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Introducing the Eurobarometer 

Eurobarometer public opinion surveys ("standard Eurobarometer surveys") have been conducted on behalf of 
the Directorate-General for Information, Communication, Culture, Audiovisual of the European Commission 
each spring and autumn since autumn 1973. They have included Greece since autumn 1980, Portugal and 
Spain since autumn 1985, the former German Democratic Republic since autumn 1990 and Austria, Finland 
and Sweden from spring 1995 onwards. 

An identical set of questions was asked of representative samples of the population aged fifteen years and over 
in each Member State. The regular sample in standard Eurobarometer surveys is 1000 people per country 
except Luxembourg (500) and the United Kingdom (1000 in Great Britain and 300 in Northern Ireland). In order 
to monitor the integration of the five new Länder into unified Germany and the European Union, 2000 persons 
have been sampled in Germany since Eurobarometer 34:1000 in East Germany and 1000 in West Germany. 

In each of the 15 Member States, the survey is carried out by national institutes associated with the "IN RA 
(Europe) European Coordination Office". This network of institutes was selected by tender. All institutes are 
members of the "European Society for Opinion and Marketing Research" (ESOMAR) and comply with its 
standards. 

The figures shown in this report for each of the Member States are weighted by sex, age, region and size of 
locality. The figures given for the European Union as a whole are weighted on the basis of the adult population 
in each country. In certain cases, the total percentage in a table does not always add up exactly to 100%, but a 
number very close to it (e.g. 99 or 101), because of rounding. When questions allow for several responses, 
percentages often add up to more than 100%. Percentages shown in the graphics may display a difference of 
1% compared to the tables because of the way previously-rounded percentages are added. 

This report, which was drawn up by the Public Opinion Analysis Unit (X.A.2 ; Head of Unit : Anna Melich) of the 
Directorate-General for Information, Communication, Culture, Audiovisual, is an internal working document of 
the European Commission. 

Types of surveys in the Eurobarometer series 

The European Commission (Directorate General X) organises general public opinion, specifìc 
target group, as well as qualitative (group discussion, in-dëpth interview) surveys in all Member 
States and, occasionally, in third countries. There are four different types of polls available: 

Traditional standard Eurobarometer surveys with reports published twice a year 
Telephone Flash EB, also used for special target group surveys 
(e.g. Top Decision Makers) 

Qualitative research ("focus groups"; in-depth interviews) 
In the near future: Eurobarometer Applicant Countries (replacing the Central and 
Eastern EB) 

■ 

ir. 

The face-to-face general public standard Eurobarometer surveys and the future EB Applicant 
Countries surveys, the telephone Flash EB polls and qualitative research serve 'primarily to 
carry out surveys for the different Directorates General and comparable special services of the 
Commission on their behalf and on their account. 

The Eurobarometer Website address is : 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/dg10/epo/eb.html 



Major News Items around the time of Fieldwork 
March to May 1999 

: 1 
Germany takes over the six-month Presidency of the European Union 

The euro becomes the official currency in eleven EU countries 
$¿& January 

14 January 

The European Parliament. rejects a censorship vote against the 
European Commission but calls for a committee of independent experts 
to be convened under the auspices of the Parliament and the 
Commission 

27 January 
.-' The Committee of Independent Experts is set up to investigate 

allegations regarding fraud, mismanagement and nepotism in the 
European Commission 

12 March 

15 March 

18 March 

24-25 March 

24 March 

24 March 

26 March 

4 April 

1 May 

4 May 

Germany's finance minister Oskar Lafontaine resigns 

The Committee of Independent Experts publishes its first report on 
allegations regarding fraud, mismanagement and nepotism in the 
European Commission 

Collective resignation of the Members of the European Commission 

End of Kosovo Summit without signing of the Rambouillet Agreement 

Berlin European Council 

The Heads of State and Government of the European Union nominate 
Romano Prodi to replace Jacques Santer as President of the European 
Commission 

NATO air strikes over Yugoslavia start 

European Union leaders reach agreement on Agenda 2000 

50th anniversary of NATO 

The Treaty of Amsterdam enters into force 

Romano Prodi is elected European Commission President by the 
European Parliament 



HIGHLIGHTS 

This 51st Eurobarometer report sheds light on the state of public opinion 
towards the European Union in the spring of 1999. Fieldwork for the 
survey began just when the European Commission resigned on 15 
March 1999, nine months before the end of its term. The results of this 
survey are affected by this event although other events, such as the 
war in Kosovo, no doubt will also have influenced public opinion. 

Support for EU membership and benefit from EU membership, 

• Support for the European Union is less solid in spring 1999 than in 
autumn 1998, although opposition levels did not increase. 49% of 
EU citizens support their country's membership to the EU (-5). 
44% are of the view that their country has benefited from 
membership (-5). 

