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Governing parties generally win fewer votes at European Parliament elections than at national
elections. The most common explanation for this is that European elections are ‘second order national
elections’ acting as mid-term referendums on government performance. This article proposes an
alternative, though complementary, explanation: voters defect because governing parties are generally
far more pro-European than the typical voter. Additionally, the more the campaign context primes
Eurosceptic sentiments, the more likely voters are to turn against governing parties. A multi-level
model is used to test these propositions and analyse the effects of individual and contextual factors at
the 1999 and 2004 European Parliament elections. Both European and domestic concerns matter to
voters; moreover, campaign context plays an important role in shaping vote choices.

‘European elections are additional national second-order elections. They are determined more
by the domestic political cleavages than by alternatives originating in the EC.’
Karlheinz Reif and Hermann Schmitt, ‘Nine Second-Order National Elections’, p. 3.

It is well known that national governing parties are ‘punished’ at European Parliament
(EP) elections. Studies of the past six EP elections have shown that governments often win
fewer votes than in preceding national elections; yet we still have a limited understanding
of why voters decide to defect from governing parties. Most scholars in the ﬁeld rely on
the ‘second-order national election theory’. This posits that elections are mid-term contests in the battle to win national government ofﬁce, where vote choice is primarily
decided by domestic political concerns.1 Particular patterns of voting, such as defection
from governing parties, but also low levels of turnout and greater success for smaller
parties, have been taken as supporting evidence for this theory. However, the same
patterns of voting could also be attributed to factors relating speciﬁcally to concerns
about European integration rather than domestic calculations. Studies of recent EP
elections have found some evidence that voter defection cannot be solely attributed to
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domestic politics.2 These studies employ primarily aggregate-level data analysis, however,
which makes it difﬁcult to disentangle the motivation behind individual vote choices.
Additionally, none of these papers accounts for the mechanisms that would lead voters to
defect on the basis of the European dimension. In other words, if European integration
does matter in EP elections, then how and why does it matter?
In this article we address the question of why voters desert governing parties in EP
elections. The answer to this question has important implications for our understanding
of democracy in the European Union (EU). If vote choices are based on preferences
concerning European integration, rather than purely domestic concerns, this implies that
there is a connection between citizens’ choices and EU governance that has hitherto
typically been said not to exist. To understand the motivation behind government
defection in EP elections, we examine both individual-level data on voter preferences
and contextual-level data on the campaign, hypothesizing that certain types of campaigns
will ‘activate’ the European issue at the individual level.
This article proceeds as follows. After brieﬂy reviewing theories from the existing literature,
we present our theoretical expectations of how voter preferences concerning European
integration and the priming effect of the campaign are likely to inﬂuence defection from
governing parties in EP elections. We then explore aggregate patterns of voter preferences
and party positions on the left–right and European integration dimensions. Finally, using
multi-level modelling techniques, we test these propositions with individual-level data from
the last two EP elections as well as data on campaign coverage in each member state.
VOTING BEHAVIOUR IN EUROPEAN PARLIAMENTARY ELECTIONS

One of the key empirical ﬁndings in the EP election literature is that parties holding
ofﬁce in domestic governments tend to do poorly in EP elections. As mentioned
above, the most common explanation of this phenomenon is the ‘second-order national
election’ thesis. At the heart of Reif and Schmitt’s theory is the proposition that EP
elections are of lesser importance than ﬁrst-order elections for national ofﬁce.3 This
second-order nature of EP elections has consequences for several aspects of voting
behaviour. First, levels of turnout tend to be lower than in national elections. Secondly,
citizens are more likely to vote sincerely than strategically, and this in turn will tend to
favour smaller parties. Thirdly, and most importantly for our purposes, EP elections
allow voters to express their dissatisfaction with governing parties. According to the
theory, the extent to which governments are punished in EP elections depends on the
timing of the election during the national electoral cycle and the incumbent government’s
performance. This has its roots in theories of mid-term elections in the United States,
where the president’s party tends to enjoy a comparative disadvantage.4 This can either
2
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reﬂect a natural ‘cycle of popularity’ for governing parties, which declines mid-term, or
a negative retrospective judgement on economic performance.5 The key assumption of
the second-order theory is that any defection from governing parties in EP elections is
primarily due to an evaluation of parties on the basis of domestic politics, be it general
government popularity, economic performance or sincere voting for smaller parties,
rather than an evaluation of candidates on the basis of concerns speciﬁc to the European
Union.
Thus, for a long time, the consensus in the literature has been that, ‘opinions on
European integration y hardly matter’.6 However, defecting from governing parties may
not be entirely due to the general decline in government support at mid-term; it may also
be caused by dissatisfaction with the position of these parties on the European integration
dimension. The evidence of voter defection from governing (and large) parties to
opposition (and small) parties in EP elections raises the methodological problem of
observational equivalence. That is, the differences in support levels for parties in national
and European elections may be due to the fact that voters are unhappy with the
performance of governing parties in the ﬁrst-order (national) arena, but it may be equally
a result of voters disagreeing with these parties on second-order (European) issues. As
Reif and Schmitt acknowledged: ‘Of course, the politics and behaviour of political parties
in the speciﬁc arena where second-order elections are held play some role. There is less at
stake to be sure, but there is still something at stake nevertheless.’7
This alternative ‘Europe matters’ hypothesis – that differences in vote patterns are due
to differences in policy arenas – has received much less attention and systematic treatment
in the scholarly literature compared with the second-order hypothesis. Nonetheless,
recent studies do ﬁnd some evidence that the European dimension inﬂuences voting
patterns in EP elections. In his analysis of the 1999 EP elections, Marsh notes that
‘European orientations do seem to matter to some degree in voters’ decisions to stay with
or switch from their general election party choices’.8 In another study of vote switching,
Carrubba and Timpone demonstrate that whereas vote switching is primarily due to
second-order concerns, many voters also seek a balanced representation between national
and EP elections.9 Such behaviour is more pronounced among individuals who perceive
the EP to be more powerful. This study does not explicitly examine the effect of EU
attitudes on vote switching, but the ﬁndings do suggest that defection from governing
parties is not necessarily a product of individuals treating EP elections as second order.
Two other recent articles by Ferrara and Weishaupt and by Hix and Marsh use
aggregate-level data to assess the relative impact of the ‘second-order’ model and
European factors.10 Ferrara and Weishaupt ﬁnd that neither the salience given by parties
to the European Union nor their stance on European integration appear to have any
5
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effect on EP performance. Yet they also show that parties experiencing deep divisions on
the European integration issue suffer substantial defection at EP elections, which suggests
that the European dimension may make some difference to vote choices. In a systematic
comparison of the ‘second-order’ and the ‘Europe matters’ theses, Hix and Marsh employ
aggregate-level data from the past six EP elections to analyse whether voter desertion of
governing parties is punishment over domestic matters or protest against the European
Union. In support of the second-order approach, they demonstrate that large parties tend
to lose votes in EP elections regardless of their left–right placement or their position on
European integration. Yet they also ﬁnd some electoral gains for anti-EU parties and
parties that emphasize the European issue, but mainly in the old member states. On
the basis of this mixed evidence, Hix and Marsh conclude that ‘ ‘‘punishment against
governments’’ rather than ‘‘protest against the EU’’ [is] the primary force making European
Parliament elections different from national elections’.11 While both of these papers
present rigorous attempts at disentangling the different motivations that lead voters to
desert governing parties at EP elections, as Ferrara and Weishaupt rightly point out, ‘the
inferences that can be made about individual voting decisions from aggregate data are
quite limited’.12
To assess the relative impact of domestic and European factors in determining
defection from governing parties, we have analysed voter preferences using survey data
from the two most recent EP elections. We are not just interested in how individual
voters’ attitudes towards integration affect vote choice, however. We have also examined
the effect of speciﬁc contextual factors related to the election campaign. It is notable that
the current literature contains no systematic attempts to examine how the context of the
election campaign inﬂuences vote choices at EP elections, yet for low saliency elections
this seems a crucial part of the story. At a minimum, if coverage of the European Union
affects patterns of voting, this suggests that EP elections are not purely about national
politics. More generally, we expect certain types of coverage to ‘activate’ voters’ views on
European integration and make the issue more important in deciding whether to defect.
To capture both individual-level choices and the impact of campaign context, we estimate
a multi-level model of voting behaviour in EP elections. This article thus contributes
to the debate on EP elections not only by examining the extent to which Europe matters
to vote choices, but also by addressing the question of how and why it matters.

