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Beliefs of political leaders: conditions for change
in the Eurozone crisis

Marij Swinkels

Utrecht School of Governance, Utrecht, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Leadership studies research reveals that political leaders’ beliefs affect their
political and policymaking behaviour, especially in times of crisis. Moreover,
the level of flexibility of these beliefs influences the likelihood that groups of
leaders come to collective decisions. Insight into when and why political lead-
ers do, in fact, change their beliefs is sorely lacking. This paper uses fuzzy-set
Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA) to examine the antecedents of belief
changes among 12 European leaders, all working in the realm of economic
policy. Its findings reveal how increases in unemployment and unsustainable
debt, as well as different government ideologies and increases in
Euroscepticism lead to economic belief changes. In so doing, this paper
begins to open the ‘black box’ of when, why, and under what conditions
leaders change their beliefs.

KEYWORDS Beliefs; Eurozone; crisis; European Council; political leadership; QCA

Progress is impossible without change; and those who cannot change their
minds, cannot change anything. (Shaw 1944: 330)

Political leaders, like all of us, are sense-making machines. When faced
with a situation that threatens the status quo, political leaders turn to
their personal beliefs to make the threat more ‘explicable, manageable and
actionable’ (Blyth 2002: 10). In times of crisis, in particular, political lead-
ers’ beliefs inform and shape their policymaking (Cuhadar et al. 2017;
Dyson 2018; Kaarbo 2018; Van Esch and Swinkels 2015). At the same
time, these beliefs are themselves susceptible to influence from the
dynamics of political and economic contexts, a leader’s traits, the political
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time in which a political leader operates, and a leader’s relationship with
followers (Goetz 2017; Helms 2014; Kaarbo 2018). Although many studies
focus on the beliefs of political leaders as an independent variable affect-
ing political and policy success or failure (e.g. Brummer 2016), fewer
studies focus on beliefs as a dependent variable. As such, leadership stud-
ies lack knowledge of the antecedents of political leaders’ belief changes.

The Eurozone crisis (2009–2015) greatly tested EU leaders’ core beliefs
about the economy. First, the EU lacked adequate mechanisms to deal
with the crisis and these structural deficiencies caused severe deadlock in
the EU’s political system. As such, the crisis provided the setting for an
exercise in collective political leadership (M€uller and Van Esch 2019). The
fragmented and multi-faceted EU leadership polity was tasked with mak-
ing sense of the situation at hand, while providing meaning to its various
constituencies through a coherent crisis narrative (Boin et al. 2017; Van
Esch and Swinkels 2015). Second, EU political leaders’ diverse preferences,
pressures, and priorities can either constrain or enable their sense-making
and meaning-making activities. The combination of a lack of an estab-
lished institutional response and the diverse economic and political con-
texts in which political leaders operate provides scholars of EU leadership
with a unique opportunity to study belief changes. The central questions,
then, are whether such contextual factors affected the core beliefs of EU
political leaders, and how.

This paper examines these questions. It uses insights from EU and
leadership studies about the influence of changing political and economic
contexts, and how this may manoeuvre the beliefs of political leaders. The
paper presents a framework for tracking beliefs and belief change, and artic-
ulates four conditions suggested to influence the propensity for belief change
in the realm of European economic policy. These are increases in negative
support for the merits of European integration, unsustainable public debt,
increased unemployment, and member states’ ideological divergence from
average EU government ideology. Using unique material on European
Council leaders’ economic beliefs, the paper describes the ways in which
these conditions affected leaders’ beliefs, in the case of the Eurozone crisis
(2009–2015), using fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA).

The outcome (dependent variable) is measured through Comparative
Cognitive Mapping analysis of the core economic beliefs of 12 heads of
state or government (HSG) during the Eurozone crisis of 2009–2015
(Van Esch et al. 2017).1 Existing data from the Comparative Political
Data Set and Eurostat is used to study the conditions affecting belief
change. The fsQCA findings reveal that, when faced with changes in
their political and economic contexts, political leaders may re-evaluate
both the salience and core meaning of their economic beliefs, but that
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these conditions only partially explain why core beliefs change during
an economic crisis.

Theoretical framework

Leaders as believers

John (1998: 145) states that ‘the policy process is permeated by ideas
about what is the best course of action and by beliefs about how to
achieve goals’. In EU studies, as well as in leadership studies, scholars
increasingly focus on the ways in which political leaders’ beliefs and ideas
influence their politics and policymaking (Crespy and Schmidt 2014; Van
Esch and Swinkels 2015). The EU, as a political system, is characterised
by polycentric governance that is shaped by actors from a wide spectrum
of backgrounds and ideologies (’t Hart 2014; T€ommel and Verdun 2017).
This leaves considerable space for belief contestation, especially in times
of crisis.

Beliefs

In this study, a belief is defined as a perceived relationship between a
cause and an effect (Jervis 2006). A collection of beliefs about a certain
phenomenon (e.g. about the economy, politics, the environment, or for-
eign policy) form the core meaning of a belief dimension. For example,
an economic belief dimension is a collection of an individual’s beliefs
about what they consider to be an appropriate economic philosophy (e.g.
a focus on economic stimulus or austerity). A political belief dimension,
conversely, is a collection of beliefs about what an individual considers to
be an appropriate political philosophy (e.g. conservative or liberal). The
sum of all these belief dimensions forms a belief system that helps an
individual to make sense of how the world works and how certain ends
should be achieved (Van Esch 2007).

