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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Introduction
For a long time, the European project drew its legitimacy from its capacity to solve problems effectively,
and the process of integration was largely accompanied by what Leon N. Lindberg and Stuart A.
Scheingold termed the ‘permissive consensus’: despite earlier periods of increasing contestation,
European integration was generally based on a broad consensus across the political mainstream on its
desirability, and citizens permitted their political representatives to pursue this course without much
interference.
Over time, however, the twin processes of increasing European integration and growing
Europeanisation of the member states have gone hand in hand with a decrease in public support for
the European Union (EU) and a growing politicisation of the integration project. The alleged consensus
gave way to something that Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks labelled a "constraining dissensus":
European integration has become a far more salient, controversial and contested issue, and political
parties and issue entrepreneurs try to mobilise and exploit related concerns for their electoral benefit.
The key diagnosis presented by eminent scholars such as Simon Hix was that EU politics had for
decades pretended that ‘real’ politics did not exist in Brussels and thereby refused to address pivotal
and salient political differences, political debates, and divergent political concepts within a wider and
deeper Europe.
Against this background, the aim of the study is two-fold. The first aim is to provide an overview of the
related academic debates on Europeanisation, the contestation and politicisation of the EU and EU
integration as well as on the European public sphere. The second aim of the study is to present and
discuss current reform proposals specifically aimed at a Europeanisation of the elections to the
European Parliament (Parliament).

Europeanisation, Politicisation and Democratic Legitimacy
Within political science, Europeanisation is most frequently conceptualised as a top-down or horizontal
process through which EU rules and procedures, but also norms, ideas and routines impact domestic
institutions and policies. A second, very broad, field deals with Europeanisation from a different
perspective, namely with the question of how the EU and European integration affect political culture,
citizens’ identities and political attitudes in terms of opposition and support. Here, recent debates focus
on two related issues, namely growing contestation and politicisation of the EU. Both are intimately
connected with the topic of the European public sphere, which, in turn, directly touches upon
questions regarding the Europeanisation of mass media or parliamentary communication.
Growing contestation and politicisation are certainly to some extent due to a growing sense of political
alienation among EU citizens. This is at least partly based on difficulties in understanding, let alone
participating in, remote decision-making at the EU level, and a feeling of helplessness vis-à-vis farreaching political decisions that affect their daily lives but that they have little voice in or vote on.
Citizens are (more or less) familiar with political parties, political competition and government
formation at the domestic level(s), while EU decision-making processes are highly complex and difficult
to understand, European political parties and groups in Parliament are mostly unknown, elections do
not have a recognisable effect on government formation and familiar left-right politics appear
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displaced by technocratic decision-making. In other words, the EU lacks the familiar structures and
institutions that provide input legitimacy.
For some commentators, politicisation has an inherently negative connotation, namely that the EU has
failed to successfully isolate issues from public debate and contestation in order to achieve better
policy outcomes. From this perspective, increasing politicisation of European integration constrains
national leaders from agreeing on the compromises needed to solve urgent policy problems for fear of
domestic backlash, especially as Eurosceptic parties and actors aim to mobilise national publics against
the EU and further integration. Increasing successes of Eurosceptic parties, in turn, could lead to
growing Euroscepticism within the EU institutions, hampering the EU decision-making process or, in
the worst case, even threatening the EU itself.
Others, by contrast, welcome politicisation as a desirable development and have proposed a number
of mechanisms aimed at injecting a healthy dose of politicisation by openly addressing political conflict
in the EU and utilising ideological and political conflicts to increase the visibility, transparency, and
legitimacy of policy-making at the EU level. Here, politicisation is supposed to insert elements of drama,
and thus to increase public awareness and interest in EU politics with the aim of reinforcing the
connection between the EU and its citizens.

The European Public Sphere(s)
Transparency, openness and politicisation are also intimately related to the notion of the European
public sphere as an arena for EU-wide public discourse. The definition of and the functions ascribed to
the public sphere differ according to the democratic theories they are based on, yet there is a basic
consensus that it should, first, provide citizens with the necessary information to, second, enable them
to scrutinise actions of political actors to hold them accountable, third, provide citizens and groups
with the opportunity of discussing important political questions and making their voices heard by
policy makers and, fourth, foster the development of a sense of belonging to a common (European)
community.
Most commentators agree that a unified and truly European public sphere would require a common
language, a shared identity and, most importantly, a common infrastructure, i.e. European media - and
that neither of these vital elements are seen as fully present or likely to fully develop in the EU within
the near future. As a result, the academic debate has turned to the notion of national, but Europeanised
and connected, public spheres, and to national media and parliaments as two important arenas for
public debate.
With regard to the media the literature presents a mixed picture. While we have undoubtedly
witnessed a remarkable growth in European and transnational media over the last three decades, they
continue to attract mainly elite audiences, while the reach among the broader European public remains
very modest. At the same time, we do observe a growing Europeanisation of the national media.
Important EU issues or events get fairly broad coverage, both in terms of vertical and, albeit limited,
horizontal Europeanisation. Yet the specific media logic according to which ‘the only good news are
bad news’ also often results in a focus on ‘strategic reporting’ and thus on personalised conflicts or
battles between a small number of, mainly executive, political actors - even by media with a more proEuropean editorial line. One the one hand, this commercial logic that favours sensationalism, a
personalisation of politics as well as an emphasis on national interests to make EU politics more salient
for the readers, can foster a politicisation of EU politics. One the other hand, it also increases the risk of
a ‘spiral of Euroscepticism’ driven by both the supply and demand of negative news about the EU.
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Parliament as well as the national parliaments, in turn, often struggle to draw the attention of the media
despite their increased efforts to communicate EU issues to their citizens. The media report regularly,
albeit selectively, on plenary debates on EU issues but, overall, parliamentary actors tend to play a
minor role in EU news compared to executive domestic or EU actors. Indeed, Parliament even has to
compete with national parliaments for media attention, and often finds itself on the losing side.
Recognisability seems to play an important role here. Outside of European elections, national
parliaments’ EU activities seem to be more relevant for the media than those of Parliament, not least
because journalists still seem to find it difficult to cover a Parliament that is so different to the national
parliaments their readers are familiar with.

Europeanisation of the European Elections?
The Europeanisation of European elections has been analysed with two main approaches, the secondorder election model and the EU issue voting model. Generally, comparative reviews of these models
most frequently find that European elections are still somewhat ‘second-order’, while there is also
evidence for some degree of EU issue voting. Focusing on the timeline from the first European elections
in 1979 to the most recent iteration in 2019, the usual consensus is that European elections have
gradually become more European. However, this development appears far from a common, linear
trend. Essentially, as shown for the 2009 and 2014 elections, common crises which produce common
(or at least similar) political problems and campaign issues appear to push for increasing
Europeanisation. The lack thereof, as in 2019, often allows for a re-nationalisation of political campaigns
(top-down) and of the determinants of vote choice (bottom-up).
Indeed, the 2019 European elections were, according to the campaign material collected by the
European Election Monitoring Centre, overall characterised by a ‘low-intensity campaign’; in a majority
of the member states the campaign was barely perceptible. A common trend across Europe was the
continued dominance of domestic over European issues. On average, around two thirds of the
campaign content focused on distinctively national politics or blended domestic and European affairs;
only around a fifth of the campaign appeals centred on Europe or purely European topics and
perspectives. Moreover, even where EU issues were relevant for the campaign, they were very often
formulated as a simple binary choice for or against (more) EU integration.
As our analysis shows, the proposals made by Parliament regarding the harmonisation of national
electoral rules also had little impact, as most were not implemented by the member states for the 2019
elections. This is the case for most proposals that aim at a harmonisation of national electoral rules and
organisation, but also for the proposals to increase the visibility of European political parties in the
campaign. Very few member states followed Parliament’s proposals to make the names and logos of
European parties visible on national ballot papers. Equally, only a small fraction of the national parties
made their affiliation to European political parties visible during the electoral campaign.

The Spitzenkandidaten Process and the Introduction of Transnational Lists
Within the debates on how to increase the ‘Europeanness’ of European elections, and thereby the
democratic legitimacy of the EU, two key proposals have gained most prominence, namely the socalled Spitzenkandidaten (lead candidate) model and the introduction of transnational lists.
The aim of the Spitzenkandidaten model was to engineer an open contest for the Commission
Presidency. Publicly visible, rival candidates were considered to be suitable vehicles to better
aggregate and present the political programs of the European parties, to focus political attention
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towards the levels of EU politics, and to inject a dose of politicisation into the election contests. The
introduction of lead candidates also represented an attempt to strip EU politics of its bureaucratic,
distant, and impersonal reputation, but instead to foster the links of European politicians with the
European electorate(s) and to and to improve the perception of political accountability, competence,
and leadership.
A key problem of the lead-candidate process, however, is its weak formal institutionalisation in the
Treaty on European Union. The formal basis of the Spitzenkandidaten model remains rather opaque
and only vaguely links the selection of the Commission President to the results of the preceding
European elections. By merely stating the Council should ‘take into account’ the outcome of the
elections, the lead-candidate process continues to be non-binding and open to strategic exploitation
and manipulation.
With vague institutional ‘rules’ that were open to interference by self-interested actors, Parliament-led
‘revolution’ of 2014 was effectively terminated by a Council-led ‘counter-revolution’ in 2019. The
European elections of 2014 were successful by installing the Spitzenkandidat nominated by the largest
parliamentary group as the Commission President. After the 2019 elections, however, Parliament failed
to clearly and unambiguously support and defend the lead-candidate process with a clear majority,
which ultimately enabled actors from the intergovernmental sphere to intervene and prevent the
selection of EPP candidate Manfred Weber, but also of PES candidate Frans Timmermans. The casual
abandonment of the Spitzenkandidaten process after the election likely frustrated integrationist voters
and reinforced the view of Eurosceptics that the EU is an undemocratic system. The damage done will
be difficult to recover from, and it is challenging to imagine how voters in future European elections
could be motivated to believe in the lead-candidate model and how they could be convinced that their
political preference and electoral choice do have a real impact on the selection of key personnel at the
European level.
In more empirical terms, our study clearly shows the limited success of the lead-candidate process after
its second iteration: its introduction did not boost electoral turnout, and the Spitzenkandidaten, who
had little name recognition in larger segments of the European publics, failed to successfully
communicate the European policies they stood for. Likewise, there is almost no empirical evidence that
the lead-candidate process strengthened the electoral connection within the EU or brought about a
general trend towards the Europeanisation of political communication, electoral campaigns, and
political behaviour.
The European parties invested significant resources into advertising the lead-candidate system and
promoting individual Spitzenkandidaten. Yet there is ample evidence that these efforts merely helped
to connect with voter groups that were young, well-informed, and resolutely integrationist. So as to
politicise European elections, the process was most effective among those voters that were already
involved and politically aware but failed to impact those strata of the European publics which were
alienated from EU politics.
In summary, the idea of the lead-candidate system was celebrated as a meaningful step so as to not
only dramatise, politicise and Europeanise the election of the Parliament, but also to directly tie the
selection of the Commission top executive to a Europe-wide popular vote. While the empirical reality,
by contrast, has been sobering, it also needs to be kept in mind that it takes time for the effects of
institutional reforms to materialise, especially if they aim at changing behaviour. Yet to be successful,
further iterations of the Spitzenkandidaten process would require at the very least unified, cross-party
support in Parliament for the procedure and the outcome, and ideally an institutional formalisation in
the Treaty.
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The common label ‘transnational lists’, in turn, refers to numerous vague ideas and specific proposals
that aim to construct an additional constituency featuring lists of candidates selected not by national,
but by transnational actors. What different proposals have in common is that they see the introduction
of transnational lists as a further and crucial stepping-stone in the endeavours to turn European
elections from second- into first-order contests. On the voter side, the provision of a pool of
transnational candidates is expected to focus voter attention upon a diverse group of transnational
candidates, the specific policies they stand for, and the European political parties that have fielded
them. On the party side, the introduction of transnational lists aims at strengthening the European
parties vis-à-vis the national parties, enabling them to formulate coherent positions and to effectively
side-line currently dominant national aspects of campaigning, candidate selection, and vote choice.
The most prominent proposal has been put forward by the ‘Duff report’, named after the British MEP,
Liberal Democrat, and federalist Andrew Duff. It suggested that ‘each elector would be enabled to cast
one vote for the EU-wide list in addition to their vote for the national or regional list’. Supporters of this
proposal attempted to use the British withdrawal from the EU by constructing a transnational
constituency based on a share of the seats previously held by British MEPs. Although the initiative
suggested a very limited pool of only 27 transnationally elected MEPs, it did not win majority support
in Parliament.
So far, we therefore do not have similar experiences to draw on regarding the introduction of
transnational lists. In our view, however, most related reform proposals are too limited in scope. In light
of the continued second-order nature of European elections, we are sceptical whether voters, who
frequently fail to notice or to recall the lead candidates and the policies they are supposed to stand for,
would be able to connect with a small pool of transnationally fielded candidates. Moreover, limited
measures would introduce additional complexity without sufficient benefits, likely further alienate
some voter segments, and reinforce the reputation of the EU as an enormously complicated and
unnecessary complex political system. A very small pool of candidates might even prove
counterproductive, because it makes Parliament vulnerable to accusations of violating the character of
a genuine, representative parliament, of creating different groups of representatives within a
patchwork institution that lacks clear-cut features of a representative body, and of, to put it bluntly,
symbolic politics and window-dressing. To achieve some impact at all on voter information and to
foster electoral linkages among voters and their representatives, we believe that any promising reform
proposal would need to establish a much more sizeable pool of transnational candidates which covers,
ideally, at least half of all MEPs.

Recommendations (Selection)
We strongly recommend focusing on institutional reform proposals which result in a simpler
institutional setup of the EU’s political system.
Despite the limited success for far, we do believe that the Spitzenkandidaten system – in some form –
is worth saving. Yet it can no longer be at the disposal of the political actors involved but must be based
on a legal and binding formalisation of the process through which the selection of the Commission
President is linked to the election result in Parliament. One option would be a constitutional provision
that the lead candidate of the largest political group of Parliament will, quasi automatically, be
appointed Commission President. The other, in our view better, option would be for Parliament to elect
the Commission President out of the pool of lead candidates.
We also support the introduction of transnational lists for a sizable transnational constituency covering
at least half of the MEPs as a means of Europeanising the European elections. It must be ensured,
PE 654.628
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however, that a transnational constituency does not provide incentives for the European political
parties to focus their campaigns predominantly, let alone solely, on a few member states with the
largest number of voters, which would be fatal for the legitimacy of Parliament. One option here would
be to base the transnational constituency on a single EU-wide district, but to field separate
transnational lists in each of the member states or even in cross-border constituencies. As a result, the
European political parties would campaign with different transnational lists in the different EU subdistricts.
We encourage Parliament to pursue its proposals for amendments to the European Elections Act with
renewed vigour and to push for a harmonised and fully European electoral system. Fundamentally
different electoral rules violate the basic democratic principle of equality that ought to inform elections
to the supranational parliament. Ideally, provisions regarding European elections ought to be
transferred fully into a single set of unified European electoral rules, i.e. a truly European Electoral Law
The suggestions above require revision and ratification of the EU Treaties as well as the European
Election Act. Given the EU’s large number of veto players as well as their lack of incentives to implement
them, the prospects for reforms are not necessarily good. Yet the upcoming Conference on the Future
of Europe, currently likely to start in September 2020, may provide a true opportunity.
The success of the Conference will depend crucially on the agenda and how it is set. Putting issues
related to institutional matters, including the Spitzenkandidaten system, transnational lists and
European election rules on the agenda could allow for a broad public debate and provide citizens with
an actual say over their democratic participation in the EU. This requires, however, that possible Treaty
changes or amendments of the European Electoral Act are not, formally or informally, taken off the
agenda.
The success of the Conference will also crucially depend on how citizens and civil society are involved.
Instruments such as citizens’ dialogues or online consultations can undoubtedly foster mutual
understandings, both among citizens and between citizens and decision makers. Given the
experiences with previous exercises, however, an improved approach is needed to take citizens’ views
into account and to actually transform them into EU policy making.
We welcome the Commission’s emphasis on communication as a joint responsibility, on the fight
against disinformation and the promotion of media literacy as well as EU education. Yet we caution
against any attempt to return, within a corporate communication approach, to a ‘neutralisation of
ideology’ – whether based on allegedly purely factual arguments or on engaging and emotional
storytelling.
Finally, the EU also needs take the legitimising potential of national parliaments and interparliamentary cooperation and communication more seriously. Here, the introduction of an annual
‘European Week’ taking place simultaneously in all national parliaments, with debates between MPs,
European Commissioners, MEPs and representatives of civil society on the Commission Work
Programme could support the emergence of connected inter-parliamentary public spheres. In
addition, such an event is likely to attract rather considerable media coverage. We also advocate a
formal institutionalisation of the so-called ‘green card’ as a means to provide national parliaments with
an opportunity to engage collectively in an active and constructive inter-parliamentary deliberation on
EU responsibilities.
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INTRODUCTION
For a long time, the European project drew its legitimacy from its capacity to solve problems effectively,
and the process of integration was largely accompanied by what has been called the ‘permissive
consensus’1. This ‘permissive consensus’ of the European publics, ill-informed and disinterested in
European politics but willing to go along with integration, enabled political elites to pursue their own,
mostly integrationist goals in a rather unchecked fashion. With the erosion of public support for the
European Union (EU) and the politicisation of the integration project, however, the alleged consensus
gave way to something that Hooghe and Marks2 labelled a ‘constraining dissensus’: European
integration became a far more salient and often a highly contested issue. Public support of the EU
declined, and parties, voters and political entrepreneurs tried to pick up and exploit these concerns for
their electoral benefit.
In a highly influential account, Simon Hix3 addressed ‘what's wrong about the European Union’ and
also discussed ‘how to fix it’. Crucially, the author underlines that policy gridlock within, and draining
support for, the EU do not per se arise from its flawed institutional construction, but have rather been
reinforced by a shift in its political programme that has moved from regulatory politics and market
building in its initial stages towards distributive politics as well as social and economic reform within a
state of both wider and deeper integration. The key diagnosis was that EU politics has for decades
pretended that there is not any ‘real’ politics in ‘Brussels’ and thereby refused to address pivotal political
differences, political debates, and divergent political concepts within the European ‘family’ – when, in
reality, intense ideological conflicts exist, for instance among neo-liberal reformers and the preservers
and supporters of a traditional European social model.
The suggested remedy is to openly address political conflict and to utilise emergent ideological and
political conflict in order to increase the visibility, transparency, and legitimacy of policy-making at the
European level. Politicisation is supposed to insert elements of drama, to thus increase public
awareness and interest in EU politics with the aim of reinforcing the connection between EU politicians
and citizens. Only openness and transparency of democratic politics at the European level ensure that
those who believe they do not gain in substantive terms are at least willing to provide ‘loser's consent’
to specific policies and to European integration, in general. Hix4 identifies two key prerequisites, namely
(1) an appropriate institutional design, which allows for a democratic leadership contest and (2)
political elites willing to accept political contestation and the legitimacy of those who ‘win’ and get to
implement their political program.
At the same time, transparency, openness and politicisation are intimately related to the notion of the
European public sphere as an arena for EU-wide public discourse. Most commentators agree that a
unified and truly European public sphere would require a common language, a shared identity and,
most importantly, a common infrastructure, i.e. European media5 - and that neither of these vital

1

Lindberg, L. L. and Scheingold, S. A., ‘Europe’s would-Be polity: Patterns of change in the European community’, Englewood
Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1970.

2

Hooghe, L. and Marks, G., ‘A Postfunctionalist Theory of European Integration: From Permissive Consensus to Constraining Dissensus’,
British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 39, No 1, 2009, pp. 1-23.
Hix, S., What's Wrong with the European Union and How to Fix It, Polity Press, Cambridge, 2008.
Hix, S., What's Wrong with the European Union and How to Fix It, Polity Press, Cambridge, 2008.

3
4

5

Gerhards, J., ‘Westeuropäische Integration und die Schwierigkeiten der Entstehung einer europäischen Öffentlichkeit’,
Zeitschrift für Soziologie, Vol. 22, 1993, pp. 96–110; Grimm, D., ‘Does Europe Need a Constitution?’, European Law Journal,
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elements are seen as present or likely to develop within the EU within the near future. As a result, the
academic debate has turned to the notion of national, but Europeanised and connected, public spheres.
The definition of and the functions ascribed to the public sphere differ according to the democratic
theories they are based on, yet there is a basic consensus that it should, first, provide citizens with the
necessary information to, second, enable them to scrutinise actions of political actors to hold them
accountable, third, provide citizens and groups with the opportunity of discussing important political
questions and making their voices heard by policy makers and, fourth, foster the development of a
sense of belonging to a common (European) community6.
Even complex phenomena, such as European (Union) politics, may be summarised by some simple
notions. In a seminal account, Plott7 proposes the ‘fundamental equation of politics’ and concludes that
political outcomes are an interactive result of individual preferences and collective institutions:
Preferences x Institutions => Outcomes. Therefore, any attempt to introduce political change may
either try to change individual preferences or to re-write institutional rules.
Certainly, systematically addressing, influencing, and changing the political preferences of political
actors or citizens is the harder alternative. The preferences of individual citizens and the structuring of
the European political space are not easily altered. Political cleavages and cleavage structures as the
baselines of a European political space emerge from often long-standing historical processes and are
not easily shifted by political actors. At the same time, any attempt to Europeanise European elections
depends crucially on the willingness of national political parties and actors, who have little incentive to
do so. This is also the case regarding a Europeanisation of national public spheres. The media operate
according to their own logic, which is not always conducive to a broad coverage of EU affairs. Similarly,
national parliaments have become more aware of their communication function in EU affairs, but
mainstream parties still face disincentives when it comes to the politicisation of EU policies, politics and
integration. The EU, finally, has invested considerably resources into (mostly) traditional political
advertising, but these efforts have often not been overly successful, and European citizens did not
necessarily like what they saw.
By contrast, changing the rules of the game is often an easier and more effective alternative so as to
introduce political change and to enhance the effectiveness and/or legitimacy of political decisionmaking. Giovanni Sartori8 has coined the term ‘Comparative Constitutional Engineering’ to summarise
attempts to manipulate electoral systems and/or the parliamentary or presidential structure of
executive government. Yet even within a nation state, inducing institutional and/or political reform
steps is a complex and complicated process. First, it is always difficult to provide an informed guess on
how some specific ‘constitutional engineering’ will impact preferences of publics and political actors
and whether a reform is actually able to achieve ‘its’ goals concerning both the input and output
dimensions of politics, and the parallel fulfilment of legitimacy and efficiency goals. Furthermore, any
reform project needs to be accepted, implemented and enacted by self-interested political actors.
Therefore, ‘arguing’ on reform proposals that claim or do achieve common gains is all too often

6

7
8

Vol. 1, No 13, 1995, pp. 282–302; Kielmansegg, P., ‘Integration und Demokratie’, in M. Jachtenfuchs and B. Kohler-Koch,
(eds.), Europäische Integration, Leske und Budrich, Opladen, 1996, 47-71.
Meyer, C. O., ‘Europäische Öffentlichkeit als Kontrollsphäre: Die Europäische Kommission, die Medien und politische
Verantwortung, Vistas, Berlin, 2002, pp. here 68-71; Eriksen, E. O., ‘An Emerging European Public Sphere’, European Journal
of Social Theory, 8 , No 3, 2005, pp. 341–363; De Vreese, C.,H., ‘The EU as a public sphere’, Living Reviews in European
Governance Vo. 2, No 3, 2012, (updated version), here p. 6.
Plott, C., ‘Will Economics Become an Experimental Science?’, Southern Economic Journal, Vol. 57, No 4, 1991, pp. 901-919.
Sartori, G., ‘Comparative Constitutional Engineering. An Inquiry into Structures, Incentives and Outcomes’, Macmillan, London, 1994.
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overshadowed by ‘bargaining’ among political actors who lack motivation to change rules that
awarded them political office or are unable and/or uninterested to look or move beyond their personal
interest. The political science literature refers to numerous cases of (very frequently failed) attempts to
induce political change in established democracies and has especially focused on institution building
during and after transitions from authoritarian or totalitarian rule.
Of course, reform discussions are more complex and reform processes are much more complicated and
dragged out in political systems with many veto players.9 Needless to say that the EU is the example of
a political system severely constrained by both partisan and institutional veto players.10 Within EU
politics, self-interested bargaining therefore easily outweighs arguing about common goods, and
numerous actors within the European multi-level system are well-positioned to prevent or at least slow
down institutional change and reform initiatives. Lengthy negotiations therefore all too often result in
hyper-complex (institutional) compromise which is almost impossible to communicate and tends to
reinforce the image of the EU as an inefficient, slow, and detached political entity.
The reform proposals we discuss or propose within this report focus on the input and legitimacy
aspects of EU politics and assume that, in line with the suggestions by Simon Hix and others, aspects
of political legitimation and legitimacy can and will only be successfully addressed by increasing
politicisation, transparency, and visibility of its core institutions. We also believe that any reform
proposal needs to be evaluated whether it contributes to the simplification of political processes at the
European level, because the key problem is that too many citizens do not comprehend what the EU
actually is, what it does, and how it does things.
In the subsequent sections, we therefore start by providing a short overview of the concept of
‘Europeanisation’, its development and the main mechanisms of Europeanisation identified in the
academic literature. We then focus on two related but distinct developments regarding the
Europeanisation of politics, in particular, growing contestation and politicisation of the EU and EU
integration (section 2). Section 3 then discusses the European public sphere from a theoretical as well
as empirical perspective. Regarding the former, we present distinct conceptions of the public sphere
based on liberal, participatory and deliberative democratic theory; regarding the latter we focus on two
main arenas that provide the infrastructure for a public sphere, namely the media and parliaments.
The following sections focus on the Europeanisation of political contests and the elections to the
European Parliament (Parliament, EP), in particular. Section 4 introduces the topic by outlining the
academic contributions on both the second-order election model and on EU issue voting. Section 5
then turns to the 2019 elections and analyses whether and to what extent they were more
Europeanised elections compared to 2014. Here, we focus on the extent to which proposals by the
European Parliament, especially regarding the visibility of European parties in the campaigns, have
been implemented within the member states, on the intensity and issues of national campaigns, on
the media coverage of the elections and the campaigns on social media.
We then turn to the two most prominent proposals for institutional electoral reform that aim at turning
European elections into first-order contests: Section 6 evaluates to what extent the Spitzenkandidaten
process has fulfilled its aims after two rounds of the exercise in terms of increasing turnout, fostering
the personalisation of the elections, strengthening the electoral connection and providing incentives

9
10

Tsebelis, G., ‘Veto Players. How Political Institutions Work’, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 2002.
Cf., instead of many others, the contributions in König, T., Tsebelis, G. and Debus, M. (eds.), ‘Reform Processes and Policy Change: Veto
Players and Decision-Making in Modern Democracies’, Springer, New York, Berlin, 2012.
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for more Europeanised campaigns. We also discuss what we see as the greatest obstacle to a successful
continuation of the process, namely its almost casual abandonment after the 2019 election. Section 7
then examines the evolution of the debate on the introduction of transnational lists and discusses
potential advantages of and preconditions for a transnational constituency. In the final section, we
discuss policy recommendations aimed at increasing the legitimacy of the European Union based on
our analysis.
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THE CONCEPT OF EUROPEANISATION
Despite the increasing importance of Europe for and its impact on the EU member states, political
science discovered the phenomenon of Europeanisation rather late. Scholars focused on the process
of European integration, trying to answer the question why sovereign states decide to cooperate ever
more closely and to set up supranational institutions to which they transfer part of their sovereignty.
Thus, they were mainly interested in ‘the process of [European] integration as the end point of a causal
process beginning with domestic and transnational societal interests and ending with European outcomes’11, i.e. a bottom-up perspective12 on European integration.
From the early 1990s onwards, however, scholars became interested in the impact the European
integration process had on the member states – not least because this impact could no longer be
overlooked. Since the Single European Act of 1986, the policy-making competencies of the EC/EU have
become more and more comprehensive. After the long phase of neglect, research on ‘Europeanisation’
became something of a growth industry during the 2000s. This popularity was largely due to the fact
that the EU became a research field for comparative politics. While traditionally the focus of the political
science sub-discipline of international relations with its attention to processes of European integration,
both the recognition of the EU as a political system as well as its impact on the political systems of the
EU member states attracted the interest of researchers of comparative polities. Here, the concept of
Europeanisation can be considered as a link between these two subfields of political research.

2.1.

The Problem of Defining Europeanisation

Despite a ‘torrent of publications, however, or perhaps even because of it, the concept of
Europeanization remains poorly and confusingly defined’13, and there is still no unified theory of
Europeanisation, but rather a broad range of different approaches. In fact, a look at the literature
demonstrates that scientists do not even agree on what is actually meant by the term Europeanisation,
which ‘Europe’ it refers to or what the term is trying to explain. Different disciplines developed distinct
meanings of the term, and even within political science several definitions and conceptualisations exist.
In some conceptualisations14, the term Europeanisation refers to the export or transfer of political
organisation, institutions, governance or just ‘ways of life’ beyond the European continent, a transfer
that from a historical perspective often took place through colonisation and force. A related
understanding of Europeanisation as changes in the EU’s territorial borders refers to EU enlargement
and on the accompanying processes of transformation and modernisation in new member states. From
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Risse, T., Green Cowles, M., and Caporaso, J.A., ‘Europeanization and Domestic Change: Introduction’, in M. G. Cowles, J. A.
Caporaso and T. Risse (eds.), Transforming Europe. Europeanization and Domestic Change, Cornell University Press, Ithaca,
NY, 2001, pp. 1-20, here p. 12.
Caporaso, J. A. and Keeler, J. T.S., ‘The European Union and Regional Integration Theory’, in C. Rhodes and S. Mazey (eds.),
The State of the European Union: Building a European Polity? Lynne Rienner, Boulder, CO, 1995, pp. 29-61.
Mair, P., ‘The Europeanization Dimension’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 11, No 2, 2004, pp. 337-348, here p. 338.
For overviews, see Featherstone, K., ‘Introduction: In the Name of ‘Europe’?’, in K. Featherstone and C. M. Radaelli (eds.), The
Politics of Europeanization. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003, pp. 3-26; Olsen, J.P., ‘The Many Faces of Europeanization’,
Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 40, No 5, 2002, pp. 921-952; Sittermann, B., ‘Europeanisation – A Step Forward in
Understanding Europe?’, Working paper, Westfälische Wilhelms-Universität Münster Nachwuchsgruppe Europäische
Zivilgesellschaft und Multi-Level Governance’, online at:
https://ceses.cuni.cz/CESES-141-version1-2_1__Sittermann_Nachwuchsgruppe_on_Europeanisation_2006.pdf
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a cultural perspective, in turn, Europeanisation takes a rather broad understanding that focuses on the
transnational dispersion of cultural practices, lifestyles, ideas or traditions within Europe. The
‘increasingly undifferentiated supermarkets, the pizza parlours, the Benetton outlets, and the Irish bars
that are now to be found in the heart of almost every European city reflect a rapidly widening process
of informal Europeanization, or cross-cultural convergence’15 – a process not always easy to distinguish
from globalisation.16 As the examples show, Europeanisation can refer to Europe in a broader territorial
or cultural sense, which is why some scholars have suggested distinguishing (political) processes
related to the European Union as ‘EU-isation’17.
Within political science, two main conceptualisations of Europeanisation have become dominant. The
first defines Europeanisation as the transfer of sovereignty to the European level resulting in ‘the
emergence and development at the European level of distinct structures of governance’18. These
definitions zoom in on the on the (bottom-up) creation or development of institutions and policies at
the European level and thus on the ‘institutionalization of a distinctly European political system’19. As a
result, this concept of Europeanisation is difficult to distinguish form the concept of European
integration.
The larger share of the literature is based on the second perspective and ‘speaks of Europeanisation
when something in national political systems is affected by something European’20, conceptualising
Europeanisation as a top-down or horizontal process. The first impetus for the new research agenda on
Europeanisation is generally attributed to an article by Peter Gourevitch on the international system as
a determinant of domestic politics – the so-called ‘second image reversed’.21 Yet Robert Ladrech was
the first to provide a precise and since widely cited definition of the term Europeanisation in this sense.
He saw Europeanisation as ‘a process reorienting the direction and shape of politics to the degree the
EC political and economic dynamics become part of the organisational logic of national politics and
policy-making’.22 This implies that domestic actors redefine their interests and behaviour according to
the norms, challenges and logic of EU membership. In a similar way, Europeanisation has been defined
as a process ‘by which domestic policy areas become increasingly subject to European policy-making’23
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Mair, P., ‘The Europeanization Dimension’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 11, No 2, 2004, pp. 337-348, here p. 341.
Sittermann, B., ‘Europeanisation – A Step Forward in Understanding Europe?’, Working paper, Westfälische WilhelmsUniversität Münster Nachwuchsgruppe Europäische Zivilgesellschaft und Multi-Level Governance’, online at:
https://ceses.cuni.cz/CESES-141-version1-2_1__Sittermann_Nachwuchsgruppe_on_Europeanisation_2006.pdf, here p. 4.
Flockhart, T., ‘Europeanization or EU-ization? The Transfer of European Norms across Time and Space’, Journal of Common
Market Studies, Vol. 48, No 4, 2010, pp. 787–810; Radaelli, C.M., ‘The Europeanization of Public Policy’, in K. Featherstone and
C. M. Radaelli (eds.), The Politics of Europeanization. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003, pp. 27-56, here p. 27.
Risse, T., Cowles, M. G., and Caporaso, J. A., ‘Europeanization and Domestic Change: Introduction’, in M. Green Cowles, J.
A. Caporaso and T. Risse (eds.), Transforming Europe. Europeanization and Domestic Change, Cornell University Press, Ithaca,
NY, 2001, pp. 1-20, here p. 3.
Mair, P., ‘The Europeanization Dimension’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 11, No 2, 2004, pp. 337-348, here p. 340,
emphasis in original.
Vink, M. P., ‘What is Europeanisation? And other questions on a new research agenda’, European Political Science Vol. 3, No
1, 2003, pp. 63-74, here p. 63.
Gourevitch, P., ‘The second image reversed: the international sources of domestic politics’, International Organization, Vol.
32, No.4, 1978, pp. 881-912.
Ladrech, R., ‘Europeanization of Domestic Politics and Institutions: The Case of France’, Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol.
32, No 1, 1994, pp. 69-88, here p. 69.
Börzel, T. A., ‘Institutional Adaptation to Europeanization in Germany and Spain’, Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol.
37, No 4, 1999, pp. 573-596, here p. 574.
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or as a process of ‘domestic adaptation to pressures emanating directly or indirectly from EU
membership’24.
An encompassing and widely cited definition, finally, that incorporates both perspectives was provided
by Claudio Radaelli:
‘Europeanisation consists of processes of a) construction, b) diffusion and c) institutionalisation of
formal and informal rules, procedures, policy paradigms, styles, “ways of doing things” and shared
beliefs and norms which are first defined and consolidated in the EU policy process and then
incorporated in the logic of domestic (national and subnational) discourse, political structures and
public policies.’25
Europeanisation in this sense can impact various different aspects of domestic adaptation, such as
political institutions, policies, actor preferences, actions and strategies, but also norms, ideas, cultural
traditions, everyday habits and identities. Europeanisation should not, however, be confused with
either convergence or harmonisation. Convergence can be a consequence of European integration and
Europeanisation processes. Similarly, harmonisation of, e.g., national policies is often seen as an
important goal of European integration. Yet empirical research suggests that Europeanisation can lead
to a 'differential' impact of European requirements on domestic policies: ‘Countries have responded to
the pressures of Europeanization as they have to those of globalisation at different times to differing
degrees with different results’26. Importantly, the ways, or mechanisms, through which European
integration and EU politics/policies impact the member states vary. Here, scholars distinguish between
vertical and horizontal mechanisms.

