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Gone with the Crisis? A multilevel analysis of economy, wel-
fare, and national identity in Europe.  The development of 
the modern welfare state has been accompanied by an exten-
sion of economic, political, and social rights that created a 
sense of group belonging that then led to national solidarity. 
Our results show that the impact of the Great Recession cannot 
be rejected, and therefore that there is a rational-instrumental 
dimension to national identities that should not however be 
taken independently of cultural and political dimensions, and 
that must  also be understood from a sociological point of view.
keywords: National identity; welfare nationalism; welfare 
chauvinism; economic crisis; Europe; multilevel logistic 
regression.

Desaparecido com a crise? Uma análise estratificada da 
economia, segurança social e identidade nacional na 
Europa.  O desenvolvimento do estado social moderno tem 
sido acompanhado por um alargamento dos direitos económi-
cos, políticos e sociais que gera um sentido de pertença gru-
pal conducente à solidariedade nacional. Centramo-nos nesta 
hipótese de identidade instrumental relacionada com o bem-
-estar, tendo em conta o possível impacto da crise económica 
nas identidades nacionais.  Os nossos resultados mostram que 
o impacto da Grande Recessão não pode ser rejeitado e que, 
consequentemente, existe uma dimensão racional-instrumen-
tal nas identidades nacionais que não deve, ainda assim, ser 
considerada isoladamente das dimensões culturais e políticas, 
e que necessitam também de ser consideradas sob um ponto 
de vista sociológico.
palavras-chave: identidade nacional; nacionalismo socio-
securitário; chauvinismo socio-securitário; Europa; regressão 
logística estratificada.
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I N T RODU C T ION

Several authors have suggested that the development of the modern welfare 
state after wwii was accompanied by an extension of economic, political and 
social rights that created a sense of group belonging and eventually led to 
the development of national solidarity among citizens (Keating, 2001, p. 51; 
McEwen, 2006, p. 51; Brown, 1998, p. 13; Shulman, 2003, p. 24). However, 
there is not much evidence regarding whether and to what extent economic 
crisis and welfare erosion affect attachment to the nation. In fact, it remains 
true that the literature on nationalism is weak in terms of testing hypothe-
ses against empirical evidence, and the economic and crisis hypothesis thus 
remains largely untested (Solt, 2011, p. 823) in spite of its political importance.

David and Bar-Tal (2009, pp. 361-367) note that feelings of belonging and 
closeness are central for triggering and fostering social and political activi-
ties. A variety of authors have emphasized how the feeling of attachment or 
belonging to a national group (national identity) lend political communities 
diffuse support that has been considered central for the political stability and 
continuity of states (Easton, 1965, p. 187; Henderson & McEwen, 2005, p. 188; 
Linz & Stepan, 1996, pp. 7, 21). Moreover, empirical studies have shown that 
those citizens who are highly attached to their nations are more politically 
involved than those who are not (Huddy & Khatib, 2007, pp. 72-73; Straughn 
& Andriot, 2011, pp. 563, 571). There is further evidence that national attach-
ment is even more vital for democratic states (Elkins & Sides, 2007, p. 694). 
That is, the existence of clusters of detachment and disloyalty may lead from 
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distortions on political participation and representation, to the violent rejec-
tion of the state – particularly in multi-ethnic societies (Kymlicka, 1996, 
p. 105).1 As Linz and Stepan (1996, p. 27) point out, democracies need to build 
compliance with the state through national identity because they cannot use 
fear and violence to force acceptance, as authoritarian states would do; they 
suggest that democratization depends on national unity insofar as constituent 
groups need to agree on the need and desirability of the collective before open-
ing the arena to groups’ competition.

The remainder of this article is organized as follows. First we present a 
review on the definition of national identity as a collective identity. Then we 
move on to the discussion of welfare nationalism (and welfare chauvinism) 
from which we derive our main hypotheses. After that, we discuss some alter-
native explanations that are also included in our empirical models. Next, we 
operationalize those different theories using a number of variables at the indi-
vidual and country levels, and explain the method we followed to test our 
hypotheses. An added valued of the article is precisely this operationalization 
of country-level variables derived from different streams of nationalist liter-
ature. The economic crisis actually has a country-level dimension that is not 
captured by the issp questionnaire used for our analysis. We then present the 
results of both our partial and final models. The article closes with a discussion 
of those results and their implications and our conclusion.

DE F I N I NG NAT IONA L I DE N T I T Y

In this article national identity is understood as a social identity (David & 
Bar-Tal, 2009, p. 356). It is hereby defined as the individual feeling of belong-
ing and attachment to a group of people with whom one believes to have some-
thing in common: a state of mind or an act of consciousness as understood by 
Kohn (1945, p. 10). Although a sense of belonging or attachment usually refers 
to an objective territory, such as the country or region, the process of identifi-
cation itself is a subjective and relational process.

1	 By no means does this imply that the result of the process of a state’s breakdown is unde-
mocratic, for the new states emerging from the previous can be perfectly democratic. However, 
we maintain that those new states would also need the compliance of their political commu-
nities, and therefore it might be somehow self-evident why peripheral nationalist elites put so 
much effort into developing national identities among citizens as the legitimatory argument 
to advance their demands for political powers, decentralization, or independence. These elites 
have been labeled as ethnic, cultural, or political entrepreneurs by different authors (Saxton & 
Benson, 2008, p. 63; Hechter, 2001, p. 62; Westle & Segatti, 2016, p. 8).
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We acknowledge the complex nature of national identity. In the first place, 
due to its twofold dimension: one, as the strength of (territorial) attachment; 
and, second, as the meaning of such attachment (McEwen, 2006, p. 30); in the 
second place, due to its relational component and its possible compatibility or 
incompatibility with other territorial identities (Hadler et al., 2012, pp. 395- 
-397); and, in third place, due to its dynamic nature (Westle & Segatti, 2016, 
p. 20). However, our analysis here is limited regarding the dimensions of 
national identity that it can take into account. That is, we will pay attention 
only to the strength of (territorial) attachment, in just one territorial level (the 
country, taken as representing the nation-state), and just one moment in time 
(2013). Further developments of this research will attempt more complex 
approximation to this matter.

As pointed out by Huddy (2013, p. 746) group behavior is heavily depen-
dent on gradation in identity strength, which therefore needs to be well mea-
sured. The strength of attachment has been measured in many different ways. 
Among the most well known and used is the Linz bi-polar scale (also known 
as Moreno, or Moreno-Linz scale), although it has been recently questioned if 
it can really measure strength of attachment (Cussó, García, and Grande, 2018; 
Guinjoan and Rodon, 2016; Ruiz Jiménez, 2007). Alternatively asking citizens 
about the extent to which they feel close to different territorial units taking the 
country as representing the nation-state is quite popular. Despite being unidi-
mensional, this type of Bogardus scale of social distance allows measuring the 
strength of (territorial) attachment to the country and does not impose any 
type of assumption on the respondent regarding his/her national identities 
(Ruiz Jiménez, 2007, pp. 167, 174). Closeness is also well suited to measure the 
strength of (territorial) attachment because it can reflect the two-fold dimension 
of social identity: place identity and place attachment (Hadler, Tsutsui, & Chin, 
2012, pp. 401-402). Furthermore, it has been extensively used by researchers 
of territorial identity (for a review of different questions’ wording see Irsenia, 
Fikey, Serricchio, & Westle, 2012, pp. 115-118; and Ruiz Jiménez, 2007).

