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MALTESE CITIZENS’  
INVOLVEMENT IN THE EU
REPORT OF A QUALITATIVE STUDY IN MALTA
MISCO International Limited

SYNTHESIS	  DECEMBER 2013

his Synthesis presents the results of a group discussion held in Mriehel (Malta) on 11 December 2013 on 
the subject of citizens’ involvement in the European Union. It is part of a wider citizenship project man-

aged by Notre Europe – Jacques Delors Institute, with the support of national partners of the European 
Qualitative Network coordinated by OPTEM, on behalf of the European Commission.

Introduction

This report presents the results of a group discus-
sion held in Mriehel, Malta on 11 December 2013 on 
the subject of citizens’ involvement in the European 
Union.

It is the Maltese section of a pan-European qualita-
tive study involving 18 of the member states.

In each country the study was carried out by the 
national partner of the European qualitative network 
coordinated by optem: in Malta by misco interna-
tional limited.

This study forms a part of a wider citizenship project 
managed by Notre Europe – Jacques Delors institute 
on behalf of the European commission.

BOX 1   �Composition of the group of respondents
Gender	 Age
Women: 4	 20-34 years: 3
Men: 4	 35-49 years: 3
	 50-60 years: 2
Social class
Lower-middle social class: 4 (professions of head of household: sales rep-
resentative, technician; production planner; loader) 
Higher-middle class: 4 (professions of head of household: credit controller, 
accountant, managing nurse, business owner (contractor))
Political opinion
The respondents were also recruited so that diverse political opinions were 
represented in the group.

1. Initial thoughts about the European union

Nature of topics spontaneously mentioned 
about the EU
•	 The European union was mainly linked with two 

themes:
•	Bureaucracy and politics - paperwork, doc-

uments, agreements between a group of coun-
tries, information and institutions.

•	Society and culture - different countries, cul-
tures, languages, movement of people, prod-
ucts and services, travelling, communication 
between people from different countries, edu-
cation and opportunities – especially related to 
education.

Positive and negative aspects related to the EU
•	 Positive:

•	Protection of human rights;
•	New rights which did not exist before Malta 

became an EU member state;
•	Different opinions;
•	Work opportunities and experience;
•	Easier to live abroad;
•	Freedom of movement;
•	Educational opportunities – “more students are 

able to travel abroad to study”
•	Progress;
•	Funding in general and also funding which con-

tributed to the increase in local research.
•	 Negative:

•	Bureaucracy; being compiled to apply laws 
which are more suited for bigger countries 
than Malta – “laws are not tailor made”; lack of 
flexibility;

•	Distance between decision makers and citizens 
– “citizens are not heard”;
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•	Perceived lack of support on the issue of immi-
gration - “it is not enough that other mem-
ber states and the EU sympathise with Malta 
regarding the issue of immigration, if we are a 
union of different countries, then we should be 
there for one another even during hard times, 
the EU should provide more help to Malta in 
relation to illegal immigration”;

•	Politics – “the EU is a political ball”; “i think that 
the perceived negative aspects of the EU are 
influenced by local politics and their media influ-
ence, as different political parties portray a dif-
ferent image of the EU, therefore it is sometimes 
difficult to get a clear understanding of what is 
actually happening in the EU”;

•	Ambiguity regarding the way EU funding is 
being used; extra funding which is being mis-
used; a more tailor made approach in regard to 
funding – “member states spend their funds just 
because they do not want to lose the money… 
each member state should be able to reallocate 
the funds to different sectors to ensure that the 
money is well spent”;

•	Mismanagement of how the EU spends its 
money - “for example, someone was telling me 
that those working in the EU have to take their 
medical test in Brussels – which costs way more 
than taking the test locally”;

•	Feeling that it is unfair that certain countries 
in the EU are more powerful and influential 
than others (participant was referring to the 
six founding states) – “all member states should 
have an equal stake in all EU related decisions”

•	 European standards were perceived as being 
both a negative and positive attribute of the 
European Union. Such ‘standards’ were consid-
ered as being beneficial as member states are 
‘obliged’ to implement and maintain these stan-
dards – a number of participants felt that before 
Malta’s accession in the EU such standards were 
not consistently reinforced. On the other hand, 
the participants also mentioned that EU stan-
dards were not tailor made and that Malta had to 
adopt certain standards that were not applicable 
to the Maltese context.

