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CHAPTER 1

Solidarity in Europe—European
Solidarity: An Introduction

Christian Labusen and Maria Grasso

INTRODUCTION

Solidarity has received heightened attention in public debates during the
last decade, because the various crises affecting the European Union have
put the idea of European solidarity under stress. This is true in regard to
the economic and financial crisis that has severely hit many European
countries since 2008. Even though the European Union has developed a
number of policy measures (e.g., the ‘European Financial Stability Facility’,
the ‘European Stability Mechanism’, and the ‘Stability and Growth Pact’)
which have opened the door to financial assistance, the European Union
remained committed to a bail-out policy package that discarded a com-
munitarization of debts and put the main burden on countries threat-
ened with bankruptcy by imposing strict austerity measures. As a reaction,
most commentators converged upon the conviction that international
solidarity was dead (see Habermas 2017; Balibar 2010). A similar con-
clusion was drawn in regard to the issues emerging in reaction to the
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increased inflow of refugees from Syria and other regions affected by wars
in 2015 and the inability of the EU institutions and its member states to
agree on a coordinated asylum policy and mechanisms of admission and
integration. Consensus could only be reached in regard to the external
dimension (e.g., frontier controls, fight against human trafficking), leaving
the issue of fair burden sharing through national quotas and relocation pro-
grams unsolved.

The success of populist parties in many European countries (e.g.,
France, the United Kingdom, Denmark, Italy, Spain), the Brexit vote, and
the mobilization of Eurosceptic and xenophobic protests across Europe
has raised further concerns that European solidarity might be at risk in a
more fundamental and all-encompassing manner. In times of crisis, we
might not only be witnessing the erosion of cooperation between member
state governments but also the corrosion of social cohesion at the level of
the European citizenry, thus threatening the social foundations on which
EU institutions and policies are built. Does the crisis of European integra-
tion translate into a crisis of European solidarity, and, if so, what are the
manifestations at the level of individual citizens? Is European solidarity
really on the retreat within the European citizenry? How strongly is soli-
darity rooted at the individual level, both in terms of attitudes and prac-
tices? And which driving factors and mechanisms tend to contribute to the
reproduction and/or corrosion of solidarity in times of crisis?

We are urgently in need of sound empirical evidence in order to answer
these questions. Public debates and contentions continue to return to this
issue, but we so far have very little empirical evidence on which to draw in
order to inform this debate. Listening to these public debates, it seems as
though pessimists are on the forefront. According to these views, the vari-
ous crises affecting the European Union are putting European solidarity
under strain. In times of economic growth and optimistic economic out-
look, it should be easier to profess cooperation and help, while solidarity
seems to be much more difficult to sustain in times of recession and scar-
city. This is particularly true given that populist and xenophobic political
entrepreneurs can draw on the exacerbation of citizens’ fear and griev-
ances and that the crisis overlaps with a long history of ineftective policies
in key domains, such as poverty and unemployment, immigration, and
asylum. Under these circumstances, political debates seem to be marked
increasingly by antagonism, conflict, and mistrust between governments
and citizens, to the detriment of social cohesion and solidarity. In spite of
this pessimistic outlook, there is, however, some room for optimism left.
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It remains to be said that 60 years of European integration have gradually
established feelings of belongingness to the European community, enabled
shared identification with European institutions, as well as European and
cosmopolitan identities (Delanty and Rumford 2005; Beck and Grande
2007). Moreover, European integration has furthered cross-national
experiences and contacts among citizens, as well as transnational trust
between European peoples (Delhey 2007). Finally, public opinion polls
show that, in the midst of the European crisis, a majority of respondents
still agree that it is desirable to give financial help to other countries in the
name of European solidarity between member states (see Eurobarometer
2011; Lengfeld etal. 2012). The same is true for the readiness of European
citizens to support a fair burden sharing in regard to refugees, if this is
necessary to uphold the achievements of the European Union, such as
Schengen (de Vries and Hoffmann 2016).