Although the meaning attributed by citizens to national identity is not an 
object of analysis, a brief summary is presented here, if only to be certain what 
our article is not about (it will also be useful for the understanding of some 
of the alternative explanations presented below). A traditional distinction 
has been established between ethnic and civic understandings of the nation 
(Maiz, 2003, pp. 259-261; Wright, 2011, p. 838; Smith 2010, pp. 42-46). Items 
such as common ancestry, language, religion, culture, etc. would belong to the 
ethnic-cultural understanding of identity, while things such as common legal 
system, constitution, rule of law, etc., are said to be of a civic nature. How-
ever, some of these items would not clearly fall within the civic or the ethnic 
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categories or would be mixed within the conception of a single identity, both 
theoretically and empirically (McEwen, 2006, pp. 28-29). Therefore some alter-
natives distinguish between ascribed and achieved identities (Wright, 2011, 
p. 839). While ascribed identities are assigned upon birth (having citizen 
parents, country of birth, etc.), achieved identities can be reached over time 
(speaking the language or sharing cultural traditions, for example).

The strength and meaning of national identity are complementary to each 
other, so, for example, someone can hold a strong cultural identity or a weak 
cultural identity, as well as strong or weak civic national identity.

NAT IONA L I DE N T I T Y A N D T H E E C ONOM Y:
W E L FA R E NAT IONA L I SM A N D W E L FA R E C HOU V I N I SM

General theories on national identity formation do not pay much attention 
to the role of the economy. To be sure, none of the classifications mentioned 
above is explicit about how or where to classify those people who feel attached 
to their country because they are doing well, or perceive their country to be 
doing well, in economic terms. Some hints, pointing toward a rational-in-
strumental understanding of social identity formation can be found within 
political psychology, which stresses that identities include cognitive as well 
as symbolic comparison of in-groups and out-groups. Within these theories, 
both the Theory of Realistic Interest and the Social Identity Theory will be 
relevant to understand the impact of economy on identity. As Shayo (2009, 
pp. 150-151)explains, people will adopt particular national identities when 
such identity improves the perception about their position in society vis-à-vis 
other social identities. Economy will play, to be sure, an important role in the 
formation of such perceptions.2

Apart from that, welfare nationalism is among the most important theories 
linking economy and national identity. It can be defined as the “discourses and 
ideologies in which welfare and national identity are intertwined and welfare 
provision is based on national membership” (Keskinen, 2016, p. 355). As Keski-
nen et al. (2016, p. 323) argue, “economic issues and welfare benefits are closely 
connected to questions of culture and national identity”. Thus, 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 

2	 In a similar vein, from the school of liberal nationalism scholars such as Tom Nairn, David 
McCrone and Linsay Paterson has being arguing since the 1990s that material interests, whe-
ther they be economic, political or ethnic, are gaining interest as the dynamic of contemporary 
Western nationalism (Cohen, 2000, p. 159).
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countries have fostered national identities as a legitimatory ideology after wwii 
(Brown, 1998, p. 2). This same idea is present in the writings of Deutsch (1964) 
when he argues that by creating good living conditions, government creates 
attachment with the state. He furthermore asserts that not only maintain-
ing well-being is necessary but also is assuring wide distribution of benefits 
throughout the population (Deutsch, 1964, p. 143). In this same line, McEwen 
(2006, p. 51) claims that the transformation of nation-states into welfare states 
has been among the most significant processes 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 (see also Brown, 1998, p. 13; Shulman, 2003, p. 24).3

If good economic performance of the state, redistribution, and more gen-
erally speaking the growth of welfare have strengthened the state as a political 
community of solidarity, what are the effects of the Great Recession and the 
retrenchment of the welfare state? Our article examines this question within 
the realm of the effects on the strength of (territorial) attachment. When 
reviewing previous research, however, we find that many works are theoretical, 
while among those that are empirical many focus on just political elites, and 
only a few are clearly centered on lay people. Focusing on citizens’ feelings, 
Deutsch (1964, p. 146) suggests that economic crisis or inequality may affect the 
strength of (territorial) attachment. He defends that social conflict and disinte-
grative tendencies emerge where the (re)distribution of wealth is too skewed. 
From a psychological point of view, Brown (1998, pp. 10-11) suggests changes 
on the meaning of identity, although it is not clear if such changes would lead 
to a stronger or weaker sense of (territorial) attachment. He points out that 
the existence of inequalities can be interpreted as the absence or incomplete-
ness of nationhood. Usually, in the context of crisis, this implies the redefini-
tion of the understandings of insiders and outsiders, favoring more restrictive 
interpretations of membership (Brubaker, 2011, pp. 94-95). In other words, 
inequality creates insecurity, and that leads individuals to closure and to be less 
tolerant toward minority groups within the state (Andersen & Fetner, 2008, 
pp. 10-11), thus rejecting the idea of the social justice community. We do not 
know, however, if these authors understand that a more restrictive interpre-
tation of national identity means stronger or weaker (territorial) attachment.

From a different perspective, the literature on welfare chauvinism points 
in the same direction, regarding the consequences of economic crisis on the 

3	 Although not directly addressed, it is suggested then that welfare nationalism is related to 
both the strength of national identity and its meaning, in this sense diminishing the importance 
of the ethnic dimension.



934	 A. M. R. JIMÉNEZ, J. M. ECHAVARREN AND N. A. LLINARES

understanding of national identity.4 Welfare chauvinism is the claim that wel-
fare benefits should be reserved for those belonging to the “native” population, 
drawing a clear distinction between “us” and “them”, linked not only to immi-
gration but also to those “deemed to be undeserving in the revised normative 
logic of welfare provision” (Keskinen, 2016, p. 326; see also Norocel, 2016, 
p. 373). Although not directly targeted, the idea of welfare chauvinism points 
to an effect of the Great Recession on the meaning of identity, as suggested also 
by Brubaker (2011, pp. 94-95) and Andersen and Fetner (2008, pp. 10-11).

In summary, following the theory of welfare nationalism, which for us 
speaks more clearly about the strength of national identity, we could expect 
that the Great Recession has led to a weaker sense of (territorial) attachment. 
However, it is not completely evident for us what the welfare chauvinism’s 
reflection on the strength of national identity would be. We suspect that, 
besides a change in meaning, it could lead to the strength of national iden-
tity as an exclusionary artefact against those outside the re-defined national 
in-group: that is, mainly, immigrants.

Despite being a central feature within welfare nationalism and welfare 
chauvinism theories, neither of these is very explicit in defining welfare state, 
its characteristics, or the differences that dissimilar configurations may play 
on identity. To our understanding this is mainly due to the particular group of 
countries they focus on, which is limited to a particular type of welfare state 
within each theory. There is a lack of variability in the types of welfare states 
that they take into account: Welfare nationalism has focused on Anglo-Saxon 
countries, and welfare chauvinism in Northern European countries. How-
ever, to properly test the hypotheses derived from this literature, we in fact 
need variability in the types of welfare states included in our analysis (Castles, 
1998). Furthermore, they are different in the way they have responded to the 
economic crisis (Taylor-Gooby et al., 2017).

It might be pointed out, on the other hand, that welfare retreat has been 
taking place since at least the 1970s, and therefore we could think that there 
is nothing special to be noted about the Great Recession period. However, we 
may argue that those long-term trends to greater inequality and precarity have 
intensified during the recession (Taylor-Gooby et al., 2017, p. 4). Therefore, if 
changes were visible before (Wright, 2011), and if economic crises do in fact 
have a role on national identities, they might be even more noticeable during 
the Great Recession period.

4	  Still it must be stressed that these analyses rest mostly on discursive analysis of political 
elite messages, lacking empirical analysis of their effects on citizens’ attitudes.
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NAT IONA L I DE N T I T Y,  C U LT U R E ,
A N D P OL I T IC A L E N T E PR E N E R SH I P

Of course, we cannot think that national identities are purely instrumental. 
To be sure, nationalist mobilization by political elites makes use of alternative 
anchors that are less volatile than economy. This section presents some strong 
alternative explanations to welfare nationalism and welfare chauvinism that 
we think must be taken into account in our models. First, we consider ethnic 
and cultural elements as anchors of national identities. Second, we take into 
account how political elites handle and mobilize national identity.