Degree of initial interest and involvement of the 
respondents in EU related issues
•	 Degree of interest in EU related issues var-

ied according to whether the ‘issue’ would 
personally affect the participants – for exam-
ple, the participants were interested in issues 
related to their line of work. Furthermore, the 

participants were also interested in EU related 
issues that affect Malta and the general standard 
of living – these included health and safety, envi-
ronment and education related issues.

•	 In order to gauge the participants level of inter-
est in general EU relates issues the participants 
were asked to indicate their level of interest using 
a 1 to 10 scale, where 1 indicated that they had 
‘no interest at all’ and 10 indicated that they were 
‘very interested’. Most participants gave a rating 
of 5 or 6, with the exception of two respondents 
who gave a rating of 7.

•	 The participants’ involvement in EU related 
issues was also linked with their work. More 
specifically to projects funded by the EU and stan-
dard procedures/regulations which affected their 
line of work. On the other hand, the participants’ 
involvement in other non-work related issues was 
usually just following media reports on what was 
happening in certain issues which were interest-
ing to them on a personal level.

2. �Sources of information and knowledge  
on the EU

Degree of diversity of the sources mentioned
•	 Most participants mentioned different media 

sources including internet, television and 
newspapers. Most participants would generally 
read particular reports of interest they encoun-
tered while browsing the internet. However, 
some participants also mentioned that they use 
the internet to find specific information regard-
ing EU related queries they might have.

•	 Others mentioned their work or studies as a 
source of information – for example those par-
ticipants who worked in the government sector 
mentioned that they received emails on a regu-
lar basis regarding EU updates. One participant 
also mentioned that friends and relatives living 
in other EU member states were considered a 
source of information. Another source mentioned 
were information stands organised by meusac 
(Malta – EU steering & action committee).

•	 When asked to specify from which sources they 
had built their idea of the EU, the participants 
mentioned that their knowledge was also based 
on direct effects and consequences they had 
personally experienced.

Nature of (information) inputs from each one
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•	 Official EU website – the participants men-
tioned that while official EU websites were a good 
source of information they sometimes find it dif-
ficult to ‘filter’ through the information and feel 
‘lost’. Furthermore, the participants felt that offi-
cial EU websites were not ‘user friendly’ and use 
terminology which is difficult for the ‘person in 
the street’ to understand.

•	 Overall the participants were usually inter-
ested in finding general information about 
EU regulations and procedures which affect 
them personally, social and consumer rights, 
information related to working/studying in 
another EU member state and particular issues 
of interest such as hunting, immigration and 
abortion.

Interest/credibility of each one
•	 The participants doubted whether media 

sources were always credible and felt that 
although media reports usually have a certain 
degree of validity such reports also tended to 
“twist the facts” or “play on words”.

•	 On the other hand, the participants also men-
tioned that they were not always sure whether 
documents found on official EU websites 
were the most recent. The participants men-
tioned that they usually confirm the validity of 
the information they find on the internet by call-
ing an official EU organisation or related govern-
ment sector by phone.

•	 Overall the participants used multiple sources 
of information to ensure that the information 
they find is updated and valid. Furthermore, mul-
tiple sources of information enable the partici-
pants’ to learn about the different facets and per-
ceptions related to the issue in question.

•	 When asked to specify which source of informa-
tion they considered to be the most reliable and 
credible, the participants mentioned face-to-
face and telephone conversations and email 
correspondence with official EU representa-
tives or government organisations. Email corre-
spondence was considered as being more reliable 
as the information was written down and official 
recorded.

3. Questions regarding the future of the EU

When asked to specify which EU aspects they 
would like to know more about, most participants 
mentioned financial issues, such as providing 

monetary support to member states which are 
in or emerging from the financial crisis. The 
participants were concerned regarding how the EU 
was going to continue to financially support member 
states in need in the future. Participants also men-
tioned that they were concerned regarding the way 
the current financial crisis (and any other future 
financial crisis) was going to affect the euro cur-
rency and how this could directly affect them.

