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Abstract

The current European context is characterised by the emergence of socio-political tensions that threaten to derail
the cohesion objectives traditionally promoted by the authorities of the European Union. With EU citizenship in the
shadow of Brexit, the fear of dismemberment of the current Europe of the 28 looms over a renewed debate on
concepts like European identity, European citizenship or EU legitimacy and the involvement of its constituents in
European affairs, as well as the role of education for promoting democratic awareness among young Europeans.
This work aims to collect, appraise and synthesise qualitative evidence obtained in primary research exploring the
perceptions of European university students about their civic and cultural identity. This systematic analysis sets out
to identify predictors of positive self-identification with the EU and its institutions, focusing on the impact that
different educational interventions have had on the attitudes and perceptions expressed by university students, and
the importance of foreign language learning in the results obtained. The authors report their assessment of quality
of the findings in a Cochrane-style qualitative evidence synthesis (QES), based on the GRADE-CERQual (Confidence
in Evidence from Reviews of Qualitative research) method. The 12 informed findings described in this study support
decision-making in future education policy formulation.

Keywords: European identity, Higher education students, Erasmus, Nested identities, Qualitative evidence synthesis
(QES), Confidence in Evidence from Reviews of Qualitative research (GRADE-CERQual), Education policy formulation

Introduction
After decades of careful political, strategic and educa-
tional planning in pursuit of a European identity that cit-
izens of all the member states could stand behind, the
Union faces its biggest challenge to date: the rise of na-
tionalist ideologies that propose to de-link from the
supranational community agenda. The ensuing media
and public attention shift to current and latent political
participation of Europeans, as well as to the role of for-
eign language education for promoting the European di-
mension in citizenship education among the younger
generations, sowed the seeds for the present research.

Most studies addressing the formation of a European
identity have solely focused on adult participants and the
relatively scarce number of studies that have tackled youn-
ger subjects have obtained contradictory results [13, 37].
However, it is in fact young people who are more likely
than other age groups to see themselves as European, as
they tend to manifest cosmopolitan ideals, identities and
conducts (Woodward et al., 2008 in [14]).
Research dealing with European identity in higher edu-

cation contexts has mainly focused on the quantitative
evaluation of international study sojourns and their im-
pact on the undergraduate students’ competence devel-
opment, personal growth and self-identification [18–20,
23, 31, 39]. This body of research generally affirms that,
although in varying degrees, cross-cultural experience
builds up the participants’ repertoire to re-examine their
cultural and contextual assumptions or worldviews.
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Unsurprisingly, in the recent years, one of the EU’s
flagship education programmes has been Erasmus+
2014–2020, an initiative aimed at promoting a sense of
European identity and citizenship among higher educa-
tion students via intra-European mobility experiences. In
addition to pursuing the European Union’s need to com-
pete in the global sphere, forging ‘global citizenry’, the
rationale behind this programme is the belief that by
bringing young Europeans together, a sense of European
identity can be fostered [37, 38].
For its foreseen continuation spanning the 2021–2027

period, which has been allocated sizable budgetary in-
creases, the legislative proposal drafted by the European
Parliament reasserts that learning mobility contributes
to strengthening European identity, principles and values
and to bolstering a more democratic Union.
In light of the above, an exhaustive summary of

current empirical evidence relevant to university stu-
dents’ perceived European civic and cultural identity,
with particular focus on the outcomes of educational
programmes and on other factors that may facilitate or
hinder its advancement, become highly relevant.

The construction of the European collective identity
European identity has been defined by political theorists
as ‘a psycho-sociological or socio-political process of at-
tachment to the European space or to the political com-
munity designed by integration’ ([6], translated by [28]).
From an anthropological perspective, European identity
is a collective identity which is accepted by individuals
who share fundamental ethnic and civic similarities, be-
ing bound by a common historical heritage and feeling
reciprocal solidarity [2].
This triple civic, spatial and ethnocultural domain of

identification with Europe has been addressed by EC/EU
policies in efforts to foster a European identity among
the citizenship. For the most part, however, the initia-
tives undertaken have been beset of ambiguities [27],
and European officials have recurrently acknowledged
that public opinion does not understand the EU, empha-
sising the need to improve, enable, engage and empower
citizens to exercise their right to participate in the
democratic life of the Union [36].
The main purpose of this review is to elucidate European

identity contents (what Europe is in university students’
minds) to verify the compatibility of subnational, national,
and super-national identities within this population, to as-
certain local enabling factors of identification with Europe
and to infer the causal dynamics between European
identity-taking and foreign country sojourns and language
learning experiences (in the case of mobile students) or do-
mestic cognitive transnationalization (in the case of non-
mobile students). The main thread here is that formative
years at university, pivotal to students’ individual life course