Democracy in the EU and reform of the EU's institutions 

• EU citizens are now significantly more likely to express satisfaction 
with the way democracy works in the European Union (42%) than 
they were in spring 1998 (+7). 

• The public has become more likely to view reform of the Union's 
institutions as a priority for the European Union. 52% of EU 
citizens now feel this way, compared to 49% in autumn 1998. 
Significant increases are noted in Austria (+15), Luxembourg 
(+13), Belgium, Ireland (both +10), Portugal (+9), Germany, 
France, Sweden (all +7), Denmark, Spain and Finland (all +4). 

Trust in the European Union and its institutions 

• Nearly 4 in 10 EU citizens tend to trust the European Union. The 
European Parliament is the institution that the public is most likely 
to trust (50%), followed by the Court of Justice (44%). The public 
is most likely to be wary of the European Commission and the 
Council of Ministers. Around 3 in 10 respondents say they tend 
not to trust these two institutions. 

The Kosovo crisis 

• People are less likely than they were in the autumn of 1998 to 
support a common defence and security policy and a common 
foreign policy or to favour EU joint decision-making on defence 
matters. Belgium and Portugal are the only countries where 
support levels increased since autumn 1998. 

Ill 



The single currency 

• Sixty-one percent of EU citizens support the single currency while 
28% oppose it. Support tends to be significantly higher in the 
countries that introduced the euro on 1 January 1999 (68%) than in 
the 4 "pre-in" countries (35%). However, support levels are much 
higher in Greece (65%) than they are in Denmark, Sweden and the 
United Kingdom - the 3 other "pre-in" countries. 

• People throughout the EU are significantly more likely to feel well 
informed about the single currency in spring 1999 than they were 
six months earlier. On average, levels of feeling informed 
increased by 11 percentage points to reach an all-time high of 45%. 
In spring 1999 nearly 8 in 10 people say they have received 
information about the euro, compared to 6 in 10 people in autumn 
1998. 

Enlargement 

• Among the 11 applicant countries, the EU public is most supportive 
of Hungary becoming part of the European Union (46%). However, 
support for other European countries, like Switzerland and Norway 
(both 70%) is significantly higher. 

• There is widespread consensus that new countries can only join the 
European Union if they respect Human Rights and the principles of 
democracy (95%), if they fight organised crime and drug trafficking 
(93%) and if they protect the environment (92%). 

The June 1999 European Parliament elections 

• Although around than 7 in 10 respondents said they intended to 
vote in the June 1999 elections, actual turnout rates were far lower, 
ranging from 24% in the UK to 90% in Belgium where voting is 
compulsory. 

• The proportion of people who recently heard or read something 
about the European Parliament increased significantly to 60% (+17) 
since autumn 1998. While media coverage, which explains public 
awareness in the context of this measurement, is always higher 
around election time, the high awareness levels are also linked to 
another topic that received widespread media attention: the role of 
the Parliament in the resignation of the European Commission. 

Awareness of the European Union budget 

• There is widespread misconception among the public when it 
comes to Union expenditure. Europeans are most likely (26%) to 
regard administrative costs as the Union's largest expenditure when 
in reality only 5% of the EU's 1999 budget is set aside for this 
purpose. 
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Standard Eurobarometer 51 

Introduction 

This 51st Eurobarometer Report presents the views of European citizens towards the European Union in the 
spring of 1999. 

Chapter 1 examines how people feel about politics in general. The chapter looks at trust in the political 
system and describes satisfaction levels with democracy, both at the national and the EU level. The last 
section of the chapter looks at how attached people feel to their town or village, to their region, to their 
country and to Europe. 

Chapter 2 examines self-perceived knowledge levels about the European Union and reports on 
awareness levels of 9 of the Union's institutions. The chapter also looks at the extent to which public 
perception of how the EU's budget is spent matches actual Union expenditure. Other subjects 
covered in this chapter relate to sources of information about the EU, levels of trust in the media and 
news media usage. The chapter ends with an examination of the extent to which people have access to 
modern information technology. 

Chapter 3 looks at attitudes to the European Union in the spring of 1999. It describes support levels for EU 
membership and levels of perceived benefit from EU membership and reports on the changes since the 
autumn of 1998. The chapter also looks at people's fears about building Europe, the role played by 9 of 
the EU's institutions in the life of the European Union and at trust levels in the European Union as a 
whole and in 9 of the Union's institutions more specifically. 

Chapter 4 focuses on current policy issues. Apart from looking at public support for EU joint decision­
making over national decision-making, analysing people's priorities for the European Union and 
measuring support for key issues, the chapter focuses on the single currency and enlargement. 

Chapter 5 looks at attitudes to the European Parliament. It looks at people's intention to vote and actual 
turnout rates at the June 1999 elections. The chapter also looks at awareness levels and the perceived 
and desired importance of the European Parliament. The chapter ends with a look at the areas that the 
public feels the Parliament should treat as a priority. 

The final chapter looks at some of the other issues covered on the 51st Eurobarometer survey. 