The participants were also worried about the eco-
nomic and social state of these member states 
(participants mentioned Greece and Spain). Besides 
the financial aspect, the participants also mentioned 
the high level of unemployment in these countries 
and how this was affecting the citizens’ standard of 
living. Furthermore, the participants were also con-
cerned about the imposed EU sanctions (such as the 
decrease in pensions) on these countries. The par-
ticipants were concerned regarding how member 
states in financial difficulty can affect the EU as a 
whole and felt that in the future the EU system may 
be “threatened” if the number of member states in 
difficulty increases.

On the other hand, the participants also mentioned 
that they were concerned about the current EU 
scepticism (participants mentioned the United 
Kingdom) and how this could affect the EU’s future 
– “what if countries start pulling out of the system? 
What will happen then?” The participants were par-
ticularly concerned regarding the bigger and power-
ful countries such as Germany and how the EU sys-
tem would survive if one of these countries decides 
to leave the EU in the future.

When asked regarding the major challenges for 
the EU in the coming years, the participants men-
tioned environmental issues, illegal immigra-
tion, rise in crime rates (some participants men-
tioned that they were concerned about the crime 
rates linked to eastern Europe countries such as 
Bulgaria), “lack of feeling of belonging” and link 
to criminality and increased social stratification 
– the rise of the lower class and “extinction” of the 
middle class.

Another major challenge mentioned was the control 
and security of EU borders and the future of the 
free market – some participants were concerned 
that the free trading between the different member 
states may strain the local business and economy of 
particular member states.
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The participants felt that their sources of informa-
tion regarding the future of the EU were not reli-
able as these were mainly based on media reports 
influenced by local politics. Furthermore all partici-
pants agreed that the problems of the EU are 
mostly “hidden” from the general public and 
that they only know “half the picture”.

4. �Current means of expression 
of citizens’ views

The participants feel that their ‘voice’ is not 
heard, neither on a local nor EU level. For exam-
ple, a number of participants mentioned that despite 
local protests regarding the excessive development 
of land in Malta and the increase in the number of 
apartment buildings, the government still “forged 
ahead” and rural zones are still being turned into 
urban zones. The fact that the participants felt that 
the local government would still, “go ahead with its’ 
own plans despite public protestation” was frustrat-
ing, disheartening and discouraged the public from 
taking a stand or participating in debates. The per-
ceived lack of action from the local government cre-
ates a sense of passiveness among the public who 
feel that giving their opinion is futile.

In contrast, the participants also mentioned 
that the Maltese were “too laid back” to give 
their opinion and that even though “they grum-
ble a lot they do not take a lot of action” and were 
too hesitant to complain. Furthermore, the partici-
pants added that due to Malta’s size “everybody 
knows everybody” therefore, they find it difficult to 
express certain opinions because they fear that they 
will be judged. One participant mentioned that the 
Maltese population shared a sense of “learned help-
lessness” which contributed to the lack of open pub-
lic expression.

On a EU level, some participants felt that Malta has 
such a “small part in the overall decision mak-
ing” that their opinion is “useless”. Furthermore, 
the participants felt that because Malta only has six 
MEPs the representation and influence of Malta in 
the EU was weak. This feeling contributed to their 
belief that their ‘voice’ was unlikely to be heard on 
a EU level.

On the other hand, the participants also mentioned 
that they were not sure “from where to start” 
if they had to share their opinion and through 

which channels they could reach the EU. The 
participants felt that the EU structure was not 
flexible enough to be close to the citizens and that 
bureaucracy was another hurdle that limited their 
opportunity to express their opinions. For example, 
the participants mentioned that bureaucracy also 
strains communication between different organiza-
tions in the EU; therefore, communication with the 
public becomes even more difficult.

The participants mentioned that petitions, contact 
points with the EU and MEPs were a good source 
to express their opinion, however, they were still 
skeptical as to whether their views are actually rep-
resented in the EU.

When asked regarding which issues they would 
particularly like to give their opinion on and be lis-
tened to as citizens, the participants mentioned ille-
gal immigration, environmental issues, economic 
issues such as funding and the future of Europe.

