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In the eight years since the last opinion poll on Intercultural 
Trends was conducted in France, several events have 
influenced the political debate. At the European level, 
populist movements have gained influence, including 
most notably the European elections of 2014 with 
France’s Front National leading the Eurosceptic surge. 
The decision of the UK to leave the European Union 
(EU) following its June 2016 referendum has also had 
an impact on French citizens’ perceptions of the EU. At 
the Mediterranean level, the involvement of France in 
the international coalition against the organisation of the 
so called Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) and 
the phenomenon of foreign fighters of French origin have 
been widely covered in the media. And since 2015, no 
less than three major terrorist attacks have occurred on 
French soil. It is in this rather troubled context that the 
third wave of the Anna Lindh /Ipsos Intercultural Trends 
Survey was commissioned and carried out during the 
period from September to November 2016.

How do French citizens perceive  
the Mediterranean region?

The French characterisation of the Mediterranean 
region has evolved, but preserves key features, as 
compared to the 2009 results. Compared to citizens 
in other European and SEM countries, the French are 
less likely to perceive the Mediterranean as a region 
characterised by instability and insecurity (40% of the 
sample selected the ‘not characterise at all’ response) 
or as a source of conflict (41%). The first responses that 
come to French citizens’ minds are a shared way of life 
and food, their common cultural heritage and a sense 
of hospitality. If we compare these 2016 perceptions to 
those of 2009, the French have evolved throughout the 
years into perceiving the region less in terms of a source 
of conflict (41% of respondents in 2016 selected the ‘not 
characterise at all’ response, compared to 27% in 2009) 
or as a region resistant to change (respectively, 35% in 
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Taynja Abdel Baghy explains that the third wave of the Anna Lindh Report was commissioned amid a challenging 
context in France and analyses how the French perceive the Mediterranean region, the intercultural relations 
in their own society and across the Mediterranean, and the roles they expect the European Neighborhood 
Policy to play. She concludes that the French survey respondents retain beliefs in the notions of living together 
‘vivre ensemble’, tolerance and meritocracy, and place hope in youth, education, and regional cooperation.

Chart 17.1
Perceptions about religious and cultural diversity in France

Survey question: How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements? Base: all respondents (%), by country (France) and country group (©Anna 
Lindh/Ipsos 2016).
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2016 and 25% in 2009). This shift in perceptions may 
perhaps be due to the Arab Spring that has shaken many 
SEM countries since 2011.  

Key changes in the perceptions  
of intercultural relations

Since 2009, France has seen a reinforcement of the 
French concept of vivre-ensemble (living-together) 
and of the concept of ‘integration’ as opposed to 
‘multi-culturalism’. The French’s perceptions about 
religious and cultural diversity are a first indicator of the 
reinforcement of these concepts. Roughly 9 out of 10 
respondents in France think that religious and cultural 
diversity should not restrict people to have the same 
rights and opportunities. One in two French strongly 
object to the statement that cultural and religious diversity 
constitutes a threat to the stability of society and 69% 
believe that cultural and religious diversity is important 
for the prosperity of the society (Chart 17.1). An event 
at a Southern France public beach in the summer of 
2016 when a middle-aged woman was forced by police 
agents to remove her headscarf (burkini), caused vivid 
emotions across France (and beyond) and revealed the 
French ambivalent political management of this respect 
of religious and cultural diversity. 

An overwhelming majority of French respondents also 
reply that they would not mind at all to have someone 
from a different cultural background as work colleague 
or neighbour, or that their children would go to school 
with children from a different cultural background 
(between 82% and 92% would ‘not mind at all’). But 
when considering the possibility of a family member 
marrying someone from a different cultural background, 
19% of respondents admit that they would be troubled 
by this possibility. This number represents an important 
feature of the French society’s approach to intercultural 

exchanges, but nonetheless should be placed in the 
right context; one should keep in mind that the French’s 
response is similar to the response observed in other 
European countries (19% would mind ‘a little’ or even ‘a 
lot’) and is better than the response observed in SEM 
countries (27% on average across all SEM countries 
surveyed).

With regard to values transmitted when raising children, a 
key value for respondents in France is a respect for other 
cultures (mentioned by 66% of respondents as first or 
second most important value), while religious beliefs and 
practices are not a key value (selected by just 6%). This 
value of tolerance is not only central to the French way 
of parenting, but also to the values of independence and 
curiosity. Although a sense of family solidarity remains 
important, fewer respondents select this value in 2012 
than in 2009 (a drop of 9 percentage points); a similar 
decrease is also observed for the value of obedience, 
while the value of curiosity gains importance (from 18% 
in 2009 to 34% in 2012) (Chart 17.2). 

French cultivate a sustained and careful 
interest in today’s Euro-Mediterranean region

In today’s Euro-Mediterranean region, the French show 
a rather high level of interest (superior to the level 
observed in 2009) in the cultural life and lifestyle, political 
situation and economic conditions in SEM countries 
(between 71% and 77% of respondents indicate being 
at least somewhat interested). They are nevertheless 
less prone to cultivate an interest in the religious beliefs 
and practices of SEM countries. The Survey findings 
show the French’s interest in religious beliefs does not 
follow the trend of an increased interest in various other 
aspects of the lives of people in SEM countries, and this 
lack of interest can certainly be explained by the strong 
secularist culture of France. 

