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Deepening quantitative survey questions through focus group discussions can shine a light on the
deeper understandings of individuals about social citizenship, and also demonstrate how ambivalent
and multidimensional attitudes are about social citizenship in Europe.

This paper presents the methodology, the research process and preliminary findings from a series of
focus group discussions on the future of European social citizenship that were conducted over the
course of 2022 in four European countries: Germany, the Netherlands, Poland, and Spain, involving a
total of 134 participants. Importantly, as part of the focus groups, we also collected quantitative
survey evidence via a short questionnaire handed out to participants before the discussion, allowing
us to compare our qualitative data with quantitative evidence.

The focus groups covered three topical areas: 1) support for government redistribution broadly
understood (and different meanings thereof), 2) the relationship between the national and EU levels
in financing and providing social policy, and 3) inequalities in access to social rights and how to address
them. To summarize the core findings of our preliminary analysis: Focus group participants were
generally supportive of strengthening the social dimension of the EU (as quantitative surveys have
also shown), but the qualitative data also revealed a significant degree of skepticism regarding the
ability of the EU in harmonising social rights and dealing with the current series of large-scale crises.
Furthermore, participants differentiated between a range of social policies and how fair and effective
it would be to harmonise these on the EU level. Participants also discussed what conditions should be
in place for granting social rights, particularly in the case of compensatory social policies and
migrants/refugees. Finally, participants noted persistent inequalities in accessing social rights, which
appear to be related to socio-economic status. Specifically, lower socio-economic status groups
appear to have less access to much needed social rights. A main driving force of these inequalities is
likely to be a prevailing information deficit, in particular regarding the initiatives of the EU in the social
domain.
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The contribution of our Working Package 6 to the EUSOCIALCIT project is to ‘listen to the citizens’, i.e.
to generate insights into how European citizens (as well as non-citizens living in European countries)
perceive the current state of Social Europe as well as its future. In previous deliverables, we have
explored and analyzed existing quantitative data on these issues. Eick et al. (2021) provides a broad
overview of the development of social policy output, outcomes, and related resources over the last
three decades. Eick et al. (2022) complement this overview with a broad survey of existing public
opinion data on Social Europe.

A core finding of Eick et al. (2021) is that there has been a general trend towards convergence in social
policy across European welfare states, which might cautiously be interpreted as the emergence of a
European social model, although this convergence trend has been partly disrupted by the economic
and financial crises of the years 2008. We also observed a noticeable trend towards the expansion of
social investment policies (such as education, labour market integration, childcare), even though this
policy trend has become weaker in countries more affected by the economic crisis. Regarding public
opinion, our analysis (Eick et al. 2022) finds evidence of patterns that partly comport with the major
trends in policy output. More specifically, Europeans are generally very supportive of a generous
welfare state as well as of the European Union (EU) playing an increasingly important role in social
policy-making. Also, social investment policies have become more popular over time, and as we show
in related research (Eick et al. 2023), European citizens tend to associate these policies with EU level
decision-making whereas the more traditional social policy programs are preferred to be handled by
national welfare states.

Against this background, this deliverable adds an important perspective by enriching the existing
guantitative data from public opinion surveys with qualitative data from focus groups. As we explain
in greater detail below, focus groups have the advantage of combining elements from both
guantitative and qualitative methodology. While focus groups can never be truly representative, the
composition of focus groups varies according to pre-defined criteria (in our case: age and socio-
economic background) in order to get a sense of the variation of attitudes within and between groups.
Compared to traditional individual interviews, focus groups generate more data (in our case: 6-9
participants with 4-6 groups per country) and also allow us to study the interaction between
participants in the group. To anchor and compare our findings with results from quantitative studies,
we asked participants to fill in a short questionnaire before the start of the focus groups, which will
also be briefly analyzed in this deliverable.

The important added value of focus group data relative to existing quantitative studies is that it adds
more depth and critical reflection on individual-level attitudes and preferences, and thereby also
yields insights regarding the validity of quantitative measures. The significant limitation of existing
guantitative work is that there is very limited comparative survey data available on this issue (for an
overview, see Eick et al. 2022). For one, the Eurobarometer includes in irregular intervals questions
about the social dimension of Europe, but the wording of these questions is — from a research
perspective — often not ideally suited and it changes across years so that the creation of time series
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data is challenging (but see Beaudonnet 2013; Burgoon 2009). The 2020 Special Eurobarometer 509
on the European Pillar of Social Rights provides valuable data to study Social Europe, but again there
are some challenges regarding the question wording (see Eick et al. 2023). Furthermore, a notable
exception to the general lack of data is Round 8 in the European Social Survey (ESS), which includes a
concrete question on support for a proposal of an EU-wide minimum income scheme. Studies using
these data have suggested that there is indeed widespread support for an EU social dimension
(Roosma & van Oorschot 2021: 175; Baute & Meuleman 2020: 410). However, with only one policy
proposal being included in the survey and also significant parts of the public opposing the proposal,
one should be cautious to overgeneralize these results (see theory/analysis on “welfare
Euroscepticism” related to this policy proposal in Eick 2023).

In response to the lack of readily available comparative survey data, researchers have collected their
own data. This partly compensates for the lack of suitable questions in the existing large cross-country
surveys. For instance, studies have explored support for an EU-wide unemployment scheme and to
what extent levels of support depend on the concrete policy design (Nicoli et al. 2020). Gerhards et
al. (2016), looking at this from a broader perspective, also find significant levels of support (and
relatively little political conflict about this) for EU-wide social policy. Finally, related studies about the
extent of solidarity within the European Union confirm that European citizens are in fact quite
solidaristic with their European neighbours, although it depends somewhat on the concrete issue and
policy area (Ferrera & Pellegata 2018; Genschel & Hemerijck 2018; Heermann et al. 2022).