2.2.

Vertical Mechanisms of Europeanisation

In many policy areas the EU regulates through supranational law or decisions, which directly and
hierarchically impact policies or institutions within the member states. The precise mechanism of
Europeanisation, however, depends on the type of European intervention with a distinction being
made between instruments of positive and negative integration.
Positive Integration refers to the active development of European policies27. Examples can be found
primarily in the area of regulatory policies, such as consumer protection or environmental policies, but
even the Monetary Union is an example of positive integration ‘in which a fully fledged institutional
model of monetary policy is being diffused to the countries of the Euro-zone’28. Legislation at the
European level forces member states to adapt existing, or to develop new, policies or specific
instruments, often within a set period of time. In the case of negative integration29, EU legislation does
not force the member states to implement specific policies or policy instruments. Rather, the aim is to
restrict national regulatory options, mainly to create a common market without exactly defining what
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Featherstone, K., ‘Introduction: In the Name of ‘Europe’?’, in K. Featherstone and C. M. Radaelli (eds.), The Politics of
Europeanization. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003, pp. 3-26, here p. 17.
Radaelli, C. M., ‘Europeanisation: Solution or Problem?’, European Integration Online Papers (EIoP), Vol. 8, No 5, 2004, here p. 3.
Schmidt, V., ‘Europeanization and the Mechanics of Policy Adjustment’, European Integration online Papers (EIoP), Vol. 5,
No 6, 2001, here p. 1.
Scharpf, F. W., ‘Governing in Europe: Effective and Democratic?’, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1999, here p. 45.
Radaelli, C. M., ‘Whither Europeanization? Concept Stretching and Substantive Change’, European Integration online Papers
(EIoP), Vol. 4, No 8, 2000, here p. 16.
Scharpf, F. W., ‘Governing in Europe: Effective and Democratic?’, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1999, here pp. 50-71.
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this market should look like, for example through the mutual recognition of national regulations (e.g.
based on the 1979 ‘Cassis-de-Dijon’ decision of the European Court of Justice30) or the restriction of
national regulations that may hamper free market competition (e.g. EU competition policy).
For these hierarchical mechanisms, scholars have developed different explanations.

2.2.1.

Goodness of Fit

According to the concept of ‘Goodness of fit’31, Europeanisation depends on the congruence between
EU rules and regulations, on the one hand, and domestic policies or institutions, on the other, and thus
on the ‘level of misfit’. The less compatible the domestic system to European requirements, the greater
the misfit and the greater the adaptational pressure. The basic assumption is that to produce domestic
effects, EU policy must be somewhat but not too difficult to absorb at the domestic level. Domestic
policies that already encompass all European regulatory demands do not need to be adapted; where,
by contrast, domestic institutions or policies differ fundamentally from European requirements,
adaptation is extremely difficult and might result in inactivity or simply symbolic adaptation. As a result,
Europeanisation is expected to be most pronounced in cases of moderate goodness of fit. In addition,
domestic institutions play a key role in absorbing, rejecting, or domesticating Europe: Misfit is a
necessary, but not a sufficient condition for Europeanisation.32 Whether pressure will actually lead to
domestic adaptation and thus to ‘Europeanisation by institutional compliance’33 therefore also
depends on domestic institutional factors34 that either facilitate change/adaptation or make it more
difficult.

2.2.2.

Political Opportunity Structure and Regulatory Competition

One criticism levelled against the ‘goodness of fit’ approach is that it is only able to explain certain
dynamics of Europeanisation as it is based on the existence of, more or less, clear-cut European
requirements and adaptational pressure. It is therefore considered of less explanatory value in areas of
negative integration, where adaptational pressure arises not from particular set of European
requirements. As Knill and Lehmkuhl35 have argued, domestic change or persistence is therefore not
primarily a matter of pressures on domestic institutions to adapt but must be explained by analysing
the extent to which European policies have altered the strategic position of domestic actors. Thus,
instruments of negative integration can have an impact on domestic politics by changing the political
opportunity structure, or in other words the rules of the game, for domestic actors. Europeanisation is
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Judgement of Court of 20 February 1979. Rewe-Zentral AG v Bundesmonopolverwaltung für Branntwein, Case 120/78.
EU:C:1979:42. See also Alter, K. J., and Meunier-Aitsahalia, S., ‘Judicial Politics in the European Community: European
Integration and the Pathbreaking Cassis de Dijon Decision’, Comparative Political Studies, Vol. 26, No 4, 1994, pp. 535-561.
Börzel, T. A., and Risse, T., ‘Conceptualizing the Domestic Impact of Europe’, in K. Featherstone, and C. M. Radaelli (eds.),
The Politics of Europeanization. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003, pp. 57-80.
Börzel, T. A., and Risse, T., ‘Conceptualizing the Domestic Impact of Europe’, in K. Featherstone, and C. M. Radaelli (eds.),
The Politics of Europeanization, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003, pp. 57-80, here p. 63.
Knill, C., and Lehmkuhl, D., ‘The National Impact of European Union Regulatory Policy: Three Europeanization Mechanisms’,
European Journal of Political Research, Vol. 41, No 2, 2002, pp. 255-280, here p. 258.
Here, Börzel und Risse draw on two strands of neo-institutionalism: from the perspective of rational choice
institutionalism, domestic veto-players with the power to block policy change play an important role; sociological
institutionalism, in turn, emphasises processes of socialisation and learning as well as the role of ‘policy entrepreneurs’,
see Börzel, T. A., and Risse, T., ‘Conceptualizing the Domestic Impact of Europe’, in K. Featherstone and C. M. Radaelli (eds.),
The Politics of Europeanization, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003, pp. 57-80.
Knill, C., and Lehmkuhl, D., ‘The National Impact of European Union Regulatory Policy: Three Europeanization Mechanisms’,
European Journal of Political Research, Vol. 41, No 2, 2002, pp. 255-280, here p. 260.
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therefore the impact of EU legislation on the established constellation of the actors involved in the
national decision-making process by changing the distribution of power and resources between
domestic actors. The decisive factor for determining the degree of Europeanisation is which actors are
being strengthened or weakened through European intervention.
Closely related is the explanation based on ‘regulatory competition’36. Here, the argument is that rules
set by the EU can result in two kinds of competition among the member states, namely competition
between economic actors for clients or consumers, and competition between regulatory systems,
which may create pressure to adapt.

2.3.

Horizontal Mechanisms and Soft Framing

The mechanisms of Europeanisation mentioned above are related to a clear top-down perspective and
the adaptation of member states to ‘hard’ instruments of European policy-making, typically directives,
regulations or case law of the Court of Justice. There are, however, a number of policy areas where the
EU does not have the authority to interfere with member state policy in such a strictly hierarchical way.
In some policy areas, the EU completely lacks the Treaty authority to become active, in others the EU
does issue directives or regulations, but these are either limited to minimal requirements or not binding
at all. In these areas, the European level neither exerts much pressure nor changes the rules of the game
for political actors. Rather, the EU provides solutions that can be taken up and incorporated in the
domestic debate. Change at the domestic level can be the result of changes in the problem perception
of national actors and lead to learning, a process even institutionalised in the Open Method of
Coordination (OMC).37 Another potential for change is that the European level provides arguments and
thus political leverage to those actors at the domestic level interested in reform of a particular policy
area by providing suitable solutions and powerful arguments. By enabling political actors to refer to
the EU, the European level endows specific political solutions with legitimacy. Thus, in all these areas,
Europeanisation is not based on hierarchical intervention by the EU but on mechanisms of ‘soft
framing’38, in other words on change through discourse, learning and socialisation.
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2, 2002, pp. 255-280, here pp. 271ff.
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2.4.

Europeanisation of Politics – A Politicisation of the EU?

The mechanisms discussed above have been mainly applied in studies on the Europeanisation of
member state law and policies39, but also, inter alia, of political parties40, political institutions41 or
administrations and their routines42. In addition, studies investigated the Europeanisation of new
Member States43 and non-EU countries44. A second, very broad, field deals with Europeanisation from a
different perspective – and often without referring to the term explicitly – namely with the question of
how the EU and European integration affect political culture, citizens’ identities and political attitudes
in terms of opposition and support. This includes the literature on the phenomenon of public
Euroscepticism, on the concept of a common European identity as well as the related debate on the
European demos. Here, debates not only focus on the existence and prospects for a common identity
or European demos, but also on the question whether they are indispensable pre-conditions for the
democratisation of the EU or whether, in turn, a democratisation of the EU will engender a common
European identity. The literature is too broad to be discussed in detail here45, so we will focus on two
more recent and related issues in this context, namely the growing contestation and politicisation of
the EU. Both are intimately connected with the topic of the European public sphere, which, in turn,
directly touches upon questions regarding the Europeanisation of mass media or parliamentary
communication.

2.4.1.

Europeanisation as Growing Salience and Contestation

For a long time, the European project drew its legitimacy from its capacity to solve problems effectively,
and the process of integration was largely accompanied by what has been called the ‘permissive
consensus’46. Although long-term studies have also revealed earlier periods of increasing
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Lindberg, L. L. and Scheingold, S. A., ‘Europe’s would-Be polity: Patterns of change in the European community’, Englewood
Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1970.

22

PE 654.628

Europeanising European Public Spheres

contestation47, European integration was based on a broad consensus across the political mainstream
on its desirability, and citizens permitted their political elites to pursue this course without much
interference. What is more, European integration up to the Single European Act (SEA) was not only
relatively limited in its functional scope, policy making was also relatively decoupled from ideological
or partisan positions48. This ‘neutralisation of ideology’ conditioned
the belief that an agenda could be set for the Community, and the Community could be led towards
an ever closer union among its peoples, without having to face the normal political cleavages present
in the Member States. … European integration [was considered] as ideologically neutral regarding –
or as ideologically transcending – normal debates on the left-right spectrum’. 49
Both, the ‘permissive consensus’ and the decoupling of EU policy making from partisan or ideological
positions, have greatly changed since. The Single European Act of 1986 and the Treaty on European
Union (TEU) in 1992 significantly extended the scope of EU policy areas. Importantly, with the
Maastricht Treaty, the EU’s competencies extended into the ‘core state powers’ of monetary policy and
justice and home affairs. The Maastricht Treaty also deepened the EU’s ambitions as a political union
including provisions on European citizenship. As a result, decisions made by the EU institutions have
increasingly been subject of political conflict, both at the domestic and the European level50. In
addition, the introduction of qualified majority voting (QMV) in the Council and its application to
virtually all matters relating to the creation of an internal market was one of the quintessential features
of the SEA, further expanded by the Maastricht and successive treaties. QMV fundamentally changed
decision making at the EU level from a purely intergovernmental to a supranational mode. Until then,
member states’ interests were formally protected by the veto option inherent to unanimity; QMV, by
contrast, formally introduced the distinction between majority and minority, between ‘winners’ and
‘losers’ of political conflicts.
Today, there seems to be neither firm consensus nor much permissiveness: ‘supranational and national
executive elites are confronted with a reluctant public who increasingly shows signs of disaffection if
not utter disapproval of European politics’51. The ‘permissive consensus’ has given way to a more
‘constraining dissensus’52 marked by growing public Euroscepticism and more virulent contestation of
EU politics53 and an increasing polarisation of attitudes towards the EU. As Pascal Lamy put it succinctly
after the rejection of the Maastricht Treaty in the first Danish referendum, ‘[t]he people weren’t ready
to agree to integration, so you had to get on without telling them too much about what was
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77.
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IWE Working Papers, Vol. 27, No 3, 2002, here p. 3.
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happening. Now [this] is finished. It can’t work when you have to face democratic opinion’54. This is
clearly illustrated by the fact that not only numerous EU projects have been rejected by popular vote
(the Maastricht Treaty in Denmark 1992, the Nice Treaty in Ireland 2001, the European Constitutional
Treaty in France and the Netherlands 2005 and the Lisbon Treaty in Ireland 2008), but also EU
membership as such in the 2016 referendum in the UK.
As Robert Dahl observed more than two decades ago, the process of European integration presents
the European publics and its political leaders with a ‘fundamental democratic dilemma’55. On the one
hand, inter- or supranational cooperation enhances their capacity to deal with challenges effectively;
on the other hand, citizens’ and their representatives’ ability to influence the government through
direct or indirect participation diminishes. This ‘democratic dilemma’ can be translated into a
legitimacy deficit defined as an imbalance between output and input legitimacy – a distinction
elaborated by Fritz Scharpf. Output legitimacy highlights that ‘political choices are legitimate if and
because they effectively promote the common welfare of the constituency in question’56. Inputoriented legitimacy, by contrast, emphasises that ‘[p]olitical choices are legitimate if and because they
reflect the “will of the people” – that is, if they can be derived from the authentic preferences of the
members of a community’ (ibid.). The ‘permissive consensus’ was to some extent based on the
acceptance of limited input legitimacy because the EU delivered in terms of output legitimacy. Today,
both types of legitimacy have come under stress.
Growing contestation and Euroscepticism are certainly to some extent the result of national political
actors using the EU as a convenient scapegoat for domestic economic or social problems57, but they
are also due to a growing sense of political alienation among EU citizens.58 The latter is, at least partly,
based on difficulties in understanding, let alone participating in, remote decision-making at the EU
level, and a feeling of helplessness vis-à-vis far-reaching political decisions that affect their daily lives
but that they have little voice in or vote on. On the one hand, the opacity of policy-making processes
and the lack of accountability within the multi-level system of the EU have long been diagnosed as core
problems of legitimacy within the broader discussion of the EU’s democratic deficit.59 On the other
hand, fundamental differences between national and European governance come into play60: Citizens
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European Union Polity’, European Governance Papers C-05-03, 2005; Puntscher Riekmann, S., ‘In Search of Lost Norms: Is
Accountability the solution to the legitimacy problems of the European Union?’, Comparative European Politics, Vol. 5, No
1, 2007, pp. 121-137.
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are (more or less) familiar with political parties, political competition and government formation at the
domestic level(s). Yet policy in an increasing range of areas is made at the European level, where
decision-making processes are highly complex and difficult to understand, European political parties
and groups in Parliament are mostly unknown, elections do not have a recognisable effect on
government formation and familiar left-right politics appear displaced by technocratic decisionmaking. In other words, the EU lacks the familiar structures and institutions that provide input
legitimacy. The result is a growing ‘democratic disconnect’ - the ‘crucial disconnect ... between
[citizens’] perception of European governance as bureaucratic and distant, on the one hand, and
attachments to national institutions as the true loci of democratic and constitutional legitimacy, on the
other’61.
While public contestation of EU politics has been on a steady rise since the 1990s (albeit to a varying
degree and with different meanings in different member states62), the EU’s consecutive crises (including
the eurozone crisis, the refugee and migration crisis or Brexit) – also termed the EU’s ‘polycrisis’ by then
European Commission President Jean Claude Juncker63 – have accelerated this development.64
Especially in the context of the eurozone crisis, the impact of EU decision-making became increasingly
(and often painfully) evident for citizens in the EU.65 Both the eurozone crisis and the refugee crisis also
appeared to demonstrate a fundamental lack of effectiveness of EU governance, challenging the
output legitimacy of the EU.
It will remain to be seen to what extent the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 will contribute to this
development. As the meta analyses of national polls published by the European Parliament’s Public
Opinion Monitoring Unit66 demonstrate, the pandemic mainly led to a surge of support for national
governments and leaders in most EU member states.67 By contrast, a survey conducted by Eurofund in
early April 202068 found that trust in the EU was on average lower than trust in national governments,
with respondents from Finland, Ireland and Denmark trusting the EU the most and those from France,
Czechia and Greece the least. It is indeed ‘unusual that a survey measures trust in the EU lower than
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average trust in the government’69, yet a strong increase in support for the government in a crisis, the
so-called ‘rally around the flag effect’70 , is by no means uncommon.
‘There seem to be certain “truths” in politics, including one long-established one: at times of crisis,
people turn to their governments. And with [the] coronavirus pandemic, it seems no different. Many
of our politicians have never been so popular. […] at times of crisis, when people are frightened and
face an uncertain future, they hold on to what they know. And they know their leaders. Most believe
those same leaders are trying to do the best they can.’ 71
Indeed, a survey conducted by Kantar at the request of Parliament in 21 EU member states72 suggests
that only a minority of European citizens knows how the EU is involved in managing the Covid-19 crisis.
Close to three quarters (74 per cent) stated to have heard of, seen or read about measures or actions
initiated by the EU to respond to the pandemic – yet only 33 per cent also claimed to know what they
are73. Importantly, a little less than 70 per cent of respondents across the EU declared that they did not
really know what the EU was doing to combat the pandemic and its consequences.
Still, more than two thirds of the respondents agreed that the EU should have more competencies to
deal with such crises (69 per cent). The level of agreement varied across member states, yet there were
only two member states in which respondents in favour of greater EU competencies were not in the
majority, Sweden (48 per cent) and the Czech Republic (43 per cent). The most often named
competencies the EU ought to have in the eyes of respondents were ensuring the provision of medical
supplies for all member states (55 per cent), the allocation of research funds for the development of a
vaccine (38 per cent) and the provision of direct financial support to the EU member states (33 per
cent).
This support for more engagement by the EU was also mirrored in the respondents’ level of satisfaction
with the solidarity between EU member states in fighting the virus. While satisfaction is, unsurprisingly,
lowest in countries hit hardest by the virus, such as Italy (16 per cent) or Spain (21 per cent) the share
of respondents satisfied with member state solidarity only reached an absolute majority in Ireland (59
per cent). When it comes to the satisfaction with the EU measures taken so far74, the pattern of
responses was is similar to the levels of satisfaction with the solidarity between EU member states.
Despite great variation between the responses across member states, and despite the general lack of
knowledge regarding the EU’s activities regarding the pandemic, the overall impression from the
survey is that EU citizens on the whole expected more from both the EU and the member states.
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2.4.2.

Europeanisation and Politicisation

The developments sketched above are often subsumed under the term politicisation of the EU.
‘The last decades have transformed the EU from an international organisation into a full political
system interwoven in a multilevel logic with the domestic systems of the member states. The
growing EU politicisation over the past decades has further resulted in a transformation of the EU
issue from being sui generis and unrelated to basic political competition to being one issue among
(many) others that is contested by parties, but also well-structured and important for electoral
decisions at the voter level.’75
Yet while there is a broad consensus that the Europeanisation of national policies has led to an
increasing politicisation of the EU76, definitions of the term and, especially, the assessment of its
implications for EU politics at both the domestic and the EU level differ.77
For some scholars, politicisation can be defined as the process through which European integration or
the EU as such have become the subject of public contestation. As such, politicisation has an inherently
negative connotation. Indeed, for some authors, politicisation means that the EU has failed to
successfully depoliticise certain issues, i.e. to isolate them from public debate and contestation in order
to achieve better policy outcomes.78 Both Giandomenico Majone79 and Andrew Moravcsik80, for
example, emphasised the apolitical character of the EU which focused neither on distributive nor on
salient issues, and allowed the EU to manage, silently and efficiently, the coordination of regulatory
policies to achieve Pareto-efficient outcomes (where some benefit and no one is made worse off). From
this perspective, the increasing politicisation of European integration over the last two decades mainly
prevents or at least constrains national leaders from agreeing on the compromises needed to solve
urgent policy problems81 for fear of domestic backlash. In addition, the politicisation of EU issues is seen
as creating the space for the mobilisation of national publics against EU institutions and actors, for
example by Eurosceptic challenger parties.82 Increasing successes of Eurosceptic parties, in turn, could
lead to growing Euroscepticism within the EU institutions, either through Eurosceptic parties in
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Parliament or through governments represented in the Council, hampering the EU decision-making
process or, in the worst case, even threatening the EU itself.
‘In the specific rule set and consensus-based political system of the EU, [politicisation] may become
a source of deadlock, since a blocking minority or a veto by a single member state may be sufficient
to hamper common progress on a salient contested issue, even in the midst of a crisis, especially
where questions of Union competence are at stake. Such a deadlock, in turn, may quickly develop
into instability, since the lack of policy action in the face of a crisis may undercut the Union’s outputbased legitimacy.’83
In other words, the politicisation of the EU is mainly seen as constraining the EU institutions in their
capacity to deliver effective solutions to urgent problems – and thus as undermining the output
legitimacy of the EU – possibly even resulting in a vicious cycle of declining effectiveness and support.84
According to a widely used definition85, by contrast, politicisation is a process through which issues
become more salient, public opinion becomes more polarised, and actors and audiences engaged in
monitoring EU governance expand. Salience refers to the importance attributed to the EU and
European integration, for example in the national media, by parliaments and political parties, but also
by the citizens. Second, although often driven by growing contestation, the focus here is on increasing
polarisation within public and elite opinion, which emphasises the emergence of more explicitly held
and voiced different positions and opinions regarding the EU.86 This opens up an association of
politicisation not just with Euroscepticism, but also with Europhilia.87 Finally, it highlights a growing
number of actors engaged with issues of European governance via direct participation, public debate
or protest. Among citizens, this also includes a growing audience for such debates, for example an
increasing number of citizens regularly following EU events and news. As a result, European integration
and governance is seen as becoming the subject of (more or less informed) fundamental controversies
among EU citizens, within the media and in party competition.88 Importantly, these controversies touch
on both constitutional issues, such as EU membership or the powers of the EU institutions, and EU
policy issues.
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In this view, the politicisation of the EU is seen as not just an inevitable89, but often as a welcome
development:
‘Finally some politics in the EU! For years, or even decades, European leaders have found it
convenient to pretend that there is no politics in Brussels. Either they did not want to reveal that they
were sometimes on the losing side of political debates, or they feared that any political arguments
would (further) undermine support for the EU. After the failure of the Constitutional Treaty, however,
the “gloves are off”.‘90
‘At long last, the European integration process has attracted considerable media coverage,
polarized public opinion, and even provoked open protest at several stages. EU politics thus now
involves political passions. That is good. In effect, this politicization puts an end to the “permissive
consensus” that had formed the social basis for elitist and largely non-transparent decisionmaking.’91
Whether seen as a positive and legitimising or as a constraining, potentially destructive development,
most commentators agree that politicisation within EU is a reality, albeit not a homogenous process,
but one with significant fluctuations over time and variation across member states92. In addition,
politicisation varies substantially between different types of political arenas, namely institutional
arenas, such as the European Parliament or national parliaments, intermediary arenas including
political parties, interest groups or the media, and various arenas of citizen engagement in politics
including elections, but also discussions with friends and family. 93
While much of the existing research has focused on institutional94 and intermediary arenas, we know
much less about whether and to what extent a politicisation of European integration and politics can
also be observed among citizens. Here, especially qualitative studies cast some doubt on the
politicisation thesis. They have found, rather consistently, a fairly low degree of interest in and
information on EU affairs resulting largely in the absence of EU-related issues in political debates
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M. and Ege, J., ‘Politicization within the European Commission’s bureaucracy’, International Review of Administrative
Sciences, Vol. 78, No 3, 2012, pp. 403-424.
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among citizens.95 While the recent crises see to have led to a greater polarisation among citizens
regarding specific EU policies, such as EU asylum policy or the EU budget,96 the dominant patterns
found through in interviews and focus groups were ‘euro-indifference’ as well as insecurity based on
feelings of ambivalence, distance and alienation, and fatalism97. Similarly, Hurrelmann et al. found that
‘European integration can no longer be described as non-politicized in the European citizenry’98 but
that this politicisation is limited to a small number of fundamental questions such as EU membership,
possible further enlargement, as well as the democratic legitimacy of the EU. In turn, they found no
significant politicisation of issues related to the routine functioning of the EU’s political system, and EUlevel policy making in particular. Overall, the authors highlight a ‘distinct pattern of uninformed
politicization’: the salience of EU issues has grown, but citizens’ knowledge about the EU remains
limited, resulting in ‘a more diffuse yet also more fundamental feeling of disenfranchisement’99.
Importantly, this pattern of uninformed politicisation seems to have remained largely unaffected by
the eurozone crisis. 100 Citizens are indeed aware of the EU, but still feel neither knowledgeable about
its day-to-day activities nor comfortable discussing EU institutions or policies. Importantly, they view
their ability to participate effectively in its democratic procedures rather pessimistically.
‘This implies that unless it is possible to increase Europeans’ interest in the day-to-day operations of
the EU, to make the effects of EU policies more palpable to the citizens, and to bolster their sense of
political efficacy at the EU level, the politicisation of European integration – when and where it occurs
– is more likely to lead to a renationalisation than to a supranationalisation of European politics. Such
a renationalisation is not necessarily bad for democracy, but it requires different democratisation
strategies than ones that emphasise supranational citizenship.’101
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THE (EUROPEAN) PUBLIC SPHERE
As the very short overview over the debate on EU politicisation processes illustrates, ‘the idea of “the
politicisation of European governance” in the singular is untenable to maintain. Rather, we face
differentiated forms, degrees and manifestations of politicisation depending on the time, setting and
location in which it unfolds’102. Importantly, it directs attention to the public sphere as the infrastructure
for politicisation. Politicisation, in general terms, ‘means the demand for, or the act of, transporting an
issue or an institution into the field or sphere of politics’, and thus into the ‘realm of public choice’103 or,
in other words, into the public sphere. Politicisation therefore not simply implies ‘de-legitimation, per
se. On the contrary, a political public sphere promoting discursive processes of opinion formation is
classically seen as a legitimising force for a political system’104.

3.1.

What Is the Public Sphere?

A ‘public sphere is most commonly referred to as a space or arena for (broad, public) deliberation,
discussion, and engagement in societal issues’105. Definitions are often based on Habermas’ original
notion of the public sphere, which conceives it as an arena for ‘the perception, identification, and
treatment of problems affecting the whole society’106, where ‘new problem situations can be perceived
[…], discourses aimed at achieving self-understanding can be conducted […], and collective identities
and need interpretations can be circulated’107. While Habermas’ work originally did not focus on the EU
or any form of transnational or international cooperation but on nation states, his later work
unequivocally links the emergence of a European public sphere to the EU’s democratic legitimacy:
‘There will be no remedy for the legitimation deficit, however, without a European-wide public
sphere—a network that gives citizens of all member states an equal opportunity to take part in an
encompassing process of focused political communication.’108
Habermas’ work inspired a broad literature on the European public sphere from the 1990s onwards,
mainly motivated by the growing salience of the debate over the democratic legitimacy of the EU. Yet
as with other concepts, such as Europeanisation (see above) or politicisation, scholars draw on various
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different definitions109. The public sphere has been defined as ‘open forums of communication’110, as a
‘space for communication between political actors and citizen for discussions of matters of common
interest’111; as ‘the place where civil society is linked to the power structure of the state’112; as ‘a system
of communication where issues and opinions are being gathered (input), processed (throughput) and
passed on (output)’113; as ‘the informally mobilized body of nongovernmental discursive opinion that
can serve as a counterweight to the state’114; as the ‘space of visible communication between collective
decision-making actors and their publics’115, as ‘arenas in which (political) issues and positions are
discussed’116 or – seemingly simply – as ‘an arena which enables citizens to interact and talk about
political issues’117.

3.2.

Who Ought to Participate in the Public Sphere?

Which communicators ought to be included in political communication and to what degree, however,
also depends on the underlying normative democratic assumptions. Within the debate on the
European public sphere, scholars draw, more or less explicitly, on three broad approaches to
democratic theory, namely theories of liberal representative, participatory and deliberative
democracy118. While overlaps are frequent and a precise delineation of these approaches is difficult, the
following presents a very abridged and rough outline of some of the main fundamental differences.

3.2.1.

Liberal Representative Democracy

The term liberal democratic theory encompasses a range of, both more elitist and more participatory,
approaches that consider the expression of citizens’ interests and preferences through political
participation as essential, but usually limit such participation to indirect and representative means. The
most important of these means is the regular election of political representatives, and the main
instrument of democratic control by the citizens therefore their ability ‘to throw the rascals out’. While
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more elitist approaches limit citizen participation to the electoral process119, more participatory liberal
approaches accord other representatives an important role in articulating and representing citizens’
interests as well. Here, citizens’ political participation includes representation and/or membership in
civil society organisations, interest groups and, above all, political parties120.
As a result, liberal approaches also limit citizen participation in the public sphere to a more passive and
indirect role:
‘From this perspective, an important criterion of good public discourse is its transparency. It should
reveal what citizens need to know about the workings of their government, the parties that
aggregate and represent their interests, and the office-holders they have elected to make policy on
their behalf. Inclusion is important, not in the sense of giving ordinary citizens a chance to be heard,
but in the sense that their representatives should have the time and space to present their
contrasting positions fully and accurately.’121
From a liberal perspective, the public sphere is thus mainly constituted through political
communication of and between political representatives, and less by citizens themselves, with a focus
on transparency, public accountability and justification. This view goes back to the writings of Mill who
argued that one important aspect of democratic representation was to ensure that those whose
‘opinions are over-ruled feel satisfied that their opinion has been heard and set aside […] for what are
thought to be better reasons’122.
This perspective is dominant among scholars proposing changes at the EU level aimed at ‘allowing the
majority in the European Parliament to set the internal agenda of the Parliament, […] opening up the
legislative process inside the Council, and […] having a more open contest for the Commission
President’123. Here, the focus is on the lack of a connection between politics within Parliament and the
Council, on the one hand, and the views of EU citizens, on the other: ‘The parties in the European
Parliament and the governments in the Council may well reflect the various positions of the voters they
represent on the issues at stake. However, without an electoral contest connected to political
behaviour in these EU institutions it is impossible for voters to punish MEPs or governments for voting
the “wrong way”. Government responsiveness suffers’124.
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A similar perspective is also emphasised, for example, by scholars focussing on the role of national
parliaments in EU politics125, and the parliamentary communication function, in particular126. According
to Rauh, the ‘communicative performance of national parliaments in EU affairs is directly related to the
often discussed democratic deficits of supranational governance: if MPs raise European issues, they
offer a remedy to the otherwise opaque procedures, the overwhelming complexity, and the difficult
attribution of political responsibility in decision-making beyond the nation state’127.
Both approaches thus highlight the importance of the public sphere as a medium for (party) political
competition, the mobilisation of political support as well as for political justification and accountability,
a view also evident in the ruling of the German Federal Constitutional Court on the Lisbon Treaty on 30
June 2009.
‘Democracy first and foremost lives on, and in, a viable public opinion that concentrates on central
acts of determination of political direction and the periodic allocation of highest-ranking political
offices in the competition of government and opposition. Only this public opinion makes visible the
alternatives for elections and other votes and continually calls them to mind also as regards decisions
relating to individual issues so that they may remain continuously present and effective in the political
opinion-formation of the people via the parties, which are open to participation for all citizens, and
in the public space of information’128.

3.2.2.

Participatory Democracy

Participatory democracy approaches, in turn, criticise the limited forms of citizen participation
advocated by liberal approaches and promote both more direct channels of participation for citizens
and the regular inclusion of indirect channels via civil society organisations, interest groups or social
movements. Participatory approaches thus neither deny the importance of representation for
democracy129, nor demand that citizens participate in all political decisions at all times. Rather,
highlighting the importance of active citizen engagement in politics both for the citizen as an
individual and for the system as a whole, participatory democracy, also referred to as ‘associative
democracy’130 focuses on the availability of institutional opportunities to ensure that citizen
participation can take place continuously and as far as possible:
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Active citizens govern themselves directly here, not necessarily at every level and in every instance,
but frequently enough and in particular when basic policies are being decided and when significant
power is deployed. Self-government is carried on through institutions designed to facilitate ongoing
civic participation in agenda-setting, deliberation, legislation, and policy implementation.131
As a result, preconditions for good public discourse go beyond demands for transparency in and
through political communication. Rather, the role of public discourse ‘is to mobilize participation
among ordinary people, not merely to help elites decide’132, and the public sphere should therefore
provide ‘the institutional sites where popular political will should take form and citizens should be able
to constitute themselves as active agents in the political process’.133

3.2.3.