EXPLAINING DEFECTION IN EUROPEAN ELECTIONS

The debate over the future of European integration has become an increasingly salient
dimension in European politics in recent decades.13 Although the issue still plays a limited
11
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role in most national election campaigns, the high-proﬁle campaigning of Eurosceptic
parties, such as the UK Independence Party in Britain, the June movements in Denmark
and Sweden and Europa Transparant in the Netherlands, has underlined the salience of
this issue dimension in European politics. The electoral success of these Eurosceptic
parties also suggests a gap between mainstream parties and voters in their opinions
on European integration, which may be an important factor causing defection from
governing parties. Whereas most explanations of the electoral loss of governing parties
focus almost exclusively on national politics, an alternative explanation is that differences
in vote choices are caused by the shift in the policy arena from the national level to the
European Union. Following a spatial approach to voting, voters are expected to support
parties which hold policy positions most similar to their own on a given dimension or
those which pull policy in their direction.14 But the saliency of a policy dimension does
not necessarily stay constant across elections and arenas. For some voters each policy
arena may be associated with speciﬁc issue dimensions that are of primary salience to
their vote choice. It would be entirely rational for voters to care more about issues relating
to European integration in EP elections, for example, whilst ignoring these issues in
national elections. When respondents were asked after the EP elections whether they are
interested in the EP elections, 43/39 per cent of respondents answered ‘a little’ and 33/34
per cent ‘somewhat/very’ in 1999 and 2004 respectively, and only a quarter of the electorate said that they had no interest in EP elections.15 From various studies, we know that
the relative salience of issues in different situations affects political behaviour.16 In other
words, while the European integration issue may play a small role in deciding vote choice
in national elections,17 it may lead voters to desert that same party in the EP election
where the EU dimension is more salient to them. This leads us to our ﬁrst hypothesis:
HYPOTHESIS

1 The greater the distance on the issue of European integration between
voters and the party they previously supported, the greater the chance of
defection or abstention from that party at EP elections.

In spatial proximity terms, this implies that voters are more likely to defect in EP
elections the further the distance between their ‘ideal point’ and the location of the
governing party on the EU dimension. We do not suggest that proximity on other
dimensions, such as the left–right dimension, or satisfaction with government performance, are irrelevant. Rather, we argue that even when controlling for other important
domestic factors, whether policy or performance, preferences on the European integration

14
Anthony Downs, An Economic Theory of Democracy (New York: Harper and Row, 1957); James
Enelow and Melvin J. Hinich, The Spatial Theory of Voting (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1984); George Rabinowitz and Stuart Elaine Macdonald, ‘A Directional Theory of Issue Voting’,
American Political Science Review, 83 (1989), 93–121.
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Moreover in 1999, over 80 per cent of respondents said that European integration is of ‘some’ or
‘great’ importance (a similar question was not asked in 2004).
16
David RePass, ‘Issue Salience and Party Choice’, American Political Science Review, 65 (1971),
389–400; George Rabinowitz, James W. Prothro and William Jacoby, ‘Salience as a Factor in the Impact
of Issues on Candidate Evaluation’, Journal of Politics, 44 (1982), 41–63; Jon A. Krosnick, ‘The Role
of Attitude Importance in Social Evaluation: A Study of Policy Preferences, Presidential Candidate
Evaluation, and Voting Behavior’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 55 (1988), 196–210.
17
We should note that some recent research suggests that the issue of European integration can also
play a role in the vote decision at some national elections, for example, see Tillman ‘The European Union
at the Ballot Box’.
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dimension can help explain the large differences in voting behaviour between national
and EP elections.
Moreover, we do not expect EU attitude differences between voters and parties to have
a symmetrical effect on vote choices. Although the proximity model would lead us to
expect that voters would be equally likely to defect regardless of whether they feel more in
favour or more against further European integration than their favoured party, the actual
vote decision is constrained by the political alternatives available to voters. In other
words, defection on the basis of issue voting requires that another party offers a position
closer to the voter’s ideal point. We know from the literature on party positions that
mainstream parties normally adopt very similar pro-European positions.18 Indeed,
if we compare the positions of government and opposition parties on the European
integration dimension using party expert survey data,19 we see much higher support
for integration amongst ruling parties than amongst opposition parties. In 1999, the mean
placement of government parties on a ten-point scale (where 1 is the most pro-EU and
10 is the most Eurosceptic) is 2.6 compared with 5.0 for opposition parties. In 2004, the
comparable ﬁgures are 3.8 and 5.1. In 1999, there was an opposition party with a more
Eurosceptic position than the governing parties in every member state. In 2004, this was
the case in twenty out of twenty-three countries (the exceptions were Austria, Italy and
Portugal).20 We would thus expect to see defection primarily among voters who are less in
favour of integration than their party. Whereas voters who are more Eurosceptic than
their party can ﬁnd alternatives (mainly on the fringes of the left–right political spectrum),
voters who favour more integration are in most countries unlikely to ﬁnd parties that
adopt a signiﬁcantly more pro-European position than the governing party. This leads to
our second hypothesis:
HYPOTHESIS

2 Voters are more likely to defect or abstain if they are less supportive than
their party of European integration.

This expectation implies that the likelihood of defection is based on the direction of
distance from the party, as well the size of the distance on the European integration
dimension. This is not the only way in which the European dimension may affect voting
decisions, however. In addition to individual-level factors, we also expect the campaign
context to inﬂuence political behaviour. The existing literature has paid little attention to
whether the campaign inﬂuences voting behaviour. This is largely because EP elections
have been characterized as lacklustre affairs with a largely domestic, rather than a European,
focus. Even if campaign intensity tends to be lower in EP elections compared to national
elections, we know that the intensity and tone of EP campaigns vary between countries,
and it is very plausible that different campaigns could lead to different patterns of
behaviour. Given our speciﬁc interest in defection from governing parties, a key aspect
of the campaign is the tone of the coverage of the European Union. The literature on
elections and referendums tells us that positive and negative coverage of the candidates or

18

Liesbet Hooghe, Gary Marks and Carole J. Wilson, ‘Does Left/Right Structure Party Positions on
European Integration?’, Comparative Political Studies, 35 (2002), 965–89.
19
Gary Marks and Marco Steenbergen, 1999 Expert Survey on National Parties on National Parties and
the European Union (Center for European Studies, University of North Carolina, 2002); Kenneth Benoit
and Michael Laver, Party Policy in Modern Democracies (London: Routledge, 2006).
20
In the results section, we speciﬁcally discuss the relationship between Euroscepticism and defection in
the three countries where governing parties are more Eurosceptic than opposition parties.
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issues can affect voters’ perceptions and preferences.21 Similarly, we would expect that
more negative coverage of the European Union will lead to higher rates of defection as
negative campaigns will generate higher levels of dissatisfaction with the predominantly
pro-European stance of governing parties. This leads to our third hypothesis:
HYPOTHESIS