While these studies have jointly generated many useful insights regarding the state of Social Europe
from the perspective of public opinion, quantitative approaches have some inherent limitations that
more qualitative approaches such as focus groups can help to ameliorate. For one, the questions on
Social Europe asked in quantitative surveys often remain on a rather abstract level. Furthermore,
when more detailed questions are asked as in the Special Eurobarometer 509 or in the ESS Round 8,
it remains unclear whether respondents understand the questions in the same way, given the limited
knowledge of citizens about social policy at the EU level. For instance, in the mentioned
Eurobarometer, only 25 per cent of the respondents indicated that they had heard of the European
Pillar of Social Rights before the interview and only 8 percent say they know what it is (shares that are
likely inflated given the upward social-desirability bias in this question) (European Commission 2020:
4). Thus, it is essential, both from a methodological as well as substantial perspective, to dig deeper
and better understand the dynamics of attitudes of citizens towards Social Europe in order to gain a
more comprehensive picture of the state of affairs regarding the future of EU social policy.

This deliverable is a first step towards this goal, and will be further complemented by analyses in future
outcomes of this Working Package 6. The main purpose of this paper is to document and explain the
collection of focus group data, which took place over the course of 2022. It also includes a more
descriptive analytical section, which provides first insights into our findings, in particular with regard
to the comparison of quantitative data collected in the short survey and the actual focus group data.
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As briefly mentioned above, the collection of focus group data (also referred to as citizen meetings in
some contexts) took place across four countries over the course of the year 2022: Germany, the
Netherlands, Spain, and Poland. For recruitment purposes, participants in these focus groups were
mostly recruited from the capital cities in these countries (i.e. Berlin, Amsterdam, Madrid, and
Warsaw). The coordination and implementation of these focus groups was a collaborative process
that included EUSOCIALCIT partner universities in each of these countries.

Primarily coordination of this project was led by the team at the University of Konstanz (UKON),
including Marius Busemeyer, Gianna Maria Eick (now University of Amsterdam) and Kattalina
Berriochoa. Coordination efforts were also organized by the University of Amsterdam (UVA) team,
including Brian Burgoon and David van der Duin. The other research teams were located at the
Warsaw School of Economics (Szkota Gtéwna Handlowa w Warszawie, SGH), including lzabela
Grabowska and Karolina Bolesta, and the Charles Ill University of Madrid (Universidad Carlos Il de
Madrid, UC3M), including Ana Belen Mufioz Ruiz, Francisco Javier Gdmez Abelleira, and Jesus Rafael
Mercader Uguina.

During the months of April and May 2022, a series of focus groups were conducted in Berlin
(Germany), Amsterdam (the Netherlands), Madrid (Spain), and Warsaw (Poland) to collect qualitative
data about the opinions and perceptions of citizens in regards to social rights within the context of the
European Union. In total, 134 citizens across Europe broadly reflected on their understanding of
common survey questions including redistributive preferences, inequality, and governmental
responsibility, opinions about social rights at the national versus European Union level, and access to
social policy resources and the role of the EU in improving access to social policy resources. Before
each focus group discussion, participants filled out a short questionnaire that included items on basic
demographics as well as ideological positions. The former (socio-economic) information is needed in
order to get a comprehensive picture regarding the composition (in terms of age and socio-economic
background) of each focus group, the latter (more substantive information) is required in order to be
able to compare the focus groups with existing quantitative evidence. In all countries, discussion data
was collected with nearly identical design (primarily determined by the UKON and UVA research
teams) and in cooperation to ensure the safe handling of data based on the European Union's General
Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).

In the following, we provide further details and justification on: 1) focus group objectives, 2) data

privacy process, 3) coordination process, 4) format of focus groups, 5) recruitment process and
location, and 6) data processing and coding.
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Focus groups serve as an opportunity to collect qualitative data that brings context to the opinions,
perceptions, and attitudes of a particular target audience. Generally, these groups consist of 6-12
participants with a moderator and a co-moderator (Smithson 2007). Focus groups typically consist of
a moderator asking questions about a certain topic, but can also be characterized as an in-depth group
interview (Hughes &DuMont 1993) or a designed discussion (Kreuger 1998). In the context of the
EUSOCIALCIT project, focus groups are key for better understanding what citizens think of the EU
when it comes to social policies, such as child care or unemployment support, and how they think
about the role of the EU in providing these services.

The composition of participants typically consists of a relatively homogenous group of individuals
(Krueger 1994). While a diverse group can provide for interesting discussions, a homogenous sampling
of participants improves the chances of ascertaining data from all individuals in the focus group. The
moderator of the focus group plays an important role in determining the flow and discussion.
Remaining relatively neutral, the moderator is expected to generate interest in a particular topicin an
open environment (Vaughn et al. 1996; Sim 2002). The role of the moderator is mainly to listen to the
discussion and direct the conversation. This requires asking simple and clear questions, not losing
control of the discussion, and ensuring that all participants speak during the discussion. The role of
the co-moderator is to assist the moderator and most importantly, to take notes during the discussion.

