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Introduction:  

The European Union (EU) has become increasingly important in the world political 

sphere. Since the Treaty of Rome, many have hoped that a single Europe would have more 

influence in the international arena. This idea of a better more powerful Europe has gained even 

more importance since the United States came to dominate the world sphere after the Cold War 

(Frieden, 2004).   Initially, the European Union consisted only of six members: Belgium, West 

Germany, Luxembourg, France, Italy, and the Netherlands. Since its inception, it has grown to 

include twenty-seven member states, with the most recent accession having taken place in 

2004/2007. These accessions have not taken place without multiple disputes and compromises. 

States that initiate the accession process must first undertake various changes to their governing 

institutions and economies; specifically, candidate countries are judged by the Copenhagen 

Criteria. As taken from the Presidency Conclusions of the Copenhagen European Council (June 

21-21, 1993), “[a state‟s] membership requires… [stable democratic institutions]…, the 

existence of a functioning market economy…, and the ability to take on the obligations of 

membership...” Having recognized the inevitable impact of enlargement, the European Council 

stipulated that when considering membership for candidate countries, the EU‟s ability to 

continue to integrate would always be kept in mind. 

Research regarding enlargement of the EU has generally centered on the costs and 

benefits to the member states and candidate countries, with little attention being paid to political 

parties or the citizens themselves. In other words, analysis has been concentrated at the state 

level, rather than the individual level. Only recently, has the literature begun to explore public 

attitudes concerning enlargement in the EU member states and accession countries. The 

importance of public opinion to the political sphere is becoming increasingly evident, as 
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demonstrated by events in 2006, when the ratification process was put on hold in order to 

accommodate public referendums regarding accession. These events illustrate the importance of 

public opinion to policy-making in the EU. Public opinion is continually playing an important 

role in the EU integration and enlargement decision-making process, a realm previously 

dominated by political officials (Maier and Rittberger, 2008). Political parties have also garnered 

an important role in not only affecting the decisions of political officials but also the perceptions 

by citizens of the EU.   

Past research has gone in-depth into EU membership and the negotiations and 

development process countries undergo. This paper seeks to go further by identifying the factors 

that affect the timing of a country‟s decision to apply for membership to the EU. Looking at 

those countries that formed part of the 2004 enlargement, this paper pays specific attention to 

Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia. Using this paper, I seek to prove my argument that public 

opinion and political parties play important roles in the accession process and serve as 

determining factors behind the timing of Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia‟s decision to apply for 

membership to the EU. I also argue the importance of perceived costs in affecting public opinion 

and party support for accession. I separate my paper into five sections. The first section provides 

an overview of the literature regarding the costs and benefits of EU membership, public opinion 

toward enlargement and the factors that influence it, and political parties and their role in 

governmental decision-making of the EU. The second section provides my hypotheses along 

with my theoretical argument regarding the importance of studying the enlargement process from 

the very beginning before application has taken place, when countries are still pondering the idea 

of membership to the EU, and the application of this theory to other intergovernmental 

organizations. The third section provides an explanation of the data I use and the methods I 
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employ to analyze this data. The fourth section outlines the detailed results of my analysis and 

which aspects of my study confirm or refute my hypotheses. The fifth section provides an 

overview of my study and its weaknesses and the implications of my study for future research. 

The goal of my study is to delve deeper into the subject of enlargement of the EU and 

look at the process from the perspective of member-states, particularly the public and political 

parties, before application for membership has taken place. I ascertain whether public opinion 

and political parties serve as determining factors behind the timing of a country‟s decision to 

apply for membership to the EU, specifically Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia. I also aim to 

establish the importance of a cost-analysis of EU membership in affecting public opinion and 

party support for accession.     

Literature Review: 

This paper seeks to determine whether public opinion and political parties each play a 

role in affecting the timing of when a country makes its decision to apply for membership to the 

European Union (EU). Literature for this study is drawn from research that analyzes three 

perspectives of the EU. The first perspective is broad and places its emphasis on the costs and 

benefits of EU membership to a country as a whole. The second perspective analyzes public 

opinion of the EU among European citizens and the external and socioeconomic factors that 

shape their beliefs, as well as the role of public opinion in the decision-making process of the 

EU. The third perspective analyzes the importance of political parties and party politics in 

influencing public opinion and politicians and affecting the decision-making process of the EU.  

Costs and Benefits of European Union Membership  

Literature regarding the effects of enlargement on the European Union (EU) generally 

takes one of two approaches, one which stresses the costs and disadvantages of accession, and 



Leal 5 

 

another one stressing its benefits. These presumed effects concern those states which are already 

members of the EU, as well as those states which are prospective members, making their 

decisions to apply for membership. When considering joining the EU, a country must take into 

account not only what benefits the EU can provide with the condition it is presently in, but also 

what the EU will still be able to provide once its size has increased. The more benefits a country 

anticipates, the less likely a delay will take place in a country‟s decision to apply for membership 

and vice versa. Research concerning the costs and benefits of EU membership plays an 

instrumental role in understanding the role of political parties and how they develop their 

positions regarding the EU. In making their decisions, political parties rely not only on public 

preferences, but also on what they interpret as being beneficial or costly of EU membership. In 

the realm of literature that espouses the costs of enlargement, researchers further separate 

themselves by either analyzing institutional and political effects or focusing on economic effects 

of the costs of enlargement. Within the literature sampled for this paper, Bruno De Witte (2002) 

stands apart in solely looking at the institutional effects of enlargement. As membership in the 

EU increases, the number of states that join the EU institutions causes the overall size of each 

institution to grow. For the most part, this growth in size negatively affects the efficiency of each 

institution. In the case of the Commission, De Witte states that an increase in the number of 

Commissioners hinders their ability to make collective decisions. This is due in large part to the 

greater likelihood of conflicts and misunderstandings taking place among the larger group. With 

regards to the European Central Bank (ECB),
1
 the change in size affects the balance between 

nationalism and supra-nationalism within the Governing Council of the ECB. The greater the 

number of members in the EU, the more the quantity of governors from each national bank will 

                                                
1 The European Central Bank (ECB) serves as the main central back for the EU‟s single currency, the euro. Its main 

task is to preserve the euro‟s purchasing power which, by consequence, also means maintaining price stability in the 

euro area.  
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continue to outnumber the six-member Executive Board. Enlargement is said to have further 

consequences in its effect on the administrative apparatus of the EU. At fifteen member states, 

De Witte states that there were already complaints about the inefficiency of meetings. An 

increase in member states would only serve to further hinder the decision-making process. 

Another interesting effect mentioned by De Witte is the increase in the number of official 

languages of the EU that result from an increase in the number of member states. This effect is 

considered negative because of the increase in translation costs and the possibility of a decrease 

in authentic dialogue taking place in official meetings.          

 Susan Senior Nello (2002) expands further on decision-making in the ECB when she 

states that an increase in members would only serve to complicate an already difficult process. 

Nello continues to say that an increase in complexity would also occur with the distribution of 

responsibility between the Economic and Financial Affairs Council (Ecofin),
2
 the Eurogroup,

3
 

the ECB, and the national governments. Ultimately, these issues would affect the efficiency of 

the ECB. With regard to economic integration, Nello notes the speed with which Central and 

East European countries re-directed their trade toward EU member states. Though the need to 

focus trade away from non-EU member states hurt the economies of some of the Central and 

East European states resulted in initial losses and rising unemployment as a result of the loss of 

markets (Medvec, 2009), trade improved over time after a re-orientation toward Eastern and 

Western Europe took place.   