Belief change

Changes in political leaders’ beliefs may have important political conse-
quences. They may, for instance, alter leaders’ political agendas and
exacerbate or resolve deadlocks in political decision-making processes.
Such belief changes can be characterised in terms of the object that is
subject to change, the nature of the change process, and the direction in
which change occurs. Each of these will be discussed, in order.

The belief that is subject to change can either pertain to the size of a
belief dimension or to the core meaning of beliefs within a certain dimen-
sion. Change in the size of a belief dimension implies that a certain

WEST EUROPEAN POLITICS 1165



dimension in a belief system is strengthened or weakened, relative to
other dimensions in a belief system. For example, a leader’s beliefs about
the economy may become more or less salient than their beliefs about
politics. This type of change is conceptualised as saliency change. Change
to the core meaning of beliefs within a certain dimension implies that
causal relations within a belief dimension can change, which would lead
to a different core meaning of the belief dimension. For example, a leader
may change their view about the level at which sovereign debt markets
are likely to lose confidence in a government’s economic policy. This is
conceptualised as core change.

A wealth of research explores the radical, abrupt, incremental, or grad-
ual nature of changes to beliefs. One key taxonomy conceptualises these
different degrees of change as the result of differences in exogenous or
endogenous pressure and makes a distinction between fundamental (rad-
ical, abrupt) and secondary (incremental, gradual) belief change (Hall
1993; Princen and Van Esch 2016). Fundamental belief change implies a
radical change in existing beliefs as a response to external events, such as
a crisis or changes in the context in which political leaders operate (Hall
1993; Van Esch 2007). This type of belief change is considered to be rare
and uncommon. Secondary belief changes are routine and incremental,
and are perceived as the result of endogenous activities (Hall 1993).
Princen and Van Esch (2016) present a third, intermediate degree of
belief change: the moving paradigmatic core. This challenges the assump-
tion that fundamental changes only occur as a result of exogenous pres-
sure and that secondary changes occur as a result of endogenous
activities. Princen and Van Esch (2016) show that core beliefs can change
as a reaction to external events, without completely altering existing dom-
inant beliefs. Their study on the European Commission’s beliefs on the
Stability and Growth Pact demonstrates that the Commission’s beliefs
about the economy remain highly ordoliberal, but that, as a result of
‘outside events’, certain elements of the Keynesian paradigm have transi-
tioned into the Commission’s ordoliberal belief system. The literature is
not unequivocal concerning the times at which political leaders’ funda-
mental or secondary belief changes are more likely to occur, as a result of
either endogenous or exogenous pressures, which reveals the necessity of
a more dynamic approach (Carstensen 2011; Princen and Van
Esch 2016).

Combining insights on both the subject and the nature of political
leaders’ belief changes leads to a taxonomy with four possible directions
of belief change (Table 1). First, the size of a given belief dimension in a
belief system can be reinforced or reduced as a result of pressure, result-
ing in a shift of the surrounding belief dimensions. Second, a belief
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dimension may either become dominant or cease to exist in the belief sys-
tem (e.g. a leader stops talking about the economy as a whole). Third,
changes pertaining to the core meaning of a belief dimension can transi-
tion either from or to the core meaning (the moving paradigmatic core).
Fourth, the core meaning of a belief dimension can be completely altered,
resulting in a new frame of reference that a leader uses when interpreting
events (Table 1). Saliency changes at the level of belief dimensions can
illustrate which belief dimensions are prioritised by a political leader dur-
ing times of contextual change. Core-level changes explain changes to the
core meaning of a certain belief dimension. Belief stability can occur in
both types of changes.

Conditions for belief change

Belief change may depend on institutional, contextual, and individual
conditions. In situations of multi-fragmented leadership, as is the case
with the EU, leaders’ contextual conditions can vary substantially.
Differences in, for example, the socio-economic performance of member
states or national political constraints can result in diverse responses to
a shared systemic crisis (e.g. Bulmer and Paterson 2013). M€uller and
Van Esch (2019) argue that the Eurozone crisis led to significant
changes in the exogenous environment of HSG, in terms of both the
distribution of welfare and the legitimacy of European publics and mem-
ber state governments. These exogenous challenges contributed to
increasingly complex leadership at the EU level. The study highlights
four contextual conditions related to these issues of distribution and
legitimacy, which are perceived to influence the individual beliefs of pol-
itical leaders in the EU.

First, postfunctionalists claim that the preferences of the public and
political parties have become a proxy for the process of European integra-
tion (Hooghe and Marks 2009). The behaviour of foreign policy elites is
based on their assumptions about what people find acceptable (Cantir

Table 1. Taxonomy of belief change.

Subject

Degree

Moving Alteration Consistent

Dimension Dimension reduces or
reinforces at the expense
of others

Dimension vanishes or
dominates belief system
at the expense of others

Same ratio of
dimension(s) governs
the belief system

Core New beliefs or alternative
beliefs enter existing
dimension but do not
completely alter its
core meaning

Dominant core meaning of
the content of a belief
dimension
changes

Same beliefs continue to
govern a given
belief dimension
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and Kaarbo 2016). A constituency’s negative image of the EU can have
important implications for belief change, as it impacts the way that polit-
ical actors talk about and explain a crisis (Hobolt and De Vries 2016).
Recent studies exploring the sentiment, public interests, and complexity
of European speeches given by EU HSG reveal that leaders do, indeed,
pander to the Eurosceptic mood of the public at home (Rauh et al. 2018).
Additional research suggests that governments (and their leaders) change
position in response to national public opinion on European integration
(Toshkov 2011). These findings warrant the expectation that an increase
in Euroscepticism may affect a political leaders’ beliefs, as they may feel
under pressure to change their beliefs depending on their constituents’
mood. This condition is important to consider in this study, as the impact
of the economic crisis extended into a political crisis, and, as such, it
threatened the legitimacy of the European Union (Hall 2014).