Qualitative focus groups generate added value because they give researchers the opportunity to
examine the underlying reasoning, narratives, justifications, and preferences of citizens. This form of
research complements survey-based research because it allows for a better understanding of the
context, framing, and meanings that individuals use to determine their political perceptions and
preferences (Krueger & Casey 2015). This method of data collection is also particularly useful for
examining cross-cultural differences, insights into rhetorical and argumentative processes, and
contemporary discourse on a wide range of issues (Myers 1998). The typical process of focus groups
includes collecting discussion data with audio and video recordings. This data is then transcribed for
subsequent analysis.

The privacy of data is paramount for this project’s focus group component. To ensure that each
partner university met the standards of data privacy, there was a collaborative effort to create a joint
data controller agreement (JDCA) which was signed by the representative parties at each university.

The joint data controller agreement stipulated the processing, purposes, and categories of personal
data. In particular, this agreement outlines the processing and flow of data. Within the protocols set
forth by the European Union's General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), this data agreement
delineates the storage of collected data, sharing of data across partner universities, security protocols
for equipment used during the research process, and transcription, pseudonymization, and translation
of data. This agreement also includes consent forms that were used in the collection of initial contact
data and focus group data across each country case. The consent form provided to participants at the
beginning of the focus groups is included in Appendix A. To ensure the data standards of each
participating university were met in this agreement, the data protection officers (DPO) at each
institution reviewed, revised, and confirmed the final measures. After the completion of this iterative
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and collaborative process, this document was signed by the respective parties at each partner
university in July 2022.

Specific to data handling, the research teams decided that all collected data would be transcribed into
the language of each country, pseudonymized, and translated into English. Pseudonymization requires
a de-identification procedure of the data by which any personally identifiable information is replaced
by an artificial identifier, or pseudonym. Participants in the focus groups were identifiable only by a
numerical code (for example, “speaker 24”). The crosswalk to match these numerical codes to
personally identifiable information (in this case, first and last names) was saved in separate folders on
the UKON GDPR-compliant cloud. The original non-pseudonymized (‘raw’) data will also be stored in
encrypted and separate folders on the UKON cloud and kept until a specific date, with highly limited
access for the research teams.

The coordination of focus groups was organized primarily by the UKON research team in cooperation
with the UVA research team. Preparations for the organization of focus groups began in December
2021 with a coordination call between all partner universities. Shortly thereafter, it was determined
that the focus groups would be held in each country during the end of April and throughout the month
of May. It was also determined that, to ensure the proper transcription of the discussion, the focus
groups would be video and audio recorded.

Throughout the months of January and February 2022, the research teams at the University of
Konstanz and the University of Amsterdam collectively determined the objectives and data collection
goals of the focus groups. Coordination between these research teams determined that focus groups
would concentrate on: 1) understanding public opinion (the reasoning and rationale of individuals in
their responses to survey questions underlining responses about inequality and preferences for
redistribution), 2) social citizenship perceptions and preferences (comparing social right provisions at
the national versus EU level), and 3) accessing resources (how individuals have accessed resources in
the past and if the EU could improve access). It was determined that the focus groups would begin
with an on-site questionnaire to collect their opinion data followed by a discussion about their
responses to these survey items.

The on-site questionnaire follows the three main goals outlined above: 1) how respondents think
about and interpret survey questions, 2) how respondents think about EU versus national social
insurance/social-rights provision, and 3) how respondents think about resources relevant to accessing
such provisions. The first part of the questionnaire collects basic demographic data such as gender,
birth year, education, income, migration background, and political leanings. This is followed by a
second part that focused on “classic” survey questions, taken from the European Social Survey (ESS
waves 2008/2016) regarding preferences for redistribution, government support for the unemployed,
and government support for childcare. The third section focuses on differences between national and
EU provisions of services (focusing on unemployment and childcare) and the fourth section deals with
personal experiences with government assistance, how individuals go about accessing resources, and
opinions about if and how the EU could improve access to social rights (e.g. unemployment or family
benefits, education, health care). The focus group questionnaire is included in Appendix B.
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To assist in the recruitment of participants in each country, the research teams created a webpage
(translated into all participant county languages) and participant sign-up forms through the
EUSOCIALCIT website (https://www.eusocialcit.eu/focus-groups-en/). The registration of participants
was stored centrally through the University of Konstanz cloud server, but individual contact of
participants was managed by the partner universities. It was also decided that participants in the focus
groups would receive a 30-euro voucher for the Amazon e-commerce website for their participation.
Vouchers for Amazon were selected because of their availability across the participant countries
(Germany: amazon.de, Netherlands: amazon.nl, Poland: amazon.pl, and Spain: amazon.es). The UKON
research team took the lead in purchasing and preparing the Amazon vouchers for the focus groups
in each country. Per the requirements of the University of Konstanz, respondents were required to
provide a signature and date to receive their voucher.

In March 2022, the research team at the University of Konstanz oversaw the logistical and
organizational details for the focus groups. This included the formatting of the data consent forms
(determined by the joint data controller agreement), finalizing the questionnaire of survey questions,
and preparing signature forms for the Amazon vouchers. This also included finalizing the interview
guide for focus group moderators. The interview guide was created to provide a standard format for
the direction of the focus group discussion across different country contexts. This guide included
introductory language outlining the objectives of the EUSOCIALCIT focus groups, ground rules for
discussions (for example, reassuring participants that there are no wrong or right answers), and
information on data privacy measures (in simplified information from the joint data controller
agreement). The interview guide also offered moderators probing questions for each section of the
discussion (following the items in the on-site questionnaire, excluding demographics) to encourage
discussions throughout the focus groups. The interview guide is included in Appendix C.

