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Abstract: This article aims to elucidate the effects of the Great Recession and the retrenchment of
welfare on national identity in several European countries. While different authors have observed
that good economic performance, redistribution, and the growth of welfare strengthen countries as
political communities of solidarity, there is much less empirical evidence regarding the consequences
of an economic crisis for national identity. To investigate these consequences, we focus on a set of
countries where the 2008 Great Recession resulted in different impacts, namely, Germany and four
countries in Southern Europe (Italy, Spain, Portugal, and Greece). We use secondary quantitative data
from Eurobarometer surveys to test aggregated and individual hypotheses relating to both the size
and direction of the Great Recession’s effects on national identity. Our results suggest that the roles
and impacts of economic variables may be different depending on the relative economic performance
of a country within its own context. It seems easier to confirm that good economic performance,
in relative terms, might strengthen national identity than proving that poor economic performance
will weaken national identity. Even if no definitive empirical evidence can be given at this point,
our data suggest a rationalization or compensation mechanism such that citizens look for where to
anchor their strong national identities after they have decided on them. If an economy is performing
well, then it would become a good anchorage for holding a strong national identity; however, if an
economy is not performing well, then economic factors will cease to be a fundamental element for
national identity holders.

Keywords: national identity; civic and ethnic identities; ascribed and achieved identities; Great
Recession; welfare state; welfare nationalism; Germany; Southern European countries

1. Introduction

Different authors have identified the positive connections between national economies
and national identities (Rodríguez-Pose and Sandall 2008; Campbell and Hall 2009), in
which states, portraying themselves as agents of equitable development, have fostered
national identities via ideological legitimation. If good economic performance, redistribu-
tion, and, more generally speaking, the growth of welfare strengthen a state as a political
community of solidarity, what are the effects of the Great Recession and the retrenchment
of welfare?

As stated in different investigations, national identity is as an important mechanism
for political stability and cohesion, especially within democratic regimes (Mason 2010;
Huddy 2013). While the literature on welfare nationalism has explored the connection
between solidarity, social protection, and attachment to the nation, analysis has mainly
been performed in positive terms where the connections between economic crises, their
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political consequences, and the process of disentanglement from the nation remain largely
unexplored. This article approximates this question by focusing on a particular set of
countries where the 2008 Great Recession has had different impacts.

Our cases include Germany and four Southern European countries (Italy, Spain,
Portugal, and Greece). These countries have experienced unequal economic shocks with a
milder impact and quicker recovery in Germany as compared to Italy, Spain, Portugal, and
Greece. As Figure 1 shows, the impact of the crisis on the percentage of GDP growth after
2008 was softer in Germany as compared to the Southern European countries, particularly
Greece. These different trends are also observable regarding the GDP in terms of purchasing
power parity, where all the five countries followed an increasing trend until approximately
2008. Although Germany suffered a slight decrease then, it soon recovered its growth trend
while most of the Southern European countries fell back, increasing their distance from
Germany. Again, Greece stands out with the worst situation.
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The data for the Gini index, an indicator of inequality and welfare, show diverging
trends among our cases, where Germany is the only country in which inequality decreased
over the period. On the contrary, inequality has increased in the remaining four South-
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ern European countries since around 2009, reversing the previous diminishing trends in
inequality (except for Spain, where inequality was already growing since 2006).

Unemployment trends clearly distinguish Germany from the selected Southern Eu-
ropean countries. These trends show a pronounced increasing trend in the percentage of
unemployment linked to the economic crisis, while in Germany, unemployment decreased
during the observed period. Among the Southern European countries, the increasing
trends are stronger in Greece and Spain as compared to Italy and Portugal. The percentage
of GDP dedicated to social transfer shows remarkable similarities to unemployment, as
these benefits make up a significant part of the social security transfer budget. The increases
have been notable in Southern European countries, while in Germany, there is a decreasing
trend (broken only between 2008 and 2009).

At the same time, and partly as a consequence of these economic trends, the Great
Recession in Europe has brought in important political consequences: it has destabi-
lized the Western European party system (Hernández and Kriesi 2016), it has eroded
support for democracy (Armingeon and Guthmann 2014), it has weakened solidarity
among the members of federations (Braun and Trein 2014), and it has increased distrust in
political institutions, especially among peripheral countries and for subjects from lower
social strata (Dotti Sani and Magistro 2016). In particular, in our five countries, the elec-
toral punishment of traditional parties and support for challenger or niche parties are
obvious in the aftermath of the Great Recession (Hobolt and Tilley 2016; Kriesi 2012,
2014; Freire et al. 2014). Notable examples of this include Siriza and Golden Dawn in
Greece (Vasilopoulou and Halikiopoulou 2013), Beppe Grillo’s M5 in Italy (Baldini 2013;
Bordignon and Ceccarini 2013), Podemos in Spain (Cordero and Montero 2015), the contest
of the folkloristic candidate Manuel Coelho in the Portuguese presidential elections of 2011
(Kriesi 2012, p. 520; Jalali 2012), the problems for government formation in Portugal in 2015
(Fernandes 2016), and the success of AfD in Germany (Arzheimer 2015). While many of
these parties have reintroduced discourse in terms of the agenda for national identity and
welfare, in terms of addressing individuals that are more affected by the economic crisis
(or the so-called “globalization losers” in more general terms), there are not many studies
that have attempted to measure the impact of the Great Recession on national identity in
several countries.

In summary, by focusing on Germany in comparison to Southern European countries,
where the impacts of the Great Recession have been qualitatively and quantitatively
different, we explore how economic crises impact national identities. In the following
sections, we review the concept of national identity as our dependent variable, particularly
types of identity, as this has some importance for our hypotheses; second, we examine the
literature on the relationship between national identity and economy, develop our working
hypotheses, explain our variable operationalization, and, finally, present our analysis and
tentative conclusions.

2. National Identities and the Economy
2.1. Identity Typologies

A traditional distinction has been established between ethnic and civic understandings
of a nation (Brubaker 1992; Greenfeld and Chirot 2014; Maiz 2003; Miller 2000; Shulman
2002; Smith 1991). In general terms, common ancestors, common history, common lan-
guage, or common religion would belong to an ethnic identity, and civic right and duties,
respecting the law, and paying taxes would belong to a civic identity. Another way to
look at and classify types of identities is to distinguish between ascribed and achieved
identities (Jones and Smith 2001; Wright 2011). While ascribed identities are assigned upon
birth (citizen parents, country of birth, etc.), achieved identities can be produced with time
(mastering the language of a country, respecting national laws, feeling national, sharing
cultural traditions, etc., see Guglielmi and Vezzoni 2016). We can mention a third typology
by Eisenstadt and Giesen (1995) organized around symbolic codes, i.e., primordial (as



Genealogy 2021, 5, 40 4 of 24

“natural”, or based in biological conditions pertaining to the gender and ethnic group),
cultural, and civic codes.