This book tries to systematically shed light into this debate by present-
ing findings of a population survey among citizens of eight European
countries, namely, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland,
Switzerland, and the United Kingdom. The survey was conducted in the
context of an EU-funded research project devoted to the study of
European solidarity (‘European Paths to Transnational Solidarity in
Times of Crisis’™—TransSOL). TransSOL aimed to increase knowledge
about solidarity within the general population, organized civil society,
and the media. The consortium consisted of members from the following
institutions: the University of Siegen (Germany), the Université de
Geneve (Switzerland), the Fondation Nationale des Sciences Politiques
(France), the Glasgow Caledonian University (United Kingdom), the
University Panepistimio Kritis (Greece), the University of Florence
(Italy), the University of Warsaw (Poland), the University of Copenhagen
(Denmark), the University of Sheffield (United Kingdom), and European
Alternatives Ltd. (Germany and United Kingdom). The project received
funding under the Horizon 2020 program (Grant Agreement No:
649435). The survey was subcontracted to a specialized polling company
(Info GmbH).

The aim of the survey was to build a comparative dataset that would
allow us to measure levels of solidarity among the member states’ citi-
zenry and to help identify those social and political factors that might
promote or inhibit solidarity both within the member states and across
their borders. This study was demanding, given the fact that solidarity is
a complex phenomenon that requires careful reflection, definition, and
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operationalization and that a nuanced conceptualization is particularly
necessary when addressing the notion of European solidarity. Hence,
before we move to the presentation of findings for each of the eight coun-
tries, it is thus necessary to engage in a conceptual discussion of European
solidarity. For this purpose, we will present available evidence on the topic
and systematize this knowledge within a conceptual framework apt to
guide our empirical analyses.

CONTRIBUTING KNOWLEDGE TO AN ESTABLISHED FIELD
OF RESEARCH: CONCEPTS, MEASUREMENTS,
AND ASSUMPTIONS

Solidarity is one of the key phenomena studied in the social sciences.
Research in sociology, economics, political sciences, and psychology,
among others, has been inquiring for many decades into the forms and
conditions of social integration and cohesion in order to better under-
stand the social foundations of societies (Durkheim 1893 /1997; Marshall
1950; Parsons 1966). However, the focus has been on national societies,
which means that our knowledge about the transnational dimension of
solidarity, and in particular about European solidarity, is rather limited.
The limitations are even more serious once we move to the individual level
and inquire into the attitudes and practices of the European citizenry with
reference to European solidarity. How strongly is the idea of European
solidarity shared by citizens throughout Europe, and to what extent are
they engaged in solidarity-related activities? Is solidarity limited to specific
communities or target groups, or do we detect also a universalist or cos-
mopolitan philanthropy dimension? What can we say about the social
traits, beliefs, and convictions of people engaged in solidarity activities?
And which are the factors inhibiting solidarity dispositions and practices?
In order to answer these questions, we need to develop a clearer
understanding of what we mean by (European) solidarity. In this regard,
we propose to follow a much quoted definition by Stjerno who defines
solidarity as the preparedness to share one’s own resources with others,
be that directly by donating money or time in support of others or indi-
rectly by supporting the state to reallocate and redistribute some of the
funds gathered through taxes or contributions (e.g., Stjerno 2012: 2).
Under this wide conceptual umbrella, research has tended to focus on a
series of different expressions of solidarity. Studies have been interested in
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interpersonal ‘social’ solidarity in informal groups or networks (e.g.,
Hechter 1987; Markovsky and Lawler 1994; Komter 2005). They have
addressed volunteering, membership and support of voluntary associa-
tions, civil society organizations, and social movements (Curtis et al.
2001; Putnam et al. 2003; Giugni and Passy 2001). And they have
focused on citizens’ support of the welfare state and its redistributive
policies (e.g., Svallfors 1997; Fong 2001; Amat and Wibbels 2009;
Rehm 2009; Rehm et al. 2012).

As useful as this initial definition might be, it does not yet grasp what
we consider to be the specific nature of solidarity. In fact, we see the need
to distinguish solidarity more clearly from charitable help, care, or human-
itarian aid by stressing the group-boundedness and reciprocity of solidar-
ity. According to this conceptualization, solidarity is tied to an (imagined)
community or group, whose members are expected to support each other
in order to fulfill the mutual rights and obligations associated with group
membership (Hunt and Benford 2004). While this conceptualization is
admittedly close to the notion of political solidarity (Scholz 2008), as it
leans toward a rights-based definition, we argue that it is applicable to
social and civic solidarity between individuals, as well. In fact, ‘solidarity
groups’ might be informal cliques, formal organizations, or full-fledged
nation-states, but all of them will be based on the idea that membership is
tied to the expectations of mutual support, even if these expectations
might range from informal to formalized, from voluntary to binding rights
and obligations.