Focus group pre-tests were scheduled for March 15" and 16" at the University of Konstanz. University
students from UKON were recruited to participate in the pre-test discussions. This resulted in 10
students for each pre-test focus group (20 in total). After the focus group pre-tests, the UKON research
team discussed the pre-test focus groups and adapted all documentation and the organization of the
focus groups to improve the flow and discussion by participants. Adapted information and findings
from the pre-tests were communicated with the other research teams after completion.

The focus groups were scheduled between April and June 2022 (see more details below). To translate
all the necessary documents into the respective language of each country, the interview guide,
consent forms, on-site questionnaire, and other documents were shared with each research team
after the completion of the Berlin focus groups (last week of April). The format of the focus groups
was designed for similar implementation in each location. Groups were seated around a block table
or desks were moved into a circular formation (for example, when held at a university meeting room)
with the moderator and co-moderator at one end. Audio recording equipment, including
microphones, were placed in the center of the configuration. The video equipment was placed in one
corner of the room. Each participant had either a nametag or a name tent so that they could be
identified during the discussion. The on-site questionnaire, in contrast, did not ask for their name but
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rather included their numerical code to identify each participant. At the beginning of each session, the
moderators and co-moderators filled out a list of each participant matching first and last names to
their numerical code for later identification.

Each focus group began with the moderator introducing the main theme — the future of European
social citizenship, providing information about the EuSocialCit project, and outlying the structure of
the session. The duration of focus groups was set for approximately 90 minutes, with the first 30
minutes devoted to data privacy consent forms and the initial questionnaire, and the following 60
minutes for the discussion. Each session included a short introductory round with moderators and
participants sharing their name, age, occupation, family situation, and in some cases, hobbies.

Participants also filled out the initial questionnaire and, after these were collected, the discussion
would begin. The first block would begin with a discussion about income inequality and governmental
responsibility to reduce this inequality. This was followed by a discussion of the provision of social
rights by the European Union, including reducing inequalities across countries and the extension of
rights to migrants. Subsequently, the discussion would focus on the national level versus the EU level
in providing social rights. This section included three examples of the role of the European Union in
minimum income provision, education policy, and unemployment policy. In Germany and Poland,
these examples were distributed in printouts to participants. The following section included questions
about information and how to exercise social rights. Respondents were asked, “if you needed
government support, where would you turn to for access to programs and why?” The next session
focused on the role of the EU in times of crisis and was included as an addition due to the current
political climate in Europe (for example, the war in Ukraine). A final set of optional questions asked
respondents to raise their hands if, 1) they think that the EU welfare state should be further expanded
and 2) if their opinion had changed after the discussion. In Germany, Poland, and Spain, the majority
of respondents agreed with the first question, but there were mixed responses to the second
question.

At the conclusion of the discussions, respondents were asked to share any other thoughts, thanked
for their participation, and again, informed about the EUSOCIALCIT project (including the project
website). At this point, the co-moderators would hand out individual sheets requiring signatures and
dates so that the participants could receive their 30-euro Amazon voucher. Amazon vouchers were
printed out with the code to use on their local Amazon website as well as detailed information about
the vouchers in their native languages.

At each focus group session, all documents, video, and audio recordings were transferred back to the
University of Konstanz and safely stored on the UKON cloud server. The lists of participants, surveys,
consent forms, and voucher forms were scanned and saved based on the protocol of the joint data
agreement. After completion of the focus groups, each team received password-protected access to
the focus group data collected in their home country. In June 2022, the pseudonymized survey data
was put into an electronic format and each team would begin the process of transcription and
translation of the discussion data (video and audio).

Recruitment of Participants and Location of Focus Groups
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The recruitment of participants was managed by each partner university. The initial concept of
recruitment was to use “grassroots” methods or self-recruitment efforts, through social media and
contacting organizations with access to target populations. Due to practical limitations and varying
experiences, the ultimate recruitment methods varied across country cases and are outlined below.
At the end of the day, the initial goal of having 4 to 5 focus groups in each country was reached.

Beginning in March 2022, recruitment in Germany was initially a grassroots effort. This was primarily
through social media posts and contact with non-profit and community organizations in the Berlin
area. The team initially used the official University of Konstanz website to post a webpage that
outlined the objectives of the focus groups and a link to the sign-up form. The recruitment
advertisement was also posted on seven Berlin-based Facebook groups that included information and
a link to the focus group webpage on the EuSocialCit website.

Combined these seven groups encompassed over 300,000 members on Facebook. The UKON research
team also sent emails to nineteen (19) social policy and European Union organizations in the Berlin
area requesting that they communicate information or contact individuals to patriciate in the focus
groups. Examples of these groups included Pulse of Europe-Berlin, Europa-Union Berlin, and
Sozialverband VdK Deutschland, among others.