and life projects, are also decisive in supranational, collect-
ive identity-formation. It is at this stage in life that innova-
tive policy development in the fields of education, training
and youth, particularly those pursuing inclusive, demo-
cratic, cohesive and resilient societies can have substantial
lifelong impacts.
The personal traits and contextual characteristics

which predispose individuals to identify themselves
with certain supranational entities is a topic still vig-
orously debated by psychology scholars. Even within
the realm of pedagogy and education, studies pursu-
ing this line of research are compartmentalised and
sometimes cast conflicting findings. Therefore, con-
ducting a qualitative evidence synthesis (QES) is a
means of making sense of the existing information
and dissipating areas of uncertainty regarding the effi-
cacy of preceding educational initiatives. An account
of the different policies launched to achieve political
legitimacy and social cohesion among EU nationals
over the years is beyond the scope of this review (for
further insight, see [2, 30]), as what we pursue to es-
tablish is their reception by young Europeans.
This approach is original, as authors do not adhere to

a descriptive narrative review on the subject, but rather
apply the GRADE-CERQual (Confidence in Evidence
from Reviews of Qualitative research) analytical method
to evaluate the quality of the presented findings [15, 16],
whose objective is to support the use of findings from
qualitative evidence syntheses in decision-making,
namely policy formulation.
A QES can be an aggregative or interpretive process

which requires a transparent research protocol and
the authors’ finesse to accurately represent the find-
ings extracted from the studies included in the review
[22]. Hence, academics are progressively regarding
qualitative evidence syntheses as complete studies,
comparable to any meta-analysis on the effects of
interventions.

Objectives
The specific objectives of this review are to identify, ap-
praise and synthesise qualitative studies exploring the
following:

� Perceptions of European identity and ethos among
European university students.

� Predictors of endorsement of the EU by European
university students.

� Impact of foreign country experiences on the
students’ identification with Europe.

� Contribution of foreign language learning to the
development of social cohesion, active citizenship
and intercultural awareness.
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Method
Selection of the corpus
The criteria for considering studies for this review re-
ferred to the types of studies, the types of participants
and the types of phenomena of interest analysed. Due to
the scope of the topic dealt with, our review focuses on
findings of qualitative research, which “provide much
more detailed in-depth information about meanings of
interventions and of behaviours” ([25], 77).While surveys
and other quantitative tools may include questions on
identity, qualitative methods are better suited for asses-
sing the placement or fluidity of perceived borders be-
tween these identities and the meaning attributed to
certain identities. This review encompasses the results
obtained from qualitative primary research studies, as
well as qualitative findings extracted from mixed-
method inquiries.
Eligible studies were identified in a 3-step process,

conducted by two reviewers. First, an electronic database
search was performed, supplemented by hand searching.
The electronic search was conducted in Proquest, Sco-
pus and WOs from database inception to 30 May 2018.
No date or geographical restrictions were imposed, al-
though the challenges associated with translating papers
reporting qualitative research limited our selection to ar-
ticles published in languages spoken by at least two
members of the review team (i.e. French, English and
Spanish).
The search strategy was guided by two main elements,

European university students and their identification
with Europe, following this syntax:

� TI,AB,IF(“European identity” OR “European
identification”) AND TI,AB,IF(“supranational
identity” OR “global identity” OR “supranational
identification” OR “global identification”) AND
TI,AB,IF(“university students” OR “college students”
OR “higher education” OR “tertiary education” OR
“young adults”).

� TI,AB,IF(“European identity” OR “European
identification”) AND TI,AB,IF(“university students”
OR “college students” OR “higher education” OR
“tertiary education” OR “young adults”).

The electronic database search yielded 77 studies, and
the hand search produced 6 additional papers, all of which
were published between 1998 and 2016. Records identified
from the different sources were collected and sorted into
one database, removing 5 duplicates. The titles and ab-
stracts of the identified records were independently
assessed to gauge their potential eligibility. During this
first screening, 16 studies that were clearly irrelevant to
the topic of this review, based on the population age group
described in article titles and abstracts, were discarded.

Second, the full text of all the papers that were likely
to be relevant was retrieved and independently assessed
based on the review’s inclusion criteria. During this sec-
ond screening, 19 articles lacking an empirical analysis
of data or focusing on a population other than university
students were excluded.
Third, the remaining 43 empirical studies which com-

plied with the inclusion criteria in terms of defined study
population were screened to set apart quantitative work.
Only qualitative or mixed-method studies were retained
at this stage. Disagreements were resolved through dis-
cussion or, if required, by seeking a third review author’s
view. This third screening yielded the final cohort of 8
qualitative, and 11 mixed-method studies have been in-
cluded in this synthesis (Fig. 1).

