
 

This global security pulse focuses on vertical tensions (defined below).  This pulse consists of three 

separate parts. First, there is a general table of the main trends driving vertical tensions in society. 

Literature and data used for this table can be found below. Second, there is a table on vertical tensions 

between national governments and the EU and the overall state of the international order, based on a 

set of quantitative indicators. The third part of the global security pulse consists of the results of the scan 

of which a description is given below. All (raw) results are available with the authors. 

 

The concept of ‘vertical tensions’ is defined as tensions between governance levels.i With regards to 

governance, “tensions describe conflicting, contradictory or competing positions that participants face” 

which need to be addressed if the relationship between the parties is to continue or survive.ii  We identify 

three key parties or levels (also through the scan) - the people, national governments, and EU institutions. 

Tensions between these levels are explored individually, looking at interactions and trust between (1) the 

people and national governments, (2) the people and the EU, and (3) national governments and the EU. All 

indicators relate specifically to the Dutch context. 

 
European democracies have hit turbulent waters: the financial crisis (2007), followed by the Eurocrisis 

(2009), the European migrant crisis (2015), and the UK vote to leave the EU (2016) have put pressure on 

the old model of the social contract between the state (both at the national and EU levels) and society. 
iiiThese crises have eroded the societal trust in the political system and increased vertical tensions between 

the people and the state. This is a serious issue since trust is widely considered a key precondition for the 

maintenance of a healthy social contract and democratic governance.iv Declining faith in government 

negatively affects its legitimacy, weakens its ability to carry out its functions (e.g., maintain order, defend 

national sovereignty, manage economic conditions, etc.), and leads to deterioration of social cohesion, 

justice and solidarity.v Thus the dimensions we look at include the levels of trust in three branches of 

power (i.e., government, the judicial system, and the parliament) vi, the overall level of satisfaction with the 

way democracy works in the Netherlandsvii, and optimism regarding the future. 

 

Wielding a considerable amount of legislative, executive and judicial power, the EU has fundamentally 

rearranged the social contract. Evolving “from a microeconomic and legal construct to a fully-fledged 

economic union”, the European social contact and the national social contract do not necessarily 

complement each other. viiiThis has created an additional compact between the people and the EU (and 

also between the national government and the EU). While decisions at the European level are having an 

increasing impact on national level, sentiments to reject or limit any transfer of national power to the EU 

exist, as this would undermine national sovereignty and democratic self-determination.ix Dimensions 

include overall levels of trust in the EU,x support for EU membership, and optimism regarding the future of 

the EU. 

 

Vertical tensions between the national level and the EU have also increased, illustrated by the rise of 

populist sovereigntist political movements in Europe, such as Poland (Law and Justice party), Hungary 

(Fireside Party), and Switzerland (Swiss’ People’s Party). The initial European commitment towards an 

‘ever-closer union’ is under severe pressure,xi as is the liberal consensus on the role of free trade, the 



importance of global and regional governance to solve transnational challenges, and the benefits of liberal 

democracy, illustrated by the threats (and actions) to leave inter- and supranational organizations, raise 

economic barriers, and install protectionist measures.xii This threatens cohesion and stability of the 

European Union as we know it. To measure change over time, we look at the number of reasoned opinions 

issued by national governments “if they consider that a draft EU legislative act does not comply with the 

principle of subsidiarity”, and the share of anti-EU parties in government. 

   

 

In total 44 publications were consulted for a period of six months (February 2018 to (and including) July 

2018). This generated 97 potentially relevant signals. 18 of these were potential threats, 15 were signals 

which were potentially relevant for the international order and 64 signals had a potential impact on either 

one. Out of the 97 potentially relevant signals there were 59 potential underappreciated signals. 49 signals 

qualified as new developments rather than new manifestations of existing trends (42) or signals already on 

the radar (6).  
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