
Results of a representative survey by TNS Infratest Policy Research 

regarding German attitudes towards Europe and the European Union

 Doubt or  
 Confidence?

Germany and Europe



b  Germany and europe Germany and europe  1 

59 % of Germans think that Germany 

should expand its leadership role in europe.

62 % of Germans are of the opinion that the 
eu and its member states are not on the right track.

73 % of Germans believe that Germany has been left 
in the lurch by the other eu member states in the refugee crisis.

96 % of Germans would like to see an eu 
that is more transparent and closer to its citizens. 

67 % of Germans think that Brexit has weakened 
the cohesion of the remaining eu member states.

42 % of Germans demand a referendum on Germany’s eu membership.

25 % of Germans welcome the rising influence 

of eurosceptic movements.

Brexit, refugee crisis, transatlantic alienation: The 

list of internal and external challenges facing Europe 

is long. The European project is in one of the most 

profound crises of its 60-year history. What do Ger-

mans think about Europe at this critical juncture? 

Does the EU still have a future? And if so, what should 

this future look like? In an attempt to respond to 

these  questions, in October 2016 Körber Foundation 

commissioned TNS Infratest Policy Research to carry 

out a nationwide representative survey of 1,001 peo-

ple aged 18 and above on Europe and German foreign 

policy. 

The most important results at a glance:

 Germans are unhappy with the state of the EU. 

A clear majority believes that the EU and its member 

states are not on the right track. They consider Brexit  

to have considerably weakened the cohesion of the 

remaining EU member states. Only 39 % believe that 

Germany gains more advantages than disadvantages 

from its EU membership.  

 Despite the skepticism regarding the EU’s cur-

rent direction, Germans would like to see more inte-

gration in the long term. 95 % consider a stronger 

convergence and more cooperation between the EU 

member states as desirable. 

 

doubt or Confidence?             
What Germans Think about europe 

 However, Germans would like to have a greater 

say in European decision-making as well as more 

influ ence on politics in Brussels. They are almost 

un ani  mous in calling for an EU that is more transpa-

rent and closer to its citizens.

 Germans widely support Germany’s leadership 

role within the European Union. If need be, Berlin 

should assert its interests in Brussels even in the face 

of resistance from other member states.

 According to 73 % of Germans, a solution to the 

refugee crisis is only possible at the European level. 

Two thirds are of the opinion that Germany has been 

left in the lurch by the other EU member states in 

the refugee crisis. 

a compilation of more detailed results is available        

on the website of Körber Foundation’s Berlin Foreign 

policy Forum  

www.koerber-stiftung.de/europa-umfrage

DaTa pool:  

1001 individuals in Germany; the German-speaking 

population over 18 years

Survey period: 4–15 october 2016

Sampling/survey methods: 

representative random selection/random selection using CaTI

Conducted under the project management 

of TnS Infratest policy research

Interviews: Infratel
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1. europe Is not on the right Track

In the face of numerous challenges, Germans question whether the EU and its member 

states have taken the right measures to deal with the crises. A majority is of the opinion that 

the EU is not on the right track (62 %). This critical perspective is shown to be above average 

among the younger people who were surveyed (18 to 29 year olds).

The dwindling trust in the EU’s course is tangible over and above party-political bounda -

ries – albeit to varying degrees. It is notable that even among the supporters of the gover-

ning CDU/CSU and SPD, no clear majority considers the current course of the EU as on the 

right track (CDU/CSU: 50 %; SPD: 43 %). The Left and the AfD take the most skeptical view 

of the EU: 97 % of AfD voters and 77 % of The Left’s supporters are fundamentally against the 

current policies of the EU and its member states.

Dissatisfaction with the state of the EU and doubts about its future course have contributed 

to the success of Eurosceptic parties at elections across almost all European countries. Even 

in Germany, a quarter of the population welcomes the growing influence of political move-

ments that are sceptical of the project of European integration.

“The eu and its member states are on the right track.”

Total

Cdu / CSu  

party preferences

Spd  

alliance ’90/The Greens  

The Left 

Fdp 

all figures are percentages
missing values   amounting to 100 %: not on the right track, do not know, no answer

afd 

35

50

43

40

29

19

2

2. Less Cohesion after Brexit

The Brexit referendum and the incipient negotiations about Britain’s exit from the EU in 

the coming years are weakening German confidence in the EU’s coherence and conver-

gence. 67 % of those surveyed think that the Brexit vote has weakened cohesion amongst the 

remaining members.

 

58 % of the population call for hard negotiations with Britain over Brexit. This position is 

particularly pronounced amongst the supporters of conservative and centrist parties (CDU/

CSU: 64 %; FDP: 73 %). However, AfD voters are prepared to compromise, with only 44 % of 

them supporting an unrelenting negotiating position.