Study respondents
In all of the studies but one, authors sought the perspec-
tives of undergraduate university students. The excep-
tion was an article which focused on the perceptions of
researchers and postgraduate students. A significant per-
centage of respondents were enrolled in social sciences,
teaching and foreign language programmes.

Setting
The studies are characterised by a wide geographical dis-
persion, with respondents located in 32 different univer-
sities across Europe and a higher presence in the UK (9)
and Germany (6) (Fig. 2).

Quality of the included qualitative studies
All the included studies were published as papers in
indexed research journals, which constitutes a sound
quality threshold. Descriptions, even if very brief, about
the participants, sampling, methods and analysis are al-
ways provided. Most of the studies used interview or
focus group discussions with very few instances of other
methods of data collection.
To verify the quality of included studies, the Critical

Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklist for qualita-
tive studies [3] was used, which contains 10 questions to
systematically ascertain the validity, rigour and contribu-
tion that the studies make to pre-existing knowledge or
understanding. However, this assessment of quality was
merely conducted to validate the relative contribution of
each study to the development of explanations to our re-
search questions, not to exclude any of the pooled
studies.

Assessment of confidence in the review findings
Our review findings were assessed by applying the four
key components recommended by the GRADE-
Confidence in the Evidence from Reviews of Qualitative
research (GRADE-CERQual) [15, 16]:

Cores-Bilbao et al. European Journal of Futures Research             (2020) 8:1 Page 3 of 17



� Analysis of the possible methodological limitations
of included studies.

� Evaluation of coherence of the review finding by
analysing the primary studies on which the study
was grounded and if a convincing explanation for
patterns was found in the data.

� Rating of adequacy and overall determination of the
degree of richness and quantity of data supported by
the findings of the study.

� Judgement of the relevance of the included studies
to the review question and its application to the
context (population, phenomenon of interest,
setting) specified in the review question.

After assessing each of the four components, qualified
reviewers judged the overall confidence in each review
finding to be high, moderate, low or very low [15, 16]. In

order to allocate a confidence rating, reviewers pro-
ceeded on the basis that all the findings were ‘high confi-
dence’ and marked them down only when concerns
regarding any of the CERQual components [18] that
would weaken this assumption were identified.

Data synthesis
A thematic analysis using a constant comparison strat-
egy was performed, applying a 5-step process to under-
take the data synthesis. Firstly, the article judged to most
closely answer the review objectives was chosen. Sec-
ondly, this article was coded using a thematic analysis
approach. Thirdly, a data extraction sheet based on the
codes that emerged from the previous step was created.
Then, data from all of the sampled articles was ex-
tracted, altering the data extraction sheet if new themes
emerged from the subsequent articles. Finally, the data

Fig. 1 Study flow diagram
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were synthesised and the included studies were re-read
to confirm that all data relevant to the findings had been
extracted.

Categories and findings identified in the data
From the constant comparison thematic synthesis, 4
overarching categories were identified: European
ethos, self-identification, predictors of endorsement
and opposition, and foreign country experiences.
Table 1 ‘Summary of qualitative findings’ (SoQF) con-
tains an overview of the most salient information, to
facilitate the understanding and use of our 12 review
findings. The SoQF table is considered the entry
point to the full review [15, 16], and as such, it pro-
vides an outline of the findings sorted by categories,
the contributing papers per finding, our assessment of
confidence in the evidence, as well as an explanation
of the assessment based on the GRADE-CERQual
approach.

When interpreting the CERQual assessment results,
it is noteworthy that the relative weight of the issues
detected may vary depending on the size of the sup-
porting evidence for each of the review findings. For
instance, a methodological limitation in one contrib-
uting study may be cause for minor concern when
the finding relies on six additional contributing pa-
pers. However, the same methodological limitation
may be cause for moderate concern if the total
amount of contributing studies that endorse a given
finding is lower.

