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Drivers of EU identity 

This open session, hosted by Béla Dajka and Annamária Erdei (European Commission) 
focused on the question of identity. Identity has been a hot topic for academic debate in recent 
decades. Some claim that identities are social constructions based on the assimilation of 
discourses, meaning and narratives that aim to make sense of the human experience. So how 
does this debate on identity apply to the European Union? If the identity of each of the 28 EU 
countries is a construction, how does this relate to "European" identity, a notion that aims to 
cover the 500 million people that live on the continent? Ultimately, how do we define what the 
European Union is? 

In his 2015 State of the European Union address, Commission President Juncker asked: 
"Who is the Union that represents Europe’s 507 million citizens? The Union is not just 
Brussels or Strasbourg. The Union is the European Institutions. The Union is also the Member 
States. It is national governments and national Parliaments." 

An identity narrative would certainly help to provide us with a shared understanding of the 
European Union. We wanted to use this workshop to map the "drivers" – i.e. the features, 
symbols, values, achievements etc. – that are shared by EU citizens and that can be defined 
as the common basis for a "European" identity. 

 
Using the World Café method, participants were set the challenge of thinking about the 
meaning of the European Union in their own personal lives. Two discussion rounds were 
held, allowing the ten groups, composed of five to six people, to discuss the question. These 
insights were collected and assessed. 
The results were grouped into the following three main categories:  

Firstly, FUNCTIONAL meaning, which refers to the Union's practical achievements:  
personal freedom, prosperity, quality of life, mobility, free movement, lack of borders, 
simplicity, peace and stability. 

Secondly, INSTITUTIONAL meaning, which refers to the EU as a political and administrative 
entity: funding, cooperation, exchange, the Euro, conflict prevention, opportunities to 
participate and employment, amongst other things. "Institutional meaning" also has certain 
negative connotations: distance from local level, complicated structures, a "money pot", and 
Brussels imposing decisions.  

Finally, EMOTIONAL meaning, which refers to people's feelings towards the EU: freedom, 
peace, solidarity, opportunities (education, work, social), adventure, tolerance, diversity 
(linguistic and cultural), security, safety, connectivity, engagement, shared culture, sense of 
belonging, the European Dream, common identity and common values. It was noted that 
some of these emotional attributes are often portrayed as threats by Eurosceptics.  
 
The common element in each of these three groups was the question (which still remains 
open) of a shared identity, i.e. do (we) Europeans share a single and unique identity? Does it 
make any sense to talk about a "European" or "European Union" identity? Or is this narrative 



 

 

only a construction used to generate the illusion of a union? Is this idea of unity based on 
specific symbols, rituals, values and heroes, or is it mainly rooted in the opportunities that the 
Union offers to its citizens?  
 
In the second half of the session participants faced a challenge: based on the insights 
collected, groups were asked to draft an "elevator pitch" of no more than 30 seconds. The aim 
of this exercise was to convince an imaginary target audience (a Eurosceptic, a friend, a 
non-European, etc.) about the European Union. Here are the results: 
 
1. You can't take peace for granted. We are stronger together in a rapidly developing world.  

2. I never saw an aubergine before 1973. So many things we take for granted are thanks to the 
EU. 

3. Where would you be if the European Union did not exist? I'll get you to watch the Great 
European Disaster movie and tell you why you are ready to make it work. 

4. The EU stands for solidarity, sharing common values, culture, freedom, an open-minded 
society, stability and security. It's a better world for your children tomorrow. It's not a perfect 
project but it's the best we have. 

5. Europe is about opportunities and not about limits. Everyone can choose their opportunity 
and they don't need to (confine themselves) to their limits. 

6. The EU works for every field: business, culture, education. This means that you can find the 
thing you like. All Member States work together for a common goal and common cause. 

7. You have the opportunity to move, to study abroad, to work abroad. Can you imagine your 
life without this? 

8. We are better together. It's only the beginning. Give it a chance. Give peace a chance. 

9. Travel and take the opportunities that Europe gives you. Get the facts and compare what 
your life would be without Europe and what it is with Europe. 