We wish to thank all the European Union citizens who have taken part in the survey over the years. 
Without their participation, this report could not have been written. 



Standard Eurobarometer 51 

1. Citizens and the political process 

In this chapter, we investigate how often EU citizens discuss politics with their friends, which is a frequently 
used and important measure of political interest. We also examine whether the EU public has trust in the 
political system and is satisfied with democracy at the national and EU level. The last section of the chapter 
looks at how attached citizens feel to the various politico­geographical levels of identity ­ that is their town or 
village, their region, their country and Europe. 

1.1. Interest in politics 

When it comes to analysing empirical data on levels of political interest, in this case by asking respondents 
how often they discuss political matters when they get together with friends, several issues can be explored. 
We shall leave the examination of the influence of people's values on levels of political interest to political 
scientists. In terms of trend analyses, we limit ourselves to the comment that the often­reported decline in 
political interest is not apparent from these Eurobarometer results. Our focus is on the latest findings, which 
present a snapshot of the situation at the time of fieldwork. In this context, we examine two factors in more 
detail. These are the influence of a) nationality and b) people's socio­demographic characteristics on levels 
of political interest. 

On average, 13% of Europeans discuss political matters frequently, 56% do this occasionally and 30% never 
engage in this activity. As the graph below shows, the results vary significantly from country to country. 

How often do people discuss politics? 

25 

18 

26 

15 

24 

22 

21 

19 

30 

25 

39 

45 

37 

39 

' — IJL 
« M M 49 
l% Frequently ■ % Occasionally □ % Never 

Source: Survey no. 51.0­Fieldwork Mar­Apr1999 
Standard Eurobarometer 51 ­ Fig. 1.1 Percentage "dont know" not shown 

People in Denmark (83%) are most likely to discuss politics with their friends, followed by people in Germany 
(82%) and Finland (81%). At 25%, respondents from Greece were most likely to say they frequently discuss 
politics. In Spain (49%), Portugal (47%) and Ireland (45%), respondents were most likely to say they never 
discuss politics with their friends. (Table 1.1a) 



Standard Eurobarometer 51 

For each of the various socio-demographic groups in the European Union, the following table shows the 
percentage that say they frequently discuss political matters with friends. As can be seen managers, the 
self-employed, people who stayed in full-time education the longest and the most frequent users of the 
media are most likely to frequently discuss political matters. At the bottom of the table we find people who 
score lowest on the Media Use Index1. 

% who frequently discuss political 
matters with friends for various groups 

(EU15) 

Group 

Managers 

Self-employed 

Educated up to age 20+ 

Media Use lndex:+++ 

Men 

Aged 40-54 

Aged 25-39 

Aged 55+ 

Educated to age 16-19 

Retired 

Media Use Index: ++ 

Average for EU 15 

Employees 

Students 

Unemployed 

Manual workers 

Women 

Educated to age 15 or younger 

Aged 15-24 

House persons 

Media Use Index: -

Media Use Index: — 

24 

21 

20 

19 

17 

16 

14 

14 

13 

13 

13 

13 

12 

12 

11 

11 

10 

9 

8 

7 

7 

3 

The largest gap is found between people who feel they know a lot about the European Union and those who 
feel they know very little. Only 5% of the latter group say they discuss politics frequently when they get 
together with friends, compared to 45% of people who feel they know a lot about the European Union2. 
(Table 1.1b) 

A definition of the Media Use Index is provided in Appendix C.4. 
Knowledge about the European Union is discussed in chapter 2. A definition of the self-perceived knowledge scale is 
provided in Appendix C.4. 



Standard Eurobarometer 51 

1.2. Trust in the political system 

Respondents were asked to state their trust or distrust with a large number of national and international 
institutions. In this section, we focus specifically on trust in political institutions3. 

Low levels of confidence in political institutions are an often-found phenomenon in empirical studies. This is 
also the case on the Eurobarometer surveys. The latest results show that on average 35% of Europeans 
trust the civil service, the Parliament, the government and the political parties of their country. The country 
results show that average trust levels range from 25% in Italy to 56% in the Netherlands. 

Trust in political institutions 
(Average trust level of 4 institutions, 

in % by country) 

Country 

The Netherlands 

Luxembourg 

Austria 

Portugal 

Finland 

Denmark 

Ireland 

Greece 

Spain 

Germany 

Average for EU15 

Sweden 

United Kingdom 

France 

Belgium 

Italy 

% 

56 

51 

45 

44 

43 

43 

39 

38 

38 

37 

35 

34 

34 

32 

26 

25 

The question contains 17 items. Results for the political institutions are shown in table 1.2a. Tables 1.2b-c show the 
results for a number of other institutions but these are not discussed in the chapter. Results for three items on the 
media are discussed in chapter 2 (table 2.6). Results for the item that measures trust in the European Union is 
discussed in chapter 3 (table 3.5). 
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