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Executive summary 

The report analyses the democratic delegation of power from voters to national and 
European leaders through the analysis of the contemporary functioning of electoral linkage 
chains in the European Union (EU) multi-level system. 

The first section of the present report investigates trends in electoral participation at the 
aggregate level both for national and European elections. The main findings of this section 
can be summarized as follows: 

• In the last decades, electoral turnout has declined at both the national and 
supranational levels. The trend, however, is far from being uniform as there are small 
downward and upward variations as well as cross-country differences. 

• The lower turnout level for European elections than for national parliamentary ones 
is a multi-factorial phenomenon resulting from a combination of individual and 
institutional determinants.  

• Such short-term changes suggest that turnout is not only linked to long-term socio-
economic conditions, but also to institutional conditions shaping the structure of 
opportunities provided to the EU citizens. 

• The empirical analysis covering all European contests since 1979 brings important 
results regarding the relationship between institutional conditions and turnout levels. 
Compulsory voting and holding concurrent national elections are the two factors that 
affect turnout the most strongly. Yet, turnout is negatively affected by the proximity 
and multiplication of preceding national elections. 

• Such factors, as well as the voting days or the number of constituencies, represent 
potential action points to invigorate voters’ participation. 

The second section of the report studies the potential impact of party reforms designed to 
strengthen the links between citizens, political parties and political institutions. We explore 
the interactions between citizens’ attitudes and democratic innovations practices by focusing 
on three different levels, namely: supranational, national and intra-party levels. 

After assessing the democratization patterns at the supranational level through the so-called 
Spitzenkandidaten system, the section explores the organizational democratization practices 
of political actors at national level and their consequences on citizens’ attitudes and 
specifically on their satisfaction with the way democracy works. Its key take-away points are 
the following: 

• There is an increasing disconnect between citizens and institutions at various levels 
(European and national). We discuss in this deliverable several different issues 
regarding this disconnect 

• There are two main issues that complicate the electoral linkage between the EU and 
its citizens: first, the lack of electoral connection and second the policy drift away 
from citizens’ preferences. We assessed these two issues thoroughly and empirically 
by first mapping practices of democracy across Europe and then by assessing their 
consequences on citizens’ attitudes and by trying to offer a first glimpse into their 
impact on citizens’ behaviour. 
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• The mapping of democratic innovations at national level, especially by political actors 
such as parties, showed a complex picture of significant variation of the use of such 
participatory tools. Participatory innovations such as party primaries are used more 
and more often even if their institutionalization process is advancing slowly across 
European party systems. An overall general pattern of increasing democratization of 
party organizations across the EU member states seems to emerge. 

• In addition, political parties at the European level seem to try and tentatively test 
various democratic innovations and participatory democracy processes within their 
organizational settings. 

• Our findings show that party primaries will increase citizens’ satisfaction with 
democracy because they increase citizens’ political efficacy. We find that the higher 
the proportion of parties that hold primaries, the more citizens are satisfied with 
democracy in their home country. This correlation seems to interact with party 
polarization. 

The last sub-section of the report studies the relative competitiveness of intra-party selection 
processes at national level and the internal party ‘machine’ and participatory venues within 
political parties. It shows that: 

• When evaluating the democratic potential of primaries at both European and 
member state levels the aspect of intraparty competition is vital as no matter how 
inclusive the selectorate (who can vote), the use of restrictive candidate 
requirements can provide a small (elite) group with full control over the final results. 

• The competiveness of intraparty competitions, be it when selecting candidates for 
national party lists or for the Spitzenkandidaten system, starts with deciding who can 
run in the first place affecting competition in all subsequent stages of the elections 
process and ultimately, democracy at the national level. 

• Lower candidacy requirements seem to encourage more candidates to participate in 
intraparty races. In contrast, higher candidacy requirements are conducive to more 
competitive races in terms of margin of the vote share between the top two 
candidates.  

• Overall, formal candidacy requirements provide the impression to have an overall 
positive effect on intraparty competition, but apparently in opposite and conflicting 
directions. 
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1. Introduction 

A wide range of recent theoretical and empirical scholarship has assessed the alleged trend 
that both advanced and transitional democracies seem to ‘fail’ in meeting the needs of their 
citizens.1 In particular, they point out that countries fail to meet citizens’ expectations with 
regard to public policy and democracy more broadly (Tomini, 2017; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018). 
Importantly, the trend seems particularly relevant for understanding the evolution of European 
democracies (Foa & Mounk 2016; Geissel, Kneuer & Lauth, 2016; Cassani & Tomini 2018). The 
growing political relevance of this (as well as other) challenge(s) to liberal democracies can be 
linked to recent changes in voting behaviours with higher support for far right/left and populist 
parties but also more directly in the increasing disconnection between citizens and (national 
and European) institutions or political systems. Such a disconnection manifest itself through 
two main trends. On the one hand, it is embodied in the growth of dissatisfaction with the 
functioning of democracy in European Union (EU) member states, and in the rising feeling of 
distrust towards state institutions and political parties (Aarts & Thomassen, 2008; Anderson, 
1998; Armingeon & Guthmann, 2014; Della Porta & Mény, 1995; Wagner, Schneider & Halla, 
2009). On the other hand, this disconnection is displayed in the waning interest in politics of 
European citizens, who are less and less politically engaged and participate less and less in 
elections at all levels (Dalton, 2004; 2017; Gray & Caul, 2000; Norris, 2011b). 

One way scholars argue to capture the interplay of these different factors is to study turnout 
as one of the crucial indicators of how and to what extent citizens participate in the governance 
of their country (Franklin, 2010). Higher voter turnout is often considered as a sign of the vitality 
of democracy, while lower turnout is usually associated with voter apathy and mistrust of 
political processes (Blais & Daoust, 2020; Norris, 2014; van Deth, 2016). In liberal, 
representative democracies, the electoral linkage chain between voters and political elites 
provide the main channels for organizing accountability and responsiveness processes (Aldrich, 
1995; Fiorina, 1981; Lewis-Beck, 1986; Mair, 2008; Schattschneider, 1942). The linkage offered 
to citizens by fair and free elections represents the main structure within a society that 
connects voters to the government and state institutions. If the degree of participation of 
voters in elections starts to falter, these accountability and responsiveness processes would 
not function properly anymore and this could result in a general malfunctioning of political 
linkage procedures as much as institutions. These patterns have prompted, in the last two 
decades, both institutions and political actors (such as parties) to adopt organizational reforms 
in order to manage such compelling challenges. Several democratic innovations have been 
adopted for increasing the involvement of citizens in the political decision-making process as a 
remedy to counter the alleged loss of legitimacy of representative politics.  

Both these political issues concern mostly the functioning of democracies at national level or, 
at least, they have been conceived in such context. Nevertheless, the same questions 
indistinctly apply to the EU, not least since it is often described as a not fully legitimate political 
system, where voters cannot hold the elites and institutions directly accountable for their policy 
choices (Kohler-Koch & Rittberger, 2007; Schmidt, 2004; 2015; Schmitt & Thomassen, 1999). 
Thus, more attention needs to be granted to that level, as it is the overall support for 

 
1 The authors would like to thank the internal reviewers of the RECONNECT consortium for their very helpful 
comments on a previous version of this report. The usual disclaimers apply. 
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institutions, not only at Member State but also at EU levels, that is declining (Braun & 
Tausendpfund, 2014; Kritzinger, 2004; Stockemer, 2012). 

The nature and effectiveness of the instruments and practices for holding the EU as well as the 
member states’ different institutional arrangements under democratic control and to, 
ultimately, link them back to the European citizens is thus at the core of this report. Therefore, 
we address the question of the democratic delegation of power from the voters to national and 
European leaders through the analysis of the contemporary functioning of electoral linkage 
chains in the EU multi-level system. More precisely, we ask what hinders the political 
participation of citizens, as it is itself acknowledged to lead to a representation deficit (the 
famous ‘democratic deficit’). More specifically, what explains low turnout in European elections 
(i.e. citizens’ behaviours)? To what extent do the reforms and innovations introduced by 
political actors (in particular by political parties as the main structures for electoral linkage in 
contemporary democracies) and institutions (at national and EU level) contribute in driving 
electoral participation and enhancing citizens’ satisfaction with democracy? In this first report 
under the realm of the RECONNECT work package 6 on ‘Practices of democracy’, the research 
intention is thus to map practices of democracy and electoral linkages both at the EU and at 
the member states’ levels.  

To do so, we consider an array of perspectives which, taken together, will provide a more 
complete insight into both the extent of the issue of low citizen engagement and the 
institutional and organisational responses both at EU and member states levels to this issue. 
We start from the assumption that in the EU multi-level system, citizens can engage in various 
electoral linkage processes. Particularly, on the conventional side or within institutional forms 
of political participation, they can take part in elections, in party activities, including increasingly 
in candidate selection processes. To explore this topic, this report will look first at the channels 
and instruments that are at the disposal of citizens and voters for engaging in politics and 
decision-making at national and European levels. Then, the report will examine the use that 
European citizens make of such instruments, by focusing in particular on electoral participation 
and political mobilization through instruments of direct democracy. Overall, the aim of this 
study is to identify the institutional and political rules that can improve the democratic quality 
at both the national and EU levels by strengthening the electoral linkage chain and the 
functioning of processes of representative democracy. If low electoral turnout, as explained 
above, is a symptom of democratic malaise, there is a clear need to identify the institutional 
engineering practices which at state-, EU- or political organizations levels could increase 
satisfaction with democracy, and thus the diffuse support for the system, ultimately leading to 
reinstate citizens’ participation. In other words, this report is an attempt to answer the question 
of what parties and electoral institutions can do for making democracy work better. To what 
extent do rules and institutional practices enable citizens to participate? To what extent do 
parties actually provide new arenas for participation? The present report will thus be structured 
in two parts, as follows. 

In the first section, we consider the electoral linkage by shedding light on the turnout issue. In 
this section, we start by documenting trends in electoral turnout at aggregate level both for 
national and European elections. We then provide an exploration of the factors that hinders 
electoral participation at the EU level. We assess the role of institutional factors on how 
practices and rules of democracy play out on the most crucial electoral linkage and 
participatory indicator, namely electoral turnout. Our analysis is based on the a newly collected 
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data set compiling aggregate election data on electoral turnout both at national and EU level 
which include the 2019 elections to allow for cross-country as well as cross-time comparisons. 

Second, we envisage a series of responses to the decline in political participation and 
satisfaction with democracy in Europe. Following the exploration on institutional factors that 
could hinder electoral participation, this section of the report assesses the potential impact of 
democratic reforms designed to strengthen the linkage chain between citizens, political parties 
and political institutions, such as the Spitzenkandidaten system for European Parliament (EP) 
elections, and intra-party innovations at the national level such as party primaries. 

Empirically, we explore the current state of the democratic linkage between citizens and the 
state by developing two new data sets mapping the most recent democratic reforms at 
different territorial levels of government (national and EU) and with regard to both state 
institution and political actors. In short, we thus start with a diagnosis of a general problem by 
starting with an analysis of its symptoms, we then turn to look at how different actors and 
institutions have addressed it.  
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2. Exploring and explaining the weakening of the electoral linkage: the 
example of low turnout in Europe  

 

Camille Kelbel, Julien Navarro and François Briatte, Lille Catholic University 

 

2.1 The observation: low and declining turnout in EU democracies 

The growing distance between citizens and their representatives is one of the most critical 
symptoms of the crisis of democracy facing Europe today. As documented by the report of 
RECONNECT work package 5 on ‘the populist challenges and the resilience of democratic 
principles’, the EU and its member states have recently been confronted with the unceasing 
rise of (mostly populist) anti-EU parties, with overall decreasing levels of satisfaction with 
democracy and of trust in politics as well as with declining levels of political participation both 
at national and European levels. Before analysing the factors that contribute to this crisis as 
well as potential solutions, it is necessary to assess its magnitude. To do this, we focus on 
electoral turnout, which is often regarded as a key indicator of democratic health as it captures 
ordinary citizens’ political behaviour and direct engagement with the political system in the 
broader sense (Diamond & Morlino, 2004). From a methodological standpoint, electoral 
turnout allows comparisons of citizens’ engagement with politics through time and across 
countries. In this section, we successively explore long-term trends in electoral participation at 
the national and at the EU levels. 

2.1.1. Declining turnout at the national level 

Questions about democratic legitimacy have arisen not only with respect to EU institutions: 
national polities are also experiencing – to varying levels – legitimacy challenges and, in 
particular, an increasing distance between ordinary citizens and political elites (Armingeon & 
Guthmann, 2014; Grossman & Sauger, 2017). Citizens’ dissatisfaction with democracy often 
results in ‘voice’ strategies to the benefit of anti-establishment parties; it may also take the 
form of ‘exit’ strategies with citizens withdrawing more broadly from politics (Papadopoulos, 
2013, p. 158). The latter strategy is particularly visible when looking at levels of electoral 
participation. 
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Figure 1. Absolute number of national parliamentary elections by turnout level (1945-2019) 

 

Source: see Appendix 1 

 

Displaying data on national parliamentary elections in the EU 28 member states, Figure 1 
reveals that levels of electoral participation are far from being uniform across the continent 
and across elections. About half of the 405 electoral contests that took place at the national 
level since 1945 had a participation rate under 80 % (the median value being 79.1 %). More 
precisely, there are 12.1 % of the cases (i.e. 49 elections) when turnout was below 60 %, 15.6 % 
(i.e. 63 elections) when it was between 60 and 69 %, 24.2 % (98 elections) between 70 and 79 
%, 28.4 % (115 elections) between 80 and 89 % and almost one out of five elections (80 i.e. 
19.8 % of the total) above 90 %. In the last five years (2015-2019), the mean turnout in national 
parliamentary elections has spanned between 32.2 % in Romania and 92.1 % in Malta. The 
lowest participation rate (37.79 %) was recorded at the 2016 election in Romania and the 
highest (96.78 %) in 1949 in Austria. 

A closer look at turnout data at the national level in the EU member states also gives credit to 
the hypothesis of geographical differences, in particular of a gap between old and new 
European democracies, closely related to the history of democratic institutions at the national 
level (Bernhagen & Marsh, 2007). To evaluate the breadth of such differences, we have 
grouped countries in three categories based on their political and electoral history (see 
Appendix 1). We thus distinguish between countries where competitive elections have been 
the norm since at least the end of the 1940s, those where democratic institutions were put in 
place during the second half of the 1970s, and the youngest democracies that were established 
at the turn of the 1990s. Since the democratic history of European countries largely overlaps 
with their geographical position, we labelled the three categories, respectively: ‘old 
democracies’ (i.e. Austria, Belgium, Germany, Denmark, Finland, France, United Kingdom, 
Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands and Sweden), ‘Southern democracies’ (i.e. Greece, 
Malta, Cyprus, Spain and Portugal) and ‘Central and Eastern European democracies’ (i.e. 
Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, Latvia, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, 
Romania and Croatia). As shown in Figure 2, turnout is constantly higher in the oldest 
democracies than in Southern Europe (the gap ranges from 0 to 11 % points) and in Central and 
Eastern Europe (the gap ranges from 13 to 21 % points). 
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Figure 2. Mean turnout in national parliamentary elections (regional groupings) 

 

Note: see Appendix 1 for information on the data and the regional groupings. 

 

Besides, the analysis of data on national parliamentary elections confirms that electoral turnout 
is following a downward trend in Europe, similar to what has been observed in other parts of 
the Western world (Gray & Caul, 2000; Powell, 1986). This observation is not new (Flickinger & 
Studlar, 1992), but it has received a growing attention since turnout has continued to decrease 
in the last three decades in almost every Western country (Stockemer, 2017). Figure 2 enables 
us to compare the turnout decline in different parts of the continent. The decline started in the 
‘oldest’ democracies at the beginning of the 1980s after three decades when turnout was more 
or less stable around 85 %. The decline has been less regular and less steady in Southern 
European countries, where turnout in the most recent period is only 3 points of percentage 
below that of the older democracies. The participation rate, which started at a lower level, 
declined very quickly in the Central and Eastern countries and was on average of 52 % between 
2005 and 2014; it was slightly higher (54 %) in the most recent period. A close observation of 
the data shows that the decline is not perfectly linear: upsurges exist, which point at contextual 
factors. 

2.1.2. Declining turnout at the EU level 

Much like at the national level, a quick examination of turnout at EP elections points to a 
downward trend (Figure 3). However, at the country level, the decrease is not linear: (small) 
surges of participation in any given member states are soon followed by a decline. In the 175 
elections held in the individual member states since 1979, 84 out of the 143 elections that were 
not first-time contests showed a decrease in participation when compared to the previous one 
(Table A2 A2.1 in Appendix 2). Yet, the overall trend is overwhelmingly negative. With the 
exception of the most recent one, each single EP election since 1979 has displayed a lower 
turnout rate than the preceding contest. In 2019, the average turnout for the 28 Member 
States seems to have been the highest in the last 20 years. However, the pattern is not 
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consistent and several countries, such as Ireland, Italy, and Portugal, saw their participation 
rate drop compared to 2014. 

 

Figure 3. EP elections turnout by country groupings (pondered mean for all participating countries) (1979-2019) 

 

Source: own compilation based on Döring & Manow, 2019. 
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Figure 4. Voter turnout in national and European elections 

 

Source: own compilation based on Döring & Manow, 2019. 

 

Strikingly, the electoral participation varies greatly depending on the country. The highest 
turnout rate (92.09 %) was recorded in Belgium in 1984 while the lowest point (13.05 %) was 
in Slovakia in 2014 (Table A2.1 in Appendix 2). It is probably not by chance that, in the most 
recent election, the lowest and the highest points were recorded in the same countries 
(respectively, 22.74 % in Slovakia and 89.50 % in Belgium). In fact, when comparing national 
and European elections, two patterns are particularly visible (Figure 4). On the one hand, 
turnout in European elections is almost always lower than turnout at national legislative 
elections. On the other hand, the lines for both types of elections are parallel. These 
observations conform to the theory that European Parliament elections are second-order 
national elections (Reif & Schmitt, 1980). 
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2.2. Theoretical arguments: how do institutional rules affect electoral participation 

in European elections? 

Voter turnout is the most scrutinized and first observed feature in each EP electoral contest 
since the introduction of direct elections at the EU level in 1979. In European elections, 
observers most often interpret (non-)participation as an indicator of the (de-)mobilization of 
the electorate for European issues (Blondel, Sinnott & Svensson, 1998). Allegedly, however, 
there is more to it. The question we address in this first part of the deliverable is thus what 
triggers or inhibits electoral participation for EP elections. Although we consider a wide range 
of possible factors capturing theoretically-based reasons for variations in participation levels, 
we focus on the institutional factors. The latter are indeed particularly relevant if we want to 
know what political decision-makers could do to boost voter turnout, as only these factors allow 
a direct intervention. 

2.2.1. Participation v. non-participation in second-order elections 

Low levels of political participation are one of the major outcomes under scrutiny in the second-
order elections (SOE) model originally developed by Reif and Schmitt (1980). A large amount of 
literature has subsequently tried to expound on the mechanism underlying this phenomenon 
of lower participation, producing complementary although somewhat inconsistent pictures of 
the euro-abstainer. More precisely, the existing literature has put forward competing 
mechanisms, most of which are located at the individual level. 

A first, classic, explanation of abstention pertains to the lack of socio-economic predispositions 
of Europeans. Just like in other contests, ‘heavy’ socio-political variables – often used as 
controls in studies of EP participation at the individual level (Schmitt & van der Eijk, 2001; 
Wessels & Franklin, 2009) – may deter citizens from voting. Their socio-economic status, their 
level of education and social integration may explain why people do or do not go to the polls, 
much in line with what the Verba and Nie (1972) predicted in the 1970s. At the EU level, the 
argument goes, these trends may be further emphasized by potential voters’ lack of knowledge 
or understanding of these specific contests. It is indeed unlikely that those that have not 
acquired the ‘habit of voting’ at the national level will go to the polls for EP elections (Franklin 
& Hobolt, 2011; Schmitt & Mannheimer, 1991). In sum, some disadvantaged EU voters would 
not really choose to abstain or vote at the time of the elections, as they do not have the means 
to know and master the issues in this specific political field. Yet, given that some countries have 
held their ninth EP elections in 2019, the increasing familiarity of voters with the EU institutions 
and polity should – at least to some extent – progressively solve the problem.  

Another set of explanations that more specifically tackles the consistently lower participation 
rates in EP than in other elections is relates to ‘sincere’ non-voting (Balme, Belot & Rozenberg 
2004, p. 348), in line with more attitudinal explanations of political (non-)participation. Sincere 
non-voting encompasses a broad range of attitudes ranging from the lack of support for 
national politics to the lack of efficacy (the ‘my vote does not make a difference’ perception), 
and through the lack of parties’ general appeal as well as the absence of involvement in politics. 
For some citizens, demobilization seems to lie more clearly in Eurosceptic attitudes. Some 
authors have in particular detected what they called a ‘voluntary Euro-abstention’ (Blondel, 
Sinnott & Svensson, 1998; Wessels & Franklin, 2009). There seems to be at least two situations 
in which this genuine but informed abstention may take place due to the ‘less at stake’ 
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perception of European elections but this time on the part of the parties themselves. First, 
potential voters may in fact be unsatisfied with the political supply – which for long had and 
still to a large extent has little to do with European matters (Føllesdal & Hix 2006, pp. 535-536): 
campaigns, parties, candidates have been and still are certainly more ‘nationalised’ than 
Europeanized. A second, related, perception may be that European elections simply do not 
provide viable alternatives to the mostly Europhile political class, while people are in growing 
numbers rejecting the need for more integration. In fact, the literature has found limited 
support for this claim (Schmitt & van der Eijk, 2001). Besides, this assertion seems to fit poorly 
with the observation that the number of lists presented in EP elections most often surpasses 
that of other electoral contests. 

Last but not least, much like among vote switchers, there might be ‘strategic’ abstainers. In this 
last, more instrumental mechanism, abstainers may refrain from voting to send a signal to their 
political elite with which they are dissatisfied. Referring to Muxel (2007), these last two 
categories of abstainers are likely to be intermittent ones and to explain variations in the 
number of abstainers. Although not discussing the very nature of European elections, Muxel 
(2007, p. 54) notes that most people who voted in their country’s previous legislative elections 
while abstaining in the 2004 EP elections, decided to do so at the last minute, suggesting that 
this is not linked to a lack of politicisation. Informed citizens increasingly make alternate use of 
voting and non-voting and this practice may thus explain the growing or at least varying rates 
of abstention in EP elections. What matters to explain raises and changes in abstention levels 
would thus not be the socio-economic background of voters. Socio-economic deprivation 
would rather concern the pool of citizens who abstain in elections at different tiers of 
government or at least in all EP elections, thus not explaining changes in turnout levels between 
EP elections. Following this line of argumentation, the evolution of the socio-economic 
conditions in individual countries would not be sufficient to explain the rise in rates of 
abstention over the years (notwithstanding that it also seems to go in the wrong direction). If 
such is the case, then in order to understand low and varying turnout at EU level we should 
rather consider the supply side and structure of opportunities provided. The focus of our analysis 
is thus on macro-level variables, and in particular on institutional variables, which embody the 
action potential of the political system. 

2.2.2. How rules and institutions could improve turnout? 

Institutional variables are not only among the most important factors affecting electoral 
turnout in general (Blais, 2006); they are also the only ones through which political authorities 
can hope to exert a direct influence upon the level of participation. Franklin and Hobolt see 
‘low voter turnout as an evident consequence of an institutional design that fails to put real 
political power in voters’ hands’ (Franklin & Hobolt, 2016, p. 68). Macro-level changes are also 
important in that they have the means to trigger mobilization at the meso level and in turn at 
the individual one. Several comparative studies have concluded that institutional factors, such 
as compulsory voting, the electoral system, or unicameralism, seem to affect most clearly and 
significantly the likelihood that citizens will cast their vote (Blais, 2006; Franklin, 1996; Geys, 
2006). 

But which specific types of rules and institutions are likely to influence voter turnout in EP 
elections? Van der Eijk and Franklin (1996) list a number of institutional variables they see as 
likely to affect turnout: compulsory voting, Sunday voting, proportionality of the party system, 
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and the timing of EP elections within the national election cycle. Franklin (2001) further 
explores these structural factors, evidencing that higher turnout in European elections is 
associated with compulsory voting, countries’ first EP election, and the location of EP elections 
in the national electoral cycle. Moreover, he develops this view, arguing that institutional 
arrangements condition ‘the cost of voting and the likely benefits in policy consequences (or 
net return) of election outcomes’ (Franklin, 2004, p. 44). In other words, institutional 
arrangements do not matter as such but in that they influence the saliency of a given election 
as perceived by the voters which in turn reflects in turnout (or abstention).  

Key factors that explain vote in EP elections have invariably been found to be national-level 
ones, be them attitudes toward the national level, mobilization agencies at the national level 
(parties, candidates, media, etc.) or rules decided by the member states. Regarding institutions, 
while behaviours in national elections are linked to institutional arrangements at the same 
level, the picture is somewhat different here. EP electoral outcomes are often explained by 
mechanisms occurring at another – i.e. the national – level. Both ‘sanctioning the government’ 
and ‘voting with the heart’ are two mechanisms under which voters base their EP vote (or non-
vote) on domestic concerns and preferences, expressly linking national level attitudes of 
(dis)satisfaction (for the former) and trust to EP voting behaviours, although these two 
behaviours admittedly lead to voting, not abstention. Over the last four decades, most of the 
works have evidenced that voters decided in the European elections mainly to express a choice 
within the national political space (Belot & Van Ingelgom, 2015). As such, we need to 
systematically identify the peculiar nature of the rules and institutions (and changes thereof) 
and to question their impact on EP voting. How is the level of turnout in EP elections linked to 
changing institutions, especially to the timing of elections and electoral rules? Quite clearly, 
what comes out most repeatedly in the literature is that attitudes must here be grasped in a 
multi-level perspective. As such, we need to identify the peculiar nature of the multi-level 
political system that affects decisions to go to the polls in EP elections. 