3. What’s in It for us? 
Less enthusiasm for German eu membership

German dissatisfaction with the state of the EU is also further reflected in how those sur-

veyed judge the advantages and disadvantages of German membership. Only four out of ten 

(39 %) primarily see advantages in their country’s EU membership. For 48 %, the advantages 

and disadvantages are basically in balance. 12 % are convinced that EU membership holds 

more disadvantages for Germany than advantages.

The view is contradictory in as far as 40 % of the young people surveyed (18 to 29 year olds) 

judge EU membership as providing more advantages than disadvantages, although a clear 

major ity of this age group (66 %) believe that the EU is not on the right track. The most posi-

tive view of German EU membership came from those with a higher level of education. 

Within this group, 57 % tend to agree that EU membership is beneficial to Germany.

all figures are percentages all figures are percentages

“The eu and its member states are ...”

62

35

3

all figures are percentages

not on the
right track

don’t know/ 
no answer

on the  
right track

“eu membership has provided Germany with ...”

more disadvantages

don’t know/ 
no answer

more advantages

advantages and
disadvantages

“The British vote has led cohesion in 
the eu to be ...”

weakened
don’t know/ 

no answer

strengthened

Snap decision:
unchanged

67

26

3

4

48

39

12

1
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4. daring to Lead?  
acceptance of Germany’s Leadership role in the eu

Germany’s leadership role in the European Union is widely accepted amongst Germans, 

with as many as 59 % keen for Germany to expand on this leading role. A majority of those 

sur  veyed advocate that German interests be asserted in times of crisis even against those of 

other member states (60 %). Only 35 % support abandoning German interests in favor of Euro-

 pean integration. A clear majority rejects providing the EU with more financial and hu man 

resources. However, 57 % believe that Germany also has to exercise solidarity with the other 

member states.

Despite broad support for Germany’s leadership role in the EU, a clear majority (78 %) con-

cludes that Germany needs a common European foreign policy to be established if it is to 

safeguard its own interests.

5. Germany Left alone in the refugee Crisis

According to 73 % of Germans, a solution to the refugee crisis is only possible at the Euro-

pean level. Furthermore, the overwhelming majority calls for a stronger commitment of EU 

member states towards preventing the root causes of migration – even if this means accept-

ing additional costs (91 %).

A large majority rejects the closing of German borders as a means of solving the refugee 

crisis (77 %). Almost three quarters of Germans think that the other EU member states have 

left Germany by itself in coping with the refugee crisis (73 %). In addition, 73 % of those sur-

veyed advocate cutting EU subsidies for member states that take in no or very few refugees. 

Although the number of refugees reaching Europe has drastically declined, a majority of 

those surveyed do not consider the refugee agreement with Turkey as effective. 

6. no Confidence in the Franco-German Tandem 

In view of the various challenges, the EU urgently requires a new stimulus for consolidation 

and further development. Germans have little confidence in the Franco-German tandem in 

this regard. A large number of the people surveyed (44 %) believe in the cooperation of all 

member states as far as reform and further development of the EU is concerned. Further 

cooperation between the six founding states, Germany, France, Italy, Belgium, the Nether-

lands and Luxembourg, also forms a viable framework in the German view.

 

Even if there is skepticism with regard to established formats such as the Franco-German 

tandem and the Weimar Triangle, a majority of those surveyed still would like to see more 

bi la teral cooperation with the most important European partners: France (80 %), Italy and the 

Netherlands (both 71 %), and Poland (67 %). By contrast, approval of cooperation with Britain 

has declined significantly (53 %). More than a third of those surveyed want to cooperate less 

closely with the United Kingdom in future. Germans continue to be skeptical about Turkey 

as an EU candidate country: 61 % favor less future cooperation with Ankara. 

 

The eu member states need to do more in terms of
prevention when it comes to the causes of migration, even  
if this involves additional commitments and costs.

a solution to the refugee crisis will only be found 
at the european level.

eu member states that refuse to take in refugees or that take in  
very few should have their eu subsidies withdrawn.

The other eu member states have left Germany to deal 
with the refugee crisis by itself.

The eu’s external borders must be secured more strongly.

Strongly  
agree

Tend to  
agree

Tend to  
disagree 

Strongly  
disagree

all figures are percentages
missing values   amounting to 100 %: don’t know, no answer

Germany and eu refugee policy

The refugee agreement between the eu and Turkey significantly 
contributes towards solving the refugee crisis.

Germany must close its borders.

273 18 691 8

57 16 1173 2716

49 24 873 2416

36 37 473 2622

42 26 868 3022

11 2233 6443 21

1110 4521 7732

only within the framework of a common european foreign  
policy can Germany assert its interests internationally.