This definition has many advantages for the analysis of European soli-
darity. On the one hand, we need to remember that European solidarity is
only one of the many potential group-bound solidarities, besides the
region, the nation, or humanity, among many others. On the other hand,
we must acknowledge that solidarities are in themselves contentious,
because groups maintain both complementary but also competitive rela-
tions to cach another (Bandy and Smith 2005; Scholz 2008). As an indi-
vidual, one might feel in solidarity with one’s own family, neighborhood,
region, and nation, and this feeling might not stand in competition to a
sense of solidarity with Europe or humankind in general. In this case,
national and European solidarities would be part of a more encompassing,
universalist or cosmopolitan notion of solidarity. However, particularly in
times of crisis, where citizens are exposed to feelings of scarcity, relative
deprivation, and distributional conflicts, (Grasso and Giugni 2016) group
solidarities might be either prioritized or sorted out. And this could mean
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that citizens center their solidarity more strongly on their own country
and/or specific groups therein, even if they do not discard—in principle—
the need to help other Europeans. In this sense, group solidarity acquires
a particularistic orientation, because one’s own support of others is condi-
tional on the ego-alter’s membership in the same group, or at least depen-
dent on its social proximity to it.

These conceptual clarifications highlight that we are dealing with a
complex and multifaceted phenomenon that requires prudent operation-
alization. For this reason, we developed a questionnaire that aimed at
measuring individual solidarity along its major components. First, our sur-
vey insisted on the need to measure solidarity in its different manifesta-
tions. In this regard, we opted to look at attitudes and reported activities
at the same time. This differentiation is necessary because it is to be
expected that the preparedness to help others does not translate inevitably
into factual activities. The latter might disclose prioritized group solidari-
ties much more neatly than the mere readiness to help. We thus opted to
include a number of questions in our survey that gather information about
the respondents’ reported activities of solidarity. These questions pre-
sented a wider range of potential activities, ranging from more conven-
tional to more unconventional activities, for example, donating money or
time, buying or boycotting products, and active participation in voluntary
associations and protest actions (Grasso 2011, 2016).

Second, our conceptual framework insists on the need to measure soli-
darity in its charitable and political dimensions. Scholarly writing has
tended to focus on the (financial) help to the needy, thus privileging the
charitable dimension of solidarity. While this aspect is important, it
downplays the political and rights-based dimension of solidarity. In fact,
people demonstrate solidarity with other persons in struggle or in need
when participating in collective actions (e.g., public claims-making, politi-
cal protests, communication campaigns) that strive to improve the situa-
tion of these groups by mobilizing on behalf of their rights and entitlements
(Giugni and Passy 2001; Scholz 2008). This political dimension seems of
particular importance when dealing with the European Union. In fact,
European solidarity is present when people help other European citizens
to raise their voice and make it heard, particularly if we are speaking of
social groups at the fringes of society that are severely hit by the European
crisis (Balme and Chabanet 2008; Lahusen 2013; Baglioni and Giugni
2014; Giugni and Grasso 2018). The survey aimed at measuring both
dimensions of solidarity, the charitable and the political. In particular,
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the questions about reported solidarity activities were based on a rights-
based concept of solidarity, because it asked respondents whether they
actively supported the rights of various groups by means of the activities
listed in the questionnaire. Additionally, we assembled information on
political activities and orientations related to solidarity, ranging from pro-
test participation to policy-related issues (e.g., European solidarity
measures).