In Germany, however, less than 20 people signed up for the focus groups in spite of the significant
recruitment efforts. Due to the low number of recruited participants during these grassroots efforts,
the UKON research team decided to contract the recruitment of focus group participants to a private
company, Quovadis-Studio for qualitative market research Berlin GmbH. This organization handled
the recruitment of participants for five (5) of the focus groups. The sixth focus group was composed
of individuals recruited through the grassroots recruitment effort. The groups were recruited by
Quovadis on the basis of the criteria provided by the UKON team. Participants were selected based
on education level, family status (with number and age of children), and age. The participants in the
focus groups organized by Quovadis did not receive an Amazon voucher, but rather a voucher
provided by Quovadis. The target populations for each focus group are outlined in Table 1.
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Table 1. Overview of Berlin Focus Group Target Populations

Group Date/time Characteristics Description
1 25.04.22 /
Mixed Diverse group (Recruited by UKON)
14.00
2 25.04.22/
Higher education Completed university education
17.00
3 25.04.22/
No higher education No completed university education
19.30
4 26.04.22 / Age 60 to 75, or official retirement age
Pensioners (Older People)
14.00 in country
5 26.04.22 / People with care
All have at least 1 child under 10 years
17.00 responsibilities
6 25.04.22/
Young adults Age 18 to 35
19.30

In total, fifty (50) individuals in Berlin participated in the focus groups. The focus groups were held in
Berlin on April 25™ and April 26" at the Quovadis Qualitative Research Studio (in rooms specifically
designed for group discussions, with equipment and a one-way mirror, etc.). Refreshments and food
were provided on-site for participants.

Across all focus groups in Berlin, the median age of respondents was 38 years. Female participants
comprised 50% of the total sample. The largest share of participants (44%) are highly educated, with
a degree from a college or university (e.g. Bachelor, Master, Magister, Diploma). 60% of respondents
are employed with a full-time job (e.g. dependent employee, self-employed, assisting family member;
working time 30 hours per week or more). The largest share of respondents (34%) have a monthly
income between 1.501-2.500 Euros. Approximately 60% of respondents have never been unemployed
for more than 3 months and the majority (66%) have no children.

The process of recruitment began in April 2022 and, as in the German research group experience, was
a combination of self-recruitment efforts and outsourced recruitment. The former was primarily done
via direct contact with students and staff in the university setting. The UVA team also created a poster
to be distributed around the campus with information about participating in the focus groups. In the
end, the UVA research team contracted a private company, Norstat, to supplement the self-
recruitment efforts. Norstat is a data and service provider in the Netherlands with a respondent panel
of approximately 80,000 individuals.

This organization handled the recruitment of participants for three (3) of the focus groups. The fourth
focus group was composed of individuals recruited through the grassroots, self-recruitment effort.
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The groups were recruited by Norstat on the basis of the criteria provided by the UVA team (education
and age). The participants in the focus groups organized by Norstat did not receive an Amazon
voucher, but rather a voucher provided by Norstat. The target populations for each focus group are
outlined in Table 2. In total, twenty-four (24) individuals participated in the Amsterdam focus groups.
These focus groups were held in Amsterdam on May 4™ and 6™ in meeting rooms across the University
of Amsterdam campus. Refreshments and food were provided on-site for participants.

Table 2. Overview of Amsterdam Focus Group Target Populations

Group Date/time Characteristics Description
1 04.05.22 / Pensioners (Older Age 60 to 75, or official retirement age in
10.00 People) country
2 04.05.22 / Completed university education (Recruited
Higher education
14.00 by UVA)
3 06.05.22 /
No higher education No completed university education
10.00
4 06.05.22 /
Mixed Diverse group
14.00

Across all focus groups in Amsterdam, the median age of respondents was 55.5 years. Female
participants comprised 46% of the total sample. The largest share of participants (50%) are highly
educated, with a degree from a college or university (e.g. Bachelor, Master, Magister, Diploma). 25%
of respondents are employed with a full-time job (e.g. dependent employee, self-employed, assisting
family member; working time 30 hours per week or more). Among income groups, 25% have a
monthly income between 1.501-2.500 Euros. Approximately 58% of respondents have never been
unemployed for more than 3 months and the majority (88%) have no children.

The process of recruitment began in May 2022 for the Warsaw focus groups. Recruitment was
primarily a grassroots, self-recruitment effort. The recruitment consisted of direct emails sent to
graduates with a request to share it on their social media networks. Research assistants monitored
this process by sending follow-up emails and follow-up phone calls to students that shared the
information. The SGH team also made direct contacts with organizations supporting older people
(such as “universities of third age” and senior clubs). Additionally, direct contact was made (via phone
calls and email) with representatives of these organizations to share information with their networks.
The SGH team also posted invitations to participate in groups/forums for individuals with disabilities.

In total, thirty-three (33) individuals participated in the Warsaw focus groups. The target populations

for each focus group are outlined in Table 3. The focus groups were held in Warsaw on May 23, 24,
and 25" at a university student housing center (with specially designed meeting rooms). For
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individuals that were unable to attend the focus groups, two virtual focus groups took place on
another date. Refreshments and food were provided on-site for participants.

Table 3. Overview of Warsaw Focus Group Target Populations

Group Date/time Characteristics Description
1 23.05.22 /
Young adults Age 18 to 35
14.00
2 23.05.22/ Age 60 to 75, or official retirement age
Pensioners (Older People)
17.00 in country
3 24.05.22 / People with care
All have at least 1 child under 10 years
14.00 responsibilities
4 24.05.22/
Higher education Completed university education
17.00
5 15.05.22 /
Mixed Diverse Group (Middle-aged)
13.00

Across all focus groups in Warsaw, the median age of respondents was 28 years. Female participants
comprised 60% of the total sample. The largest share of participants (88%) are highly educated, with
a degree from a college or university (e.g. Bachelor, Master, Magister, Diploma). 67% of respondents
are employed with a full-time job (e.g. dependent employee, self-employed, assisting family member;
working time 30 hours per week or more). Among income groups, 45% have a monthly income
between 500-1.000 Euros. Approximately 90% of respondents have never been unemployed for more
than 3 months and the majority (82%) have no children.