Germany should assert its own positions in times of crises,
and even if they go against those of its european partners.

Germany should expand its leadership role.

Germany should show more solidarity with other member states.

Germany’s increased importance, especially since the Brexit 
vote, adds to an imbalance within the eu.

Germany’s engagement is sufficiently recognized by 
other member states.

Germany should put aside its own interests in favor of european unity.

Germany should provide the european union with more 
financial and personnel-related support.

 

all figures are percentages
missing values   amounting to 100 %: don’t know, no answer

Leadership role within the eu Completely 
agree

Tend to 
agree

Tend to 
disagree

Completely  
disagree

45 33 16 578 21

29 31 27 1160 38

30 29 33 759 40

22 35 34 857 42

24 31 35 655 41

14 29 45 943 54

12 23 45 1935 64

9 22 49 1831 67
all eu member states

The “tandem” consisting of France and Germany

Founding states: Italy, France, Belgium, the netherlands,  
Luxembourg and Germany

The “Weimar Triangle” consisting of poland, France and Germany

The Central and eastern european states of the Visegrad Group
(poland, Czech republic, Slovakia and Hungary)

Important partnerships to push the eu Forward

all figures are percentages
missing values   amounting to 100 %: don’t know, no answer

44

34

13

6

2
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In particular with regard to foreign policy, it is notable that those surveyed almost consider 

the German government and the EU as equally competent when it comes to problem-solv-

ing (German government: 49 %; EU: 46 %). Germans place much more trust in the EU than 

in their own government in matters such as development policy (52 %) and defence and ar-

mament policy (64 %). Set against this background, it is not surprising that more than 50 % 

of those surveyed were in favor of creating a European army. In dealing with refugee issues, 

immigration and migration, a majority of those surveyed (56 %) also consider that the EU 

has greater problem-solving expertise than the German government.

Overall, it is striking that Germans consider the EU to be as competent as or even more 

competent than their own government within a range of policy areas that are deemed to be 

core areas of national sovereignty, such as foreign and security policy. This is in line with the 

desire of a clear majority of those surveyed (82 %) for the EU to assume a greater global role.

8. In the Long Term: more europe, please!

Although Germans are eyeing current developments in the EU with great skepticism, they 

still would like to see a strong EU that is capable of taking unified action. All those surveyed 

almost unanimously call for a stronger convergence and cooperation at the European level 

(95 %). Germans think that closer economic and political coordination among member states  

is of particular significance (87 %). At the same time, 65 % consider less importance for the 

EU combined with increased relevance for nation-states as an undesir able scenario. By con-

trast, a majority of Germans (64 %) reject EU enlargement. In particular, this applies to EU 

membership for Turkey (82 %).

 7. armament and defence policy: a Job for the eu
Germans are convinced that the German government can manage projects within the 

realms  of employment and social care, the economy, and internal security/anti-terrorism 

better than the EU can: 79 % consider the German government to be more trustworthy than 

the EU on matters such as employment and social security, 65 % on the economy and growth, 

54 % on internal security/anti-terrorism and 52 % on currency and fiscal ques tions. Overall, 

Germans do not consider the EU to be a competent actor in economic policy. This also ex-

plains why almost half of those surveyed (47 %) reject the statement that the EU is improving 

Germany’s standard of living.

France

The netherlands*

Italy*

poland

Britain

German Cooperation with other Countries

Figures are percentages
missing values   amounting to 100 %: 
don’t know, no answer

october 2016
april 2014

Turkey

* no comparable figures available

more
cooperation

Less
cooperation

roughly the same amount
of cooperation as now

80 6

71 12

71 17

67 25
71 22

13
8

14
*)

10
*)

6
4

7
7

5
4

53 37

63 27

32 61

40 53

79 12

an eu that is more transparent and 
closer to its citizens 

more economic policy coordination 
between eu member states

Greater rapprochement and cooperation 
between eu member states

a greater role in the world for the eu

a stronger role for the european parliament

a referendum on eu membership

The establishment of a joint european army

The Future Shape of europe

all figures are percentages
missing values   amounting to 100 %: don’t know, no answer

enlargement of the eu to include new members

desirable undesirable

Lesser importance for the eu combined with 
more influence for nation states

Turkish eu membership

96 3

95 4

87 11

82 15

61 35

54 41

42 52

33 64

31 65

15 82

Labor market and social security

domestic security and counterterrorism

economy and growth

Currency and finance   

Foreign policy

refugees, immigration and migration

development policy

The eu and the German Government’s problem-Solving Capacities

defence and armament policy

I tend to believe more in
the German government

I tend to believe
more in the eu

all figures are percentages
missing values   amounting to 100 %: don’t know, no answer

79 18

65 32

54 42

52 44

49 46

40 52

39 56

31 64
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Germans see a particular need for reform when it comes to increasing the citizens’ say in 

EU decision-making. Those surveyed almost unanimously called for a more transparent EU 

that is closer to its citizens. The strengthening of the European Parliament ranks high on 

the German wish list for reforms (61 %). Still, almost half of those surveyed (42 %) advocate 

a referendum on Germany’s membership of the EU.

