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Over the last two decades, successive economic and political crises have weakened the European Union's tra-
ditional market-based output legitimacy, namely its capacity to acquire public support through economic pros-
perity. Growing social discontent has contributed to the electoral success of Eurosceptic populist parties, chal-
lenging the legitimacy of the European integration project. Against this backdrop, this paper examines whether
the progressive development of European social policies represents an effective attempt by the EU to comple-
ment its traditional market-based legitimacy with a new form of protective legitimacy.

» Since 2010, the EU has progressively strengthened its social dimension, in the form of strategies, commu-
nications, directives or plans, to address citizens' vulnerabilities and possibly overcome the social discontent
at the basis of populist parties’ electoral success.

» The European attempt to develop a form of protective legitimacy extends beyond social policy. Similar dy-
namics can be observed in areas such as Strategic Autonomy and migration governance, where the EU in-
creasingly seeks legitimacy through its capacity to protect citizens from economic, geopolitical and security
risks.

» Inview of the next Multiannual Financial Framework, the EU should be aware that welfare assistance alone
is unlikely to restore public trust. Rebuilding the EU's legitimacy will require combining stronger economic
performance with investments in strategic European public goods capable of fostering competitiveness,
resilience and long-term prosperity. The latter is the unique protective legitimacy the EU citizens’ need.
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1 Introduction

Since its creation, the European Union has largely derived its political legitimacy from what has often
been described as a form of permissive consensus: as long as European integration delivered peace,
economic growth and prosperity, its institutions enjoyed broad public acceptance despite the absence
of strong direct democratic participation.

Over the last decades, however, this model of legitimacy has been progressively undermined due to
multiple economic and political crises. These factors have challenged both the EU's internal and exter-
nal stability and contributed to weakening the perception of the European Union as merely a provider
of economic benefits and growth. Externally, the crisis of globalisation as the dominant economic
model, together with the regionalisation and fragmentation of international relations, growing migra-
tion pressures, and the weakening of traditional alliances such as that with the United States, has re-
shaped Europe's external actions, with the idea of strategic autonomy to reduce dependencies, en-
hance its competitiveness and become more resilient.! Internally, the global financial crisis, the sover-
eign debt crisis, sluggish economic growth, concerns about democratic backsliding, and broader ques-
tions regarding the future of the European integration project have contributed to growing political
dissatisfaction and scepticism towards European institutions. At the same time, the EU has increasingly
been criticised for been merely concerned by market integration, competition policy and fiscal disci-
pline.

Against this backdrop, the European Union has attempted to develop a set of social initiatives, even if
social policies were within the competences of the Member States. Tangible examples of the emer-
gence of a more ambitious European social agenda are the European Pillar of Social Rights?, the SURE
instrument?® during the COVID-19 pandemic, the Social Climate Fund* and, more recently, the EU Anti-
Poverty Strategy®. In this vein, this paper aims to analyse whether the progressive EU involvement in
the sphere of social welfare policies is justified by the need to restore its output legitimacy by comple-
menting its traditional role of promoting economic integration, growth and prosperity with the pro-
tection of citizens against social, economic and geopolitical risks. To do so, first the paper provides a
definition of legitimacy and European output legitimacy to understand the meaning of market and
protective legitimacy. Then it reviews the literature on European populism and its relationship with
weak economic growth in order to assess the connection between the rise of anti-establishment move-
ments and the crisis of the EU's traditional model of market-based legitimacy. As support for populist
and Eurosceptic parties has increased since the 2008 financial crisis, European institutions have faced
growing criticism for being distant from citizens and excessively focused on economic governance. In
this context, the expansion of social policies may also be interpreted as an attempt to strengthen the
Union’s political legitimacy.