In terms of ethnic nationalism, people who share an ethnic origin and/
or cultural characteristics are typically understood as a nation; for primordi-
alists and essentialists the nation pre-existed and explains the creation of the 
state. Modernist and constructivist theories reject this explanation, arguing 
that nations are collectively imagined after – and as a consequence of – the 
invention of the state (Smith, 2010, pp. 47-65). In between these two tradi-
tions, ethno-symbolism argues that even if nations are to some extent re-cre-
ated by political elites, they cannot be deliberatively invented out of the blue; 
on the contrary, nations grow from the reinterpretation of pre-existing cultural 
traits and the reconstruction of previous ethnic links and feelings (Smith, 2010, 
pp. 115-128). Thus, different authors argue that the ethnic and/or cultural 
homogeneity of a people, which is typically understood through shared blood 
linkages, common ancestors, language, religion, myths, and/or symbols, lies at 
the base of nationalism and nationalist sentiments. Following this reasoning, 
recent empirical studies, using multilevel methods, have shown that people 
belonging to ethnic majorities feel more attached to the nation than do those 
citizens who are ethnic minorities (Elkins & Sides, 2007, pp. 701-705; Hadler et 
al., 2012, pp. 395-397, 406-409; Staerklé et al., 2010, pp. 503-505). Furthermore, 
coming back to our main focus of interest in the Great Recession, it is likely that 
in periods of economic crisis people can still maintain strong national identi-
ties anchored in these other kinds of ethnic and cultural considerations. Thus, 
this is a contending explanation that needs to be modeled in our analysis.

Most constructivist scholars would agree that a collective understanding of 
the meaning of “being national” is required to anchor the individual feeling of 
belonging to a nation. Political elites reinforce those meanings, developing and 
promoting definitions about who the people are and what it is that “we” rep-
resents (Dekker et al., 2003, pp. 351-352; Gellner, 2008, pp. 44, 48-51; Smith, 
2010, pp. 77-82; Petersoo, 2007, pp. 419-420). And thus, the politicization of 
identities has often become a basis for nationalism (Breuilly, 1993, pp. 19-20; 
Hroch, 2000, pp. 8, 13; Linz, 1973, pp. 364-365; Hechter, 2001, pp. 31, 62, 93). 
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However, the extent to which elites are willing or able to mobilize citizens’ 
nationalist sentiments is variable.5 In this sense, we believe that the existence 
of sub-state nationalist or regionalist parties, especially when they represent a 
criticism of the central state or demand more autonomy for regions or localities 
(Libbrecht et al., 2011; Pallarés & Keating, 2003, pp. 239, 22-243), is probably 
more important for the contemporary politicization of identities than the left-
right leaning of citizens. Additionally, decentralization has also been related to 
the development of regional identities and has come at the cost of state-wide 
national identities (Mota Consejero, 1998, p. 5; 2008; Martínez-Herrera, 2002, 
pp. 424-426). However, the effect of delegating central authority is not evident: 
it might have the effect of strengthening loyalty to the state by ameliorating the 
discontent of empowered groups but it might also weaken such loyalty by rein-
forcing group identity and giving groups more resources to use to put pressure 
on the state (Elkins and Sides, 2007, p. 693)6.

In summary, in relation to the economic dimension, we expect that attach-
ment to the nation is stronger in countries that have greater levels of social 
protection and economic equality than it is in those countries with lower levels 
of social protection or higher levels of inequality (h1). Concurrently, we expect 
that erosion of social protection and increased social inequality negatively 
affect attachment to the nation (h2). Taking culture into account, we expect 
that a greater homogeneity of people living in a country will result in greater 
attachment to the nation (h3). In relation to politics, we expect that ideology 
is not relevant for explaining attachment to the nation (h4). On the contrary, 
we expect that those countries in which identities are more politicized – and 
in which political decentralization is greater – will be characterized by weaker 
attachment to the nation (h5 and h6). Finally, we expect that economic and 
crisis variables will remain statistically significant after controlling for the 
influence of cultural and political factors (h7).

DATA A N D M ET HOD

METHOD

Because the data collected in this study have mainly a hierarchical structure 
and as the result of our focus on country variables, a multilevel model has 
been used to analyze the data. Multilevel analysis is quite useful when inter-
class correlation is on a middle rank (Gorard, 2007), which is 0.21 in our 

5	 And so, for example, the right and left have progressed through different nationalist paths 
with differing success.
6	 Elkins and Sides’ findings support the second option.
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data.7 Multilevel techniques have been used only rarely to analyze national 
identities, with some recent exceptions such as Hadler et al. (2012), Flaherty 
and Brown (2010), Staerklé et al. (2010), and Solt (2011). Thus, whereas most 
of the investigation of national identities has been limited to studies address-
ing only the individual level, there is evidence to suggest that country-level 
variables also play a role in confirming attitudes and attachment to the nation.

In this study the dependent variable is dichotomous (after transforma-
tion from four original values). A multilevel mixed-effects logistic regression 
model (Goldstein, 1991) has been applied, containing both fixed effects and 
random effects.

Under the assumption of nested data, with a dichotomous dependent vari-
able, the model is:

where the probability estimate is

for j = 1, …, M clusters (countries), with cluster j consisting of i = 1, …, nj 
observations (individual).

The responses are the binary-valued yij, and treating yij = 1 if the dependent 
variable is different from 0, and treating yij = 0 otherwise.

The 1xp row vector xij is the covariates for the fixed effects, analogous to 
the covariates that would be found in a standard logistic regression model with 
regression coefficients (fixed effects) β.

The 1xq vector zij is the covariates corresponding to the random effects and 
can be used to represent both random intercepts and random coefficients, and 
eij is the residual term.

We proceed in several steps. First, we compute the empty model with no 
explanatory variables (model zero), which shows us how much variance is 
to be found at the individual and aggregate levels. Model one includes indi-
vidual-level variables and allows us to see how much country-level variance 
is due to the differential distribution of individual characteristics among the 

7	 95 percent confidence interval values range between 0.12 and 0.35. Given the lower bound 
in the confidence interval, we also run simple logit regressions with robust errors to test consis-
tency in our results.
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population of each country. Later, we enter our aggregate variables into differ-
ent partial models to systematically test our hypotheses. Models two and three 
focus on the hypothesis related to the economic dimension. Models four and 
five examine the importance of cultural and political characterization of coun-
tries. Finally, models six and seven are full models including economic, cul-
tural, and political hypotheses together. While model six consists of the static 
comparison across countries, model seven takes into account the economic 
changes experienced during the previous five years.

DATA

Our individual data samples come from the International Social Survey 
Program (issp), which has conducted a series of studies on national identity 
since 1995. The analyses in this article use the 2013 release – study za5950 
(issp Research Group, 2015). Although this database includes samples from 33 
countries, we limited our analysis to the countries of Europe. The absence of 
some variables at the individual level (ethnic group for Switzerland for exam-
ple) or the aggregate level further reduced our country sample to 17 coun-
tries: Belgium, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, 
Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Norway, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, 
Sweden, and the United Kingdom. We analyzed 5,279 respondents who fit our 
operationalization of the dependent variable.

