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Do European Capitals of Culture Influence Attitudes Towards
and Identification with the European Union?

DAVID KNOLL
Department of Politics and Public Administration, University of Konstanz, Konstanz

Abstract

The European Capitals of Culture (ECoC) programme, a cornerstone of EU Cultural Policy, is
designed to foster a sense of Europeanness amongst citizens and is described as a legitimizing
tool for the EU. Although ECoCs cumulatively form the largest cultural event in Europe, their
effectiveness in achieving these goals remains understudied. I contribute the first assessment of
the effect of ECoCs on attitudes towards and identification with the EU by comparing ECoC
regions before and after the event to non-winning competitors. Results from difference-
in-differences regression on Eurobarometer data show that positive effects of ECoCs on attitudes
towards and identification with the EU are limited both spatially to the hosting region and tempo-
rally to the immediate aftermath of the event. Thus, ECoCs are a tool to bring the EU closer to its
citizens, but their effects could be amplified further by strengthening the European dimension of
the events.

Keywords: attitudes towards the EU; EU cultural policy; European Capitals of Culture; identification
with the EU

Introduction

Designed to foster a sense of Europeanness amongst citizens, the European Capitals of
Culture (ECoC) programme is arguably the best known and most extensive building
block of EU cultural policy (Patel, 2013, p. 541). As such, it is primarily designed to ‘in-
crease European citizens’ sense of belonging to a common cultural area’ (European
Commission, 2024). Since 1985, this ‘artistic counterweight to the economic and com-
mercial integration of Europe’ (Mittag, 2013, p. 41f) is a title awarded to up to three cities
per year in three predesignated countries. Over time, the programme evolved from a
purely cultural festival to a multifaceted, yearlong mega-event entailing dozens of
high-brow and mass-level cultural happenings. This includes art exhibitions, street art
or festivals (Garcia and Cox, 2013, pp. 73, 78) and involves a multiplicity of stakeholders
ranging from artists to citizens, cultural organizations and even embassies (McAteer
et al., 2013, p. 44). To prepare for the coveted title, host cities invest considerably in
upgrading their infrastructure, including the restoration of historical sites, roadworks, de-
veloping rundown areas and building cultural venues (Steiner et al., 2015, p. 376).

Thus far, scholarly attention has been paid to investigating the urban and economic
impacts of ECoCs (see, e.g., Balsas, 2004; Gomes and Librero-Cano, 2018; Hudec
et al., 2019), but we know much less about the programme’s effect on European identity
and attitudes towards the EU. Previous conceptual (Ldhdesméki et al., 2021) and qualita-
tive (Fage-Butler, 2020) work on ECoCs linked them to the formation of a European iden-
tity, and on the 25th anniversary of the ECoC programme in 2010, it was also celebrated
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for improving the European Union’s image (Mittag, 2013, p. 39). Still, a systematic eval-
uation of the connection between Capitals of Culture and citizens’ European identity and
EU-related attitudes is missing. To address this gap, this research note asks: what is the
effect of European Capitals of Culture on citizens’ attitudes towards and identification
with the EU?

Based on existing research, I first argue that ECoC improve (a) attitudes towards and
(b) identification with the EU. This is the result of both increased intergroup contact for
citizens that comes with hosting an ECoC, as well as the economic benefits that the pro-
gramme brings about. I further argue that in light of the programme’s official goal of
highlighting the cultural diversity of Europe and fostering a common sense of belonging,
ECoCs increase citizens’ association of the EU with cultural diversity. Relying on the
competitive national selection process for ECoCs, 1 use a difference-in-differences
(DiD) design in which citizens in ECoC regions are compared to citizens in regions with
cities that competed for the title but ultimately did not win it. This strategy uses citizens in
competitor regions as comparison group for the citizens in ECoC regions and is applied to
19 Capital of Culture rounds between 2005 and 2019.

The results support the second part of the argument, showing that ECoCs foster asso-
ciations of the EU with cultural diversity, thereby achieving the programme’s core aim
of highlighting the rich cultural heritage and diversity of Europe. Findings on the first
part of the argument are mixed though: the programme has no discernible impact on peo-
ple’s image of the EU itself but can increase trust in the EU (attitudinal effects), as well
as identification as an EU citizen. However, effects are limited geographically to the
actual host city (as opposed to the wider region) and limited in time to the immediate
aftermath of the event. Ultimately, results demonstrate that Capitals of Culture can fill
the EU’s motto ‘United in Diversity’ with life but point to important scope conditions
of these effects.