Second, economic performance, namely employment and public
debt, may also significantly account for leaders’ belief changes.
Unemployment is seen as a politically sensitive issue, and is therefore
considered a proxy for experienced economic distress in general (Kessel
2015; Vis et al. 2012). When confronted with high levels of public debt,
leaders must decide whether to reduce or increase public debt policies
(Ostry et al. 2015). Underperformance leads to increased stress and
pressure on leaders to change their beliefs (Van Esch and Swinkels
2015). Low levels of debt and rates of unemployment, in contrast, tend
to reinforce pre-existing economic beliefs held by political leaders.

Third, leaders in the EU play political games on multiple levels by sim-
ultaneously leading a national government and participating in the
European Council. The dominant ideology of a leader’s national govern-
ment can either match that of their counterparts in the European Council
or diverge from it. When a political leader’s national government ideology
differs from the mainstream ideology of their peers in the European
Council, they may be cast as an outsider and feel more pressure to change
their beliefs to adhere to the ‘wisdom of the crowd’. This intra-elite con-
testation may lead to sustained dissonance and hinder decision-making
(Hardiman and Metinsoy 2018; Van Esch 2014a). Studies have shown
that political leaders of member states feel pressured to push through
reforms, despite their national governments’ preferences or ideologies
(Culpepper 2014; Kickert and Ysa 2014; Lynch 2015). Ideological differ-
ences can serve as a proxy to understanding the stability and change of
political leaders’ policy beliefs. For example, ideological alignment
between different levels of government explains favourable policy treat-
ments, such as bail-outs or waivers (Fielding et al. 2012; Kleider et al.
2018; Nelson 2014).
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From monocausal explanation to theoretical integration

An uneven focus that favours one condition over others can lead to an
incomplete understanding of the ways in which belief changes occur. It is
more likely that a myriad conditions affect political leaders’ belief changes
(Cuhadar et al. 2017). This paper argues that the four conditions it
presents do not operate independently, and must instead be examined
and understood in relation to each other. We expect that the propensity
for belief change is most likely when all conditions are present. The
approach taken is a theoretical integration of these conditions, which
attempts to understand how their different configurations can lead to the
outcome of belief change (Mello 2017).

Research design

Case selection

It is important to study the beliefs of the HSG in the European Council,
as there was a significant degree of freedom for the HSG to (re)act to the
Eurozone crisis. The leaders of the European Council possessed both for-
mal and informal power resources. Furthermore, they had the ability to
make decisive contributions to the handling and outcome of the
Eurozone crisis. Due to the absence of formal crisis management proce-
dures and mechanisms, HSG leaders served as first responders and relied
on their skills to deal with the crisis (Greenstein 1969).

This study selects HSGs in the European Council that can be charac-
terised as ‘most different’, on the basis of four criteria (see Table 2). The
first criterion is variation in terms of varieties of capitalism. Hall (2014)
argues that countries with a focus on demand-led growth models have
faced more negative distributive consequences from the Economic and
Monetary Union than countries with a focus on export-led growth mod-
els, and, as such, these countries are more likely to face economic pres-
sure in a crisis. The second criterion is variation in terms of Eurozone
membership. Countries with the euro currency are likely to face more
economic pressure than countries outside the Eurozone. The third criter-
ion is variation amongst member states’ governments, in terms of political
ideology. Differences in ideology imply that governments hold different
preferences with regard to questions of distribution, which can cause
growing dissensus about policy aims and actions. The last criterion is dif-
ferences in growing Euroscepticism, as leaders with ‘dismissive dissensus’
have to deal with growing political constraints.

Conversely, these leaders shared a responsibility to exercise leadership
and had to (re)gain the trust of financial markets and their member states
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in order to find a way out of the crisis. As H€oing and Kunstein (2019)
assert, the Eurozone crisis can be interpreted as a crisis of trust. Two crit-
ical junctures in the Eurozone crisis are identified as pivotal in (re)gaining
trust, yet these had the potential to present leaders with changes in their
exogenous environments, thus challenging their beliefs (Brunnermeier
et al. 2016; Van Esch et al. 2017). The establishment of the first bail-out
package and the setup of the contours of the European Financial Stability
Facility (EFSF), 7–10 May 2010, represents the first juncture. These two
rescue mechanisms served as a financial backstop. Economic and
Financial Affairs Council (ECOFIN) leaders agreed on a mechanism of
financial aid to assist countries like Greece, in order to prevent further
escalation and to prevent effects extending to other countries. The second
juncture of the Eurozone crisis was Mario Draghi’s ‘Whatever It Takes’
speech on 26 July 2012. At this time, government bond spreads had
reached unprecedented heights, which led to speculation about a possible
Eurozone collapse. In response, the European Central Bank (ECB)
announced the Outright Monetary Transactions (OMT) programme to
prevent further escalation of the crisis. These two events were both expli-
cit cases of leadership by EU institutions, and were identical in terms of
addressing questions of trust. Both these decisions were intended to calm
markets and stabilise the economy (H€oing and Kunstein 2019).
Economically, the effect of these decisions seemed to stabilise European
and global financial markets. Thus, it is reasonable to expect the effect on

Table 2. Overview of selected political leaders and time in office.