                                                
2 The Economic and Financial Affairs Council, better known as the Ecofin Council, forms part of the Council of the 
European Union. It meets once a month and is composed of the Economics and Finance ministers of the member 

states. Budget Ministers are also involved when budgetary issues are discussed. 
3 An informal body that meets normally the day before Ecofin, this group is made up of all the member states who 

have adopted the euro as their official currency. It deals with issues relating to the European Monetary Union 

(EMU). 
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 With regards to the distribution of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)
4
 and 

Structural Funds
5
 to the new member states, the Berlin Agreement of 1999

6
 was meant to 

introduce reforms to these programs in order to make enlargement possible. The reforms 

however were not acceptable to the applicant countries at the time (Nello, 2002). The expansion 

of the EU to include poorer, less-developed countries requires substantial payments to these 

weaker nations. The excess of funds and subsidies needed for these new member states 

consequently deprives older member states of needed funds (Medvec, 2009). It is the EU‟s wish 

to ensure that enlargement does not consume an excessive amount of the EU budget.  

 In expanding further on the effects of enlargement on economic integration, research 

states the removal of border controls by the Schengen Agreement of 1990 had the possibility of 

resulting in an exacerbation of social and regional inequalities. The EU needs to put policies in 

place to prevent newer, less-established member states from being taken advantage of. The 

disparities in wealth between Western and Eastern Europe have caused much movement in 

workers from the eastern states to the western states. Serious economic hardship has been 

imposed on older member states as a result of this influx of workers. West European farmers 

have also been affected by the availability of cheaper agricultural products from Central and 

Eastern Europe which has forced them to lower their prices and resulted in much economic 

hardship (Medvec, 2009).   

                                                
4 The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), though originally focused on agricultural productivity, has since its 

creation in 1957 shifted its emphasis to better protecting the environment and providing subsidies to rural farmers, 

as well as becoming more demand-driven, keeping consumers and their concerns in mind. Its controversy lies in its 

huge cost to the EU. 
5Structural Funds allow the EU to encourage overall development and reduce existing economic disparities between 

regions by providing aid to reduce social and economic problems.  
6 According to the OECD Glossary of Terms, the Berlin Agreement of 1999, also known as Agenda 2000, is a CAP 

reform package meant for strengthening growth, competitiveness and employment, for modernizing key policies, 

and for extending the EU's borders through enlargement.  
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 For the most part, much less research has been done with regards to the benefits of 

accession, and therefore the literature is limited in comparison to that which argues against 

enlargement. One study (Svetličič and Trtnik, 1999) discusses the costs of accession only as far 

as to discount them. This article states that research shows many of the supposed costs to be 

unfounded. Some of the many costs addressed are those regarding the redistribution of structural 

funds, the re-pricing of agricultural products, increased rates of unemployment in the older 

member-states due to the movement of labor from Eastern Europe to Western Europe, and the 

movement of production by Western companies to the lower-cost countries. Svetličič and Trtnik 

state that many of these supposed costs had yet to be realized when they were in the process of 

performing their research. Candidate countries see EU membership as an opportunity to stabilize 

their democratic systems of government. Not enlarging is the real cost that should concern the 

EU. In not expanding to encompass the other parts of Europe, the EU would be risking instability 

and conflict that could escalate to levels of war. Enlargement is the solution the EU needs for 

peace and prosperity in Europe. While the benefits of enlargement may not be great, it is 

important to note that many of the benefits have already taken place. An example of such is the 

increase in trade that has occurred between Central and East European countries and West 

European countries.  

 As illustrated in a study by Richard E. Baldwin, Joseph F. Francois, and Richard Portes 

(1997), the EU can prevent future conflict through enlargement, while not enlarging could be 

very dangerous to those countries denied membership, both economically and politically in the 

sense that these countries might revert to bad forms of government and policy-making. 

Membership is also cited to result in a large increase in real income for new member states. 

While this increase in income would not be apparent immediately, it would come to realize itself 
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in the long-run. Studies assert the vast importance that lies simply in the possibility of 

membership for prospective states. Those countries having the possibility of joining the EU have 

been driven to progress and improve themselves in order to meet the criteria established for EU 

membership. Delaying accession negotiations could actually serve to adversely affect the 

societies and economies of candidate countries; specifically, those countries of Central and 

Eastern Europe. While the article referenced is said to underestimate the costs of enlargement, it 

is still important in that it contributes to the literature on some of the aspects of enlargement that 

are consistently ignored and/or understudied by other researchers (Baldwin, Francois and Portes, 

1997).  

 In contrast to the costs and benefits portrayed thus far, De Witte noted in his study the 

lack of change that would actually result in some institutions. With regard to voting power in the 

Council of Ministers, a larger Council of Ministers might not likely experience the collective 

action problem asserted by others. This is due to the fact that as it stands the Council rarely 

votes, but when it does, the Commission and the Council president do everything possible to 

accommodate all members. In the case of the European Court of Justice (ECJ), the greater 

number of judges has not affected its function, mainly because of the structure of the ECJ and 

because of the changes introduced by the Treaty of Nice.
7
 Unlike the Commission, judges in the 

ECJ can form smaller groups to decide cases of less political importance. The Nice Treaty 

allowed for more types of cases to go instead to the European Court of First Instance and for new 

judicial bodies to be created to hear appeals for cases deemed to be of lesser importance to the 

growth and development of the EU. Therefore, the ECJ is only responsible for handling the more 

importance cases. 

                                                
7 Signed February 26, 2001, this treaty sought to expand on previous treaties and advance the process of European 

integration by reforming various institutional structures of the EU and allowing for the enlargement of the EU to 27 

members.  



Leal 10 

 

 While the literature discussed focuses mainly on the costs and benefits of membership to 

the EU in general, it is important to note the meaning of these same costs and benefits to 

candidate countries making their decision to apply for membership to the EU. Research has 

shown the costs to consist of institutional difficulties, translation costs, and economic costs, 

while the benefits of membership prove to be limited. Some studies have attested to a lack of 

change that would occur with increased membership to the EU. Though some of the costs 

described by researchers would not affect candidate countries until years after membership, they 

are still important to states making their decisions to apply for membership to the EU. When 

deciding whether or not to apply for membership, states need to take into account the effects that 

will impact their nations in the short-run, as well as in the long-run. It is important for 

government officials to have foresight when making decisions that would impact the nation as a 

whole. Though all the costs mentioned are noteworthy, economic costs stand out as having the 

most implications for prospective member-states. Of particular interest is trade. Trade can affect 

a nation both economically and politically; economically in that states use trade to gain revenue 

and politically because trade can also be used as a tool for developing relationships with other 

countries. These factors affect not only decision-makers, but also public opinion and political 

parties. In addition to other factors, public opinion and political parties are shaped by their 

analysis of the perceived costs and benefits of membership. It is therefore important to make note 

of these costs and benefits.      

Public Opinion toward Enlargement and the Factors that Influence it 

Within the realm of literature that delves into the factors that influence changes in public 

opinion, some researchers evaluate interactions between European Union (EU) member states 

and EU non-member states and the effects these have in influencing public attitude regarding the 
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EU. Other researchers study the influence of a European identity as well as the relationship 

between social trust, political confidence, and satisfaction with democracy. Public opinion 

toward enlargement is important not only because it acts independently in influencing 

governmental decisions, but also because it is one of the key factors affecting the decision-

making and actions of political parties. It is therefore useful to understand the factors that help 

alter and develop public opinion toward enlargement.  

 A study by Karp and Bowler (2006) explains the relationship between attitudes toward 

deepening and broadening of the EU, as well as the driving force behind those attitudes. The 

importance of the reluctance of those Europeans who neither support nor oppose European 

integration in surveys is demonstrated as being unrelated to instrumental self-interest and EU 

performance. Instrumental self-interest is essentially the most powerful predictor in explaining 

public opinion toward EU enlargement. Domestic political attitudes as well as perceptions of a 

cultural threat are considered to be strong predictors of public attitudes toward EU membership. 