This research note speaks to the literature on EU cultural policy, as well as on attitudes
towards and identification with the EU more broadly. The present work contributes the
first large-N, comparative assessment of the ECoC programme’s attitudinal and
identity-related effects, a thus far understudied aspect of one of Europe’s largest cultural
events. In doing so, it adds a new angle to the evaluation and future development of the
ECoC programme as the flagship of European cultural policy.

I. ECoCs and Attitudes Towards the European Union

What are expectations regarding the effects of ECoCs on EU-related attitudes and identi-
ties? Invented to show tangible results after an inconclusive Greek Council presidency in
1983, Greek minister of culture and actress Melina Mercouri initiated the programme as
an art-based counterpoint to the developing common market (Mittag, 2013). Besides their
economic benefits, the literature describes ECoCs as a legitimizing tool for the European
Union (Fage-Butler, 2020; Lahdesmaki et al., 2021), a ‘cheap tool for marketing’ for the
EU (Palonen, 2010, p.104) and a way to sell the community to its citizens
(Sassatelli, 2002, p. 436). An unnamed member of the European Parliament poignantly
summarized the necessity for a European cultural policy as a legitimizing tool for the
European Union by saying ‘no one falls in love with a common market’, (as cited in
Shore, 2004, p. 28). The Commission of the European Communities recognized this as
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early as 1987, when they noted somewhat verbosely that ‘[...] being part of a European
culture [...] is one of the prerequisites for the solidarity which is vital if the advent of
the large market and the resulting radical changes in living conditions within the
Community is to secure the popular support it needs’ (Commission of the European
Communities, 1988, p. 5). Even though the programme evolved from a purely cultural
celebration of Europe towards an economic and touristic booster-event for run-down
cities, bringing Europeans closer together remains an official goal and each application
needs to outline how they plan to fill the required ‘European dimension’ with life.

The idea of ECoCs as a legitimizing tool for the European Union ties in with well-es-
tablished identity-based as well as utilitarian theories of EU support. First, from an
identity-based perspective, citizens come to like the EU better after ECoCs because they
feel more European as a result of being exposed to European symbols (cf. Billig, 1995;
Manners, 2011; Shore, 2013) and positive intergroup contact (Allport et al., 1954) with
fellow Europeans. European flags, the EU constantly looming in the background as the
initiator of the programme, news coverage of events, speeches, debates, co-operations
with other European cities and artists, city partnerships or the highlighting of an ECoC’s
European heritage are frequently used to fill the ‘European dimension’, which every
ECoC is required to include in its programme, with life (Garcia and Cox, 2013). To the
extent that the ECoC programme ‘contributed to the Europeanization of cities around
Europe through requiring them to find ways to narrate and present themselves as
European’ (Lahdesméki et al., 2021, p. 56), it makes Europe salient in the host cities.
Literature on experiencing the politics of everyday Europe (e.g., Kuhn, 2015; Recchi
et al., 2019) helps to explain the mechanism of identity construction through the power
of symbols, pointing to the role of repetition of cultural practices, normalization and de-
liberate labelling in shaping the transnational social reality of Europe. McNamara (2015,
p. 82) concludes that through ECoCs, [...] Europe is diffused into the everyday fabric of
the cities, in a subtle and banal set of representations matched with various practices
celebrating these European capitals’. The mechanism ultimately works similar to the
one linking the Erasmus student exchange programme to EU support (see, e.g., Mazzoni
et al., 2018).

Second, from a utility-based perspective, citizens come to like the EU better after
experiencing an ECoC because they benefit from it economically. Previous research
found positive effects of ECoCs on local and regional economic development, despite
their high costs (Falk and Hagsten, 2017; Gomes and Librero-Cano, 2018). If individuals
ascribe this economic improvement to the EU as the initiator of the programme, utilitarian
theories of EU support (Foster and Frieden, 2021; Gabel, 1998) predict an improvement
in attitudes towards and identification with the EU, as people realize the benefits brought
about by the event.' As the events are tied to a specific host city or region, the first hypoth-
esis reads:

H1 : Citizens in Capital of Culture regions exhibit (a) improved attitudes towards and (b)
higher identification with the EU compared to citizens in non-hosting regions.