3 Campaigns that are predominantly Eurosceptic in tone increase the likelihood of defection from governing parties.

Note that we do not expect the campaign tone to have the same effect on abstention as
on defection. There is mixed evidence regarding the effect of campaigns on turnout. On
the one hand, some scholars have suggested that negative campaigns can have an adverse
effect on turnout in elections.22 On the other hand, some studies have shown that negative
campaigns can in fact mobilize turnout, at least up to a point.23 Given this continuing
debate on the effects of campaign tone on turnout, it is difﬁcult to predict whether
campaign tone will have a mobilizing or demobilizing impact, and we make no speciﬁc
predictions here.
If it seems reasonable that voters may be more likely to defect over European issues
because these issues are more salient in EP elections than in national elections, then we
might also expect that the campaign context will condition the impact of European
attitudes on vote choices. That is, we would expect a campaign context in which criticism
of the EU is dominant to accentuate the importance of Eurosceptic attitudes and to increase
voters’ likelihood of defecting due to differences from their party on EU integration. In other
words, we expect an interaction effect between the campaign context and the EU preferences
of voters in their impact on vote choices.
HYPOTHESIS

4 Voters are more likely to defect from governing parties because of
differences in opinion on European integration when the campaign context
is Eurosceptic.

To summarize, if voters’ attitudes about European integration and campaign coverage
of the EU inﬂuence behaviour, then this suggests that EP elections are more than just
second order national elections and that the European dimension plays a role. The next
section describes in detail how we test our hypotheses empirically.
DATA AND METHODS

Before testing our hypotheses in a multi-level model of voting behaviour, we ﬁrst
compare aggregate-level data on party and voter positions to explore differences in
attitudes towards European integration. Our expectation is that there is a signiﬁcant gap
21
Jan Kleinnijenhuis and Jan A. de Ridder, ‘Issue News and Electoral Volatility’, European Journal of
Political Research, 33 (1998), 413–37; Pippa Norris, John Curtice, David Sanders, Margaret Scammell
and Holli Semetko, On Message: Communicating the Campaign (London: Sage, 1999); Claes de Vreese
and Holli A. Semetko, ‘News Matters: Inﬂuences on the Vote in the Danish 2000 Euro Referendum
Campaign’, European Journal of Political Research, 43 (2004), 699–722; Sara B. Hobolt, ‘How Parties
Affect Vote Choice in European Integration Referendums’, Party Politics, 12 (2006), 623–47.
22
Stephen Ansolabehere, Shanto Iyengar, Adam Simon and Nicholas Valentino, ‘Does Attack
Advertising Demobilize the Electorate?’, American Political Science Review, 88 (1994), 829–38.
23
Stephen E. Finkel and John G. Geer, ‘A Spot Check: Casting Doubt on the Demobilization Effect of
Attack Advertising’, American Journal of Political Science, 42 (1998), 573–95; Martin P. Wattenberg and
Craig L. Brians, ‘Negative Campaign Advertising: Demobilizer or Mobilizer?’, American Political Science
Review, 93 (1999), 891–900.
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between the integration positions of governing parties and those of voters, and that this gap
is greater on the European integration dimension than on the dominant dimension in
domestic politics, namely the left–right dimension. Using the expert survey data detailed
earlier, we calculate the mean position for each national government in power on support
for, or opposition to, further European integration and on the left–right dimension and,
using the European Election Studies (EES), we calculate the mean position of governing
party voters on the same two dimensions.24 Figures 1 and 2 show the results of the difference
between voter and party position on each dimension for each country in 1999 and 2004.
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Fig. 1. Comparing distances between voters and government on two dimensions, 2004
Sources: Kenneth Benoit and Michael Laver, Party Policy in Modern Democracies and 2004 European
Election Study.
Note: See Appendix Table 4A for questions used. Data on left–right party placement were not available
for France.

The results are telling. First, looking at the 2004 results (Figure 1), we see that in twenty
out of twenty-three countries, voters for governing parties are more Eurosceptic than
their own parties. The countries with the biggest differences between voter and party
position on European integration are the new accession countries, but the differences,
while smaller, are present in nearly all of the old member states. On the left–right
dimension, we ﬁnd that some electorates are more left-wing, whilst others are more rightwing, than their respective governing parties. Turning to 1999 (Figure 2), we see that in
every country, voters are more Eurosceptic than their parties and again differences on the
left–right dimension are present, but are both smaller and much less systematic. Overall,
these ﬁgures clearly demonstrate that differences between governing parties and their
voters are much greater on the European dimension than on the left–right dimension,
24

These distances have been calculated by subtracting the mean self-placement of respondents voting for a
governing party in the last national election on the EU and left–right dimensions (10-point scales) from the
mean position of the governing party/parties, according to party expert surveys (see Appendix Table 4A).
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Fig. 2. Comparing distances between voters and government on two dimensions, 1999
Sources: Gary Marks and Marco Steenbergen, 1999 Expert Survey on National Parties on National Parties
and the European Union and European Election Study 1999
Note: See Appendix Table 4A for questions used. Data on party placement for either dimension were not
available for Luxembourg.

and moreover these differences are systematically biased with governing parties generally
more Europhile than their voters. This corroborates our expectation that voters may be
more likely to desert the governing parties in elections that focus on European integration
issues – speciﬁcally, EP elections.
To examine whether this proposition holds at the individual level, we use the European
Election Studies. We analyse the two most recent studies that were conducted immediately following the 1999 and 2004 EP elections. Since the focus of this article is on
defection from governing parties, we look only at those voters who voted for one of the
parties that won national ofﬁce in the most recent national legislative election.25 We have
categorized these ‘governing party voters’ into three groups: partisans, abstainers and
defectors.26 Partisans are voters who voted for a governing party in both national and EP
elections. Among the twenty-three EU countries in 2004 for which we have data,27 the