2.2.3. Which rules may matter? 

The theoretical insights presented above provide valuable ground for conceptualizing the 
relation between various elements and turnout in EP elections at the aggregate level. Our 
overarching argument is on the interplay between the different factors identified at the macro 
level and the levels of turnout across time and member states. More precisely, we focus on the 
electoral rules and calendar as they are more likely to produce useful results from a decision-
making and decision-makers perspective. Is it actually the case that the increased number of 
elections depresses participation in EP elections? If so, is it the overall number of elections that 
matters or is it the proximity to the last election? Is changing the electoral rules (and 
homogenizing the system across member states) likely to reduce the turnout deficit? Before 
testing these effects at the aggregate level through a cross-time longitudinal analysis, we delve 
into the issue of under which modalities institutional arrangements are likely to play out in 
turnout in EP elections. 

2.2.3.1. The electoral calendar 

The idea that what happened in EP elections is to be linked to the electoral sequence in a given 
country is widespread. In terms of votes, this postulate is one of the main tenets of the second-
order elections model. Investigating participation in almost three thousand regional elections, 
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Schakel and Dandoy (2014) identify three distinct effects of the electoral cycle on turnout. 
Concurrent elections and holding a regional election right before a national contest tend to 
increase turnout in the former, while turnout is lower when another election is held just before 
it. This is important because while the multiplication of electoral contests in the wake of 
decentralization and European integration held the promise of more democracy, less 
participation arguably goes in the opposite direction. How would then the electoral cycle 
depress EP turnout? In their ‘legacy of lethargy’ argument, Franklin and Hobolt (2011) evidence 
that participation in national elections is taken down by the very existence of European 
elections. If such is the case, we may similarly expect national-driven electoral calendars to 
depress participation at the EU level. 

● Concurrent elections 

Accounts of aggregate electoral turnout often take into consideration the timing of the 
elections. Some countries organize local, regional or national elections at the same time as EP 
elections. These ‘concurrent elections’ can be expected to increase participation (Fauvelle-
Aymar & François, 2015). Two reasons for a positive relationship between concurrent elections 
and voter turnout have been advanced (Geys, 2006). On the one hand, the incidence of 
concurrent elections increases the likelihood that the media pay attention to at least one of 
them; this should in turn increase the general awareness and information of the electorate. On 
the other hand, concurrent elections diminish the cost of voting for each of them, because 
voters can exercise two responsibilities at once. 

Empirical research provides evidence that turnout in EP elections is indeed higher when they 
are held simultaneously with local, regional or national elections (Franklin, van der Eijk & 
Oppenhuis, 1996; Mattila, 2003). Indeed, if other contests are held concurrently, this should 
increase turnout in EP elections as people would not need to be motivated by the EP contest 
only to participate. This situation is allegedly most favourable to participation in cases where 
first order contests (national elections) are held on the same day as EP elections (such as 
Luxembourg until 2009 and in Belgium since 2014). Interestingly, electoral contests held at 
different levels of government have come to coincide more frequently (see for instance: Sanz, 
2008). We therefore expect electoral turnout to be higher when EP elections are held on the 
same day as other elections (or referenda). 

● Voter fatigue and the electoral cycle 

If increased opportunities for electoral participation are not effectively increasing the 
participation, it may be because of voter ‘fatigue’, i.e. a lack or loss of interest of voters in going 
to the polls. While concurrent elections are expected to increase voter turnout, electoral cycles 
may have the opposite effect if voters suffer from such fatigue. In a cost-benefit analysis, the 
increased frequency of elections may lead voters to get tired with going to the polls (Rallings, 
Thrasher & Borisyuk, 2003); elections may seem uninteresting because there is a feeling of déjà 
vu. Besides, the multiplication of elections at all levels of government may also mean that there 
is less at stake at each of them2. The voter fatigue effect has been first used to explain the low 

 
2 There is, however, a counter-argument that has received some empirical support, advanced by Garmann (2017). 
A larger number of elections could make voters more interested (and one could add knowledgeable and feeling 
competent) in politics, in which case having a densified electoral calendar would increase and not decrease 
turnout. 
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turnout figures in the United States and Switzerland (Boyd, 1981; Jackman & Miller, 1995). In 
Europe, there is a ‘densification’ of the electoral calendar (Willocq & Kelbel, 2018) due to the 
appearance of new contests: an increase frequency of elections at all levels of governments 
(Cain, Dalton & Scarrow, 2003) and a multiplication of direct consultations (Magni-Berton, 
2012, p. 178). This could have a negative impact on electoral turnout in general and, on that in 
EP elections in particular.  

This issue seems particularly relevant for second-order elections. These are by definition less 
important in the perception of voters than first-order elections are (Reif, 1985), while having 
been first and almost invariably used to qualify European elections. Thus, if any election has to 
be skipped, it is likely to be the EP one (which already suffers from a lack of interest to start 
with), making the voter fatigue argument most detrimental to second-order elections. We 
therefore expect that turnout will be lower the higher the number of national elections held in 
between two EP elections.  

The level of participation in the second-order election is further expected to vary depending on 
the timing of the various elections (Shackel & Dandoy, 2014). A general perception seems to be 
that higher levels of turnout are recorded when EP elections are held close but before national 
elections – in other words, toward the end of the first-order electoral cycle (Schmitt & van der 
Eijk, 2007). By contrast, when European elections are held immediately after a national contest, 
turnout drops. The instrumental mechanism at play is that due to a ‘voter fatigue’, turnout 
would thus be reduced further in elections which take place soon after another election 
because costs are multiplied across elections. And this would be all the truer of the second-
order elections are second in line. As Marsh and Mikhaylov (2010, p. 13) put it: 

‘Turnout is particularly low in elections that follow closely after national 
elections and voting with the ‘heart’ dominates. On the other hand, the 
importance of an EP election grows when it is held on the eve of a national 
election. In this situation an EP election can be viewed as a sign of what will 
happen in the forthcoming national election. Turnout in such a set up is higher 
relative to other second-order elections.’ 

If such is the case, then participation levels in EP elections would be dependent on their relative 
position in the electoral calendar. We therefore expect that, on the one hand, electoral turnout 
is positively correlated to the amount of time passed since the last national election. On the 
other hand, it will be higher the shorter the time to the next national election. 

● Voting day 

An additional element that differentiates between countries and elections is the day on which 
the election is held. Holding elections on Sunday should yield more participants (Blais et al., 
2007; Norris, 2002). Similarly, holding elections on (two) different days and offering alternatives 
to voters (procurations, postal voting, voting at the consulate) should foster participation. 
However, these latter arrangements exist in only one country (the Czech Republic) as well as 
on two occasions in Italy (in 2004 and 2009). We therefore have two complementary 
expectations regarding the voting day: electoral participation should be higher when voting takes 
place during the weekend (Saturday and/or Sunday) and when it is possible to vote during more 
than one day. 
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2.2.3.2. The electoral system 

● Compulsory voting 

Compulsory voting has been consistently found to have a strong positive impact on voters’ 
participation (Blais, 2006; Franklin, 1999). The fact that compulsory voting increases turnout 
should hold true at the national and at the EU levels as the rule applies equally across the levels, 
with non-voting involving the same kind of sanctions. We know, however, that the effect of 
compulsory voting is not uniform across cases (and time), and a major explanation put forward 
is that some countries match it with sanctions (mainly fines) while others seldom apply them 
(Amjahad, De Waele & Hastings, 2011). Besides, the composition of the EU as far as the 
membership of countries with compulsory voting is concerned has also changed. In 1979, three 
of the nine EC countries imposed compulsory voting upon their voters in the EP elections held 
that year (Belgium, Luxembourg, Italy). In 1981, Greece conducted its first EP elections, also 
using compulsory voting. Since then, one more compulsory voting country has joined the EU 
(Cyprus), while in Italy compulsory voting does not apply anymore since 1993-4. Thus in the 
early 2000s, it could be argued that overall declining turnout figures in EP elections can be 
linked to the reduction in the proportion of Europeans who vote under conditions of 
compulsory voting (Franklin, 2001), following the retreat of Italy. A latest addition to the list of 
compulsory voting countries, however, concerns Bulgaria which has imposed it since 2017. A 
first observation is that much like the habit of voting makes the decline of turnout not 
immediate in those countries that give up the rule, its establishment in Bulgaria has blatantly 
not been followed by an immediate rise in participation levels. Nevertheless, we expect turnout 
to remain relatively high and possibly with less variation in those countries where voting is 
compulsory. 

● District magnitude 

Much of the debate about voters’ alienation in EP elections has revolved around the issue of 
the proximity of voters to the polity and hence the election. In a 1998 report, the EP 
recommended the establishment of ‘regional’ electoral districts in the member states whose 
population exceeds 20 million inhabitants (European Parliament, 1998). The stated objective 
of the proposal was to ‘to enable voters and Members of the European Parliament to establish 
a direct and effective relationship’ and eventually to establish ‘an electoral system which will 
mobilize the maximum number of voters’. Even though this proposal was not included in the 
legislative agreement on uniform electoral procedures of 2002 (Farrell & Scully, 2005), France 
changed its electoral system towards using multiple constituencies instead of one country-wide 
district in 2003, precisely based on this argument (Costa, Kerrouche & Pélerin, 2007). Having 
multiple constituencies in one country should enhance the proximity of the citizens to the 
candidates during the campaign which may focus on more regional concerns. The benefit in 
terms of turnout is highly uncertain, however, since most of the specialised literature agrees 
that larger districts (not smaller ones) are conducive to higher electoral participation 
(Stockemer, 2015). To assess empirically the impact of the district magnitude in EP elections, 
we can distinguish, on the one hand, countries where there is only one country-wide 
constituency and, on the other hand, countries which are divided in several constituencies for 
the EP elections (namely IE, IT, PL, UK, FR04-09-14, BE). Interestingly, France changed twice 
having moved back to a country-wide constituency in 2019. We expect that electoral 
participation is higher in countries divided in several electoral districts.  



 
 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 22 of 110 
 

● Change of system: Majoritarian vs. PR systems 

Finally, the distance between citizens and EU institutions, which nurtures electoral abstention, 
may be related to the voters’ lack of familiarity with the electoral rules for EP elections. In a 
Eurobarometer survey conducted a few months before the 2019 election, being better 
informed about the EU and its impact on their daily life was the first element mentioned by 
respondents among the factors likely to make them more inclined to vote in the subsequent 
EP election (European Commission, 2018). More than four in ten respondents (43 %) chose this 
item, which was the one most mentioned in 20 countries (respondents could give up to three 
responses). The lack of uniformity – across member states – of the rules for the EP elections is 
therefore often interpreted as an obstacle to citizens’ participation as it makes the system more 
difficult to penetrate by ordinary citizens (Costa, 2016, p. 57). At the same time, differences 
between electoral institutions in use for EP elections and the ones employed for national 
contests may hinder the voters’ capacity to understand the former. Such differences probably 
increase the cost of voting, as they require an extra effort to get information about the 
‘unfamiliar’ rules of the game. As such, they may also strengthen the bias in favour of the most 
educated voters (Cautrès & Grunberg, 2007; Smets & van Ham, 2013). If this is true, then 
voters’ participation would not so much be (negatively) impacted by the lack of uniformity 
across countries than it would by the discrepancies between the rules at work in the first- vs. 
second-order elections. While most EU member states rely on proportional representation for 
elections at both levels, France and the UK have a majoritarian electoral system for their 
national legislative elections. We therefore anticipate that this discrepancy impedes electoral 
participation for EP elections in these two countries. 

2.3. Data and methods  

2.3.1. Dependent variables 

Usual definitions of turnout present it as a ratio of the number of votes on those registered to 
vote. Our first and foremost indicator (named hereafter REG_turnout) is hence the official 
numbers presented on the EP’s webpage reporting for each EP election in each member state 
the participation rates.3 We double-checked the data hence gathered using ParlGov (Döring & 
Manow, 2019). At the same time, malinscription and non-registration are still an issue in 
countries where registration is not automatic, not least due to the increasing number of EU 
mobile citizens that can register to vote in European and local elections (but for the most part, 
not in other contests) in a country of which they do not hold citizenship. Therefore, we also 
consider turnout as the ratio of voters on the voting-age population as a second indicator 
(named VAP_turnout hereafter), using IDEA data.  

Our two dependent variables are thus built on aggregate level data and are continuous. We will 
thus first run OLS regression models. In addition, due to the nature of the data, and most 
notably since there are so few data points for each country (from 3 to 9), we also add fixed-
effects (clustered by country-year) as well as varying-intercept (random-effects) at the country 
level using multilevel models – in order to let countries differ in their overall turnout rates. 

 
3 Germany is limited to West German respondents prior to reunification. UK is both Great-Britain and Northern 
Ireland all the way through. 
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2.3.2. Independent variables 

● The electoral cycle 

This research posits that the position of EP elections within the overall national electoral 
calendar is a tenet of participation. More precisely, we distinguish three different situations 
based on Schakel and Dandoy (2014). First, concurrent elections – i.e. the occurrence of other 
contests on the same day – are expected to increase voter turnout in EP elections. While local 
and regional elections may not apply throughout a given country, we were able to recode all 
national elections (legislative, referenda, and when applying, presidential contests) occurring 
on the same day that an EP election. We introduce a variable where concurrent EP elections 
are coded ‘1’ and other, isolated, contests are coded ‘0’.  

Second, our expectation is that turnout is lower for non-simultaneous elections, but that it can 
be reduced further if elections take place soon after another contest due to the so-called ‘voter 
fatigue’, as costs are multiplied across elections. It is especially going to the polls in a national, 
first-order, election that is likely to hinder participation in the EP vote. We therefore expect 
that turnout will be lower when national elections were held before the EP elections, all the 
more if shortly before. We recorded all intermediary national elections (including, once more, 
legislative, referenda, and when applying, presidential contests) using the ParlGov data and the 
Centre for Research on Direct Democracy data. We rely on two complementary indicators to 
measure voter fatigue. First, the distance of each EP election from the previous national one 
(whether a legislative, presidential or referendum) is calculated in days. It should be noted that 
when there were concurrent elections, the given case (e.g. Belgium 2019) is coded ‘0’. Second, 
we count the number of national elections and referendums that occurred between two EP 
elections. We thus have respectively an indicator of the time to last national elections and of 
the number of preceding national elections. 

Third, still in line with the second-order literature, we anticipate that EP elections are used to 
signal the government whenever a national election is upcoming. In other words, there should 
be a mobilisation if EP elections occur just before a national contest. Similarly to what we did 
with the ‘time to last election’ indicator, we measure the distance of a given EP election to the 
next national contest in days, giving us as indicator the time to the next national election. For 
2019, we recoded the elections until February 2020, using two years (730 days) as benchmark 
when no other election has yet happened since May 2019, as we are in general unable to 
predict when they will happen. Here again, when there were concurrent elections, the given 
case is coded ‘0’. 

● Voting days 

An additional element that differentiates between countries and elections when it comes to 
electoral rules is the day on which the election is held. We expect that holding elections on a 
Saturday or Sunday should yield more participants. We introduce the weekdays’ voting variable 
whereby cases where EP voting is only possible on either day(s) between Monday and Friday is 
coded ‘1’, and cases where it is possible to cast a ballot either on Saturday or Sunday are coded 
‘0’. 
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Similarly, holding elections on (two) different days and offering alternatives to voters 
(procurations, postal voting, voting at the consulate) should foster participation. While the 
modalities of the vote are particularly complex to apprehend across member states, we 
introduce a binary variable that delineates the length of the period along which voting is 
possible: ‘0’ is used when all voting operations take place on a single day, ‘1’ is used otherwise. 

● Compulsory voting 

As pointed out before, there is a strong consensus in the literature that compulsory voting 
increases electoral turnout, and we should expect its impact to hold true at the EU level. We 
capture this effect by controlling for compulsory voting rules in each country at each EP 
election. We thus use a dummy variable to control for compulsory voting: Belgium, 
Luxembourg, Greece and Cyprus are thus coded ‘1’ for the whole period, and so is Italy before 
1993 (i.e. before 1989 in our data), while all other cases are coded ‘0’. 

● The electoral formula 

Last but not least, we are interested in understanding whether and how the broader electoral 
rules can account for higher shares of participation. Based on the literature, we use two 
indicators that relate to the overall electoral system and that are expected to be linked with 
electoral turnout. The first one is the electoral formula. More precisely, we consider whether a 
country uses a different ballot system than at the national level, based on the assumption that 
voters go less to the polls in EP election because they are unfamiliar with the system there (see: 
Franklin, 2007). While all countries use a kind of PR system for European elections after the UK 
relinquished its first-past-the-post system in 1999,4 this is in some instances very different from 
what their voters are used to in national contests. Instances where there is a brutal change of 
ballot type and system from uninominal majoritarian to plurinominal PR are coded ‘1’, while 
other cases are used as a reference. 

• The electoral districts 

Finally, we introduce a measure of district magnitude based on the idea of a better proximity 
between candidates and voters when the country is subdivided and candidates only run in 
smaller parts of the whole national territory. Cases where individual countries are made of just 
one constituency are coded 0, those that are subdivided are coded 1. Hence, what we measure 
with this rough indicator is more the presence of constituencies per se than the actual district 
magnitude, although this has of course a direct impact on it. 

2.3.3. Control variables 

While our interest lies above all in the relationship between institutional rules and turnout in 
EP elections, there are several alternative explanations that could account for cross-country (as 
well as within country) differences and for the overall decline in turnout since 1979. To assess 
the validity of our expectations, we therefore selected a number of control variables that have 
previously been found to affect turnout. 

 
4 See: The Act on Elections to the European Parliament of September 1976, as amended in 2002, and in the Council 
Directive 93/109 of 6 December 1993. 
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● Central and Eastern European countries (CEECs) 

The EU gathers countries which arguably feature very different democratic cultures. In the 
several member states that most recently joined the EU and were either part of the USSR or in 
its sphere of influence there was no proper democratic electoral contests until the early 1990s. 
To account for these differences, we single out Eastern Member States, all of which joined the 
EU in 2004, 2007 or 2013. We do it by means of a binary variable: CEECs are coded ‘1’, other 
member states are coded ‘0’. 

● First EP elections 

Regarding EP elections, Franklin (2001) finds that turnout tends to be relatively high in a 
country’s first EP election, but is followed by a substantial drop at the next one. In the long run, 
EP elections inculcate habits of non-voting (Franklin & Hobolt, 2011). This effect must be 
controlled for in order to make the conclusions regarding our main hypotheses more reliable. 
We code ‘1’ the first EP election in a member state and ‘0’ all following elections. 

● Voter turnout in national elections 

It is a well-established fact that turnout in EP elections is substantially lower than in national 
ones, which is one of the postulates of the second-order model (Reif & Schmitt, 1980). Yet, as 
Rose and Börz convincingly argue ‘Individuals who have internalized the norm of voting at a 
national election should be more ready to cast an EP ballot’ (2013, p. 409). Testing this among 
other institutional factors at the individual level, they find a significant impact of having voted 
in the previous national election on EP elections’ participation. In fact, the idea that turnout for 
EP elections and national elections are collinear would support the argument that EP elections 
turnout has little to do with Europe as found in the second-order model. To test this hypothesis, 
we include an aggregate measure of turnout in the national election preceding the EP contest 
in each member state, using IDEA data. 

● Effective number of parties  

A major argument often put forward at the individual level for not going to the polls is the 
absence of a political supply matching one’s preferences (Kittilson & Anderson, 2011). This 
argument is also used to explain non-participation, especially that of the more educated, more 
interested citizens (see for instance: Muxel & Jaffré, 2000; Lancelot, 1968). Allegedly, this 
problem should be less salient when there are many parties running in a given contest; since 
parties often try to differentiate themselves from each other, the higher the number of parties, 
the argument goes, the more of the political spectrum should be covered, and the lower the 
abstention. To control for the state of the supply, we use the effective number of parties. Data 
for this variable comes in part from the ParlGov website country individual pages, which report 
the ENP indexes – measured in terms of votes5 – for each European election contested since 
1979 in each Member State, and in part from the authors’ calculations for the 2019 results 
based on Michael Gallagher's formula described on his website.6  

 
5 The measure, introduced by Laakso and Taagepera (1979), captures the adjusted number of parties present in a 
country's party system by weighting the count by their relative strength in terms of vote shares at a given election. 
6 See: https://www.tcd.ie/Political_Science/people/michael_gallagher/ElSystems/Docts/Indices.xlsx. 

https://www.tcd.ie/Political_Science/people/michael_gallagher/ElSystems/Docts/Indices.xlsx


 
 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 26 of 110 
 

● Satisfaction with national democracy 

A number of previous studies have assessed the impact of national level attitudes on turnout. 
Chief among them are views on the national political system. We thus introduce a measure of 
satisfaction with democracy at the national level, making use of the Eurobarometer data for 
the question: ‘On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very satisfied or not 
satisfied at all with the way democracy works in your country?’. Employed data is the average 
between that of the closest pre-electoral Eurobarometer wave when available (and the next 
wave for 2009 where there is no prior data) and the preceding one. We measure satisfaction 
as the percentage of those that report to be either satisfied or very satisfied, much like Ezrow 
and Xezonakis (2016) do. Variables are ‘weighted’, although we also check all unweighted 
measures.7 

● Attitude toward the EU 

Although attitudes toward the national political arena still seem to be predominant in people’s 
voting behaviours at the EU level, a growing amount of literature has pointed at the impact of 
EU level ones (Clark, 2014). As Studlar et al. (2003), Mattila (2003), Muxel (2005) and Stockemer 
(2012) demonstrated empirically, turnout in European elections may indeed be related to 
attitudes toward the EU or the EP, but the assessments of the direction of causality and 
strength of the relationship are not conclusive. To control for the potential impact of EU-level 
attitudes, we introduce a measure of support for European integration. Given the lack of 
consistent data series measuring opinions toward the EU over time and across countries, we 
rely on the ‘European mood’ indicator developed by Guinaudeau and Schnatterer (2019). By 
combining more than 70 indicators from the Eurobarometer surveys and each of the data 
points between 1973 and 2018 (between 323 and 1,200, depending on the year of the 
country’s accession into the EU), the ‘European mood’ indicator makes it possible to track 
public preferences toward European integration across all member states (but Croatia). In our 
models, we introduce the measure immediately preceding each EP election as a control. For 
the election of 2019, we use the most recent measurement available, namely that of the first 
semester of 2018. 

● Economic performance 

Beyond institutional and political factors, earlier research supports the hypothesis that turnout 
is affected by socioeconomic conditions (Blais, 2006). Powell (1982) was among the first to 
claim that that turnout tends to be higher in more economically developed countries. However, 
since this pioneering work, the literature has produced conflicting arguments regarding the 
impact of the economy on electoral participation (Stockemer & Scruggs, 2012; Weschle, 2014). 
Some scholars argue that economic adversity depresses electoral turnout (Radcliff, 1992), while 
others contend that economic hardships mobilize citizens to express their grievances at the 
polls (Arceneaux, 2003). As an overall measure of wealth disparities between countries, we 
include World Bank measures of GDP per capita in constant dollars. For 2018 and 2019, we 
imputed missing values via ARIMA models.  

Table 1 provides a description of all the variables used in the analysis. 

 
7 EB data provides only simple probability weights, which makes only little difference with unweighted data. 
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Table 1. Description of the variables 

Type Variables N Mean SD Min. Median Max. 

Dependent variables 
REG_turnout 175 51.17 19.83 13.06 47.56 92.09 

VAP_turnout 169 48.85 18.77 13.14 44.57 90.19 

Independent 
variables 

Number of prec. national elections 175 2.46 1.39 0.00 2.00 6.00 

Time to last national elections 175 1.69 1.24 0.02 1.33 5.04 

Time to next national elections 171 1.48 1.20 0.01 1.02 5.02 

Concurrent national elections 175 0.15 0.36 0.00 0.00 1.00 

Compulsory voting 175 0.19 0.40 0.00 0.00 1.00 

Different ballot system nat/EU 175 0.10 0.30 0.00 0.00 1.00 

Multiple constituencies w/in country 175 0.25 0.43 0.00 0.00 1.00 

Weekdays’ voting 175 0.19 0.39 0.00 0.00 1.00 

Several days’ voting 175 0.03 0.18 0.00 0.00 1.00 

Control variables 

CEECs 175 0.25 0.43 0.00 0.00 1.00 

First EP election 175 0.16 0.37 0.00 0.00 1.00 

Voter turnout in nat. election 175 73.03 13.25 39.20 73.35 95.70 

Effective number of parties 175 5.46 1.87 2.15 5.32 10.84 

Satisfaction with nat. democracy (%) 165 0.54 0.18 0.17 0.55 0.93 

EU mood indicator 172 58.05 8.91 35.95 58.41 75.57 

GDP per capita 175 9.98 0.70 8.48 10.04 11.74 

  

2.4. Results 

Based on existing research, we have put forward a potential range of variables of interest linked 
to the institutional rules. In the remainder of the section, we proceed with multivariate 
analyses. Our two dependent variables are country-level continuous measurements, for which 
we built three classes of regression models. For both measures of turnout (% of registered 
voters and % of voting-age-population), our first specification is a simple ordinary least squares 
(OLS) estimator, which we tested with and without standard error corrections. Since our 
models showed no variation when we computed robust standard errors using countries as the 
clustering variable, we use classical standard errors in our results, in order to avoid multiplying 
assumptions about the consistency of those errors (King & Roberts, 2015). The second 
specification that we use is a random-effects model that allows the intercept of each model to 
vary per country, thus allowing for different ‘baseline’ levels of electoral turnout in each of the 
countries under examination. Last, our third specification is a fixed-effects estimator set to 
account for country and time within-effects, although we expect this estimator to yield very 
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large standard errors given the ‘many variables, few observations’ empirical setting (the 
number of data points for each country varies only from 3 to 9, median 6). We used R to 
estimate all models (R Core Team, 2019). We estimated the random-effects models using the 
estimator for multilevel data by Bates et al. (2015), and the fixed-effects models using the 
estimator for panel data by Croissant and Millo (2008; 2018). Table 2 displays our results. 
Models 1 to 3 (REG models) depict the results regarding voter turnout as of the number of 
votes on those registered to vote, while Models 4 to 6 (VAP models) present the results for 
turnout as a ratio of the number of votes out of the number of those that reached the minimum 
voting age. The empirical analysis covers up to 162 EP elections country cases. 