The process of recruitment also began in May 2022 for the Madrid focus groups. The research team
at UC3M led the recruitment process through grassroots, self-recruitment efforts. This was primarily
through posts on social media and direct contact with community organizations. To recruit retired
individuals, the UC3M team reached out to the Escuela de Mayores de la UC3M (UC3M Senior School).
To recruit students, the UC3M research team spoke with local teaching groups on the university
campus. They also sent focus group information to the Servicio de Investigacién de la UC3M (UC3M
Research Service). This organization distributed this information through email and social media. The
UC3M research team also prepared texts that were posted to social media sites, including Linkedin,
Twitter, and Facebook.

In total, twenty-seven (27) individuals participated in the Madrid focus groups. The target populations

for each focus group are outlined in Table 4. These focus groups were held in Madrid on May 30*" and
315 and June 1%t and 2" The focus groups were held in a meeting room at the UC3M campus at Puerta
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Table 4. Overview of Madrid Focus Group Target Populations

Group Date/time Characteristics Description
1 30.05.22 / Age 60 to 75, or official retirement age
Pensioners (Older People)
12.00 in country
2 31.05.22/
No higher education No completed university education
10.30
3 01.06.22 / People with care
All have at least 1 child under 10 years
17.30 responsibilities
4 02.06.22 /
Young adults Age 18 to 35
12.00
5 02.06.22 /
Higher education Completed university education
17.00

Across all focus groups in Madrid, the median age of respondents was 41 years. Female participants
comprised 56% of the total sample. The largest share of participants (59%) are highly educated, with
a degree from a college or university (e.g. Bachelor, Master, Magister, Diploma). 41% of respondents
are employed with a full-time job (e.g. dependent employee, self-employed, assisting family member;
working time 30 hours per week or more). Among income groups, 30% have a monthly income
between 1.501-2.500 Euros. Approximately 70% of respondents have never been unemployed for
more than 3 months and the majority (74%) have no children.

Data processing and coding

The processing of the focus group data was managed by each research team. Using the audio and
video recording, the discussion data was transcribed into the language of each country,
pseudonymized, and then translated into English for the final coding and analysis. Once all data was
processed, the process of analysis was coordinated by the UKON research team. Because the data was
collected through a structured interview, the discussion was coded using categories outlined in the
interview guide.

The process of coding began with the UKON research team outlining the main themes from the focus
group discussion. This was based on the structure of the interview guide. The main codes (categories
and sub-categories) followed the interview guide and were determined from the main sections of the
discussion as outlined in the guide. This included: 1) how respondents thought about and interpreted
survey questions, 2) how respondents thought about EU versus national social insurance/social-rights
provision, and 3) how respondents thought about resources relevant to accessing such provisions. The
next step of analysis included familiarization with the data through a concentrated, focused reading
of the focus group transcriptions to identify keywords, phrases, or quotes that exemplified the
discussion in each country. Building off the main themes of the interview guide, the research team
sorted the data into main categories based on the following criteria: if 1) a participant answered a
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question and how, 2) if a response belongs to a different question, 3) how the comment
communicated something of importance on the topic, and 4) if something similar has been said or
how this varies to the conversation (Krueger & Casey 2000).

The next step included indexing coded language, i.e., sorting into categories based on the interview
guide. Coded language was collected in a database under their main categories. Using this approach,
the research team identified the main concepts, reasoning, and contemporary discourse for
participants in each country. This data was compared and contrasted to show similarities and
differences in the discussion across countries. Data was used to highlight representative quotes,
concepts, and language across country cases. The final step of analysis included using the quotes from
the focus group context to highlight the primary thematic content of the discussion.
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In the following sections, we provide a first, largely descriptive overview of the main findings from the
focus groups. This descriptive part is grouped according to the three main themes described above. In
each sub-section, we contrast the quantitative data collected in the short survey among focus groups
participants with insights from the analysis of the qualitative data. The quantitative data should not
and cannot be interpreted as representative for the particular countries, but merely serves the
purposes of anchoring the qualitative data. As mentioned above, all participants have been assigned
an individual ID, and all analyses rely on these pseudonymized IDs. However, in order to facilitate
readability, we use (invented) names when quoting participants.

To start, we look at how participants replied to the survey question, "The government should take
measures to reduce differences in income levels" (strongly agree = 1, strongly disagree = 5). Figure 1
shows that the majority of participants agree or agree strongly with this notion. There are some
differences across the different national samples, which the discussions around this survey question
and topic, in general, reflect also. For example, in the Dutch and Spanish samples, around half of the
participants agree strongly with the government reducing income inequality, while in Germany and
Poland, around half of the participants agree only. The Polish participants seem to be the most critical
towards the government reducing income inequality, and in the next section, it will become more
apparent why. It is worth noting that these patterns, drawn from our small and not-fully-
representative samples, broadly comport with the patterns of high support for government
redistribution in recent, more representative surveys (e.g. European Social Survey).
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Figure 1. Survey results on the question "The government should take measures to reduce
differences in income levels ", strongly agree = 1, strongly disagree =5, total N = 132.

Independent of how individual participants define income inequality, they see it as problematic across
the board. This is in line with the survey results that show high levels of support for reducing income
inequality. Participants also agree that the income gap is widening and, therefore, social inequality is
increasing. However, participants have different understandings of what the wording income
inequality means, and they discuss from whom income should be redistributed and to whom.
Unsurprisingly, participants discuss in length the gap between rich and poor. Alfonso (Spain) describes
it like this: "We are all born equal, but we are not all the same. We each have our responsibilities, and
these are marked by the skills we can teach, deliver and sell."