In this research, we raise a national identity classification that combines the traditional
distinction between a nation’s ethnic and civic definitions with Wright’s classification
(2011) between ascribed and achieved identities. The ultimate result is, in part, close
to the typology of Eisenstadt and Giesen (1995) in terms of focusing on three possible
combinations. These combinations are organized in a continuum from the most closed
or hermetic to the most open. First, we place the ethnic/ascribed category, which is a
type of identity assigned by birth and is relevant in determining membership within
the national group. The category considers factors such as place of birth, ethnicity, race,
or kinship, which cannot be easily transformed on a purely voluntaristic base. Second,
we place the cultural/achieved category, which includes elements such as speaking the
national language, sharing religion, and respecting values and customs. These are cultural
markers that can be acquired over time and allow an individual to voluntarily adhere to a
certain group. Finally, the civic/achieved category is located at the most open end of the
continuum. This type of identity is represented by the mere will to want to be part of a
political community and share certain values and behaviors such as respect for the law,
human rights, democratic values, and respect for the constitution.

The connection between these classifications and the economy is not obvious. We
could conceive the economy to be relevant for the classification at two levels. First, the
economic system can be thought of, at the contextual level, as a culture for the citizens
born in a specific country, therefore leaning toward the ascribed dimension or the cultural
one in terms of Eisenstadt and Giesen (1995). Similar to other ascribed characteristics,
once a person is born in a country with a particular economic system, it is not likely that
they could change that. Second, the economic condition of any citizen or group would
belong to the civic/achieved identity dimension. This is because, at least in theory, that
identity is composed of things that one can act upon. At this level, both the theory of
realistic interest and social identity theory could be relevant. Both theories indicate the
importance of status gains and losses regarding group membership (Shayo 2009). Thus,
from the point of view of the theory of realistic interest, we may consider obvious gains or
losses from group membership in terms of those related to the national economic status.
From social identity theory, we may argue that the economic position of a group would be
one of the important markers of the group’s status that would be taken into account when
considering membership.

In summary, from the classifications and theories above, it is obvious that there is
a voluntaristic component in cultural/achieved and civic/achieved types of identities
in which economic considerations may play a role. Thus, citizens have some room to
decide upon their identities in terms of considering if group membership will bring about
economic gains or at least an improvement in status given the economic status of the group
and even the national group. In other words, in the context of the Great Recession, we
may expect that cultural/achieved and civic/achieved identities transform more easily in
response to changing economic conditions than ethnic/ascribed ones, and probably even
in the short term.

To understand what the previous paragraphs would mean in relation to our case
studies, we explore the concepts of citizens in terms of the most important characteristics to
being German, Spanish, Italian, Greek, and Portuguese. This question has not been asked
frequently in Eurobarometer (EB) studies for national identities, and thus we are limited
to EB 73.3 (2010) within the period of our analysis. Although EB 57.2 included a similar
question, the wording, the response categories, and codification were different. Different
codifications were used in an attempt to carry out unfolding analysis for comparative
purposes. The statistical quality of the analysis nonetheless was very low, and the results
are not reported here. The main problem is that all the items offer frequencies over 95%
and thus do not have discriminatory power. Additionally, Portugal is a missing case for
the question in EB 57.2. We also found the absence of international databases that include
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all the cases of analysis in the period under consideration. As Figure 2 shows, the items
included in EB 73.3 can be classified despite some difficulties according to the identity
continuum considered here.
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Figure 2. Identity classification by relying on citizen understanding of the most important character-
istics to be German/Spanish/Italian/Greek/Portuguese Authors’ own elaboration from Eurobarom-
eter 73.3.

The items in gray denote a difficulty in classification. On the one hand, felt nationality
is clearly an achieved trait, but it can be thought of in both cultural and civic terms. On
the other hand, being raised in the country cannot be conceived as purely voluntaristic
(i.e., civic achieved characteristic) since it depends on parents or tutors who decide where
a child is raised, nor is it just ascribed precisely for the same reason. Therefore, we have
classified it as cultural and understand that, when a person is raised in a particular context,
they will gain and share some cultural traits from the national context.

Figure 3 shows the results found via unfolding analysis. The technique of multidi-
mensional scaling, known as unfolding analysis (Cox and Cox 2001), allows one to draw
a joint graphical representation of objects (countries) and stimuli (response categories)
such that those that are more similar among themselves will be closer within the space
than those that are more dissimilar. Furthermore, the way in which objects or stimuli
cluster within the space will allow one to find the latent dimensions according to the object
arrangement without imposing a priori criteria. This technique produces a joint graphical
representation of the five countries (objects) and the response categories (stimuli) for which
shorter distances to a stimulus represent a greater preference for it. At the same time,
shorter distances between countries denote greater similarities in their preferences for
different stimuli as well as greater similarities among themselves as compared to more
distant countries.

As a first observation in Figure 3, we may point out that our countries are further
apart on the vertical axis than the horizontal one. On the vertical axis, Germany, on the
upper part, is clearly distinguished from Southern European countries, which are closer
together on the bottom part. On the horizontal axis, all our case studies are very close to
each other.
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Authors’ own elaboration from Eurobarometer 73.3 via unfolding analysis.

If we examine the vertical axis, the higher importance of two traits distinguishes
Germany from the Southern European countries: national language mastery and being
raised in the country, both of which were included as cultural/achieved identity items.
Meanwhile, Southern European citizens are closer to some of the items included as eth-
nic/ascribed items as shown in Figure 2, particularly parentage (having parents from
the same country) and place of birth. In fact, we can think of this vertical axis as being
defined between two opposites of cultural/achieved in the upper part and ethnic/ascribed
in the bottom part, with other cultural and civic/achieved items moving between these
two extremes.

The latent dimension organizing the horizontal axis is less clear; however, it seems to
be defined by the multinational character for the country in which the citizen lives. Thus,
respect for cultural traditions and official language, this item is asked only in countries with
more than one co-official language, which is an indication of the multinational character of
the country, remain on the left side of the axis in comparison to country language, this is
the equivalent item for countries with only one official language, on the right side (together
with place of birth). This dimension does not distinguish between the countries considered
here in any meaningful way.

Although we do not have a temporal comparison for this analysis, we can still con-
tribute some interesting findings regarding the importance of economy for national identi-
ties. Thus, since Germany is the country more distant to the ethnic/ascribed dimension
of identity, we may also propose that changes in national identity would be larger in this
country as compared to Southern European countries, and that economic variables would
be more important in explaining those changes as well. Southern European countries
would have experienced less change in terms of their national identity while economic
variables should be less relevant in the explanation of such changes.

2.2. Economy, Economic Crisis, and the Impacts on National Identity

Regarding the positive connection between economy and national identity, several
authors have pointed out that the self-portrayal of modern states (mainly democracies)
as agents of equitable development has been the most important way in which they have
fostered national identities via ideological legitimation “so that the image of the nation is
reconstructed as a social justice community” (Brown 1998, p. 2; see also Crane 1998; Hettne
1993). See Shulman (2003) for a contrary position. This same idea, labeled as cohesion
theory by Solt (2011), is present in the writings of Deutsch (1964) when he argues that
by creating good living conditions, governments create attachment with the state. He
furthermore asserts that not only maintaining well-being is necessary but also assuring
the wide distribution of benefits throughout the population (Deutsch 1964, p. 143). In this
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same line, McEwen (2006, p. 51) claims that the transformation of nation states into welfare
states has been most significant across advanced capitalist democracies, a change by which
states have secured the consent of national minorities and accommodate their territorial
identities within the framework of the nation state. Although the relation between a sense
of common solidarity and welfare grown might be reciprocal, Keating (2001, p. 40) points
out that it is nevertheless true that welfare states foster national identity and unity.

