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Introduction and summary of the findings  
 

The current report presents data from a nationally representative study of public opinion conducted by 

the Open Society Institute – Sofia in April 2018, which included questions in regard to the EU 

membership and related issues. Data from previous OSI-Sofia studies in the last 10 years is also used to 

make comparisons and track tendencies. 1 

 In 2018, support to EU membership remains high with 61% would vote in favor and only 16% 

“against” if the question were to be put on a referendum. Despite the decrease compared to the 

peak of support to membership of 70% in 2013, the tendency as compared to 2016 is of 

increase in support by 4% and decrease of 7% of the share of those disagreeing with EU 

membership.  

 Close to 45% assess positively EU membership so far, one third don’t know and only 16% assess 

it negatively  

 More opportunities for travelling abroad (50%), jobs (48%) and education (33%) are perceived 

as the three biggest advantages of EU membership. Just 9% of those asked say that it has no 

advantages. The ranking of advantages remains almost unchanged through the years, but for 

example the expectation that the EU will introduce “rules and rule of law” fell from 2nd place in 

the ranking of advantages in 2008 to 7th place in 2018.  

 In 2018, nearly 57% would not vote for a party that wants Bulgaria to leave the EU and 15% are 

inclined to do so. In comparison to 2008, there is a decrease of 15% of those who would not 

vote for such a party and at the same time there is an increase of 3% of those who would vote 

for such a party.  

 EU is the second most trusted institution and with a share of 49% it comes just slightly behind 

the Orthodox Church, which is trusted by 52% and the army comes third with 46%.  

 Most people (42%) support the future membership of Bulgaria into the Eurozone, while 24% 

disagree with this. At the same time however, only 22% support the replacement of the 

Bulgarian lev with the Euro, while 56% disagree with this. When the data are compared, it can 

be observed that nearly half of the respondents, who state their support to Eurozone 

membership are against replacing the Bulgarian lev with the euro.  

 Half of the respondents support membership in Schengen and 18% are against it. Support to 

membership fell by nearly 17% compared to 2011 and those disagreeing with this statement 

increased threefold from only 6% in 2011.  

 Age and education are indicative for a number of attitudes with the younger and the more 

educated Bulgarian citizens are more inclined to support EU membership as well as Eurozone 

                                                           
1
 The data are from a nationally representative survey of public opinion, conducted among the population of 

Bulgaria above 18 years old, using the face-to-face interview method using a standard questionnaire. The 
respondents are selected by two stage cluster sampling. The number of conducted interviews is 1,179 with 
planned 1,200. The maximum stochastic error is ±2.8%. The survey is implemented and financed by the Open 
Society Institute – Sofia.  
The opinions expressed are those of the author only and do not necessarily reflect the positions of OSI-Sofia.  
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and Schengen membership, while among the older above 60 years and those with lower 

education the support is lower and there is a higher share of people without an opinion on 

these questions.  

 From the perspective of electoral preferences, the supporters of GERB are the most inclined to 

support EU membership (82%), the Eurozone (62%) and Schengen (65%), while the supporters 

of BSP are the least inclined to support them (50% for EU membership, 33% for the Eurozone, 

37% for Schengen), but they do not necessarily disagree, but rather among them there is a high 

share of people without an opinion on these issues (29% for EU membership, 41% for the 

Eurozone and 41% for Schengen).  

 

 

Results concerning EU membership  
 

The vast majority of Bulgarian citizens continue to support EU membership. In the spring of 

2018 a share of 61% are in favor of membership and only 16% are against it. This support remained high 

in the last ten years with the highest level of 70% registered in 2013 and the lowest – 57% - registered in 

2016, to rise again in 2018 to the current 61%. The share of those disagreeing with EU membership 

varies from 23% in 2016, when it was its height, to a slump of 16% in 2018. In 2018, one fifth of the 

respondents (20%) do not have opinion on the issue.  
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If only those who expressed an opinion are taken into account – i.e. those who answered “yes” or “no”, 

according to a referendum rules, then support to membership would be close to 79%, while 21%would 

not vote in favor of membership. 