Second, it analyses the evolution of European social policies, in order to assess whether the Union has
progressively expanded its social role. For instance, the Anti-Poverty Strategy approved in May 2026

1 Beaucillon, C., Poli, S. (2023) Strategic Autonomy: A New Identity for the EU as a Global Actor

2 European Commission. (2010). European Pillar of Social Rights - Building a fairer and more inclusive European Union -
Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion

3 European Commission. (2023). SURE - Economy and Finance -

4 European Commission. (2026). Social Climate Fund - Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion

5 European Commission. (2026). EU Anti-Poverty Strategy - Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion



https://www.europeanpapers.eu/system/files/pdf_version/EP_EF_2023_I_012_Charlotte_Beaucillon_00664.pdf
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/european-pillar-social-rights-building-fairer-and-more-inclusive-european-union_en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/european-pillar-social-rights-building-fairer-and-more-inclusive-european-union_en
https://economy-finance.ec.europa.eu/eu-financial-assistance/sure_en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/funding/social-climate-fund_en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/social-protection-social-inclusion/addressing-poverty-and-supporting-social-inclusion/eu-anti-poverty-strategy_en
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is unprecedented in the history of the EU, and several of the measures it includes—such as the Child
Guarantee and policies addressing housing exclusion—have traditionally been regarded as falling
within the competences of the Member States. Such an expanding European role in welfare policies
could prove effective not only in addressing some of the major social challenges affecting citizens' lives
but also in countering the populist and Eurosceptic narrative that the EU is primarily concerned with
markets, fiscal discipline, and economic growth while paying insufficient attention to the everyday
concerns of its citizens.

Finally, the paper investigates whether the expansion of the EU’s social and welfare dimension has
contributed to complement its "market legitimacy", based on economic integration and prosperity,
with a form of "protective legitimacy", centred on the Union’s capacity to shield citizens from social
and economic risks. Given that support on populist parities is still on the rise, the paper concludes that,
to restore its legitimacy effectively, the EU should not focus primarily on welfare assistance, which
remains comparatively high in Europe relative to the rest of the world. Instead, European protective
legitimacy should be based on the provision of European public goods in strategic areas such as indus-
trial competitiveness, energy security, digital infrastructure, defence, and technological innovation.
These investments can generate the long-term prosperity needed to address citizens' discontent and
strengthen support for the European integration project. With approximately 22.6% and 35% of its
resources allocated to competitiveness and the clean transition, respectively, the next Multiannual
Financial Framework appears to be moving in this direction (see Table 1).

2 The Crisis of Market Legitimacy and The Rise of Populism

The intangible nature of legitimacy makes it very difficult to be defined. In contemporary liberal de-
mocracies, the political legitimacy of the nation-state and its right to govern have been based on an
intangible capacity to represent citizens democratically while providing security, social protection or
general benefits.® Many scholars, have however, tried to define legitimacy. From a sociological point
of view, Weber interprets legitimacy as something based on people beliefs or faith in a government,
because of traditions, charisma or norms. For Haberman or Beetham, instead, it is the institutions, the
norms and the rules that justify the power exerted by a government.” Yet, when it comes to the EU, a
supranational organisation, which is still undergoing a process of institutionalisation, its legitimacy to
exercise political authority might be questionable.® Indeed, without replacing the sovereignty of its
Member States, the EU has progressively expanded its competences into policy areas that have tradi-
tionally fallen under national authority. For years, the legitimacy of the European integration process
was based on permissive consensus, or the acceptance by citizens of the EU membership and its costs
because of practical benefits, including economic and security advantages.® Moreover, Scharpf's dis-
tinction between input and output legitimacy provides a useful analytical framework to analyse the
sources of EU legitimacy. According to Scharpf, legitimacy can derive either from democratic partici-
pation and representation (input legitimacy) or from the capacity of public institutions to solve

6 Zeller, A. (2024). Measuring democratic legitimacy within regional organizations-a member states’ perspective.
Nikolakakis, N. (2024). Legitimacy, power, and authority: a Weberian perspective.
Weber. M. (1980). Economy and Society.
7 Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2023).Political Legitimacy
8  Zeller, A. (2024). Measuring democratic legitimacy within regional organizations-a member states’ perspective.
9 Miscoiu S. Gherghina S. (2026). Consensus About the European Union? Understanding the Views
of Citizens and Political Parties.
Hix, S., & Hoyland, B. (2011). The political system of the European Union. Palgrave Macmillan.



