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Voorwoord / Foreword 
 
 
Heel wat jaartjes geleden, toen ik vol enthousiasme aan dit project begon, had 
ik niet kunnen denken dat de afronding zo lang op zich zou laten wachten. In 
veel opzichten ben ik dus ook blij dat het erop zit. Dat wil overigens niet zeggen 
dat ik niet ontzettend veel plezier heb beleefd aan het data verzamelen, 
presenteren, discussiëren, schrijven en al die andere leuke dingen die bij een 
promotieonderzoek horen. Integendeel! Maar ik kan ook bevestigen dat het 
cliché dat de laatste loodjes het zwaarst zijn, helaas al te waar is.  
 
Er is altijd een zekere spanning tussen dat wat je in je hoofd hebt en dat wat je 
uiteindelijk op papier krijgt. Er zijn altijd nog betere, diepere en grootsere 
ideeën die aan de horizon opdoemen. Er zijn altijd nog meer interessante 
boeken en relevante artikelen te lezen. Maar het moment om er een punt achter 
te zetten was eigenlijk al lang gepasseerd. Ik ben blij dat ik dat uiteindelijk toch 
heb kunnen doen en dat dit boek het resultaat van de noeste arbeid is 
geworden. 
 
Mijn dank gaat allereerst uit naar mijn begeleiders, Hans Keman en Paul 
Pennings. Ik heb veel gehad aan de nuchtere en praktische manier waarop Paul 
mijn hoofdstukken becommentarieerde, altijd gericht op het oplossen van 
problemen in plaats van het nog ingewikkelder te maken. In Hans heb ik een 
ideale promotor gehad: scherp en veeleisend waar dat moest, maar ook 
ontspannen en humorvol waar dat kon. Ik ben hem vooral erkentelijk voor het 
grote vertrouwen en de vrijheid die hij mij al die jaren gegeven heeft, vanaf het 
moment dat ik zijn student-assistent werd. Het enige is misschien dat hij mij in 
de laatste fase wel wat vaker streng had mogen toespreken…   
 
Ook mijn collega’s van de afdeling Politicologie aan de VU wil ik graag bedanken 
en dan met name degenen die net als ik het lot van het schrijven van een 
proefschrift hebben mogen dragen. De meesten hebben hun doctorstitel 
overigens sneller behaald dan ik… De peer teaching sessies en andere 
momenten van kritisch meedenken en meelezen, hebben mij geïnspireerd en 
vooruit geholpen. Gelukkig was er ook voldoende tijd voor gesprekken over hele 
andere dan wetenschappelijke onderwerpen, of het nu bij de koffieautomaat 
was of onderweg van en naar het Gelderlandplein. Een speciale vermelding 
verdienen de diverse kamergenoten, die het leven aan de VU zoveel 
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aangenamer maakten: Tanja, Angela, Jeroen en Jasper. In deze dankbetuiging 
dient uiteraard ook mijn salience compagnon Catherine genoemd te worden.  
 
De collega’s van Veldkamp, aan wie ik bij binnenkomst vertelde dat mijn 
proefschrift bijna af was: het is nu toch zover. Ik heb mij hier uitstekend op m’n 
plek gevoeld en dank jullie voor de collegialiteit en de fijne sfeer. Het is daarom 
ook niet makkelijk om afscheid te nemen, hoeveel zin ik tegelijk ook heb in mijn 
nieuwe baan aan de Universiteit Utrecht.   
  
Mijn ouders Jaap en Eva wil ik, net als Johan en Petra, bedanken voor hun steun 
op de achtergrond, belangstelling voor waar ik mee bezig was en relativering op 
z’n tijd: hawar, it libben hinget er net oan. Camilla, in het leven gaat het soms 
niet zoals we ooit hadden gedacht, maar weet wel dat jouw liefde en aandacht 
voor mij van grote betekenis zijn geweest en dat ik zonder jou nooit zover was 
gekomen.   
 
Kortom, dank aan iedereen die de totstandkoming van dit proefschrift op de een 
of andere manier mede mogelijk heeft gemaakt. Echter: voor de inhoud, 
inclusief de eventuele fouten of omissies, blijf ik toch geheel zelf 
verantwoordelijk. 
 
Harmen Binnema 
Amsterdam 
maart 2009 
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1 HOW PARTIES ‘HANDLE’ EUROPE 
Strategies of adaptation and survival 

 
 
1.1 INTRODUCTION: WHY PARTIES DO (NOT) ADAPT 
 
The relationship between EU integration and national political parties presents a 
puzzle. On the one hand, the importance of the European Union in many policy 
areas has increased since the 1980s, ranging from agriculture to economic 
policy (Hooghe and Marks 2001a; Hix 2005). As a result, domestic policies had 
to be adapted, while new policies need to fit within EU regulations. On the other 
hand, in many countries the majority of parties still seem to pay little attention 
to European policy issues and they continue to compete mainly on the basis of 
traditional cleavages and domestic issues. Hence, the question arises why the 
process of EU integration, both in terms of politics and policy making, hardly 
seems to be translated into a growing politicisation of ‘Europe’ in national party 
competition. This question is the more pertinent, since various studies on 
specific policies do demonstrate an effect of Europe (Héritier 2001; Falkner 
2003), which is more in accordance with the expanding role of the European 
Union in what used to be exclusive national domains.  
 Such a puzzle can be approached from two different angles. The first 
one, which is derived from the literature on ‘Europeanisation’, emphasises the 
role of existing institutional frameworks as mediating factors between various 
forms of EU integration and party responses. In this view, institutions redirect 
and mould the impact of Europe. Even if the pressures stemming from Europe 
are similar, the outcomes may diverge. Such a divergence could be the result of 
differences between liberal and coordinated economies (Soskice 1999), between 
unitary and federal states (Schmidt 1999; 2001), or between consensus and 
majoritarian democracies (Lijphart 1999). Admittedly, the mechanisms of 
Europeanisation have been developed mainly in the context of policy change, 
but it is conceivable to apply the same kind of logic to (party) politics as well. In 
such a line of reasoning, there might be variation in effects of Europe due to the 
particular context in which party competition takes place, e.g. the difference 
between two-party systems and multi-party systems or between centrifugal and 
centripetal competition.  

The second answer takes political parties as point of departure and 
argues that during the last decades of modern politics, parties have often faced 
the challenge of dealing with new issues emerging on the political agenda. Here 
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we can think of such issues as environmental protection, immigration or 
international politics following the end of the Cold War. Most parties have been 
able to integrate these new concerns and societal problems into their existing 
programmes. As a result, there has been no severe disruption of party systems 
due to dramatic ideological shifts. Thus, the main parties that competed in 
national elections in the 1960s and 1970s are still important today (Lane and 
Ersson 1996; Mair 2002a). Note that this is not to argue that the patterns of 
competition have remained entirely unaltered, nor to claim that there has been 
no change in the electoral fortunes of these parties (as can be seen in rising 
levels of volatility across Europe). The political menu offered to voters has also 
been expanded, as a number of new parties have successfully entered the 
electoral contest. Yet, few of these new parties have truly overtaken the role of 
established parties, and some of them have even disappeared almost as quickly 
as they appeared on the political stage. Apart from radical transformations such 
as in Italy at the beginning of the 1990s, most change has been incremental (cf. 
Mair 2002a). We can witness this trend both inside and outside the EU.   

Both approaches provide some insight into the complex relationship 
between increasing EU integration and consistent lukewarm response by 
national parties. Extant institutions make a difference as they shape the 
particular response of parties, which helps to explain that the impact is perhaps 
not as far-reaching as could have been expected. Yet, there are a number of 
problems with the ‘Europeanisation’ perspective related to party change, which 
make that the ‘party’ perspective will be preferred. The main reason for this 
preference is that Europeanisation as a policy-oriented, top-down view does not 
translate very well to (national) political parties. This type of reasoning assigns 
causal primacy to the EU: the argument starts from ‘something European’ to 
which national parties have to adapt. Thus, it assumes a uni-directional causal 
logic which is inadequate for understanding the adaptation process of political 
parties.1  

Second, the core of the explanatory strategy represented by 
Europeanisation is the domestic institutional framework which is said to redirect 
and mould the actual effects of Europe. Differential responses in the face of 
similar European pressures are a consistent finding in the literature (Haverland 
2000; Mair 2004), both across countries and across policy fields. Yet, this idea of 
uniform EU pressures does not hold if we take in mind the nature of party 
                                                 
1 Admittedly, there is still a lot of debate in the literature on how to define, conceptualise 
and measure Europeanisation. In particular, the bottom-up perspective as introduced by 
Radaelli (2005), which starts and ends with domestic interaction is a clear improvement, 
but it is certainly not a commonly accepted approach within the literature. 
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responses to Europe. The way in which parties deal with Europe in their 
programmes or in public speech represents their particular political or social 
construction of Europe. Given the multifaceted nature of EU integration, parties 
can frame it in a way that best fits their ideology. Third, we could add that 
unlike in the case of policy implementation or the transposition of directives, 
there are neither particular instructions and strict deadlines nor means of 
enforcing these. In addition, there is no organisation or external power which 
monitors this process and which has the possibility to ‘name and shame’. This 
may sound like a rather trivial observation, but it is nevertheless a clear 
counterargument to the uni-directional causal logic of Europeanisation. Indeed, 
there is ‘something European’ (Vink 2003) but it is up to national parties how 
they respond, since there is no formal obligation to adapt. In other words, 
adaptation is of a voluntary nature: it takes place when parties want to, not 
because they have to. The Europeanisation perspective relates EU integration 
and party change as independent and dependent variables, while we are 
actually dealing with two parallel processes that at times interact with each 
other. 

Why is the party perspective more fruitful? First, rather than having to 
develop new theories and hypotheses specifically related to the EU, it allows the 
use of tools familiar from comparative politics, and the wealth of literature on 
political parties more in particular (Sartori 1976; Katz and Mair 1995; Gunther, 
Montero and Linz 2002). There is a lot of theoretical and empirical work on the 
nature of political parties as organisations and concerning the functions they 
perform in political systems. Second, using this perspective re-emphasises that 
this study deals with parties, with a European dimension added – and not the 
other way around. It is an attempt to document the way in which political 
parties have continuously changed and adapted. The response of parties then 
should equally be seen as entrenched in their attempt to achieve three main 
goals – votes, office and policies (Müller and Strøm 1999). As will be explained 
in more detail below, the crux of the argument is that political parties use a 
number of strategies both to shield themselves against external threats and to 
make use of external opportunities. Given that the EU has these two sides, it is 
in that sense not unlike other issues that are potentially disruptive or 
destabilising and at the same time offer new opportunities to parties. Since 
parties are involved in a balancing act between three strategic objectives, which 
also involves a response to EU integration, we are dealing with a multiple 
causation process. The precise balance that parties will choose between these 
strategies depends on their domestic and ideological context. 
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1.2 PARTIES AS STRATEGIC ACTORS 
 
The literature on political parties has long been concerned with the question as 
to how the role and function of political parties have changed over time. The 
history of parties (cf. Katz and Mair 1995; Krouwel 2003) can be described as a 
gradual development from the ideal typical model of the ‘mass’ party of the 
1950s and 1960s (Duverger 1959), changing through time into, respectively, the 
‘catch-all’ party (Kirchheimer 1966), the ‘electoral-professional’  party 
(Panebianco 1988) the ‘modern cadre’ party (Koole 1996), the ‘cartel’ party 
(Katz and Mair 1995) and, most recently, the ‘business firm’ party (Hopkin and 
Paolucci 1999). These descriptions or typologies point at the changing nature of 
parties and the shifts in the type of functions that they emphasise. They also 
indicate modifications in the relationship between parties, society and the state, 
between parties and their members and between parties and voters. It has to 
be remembered, as all of these authors are careful to mention, that this is a 
stylised version of the history of parties. Actual changes of parties do not follow 
precisely this timeline, nor do all parties neatly fit into the typification outlined 
here: some have never been mass parties, while others have not developed into 
cartel or business firm parties.   

Against recurring claims that parties are in decline or in crisis, there 
have been a large number of studies that argue quite the opposite. To be sure, 
these ‘sceptic’ authors do not claim that parties have not changed in many 
aspects since the 1950s. Assuming, for the sake of the argument, that there 
ever was a Golden Age of party government, with the mass party as its ideal 
typical core, there is no point in denying that the current situation is quite 
different. The ties between parties and voters have weakened and parties are 
organised differently. Yet, the question is how to evaluate this change, i.e. 
whether it represents crisis, adjustment or transformation. The moment that 
notions such as crisis or decline enter the debate, this inevitably involves a 
particular notion of what constitutes a ‘true’ party. This is where the empirical 
debate on what parties ‘are’ and how they change turns into a normative debate 
on what parties ‘ought to be’ and – given such a viewpoint – how they 
deteriorate. Thus, when it is observed that parties shift from performing mainly 
representative functions (aggregation, mobilisation) to governing functions 
(recruitment), this is seen by some as a negative development (cf. Mair 2006b). 
Others do not frame the discussion in such a way, i.e. judge whether this 
development is to be applauded or rejected, but take this as an indication that 
parties are able to adapt to new circumstances, to reinvent themselves so to 
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speak (cf. Harmel 2003). In this study, the latter path will be followed: the main 
question is how political parties respond to a context that changes continuously, 
a context of which European integration most definitely has come to form an 
important part. 
 The first observation is that political parties have been around for quite 
a long time. Not just that: they have also been very successful at prolonging 
their existence. In many countries, the main parties of the 1950s and 1960s are 
also the main parties at the beginning of the 21st century. Notwithstanding that 
there have been mergers and splits, new labels and truly new parties, the party 
as an organisational form has proven to be quite resilient. There is a second 
reason why political parties continue to be the vital players in (domestic) politics, 
which in quest of a better label can be called socialisation. During the 20th 
century, democracy and parties have become closely linked, hence the 
emergence of party democracy. Citizens in Western Europe and the Americas 
have become used to the idea that democracy means political parties. Leaving 
aside the question whether there really is no feasible alternative, party 
democracy has become the obvious standard.2 Thus a particular form of 
democracy which gives an essential role to political parties, is taken for 
granted.3 Probably as a result of this, very few efforts have been made to think 
outside the box and develop an alternative form of democracy which can do 
without parties.      
 The third element of this discussion concerns the functional logic of why 
parties exist. What this boils down to is that a system of representative 
democracy works due to the functions that parties perform. Several authors 
have made their own inventory of these functions, but three of them stand out 
as the core functions:    
 

• articulation and aggregation of interests - the way in which parties 
bring together a number of ideas about society in a coherent 
ideology, manifest in party platforms and in everyday political 
debate 

 

                                                 
2 This bias towards party democracy is also visible in the attempts in many newly 
established democracies to turn existing clans or social groups into political parties and to 
establish similar types of party competition in these countries. 
3 To this point can be added that the system of parliamentary democracy contains a 
number of incentives for individuals to opt for organising themselves in blocs or groups, 
i.e. parties (cf. Aldrich 1995).  
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• integrating and mobilising the citizenry - linking citizens to the state, 
expressed in party membership and promoting turnout at elections  

• recruitment of political leaders and governance - selection of 
candidates for legislative and governing positions at the various 
levels of democratic decision making 

 
The extent to which parties actually perform these functions will have to be 
assessed empirically. Given the difficulty of establishing what the ‘core’ of a 
party is – and therefore to strictly define when a party has changed – analysing 
how these three functions change is arguably the best way of documenting 
dimensions of party transformation. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Next, we can identify a number of strategic goals of parties. Parties 

have to find a balance between three different aims: gaining electoral support 
(vote-seeking), participating in government (office-seeking) and implementing 
particular policy desires (policy-seeking). To some extent these goals can go 
together – more votes might increase the chance of joining government, a 
position in government might increase the chance of implementing policies – but 
at times they may also be conflicting. Yet, more important in this context is to 
notice the close connection between party functions and party strategy. Roughly 
speaking, recruitment equals office-seeking, aggregation links to policy-seeking 
and mobilisation to vote-seeking. Thus, we are able to bring together two 
aspects of party life: what they do and what they are. 
 
1.3 EUROPE AS AN ISSUE ‘LIKE ANY OTHER’ 
 
Within the academic study of EU integration a shift has taken place in which the 
EU has turned from dependent into independent variable. With the development 

Votes

OfficePolicy 
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of the EU as a political system or polity, attention has grown for the impact of 
integration on national politics and policies (Ladrech 1994; Olsen 1996; Börzel 
and Risse 2000). This research agenda, which has become known as 
Europeanisation, draws heavily on neo-institutionalist reasoning, i.e. how 
existing national frameworks direct and shape the impact of Europe. A general 
conclusion from this literature is that due to different institutional frameworks, 
convergent pressures tend to lead to divergent outcomes. One of the problems 
is that the logics and mechanisms linked to Europeanisation do not translate 
very well to the way in which political parties adapt to EU integration. It does 
not nicely fit into the traditional top-down reasoning which starts from 
‘something European’ that subsequently affects ‘something national’. 