Participants discuss income differences between different sectors. Here, care workers and other
professions in the social sector are addressed. Felix (Germany) says, "Especially nursery school
teachers and geriatric nurses. They can't go to work and still do not know how to pay their rent."
Fernanda from Spain says small business owners are "crushed". On the contrary, participants mention
that managers and directors are receiving too much income compared to "normal" employees. Nora
(Germany) describes it like this: "Just because you grew up in a privileged position, studied for ten
years, and then became a company boss somewhere, doesn't mean that you work more than
someone who has completed an education and does social work." Nora further connects the
discussion about income and social mobility: "The problem is also that it is passed on, that people are
born into families, and then they are not entitled to equal opportunities in our system as it is. Simply
because you are trapped in it and [...] you don't have the possibilities to reach your potential."

Mainly (lower educated) women mention that they first thought about the gender pay gap when
thinking about inequality. The common definition mentioned in the group is "women earn less than
men in the same job and in the same position" (Karina, Germany). The women who discuss this issue
think that women in the same positions as men or with the same competencies should get the same
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income as their male counterparts. Another topic during the discussion about income inequality is
income in different life cycles. Participants are particularly concerned about how people with families
and those on pension benefits can manage their livelihood since the costs are rising. This is because
the salaries or pensions are not increasing in line with rising costs.

Interestingly, while the focus group discussions revealed a consensus on tackling income inequality,
there is more debate on whether the government should intervene and if yes, how. But first, it is
important to keep in mind that participants have different views on who "the government" is. To some
extent, the participants in the focus groups distinguish local authorities and the EU from "the
government", who they associate with their national governments. Whether they are referring to their
current national government in place or national governments, in general, is not always differentiated.
For instance, Marlene (Netherlands), interpreted the question about the role of the ‘government’ as
the role of the sitting cabinet, and said “yes, we the people should play that role [reduce income
differences]”, but the current cabinet [led by the Liberal party leader Rutte] “can't do much, | suspect.
So that's why | said no.”

Participants have different reasons for supporting government intervention regarding income
inequality. One of the reasons is the increasing gap between rich and poor. Others refer to individuals
who live in poverty, individuals who cannot work for certain reasons, families with children or social
cohesion, and the government's responsibility for the well-being of its citizens in general. One
particular concern throughout the discussions is nicely summarized by Eva (Germany): "I think the
government could intervene where people with a full-time job can't live on their salary without further
support, so where the wages are so low that they have to get supplementary benefits." So here,
participants think more about to whom income should be redistributed.

The more concrete government interventions that participants discuss reflect these patterns. The
legal regulation and rise of a minimum income is a current topic across the focus groups in Germany,
the Netherlands, Poland, and Spain. Other popular proposals by the participants concern taxes, in
particular wealth and inheritance taxes. Maximilian (Germany) gives an example: "I was thinking of
wealth tax, that is, above all, fair taxation. If you think about the Federal Republic of Germany, then
at some point, the percentage tax rate stops. That's where you start that people who earn a lot of
money pay the same percentage of tax as people who earn less money." Participants also mention
increasing the taxation of large companies, and stopping tax havens and tax loopholes.

Other possible government interventions participants mention having more protective elements, such
as unemployment insurance, universal basic income, or affordable living. Ute (Germany) explains,
"[individuals] are then protected and can concentrate fully on their work and contribute something."
Others focus more on investment elements, such as education, to achieve equal opportunities. Pawel
(Poland) describes: "l would still say that this equalization of income should rather be based mainly
on creating opportunities for everyone to be able to simply earn for themselves." And others think of
government interventions are not always considered part of social policy, such as ensuring the labour
laws and practices are fair. As Jan (Netherlands) put it, the role of the government need not “to
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enforce equality, but to achieve it through a fairer personnel policy” such as “tackling discrimination
in job vacancies”.

Some participants also say that levelling out incomes is not the responsibility of the government or
are against government interference in social inequality issues more in general. Here the participants
discuss two main reasons. First, some participants prefer a liberal market policy approach where the
economy largely determines income inequality. Participants from Poland and Spain explain that they
do not trust their governments with too much intervention power because there are concerns that
their governments are corrupt and waste taxes. In general, some participants do not want the
government to intervene in the private sector and would prefer the government to be a more neutral
observer that only interferes in individual cases.

This leads to the second reason for opposing government intervention regarding income inequality,
which is the fear of free riders. Alicja (Poland) says: "at the same time, in the form of taxes or some
other tribute to the country will be collected precisely to equalize the standard of living of those
people who do not put any, do not give anything from themselves and do not bring anything to social
life." Participation in the social community is also discussed by other participants as a requirement for
getting support by that (tax paying) community. Tanja (Germany) mentions: "Those who do not want
to participate, they just have to see how they can get around the round." Once again, participation
relates to having a job and paying taxes.

Finally, participants also discussed who else should be responsible for reducing income inequality.

Here, they discuss primarily companies, trade unions, local authorities, and last but not least, the EU.
The following section will further elaborate on income inequality and social rights in the EU.
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Figure 2 reveals that the majority of participants of the focus groups in Germany, the Netherlands,
Poland, and Spain respond in the survey that it would be good to give all EU citizens the same social
rights. However, the extent to which they agree varies significantly across countries. The participants
in Spain (100%) are followed by Germany (87%), the Netherlands (64%), and Poland (59%). In spite of
this variance, the overall high level of support for some version of social citizenship rights at the EU
level chimes well with the existing quantitative evidence as mentioned in the introduction. However,
this question is very general. Therefore, what ‘the same social rights’ means across countries is likely
to differ, as the more detailed analysis of the focus group data shows.