'As those benefits can materialize not only during hosting but also during the preparation phase (Gomes and Librero-
Cano, 2018), effects of announcing that a city will host an ECoC are tested later on as well.
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From a policy evaluation perspective, ECoCs should also increase citizens’ association
of the EU with cultural diversity. Former Commission president Barroso echoed the stated
goal of ECoCs to highlight the diversity within the European cultural space, when he
praised the programme as being an ‘[...] illustration of the EU’s commitment to cultural
diversity and also how culture can unite people within Europe’ (European Commis-
sion, 2010). If ECoCs achieve the goal of highlighting the diversity that is part of the
EU’s motto ‘In Varietate Concordia’, individuals in Capitals of Culture should associate
the EU more strongly with cultural diversity than citizens on other regions, as the former
are directly exposed to the diversity these events entail. Note that this association is not
directional, but associational: it does not qualify whether a person approves of cultural di-
versity as a value or not; it merely refers to the mental link.

H?2 : Citizens in Capital of Culture regions perceive the EU to be more culturally diverse
than citizens in non-hosting regions.

II. Research Design

This research note uses DiD regression on Eurobarometer survey data from 2005 to 2019
to investigate the attitudinal effects of hosting Capitals of Culture. Since 2005, the EU
predesignates up to three countries per year to host an ECoC (European Commis-
sion, 2005), configuring the selection as several independent nation-wide competitions
between cities for the title each year (Mittag, 2013, p. 45). Hence, I compare attitudes
in ECoCs regions to their competitor regions before and after the event. This strategy
has also been used to investigate the economic effects of ECoCs (Falk and Hagsten, 2017,
Gomes and Librero-Cano, 2018), as well as life satisfaction in ECoCs up until the early
2000’s (Steiner et al., 2015). However, this study is the first to use the competitive ECoC
selection process to investigate EU-related outcomes using individual-level survey data,
which are obtained by cumulating and unifying 26 Eurobarometer waves from 2005 to
2019 (listed in Table S1). This represents the time-frame between the onset of national-
ized competitions for the title and the beginning of the Covid pandemic that disrupted
the regular cycle of events and includes about 21,500 respondents across 19 rounds
(Table 1).

Some features of this approach merit discussion. First, high politicization and the influ-
ence of experts in the selection process (Patel, 2013) cast doubts over the similarity of
winning and losing cities. Still, Table 1 shows that ECoC cities represent a diverse mix
of capitals and peripheral cities, including poorer and wealthier places alike. Second,
endogeneity could arise if ECoCs have higher levels of EU support than competitors to
begin with. The DiD approach circumvents this problem by looking at changes between
cities, thereby accounting for baseline differences. Third, other events such as the
Euro-crisis also affect EU support. However, as long as events do not affect ECoCs and
competitors differently, these shocks are absorbed in the within-country comparison
resulting from the national competitions. Fourth, some competitor cities host local,
scaled-back versions of their envisioned ECoC programme despite losing the competition
(Richards, 2015). What sounds like a confounding event in fact strengthens the
approach as it makes hosts and competitors more alike, with differences being reduced
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Table 1: Overview of European Capitals of Culture.

City Country Year Notes

Cork Ireland 2005

Patras Greece 2006 Dropped (no competition)
Luxemburg Luxemburg 2007 Dropped (no subnational data)
Sibiu Rumania 2007 Dropped (no competition)
Liverpool United Kingdom 2008

Stavanger Norway 2008 Dropped (not EU)

Linz Austria 2009 Dropped (no competition)
Vilnius Lithuania 2009 Dropped (no competition)
Essen Germany 2010

Pécs Hungary 2010

Istanbul Turkey 2010 Dropped (not EU)

Turku Finland 2011

Tallinn Estonia 2011

Guimaraes Portugal 2012 Dropped (all competitors in same region)
Maribor Slovenia 2012