If good economic performance, redistribution, and the growth of welfare strengthen
the state as a political community of solidarity, what are the effects of the Great Recession
and the retrenchment of the welfare? There is no definitive answer for such a question in
the literature. There are those who think that inequalities among individuals and groups
within state boundaries lead to detachment from the national identity. Focusing on citizen
feelings, Deutsch (1964, p. 146) defends that social conflicts and disintegrative tendencies
emerge when the (re)distribution of wealth is too skewed. From a psychological point of
view, Brown (1998, pp. 10–11) points out that the existence of inequalities can be interpreted
as the absence or incompleteness of nationhood, and thus individuals who do not feel
protected or secure within the imagined community of the nation state might “begin to
look, and imagine, elsewhere”. Usually, in the context of crisis, this means the redefinition
of the understandings of insiders and outsiders, favoring more restrictive interpretations
of membership, either based on the strict interpretation of citizenship or territory (state
frontiers) or on ethnicity (excluding immigrants or marginalized groups that may be
members of the state but not socially accepted as full members of the nation) (Brubaker
2011, pp. 94–95). In other words, inequality creates insecurity and leads individuals to
closure and to be less tolerant toward minority groups within the state (Andersen and
Fetner 2008, pp. 10–11), thus rejecting the idea of the social justice community. In a
complementary manner, McEwen (2006) argues that a consequence of current welfare state
retrenchment is the move from a state-wide identity to region-wide national identities,
such as in Quebec and Scotland (see also Béland et al. 2005).

These ideas are difficult to test with empirical data since the quantitative measures
of national attachment fall short in measuring the reasons for feeling belonging, but also
because, as Brubaker (2011, pp. 94–95) mentions, an economic crisis does not directly
translate into nationalism, i.e., political responses to economic distress situations depend
on how those economic problems are framed and interpreted. Crises, in other words, are
not self-interpreted. This vision is supported by authors within the “new nation theory”
(Solt 2011, p. 823) where strong differences in economic well-being will encourage popular
mobilization by “political entrepreneurs” attempting to develop “new” national identities
among the disadvantaged members of the society. In the examples posed by McEwen
(2006), the intervention of peripheral nationalist elites to create a narrative that changes
attachment from the state-wide to the region-wide level is clear. Furthermore, it is one thing
how elites react and frame a crisis and responses in nationalist terms and quite another in
terms of how citizens react to those messages. Both levels of analysis are usually mixed and
confused in the evidence that can be found on this topic in a two-fold sense regarding the
operationalization of the dependent variable (if what is measured are policies or discourse
by elites vs. citizen feelings of attachment) and the level at which the effects are measured
(either the state itself, using aggregated data and comparing countries, or the individual;
some more recent articles use both in multilevel analyses).

Brubaker (2011), for example, focused on an aggregated level of analysis, but it is
not clear if he is referring to the different illustrations of government reactions or citizen
attitudes. As mentioned before, he states that economic crises do not always translate
into nationalism (or the same kind of nationalist responses). Solt (2011) found, contrary
to the cohesion theory previously mentioned, that across countries and over time, where
economic inequality is greater, nationalist sentiments are substantially more widespread.
He interprets this finding as supporting the diversionary theory of nationalism according
to which state elites that are unable or unwilling to redistribute wealth would potentiate
nationalist messages to anesthetize people and quell social unrest; however, his data pertain
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to citizen attitudes and not to the behaviors of state elites. Shayo (2009), whose empirical
finding coincides with Solt (2011) to some extent, offers psychological explanations for
the fact that poor or lower-class citizens are more nationalistic than rich classes of citizens
(Shulman 2003, p. 42). Other studies have explicitly focused on the consequences of
the Great Recession (Ruiz Jiménez et al. 2018) and offer mixed evidence that seems to
illustrate the fact the quantitative indicators used to measure national attachment might be
limited. GDP erosion negatively affects the feeling of attachment to the nation, and crises
also seem to exacerbate the in-group/out-group dynamic, thus promoting a protective
nationalist identity as an exclusion mechanism (or welfare chauvinism; see Schumacher
and Kersbergen 2016).

In summary, there is no consensus regarding theoretical or empirical evidence for the
importance of economic performance for the development of attachment to a state-wide
national community or the impact of crises and inequality on aloofness. This research
approximates this question by focusing on a particular set of countries where a crisis has
had a differential impact. Specifically, we focus on the question of national identity in
Germany as compared to Spain, Italy, Greece, and Portugal and take into account the
different impacts of the crisis between countries.

3. Research Questions, Research Design, and Methods

Our general research question focuses on the changes that have affected the national
identities in the five countries considered here during the Great Recession, considering the
different impacts of the economic crisis on each of them.

3.1. Hypothesis

Our first expectation is that the changes in the aggregate level of national identity
for each country might be modest. Despite that, we expect that national identities have
experienced greater erosion in countries where economic impacts have been greater. In
other words, we expect greater national identity erosion in the selected Southern European
countries than in Germany (H1).

This hypothesis was derived from the findings in political psychology that highlight
the stability of political and social attitudes through the lifespans of individuals. Although
party identification is perhaps the most stable political attitude (Green et al. 2002; Stoker
and Jennings 2008), others such as national and ethnic identities are noted to persist over
time once they have been acquired (Alba 1990; Alba and Nee 2003).

Although most of the theories explaining attitude stability focus on the individual
level, cohort analysis (Danigelis et al. 2007) and natural experiments have provided aggre-
gate evidence in the same sense. Interestingly for our analysis, prior acquired sociopolitical
attitudes seem to resist the emergence of economic interest in adulthood (Citrin and Green
1990; Sears and Funk 1991). In summary, “the importance of early learning of partisanship,
prejudice, and racial and ethnic identity now seems evident” (Sears and Brown 2013, p. 85).

Our second expectation is that the Great Recession has affected individual identities
in different ways depending on the context (H2).

We may expect that in countries where national identities are mainly based on eth-
nic/ascribed items, citizen identities would have suffered smaller changes during the Great
Recession, while for countries where national identities are mainly based on achieved items
(cultural or civic), we expect that citizens’ identities have experienced larger movements.
In other words, we expect a greater change in Germany than in the selected Southern
European countries. This hypothesis also finds support in political psychology, since racial
and ethnic identities have even been proven to emerge in childhood (Katz and Kofkin
1997) and to be an important step in the development of self-conceptualization during
adolescence (Chao and Otsuki-Clutter 2011; Phinney 1990; Quintana 2007). Once these
attitudes are acquired, they then stabilize and persist over the lifespans of individuals
(Alba 1990; Alba and Nee 2003). In summary, if ethnic/ascribed elements have a strong
weight within the national identity of citizens, they will not change easily, even within the
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context of the Great Recession. The findings of Citrin and Green (1990) and Sears and Funk
(1991) would also support this.