Table 2. Multivariate regression models 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5  Model 6 
 REG_OLS REG_ML REG_FE VAP_OLS VAP_ML VAP_FE 

(Intercept) 
-13.46 21.34  70.28*** 67.71***  

(17.87) (19.53)  (19.18) (20.08)  

Independent variables 
      
      

Number of prec. national 
elections 

-0.74 -0.30 0.08 -0.46 -0.12 0.20 
(0.68) (0.64) (0.66) (0.76) (0.68) (0.71) 

Time to last national elections 
1.28 1.37 1.40 1.68 1.43 1.37 

(0.98) (0.85) (0.87) (1.07) (0.88) (0.90) 

Time to next national elections 
-0.70 -0.77 -0.87 -0.78 -0.82 -0.93 
(0.97) (0.87) (0.91) (1.04) (0.88) (0.93) 

Concurrent national elections 
11.45*** 7.61** 6.76* 9.14* 8.17** 7.78* 
(3.31) (2.88) (2.96) (3.55) (2.91) (3.01) 

Compulsory voting 
14.66*** 10.92*** 7.76* 8.56*** 8.45** 8.37* 
(2.30) (3.20) (3.85) (2.47) (3.26) (3.93) 

Different ballot system nat/EU 
-0.43 -5.03  -8.74* -8.76  
(2.93) (6.78)  (3.56) (7.23)  

Multiple constituencies within 
country 

5.74** 1.29 -4.89 8.29*** 3.17 -3.26 
(1.98) (3.39) (4.89) (2.21) (3.72) (5.67) 

Weekdays’ voting 
-8.76*** -3.93 -2.45 -7.91*** -3.35 -2.20 
(2.15) (3.23) (3.89) (2.33) (3.28) (3.95) 

Several days’ voting 
1.32 4.34 4.51 3.15 4.73 4.81 

(4.21) (4.84) (5.74) (4.47) (4.91) (5.82) 

Controls 
      
      

CEECs 
-13.47*** -18.94***  -23.04*** -24.30***  

(2.79) (4.89)  (2.97) (5.04)  

First EP election 
3.32 4.36* 4.81* -1.07 2.21 2.87 

(2.66) (2.14) (2.15) (3.01) (2.29) (2.32) 

Voter turnout in nat. election 
0.58*** 0.39** 0.25 0.38*** 0.21 0.10 
(0.10) (0.13) (0.15) (0.11) (0.13) (0.16) 

Effective nr. of parties 
0.39 0.99# 1.22# 0.98* 1.14* 1.29# 

(0.42) (0.55) (0.64) (0.45) (0.57) (0.66) 

Satisfaction with democracy (%) 
-9.65 -4.17 2.94 -14.59* -5.98 0.51 
(6.69) (7.13) (7.77) (7.26) (7.51) (8.21) 

EU mood indicator 
0.42*** 0.33*** 0.31** 0.39*** 0.40*** 0.39*** 
(0.10) (0.09) (0.10) (0.11) (0.09) (0.10) 

GDP per capita 
0.07 -1.91 -3.02# -6.64*** -5.76*** -6.36*** 

(1.53) (1.49) (1.61) (1.69) (1.56) (1.71) 

R2 0.82  0.43 0.77  0.47 
Adj. R2 0.80  0.24 0.75  0.29 
Num. obs. 162 162 162 156 156 156 

RMSE 8.80   9.34   
AIC  1116.01   1077.20  
BIC  1174.67   1135.15  
Log Likelihood  -539.01   -519.60  
Num. groups: iso3c  27   27  
Var: iso3c (Intercept)  66.06   71.31  
Var: Residual  45.51   45.96  

NB: Standard errors in parentheses; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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As a side note, the reader should be reminded that levels of statistical significance matter most 
when using samples.8 In the current study, however, the whole population (turnout for all EP 
elections in every single country they have occurred) are scrutinised. It could hence be 
considered that there is no need for an interpretation in terms of the statistical significance of 
the results. Yet, there is a debate in the literature and some scholars do rely on the statistical 
significance of the effects of their independent variables even when working with full 
populations. Arguably, in fact the cases under scrutiny are only a sample of electoral 
participation figures among all the elections that have happened. In the interpretation we start 
by highlighting regressions’ factors that display a threshold of significance, although we still 
attribute credit to the direction and the strength of the effect in other – non-significant – 
relationships.  

A further remark should be made on the diagnostic tests we performed on the regression 
coefficients. They showed low amounts of variance inflation, ruling out any severe 
multicollinearity issues between the predictors (see the correlation matrix in Appendix 3). 
Similarly, inspecting the residuals and residuals-versus-fitted-values of our models did not 
reveal any severe amount of heteroskedasticity in the predicted response. 

First, we explore the relationship between the electoral calendar (and the position of EP 
elections therein) and turnout. The analysis lends limited support to the hypothesis that the 
presence of other (national) elections before the EP one conditions turnout. Admittedly, the 
effect is in the expected direction: the higher the number of national elections interposed 
between two EP contests and the closer the last national polls, the lower the turnout in EP 
elections. Yet, the effect is quite weak and far from reaching the conventional level of statistical 
significance. Comparing both results, if there is any voter fatigue ahead of a given EP contest, 
this seems to be linked to the last time voters went to the polls more than to the number of 
interposed elections. A similar observation can be made for the time elapsed between an EP 
elections and the next time voters go to the polls. The more time to the next national election, 
the lower the participation in the EP election. This seems to lend support to the above-
mentioned interpretation that voters use EP elections to signal themselves in view of upcoming 
national elections and/or they still constitute a popularity test in view of first-order contests. 
Although the effects are again rather weak and not reaching the conventional level of statistical 
significance, this is possibly due to the low number of cases. 

Concerning our last electoral cycle indicator, as expected, concurrent elections are associated 
with larger turnout. In those instances where another contest is held on the same day as the 
EP election, people are more likely to go to the polls. The statistical relationship is strong and 
significant across both dependent variables (whether we consider participation as a ration of 
the votes recorded out of the registered population or out of the voting-age one) and remains 
so (although with a lower threshold) even when introducing country fixed-effects. Yet, this is 
not to the level sometimes expected and does not reach conventional levels of significance for 
all our models. Although encouraging countries to hold other contests on the same day as 
European elections could be a way forward (not least based on the argument that it reduces 
the costs associated with organising multiple elections), it also has pitfalls for EP contests. Quite 
clearly, if EP elections are held simultaneously to other elections, it is likely that more interest 

 
8 On this issue, see the recent debate on ‘The Use and Usefulness of p-Values in Political Science’ (Bischof & van 
der Velden 2019). 



 
 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 30 of 110 
 

will be granted to the other ones and other level issues in the campaign, potentially aggravating 
a trend that is already observed when EP elections are held as stand-alone contests. 

Next and above all, we consider the effect of compulsory voting. Here again, the results provide 
at first sight compelling empirical evidence in support of the corresponding argument that 
making the vote obligatory brings more people to the polls. Not only is the relation significant, 
but making vote obligatory is associated with a participation increase close to fifteen 
percentage points as indicated by the first OLS regression model. The absence of sanctions 
imposed upon non-complying abstentionists does not seem to compensate for the strong civic 
culture in those countries where it is in place. To the same extent, countries turning to 
compulsory voting do not automatically record raises in their participation rates. There might 
be two reasons for that. On the one hand, countries might have switched to compulsory voting 
precisely because they expected decreases in participation, and thus the new rule did not 
suffice to stem the trend. On the other hand, as already mentioned, voting is also a result of a 
habit and it will take time to invert the trend. This is probably best supported by the finding 
that when adding country-fixed effects (Models 3 and 6), the effect of individual countries seem 
to take away part of the effect and significance of compulsory voting. Finally, the effect is 
stronger in predicting turnout out of the number of registered voters than of the voting age-
population. This may first appear as a strange finding since voters are automatically registered 
in compulsory voting countries, which should produce similar participation figures for both 
dependent variables. What this suggests is that in fact, even when registration is automatic by 
necessity, a large part of the population is not registered, possibly because the country might 
have a large number of people not having the right to vote (non-EU citizens, etc.) or others that 
do but would still need to register (EU mobile citizens).  

In our data, organising polls during the weekend (Saturday or Sunday) rather than on a week 
day appears as a reasonable option for those who want to increase participation. Although the 
relation is significant only for the OLS regressions where the effect is also stronger, it works 
consistently in the expected (negative) direction. All in all, holding elections on a weekend day 
seems like a more reasonable alternative than multiplying the opportunities to go to the polls 
by holding elections on several days (which could also be considered as costlier). Indeed, and 
perhaps due to the limited number of countries which have done so throughout European 
history, holding the same election during two consecutive days is associated with higher 
participation rates, but the statistical effect is weak and fails to reach the conventional level of 
statistical significance.  

Finally, our tests regarding the major provisions of the electoral system lend mixed results. The 
regression models indicate that electoral participation in European elections may be linked to 
the presence of within-country constituencies. In these member states that decide to divide up 
the country in EP elections, turnout is tendentially higher. Yet, the effect is reverted when 
controlling for fixed-effects, thereby largely invalidating the claim. This indicator would 
probably need to be retested by accounting for the demographic size of the various 
constituencies, in order to provide for a better measure of proximity between citizens and the 
EP lists and candidates. Finally, although we isolated only two countries whereby the ballot 
system radically differs in national legislative and EP elections (France and the UK), the effect is 
strong for the voting-age models and go in the expected direction for all models: being 
confronted with another type of ballot than one is used to is associated with lower participation 
in EP elections, providing evidence for the unfamiliarity assumption. Our two indicators of 
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electoral systems therefore have different types of effects, but they both go in the direction 
foreseen by the theoretical expectations. 

Our simple linear regression models not only display high R-squared values (the models absorb 
82 % and 77 % of the sample variance respectively), they also feature relatively low residual 
standard errors: their respective RMSEs (Root Mean Square Errors) indicate that, on average, 
we are able, from our list of predictors, to predict turnout with a margin of error of below 10 
percentage points. A further look at the residuals for both models indicates that the voter 
turnout for half of our sample is predicted within an even smaller range of (-5, +5) percentage 
points. 

Regarding our control variables, Central and Eastern member states display strong and 
significant coefficients indicating that, as expected, participation is tendentially lower there 
than in Western member states. A less straightforward picture comes out of the results 
regarding the effect of the first EP election a country participates in. Although in most models 
the relation goes in the expected, positive, direction, it appears that participation out of the 
voting age population may be lower in first EP contests. A possible explanation may reside in 
the high number of mis-registrations and non-registrations that can be associated with running 
a new type of election. Besides, in line with the theory that EP elections are second-order 
elections, the levels of participation in these contests are closely linked to the voters’ propensity 
to vote in national elections: the higher turnout is in national (legislative) elections, the higher 
it is also in renewing the EP. This seems once again to point at the presence of a participatory 
culture, a habit of voting across levels that may have the ability to counteract voter fatigue. Yet, 
the effect is much weaker than expected: an increase of 1 percentage point of turnout in 
national elections only yields around a 0.1 to 0.6 increase in EP turnout. Somewhat similarly, 
while a more expanded political supply – as measured by the effective number of parties – does 
increase turnout, the effect is rather small, although reaching statistical significance. Turning 
to our attitudinal aggregated indicators, satisfaction with democracy at the national level is not 
found to profoundly affect turnout. To some extent, we find support to the findings of Ezrow 
and Xezonakis (2016) who did report a similar effect for participation in national elections: less 
satisfaction leading to higher turnout. Strong but for the most part not significant coefficients 
are displayed for most models in that direction. Nevertheless, the fixed effects models 
somewhat strangely reverse the relation: when controlling for the country and year, more 
satisfaction with domestic democracy is associated with higher participation levels in European 
elections. Quite the opposite is evidenced for the EU mood indicator: a weak but very 
consistent and significant relationship is revealed. An increase of one unit on the EU mood scale 
raises participation by around 0.4 %. Thus, the EU mood appears as a reliable predictor. Finally, 
a few words are in order regarding our welfare indicator. Higher levels of GDP per capita are 
overall associated with less people going to the polls (a relation that reaches the conventional 
levels of statistical significance for the voting-age population models). Combined with the 
observation on satisfaction with democracy, the image that seems to come out is that of EP 
elections as a means to express discontent with the current situation at the national level, while 
electoral participation is positively correlated with support for European integration. 

2.5. Conclusion  

Withdrawal from public participation is arguably one of the most worrying signs of the growing 
distance between citizens and their representatives that Europe is currently witnessing. With 
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this first section of the report, our aim was twofold: to explore political participation at both 
the national and EU levels, on the one hand, and to identify factors that may account for the 
varying participation levels, on the other hand. We attempted to assess this trend through time 
and across countries and levels of government, by putting a special emphasis on electoral 
turnout. In democratic systems, elections are indeed often regarded as the main source of 
legitimacy for political institutions, political actors and, as a result, of the public policies they 
enact. 

From a descriptive perspective, our main observation is that electoral participation tends to 
shrink at both national and EU levels, as well as in different parts of the continent. There are 
indeed important cross-country differences. In particular, turnout in Central and Eastern 
Europe, which is famously much below that measured in the Western part of the continent, 
has declined even more steadily since the beginning of the 1990s. It remains to be seen 
whether the small increase that took place there in the last five years marks a real turning point. 
Even more significant for the purpose of this research are the small upward or downward 
fluctuations in some countries for EP elections. Such short-term changes suggest that turnout 
is not only linked to long-term socio-economic conditions, but also to institutional conditions 
shaping the structure of opportunities provided to the EU citizens. 

To shed light on the factors that hinder electoral participation, we conducted a comparative 
analysis of citizens’ aggregate levels of participation and non-participation in EP elections. The 
multivariate analyses confirm that turnout is connected to both macro-level and to attitudinal 
conditions, as well as to national and EU levels determinants. In particular, confirming the logic 
of the second-order elections model, we show that EU-level turnout is positively correlated to 
some national factors, such as turnout in national elections. The statistical analysis also 
highlights the role of positive attitudes toward European integration in mobilizing citizens to 
vote. In modelling EU-level turnout, however, a special emphasis was put on institutional 
variables as they can more easily be adapted by political actors. Our tests regarding the impact 
of the electoral cycle brings mixed results: as expected, turnout is negatively affected by the 
proximity and multiplication of preceding national contests while it increases if the following 
ones are close by. Yet, the coefficients are not statistically significant. Compulsory voting and 
concurrent national elections are the two factors that affect turnout the most strongly. Such 
factors, as well as the voting days or the number of constituencies, thus represent potential 
action points within the political system. 

Based on these empirical results, it is possible to speculate about what would happen if some 
of the conditions under which EP elections normally happen were voluntarily modified. In a 
final step, we therefore envisage a number of more or less realistic ‘scenarios’ to foster 
electoral participation at the EU-level. What would be the consequence, for instance, if EP 
elections were systematically held together with national electoral contests or if compulsory 
voting was generalized across the EU? We tested five such scenarios depending on the type of 
factors that we manipulate, plus one final scenario combining all the preceding conditions. 
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Table 3. The potential impact of electoral reforms 

Scenario Description ŷ diff. 

1A (Electoral cycle) National and EP elections on the same day (no national election between EP 
elections) 

62.9 10.7 

1B (Electoral cycle) Preceding national election two years before EP election 54.1 1.8 

1C (Electoral cycle) Following national election three month after EP election 50.9 -1.4 

2 (Compulsory voting) Voting is compulsory everywhere. 63.9 11.6 

3A (Voting day) Voting takes place on Saturday or Sunday (no weekday voting). 54.1 1.8 

3B (Voting day) Voting takes place on more than one day. 53.6 1.3 

4 (Electoral system) All countries are subdivided in several constituencies. 56.5 4.2 

5 (Electoral system) All national elections use a PR system. 52.3 0 

6A (Combined 
scenarios) 

Combines scenario 1A plus all conditions in scenarios 2 to 5 81.9 29.6 

6B (Combined 
scenarios) 

Combines scenario 1B plus all conditions in scenarios 2 to 5 73.1 20.8 

6C (Combined 
scenarios) 

Combines scenario 1C plus all conditions in scenarios 2 to 5 67.7 15.4 

 

The different scenarios and their variants are briefly described in Table 3, which also provides 
the main statistical outcomes. All calculations rely on Model 1 (ordinary least square regression) 
of our main analysis. This means that our ‘predictions’ derive from the 162 observations of this 
model, which predicts a mean turnout of 52.3 % for these observations. In Table 3, the ŷ column 
gives the predicted value of the dependent variable in the regression model under the specified 
conditions. For example, based on our model, we can predict that the turnout rate would reach 
54.1 % if no country would organise the EP election on a weekday (scenario 3a). This would 
represent an average increase of 1.8 percentage point compared to the baseline scenario, as 
indicated in the last column which reports the difference with the mean observed value. When 
the difference is positive, which is almost always the case, the ‘scenario’ predicts an increased 
turnout. 

It is obvious that some ‘manipulations’ are more effective than others in boosting electoral 
participation. For example, to hold the national and EP elections on the same day (scenario 1a) 
results in a 10.7 percentage point increase, while turnout would on average be higher by 1.8 
percentage points if all national contests took place two years before to prevent voter fatigue. 
The most powerful lever to stimulate electoral participation seems to be the generalization of 
compulsory voting, even though as pointed out before based on the Bulgarian example, its 
effect might not be immediate. It should also be noted as a caveat that some reforms might 
override the effects of other reforms. Among the two main drivers, introducing compulsory 
voting is likely to become dominant. In other words, it is doubtful whether additional increases 
in turnout could be achieved by concurrent elections or by implementing some of the other 
reforms. Finally, most – if not all – of the envisioned potential reforms would require the 
consent of national political actors as they relate to national-level competences and 
institutions. Changing the rules for the election of national legislatures in order to boost 
participation at the EU level probably goes beyond the scope of what can realistically be 
envisaged. However, some smaller adjustments concerning for example the voting days would 
still bring some welcomed benefits, while it could be possible to encourage national authorities 
to cooperate and coordinate in order to avoid holding national elections in the few months 
preceding an EP one. 
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3. Reinstating the electoral linkage: democratic innovations within 
political parties and their consequences 

As a consequence of recent substantial societal changes in European Union Member States, 
such as the crisis of cleavage politics, declining political participation, voting re-alignments and 
volatility, political parties are no longer recognized as (the sole) legitimate actors for mediating 
political representation (Heidar & Wauters, 2019; Hutter & Kriesi, 2019; Kölln, 2014; Selle & 
Svasand, 1991). For instance, a recent study by Andeweg and Farrell (2017) produced crucial 
empirical evidence on the decline of the role of parties as linkage mechanism in Western 
Europe. They concluded, nonetheless, that ‘political parties continue to contribute to support 
for the democratic system and its institutions not by individually engaging citizens in party 
activities, but by collectively offering citizens a meaningful choice’ (2017, p. 93). 

Political parties are responding to these challenges by introducing new opportunities for 
citizens’ participation both in the system (Altman, 2010; Bengtsson & Mattila, 2009) and within 
their organisation (Alexandre-Collier et al., 2020; Sandri et al., 2015). The reasons for the 
relevance of studying parties’ responses to societal challenges (and to their own decline as 
linkage bodies) are twofold. On the one hand, recent studies have discussed the increased 
dissatisfaction with political organizations and the deterioration of the public image of parties 
in advanced industrial democracies (Ferrin & Kriesi, 2016). Evidence of this dissatisfaction is 
found in declining membership figures (van Haute et al., 2017), lower electoral turnout 
(Dassonneville & Hooghe, 2017), weaker party identification (Dalton & Flanagan, 2017), lower 
trust in parties (Zmerli & Hooghe, 2011), or the rise of populist parties (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 
2017). These combined trends point to a general questioning of party democracy (Dalton & 
Weldon, 2005; Mair, 2013; Poguntke, Scarrow, Webb et al., 2016). In fact, intra-party 
democratization is often seen by party elites as a possible solution to their decreasing 
legitimacy and deteriorating public image (Cross & Katz, 2013; Schmitter & Trechsel, 2004), and 
in turn, these reforms are expected to increase democracy as a whole (Lehrer, 2012; Rahat & 
Shapira, 2017). 

On the other hand, additional recent studies showed that political parties could actively 
increase political interest and participatory levels by democratizing candidate or leadership 
selection procedures and giving members and citizens more say in the political recruitment 
process (Shapira et al., 2010; Shomer et al., 2016; 2018). Several scholars argued that 
democratizing candidate and leadership selection processes, and especially adopting primaries, 
can increase participation, strengthen competitiveness and improve representation, as elected 
officials will be responsive and accountable to the wider selectorate who voted for them and 
not only to their party (Kenig, 2012; Kenig & Pruysers, 2018; Rombi & Seddone, 2017; Sandri et 
al., 2015). Those studies show that there is a strong relationship between intra-party 
democracy and external democracy (Shapira et al., 2010; Shomer et al., 2018). 

Yet, with some notable exceptions (Norell, 2008), the impact of the political party-level has not 
been dealt with in the large majority of studies on political attitudes. One of the notable 
exceptions to this is the work of Shomer, Put and Gedalya-Lavy (2016; 2018) who analysed the 
effects of the democratization of candidate selection methods on citizens’ attitudes, and in 
particular on satisfaction with democracy and on the level of trust in parties. On the contrary, 
the decline in citizens’ support for party democracy and in their satisfaction with democracy in 
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general, on the one hand, and parties’ attempted reaction through internal democratization, 
on the other hand, are often considered to be associated (Cross & Katz, 2013). For this reason, 
this section of the present report follows this line of research by examining the correlation of 
reforms democratizing intra-party decision-making processes with citizens’ political attitudes 
towards democracy in general, and with party internal functioning and the competitiveness of 
such inclusive processes in particular. With this section of the present report, we ask whether 
party reforms and the renewal of parties can be a way forward – a type of practice that could 
lead to reinstate democracy to infuse or reinvigorate democracy in European political systems. 
We thus look at how relevant the party channel is in the channel of representation within 
European democracies. 

The present section explores the interactions between citizens’ attitudes and democratic 
innovations practices by focusing on three different levels of analysis: European, national and 
intra-party levels. It first assesses the democratization patterns implemented by political actors 
at European level by focusing on the processes for the selection of leading candidates for 
European parliament elections organized by Political Parties at the European level (PPELs), the 
so-called Spitzenkandidaten system. The section then explores the organizational 
democratization practices of political actors at national level and their consequences on 
citizens’ attitudes and specifically on their satisfaction with the way democracy works. Thirdly, 
the present section of the report studies the relative competitiveness of intra-party selection 
processes at national level and the internal party ‘machine’ and participatory venues within 
political parties. 
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3.1. The Spitzenkandidaten system 

Julie Smith, Cambridge University 

3.1.1. Introduction 

Twenty years after the introduction of direct elections to the European Parliament in 1979 it 
had become clear that such elections had not delivered on their promise. They might have 
brought democracy to Europe in the narrow sense of providing an opportunity for the citizens 
of the Member States to engage in free and fair periodic elections to a supranational 
parliament, conferring input legitimacy and a veneer of formal democracy, yet they had failed 
to confer the sort of legitimacy on the wider project of European integration that the founding 
fathers or later advocates of direct elections such as Roy Jenkins had anticipated. They might 
have fulfilled formal aspects of democracy but they did little to engage citizens. Elections saw 
low and declining turnout – a symptom of ‘democratic malaise’ as discussed in Section 1 (p.5), 
as well as a sign that citizens consider EP elections to be second order (Reif and Schmitt 1980). 
There was less reason to turn out precisely because there was ‘less at stake’ in EP elections 
than national elections: the leadership of the EU did not change, nor would EP elections affect 
issues that mobilise voters in national contexts, including tax and defence (Smith 2005).  

Neither citizens nor elites seemed to find compelling reasons to participate in European 
elections, despite the fact that the body being elected, the European Parliament, had been 
gaining in importance thanks to repeated treaty reform, first in the budgetary sphere and later 
in the legislative arena. Indeed, public opinion seemed to be drifting away from the EU after 
the Maastricht Treaty of 1993. Thus, when Europe’s leaders met in Nice in December 2000 to 
finalise the eponymous Nice Treaty they acknowledged that there was a gulf between Europe 
and its citizens and set in train a series of events that would eventually lead to the Lisbon Treaty, 
which would be interpreted by MEPs and EU-level political parties as justifying a new practice 
in EP elections: the Spitzenkandidat process. The aim of this section is to analyse how and why 
the process emerged and to evaluate the first two instances in 2014 and 2019, with particular 
reference to the perspective of political parties. In particular, it looks 1) at the arguments for 
electing the Commission President, even if indirectly; 2) explores the way political parties at 
EU-level have sought to operationalise the Spitzenkandidat process; and 3) examines the way 
different EU institutions have responded to the new arrangements. Drawing on a wide range 
of primary sources, including treaties, European Council Conclusions, the manifestoes of EU-
level parties, and statements by leading politicians active at but national and EU-level.  

The section starts with a brief overview of the arguments put forward for electing the President 
of the European Commission and moves towards the provisions enshrined in the Lisbon Treaty, 
including the EP’s earlier moves to influence the appointment of the Commission President, 
before turning to the experience of the 2014 and 2019 EP elections. It will highlight the 
apparent convergence of EU-level parties to support the new process in 2014, albeit against a 
somewhat reluctant European Council, and the dramatic reversal in 2019 when the process 
threatened to pit the Parliament against the European Council. Perhaps destined to be a brief 
distraction in the democratic life of the European Union, the Spitzenkandidat process has 
proved of greater interest to elites than to the citizens of the Union, pitting institutions against 
each other and reflecting the dominance of national leaders in the integration process in 2019. 
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The winner was arguably not a single political party, nor the Commission, still less the citizens 
of Europe but Emmanuel Macron, the French President who made little effort to disguise his 
hostility to the process, which was evident from an early stage. 