100%
80%
60%

40%

|

Germany Netherlands Poland Spain

Same rightsin EU B Not same rights in EU

Figure 2. Survey results on question 1 = It would be good to give all EU citizens the same social
rights, so that it does not matter in which EU country they live, 2 = It is better to maintain the
differences between national welfare states, even if this means that some EU citizens have fewer
social rights than others, total N = 125.

To discuss social rights in the EU, first, an understanding of social rights needs to be established.
Overall, participants seem to differentiate between what they refer to as "basic social rights" and
"financial social rights". Basic social rights are described as policies in the realm of education, housing,
or health, though some participants also see human rights as social rights. According to some
participants, these should be granted unconditionally, without exception. Nicole (Germany) says: "I
think in the first place, we are all human beings. And | think every person must somehow be able to
go to the doctor or have enough food so that they can survive and not live on the street or anything
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else." Tanja (Germany) adds: "I think | would distinguish between so-called basic social rights, so a
right to education or to equal treatment. These would be basic rights that should apply everywhere.
But there should be basic social rights in any case so that people have enough to eat."

When discussing financial social rights, the discussion moves to refugees. Here, participants
distinguish between war refugees and economic refugees. As Patrick (Germany) puts it: "Getting equal
rights depends on basic conditions, e.g. a war refugee should not have to work before getting equal
rights." On the other hand, the participants from Germany seem to agree that economic refugees, or
migrants in general, who come to Germany for a higher salary or a better lifestyle should be treated
differently. Sami (Germany) says: "I think it's very individual, especially with war refugees and so on.
But if someone comes here from another country without having to flee from war or anything else,
then | personally would actually find it okay if they work for a year and pay taxes so that they can
ultimately receive social benefits." Hence, here the attitudes about financial social rights are more
conditional on the effort to work (similar to the discussions mentioned in the previous section).

More specifically, participants tend to link financial social benefits to specific obligations or
contributions: Employment, paying taxes, and speaking the language of the host country. Jiirgen
(Germany) describes a reciprocal principle: "If you get social benefits, you also have to be prepared to
give something. Not only do you have to be willing, but the government is also responsible for ensuring
that everyone gives something in return." To be able to contribute, some participants argue that
labour market integration is key and that the government should more actively integrate newcomers
into the labour market by granting them work permits (earlier).

The discussions also reflect a concern about generous financial social rights incentivizing not only
migrants but also natives without the obligation to work. Antje (Germany) describes: "But if you give
people so much that they can live on it, that means they have no incentive at all to keep going to work.
And I'm talking about, we have to be fair here, not only of migrants, and here, we have enough in
Germany, own people who sit with their butts on the sofa, and that for 10, 20 years." This seems to
be a particular issue for the participants in Germany. Michelle argues: "From my point of view, the
government has to take care of its own citizens first, and then the circle goes on and on, on and on."
One consequence (as mentioned already in the previous section) for participants is to grant financial
social rights not automatically to everyone in a certain country but for the government to access
individual cases.

Different proposals were discussed to further understand what priorities the participants have
concerning EU-level social rights. The proposals focused on minimum income, education and
unemployment policy. Overall, the three proposals on the integration of the EU in the individual policy
areas are regarded as suitable by focus group participants. Participants also argue, "if you create
added value for the people again, especially in terms of rights, basic rights or minimum income,
education policy, unemployment policy, then there could be a change in people's minds, a change
that they say, hey, the EU is important, and we have to protect and preserve it" (Melanie, Germany).

More specifically, in the case of minimum income and unemployment, it is questioned whether a fixed

amount should be set for all countries or whether the EU should instead create a framework in which
the countries then set a concrete rate. Annika says: "l think the EU should set the framework, how
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much is paid in the end in minimum wage or in unemployment benefits etc., that's a national matter."
Particularly for the unemployment benefits, participants question whether it could be implemented.
For example, Clara has a concern regarding mobile EU citizens: "l also think it's fundamentally good.
What is also a big problem is when you have worked in one EU country and then go to another. The
unemployment benefit is completely different and it is not considered, so to speak, because you have
already worked, but when you come to Germany, for example, it is not seen that way, and you may
get nothing. So, depending on who you are and in which country you are, you have to find a cross-
border regulation so that things are evaluated in the same way." Other participants argue (once again)
that the priority should not be giving individuals money but guaranteeing employment for everyone.
Nikola (Poland) claims: "Combating unemployment is a priority here, and the first thing we need to
do is to give these people work if we are at all talking about equalizing incomes, and only then should
we consider whether they are higher or lower."

Most participants see education as the most important and implementable proposal, mentioning the
existing EU program Erasmus as an example. Participants evaluate education as the easiest policy to
implement on the EU level also, in comparison to the other two policies. Some argue that the EU
should start with integration in the policy area of education because other policies build on it, as with
education policy, equal opportunities, equal life chances and integration are created within the EU.
However, there are also a few voices that are critical of the focus on education. Annika (Germany)
says: "l think education policy is a difficult topic. Maybe it also has something to do with Germany.
That it's a matter for the countries anyway, and the countries insist on their own characteristics and
their own school systems. And the attempts to Europeanize that, and what that always means is that
you have to agree on some common denominator. | think that will be very difficult, because the
education systems are also very, very different. So | don't see the EU in the steering role."

Other policy areas for the EU that came up during the discussions are, amongst others: action on the
low-wage sector,