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Greece in the Eurozone:
An Evaluation of the First Two Decades
By Gregory T. Papanikos*
On the 31st of December 2021, the euro celebrated its two decades in
circulation. Initially, twelve countries adopted the euro as their new national
currency, Greece being one of them. Starting in 2020, euro is the official
currency of nineteen European Union countries. This paper aims to examine
three issues. Firstly, the paper investigates Greek people’s perception about the
euro, using data from the recent issue of the Eurobarometer (December 2021).
Secondly, the economic performance of Greece is briefly examined by
comparing the Greek Gross Domestic Product (GDP) two decades before and
two decades after the introduction of euro. Finally, the Greek participation to
the eurozone has been a controversial, political issue. The political
developments in Greece during the first two decades of the euro are also
studied, emphasizing the dramatic political events after the double elections of
2012. The period of the two decades ends with the detrimental impact of
COVID-19. This issue is also mentioned by reviewing some recent publications.
Keywords: Eurozone, Greece, GDP, per capita GDP, Eurobarometer, euro,
elections, politics

Introduction
This paper evaluates the first two decades of Greece’s membership to the
eurozone. The euro circulated with coins and banknotes on 1 January 2002. Many
hoped for the best and few feared for the worst. Based on my published work on
this issue,1 which was the result of being both an academic economist and an
active policymaker, an effort is made here to gauge whether the Greek economy is
worse off, relative to what would have been the case if Greece had stayed outside
the euro, and instead keeping its national currency of drachmae. Of course, it is
impossible to simulate 20 years of economic performance with the drachmae and
compare it with the actual economic performance within the eurozone. Thus, the
analysis is rather speculative.
The costs and benefits of the Greek decision to be a member of the eurozone
was investigated by Papadopoulos and Papanikos (1997) after a request by the
Greek Government. The part of this report which dealt with the costs of Greece’s
euro expected at the time are included in an appendix in Papanikos (2014a). That
was an ex-ante evaluation of the euro effect on the Greek economy. This study
attempts an ex-post evaluation, but it is not an easy task because during this period
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of twenty years, the Greek economy was influenced by three events, two of which
were noneconomic.
The first noneconomic event was the Olympic Games of 2004, preparations
for which started in 1997, the year the International Olympic Committee (IOC)
awarded the organization of the 2004 Olympic Games to Athens. The preparations
for the games-–mainly building up the required infrastructure—have had a longlasting economic effect. Their duration coincided with the preparation of the Greek
economy to introduce the euro and the first years of its circulation. The Olympic
Games were awarded when the Greek national currency was the drachmae, but
when the Games actually took place, the euro was the official Greek national
currency. Thus, when in macro-econometric analyses, a dummy variable is used to
account for the structural change of euro; this variable simultaneously catches up
to the economic effects of Olympic Games. As a coincidence, I was asked to do an
economic analysis of the Olympic Games’ impact simultaneously with my
assignment of economic analysis of the introduction of the euro.2
The second noneconomic event was the impact of COVID-19 which led to an
economic lockdown with serious economic, social and primarily health effects—
not only in Greece, but throughout the entire world. In a series of studies, I have
investigated various aspects of the current pandemic by looking at what
Thucydides had to say of the pandemic effect which hit Athens in 430 BCE and
lasted for about 5-6 years (Papanikos 2021b). I also examined the tourism impact
of COVID-19 (Papanikos 2020a).
The third event was economic. The Great Recession started in the USA in
2008 but hit Greece very hard in 2010. This has had serious economic and political
repercussions which are further examined in the following sections.
There are two issues with the introduction of euro. Firstly, it is the institutional
change from a national currency to a common currency. This by itself has mainly
positive effects by reducing the transaction costs of doing business in the common
currency of an area. As we shall see, these positive effects have been fully
recognized and appreciated by the majority of people in the eurozone. Secondly, it
is the actual exchange value of the common currency itself. All countries use the
same nominal euro, but the real effective exchange rate for each country differs. In
Papanikos (2015a), I estimated that the Greek effective exchange rate was
overvalued, and a devaluation of the euro would have benefited Greece to cope
with the Great Recession. Since then, the nominal value of the euro has been
devaluated relative to US dollars which is usually taken as representing the foreign
currency. This study does not repeat the 2015 study, but it should be clear that
eurozone member-countries do not have the same real effective exchange rate
which has significant effects on their international trade, and therefore GDP.