Regarding sample size, some authors suggest that multilevel analysis is 
effective with more than 10 groups (Snijders & Bosker, 1999, p. 44), whereas 
others suggest that 30 is the smallest acceptable number (Kreft and de Leeuw, 
1998). Various simulations have shown, on the one hand, that the coefficients’ 
estimations do not change much with a small number of groups. On the other 
hand, the smaller the number of groups, the smaller is the estimation of stan-
dard errors of those coefficients (Maas and Hox, 2005). With ten groups of five 
cases each, the standard errors are too small for regression coefficients and for 
variances. With a higher number of groups and cases within each group, we 
consider it safe to keep to the standard 95 % confidence interval in our analysis.

DEPENDENT VARIABLE

Following modernist and constructivist scholars, we define national identity 
as the individual feeling of belonging to an imagined political community 
(Anderson, 1993). issp 2013 on national identity offers unidimensional as well 
as multidimensional measures of our dependent variable. As mentioned above, 
among these we choose the question that asks how close the interviewee feels 
to different geographic units, in which the country is taken as representing the 
concept of the nation-state in our analysis.
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The original variable has four response categories: “very close”, “close”, “not 
quite close”, and “not close at all” (and “cannot choose”). Is has been re-codi-
fied into two categories in our multilevel logit regression model. Due to social 
desirability on the positive responses to this question, we opted for a recodifi-
cation that maximized the differentiation of groups within the variable. Thus, 
we coded as 1 those “feeling not quite close” and “not close at all” (23 percent 
of respondents), and as zero those “feeling very close” (30 percent). All other 
cases are missing in our analysis. Although this decision omitted a high per-
centage of respondents (approximately 50 percent of the sample), it is accept-
able since our main interest in this article is not to generalize results to the 
population but to test if there might be a mechanism that leads people from 

TABLE 1

Dependent variable by country

Country
Mean of Closeness

to the nation *

Survey

size

Mean of Closeness to the

nation recodified **

Final model

size ***

Belgium 2.3 1,988 0.7 603

Croatia 2.1 998 0.5 126

Czech Republic 1.7 1,899 0.1 443

Estonia 2.1 918 0.6 177

Finland 2.2 1,184 0.6 228

France 1.9 1,889 0.4 506

Germany 1.9 1,675 0.4 452

Hungary 1.8 1,003 0.2 265

Iceland 2.6 1,061 0.8 444

Ireland 2.1 1,151 0.5 221

Norway 1.9 1,502 0.4 505

Portugal 1.6 999 0.2 85

Slovakia 1.8 1,114 0.1 225

Slovenia 1.9 1,004 0.3 173

Spain 1.7 1,221 0.1 244

Sweden 2 1,042 0.5 380

United Kingdom 2.1 857 0.6 202

Total 1.9 44,017 0.443 5,279

Note: * Original variable, measured as: 1 ‘Very close’, 2 ‘Close’, 3 ‘Not very close’, 4 ‘Not close at all’; ** Variable 

re-codified, measured as: 1 ‘Not very close/ not close at all’, 0 ‘Very close’; *** Excluding missing data.
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attachment to dis-attachment and the specific role that economic crisis might 
play in that process.

EXPLANATORY AND CONTROL VARIABLES:  INDIVIDUAL LEVEL

We used household income as our measure for the economic situation of the 
respondent. A new variable was constructed harmonizing the original vari-
able in our database in the national currency of each country. We created a 
new standardized variable for each country by dividing income into deciles 
and then summing up the countries in a single variable. Afterwards, we again 
standardized the aggregate variable by subtracting the mean of the distribution 
from each value in the new variable.

Within the cultural dimension, we selected the ethnic group of belonging. 
In its original format this variable had different category responses for each 
country. We created a new variable with a value of 1 for the ethnic group with 
the higher frequency, and zero for all other ethnic groups. Therefore, inde-
pendently of which the majoritarian group is in each country, this variables 
capture the fact that the respondent belongs (1) or does not belong (0) to the 
majority ethnic group. Since length of residence has been related to community 
attachment (Flaherty and Brown, 2010), we included a variable measuring nat-
uralization, that is, if both parents were citizens of the country (1), or not (0).

In relation to the political dimension, we considered ideology. This vari-
able is not included in the issp 2013 questionnaire. Instead, the variable deriv-
ing left-right scale based on the party voted in last elections had to be used. 
We collapsed its original five values into three categories: left, center, and right. 
This variable has a considerable percentage of missing values. However, as it 
stands out as statistically significant, we maintained it in our models.

Finally, we included a number of individual variables as controls: sex, age 
(for which we computed the grand mean), and education, recoded as: 1, pri-
mary or lower education; 2, secondary education; and 3, higher education.

EXPLANATORY AND CONTROL VARIABLES:  COUNTRY LEVEL

All the second-level explanatory and context control variables refer to the 
same year in which the individual data were collected from each country, or 
the closest data for which there is information available. Trend variables refer 
to a period of five years prior to individual data collection (see appendix).

Welfare state typology and gdp, in the first place, are operationalized as 
context control variables,8 since they might mediate the effect of the economic 

8	 Particularly in relation to Welfare States’ typologies we treat it as a context control variable, 
first because it is not among our objectives to investigate how different types of welfare  → 
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crisis in our cases. The categorization of our countries within welfare typolo-
gies is not an easy task, since such classification is not without ambiguity: only 
6 out of 17 countries do plainly belong to a clear-cut category in different clas-
sifications; countries such as Belgium, Ireland, and Finland are classified under 
different types of welfare countries by different authors (Arts & Gelissen, 2002, 
p. 149); and all post-communist countries has been included within the same 
category (“post-soviet”), since we have not been able to find any finer clas-
sification or differentiation for these cases.9 Additionally, we operationalized 
gdp per capita based on purchasing power parity (World Bank International 
Comparison Program Database).

Besides these two context control variables, we included two measures 
of the major spending programs within welfare states (Castles, 1998, p. 10): 
general government expenditures on education, expressed as a percentage 
of gdp (World Bank and unesco Institute for Statistics); and social security 
transfers as a percentage of gdp (social assistance grants and welfare ben-
efits paid by the general government, including benefits for sickness, old-
age, family allowances, etc.), taken from Armingeon et al. (2015). We also 
included the Gini index,10 measuring deviation in the distribution of income 
from a perfectly equal distribution ranging from 0, perfectly equal, to 100 
(World Bank Development Research Group); and the unemployment and 
labor activity rates (International Labor Organization). For all these explan-
atory variables, we also calculated the previous 5-year trend to measure the 
extent to which each country suffered as a result of the economic crisis and 
any erosion in social protection. This last measure is calculated as the per-
centage of change from the first to the last year, except for the trend in gini, 
which is computed by simply subtracting the current value from the value 
five years prior.