Deliberative /Discursive democracy

Deliberative democracy approaches, finally, focus on both citizen participation and, in particular, on
the quality of public discourse.
Similar to participatory democracy approaches, proponents of deliberative democracy argue that
citizen participation needs to extend beyond voting in elections or being represented by civil society
organisations. Rather citizens ought to have means of direct participation in political processes, in
particular through access to deliberative discourses. 134
Again, deliberative democracy theorists usually accept that routine political decisions are made by
political representatives, i.e. governments, parliaments, courts and political parties, but argue that for
important normative questions political discourse ought not be limited to actors at the political centre
but include citizens as well. ‘In an ideal “public sphere”, equal citizens assemble into a public and set
their own agenda through open communication’135. In addition, deliberative democracy approaches
emphasise criteria regarding the style of public discourse. In particular, they stress that debates have
to be held in a rational manner and be based on reasoned argument and mutual respect, rather than
on negotiation, compromise or simple demand.136 To be truly deliberative, participants in discourses
also have to be free from any constraints by political or economic force or rules imposed by authorities
and be considered as equals irrespective of status or power – with equal chances to participate as well
as equal access to freely available information.137 Deliberative democracy assumes that if public
discourse takes place in such a truly deliberative manner, it is possible for citizens to see beyond their
pure self-interest and to agree on a common good138 – a concept that theorist with a more elitist liberal

131
132

133

134
135

136

137

138

Barber, B., Strong Democracy: Participatory Politics for a New Age, University of California Press, Berkeley 1984, here p. 151.
Ferree, M. M., Gamson, W.A., Gerhards, J. and Rucht, D., ‘Four Models of the Public Sphere in Modern Democracies’, Theory
and Society Vol. 31, 2002, pp. 289–324, here p. 299.
Dahlgren, P., ‘Introduction’, in P. Dahlgren and C. Sparks (eds.), ‘Communication and Citizenship: Journalism and the Public
Sphere’, Routledge, London, 1991, pp. 1-24, here p. 2.
Gutmann, A. and Thompson, D., Democracy and Disagreement, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1996.
Fossum, J.E. and Schlesinger, P., ‘The European Union and the public sphere A communicative space in the making?, in J.E.
Fossum and P. Schlesinger (eds.), The European Union and the Public Sphere. A communicative space in the making?,
Routledge, London and New York, 2007, pp. 119, here p. 3.
E.g. Gutmann, A. and Thompson, D., Democracy and Disagreement, Harvard University Press, Cambridge., 1996; see also
Gutman, A. and Thompson, D., Why Deliberative Democracy?, Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ, 2004.
Cohen, J., ‘Deliberation and Democratic Legitimacy’, in D. Matravers and J. Pike (eds.), Debates in Contemporary Political
Philosophy: An Anthology, Routledge, London, New York, 2003, 342–360; Habermas, J., ‘Political Communication in Media
Society: Does Democracy Still Enjoy an Epistemic Dimension? The Impact of Normative Theory on Empirical Research’,
Communication Theory, Vol. 16, No 4, 2006, pp. 411–426.
Bohman, J., ‘Survey Article: The Coming of Age of Deliberative Democracy’, Journal of Political Philosophy, Vol. 6, No 4, 1998,
pp. 400–425.

PE 654.628

35

IPOL | Policy Department for Citizens’ Rights and Constitutional Affairs

understanding of democracy argue does not exist or at least cannot be rationally agreed on.139 For
deliberative theorists, the public sphere is therefore
‘a precondition for the realisation of popular sovereignty, because, in principle, it entitles everybody
to speak without any limitation, whether on themes, participation, questions, time or resources. The
idea of a public sphere provides the sort of deliberative arrangement that fits the requirement of
discourse theory, namely that a norm is deemed legitimate only when all affected have accepted it in
a free and rational debate. A deliberative public sphere has problem-solving functions as it increases
the level of information and understanding between co-operators, but more importantly, it is a sphere
of political justification intrinsic to democracy’.140
From a deliberative theory perspective, the main question is therefore whether the EU can develop a
public sphere that all citizens can access as equals, and through the medium of which all points of view
can be debated and compared. ‘Access to one common public – one single European public space – is
necessary to enable citizens to address the same political issues and be exposed to the same
information, arguments and counter-arguments.’141 As will be discussed below, such a vision of the
European public sphere raises important problems regarding a common language, media and identity.

3.2.4.

Functions of the Public Sphere

As the short summary illustrates, different approaches to democratic theory come with different
conceptions of the role and function of public discourse, the public sphere and especially the role of
citizens in both. Yet as a bare minimum four, partially overlapping, functions ascribed to the public
sphere in a democratic polity can be distilled142:
1. Information: provide citizens with information on political positions, i.e. problem definitions
and proposed solutions, of different political actors to enable them to identify those closest to
their own preferences.
2. Justification and Accountability: enable citizens to scrutinise actions of political actors to hold
them accountable and to exercise their right of democratic control at and in between elections.
3. Participation and Responsiveness: provide citizens and groups with the opportunity of
discussing important political questions and making their voices heard by policy makers.
4. Social Cohesion and Trust: help to build a collective identity which may in turn trigger a sense
of belonging to a common (European) community.
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Ultimately, thus, ‘the main contribution of a public sphere to democracy is its ability to transform
isolated individuals into a community of active, informed and mutually trusting citizens’143.

3.3.

Is There a European Public Sphere?

In the debate over the European public sphere, two main approaches can be distinguished:
The first approach describes a unified European public sphere that stretches beyond the nation states
and includes all EU citizens (either as participants or just the audience) in a common public debate.
Whether or not such a European public sphere can emerge, has been subject of intense debate. For
most commentators, a European public sphere in this sense would require a common language, a
shared identity and a common infrastructure, i.e. European media144 - and neither of these vital
elements are seen as present or likely to develop within the EU. Accordingly, the EU faces ‘the triple
deficits of the lack of a pre-existing sense of collective identity, the lack of a Europe-wide policy
discourse, the lack of a Europe-wide institutional infrastructure that could assure the political
accountability of office holders to a European constituency’145. A truly European public sphere in the
sense of a common EU-wide public debate – on the same themes and issues under the same criteria of
relevance – is therefore considered not achievable, at least not in the foreseeable future, a perspective
also well illustrated in the decision of the German Federal Constitutional Court in its decision on the
Lisbon Treaty:
‘Even if due to the great successes of European integration, a joint European public that engages in
an issue-related cooperation in the rooms of resonance of their respective states is evidently growing
… it cannot be overlooked, however, that the public perception of factual issues and of political
leaders remains connected to a considerable extent to patterns of identification which are related to
the nation-state, language, history and culture.’ 146
As a result, the concept of a European public sphere defined as a single and unified public space
spanning the whole of the EU was rejected in the academic literature rather early on as an unreachable
ideal or utopia. Instead, and in part drawing on Habermas’s re-conceptualisation of the public sphere
as constituted by different interconnected arenas of public communication147, the focus turned to the
concept of national, but connected and Europeanised, public spheres148.
‘The public sphere extends from episodic café and street gatherings, via organised professional,
cultural and artistic public spheres, to abstract public spheres, where listeners, readers and viewers
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are isolated and spread in time and space. There are strictly situated public spheres, where the
participants meet face to face; there are written public spheres, and there are anonymous, faceless,
public spheres made possible by the new electronic technologies.’149
Within the discussion on the European political public sphere, the empirical literature focuses mainly
on three arenas, most importantly the media, but also on parliaments, and here national parliaments
in particular, as well as political parties. Section 4 deals with political parties; here, we will discuss the
media and parliaments, following the distinction between ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ publics introduced by
Nancy Fraser. According to Fraser, strong publics, such as parliaments, are spaces of institutionalised
deliberation ‘whose discourse encompasses both opinion formation and decision making’, while weak
publics, such as the media are spaces ‘whose deliberative practice consists exclusively in opinion
formation and does not also encompass decision making’150. Yet lack of institutionalisation and formal
decision-making competencies should not per se be equated with powerlessness. ‘Soft public spheres
have discursive powers. The media or even protests on the street might be very powerful in influencing
political decisions’151. The following discusses the findings for each of these arenas and then investigate
the question to what extent these arenas relate to each other, thus broadening their scope in terms of
creating a European or Europeanised public sphere.

3.4.

The Media as Infrastructure and Embodiment of the (European)
Public Sphere

Both the literature on politicisation in the EU, as well as the studies on the emergence of European(ised)
political public spheres focus predominantly on the on the mass media. This is based on the argument
that in today’s ‘audience democracy’152, the media act as a relais between political arenas and the
citizens. ‘Information in the mass media becomes the only contact many [citizens, the authors] have
with politics ... most of what people know comes to them “second” or “third” hand from the mass media
or other people.’153 The mass media have become indispensable for political communication and ‘the
central means by which individuals are connected to the wider social and political world’.154 Yet the
media are, of course, not just a mouthpiece of political elites but relatively free in selecting what news
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they deem worthy of covering and thus in creating realities by categorizing and framing events and
actors.155
The media are considered to fulfil a manifold role regarding the public sphere: From a liberal
democratic perspective, their main function is to act as a mirror of the political system, thus mainly
providing information and transparency for citizens on political matters. From a participatory
perspective, the media have a crucial function of representing ‘all significant interests in society. [The
media] should facilitate their participation in the public domain, enable them to contribute to public
debate and have an input in the framing of public policy’156. This includes channelling not only plural,
but also and necessarily conflictive views on politics.157 Approaches based on deliberative democracy,
finally, see the media as playing a crucial role in making expressions, discourses, images, and events
publicly available.158 Both participatory and deliberative democratic theory approaches therefore insist
on the importance of a visibility of civil society actors and citizens in the media.159
In short, by informing, mirroring, aggregating and influencing public opinion, the media both
embody160 and provide the infrastructure for the political sphere. This role becomes even more
important in the case of complex and ‘remote’ topics such as EU politics for citizens161, not just in terms
of informing citizens on EU issues, but also by mobilising citizen participation in EU affairs.
‘[T]he more the national populations realize, and the media help them to realize, how profoundly the
decisions of the European Union pervade their daily lives, the more their interest in making use of their
democratic rights also as EU citizens will increase.’162
It is therefore hardly surprising that the media have been the main object of research on the European
public sphere(s). Here, we find two main strands of the literature focussing on European media, on the
one hand, and Europeanised national media, on the other.

3.4.1.

(Pan-)European Media

A first, relatively small strand of the literature focuses on the development of truly European - i.e.
supranational or pan-European - mass media, yet the assessment remains overall rather bleak.
Although a number of supranational print and digital media have been established, such as the rather
short-lived newspaper The European, the weekly European Voice, EU Observer or Euroactiv.com, they
have so far failed to reach the broad public. These are accompanied by international or pan-European
newspapers, both paper-based and digital, such as Le Monde Diplomatique, Politico Europe, Financial
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Times or The Economist. Yet despite their evident success, their audience also remains limited to
political, cultural or business elites. Finally, there are a fairly large number of TV channels that are panEuropean or global in scope163, broadcast in most if not all European member states and often have
subtitles, dubbing or even special versions for particular areas or countries. Among them are channels
mainly devoted to content related to sports (e.g. Eurosport), music (MTV) and other specialised
interests (Discovery Channel) as well as to content for children (Cartoon Network), but a number of
them are dedicated to general political content. Here, Brüggemann and Schulz-Forberg identify BBC
World, CNN International, Euronews, Sky News, CNBC-Europe, Deutsche Welle TV, TV 5, France 24 and
Al Jazeera English.164 In addition, Arte TV provides a mix of cultural and political content. According to
data from the European Audiovisual Observatory, more than one fifth of all TV channels based in the
EU28 were specifically targeting other EU28 markets in 2019.165
According to Brüggemann and Schulz-Forberg166, three developments have contributed to the growth
of European or transnational TV media. In addition to the introduction of private TV stations and
technological innovations such as satellite broadcasting the authors highlight the role of the EU and
its member states in facilitating ‘the opening of the European market for transnational media
ownership, production and consumption with a view to promoting the emergence of a European
media market with European players who can compete on a global scale’. While the main interest may
have been economic167, the aim was also to promote a European public sphere constituted by a
diversity of European media to generate a broader identification with the EU among citizens.
Again, the success of transnational news television channels in Europe should not be overestimated:
By 2009 they had acquired no more than 2 percent of the cumulated audience share in national
markets.168 While we do not have more recent figures, the latest report on the internationalisation of TV
audience markets in Europe of the European Audiovisual Observatory169 suggests that this market share
has not grown substantially since. Thus, while we have undoubtedly witnessed a transformation of the
European transnational media landscape over the last three decades that is rather remarkable170, news
oriented transnational media continue to attract mainly elite audiences, while the reach among the

163

164

165

166

167

168

169

170

Chalaby, J. K., ‘Transnational Television in Europe: The Role of Pan-European Channels’’, European Journal of
Communication, Vol. 17, No 2, 2002, pp. 183–203; Chalaby, J. K., ‘Deconstructing the Transnational: A Typology of
Transnational Television Channels in Europe’, New Media and Society, Vol. 7, No 2, 2005, pp. 155–75; Brüggemann, M. and
Schulz-Forberg H., ‘Becoming Pan-European? Transnational Media and the European Public Sphere’, The International
Communication Gazette, Vol. 71, No 8, 2009, pp. 693–712.
Brüggemann, M. and Schulz-Forberg H., ‘Becoming Pan-European? Transnational Media and the European Public Sphere’,
The International Communication Gazette, Vol. 71, No 8, 2009, pp. 693–712.
Ene, L., ‘Supply of audiovisual media services in Europe. MAVISE insights – 2019’, European Audiovisual Observatory, 2020,
available at: https://rm.coe.int/supply-of-audiovisual-media-services-in-europe-mavise-insights-2019/16809c7874, see
also Schneeberger A., ‘The internationalisation of TV audience markets in Europe’, European Audiovisual Observatory,
Strasbourg, 2019, available at: https://rm.coe.int/the-internationalisation-of-tv-audience-markets-in-europe/168094ea72.
Brüggemann, M. and Schulz-Forberg H., ‘Becoming Pan-European? Transnational Media and the European Public Sphere’,
The International Communication Gazette, Vol. 71, No 8, 2009, pp. 693–712, here p. 697; see also Gripsrud, J., ‘Television and
the European Public Sphere’, European Journal of Communication, Vol. 22, No 4, 2007, pp. 479–492, here p. 485ff.
Baisnée, O. and Marchetti, D., ‘La Production de l’information “européenne”. Le cas de la chaîne paneuropéenne
d’information Euronews’, in D. Marchetti (ed.), En quête d’Europe. Médias européens et médiatisation de l’Europe, Presses
Universitaires, Rennes, 2004, pp. 25–52, here p. 34.
Brüggemann, M. and Schulz-Forberg H., ‘Becoming Pan-European? Transnational Media and the European Public Sphere’,
The International Communication Gazette, Vol. 71, No 8, 2009, pp. 693–712, here p. 698.
Schneeberger A., ‘The internationalisation of TV audience markets in Europe’, European Audiovisual Observatory,
Strasbourg, 2019, https://rm.coe.int/the-internationalisation-of-tv-audience-markets-in-europe/168094ea72.
Brüggemann, M. and Schulz-Forberg H., ‘Becoming Pan-European? Transnational Media and the European Public Sphere’,
The International Communication Gazette, Vol. 71, No 8, 2009, pp. 693–712, here p. 707.

40

PE 654.628

Europeanising European Public Spheres

broader European public remains very modest. For the foreseeable future, the formation of a unified
European political public sphere is seen to be hampered by linguistic restrictions, cultural
heterogeneity, and the strong link between media systems and national mass audiences171.

3.4.2.

Europeanisation of National Media

For most scholars, the national mass media are therefore the principal forums within which a
Europeanised public sphere can materialise.172 For Schlesinger173, for example, this is based on three
prerequisites, namely, first, the dissemination of a European news agenda that, second, becomes an
integral part of citizens’ daily or routine media consumption and thus, third, enables them to define
their citizenship beyond the national level and in European terms. In addition, it has been argued that
a Europeanisation of national public spheres also requires the inclusion of (European) non-national
actors, and the discussion of EU topics through similar frames that enable transnational discussion. 174
Accordingly, we can distinguish between the Europeanisation of the media in a vertical and a
horizontal sense.175
Europeanisation of national mass media in the former, vertical, sense can be defined as an expansion
of their focus away from the purely national political arena and towards (upwards) including the EU
level. An indication of a Europeanised public sphere therefore consists of increasing salience of and
references to European politics and political actors/institutions within the domestic media. Here, earlier
studies found rather low levels of media Europeanisation both in television news176 and the print
media177 that only increased fairly slightly during major political events such as EP elections or national
EU referendums178. Indeed, ‘in terms of its officials, the EU is faceless. Given the power of an institution
such as the European Commission, it is amazing how absent its officials were in the television coverage
of EU (!) affairs. … there is no European public sphere. ... Television, it seems, has never left the nation
state’.179
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More recent findings on, mainly, national print media180, however, clearly suggest an increasing focus
of the media on EU issues:
‘While the consensual style of politics that has marked European integration over the first decades
has frequently not created sufficient news value to make European politics salient in the media, the
progressively intensifying politicization of European integration has been subject to substantial news
coverage.’181
Still, media coverage mainly focuses on key events like EU summits, EU referenda or European
elections182, on powerful executive actors183, and on the ‘output side’ of politics, i.e. on the results of EU
decision-making.184 In addition, EU politics are still rather consistently found to be covered from a
national perspective.185
A smaller strand in the literature, finally, focuses on the Europeanisation of national public spheres in
latter, horizonal, sense. Here, Habermas argued that
‘The transnationalization of the existing national publics does not require any different news media,
but instead a different practice on the part of the existing media. They must not only thematize and
address European issues as such, but must at the same time report on the political positions and
controversies evoked by the same topics in other Member States.’186
Similarly, Trenz187 argues that while the visibility of EU issues in term of sheer quantity of European
political communication in relation to other forms of political communication within the media is the
necessary precondition for a European public sphere, the connectivity of communication across media
within member states, i.e. the coverage and communication of the same political issues, constitutes a
minimal requirement for a European public sphere.

180

181

182

183

184

185

186

187

Brüggemann, M. and Kleinen-von Königslöw, K., ‘Let’s Talk about Europe: Why Europeanization Shows a Different Face in
Different Newspapers’, European Journal of Communication, Vol. 24, No 1, 2009, pp. 27–48; Koopmans, R., and Statham, P.,
(eds.), The Making of a European Public Sphere: Media Discourse and Political Contention, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, 2010; Meijers, M., ‘The Euro-crisis as a catalyst of the Europeanization of public spheres? A cross-temporal
study of the Netherlands and Germany’, LEQS Paper No 62, 2013; Michailidou, A. and Trenz H.-J., ‘Eurocrisis and the Media.
Preserving or Undermining Democracy?’, ARENA Working Paper 10, 2014; Wessler, H., Peters, B., Brüggemann, M., Kleinenvon Königslöw, K. and Sifft, S., The Transnationalization of Public Spheres, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2008;
Boomgaarden, H. G., de Vreese, C. H., Schuck, A. R. T., Azrout, R., Elenbaas, M., van Spanje, J. H. P., and Vliegenthart, R.,
‘Across Time and Space: Explaining Variation in News Coverage of the European Union’, European Journal of Political
Research, Vol. 2013, pp. 608–629; Kleinnijenhuis, J., and van Atteveldt, W.,; ‘The impact of the explosion of EU news on
voter choice in the 2014 EU elections’, Politics and Governance, Vol. 4, No 1, 2016, pp. 104–115.
Michailidou, A. and Trenz H.-J., ‘Mediati(zi)ng EU politics: Online news coverage of the 2009 European Parliamentary
elections’, Communications, Vol. 35, No 3, 2010, pp. 327-346, here p. 328.
Boomgaarden, H. G., Vliegenthart, R., de Vreese, C. H., and Schuck, A. R. T., ‘News on the move: Exogenous events and news
coverage of the European Union’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 17, No 4, 2010, pp. 506–526.
Koopmans, R., ‘Who Inhabits the European Public Sphere? Winners and Loosers, Supporters and Opponents in
Europeanized Political Debates’, in R. Koopmans and P. Statham (eds.), The Making of a European Public Sphere. Media
Discourse and Political Contention, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2010, pp. 63-96.
Wessler, H., Peters, B., Brüggemann, M., Kleinen-von Königslöw, K. and Sifft, S., The Transnationalization of Public Spheres,
Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2008.
De Wilde, P., Michailidou, A. and Trenz, H.-J., Contesting Europe. Exploring Euroscepticism in Online Media Coverage, ECPR
Press, Colchester, 2013.
Habermas, J., ‘The Crisis of the European Union in the Light of a Constitutionalization of International Law’, The European
Journal of International Law, Vol. 23, No 2, 2012, pp. 335–348, here p. 346.
Trenz, H.-J., ‘Media Coverage on European Governance: Exploring the European Public Sphere in National Quality
Newspapers’, European Journal of Communication, Vol. 19, No 3, 2004, pp. 291–319, here p. 292.

42

PE 654.628

Europeanising European Public Spheres

This form of Europeanisation of the media thus includes, on the one hand, the horizontal expansion of
media coverage towards political developments throughout the EU, integrating news as well as
opinions and arguments from political actors of other member states. On the other hand, it refers to
the separate, but simultaneous coverage of EU topics by national media at the same time with the same
intensity and structure of meaning.188
Studies focussing on horizontal connectivity have, however, found less evidence for horizontal than for
vertical Europeanisation. Again, the main finding is that national media tend to focus on EU issues from
a national perspective and rarely reference other member states or non-national actors.189 General
exceptions are events, such as European elections, where the media cover results in other member
states, and recently especially the results of Eurosceptic parties190, or politicians from other member
states. Similarly, simultaneous print media coverage of EU issues has mainly been found related to ‘big
events’ rather than the ‘the fastidious details of every single directorate general or the long drawn-out
and boring decision-making processes’191, such as the physical introduction of the euro, the ‘Haider
debate’ in 2000, the Commission corruption scandal or the BSE crisis, but also to broader issues such as
Eastern Enlargement, the debate on institutional reform, the Future of Europe, the Lisbon Treaty or the
eurozone crisis.192 Yet while issues are being discussed at the same time throughout Europe, domestic
public spheres are rarely linked horizontally by common frames or cleavages. Analysing the media
coverage of the Berlusconi -Schulz affair193 across several member states, Downey and König point out
that even in ‘a case that is ideally suited to be an object of a Europeanized public sphere, we cannot
find the same framings at the same time with the same intensity across EU-Europe. Distinctly European
framings in national public spheres are largely absent’.194
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3.4.3.

A Spiral of Euroscepticism? The Impact of Europeanised Media Coverage

Intimately related to the discussion of the media as the embodiment and infrastructure for
Europeanised public spheres is the question of the effects of media coverage of EU issues on public
opinion and on attitudes towards the EU, in particular. In other words, the media may ‘not only
influence what citizens think about (agenda-setting), but also how they think about these issues
(framing)’195.
One of the oldest strands of the literature on media effects has put forward the so-called ‘video malaise’
thesis196, which postulates generally negative effects of mass media, and of TV in particular. Cappella
and Jamieson’s famous ‘spiral of cynicism’197 claims that the media with their focus on strategic
reporting (focus on the political performance of politicians, the battles they are engaged in, and the
tactics they employ to achieve political victory) fuels public distrust and cynicism, which in turn, can
lead to a disaffection or even alienation from politics and the political system and a decrease in political
participation or civic engagement. Proponents of the mobilisation thesis, by contrast, argue that the
media have a positive effect by contributing to citizens’ interest in politics, increasing political
knowledge and stimulating political participation198, albeit not necessarily trust199. Here, as argued by
Pippa Norris, the relationship between media exposure and political trust may rather be one of mutual
reinforcement, or a ‘virtuous circle’: Citizens actively seeking information through mainstream media
are generally found to be more interested in politics and to show higher levels of political trust to begin
with, and continued exposure to political news will reinforce both200.
With regard to this dispute, studies have also found the type of media to matter. While exposure to
media with high levels of political content, such as public television and broadsheets, has been found
to contribute to increased knowledge and political participation (e.g. in elections), exposure to news
outlets with little political content had at best slightly positive, and often negative effects.201 Depending
on the type of media, the relationship between media consumptions and political engagement may
therefore result in both, a ‘virtuous circle’ and a ‘spiral of cynicism’ (‘dual effects hypothesis’202).
Within the literature on the Europeanisation of national media, we find a very similar debate. There is a
general consensus that ‘European citizens are responsive to the ways in which the mass media cover
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EU politics and policies, and their responsiveness translates into changes in attitudes’203. Yet whether
exposure to media coverage leads to more positive attitudes towards the EU or to increased
Euroscepticism among citizens is still an open question.
One the one hand, a number of studies assert that visibility in the media increases not just the
awareness for EU issues among citizens, but also trust in EU institutions204, for example in Parliament205.
The underlying argument rests on the close relationship between awareness and understanding of
political institutions or processes, on the one hand, and trust in those institutions and processes, on the
other. Yet as mentioned above, this may well be the result of a ‘virtuous circle’206: Those that already
have a higher level of trust in and show support for the EU and its institutions may also be more likely
consume more news regarding the EU, thus reinforcing trust and support. Similarly, more recent
findings suggest that exposure to EU news may reinforce citizens’ attitudes with those supportive of
the EU becoming more positive, and those sceptical becoming even less supportive.207
Here, Trenz208 also highlights a different, ‘banal’, type of Europeanisation of the national media that
consists of almost constant rhetorical references to Europe or the EU in the context of otherwise purely
national reporting. These occur in different contexts, inter alia as routine references to events that
structure national politicians’ activities, comparative references, references to EU law, actors or
institutions etc. Through such continuous references (in his analysis of newspapers in six member
states, Trenz found such references in every fifth article) ‘Europe is familiarized and rendered
meaningful instead of being openly debated’, they ‘remind us of Europe’s daily presence in the form of
routines in our everyday lives’209.
Others, by contrast, contend that it is not so much the sheer quantity of EU related news citizens access
that has an impact, but rather the tonality and framing of EU media coverage. More important is thus
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whether the evaluation of EU issues, institutions or actors in the media is positive or negative.210 Here,
referring to Cappella and Jamieson’s (1979) ‘spiral of cynicism’, there is also evidence for a ‘spiral of
Euroscepticism’ in that ‘Euroscepticism is, at least partially, a function of the diet of information that
citizens consume about European affairs’211. Yet the effect is conditional on, inter alia, the pervasiveness
of news that framed EU politics as strategic, e.g. as characterised by political battles with winners and
losers. This may also partly explain why exposure to news on EU summits, for example, has been found
to have a negative effect on citizens’ evaluations of EU performance.212
Analysing both the level of Europeanisation (i.e. the quantity of EU coverage) and the tonality (i.e. the
evaluation of European integration) Pfetsch and colleagues213 identified different patterns in the
national press of six EU member states. In the UK and the Netherlands, they found comparatively low
levels of Europeanisation with the press focussing on mostly national perspectives. Yet while this was
combined with a distinctly negative tonality in the UK, Dutch newspapers were generally supportive
of EU integration, at least moderately so. In Germany, France, Italy and Spain, by contrast, the author
found the press opening up debates to European angles, thus exhibiting higher levels of
Europeanisation. While this was coupled with outspoken support for European integration in the
former cases, however, the press in Spain remained indifferent or only moderately positive. Six years
later, in 2014, Galpin and Trenz confirmed the hostile media environment in the UK but found the
German media overall more balanced. Yet even in Germany, a tendency to select ‘bad’ news leads to
the EU being reported in terms of ‘crisis’ or ‘failure’ and a high visibility of Eurosceptic actors.214
‘Instead of emphasizing the EU's ability to achieve consensus, journalists prefer to focus on disputes;
instead of praising the increased problem-solving ability of European regulations, they complain
about over-regulation and crisis; and instead of portraying the complex legitimacy of the EU in a
multi-level structure, the media reduce legitimacy to simple yes-no patterns in the quasi-intuitive
approval or rejection of European authority’.215
In part, such a ‘negativity bias’ is a result of the general media logic according to which ‘the only good
news are bad news’216 due to public preferences and a demand for sensational stories: ‘media reportage
about politics increasingly follows a commercial logic championing sensationalism and the
personalization of politics, whereby elections are commonly framed as battles resulting in winners and
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losers.’217 Research218 has shown that the media tend to paint a conflict-driven picture of competitive
democratic elements, with the degree of conflict between parties being among the key determinants
for coverage. Similarly, the coverage of the eurozone crisis in the print media was often framed in a
martial and aggressive language, using metaphors alluding to war (‘battle for the future of the Euro’,
‘the last line of defence of the Euro’), construction (alluding, for example, to the ‘broken system of the
EU’) or disease (’sick banks’, ‘fear of contagion’) or natural disaster (the crisis as a ‘storm’ or ‘whirlpool’).219
In addition, journalists are expected to emphasise national interests to make EU politics more salient
for their readers.220 Under such conditions, a ‘spiral of Euroscepticism’ is thus driven by both the supply
and demand of negative news about the EU.

3.4.4.

Europeanised Media Coverage of the Covid-19 Pandemic

Here, the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic will be an interesting subject for future media analyses. On the one
hand, the pandemic had not just an EU-wide but global impact; it has also, this is at least our perception,
led to a rather strong linkage between national public discourses. Although much of the media
coverage was focused on the domestic handling of the crisis, the media updated the national public
not only daily on the number of infections or new political measures at home, but also, albeit
selectively, on developments in other EU member states and beyond. The terrible plight of the
quarantined Italian northern regions made the headlines everywhere in the EU; media outlets widely
reported on the initial so-called ‘herd immunity approach’ by the UK government or discussed the
possible advantages and disadvantages of the ‘Swedish model’, to give just some examples. Without
having conducted a media content analysis, it is difficult to draw conclusions about the intensity and
scope of such horizontal linkages between the national public spheres, but there seems little doubt
that the pandemic constitutes a genuine issue on which we can observe a horizontal transnationalisation of media coverage in the sense that many related issues were discussed at the same
time, with similar intensity and with fairly frequent references to actors outside the domestic arena.
At the same time, this trans-nationalisation was not necessarily a Europeanisation in the sense that EU
issues were highly visible, at least not during the earlier stage of the pandemic. Unsurprisingly, pressing
EU issues, such as the negotiations on the future relationship of the EU with the UK following Brexit or
the negotiations on the new Multiannual Financial Framework vanished almost completely from the
headlines, at least for some time. Yet early EU initiatives and actions, such as the joint procurement of
personal protective equipment, increased funding for vaccine research, the establishment of ‘green
lanes’ to ensure the free circulation of goods across member states’ closed borders, the proposal for
the Coronavirus Response Investment Initiative (CRII) to be funded by unused financial resources of the
Cohesion Fund or the European Central Bank’s Pandemic Emergency Purchase Programme also
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received, in our impression, relatively little national media coverage. Instead, if the EU was subject of
media and public discourses at all, common frames seemed to have been the lack of European
solidarity and that the EU’s response had been too little, too late.221
‘In the media debate, the EU either seemed to take a back seat or to be seen as unsound and
dysfunctional. The media reported extensively on aid offers from China, Cuba or Russia, while at the
same time complaining about the lack of European solidarity.’222
In part, this did, of course, mirror the how the EU was framed by national leaders in their discourses. In
the Czech Republic, for example, President Zeman openly condemned the ‘inaction’ of the Ursula von
der Leyen Commission223; in Hungary, prime minister Victor Orban, criticised that the ‘coronavirus crisis
has exposed the EU's "weaknesses" and failure to help in times of need’224,; in Austria, Chancellor
Sebastian Kurz warned that the ‘EU will have to face a critical discussion and debate once the Corona
crisis is over’225 and in Estonia the ‘EU received little attention […] in the early phase of the Covid-19
crisis. If the Union was talked about at all, the focus was on its failures and fragmentation.’226
Other member states’ governments, by contrast, did not openly criticise the EU, they simply did not
mention it:
‘Perhaps the most notable EU story to emerge from the early tackling of the COVID-19 crisis in
Denmark is the absence of EU-related commentary from the national authorities. Since crisis response
efforts gathered speed in early March, the focus of the social democratic government has been almost
exclusively national. For instance, there has been virtually no reference to EU-cooperation in the many
official press conferences held in recent weeks.’227
The [Swedish] government’s public health measures are nationally framed, and discussions or
allusions to common EU responses to the challenges are absent from public debate.’228
This is partly mirrored in the results of the Kantar survey for Parliament229 mentioned above, according
to which only a minority of European citizens knew in late April 2020 how the EU was involved in
managing the Covid-19 crisis. While close to three quarters (74 per cent) stated to have heard of, seen
or read about measures or actions initiated by the EU in response to the pandemic, a similar share of
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respondents (67 per cent) across the EU declared that they did not really know what any of these
measures were.
Media attention increased substantially, however, over the debate between the member states
regarding different options to finance the Union’s economic recovery, and the so-called ‘corona bonds’,
in particular. The media framing was, according to our impression, still often national, and attention
concentrated mostly on a relatively small number of individual heads of governments on both sides of
the debate, namely on the heads of governments of Spain or Italy, of the so-called ‘frugal four’ (Austria,
Denmark, Sweden and the Netherlands) as well as of Germany and France. The EU Institutions, and
Parliament in particular (see also section 3.6.2 below), continued to play a more minor role. One notable
exception here was the ‘Commission's embarrassing U-turn’ after it ‘was forced by angry EU
governments […] to drop plans to present a "roadmap" for ending the coronavirus lockdowns’230 in
early April. Again, a proper media analysis is needed to draw more comprehensive and empirically
sound conclusions. Yet overall, our impression is that the media coverage around the pandemic mirrors
findings from the academic literature so far, namely that important EU issues or events do get fairly
broad coverage, both in terms of vertical and, albeit limited, horizontal Europeanisation, but that it is
especially conflicts or battles between political actors that make for ‘good’, and thus often negative
news.

3.5.