9. The Citizens’ Identity: more German than european

Approximately three quarters of Germans (74 %) do not fear losing their national identity as 

a result of European integration. 74 % of those surveyed were also of the opinion that the EU 

is contributing to Europe’s populations growing closer together. 62 % consider them selves 

more German than European, while 35 % consider themselves either more European than 

Ger man or as both European and German. With regard to the perception of a “European” 

iden  tity, there is also a clear difference between East and West: Citizens in the Western fed-

eral  states consi der themselves to be more European than citizens in the Eastern ones. Fur-

ther more, residents of larger towns and cities also have a more developed European self  per-

ception. There is also a broad bandwidth along the party spectrum: While 50 % of sup  por  ters 

of Alliance ’90/The Greens consider themselves to be European, only 11 % of AfD voters 

do so.

Total

West 

Region 

east 

Town   size  

medium (20,000 –100,000 inhabitants)  

small (< 20,000 inhabitants) 

perceptions about Identity – Subgroups

all figures are percentages
missing values   amounting to 100 %: don’t know, no answer

large (> 100,000 inhabitants)  

I view myself more as a German
I view myself more as a european/ 

as a German and a european

party preference

afd  

Cdu/CSu   

Spd 

Fdp 

The Left 

alliance ’90/The Greens  

“Münkler’s calm, cleverly balanced, unideological, pragmatic 

essay about the role of Germany in Europe is in itself an 

example  of the style he advocates of a post-heroic politics, 

which distinguishes itself through calm reflexion, cautious 

consideration and the presentation of contrasting positions.”

SWr2, die Buchkritik (The Book reviewer) Jochen rack

Herfried münkler
Macht in der Mitte
(power in the Centre)
Germany’s new tasks in europe

208 pages and 1 map
ISBn 978-3-89684-165-0
euro 18.00 (d)

Strengthening Europe’s Centre 
with Herfried Münkler
europe’s Future in Germany’s hands? In his essay, 

bestselling author Herfried münkler devises a strategy 

as to how Germany can use its economic, political and 

cultural  strength for the european common good and 

can also benefit from it itself.

available in bookshops (only in German)

at www.edition-koerber-stiftung.de

and as an e-book from your online provider

62 35

60 37

67 30

70 29

63 34

50 46

82 11

67 32

64 36

59 38

51 45

49 50



 

Körber Foundation 

Social development calls for critical reflection. Through

its operational projects, in its networks and in conjunc-

tion with cooperation partners, the Körber Foundation

takes on current social challenges in areas of action

comprising demographic change, innovation and inter-

national dialogue. At present its work focuses on three

topics: “New Working Lifetime”, “Digital Literacy” and

“Russia in Europe”.

Inaugurated in 1959 by the entrepreneur Kurt A. Körber,

the foundation is now actively involved in its own

national and international projects and events. In par-

ticular, the foundation feels a special bond to the city

of Hamburg. Furthermore, the Foundation holds a site

in the capital of Germany, Berlin.

International Dialogue
 

For over 50 years, the Körber Foundation has been

committed to international understanding and dialogue

across political, national and religious boundaries. It

helps to overcome the absence of discussion, to build

bridges and to initiate debate.

The foundation strengthens constructive dialogue with

dialogue formats, competitions, encounters and net -

works – open-ended, on equal terms and transparently.

In doing so, it focuses on diversity. In keeping with

the motto “Talk to, not about each other” the goal is

to bring as many of the relevant actors to the table as

possible. The Körber Foundation sheds light on the

historical aspects of current conflicts and highlights

perspectives for overcoming them. It examines different

identities and promotes a culture of mutual recognition.

It sounds out the scope for political action and shows

practically orientated ways of working together. In this

way the Körber Foundation contributes to the identifica-

tion of common values and interests and to the building

of trust.

The target groups of the Körber Foundation are social

thought leaders, (foreign)political decision-makers and

multipliers of international understanding. It places

particular emphasis on strengthening the capacity for

dialogue of decision-makers in the next generation.

The programmes of the Körber Foundation concentrate

geographically on Eastern Europe and the role of Russia

in the European context, as well as the regional conflicts

in the Middle East and China as a global player.
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