3.1.2 An electoral disconnect – could electing the Commission President be a solution? 

The Convention on the Future of Europe was established in response to a sense that Europe 
was out of touch with its citizens. This had become clear to national leaders by the late 1990s, 
but they could not immediately see a way to resolve the issues. Rather than delay the Nice 
Treaty, the European Council tasked the forthcoming rotating presidencies of the Union with 
looking at how to reconnect with the citizens. Under the Belgian EU presidency of 2001, the 
Laeken Declaration launched the Convention on the Future of Europe, paving the way for Draft 
Treaty establishing a Constitution of Europe (dubbed the European Constitution) (see Norman 
2003). The Laeken Declaration acknowledged that, ‘Within the Union, the European institutions 
must be brought closer to its citizens.’ The Convention was therefore tasked, inter alia, with 
looking for ways to make the EU more democratic, transparent and efficient. Specifically, it was 
asked to consider the following questions: ‘How can the authority and efficiency of the 
European Commission be enhanced? How should the President of the Commission be 
appointed: by the European Council, by the European Parliament or should he be directly 
elected by the citizens?’ (Reproduced in FCO 2003, p. 54). Ostensibly technical, such questions 
touch on both theoretical questions relating to the concept of democracy beyond the nation 
state and more practical questions of inter-institutional relations within the EU, as the rest of 
this section seeks to demonstrate. 

As politicians tried to resolve institutional questions in the Convention, so academics began to 
advocate the election of either the Commission President or the College of Commissioners (see 
Smith 2005, Hix 2002, and Hix & Follesdal 2006). Proponents of such elections assumed that 
that would engage citizens and overcome some of the problems that had beset European 
elections until then, including low turnout (Franklin and Hobolt discussed on p. 18) and a 
predominant focus on national matters (Belot and Van Ingelgom discussed on p. 19). Such 
proposals also came from the EU-level political parties keen to make EP elections more 
relevant, particularly the European People’s Party (EPP). Yet, they were not without their 
detractors. Such an electoral dimension would still not overcome the ‘no-demos’ argument, 
some felt, while others were concerned that electing the EU’s executive body would politicize 
it, the very effect that the Party of European Socialists was to play up as an advantage of the 
system in 2019. As the House of Lords Select Committee on the European Union noted: 

Arguments were advanced in the Convention for securing greater 
accountability in the election of the Commission President, perhaps by 
making the post directly elected by the people or by involving national 
parliaments. There are arguments that a more accountable post will be a 
stronger one; and arguments the other way that such election would make 
the Commission President a prisoner of the politics of the day or, if elected 
by the European Parliament, of that parliament’s majority. Involving the 
Parliament in the election of the Commission President could go against the 
principle of the separation of powers (House of Lords 2003, para. 201). 
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Since the Commissioners were already nominated by national leaders, almost always from their 
own party family, and once appointed would attend meetings of their respective EU-level 
parties, the idea that Commissioners were untainted by party politics was somewhat 
misleading. National leaders themselves put the question of electing the President of the 
European Commission on the agenda. Meeting in June 2003 in Thessaloniki, they welcomed 
the results of the Convention’s work – the Draft Constitutional Treaty – stating:  

This presentation marks a historic step in the direction of furthering the 
objectives of European integration:  

• bringing our Union closer to its citizens, 

• strengthening our Union’s democratic character (European Council 
2003) 

So what precisely did the Draft Treaty propose and how far did it alter the EU’s democratic 
trajectory? Regarding democratic aspects of integration, there were some innovative moves, 
which eventually came to naught. In particular, there was a Franco-German call for the ‘election 
of the Commission President by a majority vote of the European Parliament, approved by the 
European Council by QMV’ (House of Lords 2003, para. 194, p. 34). This proposal was thwarted 
by a counter proposal from the UK’s Europe Minister, Peter Hain, and Spain’s Foreign Minister, 
Ana Palacio. Thus, rather than propose major innovations in the selection of the Commission 
President, the Draft Treaty essentially replicated the system in place under the Nice Treaty (see 
House of Lords 2003, paras 194, 195 & 199). Article 26 of the Draft Treaty stated: 

 Taking into account the elections to the European Parliament and after 
appropriate consultations, the European Council, deciding by qualified 
majority, shall put to the European Parliament its proposed candidate for the 
Presidency of the Commission. This candidate shall be elected by the European 
Parliament by a majority of its members. If this candidate does not receive the 
required majority support, the European Council shall within one month 
propose a new candidate to the European Parliament, following the same 
procedure (emphasis added).  

For Hix and Follesdal (2006 p. 556) this was: 

…a missed opportunity to be rather more bold in trying to promote 
contestation of the EU agenda. For example, there was considerable support 
in the Convention on the Future of Europe for allowing the majority in the 
European Parliament to nominate the Commission President instead of the 
European Council. This would have established a much clearer link between 
the outcome of European elections and the formation of government at the 
European level.  

Yet, as they further noted, treaty reform was not necessarily needed. Rather, what was 
required was ‘for the political elites to make a commitment to open the door to more 
politicization of the EU agenda, for example via a battle for the Commission President, with 
governments and national and European parties backing different candidates and policy 
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platforms (ibid. p 557). Members of the Convention and the EU-level political parties were 
already discussing the prospect of electing the Commission President ahead of the 2004 EP 
elections.  

In reality there was nothing formally stopping the EU-level parties nominating the people they 
wanted to see as Commission President even at that time, particularly, in light of the advanced 
discussions within the Convention. The European People’s Party (EPP) did indeed float the idea 
of naming a candidate. Chris Patten, former UK government minister and the Conservative-
nominated Commissioner for External Relations, was mentioned. The irony was not lost on its 
proponents, given the UK’s long-standing Euroscepticism, with the Conservative Party not 
willing formally to join the EPP but allowing their MEPs to sit with the Parliamentary Group. At 
the time any moves towards having an election on the basis of candidates for Commission 
President nominated by the political parties were thwarted by the Party of European Socialists. 
In practice, it was the national political parties that constitute EU-level parties which proved 
reluctant to move towards the nomination of candidates at that stage, with the British Labour 
Party preventing the Party of European Socialists nominating anyone ahead of the elections in 
2004. This was despite the very clear moves in the Convention on the Future of Europe to have 
both a President of the European Council (as favoured by France) and an elected President of 
the European Commission (as supported by Germany, at that time led by Social Democrat 
Chancellor Gerhard Schröder). The two-headed approach would create even more institutional 
complexity than already existed and do little to bring Europe closer to its citizens. 

Rather, it established another ‘prize’ in the five-yearly process of appointing the top jobs, which 
thenceforth would include: the President of the European Council; the President of the 
Commission; and the High Representative on Foreign Policy; to which was added in 2019 the 
President of the European Central Bank (ECB). Useful for bargaining, perhaps, and certainly for 
creating balance between a range of different constituencies – north/south, east/west, gender, 
party affiliations - these new positions did not have a clear popular dimension and indeed 
caused a proliferation of posts, resulting in a less transparent system than the one it would 
replace. 

Nonetheless MEPs were determined to try to foster a link between their election and the 
appointment of the Commission President. Despite the absence of any proposed candidates 
being put forward during the election campaigns, the leader of the EPP Group, Hans-Gert 
Pöttering, pressed for the Commission President to come from the largest EP group emerging 
from the 2004 elections. He took credit for the appointment of the Portuguese Prime Minister, 
José Barroso, arguing: 

The EPP-ED Group scored a major political success with the appointment by 
the Heads of State or Government on 29 June of José Manuel Durão Barroso 
to the office of new Commission President. The EPP succeeded, through early 
implementation of the provisions of the new Constitution, in appointing a 
candidate originating from the political family which won the European 
elections. The EPP was thus able to impose its candidate in defiance of an 
agreement already reached by some Heads of State or Government before 
the European elections (Pöttering quoted by Westlake 2016, p.34). 
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The exclusive right of nomination remained with the Member State governments but under the 
Maastricht Treaty provisions the EP had the right to approve the proposed Commission 
President. Whether citizens were even aware of the EP’s role in scrutinizing the Commission 
President-designate and the other Commissioners-designate is uncertain. These proceedings 
ensured a degree of scrutiny and fostered a connection between the elected parliament and 
the Union’s executive body. However, there was no electoral dimension and the citizens of 
Europe would have had little idea about what was going on. The disconnect was palpable, 
despite the EPP’s delight at securing their preferred candidate as President. 

As noted by Pöttering, the proposed Constitutional Treaty of 2003 did go further, talking of the 
EP ‘electing’ the Commission President. The stage was set for the inter-institutional dynamics 
to change….at least in theory. Following French and Dutch rejections of the Constitutional 
Treaty in 2005, the EU needed to review proposals for treaty reform. The result would be the 
Lisbon Treaty, which was finally agreed by the then 27 Member States in 2007 (including the 
UK but prior to the accession of Croatia). The provisions enshrined in that Treaty, which finally 
came into effect in December 2009, after yet another set of EP elections had resulted in 
declining turnout and a continuing sense of being ‘second order’, the term coined by Reif and 
Schmitt thirty years earlier, reflected only minor changes to the status quo ante. As the House 
of Lords European Union Committee put it, ‘a change of emphasis’ as ‘The candidate shall be 
“elected” by a majority of the European Parliament’s member, rather than “approved”…’ as 
had been the case until then (House of Lords 2008, para 4.86, p. 60). 

Was this change merely a matter of semantics? After all, formally the choice of Presidential 
candidate and other Commissioners remained with the European Council, albeit subject to a 
vote of ‘consent’ by the European Parliament (House of Lords 2008, para. 4.90, p. 61). Speaking 
on behalf of the European Commission, Jens Nymand Christensen said that the new 
arrangement vis-à-vis the Commission President election ‘gives the President of the European 
Commission great democratic legitimacy insofar as he is proposed by 27 democratically elected 
governments and is then elected by the directly elected representatives of the European 
Parliament and he is subsequently, with his whole team, voted in as a College’ (House of Lords 
2008a, Q314, p.S90). Considering the need for the European Council to take the results of 
European Parliament elections into, Christensen stated: 

It is quite significant. I remember last time when President Barroso was 
nominated that there was a debate, at least among a number of players, about 
what the outcome of the European elections was and how that should be 
interpreted in the sense of who should then be the European Commission 
President. That is a completely legitimate debate to be had. ...therefore, it is 
correct that there is a debate about who should lead the Commission following 
direct elections to the European Parliament (House of Lords 2008a, Q315, pp. 
S90-S91). 

Yet, what seems to be lacking in such a discussion is any meaningful way in which the choice of 
Commission President actually relates to the citizens of Europe. Would their votes now affect 
who would become Commission President in a way that had not previously been the case? 
After all, Barroso had been nominated by the European Council without any direct reference 
to voters in 2004, even if the EPP and by extension the EP claimed a link. The altered provisions 



 
 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 41 of 110 
 

could potentially lead to a change of practice but it was not inevitable that any change would 
occur. Nor was it clear that the changes would serve to bring Europe ‘closer to its citizens’. 
Simon Hix was dismissive of the Lisbon Treaty, arguing that the procedure was unchanged and 
that it was the move to QMV in the nomination of the Commission President put into the Nice 
Treaty which was more significant. This meant: 

…that several rival candidates come forward and that there is a less than 
unanimous coalition of governments in favour of a nominated candidate, 
which then reduces the ability of the governments to impose their preferred 
candidate on the majority in the European Parliament. As a result, the 
European Council already has to “take account” of the results of the European 
elections, as they did in the nomination of Barroso in July 2004. Hence, the 
provisions of the Reform Treaty in this area are purely symbolic and would 
change very little (Hix 2008, pp. S145-6). 

The House of Lords meanwhile concluded that, ‘One consequence of this is that the European 
Parliamentary parties are more likely to go into European Parliamentary elections with 
proposed candidates for Commission President as well as their parliamentary candidates and 
programmes’, even though the European Council would not be required to accept a candidate 
put forward during the EP elections (House of Lords 2008, para 4.109, p.65). The crucial point 
was, and would remain, the need for the European Council to nominate a candidate who could 
command a majority in the EP. This reflected a marked shift in inter-institutional relations from 
the early years of integration when the EP had no say in the formation of the College of 
Commissioners, but it was not a result of the Lisbon Treaty. Moreover, the impact on the 
electorate of such institutional changes was rather less clear. As we shall see, the first 
experience of EP elections and the ‘election’ of the Commission President in 2014 would prove 
rather more successful for the EP and EU-level political parties than the second in 2019.  

3.1.3 The 2014 European Parliament Elections 

Ahead of the 2014 EP elections, the two largest EU-level political parties, the EPP and PES, both 
actively endorsed the Spitzenkandidat process as it became known. In the case of the PES, the 
running was made early on by Martin Schulz, former leader of the PES Group in the EP and the 
incumbent President of the European Parliament. He tirelessly toured the television studios, 
pressing the case that Lisbon had established provisions for electing the Commission President 
and secured the Socialist nomination with little opposition. The Party’s 2014 manifesto boldly 
asserted: ‘This May for the first time you will have a say in who runs Europe. Your vote will 
decide who the next President of the European Commission is’ (PES 2014, p.2). It stated: ‘We 
are proud to lead this real step towards a more democratic Europe, and to have paved the way 
that other political parties now also follow’ (PES 2014, p.5). For a party that had eschewed the 
idea of electing the Commission President a decade earlier, the Socialists had come a long way. 
By contract, the traditionally federalist European People’s Party did not mention the election 
of the Commission President in its 2014 manifesto but it did propose a candidate for the 
Commission Presidency.  

The situation in the EPP was nonetheless rather complicated as the nominee, Jean-Claude 
Juncker, was perceived by some to have character flaws. German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
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seemed unenthusiastic but at least the opportunity of having a Christian-Democrat Commission 
President would prevent the worse fear of having to nominate her Social Democrat rival, Schulz 
as Germany’s Commissioner-designate. The Liberal family in the Alliance of Liberals and 
Democrats for Europe (ALDE) also nominated a candidate for Commission President in 2014: 
former Belgian PM Guy Verhofstadt. They did not have an election to select their Commission 
President candidate as one of the two, Enlargement Commissioner Olli Rehn withdrew, leaving 
Verhofstadt the sole remaining candidate. The fourth EU-level party, the Greens also 
participated in the Spitzenkandidat process, although they opted to have two joint candidates 
for President, Ska Keller and José Bové in a job-share arrangement. The left-wing European Left 
nominated Alexis Tsipras, who would go on to become Prime Minister of Greece, as their lead 
candidate, meaning that there were five candidates on stage for the very limited number of 
transnational debates that were actually held that year. Voters may have had little visibility of 
the new candidates but the principle was important for the European political parties, who 
were keen to compete in a genuine electoral competition at the EU level. 

The EPP emerged from the 2014 elections as the largest group in the EP, short of a majority but 
clearly the relative winner. The PES immediately announced that they would therefore support 
the EPP’s candidate, Jean-Claude Juncker to be the new Commission President, thereby forcing 
the hand of the European Council whose job it formally remained to nominate the candidate 
for President. This decision was wholly in line with the spirit of the Spitzenkandidat process 
which the PES had done so much to advocate. By contrast, there was some opposition to the 
nomination in the European Council.  

One leader in particular railed against the suggestion that Juncker should be Commission 
President: the British PM, David Cameron. He sought to persuade other leaders, notably 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel, Mark Rutte the PM of the Netherlands and Fredrik Reinfeldt 
their Swedish counterpart to find an alternative nominee. Yet, they were effectively bound by 
the enthusiasm in the main EU-level parties to support the Spitzenkandidat process – after all, 
the EU-level parties remain essentially federal parties composed of parties from the EU 
member states rather than autonomous electoral vehicles in their own right and most had 
committed themselves to the process. For Merkel, the situation was compounded by the fact 
that the PES’s lead candidate came from her coalition partner, the SPD. If they were willing to 
accept Juncker, how could she not? David Cameron had no such intra-party loyalties or 
constraints, following his decision to take the British Conservatives out of the EPP Group ahead 
of the 2009 EP elections. In line with their Eurosceptic sentiments, the Conservative grouping 
in the EP, the European Conservative and Reform (ECR) group had not nominated a lead 
candidate. Making his views crystal clear in a newspaper article, Cameron asserted ‘Supporters 
of Spitzenkandidaten argue that elections have happened, the people of Europe have chosen 
Jean-Claude Juncker as commission president and that it would be undemocratic for elected 
national leaders to choose anyone else. It is not an attack on Mr Juncker, an experienced 
European politician, to say this is nonsense’ (Cameron quoted by Westlake 2016, p. 44).  

Ultimately, Cameron would fail in his quest to secure a less federalist Commission President – 
only the Hungarian PM, Viktor Orbán, voted with him on the issue, leaving them far short of 
the numbers required to block Juncker’s nomination. The European Parliament and emergent 
European political parties appeared to have won the day. Their choice prevailed, giving an early 
win for the new arrangements. Whether the electorate had benefited from the experience was 



 
 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 43 of 110 
 

far from clear. Certainly, there was rather little public awareness of the candidates for 
Commission President and turnout declined as it had in every previous round. Moreover, the 
European Council’s scepticism played out in a review of the new arrangements and was 
exacerbated by the arrival in the European Council of Emmanuel Macron, who swiftly made his 
contempt for the Spitzenkandidat process very clear rhetorically and in practice within both the 
Liberal family and the European Council. 

3.1.4. The 2019 European Parliament elections 

If the 2014 Spitzenkandidat procedure had been low key, it was easy to assume that the lack of 
attention arose from the novelty of the process. Surely 2019 would prove more successful, 
advocates assumed. In reality, the procedure was even less satisfactory second time around. 
The European Council was sceptical about the procedure and made clear in advance they would 
not consider themselves bound to nominate as Commission President someone who had 
presented themselves as a lead candidate. The stage seemed set for inter-institutional conflict 
between the EP and European Council, with the Commission and its potential President caught 
in the cross-fire. In February 2018 the differing views of these three institutions regarding 
European elections became apparent as the EP rejected a proposal from France’s President 
Macron to have a small number of seats elected by transnational list, which he claimed ‘shows 
there’s an ossification and a willingness to defend party interests rather than democratic ones’ 
(quoted by McIntosh). Quite where he drew the distinction between party and democratic 
interests was not clear. What was clear was his opposition to the Spitzenkandidat process, 
which the Commission vowed to retain (McIntosh 2018). 

The two main parties again nominated their candidates to be Commission President, but 
whereas the original preference had been for high-profile candidates, perhaps former prime 
ministers as both Juncker and Verhofstadt had been, this did not occur in 2019. True, the EPP 
again stressed its support for European parliamentary democracy and the importance of the 
elections for the appointment of the Commission President:  

iii. We believed any future President of the European Commission must first 
have run as the Lead Candidate of his or her European Party. Candidates should 
have to defend their programme for Europe and explain to people what it is 
they stand for; this will make the process easier for citizens to understand and 
ultimately empower them to hold their elected leaders to account. The choice 
about the future direction of our continent must be put into the hands of the 
citizens (EPP 2019, p.12; emphasis added). 

More explicitly, the Party asserted: ‘The EU also has to become more democratic. That means 
that the head of the EU’s most powerful institution, the Commission President, must be 
determined by the people, as part of the elections to the European Parliament’ (EPP 2019, p. 
14). Powerful words but perhaps weakened by the choice of lead candidate. Having defeated 
Finnish former PM Alex Stubb to secure the EPP nomination, Manfred Weber might have been 
well-known in EP circles, given his position as leader of the EPP Group in the EP but he was 
scarcely a household name and had no experience beyond the EP. These factors ultimately 
contributed to his failure to secure the top job.  
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The Socialists’ candidate was the somewhat better-known Commission Vice-President Frans 
Timmermans, though again not widely known beyond Brussels or his native Netherlands, 
despite having served as a very effective ‘first vice President’ to Juncker for five years. The PES 
re-affirmed its support for the process, claiming: ‘The Party of European Socialists today 
reiterates its firm commitment to the Spitzenkandidat process as the key democratic link 
between the voters of Europe, represented in the European Parliament’ (PES 2019). The 
Socialists supported this move in part as ‘a symbol of our belief in the need for the politicization 
of Europe’ (PES 2018, p. 5), precisely the reason that its detractors opposed the idea of electing 
the Commission President. The Greens nominates dual lead candidates as in 2014, but also 
pledged ‘to support a leading candidate from the European election as president of the next 
European Commission who is willing to share these pursuits’, i.e. their political agenda 
(European Greens 2019, p. 5). Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, the right-wing Eurosceptic ECR 
did put forward a lead candidate in 2019 – the Czech MEP Jan Zahradil.  

Meanwhile, ALDE, now linked with the En Marche movement of French President Macron, did 
not field a lead candidate in 2019, preferring instead to propose a slate of key figures, most 
notable among them being the incumbent Danish Commissioner, Margarethe Vestager. This 
reluctance, in marked contrast to the ebullient campaign of Guy Verhofstadt in 2014, arose in 
part because Macron’s En Marche movement indicated a willingness to link-up with ALDE but 
only on condition that they should not put forward a Spitzenkandidat. Macron made clear in 
the run-up to the elections that he would not give in on a process that he felt was ‘not the right 
approach (quoted by Brunsden and Barker 2019). This put him odds with the Austrian PM, 
Sebastian Kurz, who argued ‘It will be difficult to tell voters that there will be elections and a 
Spitzenkandidat and then leaders say: let the people vote, we will decide in a small circle among 
ourselves….I do not see this as democratic. If Manfred Weber wins the election, then he can 
claim the commission presidency’ (quoted by Brunsden and Barker 2019). In the event he did 
the former but not the latter. 

The dynamics were more low key than in 2014 in a variety of ways. Apart from the European 
Council’s more explicit reservations about the Spitzenkandidat idea mentioned above, the EP 
was perhaps less forceful in pressing its burgeoning institutional might. Where Pöttering had 
been a powerful advocate for the EP’s role and insisted that it would not ratify a Commission 
President who did not come from the winning party – and by extension, the person who had 
been the lead candidate of that party – and Martin Schulz had toured the radio and television 
studies insisting that the Lisbon Treaty meant that the Commission President was to be elected 
by the EP, neither Weber nor Timmermans appeared to make a strong case. Indeed, it was 
arguably harder for Weber to make the case for the EP’s role than for his predecessor, precisely 
because Pöttering was not personally running to be Commission President. The lack of powerful 
advocates in the EP ahead of the elections was compounded by the fact that the EPP lost seats 
in 2019. True, it remained the largest group within the Parliament, but there was no way that 
it could claim to have ‘won’ the elections, holding just 180 out of 751 seats. Macron’s distain 
for the Lisbon provisions prevailed and, from nowhere, the figure of German Defence Minister 
Ursula von der Leyen as the European Council’s nominee for Commission President. A 
controversial figure at home, von der Leyen was part of Merkel’s CDU, a constituent part of the 
EPP family and in that sense a suitable figure. Yet she had not even run in the EP elections, far 
less been a leading candidate. The German Social Democrats lost no time in criticising the 
proposal, with former PES Spitzenkandidat Martin Schulz claiming she was ‘the government’s 
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weakest minister’ and former Vice-Chancellor Sigmar Gabriel going so far as to say the proposal 
was ‘an unprecedented act of political trickery’ (both quoted by Oltermann 2019).  

Despite the rhetorical commitment to the Spitzenkandidat process among Christian Democrats 
and Social Democrats, the European Council accepted Macron’s proposal. The sole leader not 
to endorse von der Leyen was Merkel herself, since the Social Democrats partners in coalition 
insisted that she should not vote for her party colleague, given the domestic situation. Von der 
Leyen’s nomination thus went forward to the EP and she presented herself to them on 16th 
July 2019. In a secret ballot the MEPs ‘elected’ von der Leyen by a narrow majority of 52% to 
48%. This percentage vote might be perfectly adequate in a majoritarian system but in a 
consensus-dominated system such as the EU, the narrowness of the vote could be seen as 
polarising. Moreover, considering that the intention of Lisbon and the Spitzenkandidat process 
had been to bring Europe closer to its citizens and enhance democratic legitimacy in the EU, it 
had surely failed. To run a campaign focused on candidates to be Commission President and 
then introduce someone who was not even on the ballot paper seems to stretch the concept 
of democracy beyond breaking point as Kurz had warned. 

Of course, Macron’s Renew Europe Group, as the newly enlarged ALDE Group was now called, 
had not proposed a lead candidate precisely because of Macron’s opposition to the system. 
Thus, his position was both consistent and, perhaps, predictable. The same could not be said 
of many of the other leaders, who had endorsed Weber and Timmermans, however half-
heartedly. One can only conclude with former Commission Vice-President Günther Verheugen: 
‘If you had to invent a way to further disillusion in democracy and politics [in] Europe, then you 
would come up exactly with what has happened now…The damage is great and the 
consequences cannot yet be foreseen’ (Verheugen, quoted by Oltermann 2019). Whether the 
choice of von der Leyen would prove right for Europe, it certainly highlighted a return to 
European Council dominance. The EU-level parties and European Parliament seemed to have 
no rebuttals. The Spitzenkandidat process had been successfully derailed by the President of 
France. 

3.1.5. Concluding Remarks 

The idea of electing the European Commission President was always controversial, raising 
concerns about the potential politicization of the European Commission as well, perhaps, as 
the danger that an elected figure would become a greater threat to the leading role played by 
the European Council and its constituent heads of states and national governments. The two 
rounds of European elections held since the Lisbon Treaty came into force highlight both the 
potential of the Spitzenkandidat process but also its profound limitations. The appointment of 
Jean-Claude Juncker, himself a supporter of the process, gave an early indication that EP 
elections could effectively be linked to the leading figure in the Commission. Yet, his 
appointment was unusual – like his three immediate predecessors he had been a long-serving 
prime minister and thus had an equal ranking to the other members of the European Council. 
National party leaders were broadly willing to accept the new idea – in 2019 they were not. 
What was even more significant in 2019 was the fact that neither the EU level parties nor the 
European Parliament fought effectively for the Spitzenkandidat process. The reluctance to do 
so highlights the greatest weakness of the process: it is wholly contingent on political will, 
whether of national or EU politicians. If it is to be more than a temporary aberration in European 
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democracy, MEPs and the EP as an institution need to adopt a far more robust defence of their 
new powers. Failure to do so will render attempts to reconnect Europe with its citizens via 
transnational elections dead-letter and would be a rare case of the EP failing to make the most 
of opportunities accorded to it by the treaties. 
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3.2 Democratic innovations in political organizations and their consequences on 
citizens’ attitudes and electoral linkage 

Giulia Sandri, Lille Catholic University 

 

3.2.1. Introduction9 

For long, political parties used to be the most legitimate actors to mediate political 
representation. Even today, they are considered to be extremely important in the running of 
democratic states (Pettitt, 2014). From the seminal work by Kay Lawson (1988) onwards, 
parties have been long recognized as main linkage institutions in contemporary societies 
through which citizens can connect with their government. Several party politics studies assume 
that parties can use their organizations to strengthen democracy by providing ‘linkage’ 
between state and society (and between mass and elite). They do so in particular by offering 
different policy options to voters, and by allowing citizens to directly influence these options, 
through the use of inclusive methods for choosing party leaders, candidates and programmes 
(Dalton, Farrell & McAllister, 2011; Dommett & Rye, 2018; Poguntke, 2002; Römmele, Farrell 
& Ignazi, 2005). This is why in this section of the present report we focus on this specific group 
of political actors. They constitute the main intermediary between state and societies in 
advanced democracies. However, as explained in the introduction of the Section 3 of this 
report, the linkage role of parties is currently weakening and parties have generally reacted to 
this shift in their role by adopting a set of internal practices that are meant to, at least formally, 
provide broader venues for internal participation for their grassroots and organizational 
democratization. 