5. �Perceptions of new ways for citizens  
to get their voice heard

When asked to think about various means by which 
European citizens like could have their voice heard, 
the participants mentioned direct email corre-
spondence with the EU (“to avoid going through 
local channels to reach Brussels”); online polls; 
online forums which should act as a guide for the EU 
regarding which issues are of a concern to European 
citizens; the actual follow up of complaints and 
suggestions (especially on a local level); creation 
of workshops to discuss particular issues and con-
cerns which should yield visible results and action 
plans on a local level.

The participants emphasized that creating new 
means of communication was not enough and that 
proposals, suggestions, complaints and opin-
ions of the citizens should be followed up and cit-
izens should be given an official explanation regard-
ing how their concerns were being tackled.

6. �Assessment of several propositions 
for improving citizens’ involvement

The participants were asked to indicate to what 
extent they were interested in a number of listed 
means that could be put in place to allow citizens to 
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have their voice better heard on EU related issues. 
Participants were asked to use a 1 to 10 scale, where 
1 indicated that the proposition was ‘not interesting 
at all’ and 10 indicated that it was ‘very interesting’. 
The scores given by each participant and the average 
score for each statement are listed in the table below.

PROPOSITION
PARTICIPANTS

AVERAGE
P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8

A 7 10 10 8 3 9 5 10 7.75

B 5 9 4 6 1 5 7 9 5.75

C 9 10 10 8 10 7 10 9 9.13

D 9 10 2 6 1 10 3 4 5.63

E 6 10 10 8 7 10 5 9 8.13

F 3 8 4 6 1 10 5 7 5.5

G 9 10 10 8 8 9 10 9 9.13

H 6 10 2 5 1 8 6 9 5.88

The most popular propositions were the follow-
ing; ‘an interactive service using the internet 
and social networks, to collect on a permanent 
basis citizens’ views, wishes or criticisms on 
directions taken by the EU.’ (g = 9.13) and ‘opin-
ion polls on the EU organised regularly in the 
whole of Europe, allowing citizens to know both 
what their fellow countrymen and what the citi-
zens of the other countries think.’ (c = 9.13).

The interactive service (g) and opinion polls (c) were 
considered as being good means to communicate 
with the EU as these provided a direct link with the 
EU. Online communication and services were consid-
ered as being the most convenient tools. However, 
the participants were also concerned regarding the 
security and control of online services, for example, 
“how would the EU be able to recognize whether 
the opinion provided in a forum was of an actual EU 
citizen and not an American?” Another concern was 
regarding which language would be used online – the 
participants were concerned that those who do not 
speak English would be at a disadvantage.

Overall, opinion polls were perceived as being the 
most positive and objective means of communica-
tion. Opinion polls were considered as being a reli-
able source of information where the general public 
is given a chance to express their voice furthermore, 
opinion polls were considered as being able to pro-
vide fast information regarding what the EU citizens 
think, want and need.

The least popular proposition was ‘similar con-
sultations, organised by our national govern-
ment.’ (f = 5.5).

Participants were aware that information services 
(a) and consultations organized by the local gov-
ernment (f) already exist. These services were 
criticised as being too bureaucratic. The partici-
pants were also concerned regarding the involve-
ment of the local government as they associated the 
government with “lack of action”/ “slow progress” 
and more bureaucracy. Moreover, the participants 
were worried that any service or means provided 
through the local government would become a ‘polit-
ical issue’. The local government was generally con-
sidered as not being trustworthy.

Media debates (b) were considered as being futile 
as “these types of debates do not usually result in 
any action”. One participant suggested that the EU 
should have its’ own media channel for those citizens 
who are interested in such debates.

Regular meetings with MEPs (d) were consid-
ered as being interesting if the MEPs keep reg-
ular contact with the citizens throughout the year 
rather then just visiting prior to the elections as part 
of their campaign. Furthermore, the participants felt 
that MEPs should prove to the citizens that they are 
“actually working on their behalf and representing 
Malta in the European parliament”. The general per-
ception of MEPs was that they are overpaid, take the 
role for the money, consider the citizens as just votes 
and do not work enough in the interest of Malta.

Consultations organised by the European com-
mission (e) were considered as being a good and 
innovative opportunity for the citizens to express 
their voice, however, the participants were con-
cerned regarding the logistics of the proposition.