25
It should be noted that unlike much of the existing literature using the EES data (for example, see
van der Eijk and Franklin, Choosing Europe) our analyses are not performed on a stacked dataset. Since
we are interested in the vote choice at EP elections of people who are able to defect from the government,
we restrict our sample to respondents who voted for a governing party in the last national election. This
means our analyses explicitly focus on how the attributes of governing parties explain defection. Of
course, this particular methodological choice may explain some of the differences in the importance of the
EU issue that we ﬁnd compared to past studies that have tended to examine vote choice in the wider
setting of all voters and all parties.
26
Our measure of previous vote choice is simply recalled vote, as the EES is not a longitudinal survey.
Although there are problems with using recalled vote, since voters like to be consistent and therefore
remember voting for the same party that they just voted for, this should make our tests more conservative,
as rates of defection will be lower than we would expect.
27
We only have 23 countries in the dataset for 2004 as Malta was not included in the survey and the
questionnaire in Lithuania did not include a question on vote choice in the last national election.
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mean proportion of partisans was 51 per cent, ranging from a low of 14 per cent in
Poland to a high of 81 per cent in Italy. In 1999, an average of 54 per cent of voters
were partisans, ranging from 22 per cent in Britain to 87 per cent in Belgium. The
second group, abstainers, represents those who defected in the EP elections by abstaining.
Again, we see a great deal of variance across the countries: a range of 52 and 60
percentage points in 2004 and 1999 respectively, not considering those countries with
compulsory voting.28 Finally, we look at defectors: those who voted for an opposition
party in the EP elections. On average, around 18 per cent of governing-party
voters defected in each election, with great cross-national variation (see the Appendix,
Tables 2A and 3A for complete results). These results thus conﬁrm that levels of
defection and abstention are very high in EP elections: the question is why?
To test the hypotheses outlined in the theoretical section, we estimate a multiple
regression model predicting defection and abstention. For both statistical and substantive
reasons, we cannot simply pool these national surveys and ignore the fact that individual
vote choices are also nested within a national context. Neglecting the hierarchical
structure of the data would lead to an underestimation of standard errors and the
likelihood of spurious inferences. One possible empirical strategy is to estimate a
‘dummy variable model’, which overcomes the statistical problems associated with
dependence of observations within clusters (groups) by assigning ﬁxed effects to higher
level units.29 However, this approach does not allow us to examine how various aspects
of the higher-level units inﬂuence individual-level behaviour. As discussed above, we
are interested in exploring whether contextual factors, such as the campaign tone, affect
the likelihood of defection and condition the individual-level determinants of voting,
and to what extent such factors can explain the variation in defection and abstention
between countries.
Hierarchical (or multi-level) modelling is one method that allows us to explicitly model
differences in voting behaviour according to the national context.30 Such models also
correct for dependence of observations within countries (intra-class correlation) and make
adjustments to both within and between parameter estimates for the clustered nature of
the data.31 As mentioned above, we are interested in examining two types of defection:
voters who voted for a governing party in the last national election who then decided to
vote for an opposition party in the EP election (defectors) and those who decided to
abstain in the EP election (abstainers). Since both dependent variables are binary, we

28

Of the 23 countries, Belgium, Cyprus, Greece, Italy and Luxembourg all have compulsory voting.
The level of enforcement and degree of sanction for not voting varies greatly across the countries.
29
Marco Steenbergen and Bradford S. Jones, ‘Modeling Multilevel Data Structures’, American Journal
of Political Science, 46 (2002), 218–37.
30
It can be argued that a random effects model is inappropriate in this case because countries cannot
be regarded as a sample of a population. Rather, they should be studied as unique entities, and hence a
ﬁxed-effects model is the more appropriate choice. Since we are not interested in the individual countries
per se, but rather wish to draw general inferences about the effect of individual and contextual variables
on voting behaviour, a random effects model would seem more appropriate (see Tom A.B. Snijders and
Roel J. Boskers, Multilevel Analysis: An Introduction to Basic and Advanced Multilevel Modelling
(London: Sage, 1999), p. 43). We have also estimated the models as simple binary logistic regressions
(correcting the standard errors for clustering within countries), and the results are very similar to the
hierarchical linear model (HLM) estimates.
31
Stephen W. Raudenbush and Anthony S. Bryk, Hierarchical Linear Models: Applications and Data
Analysis Methods, 2nd edn (London: Sage, 2002); Snijders and Boskers, Multilevel Analysis.
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estimate a hierarchical generalized linear model with a logit link function and a Bernoulli
sampling model.32
Our individual-level model of voting behaviour in EP elections has two main components,
a domestic politics component (left–right attitudes, satisfaction with the economy, government approval and party identiﬁcation) and a European component (European integration
attitudes). To test the relative impact of the distance between a voter’s ideal points and the
positions of the party she voted for in the national election, we include two distance variables:
one for the left–right dimension and one for the European integration dimension. These
distances have been calculated by subtracting the respondent’s self-placement on the EU and
left–right dimensions (ten-point scales) from the position of the party, according to the expert
survey data.33 In Model 1, we use absolute distances (without regard to the direction) as
explanatory variables in order to test our ﬁrst hypothesis: greater distances increase the
likelihood of defection. In Model 2, we test the second hypothesis: distances matter more
when voters are anti-EU than when they are pro-EU. Absolute distances on the EU
dimension have therefore been replaced by a variable that captures both direction and
distance by measuring only the distances of voters who are more Eurosceptic than their party.
In addition to these two distance variables, the model also includes additional control
variables: social class, age, party attachment, satisfaction with the economy and general
satisfaction with the government.34 Literature on previous EP elections has found each
of these variables to have a signiﬁcant impact on turnout and/or party choice in EP
elections.35 Social class is a ﬁve-point measure of subjective class position, ranging
from working class to upper class. Party attachment is the feeling of being close to a
(governing) party, measured on a four-point scale: Not close, Sympathizer, Fairly close
and Very close. In order to alleviate the problem of missing data,36 we have coded those
respondents who answer ‘Don’t know’ to the question of party attachment as ‘Not close’.
Age is measured in years. We would anticipate that older, middle-class voters with a
strong attachment to the party are less likely to defect.
The individual voter’s evaluations of the economy and of the government are key
variables in the second-order explanation of defection. Assessment of the economy
32