Europe is among the more recent challenges facing national parties. At 
the same time, the type of response of political parties shows similarities with 
the way in which they have adapted to previous challenges. First, it is an issue 
like any other in the sense that parties respond to it on the basis of their 
existing ideological viewpoints (cf. Taggart 1999, Hooghe et al. 2002). 
Depending on the extent to which it is possible to integrate this issue, it may or 
may not give rise to internal dissent. In addition, to understand how and to 
what extent Europe becomes a salient issue, we have to see this in the context 
of the patterns of electoral and party competition already in place. That is, it can 
be expected that the salience of Europe depends on two main factors: does the 
public care about it, and second, do other (relevant) parties emphasise it (cf. 
Netjes and Binnema 2007)? If Europe is an issue of low importance to both 
citizens and rival parties, it is unlikely to become important to a party.  

This relates to the second aspect, which is that Europe becomes part of 
the strategic considerations of parties balancing between the three goals of 
office, vote and policy. The central issue then is to what extent ‘Europe’ serves 
parties in attaining these goals. From the perspective of vote-seeking: if a 
party’s position regarding EU integration is not among the main reasons of its 
constituency or other potential voters to vote for this party, there is no point in 
emphasising Europe too much. Next, if a Eurosceptic stance would seriously 
harm a party’s chances of joining government, the goal of office-seeking would 
lead a party to tone down its stance on Europe. Finally, a party has to assess 
whether the transfer of competences to the EU level might bring closer the 
achievement of its policy goals, i.e. whether there is a chance of finding 
European solutions for national problems. If the reverse effect is expected, that 
is, EU regulation going against these policy aims, there is every reason to try 
and keep things in national hands.   



How parties change 8 

Yet, the parallel with other issues is incomplete: Europe does have some 
unique characteristics, which makes it different from other issues, such as 
immigration or social security. There are of course limits to the capacity of 
parties to strategically control their environment. This point can be illustrated 
with reference to the theory of neo-functionalism, which argues that EU 
integration has developed a dynamic of its own which is increasingly beyond the 
control of national governments. This holds both for the speed and direction of 
integration itself and for the way it permeates national party competition. In this 
vein, it has to be acknowledged that ‘Europe’ is only to some extent manageable 
for political parties. This has to do with the fact that Europe, on the one hand, is 
a broad issue which entails many different policies, while on the other hand it 
also refers to a political entity outside of the domestic context.  

However, these qualifications should not distract from the more general 
point put forward here. What is important to note is that parties employ similar 
ideological and strategic considerations for Europe as they do for other issues. 
On these two aspects, ‘Europe’ is not unique: the European issue is a particular 
illustration, and possibly a significant one, of a more general process of party 
adaptation. Keeping in mind that parties cannot entirely control their 
environment, and that Europe might be particularly challenging in that respect, 
the general line of reasoning pursued here remains that parties respond and 
adapt in an analogous manner. Thus, the interesting (empirical) question is in 
how far this holds, i.e. to what extent Europe is comparable to other ‘new’ 
issues like environment or immigration and in which respect it differs from such 
issues. The reason for emphasising this point is that it also relates to the 
argument made earlier of preferring the ‘party’ perspective to the 
‘Europeanisation’ perspective: it is through the lense of a party that we see the 
process of EU integration. 
 
1.4 RESEARCH QUESTION 
 
In line with the discussion in the previous sections, the research question of his 
study does not involve terms such as the ‘influence’ or ‘impact’ of EU 
integration, as commonly found in the Europeanisation literature. Essentially, 
this will be a story about political parties and how they respond to a changing 
environment in which Europe is a factor. In that sense, the question of which 
role EU integration plays in party development is embedded in the broader 
framework of party change in Europe. The aim is to acquire a better 
understanding of how parties function, and to use Europe for this purpose both 
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as an issue of contestation and as a political construction. Given that political 
parties and their competition are the point of departure, the guiding question 
will be: 
 
To what extent have national political parties responded and adapted 
to processes of EU integration and which factors can account for 
differences both within countries and between countries? 
 

There are two main aspects of party life where we would expect this 
process of responding and adapting. First, in terms of organisation as parties 
have to find a way to deal with the European Parliament as an additional layer 
of representation. How are links established with MEPs that represent a national 
party in Strasbourg? Do party careers become more and more intertwined, with 
‘level-hopping’ between national and European parliament? Second, in terms of 
programme as parties position themselves towards the EU as a polity 
(institutionalisation) and towards the effects of the EU (penetration). How 
salient does Europe become for parties in their competition with other parties 
and in their appeal to voters? To what extent do parties take into account the 
limits which European regulation sets to their national policy aims? Both types of 
responses can be linked to the strategic considerations of parties, i.e. vote-, 
office-, and policy-seeking. If a party wants to find an optimal balance between 
these three goals, acknowledging that Europe is an external factor which has to 
be taken into account, what does this mean for their internal organisation and 
their programmatic aims?  

These questions will be approached from the perspective of a party’s 
core functions: mobilisation, recruitment and aggregation. How do response and 
adaptation to EU integration translate into changes in the performance of party 
functions, which not only concerns how parties change internally, but also how 
they relate to other parties and to voters? The empirical chapters document 
developments in 15 EU Member States, Norway and Switzerland between 1973 
and 2004, at the level of countries, party families and individual parties. Given 
the use of mainly aggregated macro data, the search is for structural trends, 
e.g. a consistent politicisation of the EU issue both across time and parties. As a 
consequence of this design, we may miss out on a number of more incidental 
responses to EU integration ‘events’. Yet, this is a deliberate choice, since the 
main interest lies with response and adaptation that last for longer periods and 
spread across party systems, i.e. a structural response.    
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To account for variation in party responses, this should be embedded in 
a broader framework, with a number of other factors which may co-determine 
the extent and type of adaptation. First, is there a difference between large and 
small parties or between government parties and opposition parties? This 
question can be approached both from a party’s ideological position – in the 
centre or at the margins of the political spectrum – and from its strategic 
position – whether a party is needed for the formation of a viable government. 
Related to this is the type of party competition – induced among others by 
differences in electoral system and fragmentation of the party system – which is 
likely to have an impact on how and where Europe enters the party debate. 
Which are the dimensions along which the political battle is fought and how 
would Europe potentially disturb these patterns? Second, is there a difference in 
response as regards different party families? Historically, certain party families 
have taken a more internationalist or more isolationist/nationalist position. 
Consequently, variation can be expected in the general attitude towards EU 
integration and specific policies involved. In particular, when Europe is seen as 
hostile to certain policy convictions that are crucial to a party family, further 
integration in this area will be approached with reluctance. On the other hand, 
where Europe might contribute to achieving aims held dear within a party 
family, further integration will be welcomed. Hence we expect ‘flexible 
responses’ to EU integration rather than a domestic or transnational one-way 
effect.  

Next to these party-related factors, public opinion may play a role as 
well. Recent experience testifies to the fact that mobilising voters on the 
European issue is generally most successful when it taps into feelings of 
Euroscepticism among the public. On the contrary, attempts to mobilise voters 
by means of pro-European party positions tend to be rather unrewarding. 
Finally, previous experience with EU integration, which has to do both with 
length of membership and intensity of EU co-operation can be expected to 
matter as well. For certain parties, the point at which their countries became 
members of the European Community more or less coincided with the moment 
they were founded or reinstituted after World War II. In contrast, other parties 
have competed outside the EU for most of the time.  

The approach we have outlined resembles that of a configurative 
comparison (Keman 2008) in which we assume that a number of trends equally 
apply to all countries and parties, while we clarify differences with reference to 
our theoretical assumptions. In sum: the starting point for the analysis is the 
conviction that parties respond to and adapt to Europe in a way that suits best 
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their strategic aims of policy-, vote- and office-seeking. The outcome of this 
balancing act represents the way in which parties change through time. Yet, 
parties do not function in a vacuum: the context in which they act poses a 
number of constraints. Some of these constraints are country-specific; others 
are related to the ideological background of a party or its status within a political 
system. All of these constraints make that party strategies are of a conditional 
nature.  
 
1.5 PLAN OF THE BOOK  
 
The next two chapters introduce the main themes: political parties and Europe. 
Chapter 2 discusses the main functions of political parties. On the basis of the 
literature, it argues that aggregation, mobilisation and recruitment are the core 
functions. An empirical study of these functions is necessary to judge whether 
parties are changing, and if so, whether this represents transformation or 
decline. Given that parties have proven to be rather persistent, the question of 
why parties survive is particularly important: how have parties coped with a 
series of external challenges? Moreover, the chapter discusses the relation 
between parties and democracy: are parties a necessary condition for 
democracy or is it just one possible form of democracy? Finally, the role of 
Europe in the transformation of parties – independent influence or adding to 
existing trends – is elaborated.  

The third chapter describes how the EU changes from explanandum to 
explanans: the dependent variable becoming the independent variable. 
Gradually, the ‘old’ IR debate between neo-functionalism and 
intergovernmentalism has been replaced by multi-level governance and 
Europeanisation. It shows how this trend is accompanied by an increasing focus 
of scholars on the EU as a polity. Thus, the EU is no longer seen as a unique 
form of inter-state cooperation (sui generis), but as a political system that can 
be compared with domestic political systems. In addition, the relation between 
the EU and its Member States can fruitfully be studied using insights from the 
federalist tradition. 
 Chapter 4 introduces the research strategy that will be pursued. In 
much of the literature, an effect of Europe is too easily assumed, i.e. the 
coincidence of increasing integration and some kind of change at the national 
level is taken as an indicator of EU impact. Starting from a domestic perspective, 
it may be shown that Europe is not important for explaining the logic ‘at home’ 
even if some EU regulation is involved. In addition, it is argued that 
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Europeanisation as a top-down perspective based on uni-directional causal logics 
is not suited for the study of parties. Building on the two previous chapters, it is 
argued that there is no immanent need for parties to adapt to or respond to 
Europe. Rather, it involves a strategic and/or ideological choice in the context of 
existing patterns of party competition. This chapter also provides the link to the 
empirical part of the dissertation. 
 Chapters 5, 6 and 7 form the empirical core of this dissertation. Each of 
these chapters deals with one of the main functions of political parties. In order 
of appearance: mobilisation, recruitment, aggregation. Mobilisation is 
traditionally seen as the essential function of a party, as it symbolises 
representation or the linkage between parties and voters. It is well-known from 
the literature that this link is weakening, yet how is increasing EU integration 
related to this? What additional role does it play in decreasing party membership 
and loyalty, and increasing volatility? While mobilisation has weakened, the 
function of recruitment seems to have strengthened. At least, this can be 
concluded from the increasing dominance of parties in government and 
parliament. The importance of being involved in decision-making at the 
European level also heightens the incentives for parties to be part of 
government.  

Finally, which are the changes regarding the third function, that of 
aggregation and how does Europe fit into this picture? Thinking of parties as 
strategic agents which are mainly vote- and/or office-seeking, Europe has to be 
‘managed’ within existing ideological frameworks. Its importance seems to be 
generally downplayed (low salience), especially if we consider the main parties. 
Extreme parties or anti-system parties may try to use Europe to disrupt existing 
patterns, but even they will mainly do so by adding to their regular discourse.  
 In the eighth and final chapter the main findings of this study will be 
summarised and discussed in view of the research question. It will evaluate the 
extent to which the chosen theoretical and methodological approaches have 
been successful. From this, some reflections on the future of the relationship 
between Europe and parties and the academic study of these trends will be 
forwarded by way of conclusion. 



2 WE ARE STILL HERE!  
How political parties reinvent themselves 

 
A political party can have great defects in its 
character. It may frivolously press for innovations or 
overcautiously hope to preserve the status quo. It 
may use the wrong methods, and therefore fail to 
achieve its goal. It can even pursue an idiotic goal. 
These human weaknesses and mistakes still do not 
besmirch the honourable name of a political party. 
(Bluntschli 2002 [1869]: 80) 

 
 
2.1 INTRODUCTION: PARTIES AND PARTY FUNCTIONS 
 
Through the course of history and with the help of their institutional efficiency, 
political parties have become inextricably connected to democracy. They have 
been described as the ‘core’ institutions of democracy (Budge and Keman 1990; 
Diamond and Gunther 2001) and as 'essential for the proper functioning of 
representative democracy' (Montero and Gunther 2002: 3). Such claims echo 
earlier statements about the inevitability of parties (Bryce 1921) and democracy 
as unthinkable without parties (Schattschneider 1942). Even if the way in which 
parties function has received severe criticism, there is also a widespread 
consensus that parties are necessary and that it is very difficult to imagine 
democracy without them. Thus, parliamentary democracy or party democracy 
has become the norm and as a result, a possible failing or decline of parties is 
seen as a simultaneous threat to democracy (cf. Mair 2006b). 
 Just as political science is a relatively new discipline, the study of 
political parties is of relatively recent date. Apart from classic works like Michels 
(1962 [1911]) and Ostrogorski (1964 [1902]) parties received little scholarly 
attention before World War II. The first boom came in the 1960s, and after 
waning attention from the mid-1970s through the 1980s when parties were 
deemed (almost) obsolete, they reappeared prominently on the scene in the late 
1990s and early 2000s (cf. Montero and Gunther 2002). In particular, the recent 
literature seems to be keen on countervailing and debunking persistent claims of 
party crisis and decline, in an attempt to show the continued vibrancy and 
vitality of parties (cf. Webb, Farrell and Holliday 2002; Webb 2005).  
 Yet, the renewed interest for parties is not solely motivated by a 
defensive attitude to put the record straight and prove the pessimists of the 
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1980s wrong. It is also inspired by the emergence of exciting new areas of 
research beyond the nation-state, with the European Union as the primary 
example. Traditionally, party research was very much tied to national political 
systems, but with the expansion of the EU – both in policies and territory – and 
the parallel institutionalisation of the European political system, the role of 
parties at the European level has become an important subject of inquiry. Even 
if we do not entirely adhere to Colomer’s (2002) argument that parties are 
currently driving EU integration, we can at least see their growing relevance in 
the functioning of the EU polity, aided by the increase in competences of the 
European Parliament. The advance of EU integration is an impetus to party 
research in another direction as well: next to the role of parties within the EU, 
scholars have started to analyse the role of the EU within parties. Which 
positions do parties take towards EU integration and how do they cope with a 
system of multi-level governance, keeping together the various sites of 
representation? Interestingly, the assumed impact of EU integration on the role 
and function of national parties also reinforces the debate on crisis and decline 
of parties (cf. Ladrech 1999). 
 Before entering the debate on how parties change and which internal 
and external factors impinge on this process, we need to be clear what precisely 
we understand by a party. This will prove to be important, as the judgement of 
how much parties have changed (or declined, for that matter) heavily depends 
on how the concept of party is defined, i.e. what we expect a party to be. 
Scholars evaluate the functioning of parties in the light of what they see as the 
core characteristics of parties. Since section 2.2 deals in more detail with this 
matter, suffice it to say here that a minimal concept of a party entails a certain 
level of organisation on the one hand and a more or less coherent programme 
on the other. To this, a number of features can be added which however are not 
strictly necessary to speak of a party. Consequently, we will make a difference 
between what parties do and what parties are. We can distinguish party 
strategies and party competition on the one hand, and the functions attributed 
to parties on the other hand. Although these two aspects of parties are often 
interrelated, it is useful for analytical purposes to separate them. That is, not to 
infer the presence of a party from the functions that are performed, or to 
declare the absence of the party if certain functions are not performed.  
 Which are these party functions? Section 2.3 describes the debate in the 
literature and shows how there has been a gradual shift from an explicit 
functionalist approach – where parties are indeed defined by the functions they 
perform – to a functional approach, where functions are (empirical) indicators of 
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what parties do. This section will also present the choice to concentrate the 
empirical analysis on the functions of recruitment, aggregation and mobilisation. 
Parties have to find a balance between the goals of votes, office and policy. This 
balancing act is, first, conditional upon the strategic choices and ideological 
positioning of other parties and, second, also puts particular party functions 
above others. After this assessment of what parties are and what they do, 
section 2.4 moves on to the debate on party decline and – mirroring this debate 
– party survival. This not only involves an empirical discussion on the extent and 
direction of change, but it also takes on a normative aspect when terms like 
crisis or decline are involved and a particular party model is taken as the point 
of reference. Section 2.5 concludes.   
 
2.2 WHAT PARTIES ARE  
 
Although the scientific study of political parties is relatively new, this does not 
mean that parties have not figured in several early philosophical or legal texts. 
In fact, one of the oldest and most famous definitions is that of the 18th century 
writer and politician Edmund Burke: ‘Party is a body of men united for 
promoting by their joint endeavours the national interest upon some particular 
principle in which they are all agreed’ (Burke 2002 [1770]: 40). It is noteworthy 
in this definition that Burke assumes that parties strive for the same goals (i.e. 
the national interest), but differ in the sense that they have dissimilar methods 
to achieve this (cf. Morse 2002 [1891]). In promoting parties as both necessary 
and respectable, and in particular in their role of pursuing the national interest, 
Burke finds himself diametrically opposed to his contemporary Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau (1973 [1762]) who claims that:  
 

‘Sovereignty, for the same reason as makes it inalienable, cannot be 
represented; it lies essentially in the general will, and will does not admit of 
representation: it is either the same, or other; there is no intermediate 
possibility. The deputies of the people, therefore, are not and cannot be its 
representatives.’ 