For the cultural dimension we considered two variables: the percent-
age of the population belonging to the wider ethnic group, taken from Pan 
and Pfeil (2003), and the international migrant stock as a percentage of the 

state lead to differences in the strength of identities, but also because some of our categories 
have just too few cases (only two in the case of Southern European and Liberal models) to 
make much about the interpretation of coefficients. The type of welfare state, however, plays an 
important mediating role, and so we think it is important to keep it in our model as control. In 
summary, the impact of the crisis on citizens’ identity in different countries will be mediated by 
both the wellbeing (gdp) and the welfare of the country.
9	 We also thank Richard Parry and Lindsay Patterson for their useful suggestions regarding 
classification.
10	 Gini was favored instead of 80/20 index due to their strong correlation and the fact that 
Gini had fewer missing cases.
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total population in each country, as measured by the un. Within the political 
dimension, the level of politicization of the center-periphery cleavage consid-
ers the percentage of the discourse in electoral programs devoted to issues that 
are related to this cleavage. This measure is calculated using the Manifestos 
Data Collection (Volkens et al., 2015). The level of political decentralization of 
countries is measured by the Regional Authority Index (Hooghe et al., 2016).
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Belgium 41,572 17.2 6.4 8.4 27.6 0.5 13.5 10.3 20 -2 33 2 9 10.4 57.8 53.5 0.3

Croatia 21,252 13.6 4.2 17.4 32 -8.9 -4.3 5 110.7 -1.7 9 5 2.9 17.6 89.6 52.4 -1.6

Czech Rep. 29,017 13.4 4.3 6.9 26.1 -11.4 13.6 2.3 56.8 0.1 9 5 1.9 4 93.8 59.4 1.4

Estonia 25,823 10.7 5.1 8.8 33.2 4.3 3.5 8.5 60 1.9 0 5 8.3 16.3 65.1 61.2 -0.1

Finland 39,869 19.0 7.2 8.2 27.1 -5.1 29.6 26.3 30.1 -1.2 7.1 3 6.1 5.4 92.1 59.0 -4.0

France 37,591 19.8 5.5 10.4 33.1 -3.8 13 1.8 40.5 0.5 20 2 5.5 11.6 86.1 56.1 -0.2

Germany 45,615 15.6 4.8 5.3 30.1 13.1 -1.3 11.6 -29.3 -2.7 36.9 2 5.7 11.9 91 60.3 1.7

Hungary 23,336 14.9 4.6 10.2 30.6 -14.4 -4.6 -14.8 30.7 -0.6 10.8 5 4 4.7 89.2 52.0 4.1

Iceland 42,035 7.9 7 5.6 26.9 -12.2 31.2 -4.1 86.6 -2.7 0 3 1.1 10.4 94 76.2 2.1

Ireland 45,677 13.7 5.9 13.1 32.5 -13.2 15.4 28.2 118.3 0.5 3 1 4.5 15.9 99.4 60.5 -4.6

Norway 64,893 13.1 6.6 3.5 25.9 29.3 15 1.5 34.6 -2.2 11.9 3 3.4 13.8 91.3 64.7 -2.6

Portugal 28,326 18.4 5.1 16.5 36 -5.5 26.4 4 117.1 -0.8 3.8 4 2.7 8.4 97.5 58.7 -4.0

Slovakia 27,584 13.9 3.9 14.2 26.1 13.0 20.9 11.4 47.92 -1.9 8 5 3.1 2.7 85.8 59.2 0.9

Slovenia 28,858 17.1 5.6 10.2 25.6 -14.2 18.7 0 131.8 1.2 1 5 4.6 11.3 88.7 57.4 -3.4

Spain 33,763 16.2 4.4 26.6 35.9 -7.8 32.3 4.7 131.3 2 34.2 4 4.8 13.8 75.9 58.5 -0.9

Sweden 44,646 14.2 6.5 8.1 27.3 12.6 4.7 1.5 28.5 0.4 12 3 2.7 15.9 86.5 63.8 0.8

UK 38,255 14.6 5.8 7.5 32.6 -2.9 13.9 11.5 38.8 -3.3 11.2 1 4.8 12.4 98.6 62.1 -0.1

Total 37,635 14.9 5.5 10.6 29.9 -1.5 14.2 6.4 62 -0.7 12.4 3.4 4.4 10.9 87.2 59.8 -0.6

Note: Only included individuals belonging to final models.
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Belgium 41,572 17.2 6.4 8.4 27.6 0.5 13.5 10.3 20 -2 33 2 9 10.4 57.8 53.5 0.3

Croatia 21,252 13.6 4.2 17.4 32 -8.9 -4.3 5 110.7 -1.7 9 5 2.9 17.6 89.6 52.4 -1.6

Czech Rep. 29,017 13.4 4.3 6.9 26.1 -11.4 13.6 2.3 56.8 0.1 9 5 1.9 4 93.8 59.4 1.4

Estonia 25,823 10.7 5.1 8.8 33.2 4.3 3.5 8.5 60 1.9 0 5 8.3 16.3 65.1 61.2 -0.1

Finland 39,869 19.0 7.2 8.2 27.1 -5.1 29.6 26.3 30.1 -1.2 7.1 3 6.1 5.4 92.1 59.0 -4.0

France 37,591 19.8 5.5 10.4 33.1 -3.8 13 1.8 40.5 0.5 20 2 5.5 11.6 86.1 56.1 -0.2

Germany 45,615 15.6 4.8 5.3 30.1 13.1 -1.3 11.6 -29.3 -2.7 36.9 2 5.7 11.9 91 60.3 1.7

Hungary 23,336 14.9 4.6 10.2 30.6 -14.4 -4.6 -14.8 30.7 -0.6 10.8 5 4 4.7 89.2 52.0 4.1

Iceland 42,035 7.9 7 5.6 26.9 -12.2 31.2 -4.1 86.6 -2.7 0 3 1.1 10.4 94 76.2 2.1

Ireland 45,677 13.7 5.9 13.1 32.5 -13.2 15.4 28.2 118.3 0.5 3 1 4.5 15.9 99.4 60.5 -4.6

Norway 64,893 13.1 6.6 3.5 25.9 29.3 15 1.5 34.6 -2.2 11.9 3 3.4 13.8 91.3 64.7 -2.6

Portugal 28,326 18.4 5.1 16.5 36 -5.5 26.4 4 117.1 -0.8 3.8 4 2.7 8.4 97.5 58.7 -4.0

Slovakia 27,584 13.9 3.9 14.2 26.1 13.0 20.9 11.4 47.92 -1.9 8 5 3.1 2.7 85.8 59.2 0.9

Slovenia 28,858 17.1 5.6 10.2 25.6 -14.2 18.7 0 131.8 1.2 1 5 4.6 11.3 88.7 57.4 -3.4

Spain 33,763 16.2 4.4 26.6 35.9 -7.8 32.3 4.7 131.3 2 34.2 4 4.8 13.8 75.9 58.5 -0.9

Sweden 44,646 14.2 6.5 8.1 27.3 12.6 4.7 1.5 28.5 0.4 12 3 2.7 15.9 86.5 63.8 0.8

UK 38,255 14.6 5.8 7.5 32.6 -2.9 13.9 11.5 38.8 -3.3 11.2 1 4.8 12.4 98.6 62.1 -0.1

Total 37,635 14.9 5.5 10.6 29.9 -1.5 14.2 6.4 62 -0.7 12.4 3.4 4.4 10.9 87.2 59.8 -0.6

Note: Only included individuals belonging to final models.

R E SU LT S

Model number zero, the null or empty model (not shown here), indicates how 
much of the variance in our dependent variable is caused by the individual and 
aggregate levels. The variance among countries is smaller than the variance 
among individuals. The value of icc (0.21) also points to a significant differ-
ence in distance to the nation between countries. Our models look to explain 
this variance by means of individual and aggregate variables.
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Model one in Table 3 tests how much of the between-country variance 
can be explained through individual variables. As shown in Table 3, males (in 
comparison to females), and citizens with secondary or higher education (as 
compared to those with lower education) have a higher probability of feeling 
aloof regarding the nation.11 In addition, those on the left and right have a 
higher probability of feeling far from the nation than citizens at the ideological 
center. By contrast, as age increases the probability of detachment from the 
nation decreases. Belonging to the largest ethnic group also diminishes the 
probability of not feeling attached to the nation. Household income and natu-
ralization are not significant at the established 95% confidence interval.