Third, solidarity can be organized at different levels of organization and
aggregation, as indicated by previous research. Studies have focused on
social solidarity at the micro level, that is, on the interpersonal relations of
mutual support between individuals (Hechter 1987; Markovsky and
Lawler 1994; Komter 2005). Research has also shown that solidarity is a
collective endeavor promoted—at the meso level—by civil society organi-
zations and social movements (Hunt and Benford 2004; Giugni and Passy
2001; Curtis et al. 2001). And, finally, scholars have focused—at the
macro level—on welfare state institutions and social policies as an instru-
ment of redistribution committed to the idea of solidarity (Fong 2001;
Rehm 2009; Alesina and Giuliano 2011; Rehm et al. 2012). This differ-
entiation provides tools for survey-based research, because it allows mea-
suring individual solidarity as a multiscalar phenomenon. In our survey,
for instance, we included questions that asked individuals to report inter-
personal practices of support within and beyond their country, to indicate
whether they supported civil society organizations or social movement
activities and whether they are against or in favor of redistributive policies
within their country and between European member states. Even though
the focus of this book is primarily on the micro- and meso level, we will
see that these various levels of organization and aggregation make a differ-
ence. Reported activities of individual solidarity seem to be less diffused,
when compared to forms of delegated solidarity, that is, the support of
civil society and the welfare state.

Finally, the analysis of solidarity has to take the group-boundedness of
solidarity seriously. This means in particular that solidarity might be, more
often than not, a particularist commitment. Previous research has consis-
tently shown that solidarity is of little analytic and practical use when con-
ceived of as a generalized disposition or practice. Studies recurrently
highlight that solidarity is tied to specific groups (Hechter 1987; Hunt
and Benford 2004; Scholz 2008) and thus conditional on the assumed
social proximity, neediness, or deservingness of the targeted recipients
(van Oorschot 2006). For this reason, it is not enough to measure a
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general disposition to help others. More than that, it is essential to list
various potential target groups. In spatial terms, it is necessary to differen-
tiate between solidarity with people within the respondents’ countries,
with other people within the European Union, and beyond Europe.
Moreover, it is important to assess whether citizens make a difference
when dissimilar target groups are addressed, such as refugees/asylum
seekers, the unemployed, and the disabled.

The conceptual clarifications presented so far guided the design of our
survey and allowed us to assemble a comprehensive comparative dataset.
Our data enables us to describe levels of solidarity dispositions and activi-
ties within the eight countries under study and give a nuanced and differ-
entiated picture of various forms of (target-specific) solidarity. Among
other things, we are able to contextualize European solidarity and com-
pare it with other (group-bound) forms of solidarity. This descriptive aim,
however, was not the only objective of this survey. More than that,
TransSOL was geared to shed light on those factors that are beneficial or
detrimental for solidarity at large, and European solidarity in particular.
Building on previous research, as indicated below, we know that solidarity
among citizens is highly patterned by a battery of factors, namely, socio-
demographic traits, social class, political allegiances, social capital, reli-
gious beliefs, and values among others; we included these variables in our
study. In order to systematize this evidence, we propose to distinguish
between three strands of inquiry.

A first source of inspiration comes from empirical research about redis-
tributive preferences. These studies are interested in identifying those fac-
tors that guarantee the support of citizens for the welfare state at large,
and various social policies in particular, and thus spur the backing of insti-
tutionalized forms of wealth redistribution and help (Alesina and Giuliano
2011; Amat and Wibbels 2009; Fong 2001; Rehm 2009; Rehm et al.
2012; Svallfors 1997). Studies have addressed a variety of social policy
fields, among them pensions (Jaime-Castillo 2013), poverty (Alesina and
Glaeser 2004; Scheepers and Grotenhuis 2005), and immigration (Banting
and Kymlicka 2006; Mau and Burkhardt 2009). Evidence suggests that
the support for redistributive preferences is influenced by the respondents’
position in society, for example, the ‘rational calculations’ tied to their
state of vulnerability (Iversen and Soskice 2001; Rehm 2009). Additionally,
cognitive and ideational factor also play a role. Research has pointed to the
role of religion and religiosity (Stegmueller et al. 2012; Lichterman 2015)
and political socialization (Grasso et al. 2017a), but also general beliefs
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about the causes of income inequality (Fong 2001) and perceptions of
deservingness (van Oorschot 2006) are important factors, too. In regard
to the latter, resecarch has identified several criteria that influence the
judgment of deservingness: (1) the level of perceived responsibility and
neediness, (2) social and spatial proximity and identity, including loyalties
to ethnic groups, and (3) the recipients’ attitudes and the degree of recip-
rocation (receiving and giving) (van Oorschot 2000, 2006; Alesina and
Glaeser 2004; Luttmer 2001).