HSG Country Time in office
�

VOC
MS
type Ideology

��
Dissensus

Lars Løkke
Rasmussen

Denmark 04-2009/10-2011 Supply NE 1 No increase

Helle Thorning-
Schmidt

Denmark 10-2011/06-2015 Supply NE 4 Slight increase

Nicolas Sarkozy France 05-2007/05-2012 Demand E 1 Increase
Angela Merkel

(2 phases)
Germany 11-2005/current Supply E 1; 2 Slight increase

(1); slight
decrease (2)

Viktor Orb�an Hungary 05-2010/current Hybrid NE 1 No increase
Enda Kenny Ireland 03-2011/06-2017 Demand E 2 No increase
Brian Cowen Ireland 07-2008/03-2011 Demand E 2 Increase
Mario Monti Italy 11-2011/04-2013 Demand E 0 Increase
Mariano Rajoy Spain 12-2011/06-2018 Demand E 1 Increase
Jos�e Luis

Rodriguez
Zapatero

Spain 04-2008/12-2011 Demand E 5 Increase

Mark Rutte The Netherlands 10-2010/current Supply E 2-3 Increase
David Cameron United Kingdom 05-2010/07-2016 Hybrid NE 1 No increase
�
Data retrieved from Comparative Political Data Set (Armingeon et al. 2018a).��
1 ¼ hegemonic right-wing and centre parties; 2 ¼ dominance right-wing and centre parties; 3 ¼
balance of power left–right; 4 ¼ dominance social democratic and other left; 5 ¼ hegemony social
democratic and other left; 0 ¼ non-ideological – technocratic.
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belief changes to be similar. As a result of choices for selecting cases, 12
HSG were included in the analysis (Table 2).

Qualitative comparative analysis (QCA)

QCA facilitates a systematic comparison of the characteristics of specific
cases, in order to reveal patterns in data (Schneider and Wagemann
2012). When using QCA, causation is perceived as complex. This means
that conditions do not compete for more or less variation in an outcome;
instead, different configurations are equifinal alternatives for one another.
In addition, conditions that explain an outcome can differ from condi-
tions that explain the absence of the outcome (asymmetry). Furthermore,
the effect of one condition cannot be isolated from others (conjunctural
causation) (Mello 2017). This study uses this method to explore the
‘presence of logical implications or set relations in terms of necessity and
sufficiency’ (Thomann and Maggetti 2017: 5).

This study employs a realist, or substantive interpretability, approach
to explanation (Schneider 2018; Thomann and Maggetti 2017). The pur-
pose of studies following the substantive interpretability approach is ‘to
find meaningful super- and/or subsets of the phenomenon to be
explained’ (Schneider 2016: 2). Analysing sufficient conditions involves
assessing the plausibility of counterfactual assumptions. According to this
approach, conservative or intermediate solutions are optimal when dealing
with counterfactuals. Furthermore, the selected necessary conditions in
this approach are interpreted as crucial explanatory factors, without which
a given event could not have occurred (Thomann and Maggetti 2017).
This approach is subsequently used in this study to understand how the-
oretical knowledge about belief change ensues empirically.

This paper uses a fuzzy-set QCA to examine the possible relationships
between the four conditions (unsustainable debt, increased unemploy-
ment, different ideology, and increased Euroscepticism) and the outcomes
of core and salient belief changes. FsQCA has been chosen for this study
because it allows for partial membership in sets (Mello 2017), which is
advantageous considering the different degrees of belief changes analysed
(e.g. U-turns and moves from or towards other core beliefs or belief
dimensions). Fuzzy sets use ‘corners’ of a multidimensional property
space to establish possible configurations that produce an outcome. The
four conditions in this study lead to 24 corners, which yield 16 possible
paths to the outcome. To create the fuzzy sets, raw data on belief changes
and the four conditions was transformed into fuzzy data via calibration,
including the setting of qualitative breakpoints (Schneider and
Wagemann 2010). The direct method of calibration was used for all four
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conditions and for the two outcome conditions (salient belief change and
core belief change). Direct calibration is the use of a logistic function to
transform the raw data into fuzzy-set data. These breakpoints were set in
line with theoretical and substantive knowledge.

R QCA and SetMethods packages (Dus,a 2019; Medzihorsky et al.
2018) were used to analyse the fuzzy-set data.2 Consistency and coverage
measurements (varying between 0 and 1) were used to assess necessary
and sufficient conditions.3 Consistency measurements provide a measure-
ment to assess the extent to which the solution is a subset or superset of
the outcome. A high consistency score indicates that all cases in a truth
table row are the result of a particular configuration. This score is used to
determine the inclusion and exclusion of truth table rows in the logical
minimisation procedure. Coverage measurements describe the empirical
importance of sufficient conditions, or the relevance of necessary conditions.
A higher score indicates that the ‘consistent part of the solution overlaps
with the outcome’ to a high degree (Schneider and Wagemann 2012: 130).