https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science/articles/10.3389/fpos.2024.1359645/full
https://www.scielo.br/j/se/a/3wGCk5GFWrkdqGr5rZ6LY8n/?format=html&lang=en
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/legitimacy/#DescNormConcPoliLegi
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science/articles/10.3389/fpos.2024.1359645/full
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwi_zaKH8dGVAxUW0gIHHXREE9YQFnoECCMQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cogitatiopress.com%2Fpoliticsandgovernance%2Farticle%2Fdownload%2F11959%2F4956&usg=AOvVaw0-aMUIvNxrTVAAh5obBv0D&opi=89978449
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwi_zaKH8dGVAxUW0gIHHXREE9YQFnoECCMQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cogitatiopress.com%2Fpoliticsandgovernance%2Farticle%2Fdownload%2F11959%2F4956&usg=AOvVaw0-aMUIvNxrTVAAh5obBv0D&opi=89978449
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collective problems effectively (output legitimacy). In this paper, the above mentioned market legiti-
macy is conceptualised as a specific form of output legitimacy, based on the EU's ability to generate
public support through economic growth and prosperity.!° In the case of the EU, for many years, out-
put legitimacy was enough to justify the relative weakness of input legitimacy, namely the EU's respon-
siveness to citizen concerns as a result of participation by and representativeness of the people and of
throughput legitimacy, or the accountability, transparency and efficiency of the EU's decision-making
processes.!! In this respect, once the economic benefits associated with European integration ceased
to be perceived as sufficient, inequalities increased and no substantial improvements were made to
the EU's democratic legitimacy. Consequently, the traditional form of permissive consensus at the ba-
sis of EU's legitimacy gradually declined, providing fertile ground for the electoral success of populist
parties. 1? Certainly, the multiple economic and social crises of the last two decades have contributed
to the spreading of the populist propaganda, diffusing a profound scepticism and criticism towards the
EU, its model of governance and the idea that it could constantly improve the living conditions of its
citizens.®® Indeed, support to populist parties in wider Europe increased from around 12% in the early
1990s to 28% in 2018 and 30% in 2022.%

According to many scholars, populism has not developed by itself, but it is the consequence at the
political level of a series of economic, social and cultural fractures caused by global crises.’® For in-
stance, back in the 80s, the European integration played an important role in shielding citizens form
the negative consequences of wild deregulation developed in other western economies, such as the
US.* Indeed, following an ordoliberal vision of market economy, the development of the Single Mar-
ket, the Economic and Monetary Union and the fiscal rules associated with monetary integration, be-
came the necessary intuitional setting where to allow free competition, providing equal opportunities
for everyone and generating prosperity. At the time, the EU was not supposed to develop form of
social welfare, as wealth would have been created through a free and well-functioning market, while
social welfare policies remained responsibilities of Member States. Yet, as European regulations
started to be presented by some national governments as constraining their autonomy, the EU became
a scapegoat for their poor economic governance and performances.'” In particular, in the aftermath
of the 2008 financial crisis and the subsequent sovereign debt crisis, the implementation of austerity
policies in several Member States boosted the idea that the EU was primarily concerned with budget-
ary discipline rather than social welfare. This resulted in rising discontent and distrust in the common
institutions and integration process.'® According to Eurobarometer surveys, trust in the European

10 Scharpf, F. W. (1998). Interdependence and democratic legitimation. Scharpf, F. W. (1999). Governing in Europe: effective

and democratic. Scharpf, F. W. (2009). Legitimacy in the multilevel European polity. Scharpf, F. W. (2015). Political legiti-

macy in a non-optimal currency area.