 
In other words, whereas Burke considers parties essential in the promotion of 
the common interest, Rousseau sees representatives – parties – as the main 
threat to this interest of all. As Daalder (1992) aptly notes, the most 
fundamental criticism on current parties relates back to this distrustful view as 
expressed by Rousseau.   
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 These opposed stances towards parties are also informative to gain a 
better understanding of the diverging views on parties at the end of the 19th 
century, which centre around a similar notion of the national (or general) 
interest. On the one hand, Bluntschli (2002 [1869]: 80) contends in a Burkean 
spirit that a party is ‘inspired by a political principle and follows a political 
purpose’ which implies hat a party may never ‘put its partisan interests above 
the interests of the state’. Were parties to follow their own interests instead of 
the general welfare, then they become factions, that ‘do not want to serve the 
state, but instead want the state to serve them’ (Bluntschli 2002 [1869]: 80).1 
Starting from the idea that ‘every party wants to organise the state according to 
its own interests’ and that ‘the nature of these interests determines the nature 
of the parties’, Abt (2002 [1848]: 194) distinguishes parties that represent 
special interests from those that promote general human interests. In his view, 
the truly democratic and righteous party is of the second type, yet he saw the 
vast majority of parties in his time belonging to the first group since they 
defended class or religious interests.  

Taking one step further, Morse (2002 [1891]: 107-108) argues that a 
party advances ‘the interests and realisation of the ideals, not of the people as a 
whole, but of the particular group or groups which it represents’. This represents 
a clear break with Burke’s more romantic view on political parties, and the 
author extensively argues why parties – even when they claim to strive for the 
general interest – actually pursue their own objectives. These objectives are, 
first, distinguishing themselves from their competitors and, second, gaining a 
large share of the popular vote. In this discussion, Morse already sketches the 
first contours of a theory on party competition, whilst he also puts forward a 
definition of parties that acknowledges both their organisational and policy 
aspects. Thus, a party is: 
 

‘[a] durable organisation which, in its simplest form, consists of a single group 
of citizens united by common principles, but, in its more complex forms, of two 
or more such groups held together by the weaker bond of a common policy’ 
(Morse 2002 [1891]: 108) 

 
 The critique of parties from Ostrogorski (1964 [1902]) and from Michels 
(1962 [1911]) gave another twist to this debate on general versus specific 
interests. Both authors use a sociological approach to parties, which focuses in 

                                                 
1 Actually, one might read this statement as a foreshadowing of the ‘cartel thesis’ (Katz 
and Mair 1995) in which parties depend on (or: use) the state for their survival.  
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particular on how parties operate as organisations and with which effects. The 
description of the elitist and oligarchical tendencies within parties (Michels) or 
the vicious influence of the party ‘Machine’ and the ‘Caucus’ (Ostrogorski) point 
at the fact that parties evolve in such a way that the interests of the masses 
make way for the particularistic and narrow interests of the few. These classic 
works are also the clearest examples of an outspokenly normative approach to 
the study of parties, where the ‘is’ is sharply contrasted with the ‘ought to be’. 
 In the 1950s and 1960s, the discussion on the nature of parties re-
emerged, but this time more oriented towards conceptualisation – which are the 
necessary features to speak of a party? This quest was most clearly visible in 
the typologies of parties and party models that were developed (see Katz and 
Mair 1995). A second aspect, of which the first signs could be witnessed in the 
work of Michels and Ostrogorski, is the increased focus on party organisation. 
Even though the catch-all concept of Kirchheimer (1966) has been applied in a 
wide variety of ways, its original formulation was largely focused on the 
organisational characteristics of parties (cf. Krouwel 1999; Puhle 2002). Third, 
we can see a shift from describing parties in terms of the interests they 
represent (involving a notion of the ‘good’ party) to the way in which they are 
linked to society, or more narrowly, to their constituencies. Here we can think of 
Duverger’s (1959) distinction between ‘membership’ parties and ‘cadre’ parties.  
 La Palombara and Weiner (1966b) define parties by a certain level of 
organisation (locally and nationally) on the one hand, and office-seeking and 
vote-seeking characteristics on the other.  Given their aim to sketch the 
historical origins of parties and the conditions under which parties can emerge 
and maintain, they distinguish the ‘modern party’ from the ‘cliques, clubs and 
small groups of notables that can be identified as the antecedents of the 
modern political party in most Western countries’ (LaPalombara and Weiner 
1966b: 5). This combination of organisation and (programmatic) goals can also 
be found in Rose (1974) who sees a party as ‘an organization concerned with 
the expression of popular preferences and contesting control of the chief policy-
making offices of government’. Similarly, Ware’s (1996) definition of some 20 
years later fits in this picture, stating that a party is ‘an institution that (a) seeks 
influence in a state, often by attempting to occupy positions in government, and 
(b) usually consists of more than a single interest in the society and to some 
degree attempts to ‘aggregate interests’.  
 This switch from a normative to a more conceptual or empirical 
discussion also blurs the difference between what parties are and what parties 
do. That is, all of the more recent definitions quoted above include certain 
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functions performed by parties next to the aspect of organisation, either in 
terms of policy-making or in the aggregation of interests. In the remainder of 
this study a rather minimalist concept of ‘party’ will be used which emphasises 
the organisational aspect. A party is an organised group of people that selects 
candidates for parliament and participates in elections. This is the main function 
or task that sets apart parties from social movements, trade unions or interest 
groups. All other functions may be performed by parties, but they are not the 
defining or constituting elements. It is very likely that parties put forward a 
particular programme and aggregate interests, but the particular form this takes 
may be very different.    
 
2.3 PARTY FUNCTIONS 
 
At the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century parties were discovered 
as important subjects of scientific inquiry. In his discussion of the role of parties 
in the political system, Morse (2002 [1891]) distinguishes two main functions of 
political parties: the education and organisation of public opinion, and the 
administration of government. Moreover, he introduces what has later become 
known as the ‘linkage’ function of parties, or the ‘integration’ of interests: 
 

‘Party is by far the most important of the agencies through which the first crude 
thoughts and blind first feelings of the people are transformed into the rational 
thinking and feeling which is public opinion. (…) Despite the many objectionable 
feature which marks these contests of parties, such as narrowness, 
exaggeration, and downright misrepresentation, the results of these contests is 
to bring the people closer to the fundamental truths of politics and make them 
sounder as well as better informed judges of what concerns the public welfare.’ 
(Morse 2002 [1891]: 96) 
 
‘(…) the duty of the party in power as well as the king is to apply in the wisest 
possible way the public resources to the satisfaction of the public wants, and to 
do this according to methods and with strict regard to the limitations prescribed 
by the constitution (idem: 97) 

 
His contemporary Bryce (2002 [1891]) distinguishes five functions of parties – to 
be precise, he calls them ‘aims’ or ‘objects’. Four of these functions are shared 
by all parties: union (keeping the party together), recruitment (bringing in new 
voters), enthusiasm (exciting and rousing voters) and instruction (informing and 
educating voters). Interestingly, Bryce argues that a fifth function is rather 
unimportant for European parties, while it is central to American parties: the 
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selection of party candidates. His illustration of this point is still relevant in the 
light of discussions on catch-all or cartel parties: ‘Since the parties (…) exist 
practically for the sake of filling certain offices, and carrying on the machinery of 
government, the choice of those members (…) becomes a main end of its being’ 
(Bryce 2002 [1891]: 235).  

Another specific inventory of party functions is that of Merriam (1923, 
cited in Scarrow 1967): 1) selection of official personnel; 2) formulation of public 
policies; 3) conductors or critics of government; 4) political education (including 
nationalisation of opinion); 5) intermediation between individual and 
government. With the rise of functionalism in the 1940s and 1950s, Merriam’s 
approach was followed by other scholars. Yet, the use of functions and 
especially the theoretical and methodological ideas behind this, also met 
growing criticism. This is not the place to deal with the entire debate on 
functionalism; therefore we will concentrate here on the use of functionalism in 
the study of parties.  

Scarrow criticises the functionalist approach and argues that the main 
problem with the party-function literature is 'the failure of authors to specify 
what they really mean when they state that parties serve a function, a role, or a 
purpose, or when they state that parties do something, e.g., educate, recruit, 
mediate, simplify, aggregate' (1967: 771). In his view, this leaves two options: 
either assessing consequences or identifying a causal variable. Scarrow 
distinguishes between the presence, the nature and the actions of parties. 
These aspects help to tell parties apart from other organisations, to identify 
different sorts of parties and to understand the result of what parties do. Parties 
are 'the givens in an on-going situation' and the aim is to find the 'part played 
(…) by one structure' in the whole of the 'inter-related system'. In the second 
mode, which is denoted as causal analysis, the goal is to account for the effects 
of party actions on certain 'traits of the society'. Parties are not givens, but 
'groups which happen to exist, but which conceivably might not exist' (1967: 
772). 

In an article that has become classic, Political Parties in Western 
Democracies. Some Sceptical Reflections, King (1969) provides an authoritative 
overview of the debate on party functions. Whilst sharing much of Scarrow’s 
criticism towards the functionalist approach, King does not suggest to do away 
with the study of functions altogether, but rather turns this into an agenda for 
empirical research which has inspired other authors to use party functions to 
describe or test what parties do. King’s (1969) problem with functionalism is 
that parties are seen as producers of consequences, which has two main 
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drawbacks. First, if certain hypothesised consequences are absent, it might lead 
us to believe that the entity (the party) is not present. Second, there is the risk 
of inferring the presence of the entity from the presence of the consequences – 
a general critique of functionalism.    

Therefore, the essential questions to be answered are first, whether 
parties play such a large role as is generally assumed and second, how crucial 
parties are to the performance of certain political functions. King uses the 
following six functions of parties (1969: 120): 
 

1) structuring of the vote 
2) integration and mobilisation of the mass public 
3) recruitment of political leaders 
4) organisation of government 
5) formation of public policy 
6) aggregation of interests 

 
For all of these functions, King claims that the role of parties is far more 

moderate than often assumed. First, other agents are performing these 
functions as well, in other words, it would be misleading to call them party 
functions. Second, it needs to be assessed whether parties perform a certain 
function at all, and if so, with what effect? It is important to note that, in spite 
of the fact that parties are not essential to all of these functions, King does not 
conclude from this that parties are unimportant. Rather, he points out that the 
way in which we study parties should be changed: 'How crucial are parties to 
the performance of certain important political functions?' (King 1969: 116). 
Next, King advices 'to specify the conditions under which political parties and 
other political structures will or will not perform the various political functions' 
(1969: 141).  

In a text of nearly 40 years ago, which was however only recently 
published, Sartori (2005: 27) links his typology of parties to party functions. In a 
sense, Sartori’s approach is inspired by functionalism, as he speaks of activities 
that ‘serve the purposes of the system’. His list includes a variety of functions: 
participation, electioneering, integration, aggregation, conflict resolution, 
recruitment, policy-making, expression. Not all of these functions are equally 
important: a distinction is suggested in terms of variability – is a function 
important throughout – and replaceability – can the function be performed by 
other agencies than parties? In Sartori’s (2005) view, these criteria make 
participation, electioneering and expression the essential party functions. 
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Interestingly, the literature in the years that followed after King's and 
Scarrow's contribution contains little reflection on party functions. However, 
some 15 years later, Schonfeld (1983: 488) takes up the issue again in a 
straightforward way:  

 
‘Research indicates that parties do not perform or do not perform well the 
functions they were expected to fulfil. One deduction that cannot properly be 
drawn and yet is drawn from these findings is that parties should continue to be 
a focal point of inquiry.’ 

 
If this is the case, how can it be that scholars continue to study phenomena 
which have been shown hardly to matter? Reviewing some of the recent party 
literature, Schonfeld illustrates that the role of party in several domains is clearly 
qualified. Yet, these findings did not lead to reconsider the central role ascribed 
to parties; instead, most authors conclude that parties are still important, for 
'unstated or amorphous reasons' (1983: 480). If the research agenda set out by 
King were to be followed, Schonfeld sees two possible alternatives. The first 
strategy is to accept the general argument of King, and to focus on functions 
instead of parties. The second is to develop a better way of operationalising 
functionalism, i.e. to reconsider which are the actual party functions. Schonfeld 
rejects both alternatives: the first is undesirable, because we cannot simply do 
away with parties; the second is unfeasible, since it is difficult to imagine which 
functions would have been overlooked. As Schonfeld considers the problem at 
stake to be the use of a functionalist approach itself, a third alternative is 
needed, which he labels the 'structural remedy'. Parties are ‘persistent 
collectivities with a more or less extensively shared set of goals’ and they serve 
as 'settings for activity' (1983: 489-90). From such a perspective, there is no 
limitation to a specific set of functions beforehand. This approach brings the 
organisational aspect back in, which Schonfeld further expounds by suggesting 
to focus on the party as a place where the future members of government are 
recruited and trained, or on the way in which parties differ from other 
collectivities.  
 
2.3.1 The empirical twist  
In spite of these critical notes, party functions have remained central to the 
study of party change. In fact, many authors have incorporated the objections 
raised, especially when it comes to the use of functionalism. As Dalton and 
Wattenberg argue, it is a functional rather than a functionalist approach. This 
may sound almost like a word play, but it is certainly more than a minor 
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difference. Party functions are used to measure what parties do, but functions 
are not seen as the constituting or defining elements of what a party is. Party 
functions are seen as tools to measure change (or decline, or adaptation) of 
parties. This follows King’s advise not only to draw a list of what we consider 
party functions, but also to critically examine whether parties 'actually perform 
these functions, and if so, to what extent and under which conditions' (1969: 
119). In this sense, party functions become first of all empirical indicators (cf. 
Montero and Gunther 2002). Or, in the words of Pedersen (1996), the goal is to 
'drop the ambiguous vocabulary of functionalism' and to focus on tasks of 
parties and their leadership. 

Then, which are these party functions? Table 2.1 presents an overview 
of the functions that several authors have ascribed to parties. All of them take 
up some of King's functions in their own listing, but none of these amounts to as 
many as six functions. Sometimes functions are combined under one heading, 
other functions are left out. In a way, this is no surprise: if the environment of 
parties changes, new functions may emerge whilst others become far less 
relevant. One example of this is the ‘education’ or ‘information’ function that was 
crucial for scholars at the end of the 19th century. It moved into the background 
for a long period hereafter and recently re-appeared, but in a different form 
which corresponds to an era of mass media and modern technology.  

In Everson's (1982) list of functions, the elements of policy formulation 
and interest aggregation are missing, although it could be argued that the first 
part is covered by the 'organising of government'. Moreover, this list is very 
much geared to the role of parties in elections: nomination, campaigning and 
mobilisation figure prominently. Only the fifth function mentions the party in 
government. Von Beyme's (1985) list matches quite well with that of King, 
except for the rather broad function of 'goal attainment' in which both ideology 
and programme are incorporated. In other words, it combines vote structuring 
and policy formulation.  

Blondel's (1995) inventory has a slightly different presentation: rather 
than identifying functions, it describes group characteristics. Blondel speaks of 
'mechanisms' and 'institutions' and refers to specific tasks that parties fulfil: 
handling conflicts and formulating policies. This inventory is by far the most 
parsimonious, as it leaves out specific reference to vote structuration, 
mobilisation and organisation of government. Of all authors, Mair (2000b) stays 
closest to the inventory of King; aggregation of interests is combined with 
articulation, the role of parties is expanded to the organisation of both 
parliament and government, and nomination of persons to public office is added 
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to the recruitment function. The main difference is that Mair, like several others, 
leaves out the function of 'structuring the vote'.  
 

Table 2.1 Overview of party functions 

King (1969) Everson (1983) Von Beyme (1985)  
1) structuring the vote 
2) integration and 

mobilisation of the 
mass public 

3) recruitment of 
political leaders 

4) organisation of 
government 

5) formation of public 
policy 

6) aggregation of 
interests 
 

1) nominate candidates 
for public office 

2) organise, finance and 
conduct campaigns 
for office 

3) mobilise electorate 
on election day 

4) serve as powerful cue 
for voters in making 
decisions 

5) play a major role in 
organising the 
government 

 

1) goal attainment 
2) interest articulation 

and aggregation 
3) mobilisation and 

socialisation 
4) elite recruitment and 

government 
formation 

 

Blondel (1995) Mair (2000) Webb (2002) 
1) general mechanisms 

by which conflicts are 
handled 

2) institutions within 
which policies can be 
formulated 

3) major part in 
recruitment of the 
‘political class’ 

 

1) integrating and 
mobilising the citizenry 

2) articulation and 
aggregation of 
interests 

3) formulation of public 
policy 

4) recruitment of 
political leaders and 
nomination of 
persons to public 
office 

5) role of parties in the 
organisation of 
parliament and 
government 

 

1) governance and 
political recruitment 

2) interest articulation 
and aggregation 

3) political participation 
4) political communication 

and education 

 
Finally, the list of Webb (2002b) explicitly adds political communication 

and education. This function refers to a rather traditional idea about parties as 
educators, which was especially true for mass parties. Moreover, it deals with 
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the question how parties get their message through in an era of mass 
communication. Whereas the idea of education is implicit in some of King's 
functions, the more direct source is Merriam (cited in Scarrow 1967, see fn. 1).   