A third expectation, following Shayo (2009), is that factors related to the economy
will increase in their importance for national identities where and when the economy
performs well (i.e., when it adds prestige to the group) and decrease in importance where
and when the economy does not add prestige to the group (i.e., in the context of economic
recessions). We expect that the importance of economic factors will decrease more in
the selected Southern European countries than in Germany (H3). This hypothesis can
also be read in combination with H2, where given the proposal that ethnic/ascribed
identities are more resistant to change, it is in those countries where the consideration of
economic factors should be more volatile depending on the national economic context,
in such a way that, when economic factors do not add prestige to the national group,
they would be more easily forgotten and substituted with other non-economic anchors for
national identity. On the other extreme, in countries where identities are mainly cultural
or civic/achieved, it is more likely that economic factors would retain their relevance in
shaping attachments to the nation in positive (when the economy goes well) and negative
terms (when the economic does not go well). All in all, H2 and H3 would reinforce each
other regarding our expectations for the differences between Germany and the selected
Southern European countries.

3.2. Data and Operationalization

Our ideal research design is limited by the scarcity of comparative data for our five
countries. Italy, Portugal, and Greece are missing cases in most of the last releases of
the international databases that fit our investigation plans. This is the case with the
International Social Survey Program (ISSP). The 2013 release on “national identity” does
not include Italy and Greece. See http://www.gesis.org/issp/modules/issp-modules-by-
topic/national-identity/2013/. (Accessed on 13 April 2021) which runs regular surveys on
national identity specifically and the Word Values Survey (WVS). Greece and Portugal are
missing cases for wave 5 (2005–2009). Italy, Greece, and Portugal are also missing cases in
wave 6 (2010–14). See http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWV6.jsp.
Accessed on 13 April 2021. On the other hand, while these countries were included within
the European Values Study (EVS) in its 2008 release, Greece is absent in the post-Great
Recession wave in 2017. We can also find the countries in the European Social Survey
(ESS), but this database does not include questions measuring territorial attachment or
the meaning of identity. As a result, we referred to Eurobarometer (EB) data. Although
reduced in the range of questions available along our temporal axis, it does include
questions regarding territorial attachment and meanings of identity, as well as economic
indicators that will allow us to test the impact of the economic crisis. It is important to
highlight the difficulty of comparing economic factors with other ethnic, civic, attributed,
or achieved traits within the same survey.

3.3. Dependent Variable: Citizen National Identity

The idea of “closeness” was chosen as a measure of citizen national identity. This variable
pertains to the question asking how close the interviewee feels to different geographic units,
among which the country is represented as a nation state in our analysis. Despite being
unidimensional, this type of Bogardus scale of social distance allows measurement of the
strength of attachment to the nation and does not impose any type of assumption on the
respondent regarding their identity (Ruiz Jiménez 2007). Closeness is also well suited to our
dependent variable because it can reflect the two-fold dimension of social identity, i.e., place
identity and place attachment (Hadler et al. 2012). Furthermore, it has been extensively used
by researchers of territorial identity (for a review, see Irsenia et al. 2012).

http://www.gesis.org/issp/modules/issp-modules-by-topic/national-identity/2013/
http://www.gesis.org/issp/modules/issp-modules-by-topic/national-identity/2013/
http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWV6.jsp
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3.4. Independent Variables: Economic Indicators

We consider economic variables at both the country and individual levels. At the
country level, we consider GDP growth (annual %), GDP_ppp (gross domestic product
converted to international dollars using purchasing power parity rates), Gini index, un-
employment (share of the labor force that is without work but available for and seeking
employment), and social benefits (other than social transfers in kind) paid by the general
government (measured as percentage of GDP) as variables (see Appendix A for further
information). These economic data were provided by Eurostat, Word Bank national account
data, and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).

At the individual level, we have selected variables measuring the personal economic
situations of respondents, their evaluations of national and European contexts, and expec-
tations about the future. Finally, we have added control variables such as ideology, age,
education, sex, type of community, social class, and life satisfaction. We have chosen vari-
ables that will be available in different studies before and during/after the crisis and for the
different operationalizations of our dependent variable such that the results of our different
models can be compared. More detailed information is given in the corresponding sections.

4. The Great Recession and National Identity: Contextual and Individual
Economic Conditions
4.1. Objective Impact of the Great Recession

The previous sections have explained the different impacts of the Great Recession in
our five cases. In general, Germany has fared better through the period, while Greece has
suffered the most. In this section, we focus on the possible effect of the economic crisis on
national identities at an aggregated (i.e., country) level.

When looking at how national attachment has changed during this period, the differ-
ences between Germany and the selected Southern European countries are immediately
apparent. As seen in Figure 4, only German citizens have a percentage of feeling very
close to the nation that increased (by 10%) between 2006 and 2012. In Spain, Italy, Greece,
and Portugal, the percentage of citizens who felt very attached to the nation decreased
between around 2% (Portugal and Italy) and 5% (Greece) in the same period (Figure 4),
supporting H1 at first glance. The percentages in this figure for 2006 and 2012 are slightly
different to those reported in Appendix A. In Figure 4, we use the specific EB that is later
used in the regression. In the Appendix A, we take the data from the GESIS EB aggregated
time series. Thus, for example, the data given for 2006 are based in EB 3/2006, while for
our regression, we use EB 10/2006 (EB 65.2). Table 1 shows that not only has national
identity improved in Germany but also the distances between different levels of attachment
between different groups of people, as measured by the standard deviation in Table 1,
have decreased, where more people feel very close to the nation. On the other extreme,
Greece has experienced the highest loss in the percentage of citizens very attached to the
nation, a result that was more consistent among Greek citizens in 2012 than 2006 (see the
standard deviation in Table 1). In Spain, Italy, and Portugal, the national identity situations
have also worsened and the distances between the levels of attachment among different
groups of people have increased (see standard deviation in Table 1). This points toward
certain levels of polarization in national identities in 2012 as compared to 2006 in Spain,
Italy, and Portugal.
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Table 1. Mean attachment among Germany, Spain, Italy, Greece, and Portugal before and after the
Great Recession. Authors’ own elaboration from EB 65.2 (2006) and EB 77.3 (2012).

2006 2012

Mean Sd Mean Sd

Germany 3.23 0.731 3.41 0.647
Spain 3.42 0.721 3.31 0.811
Italy 3.32 0.698 3.24 0.775

Greece 3.82 0.435 3.77 0.0456
Portugal 3.72 0.492 3.44 0.627

If we consider the standard errors of the sample, only the changes for Germany are
statistically significant. The sample sets consist of around 1000 individuals on average for
the different countries, where, considering a confidence interval of 95% (p = q = 50%), the
standard error would be +3.1. Only the 10% change in Germany between 2006 and 2012 is
larger than the error. The changes in Spain and Italy would be on the limit for a confidence
interval of 90%. Thus, we cannot argue that there have been significant changes in the
percentages of strong national identity holders in the selected Southern European countries,
while the change in Germany might also be modest when discounting the standard error.
In summary, these findings are consistent with H1 regarding both the modest amount of
change and the directions of such changes.

