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Abstract

The European Central Bank (ECB) is preparing to launch a digital euro. To achieve broad consumer adoption,
policymakers must understand consumer preferences and the design features that matter most. Evidence from a
choice experiment among Austrian consumers shows which features encourage uptake — and which do not. For most
Austrians, security (protection against loss) and financial incentives matter most. Enhanced privacy — beyond what
debit card payments offer — has little impact.

Disclaimer: This policy brief is based on OeNB Working Paper 268. The views expressed in this policy brief are those of the authors and
do not necessarily represent those of the Oesterreichische Nationalbank or the Eurosystem.
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Designing a digital euro: Lessons from Austrian consumers

As the European Central Bank moves closer to launching a digital euro, one critical question remains: will consumers
actually use it? While technical readiness is advancing, the success of a central bank digital currency (CBDC) hinges on
widespread public adoption. This policy brief explores which features — such as privacy, security, cost savings, and
offline functionality — matter most to consumers. By quantifying preferences across diverse demographic groups, our
research (Elsinger et al., 2025) offers insights for policymakers and regulators.

Studying consumer preferences for a product that does not yet exist presents methodological challenges. Discrete
choice experiments (DCEs) offer a rigorous approach by simulating realistic trade-offs and eliciting behavioral
intentions. Building on recent applications of DCEs in South Korea (Choi et al., 2023) and Australia (Fairweather et al,,
2024), our study contributes a European perspective to the growing literature on CBDC adoption.!

The study: Alook at consumer choices

The sample consists of around 1,400 randomly selected Austrian residents aged 16 and older. Each respondent
completed 10 consecutive choice tasks. In each task, they chose between two variants of a digital euro or their current
payment instrument. Respondents could also opt out of the experiment, e.g., due to a lack of interest in a digital euro.

The digital euro variants presented to respondents were bundles of the following five attributes:

e Security: Options ranged from no refund (like losing a wallet), a capped loss (maximum of €250 loss) to a full
refund (no risk of loss).

e Privacy: Choices included data tracking by banks or complete privacy - notably two rather strong forms of
transaction data privacy.

e Cost Savings: Monthly savings options were €10, €5, or none.

e On-/Offline: The digital euro works with or without an internet connection.

e Form Factor: Either a physical card or a smartphone app.

These attributes broadly align with the design features currently being discussed by the ECB and the legislative
proposals by the European Commission. Salient features like convenience of use, payment speed, etc. have been pre-
emptied by showing respondents a video clarifying that a digital euro will be convenient, easy to use and fast. We
disregard the store of value function (as it will be limited) and interest rates. We informed respondents that the digital
euro will be universally accepted (in line with the legislative proposal of the European Commission).

The observed choices allow us to infer respondents’ underlying preferences and assess the relative importance of these
attributes. By estimating mixed logit models, we identify significant heterogeneity in adoption likelihood across socio-
demographic groups, payment preferences, and satisfaction with existing payment methods.

Key findings: Security and financial incentives matter more than privacy
The results are clear: security and financial incentives are the most important drivers of acceptance.

e Security: If users are guaranteed full reimbursement in case of theft or loss, the likelihood of choosing the
digital euro increases by 23 percentage points.

¢ Financial incentives: Monthly savings of €10 (e.g., through discounts or lower fees) raise the likelihood of
adoption by 8 percentage points.

1 Other survey experiments on the digital euro have been conducted by van der Horst and van Gent (2025) and Georgarakos et al. (2025).
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Privacy plays a relatively minor role

Although privacy is a major topic in public debate, the experiment shows that increased transaction privacy plays only
a secondary role in actual decision-making. Specifically, a fully anonymous digital euro increases adoption likelihood
by just 1 percentage point, on average, compared to a model where the user’s bank can see transaction data (similar
to current debit card payments).

The average masks significant heterogeneity: for about two-thirds of respondents, financial incentives outweigh
privacy concerns. These consumers trade-in lower privacy for monetary incentives - a behavior addressed as privacy
paradox in the literature (see e.g. Acquisti et al. 2016).

For the remaining third of respondents, however, privacy is paramount: The adoption level is lower, and consumers
are not willing to give up privacy in exchange for monetary compensation.

Offline functionality and access method: Secondary concerns

The ability to use the digital euro without an internet connection had a modest effect (+4 percentage points). Access
via card increases adoption likelihood by 6 percentage points compared to an app. This reflects population
heterogeneity: about two-thirds of respondents prefer a card. Van der Horst and van Gent (2025) also report a card
preference for the Netherlands. This may be attributable to the fact that smartphone-based payment apps are used by
only a relatively small fraction of Austrians at present.

How many would use a digital euro?

Simulations suggest thataround 45% of respondents would be willing to use a digital euro — assuming an
implementation we consider realistic: no financial incentives, limited privacy (e.g., banks can access transaction
data), no protection against loss or theft, card-based access, and offline functionality.

In contrast, in an idealized (but unrealistic) scenario — full privacy, €10 monthly savings, full loss protection, and card
access — 74% would be willing to use it.

These figures suggest that there is genuine interest in a digital euro — even if it does not meet all ideal criteria.

Who would use the digital euro?

Unsurprisingly, younger, more educated, and tech-savvy individuals are more likely to adopt the digital euro. For
example, a 20-year-old is 18 percentage points more likely to use it than a 50-year-old. Trust in the central bank also
plays a major role: those who trust the Oesterreichische Nationalbank are 15 percentage points more likely to adopt.

Another key factor is satisfaction with current payment methods. Those who cannot always use their preferred
method are 13 percentage points more likely to adopt the digital euro.

Cash users are heterogeneous

On average, there is no significant difference in adoption likelihood between those who currently pay mostly by
card/app and those who prefer cash. Again, the average masks an important heterogeneity: about one-third of cash
users show high willingness to adopt the digital euro — especially if they are dissatisfied with current options. The
remaining two-thirds show little interest.
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Figure 1. What is the likelihood that cash and card payers will use a digital euro?
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Note: The chart shows the distribution of usage probabilities assuming a realistic implementation, differentiated by cash
users and card users. The horizontal axis represents the estimated probability of usage. Example: For a relatively large
share of cash users (blue line), the estimated probability of usage is low. However, for approximately one-third of cash
users, a high probability of intended usage is estimated.

Policy implications
Our findings offer valuable guidance for policymakers and CBDC designers:

1. Security is essential: Users want protection against loss—robust safeguards are crucial.
2. Financial incentives work: Discounts or fee reductions can significantly boost adoption.

3. Privacy matters — but not equally for all: Many users don’t require anonymous transactions if other
features are attractive. For privacy-conscious users, flexible solutions (e.g., full anonymity for small
payments) could help.

4. Trustin the central bank is key: Transparent and trust-building communication is vital.
5. Offline functionality is not essential — at least not for the majority.

6. Form matters: A physical card option is important for broad acceptance.

Conclusion: The digital euro has potential — if designed well

Our study shows that a well-designed digital euro could gain broad acceptance — even in a cash-friendly country like
Austria. The key is to offer real benefits, ensure security, and build trust. These insights provide a solid foundation for
further discussion and for shaping a digital payment system that meets people’s needs. On a methodological note, the
discrete choice experiments delivered robust results which are helpful for understanding the heterogeneities among
the population. Running the same experiment in other euro-area countries would reveal whether these patterns
generalize Additionally, it would be interesting to analyze whether other attributes are valued by consumers, such as
the contribution of a digital euro to the autonomy of the euro area.
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