On the whole, there is a striking congruence in the functions attributed 
to parties from the 1960s onwards. Most scholars assume that parties still 
perform roughly the same functions as they did some 30 or 40 years ago, even 
if the balance between these functions may have altered. On the basis of this 
overview, we can distillate three essential functions:  

 
• integrating and mobilising the citizenry 
• recruitment of political leaders and governance 
• articulation and aggregation of interests 

 
This list contains functions related to both representation and governance, while 
it also refers to the tasks of a party in policy making and during elections. They 
point at the link between parties and voters and the competition between 
parties. Finally, they are formulated in broad and general terms which should 
ensure their applicability over time and across countries.  
 
2.4 PARTY CRISIS OR TRANSFORMATION?  
 
A seminal writer on democratic theory, Robert Dahl, hardly ever mentions 
political parties. Actually, we might be able to imagine a political system without 
parties that perfectly meets Dahl’s (1998) criteria for a democratic process – 
effective participation, voting equality, enlightened understanding, inclusion of 
adults. Yet, there are many historical and sociological reasons why parties have 
emerged and why they continue to be omnipresent in advanced western 
democracies. Moreover, in many countries, parties have been instrumental in 
the transition towards democracy and in providing legitimacy after its 
establishment. Given that the development of parties and democracy has gone 
hand in hand in the 19th and 20th century, the two have become very closely 
linked. This involves a radical change from Rousseau’s notion that political 
parties were a threat to good society, standing in the way of the volonté 
generale (see Daalder 1992). As Bartolini and Mair (2001: 342) describe it, 
parties are important within a democratic political system since they 
concurrently ‘control political behaviour and harmonize different institutional 
orders’. In addition, they see no credible alternative to parties, which begs the 
question what happens to democracy if parties no longer perform these 
functions of political and institutional integration.   
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In the political science literature of the 1940s and 1950s, there was an 
optimistic, almost romantic view on political parties. Parties were regarded as 
indispensable for making democracy work. In this respect, the famous adage of 
Schattschneider (1942: 1) is telling: ‘Modern democracy is unthinkable save in 
terms of political parties'. One decade later, we find a similar statement in 
Wildenmann’s dissertation (quoted in Kaase and Wildenmann 1997):  
 

‘The author is convinced that parliamentary democracy, built on political parties 
and safeguarded by the appropriate systemic measures, more than any other 
form of government can ensure the free development of mankind, a qualified 
political leadership, and a responsible government’ (translated from German) 

 
In the decades thereafter, this optimism somewhat diminished, but the general 
idea that parties are essential for democracy stood fast. As an illustration: there 
are several references to problems and crises of parties the edited volume of  
LaPalombara and Weiner (1966a), but the role of party as such is not 
questioned. Budge and Keman (1990) consider parties the 'irreducible core' of 
democracy. In a recent work, Montero and Gunther (2002: 3) state that parties 
are 'essential for the proper functioning of representative democracy' and they 
cite a number of other recent publications that put forward comparable claims. 
In other words, this line of thinking makes parties and democracy inseparable.2 
 The cartel party model (Katz and Mair 1995) entails another notion of 
democracy. Essentially, it posits that voters have the opportunity to choose from 
a limited set of political parties. To some extent, this is just like in the catch-all 
or elitist models: democracy does not imply the involvement of the public in 
decision-making, but the maintenance of support for the political elite 
(legitimacy). However, the cartel model differentiates from previous models in 
one crucial respect. Initially, the idea of alternation in office was seen as the 
main incentive for politicians to be responsive. This notion of 'throwing the 
rascals out' would thus constrain parties not to move away too far from their 
original ideas and promises. In the cartel party model, none of the major parties 
will be ineradicably 'out'. As a result, the boundaries between parties that are 'in' 
and parties that are 'out' become unclear. Voters can still express their 
dissatisfaction by voting against government parties, but this will not necessarily 

                                                 
2  Note however that others, like Mair (2000c: 32) are less optimistic: 'Throughout the 
established Western democracies, and pervading much new writing on democratic 
theory, can be observed an increasing assumption that the age of partisan politics has 
passed. Parties themselves, once regarded as the guarantors of democracy, are coming 
to be seen as passé.' 
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lead to a change in government composition. Katz and Mair argue that 
democracy has therefore turned into a 'service provided by the state for civil 
society' (1995: 22). 

Since the role of parties is so closely linked to issues of democracy and 
representation, much of the discussion tends to take on a normative character. 
Despite many critical remarks that are made about how parties function, there is 
a widespread agreement that parties have a vital role in democracy. A possible 
crisis of parties – especially if these would concern functions of representation 
considered essential for making democracy work – is then also seen as a crisis 
of democracy. Even if not all observers believe that democracy is impossible 
without parties, most of them show concern about what is perceived as the 
waning role of political parties (cf. Bartolini and Mair 2001).   

The emergence and origins of parties can be understood from particular 
historical circumstances and, likewise, the organisation of political life through 
parties can be seen as a stage in political development. Taking this argument 
seriously also implies that a future of democracy without parties can be 
imagined, i.e. the same kind of conditions that once provided the fertile ground 
for parties may now make them redundant. As parties, representation and 
democracy are very much tied to each other, such issues need to be taken into 
account and they are highly relevant from the perspective of democratic theory 
and legitimacy. If it is the case that parties seem to be performing worse in 
some of their crucial democratic functions, and as a result, the trust in parties is 
low, this is worrisome indeed. We will come back to this issue in the final 
chapter, but for the analysis of party change – in particular the way in which 
parties qua organisations adapt – we will put it aside for the moment. 
 
2.4.1 Party decline 
Assessing whether the changes of parties represent crisis or transformation is a 
thorny issue. Here we are reminded of a perceptive statement from Rose’s 
(1974: 1) study of British political parties:   

 
‘How imperfect are parties? The answer one gives depends upon one’s 
expectations, as well as upon the valuation placed upon many features of 
contemporary party politics. There is little to be gained by judging parties or 
governments by some impossible standards.’ 

 
Montero and Gunther (2002) point at an interesting paradox in the party 
literature: an increased attention for parties at the end of the 1990s has been 
accompanied by a recurrent claim that parties are in decline. Another interesting 
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point is that writings on party crisis mainly stem from the United States, or at 
least that American scholars were much earlier in claiming its occurrence. 
Scholars in Western Europe tended to be less pessimistic about the role and 
function of parties. 

In a much cited overview article, Daalder (1992) divides the arguments 
about party crisis in four different groups: 

 
1. the denial of party: the legitimate role of parties is questioned, since they 

are considered a threat to the 'good society'  
2. selective rejection of party: certain parties are seen as 'good', others as 

'bad' (e.g. mass parties) 
3. selective rejection of party systems: certain party systems considered 

'good', other 'bad' (distinction between Westminster and multiparty 
systems) 

4. redundancy of party: parties becoming irrelevant as their functions are 
taken over by other actors or institutions   

 
Since the second type is relatively rare, while the third deals with party systems 
rather than parties, the arguments about party decline generally come in two 
forms: either the functional inadequacy of parties is stressed or the 
undesirability of their existence. In other words, it is argued that parties cannot 
exist (anymore) or ought not to exist. The first line of reasoning relates to what 
Daalder (1992) labels the ‘redundancy’ of parties, while the second ultimately 
follows the Rousseauian distrust of parties as threats to good society. 
Increasingly, advocates of the latter argument, not so much emphasise the 
general will which is distorted by parties, but rather promote direct democracy 
as a means to involve citizens in policy making. In the literature since the end of 
the 19th century, the debate has concentrated on the inadequacy of parties to 
perform functions ascribed to them, or their relatively small role in these 
functions. 
  Criticism of parties thus comes in many forms and it may concern the 
ties between parties and voters or the role of parties in government. Everson 
(1982) emphasises in particular the waning electoral or mobilising role of 
parties. As discussed in the previous section, he ascribes five functions to 
political parties: nomination of candidates, campaign organisation, mobilisation 
of the electorate, cueing voters, and organisation of government. In his view, 
parties used to have a near monopoly on all of these functions, but they have 
gradually lost this position in the 1960s and afterwards. Four factors are 
mentioned that can account for this change of affairs. First, there is the 
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increasing use of direct, candidate-centred elections, which has loosened the 
grip of parties on recruitment. A second factor is the development of mass 
media and communication as alternative source of information. Third, Everson 
points at a volatile electorate, moving between parties and even out of the two-
party system in voting for independent candidates. The fourth factor is the 
resurgence of interest groups that mobilise citizens for specific single issues.  

Turning to the way in which parties relate to the state, Moody (1983) 
argues that there is little room for party politics in what he calls the 'post-liberal' 
state. The prefix ‘post’ refers to the fact that the democratic liberal state 
becomes more bureaucratic and technocratic. Where bureaucracies and 
networks become more important, legislatures and parties become less so:  
 

‘The post-liberal state is one in which (…) people in fact have little policy choice 
and only a limited set of opinions can be translated into policy' (…)  The parties 
continue to be the institutions which select the political leadership of the state, 
but one set of leaders will be much like another.’  

 
What results, according to Moody, is a growing misbalance between the agenda 
presented to the citizens and the actual concerns of the people (lack of 
representation). A parallel can be found in the current debate on the shift from 
government to governance. Clearly rejecting such a view, Mair (2000c) labels 
this ‘taking party out of the equation’ since in the absence of opposing interests 
parties become redundant. Moreover, Moody’s (1983) analysis of the shift to 
governing functions (with a concurrent decrease of representation) preludes 
later literature on this issue, just as his 'cartel of elites' contains elements of 
Katz and Mair's cartel thesis (1995). 

Wildenmann (1986), referring to ‘the problematic of party government' 
names various challenges to parties in policy making. First, he notes that in 
modern industrial societies, parties have obtained a pivotal role in any 
democratic system. They occupy a central position in policy making and they are 
responsible for integrating and co-ordinating interests. This role has been 
enhanced by the increase in the share of the national product available for 
government spending and by the penetration of politics in 'virtually every sphere 
of modern life'. However, there is also a serious drawback: party government 
and democracy have become closely connected, implying that the future of the 
latter depends on that of the former. Wildenmann observes several challenges 
for party government: first, there is uncertainty about the role of organised 
(neo-corporatist) interest groups and their (lack of) democratic nature; second, 
the advances in communication are not an unqualified blessing, considering the 
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complexity of information citizens have to deal with; third, important policy 
decisions are no longer in the hands of government only. 

Several of these argument come together in Raschke’s (1983) claim that 
the limits of what parties can do have been reached and that there is party 
‘failure’ in various aspects. First, there is over-adaptation: parties are too much 
bound by existing structures and can no longer be vehicles for change. Second, 
we see over-generalisation, which makes parties unable to represent qualitative 
societal interests. The third aspect is over-institutionalisation, which broadens 
the gap between citizens and parties. Fourth is the issue of overstrain, which 
means that parties cannot meet the expectations they themselves have created. 
According to Raschke (1983), this party failure is the result of three important 
changes in society. In the first place, problems have changed, for which parties 
have neither appropriate solutions nor the institutional or instrumental means. 
Moreover, values have changed: material values have gone to the background, 
to give way for more qualitative needs. Finally, there has been a change in 
competences: parties face citizens who have a higher degree of political 
competence and expect more opportunities for participation.  

Ignazi (1996) distinguishes between structural-organisational factors 
and factors involving party functions. If the crux of party decline is in the 
organisational factors, Ignazi expects to find decreasing party membership, 
waning party identification and increasing volatility. However, the empirical 
findings are mixed: there is no clear trend in membership size, whereas the two 
other indicators do not seem very appropriate measures. That is, even under 
conditions of declining party identification or rising volatility, parties may still be 
relevant and retain their organisational strength. Turning to the second 
approach, Ignazi singles out three functions: 1) structuring of the vote, 2) 
selection of political personnel, 3) policy formation. Here, the evidence for party 
decline is stronger; the challenge parties face concerns mainly their 'channelling 
performance, the capacity to voice the popular will' (1996: 553). On the one 
hand, the traditional party organisation is no longer satisfactory, since citizens 
ask for more grassroots participation and more voice. On the other hand, 
'traditional' parties do not deal with issues that are seen as important by many 
citizens.3 According to Ignazi (1996) these inadequacies can also explain the rise 
of new parties, both left-libertarian and extreme-right.   

                                                 
3 An argument that reminds of a point made by King (1969):  '…there may  come to 
exist, for one reason or another, a radical discontinuity between the structure of 
alternatives presented to the electorate by the parties and the attitudes and demands of 
the electorate or of important sections' 
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 In Mair’s (2000b: 3-7) analysis, the central aspects of party change are 
identity and functions. First, Mair argues that due to the way parties compete 
and how they present themselves to the electorate, it becomes increasingly 
difficult for voters to find real ideological differences, or to grasp what these 
differences have to do with their own needs and interests. The second element, 
party functions, is dealt with in more detail. Mair makes a distinction between 
representative and procedural functions and argues that the former type of 
functions – integrating and mobilising the citizenry, articulating and integrating 
interests, formulating public policy – have been drastically reduced or even 
become redundant. Conversely, the procedural functions – recruitment of 
candidates for office, organisation of parliament and government – have 
remained important and may even gain significance. Thus, parties are changing 
from representative agencies into governing agencies.  
 Dalton and Wattenberg (2000b) hint at a 'declining role for political 
parties in shaping the politics of advanced industrial democracies'. They 
distinguish between micro-level -, meso-level - and macro-level changes. Under 
the first heading we find: an increase in educational levels, which leads to a 
better informed and more critical electorate with political skills of their own, less 
in need of parties. Moreover, the change towards post-materialist values and the 
diminution of group-based politics loosen the ties between citizens and parties. 
Second, the role of other societal actors has increased: the mass media provide 
an alternative source of information, whereas special-interest groups or lobbyists 
have taken over part of the representative role of parties. The third category 
involves advances in technology, allowing for regular opinion polls (e.g. focus 
groups), new methods of candidate selection and new styles of electoral 
campaigning. Finally, parties may suffer from the government's 'performance 
deficit': this reflects the idea that the demands of citizens on governments 
exceed their ability to perform. 

On the basis of the findings in 12 case studies, Webb (2002a) presents 
an extensive overview of the changes in party functions (see table 2.1: 
governance, articulation, communication, participation). First, the central role of 
parties in political recruitment is emphasised, as is the influence of party in 
policy making, where they 'make a difference' to the outcomes. Still, two 
challenges are mentioned: the problems of clientelism, patronage or 
straightforward corruption in political appointments, and the shift towards more 
candidate-centred selection procedures. Second, there is clear challenge for the 
articulation function: interest groups and new social movements compete with 
parties in this area. Then again, parties are still able to articulate certain group 
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interests, parties sometimes join forces with interest groups and activity in 
single-issue groups might also stimulate partisan identity. Third, political 
communication and education have clearly become less partisan: agenda-setting 
is controlled by the media and parties hardly have direct channels to reach 
citizens. Finally, parties seem to lose most ground in the function of political 
participation. Declining membership and activism, combined with decreasing 
electoral turnout are mentioned as the main indicators for this weakening 
performance. 

In sum, there are some common threads running through most of the 
arguments concerning party decline. Basically all authors seem to conclude that 
the term party crisis concerns in particular the representative functions of 
parties. First, parties are less relevant for the information, education and 
mobilisation of the electorate. On the one hand, this challenge comes mainly 
from the mass media that take over the role of bringing across party messages. 
On the other hand, this is the result of a less loyal electorate, that more easily 
swifts from one party to another. Second, parties are less successful in 
‘integrating interests’, ‘channelling the popular will’ or ‘representation’. This 
problem is related both to the inability of parties to respond to new concerns 
from society and demands for other forms of participation, and the vanishing of 
ideological differences between parties. Third, parties are seen by some authors 
as less relevant in policy making, but this is not undisputed. While some point at 
the influence of corporatist structures and overstrain of party government, 
others argue that parties have actually strengthened their hold on recruitment 
for government and policy making.  
 
2.4.2 Party adaptation and survival 
There are three problems with the debate on party crisis or party decline. First, 
using the term party crisis implies a particular view on what a party is, or even 
what a party ought to be: a standard against which parties can be judged. The 
extent to which parties diverge from this standard then determines the severity 
of the decline. Yet, it is unclear what this standard should be, and whether or 
not such a standard might change as the environment in which parties function 
changes too.4 Webb (2002a: 447) qualifies the arguments about party crisis in a 
very succinct way: 

                                                 
4 Here we can draw a parallel with Moravcsik’s (2002) argument about the way in which 
the ‘democratic deficit’ in the EU is traditionally discussed. If the standard is a 
Westminster model of parliamentary democracy, then the EU does not live up to this. 
Yet, Moravcsik argues, granted that the EU is a different system in a different era, it 
should perhaps also be judged according to different criteria. Similarly, if the standard is 
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‘…parties have surely always been hemmed in by a variety of constraints 
emanating from both their domestic and international environments. In the 
absence of compelling systematic evidence that parties' scope for autonomous 
action has diminished we would argue that here most probably never was a 
Golden Age of party government, and that it is therefore a misconception to 
speak in terms of 'party decline' in this respect. Parties have always acted under 
a variety of constraints, but have nevertheless been central to policy-making 
networks.’ 

 
Thus, a certain caution is in order, especially when reference is made to the so-
called heydays of party government (cf. Rose 1974). Research on party crisis or 
decline should therefore start with a conscientious inventory of the roles and 
functions of. As Dalton and Wattenberg (2000b) have argued in their ‘functional’ 
approach to party politics, certain functions may indeed have eroded, but that 
this is compensated by gaining others.  