Parliaments as Europeanised Public Spheres

When it comes to the question to that extent national parliaments contribute to providing a
Europeanised public space, empirical research focussing on parliamentary communication prior to
2010 gave little reason to be very optimistic. ‘Europe’ seemed rarely a topic in the plenaries231 outside
of debates about Treaty changes or on sessions of the European Council232. Similarly, a comparison of
EU debates in four national parliaments during 2002 and 2010 confirmed that, with the exception of
the German Bundestag, especially day-to-day EU matters were rarely debated233. Debates did,
occasionally, take place on high profile EU decisions, such as the Service Directive, but often only after
an ex-ante politicisation of the issue by actors outside the parliamentary arena and intensive reporting
in the media234. Parliaments were similarly reluctant to communicate EU matters regarding policy issues
integrated under the Open Method of Coordination – even though OMCs deal with policy issues that
are highly relevant from an electoral point of view, such as employment or social policy.235 An analysis
of budget and investiture debates in Italy and Spain, finally, showed that
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‘there is not a real debate on European issues in general parliamentary debates. This de-politicization
can […] produce a clear deficit in the relation between the parliamentary debate, political
competition and the voters.’236
Indeed, domestic governing actors - and mainstream parties, in particular – have incentives to deemphasise issues of European integration237. First, party positions on European integration deviate
from the left-right dimension, which is the main basic structure of party competition in Europe. In
addition, national mainstream parties across the EU are ideologically less cohesive on integration than
on traditional socio-economic issues that dominate the domestic political discourse. Unsurprisingly,
party leaders are reluctant to emphasise an issue that threatens to divide their party since disunity may
reduce a party’s electoral popularity238.
Second, despite intra-party dissent, mainstream parties, and governing parties in particular, are
generally more Europhile than their voters239. While opposition towards the EU is mainly found at the
extreme left and right, parties in the political centre are usually more supportive of European
integration, although this partisan structuring of EU integration is less pronounced in Central and
Eastern Europe.240 Politicising European issues may make this gap more obvious and may lead to an
alienation of part of the electorate.
For most mainstream parties, EU issues are therefore more of a liability than an asset241 – the British
Conservative Party being the most notable exception242. Yet the de-politicisation of EU issues also
meant that European citizens had few opportunities to voice their opinion, let alone their opposition
to further integration or specific European policies unless they are willing to vote for parties at the
political fringes. According to Van der Eijk and Franklin243 the EU issue therefore presented a ‘sleeping
giant’ to the extent that it divided voters without giving them an immediate outlet in party
competition.
Yet national parliaments have become more aware of their communicative role in EU affairs, as recent
COSAC meetings or reports show244, and have, albeit to a varying degree, increased their efforts to
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communicate EU politics to their citizens via plenary debates245. In the German Bundestag, for example,
the degree to which the EU, its politics and its policies are mentioned in plenary debates has
significantly and substantially increased over the last 23 years.246 Other studies suggest that especially
the eurozone crisis had a rather strong effect in terms of parliamentary communication: Across all 27
national parliaments of the EU between 2010 and 2012, on average more than 40 per cent of all EU
debates focused on crisis-related issues247. Still, despite the impact of the eurozone crisis - and great
variation between national parliaments - parliaments still spent, on average, only about 8 per cent of
their debating time in the plenary on EU debates.248
Studies have also found an increased polarisation over EU issues in the plenaries due to the crisis,
although the findings differ with regard to the dividing lines along which polarisation took place.
Dividing lines usually opened between governing and opposition parties, highlighting the importance
of party ideological factors: Opposition fiercely contested ‘the socio-economic orientation of the
policies (e.g. social European market order vs. neoliberal) as well as the advocacy of allegedly inevitable
accompanying measures (e.g. further austerity measures), and demanded a different direction for
policies (e.g. a financial transaction tax; more equitable distribution of tax burdens)’.249 In addition,
parliamentary Euroscepticism had an impact on parties’ positioning in debates on anti-crisis
measures.250 Overall, these findings suggest that the growing politicisation of EU politics was, at least
as far as eurozone crisis issues were concerned, mirrored within domestic parliamentary arenas.
Finally, some studies have also looked into the question of whether parliaments contribute to a
Europeanised public space in both a horizontal and vertical sense. Here, the Lisbon Treaty Treaty not
only mentions interparliamentary cooperation as one of the means by which parliaments contribute
to the ‘good functioning of the Union’, it also introduced the so-called Early Warning Mechanism251
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(EWM) which gives national parliaments a direct, collective, role in the EU legislative process. While the
EWM as a means for parliamentary influence at the EU level has come under criticism252, others have
pointed out its potential for strengthening inter-parliamentary discourses253 and the establishment of
structure of communication among national demoi’254. The involvement of national parliaments within
the EWS has been interpreted as the establishment of a ‘virtual third chamber’ for the EU255: Although
they do not meet in a physical space, they form a collective body that can, inter alia, perform a
deliberative function.
While the ‘virtual chamber’ may be far from being fully realised, the idea does point to the fact that
inter-parliamentary cooperation both within the institutional structures and through new collective
instruments such as the EWS can ‘contribute to generate a European public space for discussing
policies and link these discussions to the multilingual national public’256. And indeed, while smaller
inter-parliamentary meetings are usually closed to the public, most inter-parliamentary conferences257
now provide live streams and/or publish videos of their plenary meetings. They also provide
information on all meetings including a summary of the meetings, statements, resolutions and reports,
adding to the information provided by individual parliaments and, especially, the European
Parliament.258
By contrast, internal parliamentary rules have so far mainly prevented the organisation of interparliamentary communication within the plenaries. In many parliaments, only MEPs have the right to
speak in meetings of the European Affairs committees – rights they rarely use in practice – while MEPs’
speaking rights in plenary debates are much rarer. Up to now, only the Austrian Nationalrat and the
Dutch Tweede Kamer have made regular use of the opportunity.259
A more indirect means of extending the scope of parliamentary deliberation beyond national borders
is the transnationalisation of parliamentary debate. While not direct inter-parliamentary
communication, transnationalisation here refers to processes of mutual attention to parliamentary
debates in other member states or the European Parliament as well as the incorporation of views
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expressed therein into the domestic debates260. As a result, it can create a communicative link between
parliaments, and by extension, their domestic publics.
Here, a recent study on policy diffusion261 does indicate that references in plenary speeches to policies
in other member states are not uncommon, especially in strongly Europeanised policy areas. The
authors find no evidence, however, that increased cross-national contacts between MPs in the last
decade resulted in an overall increase in cross-border references. By contrast, research on
‘Europeanised’262 or ‘transnational’263 representation, defined as national parliamentarians raising
claims on behalf of citizens of other national constituencies264, shows more promising signs. An indepth study of parliamentary debates in Austria, Germany, Ireland and the UK265 finds that while the
majority of parliamentary representative statements made in plenary debates focus on national
citizens, there is also ample evidence for transnational representation: More than a third of all
statements extend beyond national constituencies, half of which are even made purely on behalf of
constituencies outside of the nation state (i.e. foreign EU nationals and/or the European citizens)266. This
confirms the findings of an earlier study on plenary debates on the EU budget in Denmark, Ireland and
the Netherlands267, which also found, albeit fewer, representative references to other EU member states
and even non-EU countries. Such transnational representation brings the interests of other EU
nationals into parliamentary debate and, by initiating a dialogue between their and domestic interests,
may force democratic representatives to justify their decisions with reference to them.

3.6.

Relationship Between Strong and Weak Publics: Media Coverage of
Parliaments in EU Affairs

Whether the developments sketched above do indeed allow the assessment that national parliaments
‘become the most important and visible arena for public political debate about the state and future of
European integration’268 remains debatable, but there is little doubt that they are fulfilling their
communication to a greater degree than before. At the same time, it can be argued that whether or
not parliaments can provide for a Europeanised public space depends crucially on whether they are
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actually able to reach the citizens. Parliaments can, and do, provide information via their websites or
parliamentary TV channels269. Without coverage in the mass media, however, parliaments can provide
transparency, which requires that information is publicly available, but they will find it difficult to attain
publicity, which is only achieved if citizens are actually aware of the information.270

3.6.1.

National Parliaments In The Media

Despite the salience of national parliaments’ role in legitimizing EU politics and the increased attention
of both scholars and parliamentarians to their communicative function, we know surprisingly little
about the publicity of parliamentary involvement in EU affairs. Existing studies suggest, that overall
parliamentary actors tend to play a minor role in EU news compared to domestic executives or EU
actors.271 In fact, media visibility of national parliaments has generally declined over time272, which has
been connected to the decrease of national parliaments’ influence over decisions that are taken
outside of, but still impact on, the national context.273 Yet media still report regularly274, albeit
selectively275, on national parliaments. This is especially true for plenary EU debates, which receive
coverage fairly routinely, especially by broadsheets276. The visibility of the German Bundestag in the
media coverage of EU monetary policy actually even increased significantly in recent years.277 Other
parliamentary activities in EU affairs, in turn, usually escape the attention of the press.
These findings contradict at least to some extent laments by MPs over the lack of media interest in
parliamentary EU affairs278. Rather, they and demonstrate the media relevance of national parliaments
even in supranational politics where, in contrast to the transposition of EU legislation, they have at best
the power to control and influence the government.
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3.6.2.

News Coverage of the European Parliament

Analyses focussing on the news coverage of the European Parliament are even rarer. While many
studies focus on media coverage of European elections or include Parliament as one EU institution
within a broader range of actors analysed, very few contributions focus on Parliament and its members
specifically.
In the early decades of European integration, Parliament seems to have been salient for the media only
in relation to larger events such as the first direct elections in 1979 or whenever Parliament asserted its
powers in an unexpected way, such as rejecting the Community’s budget for the first time.279 The main
obstacle for greater media salience was seen in the limited legislative powers of Parliament and the
lack of political battles in its plenary.280 In addition, the absence of a professional European
communication strategy and support for journalists to cover EU affairs281, but also the general lack of
interest of MEPs in cooperating with the media282 played a role. Accordingly, Parliament was labelled
‘the great non-communicator’283, and the expectation was that the media coverage would even
decrease further over time.
Regarding the latter, new EU communication strategies284 seem not to have made much difference, at
least for the EP. Despite the modernisation of Parliament’s website in 2005 and the introduction of
EuroParlTV285, or the so called ‘Plan D’286 implemented by the Commission in 2005, followed by the
White Paper on Communication287 in 2006, press coverage remained very low until the Lisbon Treaty.
Although Parliament had been considerably strengthened in earlier Treaty amendments, it was not
always taken seriously: ‘For me, it is a “serious joke”. It is still improving, gaining powers, has some
interesting MEPs and speakers, playing a real role, but sometimes not as serious as national
parliaments, like the Bundestag, the House of Commons or Assemblée Nationale’.288
This changed with the Lisbon Treaty which, hailed as the ‘Treaty of Parliaments’, triggered greater
media salience. This is due to the fact that Parliament obtained decision-making powers in a number
of important new areas, but also to the fact that it used its new powers regarding international Treaties
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almost immediately by rejecting the SWIFT Agreement with the USA – a highly salient issue at the
national level as well. 289 As one correspondent stated: ‘Just the fact the EP takes a decision, doesn’t
mean I write about it [...] I get interested when the institutional balance between the Council and the
EP is changing’.290 Similarly, as Barisione and Michailidou point out, the news media have their own
perspective, namely:
‘EU politics do get sufficient coverage, just not quite the type of friendly, uncritical coverage that EU
officials are after. If EU Commissioners or European Parliament representatives do not get much air
time on national television, or the national press ignores them over statements by national
parliamentarians, this does not imply biased reporting on behalf of the media but rather reflects the
degree of recognisability (or lack thereof) that different representatives possess.’291
Since the Lisbon Treaty, Parliament receives more regular coverage, and the reports generally follow
the calendar of the Plenary. Yet it still competes with national parliaments for media attention. Indeed,
‘while parliaments become visible as independent, complementary branches of parliamentary EU
affairs, the EP is overall less successful than its national counterparts in receiving media attention’:
Outside of European elections, national parliaments’ EU activities seem to be more relevant for the
media than those of the European Parliament. 292
Again, recognisability is an important factor, as correspondents seem to struggle with presenting
Parliament in a way that their readers can understand: ‘The EP is different from its national counterparts.
Correspondents are aware of that and do in fact draw comparisons to the national parliamentary
culture to make it more perceptible for their readers.’293 Even worse, ‘newsmakers’ evaluations illustrate
that the European Parliament is being criticised for not being like the respective national
counterpart.’294 This may, in turn, explain why support for Parliament has been found to be mainly
influenced by developments within the EU as a whole as well as by attitudes towards the national
parliament – and not by information provided in the media about the parliament itself. 295
In fact, legislative activity seems to matter little when it comes to the media visibility of individual MEPs.
MEPs who more frequently attend plenary sessions seem to be less visible in the news, while other
legislative activities such as reports or parliamentary questions have no impact.296 Important in terms
of visibility are seniority, a parliamentary office or holding the national party leadership. In addition,
Eurosceptic MEPs, especially from right wing parties, tend to get more coverage. This not only suggests

289

290

291

292

293

294

295

296

Gattermann, K., News about the European Parliament: Patterns and Drivers of Broadsheet Coverage, PhD thesis, London
School of Economics and Political Science, London, 2011, here 189 ff.
Cited from Gattermann, K., News about the European Parliament: Patterns and Drivers of Broadsheet Coverage, PhD thesis,
London School of Economics and Political Science, London, 2011, here p. 196.
Barisione, M. and Michailidou, A., ‘Do We Need to Rethink EU Politics in the Social Media Era? An Introduction to the
Volume’, in M. Barisione and A. Michailidou (eds.), Social Media and European Politics. Rethinking Power and Legitimacy in
the Digital Era, Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2017, pp. 1-23, here p. 6.
Eisele, O., ‘Complementing, competing, or co-operating? Exploring newspapers’ portrayals of the European Parliament
and national parliaments in EU affairs’, Journal of European Integration, Vol. 39, No 4, 2017, pp. 435–451, here p. 449.
Gattermann, K., News about the European Parliament: Patterns and Drivers of Broadsheet Coverage, PhD thesis, London
School of Economics and Political Science, London, 2011, here p. 219.
Gattermann, K., News about the European Parliament: Patterns and Drivers of Broadsheet Coverage, PhD thesis, London
School of Economics and Political Science, London, 2011, here p. 26.
Eisele, O., ‘Falling on Deaf Ears? Exploring the Effects of Newspaper Coverage of the European Parliament on Public
Support for It’, Parliamentary Affairs, Vol. 73, No 1, 2020, pp. 186-210, here, p. 104.
Gattermann, K. and Vasilopoulou, S., ‘Absent yet popular? Explaining news visibility of Members of the European
Parliament’, European Journal of Political Research, Vol. 54, No 1,2015, pp. 121–140.

56

PE 654.628

Europeanising European Public Spheres

that the press pays more attention to activities of MEPs outside of rather than within Parliament, but
also that ‘citizens’ familiarity with their representatives’ legislative work becomes constrained by
journalists’ choices’.297
This is also apparent in the media coverage of Parliament during the Covid-19 pandemic. Again, we are
unable to draw any generalised conclusions without an extensive media analysis. We did, however,
conduct a short analysis of the Politico Europe coverage of Parliament between 1 March and 25 May
2020.298 Most of the Politico Europe articles covering Parliament specifically focused on technical or
organisational changes made due to the pandemic, such as the suspension of events299, changes to the
plenary sessions300 and their eventual move to Brussels301, the move to e-voting302, work from home
measures303 and the introduction of mandatory face masks304; on more personal stories such as
President Sassoli’s self-isolation305 and MEPs who had - actually or possibly - contracted the virus306; as
well as the conflicts that arose over the participation of climate activist Greta Thunberg in a meeting of
the environment committee in early March307. As the short overview illustrates, Politico Europe did keep
EU citizens rather systematically updated on developments in their Parliament. Articles covering
political positions, debates or decisions of and within the EP, by contrast, were fare rarer. Here, Politico
Europe covered Parliament’s vote on the amendments necessary for the Commission’s Coronavirus
Response Investment Initiative308, Parliament’s resolution on the new multiannual financial framework,
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at: https://www.politico.eu/article/meps-ask-does-coronavirus-not-apply-to-greta-thunberg/.
Bayer, L., ‘European Parliament greenlights coronavirus funding plan’, Politico Europe, 26.3.2020, available at:
https://www.politico.eu/article/european-parliament-greenlights-coronavirus-funding-plan/.
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own resources and the recovery plan309, and published excerpts of an interview with President Sassoli310
on the role of Parliament in the Union’s recovery plan. Yet overall, the impression from the Politico
Europe coverage is that the Parliament did not play a significant role during the pandemic. One of the
articles, in early April, even explicitly addressed the struggle for influence during the crisis, reporting
on MEPs feeling that Parliament had ‘pressed the mute button’311.

3.6.3.

Interparliamentary Cooperation in the Media

Interparliamentary cooperation, finally, be it between national parliaments or between national
parliaments and the European Parliament, hardly ever makes it into the media, who do not seem to
consider even the most prominent IPC meetings as newsworthy enough to cover them. Of well over
10,000 newspaper articles on parliamentary EU involvement in the dataset312 of Auel et al.313 fewer than
50 even mention some form of IPC.
A different form of transnationalisation of parliamentary debates can, however, be observed in the
media: national newspapers cover other member states’ parliaments in the context of EU affairs rather
frequently – and in some cases more frequently than their own parliament.314 Since the only data so far
available covers the years 2010 – 2013, and thus the most turbulent period of the eurozone crisis, it is
hardly surprising that the coverage was mainly limited to crisis-related issues and most intense for
parliaments that were significant within this context. This was the case for the parliaments of the five
so-called ‘programme states’ Greece, Ireland, Portugal, Spain and Cyprus that received financial aid
through instruments such as the EFSF and the ESM. Here, the Greek, Portuguese and Cypriot parliament
were covered far more often than the other two, which was mainly due to parliamentary opposition to
austerity legislation demanded by the Memorandums of Understanding. The parliaments of Finland,
France, the Netherlands and Slovakia, in turn, mainly received coverage due to strong parliamentary
opposition to the economic governance reforms that threatened the implementation. The intense
press attention to the German Bundestag, finally, is likely due to the powerful position of the German
Bundestag regarding EU economic governance measures – boosted by a number of highly publicised
decisions of the German Constitutional Court, but also, and probably more importantly, to the powerful
position of Germany and Chancellor Merkel in the economic governance reform process. The latter
resulted in extensive coverage of parliamentary debates on Merkel’s government declarations as well
as her (potential lack of) parliamentary support for various crisis measures in the Bundestag. By
contrast, most parliaments in countries outside the eurozone were ignored by the press.
The only parliaments that received notable attention on issues unrelated to the eurozone crisis were
the British, the Hungarian and the Romanian Parliament and – to a lesser degree, the French Assemblée
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Nationale and the Dutch Tweede Kamer. Regarding the House of Commons, articles mostly focused on
parliamentary activities related to the, then, planned EU referendum and a possible ‘Brexit’, while
parliamentary activities related to constitutional changes criticised by the EU dominated the coverage
of the Hungarian and the Romanian Parliament. The – much smaller – number of articles on the
Assemblée Nationale and the Tweede Kamer focused mainly on the French Roma policies and the EU
training mission in Mali as well as on the opposition of the Geert Wilders’ PVV parliamentary party
group to EU immigration policy and enlargement, especially with regard to Turkey, respectively. Thus,
with very few exceptions, the media covered parliaments of other member states, if their activities had
the potential to have a, mainly negative, impact on citizens at home. Yet they still facilitate the
communication of parliamentary EU politics beyond the domestic context.

3.7.

The cultural European public sphere

What most contributions to the debate on the European public sphere(s) have in common is that they
mainly refer to the European political public sphere as the space for visible ‘European political
communication […] loosely defined as any form of communication which refers to European
governance in the wide sense, expressing consensus or dissent with regard to particular issues and
debates in a European decision-making context’315. While our study also focuses on the political public
sphere, we do believe it is important to at least highlight that the public sphere consists of both a
political and a cultural part, where the latter is also of fundamental importance: ‘Any quality newspaper
demonstrates in its contents how the public sphere encompasses both politics and culture, and the
same can certainly be said about broadcasting, at least the sort known as public service broadcasting
(PSB) – devoted […]not only to the provision of information and education, but also of
entertainment’316.
This aspect has received far less attention in both academic and political debate. What is often
overlooked, for example, is the fact that the very limited development of a European public space
through truly European media is mainly true for the political European public space. As the short
overview in section 3.4.1 illustrated, there are a number of successful European or pan-European media
focused on cultural content, such as sports, music, etc. , which ‘to a perhaps surprising degree reflect
the highly complex map of Europe when it comes to ethnicity, taste and traditions – i.e. culture – and
[…] contribute in some interesting ways to a partially shared European audiovisual space’317.
Similarly, European cinema or TV series, both domestic and co-produced across different member
states constitute an important part of the transnational media in Europe and speak to a broad European
audience318. Here, TV series, such as the Danish series Borgen (2010–2013) or Forbrydelsen/The Killing
(2007–2012), to mention just two examples, not only became mediated cultural encounters in
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Denmark cutting across audience segments and social and cultural differences, they also had a rather
broad, European distribution and success.319 As such, they may have contributed more to the
development of a European public space than they receive credit for:
‘mediated cultural encounters matter, and they matter more and more in our transforming world of
globalisation and European integration. […] Europeans more often than before 2000 now have
mediated cultural encounters with each other through drama series from other European countries.
A new kind of creative, transnational Europe is bringing original and often local stories to us, as a
result of national strategies, European media policies and structural changes in the production and
distribution networks of Europe.’320
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EUROPEANISATION OF THE EP ELECTORAL PROCESS – FROM
SECOND- TO FIRST-ORDER ELECTIONS?
One, if not the, most intensely discussed question in the study of electoral politics at the EU level is
whether European elections are nothing but second-order (national) elections, or whether there is
profound and increasing evidence for a politicisation of politics and an (increasing) salience of
genuinely European political issues in these Europe-wide political contests. Before taking a closer look
at the 2019 EP elections in section 5, this section provides an outline and evaluation of academic
contributions on both the second-order election model and on EU issue voting. We then discuss
whether and to what extent European elections have over time become Europeanised.

4.1.

The Established Wisdom: Second-Order Elections

The dominant perspective, which is assumed both by political practitioners and by political scientists,
concludes that elections to the European Parliament are effectively and predominantly second-order
national elections. Building upon preceding analyses of U.S. midterm elections321 or German state
elections322, Karlheinz Reif und Hermann Schmitt323 referred to considerable asymmetries of EP
elections. Formally, European and national electorates and elites considered the first direct elections to
the EP in 1979 to be contests about and organised within a less important, second-order political arena.
Substantively, however, EP elections were nevertheless dominated by and fought about the
established cleavages and salient issues of first-order, national political competition. Therefore, any
meaningful analysis of vote choice in EP elections needs to consider national, but not European
motives of voter behaviour.
The second-order election (SOE) model solely relies on established patterns in aggregate-level electoral
returns of EP elections. It is therefore supported by a number of robust empirical regularities: (1) low(er)
levels of turnout, (2) significant losses for centrist, large, incumbent parties, but gains for smaller,
oppositional actors, (3) cyclical patterns when the intensity of gains and losses is embedded with
national electoral cycles and the alleged popularity of national governments, and (4) the overwhelming
focus on domestic issues in EP election campaigns and the, compared with first-order elections to the
respective national parliaments, very low salience of European elections:
1. Turnout: In elections to the European Parliament, turnout is regularly lower than in the
respective national elections. Since potential voters conceive the first arena, i.e. elections to the
respective national parliaments, as significantly more important, many of them do not actually
show up at the polls. There is also the risk of a turnout differential when, for instance,
disaffected supporters of parties in government turn out to a much lower degree. Naturally, EP
elections are not directly linked with the selection of the government and/ the chief executive

321

322

323

Tufte, E. R., ‘Determinants of the Outcomes of Midterm Congressional Elections’, American Political Science Review, Vol. 69,
No 3, 1975, pp. 812-826.
Dinkel, R., ‘Der Zusammenhang zwischen Bundes- und Landtagswahlergebnissen’, Politische Vierteljahresschrift, Vol. 18,
No 2, 1977, pp. 348-359.
Reif, K., ‘European Elections as Member State Second-Order Elections Revisited’, European Journal of Political Research, Vol.
31, No 1-2, 1997, pp. 115-124.

PE 654.628

61

IPOL | Policy Department for Citizens’ Rights and Constitutional Affairs

so that parties shy away from fully mobilizing their campaign resources and voters often do not
bother to gather and process meaningful information.
2. Winners and Losers: Most significantly, parties in government tend to lose electoral support in
EP elections, while opposition parties, especially small and/ or ideologically extreme platforms,
tend to systematically gain votes. As considerably less seems at stake in EP elections, voters are
more concerned with pivotal issues dominating the first arena (read: national politics) than
with the political substance governing the secondary arena (read: European politics). As a
consequence, first-order issues also tend to dominate second-order elections. Generally,
nationally oriented, disaffected voters frequently use EP elections as an opportunity to cast a
protest vote, thereby providing ideologically extreme, populist, or newly founded political
parties a potential reservoir of electoral support. And ultimately, since European Parliament
elections, notwithstanding the fate of the Spitzenkandidaten process, do not directly make
voters select a government and thus remove a number of strategic incentives directed at
coalition building, but rather institute incentives to cast a ‘sincere’ instead of a strategic vote.324
3. Cyclical Temporal Patterns: These patterns of vote gains and losses seem to follow a cyclical
pattern that is governed by the temporal dynamics of the national electoral cycle. In EP
elections, large government parties tend to systematically lose electoral support, while small
ideologically extreme parties tend to gain vote shares. These vote shifts between national and
European elections tend to be more abrupt when EP elections are held at a domestic midterm.
Supporters of the SOE concept take this as evidence that voting behaviour tends to closely
follow the approval ratings of domestic governments which, after a short ‘honeymoon’ period,
tend to decline towards the midterm and tend to improve in the run-up to the subsequent
national elections. Thus, empirical analyses of alleged second-order election effects typically
include predictors capturing the electoral cycle.325
4. Low campaign intensity: Evidently, parties are less motivated and less inclined to mobilise
similar resources for national (first-order) and European (second-order) elections. With
reference to financial resources, political parties usually invest about fifty to eighty percent less
in European than in national elections.326 Almost naturally, low investments by political elites
are met and mirrored by reduced and restricted media attention. Detailed studies have
demonstrated that second-order elections are usually, if at all, covered in the second half of the
main TV news. While there are vast national differences concerning the coverage of EP
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elections, there is only a slow upward trend in campaign intensity and coverage in the national
news media. Substantively, some studies found that more than eighty percent of these reports
are concerned with national actors and national issues, while only twenty percent cogently
focus on the European level.
These empirical findings have been shown to be robust and are regarded as support for the SOE model.
Indeed, there is substantive and convincing empirical evidence for any of the above-mentioned
observational regularities. However, conclusions based upon aggregate data were not well-positioned
to disentangle whether these patterns cited in favour of the SOE model emanated from vote switching
or from turnout differentials, i.e. whether similar voters turned out and changed their vote choice, or
whether different strata of the electorate were mobilised in the European elections, but stuck with their
national-level preference. Over time, some studies presented empirical evidence that European issues
were negligible in the first European Parliament elections in 1979 and indeed continued to be of minor
importance at least until 2004. Focusing on somewhat similar data, other accounts however found that
European issues did indeed exert an increasing impact on vote choice327 and/ or even motivated voters
to defect from their ‘normal’ vote towards more Eurosceptic328 or towards more environmentally
progressive platforms.329
Turning towards more recent EP elections, the disagreement about the second-order nature of these
contests continues in scientific contributions by the adverse camps: Schmitt and Toygür330 argue that
the 2014 European elections were still marked by all key features of the SOE election model: even in
the (direct aftermath of the) Euro-crisis, turnout continued to be low, governing parties declined, small
and Eurosceptic parties gained votes, thereby increasing trends towards dysfunctional levels of
electoral fragmentation, and, at least outside of the post-communist states, these patterns of gains and
losses were embedded with the respective national electoral cycles. Adversely, Hobolt331 and Hobolt
and de Vries332 forcefully argued that the simultaneous economic, political, and social crises reinforced
both the role and the scrutiny of the EU and, therefore, allegedly reduced the second-order nature of
the 2014 EP elections.
The most recent EP elections in 2019 produced some additional challenges for the SOE model. Almost
across the board (Italy being one crucial exception), electoral turnout increased within the member
states, although it still fell significantly short of participation rates registered for first-order elections to
national parliaments and/ or executives. In 2019, numerous established features of the SOE model also
were replaced by more complex features. Strikingly, incumbent parties did not universally lose votes.
Except for France and Germany, the party of the chief executive gained votes, while throughout the
board, junior coalition partners declined.
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While the underlying regularities, which are canonised and codified in the second-order election
model, refer to a number of systematic features which characterise EP elections, it is important to note
that this strand of the literature did not and cannot propose fully-fledged theories of electoral
behaviour and/ or competition. Ultimately, vote choice is determined by each individual voter, and any
meaningful attempt to account for its underlying motives need to directly address the level of
individual voters.

4.2.

Bringing Europe Back In: EU Issue Voting

From a methodological point of view, any analyses based on aggregate-level empirical generalisations,
such as the SOE model, do not and cannot provide any conclusive evidence for of individual behaviour,
since they concentrate on contextual, ecological data and do not sufficiently take into account the
long-term determinants and short-term drivers of actual vote choice at the individual level. Thus,
inferring individual behaviour from aggregate electoral returns is problematic from a methodological
point of view. Instead, any substantively meaningful analysis of voting behaviour has to turn towards
the micro-level of the individual voter and the driving forces that guide his/ her voting decision.
Both methodologically and substantively, the literature on EU issue voting provides a marked counterpoint to the SOE model. Performance differentials among different parties or party families among
national and European elections are not attributed to salience differentials among alleged first- and
second-order contests, but both differ, because EP elections are supposed to actually be about Europe.
So as to establish the significance of genuine European matters in both national and European
elections, electoral studies have focused on the salience of European (the) issue dimension(s) for the
explanation of individual-level vote choice. This approach is firmly rooted within the general rational
choice paradigm in political science and the more specific spatial voting theory in electoral research. In
a nutshell, these models presume that both voters and parties may be meaningfully represented by
dots in an n-dimensional political space and that the relation of voter ideal points and party positions
impacts on party evaluation and vote choice. Specifically, the Downsian333 model of vote choice
assumes that voters are short-term rational, self-interested, and fully informed actors and posits that
they will prefer those candidates, parties, or platforms which are most proximate to their personal ideal
point. As an example, consider the simplest political space at hand, a unidimensional space ranging
from the ideological left to the right. The proximity model cogently hypothesises that leftist voters like
leftist platforms, rightist voters prefer rightist platforms and those who hold centrist political
convictions opt for centrist parties.
Models that aim to assess EU issue voting, are usually organised within a two-dimensional ‘European
Political Space’. (Note that the label ‘European Political Space’ has a different and much more simplistic
meaning in this section than in the previous.) The first dimension captures and integrates bundles of
specific political issues within a more encompassing ideological dimension ranging from left to right.
These ideological labels pick up a number of political matters which are not only relevant for national
politics, but increasingly define and structure politics within the European Parliament and the other
core institutions of the EU.334 The second dimension of the ‘European Political Space’, the contrast of
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independence and integration, addresses more specific aspects of European integration and taps
whether actors, either voters or parties, prefer both a widening and deepening of European integration
or favour a cut-back and think the economic and/ or political integration has already proceeded ‘too
far’.
Conceptually, Figure 1 depicts a voter v1 who strongly leans to the right in domestic politics and is
slightly in favour of European integration. The choice is between two competing parties (p1 and p2) that
offer contrasting positions on both dimensions that span the ‘European political space’: p1 is a
moderately left platform that lays out slightly Eurosceptic positions, while p2 links moderately leftist
positions with a neutral stance on European integration. For voter v1, the rightist party p1 supplies far
more attractive positions on the overarching left-right scale, while the rival platform p2 is somewhat
more in line with her preferences concerning European integration. The decision-making of v1 will thus
depend on the weight that she assigns to both dimensions of the policy space. If general left-right is
the more salient dimension, the voter will choose p1, but if European integration by far outweighs other
policy dimensions, she may also select p2.

Figure 1: The European Political Space

Notes: There is one voter v1 (⊕) and there are two parties p1 and p2 (•) in a two-dimensional issue space. Policy distances are
noted in parentheses; for instance (v1,EU −p1,EU) denotes the distance of v1 and p1 in the European integration dimension, while
(v1,LR − p2,LR) denotes the distance of v1 and p2 on the left-right scale.

The spatial model of voting supplies a decision-theoretic core, and the ‘European political space’
provides an analytical grid for the analysis of EU issue voting. This perspective focuses on the salience
and salience differentials of the (allegedly national) left-right and the (allegedly European) integrationindependence dimensions. That said, we hasten to add some caveats to all too simple comparisons of

and Wilson, C. J., ‘Does Left/Right Structure Party Positions on European Integration?’, Comparative Political Studies, Vol.
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these two supposed key dimensions. Steenbergen and Marks335 quote at least four different models
that relate allegedly domestic with allegedly European issues.
1. The one-dimensional ‘international relations model’, represented by prominent scholars such
as Andrew Moravcsik336 posits that actor preferences towards European integration are entirely
determined by the conflict among those who favour more and those who want less integration.
2. Hix and Lord337 construct a two-dimensional grid with a left-right and an integrationindependence dimension and suggest that both axes are entirely and principally unrelated.
From their perspective, issues like left vs. right and integration vs. independence cannot easily
and simply collapsed into a single dimension but require cross-cutting party coalitions and also
tend to internally divide key players within the national party systems.
3. The regulation model, as advocated by George Tsebelis and Geoffrey Garrett338, assumes that
both issue dimensions are fused, and issues of European integration may be subsumed to the
core economic conflict of left vs. right. When both dimensions are fused, the left pushes for
economic regulation by deeper European integration, while the right favours less regulation
and, thus, less integration.
4. Hooghe, Marks and Wilson339, finally, have proposed a revised model of an inverted U-curve
that pits integrationist actors in the political centre against Eurosceptic challengers at the
extreme left and/ or right. Successful parties in the centre or incumbent government parties
have little reason ‘to rock the boat’, while fringe partiers at the margins of the ideological scales
often face incentives to restructure political competition.
The concept of EU issue voting has been applied to both national and European elections, and voter
preferences on European integration issues may be fed into both the intergovernmental and the
supranational channels of political representation. Therefore, it is key to examine the impact of voter
preferences towards European integration on both domestic and European elections. Notably, as long
as key decisions concerning the EU politics, polity, and policy are taken by the Council, European voters
should express their support of or their frustration with the EU in national elections.340 Early analysis of
European issues in domestic elections arrived at a mixed picture: de Vries341 adopted the notion by van
der Eijk and Franklin and considered conflict over European integration a ‘sleeping giant’ and a
potentially pivotal issue in national campaigns. Her analysis, however, demonstrated profound
consequences of the EU dimension in British and Danish national elections. In these member states
European integration was a very salient consideration that was picked up by the media and polarised
the national party systems. However, she did not find similar evidence in Dutch and German elections,
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where European integration was a de facto raison d'être and unequivocally supported by any major
player in the party systems.
Only subsequently, after the significant strengthening of the Parliament’s institutional position, studies
of EU issue voting shifted their focus from the study of elections to national parliaments towards
elections to the European Parliament. Over the last decades a growing body of empirical work has
demonstrated that preferences towards European integration and/or the EU do matter for vote choice
in European elections.342 Focussing on vote switching among national and European elections, Hobolt,
Spoon and Tilley343 find that Eurosceptic voters are considerably and robustly more likely to desert
national incumbent parties than integrationist voters. This study also finds that tendencies to defect
from government parties are conditional on and reinforced by the polarisation of electoral campaigns
and the provision of Eurosceptic messages.
Citing individual data taken from the 2009 European Election Studies, de Vries et al. cogently
demonstrate that proximity of voter ideal points and perceived party positions on the ‘European
dimension’ (independently) matters for vote choice in about any EU member state and that these
effects are sizeable in 25 and statistically significant in 17 out of 28.344 Only for Belgium-Wallonia,
Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, France, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Luxembourg, Malta, Spain, and the United
Kingdom the analysis fails to show the effectiveness of EU issue voting. Adversely, the European conflict
dimension is particularly salient in, for instance, Germany, the Netherlands, Poland, Romania, and
Sweden. Moreover, de Vries et al. find that politically sophisticated voters are particularly likely to
engage in EU issue voting. 345 Ultimately, the authors also find that EU issue voting becomes more
prevalent when media attention on EU politics is high, and substantial levels of party system
polarisation render European integration a salient and controversial topic.
Below the line, we can evaluate both aggregate data in support of the second-order election model
and individual-level data in support of the EU issue voting mechanism. Generally, comparative reviews
of these models most frequently find that European elections are still somewhat ‘second-order’, while
there is also evidence for some degree of EU issue voting. Focusing on the timeline from the first
European elections in 1979 to the most recent iteration in 2019, the usual consensus is that European
elections have gradually become more European. However, this development appears far from a
common, monotonous trend. Essentially, as shown for the 2009 and 2014 elections, common crises
which produce common (or at least similar) political problems and campaign issues appear to push for
increasing Europeanisation. The lack thereof, as in 2019, often allows for a re-nationalisation of political
campaigns (top-down) and of the determinants of vote choice (bottom-up).
Judgements on whether EP elections have become first-order European or continue to be secondorder national elections are crucial for the legitimacy concerns and future perspectives of the European
project and its current institutional form, the European Union. But the second-order and EU issue
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Rohrschneider R. and Clark, N., ‘Second-Order Elections versus First-Order Thinking: How Voters Perceive the
Representation Process in a Multi-Layered System of Governance’, Journal of European Integration, Vol. 31, No 5, 2019, pp.
645-664; van der Brug, W. and van der Eijk, C., European Elections and Domestic Politics: Lessons from the Past and Scenarios
for the Future, University of Notre Dame Press, Notre Dame, 2007.
Hobolt, S., Spoon, J.-J., and Tilley, J., ‘A vote against Europe? Explaining defection at the 1999 and 2004 European
Parliament elections’, British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 39, No 1, 2009, pp. 93-115.
De Vries, C., van der Brug, W., van Egmond, M. H. and van der Eijk, C., ‘Individual and contextual variation in EU issue voting:
The role of political information’, Electoral Studies, Vol. 30, No 1, 2011, pp. 16-28.
De Vries, C., van der Brug, W., van Egmond, M. H. and van der Eijk, C., ‘Individual and contextual variation in EU issue voting:
The role of political information’, Electoral Studies, Vol. 30, No 1, 2011, pp. 16-28.
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voting concepts provide more than just analytical yardsticks for the evaluation of EP elections. If the
SOE model still applies and national voters use European elections to send signals to or to punish
national incumbent governments, this may well result in different parties and groups holding
majorities in national parliaments and in the European Parliament and thus create institutionally
loaded conflict between national and European actors. Likewise, if an increasing consideration of
genuinely European matters in European elections leads to the selection of different majorities in
national and European elections, similar functional problems may be the result.346

4.3.