Marseille France 2013

Kosice Slovakia 2013

Umed Sweden 2014

Riga Latvia 2014

Mons Belgium 2015 Dropped (no subnational data)
Pilsen Czech Republic 2015

Wroclaw (Breslau) Poland 2016

San Sebastian Spain 2016

Aarhus Denmark 2017

Paphos Cyprus 2017

Leeuwarden Netherlands 2018

Valletta Malta 2018 Dropped (no subnational data)
Matera Italy 2019

Plovdiv Bulgaria 2019

Source: Data: Gomes and Librero-Cano (2018, tab. 3); GESIS for disaggregation information (https://www.gesis.org/en/
eurobarometer-data-service/survey-series/standard-special-eb/study-overview).

to the EU looming in the background as the name-sake patron of the actual ECoC.
Fifth, one would ideally compare ECoCs only to the closest competitors, not all con-
tenders. Such a hard ranking is usually not created, but where possible, only close
competitors (as identified by Gomes and Librero-Cano, 2018, tab. 3) are used as com-
parison group. Finally, even if cities are not chosen as-if randomly from a pool of
close competitors, the award does come at random for the average citizen (Steiner
et al., 2015).

To measure attitudes towards the EU, the outcome for Hla, I use two variables: first, a
dummy indicating if a person ‘tends to #rust the European Union’ (=1) or not (=0) and,
second, a 5-point scale of respondents’ image of the EU (‘In general, does the EU conjure
up for you a very positive, fairly positive, neutral, fairly negative or very negative im-
age?’), with higher values indicating a better image. To measure respondent’s European
identity (H1b), a dichotomized version of the 4-point item ‘You feel you are a citizen of
the EU’ is used. To investigate H2, I rely on a dummy constructed from the question
‘What does the EU mean to you personally?’. It equals one if ‘cultural diversity’ was
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chosen from a non-exclusive list of elements, and zero otherwise. Consequently, I rely on
logistic regression for trust, identification and association with cultural diversity and or-
dered logistic regression for image.

The DiD estimator as the main independent variable is the interaction of two dummies:
first, time measures if respondents were interviewed before (0) or after (1) the event took
place in their country. As Eurobarometer waves are usually fielded in spring and late au-
tumn, the autumn wave before an ECoC-year (e.g., wave 62.0 from late 2004 for the 2005
ECoC of Cork) is the pre-event measure, and the autumn wave near the end of the
ECoC-year represents the post-event measure (wave 64.2 from late 2005 for Cork). By
then, most events of the ECoC have passed.” Comparing two autumn waves accounts
for potential seasonality effects. In the robustness tests, I also check for effects of an-
nouncing (as opposed to hosting) the event by using the announcement date as treatment.
Second, ecoc is a dummy indicating if a respondent lives in the region hosting the ECoC
(1) or in a region with a competing city (0). The variable is constructed from
Eurobarometer region indicators, with information on competitors taken from Gomes
and Librero-Cano (2018, tab. 3) and the official evaluations for more recent cities. I addi-
tionally control for a number of sociodemographic factors, namely, respondent age, gen-
der, age when finishing full-time education, occupation status (working/student/retired/
non-working) and residency (rural/town/urban). Due to many missing values on attitudi-
nal covariates of EU support, they are not included as controls in the regression, but their
pre-event balance is discussed below and respondent’s political left—right orientation is
included as a covariate in Table S7 with the correspondingly reduced sample size. De-
tailed information on variables, coding, cities and competitors is provided in Tables S2
and S3 and Figure F3.

Before looking at the results, I discuss three underlying assumptions. First, it is neces-
sary to verify that respondents in host and competitor regions are sufficiently similar to
serve as comparison groups for each other. It is thus reassuring to see that most
pre-event covariates are balanced between groups, even though splitting around 1000 re-
spondents per country and wave in the respective regions does not guarantee representa-
tive samples on the regional level (Table S4). Given the extensive preparation before the
event and the boosterist talk about benefits accompanying them, it is not surprising that
the economic expectations and support for globalization are slightly more positive in host
regions. Second, the DiD framework requires that both groups follow parallel trends prior
to the event. Figure F1 shows that by and large, the parallel trends assumption holds. Ex-
ceptions include trends in Cyprus and Poland, which are not included in subset analysis
later on for that reason. Remaining differences appear to be attributable to statistical noise.
Finally, I argue that spillovers from ECoCs to competitors are not a major concern — if
anything, they attenuate effects towards zero. Whilst a decrease in attitudes in competitor
cities as a ‘backlash’ against losing the competition is theoretically possible, it does not
appear empirically. Three outcome variables remain constant or increase. Only image de-
creases, but does so in the host region as well, indicating an overall time trend, rather than
a backlash specific to competitors.