Second, as Ignazi (1996) rightfully argues, most of the arguments 
concerning party decline take the mass party as point of departure, while there 
is no a priori reason to consider the mass party the standard. Many authors tend 
to put forward the linkage of the citizenry with the state as the crucial function 
of parties. From such a perspective, any loosening of this linkage is seen as 
decline (cf. Mair 1984; 2002b). Yet, considering all party functions equal implies 
that a shift from representative functions to recruitment and governance is not 
the same as decline. Katz and Mair (1995) show that the main drawback of this 
perspective is that relations between parties and the state are ignored, whereas 
these two have become increasingly intertwined. Speaking of decline or failure is 
misconceived and they see few clear signs that the role of parties has really 
diminished. Sure, if one takes mass parties as a point of reference, current 
parties are less powerful. But this kind of evaluation is misleading and it ignores 
the various ways in which parties adapt to new challenges, and new strengths 
that they may have gained.  

The third problem with this type of reasoning is its emphasis on 
stability: it suggests that a party should remain more or less the same over 
time. Yet, the ability to change and adapt, e.g. to attract new groups of voters, 
to change the internal organisation or to renew the party ideology, may also be 
evaluated positively. This reminds of Von Beyme’s (1985) ‘functional efficiency’ 
argument, which claims that parties have been able to adapt their organisation 

                                                                                                                      
the mass party, then we are not likely to find many such parties in current days. But it 
may very well be that the idea about what a party is should be adapted to the 
circumstances of an individualised and Europeanised society.  
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and role to new circumstances. In a traditional view that puts the citizen-party 
linkage in the centre, this is however seen as party decline. The indicators most 
often used to depict the decline of parties have to do precisely with this aspect: 
volatility, identification, membership. Trends of increasing volatility, decreasing 
identification and membership all demonstrate that fewer people wish to enter 
long-term associations or identify strongly with one particular party, and that 
voters are increasingly disloyal, i.e. switch readily between elections. Yet, calling 
this party decline not only overemphasises one particular function of parties – 
mobilisation – but it is also biased towards stability.    

Amidst of much of the crisis literature, Reiter (1989) presents a 
refreshing argument,  warning against generalisations ‘in sweeping fashion’. To 
him, party decline denotes:  

 
‘… a phenomenon in which political parties in general are less determinative of 
the attitudes and behaviour of political actors on both the mass and the elite 
levels, less highly regarded, and less likely to inspire the electorate than they 
once were’ (Reiter 1989: 326) 

 
Using a range of indicators and complementing data for several countries, Reiter 
shows that the evidence on party decline in this sense is at least mixed. In many 
cases, realignment instead of decline would be a more appropriate term. 
Moreover, although some countries – in particular the US – show clear signs of 
decline, there is no general pattern. Reiter's (1989) suggestion is to avert 
'imaginative and heuristic' generalisations, and instead focus on nation-specific 
hypotheses and the conditions under which decline might occur. Moreover, the 
vitality and adaptability of parties is emphasised once more. 

Several other authors have also consistently qualified the arguments of 
party crisis or party decline. Daalder (1992) is right in warning against 
dismissing parties too hastily and he makes a plea in favour of analysing their 
actual functions and how these may change. The interesting question here is 
how to this change in the performance of particular functions comes about. As 
King (1969: 123) aptly summarises: 

 
‘(…) it is evident that when political scientists speak of the representational or 
linkage or communication functions of parties they are speaking of functions 
that parties may perform completely, incompletely, or not at all. And the extent 
to which they are performing such functions is to be determined by empirical 
enquiry, not by fiat.' 
 



How parties change 

 

34 

The challenge is to understand to what extent this is a response to external 
factors and in how far it signifies a deliberate strategy of parties. Thus, the more 
nuanced and adequate picture that emerges is not so much crisis or decline, but 
rather a transformation in which parties shift attention to different functions. 
Most of the authors agree that parties have been able to maintain – or even 
reinforce – their recruitment and governance function (Mair 2000b; Webb 
2002a). In this area, parties still dominate and there is no feasible alternative. 
Second, representative functions, particularly participation and mobilisation, 
have diminished. Third, there is some disagreement about the functions of 
interest articulation and aggregation, although most authors witness a 
decreasing role for parties (cf. Dalton and Wattenberg 2000a; Webb, Farrell and 
Holliday 2002). 

Pizzorno (1990) attempts to explain why parties survive, 'in spite of the 
loss of their most obvious functions': 
 

‘One question is now open: if they appear redundant, how is the persistence of 
political parties in representative regimes to be explained? Obviously, we could 
surmise that political parties are structures born in response to the initial needs 
of these regimes and now outdated. The particularistic interests that have in 
time built up around these structures would be sufficient to justify their survival, 
considering their reliance on the institutionally guaranteed monopoly over the 
selection of political personnel.’ 

 
However, this answer is not entirely convincing answer: how to explain the 
disruption of party systems and the (re-)emergence of (new) party systems? 
This leads to four hypotheses, which are actually potential roles or functions, 
concerning the survival of parties. First, the hypothesis of illusory choice: parties 
allow people to choose between rather stable and solidary collectivities. Second, 
the hypothesis of cohesiveness: parties are built on internal homogeneity due to 
common goals. However, if parties are no longer able to integrate diverse 
interests and if programmatic differences become unclear, they will not be 
better than any other group of individuals in making a common policy and 
communicating with each other. Third, the hypothesis of responsible polling: 
parties may carry out surveys among their electorate and use this information in 
policy making. Compared to public opinion organisations, which could do the 
same, parties have the added value of ‘responsibility’: voters can hold their 
representatives accountable. Fourth, the hypothesis of reduction-of-complexity: 
parties limit the number of problems the state has to deal with, compared with a 
situation of direct communication between state and society. Parties function as 
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gate-keepers, ‘screening’ demands from citizens, which facilitates choices for 
voters and decisions for government.  
 Again, none of these hypotheses are truly satisfactory, and Pizzorno 
(1990) concludes that if parties were to rely on either of these four functions, 
they would not survive. In many cases, parties can easily be replaced by either 
interest groups or loosely tied (groups of) individual representatives. Therefore, 
he presents a fifth hypothesis: creation and preservation of trust. The core of 
this argument is that political parties are most trustworthy in exchanging the 
currency of the political market. Political transactions tend to be complicated; 
they involve many different actors and stretch over a long period. The main 
advantage of the 'political credit' which parties offer is their 'durable structure 
and public exposure'. Elections serve as a regular check of this reliability and 
offer the possibility of choosing another credit.  
 An alternative answer to the question of party survival is offered by the 
cartel thesis. As we noted earlier on, Katz and Mair contend that the problem of 
the literature on party crisis and party survival stems from the questionable 
assumption that parties should be 'classified and understood on the basis of 
their relationship with civil society' (1995: 5). One implication is that the 
relations of parties with the state have largely been neglected, which is the vital 
point of the cartel model. Parties move away from civil society and become part 
of the state: 
 

‘In short, the state, which is invaded by the parties, and the rules of which are 
determined by the parties, becomes a fount of resources through which these 
parties not only help to ensure their own survival, but through which they can 
also enhance their capacity to resist challenges from newly mobilised 
alternatives (…) From having first assumed the role of trustees, and then later of 
delegates, and then later again, in the heyday of the catch-all party, of 
entrepreneurs, parties have now become semi-state agencies.’ (Katz and Mair 
1995:16). 

 
Being part of the cartel ensures the survival of political parties: a trend that is 
seen as potentially harmful to democracy – the weakening of representation – is 
in the interest of the party as an organisation.   

Probably the best description of the process behind the survival and 
adaptation of parties is given by Von Beyme’s (1985) ‘institutional efficiency’. 
Individual parties may disappear, some parties may merge, but the 
organisations as such and the party systems in which they function stay put. 
Parties are necessary for the functioning of democracy and they manage to 
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adapt to new circumstances. The cartel model illustrates this in a particular way 
in arguing that while the linkage of parties and civil society has weakened, the 
linkage with the state has been strengthened. The empirical evidence for the 
cartel thesis is mixed, but as a theoretical starting point it is certainly useful. In 
particular, because it shows that the functions parties perform are related to the 
strategic choices parties make (vote, office, policy). Thus, the extent to which 
parties manage to adapt and ‘re-invent’ themselves is a crucial condition for 
their survival. 

 
2.5 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
 
If the history of parties is presented as one in which party organisations have 
evolved from cadre party to business firm party, this may suggest too many 
commonalities and too much of a logical and chronological order (cf. Katz and 
Mair 1995). Thinking of Webb’s (2002a) statement that there may never have 
been an age of mass parties, this is perhaps also true for the other periods and 
types of parties identified. There has never been an ‘age’ of catch-all parties 
(Krouwel 1999; Krouwel 2003), nor have we now definitively entered the days of 
business firm parties. True, certain parties in advanced democracies display 
tendencies that can be associated with a cartel party or business firm model, but 
many others do not. Similarly, certain parties have never been mass parties and 
they will never be. Therefore, this is a much stylised version of how parties have 
changed over time.  
 Yet, such typologies and party models do illustrate an important point: 
parties can change. Parties manage to adapt to new circumstances, to re-
position themselves vis-à-vis society and the state, to renew their programmatic 
and electoral appeal. In this chapter, we have attempted to understand this 
change through the lense of the functions that parties perform. The mix of 
functions may alter over time due to external factors, and it also depends on the 
strategic and ideological choices parties make. Parties have always had to 
balance vote-seeking, office-seeking and policy-seeking. In turn, this means that 
the outcome of this strategic choice may be different for each and every party. 
Moreover, if the particular balance that parties choose may in fact be part of the 
reason for their attractiveness to voters, this would only give parties a genuine 
interest in being dissimilar in various aspects. Given the heterogeneity of voters 
who arguably want different things from different parties at different points in 
time, one uniform party model is unlikely. 
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It is important to stress once more that in this chapter and in the 
empirical chapters that follow, party functions are used as indicators for what 
parties do, not as essential features that define a party. The definition of party 
that will be used focuses mainly on the party as an organisation or a ‘setting for 
activity’ (Schonfeld 1983). A party can perform a number of functions, and 
alternatively not perform these. The variety of views on party functions has 
been discussed in section 2.3, centring around the seminal contribution of King 
(1969). Interestingly, there is a large consistency over time in the functions 
ascribed to parties. Although some authors have added, left out, or combined 
certain functions, an obvious core of functions can be discerned. This core 
consists of three functions: 1) integrating and mobilising the citizenry, 2) 
recruitment of political leaders and governance, 3) articulation and aggregation 
of interests. 

Several authors have criticised the use of party functions. Most of the 
criticism concentrates on the functionalist approach which characterised much of 
the political science research in the 1950s and 1960s (Almond and Powell Jr. 
1966). We have made clear that the aim here is to use party functions to 
understand what parties do, without the assumptions that come with 
functionalism, in line with the ‘functional’ approach of Dalton and Wattenberg 
(2000b).  Starting from the assumption that mobilisation, recruitment and 
aggregation are functions performed in any political system, it then becomes a 
matter of empirical assessment to what extent these functions are actually party 
functions and to ask how large the role of parties is in performing them (cf. King 
1969). Such an approach also ‘neutralises’ the debate on party crisis and 
decline. It is considered more relevant to understand how parties change and 
under which conditions, than to try and solve the issue whether this change 
should be seen as crisis. In particular, the debate tends to be unfruitful when 
there is a bias towards stability, a particular idea about democracy, or if parties 
are judged against the standard of an ideal typical party.   

To conclude, a few words on the issue of party survival. Which is the 
main reason for the continued existence of a variety of parties? In section 2.4, 
von Beyme's notion of 'institutional effectiveness' was put forward as a suitable 
catchphrase for this process. Parties manage to adapt to new circumstances. 
Although they are challenged in certain respects, there is still no serious and 
viable alternative for making a political system work. Another reason is that 
parties are necessary because of their monopoly in recruitment and governance. 
As Mair (2000b) shows, parties are deliberately shifting towards governing 
functions. This has one drawback however: what if parties build on this one 
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function only, as may be seen as the ultimate consequence of the cartel model? 
Parties would completely be losing their linkage with society, and some authors 
would see this as a potential threat to democracy in the long run. For example, 
Mair (2000c) speaks of the danger of ‘partyless’ democracy, and points at the 
European Union as a political system where we can see the signs of such a 
process. Even though we will focus on the empirical mapping of changes in 
party functions, the normative issues that come with it need to be addressed as 
well.  
 



3 SOMETHING IS COMING OVER US  
From European integration to Europeanisation 

 
Its stability rests upon the perception by member 
governments and by their interested publics that the 
existence of such a new level of government, 
whatever its limitations and internal contradictions, 
continues to serve a number of established interests 
and objectives…  (Wallace 1983: 434) 
 
 

3.1 INTRODUCTION: THE COMPARATIVIST TURN IN EU STUDIES 
 
Since the debate between intergovernmentalists and neo-functionalists, that 
used to figure 'in the opening chapters of every dissertation' (Scharpf 2001: 2), 
slowly retreated into the background, new issues in European Union studies 
have gained prominence. It seems no accident that this shift in attention has 
coincided with the growing role of comparative politics and public policy analysis 
within the EU literature. When Haas (1975) declared regional integration theory 
‘obsolete’, this brought on a more general withdrawal of International Relations 
scholars from the study of European integration. In particular, it implied the end 
of the ‘grand debate’ after which most students of integration went on the 
search for less ambitious, middle-range theories.  

This ‘comparativist turn’ (Hix 1999) has had two major implications. 
First, recent EU literature concentrates on the EU as a polity, i.e. the institutional 
development of the system itself rather than the driving forces behind the 
process of integration. Peterson (2001) has called the analysis of how the EU 
works and with what consequences ‘one of the most daunting challenges facing 
political science’. This formulation might go somewhat over the top, but it 
indicates a change in the research on the EU. The grand debate has made way 
for more detailed, policy-oriented studies of the actual functioning of EU 
decision making. Second, we can witness a shift in the literature from the EU as 
dependent variable to independent variable, from explanandum to explanans 
(cf. Jachtenfuchs 2001).1 Studies of this type have become known under the 
label of ‘Europeanisation’, and they have in common that EU integration is no 
longer the end result, but the starting point for the analysis. The focus is 
                                                 
1 In fact, one can find an account of this 'recent shift in the literature' in the opening 
paragraphs of every article on Europeanisation. It has become as perfunctory as the 
reference to the intergovernmentalist - neo-functionalist debate referred to by Scharpf.  
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therefore on the impact that integration may have on domestic policy and 
politics, reflecting the earlier ‘second-image reversed’ approach in International 
Relations (Gourevitch 1978).  

Like several other phenomena in political science, the EU is an 
essentially contested concept. Whereas some authors tend to stress the 
uniqueness of the EU, and in doing so introduce a whole set of new concepts 
(‘multi-level governance’) and neologisms (‘condominio’, ‘confederal 
consociation’), others attempt to make use of existing concepts, such as 
‘political system’ or ‘federalism’. This chapter will therefore start with a 
discussion of the different ways of looking at the EU, and how to find a middle 
way between what is particular to the EU experience and which features EU 
integration has in common with other instances of regional co-operation or state 
formation. Four groups of typologies or conceptualisations can be discerned – 
governance, new concepts, federalism and political systems – which will be 
discussed in turn below. 
 The argument put forward here is that the most promising approach to 
studying the European Union is to seek comparisons with existing political 
arrangements. The main reason for this choice is that the search for new 
concepts blurs a clear analytical view on the EU and furthermore isolates the 
study of EU integration from the general research agenda of comparative 
politics. We will adhere to the idea of a ‘political system’ (Easton 1953; Hix 
1999; 2005) as the best way of describing and analysing the European Union. 
First, because this is a promising way to go around the unfruitful debate on 
whether or not the EU is a (supra) state in the making. The broader notion of a 
political system is less restricting and less demanding, as it points at the 
functioning of a process of input, throughput and output, whilst avoiding 
complicated issues of identity and sovereignty. Second, this approach also 
tackles the methodological problem of n=1, which posits that the EU is a unique 
constellation incomparable to anything else. A political system approach gives us 
a number of analytical tools to study the EU that have successfully been used in 
other contexts. 

The next part of this chapter deals with the concept of Europeanisation 
and critically assesses the vices and virtues of this approach. Despite an 
impressive range of books and journal articles, there is little agreement on a 
proper definition, apart from the notion that ‘something national’ is affected by 
‘something European’ (cf. Vink 2003). When it comes to Europeanisation, there 
is at least as much confusion and disagreement as in the academic debate on 
the nature of the EU. As a result, the study of Europeanisation has made little 
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progress, and as yet no coherent set of hypotheses about the linkages between 
national and EU policy making and the domestic impact of EU integration has 
been developed.   

 
3.2 THE UNICITY OF THE EUROPEAN EXPERIENCE: WHAT IS THE EU AND WHAT 

WILL IT BECOME?  
 