This paper is descriptive and provides an overview of how the euro affected
the Greek public opinion, economy, and politics. The paper is organized into six
2
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sections, including this introduction. The next section discusses what Greeks think
about the euro after 20 years of experience. I use the latest Eurobarometer findings.
I compare the Greek feelings about the euro relative to the eurozone average.
Economics is only one dimension of the euro effect. People may derive pride from
using a common currency and belonging to a group of European countries.
Especially for Greeks, this is felt even more sensitively because it is one of their
many myths which gave the name to this continent, and now to its common
currency. Thus, having the euro means more than money; it may transcend an ideal
that Europeans are willing to pay the economic cost of having it.
In section three, I compare the GDP and GDP per capita performance of the
Greek economy in the two decades prior, and after, the introduction of the euro.
The key question in this section is whether the Greek economy did better or worse
in the euro years. This is not the most appropriate comparison, but it is very
difficult to simulate what would have been the economic performance of Greece
without the euro and then compare it with the actual performance inside the
eurozone. However, given the political animosity at the time in Greece when
extremists were campaigning on the worst scenario, echoing people’s many
concerns because of the uncertainties of the new currency, the question of whether
the Greek economy is better or worse has its own merit.
In section four, the political hostilities are examined which were instigated by
the Great Recession of 2008. The section discusses the Greek politics of the euro
years. The political cycle had two phases. The first lasted up to 2012 where Greek
politics followed the trends of being ruled by one-party governments. The Great
Recession and the fact that Greece was a member of the eurozone was a crash-test
for the Greek political system. New parties emerged, and for the first time in the
postwar Greek political history a coalition government was formed in 2012 which
governed up to 2015, and then another coalition government ruled Greece from
2015 and 2019. On this, see Papanikos (2022b). In the last two years of the two
decades of the euro, the Greek political system returned to the one-party
government. This political cycle was the result of Greece being a member of the
eurozone as explained in this section.
In section five the impact of COVID-19 is examined through the prism of the
many papers published in ATINER’s various journals. Still, the impact of
COVID-19 is still in effect and no conclusion can be reached. This section
emphasizes the multiple effects this pandemic has had on the economy and the
society at large. In the last two years (2020-2021) more than 30 papers have been
published in the various journals of ATINER; an edited book of these studies has
been prepared by Boutsioli et al. (2022).
Conclusions are given in the last section and relate to the three-and-a-half
issues discussed in this paper: people’s opinions about the euro; the euro effect on
total and per capita Greek GDP; the developments of Greek politics during the
euro years; and the impact of COVID-19.
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What Do the Euro Countries and Greeks Think About the Euro?
This section looks at what Europeans have to say about the euro. The data are
retrieved from the most recent Eurobarometer available (December 2021). Since
the focus is on Greece, I compare the European average with the opinions of
Greeks. I have selected just a few questions, but I think they are characteristic of
how the euro is perceived today by Greeks, relative to the average of the 19
countries in the eurozone.
Figure 1 shows the average European’s opinion about the euro. Over the last
15 years the opinion remained stable. By the end of the two decades of euro’s
circulation, 78% of Europeans have a positive view, while 14% think that it was a
bad idea.
A common European identity can be expressed by many things, and the idea
of having a common something, like a currency, is considered as an indicator of a
European cohesion. The exact question asked was, ―Does the euro make you
personally feel more European than before or would you say that your feeling of
being European has not changed?‖
Figure 2 gives the percentage of all Europeans who share the common
currency. It seems that over the years the idea of the common currency makes
more and more people feel an affinity to Europe. In 2007, 22% of the people in the
eurozone countries stated that the euro made them feel more European. In 2021,
this figure was 32%. Those who answered that nothing has changed decreased in
number, but still dominate with 66%. However, this might have an ambiguous
reasoning. Those who felt as Europeans before, the euro would not have changed
their attitudes towards Europe.
Figure 1. Europeans Opinion About the Euro, 2007-2021
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Figure 2. The European Affinity Because of the Euro, 2007-2021

I turn now to what Greeks think about the euro and compare it with the
average opinion of others in the eurozone. Table 1 compares some key questions
with the Greek opinions on the euro with the average of the eurozone.
Table 1. Greece vs EU Average Opinions on the Euro, 2021
No.