Second, the extensive field of studies on social capital and social cohe-
sion is relevant for our discussion here, as well. In part, this research strand
measures a similar phenomenon, as it is interested in forms of voluntary
engagement within civic groups and organizations (Putnam et al. 2003;
van Oorschot et al. 2006). However, social capital is not identical with
solidarity, because social capital refers to those resources or ingredients
that need to be mobilized into acts of solidarity. In this sense, this research
strand provides helpful indications for our explanatory purposes, as it is
interested in the conditions of interpersonal help and support. Here, in
particular, it highlights the importance of interpersonal and institutional
trust, of norms of reciprocity, and of informal networks as necessary ingre-
dients of social cohesion (Chan et al. 2006; Jeannotte 2000; Delhey 2007)
and thus as determining factors that help in explaining interpersonal soli-
darity. Moreover, studies of social cohesion have corroborated the impor-
tance of social class, age, and gender. They have shown that post-materialist
values and religious beliefs play a beneficial role, whereas societies with
social cleavages, political conflicts, and less developed welfare state institu-
tions provide a less conducive environment (Kumlin and Rothstein 2005;
van QOorschot and Arts 2005; Gelissen et al. 2012).

Finally, there are also lessons to be drawn from research on political
behavior, in general, and social movement and protest participation, more
specifically. These strands of research focus on the political dimensions of
solidarity, and thus help to answer the question of whether political soli-
darity is determined by similar factors as the ones discussed above. Scholarly
writing seems to support some of the research assumptions presented
before, by showing how political behavior is patterned by social inequali-
tics and forms of social exclusion (Brady et al. 1995; Kronauer 1998;
Grasso 2013; Dunn et al. 2014; Giugni and Grasso 2015a; Grasso et al.
2017b). Moreover, studies agree on the fact that solidarity is also highly
patterned by political preferences and orientation, for example, along the
left-right scale (Likki and Staerklé 2014). Social movement analysis adds
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relevant knowledge by pointing to the importance of mobilization pro-
cesses lead by existing organizations and groups, with the latter considered
as collective means of mobilizing, organizing, and perpetuating (transna-
tional) solidarity in terms of binding norms, commitments, and behaviors
(Smith 1997; Balme and Chabanet 2008; della Porta and Caiani 2011;
Baglioni and Giugni 2014; Giugni and Grasso 2015b). That is, being a
member or follower of a certain initiative, association, organization, or
movement implies a commitment not only to specific norms of solidarity
but also to palpable acts as well (e.g., membership fees and charitable
donations, joint political protests, events of claims-making).

Based on these insights, the survey included a series of questions that
geared to gather data on all these explanatory factors. This information
should allow us to identify those variables that tend to boost or inhibit
solidarity dispositions and practices along the various dimensions identi-
fied before. In particular, it will enable us to ascertain whether European
solidarity is inhibited or promoted by the same factors as solidarity with
other reference groups. First, we are interested to see whether socio-
demographic characteristics like age, gender, and race make a difference in
regard to solidarity activities and dispositions. The study of civil societies,
for instance, has shown that voluntary engagement tends to replicate the
public/private divide by centering more strictly on male-dominated and
‘public’ activities, to the detriment of female networks of care and help
(Neill and Gidengil 2006; Valentova 2016). It has been shown that
younger and older citizens are more active in social movements, following
different grades of ‘biographical availability’ in the life course (Beyerlein
and Bergstrand 2013). And we know that migrants are often involved in
cross-national networks of support and help (Glick Schiller et al. 1995;
Morokvasic 1999; Recchi and Favell 2009). Second, we wish to test
whether solidarity is patterned by the differential access of citizens to val-
ued resources and skills, such as income and education, by the respon-
dents’ social status and affiliation to social class (Verba et al. 1978; Cainzos
and Voces 2010) and by different levels of social exclusion and deprivation
(Kronauer 1998). Third, we wish to analyze to what extent solidarity is
conditioned by social capital, following the propositions of research
devoted to civil society and social movements (Putnam et al. 2003; van
Oorschot et al. 2006; Jenkins 1983). In particular, we wish to highlight
the role of institutional and interpersonal trust, of informal networks and
social relations, and of associational involvement in a wide range of social,
cultural, and political organizations and groups. Fourth, we aim to identify
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the interrelation between political orientations and behaviors on the one
side, and solidarity dispositions and practices on the other. In particular,
we try to assess whether relevant factors investigated at the national level,
for example, levels of political participation, political preferences, and ide-
ological orientations (e.g., Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003; Amat and
Wibbels 2009; Likki and Staerklé 2014; Giugni and Grasso 2017), also
differentiate citizens with regard to solidarity. Finally, we wanted to iden-
tify the role of ideational and cognitive factors, too, assuming that the
collective identities and the attachment to groups and communities might
condition levels of solidarity (Luttmer 2001; Komter 2005) as much as
religion and religiosity (Stegmueller et al. 2012; Lichterman 2015), moral
norms, and visions of a desirable social order (Stets and McCaffree 2014).

