trüdinger & Hildebrandt, 2012; 
Sieben & Halman, 2015): During Soviet 
times, the communist government used 

strict and harsh control, which cau-
sed many people to distrust the state. 
In countries that were once under this 
kind of rule, people often still feel dis-
tant from the government. Because of 
this, they may feel less responsible for 
following civic duties like paying taxes 
honestly. They might be more willing to 
accept behaviour like benefit fraud or 
tax evasion, even though these actions 
harm the public and the state.

The above also implies that the way a 
country is governed affects how peo-
ple think about justice. In democratic 
countries, the government does not use 
fear or force like totalitarian regimes do. 
Instead, democracies rely on citizens 
choosing to follow the law and respect 
government and justice institutions their 
own (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). Becau-
se of this, individuals living in countries 
with longer democratic traditions or 
where democracy functions better, are 
more likely to act honestly when it co-
mes to their civic duties and care about 
the common (public) good. 

Applying the framework of perceived 
experiences with the functioning of jus-
tice institutions and the collective, we 

Figure 8.7 Average opinion on a scale from 0 (‘never justified’) to 100 (‘always justified’): avoiding 
a fare on public transport

Source: www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu

3.47 - 11.97

11.98 - 20.46

20.47 - 28.96

28.97 - 37.45

37.46 - 45.95
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can also see that the level of corruption 
plays an important role when it comes 
to justice values. Corruption is a key 
aspect of the fairness and impartiality of 
government and can be considered the 
most important measure of the quality 
of government (Uslaner, 2017). It viola-
tes the principle of transparent gover-
nance, erodes its legitimacy and even 
increases societal inequalities (Kääriäi-
nen, 2007). Research indeed shows that 
in countries with higher levels of (per-
ceived) corruption, confidence in justice 
institutions such as the police is lower 
(Kääriäinen, 2007). In addition, peop-
le show more acceptance to violations 
against the public good in these count-
ries (Halman & Sieben, 2015). 

Finally, we take a look at collectivistic 
cultures. Some societies host cultu-
res that focus more on the group and 
community; these are called collecti-
vist cultures. Individualistic cultures on 
the other hand focus more on personal 
freedom and independence. In collec-
tivist cultures, people are often taught 
to follow group norms and to put the 
needs of the community first (Hofstede, 
2001). This might suggest that people in 
collectivist cultu-
res would 
c a r e 

more about public behavior and rules. 
However, research shows that there is 
not a strong link between a country’s 
culture, whether collectivistic or indivi-
dualistic, and how tolerant people are of 
actions that harm the public good (Hal-
man & Sieben, 2015).

8.4 Individual differences in justice va-
lues: groups in society

So far, we looked at differences in jus-
tice values between countries and used 
the theoretical framework of the inst-
rumental approach (focusing on eva-
luations and personal experiences with 
justice institutions and the collective) 
to explain these differences. This fra-
mework can also provide insights when 
explaining differences between individu-
als within countries. We also rely on the 
second theoretical approach (the moral 
perspective) that we mentioned earlier, 
as it still has value here as well. We look 
at income, education, religion, gender, 
and age as  important factors.
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First, research shows that individuals 
with higher levels of income place more 
trust in justice institutions such as the 
police (Kääriäinen, 2007). At the same 
time, they also are more accepting of 
actions that harm the collective (Marri-
ott, 2017; Sieben & Halman, 2015). The 
instrumental explanation for this latter 
finding is that illegal actions against the 
public good, such as tax evasion and 
acts of bribery, might be more benefici-
al for wealthy individuals, because they 
have more resources to use and to ma-
nipulate. 

People with higher levels of education 
on the other hand are usually less ac-
cepting of actions that violate the public 
good (Sieben & Halman, 2013). Educa-
tion helps people develop thinking skills 
that allow them to understand complex 
issues and make thoughtful decisions 
(Vogt, 1997). It also helps them see why 
being involved in society and working 
for the common good is important. Be-
cause of this, higher educated individu-
als are more likely to disapprove of be-
haviours that harms the collective.

Applying the moral perspective on justi-

ce values, we see that religion is a key 
aspect when it comes to law-abiding be-
haviour – see the famous hellfire hypo-
thesis of Hirschi and Stark (1969). Reli-
gious individuals are thus thought to be 
less accepting of actions that harm the 
collective than non-religious individuals. 
Church attendance plays an important 
role here: people who attend religious 
services regularly are more often remin-
ded of moral teachings and spend time 
with others who share the same values. 
This suggests that they internalize stric-
ter norms than individuals who do not 
(often) attend religious services (Moore 
& Vanneman, 2003). 

Differences between women and men 
regarding private and public tolerance 
are quite small. In general, women are 
slightly more accepting of action that 
violate the public good (Sieben & Hal-
man, 2015), but there is no clear expla-
nation for this gender difference. 

Finally, younger individuals tend to trust 
the justice system less and are more 
likely to accept actions that harm the 
collective (Halman & Sieben, 2014; Hal-
man, 2011). The main reason seems to 

be that older people often 
have more traditional and 
religious beliefs than youn-
ger people, because they 
more often grew up in times 
of insecurity and survival 
(Inglehart, 1997). Research 
also seems to indicate that 
as people age and get older, 
they become more law-ab-
iding and more concerned 
about protecting the public 
good (Halman, 2011). 
Please note that in the so-
cial sciences, we look for 
general patterns when ex-
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plaining differences in support for justi-
ce between countries and between indi-
viduals within countries. It is important 
to know that these patterns are proba-
bilistic, not deterministic. Probabilistic 
means that something is more likely to 
happen when a certain factor is present. 
Deterministic would mean that whene-
ver a certain factor is present, a certain 
outcome must happen every time. In the 
social sciences, this kind of strict cause-
and-effect is rare. People are complex, 
and what they value depends on many 
factors. So when we state "Individuals 
living in countries with legacy of com-
munist rule value justice less”, it does 
not mean that everyone in those socie-
ties always values justice less, just that 
the chance of this happening is higher. 
This notion is important as it reminds us 
that we are looking for overall tenden-
cies and trends, not absolute rules. Ex-
ceptions can exist, both at the individual 
and country level.