Essentially, citizens who view domestic political institutions in a favorable light and do not 

perceive a threat to their culture or their nation from integration are shown to be more likely to 

support EU membership (Elgün & Tillman, 2007). Research by Jones and van der Bijl (2004) 

uses a transaction-affinities approach to explain public approach for EU enlargement. Employing 

the results of Eurobarometer data from 1996-2002, they find that trading relationships between 

old and new members states, as well as the distance between national capitals affects public 

opinion. The more interaction between the states and the more information an individual has 

available to them, the more likely they will be to provide responses in surveys. Historical 

relationships between the nations also affect aggregate public opinion. Public opinion, though 

also impacted by political parties, is motivated by other factors as demonstrated above (Ray, 
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2003). It is important to note that public opinion and political parties are mutually influential. 

Political parties often influence the direction of public opinion. In fact, public opinion is shown 

to react to party politics, rather than influence it. In the same way, political parties are also 

affected by political parties. In order to gain election, party officials often shape their parties‟ 

positions and their techniques based upon what the public wants (Tavits, 2008).    

 With regards to the literature that stresses cultural and European identity, Beus (2001) 

demonstrates the importance of a European identity. His research expresses the benefits and 

importance of a European identity to European integration. He claims that a European identity 

actually leads to greater citizen involvement in the political sphere of the EU. “Europeans” will 

have a greater incentive to pay attention to government and all the costs, mistakes, and/or 

failures associated with it.  Essentially, public officials will be held more accountable for their 

actions, likely resulting in better government decisions. Accountability to the public can serve as 

reasoning behind the timing and why a country would choose to apply for membership to the 

EU. 

 A related study by Zmerli and Newton (2008) echoes the same idea of the relationship 

between public approval and better governance. In their study, Zmerli and Newton show a 

significant correlation between social trust, political confidence, and satisfaction with 

democracy. Using social capital theory, they state the more trust that exists between individuals, 

the more likely individuals will be to participate in community and civic affairs, since they will 

perceive fewer risks, and more rewards. Such participation is what builds the social institutions 

upon which strong stable democracies are based. In a similar sense, trust allows individuals to 

better be able to work together for a greater cause, such as but not limited to, membership in the 



Leal 13 

 

EU. Without trust and participation, social institutions, like political parties, are less able to work 

together successfully.  

Political Parties and their Role in Governmental Decision-Making in the European Union 

 The third perspective explored in this paper studies the role of political parties and party 

politics in influencing public opinion and government officials when making decisions to apply 

for membership to the European Union (EU). Research on this topic has shown that while the 

future of the EU still lies in the hands of the political leadership of Europe, the role of political 

parties in affecting decision-making continues to be instrumental and continues to grow. Political 

parties and public opinion are said to have evolved from developing political systems (Wilgden 

and Feld, 1976). In fact, political parties are shown to play a very important role in shaping 

public opinion (Ray, 2003). It is important to understand the significance of political parties in 

affecting decision-making in the EU, though more specifically for this paper, in the Central and 

Eastern European countries, in order to better comprehend the enlargement process.  

 Historically, research on European integration depicted a process that was protected from 

public opinion by intergovernmental negotiations and by an elite agreement on integration.  

However, with the expansion of EU policymaking, as time passed the issue of European 

integration became more controversial and salient and therefore, more noticeable and important 

to the public at large (Ray, 2003). Contrary to popular beliefs that held that post-communist 

voters become disenchanted after initial election cycles, research has shown that people tend to 

vote more in elections they consider to be more important (Pacek, Pop-Eleches, & Tucker, 

2005). Elites could no longer make decisions without turning to the public. It is in times such as 

these that political parties have gained importance. This is especially true of Euroskeptic
8
 parties. 

                                                
8 Two types of Euroskepticism exist, hard and soft. Hard Euroskepticism is defined as being opposition to the entire 

idea of the EU and European integration whereas soft Euroskepticism is merely opposition to aspects of the EU and 
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Euroskepticism has been proven to have an influence on the process of integration (Pacek, Pop-

Eleches, & Tucker, 2005). Even small Euroskeptic parties can serve to have a net effect of 

increasing overall support for European integration. This is because the existence of such parties 

pushes many people to rally together in support of the EU (Ray, 2003). The importance of 

Euroskeptic political parties lie in the role they can play in delaying accession within the 

accession countries by influencing the public at large into action.  Research has shown that there 

is more support for Euroskepticism in Central and Eastern Europe than there is in Western 

Europe. This is likely due to the hesitance among voters in the candidate countries regarding 

whether the EU will provide their country with benefits as opposed to costs. For many, the EU is 

considered a symbol of democracy and the free market and therefore joining the EU would be 

guaranteeing the reconfiguration of their post-communist systems (Bielasiak, 2002). EU 

membership would also symbolize the ultimate guarantee of a free market economy and the 

continuation of economic reforms (Tucker, Pacek, & Berinsky, 2002).    

 Some studies analyze ideological positions and their influence in determining a political 

party‟s support or opposition for integration in the European Union. Those parties considered to 

oppose European integration tend to be traditionalist/authoritarian/nationalist, as well as fall on 

the extreme left of the political spectrum. Political ideology is therefore considered an important 

pre-cursor of support for European integration. The same analysis applies in the West and in 

Central and Eastern Europe. The difference between these two societies is that in Central and 

Eastern Europe, internal party conflicts arise because of the constraints and choices involved in 

EU membership rather than ideological pressures, as in the West (Marks, Hooghe, Nelson, & 

Edwards, 2008).   

                                                                                                                                                       
its policy areas. Generally speaking, the majority of Euroskeptical political parties in the EU tend to be soft rather 

than hard Euroskeptic.    
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 Political parties matter in many ways. They help mediate between public opinion and 

elite actions in representative systems and help select key members in EU institutions. They also 

help determine the shape and content of politics at the domestic level. Domestic and European 

politics are entangled in such a way that in determining the way domestic politics play out, 

political parties also help establish the way European politics play out. The issue of European 

integration is said to rely on the structure of party competition and domestic politics. Political 

parties aid in mobilizing sentiment for the different issues at stake and in structuring competition, 

as well as agenda-setting (Taggart & Szczerbiak, 2002). In other words, political parties play 

important roles at various levels in the political system; they affect public opinion, they affect the 

decision-making of politicians, and they affect the process of which issues are considered critical 

as opposed to others.  

Hypotheses: 

 While rather in-depth research has been done on the subjects of the costs and benefits of 

membership to the European Union (EU), public opinion regarding the EU, and political parties 

and their role in the decision-making process of the EU, little attention has been paid as to what 

influences the timing of a country‟s decision to apply for membership. Researchers have 

concentrated their focus on the accession process and the perceptions of countries and citizens 

alike of the EU after application for membership has already taken place. In order to truly 

understand the entire enlargement process, it is important to look at it from the very beginning 

when nations are still pondering the idea of membership. Having ignored for the most part the 

determining factors that drive a country to apply for membership to the EU and affect the timing 

of its application, little is known about the true roles public opinion and political parties play in 

this process.  
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As demonstrated previously, the costs and benefits of EU membership are instrumental in 

affecting public opinion and political parties. In shaping their opinions and positions regarding 

membership to the EU, the public and political parties rely on a cost analysis, among other 

things. This cost analysis allows them to fully understand the situation and develop their ideas. 

Though all the perceived costs of membership are seen as equally important, economic costs, 

specifically trade, stand above the others. Trade is seen as particularly important due to both its 

economic and political implications. In order to properly comprehend the significance of public 

opinion and political parties in affecting the timing of a country‟s decision to apply for 

membership to the EU, it is important to understand the factors that shape these. I argue that the 

perceived costs of accession play a role in affecting public opinion and party support for 

accession.  