 

 

Assessment of EU membership  
 

Most of the respondents – 45% - assess positively the EU membership so far, 13% assess it negatively 

and 13% don’t have an opinion. For nearly 14% the assessment is “completely positive”, 31% assess it as 

“rather positive”. Only for 5% the assessment is “completely negative” and for 8% it is “rather negative”.  
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When the data is compared to that in previous years (under condition as there are some 

differences in the questionnaires) there are the following results. Between 2008 and 2015 there is a rise 

in share of people who assess membership positively and the highest value is in 2013 and during this 

period the share of negative assessments decreases with the lowest level in 2013.  

In the 2018 survey there is an additional option for the answer “neither negatively nor 

positively”, which is chosen by one third of responders (27%). Thus in 2018 the share of all positive 

answers was 45% compared to 64% in 2015, and all negative were 13% in 2018 compared to 22% in 

2015. The share of people without opinion on the issue remained almost the same from 2013 to 2018 – 

from 12% to 13% respectively. It can be suggested that the decrease as in positive as well as the 

negative opinions is due to the fact that in 2018 part of the respondents opted for the neutral answers, 

when this option was made available.  

 

 

 

Advantages of EU membership  
 

For half of the respondents (50%) the more opportunities for travelling abroad is the biggest 

advantage of EU membership. Nearly the same share (48%) point to the more job opportunities as an 

advantage, 33% are on the opinion that EU membership provide more education opportunities. About 

one fifth (18%) point to access to EU funds as an advantage. Just 9% say that there are no advantages to 

EU membership.  
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Some changes in the formulation of the question and the answers prevent from direct 

comparisons, but the ranking of preferences can be seen. When the answers from 2008 to 2018 are 

compared it can be seen that the most popular advantages of EU membership are the opportunities for 

jobs and travel, ranked first or second. The education opportunities climbed from the second to last 6th 

place in preferences in the earlier years of membership – in 2008, 2013 and 2014 – to the 3rd position in 

2015 and 2018.  

In contrast, the “introduction of rules and rule of law” perceived as an advantage fell from 2nd to 

7th place in 2018. The “access to EU funds” fell from 3rd place in 2013 to 4th place in the following years. 

The free roaming, introduced in 2017 is ranked 8th. The statement that the EU has no advantages fell in 

the ranking from 4th position in the earlier years of membership in 2008 and 2013 to the last 8th position 

in 2015 and is 6th in 2016, but the share of respondents who pointed out to this answer remained nearly 

the same – from about 11% in 2008 to about 9%-10% in the following years.  

 

 

 

 (%) (#1-8) (%) (#1-8) (%) (#1-8) (%) (#1-8) (%) (#1-9)

 More job opportunities 31% 1 27% 1 30% 1 52% 1 48% 2

 More opportunities for travelling abroad 17% 3 19% 2 16% 2 48% 2 50% 1

 More opportunities for education 5% 6 8% 6 8% 6 38% 3 33% 3

 Provides access to EU funds n.a. n.a. 16% 3 11% 4 31% 4 18% 4

 Introduces rules and rule of law 20% 2 7% 4 8% 7 14% 5 8% 7

 More guarantees for social aid 5% 7 5% 8 4% 8 12% 6 5% 9

 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 6% 8

 8% 5 8% 5 14% 3 10% 7 15% 5

 There are no advantages 11% 4 10% 4 10% 5 10% 8 9% 6

d.k.

Free roaming

Which of the following advantages of Bulgaria's EU membership matter most to you? 

Advantages/Year
2008 2013 2014 2015 2018

http://www.osis.bg/


June 2018 Public opinion in Bulgaria in 201 and EU membership    www.osis.bg  

 

7 
 

Support to parties that would want leaving the EU  
 

In 2018 nearly 57% would not support a party that wants leaving the EU, but 15% are inclined to do so, 

when the sum of the answers to the questions “Would you vote for a party that wants Bulgaria to leave 

the EU?”. These answers however have degrees of certainty. Thus, 8% of respondents would support 

completely a party that would want Bulgaria to leave the EU and other 7% are inclined to do so, but are 

not so certain. A quarter of respondents (25%) rather would not vote for such a party and close to one 

third (32%) are categorical that they would not vote in such a way. A quarter of respondents do not have 

an opinion on the issue.  