Models two to seven test the importance of contextual variables, holding 
constant the compositional differences (Tables 3 and 4). When countries’ eco-
nomic information for 2013 is added to individual variables (model two in 
Table 3), both countries’ gdp and type of welfare state are relevant control con-
text variables. After taking them into account, we see that spending in social 
transfer as well as in education stand out as significant explanatory variables. 
But while citizens in countries with larger percentage of social transfer have a 
lower probability of feeling detached from their national identity as compared 
to citizens in less generous countries, the contrary is true for those coun-
tries with larger percentage of gdp directed to education. The effect of spend-
ing on education is consistent with the effect it had at the individual level in 
model 2, and also with previous research findings. It should be noted, also, 
that in countries whose labor activity rate is higher, the probability of citizens’ 
detachment is lower. When we look at the dynamic change in economic indi-
cators instead (change between 2008 and 2013 on average, as shown in model 
three in Table 3), only welfare typology stands out as an important control 
variable. In this model the increasing trend in the percentage of unemploy-
ment is the one to become statistically significant. Thus, in those countries 
in which the percentage of unemployment has increased more, their citizens 
are more likely to become aloof from the country (compared to countries 
where unemployment has experienced smaller growth). In summary, model 
two seems to back the hypothesis behind welfare nationalism, in the sense 
that on average there are more citizens attached to their countries when those 
countries have more generous social protection (h1); while model three sug-
gests an impact of the economic crisis – but in much more general terms that 
those suggested by our h3.

11	 Several empirical analyses have shown a diminishing effect of education on identity (Elkins 
& Sides, 2007; Hadler et al., 2012), particularly in countries with long democratic traditions, 
since their education systems tend to disseminate cosmopolitan ideas of tolerance and pluralism.
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Model four in Table 3 analyzes the effect of cultural variables. We see in 
model four that both the gdp and welfare states’ typology are significant medi-
ating factors. After taking them into account, it can be noticed that in those 
countries where the percentage of population belonging to the wider ethnic 
group is larger, there is on average less detachment from the country. This find-
ing is also in line with the effect of belonging to the larger ethnic group on the 
individual model (model one in Table 3); and both give support to h4. In the 
same line, larger rates of immigration also correlate with higher probabilities 
of detachment from the nation.

Our last model in Table 3 takes into account the political factors. Again, 
both gdp and welfare states’ typology are relevant context factors. Taking them 
into account, it is just the politicization of the center-periphery dimension that 
stands out as statistically significant, backing hypothesis h5. In summary, we 
see that the higher the politicization on this identity dimension within the 
political discourses, the higher the probability of citizens’ detachment from 
their countries.

Table 4 includes the information from the partial models, taking all the dif-
ferent hypotheses into account. Model six shows the static comparison in 2013 
among countries, and there is little change against the partial models shown 
in Table 3. The most noticeable differences are that the Gini index appears as 
significant and the size of the largest ethnic majority has changed sign; at the 
same time it is now the rate of unemployment instead of the labor force rate 
that is significant. To summarize changes: in countries with higher unemploy-
ment rates and larger majority ethnic groups the probability of detachment is 
higher, while more unequal redistribution of income makes it more likely that 
people will feel attached to their countries. All this reveals a very complex set 
of relationships among this set of variables that points toward welfare chauvin-
ism, especially when the crisis or dynamic model (model seven in Table 4) is 
also taken into account.

Model seven takes into account the political, cultural, and crisis models 
together; that is, the change in our economic indicators during the previous 
five years, and keeps gdp and welfare typologies as control variables. Here the 
increasing trend on unequal redistribution of income over the last five years 
is clearly related to decreasing levels of detachment from the nation, therefore 
suggesting the use of national identity as a resource to gain access to social 
protection services for “nationals”. This is coherent with the new change of 
sign for the variable measuring the size of the majoritarian ethic group, which 
is again negative, and the importance of the rate of immigration. To summa-
rize, detachment from the nation is lower where Gini has increased over the 
last five years, where the size of the ethnic majority is larger, and in countries 
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TABLE 3

Determinants of national attachment. Mixed effects logistic regression
in 17 countries (N=5,279). Partial models.

Model 1

individual

variables

Standard

Errors

Model 2

economic

model

Standard

Errors

Model 3

crisis

model

Standard

Errors

Model 4

cultural model

Standard

Errors

Model 5

political

model

Standard

Errors

Intercept 0.586* 0.164 3.934 12.644 4.982 7.335 89.084*** 119.225 2.875 3.292

Individual level variables 

Male 1.157** 0.073 1.158** 0.073 1.153** 0.073 1.159** 0.073 1.158** 0.073

Secondary education 1.297*** 0.122 1.323*** 0.124 1.292*** 0.122 1.299*** 0.122 1.300*** 0.123

Higher education 1.733*** 0.150 1.758*** 0.152 1.727*** 0.150 1.732*** 0.150 1.723*** 0.149

Age (GM) 0.975*** 0.002 0.975*** 0.002 0.975*** 0.002 0.975*** 0.002 0.975*** 0.002

Income (GM) 1.005 0.012 1.006 0.012 1.005 0.012 1.005 0.012 1.005 0.012

Ideology. Left 1.307*** 0.118 1.350*** 0.121 1.309*** 0.118 1.306*** 0.117 1.311*** 0.118

Ideology. Right 1.269*** 0.118 1.312*** 0.121 1.280*** 0.118 1.266** 0.117 1.272*** 0.118

Ethnic background 0.726*** 0.089 0.731** 0.090 0.720*** 0.089 0.731** 0.090 0.729** 0.090

Parents’ origin 0.852 0.105 0.852 0.105 0.845 0.104 0.858 0.106 0.851 0.105

Country level variables

GDP per capita (ppp) —— —— 0.999*** 0.000 0.999 0.000 0.999*** 0.000 0.999** 0.000

Social Security Transfers —— —— 0.796*** 0.034 —— —— —— —— —— ——

Expenditure on education —— —— 2.777*** 0.376 —— —— —— —— —— ——

Unemployment rate —— —— 1.036 0.025 —— —— —— —— —— ——

Labor activity rate 0.954* 0.025 —— —— —— —— —— ——

Gini index —— —— 1.027 0.034 —— —— —— —— —— ——

Trend GDP per capita (ppp) —— —— —— —— 1.000 0.021 —— —— —— ——

Trend Social Security Transf. —— —— —— —— 0.985 0.181 —— —— —— ——

Trend Expend. on education —— —— —— —— 1.016 0.248 —— —— —— ——

Trend GINI index —— —— —— —— 0.911 0.910 —— —— —— ——

Trend Unemployment rate —— —— —— —— 1.014** 0.007 —— —— —— ——

Trend Labor activity rate —— —— —— —— 1.101 0.118 —— —— —— ——

Decentralization —— —— —— —— —— —— —— —— 0.986 0.018

Welfare. Liberal 0.570** 0.149 0.714 0.448 2.684** 1.318 1.642 1.073

Nordic 0.380*** 0.118 1.698 0.815 3.276*** 1.246 2.738 1.810

Mediterranean 0.198*** 0.087 0.063*** 0.056 0.157*** 0.074 0.210*** 0.124

Post-Soviet 0.250*** 0.092 0.107*** 0.076 0.236*** 0.101 0.241** 0.153

Center-periphery cleavage —— —— —— —— —— —— —— —— 1.198** 0.090

Rate of immigration —— —— —— —— —— —— 1.050* 0.028 —— ——

Majority ethnic group —— —— —— —— —— —— 0.966*** 0.011 —— ——

Var (Constant) 0.837 0.296 0.037 0.019 0.251 0.093 0.170 0.064 0.246 0.091

Deviance 6,068.28 6,022.59 6,048.60 6,042.31 6,048.27

AIC 6,090.28 6,064.59 6,092.60 6,078.31 6,084.27

BIC 6,162.57 6,202.59 6,237.18 6,196.60 6,202.55

Note: *p < .10, **p < .05, ***p < .01 (two tailed test).
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TABLE 3

Determinants of national attachment. Mixed effects logistic regression
in 17 countries (N=5,279). Partial models.