11 Schmidt, V.A. (2013) Democracy and Legitimacy in the European Union Revisited: Input, Qutput and “Throughput
12 Taggart P: Populism. Concepts in the Social Sciences. Buckingham: Open University Press; 2000.
13 Schmidt, V. A. (2020). Europe's crisis of legitimacy: Governing by rules and ruling by numbers in the eurozone.
Pirro, A. L., & Taggart, P. (2018). The populist politics of Euroscepticism in times of crisis: A framework for analysis.
14 Stoetzer LF, Giesecke J, Kltiver H. (2026) Perceived inequality and populism.
OECD (2022), Divide and conquer? Populism and polarisation
15 Kriesi, H., & Pappas, T. S. (Eds.). (2024). European populism in the shadow of the great recession. Ecpr Press.
Streeck W. (2014). Buying Time: The Delayed Crisis of Democratic Capitalism. Verso Books.
16 Poli, E. (2015). Antitrust institutions and policies in the globalising economy. Springer.
17 Ppoli, E. (2015). Antitrust institutions and policies in the globalising economy. Springer.
Schmidt, V. A. (2020). Europe's crisis of legitimacy: Governing by rules and ruling by numbers in the eurozone.
18 Streeck W. (2014). Buying Time: The Delayed Crisis of Democratic Capitalism. Verso Books.
Poli, E. (2020). European Economic Governance and Rising Sovereignism. In Financial Crisis Management and Democracy:
Lessons from Europe and Latin America, Springer International Publishing.
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https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/european-political-science-review/article/abs/legitimacy-in-the-multilevel-european-polity/8959648443EB5836A9602ED8A85B5E6C
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/87733/1/770573231.pdf
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2012.00962.x
https://academic.oup.com/book/36742
https://ricerca.sns.it/retrieve/1b0162e8-3898-447b-8126-adf44b33134b/pirro-taggart-2018-the-populist-politics-of-euroscepticism-in-times-of-crisis-a-framework-for-analysis.pdf
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/european-journal-of-political-research/article/perceived-inequality-and-populism/BA5FF3768DC3FBBAFD2A4885F2B49A80
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/trends-shaping-education-2025_ee6587fd-en/full-report/voices-and-storytelling_02b46711.html#section-d1e4255-3830cffd98
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Union declined from 57% in 2007 to 31% in 2015, its lowest level in the past two decades.!® At the
same time, as shown in Figure 2, the share of vote for populist parties in the European parliamentary
elections started to rise.

Figure 1: Trust in the European Union
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Figure 2: Populist vote share in the European Parliamentary Elections
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In this framework, the progressive strengthening of the EU's social dimension, registered since 2010,
might be a European strategy to reinforce a form of output legitimacy based on protectionism to re-
launch its integration process. 2° Protective legitimacy can indeed be defined as the capacity of the
European Union to generate consensus through social welfare policies that might reduce citizens' ex-
posure to economic, social and geopolitical risks. The following sections therefore analyses the evolu-
tion of European social policies to finally assess whether it has given rise to a form of protective legiti-
macy that complements traditional market-based legitimacy by strengthening the EU's social dimen-
sion.

19 European Commission. (2025). Standard Eurobarometer 103 - Spring 2025

20 porte, C., Palier B. (2022). The Politics of European Union’s Social Investment Initiatives, in Julian L. Garritzmann, Silja
Hausermann, and Bruno Palier (eds), The World Politics of Social Investment: Volume |: Welfare States in the Knowledge
Economy.



https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/3372

cepAdhoc From Market Europe to Protective Europe? 7

3 The EU Anti-Poverty Strategy and the Rise of Social Europe

According to Vanhercke, the EU’s increasing attention to social welfare dates back to the Europe 2020
Strategy launched in 2010, which introduced poverty reduction as a key policy objective. 2! This was
followed by the Youth Guarantee and the Social Investment Package in 2013, both aimed at promoting
employment, social inclusion and human capital development. Nevertheless, these initiatives had lim-
ited reach due to the absence of dedicated funding. It was only under the Juncker Commission (2014-
2019) that the social dimension was more explicitly relaunched through the European Pillar of Social
Rights and a series of new social initiatives. Indeed, in the aftermath of the 2014 European Parliament
elections and rising social discontent, with populist and anti-European parties getting 140 seats?? (20%
of the total number), the President of the European Commission declared that it was time for the EU
to achieve a "triple A" also in social policy, and not just in economic and financial matters, by promoting
employment through efficient labour market policies, improving education policies and social protec-
tion.?® These objectives were reflected in the 20 principles introduced in 2017 under the European
Pillar of Social Rights, which were subsequently complemented by the Work—Life Balance Directive in
2019.2* The Directive strengthened parental leave rights, introduced protections for carers and sought
to improve the balance between work and family life. In the same year, the European Labour Authority
was established to facilitate labour mobility and combat social dumping. However, it was in the after-
math of the COVID-19 pandemic, under the leadership of Ursula von der Leyen, that the EU adopted
the largest number of social initiatives. In 2020, the SURE plan was meant to provide up to €100 billion
to funding unemployment benefits.?> This was followed by the European Child Guarantee in 2021,
which aimed at improving access to education, healthcare, nutrition and housing for vulnerable chil-
dren, and by the Action Plan on the European Pillar of Social Rights with its 20 key principles for a
stronger, fairer and more inclusive social Europe.? Following initiatives included the Directive on Ad-
equate Minimum Wages (2022), the European Care Strategy (2022) to advance care services for chil-
dren and older persons, the Platform Work Directive (2024) to protect the rights of platform workers,
and the Social Climate Fund to alleviate the social costs of the green transition.?” Indeed, during its first
mandate (2019-2024), the von der Leyen Commission pushed forward a wide-ranging strategy to boost
social protection.?®