Information campaigns (h) are by no means 
new, hence a low rating – although of course 
increasing citizen participation in the election 
is desirable.



 6 / 8 

Maltese citizens’  involvement in the EU

APPENDIX - DISCUSSION GUIDE

Qualitative study on citizens’ involvement  
in the European union 

(November 2013)

Introduction: ask each participant to introduce themselves 
– name, age, marital status, and job. Confidentiality/
purpose of recording/no good or bad opinions

Theme 1
•	 Illum ħa nkunu qed nitkellmu fuq l-unjoni 

ewropea.
•	 Tistgħu tgħiduli x’jiġi l-ewwel f’moħħkom meta 

nsemmi l-ue?
•	 X’aspetti posittivi u negattivi tassocjaw mal-ue?
•	 Kemm tghidu li intom interessati f’issues relatati 

mal-ue? Use a 1 to 10 scale
•	 Kemm tghidu li intom involuti f’issues relatati 

mal-ue? Use a 1 to 10 scale

Probe:
– �nature of topics spontaneously mentioned about the 

EU
– �positive and negative aspects related to the EU
– �degree of initial interest and involvement of the 

respondents in EU related issues

Theme 2
•	 Issa, rigward dak li tafu u taħsbu dwar l-ue: minn 

fejn gew dawn il-ħsibijiet/ideat li għandkhom 
dwar l-ue?

•	 Minn liema sorsi jġibu informazzjoni jew tisimgħu 
opinjonijiet dwar l-ue? �  
L-kelma “sorsi” ħuduha f’sens wiesa’, jiġifieri 
s-sorsi jistgħu jvarjaw minn sorsi ta’ informazz-
joni uffiċjali għal konversazzjonijiet informali ma’ 
ħbieb jew nies oħra…

•	 X’tip ta informazzjoni tiehdu minn dawn is-sorsi li 
semmejtu? Probe for each source mentioned

•	 Kemm tqisu dawn is-sorsi li semmejtu kredibbli? 
Probe for each source mentioned

Probe:
– �degree of diversity of the sources mentioned
– �nature of (information) inputs from each one
– �interest/credibility of each one

Theme 3

Issa ejjew niddiskutu b’mod aktar speċifiku 
l-futur tal-unjoni ewropea u mistoqsijiet li 
jsaqsu lilkom infuskom f’dan ir-rigward.
Probabbilment hemm ċerti aspetti li intom tqisu bħala 
importanti u tixtiequ li tkunu tafu u tifhmu aħjar fir-
rigward tal-mod kif taħdem l-ue u l-direzzjonijiet li tieħu 
– għax jista’ jkun li ma ġġibux l-informazzjoni kollha 
li tixtiequ mis-sorsi tagħkhom li semmejtu qabel.
•	 Dwar liema aspetti partikolari tixtiequ li tkunu 

taf aktar? Liema suġġetti?
•	 U l-informazzjoni li hawn bħalissa dwar dawn 

l-aspetti/suġġetti li semmejtu għaliex mhux 
sodisfaċenti?

•	 Kemm thossu li tafu dwar il-futur tal-ue?
•	 X’challenges/sfidi tahsbu li ha tiffaccja l-ue fis-

snin li gejjin?

Probe:
– �General impressions of having a good or a poor 

degree of knowledge/understanding of these issues
– �Perception of major challenges for the EU in the 

coming years
– �Expressions by respondents of a need for better 

knowledge and understanding - on what subjects 
more particularly? In what is the information cur-
rently available on these subjects not satisfactory?

Theme 4
Bħala ċittadin, għandek tkun tista’ tagħti l-opinjoni 
tiegħek u issemma leħnek dwar id-direzzjonijiet 
futuri ta’ l-unjoni ewropea – per ezempju jekk 
tapprova jew ma tapprovax dawn id-direzzjonijiet, 
liema direzzjoniji tapprova u liema le eċċ.
•	 Kif tistghu taghmlu dan illum? Bl-liema mezzi/bl-

liema mod?
•	 Kemm taħsbu li hija facli jew diffiċli li tagħti 

l-opinjoni tiegħek u issemma leħnek/li tgħid dak li 
trid dwar issues/kwistjonijiet relatati mal-ue?

