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SUMMARY

A recent multi-country poll for ECFR suggests that Europeans have come closer together in 
their support for Ukraine.

Europeans now agree that Russia is their adversary or rival.

Three factors have supported this remarkable coming together: Ukrainian successes in the 
first year of the war; the way the war has united the political left and right; and the 
perceived return of a strong West led by the US.

But these factors are fragile and European leaders should be careful in their optimism.

European policymakers should take advantage of this unity to equip Ukraine, while doing 
everything they can to mitigate divisions caused by changing circumstances at home and 
abroad.
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Introduction

The conventional wisdom is that wars end in negotiations. But their end is more often 
determined at the ballot box – or even in the opinion polls. A lack of public support brought 
America’s war in Vietnam to an end, the French war in Algeria to its close, and – with 
Slobodan Milosevic’s defeat at the ballot box in 2000 – ended the wars in the former 
Yugoslavia. Ukraine’s Western allies have so far been surprisingly united in their support for 
Kyiv. But Vladimir Putin surely hopes that Western public opinion will turn, leaving Ukraine 
high and dry. 

In his state of the nation speech delivered a few days before the anniversary of his invasion of 
Ukraine, the Russian president made it very clear that he is positioning for a long war, hoping 
that the logic of democratic politics will exhaust Western support for Kyiv and allow Moscow 
to prevail.

But 12 months into the fighting, the cracks in the Western coalition have got smaller rather 
than larger. A multi-country ECFR poll conducted in January 2023 in ten European countries 
(Denmark, Estonia, France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Poland, Portugal, Romania, and 
Spain) shows that Europeans are surprisingly united in their determination to back Kyiv’s 
independence. Could the unity of European public opinion surprise Putin – in the same way 
that the fighting spirit of the Ukrainians did? What does the dynamic of public opinion in the 
last 12 months tell us about the next stage of the war?

This paper documents Europe’s remarkable coming together, explores three major drivers of 
this unity, and explains how European leaders can position themselves for the challenges 
ahead.

Surprising unity: the rallying of European publics

In May 2022, a major ECFR poll revealed that while Europeans were unified in their 
condemnation of the war and their desire to break relations with Russia, they were deeply 
divided about how they saw the war ending.

One group believed that it was most important that the war ended as soon as possible, even if 
that meant Ukraine making concessions to Russia (we called them the ‘peace camp’), while 
the other group believed that only Russia’s clear defeat could bring peace, even if that meant a 
longer war (the ‘justice camp’). In 2022 our analysis indicated that the ‘peace camp’ was larger 
than the ‘justice camp’, with the preference for the war to end as soon as possible prevailing 
in most European countries that we polled. There was a particularly strong preference for this 

Fragile unity: Why Europeans are coming together on Ukraine (and what might drive them apart) – ECFR/486 2Fragile unity: Why Europeans are coming together on Ukraine (and what might drive them apart) – ECFR/486 2

https://ecfr.eu/publication/peace-versus-justice-the-coming-european-split-over-the-war-in-ukraine/


option in Italy, Germany, Romania, and France. Poland was the only country where more 
people wanted to see Russia punished for its aggression, even if that meant a longer war. Our 
fear back then was that the divide between these two camps might undermine the impressive 
display of unity the European Union had mustered after Russia’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine on 24 February 2022.

But nine months later, although important divisions remain between and within European 
countries, the picture has changed.

Given that ‘pushing back’ against Russia’s aggression is increasingly about Ukraine regaining 
all of its territory, rather than just punishing Russia, we phrased the long war option 
differently in the 2023 poll. We also added a third possible answer – that the Western 
dominance of the world should be pushed back, even if it means accepting Russian territorial 
aggression against Ukraine – as the 2023 poll was also conducted in China, India, Turkiye, 
Russia, and the United States.

Despite these differences, the results indicate that the desire for the war between Russia and 
Ukraine to end as soon as possible is no longer as popular among Europeans. In several 
countries – Estonia, Poland, Denmark, and Great Britain – there is now a clear preference for 
Ukraine to regain all of its territory, even if it means a longer war or more Ukrainians being 
killed and displaced. In Germany and France, the number of those who would like to see the 
war end as soon as possible has dropped significantly. In Germany, almost as many people 
now want Ukraine to regain all its territory as want the war to end as soon as possible. And in 
France, the long war option has a slight lead over the option to end the war as soon as 
possible. Only in Italy and Romania do many more people still think the war should end as 
soon as possible.
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The results from this poll also confirm our claim from May last year that – contrary to the 
journalistic cliché that the war has divided the EU into a hawkish east and a dovish west – at 
least three different blocks have emerged. Firstly, there are the northern and eastern hawks 
(Estonia, Poland, Denmark, and Great Britain), where most people strongly support Kyiv’s 
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objectives in the war. Secondly, there is the ambiguous west (France, Germany, Spain, and 
Portugal), where opinions are divided on how the war should end. And finally, there are the 
southern weak links (Italy and Romania), where the preference for the war to end as soon as 
possible has the upper hand.