21 Vanhercke B., Ghailani D. and Spasova S. with Pochet P. (eds.) (2020) Social policy in the European Union 1999-2019: the
long and winding road, Brussels, European Trade Union Institute (ETUI) and European Social Observatory (OSE), p.3

22 DeputatiPd, (2014). Dossier n. 43 Ufficio Documentazione e Studi 30 maggio 2014

23 European Parliament, (2016). “What is 'Social Triple A"

24 Vanhercke, B., Ghailani, D., & Sabato, S. (2018). Social policy in the European Union: state of play 2018.

25 Kusters, A., & Poli, E. (2024). Resisting or Rebooting the Rise of the Robots?.

26 European Pillar of Social Rights - Building a fairer and more inclusive European Union - Employment, Social Affairs and
Inclusion

27 Vanhercke, B., Ghailani, D. and Spasova, S. Pochet, P. (eds.) (2020). Social policy in the European Union 1999-2019: the
long and winding road, Brussels, European Trade Union Institute (ETUI) and European Social Observatory (OSE),

28 Hemerijck, A. and Schreurs, S. (2025). Social investment in an age of fragmentation: beyond lip service?, in Spasova S.,
Ghailani D., Konstantinidou D. and Durri I. (eds.) Social Policy in the European Union: State of Play 2025, Brussels, Euro-
pean Trade Union Institute (ETUI).



https://www.deputatipd.it/files/documenti/43_DOPO__LE_EUROPEE_2014_0.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2016/577996/EPRS_ATA(2016)577996_EN.pdf
https://www.cep.eu/eu-topics/details/resisting-or-rebooting-the-rise-of-the-robots-cepstudy.html
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/european-pillar-social-rights-building-fairer-and-more-inclusive-european-union_en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/european-pillar-social-rights-building-fairer-and-more-inclusive-european-union_en
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Figure 3:

Main EU Social Initiatives since 2010
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Launched in May 2026, the EU Anti-Poverty Strategy is one of the most ambitious European social
policy initiatives, It aims to eradicate poverty by 2050 by improving the access to an inclusive labour
market, by providing essential services and by promoting adequate income support. Indeed, the Strat-
egy addresses issues such as housing, education, healthcare, childcare, digital access, energy afforda-
bility and social inclusion. Central to the strategy are children and their right to education, healthcare,
nutrition and housing, together with those of women, migrants, ethnic minorities, persons with disa-
bilities and LGBTIQ+ individuals. The proposed measures are meant to be funded by existing instru-
ments such as the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+), the Recovery and Resilience Facility, the Social
Climate Fund and InvestEU. The Commission has also proposed to develop a Coalition Against Poverty
involving businesses and philanthropic organisations and to develop more comprehensive indicators
to better detect social issues, including poverty, inequality and the overall cost of living.?®

While the EU effort in strengthening its social dimension is evident, the effectiveness of these policies
in restoring trust in the European Union is not. The next chapter therefore examines the success of the
EU's social policies in countering social problems fuelling populist and anti-European rhetoric and in
rebuilding the Union's legitimacy through a stronger commitment to protecting its citizens.