8.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we defined justice as 
fairness in the way that people are trea-
ted by law and government. Justice is 
connected to the concept of rule of law 
and is thought to help protect freedom 
and equality, prevent abuse of power, 
and give people a way to solve conflicts 
and to show political engagement. Jus-
tice therefore is closely related to de-
mocracy. It is a fundamental aim of the 
EU. Justice values can be linked to civic 
rights because fair and equal treatment 
by government is laid down in laws 
upheld by an independent justice sys-
tem. This asks for citizens to put their 
trust in justice institutions. At the same 
time, justice also comes with civic du-

ties: acting without harming the collec-
tive. Justice values can be explained by 
taking an instrumental rather than moral 
approach as these values are closely 
related to people’s experiences in past 
and present, on their evaluations of the 
way both justice institutions and the col-
lective work effectively. Differences in 
support for justice across countries are 
influenced by factors such as legacy of 
communist rule, democracy, and levels 
of corruption. Individual differences in 
justice values within countries can be 
linked to income, education, religion, 
gender and age.

Finally, it is important to stress the in-
terplay between macro level (country) 
and individual (group) conditions. The-
se conditions do not work separately; 
they influence each other. For example, 
earlier we saw that religion can help pre-
vent dishonest behavior (Stack & Kposo-
wa, 2006). Religious people often care 
deeply about justice and are less likely 
to accept actions that harm the collec-
tive like tax evasion or bribery. But this 
is not the case everywhere in Europe. In 
Eastern Europe, the connection between 
religion and support for justice is wea-
ker (Halman & Van Ingen, 2013). This is 
partly because, in the past, communist 
governments tried to control or even ban 
religion (Tomka, 2005). In some places, 
the state took over the role that religion 
plays in teaching law-abiding norms. As 
a result, religion became less influential 
in shaping people’s values toward justi-
ce in these countries (cf. Stark 2001).
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9.2 Overview 2: Macro conditions impacting European Values

The second overview provides key macro conditions that impact the European Values 
of democracy, pluralism, freedom, equality, solidarity, and justice. These macro condi-
tions (country characteristics) can be grouped in economic conditions, historical and 
cultural conditions, and other conditions. The overview shows how they are linked to 
populations’ support for the six values and gives some examples on how to measure 
these country characteristics.

Macro conditions Higher (+) or lower (-) support for Euro-
pean Values

Economic conditions

Economic affluence
(e.g. GDP per capita)

Democracy (+)
Pluralism (+)
Freedom (+)
Equality (+)
Solidarity (+)

Economic growth
(e.g. growth in GDP per capita)

Pluralism (+)

Pluralism (+) Pluralism (-)
Solidarity (-)

Income inequality
(e.g. GINI coefficient)

Solidarity (-)

Historical and cultural conditions

Democratic tradition
(e.g. years in democracy)

Democracy (+)
Justice (+)

Communist legacy
(e.g. part of Soviet Union)

Justice (-)

Secularization
(e.g. proportion of non-religious people 
in population)

Freedom (+)
Equality (+)
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Religious diversity
(e.g. PEW religious diversity index)

Pluralism (-)

Other conditions

Functioning of democracy
(e.g. EIU democracy index)

Democracy (+)
Justice (+)

Level of corruption
(e.g. transparency corruption index)

Democracy (-)
Justice (-)

Large outgroups in society
(e.g. proportion of migrants)

Pluralism (-)
Solidarity (-)

Female labour participation
(e.g. female labour participation rate)

Equality (+)

Social-democratic welfare state
(e.g. SE. NO, DK, IS, FI)

Solidarity (-)
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9.3 Overview 3: Individual conditions impacting European Values

Finally, the third overview provides key individual conditions that impact the Euro-
pean Values of democracy, pluralism, freedom, equality, solidarity, and justice. It 
shows how people’s characteristics are linked to individual support for these values. 
Moreover, aggregating these individual conditions demonstrates how the composi-
tion of a country’s population can influence the support for these values, e.g. how a 
population of more highly educated is related to higher levels of support for demo-
cracy in that country. 

Individual conditions Higher (+) or lower (-) support for Euro-
pean Values

Level of income Democracy (+)
Pluralism (+)
Freedom (+)
Solidarity (-)
Justice (+)

Level of education Democracy (+)
Pluralism (+)
Freedom (+)
Equality (+)
Solidarity (+)
Justice (+)

Unemployed (compared to working) Pluralism (-)
Solidarity (+)

Living in urban areas (compared to living 
in rural areas)

Freedom (+)
Equality (+)

Religious (compared to non-religious) Democracy (+)
Pluralism (-)
Freedom (-)
Equality (-)
Solidarity (+)
Justice (-)
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Older (compared to younger) Democracy (-)
Pluralism (+)
Freedom (-)
Equality (-)
Solidarity (+)
Justice (+)

Women (compared to men) Democracy (-)
Pluralism (+)
Equality (+)
Solidarity (+)
Justice (-)

Married (compared to not-married) Solidarity (+)
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