Measurement and calibration4

Belief change

Data for belief changes derives from the TransCrisis Comparative
Cognitive Mapping (CCM) database (Van Esch et al. 2017). The CCM
method has been specifically developed to capture causal beliefs in the
speeches of political leaders (Van Esch et al. 2016).5 Although alternative
methods of measuring beliefs exist, such as operational code analysis, this
study uses CCM data to analyse beliefs about a specific topic (the econ-
omy) in order to capture change (see Van Esch 2007). CCM data was
used for the beliefs of the 12 leaders in this study; specifically, data cap-
turing a leader’s beliefs about their preferred economic philosophy
(Keynesian or ordoliberal). The central tenet of Keynesian beliefs is a
focus on economic stimulation via government intervention, for the pur-
pose of increasing employment rates and economic growth. The central
tenet of ordoliberal beliefs is a belief in the primacy of price stability and
in the ability to achieve stability via strict budgetary and fiscal policies,
central bank autonomy, and by prioritising support for economic objec-
tives over political ones (Princen and Van Esch 2016). Cognitive maps
were constructed for each leader: one prior to a critical juncture (map 1)
and one after (map 2).

These maps served as the basis for calculating belief changes (see
Online Appendix A Supplementary material). Analysing all maps at t1
and t2, belief changes in this study are observed through qualitative
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analysis of the map, when the core meaning of beliefs is either moving in
another direction or when the existing core meaning of beliefs is altered.

No QCA research exists on CCM data of political leaders, which means
that this paper could not utilise existing anchors to define set member-
ship. The anchors were instead defined following an appraisal of the
quantitative data, an evaluation of the cognitive maps, and the conclu-
sions of a prior descriptive study on the belief changes of these political
leaders (Van Esch et al. 2017). The quantitative data on belief changes
and the underlying cognitive maps showed large gaps in the numerical
data on belief changes, and, as such, these gaps were used as the bases for
the thresholds of calibration (see De Block and Vis 2018). The threshold
for full inclusion (1.0) in the set belief change of the economic dimension
was fixed at 10%. Thus, cases that display at least 10% change in
economic beliefs are fully in the set of belief change. The point of indiffer-
ence was fixed at 5.5% and the threshold for being fully out of the set (0)
was fixed at 2% (see online appendix, Table B.1, Supplementary material).

With regard to the core belief changes, qualitative appraisal of the
Cognitive Mapping data signalled a difference between the cognitive maps
of Danish Prime Minister (PM) Lars Løkke Rasmussen and Italian PM
Mario Monti. Where Rasmussen remains a committed Keynesian (change
of 8.21% in his maps), Monti’s maps show a move from one predominant
set of beliefs to another (change from 9.5%) (see online appendix, Table
B.2, Supplementary material). On the basis of these observations, the
threshold for full inclusion (1.0) in the set core belief change was fixed at
18%. Cases that display at least 18% change in core beliefs are fully in the
set of core belief change. The point of indifference was placed at 9% and
the threshold for being fully out of the set (0) was placed at 0% (see
online appendix, Table B.2, Supplementary material).

Conditions

Cases can display membership in four sets: unsustainable debt (DT),
increased unemployment (UNI), deviating government ideology (GD),
and increased Euroscepticism (EI). Data for these four conditions was
derived from Eurostat (Eurostat 2018a, 2018b, 2018c) and the
Comparative Political Data Set (Armingeon et al. 2018a, 2018b). The
rationale for calibration for these four sets is discussed below. Table 3
shows the thresholds for full inclusion and full exclusion, as well as the
crossover point of the four conditions.

Despite the complex relationship between public debt and economic
growth, it has been found that countries with national debt levels of 90%
or higher may not be able to fulfil their future liabilities (Herndon et al.
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2014; Reinhart and Rogoff 2010; Vis et al. 2012). The threshold for full
inclusion (1.0) in the unsustainable debt set (DT) is therefore set at 90%.
This is also higher than the average EU reported value for all 28 member
states (EU28) (Eurostat 2018a). The threshold for being fully out of the
set (0) is set at 60%, as this means full compliance to the rules of the
Stability and Growth Pact.

Qualitative anchors for the unemployment condition do, conversely,
exist (see Kessel 2015). As this study is primarily concerned with increases
in unemployment, rather than the height of unemployment, thresholds for
inclusion have been adjusted to fit the study’s purpose. However, Kessel’s
(2015) choice to work with averages is used here to determine the thresh-
olds for the increased unemployment set (UNI) (see Table 3). Increases in
unemployment figures over time were calculated for the EU28. The average
increase served as the point of indifference. The standard deviation marked
the thresholds for inclusion and exclusion in the set.

Increased negative support for the EU (EI) is operationalised using an
item in the biannual Standard Eurobarometer (see Rauh et al. 2018). This
item asks respondents the following question: ‘In general, does the
European Union conjure up for you a very positive, fairly positive, neu-
tral, fairly negative, or very negative image?’ (Eurostat 2018a). The average
increase over the date range of this study, for all EU28 countries, is used
as the basis for a country’s fuzzy-set scores. Notable examples of countries
where political leaders faced increased levels of negative support for the
EU include the crisis-stricken countries of Spain, Ireland, and Italy. The
data reveals little about the level of Euroscepticism per se, but explains
the rise or decline in negative support, which in turn forces political lead-
ers to adjust their positions to changing circumstances.

Ideological difference (GD) is operationalised as the ideological dis-
tance of a member state government from the dominant government
orientation in the EU as a whole, per given year. For differences in ideo-
logical orientation, a distance of more than one category of the average
EU government ideology was considered a ‘deviation’, signifying that a
case displays set membership. For example, while in office, Rasmussen’s
government was coded as a right-wing party hegemony. This mostly
aligns with the EU’s dominant government orientation at this time, lead-
ing to a deviation score of 0.66 (signifying no set membership).