4 Do We Need a Social Europe?

Although poverty continues to affect around 93 million of Europeans®, several indicators commonly
associated with social vulnerability have generally improved over the last decade. In-work poverty,
severe material and social deprivation, the risk of poverty or social exclusion, housing cost and the
share of young people not in employment, education or training (NEETs)—have all shown a gradual
positive decline. Moreover, despite social discontent, social protection systems within Member Coun-
tries remain comparatively extensive.

29 European Commission. (2026). EU Anti-Poverty Strategy - Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion
30 European Commission. (2026). EU Anti-Poverty Strategy - Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion



https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/social-protection-social-inclusion/addressing-poverty-and-supporting-social-inclusion/eu-anti-poverty-strategy_en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/social-protection-social-inclusion/addressing-poverty-and-supporting-social-inclusion/eu-anti-poverty-strategy_en
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Figure 4: Severe material and social deprivation, EU - 27 countries (average)

)

i .

S mia Fileg FOLs ;A M Foird] o) a3 Fiir e

Source: Source: Eurostat and own elaboration3!, image generated by Al

As shown in Figure 5, average public social expenditure as a percentage of GDP has almost consistently
remained above the levels recorded in other advanced economies, including the United States, Canada
and Australia, over the period 2010-2024. Certainly, poverty, unemployment and social exclusion exist
in Europe and still represent a huge problem together with the perception that institutions have a
reduced capacity to respond to citizens’ concerns. In this context, the development of a stronger EU
social agenda may be interpreted as an attempt to complement the Union's traditional market legiti-
macy with a broader form of protective legitimacy. Similar dynamics can be observed in other policy
areas, such as strategic autonomy, economic security and migration management, where the EU in-
creasingly presents itself as a provider of protection against external and internal risks.

Figure 5: Public Social Expenditure (% of the GDP) EU Average Vs Selected OCED Countries
|
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Source: OECD data and own elaboration3?, image generated by Al

31 | used data related to several social indicators such as 1) Temporary employees as percentage of the total number of
employees, 2) Percentage of persons at risk of poverty or social exclusion by age and sex, 3) Percentage of young persons
neither in employment nor in education and training by labour status (NEET rates), 4) Percentage of in work poverty, 5)
Housing cost overburden rate by tenure status

32 Data from 24 countries (Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany,
Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Swe-
den) from Stanford University “Vote for Pupulist” dataset.



https://fsi.stanford.edu/global-populisms/content/vote-populists?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Figure 6: Population-weighted share of votes for populist parties in the EU (%)

Source: Source: Stanford University data and own elaboration3?, image generated by Al

Whether this emerging protective legitimacy will prove sufficient to counter growing Euroscepticism
remains an open question. Indeed, while welfare in European countries is still above the global aver-
age, general support to populist and anti-European parties have been rising (see figure 6), suggesting
that populism cannot be explained solely by objective socio-economic conditions. This apparent para-
dox can be interpreted through the lens of relative deprivation, according to which dissatisfaction may
emerge not only from material hardship but also from factors such as social mobility, access to eco-
nomic opportunities and their actual socio-economic outcomes. 3

In this respect, rather than focusing primarily on expanding welfare policies as an assistance based
model, to rebuild its legitimacy and downplay populist forces, the EU should concentrate on creating
the conditions for economic growth and ensuring that citizens can benefit from it. This implies priori-
tising investments in genuine European public goods capable of fostering competitiveness, resilience
and long-term prosperity. As Mario Draghi argued in his 2024 report on European competitiveness,
European public goods can strengthen resilience, support private-sector development, reduce the eco-
nomic costs of future crises and address market failures more effectively and at lower cost than indi-
vidual Member States acting alone.

In view of the next European Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), the EU appears ready to move
in this direction. Unlike the previous MFF, in which only a limited share of the EU budget was allocated
to competitiveness, the proposed framework for 2028-2034 represents a significant shift in priorities.
Around 22.6% of total funding is expected to be devoted to competitiveness, innovation, science and
industry, while 6.55% is allocated to defence—approximately five times more than under the previous
MFF—and 35% to the clean transition.?® At the same time, funding for the Common Agricultural Policy
is expected to decline significantly, from around 30.9%>® under the previous framework to approxi-
mately 15% in the next one. The proposed MFF also aims to reduce the fragmentation of EU funding
to fund large pan-European projects by substituting the variety of smaller national and regional pro-
grammes with integrated National and Regional Partnership Plans. 3’

33 Data from 24 countries (Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany,
Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Swe-
den) from Stanford University “Vote for Pupulist” dataset.