In this section of the report, thus, we focus our attention to the national level by mapping the 
diffusion of democratic innovations within parties in Europe. These innovations can be seen as 
a way to strengthen electoral linkage in electoral democracies. The aim is to explore to what 
extent the dynamics of electoral linkage could be restructured and reinforced through party 
innovations. Given the general trend of democratic dissatisfaction and erosion of electoral 
linkage that has been diagnosed in the first section of this report, we look at how different 
actors and institutions have addressed it. In this section, we focus on the responses provided 
by political parties. 

 
9 Previous versions of this section of the report have been co-written with Dr. Antonella Seddone (University of 
Turin) and Dr. Luana Russo (Maastricht University), who also collaborated with Dr. Giulia Sandri in the data 
collection process, especially concerning the collection and recoding of the Eurobarometer and ParGov data. Dr. 
Giulia Sandri collaborated to the overall data collection effort and collected most of the data on the diffusion of 
primary elections in Europe. Previous versions of the section of this report have been presented as conference 
papers in 2018 and 2019, see for instance: Sandri G., Seddone A. & Russo L. (2019). Political polarization, party 
organization and satisfaction with democracy, paper presented at the at the ‘Intra-Party Politics in Times of Crisis’, 
Party Congress Research Group Annual Meeting, June 24-25, 2019, University of Strathclyde, Glasgow, UK; and 
also Sandri G., Seddone A. & Russo L. (2018). Intra-party democratization and Citizens’ satisfaction with 
democracy, Division 34: ‘Representation and electoral Systems’, Panel 91.46 ‘effects of democratic representation 
on public opinion’. Paper presented at the American Political Science Association Annual Congress, Boston, 30 
August-2 September 2018, Retrieved from https://connect.apsanet.org/apsa2018/online-program/ 

https://connect.apsanet.org/apsa2018/online-program/
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To gauge the degree of party organizational democracy, the most common avenue is to 
consider the adoption and use of open or closed primary elections for selecting party leaders, 
candidates or chief executive candidates (Close & Kelbel, 2018; Cross et al., 2016; Rahat & 
Shapira, 2017). In this way, we contribute in answering the question raised in the first section 
of the present report, namely what are the potential responses of political institutions and 
actors to the erosion of citizens’ participation and electoral linkage. In this section, in particular, 
we discuss the responses provided by actors at meso-level, namely political organizations and 
parties. We look at how parties adapted to their changing role (as exemplified by decreasing 
conventional participation, shrinking electoral turnout and higher electoral volatility) by 
adopting a set of democratic innovations that were supposed to stimulate citizens’ engagement 
and support. 

We explore the potential consequences on citizens’ attitudes and in particular the correlation 
of such reforms with the (high) degree of satisfaction with the regime and democracy in 
general. In this way, we can indirectly and empirically assess to what extent such democratic 
innovations are associated with their potential desired outcome, namely a generalized positive 
perception of political processes in a given country. The overall aim of this section is to map 
democratic innovations developed by European political actors and to explore the extent to 
which they are associated with effective measures for strengthening the waning electoral 
linkage between Member States (and European) institutions and European electorates as 
mediated by the central and traditional political actors, namely parties. 

In order to examine empirically how intra-party institutions are correlated with citizens’ 
perceptions towards democracy, and in particular how intra-party democracy are associated with 
(positive) citizens’ attitudes towards democracy while controlling for contextual variables, we 
combine institutional level data with public opinion data at individual level, but we take into 
account also crucial explanatory factors at political party level. Our preliminary findings show 
that most of our exploratory expectations are supported by empirical evidence. In particular, 
our original data show that the higher the proportion of parties using primaries for selecting 
leaders and/or candidates over the total number of effective electoral parties in a given country, 
the higher the degree of satisfaction with democracy of that country’s citizens. What is most 
interesting is that our findings show that this correlation seems to interact with the degree of 
polarization of the party system. Special attention, thus, should be paid also to the degree of 
polarization of the party system in understanding the impact of intra-party democracy on 
citizens’ political attitudes. 

The sub-section is organized as follows: we first offer a brief presentation of the main 
explanatory factors for the variation in levels of satisfaction with democracy identified by the 
literature as well as details on our hypotheses. Then, we outline our methods, data and 
research design. Next, we will present our models and discuss our main findings. Finally, the 
last part will summarize our results, in particular by putting them into theoretical perspective 
as regards the potential of party reforms for democratic revival. 

3.2.2. Intra-party democracy and citizens’ political attitudes 

A key element for understanding the quality of democracy in a given country is the degree of 
support shown by its citizens towards the system (van Ham et al., 2017). Attitudes toward the 
way democracy works and politics in general are considered to be as important as institutional 
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models in determining the democratic quality of a country (Bühlmann et al., 2012). Citizen 
satisfaction (or discontent) can take many different forms, and can be assessed through various 
measures, from political trust, to social capital, to social trust, to economic satisfaction, to 
satisfaction with specific public service delivery at national or local level (Brown & Coulter, 
1983; Campbell, 1981; Magalhães & Aguiar‐Conraria, 2019). In this section of the report, we 
choose to focus on the measure of general satisfaction with democracy because of the growing 
discontent with politics itself that is generally acknowledged to be spreading globally in the last 
decades (Norris, 1999; 2011a). 

The concept of ‘satisfaction with democracy’ has been explored theoretically and empirically 
by a very rich comparative literature, both in terms of its determinants and consequences. The 
concept is derived from the various dimensions of political trust, and in particular incumbent-
based trust. This variable is defined as the expression of (dis)satisfaction with governmental 
performances (Craig, 1979; Niemi et al., 1991; Pollock, 1983). In general, it is used to measure 
beliefs about whether or not the government (or the democratic system in general) is 
‘functioning and producing outputs in accord with individual expectations’ (Craig et al., 1990, 
p. 291; Miller, 1974, p. 952). 

Other scholars, such as Norris (1999) and Easton (1975), have argued that this indicator rather 
measures the evaluation of the performance of the democratic system as a whole and precisely 
is independent of the government of the day. Political support can take on different forms, 
depending on the object towards which it is expressed, ranging from diffuse support for the 
political community and democratic values to specific support for regime performance and 
government actions (Dalton, 1999; Norris, 1999). The literature on satisfaction with democracy 
underlines several reservations as to what this indicator actually measures (Canache et al., 
2001; Fuchs et al., 1995). 

Therefore, in this section, we distinguish satisfaction with the system or institutions from 
satisfaction with political actors. We then focus solely on the degree of support for the 
performance of the political institutions and policy outputs, given that what we try to assess is 
the correlation between the use of inclusive procedures for selecting party leaders and 
candidates and citizens’ political attitudes at systemic level. The analysis goes beyond the 
assessment of the simple association of party reforms with citizens’ satisfaction with specific 
political actors and aims at exploring citizens’ perceptions of the whole political process. 

The literature on democratic satisfaction is dominated by analyses of how either macro-level 
or micro-level variables influence citizens’ responses to the ‘satisfaction with the way 
democracy works in their country’ survey question (Anderson et al., 2005). Democratic 
satisfaction is commonly taken as a measure of the quality of a democracy. Most of the 
literature on the determinants of citizens’ political attitudes, and on cross-national variation in 
satisfaction with democracy in particular, focuses on a number of macro-level institutional 
determinants of political attitudes, such as the electoral system, the age of the democratic 
regime, the governmental performance, economic performance or perceived corruption levels 
(Aarts & Thomassen, 2008; Anderson & Guillory, 1997; Anderson & Tverdova, 2003; Franklin, 
2004; Norris, 2011a). In addition, other authors introduce a number of individual-level 
determinants for explaining variation in political attitudes such as gender, age, education and 
income, but also political sophistication, self-ideological placement and educational attainment 
(Dalton, 2008; Niemi et al., 1991). 
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What remains under-researched, however, is the association between political parties’ 
organizations and citizens’ views on democracy and politics. Characteristics such as the overall 
democratic quality of the internal organization of political parties have been largely neglected 
in most empirical explorations of the main determinants of political attitudes of citizens toward 
democracy. Party-level determinants are rather under-considered, even if party 
democratization literature often claims that there are significant effects of such trends on levels 
of participation, trust in parties, and other forms of democratic attitudes (Ignazi, 2018).  

The effects of meso-level variables on citizens’ views on democracy and politics remain thus 
under-researched. In particular, the impact of political parties and the variation in way they play 
their linkage role between state and society is largely ignored by the majority of studies on 
individual political attitudes. Literature on party decline allows drawing a conceptual connection 
between individual political attitudes – and the variation in citizens’ support for party 
democracy in particular – and parties’ organizational features and reforms (Scarrow et al., 
2002; 2017). The decline of party organizations is one of the major features of Western 
democracies over the past 20 years (Dalton, Farrell & McAllister, 2011; Mair, 2013). One of the 
symptoms of the argued decline of party organization is the constantly and progressively 
eroding public image of parties. The literature on party decline claims that parties with 
decreasing membership rates or losing their organizational/electoral strength often turn to 
internal democratization to compensate for declining political trust and revitalize their image.  

Democratic innovations within parties are supposed to exert a positive impact on their public 
image and to reinforce their legitimacy (Borz & Janda, 2018). For instance, Gauja (2017, p. 5) 
showed that political parties’ organizational reform becomes part of a ‘broader rhetoric of 
democratization, re-engagement and modernization delivered to diverse audiences – both 
internal and external to the party’. These claims clearly show that party-level reforms could have 
an impact on society at large and on individual citizens’ attitudes and behaviour as a consequence 
(Shomer et al., 2016). 

Moreover, several scholars claim that organizational democratization in parties contributes to 
state-level democracy, mostly because it promotes a democratic political culture and 
strengthens the legitimacy of the political system because it provides citizens with a stronger 
sense of political efficacy (Amundsen, 2013; Scarrow, 1999). These recent strains in party 
politics literature show that an increased involvement of citizens in the political decision-making 
process could serve as a remedy to counter the alleged loss of legitimacy of representative 
politics at system level (Ignazi, 2018; Tormey, 2015). More specifically, several studies on intra-
party democracy theorized that organizational reforms should bear significant benefits not only 
for the party but for voters and citizens at large, because of the impact of these processes on 
levels of participation, trust in parties, and satisfaction with democracy (Levi & Stoker, 2000; 
Rahat & Shapira, 2017). Despite their crisis, political parties matter and they should be 
considered as a relevant factor explaining variations in citizens’ opinion about the functioning 
of democracy. 

More recently, Dassonneville and McAllister (2019) noted that an empirical focus on how 
parties and party systems affect how satisfied citizens are with democracy is largely absent 
from the literature, which is surprising, given parties’ central position within representative 
democracies (Dassonneville & McAllister, 2019, p. 2). In their seminal recent study, thus, they 
provided a comprehensive and comparative analysis of the impact of party systems on citizens’ 
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satisfaction with democracy. Webb, Scarrow and Poguntke (2019), whose recently published 
work focused on assessing the relationship between intra-party democracy, and party 
resources in particular, and the degree of satisfaction with democracy of citizens, have also 
developed a similar approach. We build on their efforts by exploring the association of parties’ 
features in terms of organizational settings with citizens’ perceptions of democracy. Our main 
research question is the following: can parties’ organizational features be associated with 
citizens’ attachments to the democratic regime? While there is relatively little empirical research 
on this issue, the party politics literature provides important theoretical elements. 

Building also on the seminal work of Shomer, Put and Gedalya-Lavy (2016; 2018) we argue that 
party-level features, and organizational features in particular, has to be taken into account 
when studying citizens’ political attitudes and satisfaction with democracy. Among all the 
different organizational features explored in party politics literature and all the existing 
measures of intra-party democracy, we focus on the participation dimension and on the impact 
of party primaries in particular. What matters here is not the inclusive and open character of 
such processes, but the fact that they constitute elements of direct democracy injected into 
party organizations (Ignazi, 2018). 

There are several rationales for this choice. First, during the last two decades, several parties in 
advanced and new democracies have introduced primary elections, allowing their members 
and sometimes voters or sympathisers to democratically select their candidates running for 
elected office or leaders. Although this democratization cannot be found in all countries, it 
constitutes a clear trend over time (Sandri et al., 2015). We can observe a clear trend of 
contagion between countries and among parties within national party systems. For instance, 
almost 30 % of the parties studied by Pilet and Cross (2014) resorted to a type of primary to 
select their party leaders in 2012, while other studies classified as primaries around 36 % of the 
observed methods for selecting candidates (Shomer, 2014). The trend of contagion concerns 
also different government levels (De Luca and Rombi, 2016; Ramiro, 2016; Seddone & 
Venturino, 2013). 

Second, primaries are often adopted with the aim of affecting (positively) the party image and 
building a momentum that could help the party in following elections. This too could bear 
important consequences for trust in parties and party legitimacy at systemic level. Still, the 
extent to which goals set by parties when adopting this form of direct democracy are actually 
achieved was rarely tested empirically (Kenig & Pruysers, 2018). With regard to this point, 
explorative research comparing the Italian and the French cases illustrated how the public 
debate and media may react positively to the use of primary elections, framing it positively, as 
democratic and participative tools (Bobba, 2015). Nonetheless, findings suggest that this 
positive frame does not affect the public image of the parties promoting primaries. In other 
words, the use of inclusive procedures for selecting party leaders and candidates may have a 
broader systemic effect, without improving the public perception of the functioning of political 
parties (Baloge et al., 2014). 

Primary elections, both open or closed, are more visible to citizens compared to other 
instruments of intra-party democracy, as for instance party internal policy referenda and less 
inclusive methods for selecting candidates such as nominations by congress or decentralized 
systems for selecting the leader (Borz & Janda, 2018). Especially in the case of open primaries, 
a proper electoral campaign is often organized when selecting the leader or the chief executive 
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candidate and this contributes in raising voters’ awareness of the existence and consequences 
of such inclusive instruments of political decision-making. Primaries are more publicized by 
parties than other aspects of their internal functioning. Voters often know about primaries in 
their country (Cross et al., 2016). This means that citizens are more likely to know that one or 
more parties have selected their candidates or leader through primaries than that the same 
parties have consulted their members over the party manifesto (Sandri & Seddone, 2015). 
Therefore, there are chances that this information about the degree of democracy within 
parties is received and processed by voters and that this could play a role in the formation or 
evolution of their political attitudes, and in particular of their perception of the democratic 
quality of their political system. Providing electors with strong voice opportunities (i.e. the 
ability of citizens to influence political outcomes) influences regime support, as recent 
scholarship has shown (Rhodes-Purdy 2020). 

3.2.3. How intra-party democracy could improve citizens’ satisfaction with democracy  

The literature on intra-party democracy and primaries elections in particular is not conclusive 
on the positive effects of party organizational democratization on either internal – 
membership, leadership scope, conflict and factionalism, legislative cohesion – or external 
dynamics – party public image, elites’ responsiveness and representation, electoral 
performance and supporters’ mobilization (for an overview, see Cross et al., 2016; Sandri et al., 
2015). Even so, several studies have shown that by adopting primaries parties are increasing 
the accountability and transparency of their organizational features and thus strengthening the 
fairness of their decision-making procedures (Sandri et al., 2015). Greater fairness in internal 
decision-making and giving members, supporters and voters a say over important decisions 
through the use of primaries can be seen by citizens not only as a reason for allocating new 
legitimacy to parties’ role in society but also for increasing their own sense of political efficacy 
(Sandri, 2011; Sandri & Amjahad, 2015). Citizens are given more instruments for making their 
voice heard and the belief that their opinion matters. 

If political efficacy (and especially external efficacy) is strengthened by a greater involvement 
in intra-party decision-making, then voters’ perception of parties, their levels of political trust 
and other political attitudes can be influenced by party democratization (Bernardi et al., 2017; 
Close et al., 2017; Shomer, 2016; 2018). The mechanism here would be the following: external 
efficacy – meaning the individual attitudes towards the responsiveness of (party) authorities to 
citizens’ inputs (and especially the belief that one’s opinion matters) – functions as an 
intervening variable between parties’ organizational practices and the degree of satisfaction of 
citizens (see Figure 5). 

Figure 5. Parties’ organizational practices and citizens’ attitudes 

Parties’ participatory innovations         Citizens’ political efficacy         Citizens’ satisfaction with democracy 

Source: own elaboration by the authors. 

This means that party democratization may be correlated to voters’ satisfaction with 
democracy, because it improves voters’ perceptions of parties and of their own efficacy in 
politics. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that the use of primaries in a given country would 
be associated with an increase in the level of satisfaction with democracy among its citizens. 
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When parties adopt primaries citizens are given more tools for making their voices heard and 
a belief that their opinion matters. This encourages citizens to participate not only in the 
primary election but also on Election Day itself (Norell, 2008). More precisely, Shomer and 
colleagues (2016) found empirical evidence that party democratization affects voters’ 
satisfaction with democracy because it improves voters’ perceptions of parties and of their own 
efficacy in politics. Although some literature shows that primaries may have negative 
consequences at the systemic level (Kernell, 2013; Rahat, 2007). Nevertheless, we expect that 
the use of primaries in a given country would increase the level of satisfaction with democracy 
among its citizens at the individual level, but only if more than one party adopts primaries (and 
especially more relevant – in Sartori’s terms – or bigger ones do so). Accordingly, we expect 
that the presence in a country of only one party using primaries is not associated with citizens’ 
satisfaction with democracy. 

Thus, it is important to look not only at the presence or at absence of primaries for selecting 
leaders and candidates in a country, but also at the number of parties using them within the 
same party system. This means to consider the degree of institutionalization and 
systematization of this instrument within a given system. Several studies have shown the 
relevance of the so-called ‘contagion effect’ (De Luca, Jones & Tula, 2002; Pilet & Cross, 2014). 
When parties within a given country democratize their organization and this triggers a 
noticeable bonus either in terms of increased votes or of enhanced legitimacy, other parties 
would adopt similar procedures in rapid succession (Cross et al., 2016). Other studies found 
evidence of the relevance of institutionalization processes when exploring the impact of 
primaries, especially at electoral level (Barberà, 2017; Boatright & Moscardelli, 2018; 
Detterbeck, 2016; Kenig & Pruysers 2018). Parties themselves regulate primaries in Europe and, 
even once formally integrated into party internal regulations, primaries are used 
discontinuously over time (Sandri et al., 2015). What is relevant is not simply the use of 
primaries in a system, but the number of parties having adopted them and thus their degree of 
institutionalization and integration within the democratic routine processes within a given 
political system. Therefore, we expect also that the more (effective) parties in a country use 
primaries the higher the citizens’ satisfaction with democracy will be. 

Parties are trying to respond to the(ir) legitimacy crisis by adopting internal reforms such as the 
adoption of primary elections for selecting political personnel. However, it is important to 
remember that this study has some limitations and that while several studies produced 
empirical proofs of the potential positive consequences for enlarging the scope of the 
selectorate, other scholars argue that intra-party democratization processes often do not lead 
to the desired effects. The literature is inconclusive on the impact of primaries on individual 
citizens’ political attitudes. Beyond the declared features of transparency and democracy, 
primaries may thus bring divisiveness within party organization and political systems, 
frustrating selectors’ participative attitudes in general, with possible negative consequences on 
the perceived satisfaction of the functioning of democracy. The divisive primary literature 
suggests that this effect may even be greater in context of high polarization of the party system 
(Dalton, 2008). Party system polarization reflects the degree of ideological differentiation 
among political parties in a system (Sartori, 1976). For this reason, we integrate a measure of 
the degree of polarization of party systems as a control variable in the analyses presented in 
this section of the report. 
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In the next part of this section we account for the methodology chosen in this study and provide 
a detailed overview of the variables included and a set of descriptive analyses. 

3.2.4. Data and Methods 

In order to examine how intra-party institutions are associated with citizens’ perceptions 
towards democracy, while controlling for contextual variables, we combine institutional level 
data with public opinion data at individual level, but we take into account also crucial variables 
at political party level. In order to carry out this study, we built a cross-time cross-section 
dataset by harmonizing various cross-national public opinion surveys, to measure citizens’ 
satisfaction with democracy, with systemic and meso (party) level data for the period 2004-
2016. The original dataset is composed of three main sources or types of data. 

3.2.4.1 Dependent Variable 

Individual level data, in particular opinions on the state of democracy and systemic support for 
the regime, are retrieved from recoding survey data from Eurobarometer opinion polls10. The 
individual level variables measuring attitudes towards democracy are used here as the main 
dependent variable. They contain variables on citizens’ attitudes, such as the satisfaction with 
democracy, as well as the individual left/right self-positioning, along with several variables that 
we use as controls, such as age, education and gender. 

We use the Eurobarometers issued between 2004 and 2016. We start from 2004, as in this year 
a large wave of countries joined the Eurobarometer investigation (namely, fourteen new 
countries). Our dataset stops in 2016 as this is the last available year for all variables we are 
interested in. Also, because the data collection process for the main independent variable has 
been completed up to 2016. The dataset is still being finalized. All variables are ‘weighted’, 
although we also check all unweighted measures. Our dataset encompasses a twelve-year span, 
which corresponds to 24 Eurobarometers, as one spring and one fall editions are issued each 
year. From this starting dataset, for each Eurobarometer we select only the countries which 
had an election in the immediate period before the survey was carried out and countries for 
which data on primaries were available. 

Also, because the main dependent variable, Satisfaction with Democracy, was not polled in 
three out of the four Eurobarometers published between 2008 and 2010, and the left-right 
self-placement variable (one of our main controls) was not collected for the Eurobarometers 
of 2012 and 2013, the years from 2008 to 2013 are not included in the analysis. The one 
Eurobarometer published between 2008 and 2010 that polled the question on Satisfaction with 
Democracy did not contain the item on left-right self-placement and was thus not included in 
the study.  

Table 4 provides an overview of the dependent variable included in our model. As Table 4 
shows, the dependent variable, Satisfaction with Democracy, is a four-point scale variable that 
ranges from not at all satisfied (0) to very satisfied (3). The variable is derived from the following 

 
10 The Eurobarometer is a series of cross-national, longitudinal public opinion surveys conducted regularly (usually 
twice a year) on behalf of the European Commission since 1974. The Eurobarometer results are published by the 
European Commission’s Directorate-General for Communication 
(https://ec.europa.eu/COMMFrontOffice/publicopinion/index.cfm). 

https://ec.europa.eu/COMMFrontOffice/publicopinion/index.cfm
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questions in the Eurobarometer questionnaires:’ On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly 
satisfied, not very satisfied or not at all satisfied with the way democracy works in (YOUR 
COUNTRY)?’ The original coding is the following: 1) very satisfied; 2) fairly satisfied; 3) not very 
satisfied; 4) not at all satisfied. However, in order to allow a more intuitive interpretation of the 
model, we reversed the categories. Therefore, in the variable is coded here as follows: 0) not 
at all satisfied; 1) not very satisfied; 2) fairly satisfied; 3) very satisfied. 

Table 4. Satisfaction with democracy. 

Satisfaction with Democracy Freq. Percent Cum. 

Not at all satisfied 6,298 13.53 13.53 

Not very satisfied 15,155 32.55 46.08 

Fairly satisfied 20,83 44.74 90.82 

Very satisfied 4,272 9.18 100.00 

Total 46,555 100.00   

 

3.2.4.2 Independent variables 

Second, the systemic level data are retrieved from ‘ParlGov’ database11 (Döring & Manow, 
2019). ‘ParlGov data, which is also partially used in the first section of the present study, 
provides data on party system polarization and the left-right positioning of government per 
country and per year, which allows measuring ideological congruence between citizens’ and 
government’s positions. Data for the number of effective electoral parties (ENP) comes also 
from the ParlGov website country individual pages, which report the ENP indexes – measured 
in terms of votes – for each European election contested since 1979 in each Member State. 
The measure, introduced by Laakso and Taagepera (1979), captures the adjusted number of 
parties present in a country’s party system by weighting the count by their relative strength in 
terms of vote shares at a given election. We match the systemic level data per election with 
the Eurobarometer data (that occur twice a year) and with party-level data by considering only 
the survey data retrieved after the election. We match thus each selection system (per election 
year) with the corresponding Eurobarometer data of the wave held just after the election. 

We chose to retain data only for election years to test our general theoretical claim because 
election years are the most appropriate time frame for measuring the main independent 
variable: candidate selections and top candidate selections happen during election years 
(leadership selections of course happen also between elections, but we focused on electoral 
years as main case selection method). If of course we acknowledge that the expected 
relationship between citizens’ attitudes and primaries for selecting candidates and leaders can 
exist in any year regardless of the election making it salient or not, the best way to gauge 
variation in selection methods and in intra-party democracy is to measure them when they 
actually happen, namely during election years. We included thus each post-election 
Eurobarometer data in order to match it with party data. 

 
11 ParlGov’ (http://www.parlgov.org/) is a data infrastructure for political science and contains information for all 
EU and most OECD democracies (37 countries). The database combines approximately 1700 parties, 990 elections 
(9200 results), and 1500 cabinets (3800 parties). 

http://www.parlgov.org/
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We rely also on original data on party organizational structures and internal recruitment 
processes. We collected information on the degree of inclusiveness of decision-making over 
political recruitment taking into account both the selection of candidates and of party leaders, 
and of organizational structures of parties for each party system per each election covered. 
More specifically, we collected original data on the use of open or closed primary elections for 
selecting leaders and/or candidates per party system per election year. With regard to the two 
main independent variables, we measure party organizational democratization by looking both 
at the general use of primary elections in a given system per each country-session (each country 
in each electoral year) and at the diffusion of primaries in the system. 