Party Signals and European Election Manifestos

In the imminent literature, parties are rightfully supposed to be strategic actors. Within the EU, they are
also supposed to act at multiple levels of the political system. Therefore, party strategy and the design
of partisan political campaigns are supposed to be closely linked to the dominant impacts on vote
choice and reflect whether the party rank and file believe that EP elections are either salient contests
driven by European affairs or second-order (if not second-rate) elections effectively dominated by firstorder national concerns.
Party manifestos are utilised as a means to communicate both issue salience and issue positions to the
wider electorate. Unfortunately, very few people read manifestos, because they are often lengthy and
complicated, their obligingness differs across the Member States, they tend to be the outcome of
lengthy intra-party negotiations, and, most importantly, very few people tend to trust campaign
messages issued by political parties. Nevertheless, manifestos are often used to formalize intra-party
compromise, to communicate with party activists, to signal the salience of alternative issue dimensions,
and to broadcast party positions upon these dimensions. However, political scientists are avid readers
and recipients of party manifestos. This does not solely apply to substantive analyses of political
campaigns, issue salience, and movements in ideological or programmatic party positions. Instead, in
addition to expert surveys and the analyses of roll-call votes, the qualitative hand-coding exercises or
quantitative scaling endeavours have are now among the principle tools to measure the positions of
party elites within n-dimensional political spaces.347
Because parties in Europe usually need to compete on all levels of the EU multilevel system, they are
required to draft and present election manifestos for elections to, inter alia, the national parliaments
and to the European Parliament.348 EP election manifestos are gathered, coded, analysed, and
documented by the Euromanifesto project that has been an integral part of the European Election
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Manow, P. and Döring, H., ‘Electoral and Mechanical Causes of Divided Government in the European Union’, Comparative
Political Studies, Vol. 41, No 10, 2007, pp. 1349-1370.
For classical, hand-coded party manifesto studies cf. the webpage of the Comparative Manifesto/ MARPOR project at
https://manifestoproject.wzb.eu/. An overview of salient topics has been presented in three thematic volumes: Budge, I.,
Klingemann, H.-D., Volkens, A., Bara, J. and Tanenbaum, E., Mapping Policy Preferences: Estimates for Parties, Electors, and
Governments 1945-1998, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2001; Klingemann, H.-D., Volkens, A., Bara, J., Budge, I. and
McDonald, M. D., Mapping Policy Preferences II: Estimates for Parties, Electors And Governments in Central And Eastern Europe,
European Union and OECD 1990-2003, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2006; Volkens, A., Bara, J., Budge, I., McDonald, M. D.
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2017.
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Studies from 1979 to 2014.349 The provision of high-quality data on election manifestos in both national
and European electoral arenas facilitates easy and simple comparisons of campaign signals, issue
emphasis, and party positions across alleged first- and second-order elections.
In a recent paper, Daniela Braun and Hermann Schmitt have compared issue salience of and party
positions on European integration within the West European countries that formed the previous EU15 from 1979 to 2014.350 Salience theory posits that political parties pick up issues and policies in which
they are considered competent and credible.351 This does not necessarily imply that all political parties
decided to increase their emphasis on European issues in European elections. In principle, higher
salience of European integration could be linked with both the second-order and the EU issue voting
models. First, when less it at stake in second-order elections parties lack incentives to play down and
de-emphasize potentially conflictive European issues. Secondly, empirical tendencies towards an
ongoing politicisation of European integration have rendered this dimension more salient, and most
likely strategic actors are expected to pick up and integrate these considerations into their overall
agenda.
In the empirical analysis, Braun and Schmitt indeed found that European affairs are considerably more
prominent in EP elections. Generally, from a birds-eye perspective upon more than 500 parties, only
3.2% of all statements in manifestos for national elections pick up issues of European integration. For
European elections, the Euromanifesto data reveals that 18.3% of all statements relate to European
integration and EU politics. For the supply side of the electoral connection, we can thus conclude that
campaign signals in European elections are considerably more Europeanized. However, a comparison
of issue positions on European integration arrives at another set of conclusions. Both in national and in
European elections, political parties present very similar issue positions concerning European
integration and the EU. Actors neither represent more integrationist nor more Eurosceptic stances
when they compete at the EU level.
In previous European elections, strategic choices by the (national) party rank and file frequently
corroborate key ideas of the second-order election model. So as to motivate likely voters to turn out on
their behalf, party elites regularly emphasised key issues in national politics and, if at all, did as was
absolutely essential to send some compulsory or obligatory signals in the field of European (Union)
politics.
Ultimately, electoral studies have focused on the perception of political manifestos and, thus, the
consequences of laying out one or the other policy. Focusing on national elections to European
Parliaments, Adams, Ezrow, and Somer-Topcu found that voters do not systematically react to policy
shifts by political parties.352 Across the board, European voters tend to react to their static perceptions
of ideological or policy positions assumed by alternative parties. If, however, parties attempt to switch
their policy positions, voters usually do not change their own ideal points and do not revise specific
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See the website at http://europeanelectionstudies.net/ees-study-components/euromanifesto-study to access datasets,
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Braun, D. and Schmitt, H., ‘Different emphases, same positions? The election manifestos of political parties in the EU
multilevel electoral system compared’, Party Politics, online first, https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068818805248
For a summary of salience theory see Budge, I., Farlie, D. J., Explaining and Predicting Elections: Issue Effects and Party
Strategies in Twenty-Three Democracies, Allen & Unwin, London, 1983.
Adams, J., Ezrow, L. and Somer-Topcu, Y., ‘Is Anybody Listening? Evidence That Voters Do Not Respond to European Parties’
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party loyalties. In a parallel study, Adams, Ezrow, and Somer-Topcu353 explore the responsible party
model and voter-party linkages on the European integration dimension. Policy shifts on European
integration, as reflected in their specific manifestos, usually go unnoticed by the voters and do not
produce any viable consequences. Instead, policy shifts may be successfully communicated by political
“experts” and/or highly informed and networked, so-called “rank-and-file citizens”, who do not only
react to canvassing material, but are also able to capture and digest the wider informational
environment.
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Adams, J., Ezrow, L. and Somer-Topcu, Y., ‘Do voters respond to party manifestos or to a wider information environment?
An analysis of mass-elite linkages on European integration’, American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 58, No 4, 2014, pp.
967-978.
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THE EP ELECTION 2019: EUROPEANISED CAMPAIGNS?
In the previous sections, we have already touched upon some issues related to the question of whether
and to what extent the 2019 EP elections can be considered as Europeanised – or at least more
Europeanised compared to earlier elections. In this section, we take a closer look at the election
campaigns within the member states, focusing on the European Parliament’s proposals regarding the
visibility of European parties in the campaign, the intensity of the national campaigns and degree to
which they focused on European instead of national issues, and on the campaigns in the national media
and on social media.

5.1.

Parliament Proposals on Electoral Reform

The 28, now 27, national segments of European elections differ regarding their institutional frameworks
and with reference to the formal and legal regulations that govern them. The European Election Act,
which dates back to 1976354, stipulates a common framework for the election laws, but the specific
organisation of the national EP election segments is still decided and implemented by each individual
member state. Consequently, all EP election segments are characterised by some common principles
such as the EU-wide introduction of proportional representation, but many (and many important)
details continue to differ considerably from one country to another.
In early 2015, the centrist EP groups aimed at harmonising these divergent procedures355. Parliament
leadership authorised the drawing up of a legislative initiative report on the reform of the electoral law
of the European Union, based upon Article 223(1) TFEU. In November 2015, Parliament adopted a
resolution356 based on a legislative initiative report357 prepared by the Committee on Constitutional
Affairs (AFCO) (the Rapporteurs were Danuta Hübner, EPP, and Jo Leinen, S&D). The resolution
proposed a number of measures to address aspects of political legitimacy at the European level and to
strengthen the electoral connection within and across the member states. The report proposed, inter
alia, two fundamental reforms of the European Electoral Act that will be discussed in detail in the two
following sections:
1. The quasi-formalisation of the lead-candidate process: Introduction of a common deadline of 12
weeks for the nomination of lead candidates by the European political parties: European
elections should be fought with formally endorsed, EU-wide lead candidates
('Spitzenkandidaten') for the Commission presidency
2. Establishment of transnational lists: Creation of a cross-border joint European constituency, in
which lists are headed by each political family's nominee for the post of president of the
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Act of 20 September 1976 concerning the election of the representatives of the European Parliament by direct universal
suffrage, OJ L 278, 8.10.1976.
For the following, cf. European Parliament, The Legislative Train Schedule, Reform of the Electoral Law of the EU, available
at:
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-union-of-democratic-change/file-reform-of-the-electorallaw-of-the-eu.
European Parliament resolution of 11 November 2015 on the reform of the electoral law of the European Union
(2015/2035(INL)), available at: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2015-0395_EN.html.
European Parliament, ‘Report on the reform of the electoral law of the European Union’ of the Committee on
Constitutional Affairs, Co-rapporteurs Danuta Hübner and Jo Leinen, 2.10.2015, (A8-0286/2015), available at:
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-8-2015-0286_EN.pdf
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Commission, is supposed to lift European Parliament elections from the national arenas
towards a genuinely European level.
In addition to these signature proposals, the resolution also proposed a number of additional changes,
inter alia:


Visibility of European political parties, their labels, their programs, and their personnel: Ballot
papers used in the European elections should provide equal visibility to the names and
logos of national parties and the European parties to which they are affiliated, and further
to make the affiliation of national parties to European political parties visible during the
electoral campaign on television and radio or in electoral material.



Common nomination procedures and deadlines: introduction of a deadline of 12 weeks
before the elections for the nomination of candidates/establishment of lists at national
level.



Mandatory formal threshold for bigger EU Member States; barriers from the entry of small
parties are supposed to lie between 3% and 5% for the either the allocation of seats in
single constituency or for constituencies comprising more than 26 seats in Parliament.358



A right to vote in European elections for all EU citizens living outside the EU: however, so as to
avoid prevent citizens who hold two or multiple European citizenships from casting two or
multiple votes, Parliament wants the member states to exchange data on voters to guard
against election fraud.



EU-wide introduction of e-voting and postal voting.

The catalogue of reform suggestions elaborated by Hübner and Leinen has faced severe criticism from
both the member states and national parliaments, and discussions among diverse political institutions
and ideological groups were dragged out over five (!) consecutive presidencies. As will be discussed in
more detail below, the EP groups, the Council, and the member states could not agree on the proposals
concerning the formalisation of the Spitzenkandidaten process and the introduction of transnational
lists for ideological, political, and legal reasons.
However, a number of more modest proposals made it into a compromise motion to reform and
modernise the 1976 European Electoral Act. After reinforced pressure, on 7 June 2018 the Council
adopted a draft decision amending the Electoral Act, and this motion was accepted by Parliament on
4 July and adopted by the Council on 13 July 2018.359 While the key proposals have not been enacted,
a number of the more technical stipulations, albeit somewhat alleviated, made it into the compromise:
(ad 3) the revised Electoral Act encourages the visibility of party political parties on ballot papers, (ad
4) establishes an EU-wide deadline of three (but not 12) weeks before election day for the submission
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The 2002 Council Decision, amending the 1976 Act, authorises Member States to establish thresholds of up to 5 %.
Fourteen Member States have set such thresholds by law. Yet, in two decisions (2011 and 2014), the German Federal
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September 1976.
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of party lists, (ad 5) introduces legal thresholds between 2% and 5% for constituencies that allocate
more than 35 seats, (ad 6) formally recognises the right to vote in other Member States or in third
countries, and (ad 7) introduces options of postal and internet voting. Given that the revised Electoral
Act had not been ratified by all member states in time, the 2019 European elections were conducted
within the pre-existing framework of the Electoral Act as amended in 2002.

5.2.

Implementation of Parliament Proposals within the Member States

Since the last elections in 2014, a number of member states have amended their national legal
framework for European elections. According to a report of Election-Watch.eu360, these mainly
consisted of amendments regarding political party and campaign finance regulation361, the use of
alternative voting methods and related regulations362, national voter registration and data
management processes363 as well as measures to facilitate the electoral participation of persons with
disabilities364.
In addition, as a comparison of the national electoral rules in 2014 and 2019 provided by the European
Parliamentary Research Service365 shows, a number of member states have expanded the options for
EU citizens to vote from abroad, for example via voting at embassies (Austria, Belgium, Latvia, the
Netherlands), postal voting (Denmark, Finland, Hungary) or proxy voting (Belgium). Others have,
according to the same analysis, changed (Portugal: from postal vote to vote at embassy) or limited
(Poland: postal voting no longer possible) the options. Electronic voting is still only possible in Estonia,
while in Bulgaria, Greece and Italy voting is not possible from third countries and in the Czech Republic,
Ireland, Malta and Slovakia, participation in the elections continues to be completely impossible from
abroad.
Many of the other proposals, however, were not implemented. This applies, for example, to the
lowering of the voting age to sixteen, which was only applied in Austria and Malta (it is 17 in Greece) in
both 2014 and 2019, the election day which remained the same, and thus different, as in 2014, or the
application of thresholds. Regarding the latter, a number of member states already apply thresholds
between 1.8 (Cyprus) and 5 per cent, but half of the member states have not implemented threshold
at all.
In the following, given the context of the study, focus on Parliament proposals related to the visibility
of European political parties in the campaign. Article 10 (TEU) states that European parties ‘contribute
to forming European political awareness and to expressing the will of citizens of the Union’. Yet
‘Europarties are still unknown to most European voters. Few will have heard their names, or would
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recognize their symbols’366. As one remedy, Parliament had proposed a binding obligation to make the
names and logos of European parties on national ballot papers equally visible as those of the national
parties, and further to make the affiliation of national parties to European political parties visible during
the electoral campaign on television and radio or in electoral material. Such a display on ballot papers
and in campaign publications is vital to make citizens aware of the fact that the national party or
candidate they are voting for, is a member of a European political party, and that their vote will have
an impact on the size of the respective European political group.

5.2.1.

Ballot papers

During the legislative process on the 2018 amendment of the European Electoral Act, the Council
changed the Parliament proposal on the obligatory placing of the European parties’ names or logos on
ballot papers to a an optional one for the member states: according to Article 3b of the Council
Decision367 Member States ‘may allow for the display, on ballot papers, of the name or logo of the
European political party to which the national political party or individual candidate is affiliated’. The
proposal also triggered opposition from a number of national parliaments that submitted reasoned
opinions under the Early Warning Mechanism or opinions under the Political Dialogue368 stating, for
example, that:
they did not agree ‘with the proposed obligation of the Member States to present the affiliation of
the national parties with the European political parties, because informing the voters about this
affiliation is primarily a matter of interest of the national party itself’ (Czech Senate);
‘political parties should determine their campaign strategy independently and that the government
has no role to play’ (Dutch Tweede Kamer);
‘several of the proposals seem difficult to reconcile with regulations relating to freedom of the press
and freedom of expression in the Swedish Constitution. This applies to the proposals on an obligation
to reproduce logos on ballot papers, the contents of national parties' election campaign materials
and how election materials should be published’ (Swedish Riksdag).
According to a report by the Commission369 in 2014, based on a questionnaire sent to the member
states370 and expert consultations, only a minority of member states allowed the display of names
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and/or logos of European political parties on the voting ballot for the 2014 EP election. This was the
case in Austria, Belgium, France, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Slovenia, Spain and the United
Kingdom. In turn, such a display was not allowed by national law in 15 member states (Bulgaria, Croatia,
Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Germany, Greece371, Finland, Hungary, Latvia, Luxembourg, Malta,
Romania, Slovakia and Sweden).
Interestingly, however, a study commissioned by Parliament in 2015372, comes to, at least at first sight,
rather different conclusions. Based on an analysis of the legal provisions for the EU elections in the
member states, the authors of the study found that:
‘in the vast majority of cases (68%) there is no provision for the inclusion of such information
[European party names and/or logos, the authors]. The only problematic case could be that of the
United Kingdom, where the part of the electoral law that regulates the ballot structure explicitly
forbids the addition of any information that is not specifically included in this law, thus excluding
the possibility of any “Europeanisation” of the ballot without changing the electoral law itself.
Denmark provides a similar case, in which this explicit provision is not in the electoral law, but in an
executive order, instead, so not change of the law would be necessary. Finally, only Greece’s
electoral law explicitly mentions the possibility of including European symbols.’373
The differences may well be due to a different presentation of the existing legal provisions. In fact, the
absence of legal rules concerning European information on the ballot identified by Bardi and Chicchi
does imply that the display of European party names and/or logos was not explicitly prohibited - and
thus allowed as identified by the Commission report - in a number of member states. Table 1 provides
a direct comparison of the findings of both reports and shows that this explanation seems to hold in a
number of cases. Other inconsistencies between both reports, however, remain. In the case of the UK,
in particular, the European election regulations 2013 indeed rule out anything ‘to be printed on the
ballot paper except in accordance with these regulations’, the latter including, inter alia, ‘the names
followed by the descriptions, if any, of registered political parties…’374. Yet the rules do not specify
whether the ‘descriptions’ of the parties may or may not include the European party affiliation.
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Greece changed the electoral law to allow the display before the EP election, see European Commission, Communication
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Parliament at the request of the AFCO Committee, 2015,
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/536464/IPOL_STU(2015)536464_EN.pdf, here p. 25, emphasis added.
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Table 1: Comparison Findings on Legal Provisions re. European Party Names and/or Logos on
Ballot
European Commission 2014375

Bardi and Chicchi
2015376

Austria

National law allows for the names of the European parties to be
displayed on the voting ballots*.

No indication in
law

Belgium

National law allows for the logo of the European political
group/party to be added to the logo of the national political
party.

No indication in
law

Bulgaria

National law does not allow names and/or logos of European
parties to be displayed on the voting ballots*.

No indication in
law

Croatia

National law does not allow names and/or logos of European
parties to be displayed on the voting ballots. The relevant
authorities are considering changes to the current rules on
displaying names and logos on the voting ballots.*

No indication in
law

Cyprus

No Reply

No
ballot
regulation

Czech
Republic

National law does not allow names and/or logos of European
parties to be displayed on the voting ballots.

No indication in
law

Denmark

National law does not allow names and/or logos of European
parties to be displayed on the voting ballots.

Prohibited

Estonia

National law does not allow names and/or logos of European
parties to be displayed on the voting ballots.

No
ballot
regulation

Finland

National law does not allow names and/or logos of European
parties to be displayed on the voting ballots.

No lists printed
on ballot
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recommendations regarding the European Parliament elections to the Report from the Commission to the European
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76

PE 654.628

Europeanising European Public Spheres

France

Germany

National law allows for the logos of the European political
parties to be displayed on the voting ballots. *.

No
ballot
regulation

National law does not allow names and/or logos of European
parties to be displayed on the voting ballots*.

No indication in
law.

Greece

Current national law does not allow names and/or logos of
European parties to be displayed on the ballots. However, a
new provision will be enacted to allow national parties to
specifically indicate their affiliations to European parties on the
voting ballots.

Permitted

Hungary

Current national law does not allow names and/or logos of
European parties to be displayed on the voting ballots. It is up
to the parties to share information on European affiliation
during the campaign.

No indication in
law

National law allows for the names of European parties to be
displayed on the voting ballots*.

No indication in
law

The national authorities called on national political parties to
inform about their affiliation to European parties, by displaying
this affiliation in their logos to be used on the voting ballots*.

No indication in
law

Latvia

National law does not allow names and/or logos of European
parties to be displayed on the voting ballots.

No indication in
law

Lithuania

National law does not allow for the names or the logos of the
European parties to be displayed on the voting ballots*.

No indication in
law

Luxembourg

National law does not allow names and/or logos of European
parties to be displayed on the voting ballots*.

No indication in
law

Malta

National law does not allow names and/or logos of European
parties to be displayed on the voting ballots. Issue being
discussed with the main national parties.

No indication in
law

National law allows for the name (not the logo) of the European
party to be displayed on the voting ballots. However, this at the
discretion of national parties and only made available if the
national party registers their European affiliation with their
Dutch party name.

No
ballot
regulation

Poland

[empty]

No
ballot
regulation
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Portugal

[empty]

No indication in
law

Romania

National law does not allow names and/or logos of European
parties to be displayed on the voting ballots. Measures are
being taken to allow the information to be provided on the
voting ballots*.

No indication in
law

Slovakia

National law does not allow names and/or logos of European
parties to be displayed on the voting ballots. Slovakia disagrees
with the recommendation, as it believes the disclosure of this
information would discriminate against national parties who are
not affiliated with European parties.

No indication in
law

Slovenia

Following a recent amendment to the national legislation, it is
allowed to display names and logos of European Parties on the
voting ballots (Slovenia notified the Commission of the
legislation adopted for this purpose on 20 February 2014).

No indication in
law

Spain

National law allows for the logos of the European parties to be
displayed on the voting ballots.

No indication in
law

Sweden

National law does not allow names and/or logos of European
parties to be displayed on the voting ballots*.

No indication in
law

United
Kingdom

National law allows names and logos of European parties to be
displayed on the voting ballots.

Prohibited

Source: Authors’ compilation based on data provided by the European Commission and Bardi and Chicchi Data directly
imported from European Commission 2014b and Bardi and Chicchi 2015: 30-31. Note: data for European Commission 2014 is
based on information submitted by the member states or, where indicated with *, by national experts on elections.

There is, however, rather broad agreement between the report by Bardi and Chicchi and a follow-up
report by the Commission377 on the fact that the recommendation to display the affiliation to European
parties on ballot papers was followed only exceptionally for the 2014 EP election. While Bardi and
Chicchi found that Italy and Slovenia were the only member states where some parties featured their
European party affiliation on the ballot, either within their national party logo (Italy) or separately

377

European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European
Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, ‘Report on the 2014 European Parliament elections’,
COM (2015) 206 final.
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(Slovenia)378, according to the report of the Commission only ‘some parties in France, one coalition
party in Greece, four in Italy and three in the Netherlands made use of this right’379.
Unfortunately, no comparative data is yet available for the 2019 election. A survey of available ballot
papers suggests, however, that the situation in 2019 remained essentially the same. In most member
states, e.g. in Denmark380, Germany381 or the UK382, ballot papers still featured only the domestic party
names and, more rarely, logos. Exceptions were found383 in Austria384, Italy385 or Luxembourg386, where
individual parties did include the European party name and /or logo in some way on the ballot paper.

5.2.2.

Visibility of the European Parties on Campaign Material

Regarding the more general recommendation by Parliament to make the European party affiliation
visible on campaign material, the situation is similar. As an analysis of the rich online archive of
canvassing material of the European Election Monitoring Centre (EEMC) shows387, national parties also
very rarely followed the recommendation to make the European political parties they are affiliated with
more visible: European party or political group logos can be identified388 on a very small minority of
individual posters in the archive (see table 2).
In Austria, for example, the right-wing nationalist Freedom Party (FPÖ), naturally, did not advertise the
logo of the European Party, and its posters used the European flag only as an attachment to a much
larger Austrian flag. The social-democratic SPÖ featured, inter alia, a photo of its national leader Pamela
Rendi-Wagner, who did not stand for election, showed a European instead of an Austrian flag, yet also
failed to refer to its European parties, i.e. to PES. Unsurprisingly, the ‘new’ Austrian Peoples Party (ÖVP)
showed the face of party leader and then ex-chancellor Sebastian Kurz, who also was not on the ballot,
but neither displayed the EU flag nor referred to the EPP. This pattern may serve as a common example
effectively reproduced largely across the board: national parties appealed to national politics,
advertised national party leaders that usually did not stand for election, printed their national party
logos, but most frequently did not show the name or logo of the respective European Party. The

378
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380
381
382

383

384
385

Bardi, L. and Chicchi, L., Electoral rules and electoral participation in the European elections: the ballot format and
structure, Study commissioned by the policy Department for Citizens’ Rights and Constitutional Affairs of the European
Parliament at the request of the AFCO Committee, 2015,
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/536464/IPOL_STU(2015)536464_EN.pdf, here pp. 25, 34, 72.
European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European
Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, ‘Report on the 2014 European Parliament elections’,
COM (2015) 206 final. For the data, the Commission report draws on a commissioned ‘Study on the Conduct of the 2014
Elections to the European Parliament’, conducted by the Centre for Strategy & Evaluation Services (CSES) in March 2015,
which is, unfortunately, unavailable.
https://www.bt.dk/politik/faerre-smed-en-blank-stemmeseddel-i-boksen-ved-eu-valget.
https://www.europawahl-bw.de/fileadmin/europawahl-bw/2019/musterstimmzettel_europawahl_2019.pdf.
https://www.express.co.uk/news/politics/1127376/european-elections-2019-full-guide-how-to-vote-how-Eu-electionworks-candidates.
Unfortunately, we were not able to find the ballot papers used in all member states. The findings are therefore not
exhaustive.
https://www.bmi.gv.at/412/Europawahlen/Europawahl_2019/files/Amtlicher_Stimmzettel_MUSTER.pdf.
Calossi, E., Gianfreda, S. and Pizzimenti, E., ‘Do europarties matter? The (scarce) level of europartization of the Italian parties,
in N. Bolin, K. Falasca, M. Grusell and L. Nord (eds.), Euroflections. Leading academics on the European elections 2019,
Mittuniversitetet, Sundsvall, Sweden, 2019, p. 67.

386

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/46/European_Parliament_election_2019_in_Luxembourg%2C_Ballot_paper.jpg

387

http://www.electionsmonitoringcenter.eu.
Please note that the EEMC does not claim to have archived all elections posters, that a number of posters were no longer
available or not displayed correctly and that some photographs of posters made the content very difficult to read.
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utilisation of European flags, however, either as a stand-alone or in some way attached to or merged
with the national colours was quite common.

Table 2: Parties on Whose Campaign Posters the European Party or EPG Logo Could Be
Identified
European Party/EPG logo
displayed

Member state

Party

Cyprus

Kinima Sosialdimokraton,
(Social Democrats)

Cyprus

Dimokratikοs Sinagermοs (DISY)

EPP

Estonia

Isamaa

EPP

Germany

CDU&CSU389

EPP

Italy

La Sinistra

both
GUE/NGL
European Left

Italy

Partito Democratico

PES

Ireland

Fianna Fáil (Dublin)

ALDE

Slovakia

MOST – HÍD (MOST)

EPP

EDEK

both PES and S&D

and

Overall, these empirical records transport quite sobering news for those who aim to turn national EP
elections into first-order contests: in EP canvassing, national parties by and large do not advertise their
links with the European parties, but instead frequently feature the personalities of national leaders who
do not stand for election. Similarly, political advertisements either tend to focus on solely national
concerns and feature EU politics mainly in order to show that it benefits some kind of ‘national interest’.
The style and contents of EP election campaigns are thus picked strategically among personalities and
issues that are thought to increase national-level vote shares.

389

Posters featuring the German EPP Spitzenkandidat Manfred Weber (EPP). Posters by the CSU alone featuring Weber
omitted it.
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5.3.

Finally a European Election?

Overall, the European Election Monitoring Centre390 found what they term a ‘low-intensity campaign’
for the European elections in 2019: ‘Only in a few countries, was it possible to talk of an intense electoral
campaign, while in the majority of others the European campaign was barely perceptible’.391 A common
trend of the election campaigns across Europe identified by the EEMC was the continued dominance
of domestic over European issues (Figure 3). Across all member states, on average around two thirds of
the campaign content focused on distinctively national politics (36.3 per cent) or blended domestic
and European affairs (32.9 per cent). Only around a fifth of the campaign appeals centred on Europe or
purely European topics and perspectives (20.5 per cent). A very small percentage finally featured topics
beyond the EU such as climate change as a global issue (1.5 per cent).
While we do not have similarly rich data on the 2009 and 2014 campaign material, research392 suggests
that these campaigns were more intense. Both EP election campaigns were very thoroughly impacted
by the financial crisis, the eurozone crisis, and the refugee ‘crisis’. On the one hand, this coincidence of
multiple crisis, which were considered to be highly relevant for EU politics, led to a significant
harmonisation and parallelisation of political canvassing upon related, highly salient economic, social,
and cultural issue dimensions. On the other hand, dissatisfaction with European and, even more,
national politics also led to an ever-increasing polarisation within national party systems and among
the European parties, and also enabled some significant success and strengthening of populist and,
predominantly, far-right parties.
The 2019 EP elections brought about a reversal of these trends. The previously all-important economic
(financial crisis, eurozone crisis) and cultural conflicts (refugee ‘crisis’) certainly did not suddenly
disappear, but their salience declined considerably. Instead, each segment of the 2019 elections was
fought about different sets of national cleavages. This is also reflected in key issues that encouraged
citizens to vote in the 2019 European Parliament elections. Overall, according to the Parliament’s postelection survey393, economy and growth (44%), combating climate change and protecting the
environment (37%), promoting human rights and democracy (37%), the way the EU should be working
in the future (36%) and immigration (34%) were the most often stated issues. ‘The economy and
growth’ was the biggest issue for voters in 16 Member States, while climate change and the
environment was the main issue in eight countries.

390

391

392

393

Co-funded by the EP, the ‘European Elections Monitoring Center’ (EEMC; http://www.electionsmonitoringcenter.eu) has
produced a vast collection of campaign-relevant material from more than 400 political parties in 28 member states. The
project gathered and analysed almost 200 Facebook accounts, more than 1000 posters and press ads, and almost 500
television commercials in the run-up to the 2019 EP elections.
Novelli, E. and Johansson, B., ‘Introduction’, in Novelli, E. and Johansson, B. (eds.), European Elections Campaign: Images,
Topics, Media in the 28 Member States, European Parliament, Public Opinion Monitoring Unit Directorate-General for
Communication, Brussels, 2019, pp. 15-30, here p. 15.
De Wilde, P., ‘The fall of the Spitzenkandidaten: political parties and conflict in the 2019 European elections’, in S. Kritzinger,
C. Plescia, K. Raube, J. Wilhelm, J. Wouters (eds.), Assessing the 2019 European Parliament Elections, Routledge, London,
2020. Issue salience within the member states can be accessed via the ‘most important problem’ item in the European
Election Studies for both 2014 and 2019. The European Election Studies (here: the voter survey) are available via
http://europeanelectionstudies.net .
European Parliament, ‘The 2019 Post-Electoral Survey - Have European Elections Entered A New Dimension?,
Eurobarometer Survey 91.5 of the European Parliament commissioned by the European Parliament Directorate-General
for Communication, Public Opinion Monitoring Unit, 2019. Available at: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-yourservice/files/be-heard/eurobarometer/2019/post-election-survey-2019-complete-results/report/en-post-electionsurvey-2019-report.pdf, here p. 9. See also the full results for question QG7.
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As figure 2 indicates, domestic issues dominated in Southern and Eastern Europe, while campaigns in
Western and, albeit to a lower extent, Northern Europe were more focused on European issues. To
some extent, this mirrors different main topics communicated by the parties. For example,
immigration-related issues were more present in election campaigns in Eastern Europe and often
framed as a domestic issue. Environmental issues, and climate change in particular, in turn, were
campaign issues almost exclusively in Northern and Western Europe – and mostly framed as an EU or
global concern.