The models have also been estimated using a multinomial logit (and probit) link, and the results are
very similar, with none of the substantive results (signiﬁcance or magnitude) differing widely. For a
discussion of binary versus multinomial logit models, see Michael R. Alvarez and Jonathan Nagler,
‘When Politics and Models Collide: Estimating Models of Multiparty Elections’, American Journal of
Political Science, 42 (1998), 55–96.
33
We have estimated the same model using mean voter placement of parties rather than party expert
surveys and the results are almost identical. We have opted to use party expert surveys, because they
provide a more objective measure of party placement with less measurement error and less missing data
(see Benoit and Laver, Party Policy in Modern Democracies). Moreover, by using expert placements
rather than voter placements we reduce potential problems of endogeneity. We recognize, however, that
this may not completely rule out the possibility that some endogeneity exists in our measurement of the
EU distance variable via the self-placement scores.
34
Other individual level controls were also included in previous model estimations, such as religion,
religiosity, size of town, issue salience and satisfaction with the government’s performance on the
environment and immigration, but none of these variables were statistically signiﬁcant when the other
controls were included and, hence, they are excluded from the ﬁnal models shown here.
35
See van der Eijk and Franklin, Choosing Europe.
36
Missing data is generally a problem when using survey data, and in our coding choices we have
therefore tried to exclude as few cases as possible. In order to check that our results are not biased due to
missing data, we ran a similar analysis after imputing all missing values (using multiple imputation). The
results are almost identical to the ones reported here.
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compared to the previous twelve months is measured on a three-point scale from worse to
better, whereas government approval is a binary ‘approve/disapprove’ variable. We know
from the literature on economic voting that voters’ evaluation of the economy has a
signiﬁcant impact on their likelihood of re-electing the incumbent;37 hence, by including
this variable in the model in addition to distance on the left–right scale, we seek to capture
part of the domestic and ‘second-order’ factors that may lead voters to defect. We also
include general government satisfaction to try and capture other aspects of government
performance aside from the economy. This raises the possibility of endogeneity with the
dependent variable.38 Nonetheless, since we are only interested in using approval and
economic perceptions as control variables, some over-estimation of these effects should
only increase our conﬁdence in the results presented here concerning the impact of
European issues.
The multi-level model can be expressed as a single equation for each level. The individuallevel (Level 1) structural model is thus:
Defectionij ¼ b0j þ b1 Ageij þ b2 Classij þ b3 PartyIDij þ b4 Governmentij
þb5 Economyij þ b6 LeftRightDist:ij þ b7 EuropeDist:ij
where the outcome is the transformed predicted values (using the logit link function),
i indexes individuals, j indexes each country. Since the individual-level residual variance
follows directly from the success probability (of defection), this model does not include a
separate parameter for the Level 1 variance. A similar model is estimated for abstention.
Of course, we are not only interested in the individual-level correlates of defection, but
also in how the political context affects voting behaviour. In particular, we are interested
in the tone of the EU coverage during the campaign. We use data from the cross-national
media studies carried out in 1999 and 2004.39 These media studies conducted a systematic
coding of national television and newspapers in every EU member state and include a
measure of the tone of the news, namely, ‘explicit evaluations of the European Union, its
institutions and/or policies’.40 The news was coded on a scale from very negative to very
positive. To ensure comparability, we have rescaled each set of codes to a ten-point scale
from 25 for the most negative campaign coverage tone to 15 for the most positive tone.41
Despite the pro-European political elites, the campaign tone was predominantly negative
37
Michael S. Lewis-Beck, Economics and Elections: The Major Western Democracies (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1988); Michael S. Lewis-Beck and Mary Stegmaier, ‘Economic Determinants of
Electoral Outcomes’, Annual Review of Political Science, 3 (2000), 183–219.
38
Of course similar concerns could be voiced with regard to economic perceptions, see for example:
Geoffrey Evans and Robert Andersen, ‘The Political Conditioning of Economic Perceptions’, Journal
of Politics, 68 (2006), 194–207; James Tilley, John Garry and Tessa Bold, ‘Perceptions and Reality:
Economic Voting in the European Union’, European Journal of Political Research, 47 (2008), 665–86.
39
Claes de Vreese, Susan A. Banducci, Holli A. Semetko and Hajo G. Boomgaarden, ‘The News Coverage
of the 2004 European Parliamentary Election Campaign in 25 Countries’, European Union Politics, 7 (2006),
477–504; Claes de Vreese, Edmund Lauf and Jochen Peter, ‘The Media and European Parliament Elections:
Second-Rate Coverage of a Second-Order Event?’ in van der Brug and van der Eijk, eds, European Elections
and Domestic Politics (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), pp. 116–30.
40
De Vreese et al., ‘The Media and European Parliament Elections’. The 2004 media study focuses
exclusively on EU coverage, whereas the 1999 study also includes stories of domestic and other international actors. Our estimates from 1999 include the mean of the ‘tone’ across all actors, but very similar
results were found when only coverage of EU actors was included. We use the ‘all actors’ measure as data
from Germany and Ireland are missing for the EU only measure.
41
The raw scores range from 21 to 11 (2004) and 2100 to 1100 (1999).
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in most countries in both 1999 and 2004. In 1999, the most positive tone was found in
Spain and the most negative in Greece and Denmark (the mean campaign tone was 20.10
with a standard deviation of 0.67). In 2004, the new member states of Cyprus and the
Czech Republic presented the most EU-positive campaign environment, whereas Greek
media again gave the most negative portrayal of the European Union, followed by
Portugal and Britain (the mean campaign tone was 20.38 with a standard deviation
of 0.33).
We also include a number of control variables at the national level. Given the limited
number of countries included in our study, parsimony is very important at the Level 2
(national) speciﬁcation of our model. Hence, we restrict controls to: timing of the election,
experience with democratic institutions and size of the governing party. It is well established
in the literature that the level of defection depends to some extent on the timing of the EP
election in the national cycle.42 To examine the effect of the national election cycle, we
include a variable to indicate years since the last election (to the nearest month), as well as
a squared term to capture the hypothesized curvilinear effect. It also seems likely that
experience with democratic institutions in general will affect levels of defection and
abstention. Hence, we also include a dummy variable for the seven newly democratized
countries in our sample.43 Finally, we also include a measure of governing party size – the
percentage of legislative seats that the governing party gained in the last national
elections. In line with the second-order election thesis, the literature has shown that
voters are more likely to punish large parties in EP elections, so we control for governing
party size.44
At the country level, we model the individual-level constant boj as a function of
following party-level and country-level predictors:
b0j ¼ g00 þ g01 Yearsj þ g02 YearsSquaredj þ g01 PartySizej
þ g03 Democracyj þ g04 CampaignTonej þ u0j
By specifying a Level 2 random effect u0j, we avoid imposing the difﬁcult assumption
that our model accounts for all possible sources of contextual heterogeneity. Moreover,
we can test the effect of various country-level variables.
In our ﬁnal model, we also include a cross-level interaction between campaign tone and
individual distance from the party on the EU dimension to test whether the campaign
context conditions the effect of EU preferences on defection (Hypothesis 4). Defection
and abstention are thus modelled as a function of individual-level explanatory variables,
country-level variables, a cross-level interaction and a country-level disturbance term.
RESULTS

In Table 1 (2004) and Table 2 (1999), we estimate four models: a model with only
individual level predictors (absolute distances from party); a second model with individuallevel predictors and directional distances; a third model with both individual-level
and country-level predictors; and ﬁnally, a full model with a cross-level interaction.
42
Reif, ‘National Election Cycles and European Elections’; Marsh, ‘Testing the Second-Order Election
Model After Four European Elections’.
43
These countries are the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia.
44
See, in particular, Hix and Marsh, ‘Punishment or Protest’.
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TABLE

A Multilevel Model of Defection and Abstention at the 2004 European Parliament Elections

Defection
log odds (s.e.)
Individual level predictors
Age
Social class
Party identiﬁcation
Satisfaction with the
economy
Government approval
Distance from party on
left–right (abs.)
Distance from party on
EU (abs.)
Distance from party on
EU (more anti-EU)

Abstention
log odds (s.e.)

Model 2
Defection
log odds (s.e.)

Abstention
log odds (s.e.)

Model 3
Defection
log odds (s.e.)

Abstention
log odds (s.e.)

Model 4
Defection
log odds (s.e.)

Abstention
log odds (s.e.)

20.01** (0.00) 20.02*** (0.00) 20.01** (0.00) 20.02*** (0.00) 20.01** (0.00) 20.02*** (0.00) 20.01** (0.00) 20.02*** (0.00)
0.02 (0.04)
20.19*** (0.04)
0.03 (0.04)
20.18*** (0.04)
0.03 (0.04)
20.17*** (0.04) 0.03 (0.04)
20.17*** (0.04)
20.63*** (0.05) 20.61*** (0.04) 20.63*** (0.05) 20.60*** (0.04) 20.63*** (0.05) 20.59*** (0.04) 20.63*** (0.05) 20.59*** (0.04)
20.08 (0.05)
20.13*** (0.05) 20.07 (0.05)
20.12** (0.05) 20.07 (0.05)
20.12*** (0.05) 20.07 (0.05)
20.12** (0.05)
20.95*** (0.09) 20.62*** (0.08) 20.94*** (0.09) 20.33*** (0.04) 20.94*** (0.09) 20.60*** (0.08) 20.94*** (0.13) 20.44*** (0.12)
0.15*** (0.03)

0.08*** (0.03)

0.15*** (0.03)

0.06** (0.03)

0.15*** (0.03)

0.06** (0.03)

0.15*** (0.03)

0.06** (0.03)

0.05** (0.02)

0.06*** (0.02)

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

0.07*** (0.02)

0.10*** (0.02)

0.07*** (0.02)

0.10*** (0.02)

0.07*** (0.02)

0.10*** (0.02)