To test the correlation, we performed analysis at the country level between our eco-
nomic indicators and the percentages of citizens very attached and quite attached to their
country from 2000 to 2012 (see Table 2). At first glance, the direct impacts of economic
trends on identity seem to be quite limited. Only in the case of Germany is national at-
tachment linked with economic trends in a two-fold sense, where country attachment is
positively correlated with an increase in GDP_ppp and negatively related to inequality as
measured by the Gini index. Therefore, these findings seem to also support H1 in general
regarding the impact of the Great Recession on national identity, and H2, in particular,
regarding a different impact in Germany as compared to the selected Southern European
countries. In fact, only in Germany is the longitudinal correlation in aggregate terms
statistically significant. A logical finding since we have established before that only in
Germany is the change in national identity statistically significant (i.e., only in Germany
is there enough variability in the dependent variable). Correlations were also statistically
significant only for Germany when using “fairly attached” instead of “very attached”.
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Table 2. Correlations between economic trends and national identity (percentage of citizens very attached to country) in
Germany, Spain, Italy, Greece, and Portugal in 2000–2012. Authors’ own elaboration from several sources (see Appendix A).
p values: ** ≤ 0.01.

Germany Spain Italy Greece Portugal

GDP ns ns ns ns ns
GDP_PPP 0.894 ** ns ns ns ns

GINI −0.997 ** ns ns ns ns
Percentage of unemployment ns ns ns ns ns

Social security transfers ns ns ns ns ns

4.2. Individual Subjective Perceptions of the Economy

Previously, we have focused on aggregate measures at the country level, and here we
analyze individual Eurobarometer data. We have selected two studies pre- and post-crisis.
EB 65.2 was carried out in 2006 and contains mostly the same independent variables to be
used in the analysis of EB 77.3 which was carried out in 2012.

The independent variables in our models include the evaluation by the respondent of
the current situations for the national economy, European economy, personal job situation,
the financial situation of their household, the employment situation of the country, and the
situation of national welfare (available only for 2006 studies), as well as the expectations of
the respondent for the next 12 months regarding life in general, the economic situation, the
financial situation of their household, the employment situation in the country, and their
expectations for their personal job situation. As regular socio-demographic controls, we
have included ideology, age, education, sex, occupation, level in society, and frequency of
political discussion.

Due to the distributions and statistical characteristics of our dependent variables in
the different EBs, we finally opted for logistic binomial regression for analysis. Thus, our
dependent variable has been recoded as a dummy variable with a value of 1 representing
those very attached to their country (50% on average in the different studies and countries),
while a value of 0 denotes those who feel fairly attached, not very attached, or not at all
attached. Although the distribution of the variable is different across countries, we looked
for a common operationalization that could suit all countries.

A descriptive analysis of our independent variables shows that evaluations and
expectations regarding economic indicators worsened between 2006 and 2012 in general
terms (Table 3). Furthermore, it is interesting to note the changes among countries in this
five-year period. In 2006, Spain was the country with consistently better evaluations and
expectations, joined by Italy and Germany depending on the indicator (Figure 5). Greece
and Portugal, on the other hand, tended to share worse evaluations for economic indicators
and to be less optimistic about the future. In 2012, Germany (Figure 6) was the country
with the best evaluation for all of the economic indicators included in our analysis. All
selected Southern European countries shared consistently worse evaluations for any of
the items. Regarding expectations for the next twelve months, Spain and Italy were more
optimistic than Greece and Portugal. These two countries continued to have the worst
evaluation and expectations means also in 2012. It is interesting to note that Greece and
Portugal, the two countries with the worst economic evaluation and expectations, are
those with the higher percentages of citizens feeling very attached to the nation. These
are idiosyncratic characteristics of both countries, and therefore we focus on increasing
or diminishing trends here, not differences among countries in the net percentages of
attached and detached citizens. On the other extreme, Spain and Germany are the countries
with the weakest national attachments in part due to the reaction against the previous
monopolization of patriotism by Fracoism and Nazism, respectively (Table 1), even if that
percentage decreased after the Great Recession.
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Table 3. Changes in the subjective perceptions of the economy by respondents in Germany, Spain, Italy, Greece, and Portugal
from 2006 to 2012. Current situation: 1—very bad, 2—rather bad, 3—rather good, 4—very good. Expectations: 1—worse,
2—same, 3—better. Source is authors’ own elaboration from Eurobarometer 65.2 and 77.3.

2006 2012

Mean Standard Deviation Mean Standard Deviation

Current situation: national economy 2.07 0.760 1.79 0.871
Current situation: European economy 2.55 0.700 1.86 0.672

Current situation: personal job situation – – 2.37 0.910
Current situation: financial situation of household 2.50 0.722 2.36 0.791

Current situation: employment in country 1.72 0.717 1.65 0.808
Current situation: national welfare situation 2.22 0.781 – –
Expectations next 12 months: life in general 2.08 0.688 1.87 0.654

Expectation next 12 months: economic situation 1.72 0.752 1.62 0.704
Expectations next 12 months: financial situation of

household 1.92 0.672 1.78 0.640

Expectations next 12 months: employment situation of
country 1.67 0.745 1.56 0.697

Expectations next 12 months: personal job situation 2.05 0.562 1.88 0.594
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A preliminary bivariate analysis confirmed that these economic variables were corre-
lated with the national identity indicators (Table 4). The correlations were low and negative
both in 2006 and 2012. As evaluation and expectations regarding economic indicators
worsened, individual national attachment increased. These preliminary findings tend to
agree with the arguments by Brubaker (2011) and Andersen and Fetner (2008) regarding
the effects of relative economic deprivation on national identity. Those correlations showed
no systematic changes between 2006 and 2012, although some increased and decreased
from one year to the other. It is interesting to note how several factors related to the
evaluation of the European economy, as well as the expectations regarding the economic
and employment situation of the country, cease to be significant in 2012 for the feeling
of attachment to the national group, suggesting that economic factors might play a more
relevant role in positive contexts than negative contexts. This finding would be in favor of
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H3, suggesting that the economic variables have become less salient for national identities
after the Great Recession.

Table 4. Aggregate non-parametric correlations (tau-b) between economic perceptions and attachment to the country.
Current situation: 1—very bad, 2—rather bad, 3—rather good, 4—very good. Expectations: 1—worse, 2—same, 3—better.
Source is authors’ own elaboration based on Eurobarometer 65.2 and 77.3. p values: * ≤ 0.05, ** ≤ 0.01.