Figure 2 Relative Shares of Campaign Messages According to the Main Dimension by Member
State394
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At the same time, it also needs to be noted that the graph shows the relative shares, which are, in some
cases, based on relatively small numbers. One example is Belgium, with a relatively high share of EUrelated campaign messages, but a very low absolute number of campaign messages overall. Thus,
while the campaign was to a high degree focused on EU issues, it was a very low-intensity campaign
due to federal and regional elections taking place on the same day (see also below).395
As a number of commentators point out, even where EU issues were relevant for the campaign, they
were very often formulated in a simple binary choice for or against (more) EU integration.
‘The debates held at the national level largely followed this fault line, as did the few debates held
between the top candidates (Spitzenkandidaten). In Emmanuel Macron’s France, the contest was
between the pro-European campaign of his Renaissance list and the nationalist agenda of the far

394

395

Data provided in Novelli, E. and Johansson, B., ‘Introduction’, in Novelli, E. and Johansson, B. (eds.), European Elections
Campaign: Images, Topics, Media in the 28 Member States, Brussels, European Parliament, Public Opinion Monitoring Unit
Directorate-General for Communication, Brussels, 2019, pp. 15-30, here p. 18.
Hoon, L., ‘Belgium: Least salient, but very European’, in L. De Sio, M. Franklin and L Russo (eds.), The European Parliament
Elections of 2019, Luiss University Press, Rome, 2019, pp. 91-96, here p. 95.
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right; in Italy, Matteo Salvini portrayed the election as a referendum between the Europe of elites and
the Europe of peoples; in Poland, the ruling nationalist Law and Justice Party faced off against a proEuropean coalition of parties calling themselves the European Coalition; and in Sweden, the prime
minister dubbed the European election a referendum on right-wing extremism. Although framed to
reflect domestic conditions, the question was largely the same across the Union: namely, what is the
future of the EU to be?’396
For Finland, a country where the overall turnout increased only slightly (from 41 per cent in 2014 to
42.7 per cent in 2019), Vesa Koskimaa comes to a similar conclusion: ‘In the few party leader interviews
and debates, domestic issues mixed with EU matters and discussion on EU politics often deflated to
abstract debates on the existence of the Union.397’ Raunio398 as well as Christensen and Svensson la
Rosa399, by contrast, argue that much of the Finnish campaign focused indeed on genuine European
topics, rather than national issues.
For the Czech Republic, Vaclav Stetka assesses the election campaign as ‘fairly lacklustre and
predominantly relying upon empty slogans devoid of references to specific issues (i.e. “For fairer
Europe”, “For better Europe”, “We are the heart of Europe, we want to be heard!”)’. 400
For Portugal, Carlos Jalali notes ‘rumours of the death of the second-order election model may be
exaggerated in Portugal. […] This is perhaps best reflected in the prime minister’s appeal for the EP
vote to be cast as a means to support his government’.401
In Slovenia, Deželan and Vombergar observed an overall, albeit unenthusiastically, pro European
campaign, in which parties competed on, inter alia, their preferred vision for Europe. Still, overall ‘these
EP elections sadly went by as another second-or-der race with actors preparing or saving themselves
for the “real” battle and voters observing fake debates instead of the meaningful ones, particularly the
ones that are set and solved in Brussels.’402
Commenting on the elections in Sweden, Blomgren summarises a dilemma that is present in a large
number of member states where party systems are still largely organised along the traditional left-right
cleavage, namely the two sided nature of EU politics: one side concerns the policy as such, the other
the question of whether the EU should have legislative competencies in the specific area. ‘From a
voter’s point of view, this constitutes a dilemma. A party might oppose a certain policy either because

396

Persson, T., ‘How the elections to the European parliament fell short of providing alternatives’, in N. Bolin, K. Falasca, M. Grusell and L.
Nord (eds.), Euroflections. Leading academics on the European elections 2019, Mittuniversitetet, Sundsvall, Sweden, 2019, p. 16.

397

Koskimaa, V., ‘No democracy without parties? The absence of EU-level agendas in the Finnish campaign’, in N. Bolin, K.
Falasca, M. Grusell and L. Nord (eds.), Euroflections. Leading academics on the European elections 2019, Mittuniversitetet,
Sundsvall, Sweden, 2019, p. 22.
Raunio, T., ‘Finland: European elections in the shadow of national politics’, in N. Bolin, K. Falasca, M. Grusell and L. Nord
(eds.), Euroflections. Leading academics on the European elections 2019, Mittuniversitetet, Sundsvall, Sweden, 2019, p. 35.
Christensen, H. S. and Svensson la Rosa, M., ‘Finland: European Elections in the aftermath of national elections’, in L. De
Sio, M. Franklin and L Russo (eds.), The European Parliament Elections of 2019, Luiss University Press, Rome, 2019, pp. 133139.
Stetka, V., ‘The imitation game? EP election campaign in the Czech Republic’, in N. Bolin, K. Falasca, M. Grusell and L. Nord
(eds.), Euroflections. Leading academics on the European elections 2019, Mittuniversitetet, Sundsvall, Sweden, 2019, p. 32.
Jalali, C., ‘Dispatches from the EU’s 'poster boy': The EP 2019 elections in Portugal’, in N. Bolin, K. Falasca, M. Grusell and L.
Nord (eds.), Euroflections. Leading academics on the European elections 2019, Mittuniversitetet, Sundsvall, Sweden, 2019,
p. 40.
Deželan, T. and Vombergar, N., ‘Did we just do it again? A summary of the Slovenian EP elections’, in N. Bolin, K. Falasca,
M. Grusell and L. Nord (eds.), Euroflections. Leading academics on the European elections 2019, Mittuniversitetet, Sundsvall,
Sweden, 2019, p. 32.
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it does not agree on the specific political measure or because it is reluctant to delegate power to
Brussels. It is often hard for the voter to assess which arguments are most relevant in the debate’.403
Thus, a general politicisation of Europe and a growing polarisation in domestic debates may have
contributed to increasing voters’ willingness to go to the polls, especially under the impression of
Brexit404 or the Trump presidency in the US. At the same time, lacklustre campaigns and the reduction
of campaign messages - or public discourses on the EU more generally - to a simple dichotomous
choice not only deprives citizens of a meaningful electoral choice, it contributes very little to giving EU
citizens ownership over EU politics and thus to overcoming the ‘democratic disconnect’.
Here, a survey of EU citizens in eight countries (Austria, Denmark, Germany, France, Hungary, Italy,
Poland and Spain) conducted five weeks before and immediately after the election provides interesting
insights into the question of how ‘European’ the 2019 EP elections were from the perspective of
citizens.405 Focussing on the topics citizens discussed with family, friends or colleagues, the results show
that, perhaps rather unsurprisingly, that EU topics (here: ‘European integration’ and ‘euro’) were hardly
the most discussed topics, either before or after the election. Even on the election day, the share of
respondents who named both EU issues as the most important remained at 4 per cent (Italy and
Poland) or less. Rather, citizens’ discussions focused on climate change (10%), immigration (9.5%),
health care (9.5%), pensions (6.9%), inequality in society (5.6%), environment (5.1), unemployment
(4.3%), education (4.2%) or taxation (4.2%). And while some of these are clearly policies where the EU
has far reaching competencies, the question remains to what extent citizens are aware of this.
Somewhat more surprising is the large share of respondents who stated that they had not discussed
EU topics at all during the last month. Before the election, the share or respondents ranged from slightly
over 50 per cent in Denmark, where, as mentioned above, the EP campaign partially overlapped with
the general election held on 5 June 2019, to 25 per cent in Italy. Immediately after the election, the
shares are overall lower, ranging from over 30 per cent in Austria, Denmark, Germany France and Spain
to about 25 per cent in Hungary and Poland and just under 20 per cent in Italy. Also, as the authors
point out, where respondents did, in turn, discuss EU topics, this ‘only indicates some level of
discussion’, and as their findings suggest, EU topics tended ‘to be “squeezed out” by other issues’.406

5.4.

The 2019 Campaign in the Media

Unfortunately, so far we do not have any in-depth media analyses of the 2019 elections to draw on. Yet
it seems that in most member states, one or more tv debates between the main national party
candidates took place before the election, for example in Denmark on 25 April and 22 May 2019, in

403

404

405

406

Blomgren, M., ‘More or less EU – still the fundamental conflict in Sweden’, in N. Bolin, K. Falasca, M. Grusell and L. Nord
(eds.), Euroflections. Leading academics on the European elections 2019, Mittuniversitetet, Sundsvall, Sweden, 2019, p. 42)
According the EP post-election survey, 22 per cent of the respondent across Europe stated that media coverage and
discussions about Brexit impacted their decision whether to vote or not to vote, at least ‘to some extent’. Unsurprisingly,
the shares are highest in the UK (52 per cent) and Ireland (38 per cent), see European Parliament, ‘The 2019 Post-Electoral
Survey - Have European Elections Entered A New Dimension?, Eurobarometer Survey 91.5 of the European Parliament
commissioned by the European Parliament Directorate-General for Communication, Public Opinion Monitoring Unit,
2019. Available at: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/files/be-heard/eurobarometer/2019/post-electionsurvey-2019-complete-results/report/en-post-election-survey-2019-report.pdf, here p. 73f.
Partheymüller, J., Plescia, C., Wilhelm , J. and Kritzinger, S., ‘Let’s talk about Europe! Political discussion during the EP 2019
election campaign’, ÖGfE Policy Brief 19, 6 August 2019.
Partheymüller, J., Plescia, C., Wilhelm , J. and Kritzinger, S., ‘Let’s talk about Europe! Political discussion during the EP 2019
election campaign’, ÖGfE Policy Brief 19, 6 August 2019, here p. 4.
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France on 22 May, in Germany on 15 and on 21 May and in the Netherlands on 23 May. In most cases,
the debates were broadcast on at least one main public TV channel, usually livestreamed on the
internet and often accompanied by a live ticker or the possibility for viewers to post questions in the
chat. In Germany, the main public TV channel ARD also broadcast a debate between two of the
European Spitzenkandidaten Frans Timmermans and Mandfred Weber on 7 May 2019. In Finland,
Raunio credits the public broadcasting company Yle for ‘running a series of informative stories and
debates on Europe and the EP as the elections approached’.407 In addition, ‘[u]nder pressure from the
nationalist-populist challenge, which was leveled by The Finns Party, pro-EU pundits in the social, and
sometimes in the traditional media too, made a considerable effort to defend the EU and advocate
voting with “pep talks” that centered on EU achievements, especially its role as a maintainer of peace
and open trade.408 There were, however, also some exceptions. In Croatia, for example, no central
debates with the national candidates were organised, and only one of the European Spitzenkandidaten
debate was broadcast on TV, via cable news channel N1 television Zagreb.409
One important aspect that may have influenced the intensity of the EP election campaign, and the
media coverage thereof, in some member states was the proximity of national (parliamentary or
presidential) elections, which were likely to divert public attention at least to some extent.
In Estonia, parliamentary elections took place on 3 March 2019, and thus almost two months before
European elections. Still, the unexpected coalition formation of the Centre Party with the right-wing
populist Estonian Conservative People’s Party (EKRE) meant that domestic politics played a dominant
role during the EP election campaign: ‘Including the populists in government sparked a wave of protest
among certain segments of the public and framed much of the EP election campaign for the opposition
parties as they were trying to capitalise on this discontent, but also influence the conservative vote’410.
In Finland, the parliamentary elections held more than a month before the European elections, on 14
April 2019, resulted in an unusually fragmented legislature (no party gained more that 18% of the
votes). The new government led by SDP Chairman Antti Rinne took office on June 6. Negotiations on
the government formation thus overlapped with the EP election campaign. As a result, European
political parties or the EP party groups were hardly visible in the Finnish media - outside of nationally
salient topics such as Finnish MEP Alexander Stubbs candidacy to become the EPP’s Spitzenkandidat.411
Instead, media attention focused on individual candidates, especially on ‘well-known hopefuls’ such as
incumbent MEPs parties’ rising stars, but also on MPs retiring from the Finnish national parliament, the
Eduskunta. Also covered extensively was the fact that 14 MPs who had won seats in the Eduskunta in
the national election also stood for the EP election – ‘sometimes just to increase the total vote share of

407

408

409

410

411

Raunio, T., ‘Finland: European elections in the shadow of national politics’, in N. Bolin, K. Falasca, M. Grusell and L. Nord
(eds.), Euroflections. Leading academics on the European elections 2019, Mittuniversitetet, Sundsvall, Sweden, 2019, p. 35.
Koskimaa, V., ‘No democracy without parties? The absence of EU-level agendas in the Finnish campaign’, in N. Bolin, K.
Falasca, M. Grusell and L. Nord (eds.), Euroflections. Leading academics on the European elections 2019, Mittuniversitetet,
Sundsvall, Sweden, 2019, p. 22.
Peruško, Z., ‘The challenge of building a public connection’, in N. Bolin, K. Falasca, M. Grusell and L. Nord (eds.),
Euroflections. Leading academics on the European elections 2019, Mittuniversitetet, Sundsvall, Sweden, 2019, p. 85.
Mölder, M., Estonia: Europe on the agenda but not at the core of the campaign’, in N. Bolin, K. Falasca, M. Grusell and L.
Nord (eds.), Euroflections. Leading academics on the European elections 2019, Mittuniversitetet, Sundsvall, Sweden, 2019, p.
34.
Koskimaa, V., ‘No democracy without parties? The absence of EU-level agendas in the Finnish campaign’, in N. Bolin, K.
Falasca, M. Grusell and L. Nord (eds.), Euroflections. Leading academics on the European elections 2019, Mittuniversitetet,
Sundsvall, Sweden, 2019, p. 22.
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their party’s list, without any intention to enter the EP after the election.’412 The strong media focus on
individual candidates can also be explained by Finland’s ‘open list’ electoral system. Within a nationalwide electoral district, citizens vote for individual candidates who are not ranked on their party lists.
In Belgium and Lithuania, the European elections took place on 26 May, and thus on the same day as
the Belgian federal and regional elections, and the second round of the Lithuanian presidential
election, respectively. In Greece, local and regional elections were held one week later, on 2 June 2019
– and just a few weeks before the national parliamentary election on 7 July. In Denmark, finally,
parliamentary elections were held 10 days after the European elections, on 5 June 2019. In all these
cases, the hot phase of the electoral campaigns overlapped completely or at least partially, which more
than likely influenced the parties’ election campaigns, focussing messages more on domestic issues.
In Belgium, the concurrent elections resulted in the near absence of European campaigns and
candidates from public debate and media: ‘While national politicians took turns showing up in daily
political shows on the Belgian national channels, there was little attention given to the EP
candidates.’413 According to Hoon one ‘rather low-profile debate’ between candidates was broadcast
on Flemish television, and ‘two or three slightly more ambitious debates’ in Walloon media. This was
slightly different in 2014, when - despite elections also taking place at the same day - the candidacy of
Guy Verhofstadt for the Presidency of the Commission did attract more attention to the European
election.414
For Greece, the close succession of elections ‘clearly favoured national politics over the EU, [and]
turnout at the EP election was relatively low (31 per cent). In addition, […] the political leaders of the
government and opposition made clear that the European elections were really about gauging the
popular sentiment a few months prior to the national ones’.415
In Denmark, finally, turnout at the national election remained essentially the same (84.5 per cent in
2019 compared to 85.9 per cent in 2015), while the turnout of 66.1 per cent at the EP election was a
record-high for European elections, the increase in turnout by 9.9 percentage points and higher than
the EU average. Still, exit polls show that an ‘unexpectedly low proportion of voters’ deviated from their
national preference in their EP vote (24 per cent), ‘suggesting a more nationalized vote than at previous
Swedish EP elections’.416
In other member states, by contrast, the campaign was overshadowed by domestic scandals.
In Austria, release of the infamous ‘Ibiza video’417 on the evening of 17 May 2019 not only led to the
resignation of FPÖ party leader and vice chancellor H.C. Strache and his deputy, Johann Gudenus, but
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Koskimaa, V., ‘No democracy without parties? The absence of EU-level agendas in the Finnish campaign’, in N. Bolin, K.
Falasca, M. Grusell and L. Nord (eds.), Euroflections. Leading academics on the European elections 2019, Mittuniversitetet,
Sundsvall, Sweden, 2019, pp. 22.
Hoon, L., ‘Belgium: Least salient, but very European’, in L. De Sio, M. Franklin and L Russo (eds.), The European Parliament
Elections of 2019, Luiss University Press, Rome, 2019, pp. 91-96, here p. 95.
Kelbel, C., Van Ingelgom, V., and Verhaegen, S., ‘Looking for the European voter: Split-ticket voting in the Belgian Regional
and European Elections of 2009 and 2014’, Politics and Governance, Vol. 4, No 1, 2016, pp. 116-129.
Papathanassopoulos, S., ‘Dealing with the Outliers’, in N. Bolin, K. Falasca, M. Grusell and L. Nord (eds.), Euroflections.
Leading academics on the European elections 2019, Mittuniversitetet, Sundsvall, Sweden, 2019, p. 38.
Berg, L. and Ekengren Oscarsson, H., ‘The Swedish European parliament election 2019’, in N. Bolin, K. Falasca, M. Grusell
and L. Nord (eds.), Euroflections. Leading academics on the European elections 2019, Mittuniversitetet, Sundsvall, Sweden,
2019, pp. 50-51, here p. 50.
The secretly filmed video, released simultaneously by the German newspapers Sueddeutsche Zeitung and Der Spiegel,
appears to show Strache and Gudenus offering access to public contracts at inflated prices to the alleged niece of a
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also to the collapse of the governing coalition of the Austrian Peoples Party (ÖVP) and the Freedom
Party (FPÖ). As a result of the scandal, the attention of the media as well as the citizens was almost
completely focused on the national level, ‘making the European Parliament election per se, as well as
parties’ positions on European integration, politically irrelevant’418. Still, turnout at the EP election
increased by 14.4 per cent (from 45.4 per cent to 59.8 per cent). To a large part this is due to the fact
that the EP election turned into a pre-test for the national snap election scheduled for September 2019.
In addition, by stylising itself as the victim in the scandal, the FPÖ was able to mobilise its voters –
including voters who normally do not vote in EP elections419. While the FPÖ was largely able to maintain
its vote share, losing around 2.5 percentage points compared to the 2014 election, the ÖVP was able
to realise its largest vote share in EP elections to date, with 34.6 per cent (plus 7.6 percentage points).
Despite being ranked - symbolically - last on the FPÖ list for the elections, Strache even received
enough preferential votes to gain a seat in the new EP.
In Bulgaria, public debates throughout April and May 2019 were dominated by corruptions scandals
involving members of the government420. Especially the so-called ‘apartment-gate’421 infuriated voters:
according to media reports, prominent Bulgarian politicians and state officials had purchased luxury
apartments in Sofia at prices way below market value. One outcome of the scandal was, according to
Yordanova, increased apathy among the electorate: ‘The public grew tired of the electoral political
propaganda’422. The share of voters viewing the EP election as important dropped from 51 per cent in
April 2019 to 38 per cent in May, the final turnout was 33.3 per cent – despite compulsory voting. Still,
due to the personal engagement by its popular leader, Boyko Borisov, the main governing party
Citizens for European Development of Bulgaria (GERB) was able to recover and emerge as the winner
of the Elections.
In Germany, finally, a so far ‘rather underwhelming and unexciting electoral campaign’423 gained quite
some momentum due to a rather different event, namely when on 18 May 2019 a young youtuber
released an hour-long video424 on the German mainstream parties, and the CDU in particular, under the
title ‘the destruction of the CDU’ (Die Zerstörung der CDU’, translation by the author). In the video,
youtuber Rezo strongly criticised the failure of the mainstream parties to address acute problems
focussing especially on climate change but also on income inequality, foreign and security policy, drug
policy or the recent EU copyright law. The proclaimed ‘personal rant’ ended with a plea to vote in the
EU elections – just not for the mainstream parties or, especially, the extremist right wing AfD. The video
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wealthy Russian oligarch in return for campaign support for the FPÖ including illegal funding for the then upcoming
general elections in 2017. See https://projekte.sueddeutsche.de/artikel/politik/das-strache-video-e335766/ for details.
Kritzinger, S. and Plescia, C., ‘Austria: the 2019 European Parliament election overshadowed by Ibiza-gate’, in L De Sio, M.
Franklin and L. Russo (eds.), The European Parliament Elections of 2019, Luiss University Press, Rome, 2019, pp. 85-89, here
p. 85, emphasis in original.
Kritzinger, S. and Plescia, C., ‘Austria: the 2019 European Parliament election overshadowed by Ibiza-gate’, in L De Sio, M.
Franklin and L. Russo (eds.), The European Parliament Elections of 2019, Luiss University Press, Rome, 2019, pp. 85-89, here
p. 87.
Yordanova, N., ‘Bulgaria: neither a protest, nor a European vote’, in L. De Sio, M. Franklin and L Russo (eds.), The European
Parliament Elections of 2019, Luiss University Press, Rome, 2019, pp. 97-102.
Financial Times, ‘Bulgaria’s “apartment gate” infuriates struggling citizens, 25.04.2019. Available at:
https://www.ft.com/content/30083814-5ea0-11e9-a27a-fdd51850994c.
Yordanova, N., ‘Bulgaria: neither a protest, nor a European vote’, in L. De Sio, M. Franklin and L Russo (eds.), The European
Parliament Elections of 2019, Luiss University Press, Rome, 2019, pp. 97-102, here p. 98.
Giebler, H., ‘Germany: Second order but still groundbreaking?, in L. De Sio, M. Franklin and L Russo (eds.), The European
Parliament Elections of 2019, Luiss University Press, Rome, 2019, pp. 147-153, here p. 149.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Y1lZQsyuSQ.
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quickly went viral in Germany and even abroad, reaching over 12 million views425 in the week before
the election. Two days before the election, Rezo released an additional video426 featuring an ‘open
letter’ by a large number of young German youtubers, again asking viewers to participate in the
elections, but not to vote for the large mainstream parties or the AfD. While both videos are focused
rather on domestic than EU politics or the European elections as such, it is more than likely that the
videos, and the ensuing debates on them427, had a substantial impact on the turnout as well as the
success of the Greens especially among the young electorate.

5.5.

#EP2019 - A Campaign fought on Social Media

Social media played not only a role in Germany, with the campaign gaining much of its dynamics
through a controversial YouTube video. According to the data of the European election Monitoring
Centre 428 campaigning via social networks and platforms surpassed more traditional campaigning via
posters or TV commercials in most member states.
Here, Germany stands out as the member state with the highest share of traditional posters and press
advertisements, followed by Slovakia, Denmark, Slovenia, Lithuania or Estonia. TV advertisements also
still played a larger role in Germany, Denmark, Estonia and Lithuania, but also in Greece, Malta and
Luxemburg. In absolute numbers, Greek parties took the lead with 87 TV commercials, followed by
Portugal (n=63), Germany (n=40), Poland (n=32) and Hungary (n=31).
In turn, the campaigns in other member states were fought to a much larger degree on social media
platforms, with Facebook posts reaching a share of 85 per cent and higher out of all campaign
messages. In terms of absolute numbers, Southern European member states, and especially Italy and
Portugal, took the lead in terms of the intensity of social media campaigns, while the differences
between Eastern, Western and Northern European member states are less pronounced. Looking at the
overall shares, the picture changes somewhat, with the highest share of Facebook posts out of all
messages found in the UK, France, Cyprus, Croatia, Belgium, Italy, and Latvia.
When comparing the different campaign outlets, it needs to be taken into account that the shares are
based on the absolute numbers of campaign messages. In other words, a message in a post on
Facebook was counted with the same weight as a message in a television advertisement or on a
campaign poster but may have a very different impact in terms of intensity and duration of reach. Still,
the shares clearly reflect the growing importance of social media for political communication.
Differences between the countries in terms of campaign outlets used can be partly explained by
domestic legal regulations. 429 In Estonia, for example the use of campaign posters during the election
campaign is prohibited. In some member states parties have, tightly regulated, access to free airtime
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As of May 2020, the video has over 17 million views.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xpg84NjCr9c.
For a good summary, see Kuras, P., ‘German Politics Discovers YouTube’, Foreign Policy, 4 June 2019, available at:
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/06/04/german-politics-discovers-youtube/.
For the following, Novelli, E. and Johansson, B., ‘Introduction’, in Novelli, E. and Johansson, B. (eds.), European Elections
Campaign: Images, Topics, Media in the 28 Member States, Brussels, European Parliament, Public Opinion Monitoring Unit
Directorate-General for Communication, 2019, pp. 15-30.
On the following, see the country reports in Cappello, M. (ed.), Media coverage of elections: the legal framework in Europe,
IRIS Special, European Audiovisual Observatory, Strasbourg, 2017; and in Novelli, E. and Johansson, B. (eds.), European
Elections Campaign: Images, Topics, Media in the 28 Member States, Brussels, European Parliament, Public Opinion
Monitoring Unit Directorate-General for Communication, 2019.
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for campaign broadcasts (albeit in some cases limited to public broadcasters), such as in the Czech
Republic, Germany, France, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland or Spain. In turn, paid political
advertisements are generally prohibited in Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Italy, Ireland,
Latvia, Spain, and the UK, but permitted in Poland (albeit with price regulations) and in the Netherlands.
Finally, only few member states have rules on political advertising online, which may also explain the
intensity of the online campaign. In the UK, finally, the late decision to hold European elections meant
that only few TV commercials could be produced in time, and print material such as posters was not
used at all.
In addition, differences between party families seemed to play a role. Figure 3 shows the party with the
largest number of campaign posts on Facebook during the campaign for each member state. Although
the numbers differ widely even for the most active parties, the figure indicates that Eurosceptic and/or
populist parties at the extreme ends of the political spectrum were especially active on social media.

Figure 3: Party with largest number of campaign posts on Facebook per member state
Party with most FB posts in each member state
Italy ‐ La Lega
United Kingdom ‐ United Kingdom Independence Party
Portugal ‐ Esquerda
Czech Republic ‐ Svoboda a přímá demokracie
Croatia ‐ Živi zid
Greece ‐ SYRIZA
Slovenia ‐ Slovenska demokratska stranka
Malta ‐ Partit Laburista
Poland ‐ Kukiz’15
France ‐ Europe Écologie‐Les Verts
Bulgaria ‐ Koalitsiya BSP za Bulgari a
Romania ‐ Partidul National Liberal
Spain ‐ Partido S ocialista Obrero Español
Hungary ‐ Magyar S zocialista Párt
Cyprus ‐ Ki nima Oikologon
Austria ‐ Österreichische Volkspart ei
Luxembourg ‐ D’Piratepartei
Latvia ‐ Jaunā Vienot ība
Ireland ‐ Sinn Féin
Denmark ‐ Dansk Folk eparti
Sweden ‐ Sverigedemokraterna
Slovakia ‐ OBYČAJNÍ ĽUDIA a nezávislé osobnosti
Germany ‐ Christilich S oziale Union
Finland ‐ Perussuomalaiset
Lithuania ‐ Lietuvos valstiečių ir žaliųjų sąjunga
Netherlands ‐ Partij voor de Vrijheid
Estonia ‐ Isamaa
Belgium ‐ Vlaams Belang
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Finally, campaigning via posts on parties’ or candidates’ own Facebook pages, twitter messages or
Instagram posts need to be distinguished from paid political advertisements placed on Facebook,
twitter or Instagram. According to Facebook’s publicly available ad library430, EU institutions and
European political parties spent 3.9 million euro for a total of 6,686 political advertisements on
Facebook between the beginning of March and the end of May 2019.431 Of these, the Commission spent
just 105,000 euro, Parliament 3.3 million euro on advertisements related to the ‘This Time I’m Voting’
campaign aimed at encouraging EU citizens to vote. By contrast, spending by European political parties
on Facebook advertisements was much lower, amounting to 449,000 euro on Facebook ads in the
three months leading up to the election – a figure that pales in comparison to the amounts spent by
some individual national parties over the same period. Drawing on data compiled by the European

430
431

https://www.facebook.com/ads/library.
VoxEurope, ‘EU institutions and parties paid millions on Facebook ads’, 18.06.2019,
https://voxeurop.eu/en/2019/european-elections-5123411.
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Data Journalism Network (EDJN) 432, Table 3 provides an overview over the 25 ‘top spenders’ among the
national political parties. The only European party with a comparable amount spent on Facebook
advertisements were the European Greens.

Table 3: Top 25 National Parties in Terms of Amount Spent on Political Facebook
Advertisements
Name

Amount Spent

Unidos Podemos (ES)

751,344

Vlaams Belang (BE)

707,737

Ciudadanos (ES)

364,595

SPD (DE)

314,745

CDU (DE)

300,010

The Liberal Democrats (UK)

274,919.96

European Greens

255,058.06

Partido Popular (ES)

251,252

The Labour Party (UK)

248,877.15

Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie (BE)

247,321

BÜNDNIS 90/DIE GRÜNEN (DE)

214,910

Fidesz (HU)

182,576.29

Socialdemokraterna (SE)

171,042.02

FPÖ (AT)

161,311

Change UK - The Independent Group (UK)

154,708.3

sp.a (BE)

154,443

FDP (DE)

145,871

SPÖ (AT)

145,171

The Brexit Party (UK)

143,169.87

Open Vld (BE)

134,946

432

https://edjn.localfocus.nl/#/details/758e3d8107b317b09d39d62031188dfb6c8a6a39b821dd2b6605ecc6047cb79a/.
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The Conservative Party (UK)

132,247.29

Moderaterna (SE)

129,853.01

Lega - Salvini Premier (IT)

128,782

Uniunea Salvați România – USR (RO)

125,869.15

Centerpartiet (DK)

124,085.36

Partidul Social Democrat (RO)

108,937.92

Source: European Data Journalism Network433. Note: Data covers amounts in euro spent between 1 March and 26 May
excluding advertisements without a disclaimer.

Whether or not campaigning and advertising on social media platforms such as Facebook is also an
effective means of informing, mobilising and engaging with voters in EP elections is difficult to assess.
Here, the literature generally suggests that online communication with voters can indeed be a
successful strategy to secure re-election.434 Whether the content of political communication in terms of
positions or justifications matters for the generation of electoral support is less clear. While some show
that (some) content matters435, others have argued that any communication might be good
communication, and that electoral benefits depend more on the frequency of communication than the
content436. Regarding communication via social media, studies have shown that following a prominent
candidate’s Twitter feed, for example, is not necessarily connected to increases in political learning437,
but can lead to more positive attitudes towards tweeting candidates438, generate feelings of greater
connectedness to the tweeting personality439, and can have a strong effect on recognition, recall and
imagined intimacy, especially in the case of personalised messages by candidates440.
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https://edjn.localfocus.nl/#/details/758e3d8107b317b09d39d62031188dfb6c8a6a39b821dd2b6605ecc6047cb79a/.
Jackson, N., ‘Perception or reality: How MPs believe the internet helps them win votes’, Journal of Political Marketing, Vol.
10, No 3, 2011, pp. 230–250.; Jackson, N. and Lilleker, D., ‘Just public relations or an attempt at interaction? British MPs in
the press, on the web and “in your face”’, European Journal of Communication, Vol. 19, No 4, 2004, pp. 507–533;
Kruikemeier, S., ‘How Political Candidates Use Twitter and the Impact on Votes’, Computers in Human Behavior, Vol. 34,
2014, pp. 131–39; Marcinkowski, F. and Metag, J., ‘Why do candidates use online media in constituency campaigning? An
application of the theory of planned behavior’, Journal of Information Technology & Politics, Vol. 11, No 2, 2014, pp. 151–68.
Grose, C.R., Malhotra, N. and Parks Van Houweling, R., ‘Explaining Explanations: How Legislators Explain Their Policy
Positions and How Citizens React’, American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 59, No 3, 2015, pp. 724-43; McGraw, K.M.,
Timpone, R., and Bruck, G., ‘Justifying Controversial Political Decisions: Home Style in the Laboratory’, Political Behavior,
Vol. 15, No 3, 1993, pp. 289-308; Peterson, E. and Simonovits, G., ‘Costly Values: The Limited Benefits and Potential Costs
of Targeted Policy Justifications’, Journal of Experimental Political Science, Vol. 4, No 2, 2017, pp. 95-106.
Matsubayashi, T., ‘Do Politicians Shape Public Opinion?’, British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 43, No 2, 2013, pp. 451–478.
Dimitrova, D.V., Shehata, A., Strömbäck, J. and Nord, L.W., ‘The effects of digital media on political knowledge and
participation in election campaigns’, Communication Research, Vol. 41, No 1, 2014, pp. 95–118.
Kobayashi, T. and Ichifuji, Y., ‘Tweets That Matter: Evidence From a Randomized Field Experiment in Japan’, Political
Communication, Vol. 32, No 4, 2015, pp. 574-593.
Lee, E.J. and Jang, J.W., ‘Not so imaginary interpersonal contact with public figures on social network sites: how affiliative
tendency moderates its effects’, Communication Research, Vol. 40, No 1, 2013, pp. 27–51
Lee, E.J. and Oh, S. Y., ‘Seek and You Shall Find? How Need for Orientation Moderates Knowledge Gain from Twitter Use’,
Journal of Communication, Vol. 63, No 4, 2013, 745-65.
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In addition, the potential reach of campaign messages is increasing. As figure 4 drawing on data from
the Standard Eurobarometer from Autumn 2019441 shows, online social networks have by no means
surpassed classic sources such as television or the print media but have still become fairly important
sources for political news for EU citizens.

Figure 4: Sources for Political News

It remains unclear, however, to what extent the data indicates that online campaigning via Facebook
during the 2019 EP elections actually reached the citizens. First, the term social media network
encompasses, of course, a broader range of platforms than just Facebook. According to the Reuters
Digital News Report, Facebook was indeed the most important source among the social media
networks for news in all surveyed member states in 2019 (figure 5) – at least for online populations who
read news at least once a month442 - although its importance seems to decline in a number of member
states especially among younger people. Still, even a greater use of online social networks as sources
of political news does not mean that Facebook pages of political parties or candidates (as well as their
Twitter, Instagram or YouTube accounts) are indeed among these sources.

441

https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/instruments/STANDARD/surveyKy/2255.

442

The Survey was conducted online, thus underrepresenting ‘the consumption habits of people who are not online (typically
older, less affluent, and with limited formal education)’. In addition, all respondents stating they that they had not
consumed any news in the past month were filtered out. See Newman, N. with Fletcher, R, Kalogeropoulos, and Nielsen
R., K., Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2019, Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, Oxford, 2019, here p. 5,
available at: https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/inline-files/DNR_2019_FINAL.pdf.
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Figure 5: Share of respondents using Facebook as a source for political news 2018/19
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Indeed, the data from the EEMC indicates great variation when it comes to the engagement of users
with the FB pages of the political parties (figure 6). Again, and even more pronounced than regarding
the use of Facebook as a campaign message outlet, mainly Eurosceptic populist parties drew user
engagement.