Synthesis findings
Table 2 presents a summary of the contextual informa-
tion pertaining to the contributing studies of this quali-
tative evidence synthesis.
Individual CERQual evidence profile tables are pro-

vided below, supporting the assessment of confidence
in every finding. Each profile table contains at-a-
glance information, followed by detailed evidence-
based results.
Finding 1 reports the values which are attributed to

European societies by university students (Table 3).
As shown in Table 3 studies support finding 1: Multilin-

gualism, cultural diversity and the promotion of human
rights are consistently identified as ‘European values’.
These 9 studies examine values attributed to European-
ness, reporting somewhat different but complementary
understandings of the construct. Predominantly, represen-
tations of Europe are associated with democratic princi-
ples, civic cooperation, peaceful co-existence, political
stability, human rights and the protection of individual
freedoms [5, 11, 18, 24, 33]. Shared traditions, ethnic di-
versity, similar cultural referents and civilizational mean-
ings, alongside a common historical background among
Western nations are identified as the source of affinities
among European nationals [5, 18, 29, 33, 35]. From an
economic perspective, wealth, liberalism and the Euro cur-
rency are emphasised [29] while the salience of spatial
proximity for establishing affinities between nations is
only mentioned in one study [32].
Finding 2 confirms that perceptions of what it means

to be European are context-dependent (Table 4).

Fig. 2 Geographic distribution of reviewed studies
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Most studies reviewed disaggregate data by nationality
of the informants, showing different perceptions of what
Europeanness represents to each national group [24, 40].
For instance, inhabitants of peripheral and central na-
tions, or continental Europe and the UK, differ in their
representations of Europe [5]. Certain identification pat-
terns are common to those who are geographically or
otherwise akin, like Scandinavian countries [3, 5]. How-
ever, diverse conceptualisations are also present within
groups of the same nationality, which can be explained
by the existence of different past political regimes. Dif-
ferences are also explained by the time of the country’s
annexation to the EU [3]. British students’ data are re-
ported separately, due to their country’s ‘isolation’ from
the European political unification [5].
Finding 3 points to the fact that EU institutions are

considered distant, complex and over-bureaucratized en-
tities (Table 5).

Initiatives to have youngsters identify with Europe
have been unsuccessful due to their frustration about
European politics and politicians [5, 32], as well as
the perceived complexity and abstractness of the
European Union and its institutions [8, 9]. The lack
of a clear understanding of European affairs—a sig-
nificant portion of respondents had trouble distin-
guishing ‘Europeans’ from ‘citizens of the EU’ when
identifying themselves—or of the impact that civic
participation would entail, has led to the youngsters’
disengagement from supranational decision-making
and its media coverage [8, 29]. The perception that
European politics has no significant transcendence in
the everyday personal lives of higher education stu-
dents is also identified as causal to this lack of inter-
est [9, 29]. Nevertheless, one study [11] pointed out
different claims made by a small percentage of its
informants about their endorsement of European

Table 2 Contextual information of the studies included in QES

Contributing studies Setting and population

Byram et al. (2017) Luxembourg; student-researchers in Psychology, Law, Linguistics, History, Sociology, Sociolinguistics, and Education
Sciences.

Du Bois-Reymond (1998) Germany, The Netherlands and the UK; students enrolled in education and/or social work degrees.

Erling (2007) Germany; German students and international students from Bulgaria, France, Hungary, Korea and Poland, studying
English at a German university. The latter comprise both foreign students and students on official European or
international exchanges.

Fernández (2005) The UK; European undergraduate students on exchange programmes such as Erasmus and postgraduates on
master’s or PhD programmes.

Fuss and Grosser (2006) Selected European regions: Spain (Madrid and Bilbao), Austria (Vienna and Bregenz), UK (Manchester and Edinburgh),
Germany (Chemnitz and Bielefeld), Czech Republic (Prague) and Slovakia (Bratislava); representative samples of 18–24
years residents versus samples of resident peers engaged in Europe-oriented work or study.

Genova (2016) The UK; Undergraduate and postgraduate Bulgarian students enrolled in universities in London, Wales, Scotland,
Southwest England the Midlands and Northern England.

Grundy 2007 Scotland and the UK; representative sample of 18–24 years residents versus a sample of resident peers engaged in
Europe-oriented work or study.

Hadfield and Summerby-
Murray (2015)

Institute for European Studies (Brussels, Belgium); graduate students (a dozen different EU citizenships)

Licata (2003) Belgium; French-speaking Belgian Psychology students.

Osler (1998) The UK and Denmark; student teachers from Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Finland, Spain and Sweden.

Pollmann (2007) Germany; prospective history and social studies teachers from two German teacher education colleges.

Ros et al. (2008) Check and Slovak Republics, Germany and Spain; European youngsters; students of European and International Law
or Philology; workers at multinational companies.

Spannring et al. (2008) Selected European regions: Spain (Madrid and Bilbao), Austria (Vienna and Bregenz), UK (Manchester and Edinburgh),
Germany (Chemnitz and Bielefeld), Czech Republic (Prague) and Slovakia (Bratislava); representative samples of 18–24
years residents versus samples of resident peers engaged in Europe-oriented work or study.