The literature on the subject of public opinion and EU enlargements describes the various 

factors that concern citizens regarding enlargement, be it the economic costs or their cultural 

identity. While it could be argued that public opinion is inconsequential to the functioning of the 

EU, research has demonstrated its importance. Public opinion is becoming increasingly 

important in the decision-making process (Beus 2001; Maier and Ritterberger 2008; Zmerli and 

Newton 2008). The EU relies on public opinion for the purpose of developing its legitimacy 

(Karp and Bowler 2006).  While countries and their citizens might still contemplate the idea of 

the EU and whether membership is beneficial once they are already in the accession process, 

their thoughts really only relate so far as negotiations are involved. They are no longer deciding 

whether they want to join, but rather the benefits they would like to receive with membership. 

Public opinion, though still important in many respects, no longer really plays the pivotal role it 

can play pre-application. Before application has taken place, countries spend their time deciding 
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whether they would like to apply to the EU at all. I argue that it is before application for 

membership to the EU has taken place that public opinion truly plays a crucial role in the 

decision-making process. It is then that the public can be instrumental in either delaying or 

speeding up the process of application. Though it can be asserted that public opinion only plays a 

superficial role if at all in decision-making in the EU, I argue the contrary. The importance of 

public opinion to the political sphere is becoming increasingly evident, as demonstrated by 

events in 2006, when the ratification process was put on hold in order to accommodate public 

referendums regarding accession. Public opinion is continually playing an important role in the 

EU integration and enlargement decision-making process, a realm previously dominated by 

political officials (Maier and Rittberger, 2008).  

Another factor that can also be considered of great consequence to the timing of a 

country‟s decision to apply for membership to the EU is political parties. As demonstrated in the 

literature, political parties play a hand in guiding and influencing public opinion (Ray, 2003). 

They are also instrumental in shaping both domestic and European politics (Taggart and 

Szczerbiak, 2002). These things considered, it is important to realize the ever-present role 

political parties continue to play in government at all levels. As previously mentioned, countries 

take many factors into consideration when determining whether EU membership is for them. For 

the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, the prospect of EU membership was and is 

considered to be one of the most effective ways of consolidating the Western ideals of 

democracy and a free market. Membership is also seen as a window to the West and all it has to 

offer. Though both of these statements can be considered true, there is another side to the issue. 

With every benefit the EU might be able to offer, there tends to be a cost of some sort. Weighing 

all of these matters during the application contemplation process can be rather difficult for 
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politicians and citizens alike. This is where political parties step in. Political parties help to not 

only inform the public, but also to develop their ideologies and positions regarding different 

political issues such as, but not limited to, integration (Marks, Hooghe, Nelson, & Edwards, 

2008).  I argue that political parties essentially served as important determining factors in the 

timing of the countries of Central and Eastern Europe decisions to apply for membership to the 

EU.  

These ideas can be generalized to other intergovernmental organizations as well. The 

concepts of public opinion and political parties are not ideas that are limited solely to the EU; 

rather they are present in many parts of the world and involved in the creation and functioning of 

most intergovernmental organizations. Public opinion and political parties can be very vocal 

when the issues at hand are significant and/or controversial. The joining of an intergovernmental 

organization is certainly something that would be considered contentious for many groups and 

might likely drive these groups to prevent or push for the authorization of membership to the 

organization. This paper uses the example of the European Union to demonstrate this theory.            

My exact hypotheses are therefore:  

H1: The perceived costs of accession affect public opinion and party support for 

accession. 

H2:  Public opinion is a determining factor behind the timing of Poland, Slovakia, and 

Slovenia‟s decision to apply for membership to the European Union. 

H3:  Political parties are a determining factor behind the timing of Poland, Slovakia, and 

Slovenia‟s decision to apply for membership to the European Union. 
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Data and Methods: 

 For the purposes of this paper, I limit my study to the countries of Poland, Slovakia, and 

Slovenia. The reason I choose these three countries in particular is because from the ten countries 

that joined the EU in 2004, these three countries are the only ones that were at least one year 

apart from one another in their dates for EU membership applications. I attempt to prove my first 

hypothesis regarding the effect of the perceived costs of accession on public opinion and party 

support for accession by operationalizing trade, one of the costs of accession. I do this by looking 

at the trading partners for Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia in the years preceding and following 

accession for each country. I acquire this information from the World Trade Organization‟s 

(WTO) trade policy reviews for each country (Poland in 2000, Slovakia in 1995, and Slovenia in 

2002), as well as from the Background Notes provided for each country by the Office of 

Electronic Information and Publications of the Bureau of Public Affairs of the United States 

(US)  Department of State. The US Department of State‟s Background Notes, updated 

frequently, provide information current to 2011. The trade policy reviews are undertaken by the 

General Council of the WTO, who meets as the Trade Policy Review Body. The frequency of 

reviews for each country is dependent on that country‟s share of world trade.   

I attempt to prove my second hypothesis regarding public opinion and its effect on the 

timing of Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia‟s decision to apply for membership to the European 

Union (EU) by analyzing the aggregate data of Central and Eastern Eurobarometer (CEEB) 

surveys from 1990-1996. The CEEB was a survey performed annually by the European 

Commission on the general public from 1990-1997. These surveys capture changes in politics 

and economics as well as public attitudes. I limit my study only to the years 1990-1996 because 

the purpose of my research is to understand the determining factors behind the timing of Poland, 
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Slovakia, and Slovenia‟s decision to apply for membership. Though public opinion continues to 

retain its importance in the political sphere after application for membership has already taken 

place, my focus is on the role of public opinion before these countries officially applied for 

membership to the EU. The data used for each country differs based upon the year of that 

country‟s application for membership. Poland applied for membership on April 4, 1994 and so I 

only indicate survey data for Poland until 1994, with the exception of the first question, where I 

include data until 1995. I do this in order to provide results that are closer to the date of its 

application for membership. Without including data from 1995, I would be limited to results 

ending in 1992, which would likely hinder the reliability of my analysis. Poland also differs from 

the other two cases in that the CEEB started to be administered there in 1990, as opposed to 

1992. Slovakia applied for membership on June 27, 1995 and so survey data for this country is 

only indicated up until 1995. Slovenia applied for membership on June 10, 1996 and so survey 

data for this country is included up until 1996.  Fieldwork for each CEEB survey was done from 

October-November of each year. For example, survey data for 1993 was acquired in November 

of that year. Though each of these countries applied for membership before October of their 

respective years, I still include survey data for their application years because I assume public 

opinion remained stable and relatively similar to the months preceding when the surveys were 

actually taken and therefore is representative of public opinion before these countries officially 

applied for membership.  

 I acquired my data for the CEEB surveys from GESIS- Leibniz Institute for the Social 

Sciences. Through its extensive research programs, GESIS provides service in data, specialized 

information, and methodology. For the purposes of what I analyzed, I looked at select questions 

from each survey that pertain to the question I attempt to answer with this study. Since the CEEB 
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varies in what it asks respondents in each survey, I was limited in the number of questions I 

could use. My study looks at the changes in public opinion over time, and therefore relies on the 

same questions and topics being present in all the surveys. Consequently, for my analysis, I 

chose to include those questions relating to my study that were present in some form in either all 

years or most. This left me with two possibilities (See Appendix 1a). The first question asks 

respondents whether they are for or against EU membership. This question was only asked in 

1990-1992 and 1995-1996. The second question asked respondents whether they held a positive, 

negative, or neutral image of the EU. This question was present in all surveys. The extent of my 

analysis is a compilation of all the aggregate data for each of the three countries I am focusing 

on. In my study, I look for absolute levels of support, in other words, the percentage (%) of 

respondents in favor of EU membership. The internal validity of the public opinion portion of 

my study is affected since I have no control over whether individuals respond to the survey 

questions accurately. The pool of respondents being questioned should however still provide 

sufficient evidence for what I seek to prove.    