2006 2012

Current situation: national economy −0.099 ** −0.089 **
Current situation: European economy 0.033 * ns

Current situation: personal job situation – ns
Current situation: financial situation of household ns −0.029 *

Current situation: employment in country −0.027 * −0.077 **
Current situation: national welfare situation −0.042 ** –
Expectations next 12 months: life in general −0.048 ** −0.073 **

Expectation next 12 months: economic situation −0.038 ** ns
Expectations next 12 months: financial situation of household −0.027 * −0.029 *

Expectations next 12 months: employment situation of country −0.054 ** ns
Expectations next 12 months: personal job situation −0.029 * −0.039 **

Tables 5 and 6 present two series of logistic regression analysis for 2006 and 2012 for
our five cases. In general, it can be noted that these regressions are able to explain more
variance in the national identities of citizens in 2006 before the Great Recession than in
2012, which is a finding that again runs in favor of H3. Thus, the R2 for a general regression
including citizens from all five countries together drops from 0.25 (25% of explained
variance on average) to 0.14. The losses of explanatory power were larger in the selected
Southern European countries, whereas in Germany (where the percentage of strongly
attached citizens has increased over the period), the explanatory power of regression
experienced almost no change. Thus, in Germany, the explanatory power dropped by
only 1% from 13% of explained variance to 12%, while for the other Southern European
countries, Spain showed a change from 23% to 13%; Italy from 13% to 10%; Greece from
24% to 9%; and Portugal from 27% to 21%. In summary, our ability to understand national
identities based on the economic perceptions of citizens is lower in part because of the
Great Recession.

Table 5. Impact of economic factors on national attachment: Germany, Spain, Italy, Greece, and Portugal (2006). VD: 0, not very
attached; 1, very attached. Source is authors’ own elaboration based on EB 65.2. p values: * ≤ 0.05, ** ≤ 0.01, *** ≤ 0.001.

Exp (b)

Variable All
Countries Germany Italy Greece Spain Portugal

Sit: economy country 0.555 *

Sit: European economy 0.772 **

Sit: employment country 0.780 ** 0.678 ** 0.552 ** 1.956 **

Sit: environment country 1.161 ** 1.459 **

Sit: welfare country

Sit: quality of life resp. 1.713 ** 1.727 **

Sit: financial situation resp. 0.624 *

Exp: life in general 0.664 * 1.505 *

Exp: economic situation 1.174 ** 1.840 **
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Table 5. Cont.

Exp (b)

Variable All
Countries Germany Italy Greece Spain Portugal

Exp: financial situation household 0.780 *

Exp: employment situation of country 0.617 ***

Exp: personal job situation

Left–right self-placement 1.080 *** 1.109 *** 1.222 ***

Age 1.020 *** 1.012 * 1.021 ** 1.048 *** 1.044 *** 0.980 *

Education 0.995 * 0.988 **

Sex

Type of community (ref. large town)

(1) Rural area 1.297 ** 0.490 ** 2.344 ***

(2) Small/Middle town 0.337 ***

Occupation (ref. manual workers and
farmers)

(1) Students or responsible for
ordinary shopping, etc.

(2) Unemployed

(3) Retired 0.399 *

(4) Professional, high management

(5) Middle management

Life satisfaction 1.273 *** 1.297 ** 1.552 **

Frequency of political discussion 1.226 *** 1.417 ** 0.745 * 0.458 ***

Democracy satisfaction 1.365 *** 1.372 ** 1.381 ** 1.496 **
Country (ref. Portugal)

(1) Germany 0.144 ***
(2) Italy 0.250 ***

(3) Greece 1.460 **
(4) Spain 0.309 ***
Constant 0.249 *** 0.052 *** 0.050 *** ns 0.004 *** ns

N 3228/5533 1134/1526 471/1000 720/1000 462/1005 441/1002

Sig. 0.000 0.000 0.024 0.000 0.306 0.000

R2 0.249 0.133 0.126 0.238 0.226 0.267

Correctly classified 57/69.6 60.8/66.4 55.2/65.2 83.8/84.9 54.4/66.7 77.3/79.8

Table 6. Impact of economic factors on national attachment: Germany, Spain, Italy, Greece, and Portugal (2012). VD: 0, not very
attached; 1, very attached. Source is authors’ own elaboration based on EB 77.3. p values: * ≤ 0.05, ** ≤ 0.01, *** ≤ 0.001.

Exp (b)

Variable All
Countries Germany Italy Greece Spain Portugal

Sit: economy country

Sit: European economy 1.741 **

Sit: employment country 0.457 **

Sit: world economy 0.665 **

Sit: job personal 0.975 *** 1.351 ** 1.339 * 1.469 **
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Table 6. Cont.

Exp (b)

Variable All
Countries Germany Italy Greece Spain Portugal

Difficulties paying bills 0.842 ** 0.728 ** 0.732*

Sit: financial situation resp.

Exp: life in general 0.671 * 0.671 *

Exp: economic situation 1.278 *

Exp: financial situation household 1.260 ** 1.389 ** 2.381 ***

Exp: employment situation of country

Exp: personal job situation 1.309 *** 1.085 **

Exp: economic situation Europe 0.872 ***

Exp: economic situation world 1.289 **

Age 1.009 *** 1.028 ***

Education

Sex 1.180 ** 1.511 **

Type of community (ref. large town)

Rural area

Small/Middle town

Occupation (ref. manual workers and
farmers)

Students or responsible for ordinary
shopping, etc. 1.455 ** 3.255 **

Unemployed 2.450 ** 1.806 *

Retired 1.355 ** 2.211

Professional, high management 0.783 * 0.528 **

Middle management 2.251 **

Social class self-assessment 0.770 *** 0.640 **

Social class (recode) 0.754 *

Life satisfaction 1.318 *

Frequency of political discussion 1.313 *** 1.381 ** 1.420 ** 1.919 ***

Democracy satisfaction 1.115 ** 1.508 ***
Country (ref. Portugal)

Germany 0.580 ***
Italy 0.547 ***

Greece 3.203 ***
Spain 0.621 ***

Constant 0.454 ** 0.196 ** ns ns 0.218 * ns

N 3340/5555 952/1502 597/1036 663/1006 632/1006 596/1010

Sig. 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.003

R2 0.137 0.124 0.098 0.086 0.127 0.210

Correctly classified 54/63.7 52.5/64.2 58.5/64.5 77.5/77.8 51.4/61.4 562/68.5

As a second observation, the importance of economic evaluations and expectations
for the national identities of citizens is variable among different countries, and the relative
importance does not follow the same pattern in all of them either, which could be a finding
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compatible with H2. In general terms, different effects can stem from the same cause
(or indeed from a combination of causes) (Mackie 1965). Effects can vary, particularly
across countries, but even within a country, some people may become estranged from
their national identity as a consequence of an economic crisis because they do not feel
protected or taken care of, and others may present their identity as “national” to reinforce
their entitlement to some particular social benefits from which they would exclude non-
nationals (thus promoting welfare chauvinism). Nonetheless, we have tried to develop
some predictions regarding how those effects may differ across countries in terms of H2.
Neither Germany nor the selected Southern European countries among themselves were
similar. This finding supports the idea that economic factors and particularly the Great
Recession’s impact on national identities depend strongly on how it is understood in each
country. Remember that we suggested higher percentages of change and higher importance
for economic variables for Germany than the rest of the countries, taking into account the
relative higher importance of cultural/achieved traits of national identity in that country
as compared to the selected Southern European ones (see comments of Figure 1).