Chart 17.2
Key values when raising children in France

Survey question: In bringing up their children, parents in different countries may place different emphasis on different values. Assuming that we limit ourselves to six values 
only, I’d like to know which one of these is most important, to you personally, when raising children? And the second most important? Base: all respondents (%), results for 
France (©Anna Lindh/Ipsos 2016).
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As for whether it can be expected that media coverage 
causes a change in French views about people from 
SEM countries, the Survey results show that, in fact, a 
slim majority (53%) of French respondents report that 
their views about people in SEM countries have not been 
influenced by the media. One must keep in mind that the 
most trusted media sources of the French are, in order 
of importance: print media, TV, films and documentaries, 
and then radio and books. Online and social media 
are trusted by fewer respondents in France (just 18% 
and 14%, of respondents, respectively, select these as 
‘most trusted sources’); moreover, trust in online and 
social media seems to be lower in France than in other 
European countries and SEM countries. If respondents 
report that their views about SEM people have been 
influenced by something they have seen, read or heard 
in the media, this change in views is more likely to have 
been in a negative (15%) than in a positive direction 
(7%). Indeed, the media coverage of the Arab Spring 
and its aftermath, including various deadly episodes, has 
left its mark on French perceptions. Adding the multiple 
terrorist attacks that have been widely covered in the 
media, the French seem to show more distrust towards 
online-shared information.

The French’s sustained interest in the Euro-
Mediterranean region also materialises through their 
views of cooperation in the framework of the European 
Neighborhood Policy (ENP). In a context of a crisis of 
trust in the EU, with only 38% of respondents in a 2016 
Euractiv survey saying they had confidence in the EU, 
one may expect that the French also expect few gains 
from the ENP. Nonetheless, the French believe that 

their society will definitely gain from cooperation in the 
framework of ENP in the areas of entrepreneurship, 
innovation and youth employment (44%), education 
and training (50%), support for NGOs and civil society 
organisations (48%) and prevention of extremism (52%). 

Regarding the possibilities to improve the response to 
refugee crisis, only few gains are expected through the 
ENP (with even 28% of respondents expecting no gain 
at all). Additionally, the country has been challenged, 
especially in border areas such as the Northern border 
with the UK, where the so-called ‘Calais jungle’ is located. 
On the topic of environmental sustainability, which was 
high on the French agenda in 2015 with the organisation 
of the Paris climate change conference (COP 21), the 
level of skepticism (20%) as to whether gains can be 
expected from cooperation in the framework of the ENP 
is in fact higher than the average levels observed in 
European countries (17%) and SEM countries (12%).

The youth, an instrumental and trusted 
resource for the Euro-Mediterranean

An interesting trend that can be observed throughout the 
Survey is the hope that the French place in the youth 
and this is in several domains. This can principally 
be explained by the fact that education is seen as 
the main resource to foster change, nurtured by the 
French cardinal belief in the republican school (l’école 
républicaine) and in the ‘meritocracy’. When asked 
about the types of action that can help people live better 
together in a multicultural environment, more than 8 out 
of 10 respondents in France believe in the opportunity 

Chart 17.3
French views about actions that can help people live better together in multicultural environments

Survey question: How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements? Base: all respondents (%), by country (France) and country group (©Anna 
Lindh/Ipsos 2016).
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of making schools places where children learn how to 
live in diversity. The French seem to believe first and 
foremost in the power of education, whose mission is 
perceived as to enable people, regardless of their social, 
cultural and religious background, to get access to better 
economic opportunities as well as to help people live 
better together. An important finding of the Survey is also 
that an investment in youth appears as the first solution 
that the French respondents select to prevent and deal 
with conflicts and radicalisation (Chart 17.3). This finding 
is an indicator of the level of hope that French citizens still 
place in the youth, even in a context where thousands 
of young French people have become foreign fighters 
for ISIS. The fact that several national ‘deradicalisation’ 
programmes have been implemented with mixed results 
may have reaffirmed the idea in many respondents’ 
minds that prevention may be the most efficient approach 
to deal with these complex and sensitive issues. 

To sum up, in a Western Europe undergoing a crisis 
of political confidence and liberal values, and in an 
atmosphere of distrust towards the European Union, 
French respondents seem to draw a portrait of France 
in the Euro-Mediterranean region as a country that is still 
interested in this region. Citizens in France appear as 
keen to engage in intercultural relations with countries 
of the Euro-Mediterranean region as they did eight years 
ago, although they do seem to demonstrate a certain 
number of key features of their identity in a much more 
affirmed way now. Their belief in the key notions of living 
together (vivre-ensemble), tolerance and meritocracy 
have sharpened over the years, withstanding several 
brutal episodes disrupting the grounds of those beliefs. 
The impact of the Arab Spring and its aftermath have not 
contributed to a more negative perception of the SEM 
countries as one could have expected. France does 
seem to be much more challenged, however, by the 
impacts of the migration and refugee crisis, which have 
shaken visions of integration in France.

While the rate of youth unemployment in France is still 
high (25% of young people aged 18-25 are unemployed, 
source: INSEE), French citizens still hold a high degree 
of hope for the future and see youth as the most 
instrumental resource to overcome the challenges facing 
the Euro-Mediterranean region, in socio-economic 
areas but also in terms of intercultural understanding. 
To do so, the French cultivate values of educational 
development, curiosity and independence. This is a 
field in which the European Neighbourhood Policy still 
seems to be a reliable tool, and the French distrust 
towards the EU is contrasted by their pragmatic interest 
in Euro-Mediterranean policies in the field of economic, 
social and educational affairs. Although the southern and 
eastern Mediterranean region may not represent the 
Eldorado for French respondents (few respondents in 
France state that, if given a choice, they would start a 

new life in a SEM country), the region is also not viewed 
as a source of discontentment or fear. Instead, in the 
past eight years, French citizens have grown a revived 
positive relation with the Mediterranean countries and 
their culture and share more features than before with 
other European countries and with SEM countries in 
intercultural understanding.

Taynja ABDEL BAGHY is an Independent consultant in 
peace, development and security in Africa and MENA.