Sperling (2013) Spain; Young adults of Latin American-immigrant descent (Dominican and Colombian), either arrived in the country
of residence by or before age 12 or born in the country of residence.

Thorpe (2008) Scotland; Scottish representative sample of 18–24 years residents versus a sample of resident peers engaged in
Europe-oriented work or study.

Udrea (2013) Romania; Romanian students who have recently completed or are about to complete their university studies in the
UK

Van Mol (2013) Nine universities in Austria, Belgium, Italy, Norway, and Poland; students of Social and Political Sciences, Language
Studies, Economics and Business Studies, and Engineering.

Wilkins et al. (2010) Turkey and the UK; student teachers enrolled in 3 Turkish universities and Leicester University in the UK.
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institutions. In this context, one subject considered
European institutions as the nurturers of informal
civil action and values.
Finding 4 reveals that university students are disin-

clined to support further integration and Eastward ex-
pansion of the EU (Table 6).
One of the studies reported overt disagreement with

Turkey’s prospective inclusion in the EU. Issues regard-
ing inclusion of new member states were tackled without
the interviewer mentioning a specific nationality, yet all
interviewees chose the example of Turkey and Turkish
immigrants to illustrate their notions of the EU, based
on shared concerns about the human rights situation in
that country, its remote geographical location and pre-
sumably different religious background [26]. Another
study pointed out that the mounting anti-immigrant
sentiment in many European nations may lead to exclu-
sionary views of Europeanness [33]. Similarly, other

studies cite in-group identification of ‘distinctive Euro-
pean traits’ to justify dissimilarities to other countries
beyond European borders [18, 32] and to prevent certain
culturally diverging candidate countries like Turkey from
joining the EU [34]. Nonetheless, one study emphasised
the respondents’ wish for Europe not to become homo-
geneous and their view of cultural standardisation as a
threat to cultural identity [11]. Along the same line, an-
other study argued that in order to gather support, Euro-
pean integration should be presented as a process that
will maintain national distinctiveness and sovereignty
[17].
Finding 5 groups those studies endorsing the compati-

bility of multiple identity layers within the students’ self-
identification (Table 7).
In general, students acknowledge having multiple

levels of identity—local, regional, national, and supra-
national—which emerge depending on the situation and

Table 3 CERQual evidence profile. F1: Multilingualism, cultural diversity and the promotion of human rights are consistently
identified as ‘European values’. Category: European Ethos

N/VMC no or very minor concerns

Table 4 CERQual evidence profile. F2: Perceptions of what it means to be European are contingent upon the national geopolitical
context. Category: European Ethos

N/VMC no or very minor concerns
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context ([1, 9, 10, 26]). One study argued that European
identification relies on pre-existing national identifica-
tions on the social representations of the relations be-
tween the EU and the subordinate geopolitical entity
[17]. Authors also propose that we should think of stu-
dents as having identity layers, corresponding to their
local, national, European and global affiliations (Erling,
2007). These layers of identity are often hierarchised in
students’ minds and though national identity feelings are
commonly stronger, most participants revealed their

European identity feelings were not entirely eclipsed by
national identifications ([7, 10, 35]). Some studies point
to European identity not being the students’ primary
place of identification, but an additional identity marker
of social distinction ([7, 34]).
Byram [1] and Udrea [35] concluded that mobile stu-

dents tend to assimilate European and ‘international
student’ identities, considering them interchangeable.
Encounters with international students usually triggered
a self-reflection and increased awareness of their own

Table 5 CERQual evidence profile. F3: EU institutions are seen as distant, complex and over-bureaucratized entities. Category:
European Ethos

N/VMC no or very minor concerns

Table 6 CERQual evidence profile. F4: The support for further integration is scarce. Category: European Ethos

N/VMC no or very minor concerns
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identity, as such situations require an explanation, de-
scription or justification of one’s origin ([9, 35, [26]). In
some cases, students actualized a European sense of self
because of the fact that they were perceived as Euro-
peans in a foreign environment or when in contact with
non-Europeans in their own country, prompting a dis-
tinctive European identity to emerge [18, 35]. Under
these circumstances, mobile students sometimes added
another layer to their identity negotiation process: that
of migrant [10]. Some students preferred to identify
themselves as ‘world citizens’, as this idea overcame a
more departmentalised conceptualisation of ‘Europeans’
versus ‘outsiders’ [24].
Nevertheless, Grundy and Jamieson [11] observed