2Investigating longer periods of time before and after the event is not a viable option, as the regional coding becomes in-
consistent across longer time spans for many countries, which is also why an event-study is infeasible in the present case.
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III. Findings

A first descriptive result of the effects of hosting Capitals of Culture on attitudes towards
and identification with the EU are #-tests of post-event differences. Whilst they show sig-
nificantly higher trust in the EU and higher associations of the EU with cultural diversity
in host regions (p < 0.001), the DiD regressions in Table 2 do not appear to support the
hypotheses at first glance. The models include demographic controls, a series of dummies
for event rounds and, of course, the interaction between time (pre/post hosting the event)
and ECoC (host region/competitor region). Looking at all 19 rounds for which data are
available, the DiD estimators return insignificant for respondents’ image of the EU
(model 1), their trust in it (model 3), their self-identification as an EU citizen (model 5)
and their association of the EU with cultural diversity (model 7).

However, the right-hand models for each outcome in Table 2 paint a more nuanced pic-
ture. They focus on the subgroup of ECoC rounds in which effects (positive as well as
negative) are most likely to be detectable — that is, rounds where city-level effects are less
prone to get diluted in the wider region being coded as ‘hosting’, until they become sta-
tistically undetectable noise. This includes (a) events where the ECoC and the region
coded as hosting overlap more closely due to the fact that NUTS-2 regions are either geo-
graphically comparatively small or rounds with more detailed NUTS-3-level data avail-
able [Pilsen 2015 (CZ), Aarhus 2017 (DK), Leeuwarden 2018 (NL), Turku 2011 (FI),
Tallin 2011 (EE) and Riga 2014 (LV)] and (b) events that explicitly incorporated the en-
tire region [Maribor 2012 (SI), Essen 2010 (DE), see Srakar and Vecco, 2017;
Mittag, 2013].

When compared to the time trend of the competitor regions, citizens in this subset of
ECoC regions appear to have higher trust in the EU (Table 2, model 4, p < 0.1), tend
to identify as EU citizens more frequently (model 6, p < 0.1) and also associate the EU
more strongly with cultural diversity (model 8, p < 0.05). These findings — visualized
in Figure 1 — illustrate that under favourable circumstances, the change in average pre-
dicted probabilities to trust the EU increases by 4.1 percentage points compared to the
predicted change in trust in the competing regions. The predicted probability to identify
as a European citizen increases by 5.6 percentage points and the probability to associate
the EU with cultural diversity by about 3.9 percentage points. These effects amount to
8.2%, 12.2% and 9.5% of the respective variable’s standard deviation. The EU’s image
in hosting regions remains unaffected, as model 2 shows. To sum up, there is conditional
empirical support for H2 (EU = Cultural diversity) and H1b (EU identity), whereas sup-
port for Hla (EU attitudes) is mixed, with null findings for EU image and limited support
for trust.

The results so far use the autumn wave of the hosting year as post-event measures. To
test if effects persist, I rerun the above analyses using spring wave after hosting as the
post-event measure. Table S5 shows that effects are short lived and disappear less than
half a year after a city’s spell as an ECoC draws to a close, and Table S13 reports substan-
tially similar results obtained from linear models. These points to important scope condi-
tions for the attitudinal and identity-based effects of ECoCs: first, they appear to be lim-
ited to the hosting time itself, and second, they do not spill over to the wider geographic
region. Instead, they are only detectable if an entire region is exposed to the event, either

© 2024 The Author(s). JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies published by University Association for Contemporary European Studies and John Wiley & Sons
Ltd.



1383

Do European Capitals of Culture Influence Attitudes Towards and Identification with the European Union?