•	 Għaliex taħsbu li hija facli/diffiċli?
•	 Fuq liema suġġetti/issues speċifiki tixtiequ li 

tagħtu l-opinjoni tagħkhom bħala cittadini?
•	 X’tistennew li jsir/jigri f’dan ir-rigward?

Probe:
– �Perceived ease/difficulty to express oneself and to 

have one’s voice heard on EU related issues - by 
what means?

– �Perceived reasons why it is difficult
– �Specific subjects on which respondents would par-

ticularly wish to give their opinion and to be listened 
to as citizens; expectations in that respect.

Theme 5
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Wieħed jista’ jaħseb f’numru ta’ mezzi differenti 
li permezz tagħhom iċ-ċittadini ewropej bħalna 
jistgħu isemmgħu l-vuċi tagħhom.
Ejja nippruvaw naħsbu f’kwalunkwe mezz 
possibbli, ħallu l-immaġinazzjoni tiġri bikhom u 
tabbandunaw ebda idea anke jekk ma tafux kif 
tista’ tiġi implimentata fil-prattika bħalissa.
•	 X’tistgħu timmaġinaw? Liema mezzi? Kif?

- �stimulate the group’s’ creativity by encourag-
ing respondents to “jump” from one idea to 
another

Theme 6
Issa ħa nsemmilkhom diversi ideat li ġew proposti 
dwar mezzi li jistgħu jiġu stabbiliti biex jippermettu 
liċ-ċittadini jsemmgħu leħinhom aħjar dwar 
kwistjonijiet relatati mal-ue. Showcard
Għiduli x’taħsbu dwar kull wieħed minn 
dawn l-ideat li ħa nsemmi…

– �make the respondents react to each proposition in 
turn, asking them about their degree of interest 
for each one and reasons thereof

A. �Servizz ta’ informazzjoni dwar il-mod kif tifunz-
jona l-ue u dwar il-policies tal-ue, fejn ikun hemm 
uffiċċju ta’ informazzjoni miftuħa għall-pubbliku 
f’kull belt kbira, website, u servizz ta’ telefon, 
posta jew email fejn tkun tista’ iġib risposta ta’ 
malajr dwar kwalunkwe ħaga.

B. �Dibattiti organizzati fil-midja ewlenija bejn 
ċittadini u esperti fuq kwistjonijiet tal-ue u 
deċiżjonijiet meħuda mill-ue.

C. �Stħarriġ/riċerka dwar l-ue (opinion polls) organiz-
zati regolarment fil-ewropa kollha, li jippermettu 
liċ-ċittadini li jkunu jafu dwar x’jaħsbu ċittadini 
ohra mill-pajjiż tagħhom u ċ-ċittadini minn pajjiżi 
oħra tal-ue.

D. �Li tingħata l-possibbiltà diversi drabi fis-sena, li 
tiltaqa mal-membri tal-parlament ewropew jew 
politiċi oħra tal-ue fil-viċinanza ta’ fejn tgħix.

E. �Konsultazzjonijiet miftuħa għaċ-ċittadini kollha 
permezz tal-internet, organizzati mill-kummis-
sjoni ewropea kull darba li tkun ħa tittieħed xi 
deċiżjonijiet kbira fl-ue.

F. �Konsultazzjonijiet simili, organizzati mill-gvern 
nazzjonali tagħna.

G. �Servizz interattiv bl-użu ta’ l-internet u netwerks 
soċjali (facebook, twitter eċċ) biex jinġabar 
informazzjoni b’mod regolari dwar l-opinjonijiet, 
xewqat u kritika miċ-ċittadini fuq direzzjonijiet 
meħuda mill-ue.

H. �Kampanji ta’ informazzjoni li ħa jiġu żviluppata 
b’mod aktar attiv mis-snin li għaddew, sabiex 
jinkoraġġixxu liċ-ċittadini biex jinvolvu ruħhom 
f’dibattiti li jkunu ser isiru u li jieħdu sehem fl-elez-
zjoni li ġejja tal-membri tal-parlament ewropew 
fir-rebbiegħa li jmiss.

Thank & close
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