–
–

–
–

–
–

–
–

0.73 (0.62)
20.06 (0.12)

1.49*** (0.47) 0.70 (0.62)
20.36*** (0.11) 20.06 (0.12)

1.47*** (0.47)
20.36*** (0.11)

–
–
–

–
–
–

–

–

–

–

0.51 (0.48)
0.00 (0.00)
21.04* (0.59)

0.91* (0.52)
0.52 (0.47)
0.01*** (0.00) 0.00 (0.00)
20.84 (0.61)
20.58 (0.60)

0.92* (0.51)
0.01*** (0.00)
20.63 (0.61)

–
0.01 (0.31)

–
–
1.68*** (0.35) 20.04 (0.31)

–
–
1.97*** (0.37) 21.71** (0.80)

1.10***
4,293.79
23
4,824

2.00***
5,396.08
23
5,494

2.03***
5,373.18
23
5,494

Country level predictors
Years since last elections
Years squared
Newly established
democracy
Size of party
Campaign tone (positive)
Campaign tone 3 EU
distance
Intercept

–
20.48 (0.42)

20.15*** (0.05) 20.08* (0.04)
21.85** (0.76) 20.57 (0.43)

Random effects
Variance component
22Log Likelihood
No. of groups
No. of individuals

1.11***
4,289.18
23
4,824

Source: 2004 European Election Study. ***p , 0.01; **p , 0.05; *p , 0.1.

0.84***
4,283.06
23
4,824

1.01***
5,355.07
23
5,494

0.87***
4,274.19
23
4,824

0.99***
5,351.92
23
5,494
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Model 1

TABLE

2

A Multilevel Model of Defection and Abstention at the 1999 European Parliament Elections
Model 1
Defection
log odds (s.e.)

Individual level predictors
Age
Social class
Party identiﬁcation
Satisfaction with the
economy
Government approval
Distance from party on
left–right (abs.)
Distance from party on
EU (abs.)
Distance from party on
EU (more anti-EU)

Abstention
log odds (s.e.)

Model 2
Defection
log odds (s.e.)

Abstention
log odds (s.e.)

Model 3
Defection
log odds (s.e.)

Abstention
log odds (s.e.)

Model 4
Defection
log odds (s.e.)

Abstention
log odds (s.e.)

20.01** (0.00) 20.03*** (0.00) 20.01*** (0.00) 20.03*** (0.00) 20.01*** (0.00) 20.03*** (0.00) 20.01*** (0.00) 20.03*** (0.00)
0.02 (0.05)
20.16*** (0.04)
0.05 (0.05)
20.14*** (0.04)
0.11** (0.05) 20.10** (0.04)
0.10** (0.05) 20.11** (0.04)
20.57*** (0.06) 20.49*** (0.05) 20.55*** (0.05) 20.48*** (0.05) 20.55*** (0.05) 20.50*** (0.05) 20.55*** (0.05) 20.50*** (0.05)
20.14** (0.07) 20.06 (0.07)
20.14** (0.07) 20.08 (0.06)
20.15** (0.07) 20.08 (0.06)
20.17** (0.07) 20.08 (0.06)
20.34*** (0.11) 20.31*** (0.10) 20.30*** (0.11) 20.33*** (0.09) 20.34*** (0.11) 20.35*** (0.10) 20.34*** (0.11) 20.35*** (0.10)
0.02 (0.03)

0.05 (0.03)

0.03 (0.03)

0.07** (0.03)

0.03 (0.03)

0.06** (0.03)

0.04 (0.03)

0.06** (0.03)

0.04 (0.02)

0.08*** (0.02)

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

0.15*** (0.02)

0.10*** (0.02)

0.11*** (0.02)

0.08*** (0.02)

0.28*** (0.06)

0.14** (0.06)

–
–
–
–

–
–
–
–

–
–
–
–

–
–
–
–

–
0.18 (0.37)

–
–
1.41*** (0.32) 20.13 (0.32)

–
–
1.36*** (0.32) 23.70*** (0.55)

–
1.34* (0.72)

0.87***
2,798.31
15
2,868

1.45***
3,360.66
15
3,314

1.43***
3,506.82
15
3,314

0.86***
3,457.44
15
3,314

Country level predictors
2.44***
20.53***
0.06***
20.54***

(0.43) 20.27 (0.61)
2.48*** (0.43) 20.27 (0.62)
(0.10) 20.05 (0.12)
20.55*** (0.10) 20.06 (0.12)
(0.00) 0.03*** (0.01) 0.07*** (0.01) 0.04*** (0.01)
(0.16) 0.07 (0.37)
20.52*** (0.16) 0.06 (0.37)
20.05*** (0.02) 20.02 (0.02)
23.90*** (0.56) 1.25* (0.73)

Random effects
Variance component
22Log Likelihood
No. of groups
No. of individuals

1.01***
2,901.36
15
2,868

1.62***
2,640.84
15
2,868

0.86***
3,456.15
15
3,314
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Source: 1999 European Election Study. ***p , 0.01; **p , 0.05; *p , 0.1.

1.60***
2,751.22
15
2,868
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Years since last elections
Years squared
Size of party
Campaign tone (positive)
Campaign tone 3 EU
distance
Intercept
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For both years, we estimate eight random effects binary logistic regression models,
predicting both defection and abstention for respondents who said they voted for a
governing party in the last national election.
In Model 1, we test the proposition that the greater the absolute distance on the EU
dimension between the voter and her party, the higher the likelihood of defection and
abstention. In support of the hypothesis, the results show that distance on the EU
dimension has a statistically signiﬁcant effect on the likelihood of defecting and
abstaining in both 1999 and 2004. We also ﬁnd that the ‘second-order’ variables are
highly signiﬁcant. In line with the spatial theories of voting, we ﬁnd that greater distances
on the left–right dimension lead to higher levels of defection and abstention, especially
in 2004. And more consistently, in both 1999 and 2004, people who disapprove of the
government are more likely to defect and abstain, as are weaker partisans. Older people
are also less likely to abstain or defect compared with younger people, and social class
affects abstention rates.
In the theoretical section, we hypothesized that anti-European sentiment would be
more likely to result in defection than would pro-European sentiment. Hence, in Model 2,
we have replaced the absolute distances from the party position by a distance variable for
only those voters who are more Eurosceptic than their party. As expected, we ﬁnd that
these variables have a palpably stronger effect on defection than the absolute distances
estimated in Model 1. Voters who are more Eurosceptic than the party they voted for at
the previous national election are more likely to desert that party at an EP election.
Moreover, these effects are far from trivial. Figure 3 shows the predicted probability from
Model 2 of being a defector or abstainer by distance from the party on EU integration,
holding the other independent variables constant (assuming the voter is 40 years old,
80%