In Germany, where the impact of the Great Recession has been lower, the percentage
of citizens very attached to the nation increased by 10% on average between 2006 and
2012. At the same time, the relative importance of the economic variables included in
our regression has also changed. Only two economic variables were relevant in 2006 for
developing a strong attachment with the nation, and both were expressed in negative terms,
i.e., a negative evaluation of the European economy and holding negative expectations
regarding the financial situation of the household. In 2012, seven economic variables were
statistically significant, and most of them were expressed in positive terms, namely, to
hold positive expectations regarding the employment situation in the country, the personal
employment situation, and the economic situation of the country; a positive evaluation of
the current personal employment situation; not having a problem to pay bills; being of low
social class and being a manual worker (as compared to professionals and high-ranking
workers). This finding partially backs H2.

Greece experienced the worse situation among our five cases, although we are less
certain about the decrease in the percentage of citizens very attached to the nation during
the period of the Great Recession analyzed in this research. The relative importance of the
economic variables included in our regression changed, although not in the same sense
as in Germany. In this case, the relative importance of the economic variables decreased.
In Greece, four economic variables were relevant in 2006 for upholding strong feelings
of attachment to the nation, namely, to have negative evaluations of the employment
situation in the country; to have negative expectations over life in general; to have positive
expectations of the economic situation of the country; and positive evaluations of the
quality of life in the country. In contrast, in 2012, only one variable remained statistically
significant, namely, to uphold a negative evaluation of the employment situation in the
country. Since, at the same time, Greece was closer to an ascribed understanding of identity,
this finding is also consistent with H2 and H3.

These two extreme cases among our five countries seem to suggest that the economic
variables are more relevant in positive economic contexts than negative ones. When the
economy is perceived to be doing well (or better than neighboring economies), it serves as
an anchor for developing or maintaining strong attachment to the nation, probably adding
to pre-existing anchorages of national identity; however, when it is perceived to be doing
poorly (or worse than neighboring economies), it loses importance and people return to
different anchorages for upholding strong national identities.

Among these two extremes represented by Germany and Greece, the three remaining
Southern European countries present some variability. In Spain, with the second largest
loss in citizens very attached to the nation over the analyzed period, economic variables
also lost importance. In Italy and Portugal, where the decreases in the percentages of
citizens very attached to the nation were weaker, the relative importance of economic
variables increased similarly to Germany, although more in Portugal than in Italy.



Genealogy 2021, 5, 40 19 of 24

These findings offer mixed support for H2 and H3. On the one hand, the correlations
found mean that we cannot rule out the hypothesis that the Great Recession has had an
impact on national identities, while, on the other hand, it is not true for all cases that
the roles of economic factors are more relevant after the crisis. Instead, each country
seems to follow its own path regarding the importance of economic factors for upholding
strong national identities. While the relative importance has increased in countries such
as Germany, it has decreased in others. As suggested by H3, although it will need further
research, it seems that economic factors are more relevant when an economy is performing
well. In this moment, the economy will probably reinforce pre-existing national identities.
During an economic crisis, most citizens will still uphold their national identities as this
tends to be a stable attitude once acquired and will therefore look or return to different
anchorages, forgetting, to a certain extent, about economic variables. Consistent with
Shayo (2009), citizens would look for sources of group pride or prestige in places where
they can find it, therefore paying less attention to the economy when it is performing poorly
(i.e., when it will decrease a group’s prestige) than when it goes well (i.e., when it will
add prestige). These differences are consistent with H2, since the extent of change and the
importance of economic factors during the Great Recession were larger for Germany than
for the selected Southern European countries, while at the same time, the cultural/achieved
dimension of identity was also more relevant in the former and the latter (Figure 1).

5. Discussion and Conclusions

The purpose of this research was to analyze if, and how, the Great Recession has
affected national feelings of belonging (i.e., national identity). Our conclusions are centered
around three hypotheses that relate national identity to economic changes, both at the
aggregate level and the individual level.

Focusing on our specific hypotheses, our data support H1. Although at first sight,
and in aggregate terms, national identities have changed in all our cases, the change is
significant only in Germany. In all other countries, the amounts of change are smaller than
the standard errors of the samples. Note that samples are usually around 1000 units for
what can be considered as an infinite population size; with p = q = 50, the standard error of
the sample is ±3.1% within a 95% confidence interval. Taking into account these errors,
the variations might also be modest in Germany. Therefore, in line with Citrin and Green
(1990) and Sears and Funk (1999), our findings suggest that identities, once acquired, are
stable and resistant to change, even in the context of an economic crisis. One caveat to
consider is the fact that we are not measuring longitudinal individual change, but rather the
aggregate percentage of citizens holding strong attachment to the nation from one moment
to the other. Therefore, this figure might hide individual changes in directions that cancel
each other from one survey to the other, although this is not what political psychology
suggests (Sears and Brown 2013). H1 also states that the economic variables would have
different impacts in Germany and the selected Southern European countries, given the
different impact of the Great Recession on them. This hypothesis is clearly supported by
our analysis. In the first place, Germany is the only country with a significant change in the
aggregate number of strong national identity holders (Table 1); it is also the only one where
the change is positive: the number of people strongly attached to the country has increased
during the period of the Great Recession (Table 1, Figure 6). Although the percentages of
change were not statistically significant in the Southern European countries here, in all of
them, the trends point toward a lowering in the number of strong national identity holders
in contrast to Germany. This suggests a correlation between the relative importance of
the crisis and identity, which was only confirmed for Germany (Table 2). We have already
mentioned how economic factors have gained importance for the understanding of strong
attachment to the nation in Germany, where the explanatory power of our regression holds
(Tables 5 and 6); however, in the Southern European countries, the economic evaluations
and expectations of citizens do not help us to better understand their national identities
after the Great Recession (the explanatory power of our regressions diminishes).
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Despite this overall stability in the number of people strongly attached to their coun-
tries, the Great Recession has affected individual national identities in different ways,
which is a finding that is compatible with H2. In this sense, we have already pointed out
that Germany is the only country where changes in the percentages of citizens strongly
attached to the nation can be considered statistically significant. For this country, economic
variables also play a more relevant role in individual national identities after the Great
Recession than before (Tables 5 and 6). This is also consistent with the fact that Germany
was the country in which citizens were closer to the cultural/achieved dimension of iden-
tity in Figure 1. If we consider Spain and Greece in this comparison, with percentages
of change in aggregate figures of strong national identity holders lower than Germany
(However, remember that our confidence interval regarding the change in these two coun-
tries will be considerably smaller (less than 90%). Additionally, the change in Greece and
Spain is negative, while in Germany, it is positive) and closer to the ascribed dimension
of identity in Figure 1, we find that the number of economic variables relevant for the
national identity of citizens does in fact diminish during the same period (Tables 5 and 6).
These same results point toward our third hypothesis. Thus, the explanatory power of our
regression models, including the economic variables, has diminished for all of the selected
Southern European countries where the impacts of the economic crisis have been larger.
As a country’s economic performance adds to its prestige in terms of national belonging,
the explanatory power of the economic factors lowered from 2006 to 2012. Meanwhile,
in Germany, our regression models kept their explanatory power for individual national
identity (Tables 5 and 6). Economic variables increased their importance in some countries
and diminished in others in a manner consistent with H2 and H3.