443

Newman, N. with Fletcher, R, Kalogeropoulos, and Nielsen R., K., Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2019, Reuters
Institute for the Study of Journalism, Oxford, 2019, available at:
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/inline-files/DNR_2019_FINAL.pdf. Unfortunately, the survey
does not cover all EU member states.
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Figure 6: Party with most user engagement on Facebook in each member state
Party with most FB enagement in each member state
Italy ‐ Movimento 5 Stelle
Hungary ‐ Fidesz
United Kingdom ‐ Brexi t Party
Romania ‐ Partidul National Liberal
Spain ‐ VOX
Germa ny ‐ A lternativ e für Deutschland
Sweden ‐ Sver igedemokraterna
Belg ium ‐ V laams Belang
Austr ia ‐ Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs
Poland ‐ Platforma Obywatelska
Croatia ‐ Živi zid
Denmark ‐ Dansk Folk eparti
France ‐ Rassemblement national
Greece ‐ SYRIZA
Netherlands ‐ Forum voor Democratie
Finland ‐ Perussuomalaiset
Czech Republic ‐ Česká pirátská strana
Slovakia ‐ OBYČAJNÍ ĽUDIA a nezávislé osobnosti
Por tugal ‐ Partido Social ista
Bulgaria ‐ Koalitsiya BSP za Bulgari a
Ireland ‐ Sinn Féin
Malta ‐ Partit Laburista
Slovenia ‐ S ocial ni demokrati
Cyprus ‐ Anorthotiko Komma
Lithuania ‐ Lietuvos valstiečių ir žaliųjų sąjunga
Estonia ‐ Eesti Konserva tiivne Rahva erak ond
Latvia ‐ Jaunā konservatī vā partija
Luxembourg ‐ déi gréng
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Source: European Election Monitoring Centre444
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Cf. the country reports in Novelli, E. and Johansson, B. (eds.), European Elections Campaign: Images, Topics, Media in the 28
Member States, European Parliament, Public Opinion Monitoring Unit Directorate-General for Communication, Brussels,
2019.
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RISE AND FALL OF THE SPITZENKANDIDATEN
There is a long-standing debate in the academic literature on the democratic deficit of the EU: authors
continue to disagree whether this alleged legitimacy issue does actually exist445 or not446, and, if yes,
what remedies are at hand to address it. Some contributions suggest focusing on democratic input to
re-model mechanisms of delegation and strengthen democratic accountability. Other authors, by
contrast, believe the EU should (and can only) be legitimised by its technocratic output, its
effectiveness, performance, and ability to produce optimal solutions for common problems of the
member states.447
This section exclusively focusses on the input dimension. As indicated before, the programmatic
contribution by Simon Hix448 did a lot to feed political science research back into political and public
discussions on deficits of the EU’s political system as well as on potential remedies and institutional
reforms to address these problems and to introduce ‘limited democratic politics’ at the EU level. A key
proposal by Hix to bolster the legitimacy of decision-making at the EU level was to engineer an open
contest for the presidency of the Commission. Publicly visible, rival candidates were considered to be
suitable vehicles to better aggregate and present the political programs of the European political
parties, to focus political attention towards the levels of EU politics, and to communicate directly with
the European public. The introduction of lead candidates (Spitzenkandidaten) also represented an
attempt to strip EU politics of its bureaucratic, distant, and impersonal reputation, and instead to attach
well-established personalities to the European level and thereby foster the links of European politicians
with the European electorate(s) and to improve the perception of political accountability, competence,
and leadership.449
The formal basis for the Spitzenkandidaten model in the Treaty on European Union (TEU), however,
remains rather opaque and only links the selection of the candidate for the office of the Commission
President somehow to the results of the preceding European elections. Article 17(7) states that
’7. Taking into account the elections to the European Parliament and after having held the
appropriate consultations, the European Council, acting by a qualified majority, shall propose to the
European Parliament a candidate for President of the Commission. This candidate shall be elected by
the European Parliament by a majority of its component members. If he does not obtain the required
majority, the European Council, acting by a qualified majority, shall within one month propose a new
candidate who shall be elected by the European Parliament following the same procedure.’
While these provisions neither formally define the role of lead candidates nor institute any substantive
claims, the revised formulation of Article 17(7) does establish an, albeit weak, link to the European
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Føllesdal, A. and Hix, S., ‘Why There is a Democratic Deficit in the EU: A Response to Majone and Moravcsik’, Journal of
Common Market Studies Vol. 44, No 3, 2006, pp. 533-562.
Majone, G., ‘Europe’s “democratic deficit”: the question of standards’, European Law Journal, Vol. 4, No 1, 1998, pp. 5-28;
Moravcsik, A., ‘In Defence of the “Democratic Deficit”: Reassessing the Legitimacy of the European Union’, Journal of
Common Market Studies, Vol. 40, No 4, 2002, pp. 603-634.
Majone, G., ‘Europe’s “democratic deficit”: the question of standards’, European Law Journal, Vol. 4, No 1, 1998, pp. 5-28;
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elections’ results. The new wording opened up some leeway for the idea that the new chief executive
of the EU could be, in some way or another, indirectly elected by the people. As a result, a greater
formalisation of the Spitzenkandidaten process was also one of the central proposals for Parliament for
electoral reform in 2015.

6.1.

Dimensions of Evaluation

The introduction of the lead candidate system was motivated by a number of substantive goals which
can also be applied as yardsticks to assess and critically evaluate its effectiveness. In the subsequent
section, we select and discuss some key arguments that drive the academic debate. We argue that the
institutional innovation of the lead candidate system is severely limited by a key problem that affects
most attempts of constitutional or electoral ‘engineering’: measures aimed at influencing and
modifying individual behaviour and preferences are by and large only successful when directed at wellinformed, knowledgeable citizens, but they fail to successfully communicate and establish links with
those parts of the electorates that hold little information, show little interest, and are generally
alienated from the European project and/or the EU.

6.1.1.

Effects on Voter Turnout

European Parliament elections have regularly been plagued by low levels of aggregate voter turnout.
Voter participation in European elections was low in absolute terms, and in almost all member states
tends to be systematically lower than turnout in previous or subsequent elections to national
parliaments. In a more dynamical perspective, since the first EP elections in 1979 aggregate turnout
has dropped continuously, steadily and sometimes rapidly. Representing the often anamorphic
European parties by well-known personalities and reinforcing competition of rival parties and
candidates for (the) key executive position(s) aim at rendering EP elections more visible and salient
than before. The notion that future EP elections be ‘different’ may thus be provisionally assessed by
comparing rates of voter turnout in European elections before and after the introduction of the lead
candidate system. Figure 7 demonstrates that this simplistic perspective does not provide any
straightforward perspective. Starting with a participation rate of almost 62 percent in the initial EP
election 1979, the subsequent elections reveal a gradual, but steady decline of voter turnout.
Participations rates fell below fifty percent in aftermath of the 2004 EP elections, and almost dropped
to forty percent in the 2009 EP elections.
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Figure 7: Turnout at EP Elections 1979 - 2019

Source: Data on turnout in EP elections from the ParlGov database (http://www.parlgov.org).

Taking these aggregate turnout data as a yardstick, the introduction of the lead candidate system in
2014 clearly did not contribute to stopping or reversing historical trends of low participation and
declining interest in European elections, but instead coincided with an all-time low of less than 43
percent voter turnout. Studies did find, however, that the recognition of the candidates increased the
propensity to turn out450 and that aggregate electoral turnout increased in those countries where public
awareness of the Spitzenkandidaten was comparatively high.451
The second installation of the lead candidate system coincided with an upspike in voter participation:
with almost 51 per cent, the 2019 European elections brought about the highest turnout since 1994.
Focusing on the member state level, turnout substantively increased in twenty member states and
decreased in only eight. Moreover, Parliament’s post-election survey452 reveals that voter participation
increased across all demographic groups but was especially driven by young and first-time voters. It
also shows that a whole range of reasons motivated turnout, which include perceptions of civic duty,
the desire to promote partisan interests, the expression of support for the EU, or the rejection of
Brexit.453
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Note, however, that statistical association does not necessarily imply a causal link. We do not have any
meaningful empirical evidence to claim causal effects of the lead candidate system either on the further
decline of turnout in 2014 or on the increasing participation rates in 2019. Empirical findings across
both rounds of the Spitzenkandidaten are ambiguous, the downturns and abrupt upspikes of voter
participation may be accounted for by various potential causes, and effects of the lead candidate
system on voter turnout, if there are any at all, appear to be minor, asymmetric and volatile.

6.1.2.

Personalisation of European Elections

The introduction of the lead candidate system aimed at reinforcing or reviving interest in EU politics by
personalising election campaigns and political competition. Evidently, the success of the lead
candidate models requires that these personalities and the political programs they represent are clearly
presented and visible not only for sophisticated and well-informed voters, but to a majority of the
electorate. Therefore, a key yardstick for determining its success is to measure the levels of name
recognition for each of the Spitzenkandidaten. Empirical research on the 2014 elections has, however,
demonstrated that both the supply and demand sides of political communication fell short of these
optimistic assessments: the extent of overall media coverage was very low454, voter knowledge about
the names of the Spitzenkandidaten, their political background, ideological profiles or European party
attachments was very limited455, and even the televised debates among the lead candidates were
followed only by a select few.456
Here, Sara Hobolt457 relied on the European Election Studies to measure the degree of public awareness
of one or more lead candidates in 2014. As her analysis suggests, empirical variation between member
states was most frequently explained by the rival candidates’ countries of origin and sometimes also
accounted for by their intensity of campaigning in a specific country and by their ability to
communicate in the respective national language. As mentioned above, the analysis also found that
aggregate electoral turnout increased in those countries where public awareness of the
Spitzenkandidaten was comparatively high.458
Empirical assessments found that the visibility of the Spitzenkandidaten is effectively determined by
the level of visibility granted to them by the national political parties. European lead candidates are
only able to secure a place in the spotlight if granted by the national political parties, and national
political parties will only personalise their campaigns around lead candidates when they have sufficient
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strategic reason to do so.459 In a related study, Braun and Schwarzbözl460 found that the attention
directed towards the Spitzenkandidaten in the campaigns of the political parties was on average very
low, the role of the lead candidates only reluctantly addressed in the parties’ European election
manifestos. Instead of creating and opening up a truly pan-European perspective, lead candidates
were, quite ironically, mainly put in the spotlight within their respective countries of origin and used
for the benefit of national instead of European party interest.
Unfortunately, there are so far no complete and extensive analyses of the 2019 EP elections, and we
therefore do have an adequate empirical basis to compare these findings. The standard survey
instrument within this field, the European Election Study, does not devote much space in its
questionnaire to the lead candidate model. This also limits our ability to directly assess levels and
changes of voter knowledge about the Spitzenkandidaten from the 2014 to the 2019 elections.
However, both rounds of the EES cover an items battery which evaluates the voters’ ability to link the
name of three lead candidates with the supporting European parties. This is a key question to evaluate
the lead candidate model, because it was not only designed to promote the key personnel and to
engineer an open and transparent competition for the presidency of the Commission. Instead, a key
goal of the exercise is to utilise the Spitzenkandidaten to promote distinctive and highly visible political
programs at the European level.

Table 4: Correct Identification of Spitzenkandidaten Supporting European Parties
EP Elections 2014

Jean-ClaudeJuncker (EPP)

EP Elections 2019

correct

wrong

do not
know

18.91%

8.88%

72.21%

correct

wrong

do not
know

17.07%

13.87%

69.06%

12.85%

16.85%

70.30%

7.39%

13.87%

78.74%

Manfred Weber
(EPP)

Martin Schulz
16.87%

8.65%

74.48%

(S & D)

Frans
Timmermans
(S&D)

Guy Verhofstadt

Jan Zahradil
8.78%

5.88%

85.34%

(ALDE)

(ACRE)

Source: Secondary Analysis of the 2014 and 2019 European Election Study (ESS); for 2014, the number of respondents is
N=30,064, for 2019 it is N=26,538. Unfortunately, the two EES rounds provide data on the candidates listed here only. Data
from all rounds of the EES can be accessed via http://europeanelectionstudies.net.

459

460

Braun, D. and Popa, S. A., ‘This time it was different? The salience of the Spitzenkandidaten system among European
parties’, West European Politics, Vol. 41, No 5, 2018, pp. 1125-1145.
Braun, D. and Schwarzbözl, T., ‘Put in the spotlight or largely ignored? Emphasis on the Spitzenkandidaten by political
parties in their online campaigns for European elections’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 26, No 3, 2019, pp. 428-445.

PE 654.628

99

IPOL | Policy Department for Citizens’ Rights and Constitutional Affairs

Table 4 provides a brief, descriptive wrap-up of correct answers, wrong answers, and respondents who
indicated that they did not know the party affiliation of the respective lead candidate. For both the
2014 and the 2019 European elections, we find that the European electorates are in general rather
uninformed about the links of the lead candidates with the sponsoring European parties. In 2014, the
Spitzenkandidaten Jean-Claude Juncker (EPP), Martin Schulz (S&D), and Guy Verhofstadt (ALDE) were
three long-standing, highly established, and allegedly well-known veterans of EU politics. Nevertheless,
knowledge of their links with the European parties was, respectively, merely at 19, 17, and 9 per cent,
in each case a sizeable part of the respondents presented a wrong guess, and the overwhelming
majority simply indicated not to know the right answers. In 2019, the field of the lead candidates was
overall somewhat less prominent (despite some more well-known personalities such as former
Commission Vice-President Frans Timmermans, the candidate for S&D, or EU Commissioner
Margarethe Vestager, who stood as a member of the ALDE ‘Team Europe’), the recognition rates of
candidate-party linkages were somewhat lower, voters were a little bit more willing to provide (wrong)
guesses, and the overwhelming majority of survey respondents still indicated not to know the
affiliation of Weber, Timmermans, and Zahradil with the European parties they stood for.
While these aggregate figures provide very little confidence in the lead candidate system as a means
to advertise and communicate diverse sets of EU politics, the disaggregation towards the country level
also creates issues concerning the origin and substantive meaning of linkages among lead candidates
and European parties. In any case, survey respondents in the European Election Studies (only) tend to
know more about the Spitzenkandidaten and their sponsoring parties in the respective lead candidate
countries of origin or in neighbouring member states.
The comparison of the Spitzenkandidaten fields in 2014 and 2019 does thus not reveal any clear upward
trend in voter knowledge about candidates, their party links, and, most likely, also their political visions
and programs. On a slightly more positive note, the party recognition rates were not significantly lower,
and even for EPP Spitzenkandidat Manfred Weber, who was consistently framed and criticised as an
unknown lightweight in European politics, knowledge was not much worse than for the much more
established Jean-Claude Juncker. We do believe that these figures are promising, because recognition
rates do not appear to depend solely on the personality and publicity of a candidate, but may be
affected and increased by electoral campaign messages, televised debates among the
Spitzenkandidaten, and further advertisement efforts by European and by national political parties. This
is also supported by the finding of Parliament’s post-election survey, according to which a rather small
but increased proportion of respondents stated to have voted in order to influence the choice of the
Commission President (8 per cent, +3 percentage points compared to 2014).461
At the same time, there is evidence suggesting that the lead candidate system mainly resonated with
voter groups that were young, well-informed, and resolutely integrationist. As an attempt to
personalise European elections, the process was most effective among those actors that had already
been involved and politically aware before. However, it failed to impact on those strata of the European
publics which had been alienated from EU politics before.
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6.1.3.

Strengthening the Electoral Connection

So far, as characterised by the second-order election model, EP elections have been considered as lowintensity national contests.462 However, in the aftermath of the failed Dutch and French Referendums
on the Constitutional Treaty the discussion of an alleged gap between European political elites and
national electorates in the domain of EU politics intensified.463 Weak linkages among voters and ‘their’
representatives have often been identified as another key feature of the EU’s democratic deficit and as
a cause for the Union’s lack of both diffuse and specific support.
The lead candidate system was also designed to substantively modify the structure of political
competition and reinforce personalistic and programmatic linkages among voters and the European
parties. In a quasi-experimental study, Maier and his co-authors464 have demonstrated that the widely
televised Eurovision debate among the main contenders for the presidency of the Commission led to
increasing levels of cognitive and political involvement and to increased support levels for European
integration and the EU. Related research by Popa et al.465 has, however, arrived at significantly less
optimistic, more conditional and ambiguous conclusions. Utilizing observational data from the voter
segment of the 2014 European Election Studies, the authors concluded that politicisation indeed
meant polarisation: the lead candidate system and the election campaign did re-assure integrationist
citizens in their assessments of the integration process. Concomitantly, however, the politicisation of
European politics also hardened the stances of Eurosceptic citizens and voters. Effectively, these studies
concluded that the overall levels of support for European integration and the EU stagnated, while
politicisation merely helped to drive the integrationist and Eurosceptic camps further apart.

6.1.4.

Europeanisation of EP Campaigns and Politics

Another pivotal goal expected from the nomination of the Spitzenkandidaten was to elevate electoral
competition from the set of twenty-eight parallel, second-order national elections towards the
European level and thus to emphasise key aspects and pivotal issues of EU politics and to directly
appeal to a broader, pan-European audience. In a nutshell, the dramatisation and personalisation of
European Parliament elections was meant to re-direct the electorate’s attention from national
competition, national issues, and national actors towards the level the European parties.
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Below the line, our selected dimensions and indicators clearly reveal that the high expectations
attached to the lead candidate system were met with limited measurable success.466 The introduction
of the Spitzenkandidaten did not increase aggregate electoral participation, but those citizens aware of
them had a somewhat higher likelihood to turn out. Attempts to render the Spitzenkandidaten visible
for larger parts of the European electorate(s) frequently collided with strategic interests of national
parties and failed to effectively change the campaign. The lead candidate system successfully
produced a politicisation of the EP election campaign(s), but predominantly by reinforcing and
hardening previously existing polarisation among integrationists and Eurosceptics. Ultimately, the lead
candidate system had limited impact on the salience of alternative issue dimensions and did not bring
about a significantly increased impact of European vis-à-vis domestic political considerations.
This criticism along the four dimensions does not imply that the installation of the Spitzenkandidaten
was a complete failure. Dramatising and politicising EP elections by staging a competition among rival
candidates has been suggested as an important remedy for the EU’s democratic deficit for a
considerable time, and the implementation of this system by Parliament did have some limited success.
Yet, the measurable success in both rounds was too small to effectively rock the boat.

6.2.

The Fall of the Spitzenkandidaten in 2019

While the idea of the lead candidate system has been celebrated as a meaningful step so as to not only
dramatise, politicise, popularise the election process of the MEPs, but instead to directly tie the
selection of the European Commission and Europe’s top executive to a Europe-wide popular vote, the
empirical reality has been sobering. In a nutshell, effects were absent or very limited, and measurable
success was limited to cohorts of young, well-educated voters known to be unequivocal standard
bearers of European integration. Thus, the institutional reform was most effective (and only effective)
where is actually was not required at all.
As mentioned above, one of the key flaws of the vaguely defined lead candidate system has indeed
been its vague basis in the Treaty: Article 17(7) of the TEU effectively states that the selection of the
candidate for the post of Commission President should somehow reflect the results of the previous
elections to the European Parliament. Nothing more. Nevertheless, in 2014, both the joint resolution of
Parliament and the presentation of two of the most well-established and experienced politicians at the
European level as the respective Spitzenkandidaten for the Socialists (Martin Schulz) and for the EPP
(Jean-Claude Juncker), effectively enabled transnational actors to define and control the selection
process. In the aftermath of the 2014 EP elections, Juncker, lead candidate of the strongest faction in
the European Parliament, was approved and nominated by the European Council.
Yet before and after the subsequent EP elections in 2019, the selection process took a turn for the
worse, and what was introduced five years before as an ‘institutional revolution’ led by the European
Parliament, was most likely terminated by a ‘counter revolution’ led by the Council and supported by
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parts of Parliament. Pieter de Wilde467 lists several reasons which led to the lack of support for Manfred
Weber (and also Frans Timmermans) and links ‘the fall of the Spitzenkandidaten’ to the rejection of the
proposal by the British Liberal Democrat Andrew Duff to select a limited pool of 27 MEPs from a
transnational list (see also section 7). Crucially, French President Emmanuel Macron’s criticism of the
lead candidate process was widely recognised, and transnational lists were a key part of this reformist
counter-proposal. Very generally, the run-up to the European elections had already been characterised
by increasing polarisation among the cosmopolitan and communitarian camps in EU politics, and
controversies about the ‘right’ measures to reform EP elections induced further cleavages within the
integrationist camps. Notably, the rejection of the Duff proposal was engineered by the EPP, but the
result of the vote further alienated the S&D and ALDE groups in the European Parliament, made it
complicated for their parliamentarians to support EPP Spitzenkandidat Weber and produced
increasing hostility towards the lead candidate process by the French President.
Concerning substantive issue dimensions, all of the Spitzenkandidaten proved unable to engineer a
political campaign that focussed on common issues across the diverse European electorates. Previously
dominant concerns such as the eurozone crisis and immigration continued to be controversial issues
and salient cleavages across the board but ceased to be the only or even the two most-important
conflicts within most national electorates.468 Instead, the national segments of the European elections
were (again) dominated by diverse settings of national politics, which did not match well with the
campaigns and rhetoric offered by the lead candidates. The failure of the Spitzenkandidaten to turn EP
campaigns and elections into first-order contests was (once again) well in line with established patterns
and regularities of EP elections and reinforced some of the conventional wisdom codified in the
second-order election model. In addition, almost unprecedented public hostility between French
President Macron and Italian Interior Minister Matteo Salvini pitted cosmopolitans against
communitarians, centred debates on this cultural dimension of political contestation, and thereby
reduced the salience and campaign efficiency of the EPP and PES Spitzenkandidaten, which were closely
linked with traditional left-right politics.
These developments were mirrored by the results of the 2019 EP elections: both centrist key actors in
Parliament, the EPP and S&D, that were used to settling democratic politics in the European Parliament
among themselves, lost a crucial number of seats and their joint majority within Parliament. In turn,
these mandates were picked up by green and liberal candidates and, to a lesser extent than many had
feared, by actors from the far right. These results also underscored that Macron and Salvini may have
actually been successful by redesigning and shifting the key axes of competition within the European
political space. ‘Their’ respective European parties improved, while the positions of the ‘presidential
hopefuls’ weakened and reduced the credibility of their claims for the Commission presidency.469

467

468

469

De Wilde, P., ‘The fall of the Spitzenkandidaten: political parties and conflict in the 2019 European elections’, in S. Kritzinger,
C. Plescia, K. Raube, J. Wilhelm, J. Wouters (eds.), Assessing the 2019 European Parliament Elections, Routledge, London,
2020.
De Wilde, P., ‘The fall of the Spitzenkandidaten: political parties and conflict in the 2019 European elections’, in S. Kritzinger,
C. Plescia, K. Raube, J. Wilhelm, J. Wouters (eds.), Assessing the 2019 European Parliament Elections, Routledge, London,
2020. Issue salience within the member states can be assessed via the “most important problem” item in the European
Election Studies for both 2014 and 2019. The European Election Studies (here: the voter survey) are available via
http://europeanelectionstudies.net.
General accounts of axis of political competition in (Western) Europe are provided by Kriesi, H., Grande, E., Lachat, R.,
Dolezal, M., Bornschier, S. and Frey, T., West European Politics in the Age of Globalization, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, 2008; and Kriesi, H., Grande, E., Dolezal, M., Helbling, M., Höglinger, D., Hutter, S. and West, B., Political Conflict
in Western Europe, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2012; a more recent update is contributed by de Wilde, P.,

PE 654.628

103

IPOL | Policy Department for Citizens’ Rights and Constitutional Affairs

In the aftermath of the 2019 EP elections, the precedent of 2014 and the EU politics playbook envisaged
the selection of EPP lead candidate Manfred Weber as the incoming President of the European
Commission. However, the complex melange of institutional gridlock, personal conflict, and the
reinforced re-alignment of main dimensions of political contestation prevented EPP candidate Weber
from obtaining unequivocal support from the relevant European parties and EPP factions. As
mentioned before, Weber’s rejection of the transnational lists weakened his claim to what many
considered the highest prize of the European elections. His reluctance to forcefully condemn Victor
Orban’s strongman rule and to enact a quarantine or other measures regarding Hungary cost him
further support among progressive and liberal groups and MEPs. Unlike Martin Schulz five years before,
these issues prevented Frans Timmermans from backing Weber’s claim, but at the same time he failed
to attract sufficient support to claim the Commission Presidency for himself.
From this perspective, the European elections were still second-order national elections. The
preservation of the lead candidate process would have required unified support from the centrist key
actors within Parliament. Clearly, EPP Spitzenkandidat Manfred Weber lacked charisma and sufficiently
deep roots within EU party politics to defend and uphold his claim to the Commission presidency. Even
more importantly, a lack of experience in top executive positions rendered him vulnerable to attacks
led by pivotal European Council actors such as French president Emmanuel Macron. Thus, multiple
issues resulted in the failure of Weber’s candidacy. Macron and Merkel, together with the heads of
government of other West-European member states, notably the Netherlands and Spain, reacted by
backing PES lead candidate Frans Timmermans, who had many of the required qualities, above all
extensive executive experience at the national and European level. In the end, the PES lead candidate,
who forcefully and vocally held up core democratic principles such as the rule of law and was a
stringent critic of democratic backsliding in, for instance, Hungary and Poland, was rejected since he
did not belong to the ‘victorious’ EPP group and faced bitter opposition from the ranks of the Visegrad
Four (Hungary, Poland, the Czech Republic, and Slovakia). Because the lead candidates fielded by the
smaller European parties were not considered credible at all, these developments opened the way for
the selection of Ursula von der Leyen in a classical backroom deal brokered among the heads of
government.
As Christiansen and Shackleton point out, the European Council was also much better prepared in 2019
than in 2014. At the last EP election, the dynamic the Spitzenkandidaten initiative developed took the
European Council by surprise: ‘It struggled and ultimately ran out of time – under pressure from EP and
the media – to propose credible alternatives to the EP’s preferred candidate’.470 In 2019, the European
Council was ready for battle, pre-scheduled meetings to debate its options in good time, and
appointed its own working group composed of six of its members – two each representing the EPP,
Socialists and Liberals.
Ultimately, the campaigns were framed as a selection process among rival Spitzenkandidaten but did
not deliver the election of any lead candidate as the Commission President. We believe that this failure
seriously damaged the credibility of the lead candidate model and possibly delivered a deadly blow to
future reiterations of this process. Against this background, motivating voters in future EP elections to
believe in the lead candidate model and convincing them that their political preference and electoral
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choice do exert a real impact on the selection of key personnel at the European level will be more than
difficult. The EPP selected a somewhat controversial and weak candidate and failed to generate
sufficient support and to broker a broad and unified coalition in his favour. These failures opened up
the door for long-standing opponents of the lead candidate system, most notably Emmanuel Macron,
and eventually enabled the intergovernmental ‘counter-revolution’.
With significant damage to the electoral connection done, potential remedies could be engineered
through both top-down and bottom-up processes but are controversial and difficult or even
impossible to be enacted. From the top-down perspective, a formal and binding legal formalisation of
the Spitzenkandidaten process could be envisaged. To date, as laid out above, the lead candidate
system lacks a formal codification, and Article 17(7) TEU only vaguely determines that the selection of
candidate for the post of the chief executive should be somehow linked with the results of the
European elections. In the same vein, the EU could also foresee the direct election of the Commission
President via a separate ballot.
Potential remedies could also be generated from bottom-up processes. These ideas, as wrapped-up by
de Wilde471, would necessitate rendering elections to the European Parliament into salient and
generally recognised first-order elections. Paradoxically, this suggestion turns the very aim of the
Spitzenkandidaten process into a precondition for its success. If EP elections were first-order contests,
it would indeed be very difficult for the European Council or individual heads of government to reject
the successful lead candidates. Yet to be successful, further iterations of the Spitzenkandidaten would,
most importantly, require a firm commitment of the European parties and EP political groups to the
process as well as unified cross-party support in Parliament for the candidate nominated by its
strongest political group.

471

De Wilde, P., ‘The fall of the Spitzenkandidaten: political parties and conflict in the 2019 European elections’, in S. Kritzinger,
C. Plescia, K. Raube, J. Wilhelm, J. Wouters (eds.), Assessing the 2019 European Parliament Elections, Routledge, London,
2020.

PE 654.628

105

IPOL | Policy Department for Citizens’ Rights and Constitutional Affairs

EUROPEANISING THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT’S ELECTIONS
THROUGH TRANS-NATIONAL LISTS?
In the 2015 EP resolution on electoral reform, the introduction of a more or less binding lead candidate
process was closely connected with the introduction of an transnational constituency. This proposal
was also promoted by national governmental actors sceptical of the Spitzenkandidaten process, such
as French president Emmanuel Macron472, as an institutional alternative and counter-offer and part of
a wider agenda to initiate a more unified and democratic European Union. Similar reform proposals
have been discussed in political and academic contributions, but originally achieved only limited public
and scholarly attention.
The expected withdrawal of the United Kingdom before the 2019 EP elections added considerable
momentum to these suggestions, due to pragmatic proposals to transform (parts of) the 73 seats
previously held by British MEPs into a trans-European constituency. A specific parliamentary reform
proposal, however, drafted by the British liberal-democrat MEP Andrew Duff, was rejected by
Parliament in February 2018. Nevertheless, the basic idea to introduce some form of transnational list
in the aftermath of the European elections was maintained by Macron and also backed by German
Chancellor Angela Merkel and supported by incoming Commission President Ursula von der Leyen.
This section discusses general features of this reform initiative and evaluates the failure of Duff’s
proposal. We also discuss the alternative or complementary provision of open lists in order to reinforce
the electoral connection of voters and their representatives in the European Parliament.

7.1.

Electoral Engineering and the Construction of Party Lists

In the previous sections, we have already highlighted the crucial role of ‘comparative constitutional
engineering’.473 Changing the rules of the game may frequently be much more realistic than changing
its substantive contents. ‘Electoral engineering’ is likely the most crucial sub-field. Giovanni Sartori
underscores that ‘[n]ot only are electoral systems the most manipulative instrument of politics; they
also shape the party system and affect the spectrum of representation’474, while Arend Lijphart adds:
"the electoral system is the most fundamental element of representative democracy’475. In empirical
and theoretical debates, political, public, and academic attention has usually been directed at the interparty dimension of the electoral architecture and focused on the differences among majoritarian,
proportional, and mixed-member electoral systems. Applied to the current setup of EP elections, these
aspects are of much more limited importance, since all member states have been obliged to elect their
respective MEPs by some form of proportional electoral system, including the Single Transferable Vote
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(STV) and preferential voting, by the 2002 Amendment of the European Election Act.476 Additional
amendments resulted in further convergence, for instance, established an obligatory minimum
threshold of between two and five per cent for constituencies with more than 35 seats. The vast
majority of member states define a single electoral district, but Belgium, Ireland, Italy and Poland have
opted to introduce regional constituencies. Generally, higher thresholds and smaller district
magnitudes, as likely installed in smaller member states or defined by regionalised district structures,
tend to produce more majoritarian electoral outcomes.477
The common label ‘transnational lists’ refers to numerous vague ideas and specific proposals that aim
to construct an additional constituency featuring lists of candidates selected not by national, but by
transnational actors. Here, the literature focused, inter alia, on the legal issues related to transnational
lists. Initial proposals, as, for instance, drafted in the Anastassopoulos report478, were considered not
fully in line with the basic provisions by the previous EC treaty which stated that Parliament ‘shall
consist of representatives of the peoples of the states brought together in the Community’ (previous
Article 189 [137], EC Treaty, Nice consolidated version). However, the Lisbon Treaty changed these
provisions, removed the reference to different national peoples, and solely refereed to the MEPs as
‘representatives of the Union's citizens’. Therefore, Article 14(3) TEU no longer is a legal obstacle
towards the envisaged reform, but instead transnational lists appear to be a logical next step in the
long-standing process towards further harmonisation of European electoral law(s).
Moreover, significant attention has been devoted to technical complications and details. Of course, any
attempt to augment the national segments of MEPs with another, pan-European district, would add
considerable complexity to the set of currently 27 diverse electoral laws which regulate the EP election
for the member states. Technically, this would usually require introducing a two-ballot system in each
of these electoral laws. For instance, the Duff report stated that ‘each elector would be enabled to cast
one vote for the EU-wide in addition to their vote for the national or regional list’.479 By definition, the
introduction of transnational lists will therefore result in a further complication of electoral provisions,
of the voting act, and of election administration.
While these complexities are thus costly for voters, for political parties, and for election officers,
supporters of transnational lists expect that these additional efforts will be a good investment by
addressing and remedying the democratic deficit of the EU, enhancing the legitimacy of its institutional
structure, and contributing to the further Europeanisation of both the supply and demand sides of the
electoral connection within the EU. In other words: transnational lists, if successfully constructed and
accepted by the voters, may be a further and crucial stepping stone in the endeavours to turn EP
elections from second- into first-order contests.
On the voter side, the provision of a pool of transnationally nominated candidates is supposed to focus
voter attention upon a diverse group of transnational candidates, the specific policies they stand for,
and the European parties that have fielded them. The ideal outcome would be the recruitment of more
committed and more Europeanised political personnel. Political career opportunities (not only within
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Parliament) would thus require to successfully integrate and navigate within transnational structures.
If candidates no longer need the exclusive approval of ‘their’ national political party, but are nominated
by the European parties, their commitment to engage with EU politics may likely be increased and
fostered.480
On the party side, the introduction of transnational lists is expected to generally strengthen the
European parties vis-à-vis the national parties, especially regarding the privilege to select suitable
candidates and to create electoral lists. Personalisation is not a goal per se, but transnational candidates
are also meant to be a means to better represent, organise, and communicate EU politics. Transnational
lists would thus enable the European parties to formulate coherent positions and to effectively sideline currently dominant national aspects of campaigning, candidate selection, and vote choice.481 Even
more importantly, an (additional) pool of candidates that represent a common program would
potentially enable a genuine focus on EU politics instead of calculations about how decisions at the
European level might harm or benefit the interest of national party positions or some, however defined,
‘national interest’.
By contrast, critics of transnational lists argue that the envisaged reform will not only fail to successfully
address legitimacy issues at the European level, but further undermine the quality of democratic
representation in the European Parliament by creating a(nother) slate of unconnected and unrooted
representatives within Parliament. Generally, critics from both the moderate and the extreme right
object that effective political representation can only be channelled via the democratic legitimacy of
member states. Therefore, candidates selected from transnational lists are, from this perspective, rather
considered as creating an obstacle to and undermining the democratic legitimacy of the European
Parliament. Notably, the argument is that these representatives would be lacking a specific
constituency, instead be exclusively dependent on the European parties, but disconnected from and
unresponsive to their voters. In a nutshell, the EPP has labelled plans to introduce transnational lists as
‘a centralist and elitist artificial construction’ that would not help foster democratic accountability,
legitimacy, and responsiveness, but instead cater to the career interests of political elites in Brussels.482
These conflicting standpoints may both be true or false, and it is very difficult to provide any
meaningful evaluation or even prognosis of the political consequences of these electoral reforms
without defining the technical details of specific reform proposals. Within the context of the
international, collaborative project ‘Making Electoral Democracy Work483, Damien Bol and his coauthors have explored likely consequences of transnational lists by fielding a survey experiment during
the 2014 EP elections. 484 In total, more than 1,100 interviewees from France, Germany and Sweden
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were presented with transnational slates of candidates that competed on both closed and open lists.
The findings are somewhat sobering and illustrate that voters would likely respond to national
incentives. According to the study, transnational lists would therefore not be a successful vehicle to
move electoral competition from the national arenas towards the European level. With closed list
proportional representation, voters are more likely to support a specific list, when it features a visible
number of co-nationals. Yet even with open lists, voters would, everything being controlled and equal
in the experimental design, also usually prefer co-nationals over citizens from other member states.
The practical recommendations and remedies suggested by Bol et al. are, however, not entirely in line
with established rules and practices for the selection of parliamentary candidates in current
representative democracies. Effectively, the authors suggest a quota system for the number of
nationals on the transnational lists or even the preferential candidacy of politicians holding more than
one EU citizenship. Their policy recommendations also consider and criticise the provision of open lists,
because the tendency of voters to opt for co-nationals could generally produce a dominance of
representatives from the larger EU member states within the pool of transnational candidates.