% defection/ abstention

70%

60%

50%

40%
Defection 1999
Abstention 1999
30%

Defection 2004
Abstention 2004

20%
0

2

4

6

8

10

Distance from party on EU dimension

Fig. 3. Predicted probability of defection and abstention at the European Parliament elections by distance
from party on the EU dimension
Note: These predicted probabilities are based on Model 2, as shown in Tables 1 and 2.
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middle-class, not a party identiﬁer, does not approve of the government, holds the same
position as his party on the left–right dimension and thinks the economy has got neither
better nor worse). As the graph shows, the probability of abstention in both 1999 and
2004 is increased by around 20 percentage points as voters move away from the party. We
see a similar pattern for defection; although the effects are clearly somewhat stronger in
1999 than in 2004. In 1999, we predict that slightly less than 35 per cent of voters who
match their party’s view on EU integration will defect, whereas almost 60 per cent of
those 7 points away will defect.45 The effect is somewhat smaller in 2004, though still
highly statistically signiﬁcant.
It is interesting to note that we ﬁnd no statistical relationship between voters’ distance
from their governing party on the European integration dimension and defection in 2004
when we analyse only the three countries where there is no opposition party more
Eurosceptic than the governing parties (Austria, Italy and Portugal). In 1999, by contrast,
where the governing parties were signiﬁcantly more pro-European than both the
average governing party voter (see Figure 2) and the opposition parties, we ﬁnd a more
sizeable and signiﬁcant effect of EU distance on the likelihood of defection in each of
these countries. This supports the argument that attitudes on European integration bring
about defection mainly when there is a noticeable gap between voters and governing
parties, whereas concerns about the European Union are less decisive when the distance
between voters and governing parties is small and when there are no available alternatives
(i.e. more Eurosceptic parties).
The Model 3 results also add credence to our claim that Europe is important under
certain circumstances, this time through campaign coverage. In support of our third
hypothesis, we ﬁnd a very substantive and highly statistically signiﬁcant effect of the
campaign tone on the likelihood of defection: when the European Union is portrayed
negatively in the media, voters are more likely to defect and vice versa. Given the mixed
evidence in the literature of the effect of negative campaigning on turnout, the lack of
statistically signiﬁcant effects on abstention results are perhaps not surprising. Figure 4
shows the predicted probabilities of defection in different campaign environments.46
Campaign tone only varies between 21.1 and 12 in 1999 and 21 to 10.5 in 2004, and we
therefore only report the effects of campaign tone between these points. It is clear from
Figure 4 that campaign tone has a substantial impact on the likelihood of defection. In
2004, our ‘typical’ voter experiencing the most negative EU campaign context has a
greater than 50 per cent likelihood of defecting compared with less than a 20 per cent
probability in campaigns with the most positive EU coverage. In 1999, the distinction is
even starker with comparable probabilities of 73 and 34 per cent.
The aggregate level controls in Model 3 also mainly perform as expected. The timing of
the election seems important, with the highest defection rates predicted when EP elections
are held during the mid-term period. These timing variables are, however, not robustly
signiﬁcant across both defection and abstention and both years. Also in line with the

45

In 1999, 6 per cent of voters were located seven or more points away from the governing party that
they previously voted for on the European integration dimension. In 2004, 4 per cent of voters were
located more than 7 points away from their party.
46
This is calculated for a 40 year old middle-class non-partisan of a mean-sized party (29 per cent of
seats), who does not approve of the government, thinks the economy has got neither better nor worse, and
holds the same position as his party on the left–right and EU dimensions. This voter is voting in an
election taking place two years after the last general election in an established democracy.
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% defection

50%
40%
30%
20%
Defection 1999

10%

Defection 2004
-1.5

-1.0

-0.5

0%
0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

Campaign tone (high scores = positive EU coverage)

Fig. 4. Predicted probability of defection and abstention at the European Parliament elections by campaign tone
Note: These predicted probabilities are based on Model 4, as shown in Tables 1 and 2.

second order theory, the results show that larger parties are more likely to be punished
in EP elections than smaller governing parties. This effect is signiﬁcant for both defection
and abstention in 1999, but only for abstention in 2004. Finally, as expected, the
coefﬁcients for ‘newly established democracy’ are positive in Table 1, which suggests that
voters are more likely to defect or abstain in the post-communist countries; however, only
the effect on abstention is statistically signiﬁcant.
More importantly, we also hypothesized that the campaign context has a conditioning
effect on the impact of EU preferences on voting behaviour. To test this proposition we
have included a cross-level interaction between campaign tone and EU preferences in
Model 4. As expected, the interaction term coefﬁcient is negative across all models,
suggesting that voters are less likely to defect, and indeed abstain in 2004, over Europe in
EU-positive campaign environments. Figure 5 demonstrates the effect of distance from
party on the EU dimension on defecting across different campaign contexts. The predicted
probabilities have been calculated as in Figure 4, and show variation in the effect of EU
distance in the most ‘negative’ and ‘positive’ campaign contexts in 1999 and 2004.47
We can see that the main effects of campaign context are clearly still important, but,
interestingly for pro-European campaign contexts, there is little impact of distance from
one’s party on the issue of integration, indeed there is no impact in 2004. By contrast,
47
The values for the different campaign contexts have been chosen on the basis of the actual range of
campaign tone values in the two elections: 0.5 was the most positive campaign tone in 2004 and the most
negative score was 21.0. In 1999, the most positive campaign was scored 2 and the most negative
campaign was scored 21.1.
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Fig. 5. Predicted probability of defection at the European Parliament elections by distance from party on the
EU dimension and campaign tone
Note: These predicted probabilities are based on Model 4, as shown in Tables 1 and 2.

in a Eurosceptic campaign context these differences appear to be activated, and we see
extremely high rates of defection for voters who are far from their party on the issue of
EU integration in both 1999 and 2004.
CONCLUSION

This article began by questioning why governing parties lose votes at EP elections.
The evidence presented here suggests that governing parties may lose votes because of
the disconnect between major governing parties and their voters on the issue of EU
integration, and the fact that EP elections make this issue, and therefore this
disconnect, more prominent. On both the contextual and individual levels, it appears that
Europe can matter when voters go to the polls. Governing-party voters who are more
sceptical about further integration are more likely to defect or abstain in EP elections.
Our ﬁndings do not repudiate the idea that EP elections can be seen as second-order
elections where domestic concerns are important; they simply suggest that voters’
decisions in EP elections are not only a referendum on the domestic performance of
incumbent parties, but are also a referendum on the issue of European integration.
Moreover, the evidence in this article suggests that campaign context makes a real
difference to the behaviour of individuals. We show that the media coverage of the
European Union during the campaign inﬂuences levels of defection as well as the reasons
why people defect. A benign media environment towards the European Union reduces
defection rates and makes people less likely to defect due to the gap between their party
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and themselves on European issues. More hostile coverage, by contrast, results in greater
defection from governing, normally pro-European, parties and increases the importance
of the party–voter distance on integration in causing defection.
These results thus cast some doubt on the argument that there is an unbridgeable
democratic gap in the European Union because voters only use EP elections as a
referendum on domestic political concerns. Purely second-order elections are often seen as
jeopardizing the link between citizen preferences and representative institutions, since
such institutions presuppose that the political choices of voters are based on political
preferences that are relevant to the decision-making arena concerned. Our results show
that voters do not always discount the European arena when making choices at EP
elections. Moreover, whereas previous studies have portrayed EP election campaigns as
low-key and domestically focused affairs, our results indicate that campaign coverage
may play a key role in shaping vote choices. This paints a distinctly different picture of
elections to the European Parliament, and supports the suggestion that the European
Union is becoming a more salient issue to many voters.
Nonetheless, we should also be cautious in interpreting these results as sounding the
death knell for the second-order election theory as applied to EP elections. In particular,
recent research has shown that European issues have become a factor determining vote
choice in some national elections. It may therefore be argued that the European Union as
an issue now matters more in EP elections, but only because it has become more
important in the domestic political arena. In this sense, EP elections are still acting as a
referendum on domestic policy – it is simply that the domestic policy at stake is national
relations with the European Union. We would, however, argue that if one of the key
determinants of vote choice in EP elections is European integration, this is clearly a
different kind of second-order election to one in which the competence of the incumbent is
being judged. These ﬁndings also raise the question of whether there is indeed an upward
trend in the importance of European issues at both national and European elections.
If this is happening then we might expect the gap between the positions of governing
parties and voters on European integration to become smaller over time, as parties adopt
positions closer to voters to avoid electoral punishment. Of course, such questions can
only be answered by studies of future elections.
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T A B L E 1A