Model 1

individual

variables

Standard

Errors

Model 2

economic

model

Standard

Errors

Model 3

crisis

model

Standard

Errors

Model 4

cultural model

Standard

Errors

Model 5

political

model

Standard

Errors

Intercept 0.586* 0.164 3.934 12.644 4.982 7.335 89.084*** 119.225 2.875 3.292

Individual level variables 

Male 1.157** 0.073 1.158** 0.073 1.153** 0.073 1.159** 0.073 1.158** 0.073

Secondary education 1.297*** 0.122 1.323*** 0.124 1.292*** 0.122 1.299*** 0.122 1.300*** 0.123

Higher education 1.733*** 0.150 1.758*** 0.152 1.727*** 0.150 1.732*** 0.150 1.723*** 0.149

Age (GM) 0.975*** 0.002 0.975*** 0.002 0.975*** 0.002 0.975*** 0.002 0.975*** 0.002

Income (GM) 1.005 0.012 1.006 0.012 1.005 0.012 1.005 0.012 1.005 0.012

Ideology. Left 1.307*** 0.118 1.350*** 0.121 1.309*** 0.118 1.306*** 0.117 1.311*** 0.118

Ideology. Right 1.269*** 0.118 1.312*** 0.121 1.280*** 0.118 1.266** 0.117 1.272*** 0.118

Ethnic background 0.726*** 0.089 0.731** 0.090 0.720*** 0.089 0.731** 0.090 0.729** 0.090

Parents’ origin 0.852 0.105 0.852 0.105 0.845 0.104 0.858 0.106 0.851 0.105

Country level variables

GDP per capita (ppp) —— —— 0.999*** 0.000 0.999 0.000 0.999*** 0.000 0.999** 0.000

Social Security Transfers —— —— 0.796*** 0.034 —— —— —— —— —— ——

Expenditure on education —— —— 2.777*** 0.376 —— —— —— —— —— ——

Unemployment rate —— —— 1.036 0.025 —— —— —— —— —— ——

Labor activity rate 0.954* 0.025 —— —— —— —— —— ——

Gini index —— —— 1.027 0.034 —— —— —— —— —— ——

Trend GDP per capita (ppp) —— —— —— —— 1.000 0.021 —— —— —— ——

Trend Social Security Transf. —— —— —— —— 0.985 0.181 —— —— —— ——

Trend Expend. on education —— —— —— —— 1.016 0.248 —— —— —— ——

Trend GINI index —— —— —— —— 0.911 0.910 —— —— —— ——

Trend Unemployment rate —— —— —— —— 1.014** 0.007 —— —— —— ——

Trend Labor activity rate —— —— —— —— 1.101 0.118 —— —— —— ——

Decentralization —— —— —— —— —— —— —— —— 0.986 0.018

Welfare. Liberal 0.570** 0.149 0.714 0.448 2.684** 1.318 1.642 1.073

Nordic 0.380*** 0.118 1.698 0.815 3.276*** 1.246 2.738 1.810

Mediterranean 0.198*** 0.087 0.063*** 0.056 0.157*** 0.074 0.210*** 0.124

Post-Soviet 0.250*** 0.092 0.107*** 0.076 0.236*** 0.101 0.241** 0.153

Center-periphery cleavage —— —— —— —— —— —— —— —— 1.198** 0.090

Rate of immigration —— —— —— —— —— —— 1.050* 0.028 —— ——

Majority ethnic group —— —— —— —— —— —— 0.966*** 0.011 —— ——

Var (Constant) 0.837 0.296 0.037 0.019 0.251 0.093 0.170 0.064 0.246 0.091

Deviance 6,068.28 6,022.59 6,048.60 6,042.31 6,048.27

AIC 6,090.28 6,064.59 6,092.60 6,078.31 6,084.27

BIC 6,162.57 6,202.59 6,237.18 6,196.60 6,202.55

Note: *p < .10, **p < .05, ***p < .01 (two tailed test).
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TABLE 4

Determinants of national attachment. Mixed effects logistic regression
in 17 countries (N=5,279). Full models.

Model 6

full static

model

Standard

Errors

Model 7

full dynamic 

model

Standard

Errors

Intercept 0.266 1.195 0. 429 0.526

Individual level variables 

Male 1.160** 0.073 1.160** 0.073

Secondary education 1.313*** 0.124 1.289*** 0.122

Higher education 1.710*** 0.148 1. 734*** 0.150

Age (GM) 0.975*** 0.002 0.975*** 0.002

Income (GM) 1.007 0.012 1.005 0.012

Ideology. Left 1.358*** 0.123 1.328*** 0.120

Ideology. Right 1.319*** 0.123 1.267** 0.118

Ethnic background 0.722*** 0.089 0.741** 0.091

Parents’ origin 0.855 0.105 0.854 0.105

Country level variables

GDP per capita (ppp) 0.999*** 0.000 0.999 0.000

Social Security Transfers 0.769*** 0.033 —— ——

Expenditure on education 2.927*** 0.677 —— ——

Unemployment rate 1.044** 0.022 —— ——

Labor activity rate 0.946 0.026 —— ——

Gini index 0.978* 0.045 —— ——

Trend GDP per capita (ppp) —— —— 0.970** 0.011

Trend Social Security Transf. —— —— 1.001 0.012

Trend Expend. on education —— —— 1.010 0.007

Trend GINI index —— —— 0.737*** 0.022

Trend Unemployment rate —— —— 1.005 0.006

Trend Labor activity rate —— —— 1.155** 0.067

Decentralization 1.015 0.015 0.973*** 0.009

Welfare. Liberal 0.535** 0.163 0.944 0.231

Nordic 0.461*** 0.125 2.525*** 0.647

Mediterranean 0.304*** 0.109 0.412** 0.152

Post-Soviet 0.336 0.228 0.462** 0.155

Center-periphery cleavage 1.920*** 0.070 1.252*** 0.094

Rate of immigration 1.102*** 0.017 1.095*** 0.034

Majority ethnic group 1.030*** 0.010 0.982* 0.010

Var (Constant) 0.004 0.010 0.000 0.000

Deviance 6,010.87 5,990.88

AIC 6,060.87 6,042.88

BIC 6,225.15 6,213.74

Note: *p < .10, **p < .05, ***p < .01 (two tailed test).
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with lower rates of immigration. Especially regarding ethnicity, we may notice 
that at the individual level, those belonging to the largest ethnic group in 
each country are always less likely to feel detached from their country. Other 
than that, it can be seen that in countries where the labor force has increased 
(probably as a consequence of increasing unemployment rates) detachment 
is higher. In model seven both the level of political decentralizations, as well 
as the politicization of the center-periphery are substantial. Where decentral-
ization is higher, and where politicisation is lower, the percentage of citizens 
attached to the country is higher.

DI S C U S SION A N D C ONC LU SION

Our first hypothesis regarding the positive effects of living in countries with 
high levels of social protection and economic equality on national attachment 
finds mixed support in our data (h1): within model two in Table 3, coun-
tries with larger social security transfers have smaller percentages of citizens 
detached from the nation. This relationship remains in place within model 
six (in Table 4), taking into account alternative explanations for the national 
identification of citizens, therefore also supporting h7 (that is, that economic 
variables remain relevant after taking into account alternative hypotheses). 
However, contrary to our first hypothesis, models six and seven show that 
inequality in the redistribution of income makes people feel closer to the 
nation, not more detached. All these findings together give more support to 
welfare chauvinism than to welfare nationalism. It is also interesting to note 
that the personal economic situation of the respondents’ household is not rele-
vant at the individual level. This suggests that it is more the subjective percep-
tion of the national group than the personal objective situation that influences 
citizens’ feelings in this regard.12

Our second hypothesis spoke directly about the effect of the economic cri-
sis on national identity. Model three in Table 3 suggests such an influence, but 
limited to the increase in the percentage of unemployment, so where unem-
ployment had increased over the previous five years the percentage of citizens 
not feeling very close to nation is higher. Model seven, taking into account 
alternative explanations, makes the impact of the economic crisis even more 
apparent. Gini trend and trend in labor activity rate are statistically signifi-
cant. However, the sign of the relationship is not the one predicted in our h2. 