the Scottish students’ lack of identification as Euro-
pean. The study concluded that most participants had
strong Scottish national identities and some had
strong feelings about their British nationalities, but
had never considered themselves as European. For the
majority, being European was absent from their rou-
tine and from the festive occasions which have self-
defining properties.
Finding 6 relates the prevalence of national iden-

tities over supranational identities with affective fac-
tors (Table 8).
Youngsters favour their national identity when mea-

sured from an affective perspective or a personal value
[29], and many construe their national citizenship in
terms of a shared culture and a sense of belonging,

rather than as a legal status [24]. Several studies reveal
the perceived lack of a strong emotional response or at-
tachment to Europe ([24, 26]). For most of the inter-
viewees, the problem of describing their feelings about
Europe stems from the lack of personal experiences in
which they have perceived themselves as Europeans [9].
In fact, being European does not represent a deeply
rooted mode of identification but it is seen as a matter
of course due. In this sense, it entails the same type of
personal values and goals as national identities. On an
individual level, thus, the defining elements of their
European identity are personal safety, economic growth
and social recognition; on a collective level, European
identification is concomitant to national security [9, 29].
One study concluded that some aspects of the EU

elicit vehement emotional responses in the students, ob-
servable during the heated discussions that took place in
the focus groups, when individuals were confronted with
some facet of their Europe experience (generally ac-
quired through travelling, direct exposure to other cul-
tures or through public and political discourse) as well
as when debating topics concerned with the future of
the Union. These emotional responses were more co-
gently manifested by students who were politically en-
gaged [32].
Finding 7 summarises the motivations leading to the

students’ individual support of the EU (Table 9).
The nine studies cited corroborate that individual sup-

port for the EU correlates with the benefits that

Table 7 CERQual evidence profile. F5: Self-identification is compatible with the ‘nested identities’ theory. Category: Self-identification

N/VMC no or very minor concerns
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membership might afford on a personal level. Similarly,
social groups are most likely to identify with Europe if
they have something to gain by doing so [34]. A pre-
dominant theme tackled by studies is the perceived im-
portance of freedom of movement and the elimination
of custom controls when crossing internal frontiers in
respondents’ minds [1, 8, 24, 35]. Mobility is of such im-
portance that it encouraged several students to re-define

themselves as European citizens [24]. Other perceived
benefits are academic, educational and funding oppor-
tunities [1, 33, 35], employment prospects [33, 35], the
right to reside without restriction in any member coun-
try, the prerogative to take any amount of money when
travelling to other EU countries and the ability to make
payments seamlessly anywhere in Europe [8]. A hypo-
thetical transfer of competencies to the EU (for instance,

Table 8 CERQual evidence profile. F6: The prevalence of national identities is closely linked to affective factors. Category: Self-
identification

N/VMC no or very minor concerns

Table 9 CERQual evidence profile. F7: Support for the EU is rooted on instrumental / utilitarian motivations. Category: Predictors of
endorsement and opposition

N/VMC no or very minor concerns
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regarding a European army which would undertake
shared defence efforts) was sometimes also based on
utilitarian considerations [26].
Finding 8 supports that speaking foreign languages fa-

vours identification with supranational identities and
Europe (Table 10).
Three studies that examined this issue ascertained that

students who expressed an above-average feeling of at-
tachment to Europe generally also regarded language
skills as a key factor for establishing transnational rela-
tions and developing a cosmopolitan sense of belonging
to many different places ([7, 9, 32]). Similarly, one study
concludes that individuals who are members of the ‘cul-
tural bourgeoisie’, who hold a high degree of further
education and are oriented to knowledge of foreign lan-
guages, society and cultures, are more likely to positively
identify with Europe [34]. By contrast, one study [11]
found that respondents who held a European identity
rarely attributed their affiliation to studying European
languages or to their higher education, and instead as-
cribed it to events that occurred much earlier in their
biographies, such as friendships, shared experiences,
emotions and meaningful communication with Euro-
pean nationals from other countries.
However, foreign language learning is generally con-

sidered as a facilitator of European identity, as people
seek opportunities of exchange and communication with
nationals of other countries or cultures through foreign
languages [32]. The connection between multilingual-
ism and European identity is also addressed by two

studies. Thus, command of English is perceived as a
marker of affinity with Europe and of holding a
multilingual identity [7]. Multilingual competence, in
turn, is used to distinguish between being a European
researcher and an international researcher when in
‘the rest of the world’ [1].
Finding 9 attests university students’ fear for their na-

tional cultural identity in the Pan-European cultural
arena (Table 11).
Three studies reported the respondents’ concerns re-