Good operationalization of economic anchorages has been considered here, but our
models do not include indicators of alternative identity anchorages. Thus, we cannot
evaluate if the aggregate percentages of strong identity holders have remained stable in
Spain and Greece despite the Great Recession, as ethno-cultural anchorages have regained
importance in light of the economic evaluations and expectations of citizens; however,
the fact that our regression loses explanatory power is consistent with this idea. We
cannot prove that the increasing importance of economic variables in Germany goes hand
in hand with the diminishing importance of ethno-cultural anchorages in this country.
This limitation in our regressions is due to the absence in EB of fitted questions for the
operationalization of different meanings of national identity; however, while there are
better databases for measuring national identity, Greece and Portugal are missing cases
in most of them. Therefore, with the limited data at hand, we find more evidence in
favor of than against H2 and H3; however, more investigation would be necessary in this
regard. It is also worth mentioning that our models have only included the main subjective
evaluations of citizens about their country’s economic situation. While a country’s objective
economic performance might be interesting for analysis, our five countries do not present
enough second level (i.e., country) variability to allow for such analysis; however, to
account for this contextual effect, we introduced countries with fixed effects in our first
model. Additionally, the general perceptions and expectations of citizens regarding the
economic situation are correlated with other objective economic indicators as presented
in the introduction. Another reflection has to do with the fact that there might be some
underlying dimensions affecting both our dependent and independent variables (national
identity and subjective evaluation of the economy). While this might be possible, two
observations disregard it as likely: first, the already noted correlation between the objective
economic impact of the economic crisis in our set of countries and the subjective perceptions
that citizens hold, and, second, the fact that negative evaluations of the economic situations
might lead to different outcomes, as already noted.

To conclude, our results point to the fact that the roles and impacts of economic
variables might be different depending on the relative economic performance of a country
within its own context. Thus, it seems easier to confirm that good economic performance,
in relative terms, may strengthen national identity than that poor economic performance
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will weaken national identity. Even if no definitive empirical evidence can be given at this
point, our data suggest a rationalization or compensation mechanism such that citizens
look for where to anchor their strong national identities after they have decided on them. If
an economy is performing well in relative terms, then it would become a good anchorage
for holding strong national identities. If an economy is performing poorly, then economic
factors will cease to be a fundamental element for national identity holders. Citizens will
then look for alternative anchorages of identity. This process could be facilitated by state
elites that might point to which traits and characteristics are relevant in the given context. A
further development of the findings in this article should be put in relation to our findings
regarding the role played by political elites in different countries in a two-fold sense: first,
regarding how the economic performance of the country is characterized (in relative terms
overall), and, second, in relation to the anchorage that is mentioned in relation to the
meaning of national identity.
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Appendix A

Country Year
Very_

Attached
Fairly_

Attached
Total_

Attached
Gdp_
ppp

%GDP GINI Paro%Activa Sstran

GERMANY 2000 33 52 85 26.6 3.0 7.7
GERMANY 2002 41 48 89 28.4 0.0 8.6
GERMANY 2003 38 48 86 29.3 −0.7 9.3
GERMANY 2004 41 47 88 30.6 1.2 10.3 18.1
GERMANY 2005 38 49 87 32.1 0.7 11.1 17.9
GERMANY 2006 41 47 88 34.6 3.7 32.8 10.3 17.1
GERMANY 2007 43 47 90 36.7 3.3 32.4 8.6 16.0
GERMANY 2010 39.6 4.1 31.1 7.1 16.7
GERMANY 2012 50 43 93 43.6 0.4 30.1 5.4 15.6

SPAIN 2000 58 33 91 21.8 5.3 14.2
SPAIN 2002 39 41 80 24.6 2.9 11.6
SPAIN 2003 56 36 92 25.3 3.2 11.5
SPAIN 2004 59 31 90 26.4 3.2 33.4 11.2 11.6
SPAIN 2005 53 36 89 27.8 3.7 32.5 9.3 11.5
SPAIN 2006 52 36 88 30.8 4.2 32.7 8.6 11.3
SPAIN 2007 50 42 92 32.8 3.8 33.9 8.4 11.5
SPAIN 2010 32.3 0.0 35.8 20.2 15.1
SPAIN 2012 49 36 85 32.2 −2.6 35.9 25.2 16.2

GREECE 2000 79 15 94 19.3 4.2 11.1
GREECE 2002 77 19 96 22.7 3.9 10.3
GREECE 2003 88 10 98 23.8 5.8 9.7
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Country Year
Very_

Attached
Fairly_

Attached
Total_

Attached
Gdp_
ppp

%GDP GINI Paro%Activa Sstran

GREECE 2004 84 13 97 25.4 5.1 34 10.5 12.8
GREECE 2005 78 19 97 25.3 0.6 35.1 9.8 13.6
GREECE 2006 83 15 98 28.2 5.7 35.4 8.9 14.0
GREECE 2007 76 21 97 29.3 3.3 34.6 8.3 14.6
GREECE 2010 28.9 −5.5 34.5 12.5 17.7
GREECE 2012 79 20 99 25.9 −7.3 36.7 24.2 20.3

ITALY 2000 48 43 91 26.6 3.7 10.8
ITALY 2002 58 36 94 27.9 0.3 9.2
ITALY 2003 56 41 97 28.4 0.2 8.9
ITALY 2004 56 39 95 28.7 1.6 34.5 7.9 16.2
ITALY 2005 53 39 92 29.6 0.9 34.1 7.7 16.3
ITALY 2006 44 45 89 31.9 2.0 34.3 6.8 16.3
ITALY 2007 50 41 91 33.7 1.5 33.2 6.1 16.4
ITALY 2010 34.7 1.7 34.4 8.4 18.6
ITALY 2012 41 46 87 35.9 −2.8 35.2 10.7 19.3

PORTUGAL 2000 60 36 96 17.8 3.8 3.9
PORTUGAL 2002 61 36 97 19.3 0.8 5.0
PORTUGAL 2003 62 35 97 19.8 −0.9 6.3
PORTUGAL 2004 70 26 96 20.2 1.8 38.9 6.7 13.5
PORTUGAL 2005 65 31 96 22.0 0.8 38.5 7.6 14.0
PORTUGAL 2006 71 26 97 23.8 1.6 38.1 7.7 14.1
PORTUGAL 2007 42 52 94 25.2 2.5 36.8 8.0 14.1
PORTUGAL 2010 26.9 1.9 35.8 10.8 16.4
PORTUGAL 2012 54 40 94 27.1 −4.0 36 15.6 17.6
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