Some years ago, the ECSA Review (1997) contained a forum on the question 
whether or not the EU represents ‘an n of 1’, or as others put it, that the EU is 
sui generis. The implication of considering the EU one of a kind is that to study 
it we will need specific theories and methods. However, claiming that EU 
integration is entirely unique, which impedes a comparison with other instances 
of regional integration, seems rather problematic or at least unproductive. 
Furthermore, these claims also signify a clear departure from the early studies 
on EU integration. For example, Caporaso (1997) points at the fact that the 
founding fathers of integration theory, Deutsch and Haas, proceeded from an 
explicitly historical and comparative perspective: 
 

‘In Political Community and the North Atlantic Area (1957), Karl Deutsch and his 
collaborators undertook a historical-comparative study of state and community 
formation, drawing on the experiences of multinational empires such as the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire, nation states such as the United Kingdom, 
Switzerland, Germany, and Italy, and international organizations such as the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Similarly, Ernst Haas, who is remembered 
mostly for The Uniting of Europe (1958), also wrote extensively about the Nordic 
Council, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, the Western European Union, 
the Council of Europe, and the European Free Trade Association. The title of his 
essay, "International Integration: The European and the Universal Process," 
highlights Haas' search for similarities and differences between integration in 
Europe and the rest of the world.’ (Caporaso 1997: 1).  

 
Yet, with the broadening and deepening of integration, accompanied by 
increasingly complex decision making procedures, the feeling emerged that 
existing theories of integration fell short of explaining what was really going on. 
As EU economic and political integration continued at high speed, especially in 
the 1980s, the number of comparable cases gradually decreased. Thus came a 
time in which the EU was studied fairly isolated from more general social science 
theorizing.   
 According to Caporaso (1997), the main differences between processes 
of integration from one region to another, which are the result of different 
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underlying factors and socio-economic conditions, do not pose a major problem 
to researchers. Actually, this is meaningful variation that needs to be explained 
in order to be able to generalize, an issue that is not uncommon in comparative 
research. Yet, a problem does emerge if extant theories are unable to explain 
this contextual variation. Faced with such a situation, Caporaso argues, a 
researcher can follow two alternative strategies. The first is to accept that 
theories indeed only hold within specific temporal and geographical limits. In 
such an approach, each stage or each type of integration has to be studied for 
its own peculiarities. The second option, which Caporaso prefers, is not to give 
in to such a relativist position and to push the search for general theories.   
 Marks (1997) follows this line of reasoning, in presenting three possible 
routes along which the n=1 problem can be circumvented.  First, the EU can be 
considered an international regime aimed at economic integration and thus be 
compared with e.g. NAFTA or MERCOSUR. One avenue for research then is to 
ask under which conditions economic integration induces political integration. 
Second, if the EU is considered a ‘multi-level polity’ it can be compared to 
federal and confederal states, like Switzerland or the USA. Third, a comparison 
can be drawn with previous instances of reallocation of authority. Marks 
contends that a number of historical parallels can be drawn, from the 
Carolingian empire to state-building in the 19th century. The crux of the 
argument is that we should look for ‘second order similarity’, that is, finding 
underlying dimensions and regularities underneath that can link the EU to other 
cases.  
 The third contributor to the forum, Moravcsik (1997), approaches the 
n=1 question from a different angle. First, like Caporaso, he states that the n=1 
problem is not unique to the EU, but a more general characteristic of social 
science theory and he notes that the study of the EU has actually made a lot of 
progress in terms of theory. Moravcsik identifies the main problem in the area of 
methodology: ‘[t]he normal research design in EU studies remains an isolated, 
anecdotal, unstructured case study grounded in secondary sources’ (1997: 4). 
As a result, theories and hypotheses are not tested in a rigorous manner, and 
therefore are too easily confirmed, whereas ‘empirical vulnerability’ ought to be 
strived for. Finally, Pollack (1997) argues that the n=1 problem can be tackled 
when we split up the broad notion of integration into multiple aspects. First, the 
integration process exists of many different decisive moments – such as Treaties 
– and within policy making we can distinguish directives, ECJ rulings and roll-call 
votes. Second, these various aspects within the EU can be compared with 
similar aspects outside the EU, either in domestic systems or in the international 
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system. The result of this strategy of disaggregation is a significant increase in 
the number of cases, both internally and externally.  
 
3.2.1 The touch of stateness  
In his famous book ‘The Rebellion of the Masses’, Ortega y Gasset (1971 
[1937]) wrote about European society and the emerging European state in a 
way that is surprisingly relevant for the current debate.2 In a language that 
preludes later academic discussions on interdependence, globalisation and 
regional integration, he speaks of the relativity of concepts like ‘nation’ or 
‘people’. Importantly, he argues that a European public sphere, including 
European rights, European public opinion and European customs, already exists.  
As a result,  

 
‘… it is highly improbable that a society, a community which has already 
reached such maturity as that which is formed by the European people, would 
not be on the point of acquiring its political establishment, as a result of which 
the exercise of already existing public would be moulded into fixed forms. (…) 
The image of this supranational State will evidently be very different from that 
of the current states.’ (Ortega y Gasset 1971 [1937]: 16)  

 
Looking at the current EU, it would seem that Ortega’s depiction of the modern 
Europe was too optimistic. Following Weber (1958: 78) the state can be defined 
as ‘a human community that (successfully) claims the monopoly of the 
legitimate use of physical force within a given territory’. While it is already quite 
far-fetched to argue that the EU forms a community, it certainly does not have 
the monopoly of violence. On the basis of these two essential Weberian 
characteristics, we have to conclude that the EU cannot be called a state, and it 
is not likely that it becomes a state in this sense in the foreseeable future. This 
opinion seems to be common among those who study the EU, both from the 
schools of International Relations and Comparative Politics.  

Still, the very notion and logic of a (nation-)state often serves as a basis 
for comparison, a phenomenon which Shaw and Wiener (2000) have dubbed 
the 'touch of stateness'. Intergovernmentalists take the state and its interests to 
explain outcomes of bargaining, while supranationalists envisage a super-state 
or a federation of states. As Schmitter (1996b: 132) puts it:  
 

 

                                                 
2 To be precise, this discussion on the emerging European society was elaborated in a 
later edition, in a ‘preface to the French readers’. 
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‘Our language for discussing politics – especially stable, iterative, ‘normal’ politics 
– is indelibly impregnated with assumptions about the state. Whenever we refer 
to the number, location, authority, status, membership, capacity, identity, type 
or significance of political units we employ concepts that implicitly or explicitly 
refer to a universe featuring sovereign states.’ 

 
In Schmitter’s view (1996a), a state implies that territory, competences, and 
identity come together.  To what extent can these three elements be found in 
the current European Union? First, the EU has expanded through time: starting 
as a Coal and Steel Community in the 1950s, with six founding countries, it has 
emerged into a large union, currently comprising 27 countries.  Moreover, 
Turkey and countries from the former Yugoslavia are prospective members, and 
Ukraine or Moldova might also apply in the near future. All this implies that the 
boundaries of the EU are anything but fixed.  
 Second, there is a continuous political debate as to which functions 
should be performed at which level. Over the years, decision making capacity in 
many areas has been transferred to the European level (Hooghe and Marks 
2001b; Hix 2005). In the context of the European Convention, arguments for a 
Kompetenzkatalog were put forward, which would have delineated more strictly 
the competences of EU institutions, national and regional governments. This 
idea, which is tied to a federal vision on the EU, has found little support. In the 
draft EU Constitution, a division was made between areas of exclusive 
competence (such as monetary policy and the customs union) and shared 
competences (among which the internal market and environment). Yet, this did 
not imply a rigid and permanent division of tasks: the principles of conferral, 
subsidiarity and proportionality ensure that Member States have ample 
opportunities to influence the daily practice of policy making.    

Third, a common identity is still far away: although Europeans do share 
a certain set of values (liberty, democracy), this is hardly unique to the EU. It is 
known from Eurobarometer surveys (Gabel and Anderson 2002) that the 
number of people describing themselves as ‘European’ has gradually increased, 
but the majority of EU citizens identify first and foremost with their own region 
or nation. Likewise, the proposal to codify the Jewish-Christian tradition of 
European countries in the Constitution, as a symbol of a shared history and 
culture, was rejected by a majority of countries. In sum, the triad of territory-
competences-identity of the EU is still in flux. Its outer boundaries, its set of 
competences and its overarching identity have not been settled.  
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3.2.2 What is the EU? 
If the EU is not a state, which would then be the right concept(s) to capture it? 
To quote from the title of Risse-Kappen’s (1996) famous article: what is the 
‘nature of the beast’? On the one hand, there is a group of authors who consider 
the EU a unique form of interstate co-operation that cannot be described with 
familiar terms. On the other hand, we find those who qualify this sui generis 
argument by pointing at the similarities with existing political arrangements. For 
some part, this is a divide between IR scholars and comparative politics 
scholars, but the boundaries are not drawn that strictly.  
 Puchala (1972) described the study of the EU with the metaphor of the 
elephant and the blind men. In his view, EU scholars were like blinded men all 
approaching an elephant to find out what it looks like. However, as they all 
touch different parts, they inevitably have a different impression of what the 
animal looks like. As researchers look at 'different parts, dimensions or 
manifestations of the same phenomenon' (Puchala 1972: 272), they arrive at 
different concepts and different conclusions. To what extent does this metaphor 
still hold? At first sight, considering the fact that the debate has not been 
concluded after some 35 years, we could argue that Puchala's metaphor is still 
valid. On the other hand, the shift from overarching theories to detailed 
description of aspects of EU integration also shows an awareness of the problem 
that Puchala noted. Thus, it is a deliberate strategy just to look at one part of 
the elephant and to disentangle the broad notion of EU integration into middle-
range theories which go into particular pieces of the EU puzzle.   
 To start on a positive note, there seems to be a certain agreement that 
we can consider the EU a 'polity' (Schmitter 1996b; Hooghe 1998), in other 
words, 'a system of governance capable of producing authoritative political 
decisions over a given population' (Chryssochoou 1998). However, from this 
point we find diverging views: how to describe and conceptualise this polity? 
This is where the ways of EU scholars part. In the current literature, we can 
distinguish four perspectives on the European Union: 1) supranational and 
multilevel governance, 2) new concepts, 3) federalism and 4) systems theory. 
Whereas the first and second approach rests more or less upon the sui generis 
idea, the third and fourth stream try to apply existing concepts to the EU (cf. the 
ECSA forum referred to above).  
 
3.2.3 Governance  
EU studies in the 1990s were marked by the 'governance turn' (Jachtenfuchs 
2001; Jordan 2001). This approach posits that government in territorially 
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bounded states has gradually been replaced by governance, the deliverance of 
'authoritative policy outputs' that does not necessarily require formal institutions 
of government or includes government in a wider range of societal and private 
actors (Hague, Harrop and Breslin 1998; Rosamond 2001). Hirst and Thompson 
(1999: 269) describe the shift from government to governance as follows: 
 

‘Sovereign nation-states (…) claimed a monopoly of the function of governance. 
Hence the tendency in common usage to identify the term 'government' with 
those institutions of the state that control and regulate the life of a territorial 
community. Governance (…) is, however, not the province of the state. Rather, 
it is a function that can be performed by a wide variety of public and private, 
state and non-state, national and international institutions and practices.’ 

 
In a critical review of this approach, Hix (1998b) distinguishes three 
characteristics of 'new governance'. First, governing is no longer solely in the 
hands of the state, but involves a multiplicity of social, political and 
administrative actors. Second, there is no hierarchical relationship between state 
and non-state actors, in which the state is the centre. Instead, we witness 
polycentrism and mutual dependence. Third, the main function of governance is 
in regulating rather than redistributing. In sum, this is ‘a new 'problem-solving' 
rather than bargaining style of decision-making’ which is opposed to the ‘classic 
state-centric, command-and-control, redistributive and ideological process of 
'government' and politics’ (Hix 1998b: 39). One of the crucial aspects of this 
debate concerns the link between function and levels or territory, which is fixed 
in a traditional nation-state setting. The governance approach emphasises the 
uncoupling of functions and levels: among the key features are complexity, 
variability, unpredictability and multi-actorness.3 For this reason, some authors 
have associated the EU with post-modernity or neo-medievalism (cf. Ruggie, 
discussed in Rosamond 2001). 
 Two important variants of the governance stream can be distinguished: 
supranational governance and multi-level governance.  Supranational 
governance was introduced by Stone Sweet and Sandholtz (1997; 1998). In 
their view, transnational exchange is the 'catalyst for European integration'. This 
exchange creates a pressure on supranational organisations to develop rules 
which facilitate cross border transactions: European rules thus serve to resolve 
international policy externalities. Supranational governance is considered 
beneficial for those individuals or groups who are involved in cross border 
                                                 
3 The issue of function and territory will return more extensively in the discussion of 
Schmitter's 'new concepts' below 
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transactions, and those who would be better off with supranational than with 
national rules (Stone Sweet and Sandholtz 1997). It is hypothesised that 
supranational governance will increase, the more transnational activity 
intensifies. 
 The authors present a continuum, ranging from intergovernmental 
politics – which builds on state preferences and the relative powers of member 
states – to supranational politics – which is based on supranational authorities 
exercising jurisdiction in certain policy areas. This continuum can be used to 
analyse to what extent policy areas have become supranationalised.4 To capture 
this movement, one should focus on three dimensions: 1) the development of 
EU rules, seen as constraints on behaviour of actors, 2) EU organisations, 
defined as governmental structures that ‘produce, execute, and interpret EU 
rules’ and 3) transnational society, the entirety of non-governmental actors 
involved in intra-EU exchanges (Stone Sweet and Sandholtz 1997). 
 The concept of multi-level governance (MLG) first appeared in a chapter 
by Marks, Hooghe and Blank (1996) and has been elaborated by Hooghe and 
Marks in more recent work (2001b; 2001a). Multi-level governance is 
characterised by the following features: 

 
1. decision-making competencies are shared by actors at different levels rather 

than monopolised by national governments 
2. collective decision-making among states involves a significant loss of control 

for individual national governments 
3. political arenas are interconnected rather than nested 

 
Hooghe and Marks present MLG as an alternative to state-centrist approaches, 
although they do not deny the importance of states as crucial actors in 
European integration. The authors clearly link to the governance debate when 
they present MLG as 'the dispersion of authority away from central government 
– upwards to the supranational level, downwards to subnational jurisdictions, 
and sideways to public/private networks’ (Hooghe and Marks 2001a). In 
addition, they suggest making a distinction between two types of multi-level 
governance, which are simply called Type 1 and Type 2. The main 
characteristics of both types are summarised in table 3.1. 

                                                 
4 It would also be possible to analyse the extent to which the EU as a whole has 
developed towards the supranational mode with this continuum. However, looking at 
different policy sectors allows for a comparison of the development in different areas (the 
idea of many ECs). Stone Sweet and Sandholtz prefer this disaggregation, instead of 
talking of the EU as an intergovernmental or supranational regime. 



How parties change 48 

Table 3.1 Two types of multi-level governance 

Type I Type II 
general-purpose jurisdictions task-specific jurisdictions 
non-intersecting jurisdictions at any  
particular level 

intersecting jurisdictions at all levels 

limited number of jurisdictions unlimited number of jurisdictions 
jurisdictions organised in a limited number 
of levels 

no limit to the number of jurisdictional 
levels 

system-wide architecture ad-hoc jurisdictions 
Source: Hooghe and Marks (2001a) 

 
As mentioned earlier, one of the differences between government and 
governance is the separation of functions and levels of authority. Type II fits 
neatly into this picture, as it stresses flexibility and unpredictability, with 
intersecting and ad-hoc jurisdictions. Type I is the more ordered and structured 
version of MLG that shows quite some similarities with federal systems, 
especially if we consider the system-wide architecture and the non-intersecting 
jurisdictions. Thus, even if Hooghe and Marks show the peculiar features of the 
(EU) system of multi-level governance, they also remain aware of the parallels 
with other political systems.  
 
3.2.4 New concepts 
One of the earliest attempts to conceptualise the European Community is to be 
found in the work of Puchala (1972), who argues that integration is something 
new, which is typical of the post-World War II era. For that reason, he also 
makes a case for studying what he calls ‘international integration’ in a novel 
fashion. His concern is that in spite of this unique character of integration, 
scholars have persisted in analysing integration with the help of existing 
concepts and theories, trying to fit it into a scheme of well-known patterns. For 
instance, integration has been seen as a type of federalism, nationalism, 
functionalism or power politics. According to Puchala, this research strategy 
misses an essential point (1972: 269):   
 

‘…conventional analytical models reflecting traditional familiar phenomena do 
not accurately describe, do not satisfactorily explain, and do not even raise very 
productive questions about the new, unfamiliar, and rather unconventional 
phenomenon, contemporary international integration.’ 