Question

Q1.1
Q1.2
Q2

Q7.1
Q7.3
Q7.4
Q8

Eurozone
Average

Greece

Generally speaking, do you think that having the Euro is a good for your
country?
Generally speaking, do you think that having the Euro is a good for EU?
Does the Euro make you personally feel more European than before or
would you say that your feeling of being European has not changed?

69

73

78

79

More

32

28

Nothing Changed
Do you think that the Euro has made travelling easier and less costly?
Do you think that the Euro has made easier to do business in different EU
countries?
Do you think that the Euro has made it easier to compare prices and shop
in different EU countries, including online?
Do you think that the degree to which economic policy, including
budgetary policies, is coordinated in the Euro area is appropriate? Should
there be more or less coordination among Euro-area governments?

66
53
79

72
58
82

82

85

Appropriate

15

5

More Coordination

64

85

Source: Eurobarometer, December (2021).

Greeks, on average, think that the euro is good for Greece and the eurozone
relative to the eurozone’s average, but there are no huge differences. On the issue
of affinity, the European idea, 28% of Greeks stated that the euro made them feel
more European, relative to a 32% of the eurozone average. ―Nothing changed,‖
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said 72% of Greeks and 66% of Europeans. However, this may be interpreted that
Greeks felt more like Europeans than the rest of Europe even before the
introduction of Euro.
The next three questions are economic in nature. One of the advantages of a
common currency is that it reduces the transaction costs of doing business in the
area. Traveling became easier, said 53% of the Europeans, while 58% of Greeks
thought so as well. Doing business became easier, said 82% of Greeks relative to
an average of 79% of all Europeans. Comparing prices became easier, stated 85%
of Greeks and 82% of all Europeans.
The last question, I think, is the most important for the future of the eurozone.
Most Europeans (64%), and even many more Greeks (85%), thought that a fiscal
coordination would have been better for the eurozone. This compares with the
monetary policy which is now regulated centrally by the European Central Bank.3
In general, it appears that Greeks feel, on average, that the euro was not a bad
idea after all. This is very important because Greece suffered economically the
most of all eurozone countries because, as I argued (Papanikos, 2015), the
exchange value of the euro was detrimental for the Greek exports which included
tourism revenues. However, the economic performance of the euro years did not
deteriorate the economic welfare of the Greek people, as this is demonstrated by
comparing the GDP and the GDP per capita in the next section.

Total and Per Capita GDP
For economists, people’s opinions are considered with great skepticism. What
is important is not what people say, but what they do. In economics ―doing‖ is
―producing‖ and ―consuming‖. At the macroeconomic level, the GDP captures the
essence of total final production generated in a given year; then divided by
population is an indication of wellness of a country’s economy.
Thus, did the euro produce more or less total and per capita Greek GDP?
There are two ways to answer this question already mentioned in the introduction
of the paper. Firstly, a more accurate measure would have been if data could be
constructed of what the Greek GDP would have been without the euro. Then,
these data would have been compared with the actual GDP produced in Greece as
a member of the eurozone. This is not possible. Secondly, one may compare
whether total and per capita GDP was higher or lower in the pre-euro period,
relative to the euro period. This is shown in Figures 3 and 4.