Table 3. Threshold set membership scores (calibration).
Condition Threshold fully in set Crossover point Threshold fully out set

DT 90% 75% 60%
UNI 3.1% 0.4% –2.2%
GD 1.5 0.95 0.4
EI 8.9% 4.04% –0.88%
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Results

This section describes the HSG’s belief changes that were observed in this
study. The subsequent QCA analysis identifies the necessary and sufficient
configurations of conditions that explain these belief changes.

The 2010 rescue mechanism: re-establishing trust in
financial markets

Of the five HSGs in office at the time of the 2010 decision to create a
financial backstop, French President Nicolas Sarkozy and Spanish PM
Jos�e Luis Rodr�ıguez Zapatero changed their core beliefs about the econ-
omy. Both shifted from Keynesian to ordoliberal beliefs in the period after
May 2010 (Table 4). Zapatero lost an election soon after, as a result of
this U-turn in his beliefs about economic policy, with voters blaming him
for bending under EU pressure (Bosco and Verney 2012). In his book El
Dilemma, Zapatero elaborates on the pressure to change his beliefs and
the difficulty of withstanding the pressure from his EU colleagues
(Rodr�ıguez Zapatero 2013). For Sarkozy, Anglo-American media scrutiny
of his economic policies and a loss of France’s triple-A status could have
pressured him to adopt a more ordoliberal stance (Van Esch 2014b).

Conversely, German Chancellor Merkel, Irish PM Cowen, and Danish
PM Rasmussen did not change their pre-existing economic beliefs. The
absence of belief changes for Cowen is unexpected, considering that he,
like Zapatero, faced a worsening socio-economic situation and Irish citi-
zens’ increased dissensus with the EU. Cowen fended off EU pressure to
seek financial assistance in November 2010, only to later accept a loan
when under pressure from his EU and International Monetary Fund
(IMF) partners (Schimmelfennig 2015).

Concerning the saliency of economic beliefs, Sarkozy is the only leader
in this timeframe who seems to focus less on the economy. The saliency
of this dimension in his cognitive maps shows a sharp decrease.

The 2012 outright monetary transaction programme: creating a
credible lender of last resort

ECB director Mario Draghi’s promise ‘to do whatever it takes’ was a
second decisive moment in the Eurozone crisis, in terms of calming down
financial markets and restoring trust (Schoeller 2019). In the months and
years after, five leaders in this study changed or altered their core
economic beliefs. Dutch PM Rutte made a U-turn from predominant
ordoliberal to Keynesian beliefs. His focus on concepts such as economic
growth, which qualify as Keynesian, can partially explain this U-turn.
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British PM Cameron’s cognitive maps also reveal a shift from ordoliberal
to Keynesian beliefs. Lynch (2015) suggests that this is the result of
Cameron’s struggle with differing demands of party politics at home and
the pressure of EU leaders to vote in favour of EU policies, in order to
combat the crisis. Cameron’s Irish neighbour, PM Kenny, also changes
his core beliefs from dominant ordoliberal to Keynesian.

Two other leaders, Italian PM Monti and Spanish PM Rajoy, adopted a
more ordoliberal stance in the timeframe after Draghi’s speech. Culpepper
(2014) explains Monti’s U-turn as a result of pressure from the EU elite
to reform. Again, as with Zapatero, Monti’s changes and subsequent acts
were perceived negatively by the Italian electorate in the next election.

The core economic beliefs of the other three leaders, Merkel, Thorning-
Schmidt, and Orb�an, stayed stable. Thorning-Schmidt remained a commit-
ted Keynesian, whereas the beliefs of Merkel and Orb�an remained predom-
inantly ordoliberal. Concerning the saliency of economic beliefs, Thorning-
Schmidt, Monti, and Rajoy seem to refocus their attention on other topics,
as this dimension becomes less salient in their cognitive maps.

To conclude, this data analysis demonstrates that the economic beliefs
of EU political leaders either stay stable or decrease after critical junc-
tures. In terms of the core meaning of these beliefs, the Spanish, Italian,
and French leaders pivoted towards ordoliberal beliefs, whereas the Irish,
Dutch, and UK PMs pivoted towards Keynesian beliefs. The subsequent
section analyses what configuration of conditions best explains the occur-
rence of these belief changes.

Understanding the pathways to belief changes

The prior section illustrates a diverse picture of belief changes. This study’s
QCA analysis can subsequently, and systematically, uncover patterns in the
data. First, the necessity analysis (Online Appendix D, Supplementary mater-
ial) reveals that none of the individual conditions have a consistency value
of 0.9. This means that none qualify as a necessary (stand-alone) condition
for the presence or absence of political leaders’ belief changes in this study.

Table 4. Belief changes of political leaders.