 I attempt to prove my third hypothesis regarding political parties and their effect on the 

timing of Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia‟s decision to apply for membership to the EU by 

analyzing data from the 2002 Chapel Hill expert survey. This survey was carried out between 

September 2002 and April 2003 and was completed by 238 academics that specialize in either 

political parties or European integration. This survey provides data on party positioning with 

regards to European integration, ideology, and policy issues for national parties in various 

European countries. A similar survey conducted in 1999 is limited only to parties of Western 

Europe and is therefore irrelevant to the goal of this paper. From the available surveys that 

remain, the 2002 Chapel Hill expert survey is the earliest survey administered and is therefore 
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the most applicable to my research. Though a survey completed in the 1990s might be 

considered to be better suited in terms of accuracy for what I seek to prove, the 2002 survey 

works just as well. Research on the stabilization of party systems shows that new party systems 

can stabilize rather quickly, depending on such factors as levels of fractionalization and party 

turnover. Low levels of fractionalization and low levels of party turnover allow parties in power 

to further establish themselves. Studies looking at the stances of some of the parties used in my 

paper indicate that in the present-day, these parties have maintained similar beliefs to their early 

1990s forms (Toole, 2000; Rohrschneider and Whitefield, 2007). Though I lack information on 

all the parties in my analysis, the research studies I reference can be generalized to other East-

European countries. Therefore, I can still rely on this data to ascertain whether the positioning 

and ideology of political parties are what affected the timing of these countries‟ decisions to 

apply for membership to the EU. For the purposes of what I analyzed, I looked at two questions 

that relate to the inquiry I make in this paper. The first asks respondents to describe the general 

positioning of party leadership on European integration for the given parties over the course of 

2002 and the second question I look at asks respondents to determine the broad ideology of the 

given parties from extreme left to extreme right. These questions relate to my study so far as 

describing the political positioning and beliefs for the given parties that pertain to the countries I 

am studying.         

In conjunction with the 2002 Chapel Hill expert survey, I also reference the European 

Journal of Political Research, as well as the Norwegian Social Sciences Data Services (NSD) for 

data on the parties that were in power at the time of application. NSD is a large data archive and 

resource center that provides services in data analysis and data gathering, in addition to services 

regarding methodology, ethics, and privacy. I reference the European Journal of Political 
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Research for the elections results for Poland and Slovakia and I reference NSD for the election 

results for Slovenia. I use these election results to determine the majority party in parliament and 

the party in power for president and prime minister at the time of Poland, Slovakia, and 

Slovenia‟s application for membership.  Drawing on this information, I am able to properly 

utilize the 2002 Chapel Hill expert survey, limiting my focus and only to those parties that were 

in power during the target time periods I am studying. Essentially, my analysis should show that 

the parties in power at the time of application were pro-integration with center-right ideologies.  

The internal validity of the political party aspect of my study is affected since I have no 

control over how accurately individuals respond to the 2002 Chapel Hill expert survey questions. 

Limits exist on the extent of the experts‟ knowledge and the resources available to them. This 

survey was administered to 636 academic and was completed by 238 of them, resulting in a 37 

percent response rate. The reliability of this study has been examined and the validity has been 

compared to other data and expert surveys. Analyses show this study to therefore be a reasonably 

valid and reliable source of information (Hooghe, Bakker, Brigevich, de Vries, Edwards, Marks, 

Rovny, & Steenbergen, 2010).     

Findings: 

My analysis of the trade data presented in the WTO trade policy reviews and the US 

Department of State Background Notes indicates which regions Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia 

traded with before their accession into the European Union (EU). Of note is the importance of 

international trade to each of these nations‟ economic growth. Following the collapse of the 

Comecon (Council for Mutual Economic Aid)
9
 trading bloc in 1991, Poland re-oriented its trade 

toward other Central and East European countries, as well as countries in the EU. As early as 

                                                
9 An organization founded in 1949 to coordinate the economic development of the Eastern European countries under 

Soviet influence. Though often considered the Soviet alternative to the Marshall Plan, this organization did not 

provide financial aid.   
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1996, the EU accounted for 70% of trade with Poland. Before officially becoming a member of 

the EU, Poland cultivated trade and regional integration through the Central European Free 

Trade Agreement (CEFTA)
10

. Though Poland still trades with members of CEFTA, the majority 

of its trade is oriented toward the EU, specifically, 80% of its exports and 60% of its imports. 

Germany in particular serves to be Poland‟s most important trading partner. My analysis shows 

that prior to accession, Poland had already begun to establish trading relationships with its 

current trading partners. Therefore, membership to the EU did not result in trading losses for 

Poland.  

Like Poland, Slovakia also re-oriented its trade after the fall of the Comecon trading bloc 

toward Western Europe and other Central and East European states. Prior to this re-orientation, 

Slovakia traded primarily with Russia and other Central and East European countries. Slovakia‟s 

exports to Western Europe increased from 19% of its total exports in 1989 to 71% in 1994. 

Slovakia still maintains the same trading partners in the present-day. Germany is Slovakia‟s 

largest trading partner, accounting for 20.1% of exports and 16.8% of imports in 2009, followed 

by the Czech Republic which accounts for 12.9% of Slovakia‟s exports and 12.3% of Slovakia‟s 

imports. Like Poland, my analysis shows that Slovakia had already begun to establish its trading 

relationship with EU member-states prior to accession. Therefore, no real trading losses took 

place upon application and membership to the EU provide.  

Slovenia experiences similar results to both Poland and Slovakia. Considered one of the 

most successful republics of the former Yugoslavia, Slovenia was faced with a loss of markets 

following the breakdown of Yugoslavia and the fall of the Comecon trading bloc. In order to 

make up for these losses, Slovenia redirected its trade toward member states and associated 

                                                
10 This agreement became effective July 1994. According to the OECD, it makes possible the gradual establishment 

of a free trade area and a gradual reduction of certain trade barriers.  
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countries of the EU. The liberalization of trade has allowed the country to experience a steady 

economic growth, averaging approximately 4% per year. Slovenia was a founding member of the 

WTO, as well as a member of CEFTA. Presently, about three quarters of its trade is said to be 

with the EU, its largest trading partners consisting of Germany (31% of exports and 21 % of 

imports), Italy (14% of exports and 17% of imports), Austria (7% of exports and 8% of imports), 

and France (6% of exports and 11% of imports). Croatia also serves as a large trading partner, 

making up for 8%
11

 of Slovenia‟s trade. Like both Poland and Slovakia, Slovenia had already 

begun to develop its trading relationships with its current trading partners prior to accession. 

Therefore, no trading losses resulted from application and membership to the EU.  

The results from my analysis of the CEEB survey data are presented in Figures 1 through 

6. Results for each year available are provided in order to illustrate changes over time. The 

results for the first question are separated into graphs by country in Figures 1 through 3. Slovakia 

is limited to two years of survey data, whereas three years of survey data were available for 

Poland and Slovenia. The results for Poland for 1990, 1992, and 1995 are shown in Figure 1. As 

stated previously, I include 1995 in order to show results that are as close to Poland‟s application 

date as possible. As demonstrated, the percentage of people voting in favor of the EU appears to 

show an increasing trend from 1991 to 1992 and also in 1995. However, the percentage of people 

opposing membership to the EU also appears to show an increasing trend from 4% in 1991 to 

7% in 1992, remaining stable in 1995.  A decrease in the difference between the percentage of 

people found to be in favor of membership to the EU and the percentage of people found to be 

opposed to membership to the EU from 75 in 1991 to 73 in 1992 demonstrates a convergence, 

though minimal, of opinion among the Polish public. I use the data in 1995 in order to show an 

                                                
11 Exact numbers were not available for the individual percentages of exports and imports between Slovenia and 

Croatia.  