More specifically, we collected data on the recruitment processes used by each electoral party 
in each of the 24 countries in the 38 parliamentary elections held during the selected period. 
Per each of we verified whether at least one party held an open or closed primary election for 
selecting the chief executive candidate or the legislative candidates in the party system in the 
given election year. We also computed the number of electoral parties having used open or 
closed primary elections for selecting the chief executive candidate, the legislative candidates 
or even the party leader in the party system in the given election year. Overall, 114 parties have 
used primaries in the selected countries during an electoral year in the selected period. 
However, only a handful of parties organized primaries for every parliamentary election. Using 
the electoral reports published in the European Journal of Political Research annual Data 
Yearbook as the main source and the parties’ websites and press releases for detailing and 
complementing the data collection, we also relied on secondary sources (Pilet & Cross, 2014; 
Sandri et al., 2015). We did not drop cases that did not have primaries, but rather counted how 
many parties used primaries in a given election year in a given party system. 

In terms of operationalization, the independent variables, dealing with party organization and 
internal democratic innovations, which we used in our models, are thus coded as follows: 

• Parties holding primaries (0-1 scale), is the proportion of parties holding primaries out 
of the number of effective parties (as per Laakso and Taagepera 1979 formula) per 
country per election year expressed on a 0-1 scale. 

• At least one party holding primaries (0-1) is a dummy variable that indicates whether in 
a country at least one party does organize primaries per election year. 

3.2.4.3 Control variables 

In our study, we also included three main control variables: 

1 – The Party Polarization index, capturing the relative positions of individual parties within a 
system on the left-right scale as in Dalton (2008). The index takes into account of voters’ 
perception of parties’ positions (citizen placement of parties on the left-right scale based on 
Eurobarometer data) and of the party size (at the previous election, based on ParlGov data). In 
order to eliminate negative values and make the interpretation more intuitive, we rescaled the 
variable on a 0-1 scale. We included this variable in the models because of the potential 
negative impact of the early start of the electoral campaign produced by the use of (open) 
primaries. The variable is included as control also because of the context of ‘negativity’ and 
divisiveness often brought by the internal struggle of primary candidates, which can be 
strengthened by a higher ideological spread of parties in a system (Kernell, 2015; Rogowski & 
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Langella, 2015). If the party system is already highly polarized, the potential negative 
externalities of primaries could exacerbate further the political context and worsen the voters’ 
perceptions of parties’ public image and of their own political efficacy. In a context of highly 
differentiated party ideological positions, the conflict between primary candidates will be 
stronger and the disappointment of voters supporting losing candidates will be higher, because 
higher will be the ideological distance with the winning candidate and with other parties’ 
candidates (Culbert, 2015). Adding this index to our models also allows us to take into account 
the relevance of the size of the parties included in the analysis. 

2 – Several studies argue the importance of ideological congruence on satisfaction with 
democracy (among others: Dahlberg & Holmberg, 2014; Ferland, 2017; Kim, 2009) and other 
recent studies have measured the association between intra-party democracy and ideological 
congruence (Lehrer et al., 2017). Therefore, we chose to include an index of Ideological 
Congruence among our covariates, based on both the Eurobarometer and ParlGov data. The 
Eurobarometer provides a left-right self-positioning of respondents on a 10-point scale. The 
ParlGov data provide a left-right positioning of the parties in government on a ten-point scale. 
In order to determine the distance between the government in office and each single voter’s 
left-right positioning, a weighted mean from each of the parties in office is taken, the weight 
being the size of each party. We then built our ‘Ideological Distance’ variable as the inverse 
distance between the left-right positioning of the government and the individual left-right 
positioning of the respondent (absolute values). The final index is constructed as a 0-1 scale. 
This is an important control to add, as it captures the ideological dimension at one of its crucial 
interplays: the one between parties, governments and individuals. In this way, we further 
strengthen the multi-level nature of our analysis on the elements associated with varying levels 
of satisfaction with democracy. 

3 – We added to our covariates also a set of sociodemographic control variables, namely Age 
and Education. The variables come from the Eurobarometer data and are classic predictors of 
individual political attitudes. The Eurobarometer categories for the variable Age are recoded 
into a 0-1 scale (where the two extremes of the scale are the groups of <15-24-year-old and 
+55-year-old). The Eurobarometer categories for the variable Education, normally 
corresponding to the 6 ISCED categories (not completed primary education; primary education; 
lower secondary education; upper secondary education; post-secondary non-tertiary 
education; first stage of tertiary education; second stage of tertiary education) are also recoded 
into a 0-1 scale. The choice to use this specific variable transformation is due to our 
methodological design. The idea is to scale the categorical variables into 0-1 scales, instead of 
including age dummies for each group, to guarantee the comparability of all the variables 
included in the final specification of the model among them and to ensure a more intuitive 
interpretation of the coefficients in the model outputs. Age and Education are mostly used for 
explaining variations in Satisfaction with Democracy from an individual level perspective 
(Anderson & Guillory, 1997; Zmerli & Newton, 2008). We also tried to include the variable 
measuring Gender (coded as 0-1 dummy variable), but in terms of theoretical expectations, the 
rationales for controlling for gender to identify the relationship between citizens’ attitudes and 
party organizational features are quite limited and thus this variable has not been included in 
the final model specification. 

In summary, we have a mix of individual-level and country-level variables. The individual-level 
variables are the dependent variable Satisfaction with Democracy and the three control 
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variables Age, Gender and Education. The country-level variables (which also grasp explanatory 
factors originating from the meso-level) are Parties Holding Primaries, At Least One Party 
Holding Primaries, Party Polarization and Ideological Distance. All continuous variables are 
expressed on a 0-1 scale for the sake of an intuitive interpretation. Table 5 provides an overview 
of all the variables in the final models. 

Table 5. Overview of the variables included in the model. 

VARIABLES Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Satisfaction with Democracy (ordinal 0-3) 46,555 1.49 0.84 0 3 

Parties holding primaries (scale 0-1) 47,601 44.80 42.65 0 1 

At least one party holding primaries (dummy 0-1) 47,601 0.44 0.49 0 1 

Polarization parties (scale 0-1) 47,601 0.51 0.12 0.28 0.98 

Ideological congruence (scale 0-1) 37,494 0.75 0.19 0 1 

Education (scale 0-1) 47,601 0.43 0.34 0 1 

Age (scale 0-1) 47,601 0.41 0.22 0 1 

Gender (dummy 0-1) 47,601 0,55 0,50 0 1 

  

All in all, the cross-national comparative dataset allows for longitudinal analyses as it contains 
information on 24 countries from 38 different parliamentary elections in Europe between 2004 
and 2016. The dataset covers all 28 EU Member States except Austria, Italy, Malta and The 
Netherlands, for which the Eurobarometer data were incomplete. Among the 28 countries 
included in the relevant survey waves, we kept only those for which the Eurobarometer data 
were consistently available across the covered period. Consistent data availability means that 
we included in the study only those countries for which the Eurobarometer data polled the 
relevant dependent and control variables (namely Satisfaction with Democracy and left-right 
ideological self-placement) in at least one post-electoral Eurobarometer wave per year. The 
dataset is then used to explore the variations in levels of satisfaction of democracy in each 
selected case. We expect that higher intra-party democracy levels in a country, measured by a 
broader use of primary elections, is positively associated with the perception of the role of 
parties and thus is associated with a higher level of satisfaction with democracy. We also control 
for political polarization of European political parties. 

Table 6 below summarizes the countries, elections and number of respondents from 
Eurobarometer surveys included for each year. In the table, the final column and final row 
labelled ‘Total’ detail the number of Eurobarometer respondents included in the study per 
country per year. 
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Table 6. Countries, elections and survey respondents per election year. 

Country 2004 2005 2006 2007 2009 2010 2012 2014 2015 2016 Total 

France 0 0 0 1,036 0 0 1,008 0 0 0 2,044 

Belgium 0 0 0 1,022 0 0 0 1,012 0 0 2,034 

Germany 0 0 1,526 0 0 1,515 0 1,546 0 0 4,467 

Luxembourg 502 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 502 

Denmark 0 1,051 0 0 0 0 0 0 1,001 0 2,052 

Ireland 0 0 0 1,007 0 0 0 0 0 1,004 2,011 

Great Britain 0 1,347 0 0 0 0 0 0 1,314 0 2,661 

Greece 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 999 0 3,999 

Spain 1,023 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1,009 2,032 

Portugal 0 0 0 0 1,025 0 0 0 0 1,013 2,038 

Finland 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1,013 0 1,013 

Sweden 0 0 0 0 0 1,05 0 1,008 0 0 2,058 

Cyprus 0 0 507 0 0 0 0 0 0 500 1,007 

Czech Republic 0 0 1,068 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1,068 

Estonia 0 0 0 1,012 0 0 0 0 1,001 0 2,013 

Hungary 0 0 0 0 0 1,021 0 1,087 0 0 2,108 

Latvia 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1,003 0 0 1,003 

Lithuania 0 1,003 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1,009 2,012 

Poland 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1,012 0 1,012 

Slovakia 0 0 1,078 0 0 1,027 0 0 0 1,011 3,116 

Slovenia 0 1,045 0 0 0 0 0 1,046 0 0 2,091 

Bulgaria 0 0 0 0 1,008 0 0 1,006 0 0 2,014 

Romania 0 1,004 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1,004 

Croatia 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2,092* 2,092 

Total 2,525 5,450 4,179 5,077 3,033 4,613 1,008 7,738 6,340 7,638 47,601 

 

In terms of model specification, we provided above the criteria we used for selecting which 
variables to include. In terms of the appropriate functional form for the model, several models 
could be used to investigate the correlation between party internal practices and satisfaction 
with democracy. As we deal with 24 countries, we decided to use a fixed-effect model as main 
method because we are indeed interested in the impact that primaries have on citizens. 
Therefore, we aimed at removing all potential unobserved confounding variables at the country 
level. We estimated a two-levels fixed effects model, where individual respondents are nested 
within countries (see next section on results). The fixed-effects linear regression with robust 
standard errors is also chosen for the sake of an intuitive interpretation. Several studies have 
shown that multivariate methods targeted for interval-level variables can be used also for 
ordinal variables because the power and flexibility gained from these methods outweigh the 
small biases that they may entail (see for instance: Allan, 1976; Borgatta, 1968; Labovitz, 1970). 

The choice of the main model stems from two main reasons: 1) the observation of the cut 
points in the multilevel ordered logit model, whose proportions are not too different; 2) the 
technical requirements of the multilevel ordered logit model, which allowed us to obtain the 
estimates only by fitting a constant-only model and then substituting 1 for the variances of 
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random effects. When comparing the three complete models (Table 7 and Table 8 below) the 
differences only relate to decimals in the coefficients. 

Also with regard to the choice of the model, as our depended variable is ordinal, normally we 
should have employed a model that rightly addresses the level of measurement of the variable. 
However, for the sake of an intuitive interpretation we employ as main model a linear one. We 
also include a replication whit a multilevel ordered logit, because that would have been the 
other obvious choice for this paper. As in: this model takes into account the nested structure 
of the data and the level of measurement of the dependent variable. As for the use of the 
robust standard error, the model was tested for heteroscedasticity and it did not show any sign 
of it. However, as some literature suggests to always assume heteroskedasticity in models 
(Stock and Watson, 2003) we run our model with the robust option. The assumption of 
proportional odds does hold up in the ordered logit. 

It is important to underline also that the main independent variables – party primaries – are 
country-election specific while the dependent variable – satisfaction with democracy – varies 
at the individual level. If our main focus – party primaries – is not at the individual but systemic 
(and meso) level, we decided nevertheless to use as unit of analysis the single respondent in 
the empirical models precisely because we aim at producing an explorative assessment of the 
interaction between the two levels, namely between individual level attitudes and party system 
features. 

3.2.5. Results 

First, we present here a few descriptive analyses on our independent and dependent variables. 
Figure 6 below shows the variation in the number of parties in the selected countries having 
held primaries in an electoral year. All types of primaries are taken into account: open (to the 
whole electorate) or closed (namely reserved to enrolled party members) primaries, primaries 
for selecting chief executive (Prime Minister or Presidential) candidates, primaries for selecting 
candidates for parliamentary elections, and also primaries for selecting the party leader. The 
absolute number of primaries held in a party system in an election year varies significantly from 
one member state to the next. While in total there are 114 parties that held primary elections 
in the covered period, the absolute number of them ranges from 0 (in Sweden in 2010, for 
instance, or Cyprus in 2004) to 11 parties holding primaries in the same election year in Finland 
in 2015 to 10 parties in Belgium in 2007 and 2014. 

Figure 6. The (absolute) number of parties holding primaries in the 24 selected countries per election year. 
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Figure 7. Polarization and satisfaction with democracy. 

 

Figure 7 shows the mean polarization and the satisfaction with democracy in 28 countries (EU 
member states and Turkey, only polarization for Austria) right after the elections. Figure 7 
illustrates that out of the 28 countries included, 14 countries have a level of mass polarization 
that is below 0.4 (out of a 0-1 scale), whilst the other 14 exceed that threshold (of which ten 
exceed 0.5). With regard to Satisfaction with Democracy, the variation is also sizable from 
country to country. However, one can observe that the two variables are clearly related, and 
that, overall, in countries where voter polarization is lower the satisfaction with democracy 
tends to be higher – in fact, a Spearman’s Rho correlation test results in a not very strong yet 
negative (as expected) and significant correlation (-0.18). The weak correlation coefficient is 
not surprising, as Satisfaction with Democracy is known to be a very multifaceted concept 
influenced by many different factors (Aarts & Thomassen, 2008; Linde & Ekman, 2003). 

Second, we run a series of multivariate models to assess the association of the use of primaries 
with the degree of satisfaction with democracy. Table 7 illustrates results for two models. It 
explores our dependent variable (satisfaction with democracy) through two independent 
variables measuring at systemic level the use of primary elections in a given election for each 
of the countries included in our data collection. The degree of polarization of the party system 
was also considered as a factor potentially associated with variations in satisfaction with 
democracy and thus is introduced as a control. Other control variables consider the ideological 
congruence, the educational attainment and the age of the respondents. 

We found that, as expected, the level of institutionalization of intra-party democracy 
procedures is positively associated with the degree of satisfaction with democracy of the 
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population (see Table 7). The coefficient of the association between the degree of satisfaction 
with democracy and the proportion of parties using primaries in a given country appears to be 
bigger than the one concerning the association between the degree of satisfaction with 
democracy and the presence of only one party holding primaries (coefficient which is not 
significant by the way). The ‘contagion’ effect among parties using inclusive methods for 
selecting candidates or party leaders emerges as an important factor associated with a high 
degree of citizens’ satisfaction with democracy and the direction of the association is positive 
and thus goes in the expected direction. It seems that primaries are a party politics tool capable 
of facilitating and supporting the citizens’ feeling of satisfaction with how democracy works. 

It is important to point out here that we are interpreting the results from the model in terms 
of significance of the coefficients for the included variables because, even with a large number 
of observations, not all of them are significant. The significance of some of them is thus relevant 
and important as a tool for interpreting the models’ results. Also, we refrain from engaging 
more with commenting the strength of the correlation and focus more specifically on its 
direction (positive or negative) because the coefficients provided by the model are not 
intuitively interpretable. We consider more appropriate to comment on the significance and 
direction of the associations rather than on the effects size. 

Table 7. Fixed effects (at country level) regression models. 

  Model 1 Model 2 

VARIABLES coef se Coef se 

Parties holding primaries  0.07979 (0.03807)** 0.43088 (0.12595)*** 

At least one party holding primaries (dummy) 0.01670 (0.02494) -0.01421 (0.02714) 

Polarization parties  -0.30840 (0.07931)*** 0.12187 (0.16775) 

Parties holding primaries * Polarization parties    -0.67486 (0.23081)** 

Ideological Congruence 0.33872 (0.02287)*** 0.33623 (0.02288)*** 

Education 0.09033 (0.01212)*** 0.09063 (0.01212)*** 

Age  -0.06562 (0.01856)*** -0.06581 (0.01855)*** 

Constant 138.689 (0.04559)*** 117.362 (0.08617)*** 

Observations 36,945  36,945  

Adj R-squared 0.1707  0.1709  

NB: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p<0.001, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10 

On the contrary, the simple presence of primary elections is not significant in our models, even 
though the coefficient goes in the expected direction (positive). This suggests that the use of 
primary elections in a given country is associated with voters’ perceptions only when this 
democratization tool is diffused, institutionalized within the party system and common to 
different parties, when – in other words – it is well integrated in countries’ democratic 
procedures, routines and political culture. 

It should be underlined that in the models all the three control variables included in the analysis 
(Table 7) are significant and their coefficients measuring the association with the degree of 
satisfaction with democracy are going in the expected direction (positive for ideological 
congruence and education, and negative for age). As the literature suggests (Dahlberg & 
Holmberg 2014), ideological congruence yields a positive impact on satisfaction with 
democracy. As it could be expected, a higher level of Education is positively correlated with 
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satisfaction with democracy, given that given that more educated citizens dispose of greater 
individual resources for engaging in politics and making their voice heard, thus attaining higher 
levels of external political efficacy and stronger trust in parties and state institutions. With 
regard to age, it appears that the younger a citizen is, the less satisfied with democracy they 
will be. 

As also expected, Table 7 shows that polarization is negatively and significantly associated with 
the dependent variable. Higher levels of polarization are associated with lower levels of 
satisfaction with democracy. As argued above, when party systems are characterized by high 
polarization, the divisions brought by inclusive competitions for selecting political personnel 
could discourage positive feelings about the effective functioning of democracy among citizens. 
The negativity and divisiveness often brought by primary elections’ campaigns can exacerbate 
a context of perceived political conflict caused by pre-existing high party system polarization. 
This of course can lead citizens’ to form negative opinions on how democracy works in their 
country and on the extent to which their voice matters in such conflictual settings. 

This result appears to be reinforced by the coefficients related to the ideological congruence. 
When individuals show higher levels of ideological congruence with their government, we 
register a positive correlation between the extensive use of primary elections in their country 
and the degree of satisfaction with democracy. This pattern was actually predictable, as greater 
ideological congruence between citizens and government contributes in creating a less 
conflictual political context, in which citizens could feel – thanks also to primaries – that is easier 
for them to make their voice heard. However, it is worth underlining that this dynamic goes 
together with the expected results on the role of ideological polarization of the party system. 

The second model presented in Table 7 shows that the degree of intra-party procedures’ 
institutionalization is indeed positively associated with the degree of satisfaction with 
democracy. Again, the mere presence of inclusive methods within a political/party system does 
not contribute to identifying the factors correlated with the dependent variable. However, the 
main contribution coming from the second model concerns the interplay between primaries 
and polarization. We found that the combination of primary elections and polarization is 
negatively correlated with satisfaction with democracy. 

Table 8 shows two replications of our main model: one using a mixed-effects multilevel 
regression and one using an ordered logit multilevel model. When comparing the three 
complete models the differences only concerns decimals in the coefficients: there is no 
variation with regard to the sign of the coefficients or the level of significance. 
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Table 8. Replication models (multilevel). 

  ML mixed effects ML ordered      logit 

VARIABLES coef se coef se 

Parties holding primaries (%) 0.43952 (0.11759)*** 1.18346 (0.29963)*** 

At least one party holding primaries (0-1) -0.01955 (0.02592) -0.05542 (0.06429) 

Polarization parties  0.14949 (0.15531) 0.52984 (0.39111) 

Parties holding primaries (%)* Polarization parties  -0.66914 (0.21502)*** -1.81331 (0.54779)*** 

Ideological Congruence 0.33697 (0.02144)*** 0.82206 (0.05423)*** 

Education 0.09113 (0.01218)*** 0.23866 (0.03049)*** 

Age  -0.06594 (0.01860)*** -0.16102 (0.04641)*** 

Constant 114.912 (0.09719)***   

cut 1   -2.08483 (0.20946)*** 

cut 2   -0.18594 (0.20913) 

cut 3   2.61020 (0.20974)*** 

Observations 46,555  46,555  

Number of groups 26#  26#  

NB: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p<0.002, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
Note: Although Germany and UK are divided into two groups in the original Eurobarometer data from the 1970s to the 
reunification of Germany and NI peace agreements in the 1990s, we decided not to adapt to the EB design settings and 
aggregated them in our analyses. 

 

Figure 8 displays the interplay between the proportion of parties holding primaries in a country 
and party polarization. As shown, having many (or all relevant) parties holding primaries is 
positively associated with satisfaction with democracy only in contexts with low party 
polarization. When party polarization is high, the correlation with satisfaction with democracy 
is actually negative. The use of primary elections within polarized systems may even contribute 
to lessening the level of satisfaction with democracy. Inclusive methods for selecting candidates 
or party leaders, as stated above, bring a certain degree of divisiveness and conflict, in already 
polarized context. This combination seems to result in even lower levels of citizens’ satisfaction 
with the functioning of democracy. On the contrary, minor levels of polarization – or its 
marginal presence – make it easier to absorb the negative and dividing potential consequences 
of primary elections by the whole party system. 
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Figure 8. Interaction between the percentage of parties holding primaries and party polarization – predictive margins 

 

 

3.2.6. Conclusion and limitations 

This sub-part investigated whether and to what extent the use of intra-party democratic 
practices, such as primary elections for selecting candidates or party leaders, could be 
associated with citizens’ satisfaction with democracy. This issue – despite its relevance – has 
been only rarely addressed by literature. Parties are suffering a crisis of legitimacy and this is 
strongly tied to the crisis of the political system in general since they used to be its main 
legitimate actors for mediating representation. Party organisations tried to respond to anti-
party feelings and anti-politics challenges by introducing a set of organizational changes going 
towards a higher inclusiveness of internal procedures and by including party members and 
citizens in internal decision-making processes. Primary elections, in particular, are becoming 
quite common among parties in very different party and political systems. It is thus worth 
clarifying to what extent these adaptive are associated with increasingly positive citizens’ 
perceptions about the functioning of democracy in general. 

This section of the present report has investigated this issue by focusing specifically on primary 
elections. The consequences of this type of democratic innovations at national level in the EU 
are yet to be fully grasped by empirical studies, given that the existing literature is quite 
controversial on the effects of organizational innovations at individual level. One way to enlarge 
this analytical scope, revealed by our results, would be to investigate the interplay between 
inclusiveness of political recruitment processes and ideological polarization of the party system. 

We integrated the debate on the consequences of the use of democratic innovations such as 
primary elections on citizens’ political attitudes. We contribute to the theoretical debate by 
relying on an original dataset combining analytical dimensions at macro-level, (political system), 
meso-level (party organization) and micro-level (individuals). Our results are encouraging with 
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regard both to the empirical originality of the study and its contribution to the theorization of 
the functioning and consequences of party democratization. 

We found that the diffusion of primary elections within a political system is positively associated 
with higher degrees of satisfaction with democracy. Yet, primary elections promoted in political 
systems characterized by higher levels of polarization seem to be negatively associated with 
citizens’ attitudes towards democracy. This suggests that polarization prevents the party 
system from effectively metabolizing the divisiveness possibly brought by primary elections. 

This section of the present report contributes to the literature in three different ways. First, it 
brings back party politics in the study of individual political attitudes and of the quality of 
democracy at large. Decreasing levels of political participation and political trust are often 
considered to be due to some failing on the party side of the chain of representation linking 
citizens and the state. If declining turnout and declining satisfaction with democracy are the 
fault of parties, then the trend can only be reversed by reforming parties and their 
organizational structures by multiplying the points of access to the policy-determining 
processes (Katz, 2013, p. 49). 

Second, it shows in an exploratory, preliminary manner that primary elections may be 
correlated with increased citizens’ satisfaction with the functioning of democracy. The 
diffusion, institutionalization and ‘routine’ usage of these procedures in a system exerts a 
positive impact on citizens’ feelings about democracy. 

Third, we also clarified that this pattern is not unambiguous and that primaries may not be 
always a good recipe for innovating and re-legitimizing representative democracies. When 
polarization is taken into consideration, it appears that the unintended consequences of 
primaries may not be entirely managed. 

Even if further research is needed for better clarifying which dimensions of primaries are 
negatively associated in the interplay with polarization, this exploratory section of the present 
report suggests that primaries are good for political systems, but they may not be the perfect 
fit for those political systems where polarization is already high. In those cases, the costs of 
primaries in terms of negative consequences on citizens’ opinions trumps their benefits with 
regard to the improvement of parties’ image and greater popular participation. 
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3.3. The competitiveness of intra-party selection processes: a comparative 

perspective  
Felix-Christopher von Nostitz, Lille Catholic University 

 

3.3.1 Introduction  

Even the most minimalist definition of democracy – for example, the one proposed by 
Schumpeter (1943) but also Dahl (1971) – lists not only participation but also competition as 
requirements for democracy. This section of the deliverable thus moves from participation to 
competition as a necessary condition of democracy, which is institutionalised by regular 
elections allowing for different candidates and ideas to compete for the public’s support. 
Furthermore, competition is allegedly not only important in its own right but it also positively 
affects other key features of democracy: responsiveness to voters, responsibility of actions by 
elected officials, accountability and transparency. Thus, when evaluating the democratic 
potential of the democratic innovations discussed above, such as party primaries at member 
state level for both national and European elections or the Spitzenkandidaten system for the EU 
Commission Presidency, competition is vital. As no matter how inclusive the selectorate (who 
can vote, i.e. participation), the use of restrictive candidate requirements can provide a small 
(elite) group with full control over the final results affecting competition in all subsequent stages 
of the (s)elections process and ultimately, democracy at European and national level. Thus with 
the EU and member states increased push towards more democratic innovations and citizen 
participation also in the form of primaries, see Spitzenkandidaten system, the question emerged 
of what can be learnt from primaries at the national level and of what makes them successful 
in terms of competition as a necessary condition of democracy. 