STRUCTURE AND OBJECTIVES OF THE BOOK

This book is based on data gathered by a comparative research project and
aims to answer a number of questions related to solidarity. How developed
are solidarity attitudes and practices among citizens of European member
states? How diffused are these orientations when comparing various target
groups, among them refugees/migrants, unemployed people, and the dis-
abled? And how strongly are citizens engaged in helping people outside
their country, both within and outside Europe? Which groups in the
European citizenry are strongest supporters of European solidarity, and
which segments exhibit distance from European or global solidarity?
Available studies have shown that the idea of solidarity across borders is
supported by a considerable proportion of the European citizenry, sug-
gesting that the long history of European integration has had an impact
on the ideas and preferences of the population (Lengfeld et al. 2015; de
Vries and Hoffmann 2016). However, this evidence is far from painting a
comprehensive picture. Moreover, most studies have focused on the sup-
port of public policies of redistribution and burden sharing, to the detri-
ment of studies about civic and interpersonal forms of solidarity.

The survey data presented in this book provides fresh insights into this
topic. It is based on an online individual survey conducted in the winter
months of 2016,/2017 in Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Italy,
Poland, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom. The same questionnaire
was administered in the relevant languages to approximately 2000 respon-
dents in each of the countries of the project, thus assembling data on more
than 16,000 European citizens. Respondent samples were matched to
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national statistics with quotas for education, age, gender, and region, and
population weights are applied in the analyses presented in this volume.
The questionnaire was drafted to measure solidarity in its various
dimensions and manifestations, as indicated before, and to assemble data
on a number of potential factors that might help to explain this practiced
solidarity.

The chapters included in this volume aim to answer the above stated
questions in regard to each of the eight countries under study. They are
committed to three overall objectives. First, national chapters engage in a
descriptive account of levels and forms of solidarity practices in each of the
eight countries. The dependent variables consist of reported solidarity
practices, such as donating time or money, buying or boycotting products,
protest participation, or passive and active associational membership.
Depending on the national contextual relevance, the chapters also compare
levels of solidarity in regard to various reference groups: for example, soli-
darity with people from the own country, from other European country, or
countries outside Europe; solidarity with disabled people, the unemployed,
and refugees/migrants. These findings enable the portrayal of country-
specific levels of reported solidarity practices. Second, national chapters
analyze the forces that affect practiced solidarity and in portraying the
social profile of the most and least solidarity-prone groups of the popula-
tion. For this purpose, the national chapters engaged with analyzing the
explanatory relevance of the different factors introduced in this chapter.
On the one hand, chapters focus on the social traits of the respondents,
arguing that their position in the social structure impinges on the means
and opportunities they have to commit themselves to solidarity. On the
other hand, we assume that reported solidarity is conditioned also by atti-
tudinal dispositions and preferences, such as political attitudes, social
beliefs, or cultural values. Finally, each chapter explores specific aspects that
seem particularly important either for the country under analysis and /or in
view of research debates and questions awaiting empirical validation.

The book ends with a concluding chapter that wishes to paint a com-
parative picture of civic solidarity within and across European member
states. For these purposes, we describe the main findings from our survey
in comparative terms by presenting and highlighting the various levels of
solidarity-driven practices and attitudes, and by identifying the impor-
tance of European solidarity, when compared to national or global soli-
darities in Europe. Moreover, knowledge assembled by the various
national chapters will help us to assess whether solidarity—and European
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solidarity in particular—is driven by similar or different forces in the vari-
ous countries under analysis. In this way, this volume provides a unique
resource for understanding solidarity in contemporary Europe.
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