Leal 26 

 

ongoing trend in my results that I assume continued through 1994, the year Poland applied for 

membership to the EU. The ongoing trend is demonstrated for the percentages of people that 

were either in favor or opposed to membership in the EU, whereas it is absent for the difference 

between the percentage of people found to be in favor of membership to the EU and the 

percentage of people found to be opposed to membership to the EU. The assumptions I make on 

the trends of public opinion in between surveys are dependent on the fact that public opinion was 

not affected in a way that altered it significantly. Research has shown that though voters may 

seemingly change their loyalties from election to election, their volatility is merely a response to 

the stability or lack thereof in their party system (Tavits, 2008). As stated previously in this 

paper, studies have shown that new party systems can stabilize quickly and have been shown to 

do so in East-European countries (Toole, 2000).           

The results for Slovakia for 1992 and 1995 are shown in Figure 2.  Similar to Poland, the 

percentage of people voting in favor of the EU appears to show an increasing trend (86% in 1992 

to 88% in 1995). Also like Poland, the percentage of people opposing membership to the EU also 

appears to show an increasing trend, with 7% in 1992 to 12% in 1995.  A decrease in the 

difference between the percentage of people found to be in favor of membership to the EU and 

the percentage of people found to be opposed to membership to the EU from 79 in 1992 to 76 in 

1995 demonstrates a convergence, though minimal, of opinion among the Slovak public. In my 

analysis, I assume an ongoing trend occurs between 1992 and 1995, though data for the years in 

between is not available, leading up to the date of Slovakia‟s application for membership to the 

EU.  

The results for Slovenia for 1992, 1995, and 1996 are shown in Figure 3.  Unlike Poland 

and Slovakia, the percentage of people voting in favor of the EU appears to show a decreasing 
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trend (92% in 1992 to 79% in 1995 to 47% in 1996). Similar to Poland and Slovakia, the 

percentage of people opposing membership to the EU also appears to show an increasing trend 

between 1992 and 1995, with 4% in 1992 to 21% in 1995. This trend reverses in 1996 with a 

decrease in the percentage of people who oppose membership to the EU to 15 %. A decrease in 

the difference between the percentage of people found to be in favor of membership to the EU 

and the percentage of people found to be opposed to membership to the EU from 88 in 1992 to 

58 in 1995 to 32 in 1996 demonstrates a convergence of opinion among the Slovene public. In 

my analysis, I assume an ongoing trend occurs between 1992 and 1995, though data for the years 

in between is not available, leading up to the date of Slovenia‟s application for membership to 

the EU. The reliability of the results for Slovenia in 1996 begs to be questioned due simply to the 

lack of responses. Based on the data available, only 62% of respondents provided answers. This 

amount is not as representative as the data available for 1992 and 1995 and is therefore not as 

reliable a source of information.  

 Results of my analysis for the first question both support and refute my hypothesis (H2). 

In the case of Poland, though support for membership increases over time, opposition to 

membership also increases. The difference between the percentage of people who favor or 

oppose membership, though it decreases from 1992 to 1995, experiences an increase from 1992 

to 1995. This indicates that while a convergence of opinion took place from 1991 to 1992, a 

divergence took place from 1992 to 1995. The same trends are visible for Slovakia, with the 

exception that a break in the trend does not take place for the difference between the percentage 

of people who favor or oppose membership. Slovenia differs from the other two countries in that 

it sees a decreasing trend in support for membership over time and experiences both an increase 

and a decrease in opposition for membership. The results for Poland and Slovakia contradict 
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each other in that as support for EU membership increases, opposition does as well. It must be 

noted however that the amount of support for EU membership is much greater in comparison to 

the amount of opposition. Slovenia differs from these two countries in that public opinion results 

for that country do not contradict each other from 1992 to 1995. The only issue with Slovenia‟s 

results is the decrease in opposition present from 1995 to 1996. In order for these results to have 

supported my hypothesis (H2), there needed to be an increase in support and a decrease in 

opposition for membership over time. Poland and Slovakia each experience this with the 

exception of an increase in opposition, rather than a decrease. Slovenia refutes my hypothesis 

(H2) in demonstrating a decrease in support and an inconclusive increase and decrease in 

opposition. In order to appreciate these results as being truly representative of public opinion, it 

is important to see an established trend over a long period of time, something that is not present 

in the available data.        

The results for the second question I use from the CEEB surveys are separated into three 

graphs (Figures 4-6) demonstrating the percentages of people that viewed the EU with a positive, 

negative, or neutral image. Results in each graph are grouped by country and show the yearly 

trends. Figure 4 illustrates the percentage of respondents who indicated they had a positive image 

of the EU. Poland shows an increasing trend from 1990 to 1991 and then a decreasing trend from 

1991 to 1993 and then an increasing trend again from 1993 to 1994. Slovakia shows an 

increasing trend from 1992 to 1993 and then a decreasing trend from 1993 to 1995. Slovenia 

shows a decreasing trend from 1992 to 1993 and then an increasing trend from 1993 to 1995 and 

then a decreasing trend again from 1995 to 1996. I consider respondents who indicate a positive 

image of the EU as being those respondents in favor of membership to the EU.  
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Figure 5 illustrates the percentage of respondents who indicated they had a negative 

image of the EU. Poland shows an increasing trend from 1990 to 1993 and then a decreasing 

trend from 1993 to 1994. Slovakia shows a decreasing trend from 1992 to 1993 and then an 

increasing trend from 1993 to 1994 and then a decreasing trend once more from 1994 to 1995. 

Slovenia shows an increasing trend from 1992 to 1993 and then a decreasing trend from 1993 to 

1995 and then an increasing trend again from 1995 to 1996. I consider respondents who indicate 

a negative image of the EU as being those respondents opposed to membership to the EU. 

Figure 6 illustrates the percentage of respondents who indicated they had a neutral image 

of the EU. Poland shows an increasing trend from 1990 to 1993 and then a decreasing trend from 

1993 to 1994. Slovakia shows an increasing trend from 1992 to 1993 and then a decreasing trend 

from 1993 to 1995. Slovenia shows a decreasing trend from 1992 to 1993 and then an increasing 

trend from 1993 to 1994 and then a decreasing trend again from 1994 to 1996. I consider 

respondents who indicate a neutral image of the EU as being those respondents who are either 

indifferent to the topic of membership to the EU or who lack enough knowledge to be able to 

fully make a proper judgment. 

Results of my analysis for the second question are inconclusive with regards to 

supporting or refuting my hypothesis (H2). In the instance of Poland, my results seemingly 

support my hypothesis (H2). I say seemingly because this support is conditional. Though the 

amount of people with a positive image of the EU increased from 1993 to 1994 and the amount 

of people who viewed the EU with a negative image decreased from 1993 to 1994, these trends 

were not present in the years prior. For example, in the years leading up to 1994, there was a 

decrease in the amount of people who viewed the EU with a positive image and an increase in 

the number of people who viewed the EU with a negative image. The survey data for 1994 was 
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acquired in November of that year, after Poland had officially applied for membership of the EU. 

There is no definite way of knowing whether the Polish public had already started having a 

positive image of the EU before the application was submitted, or whether the increase in the 

amount of people who believed the EU to have a positive image was simply a result of Poland‟s 

application for membership, rather than a cause.  