1000>d, 100>4d, "S0°0>d_"1°0 > d, "KNSIOAIP [eIMNO PUE USZIID ()F IS 10§ JIS0[ “0Tew (7 J0j UOISSAITAI dNISISO] PasdpI() “sasdyjuared Ul SIOLD PIEPUE)S 1SN0y $AION

TSSL 668°0C 8611 6SH€1 1619 18€°61 covL 0T8°1¢ SUONBAISSqO
LT6E— €99°01— €€ST— SS6L— c6vr— 0rsSTI— 2006— 0ST'LT— pooyIeyI[-307]
0t0°0 0t0°0 €500 0900 S¥0°0 990°0 810°0 0S0°0 2 Opnasq
(81°0) (z1ro) (0z0) (€10 910 (11°0)
#x%xE8 1— %838 1— #%£5°0— #*x£€°0— %%%L6°0— #xx05°0 juesuo)
SO SAA SQA SOA SAA SOA SQA SOA m@ESOh ,_o,« CE|
(010 (90°0) (T1ro) (90°0) (60°0) (50°0) (80°0) #0°0)
#xLT0— #x91°0— *%3€°0— wxxCV 0— #xSC0— #8310~ #%xx0€°0— #%x8C0— Sunprom-uou Y10
(60°0) (90°0) (11°0) (90°0) (80°0) (50°0) (L00) #0°0)
80°0— *C1°0— 80°0— #%0C°0— #%ST0 #+€1°0 £0°0 S00— paIndy
(1o (L00) 910 (o010 (110 (L0°0) 010 (90°0)
10— #x07°0— #P€0— v10— #%xC€0 #5%SE€0 LO0 S0°0 juapmg
(Sunpom :oseq) uonednoo
(L0°0) (¥0°0) (60°0) (50°0) (90°0) #0°0) (90°0) (€0°0)
#557C0 #4810 ¥0°0 #€1°0 80°0— 00— 80°0 %800 ueqin)
(L0°0) (¥0°0) (60°0) (s0°0) (90°0) ¥0°0) (90°0) (€0°0)
#%0T°0— wxP 10— 90°0— #x€1°0— 80°0— #L0°0— L01°0— ¥0'0— [eany
(umoy :9seq) ASUIPISTY
(100) (10°0) (200) (100) (10°0) (10°0) (10°0) (100)
#xx£1°0 *xxV1°0 #xx91°0 #%xxS1°0 #%x60°0 #%%60°0 #xx01°0 #0170 uoneonpy
(00°0) (00°0) (00°0) (00°0) (00°0) (00°0) (00°0) (00°0)
+10°0— 000— 00'0— £00°0— +10°0— #5000~ 000— #5000~ a8y
(90°0) (€0°0) (L00) ¥0°0) (S0°0) (€0°0) (¥0°0) (€0°0)
##%970— %070~ ¥0°0 ¥0°0 700 10°0— L0°0 €00 Iopusn
N0)) (80°0) (s1°0) (60°0) 01°0) (L0°0) (60°0) (90°0)
+€C°0 01°0 LLT0 ¥0°0 .81°0 £0°0— 100 ¥0°0— JUIA-1S0 4 DODH
(L0°0) (¥0°0) (60°0) #0°0) (90°0) (€0°0) (50°0) (€0°0)
10°0 S0°0 %610 90°0 w120~ €00 L60°0— 10°0— JUOAS-1S0J
(60°0) (90°0) (11°0) (L0°0) (80°0) (50°0) (L00) #0°0)
LO0O— 10°0 SI°0— 80°0— 01°0 #x91°0 #xCC0 wsxL1°0 D004
s 9, 9) (<) (¥) (¢ ) (1
Asapa1p (oamymo = g uazn1o N A ut jsnay a3vull N

"SOpMMY g U0 $HO0DH SUNSOH JO SHNSAY uoIssaISay I 7 °[9BL

© 2024 The Author(s). JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies published by University Association for Contemporary European Studies and John Wiley & Sons

Ltd.



1384 David Knoll

Figure 1: Effects of Capitals of Culture on Attitudes Towards and Identification with the EU
(Based on Table 2, Models 4, 6 and 8).
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because the city corresponds to the measurement region or because the event explicitly
involved the entire region.