garding Europe becoming too homogeneous and their
view of cultural standardisation, loss of national power
and lack of respect for regional cultures as a threat to the
desirable culturally distinct identity of each nation ([5, 11,
17]). In contrast, one study contributed evidence that ex-
posure to other cultures may help to generate a conscious-
ness of national or regional distinctiveness or even
rejection of the other cultures to which one is exposed
[32].
Finding 10 indicates that academic sojourns possibly

have a positive impact on students’ support for the EU
(Table 12).
Some studies considered educational mobility pivotal

in facilitating the students’ assumption of a European
sense of belonging, as some respondents argued that
without the opportunity to study abroad and the experi-
ences derived from it, their sense of Europeanness would
have remained a lot less prominent ([3, 35]). Similarly,
some studies suggest that education through mobility re-
mains a highly viable means of (re)constructing identity

Table 10 CERQual evidence profile. F8: Speaking foreign languages favours identification with supranational identities and Europe.
Category: Predictors of endorsement and opposition

N/VMC no or very minor concerns
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and European integration, even in a time of economic
crisis [12]. However, the results of individual studies
greatly fluctuate on their appraisal of academic sojourns
abroad. The development of a European identity through
student mobility is not self-evident for all European

countries and is subject to regional variation [3].
Additionally, some results seem to indicate that European
mobile students are a priori already significantly oriented
towards Europe, before they partake in the experience
abroad [3]. One study concluded that the positive effect of

Table 11 CERQual evidence profile. F9: National or cultural identity loss is the biggest perceived threat of endorsing a European
identity. Category: Predictors of endorsement and opposition

N/VMC no or very minor concerns

Table 12 CERQual evidence profile. F10: Academic sojourns have a positive impact on students’ support for the EU. Category:
Predictors of endorsement and opposition

N/VMC no or very minor concerns
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sojourns was limited to fostering positive feelings towards
the culture of the host territory and towards the home
country, but not towards Europe as a whole [18]. In Llur-
da’s work (2016), the extent of the impact correlates to the
level of Europeanness of the host country. Thus, students
sojourning in the ‘least European country’ (the UK) feel
they would probably experience a deeper feeling of Euro-
peanness elsewhere, like in countries such as Belgium or
Germany.
Two studies reported the detrimental effects of foreign

country academic experiences caused by indifferent and
occasionally hostile attitudes of students in the host
country. In this sense, informants either expressed the
difficulty to gain access to the people and cultures of
their host countries [24] or negative rhetoric encoun-
tered abroad. ‘The overarching negativity in the host so-
ciety ultimately results in strengthening participants’
sense of national belonging’ (Genova [10], 8). Llurda also
referred a heightened sense of national identity post ex-
perience abroad. The results suggest that the detrimental
effects could be minimised by inducting exchange stu-
dents into the social and academic life of the host com-
munity [24].
Finding 11 reveals that exposure through leisure or

spontaneous travel to Europe facilitates students’ Euro-
pean identification (Table 13)
The relevance of boundary-crossing experiences and

international travelling is highlighted as a means to
achieving open-mindedness, curiosity and identity
changes or identities in flux (hybridity and non-
exclusivity in national and regional identities), which

may facilitate the adoption of a European identity [33].
Two studies report an explicit causality between per-
sonal experiences of stays abroad, as well as a more
prominent inclusion of a European aspect in one’s self-
identity ([9] [32]). The increased levels of identification
with Europe are explained by the exposure to other cul-
tures which occurs by travelling abroad or having imme-
diate family members residing in other countries.
Sojourners’ self-perceptions and identifications were
often influenced by the way they were perceived or la-
belled by local, international and co-national people they
interact with while in other countries. A further way to
explore exposure is through personal migration experi-
ences that the young person has had if they have lived
elsewhere or when close members of their immediate
family have had such an experience [32]. Nevertheless,
one study conducted in a British setting concluded that
travel to continental Europe along with exposure to
European culture do not necessarily result in a sense of
belonging to Europe [34].
Finding 12 indicates that intentional pedagogic interven-

tions are suited to raise European awareness (Table 14).
The seven contributing studies address the importance

of cognitive mobilisation [12, 32], citizenship education
[40], cultural capital oriented to Europe [34], intercul-
tural understanding and comparative education [8, 24]
to support the development of a relational identification
with Europe. Hence, the findings underpin empirically
the need for actively incorporating ‘Conscious European-
ism’ citizenship contents into the existing curricula.
Similarly, another study [11] corroborated that although

Table 13 CERQual evidence profile. F11: Exposure through leisure or spontaneous travel to Europe facilitates students’ European
identification. Category: Foreign countries experiences

N/VMC no or very minor concerns
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deliberate interventions to foster civic engagement
among Europeans, such as town-twinning or school-
exchange experiences, were infrequent, they raised the
awareness of pupils.