If competition is a vital and well-recognized aspect of democracy at large with much focus put 
on inter-party competition, the question of competition within political party organisations has 
been granted markedly less attention. Quite clearly, the relevance of studying intra-party 
competition (IPC) is tied to the overarching debate about whether parties should even be 
internally democratic to achieve democracy at large. After all, the most famous claim is still that 
of Sartori (1965, p. 124) according to whom ‘democracy on a large scale is not the sum of many 
little democracies’. This dismissal has, nevertheless not discouraged all endeavours to look into 
and call for intra-party democracy. Accordingly, other scholars such as Teorell (1999) claim that 
parties that are not internally democratic cannot really claim to be externally democratic. And 
indeed, today, more and more parties committed to democracy between within parties (Bille, 
2001). This raises thus in turn the issue of the measure of this commitment. While most studies 
rely on the dimensions of representation and participation to assess how democratic a party is 
(Kenig et al., 2015b; Hazan & Rahat, 2010), this study highlights the necessity to look at IPC. The 
question asked is thus: are primaries competitive (enough) to be considered democratic. 

The level of competition within parties is not only important in itself; it further affects other 
aspects of IPD such as participation representation, responsiveness, transparency and 
accountability (Hazan & Rahat, 2010; Rahat & Shapira, 2017). Thus, it is vital to explore what 
factors affect the level of IPC and thus IPD. Therefore, this sub-part of the deliverable studies 
the relative competitiveness of intra-party selection processes. It explores the level of intra-
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party competition of both party leadership and candidate selection processes (i.e. in the contest 
between aspirants to be on the list or top of the list). 

In addition, following Vandeleene and Sandri (2018) based on Hazan and Rahat (2010) outline, 
‘the mechanisms surrounding the selection of candidates could be examined not only as 
institutions that reflect politics, i.e. that are influenced by the political system and its 
components, but also as institutions that could affect politics, i.e. on the political system and its 
components’. And indeed, until recently studies mainly focused on IPC in the inter-party 
electoral arena (Kenig et al., 2015b, Vandeleene & Sandri, 2018; Carey and Shugart 1995). Thus 
it can be said that the study of intra-party politics is important because it may affect politics as 
a whole (Cross & Katz, 2013; Scarrow, Webb, & Poguntke, 2017) and their effect goes far beyond 
the boundaries of the party as a political sub-system (Pilet & Cross, 2014). This is especially true 
when we consider that some of these are de facto the selection of future senior ministers of 
even the prime minister – as the top positions on the list are often designated and reserved to 
such high offices. Thus, competitive and therefore democratic intraparty selections are vital. 
However, there is a lack of research not only on the level of IPC within parties but also on which 
factors affect the level of IPC. By identifying the factor that make primaries more or less 
competitive and therefor more o or less democratic allows for design for effective primaries 
and evaluating and eventual reforms of existing primaries. 

This sub-part of the deliverable aims explores the factors affecting the level of IPC in 197 parties 
in 11 established democracies. As the literature shows, IPD has several aspects and having only 
more people involved (inclusiveness often understood as synonymous for democratisation/IPD) 
is not sufficient to achieve full IPD. IPD also needs IPC to be produced by the candidate selection 
processes or at least on how they are viewed by aspirants and voters. IPC is vital as no matter 
how inclusive the selectorate, the limited and restrictive candidate requirements can provide a 
small group, the party elite, with full control over the final results. The main focus of this part of 
the research is to explore how official party candidate requirements affect the level of IPC 
measured both in terms of the number of candidates running and the margin of the vote share 
between the top two aspirants.  

The first section briefly presents what we know about IPC in intra-party candidate and leader 
selection with a focus on the various factors that may affect the degree of IPC. This is followed 
by a discussion of the theoretical framework to outline why it is important to focus on candidate 
requirements as one of the factors affecting IPC and thus ultimately IPD. This is followed by a 
more detailed discussion of the data and the operationalization of the independent variables, 
and several indicators that the work uses to measure competitiveness: coronation or contest, 
number of candidates, the margin between the top two candidates, incumbents’ candidacy, 
and use of selection system (i.e. open or close primary). As such, this part of the study considers 
intraparty competition as the extent to which candidates had to fight to be on the list or to 
become party leader(s) or not. It does not focus on competition among co-partisans taking place 
during the actual elections nor on inter-party competition.12 

The subsequent sections present the findings. This sub-part of the deliverable finds that lower 

 
12 Therefore, when the paper refers to candidates it means, if not explicitly clarified, the candidates in intra-party 
elections competing to be on the list, i.e. aspirants willing to become candidates, or candidates concurring to 
become party leader(s). 
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candidacy requirements lead to more candidates participating in intraparty races but higher 
candidacy requirements result in more competitive races in terms of margin of vote share 
between the top two candidates. Thus, formal candidacy requirements have an overall positive 
effect on IPC, however, the relation runs in opposite and conflicting directions. 

3.3.2. The study of intraparty competition 

The literature on the repercussions and interaction of intraparty competition with in the inter-
party arena is well established, mainly focusing on its consequences in terms of candidates’ 
behaviour (Ames, 1995), on its determinants (Carey & Shugart, 1995; Crisp, Jensen, & Shomer, 
2007), and more recently of its interaction with intraparty democracy during the nomination 
stage (Cross & Katz, 2013; Kenig, 2009). This recent shift is vital as the study of intraparty 
political dynamics shows it may affect politics as a whole (Cross & Katz, 2013; Scarrow, Webb, 
& Poguntke, 2017) and their effect go far beyond the boundaries of the party as a political sub-
system (Pilet & Cross, 2014). However, despite this growing literature and recognition of how 
intra-party process can effects the political system at large (Field & Siavelis, 2008; Gallagher, 
1988; Katz, 2001; Smith & Tsutsumi, 2016), there are very few studies focusing on the 
dimension of intra-party competition (IPC) within parties. 

At the macro-level, the large-scale comparative study by Kenig et al. (2015b) analyses how 
various factors affect the degree of competitiveness of leadership selections. They show that 
the main determinants affecting the degree of competition are country specific institutional 
and environmental ones (Kenig et al. 2015b, pp. 70-71). Further, they find that, overtime, the 
margin of victory and incumbent’s success declined. Yet, the number of candidates did not 
change. More recently, the chapter by Vandeleene and Sandri (2018) further highlight the 
importance of macro factors. In their analysis, based on 1,385 replies to survey questions of the 
2014 Belgium Candidate Study (BCS), they show that the greatest levels of competition are likely 
to be found when the decision is made by territorially centralised (how far from the central 
party organisation the selection is happening, e.g. the decisions taken by national party organs 
being the most central) but not exclusive selectorates (size of the party body is involved in the 
selection, e.g. reaching from one person – exclusive to all party members and beyond-inclusive). 
Further, when selectorates at the local level decide on the candidates and when only a limited 
number of people participate, the perceived competition of the process seems lower 
(Vandeleene & Sandri, 2018). 

At the meso level, Kenig et al. (2015b) highlight that selection by extra-parliamentary 
organisations (conference delegates or council) are the least competitive. In cases of 
membership votes, coronations are rarer and more candidates compete for the leadership, 
while selection by Party Parliamentary Groups (PPG) are more competitive in terms of margin 
between the top two candidates. However, both types of selectorate are almost equally 
competitive in terms of incumbent’s success. This is similar to the finding of a previous study by 
one of the authors (Kenig, 2009a) that even suggested a negative correlation between the 
inclusiveness of the selectorate and the level of IPC. Next, regarding the influence of party 
ideology, a mixed picture emerges. While in right-wing parties coronations are more frequent, 
their contests also have more candidates. Last, they discern that, unsurprisingly, larger parties 
were more competitive than smaller ones and parties in opposition had more competition than 
governing parties. Hazan and Rahat (2010) also focus on meso-level determinants of intraparty 
competition but for candidate selection. They develop an analytical framework for 
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understanding political competition in the context of candidate selection. They propose the 
existence of a direct relationship between the selection mode and the degree of 
competitiveness of the process. In particular, they argue that a curvilinear relationship exists 
between inclusiveness and competitiveness. However, due to a lack of comparative data, there 
are as far as we know no comparative empirical studies applying their proposed framework 
systematically and analysis is mostly limited to single case studies. Thus, further comparative 
empirical tests of which factors and how specifically they affect IPC are required.  

More recently, focuses on micro-level determinants, the study by Vandeleene and Sandri (2018) 
tests for both the motivation and the resources of the candidates and how these affect 
perceived IPC. In order to do so they base their analysis on stated perceptions of candidates to 
extent they had to fight with their co-partisans in order to receive a specific position on their 
party’s candidate list. Their result show that when the decision to run was self-motivated, the 
competition was perceived as higher than when the candidate reported that someone 
encouraged them to run. Furthermore, candidates who succeeded in getting eligible positions 
experienced a more competitive process than candidates aimed at just completing and 
balancing the lists. Interestingly, they also find that female candidates tend to report a less 
severe fight than male candidates do (Vandeleene & Sandri, 2018). In short, they demonstrate 
that centralized and inclusive selectorates enhance intra-party competition and decentralised 
but exclusive selectorates (such as list committees at the constituency level) are more likely to 
mitigate intraparty competition. Further, given the semi-closed nature of the list system in 
Belgium, political parties are still the main gatekeepers to parliamentary offices by allotting the 
top list positions to specific candidates. As such, intra-party electoral rules also matter to predict 
and set the stage for the degree of competition within the election.  

While Vandeleene and Sandri (2018) stress this for the intra party selection process, their study 
and the other listed above fall short in so far as they do not consider the rules in place to be a 
candidate for internal selection in the first place. Thus, as argued below in detail, if we want to 
have a more complete picture of IPC and what affects it, we need to take a step further back 
and consider the intra-party selecting candidacy rules as they limit access to the contest and 
the choice of the selectorate and ultimately of the voters. This is especially true when we 
consider that some of these are de facto the selection of future senior ministers of even the 
prime minister as the top positions on the list are often designated and reserved for such high 
offices (especially in governmental parties). Thus, competitive and therefore democratic 
intraparty selections are vital. Yet, only looking at the formal rules concerning the selection 
process and the central attributes of the selection process is not sufficient for evaluating the 
level of IPC. As these rules might suggest the contest is very open but in practice only displays 
very little if any competition (Cross, 2013, p.110), and it overlooks the rules governing who can 
be a candidate in the first place, and thus limiting or enhancing competition before aspirants 
even face the party selectorate. Overall, it can be seen the impact of one key factor of intra 
party selections as stressed by many authors themselves, candidacy rules, on IPC, remains 
unexplored. The work is a first explorative attempt to address this gap. In order to do so, the 
next section presents this argument in more details based on theories developed by the 
candidate recruitment literature (Norris & Lovenduski, 1995; Loewenberg & Patterson, 1979). 
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3.3.3. Intraparty Competition and the Candidate Selection Process  

There is obviously a considerable reduction in size between individuals who are eligible to run 
as candidates (both in intra- and interparty competitions), those who actually run, and finally 
the individuals that manage to be selected as candidates and who also manage to win a 
legislative seat at the end. I order to capture this dynamic, Loewenberg and Patterson (1979) 
evoke the image of a funnel, in which a large pool of individuals would enter, and only a reduced 
pool of MPs would exit. This idea was picked up and further developed by Norris and Lovenduski 
(1995) who propose the idea of a ladder instead of a funnel. Their model outlines the steps MPs 
have to pass through before sitting in the Parliament. Norris and Lovenduski (1995) distinguish 
four types of actors who could each symbolically be one rung of a ladder: eligibles, aspirants, 
candidates and MPs. 

Figure 9. The recruitment process and intraparty competition 

 

Note: Adapted from Norris & Lovenduski (1995), Vandeleene & Sandri (2018) 

The first group are the ‘the eligibles’, i.e. all citizens meeting the legal requirements to run for 
office in a given polity, followed by aspirants – or applicants, as labelled by Norris and 
Lovenduski (1995) – i.e. those who decide to run in intra-party races. If internally selected, these 
become candidates. If successful in the inter-party election, they then become ‘elected 
representatives’, i.e. candidates who managed to win a seat. Figure 9 above also clearly shows 
that candidate recruitment is essentially an intra-party process and contest, while only the last 
step of candidates to MP is extra party and relates to inter party competition. Thus, from the 
start, parties need a mechanism to direct and control the supply and demand for aspirants and 
here intraparty factors play a vital role in this process as in most cases there is a higher supply 
of aspirants than demand of candidates by the party. 

On the supply side, the original model of political recruitment provides that the decision to 
aspire for office depends on a large variety of factors, motivations and resources being the most 
prominent ones (Matland & Montgomery, 2003; Norris & Lovenduski, 1995). Vandeleene and 
Sandri (2018) assess how the motivation and resources affect their propensity to enter an 
intraparty competition as aspirant and how additional factors – namely, how specific candidate 
selection methods – affect intraparty competition. This stresses how the party acts as a 
gatekeeper through the selectorates to match the supply of aspirants with its demand. As 
Matland and Montgomery (2003, p.23) outline, in candidate selection ‘the party gatekeepers 
determine the individual aspirant’s fate’ as they reduce the pool of aspirants to a limited pool 
of candidates. However, the selectorate is clearly not the only, and more importantly not the 
first, gatekeeper on the path to being an elected official. 
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This sub-part argues that we need to go back one (or even two) steps from the selectorate to 
consider eligibility rules, i.e. who is allowed to run, in order to assess the level of IPC. As these 
rules affect the choices the selectorate ultimately makes, it does not (only) matter how inclusive 
the selectorate is. In other words, one of the most effective ways for parties to direct and 
control the supply and demand for aspirants is by setting stricter or more lenient candidacy 
requirements. This is especially the case as in contrast to elections where possibilities to limit 
candidates’ eligibility are restricted, mostly relatively easy to fulfil and hard to change, this is 
not the case for intra-party contests. Parties regularly change and adjust candidacy rules by 
changing who compete in them (Sandri et al., 2015) and by doing so either increase or decrease 
the possibility of IPC. Candidacy requirements do not only determine who and how many 
candidates can actually run for the position of party leader, but whether there is a credible 
challenger to the incumbent leader. On the most inclusive end, all citizens can run if they wish 
to do so; while on the most exclusive end, the party imposes a wide range of additional 
requirements (e.g. a minimum number of signatures supporting the aspirant, membership of a 
certain party sub-group, a minimum membership length, having paid a membership fee, etc.) 
that need to be met to be eligible as candidate and access the selection process. 

Figure 10. Inclusiveness of candidacy requirements 

 

All 
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Candidacy Requirements 
 

Note: adapted from Hazan & Rahat (2010) and Kenig (2009b) 

In Figure 10, it is important to highlight that the right side of the scale is open-ended as party 
elites usually can freely increase the level of requirements, giving the elite effectively total 
control over candidacy, and more importantly over the entire selection process. Therefore, in 
the most extreme cases the elite can decide who can run and nominate only their desired 
aspirants to become candidates. This highlights the limit when one only looks at the selectorate 
as party gatekeeper, since parties might have a very inclusive selectorate but very strict or even 
closed candidacy requirements. 

Consequently, what we expect is that in candidate selection processes with more permissive 
candidacy requirements we will see a higher level of IPC expressed by less coronations, more 
contests with more candidates taking part, and more competitive races. In contrast, the more 
additional requirements the party impose on aspirants in the first place the lower the level of 
IPC expressed by more coronations, contests with less candidates and ultimately a less 
competitive races. The aim of this section of the deliverable is exactly to study this by exploring 
how different candidacy selection rules affect IPC and to present a new dataset that allow us 
to do so. As the above discussion indicates, however, candidacy rules are not the only factor 
that impact the level of IPC. Therefore, in order to have a more complete insight into what 
drives IPC we need to include three other explanatory variables: the type of selectorate, 
whether incumbents are running and intraparty voting system. The next section very briefly 
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outlines how this sub-part of the deliverable expects these factors to affect IPC in terms of 
coronation versus contest, the number of intra party candidates (aspirants) and the margin 
between the top two candidates. 

Most of the existing literature argues that the size of the selectorates is expected to influence 
the degree of competition of the selection process: the smaller the selectorates, the tougher 
the competition (Kenig, 2015b; Vandeleene & Sandri, 2018). As outlined above, exclusive 
selectorates favour a higher level of intraparty competition as it limits the power of incumbents 
just to be reselected by members/voters due to name recognition and increase the pressure 
on less repetitive selectorate to compose a list that represent all elements of the party, 
including newcomers. Thus, when we have more exclusive selectorates, we should find more 
candidates competition, lower number of coronations, while the margin between the 
frontrunners should be smaller.  

A second factor often mentioned in the literature affecting IPC is the presence or absence of 
incumbents running (Kenig et al., 2015b). The absence of incumbents running should increase 
IPC as more aspirants feel they might have a chance of winning. Thus, the absence of an 
incumbent should lead to overall more candidates and less coronations. In contrast, the 
presence of an incumbent should decrease the number of newcomers who feel capable or 
legitimate to challenge the incumbent, and is thus more likely to result in a coronation and less 
candidates. This might be in particular the case if the incumbent is seen as effective and 
successful in his/her elected function. In this case, the margin between the frontrunners should 
be larger if an incumbent is participating in the selection.  

The last factor to consider is the type of intraparty voting system. This sub-part of the 
deliverable argues that the more flexibility and the less complex the voting system the higher 
IPC. However, these two characteristics might be at odds with each other as flexibility often 
comes with more complexity. Nevertheless, in general, if intraparty voters can pick individual 
aspirants directly or from a list rather than just pick among different lists, ICP is expected to be 
higher. Hence, in these cases, we should witness more candidates running, lower margins 
between frontrunners and lower numbers of coronations. Unfortunately, the high variety and 
diversity of voting systems used across different parties (e.g. two round system with same or 
different selectorates, open or closed lists, etc.) makes it difficult to formulate clear hypotheses. 
Therefore, at that point, we take a more explorative and inductive approach to test the 
relationship between type of voting system and IPC to inform future research in this area. 

3.3.4. Data, Cases Selection and Method  

3.3.4.1. Data  

The data for this sub-part of the deliverable is based on the information collected as part of the 
book by Sandri et al. (2015) on party primaries. Based on this, we created a database of IPC to 
allow for a comparison across parties, countries and time. In total, the dataset covers 197 
intraparty contests in 37 parties spanning 11 established democracies. The dataset gathered 
information on the official rules governing the selection process, the characteristics of the 
selection process in practice, and final various indicators capturing the consequences of 197 
intra-party contests. In comparison to previous studies and to identify what aspects of primaries 
affect IPC, the dataset only includes parties that already partly committed to IPD by involving 
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party members, and in some cases even voters, to participate in both party leadership and 
candidate selection processes. 

This unique dataset allows exploring to what extent parties committing to inclusive selection 
methods are also embracing the democratic norm of competitiveness. This is vital as no matter 
how inclusive the selectorate, the limited and restrictive candidate requirements can provide a 
small group, the party elite, with full control over the final results. In short, this dataset allows 
to explore how official party candidate requirements affect the level of IPC measured both in 
terms of the number of candidates/aspirants running, and the margin of the vote share 
between the two frontrunners. The description of the IV and DV below also provides a more 
detailed description of the dataset. 

3.3.4.2. Case Selection  

The case selection strategy was to create a cross-country dataset, which focuses specifically, 
and solely on inclusive intra-party contest, i.e. primary elections, as a method for selecting 
candidates and leaders. Such a strategy is justified by the increasing use of such inclusive intra-
party contests across counties and parties over the past decades. This new dataset differs 
substantially from other large datasets that include very different typologies of selection 
methods across a large number of countries (Cross & Blais, 2012; Pilet & Cross, 2014) and from 
case studies or small-N comparisons (Gallagher & Marsh, 1988; LeDuc, 2001). 

Having only primaries in the dataset allows the study to control for the selectorate and 
investigate the effect of candidacy requirements on IPC. Furthermore, the data collection 
focused not only on primaries in comparative perspective but integrated both candidate and 
leadership selection procedures, allowing to analyse them at the same time. While at first sight, 
there might be some substantial differences between leadership and candidate selection, Kenig 
et al. (2015a), in their comparison between dimensions in the classification of leadership 
selection and candidate selection methods,13 find that there are in fact more similarities than 
differences between leadership and candidate selection (Table 9). Therefore, this sub-part of 
the deliverable studies the two together.14 Last, the cases selected expand research on 
primaries away from the US and explore parties in Europe and the Middle East (more 
specifically, in Israel), as well as in Asia. As such, this comparative dataset includes both 
established and new democracies. 

Table 9. Dimensions of leadership and candidate selection methods (Kenig, Rahat & Hazan, 2015) 

Leadership selection Candidate selection Difference 

Candidacy Candidacy Small 

 
13 The classification of candidate selection essentially follows Rahat and Hazan (2001), while the classification of 
leadership selection follows Kenig (2009b). 
14 It is important to underline some of the limits of including both leadership and candidate selection here. For 
instance, in candidate sections the party has to take into account electoral rules / requirements, while there is 
none for a party leader without public office. Also, in candidate selections the party possibly needs to fill many 
spots on a list, i.e. several and not only one candidate to select in the end. However, the rules governing the two 
processes affect their competitiveness. Further, there is no inherent reason why the rules of the process that 
would make one selection process less or more competitive from the start as we see both leadership and 
candidate selection process that are highly competitive or not. 
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Selectorate Selectorate Small 

– Decentralisation Irrelevant for most cases of leadership selection 

Appointment/voting Appointment/voting Small 

Deselection – Substantial (for parliamentary democracies) 

3.3.4.3. Operationalization of the variables  

• Outcome variable (DV): operationalizing intraparty competition 

Intraparty competition can be measured in different ways. Both the structure of competition 
(i.e. the format of the electoral supply in intraparty (s)elections) and the degree of 
competitiveness (i.e. the viability of the contestants, namely the likelihood that they win the 
contest – Culbert, 2015) are crucial characteristics of any electoral process, and thus need to 
be explored in the study of recruitment processes. The first measure of IPC is whether or not 
the primary is actually a contest and thus competitive or just a coronation or the only 
candidates. In the latter case, only one candidate runs and thus the candidate either 
automatically wins or faces a confirmation vote (Valbruzzi, 2016). This allows capturing what 
factors make coronation or contesting more likely. The second outcome variable goes one step 
further by not only capturing what factors lead to ‘one’ or ‘more than one candidate’ but to 
how many aspirants. This absolute number of aspirants/candidates gives an intuitive 
description of the competitive nature of the contest (Kenig, 2015b; Laakso & Taagepera, 1979). 
In total, this sub-part of the deliverable distinguishes between six different categories of 
number of candidates: a category for each additional candidate between 1-5 (i.e. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 
candidates) and a final category for 6 candidates or more (in most cases selections with all 
aspirants on one list). While the absolute number of aspirants is important to know how many 
aspirants manage to formally qualify it provides little insight into the dynamic of the contest. 
Thus, the final measure of IPC to consider is the margin of the vote share between the top two 
aspirants. This provides insight into the closeness of the race. This is a widely used measure to 
analyse the effects of U.S. primary elections (Ansolabehere et al., 2007; Jewitt & Treul, 2014). 
To capture the margin between the top two candidates on IPC, the sub-part of the deliverable 
uses a categorical coding of margins based on Kenig et al. (2015b). The sub-part of the 
deliverable more precisely distinguishes between six different categories of margins: 
coronation but no vote (coded ‘0’), coronation but vote (‘1’), uncompetitive race (with a margin 
> 50%) (‘2’), moderate race (margin 25%-50%) (‘3’), close race (margin 10%-25%) (‘4), and 
finally tight race (margin < 10%) (‘5’). In summary here we consider the following three 
measures of IPC: Coronation versus contest, the number of intra party candidates (aspirants) 
and the margin between the top two candidates 

• Explanatory Factors (IV): Operationalizing factors affecting the level of IPC  

- Type of selectorate  

Most of the existing literature argues that the size of the selectorates is expected to influence 
the degree of competition of the selection process: the smaller the selectorates, the tougher 
the competition (Kenig et al., 2015b; Vandeleene & Sandri, 2018). Given the unique feature of 
the dataset, it only includes cases with a higher degree of inclusiveness of the selectorate (Hazan 
& Rahat, 2010). It spans from open primaries – allowing all citizens and declared supporters 
(coded as ‘0’) – to members’ vote only contest (coded as ‘2’). Between these two, there are 
mixed contests combining different selectorates such as members and supporters or PPG with 
supporters (coded as 1).  
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- Incumbents running  

A second factor we highlighted from the literature affecting IPC is the presence (coded ‘1’) or 
absence (‘0’) of incumbents running (Kenig et al., 2015b). The absence of incumbents running 
should increase IPC as more aspirants feel they might have a chance of winning.  

- Candidacy Rules  

While existing literature stresses the importance to include candidacy rules of IPC (Kenig et 
al., 2015b), so far there is no study to the best of our knowledge that does so. We offer the 
following operationalization of candidacy rules: candidacy requirements are operationalized 
as an additive scale where each additional requirement adds one point to a party’s score on 
the scale. The higher the score i.e. the more candidacy rules an aspirant needs to comply by, 
the higher the entry hurdle.  

Table 10. Operationalization of candidacy rules 

Category Coding 

No conditions 0 

If required +1; if not +0 

+ signatures of voters +1 or 0 

+party membership +1 or 0 

+ member and requirement (not specified) +1 or 0 

+minimum length of party membership +1 or 0 

+ signatures/ declared support of party members +1 or 0 

+participation fee +1 or 0 

+ personal characteristics (Honest, with professional 

recognition) and No convictions or under investigation 
+1 or 0 

+ present or past Member of specific party body +1 or 0 

+ endorsed by elected officials +1 or 0 

+be an elected officials +1 or 0 

+ endorsed by party officials +1 or 0 

+support by party sub-units  +1 or 0 

+support by party sub-units with min. party 

membership count 
+1 or 0 

TOTAL CANDIDACY SCORE Min 0-Max 13 

 

- Intraparty Voting System  

The last explanatory factors we consider is the voting system in intra-party contests. While some 
voting systems give candidates a higher chance to be elected, others are more restrictive in that 
regard (Passarelli, 2020). While in cases with more flexible voting systems IPC should be higher, 
in the latter it should be lower. The sub-part of the deliverable distinguishes between three 
types of voting system: plurality, open lists and runoff voting systems. In the case of runoff 
voting systems the sub-part of the deliverable further differentiates between runoff with same 
electorate in both rounds and runoff with different electorate in both rounds (for example, a 
MPs only vote followed by membership vote). 
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3.3.4.4. Method 

This section of the report studies the link between candidacy rules and IPC. It mainly employs 
descriptive statistics. 