A number of robustness tests strengthen confidence in the above results: first,
Lahdesméki (2014, p. 193) concludes for Pecs 2010 (Hungary) that ‘depending on the
perspectives of those in the audience, the most prominent scale might be not the Euro-
pean, but rather the local, regional, national or even global’. Table S6 tests the effect of
ECoCs on respondents’ identification with their town and their country for ECoCs after
2014, when corresponding variables are included in the Eurobarometer. Changes in re-
spondents’ attachment to their town and country do not differ significantly between
hosting and non-hosting regions.

Second, respondents’ political leaning could confound the effect of ECoCs on EU
identity and attitudes. Respondents’ left—right self-placement is not asked in all relevant
Eurobarometer waves. In other waves, it features non-response rates of up to 40%, which
is why it is not included in the main models. Keeping this caveat in mind, Table S7 shows
that the DiD estimator remains positive and significant for trusting the EU and associating
it with cultural diversity in the same subset of ECoCs used above. Identifying as an EU
citizen turns insignificant, though this is the model suffering most from missing data.

Third, I probe effect heterogeneity by disaggregating the results on a round-by-round
basis. Figure F2 shows considerable variation between cities, but confidence intervals are
large and mostly include zero, as sample sizes naturally decrease using such a high level
of disaggregation. This variation ties in with the case study literature pointing towards the
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negative externalities that ECoCs sometimes produce, such as excessive gentrification,
mismanagement, disruptive construction works or outright corruption (L&hdesmaki, 2014;
Patel, 2013; Zili¢-Fiser and Erjavec, 2017). The aggregated results reported here are
therefore net effects, capturing both positive and negative repercussions of the events, at-
tenuating our effects towards zero and making the estimates more conservative. Despite
also picking up the backlash of the events, the comparison to the average across rounds
shows that overall, positive effects overall appear to outweigh the negative ones. Fourth,
we can compare ECoC regions to the entire rest of the country, not only to competitor re-
gions. Results for identifying the EU with cultural diversity remain significant. Trust in
the EU again approaches conventional levels of significance (p = 0.08), whereas identify-
ing as an EU citizen and respondents’ image of the EU remain unaffected (Table S8).

Fifth, I test if the announcement of the award to a city — not hosting per se — affects EU
identity and attitudes, looking into anticipation effects. As announcement happens around
5 years prior to the event and coding of regions in Eurobarometer becomes inconsistent
over longer time spans, effects from announcement can only be tested for Aarhus 2017
(Denmark) and Leeuwarden 2018 (Netherlands). Table S9 shows that contrary to positive
economic impacts after the announcement of being awarded an ECoC (Gomes and
Librero-Cano, 2018), EU identity and attitudes remain unaffected.

Sixth, Tables S10—-S12 investigate heterogeneity by age, education and urban resi-
dency. The effects of ECoCs appear amongst the younger half of the sample and respon-
dents with less education. Whilst the less educated are also less likely to attend ECoC
events (Fitjar et al., 2013), they have fewer positive feelings towards the EU to begin with
and are therefore likely to exhibit ‘catching-up’ effects. Disaggregating results by respon-
dents’ area of residence (rural vs. town vs. urban) produces mixed findings for the four
outcome variables, with positive effects on EU image and cultural diversity for the urban
population, but increases in trust only for respondents living in towns and the countryside.

Last but not least, four placebo tests in Table S14 produce insignificant DiD estimators,
strengthening trust in the present results: for each of the four outcome variables, models
with fictitious treatments approximately 6, 12, 18 and 24 months prior to the actual ECoC
are estimated based on the sample of cities with consistent region coding over time (the
ones for which parallel trends are assessed in Figure S1). The only exception is cultural
diversity 12 months prior to treatment with a positive effect significant at the 10% level.

Conclusion

Previous studies pointed to the positive impact of ECoCs on economic development, city
regeneration and cultural growth. This study extended the evaluation of ECoCs to the
their attitudinal and identity-based effects, showing that ECoCs can positively affect trust
in the EU (H1a) and identification as a European citizen (H1b). Additionally, they fulfil
their goal of highlighting the cultural diversity in the European cultural space (H2).
Though far from negligible in magnitude, these effects are not universal but limited in
time and space to the actual ECoC region during or immediately after the event, lending
only partial support to the hypotheses. At the same time, disaggregation of the results un-
masks considerable heterogeneity between ECoC rounds.