 
Therefore, Puchala introduces the concept of 'concordance' system, an 
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'international system wherein actors find it possible consistently to harmonize 
their interests, compromise their differences and reap mutual rewards from their 
interactions'. This system can be described by four characteristics. First, states 
and national governments play a central role: the state will not be driven 'into 
oblivion'. Concordance implies a special kind of interstate organisation, but not 
much more than that. The second feature is absence of hierarchy: actors from 
different levels are involved (subnational, national, transnational and 
supranational), all dependent upon each other. To put it differently, 
concordance is a pluralist system. Third, there is a tendency towards 
institutionalisation: conflicts are resolved through routinised procedures, using 
functionally specific organisations or networks. Finally, the concordance system 
is based on compatible, common ends, such that the debate focuses on ‘ways to 
cooperate’: the mode to achieve these ends is bargaining, instead of coercion or 
confrontation. 
 A similar search for new concepts is present in the work of Schmitter 
(1996b). It also shows an attempt to conceptualise both what the EU is and 
what it will become. Schmitter distinguishes two dimensions: the territorial and 
functional constituencies. These constituencies can be variable or fixed. A 
combination of these two dimensions leads to four types of 'configuration of 
authority', which have been labelled: stato/federatio, confederatio, consortio and 
condominio (see table 3.2). Of these forms, the stato or federatio resembles the 
well-known model of the nation-state. Both territory and function are fixed and 
coincident, within an overarching hierarchy of authority. All national and 
subnational parts have a permanent and identical status, performing a 
predefined set of functions. From a supranationalist perspective, this may be the 
ideal form which the EU is to head for. In a confederatio, the identity and role of 
territorial units can vary, while there is again a fixed set of competences. Such a 
situation, which protects and enhances the sovereign autonomy of member 
states, can be seen as the ideal form in an intergovernmentalist perspective.   

The other two models are of a far more radical nature and they have 
important implications for policy-making and democratic control. Consortio can 
be seen as 'confederatio turned upside down': there are a stable and fixed 
number of national authorities that cooperate to perform dispersed and variable 
functions. The fourth model, which is the complete opposite of the 
state/federation, is labelled condominio. This allows both territorial and 
functional constituencies to differ and ultimately represents the idea of many 
Europes. Given the flexibility of EU integration, it may be the most accurate 
representation of the current EU. At the same time, it presents a clear challenge 
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for theorists of democracy in the Union: how to organize democracy in a 
situation where both territories and functions can vary? 
 

Table 3.2 Four configurations of authority 
  Territorial constituencies 

  
 
  
  
 

 
 Variable 
 Tangential 
 Egalitarian 
 Differentiated 
 Reversible 

  
 Fixed 
 Contiguous 
 Hierarchical 
 Identical 
 Irreversible 

 
Variable 
Dispersed 
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Fixed 
Cumulative 
Separate 
Coincident 

 
 
Confederatio 

 
 
Stato/Federatio 

Source: Schmitter (1996b) 

 
 The concept of ‘confederal consociation’ represents Chryssochoou’s 
(1998) effort to find a middle-way between different approaches. He also 
defines a polity as 'a system of governance capable of producing authoritative 
political decisions over a given population'. From such a perspective, the 
essence of EU studies should be to analyse polity-formation (instead of the ‘old’ 
issue of integration), as this captures the build-up of Union governance. The 
first element is to be found in the treaty-based nature of the EU and the 
absence of a sovereign European political body. The second element refers to 
the mode of co-operative decision-making: separation of the segments, 
proportional representation and protection of minorities. What is vital in this 
view is that  
 

‘… the condition of the last-say rests with the partners to it, rather than with an 
independent authoritative entity at the central level’ (Chryssochoou 1998: 5) 
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Laffan (2001) employs a different strategy when she depicts the Euro-polity as a 
union of regulative, normative and cognitive pillars. These pillars are 
interconnected and they reinforce each other. Although the regulative pillar is 
most visible (and also most represented in EU studies) it could not exist without 
the two other pillars. This argument is also rooted in neo-institutionalism, which 
is based not only on formal rules and procedures, but also on norms and shared 
values and beliefs. The aim of Laffan’s analysis is to portray the Union as a 
rather coherent institutional field, despite the as yet ‘unsettled’ nature of the EU 
in terms of boundaries, membership, constitutional framework, institutional 
design and policy competence, together making up a ‘social construction’. 
 
3.2.5 Federalism 
Acknowledging that federalism has become widely unpopular in the UK after 
1940, Pinder (1986) introduces ‘neo-federalism’ as a possible alternative 
strategy for British foreign policy. His point of departure is a critique of both the 
realist and the neo-functionalist schools in the study of the Community’s 
development. Whereas realists were unable to explain the advance towards 
federal (or supranational) institutions with power of their own, neo-functionalists 
too easily assumed the ongoing progress of integration. Therefore, the added 
value of a federalist perspective would be a ‘greater understanding of the 
circumstances which have enabled such increments of federal institutions or 
competences to be decided in the Community up to now’ (Pinder 1986: 51).  
 A related view is presented by Sbragia (1992) in her argument in favour 
of a comparative federalist approach to the EC/EU. She does not present the 
federal destination as the desirable outcome, but contends that analytical tools 
from federalist theory can be of great use in studying EU integration. It also 
does not imply a direct translation of other federalist experiences (such as the 
United States) to the European context, but rather to use the kind of dilemmas 
that multi-level organisations are likely to face. Moreover, Sbragia already 
signals the comparativist turn when pleading for integrating ‘the study of the 
Community’ into ‘the general conceptual and theoretical concerns of political 
scientists in comparing political systems’ (Sbragia 1992, as quoted in  Rosamond 
2000). 

Börzel and Hosli (2002) argue that traditional theories of International 
Relations and European integration have difficulties to come to grips with multi-
level governance. In their view, federalism might be better at conceptualising 
the ways in which power is shared between different levels of government. 
Federalism can be used to analyse a variety of political relationships, ranging 
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from a confederation to a federal state. Therefore, it is well suited to analyse the 
EU, being somewhere in between the domestic and the international sphere. 
Moreover, federalism does not rely on a 'state-centric ontology', which avoids 
some of the pitfalls of other approaches. 
 Although the EU has most of the characteristics generally associated 
with a federal system, such as shared government and supremacy of 
Community law, two important elements are missing. First, the member states 
and not the ‘central government’ have the exclusive power to amend or change 
the Treaties. Second, tax and spending capacity at the central level is very 
limited. An additional element is that the EU ‘executive’, which is the European 
Commission, has no elected president. The kind of federalism that can be found 
in the EU, according to Börzel and Hosli, is 'cooperative’ federalism (as opposed 
to ‘dual’ federalism). In this type, territorial interests dominate over functional 
interests and competencies are shared, rather than divided, among government 
levels. The former point is illustrated by the central position of the Council in EU 
decision making and the nomination or election of the members of the 
supranational institutions on a territorial basis (i.e. the member states). On the 
latter point: there is no area in which the EU has the exclusive legislative and 
executive power. 
 Börzel and Hösli (2002: 11-15) conclude that the EU could go in two 
directions: ‘Brussels between Bern and Berlin’. The road towards cooperative 
federalism (the German model) could be continued. In this scenario, the Council 
would become a second chamber next to the EP, à la the Bundesrat and the 
Commission would then become a European government. It would also require 
more redistributive capacities at the central level (i.e. tax and spending). 
Otherwise, the EU might follow the Swiss example, which would call for a 
further transfer of competencies to the central level. A Senate would be 
installed, with equal representation for all member states. In addition, dual 
federalism would entail competition among jurisdictions: an end to current 
trends of harmonisation. According to the authors, the gradual move towards 
cooperative federalism is most likely. 
 From a different perspective, Deschouwer (2000) also makes the case 
that the EU has much in common with federal systems. He argues that the 
uniqueness of the EU tends to be exaggerated, when in fact several aspects of 
this polity can be found in other polities as well. What may be unique is the 
combination of features. Deschouwer lists six of them: a) multi-layered 
character, b) sectoral specificity of decision-making, c) overlapping of 
competencies, d) asymmetry of structures and processes, e) lack of a ‘demos’, 
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and f) no responsible party government. Yet, the individual elements also figure 
in existing polities. This means that comparison is very well conceivable, most 
fruitfully with federal systems. 
 
3.2.6 Systems theory  
Indeed, the EU has many unique features and multi-level governance is a proper 
metaphor for the way the EU polity works, but it does not suffice as a 
theoretical approach. What is needed is a viewpoint on the EU which 
acknowledges those sui generis elements and the complexity of multi-level 
governance, but also provides an established analytical framework for studying 
the EU. The approach that will be advanced here is to view the EU as a political 
system, in the sense of David Easton.  
 A consistent and straightforward defence of this view is presented by 
Hix (1998b; 1998a; 1999; 2005) who argues that the EU is a system like any 
other. He does so by showing that all elements of a political system are present 
in the EU: input, throughput and output. Using the triad politics-polity-policy, Hix 
(1998b) claims that the EU has all features of a ‘normal’ political system. First of 
all, there are formal rules for decision-making (polity); second, there is a policy 
output (not only resulting in mere regulation, but also including redistribution); 
and third, citizens, private groups and office-holders are mobilised or mobilise 
themselves (politics).  
 As noted earlier, this view has recently found more and more support in 
the literature. Mair (2002b) adheres to this point of view in arguing:  
 

'Precisely how it does these things, and how it exercises these capacities, may 
well be peculiar to itself. How well it does these things is also a matter for 
discussion. In this sense, the precise form that is taken by the EU political 
system may well be sui generis, and may bear very little relation to the political 
system of France, or of Germany, or wherever. Nevertheless, despite all its 
peculiarities, the EU remains a political system, and can be analysed as a 
political system.' 

 
Focusing on the EU as a system may also save us from the difficult issue of 
whether the EU is a state or possibly developing into one. While we claim that 
all features of a political system are present in the EU, the exact form in which 
they appear is of less importance. Essentially, the political system offers us an 
analytical framework for studying the EU. Systems theory also gives us tools to 
study certain parts of the EU decision making process, using middle-range 
theories.  
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This approach shares with federalism that comparison is much more 
feasible than when we stick to sui generis concepts. However, compared to the 
federalism approach, systems theory offers more because it is not attached to a 
certain type of organisation of political life. Federalism – even when it comes in 
different forms - presupposes a certain institutional build-up, in terms of 
competences and levels of authority. Therefore, we prefer to look at the EU as a 
political system, in which certain processes are at work: input, throughput and 
output (Keman 1997; Scharpf 1999).  

 
3.3 ENCOMPASSING THEORIES? 
 
In his review of recent MLG literature, Scharpf (2001) concludes that many of 
the new concepts developed to describe the EU polity, although innovative and 
enlightening, have rarely found general acceptance, not even among EU 
scholars. On the one hand, this may be considered problematic, as it reminds us 
of the metaphor of the elephant and the blind men presented by Puchala 
(1972). It could very well be that academics talk past each other, since they 
have a completely different perspective on the European Union. On the other 
hand, this multiplicity of approaches and theories can also be framed in a more 
positive way, as a sign of a flourishing academic debate.   
 In the beginning of this section, two streams in the EU debate were 
opposed. Whereas some authors claim that the EU is a unique new form of 
governance or inter-state cooperation, others stress the commonalities with 
existing political systems. Following Pollack (1997), the n=1 argument poses 
two problems for research. First, there is the problem of testing hypotheses with 
only one case, which makes it difficult to arrive at plausible theoretical 
propositions. Second, even if we would find these propositions, they will not be 
generalisable beyond the EU, as there is no other international organisation or 
federation to compare it. The previous discussion clearly showed that there is no 
agreement as to whether the EU is really sui generis (leading to the n=1 
problem). The descriptions and conceptualisations of the EU are widely varied.   
 Some authors have attempted to create some order in the apparent 
chaos, and to distinguish different objects of study within the EU. Peterson 
(2001) argues for a separation in levels of explanation, where each level is 
characterised by different types of decisions. First, there are 'history-making' 
decisions, at the super-systemic level. These are the decisions taken at 
Intergovernmental Conferences, but also certain rulings of the Court of Justice, 
determining how and to what extent the EU changes. Second, we have ‘policy-
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setting’ decisions, which settle on what the EU does: these are the result of 
negotiations between the institutions of the EU. The third category, ‘policy-
shaping’ decisions, which rest on the involvement of working groups and 
committees from the EU institutions, determine how the EU does what it decides 
to do. 
 A similar argument can be found in Scharpf (2001) as he states that 
there is no ‘realistic understanding of the extent and the limitations of the 
institutional capacity or the institutional legitimacy of the European polity’. In his 
view, this results from the fact that both supranationalism and 
intergovernmentalism present single-level approaches, unable to deal with 
multilevel structures, whereas at the same time EU researchers attempt to build 
an encompassing theory of the EU polity as a whole. Scharpf (2001) suggests 
using a plurality of middle-range theories focusing on specific aspects of EU 
policy making. Four 'modes of multilevel interaction' are recognized and Scharpf 
proposes to work with a 'plurality of lower-level and simpler concepts' to 
describe these modes.  
 The first mode is called 'mutual adjustment', in which national 
governments respond to or anticipate changes in the policies of other 
governments. Mutual adjustment is the result of growing (economic) 
interdependence. The other three types all imply a level of institutionalisation at 
the EU level, to a growing extent. In the second mode, ‘intergovernmental 
negotiations’, policies are coordinated and standardised at the European level, 
but national states are in full control. This applies to Treaty revisions and 
policies in the second and third pillar, where unanimity is required. The next 
mode, ‘hierarchical direction’, takes away the participation of member state 
governments: competencies are centralised, and exercised by supranational 
actors. In particular, this refers to the powers of the European Central Bank and 
the European Court of Justice, acting without democratic control. The final mode 
is ‘joint decisions’, a combination of intergovernmental negotiations and 
supranational centralisation. Here we are dealing with policies from the first 
pillar, mostly initiated by the Commission and furthermore involving the Council 
and the Parliament. All of these modes have their own troubles of problem-
solving capacity on the one hand, and legitimacy on the other hand.  
 It should be clear by now that the discussion on the ‘nature of the beast’ 
is more fundamental than matters of definition or conceptualisation. If we were 
to argue that the EU is a unique form of interstate co-operation, sui generis, this 
also implies that there is nothing else with which we can compare it. On the 
other hand, if we accept that the EU is in its particular way something like a 
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(con)federation or that we can consider it a political system, this clearly expands 
our possibilities for comparison. From a methodological point of view, we should 
not impose unnecessary limits. This is not to claim that the systems approach is 
the only possible way to look at the European Union, or necessarily the most 
appropriate. Actually, there is every reason to agree with Peterson (2001) and 
Scharpf (2001) who argue that there is no plausible general theory of EU 
governance. Instead, different theories attempt to explain different parts of the 
EU puzzle: it is up to the researcher what type of outcome at which level is to be 
explained and then to choose the theoretical perspective that fits best. The 
systems approach is a theory guided approach that allows for ‘functional’ 
comparison. 
 
3.4  EUROPEANISATION: THE IMPACT OF EUROPEAN INTEGRATION 
 
The second aspect in the comparativist turn is a more explicit consideration of 
the relations between the various levels within the EU. In particular, it is the 
emphasis on the impact of EU integration within domestic systems (top-down 
effect).5 Since the beginning of the 1990s this has become known as 
‘Europeanisation’. The debate on Europeanisation is prospering, but the results 
of this debate are not in all respects fruitful. The main problem is the abundance 
of various definitions, in which all kind of different developments are all called 
Europeanisation. In an overview article, Harmsen and Wilson (2000) list no less 
than eight different conceptualisations: 1) new forms of European governance, 
2) national adaptation, 3) policy isomorphism, 4) problem and opportunity for 
domestic political management, 5) modernisation, 6) 'joining Europe', 7) 
reconstruction of identities, 8) transnationalism and cultural integration. Such a 
wide array makes one wonder what Europeanisation is not. 
 Haverland (2003) argues that Europeanisation research can be divided 
into three phases. The first period, which covers the 1970s, 1980s and early 
1990s, saw a number of rather idiosyncratic implementation studies, mostly a-
theoretical. Moreover, the emphasis was still on the EC as a dependent variable. 
In the second phase, from the mid-1990s on, Europeanisation studies became 
more comparative and theoretically informed, and the term ‘Europeanisation’ 
became much more widely used (cf. Featherstone 2003). Diverging outcomes in 
different countries and in different policy areas led to several hypotheses about 

                                                 
5 It also suggests the influence of federalism, with its focus on the ties between the 
central government and that of the constituent states. However, federalist reasoning is 
surprisingly absent from the Europeanisation literature.  
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the effect of Europe. Most prominently among these was the 'goodness of fit' 
hypothesis: the misfit between EU regulation and national policy would bring 
about adaptational pressure. Moreover, the importance of veto points or veto 
players was stressed. Much of this literature displays a neo-institutionalist logic: 
existing national arrangements explain why the effects of Europe are dissimilar.  

Currently, the literature is in its transition to a third phase, in which 
studies are explicitly guided by theoretical assumptions: from induction to 
deduction.6 The search for logics or mechanisms of domestic change and the 
testing of these assumptions has become a central issue. As Börzel and Risse 
(2003: 60) succinctly state:  
 

‘The issue is no longer whether Europe matters but how it matters, to what 
degree, in what direction, at what pace, and at what point of time.’ 