Slovenia differs from Poland in that it seemingly refutes my hypothesis (H2). Once again, 

this refutation is conditional. Though the amount of people with a positive image of the EU 

decreased from 1995 to 1996 and the amount of people who viewed the EU with a negative 

image increased from 1995 to 1996, these trends were not present in the years prior. For 

example, in the years leading up to 1996, there was an increase in the amount of people who 

viewed the EU with a positive image and a decrease in the number of people who viewed the EU 

with a negative image. Once again, the survey data for 1996 was acquired in November of that 

year, after Slovenia had officially applied for membership of the EU. There is no definite way of 

knowing whether the Slovenian public had already started to have negative image of the EU 

before the application was submitted, or whether the increase in the amount of people who 

believed the EU to have a negative image was simply a result of Slovenia‟s application for 

membership, rather than a cause.  

Slovakia provides inconclusive results. Though it experiences a decrease in the amount of 

people who view the EU with a positive image from 1993 to 1995, it also experiences a decrease 

in the amount of people who view the EU with a negative image from 1994 to 1995. These 

results essentially contradict one another and neither support nor refute my hypothesis (H2).  

The results of the share of people who view the EU with a neutral image in each country 

generally support my hypothesis (H2), since each country experiences a decrease in the time 
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period leading up to their application dates. Poland is the exception because its decrease only 

begins in 1993 and in the years prior to that date it experiences an increasing trend. The reason 

why these results aid in proving my hypothesis (H2) is because a decrease in neutrality among 

public opinion demonstrates more people developed a definite opinion of positive or negative 

rather than the indifferent opinion of neutrality. In other words, this demonstrates the presence of 

a definite opinion, rather than the absence of one. Of mention is the fact that a difference exists 

among the number of people who view the EU with either a positive or neutral image in 

comparison to the amount who view the EU with a negative image; the difference being that a 

far fewer amount of people view the EU with a negative image. Consequently, this means that a 

greater amount of people are either indifferent to or support the EU rather than oppose it. In a 

sense, that aspect of the results supports my hypothesis (H2) because based on the public opinion 

that these results represent, it is implied that a strong opposition to the EU was not present in any 

of these countries when they made their decision to apply for membership to the EU and 

therefore did not take part in delaying applications for membership. 

The results from my analysis of the 2002 Chapel Hill expert survey data are presented in 

Tables 1 through 3, with each table dedicated to each country. For each country, I provide 

information on the party in power (at the time of application for membership) as prime minister 

and president, as well as the majority party in parliament. Slovenia stands apart in that no 

political party is indicated for president, since the individual who served in the capacity of 

president from 1991 to 2002, Milan Kučan, had no party affiliation. The third column in each 

table indicates the results for question 1 of the survey that asks about each party‟s position 

regarding European integration and the fourth column indicates the results for question 14 of the 
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survey that asks for each party‟s broad political ideology on the left-right spectrum (See 

Appendix 1b).  

For question 1, respondents were asked to rank each party‟s position on a scale from one 

to seven. Therefore, those numbers closer to seven indicate parties are more in favor of European 

integration, whereas numbers closer to one indicate the contrary. Data results for Poland indicate 

that the Alliance of Democratic Left (SLD), the majority party in parliament at the time of 

Poland‟s application for membership, averaged a 6.88 for its position on European integration, 

indicating its support. The Polish People‟s Party (PSL), the party in power as prime minister, is 

shown to have a 4.13, which indicates it is mostly neutral and though very minimally, still 

somewhat in favor of European integration. The Coalition Electoral Action Solidarity of the 

Right (AWSP), the party in power as president, is shown to have a 5.38, which indicates it is in 

favor of European integration. Data results for Slovakia show that the People‟s Party- Movement 

for a Democratic Slovakia (LS-HZDS) averaged a 7.0 for its position on European integration, 

which indicates that it is strongly in favor of European integration. Data results for Slovenia 

show that the Liberal Democracy of Slovenia (LDS) party averaged a 6.6 for its position on 

European integration, which indicates that it is also strongly in favor of European integration. 

The results from this question support my hypothesis (H2) because each of the parties in power 

at the time of each country‟s application for membership supported EU integration or at the very 

least was not opposed to it and would not have delayed application for membership to the EU.  

For question 14, respondents were asked to classify each party‟s political ideology on a 

scale from zero to ten, zero indicating the extreme left, and ten indicating the extreme right. Data 

results for Poland show the SLD to have a score of 4.13, indicating it is a mildly leftist party. The 

PSL is classified to have a 4.38, also indicating it is mildly leftist. In contrast, the AWSP is 



Leal 33 

 

shown to have a 7.75, indicating this party has rightist beliefs. Data results for Slovakia show the 

LS-HZDS to have a 4.38, which indicates this party is mildly leftist. Data results for Slovenia 

show the LDS to have a 4.2, which indicates this party is also mildly leftist. As demonstrated by 

the literature on political parties and their role in governmental decision-making, those parties 

that oppose European integration tend to fall on the extreme left of the political spectrum (Marks, 

Hooghe, Nelson, & Edwards, 2008). The results for question 14, with the exception of the 

AWSP,  partially contradict this statement since most of the parties in power at the time of 

Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia‟s decision to apply for membership are classified to be mildly 

leftist. It is only a partial contradiction since this statement asserts that parties in opposition of 

European integration fall on the extreme left. The Polish AWSP affirms this statement since it 

falls on the right side of the political spectrum and supports European integration. Consequently, 

based on past research, the results of question 14 refute my hypothesis (H3) for the most part. 

These results however also contradict the results for question 1. Therefore, I must deem the data 

from the 2002 Chapel Hill expert survey as failing to support my hypothesis (H3) as a result of 

being inconclusive as a whole.  

Though my analysis of the CEEB survey data and the 2002 Chapel Hill expert survey 

data produced inconclusive results that fail to truly support my second and third hypotheses (H2 

and H3), the results still matter for conveying the importance of a cost analysis of membership to 

the EU by the public and political parties and proving my first hypothesis (H1). As demonstrated 

by my analysis of the WTO trade policy reviews and the US Department of State Background 

Notes, there were no proven trade losses to Poland, Slovakia, or Slovenia, as a result of 

application and membership to the EU. Each of these countries had already developed trading 

relationships with the EU and its associated countries prior to accession. Thus, accession did not 
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cause these relationships to form, nor did it produce any visible trade losses for Poland, Slovakia, 

and Slovenia. As mentioned previously in this paper, trade is important because it can affect a 

nation both economically and politically; economically in that states use trade to gain revenue 

and politically because trade can also be used as a tool for developing relationships with other 

countries. Trade played and continues to play a central role in helping Poland, Slovakia, and 

Slovenia achieve and maintain sustained economic growth. With that said, perceived trade losses 

would likely deter the public and political parties from supporting and allowing EU membership. 

There having been little to no perceived trade losses for Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia due to 

trade relationships already having been established with the EU, the public and political parties 

were not pushed toward opposing EU membership for trade reasoning. Were there to have been 

extensive perceived trade losses, the results might have been the contrary. My analysis therefore 

supports my hypothesis (H1).  

In relating the results of my analysis for my second and third hypotheses (H2 and H3) to 

each other, one can notice a relationship between the two. For Poland, in the time period 

immediately preceding its application for membership, I note overall public support for EU 

membership. Based on party positioning, the political parties in power at the time of application 

are shown to support European integration. For Slovakia, in the time period immediately 

preceding its application for membership, I note overall public support for EU membership. 

Based on party positioning, the political party in power at the time of application is shown to 

support European integration. Slovenia differs from Poland and Slovakia in that public support 

for EU membership is inconclusive. Based solely on the second question I test regarding whether 

respondents held positive, negative, or neutral images of the EU, the Slovene public can be 

described as having been against EU membership. The factor present most often when analyzing 
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the data for Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia together appears to be the incidence of pro-EU 

political parties in power at the time of application for membership to the EU, followed by public 

support.  What this reveals is that rather than mattering equally, political parties might have 

played a greater role than public opinion in affecting the timing of their country‟s decision to 

apply for membership to the EU, and might therefore serve as a greater determining factor.                      