These results tie in with previous studies on the effects of ECoCs: work by Fage-
Butler (2020) reflects the heterogeneity of effects even within one ECoC across different
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individual cultural festivities. Additionally, the positive economic effects (Falk and
Hagsten, 2017; Gomes and Librero-Cano, 2018) appear to fall back on the EU as the
programme’s name-sake patron at least to some extent. On the other hand, decreases in
average life satisfaction in ECoCs, which Steiner et al. (2015) attribute to the negative ex-
ternalities such as protracted construction work and overcrowding produced by the
events, may explain why the positive effects do not always fall back on the EU.
Eurobarometer’s cross-sectional nature and its lack of focus specifically on ECoCs pre-
vent further exploration of these dynamics and tracking within-unit (respondent) effects.
Therefore, future studies should try to verify the present results by collecting panel data
specifically geared towards ECoCs — not only from residents of ECoCs but also from a
group of suitable comparison cities. Additionally, investigating under which conditions
positive effects of ECoCs on EU attitudes and identity emerge and how event execution
and planning by stakeholders moderate this relation are still open questions.

All in all, the claim of Capitals of Culture as something akin to a European image cam-
paign finds at least some empirical support, but longer lasting changes in citizen’s atti-
tudes towards the EU do not appear to be part of the event’s legacy. Still, it is important
to stress that these findings do not challenge the programme as such. Rather, the study
highlights that under favourable conditions, ECoCs have the potential of bringing the Eu-
ropean project closer to its citizens. To ensure that positive effects materialize and fall
back on the EU, policy-makers should try to ameliorate the sometimes unavoidable neg-
ative externalities of ECoCs and carefully strengthen the European dimensions of the
event. The latter could be achieved by increased transnational co-operation with other
ECoCs, more prominent European symbols or increased regional, bottom-up involvement
to allow effects to spread more easily. First steps could be the introduction of a common
logo for the programme (see also Basaraba, 2023) or the pre-designation of neighbouring
countries to host future ECoCs to facilitate cross-border co-operation. Regardless of the
measure taken, they need to occur in addition to — not at the expense of — regional and
national aspects of the ECoC programme, which are considered key strengths of it
(Patel, 2013, p. 543).
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Table SS. DiD-regression results of hosting ECoCs on EU-attitudes. Post-event measure:
Eurobarometer spring wave after hosting. Odd numbered models: all ECoCs. Even num-
bered models: Most likely cities.

Table Sé. Effect of ECoCs on respondents’ attachment to their town and country. All cit-
ies included.

Table S7. DiD regression results of hosting ECoCs on EU-attitudes, controlling for ide-
ology. Odd numbered models: all ECoCs. Even numbered models: Most likely cities.
Table S8. DiD Regression Results of Hosting ECoCs on EU-attitudes, using the entire
country as comparison group. Odd numbered models: all ECoCs. Even numbered
models: Most likely cities.

Table S9. DiD regression results of announcing an ECoC award on EU-attitudes, most
likely cases.

Table S10. DiD Regression Results of Hosting ECoCs on EU-attitudes, respondents until
age 50 (odd numbered models) vs. respondents above age 50 (even numbered models).
Table S11. DiD Regression Results of Hosting ECoCs on EU-attitudes, respondents with
lower education (odd numbered models) vs. respondents with higher education (even
numbered models).

Table S12. DiD Regression Results of Hosting ECoCs on EU-attitudes, respondents from
rural/town areas (odd numbered models) vs. respondents from urban areas (even num-
bered models). Most likely cities.

Table S13. DiD Regression Results of Hosting ECoCs on EU-attitudes, linear models,
most likely cities.

Table S14. DiD-estimators from placebo tests.

Figure F1. Visual inspection of parallel trends assumption with years relative to the event
at the X-axis. Shaded areas indicate 95% confidence intervals.

Figure F2. DiD-estimator of hosting ECoCs on attitudes towards the EU, estimated for
separately by event.

Figure F3. Original Variables in Eurobarometer waves. See S1 and S2 for references to
Eurobarometer waves and variable names in the study.
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