12	 A recent survey experiment in Spain by Hierro and Rico (2018), following Shayo (2009)
suggests that this might be the case, though the effect is mediated by respondents’ self-classifica-
tion on the social-class scale.
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In line with welfare nationalism theory, we expected that less generous social 
policies as well as increasing levels of inequality in the redistribution of wealth 
will result in higher percentages of detachment from the nation. But our find-
ings are more in line with welfare chauvinism than welfare nationalism. They 
tend to agree also with the empirical analyses by Solt (2011) and Stearklé 
et al. (2010). Solt (2011, p. 829) relates increasing levels of nationalism within 
unequal economic contexts to the manipulation of political elites, which is 
also relevant in our analysis as we shall comment below. From a political- 
-psychological point of view, Shayo (2009) has also suggested this effect when 
(as a product of the economic deterioration) the self-esteem that can be derived 
from the membership in one’s social-class is lower than the self-esteem than 
can be derived from being a member of the national group.

In third place, we have taken ethno-cultural elements into consideration 
in h3. This hypothesis is clearly confirmed at the individual level. Model one 
in Table 3, as well as all other models, shows that citizens who belong to 
the majoritarian ethnic group in the country feel less detached from their 
national identity than citizens who belong to an ethnic minority. However, 
the contextual effect of the size of the majoritarian group within a country is 
more difficult to interpret. When the comparison is static among countries 
(models three in Table 3 and six in Table 4), in those states with larger size 
of the majoritarian group the probability of citizens’ detachment from the 
nation is larger than in countries where the size is smaller. However, when 
we take into account the economic impact of the crisis, detachment from 
the nation is lower in countries with larger majoritarian ethnic group. This 
again suggests that when the economic impact is taken into account national 
identity might be used instrumentally, especially by members of the eth-
nic majority, to gain access to a range of services. Furthermore, this is also 
supported by the rate of immigration. In all models the higher the rate of 
immigration the higher the detachment from the nation. In general, we find 
support for our h3, although more investigation is needed to see how the 
majoritarian ethnic group functions at the contextual level in different eco-
nomic situations.

Our hypotheses four to six refer to the importance of political factors. 
While we disregard the importance of ideology in h4, our findings at the indi-
vidual level show its statistical significance (model one in Table 3). Our fifth 
and sixth hypotheses refer to the importance of both politicization of identities 
(measured in our model with the percentage of political discourse devoted to 
the center-periphery cleavage) h5, and the level of political decentralization 
respectively (h6). Supporting h5, the level of politicization of identities shows 
a consistent role in all models. In all of them the higher the percentage of 
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political discourse devoted to this center-periphery cleavage the lower the feel-
ing of citizens’ attachment to their countries. When this cleavage is activated, 
citizens are confronted with alternative identities that demand loyalty, and the 
net effect of which seems to be the depression of closeness with their coun-
tries, as suggested by Kymlicka (1996). Regarding h6, only in model seven in 
Table 4, taking into account the effects of the economic crisis, have we found 
that the level of decentralization is statistically significant. In countries where 
the level of decentralization is higher citizens’ detachment from their country 
is lower. Therefore, we must reject our hypothesis.

Our last hypothesis (h7) posited that economic and crisis variables should 
remain significant after controlling for the influence of cultural and political 
factors, which we have confirmed. We may conclude, therefore, that there is an 
economic-instrumental dimension of identity, although we should not try to 
understand it separately from cultural and political determinants of national 
identities.

Some further observations are also appropriate. First, the conclusion that 
the Great Recession has had an impact on the national identities of citizens 
cannot be rejected given the correlations found in this research; particularly 
the fact that the inclusion of alternative (cultural and political) explanations do 
not remove the statistical relevance of economic and crisis variables in our full 
models. Second, we stress the idea that the framework posited by particular 
types of welfare states needs to be taken into account in any further compara-
tive analysis on this topic, since it has emerged as an important context control 
variable. Our analyses, however, do not have enough cases in some categories 
to say much about it. Therefore, future research within clusters of welfare states 
seems promising. Third, we have not been able to establish a univocal influence 
of economic variables on national identities: different patterns emerge when 
countries are compared in a static way than when we take into account their 
dynamic changes on economic indicators. The effect of the increasing level of 
inequality in the redistribution of income on national identities points to the 
idea of welfare chauvinism (which our models have not taken into account 
fully, since we have centered on strength instead of the meaning of identity). 
New complementary research on the effect that the Great Recession has played 
on changing meanings of identity is therefore much needed. Fourth, as sug-
gested by Brubaker (2011, pp. 94-95), our models seem to also back his idea 
that economic crises do not translate directly into nationalism, or national 
identity in this case. Responses to economic distress situations depend on how 
those economic problems are framed and interpreted, and therefore the polit-
icization of the center-periphery dimension is consistently important across 
different models. Identity entrepreneurship and the politicization of identities 
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need to be taken into account in future related research (Saxton & Benson, 
2008, p. 63; Hechter, 2001, p. 62; Westle & Segatti, 2016, p. 8).

A central conclusion in this article is the idea that research on national 
identities needs to take into account the contextual level. As we have clearly 
shown, there are many country-level variables relevant to the understanding 
of citizens’ national identities beyond their individual characteristics and cir-
cumstances.

Before closing, it is important to note the limitations of our study. These 
limitations include the use of single-item measures for different complex vari-
ables (such as national identity or ethnicity), the modest number of level-2 
groups, and the missing values in our dependent variable due to recodification. 
Although we are convinced that issp is the most appropriate international sur-
vey to investigate national identity from a nomothetic point of view, findings 
should be treated with some caution, especially when seeking to generalize 
them to a global population. But that was not our main interest. It was instead 
to test if a general correlation does in fact exist between the Great Recession 
and changes in the strength of national identity, taking into account simul-
taneous alternative explanations. Therefore, it should also be noted that our 
findings cannot work as ideographic explanations in any of the cases included 
in the analysis. Nevertheless, we think that these limitations in our particular 
research design not only qualify our conclusions, they also suggest interesting 
opportunities for new research.

Notwithstanding these limitations, this article is among the rare attempts 
to test the impact of economic variables on national identity, and to our knowl-
edge, is the only one that systematically integrates variables from three strong 
branches of theories about nationalism. We must stress that variables from 
the three different theories are relevant for explaining variance in our sample, 
empirically confirming the multidimensionality and complexity of the concept 
and also suggesting, as already noted, that national identity must be explained 
not only at the psychological level (as a personal attitude) but also at the socio-
logical level.13

13	 This work was supported by the Spanish Ministry of Science and Innovation under Grant 
cso2008-01182cpol. Part of this work has been carried out within the Center for Constitutio-
nal Change in Edinburgh University, to which we express our gratitude here. We are thankful 
to the two anonymous reviewers of Análise Social for the valuable comments and criticism. Pre-
vious drafts of this paper have been presented an discussed at the 24th International Congress 
on Political Science (ipsa) – Poznan 2016, and the vii Conference of Doctores Miembro of the 
Juan March Institute held in Madrid in 2016. We are equally thankful for those participants’ 
comments and suggestions and particularly to Maria José Hierro.
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