Parties in Government, 1999 and 2004

Country
Austria
Belgium
Cyprus
Czech Republic
Denmark
Estonia
Finland
France
Germany
Greece
Hungary
Ireland
Italy
Latvia
Luxembourg
Netherlands
Poland
Portugal
Slovakia
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
United Kingdom

Parties in government, 1999

Parties in government, 2004

SPÖ, ÖVP
CVP, PSC, SP, PS
–
–
SD, RV
–
SDP, KOK, VIHR, VAS, SFP
PS, PCF, Les Verts, PRG, RPR (President)
SPD, Grünen
PASOK
–
FF, PDS
DS, Democratici, RC, PPI, CCD, SDI,
CDU, Communisti Italiani, Verdi, UDR,
SVP, PS, Federalismo in Europa
–
LSAP, CSV
PvDA, VVD, D66
–
PS
–
–
PP
SAP
Labour

ÖVP, FPÖ
VLD, PS, MR, SP.A-Spirit
DIKO, AKEL, KISOS/EDEK
CSSD, KDU-CSL, US-DEU
V, K
RP, RE, RL
KESK, SDP, SFP
UMP, UDF
SPD, Grünen
ND
MSZP, SZDSZ
FF, PDS
FI, AN, LN, CCD-CDU
JL, ZZS, TB/LNNK, LPP*
CSV, DP
CDA, VVD, D66
SLD, UP, PSL
PDS, CDS/PP
SDKU, SMK, KDH, ANO
LDS, ZLSD, SLS, DESUSy
PSOE
SAP
Labour

*In March 2004, the Latvian government was reshufﬂed following party switching of several MPs
(see Janis Ikstens, ‘Latvia’, European Journal of Political Research, 44 (2005), 1107–85). At the time
of the EP election in June 2004, the parties in the governing coalition were the ZZS, LPP and TP.
However, in coding governing party voters in Latvia, we used the government which was based on
the 2002 election (JL, ZZS, TB/LNNK, LPP). As we were interested in how voters changed their
preferences from the national to the European election, it made sense to use the results from the last
election.
yIn April 2004, the three SLS ministers resigned and were replaced with LDS ministers (see Danica
Fink-Hafner, ‘Slovenia’, European Journal of Political Research, 44 (2005), 1179–87). In coding
governing party voters in Slovenia, we used the government that included all four parties for the
same reason discussed above.
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TABLE 2A

Defecting in the 2004 European Parliament Election

Country

Partisans %

Abstainers %

Defectors %

N

Austria
Belgium
Cyprus
Czech Republic
Denmark
Estonia
Finland
France
Germany
Greece
Hungary
Ireland
Italy
Latvia
Luxembourg
Netherlands
Poland
Portugal
Slovakia
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
United Kingdom

42.3
67.7
74.5
30.8
50.9
22.2
57.1
53.1
40.3
78.3
54.3
52.0
80.9
59.7
74.0
49.2
13.7
55.0
54.9
40.3
67.1
27.0
31.2

39.3
1.3
20.1
41.4
35.9
49.2
34.4
36.5
45.9
9.8
41.9
11.4
6.8
31.5
0.6
29.7
61.4
37.4
43.5
10.3
31.0
57.7
40.3

18.4
32.3
5.4
27.7
13.2
28.5
8.5
10.4
13.8
11.3
3.8
36.5
12.3
8.7
25.4
21.0
24.9
7.6
1.6
49.5
1.8
15.2
28.4

326
383
259
227
513
536
366
318
196
203
418
490
530
377
619
670
233
289
253
380
542
658
486

Total/Mean

51.2

31.2

17.7

9,272

Source: 2004 European Election Study. Only those respondents who voted for the governing party
in the last national legislative elections are included.

TABLE 3A

Country

Defecting in the 1999 European Parliament Election
Partisans %

Abstainers %

Defectors %

N

Austria
Belgium
Denmark
Finland
France
Germany
Greece
Ireland
Italy
Luxembourg
Netherlands
Portugal
Spain
Sweden
UK

54.3
86.7
41.4
50.5
30.5
44.9
58.1
61.0
67.9
77.6
41.9
59.6
72.1
36.8
21.5

32.2
4.1
30.9
44.1
26.2
38.0
6.0
20.0
8.3
6.5
53.2
34.4
12.9
43.9
65.6

13.5
8.2
27.7
5.4
42.8
17.1
35.9
19.0
23.8
14.9
4.7
6.0
14.9
19.3
12.9

267
97
343
204
395
468
167
195
938
106
548
151
301
155
433

Total/Mean

53.6

28.4

17.7

4,768

Source: 1999 European Election Study. Only those respondents who voted for the governing party
in the last national legislative elections are included.

A Vote Against Europe?
T A B L E 4A

115

Data and Questions

1999 & 2004 European
Election Studies

Benoit and Laver (2006)

Marks and Steenbergen (1999)

Which party did you vote for in the European Parliament
elections?
Which party did you vote for in the last national election?
Opinion on European integration (Uniﬁcation should be pushed
further (1); Uniﬁcation has gone too far (10)).
Left–right self-placement (10-point scale: Left (1); Right (10)).
What do you think about the economy compared to 12 months
ago? (5-point scale: A lot better (1); A lot worse (5). (Re-scaled to
3-point scale: Worse (1); Stayed the same (2); Better (3), as not
all countries use the full 5-point scale.)
Do you approve or disapprove of the government’s record?
(Disapprove (0); Approve (1)).
Do you consider yourself close to any particular party? If so, do
you feel yourself to be close to this party, fairly close, or merely a
sympathizer? (4-point scale: Not close (1); Sympathizer (2);
Fairly close (3); Very close (4)).
What year were you born?
Which social class do you belong to? (5-point scale: Working class
(1); Lower middle class (2); Middle class (3); Upper middle class
(4); Upper class (5)).
All questions rescaled to 10-point scales.
(1) Locate each party on European integration
a) European Authority: 13 old members, except France and
Ireland. (20-point scale: Favours increasing the range of
areas in which the EU can set policy (1); Favours reducing
the range of areas in which the EU can set policy (20)).
b) Joining EU: 8 new members. (20-point scale: Favours
joining (1); Opposes joining (20)).
c) France: Expanded and stronger EU (20-point scale:
Favours expanded EU (1); Opposes expanded EU(20)).
d) Ireland: Strengthening EU (20-point scale: Favours a more
powerful and centralized EU (1); Opposes a more powerful and centralized EU (20)).
(2) Locate each party on a general left-right dimension (20 pointscale: Left (1); Right (20)).
All questions rescaled to 10-point scales.
1) The overall orientation of the party leadership towards
European integration (7-point scale: Favours European
integration (1); Opposes European integration (7)).
2) Left-right position in terms of broad ideological stance
(10-point scale: Left (0); Right (10)).

Sources: Kenneth Benoit and Michael Laver, Party Policy in Modern Democracies (London:
Routledge, 2006); Gary Marks and Marco Steenbergen, 1999 Expert Survey on National Parties on
National Parties and the European Union (Center for European Studies, University of North
Carolina, 2002).