Subject

Degree

Moving Alteration Consistent

Dimension
(saliency)

Thorning-Schmidt; Sarkozy;
Merkel2_3; Monti; Rajoy

Rasmussen; Merkel1_2; Orban;
Cowen; Kenny; Zapatero;
Rutte; Cameron

Core (meaning) Kenny; Zapatero;
Cameron; Monti

Rajoy; Rutte;
Sarkozy

Rasmussen; Thorning-Schmidt;
Merkel1_2; Merkel2_3;
Orban; Cowen
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Subsequently, the study conducted necessity analyses for disjunctions of the
conditions. These analyses showed consistency values of >0.9 for both sali-
ent and core belief change (Online Appendix D, Supplementary material).
The results of the analyses for the absence of salient economic belief changes
(�ECOC) and occurrence of core belief changes (KOC) have a coverage
value of >0.7, and two findings here are striking. First, for salient economic
belief change to not take place, there either has to be no increase in
unemployment (�UNI) or no substantive debt (�DT) (con. 0.937; cov. 0.
720). Second, for core belief change to take place, cases either need to dis-
play increased unemployment (UNI) or unsustainable debt (DT) (con. 0.960;
cov. 0.719). These findings emphasise the importance of a higher-order con-
cept for belief change: good or bad socio-economic situation. This higher-
order concept is necessary for salient belief change to be absent or for core
belief change to be present. These necessary disjunctions are ‘crucial explana-
tory factors, without which a given event could not have occurred’
(Thomann and Maggetti 2017: 9) and imply that future analyses of eco-
nomic belief changes should consider the socio-economic situation of a lead-
er’s country.

Additionally, the study conducted the analysis for sufficiency. First,
truth tables for all possible outcomes were constructed (Online Appendix
E.1–E.4, Supplementary material). These served as the basis for the logical
minimisation procedure (Online Appendix E, Supplementary material).
The goal of this procedure is to represent the information in the truth
table as a final solution formula, with regard to the different combinations
of conditions that produce a specific outcome.6

The intermediate solution formula for the presence of economic belief
change reveals two combinations that lead to salient belief change. First, the
saliency of economic beliefs decreases when leaders face increased unemploy-
ment (UNI), unsustainable debt (DT), and increased Euroscepticism (EI).
This means that, contrary to what may be expected, when economic and
political conditions become increasingly pressured, some leaders will become
less vocal about the situation. Second, the saliency of economic beliefs
decreases when leaders simultaneously face the absence of increased
unemployment (�UNI), sustainable debt (�DT), increased Euroscepticism
(EI), and a deviant government ideology (GD). The consistency of 0.892
shows that the solution does, indeed, correspond to sufficient combinations,
and the coverage of 0.611 indicates that the solution explains a fair share of
the outcome of belief change (see Figure 1).7

Three out of 13 cases hold membership in this solution formula
(Monti, Rajoy, and Thorning-Schmidt) and can thus be considered typ-
ical cases. The difference in configurations for these cases most likely
relates to differences in membership type (Denmark’s Thorning-
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Schmidt as non-Eurozone versus Monti and Rajoy as Eurozone mem-
bers). The cases of Merkel (before and after critical juncture 2) and
Sarkozy show membership in the fuzzy set, but not in the solution
term. These are deviant cases in terms of coverage, meaning that they
are consistent with the outcome but not with the solution (Schneider
and Rohlfing 2013). The case of Merkel before and after critical junc-
ture 2 can be considered a typical deviant case for coverage. This case
is examined in more detail below.

For the outcome of Keynesian/ordoliberal belief change, the intermedi-
ate solution shows that a shift in the core meaning of economic beliefs can
be explained by a combination of increased unemployment (UNI), a differ-
ent ideology (GD), and increased Euroscepticism (EI). The consistency
score of 0.972 provides evidence that this path corresponds to a sufficient
combination. However, the low coverage of 0.327 indicates that these paths
only explain a small part of the outcome (see Figure 2).

The analysis reveals a sufficient pathway for the core belief changes of
Spanish PMs Rajoy and Zapatero but fails to explain the core belief changes
of Monti, Cameron, Kenny, Rutte, and Sarkozy. These latter five cases are
deviant cases for coverage. Reviewing the truth table (Online Appendix E.3,
Supplementary material) illustrates that the cases of Monti and Sarkozy
come closest to the ‘ideal deviant case coverage’ and thus warrant further
in-depth analysis.8

There are a number of possible explanations for the three typical devi-
ant cases for coverage in this study. For salient economic changes, the
decrease in saliency of Merkel’s economic dimension can best be
explained by the prevailing European discourse that became more focused
on fiscal issues than monetary issues (Van Esch 2014b). The development
of this broader EU discourse significantly reduced the saliency of Merkel’s
economic beliefs in the period after the announcement of the OMT

Figure 1. XY plot for parsimonious solution outcome: economic belief change.
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programme. This alternative explanation hints at the importance of inves-
tigating the interaction between the broader European discourse and indi-
vidual belief change.

In terms of core belief changes, those of Monti and Sarkozy warrant
further analysis. Culpepper (2014) characterises Italy under Monti as an
‘unmediated democracy’ and as a country run by a ‘government of pro-
fessors’ (1275). This situation made it possible for Monti to adopt
unpopular austerity programmes and act in line with pressure from EU
elites. Monti seemed, at the time, more concerned with steering the econ-
omy than with the domestic political situation (Culpepper 2014).
Therefore, it is likely that Monti, an economics professor by training,
changed his beliefs as a result of the pressure to reform from EU leaders
and his own ‘objective’ economic analysis of the situation. This alternative
explanation emphasises the need for more country-specific and leader-
specific analyses in the study of belief changes.

Schoeller et al. (2017) and Van Esch (2014) offer an alternative explan-
ation for Sarkozy’s U-turn from Keynesian to ordoliberal beliefs. The
emergence of the ‘Merkozy duumvirate’ (Schoeller et al. 2017: 1211) at
the onset of the Eurozone crisis may indicate that Sarkozy changed his
beliefs in order to form a powerful leadership in tandem with Chancellor
Merkel. Furthermore, Sarkozy’s Keynesian beliefs about the economy in
2010 were geared towards monetary issues rather than fiscal issues. As
the broader EU discourse shifted to fiscal policies, his core beliefs may
consequently have been more malleable (Van Esch 2014b). A combination
of the ‘Merkozy’ emergence and Sarkozy’s potentially malleable beliefs
provide a logical explanation for his U-turn, subsequently implying that
studies of belief change should also tailor the roles played by alliances
and networks.