3

Of course, monetary policy relates to the value of the euro vis-à-vis other currencies (the exchange
rate), the interest rate and the rate of inflation. On these issues many papers have been published in
this and other journals of ATINER; see Binatli and Sohrabji (2019), Colonescu (2017, 2018),
Correia (2016), Correia and Carvalho (2016), Gambarotto et al. (2019), Gentilucci (2020),
Kallianiotis (2018), Klein (2021), Korus (2019), Leen (2016), Luchena Mozo (2017), Reid (2018),
Siddiqui (2020), Sommeiller (2020), and Turnbull (2016).
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GDP (Billionns of 2015 Euro)

Figure 3. GDP in Billions of 2015 Euro
260
240
220
200
180
160
140
120
100
1980

1985

1990

1995

2000

2005

2010

2015

2020

2010

2015

2020

Year

Per Capita GDP (000s of
2015 euro)

Figure 4. Per Capita GDP in Thousands of 2015 Euro
24
22
20
18
16
14
12
10
1980

1985

1990

1995

2000

2005

Year

I have explained the Greek economy elsewhere in many publications, both the
macroeconomic and microeconomic aspects, and I do not repeat them here.4
Instead, I make a number of points based on the two figures (Figures 3 and 4).
Firstly, the introduction of the euro was accompanied by an unprecedented
increase in total and per capita GDP. Never before have the two variables reached
such high levels. Even though this cannot be directly attributed to the euro itself, it
does relate to the general positive international economic environment which gave
rise to lower interest rates. It was this possibility of borrowing money at low rates
which led the Greek Government to borrow money at unprecedented high levels
4

The most important is my book (Papanikos 2014a) where I present a detailed economic analysis
with an emphasis on the debt crisis of 2010. Other studies include Michelis et al. (2004),
Papadopoulos and Papanikos (1997, 2002, 2005), Papanikos (2014a-c, 2015a-j). In addition, the
Greek economy, and especially its tourist sector, is affected by the political and military
developments in the Eastern Mediterranean. On the issue of military and its effect on international
trade and economic growth see Papanikos (2015k), and on the issue of energy see Papanikos
(2017). The thorny issue of Greek-Turkish relations is examined in Papanikos (2020c, 2020d, and
2021e).
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which led to the Greek debt crisis of 2010 as I demonstrated with all the details
and data in Papanikos (2014a).
Secondly, after 2008 the total and per capita GDP dramatically decreased at
unprecedented rates for peace years. Never before had the rates of growth of the
two variables reached so low. This was the effect of the Great Recession and the
debt crisis previously mentioned.
Thirdly, despite these huge variations in total and per capita GDP, these two
variables remained higher than any value of the pre-euro period with the exception
of the two years of 2020 and 2021 when the lockdown due to COVID-19 hit all
the eurozone economies harshly.

The Greek Political Debate in the Euro Years
This section builds on my previous writings and my personal experience as a
policymaker.5 From 1997 until 2011, I served as a General Secretary of the Greek
Economic and Social Council, which provided me with firsthand experience with
the politics of the debate. For many people, the euro meant an increase in their
economic welfare. They thought that the euro would bring higher wages, lower
unemployment rates, inflation rates and borrowing rates.
Starting in 2002, the political debate of whether Greece was ready to switch
between currencies was over. Issues such as the change of menu prices and
cashiers disappeared from the mass media in the first month of 2002. There were
not the huge transaction costs many were expecting. Nobody even noticed that real
wages were increasing at a higher rate than productivity. The gap was filled with
foreign borrowing which no political party condemned, with the exception of a
handful of politicians. In elections after elections, from the 1980s onwards (Table
2), the issue of Europe was at the top of the political agenda.
Table 2. Elections Years, 1983-2021
Year
1985
1989
1990
1990
1993
1996
2000
2004
2007
2009
2012
2012
2015
2015
2019

Party Coming First Relative to Previous Elections
Same
Change
Same
Same
Change
Same
Same
Change
Same
Change
Change
Same
Same
Same
Change