34 Zielenska, M., and Gawronska, M. (2026). Politicizing poverty indicators: AROPE and ideational struggles in European Par-
liament guestions.

35 European Commission. (2025). EU budget 2028-2034

36 Draghi M. (2024). The Future of European Competitiveness. p.64

37 European Commission. (2025). EU budget 2028-2034
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Table 1: Possible Spending Areas of the Multiannual Financial Framework (% of the total)
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Source: European Commission Factsheets and own calculations, image generated by Al

In conclusion, strengthening the EU's legitimacy compels establishing multiple paths for long-term
prosperity and opportunities for its citizens, going beyond redistributive policies. This indicates the
need to invest in European public goods that can generate tangible benefits in terms of competitive-
ness and economic growth and allow the Union to address common challenges more effectively than
individual Member States acting alone.

5 Conclusion

This paper attempts to analyse the evolution of the sources of European output legitimacy. Once based
on market performances and permissive consensus, the European Union has progressively lost ground
as a result of the multiple crises it has faced over the last two decades. These crises have resulted
indeed in slower economic growth, rising inequalities, and an increasing perception that the EU is not
doing enough for its citizens. Rising discontent has then translated into growing distrust of the Euro-
pean integration process and the common institutions, fuelling support for anti-European populist par-
ties. Against this backdrop, market legitimacy, defined here as a specific form of output legitimacy
linked to the European Union's capacity to generate economic growth, prosperity and market integra-
tion, has no longer been sufficient to generate broad public support. At the same time, input and
throughput legitimacy—namely, the EU's capacity to ensure direct democratic participation through
transparent and accountable decision-making processes—have remained weak. For this reason, the
paper argues that the EU has been attempting to complement market legitimacy through a new form
of protective legitimacy, based on a series of social and welfare initiatives in the form of strategies,
recommendations, funds, and directives.

The emergence of a form of protective legitimacy might also be consistent with broader developments
in EU external action. Externally, the implementation of strategic autonomy reflects the EU's attempt
to reduce dependencies, enhance its competitiveness and become more resilient in order to better
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protect its citizens against current and future crises and thereby reinforce the legitimacy of its integra-
tion process.

Yet, the analysis presented in this paper suggests that protective legitimacy has not yet proven capable
of reversing the rise of populism. While social indicators have generally improved and welfare systems
in EU Member States remain more extensive than in many other developed economies, many Euro-
pean initiatives still take the form of strategies, communications or recommendations without dedi-
cated financial resources. As a result, their impact on citizens' everyday lives may remain limited, rein-
forcing the perception that the EU is unable to respond effectively to their concerns.

In conclusion, the findings suggest that European output legitimacy is entering a new phase, in which
market legitimacy is progressively being complemented by a form of protective legitimacy centred on
the Union's capacity to reduce citizens' exposure to economic and social risks. However, rebuilding
European legitimacy requires not only stronger social policies but also a continued capacity to generate
prosperity and address the feelings of relative deprivation that are fuelling social discontent and sup-
port for populist parties. Hence, the EU may need to reexamine where its initiatives and financial re-
sources can be most effectively used to create substantial benefits for its citizens. The challenge for
the European Union is to add clear value though its actions. In this respect, protective legitimacy should
not be understood solely in terms of social welfare. Rather, it should increasingly be based on the
provision of European public goods in strategic areas such as industrial competitiveness, energy secu-
rity, digital infrastructure, defence and technological innovation. Without undermining the role of
competition and free market economy, in a time of multiple crises and adverse geopolitical trends,
European public goods could be the enabling conditions for complementing private investments, gen-
erating long term prosperity and reestablishing European output legitimacy. This direction appears to
be reflected in the proposed next Multiannual Financial Framework, which is supposed to allocate a
significantly larger share of resources to competitiveness, defence and the clean transition.
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