 

 

When the answers “yes” (yes, completely and rather yes) and “no” (rather no and no, completely) are 

summed and are compared with the results through the years, there are several results. The share of 

people, who would vote for party that wants Bulgaria to leave the EU (anti-EU) was 12% in 2013, 

gradually increased to 20% in 2016 to decrease again to 15% in 2018, i.e. to a level comparable to that in 

2014. The share of people, who would not vote for such a party gradually and sizably decreases from 

72% in 2013 to 57% in 2018, but there is a decrease in the pace of the slump. The share of people 

without opinion on the issue gradually increases and from 17% in 2013 it reached 26% in 2018.  
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Support to further integration: Eurozone membership  
There are a number of questions in the survey, which re related to the further integration of Bulgaria 

into the EU and more specifically about the pending membership of the country into the Eurozone and 

Schengen. In regard to the Euro, there are three related questions – level of support to future Eurozone 

membership, support to replacing the Bulgarian lev with the Euro and support to the long-existing 

currency board system.  

When a direct question is asked about support to Eurozone entry of Bulgaria, in 2018 the support is 42% 

against 24% disagreement and 31% do not have an opinion. In regard to the dynamic of attitudes, in 

2018 support to Eurozone membership remained at the level of 2015, when it was also 42%, but 

disagreement fell from 30% three years ago to 24% now, while the share of people without opinion 

remained without considerable change – about a third of respondents.  
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In 2018, over half of the respondents – 56% - do not support replacing the Bulgarian lev with the Euro, 

while just over a fifth – 22% - support it. The dynamic is also interesting as those disagreeing with the 

replacement grew from 45% to 67% in the period from 2011 to 2013, but after this their share 

continued to fall to the current 56%. The share of people, who agree to such a change, fell twofold for 

just two years – from 34% in 2011 to 16% in 2013, but after this started to increase to the current 20%.  

 

Despite the low support to replacing the lev with the euro, Bulgaria’s citizens support the currency 

board system in which the national currency is pegged to the euro for nearly 20 years. But the level of 

support decreased from 52% in 2011 to 39% in 2018 with a single peak of support in 2013 (this coincides 

with the peak of disagreement to replace the lev with the euro from the previous question). The 

disagreement with the currency board varies through the years with levels close to a fifth (20%-21%) in 

2011, 2013 and 2015 with a cyclic increase in 2014 and 2018 to reach the current and highest level of 

27%. Close to a third of the respondents do not have an opinion on the issue and their share remains 

relatively unchanged in time – from 28% in 2011 to 31% in 2018 with a single drop in 2013, where there 

are other fluctuations in attitudes.  
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Comparison between questions about Eurozone membership and 

replacing the lev with the euro2  
 

A certain paradox can be observed when comparing the data for Eurozone accession and the changing 

the leva with the euro (the questions respectively are “Do you support the following policy: Entry of 

Bulgaria into the Eurozone” and “Do you support the following policies: Changing the Bulgarian lev with 

the euro”).  

While 42% of the respondents support entry into the Eurozone, just 22% support the change of leva 

with the euro. Also, while only 24% do not support Eurozone membership, over half of the respondents 

(56%) disagree with changing of the leva with the euro (but support to the currency board remains high 

with 39% of respondents).  

A comparative analysis of the data of the two questions, the following results can be observed.  

 

Among the people, who support the entry into the Eurozone – 46% say “yes” to replacing of the 

lev with the euro, 45% do not agree the currency to be replaced and 8% do not have an opinion. Among 

the people, who do not support the entry into the Eurozone – just 2% agree the lev to be replaced by 

the euro, a vast majority of 95% does not agree with this and 3% cannot decide on it. Among those, who 

cannot decide if they support entry into the Eurozone, half of them do not have a specific opinion about 

the question on replacing the leva with the euro too.  

 

                                                           
2
 The analysis and graphs in this section are by Dragomira Belcheva, PhD and Petya Brainova, PhD, OSI-Sofia.  
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Among the people who agree the lev to be replaced with the euro – 88% support entry into the 

Eurozone, just 2% do not support it and 10% don’t have an opinion. Among those who do not agree the 

lev to be replaced by the euro – 34% support the entry into the Eurozone, 41% do not support it and 

23% don’t have an opinion on the issue. Among those who cannot decide whether the lev should be 

replaced by the euro, 78% do not have a specific opinion on the question of the entry into the Eurozone 

too.  