3.3.5. Findings  

3.3.5.1. Coronation versus contest  

Of the cases analysed here, 35.2 percent were coronations, while 61.7 percent were contests 
with at least two candidates (see Table A4.1 in Appendix 4). In comparison to studies looking at 
all types of selectorates or at leadership selection only, the amount of contest in both leader 
and candidate selections with only inclusive selectorates is higher (Kenig et al., 2015b, Hazan & 
Rahat, 2010). Based on the data used here contests are more likely in membership only vote 
and that coronations are rare in open or mixed primaries. The data also shows that surprisingly, 
if we consider the level of candidacy requirement, the higher the candidacy requirements the 
less coronations we find (see Table A4.2 in Appendix 4). Thus, despite high candidacy 
requirements, contests with at least two candidates are frequent. 

3.3.5.2. Number of candidates and aspirants 

Next, this sub-part of the deliverable looks at the number of candidates in leadership selections 
and aspirants in candidacy selections. Figure 11 below shows that in some countries such as 
Spain, Portugal and Belgium, contests with only one candidate, i.e. coronations, are much more 
frequent. In contrast, in other countries, they are very rare (e.g. Iceland or Taiwan) or even 
totally absent (e.g. Israel or Italy). This points to important cross-country variation. 

Figure 11. Number of candidates (per country) 

 

 

The next step is to look at how the type of selectorate and candidacy requirements affects the 
number of candidates running in intra-party contests. In terms of type of selectorate, Table 11 
below shows that most closed primaries only have one candidate competing, followed by two 
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and then three candidates. In general, we see that contests with more than three candidates 
are rare across all types of selectorate. However, higher candidate figures are more likely in 
closed primaries.  

Table 11. Number of Candidates and Type of Selectorate  

 Selectorate 
Total 

0 (Open) 1 (Mixed) 2 (Closed) 

N
r.

 o
f 

ca
n

d
id

at
es

 

1 Count 3 0 66 69 
% of Total 1.6% 0.0% 34.7% 36.3% 

2 Count 1 3 51 55 
% of Total 0.5% 1.6% 26.8% 28.9% 

3 Count 0 4 22 26 

% of Total 0.0% 2.1% 11.6% 13.7% 

4 Count 0 6 13 19 

% of Total 0.0% 3.2% 6.8% 10.0% 

5 Count 1 2 4 7 
% of Total 0.5% 1.1% 2.1% 3.7% 

6 or more Count 4 0 10 14 

% of Total 2.1% 0.0% 5.3% 7.4% 

Total Count 9 15 166 190 

% of Total 4.7% 7.9% 87.4% 100.0% 

 

In terms of candidacy requirements and number of candidates competing in intraparty 
selections, we can see that low candidacy requirements attracts most candidates (see Table 
A4.3 in Appendix 4). The largest share of contests fall in the category of low candidacy 
requirements and two candidates competing. Surprisingly, however, the total absence of 
candidacy requirements does not seem to lead to more candidates but in fact to the lowest 
total number of candidates. Furthermore, it can also be seen that high candidacy requirements 
still produce a large number of candidates and thus seem to have a less negative effect on IPC 
than one might have expected. 

3.3.5.3. Margin between top two candidates 

After outlining the effect of candidacy requirements and of the type of selectorate on the 
number of candidates, the next step is to see how these two features sway the margin between 
the top two candidates. First, we can see that coronations with or without votes are most likely 
in closed primaries; Disregarding the type of selectorate, most that are not coronations have a 
moderate margin of 25 %-50 %. Overall, closed primary are associated with closer races and 
thus a higher level of IPC compared to mix selections and open primaries that have more 
uncompetitive margining and thus display lower levels of IPC. When we look at the how 
candidacy rules might influence the margin of the race, we can see that low candidacy 
requirements score seem to lead more to coronations with or without vote (as displayed in 
Table 12). Overall, the picture emerges that higher candidacy requirement scores are linked to 
more competitive races, with smaller margins. Thus, high candidacy requirement scores 
contribute positively to IPC, and low requirements to less competitive margins affecting IPC 
negatively – the reverse of what one might intuitively expect.  
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Table 12. Type of margin and candidacy requirement score  

 

Candidacy Score 

Total 0(none) 1 (low) 2 3 4 (high) 

Ty
p

e 
o

f 
M

ar
gi

n
 

b
et

w
ee

n
 t

o
p

 t
w

o
 c

an
d

id
at

es
 

Coronation 
no vote 

Count 0 35 0 0 0 35 

% of Total 0.0% 19.9% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 19.9% 

Coronation 
but vote 

Count 2 15 13 4 1 35 
% of Total 1.1% 8.5% 7.4% 2.3% 0.6% 19.9% 

Un-competitive 
Count 1 11 5 5 5 27 

% of Total 0.6% 6.3% 2.8% 2.8% 2.8% 15.3% 

Moderate 
Count 1 13 5 9 7 35 

% of Total 0.6% 7.4% 2.8% 5.1% 4.0% 19.9% 

Close 
Count 0 3 6 4 11 24 

% of Total 0.0% 1.7% 3.4% 2.3% 6.3% 13.6% 

Tight 
Count 3 4 2 2 9 20 

% of Total 1.7% 2.3% 1.1% 1.1% 5.1% 11.4% 

Total 
Count 7 81 31 24 33 176 

% of Total 4.0% 46.0% 17.6% 13.6% 18.8% 100.0% 

 

When considering the margin of vote share in intraparty selections in different countries, the 
following picture emerges: while in terms of margin, intraparty selections in Spain, Portugal or 
Belgium are rather uncompetitive with large margins or even coronations in most examples, 
Israel and Japan margins are tighter and selections are more competitive (Figure 12). Again, we 
can observe important cross-country variations. 

Figure 12. Type of margin between the top two candidates (by country)  

 

 

3.3.5.4. Incumbents Running and Success  

Overall 42.3 % of all selections studied here feature an incumbent running. Thus, in the majority 
of cases here no incumbent is competing in the race. Further, the participation of an incumbent 
seems to have little impact on whether the race is a coronation or contest. Only 17.9 % of all 
races consider here are coronations and feature an incumbent compared to 18.4 % without an 
incumbent. Further, 25.3 % of all races are contests and feature an incumbent and the 
remaining 38.4 % are contests without an incumbent. Therefore, the absence of an incumbent 
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might marginally increase IPC, yet the presence of an incumbent seems not to affect the level 
of IPC considerably. While it might be one thing to look at whether incumbents run or not, it is 
another question entirely to look at under what selection and candidacy rules incumbents are 
successful in winning intra party races. First, we can see that in only 36.7 % of the cases, 
incumbents win intraparty selections. In addition, incumbents are more likely to lose in open 
and mixed selectorates than in closed primaries. Despite this, in the large majority of both mixed 
and closed primaries, incumbents still lose the selection. Therefore, the presents of incumbents 
seems to have little impact on the competitiveness of the intraparty race.  

Next, we can examine the link between incumbents’ success and candidacy requirements. Table 
13 shows that strict candidacy requirements do not protect incumbents from losing. In fact, 
they seem more likely to win with low or no candidacy requirements. Thus, once more, contrary 
to what one might expect, strict candidacy requirements seem not to affect IPC negatively in 
terms of protecting incumbents from unwanted contesters and thus does not make their victory 
more likely.  

Table 13. Incumbents success and candidacy requirement score  

 

Candidacy Score 

Total 0(none) 1 (low) 2 3 4 (high) 

Incumbent  
winner 

No 
Count 4 60 20 14 25 123 

% of Total 2.1% 30.9% 10.3% 7.2% 12.9% 63.4% 

Yes 
Count 3 32 17 10 9 71 

% of Total 1.5% 16.5% 8.8% 5.2% 4.6% 36.6% 

Total 
Count 7 92 37 24 34 194 

% of Total 3.6% 47.4% 19.1% 12.4% 17.5% 100.0% 

 

3.3.5.5. Intraparty Vote System  

The last dimension to consider is the voting system. It can be seen that the most frequently 
used voting system is the plurality system followed by the runoff system with the same 
electorate in both rounds (Table 14). Both of these also feature the most contests with low 
number of candidates. However, contests with high number of candidates are also more likely 
to use these two selection systems. Thus, so far, in terms of level of IPC and vote system, no 
clear picture emerges.  

Table 14. Voting system and number of candidates 

 
Number of candidates 

Total 1 2 3 4 5 6 or more 

Voting  
System 

Plurality 
Count 38 26 8 5 2 5 84 

% of Total 20.0% 13.7% 4.2% 2.6% 1.1% 2.6% 44.2% 

Open lists 
Count 0 1 0 0 0 4 5 

% of Total 0.0% 0.5% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 2.1% 2.6% 

Runoff 
(same electorates) 

Count 31 25 14 8 3 5 86 

% of Total 16.3% 13.2% 7.4% 4.2% 1.6% 2.6% 45.3% 

Runoff 
(different electorates) 

Count 0 3 4 6 2 0 15 
% of Total 0.0% 1.6% 2.1% 3.2% 1.1% 0.0% 7.9% 

Total 
Count 69 55 26 19 7 14 190 

% of Total 36.3% 28.9% 13.7% 10.0% 3.7% 7.4% 100.0% 
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When considering the voting system and margins of the races, based on the data used here, 
we find all types of margins across most voting systems (Table 15). The voting system that 
produces most uncompetitive margins is the plurality system, while runoff systems with same 
electorate in both rounds lead to the most competitive margins. 

Table 15. Voting system and type of margin  

 

Type of Margin between top two candidates 

Total 
Coronation 

no vote 
Coronation 

but vote 
Uncompetitive Moderate Close Tight 

V
o

ti
n

g 
Sy

st
em

 

 
Plurality 
 

Count 31 8 11 14 8 4 76 

% of Total 17.6% 4.5% 6.3% 8.0% 4.5% 2.3% 43.2% 

Runoff 
(same 
electorates) 

Count 4 27 14 14 12 14 85 

% of Total 2.3% 15.3% 8.0% 8.0% 6.8% 8.0% 48.3% 

Runoff  
(different 
electorates) 

Count 0 0 2 7 4 2 15 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 1.1% 4.0% 2.3% 1.1% 8.5% 

Total 
Count 35 35 27 35 24 20 176 

% of Total 19.9% 19.9% 15.3% 19.9% 13.6% 11.4% 100.0% 

 

3.3.6. Conclusion and Discussion  

The aim of this section was to explore the factors influencing the level of IPC in intraparty 
selections. The main focus has been to explore how official party candidate requirements affect 
the level of IPC, measured both in terms of the number of candidates running and the margin 
of the vote share between the top two candidates. In a first step, the sub-part of the deliverable 
found that of the cases analysed here, 35.2 percent were coronations, while 61.7 percent were 
contests with at least two candidates. This is a first indicator that intraparty selections can 
contribute to IPC by limiting the number of uncompetitive coronations. It also found that the 
higher the candidacy requirements, the less coronations. In terms of number of candidates 
competing in intraparty selections the work showed that most closed primaries, only have one 
candidate and that contests with more than three candidates are rare across all types of 
selectorates. However, higher numbers of candidates are more likely in closed primaries. In 
terms of candidacy requirements and number of candidates competing in intraparty selections, 
this sub-part of the deliverable demonstrated that low candidacy requirements attract the 
most candidates. When measuring competitiveness in terms of the margin of vote share 
between top two candidates, we can see that overall, closed primary are associated with closer 
races and thus a higher level of IPC. Furthermore, higher candidacy requirement scores are also 
linked to more competitive races with smaller margins. Regarding the participation of an 
incumbent in intraparty selections, it seems to have little effect on whether the race is a 
coronation or contest. Whether an incumbent is present or not seems to have little impact on 
the competitiveness of intraparty races. Finally, in terms of level of IPC and vote system, no 
clear picture emerges. Nevertheless, the voting system that seems to produces most 
uncompetitive margins are plurality systems, while runoff systems with the same electorate in 
both rounds lead to the most competitive margins. In short, lower candidacy requirements 
appear to lead to more candidates participating in intraparty races while higher candidacy 
requirements seem to result in more competitive races in terms of margin of vote share 
between the top two candidates. Thus, overall formal candidacy requirements provide the 
impression to have an overall positive effect on intraparty competition, but apparently in 
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opposite and conflicting directions. 

The limits of this study are twofold. The first is that it only focuses on formal rules and as such 
cannot capture backdoor politics (i.e. informal procedures and non-overt, non-public 
information) or the influence of other informal factors (grey eminence) that might affect IPC in 
general, and the competitiveness of intraparty races more specifically. This limitation is hard to 
address in a large-scale comparative analysis and would require detailed and in-depth 
qualitative case studies. Despite this, the study of the impact of party rules on IPC is vital as no 
matter how inclusive the selectorate, the limited and restrictive candidate requirements can 
provide a small group, the party elite, with full control over the final results. Thus, the 
competitiveness of intraparty competitions starts with deciding who can run in the first place 
affecting competition in all subsequent stages of candidate recruitment and thus the overall 
level of IPD in the party, and ultimately, democracy at the national and European level. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Additional Information on Turnout at National Parliamentary Elections 

Source of the data 

The data for turnout at all national parliamentary elections in the EU member states since 1945 
were retrieved from the webpage of International IDEA (https://www.idea.int/) on 30 January 
2020. 

Case selection 

Cases for which the number of registered voters is missing (LUX 1945; GRC 1946; GRC 1950) 
have been dropped from the dataset. 

So have the cases where there is no established democracy. We rely on the Polity IV dataset to 
determine whether a country has an established democracy 
(https://www.systemicpeace.org/polityproject.html). Countries that score 6 or less on the 
indicator of ‘Institutionalized Democracy’ (DEMOC) have therefore been excluded. These are: 
AUT 1945; ESP 1977; EST 1990; FRA 1945; GRC 1974; HRV1990; HRV1992; HRV1995; ITA1946; 
LTU1990; LVA1990; POL1952-1989; PRT1975; ROU1990-1992. 

We also excluded elections in Malta from 1947 until 1962, as the country was not an 
independent state. 

In 1990 and 1992, Czechoslovakia still existed as a unified state and the turnout data have not 
been disaggregated. The turnout rates for SVK 1990 and 1992 and for CZE 1990 and 1992 are 
therefore the same. 

Definition of turnout 

Turnout is calculated here as a percentage of the registered voters who cast a ballot. 

For the sake of clarity, we report the mean turnout percentage in each country for 5-year 
periods (resulting in only one data point per country and per period). This ‘mean’ is calculated 
on the basis of the number of voters and of registered voters for each election in a given 
country (often only one election). 

Country groupings 

Additionally, we have aggregated countries based on their voting history, resulting in three 
categories depending on the date since when an established democracy has been in place (and 
national parliamentary elections have been held regularly): 

• countries where an established democracy has been in place since the period 1945-
1949 (AUT; BEL; DEU ; DNK ; FIN ; FRA ; GBR; IRL; ITA; LUX; NLD; SWE); 

• countries where an established democracy has been in place since the period 1975-
1979 (GRC; MLT; CYP; ESP; PRT); 

https://www.idea.int/
https://www.systemicpeace.org/polityproject.html
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• countries where an established democracy has been in place since the period 1990-
1994 (BGR; CZE; EST; HUN; LTU; LVA; POL; SVK; SVN; ROU; HRV). 

Since there is an overlap between the democratic history of these countries and their 
geographical location, we labelled the categories respectively ‘old democracies’, ‘Southern 
democracies’ and ‘Central and Eastern European democracies’. 

Regional (Old, South, East) means are pondered by the number of registered voters. 

It should also be noted that there were no parliamentary elections in Romania in the 1990-
1994 period and in Croatia in 1990-1999 in our dataset (due to the criteria described above). 
The basis for cross-time comparison for the ‘Central and Eastern European democracies’ is 
therefore not constant. 
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Table A1.1: Mean turnout at national parliamentary elections  
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AUT 0.97 0.96 0.95 0.94 0.94 0.92 0.93 0.93 0.90 0.84 0.83 0.84 0.79 0.75 0.78 

BEL 0.93 0.93 0.94 0.92 0.91 0.91 0.95 0.95 0.93 0.93 0.91 0.92 0.91 0.89 0.88 

DEU 0.78 0.86 0.88 0.88 0.87 0.91 0.91 0.89 0.84 0.78 0.82 0.79 0.74 0.72 0.76 

DNK 0.86 0.81 0.84 0.86 0.89 0.88 0.87 0.88 0.86 0.84 0.86 0.87 0.86 0.88 0.85 

FIN 0.77 0.77 0.75 0.85 0.85 0.82 0.75 0.76 0.72 0.68 0.67 0.67 0.65 0.67 0.68 

FRA 0.82 0.80 0.80 0.69 0.80 0.81 0.72 0.71 0.72 0.69 0.68 0.60 0.60 0.55 0.43 

GBR 0.73 0.83 0.78 0.77 0.76 0.73 0.76 0.73 0.75 0.78 0.71 0.59 0.61 0.66 0.68 

IRL 0.74 0.76 0.71 0.71 0.76 0.77 0.76 0.75 0.71 0.68 0.66 0.63 0.67 0.70 0.65 

ITA 0.92 0.94 0.94 0.93 0.93 0.93 0.92 0.89 0.89 0.87 0.83 0.81 0.84 0.78 0.73 

LUX 0.92 0.92 0.92 0.91 0.89 0.90 0.89 0.89 0.87 0.88 0.87 0.92 0.91 0.91 0.90 

NLD 0.93 0.95 0.96 0.95 0.95 0.81 0.88 0.84 0.83 0.79 0.73 0.80 0.80 0.75 0.82 

SWE 0.83 0.79 0.79 0.85 0.89 0.90 0.91 0.91 0.88 0.87 0.81 0.80 0.82 0.85 0.87 

GRC  0.76 0.75 0.82   0.81 0.81 0.84 0.83 0.76 0.76 0.74 0.64 0.61 

MLT     0.90 0.93 0.95 0.95 0.96 0.96 0.96 0.96 0.93 0.93 0.92 

CYP      0.76 0.85 0.96 0.95 0.94 0.90 0.92 0.89 0.79 0.67 

ESP       0.68 0.80 0.70 0.77 0.78 0.72 0.75 0.69 0.72 

PRT       0.85 0.82 0.74 0.68 0.64 0.63 0.62 0.58 0.52 

BGR          0.79 0.59 0.67 0.58 0.52 0.54 

CZE          0.90 0.75 0.58 0.64 0.61 0.61 

EST          0.68 0.63 0.58 0.62 0.64 0.64 

HUN          0.67 0.57 0.71 0.68 0.63 0.70 

LTU          0.75 0.53 0.52 0.49 0.53 0.51 

LVA          0.90 0.72 0.71 0.61 0.61 0.55 

POL          0.48 0.48 0.46 0.47 0.49 0.56 

SVK          0.75 0.84 0.70 0.55 0.59 0.60 

SVN          0.86 0.74 0.65 0.63 0.59 0.53 

ROU           0.76 0.62 0.39 0.42 0.40 

HRV            0.69 0.60 0.54 0.57 

Old 0.82 0.86 0.85 0.84 0.85 0.85 0.84 0.82 0.82 0.79 0.77 0.73 0.73 0.70 0.69 

Sout

h 

      0.73 0.81 0.74 0.77 0.75 0.72 0.73 0.66 0.66 

East          0.66 0.62 0.58 0.52 0.52 0.54 

Source: International IDEA (https://www.idea.int/)  

https://www.idea.int/
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Appendix 2: Detailed information on turnout in European elections 

Table A2.1: Turnout per country in each European election (as a percentage of registered voters) 

Country 1979 1981 1984 1987 1989 1994 1995 1996 1999 2004 2007 2009 2013 2014 2019 

Total (EU) 61.99 - 58.98 - 58.41 56.67 - - 49.51 45.47 - 42.97 - 42.61 50.66 

Belgium 91.36   92.09   90.73 90.66     91.05 90.81   90.39   89.64 88.47 

Denmark 47.82   52.38   46.17 52.92     50.46 47.89   59.54   56.32 66.08 

Germany 65.73   56.76   62.28 60.02     45.19 43   43.27   48.10 61.38 

Ireland 63.61   47.56   68.28 43.98     50.21 58.58   58.64   52.44 49.70 

France 60.71   56.72   48.8 52.71     46.76 42.76   40.63   42.43 50.12 

Italy 85.65   82.47   81.07 73.6     69.76 71.72   65.05   57.22 54.50 

Luxembourg 88.91   88.79   87.39 88.55     87.27 91.35   90.76   85.55 84.24 

Netherlands 58.12   50.88   47.48 35.69     30.02 39.26   36.75   37.32 41.93 

UK 32.35   32.57   36.37 36.43     24 38.52   34.7   35.60 37.18 

Greece   81.48 80.59   80.03 73.18     70.25 63.22   52.61   59.97 58.69 

Spain       68.52 54.71 59.14     63.05 45.14   44.87   43.81 60.73 

Portugal       72.42 51.1 35.54     39.93 38.6   36.77   33.67 30.75 

Sweden             41.63   38.84 37.85   45.53   51.07 55.27 

Austria               67.73 49.4 42.43   45.97   45.39 59.80 

Finland               57.6 30.14 39.43   38.6   39.10 40.80 

Czech Republic                   28.3   28.22   18.20 28.72 

Estonia                   26.83   43.9   36.52 37.60 

Cyprus                   72.5   59.4   43.97 44.99 

Lithuania                   48.38   20.98   47.35 53.48 

Latvia                   41.34   53.7   30.24 33.53 

Hungary                   38.5   36.31   28.97 43.36 

Malta                   82.39   78.79   74.80 72.70 

Poland                   20.87   24.53   23.83 45.68 

Slovenia                   28.35   28.37   24.55 28.89 

Slovakia                   16.97   19.64   13.05 22.74 

Bulgaria                     29.22 38.99   35.84 32.64 

Romania                     29.47 27.67   32.44 51.20 

Croatia                         20.84 25.24 29.85 

Source: European Parliament in collaboration with Kantar (https://www.europarl.europa.eu/election-results-2019/en/turnout, 

accessed on 02/03/2020) 

 

 

  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/election-results-2019/en/turnout
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Appendix 3: Additional material for the regression analysis 

 
Table A3.1: Correlation matrix 
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Appendix 4: Supplementary material for section 3.3 

Table A4.1: Coronation or contest and type of selectorate 

 

Selectorate 

Total 0 (Open) 1 (Mixed) 2 (Closed) 

Coronation or 
Contest  

Coronation 
Count 3 0 66 69 

% of Total 1.6% 0.0% 34.7% 36.3% 

Contest 
Count 6 15 100 121 

% of Total 3.2% 7.9% 52.6% 63.7% 

Total 
Count 9 15 166 190 

% of Total 4.7% 7.9% 87.4% 100.0% 

 
Table A4.2: Coronation or contest and candidacy requirements score  

 

Candidacy Requirement Score 

Total 0(none) 1 (low) 2 3 4 (high) 
Coronation or  
Contest  

Coronation 
Count 2 49 13 4 1 69 

% of Total 1.1% 25.8% 6.8% 2.1% 0.5% 36.3% 

Contest 
Count 5 40 24 20 32 121 

% of Total 2.6% 21.1% 12.6% 10.5% 16.8% 63.7% 

Total 
Count 7 89 37 24 33 190 

% of Total 3.7% 46.8% 19.5% 12.6% 17.4% 100.0% 

 
Table A4.3: Number of candidates and candidacy requirements score  

 
Candidacy Score 

Total 0(none) 1 (low) 2 3 4 (high) 

N
o

. o
f 

ca
n

d
id

at
es

 

1 
Count 2 49 13 4 1 69 

% of Total 1.1% 25.8% 6.8% 2.1% 0.5 % 36.3% 

2 
Count 2 24 9 6 14 55 

% of Total 1.1% 12.6% 4.7% 3.2% 7.4% 28.9% 

3 
Count 3 7 4 5 7 26 

% of Total 1.6% 3.7% 2.1% 2.6% 3.7% 13.7% 

4 
Count 0 4 2 7 6 19 

% of Total 0.0% 2.1% 1.1% 3.7% 3.2% 10.0% 

5 
Count 0 1 2 2 2 7 

% of Total 0.0% 0.5% 1.1% 1.1% 1.1% 3.7% 

6 or more 
Count 0 4 7 0 3 14 

% of Total 0.0% 2.1% 3.7% 0.0% 1.6% 7.4% 

Total 
Count 7 89 37 24 33 190 

% of Total 3.7% 46.8% 19.5% 12.6% 17.4% 100.0% 
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Table A4.4: Type of margin between top two candidates and type of selectorate  

 

Selectorate 

Total 0 (Open) 1 (Mixed) 2 (Closed) 

Ty
p

e 
o

f 
M

ar
gi

n
 

Coronation 
no vote 

Count 4 0 31 35 

% of Total 2.3% 0.0% 17.6% 19.9% 

Coronation 
but vote 

Count 0 0 35 35 
% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 19.9% 19.9% 

Un-competitive 
Count 1 2 24 27 

% of Total 0.6% 1.1% 13.6% 15.3% 

Moderate 
Count 0 7 28 35 

% of Total 0.0% 4.0% 15.9% 19.9% 

Close 
Count 1 4 19 24 

% of Total 0.6% 2.3% 10.8% 13.6% 

Tight 
Count 2 2 16 20 

% of Total 1.1% 1.1% 9.1% 11.4% 

Total 
Count 8 15 153 176 

% of Total 4.5% 8.5% 86.9% 100.0% 

 
Table A4.5: Incumbent winner and type of selectorate 

 
Selectorate 

Total 0 (Open) 1 (Mixed) 2 (Closed) 

Incumbent  
winner 

No 
Count 6 10 107 123 

% of Total 3.1% 5.2% 55.2% 63.4% 

Yes 
Count 3 5 63 71 

% of Total 1.5% 2.6% 32.5% 36.6% 

Total 
Count 9 15 170 194 

% of Total 4.6% 7.7% 87.6% 100.0% 
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