5

See among many others Papanikos (2014a, 2019, 2021d, 2022b).
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Interim
Interim
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One party
One party
One party
One party
One party
One party
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Coalition
Coalition
Coalition
One party
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The most important elections which took place in the euro years was in 2012
for two reasons. Firstly, for the first time since 1974 the two opposition parties
formed a coalition government to deal with the real threat of Greece being pushed
out of the eurozone. Never before was Greece at the brink of getting out of the
eurozone and maybe even from the European Union. This collaboration gave rise
to the growth of many small parties, which in the general elections of 2015, led to
another party which was far away from what many voters would have thought a
few years back. A left party collaborated with an extreme right party, even though
there was the alternative option for the left to collaborate with a center or centerleft party to form a government. The rest of this section is devoted to the two
political events.
The 2012 Double Elections
The Greek general elections of the 6th of May 2012 did not result in the
formation of a coalition government. According to the Greek Constitution, new
elections were called for on the 17th of June 2012.
The five-and-a-half weeks between the two elections gave the opportunity to
all Greek parties to reconsider their positions and form pre-election coalitions
which are based on the three main issues of the May and the June elections. These
issues are (Table 3):
1. The classical ideological division between right and left, or center-right
and center-left.
2. The split between those who want the euro and those who prefer a return to
a national currency.
3. The position between the necessity of the austerity measures imposed by
the troika and those who wanted a unilateral abolishment of them.
Table 3. Typology of Issues
Issue
Ideology
Eurozone-European Union
Austerity Measures

Options
Center-Right
Pull out
Necessary

Center-Left
Stay in
Not Necessary

The new elections made it even clearer the political parties’ positions on the
last two issues of the euro and the austerity measures. It should be mentioned that
those political parties which considered the austerity measures necessary also
agreed that the austerity program needed to be reconsidered towards (a) extending
the implementation period and (b) supplementing the austerity program with
measures to promote output growth and employment. They considered the new
political developments in Europe, primarily the election of Francois Holland in
France, as more favorable towards a renegotiation of the austerity measures with
the troika.
The results of the election of the 17 of June 2012 and of 6 of May 2012 were
analyzed along three lines: ideology, political parties’ stance on the eurozone, and
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their attitude towards the austerity program. In sum, the main points are the
following:
1.

2.

3.
4.

5.

Although June 2012 elections were considered very important, 37.53% of the
eligible Greek voters decided not to vote (Table 4). This was higher than the
May 2012 percentage of 34.9%, and even higher than the 29.05% of the 2009
elections. This is not interpreted as political apathy, but as a deliberate protest
against the political system. Some voters might have abstained because they
did not want to vote against their traditionally preferred political party.
Contrary to the May 2012 election results, in the June 2012 elections only
5.98% of the electorate was not represented in the parliament because they did
not meet the required statutory minimum rate of 3% of the votes. In May
2012, 19% of the Greek voters chose a party that is not represented in the
Parliament. The 2009 rate was only 5%.
On the ideology issue, the percentages remained the same with a very small
increase to the left of 0.54% (Table 5).
On the eurozone membership issue (Table 6), in 2012 the Greek electorate
had the option for the first time to vote for parties which openly declared their
devotion or hostility to the euro experiment. In May 2012, 81.92% of Greeks
voted for parties which see Greece’s future inside the eurozone. In June 2012
this percentage increased to 88.04%. This is very high and similar to the
Eurobarometer’s measure in the end of 2021.
On the austerity issue (Table 7), in June 2012, 52.96% of Greeks voted for
parties which claim that austerity measures are painful but necessary. In May
2012 the rate was 51.65%.

Table 4. Greek Elections of June 2012 and May 2012

June 2012
May 2012

People entitled to
vote
(1)
9,949,300
9,949,401

Number of People
Voted
(2)
6,215,029
6,477,060

Percent of
People Voted
(3)
62.47%
65.10%

Percent of Voters
Abstained
(4)
37.53%
34.9%

Table 5. Right and Left
Election Year
Ideology
Right to Center
Left to Center

June 2012
%

May 2012
%

48.26%
51.47%

49.00%
50.93%

June 2012/May
2012
% Difference
-0.74%
+0.54%

Table 6. In and Out of the Eurozone
Election Year
Eurozone
In
Out

June 2012
%

May 2012
%

88.04%
11.96%

81.92%
18.08%
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Table 7. Austerity Measures
Election Year
Austerity Measures
Necessary to stay in the
Eurozone
Not necessary
Difference