I.e. the respondents who do not support Eurozone membership may be aware that this is related with 

the replacement of the national currency as the majority of them (95%) do not want the change of the 

lev with the euro. Those respondents who agree that the national currency can be replaced rather 

understand what the Eurozone is about as in the larger part (88%) they support the entry into the 

Eurozone, but among those supporting the replacement of the leva with the euro there are 10%, who 

cannot decide whether it is beneficial or damaging to enter the Eurozone. Part of those, who support 

the entry into the Eurozone maybe do not know what this step would require as the opinions are 

equally divided among those “in favor” and “against” the replacement of the lev with the euro.  

The distribution among those, who do not want the replacement of the lev with the euro is similar to 

those who support entry into the Eurozone. They do not agree the national currency to be replaced, but 

they are divided in their opinions about entry into the Eurozone, i.e. probably do not understand what 

does this would entail.  
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Support to further integration: Schengen membership  
In regard to Schengen membership, in 2018 exactly half of the respondents support joining the 

Schengen area and a little under a fifth are against (18%). The comparison with the results from previous 

surveys show that the disagreement with Schengen membership increased from just 6% in 2011 to 18% 

in 2018 and the support fell from 67% in 2011 to 50% in 2018, while the share of people without opinion 

remains the same.  

 

Trust in institutions and the EU  

 

The EU is the second most trusted institution among Bulgarian citizens, preceded only by the Orthodox 

Church and followed by the Bulgarian Army. 3 Nearly half of the respondents trust in the EU (49%), 52% 

is the level of trust in the church and 46% in the army. Close to one third of respondents do not trust in 

                                                           
3
 Here only part of the answers are presented, which include a number of other institutions such as parties, the 

police, universities, the media, etc.  

http://www.osis.bg/


June 2018 Public opinion in Bulgaria in 201 and EU membership    www.osis.bg  

 

13 
 

the EU (32%), the church (27%) and the army (32%). In comparison, the trust in the parliament is only 

15% and distrust is 74%.  

 

Results according to profiles of the respondents  
From the perspective of the social and political profiles of respondents there are several tendencies in 

regard to the question of support to membership of Bulgaria in the EU, i.e. in a hypothetical 

referendum.  

In regard to electoral preferences, the biggest support to EU membership is among the Citizens for 

European Development of Bulgaria (GERB) supporters with 82% of them declaring that they would vote 

in favor of membership, followed by 72% of supporters of smaller parties in the Bulgaria (i.e. besides 
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GERB, BSP and DPS) and 69% of Movement for Rights and Freedoms (MRF) supporters. The 

comparatively lowest support is registered among the supporters of the Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP), 

but it should be noted that half of them would support such a decision. Among the BSP supporters there 

is relatively the biggest share of those who would not vote for EU membership – 19% of them, followed 

by 17% of the supporters of smaller parties. Among the BSP there is the largest share of people – nearly 

a third of them, which do not have an opinion on the issue.  

It can be concluded that despite variations in attitudes, among the supporters of the main parties there 

are majorities in support of EU membership and those disagreeing with this are much less.  

The ethnic Turks and Bulgarians with nearly 67% and 63% are among the biggest suporters of EU 

membership. Among the Roma support to membership and lack of opinion on the issue have a similar 

share – 41%.  

The biggest support to EU membership is among respondents with university and college education – 

70%, followed by people with high school education – 62% and basic education – 51%. Among the 

people with primary or lower education there is the highest share of people without an opinion – over 

60% of them, and there is a high share of people without opinion among people with high school 

education – nearly a third of them. The share of opponents of EU membership among people with 

university, college and high school education is the same – 17%.  

The highest support to EU membership is registered among the youngest (19-29 years) – 70%, as well as 

in the groups 31-44 and 49-59 years with a very similar shares of 64% and 65% respectively. Among the 

respondents over 60 slighly more than half of them support EU membership, but among them there is 

the highest share of people without an opinion – close to a quarter of them.  

Among male respondents there is a higher support to EU membership – 64% of them. Among female 

respondents the share is 59% and among them there is a high level of uncertainty – nearly a quarter of 

them do not have an opinion.  

It is interesting to note that support to EU membership is in practice similar in Sofia, the district centers 

and the smaller towns and villages with respectively 64%, 60%, 60% and 61% compared to 61% total for 

the country. In Sofia, there is a higher disagreement with EU membership – a similar disagreement is 

expressed by a fifth of respondents (20%) compared to 13% in villages and about 16%-17% in district 

centers and smaller towns.  