7.2.

A Failed Attempt

Within EU politics, the idea of electoral reform has always been a contested topic, and the introduction
of transnational lists has always been one of its focal points. More recently, transnational lists were
proposed as a technical alternative to the Spitzenkandidaten process, for instance by French President
Emmanuel Macron, while recent reform proposals by Parliament envisaged to institute both measures
concurrently.
In this account, a necessary task is to first settle on a common technical definition of ‘transnational lists’.
Electoral engineering is a rather technical discipline, and a number of diverse suggestions have been
discussed in both political and academic debates.485 The most radical suggestion implies to construct a
single European district, to present each European voter with identical lists of Parliament candidates,
and to assign an identical weight to each vote and each voter. Current reform proposals are, however,
much less ambitious and more modest in scope. The most prominent reform proposal has been
suggested by the ‘Duff report’486, named after its rapporteur, the British MEP, Liberal Democrat, and
federalist Andrew Duff. The 2011 proposal suggested that ‘each elector would be enabled to cast one
vote for the EU-wide list in addition to their vote for the national or regional list’.487 Technically, this
proposal would imply to, as before, cast one vote for lists of candidates established by regional or
national political parties, and another vote for the transnational lists established by the European
parties.
The debate on transnational lists was revived and reinforced in the aftermath of the Brexit referendum.
The United Kingdom had 73 MEPs in the European Parliament, and after Brexit these seats could either
be disposed of, re-distributed to other member states, or allocated to something like a pan-European
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constituency or transnational lists. In early 2018, Rapporteurs Danuta Maria Hübner and Pedro Silva
Perreira introduced a proposal for transnational lists to compete for 27 mandates in the European
Parliament with the lead candidates heading the lists of their respective European parties.488 Notably,
the governments of Cyprus, Spain, France, Greece, Malta, Portugal, Ireland supported this initiative,
while French President Macron and the EU Commission President Juncker were also favourable.489
Parliament, in turn, was deeply divided about the initiative: national party groups affiliated with
Liberals (ALDE), Social-Democrats and Socialists (S&D) and the Greens (Greens/EFA) generally
supported the introduction of trans-national lists, while most parties attached to the EPP group
opposed any kind of transnational lists which, from their perspective, would result in the election of
second-class, (nationally) unrooted MEPs based on the flawed perception of the EU as a federal state.
Eurosceptic and nationalist actors in Parliament were, of course, also vocally against the introduction
of any pan-European element to the electoral system.490 As a result, while a group of prominent MEPs
claimed that ‘[T]ransnational lists are a well-established demand of the European parliament’491,
Parliament rejected to use (some of) the 73 (former) British seats for the introduction of transnational
lists in February 2018.

7.3.

Open Lists and the Intra-Party Dimension

In the last decades, the intra-party dimension of electoral competition has gained additional and
reinforced attention. Programmatically, Carey and Shugart have focused on ‘Incentives to cultivate a
personal vote’ and discussed the benefits and setbacks of candidate- and party-centred provisions
within numerous electoral systems.492 Effectively, the suggested introduction of open lists addressed
very similar features than those that were supposed to be remedied by the concept of a transnational
constituency in European elections. These proposals also aimed to increase democratic accountability,
responsiveness, and to improve the electoral connections among voters, candidates, and
representatives. Another pivotal goal of these reform proposals was to somewhat weaken the
monopoly for the selection of political candidates and representatives which is still held by the
respective party leadership and to return these competencies to the voters.
Moreover, successful candidates on open lists need to be attractive to the voters and electorates rather
than to the party leadership. In line with the proposals to create a transnational constituency,
competition on open lists, i.e. the personalisation of electoral politics, is supposed to render politicians
more active, more accountable, and to enhance their ability to communicate and connect with their
electoral constituencies. Therefore, the introduction of open lists for European elections might be
discussed as either an alternative or a complementary reform idea. To date, while some kind of
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proportional representation is established by the European Electoral Act since 2002493, the specific
implementation varies among the member states:


For the 2019 European elections, France, Germany, Hungary, Portugal, Spain, Romania,
Spain, (and the United Kingdom except for Northern Ireland) selected their contingent of
MEPs from closed lists that were exclusively usually put together by the party leadership;



a large group of countries select their slates by some kind of preferential voting: Austria,
Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Greece,
Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, and
Sweden;



the remaining countries apply the single transferable vote system in their EP election law:
Ireland, Malta, and Northern Ireland.

The personalisation of European elections by preferential voting has often been successful in
politicising the elections (at least within the national arena) and creating sufficient political ‘drama’ to
attract attention within each of the diverse European electorates. In Austria, for example, preferential
voting has changed or shifted the party-determined rank-ordering of the candidates.494 In Finland,
individual candidates are not ranked by their political parties at all. With ‘only 13 seats up for grabs (14
including the potential ‘Brexit’ seat), candidates thus have a strong incentive to highlight their own
personal qualities (political experience, knowledge of ‘Brussels’ etc.) and issue priorities. Party leaders
thus stay in the background, leaving campaigning to their candidates.’495 The introduction of a
preferential vote system or open lists for the national segments of the European elections could thus
further advance the personalisation of EU politics and potentially create meaningful incentives for
voters to gather information on candidates and the (EU) policies they represent. Likewise, candidates
might be more straightforwardly motivated to present themselves to a truly transnational electorate,
to emphasise specific policy agendas at the European level, and to present a programmatic focus that
is attractive for voters from and outside their respective country of origin.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The first key aspect in the debates on constitutional and electoral engineering in EU politics is whether
an increased politicisation of European issues is beneficial or harmful for the development of
democratic politics at a pan-European level. As we have outlined above, different positions are put
forward in the academic debate. We believe, however, that there is not alternative to the introduction
of at least ‘limited democratic politics’. A return to de-politicised policy-making based on inter-elite
inside deals will not be a credible and feasible perspective on the long run.
The second key aspect, which profoundly affects these debates is the controversy about what the EU
currently is and what it could or should finally be: normative intergovernmentalists who prefer a union
of fully sovereign nation states, will by definition reject institutional innovations such as the lead
candidate system or the introduction of transnational lists; European federalists, in contrast, will
certainly embrace these initiatives. Therefore, any debate on institutional reforms will necessarily touch
key issues of European integration and its institutional form and result in complex proposals and
difficult pathways towards implementation.
Third, institutional reforms have to be accompanied by political communication and education. Most
reform proposals aim not only at ‘simply’ changing institutional rules but also at altering actors’
behaviour. Attempts to direct public attention to key issues of political competition and policy-making
at the EU level so far, however, have mainly been able to attract the attention of and to successfully
connect with citizens and voters that are already well-informed and hold mostly integrationist
preferences. By contrast, they have had limited success in reaching those citizens that are uninformed
about or alienated from EU politics.
In the following, we therefore discuss the two main proposals for institutional reform, the leadcandidate system and the introduction of transnational lists and provide recommendations on how
they could be, in the former case, continued and strengthened, and, in the latter case, implemented.
The recommendations are informed by two leading principles: First, we consider under what
circumstances they might be able to remedy some of the most important obstacles to the upgrading
of European elections from second- to first-order elections. The second principle concerns the
simplicity of envisaged policy or reform proposals. Eurosceptic actors regularly base their criticism on
the complexity of decision-making within the European multilevel system, highlight the remoteness of
the supposed technocratic dictatorship in Brussels or, paradoxically, ridicule the EU with (often
constructed) references to its allegedly ineffective and slow decision-making. While EU politics is and
has to be about compromise among actors and veto players at many levels and in many arenas, we still
believe that only comprehensible and tractable modes of decision-making can be successfully
communicated within Europe’s diverse electorates and its many constituent groups.
With these principles and limitations in mind and along our discussion in the previous sections, we
present a number of specific policy proposals, focussing first on institutional reforms:


EU politics is all about compromise and complex negotiations. However, with reference to
the key principles of ‘Comparative Constitutional Engineering’, we strongly recommend
focusing on institutional reform proposals which result in a simpler institutional setup of
the EU’s political system.



Due to the ‘counter revolution’ led by the European Council and, importantly, the lack of
commitment by the centrist political groups in Parliament, the lead candidate process lost
credibility, and at this point it is unclear whether it can be successfully reinstated in 2024.
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The casual abandonment of the Spitzenkandidaten process in the last election likely
frustrated integrationist voters and reinforced the view of Eurosceptics that the EU is an
undemocratic system. The damage done will be difficult to recover from. Despite the
limited success for far, we do believe that the Spitzenkandidaten system - in some form - is
worth saving. Yet we also believe that for any future iteration of the lead candidate
system, it can no longer be at the disposal of the political actors involved, but must
be based on a legal and binding formalisation of the process through which the
selection of the Commission President is linked to the election result in the European
Parliament.


There are different options for such a formalisation of the process. One option would be a
constitutional provision that the lead candidate of the largest EP group will, quasi
automatically, be appointed Commission President. The other option would be for
Parliament to elect the Commission President out of the pool of lead candidates (rather
than through a vote of investiture of a single candidate nominated by the European Council
as is currently the case). The latter has the advantage that the selection would not be based
on a mere, and possibly slight, plurality within Parliament. Instead, the political groups in
Parliament would have to forge a support coalition for their candidate. Either way, a
formalisation of the selection process would provide an incentive for the European parties
to field their best candidates, force the political groups in Parliament to stick to their
democratic commitment and insulate the selection from the influence of the European
Council as well as from the impact of political infighting and personal conflicts within the
political groups and between actors from different institutions.



While the Spitzenkandidaten process would develop the political set up of the EU towards
a parliamentary system by providing citizens with a fused vote for both the legislative body
and one of the executive top jobs, another option often suggested would be borrowing
from features of a presidential systems and to consider the direct election of the
Commission President by an additional ballot. A direct election of the President would
have a number of advantages. It would, importantly, give EU citizens a direct say, thus
providing the office of the President with direct, popular legitimacy. As a result, the
incentives to field the best candidates and to connect with large parts of the electorate
would be even greater. At the same time, a direct election also comes with a number of, in
our view more severe, disadvantages. First, a low turnout could severely damage the
legitimacy of the office and weaken the Commission President. By contrast, and unless the
two offices are fused into the office of an EU president, a strong popular legitimacy will
affect the balance of power between the Commission President and the President of the
Council. Second, presidential elections are ‘winner takes it all’ contests. Thus, provisions
would have to be found to ensure that the election of the President is not
disproportionally dependent on the outcome in the larger member states. Given the
absence of a European demos, introducing presidential elections could lead to citizens in
smaller member states feeling effectively disenfranchised. At the very least, the election
would therefore have to be based on a two-round majority system.



We also support the introduction of transnational lists as a means of Europeanising
the European Parliament elections. In our view, however, most related reform proposals
are not only too limited in their scope, but may also prove counterproductive. The
introduction of a small group of transnationally selected candidates might be considered a
worthwhile democratic experiment, and the exit of the UK from the EU would have
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provided a good opportunity. In light of the continued second-order nature of EP elections,
we are sceptical, however, whether voters, who frequently fail to notice or to recall the lead
candidates and the policies they are supposed to stand for, would be able to connect with
a small pool of transnationally fielded candidates. Moreover, limited measures would
introduce additional complexity without sufficient benefits, likely further alienate some
voter segments, and reinforce the reputation of the EU as an enormously complicated and
unnecessary complex political system. A very small pool might even prove to be
counterproductive, because it makes Parliament vulnerable to accusations of violating the
character of a genuine, representative parliament, of creating different groups of
representatives within a patchwork institution that lacks clear-cut features of a
representative body, and of, to put it bluntly, symbolic politics and window-dressing.




As discussed, Bol et al.496 have put forward the very reasonable warning that the provision
of transnational lists may reinforce a national focus when voters predominantly attempt to
vote co-nationals into European office, and cautioned that especially open lists are likely to
increase the shares of MEPs from the larger member states. Here, a larger transnational
constituency based on closed lists would facilitate a compromise between, on the one
hand, the need to safeguard the freedom of European parties to choose whom to put
forward as candidates and, on the other hand, the introduction of national quotas and/or
rules regarding the most prominently ranked candidates.



In addition, a sizeable trans-national constituency would go some way towards bringing
the European parliament closer to the ‘one person, one vote’ principle. Yet means would
have to be found to ensure that a transnational constituency does not provide incentives
for the European parties to focus their campaigns predominantly, let alone solely, on a few
member states with the largest number of voters, which would be fatal for the legitimacy
of Parliament. One option here would be to base the transnational constituency on a
single EU-wide district, but to field separate transnational lists in each of the member
states or even in cross-border constituencies. As a result, the European parties would
campaign with different transnational lists in the different EU sub-districts.



496

To achieve some impact at all on voter information and to foster electoral linkages among
voters and their representatives, we believe that any promising reform proposal would
need to establish a much more sizeable pool of transnational candidates which
covers, ideally, at least half of all MEPs.

In addition, we would encourage the European parliament to pursue its proposals for
amendments to the European Elections Act with renewed vigour and to push for a
harmonised and fully European electoral system. While we certainly understand that
national parties usually have no incentive to relinquish control over the national electoral
process, fundamentally different electoral rules, such as different electoral formula and
thresholds, different rules regarding the options of remote voting, voting from abroad and
from third countries, or different minimum ages to be eligible to vote and to stand as a

Bol, D., Harfst, P., Blais, A., Golder, S. N., Laslier, J.-F., Stephenson, L. B., and Van der Straeten, K., Addressing Europe’s
democratic deficit: An experimental evaluation of the pan-European district proposal, European Union Politics, Vol. 17, No
4, 525-545.
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candidate, to name just a few, violate the basic democratic principle of equality that ought
to inform elections to the supranational parliament.


In particular, we also propose a general introduction of open lists or preferential votes
for the national segments of the European election. Enabling voters to rank and select
candidates fielded by a party does not guarantee (see the example of Austria), but can (see
the example of Finland) create greater visibility for individual candidates, limit the power
of and campaign focus on party leaders (who usually do not stand for election) and enable
the creation of better, direct links between voters and their representatives.



To sum up, we believe an important step towards truly European elections would be not
just to aim at harmonising national electoral laws further, but, domestic constitutional
hurdles notwithstanding, to transfer provisions regarding European elections fully into a
single set of unified European electoral rules, i.e. a truly European Electoral Law.

To reiterate our introductory comments, implementing institutional and/or political reform steps is
clearly a complex and complicated process.
First, it is always difficult to anticipate how specific ‘constitutional engineering’ will impact preferences
of publics and political actors and therefore whether a reform will achieve the intended aims.
Second, institutional reforms and innovations take time to fully unfold their effects, especially if not
based on clear legal or constitutional rules. As the fate of the Spitzenkandidaten process illustrates, until
they do, they remain vulnerable and can easily be undermined. This is why we want to emphasise again
that the proposals require a constitutional basis in the Treaty. Democratic procedures, such as the
selection of the Commission President, cannot and must not be at the disposal of political actors.
Third, any reform project needs to be accepted, implemented and enacted by self-interested political
actors. Therefore, ‘arguing’ on reform proposals that claim or do achieve common gains is all too often
overshadowed by ‘bargaining’ among political actors who lack motivation to change rules that
awarded them political office or are unable and/or uninterested to look or move beyond their personal
interest. The political science literature refers to numerous cases of failed attempts to induce political
change in established democracies.
Fourth, reform discussions are even more complex and reform processes are even more complicated
in political systems with many veto players, of which the EU is a prime example. Within EU politics, selfinterested bargaining therefore easily outweighs arguing about common goods, and numerous actors
within the European multi-level system are well-positioned to prevent or at least slow down
institutional change and reform initiatives. Lengthy negotiations all too often result in hyper-complex
(institutional) compromise which is almost impossible to communicate and tends to reinforce the
image of the EU as an inefficient, slow, and detached political entity.
Given these caveats, the prospects for reforms that aim at injecting even ‘limited democratic politics’
into the EU’s political system, are not necessarily good. The measures require a successful negotiation,
revision and ratification of the EU Treaties as well as the European Election Act, and it seems rather
unlikely that the European institutions will be able and willing to address this. More importantly, we do
not see how and why institutional and partisan veto players might be convinced to give up their veto
positions. Yet the upcoming Conference on the Future of Europe, currently likely to start in September
2020, may provide a true opportunity.
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Here, the Commission ‘proposes to organise the Conference along two parallel strands: the
first focusing on policy, and what our Union should seek to achieve, the second focusing
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on institutional matters’. 497 While the agenda for the former is mainly guided by the policy
priorities of Ursula von der Leyen, the second strand on ‘topics specifically related to
democratic processes and institutional matters, including the Spitzenkandidaten system
and transnational lists for European elections’498 could allow for a broad public debate
and provide citizens with an actual say over their democratic participation in the EU.
This requires, however, that possible Treaty changes or amendments of the European
Electoral Act are not, formally or informally, taken off the agenda.


The success of the Conference will also crucially depend on how citizens and civil society
are involved. Here, the Commission and EP proposals envision a broad, inclusive,
transparent and participatory process based on, inter alia, the organisation of ‘Citizen
Dialogues’ or ‘Agoras’, including one reserved for younger citizens, flanked by online
consultations. Yet so far it is unclear how they will be organised, and in particular, to what
end. The online forum organised in the context of the Convention on the Future of Europe
2001 to 2003 should, in any case, serve as a clear example of how not to treat citizen and
civil society involvement. The aim was similar, namely to provide an instrument for open
exchanges with and among citizens and to give ‘civil society the means to make its voice
heard in a real European public forum’499. Yet while the online forum ‘facilitated an
interactive, transnational discourse largely focused on the development of a European
constitution’, participants ‘were not, as best as can be told, “average’ citizens” but people
who were well educated and very interested in the EU.’500 Moreover, it remained unclear
how, if at all, views expressed or proposals made by citizens or civil society representatives
actually fed into the outcome of the convention. Only very few civil society organisations
actually succeeded in having a dialogue with members of the Conventions, for all others
the process remained a purely one-way exercise with the Convention listening without
committing to an answer.

In May 2018, the Commission launched an online consultation on the Future of Europe based on a
questionnaire co-developed by EU citizens through a participatory panel with the aim of exploring EU
citizens’ concerns, hopes and expectations as part of the 2016 to 2019 Future of Europe Debate. These
were accompanied by the citizens’ dialogues between high- ranking Commission officials or even
Commissioners and citizens as well as ‘European Citizen Consultations’ (EECs) organised by the
member states. According to the Commission, the consultation with its 87.000 participants as well as
the results of more than 1500 citizens’ dialogues, ‘inspired and enriched’501 the Commission’s
contribution to the Strategic Agenda adopted by the European Council. Yet the European
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498

499

500

501

European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council: Shaping the
Conference on the Future of Europe, Brussels, 22.1.2020, COM(2020) 27 final, available at:
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/communication-conference-future-of-europe-january-2020_en.pdf, here p. 2.
European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council: Shaping the
Conference on the Future of Europe, Brussels, 22.1.2020, COM(2020) 27 final, available at:
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/communication-conference-future-of-europe-january-2020_en.pdf, here p. 2.
http://europa.eu.int/futurum/about_en.htm, cited from Wright, S., ‘A virtual European public sphere? The Futurum
discussion forum’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 14, No 8, 2007, 1167-1185, here p. 1167.
Wright, S., ‘A virtual European public sphere? The Futurum discussion forum’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 14, No
8, 2007, 1167-1185, here pp. 1180 and 1179.
European Commission, Citizens' dialogues and citizens' consultations - Key conclusions, European Commission, Brussels,
30. April 2019, available at: https://ec.europa.eu/commission/progress-reports-citizens-dialogues-and-consultations_en,
here p. 3.
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Commission's contribution summarises the ‘permanent dialogue with citizens’ on two short pages (out
of almost 80) and fails to show where and how exactly the dialogue enriched, informed, or even had
any impact on the document502. The Strategic Agenda 2019 – 2024 of the European Council503, in turn,
does not mention citizen involvement at all. ‘The list of vague commitments it describes covers all the
important “buzzwords”, but fails to mention or reflect the discussions conducted with citizens that
were intended to be at the heart of the Summit’s conclusions. […] [This] raises doubts about how
seriously European leaders have taken the ECCs, and risks letting down the citizens who participated
in the consultations.’504

502

503

504

505
506

507



A repeat of such exercises during the Conference, even in different structures such as
Dialogues or Agoras, runs the danger of frustrating participants and seriously
undermining the legitimacy of the Conference and its outcome. The establishment of
one or more regular ‘European citizens’ panels’ that report to the Conference with a list of
proposals for recommendations could be a way forward, but only if such proposals,
including those for institutional reform, have real impact. The proposals regarding the
organisation and aims of the conference put forward from academics, think tanks or civil
society are too numerous to be summarised here505, but we want to highlight especially the
recommendations put forward in a recent open letter by Alemanno, Nikolaidis and
Milanese506 to ensure that civil society and citizens alike are given a genuine
opportunity to participate in this process, i.e. have a true impact on the agenda and on
the outcome. In particular, we would strongly advise to find ways of ensuring that
participation is not limited to those EU citizens that are already firmly integrationist but
includes Eurosceptic citizens and groups as well.



Instruments such as citizens’ dialogues or online consultations can undoubtedly refresh
relations between citizens and politicians, and foster mutual understandings, both
among citizens and between citizens and decision makers. A true exchange is difficult
to achieve, however, if meetings are organised as questions and answer session: ‘Citizens’
Dialogues therefore constitute more of a Commission communication strategy than an indepth discussion with citizens […] The Commission engages with citizens in a top-down
fashion and citizens largely remain passive actors’.507



In addition, an improved approach is needed to take citizens’ views into account and
transform them into EU policymaking to ensure that citizens feel that their voice is not

European Commission, Europe in May 2019 - Preparing for a more united, stronger and more democratic Union in an
increasingly uncertain world. The European Commission's contribution to the informal EU27 leaders' meeting in Sibiu
(Romania) on 9 May 2019, European Commission, Brussels, 2019, available at:
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/euco_sibiu_communication_en.pdf.
European Council, A New Strategic Agenda 2019 – 2024, European Council, Brussels, 2019, available at:
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39914/a-new-strategic-agenda-2019-2024.pdf.
Butcher, P. and Stratulat, C., Citizens expect: Lessons from European Citizens’ Consultations, Discussion Paper, European
Policy Centre, 2019, available at: https://www.epc.eu/en/Publications/Citizens-expect-Lessons-from-the-EuropeanCitizens-Consultations~26c3d4, here p. 6.
For a selection, consult https://www.europeansources.info/record/conference-on-the-future-of-europe-2020-2022/.
Alemanno, A., Nicolaidis, K. and Milanese, N., The Conference on the Future of Europe: an Open Letter, Verfassungsblog, 1
February 2020, https://verfassungsblog.de/the-conference-on-the-future-of-europe-an-open-letter/.
Russack, S., ‘Pathways for Citizens to engage in EU policymaking’, CEPS Policy Insights, No 14, 2018, available at:
https://www.ceps.eu/wpcontent/uploads/2018/11/PI2018_14_SR_2CU%20chapter%20on%20Pathways%20for%20Citizens%20to%20Engage%2
0in%20EU%20Policymaking.pdf, here p. 20.
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just heard but listened to. ‘Citizens do expect feedback on their input’.508 Thus, while it is
indeed true that the ‘outcome of these dialogues and consultations must be
communicated openly and fed back into the policymaking process’509, it is equally
important to communicate openly whether and how consultations are taken into
account. In addition, Citizens’ Dialogues or Consultations ought to include a standardised
feedback system to provide citizens with the opportunity to relay their experiences with
these instruments and to facilitate the evaluation and subsequent improvement of these
instruments.510
In addition, any institutional reform of the EU, whether as a result of the Conference or not, will have to
be accompanied by political communication and education. Again, institutional reforms do not aim at
‘simply’ changing institutional rules but also at altering actors’ behaviour and mindset. The main task
of political communication throughout the EU is therefore less to connect with already well-informed
Europhile citizens, but to reach those that are uninterested in, uninformed about, indifferent towards,
alienated from or downright hostile towards the Union. Here, both the European Commission and the
European Parliament are in a battle over the communication of Europe with national governments, on
the one hand, and Eurosceptic parties, on the other. The former have incentives to nationalise
successes but Europeanise failures, and to contain the politicisation of EU politics more generally, in
order to avoid electoral fallout, which leaves the communicative space wide open for the latter and
their attempts to mobilise national publics against EU institutions and actors.
At the same time, the communication policy of the EU and its institutions has so far met limited success.
Over the last ten years, EU actors, politics and policies have become far more salient for the national
media, but this is mainly due to the multiple crises, or polycrisis, the EU has gone and is going through.
Due to the media’s own logic, according to which ‘the only good news are bad news’, increased
coverage often tends to fuel the ‘spiral of Euroscepticism’. The national media has, for example, shown
hardly any interest in the ‘Citizens’ Dialogues’ or ‘European Citizen Consultations’.511
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In our view, the proposals made by the European Commission in its contribution to the
Strategic Agenda partly go the right directions, especially the emphasis on
communication as a joint responsibility, on the fight against disinformation and the
promotion of media literacy as well as on the promotion of EU education. By contrast,
the Commissions approach to corporate communication seems counterproductive.
‘Argument and debate between leaders, governments, institutions and people about EU
policies is not a sign of conflict, but a sign of healthy and vibrant democratic

Butcher, P. and Stratulat, C., Citizens expect: Lessons from European Citizens’ Consultations, European Policy Centre, 2019,
available at: https://www.epc.eu/en/Publications/Citizens-expect-Lessons-from-the-European-CitizensConsultations~26c3d4, here p. 7; see also Białożyt, W. and Le Quiniou, R., ‘Europe’s deliberative instruments: has the EU
delivered?’, in Blockmans, S. and Russack, S. (eds), Deliberative Democracy in the EU - Countering Populism with
Participation and Debate, 2020, pp. 313-331, here, p. 318.
European Commission, Citizens' dialogues and citizens' consultations - Key conclusions, European Commission, Brussels,
30. April 2019, available at: https://ec.europa.eu/commission/progress-reports-citizens-dialogues-and-consultations_en.
Białożyt, W. and Le Quiniou, R., ‘Europe’s deliberative instruments: has the EU delivered?’, in Blockmans, S. and Russack, S.
(eds), Deliberative Democracy in the EU - Countering Populism with Participation and Debate, 2020, pp. 313-331, here,
p. 318.
Butcher, Pp and Stratulat, C., ‘Citizens expect: Lessons from European Citizens’ Consultations’, Discussion Paper, European
Policy Centre, 2019, available at: https://www.epc.eu/en/Publications/Citizens-expect-Lessons-from-the-EuropeanCitizens-Consultations~26c3d4, here p. 7.
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engagement.’512 Indeed. All the more surprising that the Commissions corporate approach
to communication is
‘based on one clear, coherent narrative, showing benefits for citizens framed through
storytelling. Storytelling is a powerful way of appealing to and engaging with citizens. A policy
or political priority that is not explained and underpinned by examples and emotions is unlikely
to be embraced in the same way by the citizens it involves and affects. Telling the EU’s story in a
more engaging and emotive way is a more effective means of communication than one
restricted to factual, evidence-based arguments only.



While the EU certainly also has to engage in good PR, we would caution against any
attempt to return to a ‘neutralisation of ideology’ – whether based on allegedly purely
factual arguments or engaging and emotional storytelling - that presents EU politics or
policies as transcending political cleavages, in particular the left-right cleavage. This
approach is particularly evident in one of the examples given for insufficient corporate
communication:
‘When it came to the reform of the EU’s copyright legislation, the EU institutions found
themselves faced with powerful lobbying and communication campaigns mounted against the
proposed reform in the last weeks before the decisive vote in the European Parliament. The lack
of an equally powerful response on the EU side meant that the intentions and reasons behind
the reform were not sufficiently known by the public, even if the reform was ultimately approved
by a clear majority in the European Parliament.’



In fact, the debate on the Copyright Directive can also be seen as an example of a politicised
EU issue that was discussed in a public arena that came close to a European public sphere.
Arguments of both proponents and opponents of the reform were comparatively widely
covered and discussed in both traditional and social media, and the debate was by no
means limited to large and powerful corporate interests but also mobilised, predominantly
younger, EU citizens over the controversial Article 13 of the directive. Here, research has
indeed suggested that politicisation requires polarising legislative proposals on which
(centre-) left and (centre-) right parties, both in the European Parliament and in the national
parliaments, take different positions. In contrast to carefully balanced proposals, polarising
initiatives changes the incentive structure of, especially centrist pro-EU, parties within
national parliaments, resulting in parliamentary debates where parties publicly present and
justify their different views on the issue513.

This brings us to our final point, namely that the in our view the EU also needs take the legitimising
potential of national parliaments and inter-parliamentary cooperation and communication
more seriously.
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One interesting development is the increasing focus of national parliaments on the European
Commission’s Annual Work Programme (CWP) as a means to plan their scrutiny activities more

European Commission, Europe in May 2019 - Preparing for a more united, stronger and more democratic Union in an
increasingly uncertain world. The European Commission's contribution to the informal EU27 leaders' meeting in Sibiu
(Romania) on 9 May 2019, European Commission, Brussels, 2019, available at:
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/euco_sibiu_communication_en.pdf, here p. 41.
Miklin, E., ‘EU Politicisation and National Parliaments: Visibility of Choices and Better Aligned Ministers?’, Journal of
Legislative Studies, Vol. 20, No 1, pp. 78-92; see also Miklin, E., From ‘Sleeping Giant’ to Left–Right Politicization? National
Party Competition on the EU and the Euro Crisis’, Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 52, No 6, pp. 1199–1206.
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strategically. Importantly, the CWP is now also discussed at COSAC meetings, especially the
meeting of COSAC’s Chairpersons at the beginning of the year, and serves to identify one or
two subjects as the focus of COSAC’s activity for the coming year.514 As a consequence,
parliaments could use the CWP not only to establish a stronger link between their domestic
scrutiny activities, but also as a means to foster inter-parliamentary deliberation on EU
initiatives and proposals. In this context, an interesting proposal has been put forward in a
report by EP’s Committee on Constitutional Affairs515 and endorsed in a resolution by
Parliament on 19 April 2018516, namely the introduction of an annual ‘European Week’ taking
place simultaneously in all national parliaments, with debates on the European agenda
between MPs, European Commissioners, MEPs and representatives of civil society.
Simultaneous broad debates of the CWP, for example, could indeed support the emergence
of connected inter-parliamentary public spheres. In addition, such an event is likely to attract
rather considerable media coverage.


514

515

516

517
518

519

520

Finally, we advocate a formal institutionalisation of the so-called ‘green card’, a mechanism
that would allow parliaments, provided they reach a certain quorum, to propose new
legislative or non-legislative initiatives, or amendments to existing legislation. The idea of the
‘green card’ is not new and had gained quite some momentum amongst national
parliaments.517 Yet although the European Parliament had signalled that it backed the
proposal518 and even the Commission had declared its general openness to the idea519, the
momentum behind the introduction of the green card seems to have slowed down. One reason
might be that a number of, albeit completely informal, ‘green cards’ organised by national
parliaments have not been very successful.520 If properly institutionalised, however, a ‘green
card’ system could provide national parliaments with an opportunity to engage
collectively in a more active and constructive inter-parliamentary deliberation on EU
responsibilities than currently provided by the EWM, which is mainly a limited defence
mechanism.

Fasone, C. and Fromage, D., ‘From Veto Players to Agenda-Setters? National Parliaments and their ‘Green Card’ to the
European Commission, Maastricht Journal of Comparative European Law, Vol. 23, No 2, 2016, pp. 294-317, here pp. 300301.
European Parliament, Report on the implementation of the Treaty provisions concerning national parliaments, Committee
on Constitutional Affairs Rapporteur: Paulo Rangel, (2016/2149(INI)), 28.3.2018, available at:
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-8-2018-0127_EN.pdf, here p. 5.
European Parliament resolution of 19 April 2018 on the implementation of the Treaty provisions concerning national
parliaments (2016/2149(INI)), available at: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0186_EN.pdf.
See the Biannual COSAC reports No 23 and 24, available at: http://www.cosac.eu/documents/bi-annual-reports-of-cosac/.
European Parliament resolution of 16 February 2017 on possible evolutions of and adjustments to the current institutional
set-up of the European Union (2014/2248(INI)), available at:
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P8-TA-2017-0048&language=EN, here para 60.
European Commission, Reply of the European Commission to the Contribution of the LVI COSAC Bratislava on 13-15
November 2016, 18.01.2017, available at: http://www.cosac.eu/56-slovakia-2016/lvi-cosac-13-15-november-2016bratislava/.
Rozenberg, O. (2017). The Role of National Parliaments in the EU after Lisbon: Potentialities and Challenges. Policy
Department for Citizens’ Rights and Constitutional Affairs, European Parliament, available at:
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/de/document.html?reference=IPOL_STU(2017)583126, here p. 37.
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Constitutional Affairs at the request of the AFCO Committee, provides a brief overview of the
academic debates on Europeanisation as well as contestation and politicisation of the EU and
European integration. Against this background, it focuses on the European public sphere(s), in
particular those based on the media and parliaments. The study further discusses current reform
proposals aiming to Europeanise the European elections and concludes with recommendations on
increasing the legitimacy of the European Union.
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