June 2012
%

May 2012
%

52.96%

51.65%

June 2012/May
2012
% Difference
1.31%

47.04%
5.92%

48.35%
3.30%

-1.31%
2.62%

The Double Elections of 2015 and the Referendum in Between
The coalition government ruled until early 2015, when, on the issue of
choosing the next President of the Hellenic Republic, the parliament was unable to
elect a president. According to the constitution, a new election was called. As all
had expected, a left party won the elections on the 25th January 2015.
Analyzing the election results (Papanikos 2015h), I had predicted that new
general elections were coming. These new elections were called early in the fall of
the same year. In between, there was a referendum. On this, in my book (Papanikos
2014a, p. 147) I had predicted that the left power, when it would come to power,
would (a) call for a referendum, (b) the question would be vague so it can be
interpreted as either a no to euro or a no to the memorandums in general, or a no to
a specific memorandum which allegedly was on the table, but the eurozone
countries took it off once the referendum was called, and (c) Greeks would vote no
because when people are directly or indirectly asked if they want to pay taxes they
will say no. This is the reason tax and budget issues cannot be determined in a
referendum as is clearly stated in the Greek Constitution.

The COVID-19 Impact
In 2019 new elections were held and a new one-party government of the
traditional Greek right was formed. However, the new government was faced with
the challenge of COVID-19, of which the effects are still on and nobody can
predict how long it will last. On this issue, I have written extensively. In Papanikos
(2021b), I looked at how a pandemic influenced the economic and social life in
ancient Athens as described by Thucydides. The effect of the pandemic at the
European Union level was examined in Papanikos (2020b). I also examined the
devastating effect on Greek tourism in Papanikos (2020a). Finally, the EU’s
recovery plan was analyzed in Papanikos (2021c).
COVID-19 has many impacts. In a series of papers published in the various
journals of ATINER, the themes included: Health Issues (Menekli et al. 2021,
Papanikos 2021a, Parodi et al. 2021, Shah et al. forthcoming), Mass Media and
Communication Issues (Crescentini and Padricelli forthcoming, De Falco et al.
2021, Fitzpatrick forthcoming, Mengu et al. 2021, Osisanwo 2022); Social Aspects
(Bäckman 2021, Jurić 2022, Lust forthcoming, Okaka and Omondi forthcoming,
Papanikos 2020b, Polo Martín 2022); Business and Economics Issues (Adejare et
al. forthcoming, Papanikos 2021c, Reid forthcoming, Struwig and Watson
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forthcoming, Uwah et al. forthcoming); Tourism Issues (Gukiina and Lamunu
2021, Jones forthcoming, Jones and Comfort 2020, Papanikos 2020a); Education
Issues (Güvercin et al. forthcoming, Ismaili and Ibrahimi 2021, Papanikos 2021b);
Law Issues (Iancu 2021, Patraus and Ofrim 2021).
The above literature shows that the impact of COVID-19 is a very serious one
and no one can predict when it will end.

Conclusions
This paper investigated the opinions of Europeans and Greeks about the euro
twenty years after its circulation. About four-fifths of people in the eurozone think
that the euro is good for their country and Europe at large.
Despite the dismal picture painted and the uncertainty surrounding the
introduction of the euro, the Greek economy did better in the two decades of the
euro, relative to the two decades preceding the introduction of the euro.
The politics during the same period were stable up to the Great Recession of
2008. The Greek economy was hit hard; the hardest in Europe. The need to
implement harsh austerity measures undermined the trust in Europe and in the
euro. This shattered the political developments in Greece, leading to double
elections within one year (in both 2012 and 2015). At the end of this period (20192021), these political episodes have subsided and again Greece is governed by a
strong one-party government. However, COVID-19 has hit the whole world but it
seems that the European Union has decided to cope with this new challenge
following a different approach. Since the impact is still active, only the future will
show whether these measures were effective. Future studies will definitely
examine this issue.
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