 

In regard to the future Eurozone and Schengen accession, the attitudes from the different profiles are 

very similar. According to the electoral preferences in the survey, support to deeper integration in the 

EU is two times higher among GERB supporters compared to the approval among BSP and MRF 

supporters. I.e. among GERB supporters there is a support of 62% for the Eurozone and 65% for 

Schengen, while among BSP and MRF supporters the approval is respectively 33% and 31% for the 

Eurozone and 37% and 44% for Schengen. Among respondents with sympathies for BSP and MRF there 
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is a higher share of people without an opinion on the issues of future membership in the Eurozone and 

Schengen – between 39% and 41%. Among them there is a higher share of people who disagree with 

Eurozone and Schengen membership with the numbers for the Eurozone are respectively 26% and 28% 

for BSP and MRF, and for Schengen the numbers are respectively 21% and 13% for BSP and MRF, but 

there are still less than the people who are in favor or without an opinion.  
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The people with high and college education are more inclined to support membership in the 

Eurozone and Schengen – respectively 52% and 63%, followed by those with high school education – 

42% and 49%.  

 

Younger people are more inclined to support membership in the Eurozone and Schengen as only 

among people over 60 there is much lower level of support. For example, for the Eurozone support is 

51% for the group 19-29 years old, 44%-45% for the groups 31-44 and 46-59 years old, but the approval 

rate drops to 35% for the group above 60 year old. In regard to Schengen membership, 56% of people 

between 19-29, 56% and 53% for the groups 31-44 and 46-59 year old and 41% for those above 60 
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years. Among the people over 60 the leading answer is “don’t know” – 39% on the question of the 

Eurozone and 36% for Schengen.  

In regard to type of settlement, the relatively highest support to Eurozone and Schengen 

membership is registered in district centers – respectively 48% and 54% compared to the national 

averages of 42% and 50%. The next highest level of support is in Sofia – 45% for the Eurozone and 53% 

for Schengen. In the villages there is the lowest support – 36% for the Eurozone and 44% for Schengen, 

but also the highest level of uncertainty – 39% respond that they don’t have an opinion on the questions 

of Eurozone and Schengen.  
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In regard to the question of replacing of the Bulgarian lev with the Euro, the highest support is among 

GERB supporters with 42% approving of this policy. But they are divided on the issue as 45% are against 

it.  

The lowest support to the replacement of the lev with the euro is among BSP supporters – just 12%, and 

61% are against this decision, which is the highest level of disapproval among party supporters. A third 

of the supporters of small parties – 33% - and a quarter of those of MRF support this policy and about 

half of these groups disagree with it.  

Ethnic Bulgarians and Turks in equal measure support the replacement of the lev with the euro – a 

quarter of these groups, but ethnic Bulgarians to a larger extent express their disagreement – 57% 

against 39% among ethnic Turks, and among which one third do not have an opinion on the issue. The 

Roma are the group with the highest level of disagreement for the replacement of the lev and the euro 

– 63% of them – and have the lowest support to this policy – only 11% and a quarter of them do not 

have an opinion.  

The respondents with university and college education express higher support to the replacement of the 

lev with the euro – 30% - compared to the other groups as it is 22% for those with high school and 

barely 13% and 5% respectively among those with basic, primary and lower education. Among the 

people with primary and lower education there is also the highest share of people without any opinion – 

45%.  

Comparatively the highest support to replacing the lev with the euro is among the youngest – 29% of 

those among 31-44 years old, 26% among those 19-29 years old and among them there is the lowest 

level of disagreement compared to the other groups – respectively 52% and 51% against 60% for those 

above 60 years old.  

Male respondents are more inclined to support changing the lev with the euro and nearly one third – 

29% support this policy compared to only 18% among female respondents, out of which a quarter do 

not have an opinion.  

People in district centers are relatively most supportive to the idea – 26% of them compared to 20% in 

the villages and 21%-22% in the smaller towns and Sofia. The lowest level of support with this policy is in 

the villages – 50% compared to 63% in Sofia, where the disagreement rate is the highest, but in the 

villages there is the highest share of people without any opinion – 29% while in Sofia it is only 12%.  
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