Conclusion:  

An abundance of research is devoted to the accession process states undergo as candidate 

countries, which consists of the variety of changes states must undertake to their governing 

institutions and economies in order to gain membership to the European Union (EU) (European 

Council, 1993). Researchers have concentrated their focus on the accession process and the 

perceptions of countries and citizens alike of the EU after application for membership has 

already taken place. Little attention, however, is paid to the period preceding application for 

membership, specifically, the factors that influence the timing of a country‟s decision to apply 

for membership. Though the negotiations process is vital a part of understanding enlargement, it 

only begins to scratch the surface. In order to fully comprehend the enlargement process, it is 

important to look at it from the beginning, when states are still contemplating the idea of 

membership. Having ignored for the most part the determining factors that affect the timing of a 

country‟s decision to apply for membership, little is known about the true roles public opinion 

and political parties play in affecting this process.  

The aims of my research were to explore this topic and determine what factors play a role 

in affecting the timing of a country‟s decision to apply for membership to the EU; the cases of 

Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia in particular. I argued that public opinion and political parties 

serve as two of the primary determining factors. I also investigated the importance of perceived 
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costs of accession in affecting public opinion and party support for accession. Though I use the 

particular example of the EU, my ideas can be generalized to other intergovernmental 

organizations as well. Public opinion and political parties can play substantial roles in preventing 

or pushing for the authorization of membership for their country to an intergovernmental 

organization.  

In order to test my theory, I used WTO trade policy reviews and US Department of State 

Background Notes to acquire trade data on each of my countries in order to determine the role of 

perceived costs in affecting public opinion and party support for accession (H1). I relied on 

survey data from the CEEB, as well as the 2002 Chapel Hill expert survey to assess the 

importance of public opinion and political parties. For my second hypothesis (H2), I look as 

absolute levels of support in favor of EU membership. For my third hypothesis (H3), I used the 

data to determine the parties in power at the time of each country‟s application for membership 

to the EU, as well as each party‟s broad ideology and the positioning of party leadership toward 

European integration.  

The results of my analysis were mixed. Though I succeeded in supporting my first 

hypothesis, I failed to acquire conclusive support for either my second or third hypotheses. Of 

note is the relationship between the results for my second and third hypotheses. Aspects of my 

data analysis for my second hypotheses regarding public opinion indicate the absence of a strong 

public opposition to European integration, while data analysis for my third hypothesis indicates 

the presence of political parties in government that were generally in support of European 

integration. These results support each other in that past research indicates it is the presence of 

Euroskeptic parties that sparks strong public support and/or opposition for European integration. 

Having been unable to prove my second hypothesis, I further confirm the importance of the role 
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of political parties and the idea that though public opinion can be a strong potent force in the 

political sphere, at times it requires the assistance and support of other political actors such as, 

but not limited to, political parties. The joint analysis of my results further indicates the greater 

role played by political parties in affecting the timing of a country‟s decision to apply for 

membership to the EU, when compared to public opinion.   

While the results of my data analyses fail to wholly support two of my three hypotheses, 

the importance of this study is still evident. This study serves a purpose in further confirming and 

contributing to other research and, as evidenced by my analysis of the 2002 Chapel Hill expert 

survey, this study also serves to negate past research. Not only will this study essentially be 

contributing to the research already available on the effects of public opinion and political parties 

on the decision-making process in the EU, but it will also contribute to the limited research 

available on the subject of the determinant factors behind the timing of a country‟s decision to 

apply for membership to the EU.  

 Weaknesses are present in this study and must be mentioned. First of all, I must 

acknowledge the lack of detailed numbers provided with respect to trading partners for each 

country. Analysis of the monetary amount might likely have conveyed a clearer picture with 

respect to the losses and lack thereof experienced by each country. I must also recognize the 

limited amount of data that was available for the study of my second hypothesis. Though an 

analysis of more questions that demonstrated stronger trends over a greater period of time would 

have been more useful for the purposes my study, such resources were not available. The CEEB 

was limited in the number of questions that were present in all years, as well as the number of 

times the survey itself was actually administered. A similar situation exists with the 2002 Chapel 

Hill expert survey. As mentioned previously, this survey was not administered before nor shortly 
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after each country I studied applied for membership to the EU. This study also had a limited pool 

of respondents. Even so, as research shows, this study is still reasonably valid and reliable. 

Another weakness of this study is the limited number of questions I could reference regarding 

political parties and their ideologies and positions regarding European integration. While the 

weaknesses inherent in my study are unfortunate, they are out of my control.        

 The EU continues to play an increasingly important role in the world. The influence it 

exerts is felt by nations everywhere. Each of its actions affects not only its member states, but 

also all the nations with which the EU interacts. For these reasons, it is important that researchers 

continue to study the EU and the different elements that have affected its development and allow 

it to function and grow into the future. Future research can build off of this study by possibly 

looking at other factors that might hinder or contribute to a country‟s decision to apply for 

membership to the EU. Researchers might also consider exploring other avenues that delve 

deeper into the specific roles of public opinion and political parties.        
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Appendix 1a Questions used from the Central and Eastern Eurobarometer surveys 

Q. If (our country) were to join the European Community in the future, would you feel 

strongly in favour, somewhat in favour, somewhat opposed or strongly opposed?
12

 

 

Q. As you might know, 12 states of "Western" Europe together form the “European 

Community.” The name "European Community" was changed to “European Union” last 

year. Would you say that your impressions of the aims and activities of the European 

Community/Union are generally positive, negative, or neutral?
13

 

 

Appendix 1b Questions used from the 2002 Chapel Hill expert survey 

 
Q.1. First, how would you describe the general position on European integration that the 

party‟s leadership has taken over the course of 2002? For each party row, please circle the 

number that corresponds best to your view. Circle only one number. 

 

Q.14. First, we would like you to classify the parties in terms of their broad ideology. On the 

scale below, 0 indicates that a party is at the extreme left of the ideological spectrum, 10 

indicates that it is at the extreme right, and 5 means that it is at the center. For each party, 

please circle the ideological position that best describes a party‟s overall ideology.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
12 This is one variation of the wording, found in the 1991 survey, for the first question I analyze in my study. Data 

results were reduced from four points (strongly in favor, somewhat in favor, somewhat opposed, strongly opposed) 

to two points (in favor, opposed).    
13 This is one variation of the wording, found in the 1995 survey, for the second question I analyze in my study. 
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Figure 3 
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Figure 4 
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Figure 5
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Figure 6 
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Table 1 Poland  

 

Party Name  Description  Party position on  Broad Political  

European integration  Ideology  

 

Alliance of 

Democratic Left 

(SLD)  

Majority party in 
parliament from1993 6.88 4.13 

Polish People's 

Party (PSL) 

Party in power as 
prime minister  from 

1993 

4.13 4.38 

Coalition Electoral 

Action Solidarity of 

the Right (AWSP) 

Party in power as 

president from 1990 5.38 7.75 

 

 

Table 2 Slovakia 

 

Party Name  Description  Party position on  Broad Political  

European integration  Ideology  

 

People's Party-

Movement for a 

Democratic 

Slovakia (LS-

HZDS) 

Majority party in 
parliament from 1994 

and party in power as 

prime minister from 

1994 and president 
from 1993 

7.0 4.38 

 

 

Table 3 Slovenia
14

 

 

Party Name  Description  Party position on  Broad Political  

European integration  Ideology  

 

Liberal Democracy 

of Slovenia (LDS) 

Majority party in 
parliament from 

1992 and party in 

power as prime 
minister from 1992 

6.6 4.2 

 

                                                
14 The president of Slovenia, Milan Kučan, in power from 1991-2002, was not affiliated with any political party.  