Discussion and conclusions
In the CERQual assessment of each finding, authors
have determined that the research methods used in the
primary studies may in some cases limit the applicability
and completeness of the data reported. All the included
studies made use of individual or group interviews and
focus group discussions as their main method of data
collection, and none used long-term ethnographic
methods.
Taken together, the findings presented suggest a rather

generic representation of community ethos, charac-
terised by plurilingual and multicultural societies which
ideally abide by ‘European values’ and uphold democracy
and human rights. It can also be concluded that univer-
sity students’ identification as Europeans is subsidiary to,
but also compatible with, their more salient and emotion
laden national and regional identities. As it has been
shown, European identity is contextually bound and sur-
faces more frequently during transnational experiences
and encounters with international peers. However, the
youngsters’ endorsement of the EU is consistently asso-
ciated to economic preoccupations and assumptions that
membership can have practical benefits for the citizens’
everyday life and future prospects. In this sense, the
Commission’s communication campaigns and educa-
tional initiatives tackling the utilitarian aspects of

European citizenship seem to have permeated the stu-
dents’ collective worldview.
Nevertheless, civic duties, policies and supranational

decision-making seem too far-removed to be of any
consequence in young Europeans’ daily activity. An
implication of this is the need to instigate structural
changes on a national and local level to ensure that
youngsters receive better knowledge about the EU
and their means of active participation in the EU
decision-making process.
Endorsing curricula which address European public

space in a transversal way, both at the higher educa-
tion stage and at the preceding levels of the educa-
tion system, would possibly contribute to a citizen-
friendly EU and a greater popular ownership of
European matters. Reinforcing the European Dimen-
sion in Education which transcends individualistic
views and relies on value-based approaches would
stimulate greater identification with Europe. Thus,
an inclusive Europe-oriented education, covering re-
sponsible citizenship, multiple identities and citizens’
dialogue should be central to the EU’s lifelong learn-
ing agenda, reaching all stages of informal, non-
formal and formal education, particularly that of the
higher education realm. We concur with Diestro Fer-
nández [4] in that future educational policies should
envisage a broadly defined European studies curricu-
lum which considers differentiated narratives and fo-
cuses on social endeavours, dialogue, solidarity and
plurality in order to mobilise these young adults in
support of the European process and to strengthen
their European identity.

Table 14 CERQual evidence profile. F12: Intentional pedagogic interventions are desirable to raise European awareness. Category:
Foreign countries experiences

N/VMC no or very minor concerns
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As much as a valuable tool for intercultural under-
standing, the command of foreign languages is recur-
rently identified as a predictor of endorsement of the
EU. In fact, mobile students display more pro-European
attitudes than their non-mobile fellows, but whether this
results from the experience abroad or predates it is an
unsettled issue. Foreign language learning is generally
acknowledged for its contributing effect to inter-personal
communication and socialisation during transnational ex-
periences, leading to the development of cosmopolitan
dispositions. In this sense, the EU’s continuing commit-
ment with plurilingual education seems to be particularly
fitting for the promotion of European citizenship.
Both academic sojourns and leisure transnational ex-

periences chiefly have a positive impact on the students’
perceptions about the EU and broaden their own civic
and cultural identities; however, either of them would
benefit from intentional pedagogical interventions to
fully address the current discussion on the future of
Europe. By supplementing the students’ European cul-
tural capital and equipping them for the challenges of
globalism, complexity and the unequal distribution of
opportunities throughout European societies, education
has the means to better prepare young citizens for inter-
cultural dialogue and democratic participation.
Some implications for further research need also to be

mentioned. From a heuristic perspective, the need for
researcher reflexivity in future qualitative studies on the
phenomena of interest examined in this review has been
established. Regarding the thematic categories analysed,
it is deemed that more detail concerning setting and par-
ticipants is also needed to identify underlying cultural or
social phenomena (shared values or beliefs) that mediate
the influence of study programmes abroad.
High confidence has been placed in the evidence con-

tributing to several review findings, especially those
concerning the relationships between national and Euro-
pean identities. However, further research, especially
dealing with cross-border individual practices, both aca-
demic and spontaneous, whose positive impact on Euro-
pean identification is not consistently corroborated,
could strengthen evidence for the findings where moder-
ate confidence was awarded. In turn, such additional
empirical evidence would fully substantiate the European
Union’s education policy agenda and justify mobility
programme funding in the years to come.
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