Figure 2. XY plot for parsimonious solution outcome: Keynesian/ordoliberal
belief change.
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Conclusion

This study opened with a quote from George Bernard Shaw (1944: 330) stat-
ing that ‘progress is impossible without change; and those who cannot
change their minds, cannot change anything’. The study examined under
what conditions such a ‘changing of the mind’ of European HSG occurred
in the Eurozone crisis. These conditions are unsustainable debt, increases in
unemployment, different ideologies, and increases in negative support for
the EU. The analysis established that no stand-alone condition is necessary
or sufficient to explain the outcome of belief changes. It also demonstrated
that either unsustainable debt or increased unemployment is a necessary dis-
junction for the occurrence of core belief changes. This conclusion implies
that the socio-economic situation of a leader’s country is a necessary, higher-
order concept for the study of leaders’ belief changes.

For salient belief changes to occur, the analysis illustrated that two
paths lead to the outcome. First, for leaders of countries in the Eurozone,
the combination of increased Euroscepticism, increased unemployment,
and unsustainable debt provides a sufficient explanation. For non-
Eurozone leaders, the configuration of increased Euroscepticism combined
with different government ideology, sustainable debt, and no increases in
unemployment provides a sufficient explanation. This result implies that
differences in Eurozone membership type impact contextual conditions’
levels of importance, in terms of the occurrence of belief changes.

For core belief changes to occur, the analysis indicated that a combin-
ation of increased unemployment, different ideology, and increased
Euroscepticism provides a sufficient explanation. In sum, these results
bear implications for theories of belief change. This article thus adds to
literature suggesting that contextual causes for belief change are the result
of configurations of conditions, rather than the result of one condition
being more explanatory than another. The empirical analysis strongly
urges scholars to further examine configurational hypotheses.

Furthermore, the study only illustrated the sufficient paths to belief
change in a limited number of cases. Further in-depth analysis of typical
deviant cases is thus necessary to provide coverage. In-depth analyses of
the Merkel, Sarkozy, and Monti cases suggest four possible alternative
explanations for belief changes to occur: the influence of the broader
European discourse on political leaders’ economic beliefs, country-specific
conditions, such as size or government type, leader-specific conditions,
such as leadership role or leaders’ personalities, and the influence of alli-
ances and networks on belief change.

This study also has broader implications for our understanding of lead-
ership in foreign policy crises, particularly from a theoretical, empirical,
and EU-specific angle. In terms of the theoretical angle, the conceptual
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model of belief change contributes to role theory in foreign policy
analysis, as it can help to further unpack responses of ‘state agents’ to
contextual changes (Cantir and Kaarbo 2016).

Empirically, conclusions about these four conditions are relevant for
different types of foreign policy crises (e.g. military, political). Although it
can be argued that these four specific conditions are more typical for eco-
nomic crises, they also relate to broader ideas about the importance of
understanding the role of the domestic arena in foreign policy crises.

Finally, the findings of this study are more applicable to EU foreign
policy crises (e.g. Brexit, the migration crisis, the Ukraine crisis) than to
foreign policy crises between unitary states. The Eurozone crisis took
place in a transboundary institutional arrangement that urged govern-
ments to act together; yet, at the same time, they were being pushed apart
as a result of differences amongst them (Youngs 2013). As EU leaders are
compelled to cooperate in times of foreign policy crisis, the nexus
between their own domestic arena and EU-level leadership expectations
may necessitate different mechanisms for belief change than foreign policy
interactions between single states.

Notes

1. These leaders are Lars Løkke Rasmussen (DK), Helle Thorning-Schmidt
(DK), Nicolas Sarkozy (FR), Angela Merkel (DE), Victor Orb�an (HU), Brian
Cowen (IE), Enda Kenny (IE), Mario Monti (IT), Mariano Rajoy (ES), Jos�e
Luis Zapatero (ES), Mark Rutte (NL), and David Cameron (UK).

2. R Scripts for both analyses can be found in Part C of the online appendix
(Supplementary material). The Analysis performed in this study is
Standard Analysis.

3. A consistency score of 1 or 0 represent perfect consistency for a given row.
A consistency score of 0.5 displays perfect inconsistency.

4. For an elaborate discussion on the raw data of this study, see Online
Appendix A (Supplementary material).

5. See Online Appendix A (Supplementary material) for an explanation of the
Cognitive Mapping Method and its subsequent analysis. Data files available
upon request. Contact the author.

6. The solution presented here is the intermediate solution. For an overview of
all three solutions (parsimonious, complex, and intermediate), see Online
Appendix F (Supplementary material).

7. Cons.suf¼measure to assess the extent to which the solution is a subset or
superset of the outcome. A high consistency score indicates that all cases in
a truth table row are the result of a particular configuration;
Cov.suf¼ describes the empirical importance of sufficient conditions;
PRI¼ proportional reduction in consistency; Cons.suf(H) ¼ adjusted
consistency measure.

8. The analyses of and solutions for the negated outcomes are presented in
Online Appendix F (Supplementary material).
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