The convergence on how Europeans perceive Russia is even more striking than the coming 
together around the idea of fighting the war. In every country polled, the prevailing opinion is 
now that Russia is an adversary (ranging from as little as 32 per cent in Romania to 77 per cent 
in Estonia). Across the nine EU member states polled, just 2 per cent of respondents see 
Russia as an ally, and 12 per cent consider it a necessary partner for their country. 
Meanwhile, 66 per cent of respondents see Russia as either an adversary or a rival.

This is a wholly different result compared to the findings of an ECFR poll conducted in spring 
2021. Back then, we asked people about their perception of Russia’s relationship with Europe, 
rather than with their country – which again makes it hard to directly compare the results. 
But overall, there has been an major change in how Europeans perceive Russia. Two years 
ago, far fewer respondents (ranging from 5 per cent in Bulgaria to 38 per cent in Poland) saw 
Russia as an adversary. The most widespread perception was that Russia was a necessary 
partner for Europe: a view shared by over 30 per cent of respondents in Germany, France, 
and Spain, and by half of those in Italy.
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Drivers of unity

Why has public opinion changed in this way? And, more importantly, how durable is this 
unity likely to be? 

There is probably no single explanation for these dynamics. But our data suggest that three 
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main, and mutually reinforcing, factors have led to this change: Ukraine’s success on the 
battlefield, the way the war has united both sides of the political spectrum, and the role of the 
US.

Ukrainian momentum

In May 2022, a large majority of respondents to our poll was united in condemning Russia for 
its aggression and wanting to support Ukraine. In every country polled back then, over 50 per 
cent (ranging from 56 per cent in Italy to 90 per cent in Finland) considered Russia mainly 
responsible for the outbreak of the war – rather than Ukraine, the EU, or the US. Similarly, in 
each of the ten countries polled, a majority was in favour of providing more economic 
assistance to Ukraine – ranging from 51 per cent in Italy to 76 per cent in Sweden. Almost 
everywhere (except for Italy and Romania), a majority supported sending additional arms and 
military equipment to Ukraine too.

In the meantime, the Ukrainian army has succeeded in regaining over 50 per cent of the 
territories occupied by Russia since 24 February. Its successes in the summer and autumn 
have meant a Ukrainian victory now looks more realistic. The findings of another recent poll
indicate that a majority of Europeans now believe that Ukraine will win the war. And, 
although our survey this year did not include questions about Putin’s war objectives or Kyiv’s 
chances of regaining occupied territories, its results nonetheless hint that Europeans’ 
perceptions about the conduct of the war have shifted.

Firstly, people report a change in their perception about how powerful Russia and the EU are. 
A plurality of Europeans think that Russia is weaker now than they say they thought it was 
before the war. Across the nine EU countries polled, an average of 46 per cent see Russia as 
equally weak or weaker than before, while 33 per cent consider it strong or stronger. The 
responses do not present a uniform picture. For people in Great Britain, Denmark, Poland, 
Estonia, and Germany, it is clear that the war has demonstrated Russia’s weakness. 
Elsewhere, respondents have a more balanced view. This perceived weakening of Russia may 
make more people believe that Ukrainians have a real chance of winning the war.
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Europeans now also share the broad perception that the EU is either as strong as they saw it 
before – or even stronger than they previously thought. A year after the beginning of the war, 
the number of people who see the EU as stronger than they perceived it before the war is 
higher than the number of people who see it as weaker. Across the nine EU countries polled, 
an average of 49 per cent consider the EU to be stronger, or at least equally as strong, 
compared to how they say they perceived it before the war. Meanwhile, 32 per cent believe it 
is weaker, or at least equally weak, compared to before. In almost all the European countries 
polled – with the sole exception of Italy – the prevailing opinion is that the EU is strong or 
stronger rather than weak or weaker.
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More importantly, these perceptions about the EU’s strength correlate with support for 
Ukraine to regain all of its territory. Across the nine EU countries polled, a majority (54 per 
cent on average) of those who consider the EU stronger want Ukraine to regain all its 
territory, while only 25 per cent want the war to stop as soon as possible. Meanwhile, those 
who see the EU as weaker are more divided on this point, with a preference for the war to 
stop quickly (38 per cent) rather than for Ukraine to stand up to Russia (32 per cent).

These changing perceptions could also be linked to the fact that some of the catastrophic 
scenarios people feared at the beginning of the war have not materialised – especially in 
terms of nuclear escalation. The latest poll demonstrates that, compared with a year ago, the 
number of Europeans who fear nuclear war has decreased, most markedly in France. 
Similarly, in Romania, the perception that Russian military action against the country is the 
single biggest threat has decreased from 21 to 16 per cent.
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