 
Unfortunately, the discussion on Europeanisation over the last years has not 
been very fruitful. Instead of moving towards a certain consensus about what 
Europeanisation is and what it is not, the scope tends to be widened further and 
further, as a host of different developments, processes and changes are all 
labelled 'Europeanisation'.7 This implies that this concept effectively comes to 
lose its distinctiveness. In fact, this concept stretching (Sartori 1970; cf. Radaelli 
2000), makes Europeanisation a rather empty notion.    
  Therefore, the concept of Europeanisation needs to be restricted to the 
domestic level, that is, it is to be seen as a top-down effect. Although there is a 
bottom-up process going on as well – which is by no means unimportant to 
understand the 'shaping' and the 'taking' – it is rather awkward to call this 
Europeanisation. Analyzing the way in which national preferences collide and 
coincide at the European level is part of the traditional European integration 
debate. Therefore, Europeanisation should be an intentional isolation of a 
certain aspect of EU policy making, namely its domestic impact. As a 
consequence, there is not really much need for new definitions: both Radaelli's 
(Radaelli 2000: 4) and Ladrech's (1994: 69) definition are still valid and useful:  

 
 

                                                 
6 Admittedly, the literature linking Europeanisation and parties is still in the second, more 
explorative phase, as will be argued in the next chapter. No general hypotheses or 
theoretical frames have been formulated as yet. 
7 E.g. the inclusion of a 'bottom-up' perspective, reflected in the discussion on the 
'shaping' and 'taking' of EU policy (Beyers and Trondal 2002; Börzel 2003) 
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‘… a) construction, b) diffusion and c) institutionalization of formal and informal 
rules, procedures, policy paradigms, styles, ‘ways of doing things’ and shared 
beliefs and norms which are first defined and consolidated in the making of EU 
decisions and then incorporated in the logic of domestic discourse, identities, 
political structures and public policies.’ (Radaelli) 
 
‘… an incremental process reorienting the direction and shape of politics to the 
degree that EC political and economic dynamics become part of the 
organizational logic of national politics and policy-making.’ (Ladrech) 

 
The correspondence between these two authors lies in their emphasis on 
Europeanisation as a process and in their focus on the domestic impact. 
Moreover, both definitions allow for a broad range of subjects to be 
Europeanised (politics and policies). 
 
3.4.1 How it works: The mechanisms of Europeanisation 
The focus will be on EU integration as a process of 1) institutional change and 
2) reallocation of authority. What matters here is that decisions are made 
simultaneously at different levels and by different combinations of actors. It 
means that we cannot consider the one level (e.g. the regional level) without 
taking into account the other level (European and/or national). 

One of the main issues in the Europeanisation literature has been the 
search for mechanisms of change, particularly if policies are concerned. Börzel 
and Risse (2000) argue that domestic change depends on two conditions: first, 
there has to be a ‘misfit’ between national and European policies (necessary 
condition); the second condition is that there are some facilitating factors – 
institutions or actors – that respond to adaptational pressure (sufficient 
condition). Inspired by the neo-institutional literature, they present two logics of 
change (based on the work of March and Olsen): 1. rational institutionalism, 
with a ‘logic of consequentialism’, here the misfit causes opportunities and 
constraints for actors; 2. sociological institutionalism, with a ‘logic of 
appropriateness’, where the misfit leads to new norms and ideas.  In the 
rational perspective, the mediating factors that can form the impetus for change 
are veto points and formal institutions. From the sociological point of view, these 
factors are norm entrepreneurs and political culture. Resulting from these 
pressures, domestic change can take three forms: absorption (European policies 
are easily incorporated), accommodation (existing policies are adapted without 
touching upon the essential features) or transformation (existing policies are 
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replaced by substantially new ones). Alternatively, there can be no change at 
all; a situation depicted as institutional inertia. 
 A comparable account can be found in Transforming Europe, the edited 
volume by Cowles, Caporaso and Risse (2001). In this book, the effect of 
Europe is seen as a three-step process. First, a relevant Europeanisation process 
has to be discerned: this includes legal practices, rulings of the ECJ, directives, 
but also EU norms.8 Second, there has to be a 'misfit' between Europeanisation 
and domestic structures, which induces adaptational pressure. This pressure is 
higher, the lower the compatibility between European and national institutions. 
Third, there are a number of mediating factors, related to actors and 
institutions. The first category includes redistribution of power among actors and 
policy learning; in the second category we find the existence of veto points, the 
role of formal institutions, and political and organisational cultures. 

Mair (2002b) argues that Europeanisation involves two elements: 
penetration of European regulation into domestic arrangements and 
institutionalisation of an EU political system. Both types of Europeanisation 
create patterns of conflict and opposition. Where penetration is concerned, it is 
about the scope of European influence. Institutionalisation leads to discussion 
on the shape of the European political system itself. 

Knill and Lehmkuhl (2000) introduce three mechanisms of change. 
These mechanisms differ in the type of effect (direct or indirect) and in the 
strength of their pressure. Using arguments from neo-institutionalism, the 
authors offer an explanation for the diverse effects of Europeanisation in 
different countries. First, it may be that a specific institutional model is 
prescribed, that has to be translated into national law. Here we find both a 
direct effect and strong pressure. Still, it depends on the so-called ‘goodness of 
fit’ what the national adaptation will look like (or even if there will be adaptation 
at all). Change is most likely when modest adaptation of national arrangements 
is required. But even that is not a sufficient condition: change must be in the 
interest of important actors, who can also mobilise necessary resources.  

The second and third mechanism deal with more indirect effects. 
Europeanisation can work through influencing opportunity structures: when the 
constellation of actors is unsteady – meaning that it is unclear who the dominant 
actors are – European influence is possible. Here too, a second step has to 
follow: the direction of change depends on which actors emerge as powerful 

                                                 
8 But note that Cowles et al. conceptualise Europeanisation at the EU level, instead of the 
more common use of Europeanisation as domestic change or the effect of European 
integration. 
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from this unbalanced situation. Only if the dominant actors are in favour of 
European integration, the result will be an adaptation in accordance with 
European rules. Otherwise, change might turn a country further away from 
European practices. As a last mechanism Knill and Lehmkuhl present the 
framing of beliefs and ideas. Europeanisation through framing implies that 
actors, who are facing European policies that are in accordance with their core 
beliefs, will be more willing to alter their secondary beliefs and enabe reform. 
Also, framing ideas may lead EU-opponents to change their mind and bring 
about a consensus on reform. 

Looking at the European impact on national arrangements implies a 
limitation to a specific part of a broader process. Two important qualifications 
need to be mentioned here. First, the top-down focus neglects the fact that 
there is also uploading by member state governments as a response to the 
downloading (Börzel 2001). This issue can be tackled by explicitly stating that 
one is focusing on the process downwards, i.e. from EU to states, while being 
aware of the process that goes the other way round as well. In fact, we are 
dealing with a continuous process of action and reaction. Second, we need to be 
aware of the relation between Europeanisation and other trends such as 
internationalisation or globalisation. Some of the consequences ascribed to the 
EU might in effect rather be due to globalisation or internationalisation. This 
second issue is far more difficult to deal with: it means that we have to be very 
precise, both theoretically and empirically, in disentangling national, European 
and global trends and influences.   
 Finally, it remains to be seen whether changes taking place can be fitted 
in the logic of independent and dependent variables, which posits that European 
integration leads to certain consequences at the national level. In many cases 
this seems to be a heroic assumption: it is difficult to tell whether there was an 
EU-level initiative followed by a national response or the other way round. As  
Olsen contends, it is ‘more likely that transformations will take the form of a 
multitude of co-evolving, parallel and not necessarily tightly-coupled processes’ 
(Olsen 1996: 271). Rather than framing the debate in terms of top-down and 
bottom-up, we ought to consider processes of mutual learning and interaction. 
This tendency is reinforced by the fact that the same political actors are involved 
in decision-making processes at different levels. 
 
3.4.2 Domestic impact: the power of the state 
In general, it is assumed in the literature that influence of EU institutions has 
increased over the last years, particularly through the Single European Act 
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(1986) and the successive Treaties of Maastricht (1991) and Amsterdam (1997). 
Blair (2002) sketches the growing power of the EU by means of three 
developments. First, the powers of the European Parliament have expanded, 
especially through the co-decision procedure. Second, the involvement of sub-
national government has increased, which induced policy making at the EU 
level. Third, a rising number of policy areas have an EU dimension, implying that 
almost all areas of domestic policy are affected by EU policy making.  
 A crucial issue in the literature of the 1980s and 1990s, which became 
less prominent in recent years, concerns whether integration is strengthening or 
weakening the nation-state. This debate was very much determined by the 
divide between neo-functionalist and intergovernmental scholars. Milward 
(1992) argues that EU integration was ‘the rescue of the nation-state’, because 
it gave national governments the opportunity, first, to find solutions at the EU 
level they could not provide within the national context, and second, to influence 
the policies of other member states by participating in EU decision making. On 
the other hand, Stone Sweet and Sandholtz (1997) assert that processes of 
supranational governance ‘gradually, but inevitably reduce the capacity of 
member states to control outcomes’.  
 Until now, there is no clear and uncontested indicator which would allow 
measuring the strength or weakness of the state. Some scholars look at the 
capacity of a state to steer the economy, others look at the decision making 
autonomy that is left at the national level.9 Therefore, this debate has not yet 
provided any clear answers to the question what the EU is doing to nation-states 
and national governments. However, a useful contribution to this debate can be 
found in Dehousse (1997), who analyses the impact of integration on 'the 
structures and behaviour of states'. He argues that integration leads to a 
fragmentation of the state, which comprises two developments: on the one 
hand, an increase of sectoral co-operation (area specialists), on the other hand, 
functional differentiation (networks). The result of this fragmentation is a 
strengthening of bureaucracies at the expense of parliamentary control. 
Whereas the (national) administrations watch their power increase, (national) 
parliaments find it more and more difficult to exert their control function.  

Dehousse presents his 'fragmentation' approach as an alternative to 
intergovernmentalist theories, which claim that the state is still able to control its 
own interests and formulate desired policies at the European level. However, the 
                                                 
9 Moreover, there is disagreement on the question whether states are losing sovereignty. 
This very much depends on the definition of sovereignty that it is used. Some authors 
focus on formal authority, others on actual policy autonomy. These perspectives lead to 
different assertions of the extent to which national sovereignty has been eroded. 
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conclusion is not that fragmentation has weakened the state; rather that 
speaking about the state is not very helpful. Some branches of the state have 
gained power, others have lost: the focus should be on what is happening to 
each of these branches. As outlined above, the state as bureaucracy has 
prevailed, the state as a political arena has been weakened. 
 The concept of the ‘hollow state’ might also offer a promising avenue 
here. This concept, coined by Rhodes consists of four dimensions (1994; 1996): 
 

1. privatisation and limiting the scope and forms of public intervention 
2. the loss of functions by central and local government departments to alternative 

delivery systems (such as agencies) 
3. the loss of functions by (British) government to European Union institutions 
4. limits set to the discretion of public servants through the new public 

management, with its emphasis on managerial accountability, and clearer 
political control through a sharper distinction between politics and administration 

 
Milward and Provan (2000) have described the hollow state as ‘a metaphor for 
the increasing use of third parties, often nonprofits, to deliver social services and 
generally act in the name of the state’ and argue that ‘public policy choices 
under this type of relationship centre on governance rather than on 
government’.10 Thus, the metaphor of the hollow state implies that even if the 
institutional structure is still intact, the actual powers of the state are 
diminished. In other words, the state is in retreat and finds itself accompanied 
by a variety of other supranational, subnational and private actors. 
 
3.5 CONCLUSION: WHAT IS EUROPE HEADING FOR? 
 
In this chapter two recent trends in the EU literature have been described and 
analysed, both related to the ‘comparativist turn’ in EU studies. The first trend is 
the increasing attention for the European Union as a ‘polity’ or ‘political system’. 
When the grand debates of the integration literature between neo-functionalists 
and intergovernmentalism had come to a temporary halt, focus shifted to how 
the EU actually works. Given the increasing complexity of the EU institutional 
framework and the steady transfer of policy competences to the EU level, this 
only seems a logical step. Moreover, current students of integration looking at 
the EU as a polity comparable to national political systems, more and more use 

                                                 
10 This statement is in line with the claim of Hirst and Thompson (1999), referred to 
earlier in this chapter, that governance implies that the function of governance is no 
longer exclusively in the hands of the state. 
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the analytical tools derived from comparative politics and public policy. This is a 
clear step forward, as Rosamond (2000: 105) argues:  
 

‘... the continuing theoretical joust between neofunctionalists and 
intergovernmentalists fails to pose all of the possible questions about European 
integration because it problematizes the EU and integration in the preferred 
disciplinary terms of International Relations. While the two paradigms have 
much to say about process, they are unable to capture the sheer complexity and 
dynamism of the emerging Euro-polity.’ 

 
This statement is reflected in Peterson’s (2001) division between theories that 
are best at explaining ‘history-making’ decisions and those that are more apt for 
explaining ‘policy-making’. Consequently, the themes that are currently 
important in the EU literature ask for middle-range theories rather than all-
encompassing theories of integration (cf. Scharpf 2001). This is reflected in the 
approach chosen in this study. 
 The second trend, portrayed in detail in section 3.4, is Europeanisation, 
or the domestic impact of EU integration. Accepting that the EU is a polity in its 
own right, producing policies in many areas, we come to a new set of questions. 
How are the EU level and the national level linked and what consequences do 
particular outcomes at the EU level have for domestic policies and politics? One 
of the problematic aspects of Europeanisation is the lack of common definitions 
and conceptualisations. An unfortunate result of this is that an assessment of 
the scope and direction of Europeanisation becomes a difficult task. Actually, the 
definitions given by Ladrech (1994) and Radaelli (2000) remain very useful and 
they will inspire the discussion in the next chapter. They also provide the best 
connection with the systems approach introduced earlier on, because of the 
focus on the way in which the dynamics of the national and the European level 
become intertwined.     

The search for logics or mechanisms of change has become a central 
feature in the Europeanisation debate. What is it about EU integration that 
induces change at the national level and to what extent do existing 
constellations of actors and institutional characteristics have a role in redirecting 
or softening this impact? The most fundamental issue is to recognize that it is 
often difficult to disentangle top-down and bottom-up effects. Probably a more 
fruitful way of going about is to see Europeanisation as a continuous process in 
which national and European developments co-evolve, a process in which the 
adaptation of parties is shaped.   
 





4 HOW DO WE KNOW IT IS EUROPE? 
The problematic idea of an EU impact 

   
But Europeanisation research typically focuses 
exclusively on cases where potential EU pressures, 
incentives or ideas are present. Hence research is 
typically confined to EU member states; with regard 
to policy studies, typically those policy sectors are 
studied where EU competences exist; when the EU is 
theorised as an agent of new ideas, typically areas 
are selected where the EU promotes a new idea, and 
so on. (Haverland 2006: 135) 

 
 
4.1 LINKING EUROPE AND PARTIES 
 
To understand party change, we need to understand EU integration; to 
understand EU integration, we need to understand parties. Given the multi-level 
nature of party systems and the EU, the way in which both parties and EU 
integration develop cannot be studied in isolation from each other. Yet, beyond 
the claim that political parties and the European Union are connected somehow, 
the literature is inconclusive regarding the extent to which this is the case, and 
the specific mechanisms that link them together. This points at the delicate 
balance between on the one hand the attempt to apply insights from the 
Europeanisation literature and on the other hand the awareness that parties 
have changed and adapted due to many external constraints other than EU 
integration. On a positive note: we have come a long way since Gaffney’s 
ascertainment that ‘very little of the literature on integration is on political 
parties, and very little of the literature on political parties is on integration’ 
(1996: 1). First, there has been a growing attention to the question as to which 
role parties play in the development of EU integration and which attempts are 
made to push or pull this process in a particular direction (Hix and Lord 1997; 
Colomer 2002). Likewise, the structure of party competition in the European 
Parliament has become an important topic (Gabel and Hix 2002; Hix, Kreppel 
and Noury 2003). Second, scholars have started to investigate how political 
parties cope with EU integration as a political issue within party competition and 
how they position themselves vis-à-vis further integration (Taggart 1998; 
Hooghe, Marks and Wilson 2002; Hooghe and Marks 2004). 
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Nevertheless, large parts of both literatures have continued to develop 
in isolation and some of the reasons that Gaffney (1996) put forward for these 
lacunae both in the EU integration literature and in the party literature still seem 
valid. First, in the current European Union the role of parties is different from 
that of parties at the national level. On the one hand, this is due to the 
particular setup of European decision making, with a large role for the 
Commission and the Council in drafting and deciding on legislation. In addition, 
we could mention the importance of non-elected actors, ranging from the 
permanent representatives of national governments (COREPER) to the various 
lobbyists and interest groups. On the other hand, this has to do with the 
absence of party government in the EU: there is no coalition government based 
on a parliamentary majority.  

Second, although party groups appear to have become rather coherent, 
within a structure of competition that more and more resembles the left-right 
divide familiar from the national context, for ordinary citizens these party groups 
are hard to identify with. This problem is further aggravated by the fact that 
there are still no truly European elections, in which EU-wide parties compete 
with common candidate lists and common party platforms. As a consequence, 
there remains incongruence between national party systems and the EU party 
system. In other words, whilst acknowledging that parties have gained a role 
within the process of EU integration, we also have to recognise that they cannot 
perform this role in the same way as national parties. 

Turning to the role of the EU in understanding how parties operate, we 
need to be equally careful. It is noteworthy that in three recent volumes that 
discuss various aspects of party change in great detail (Dalton and Wattenberg 
2000a; Gunther, Montero and Linz 2002; Webb, Farrell and Holliday 2002) there 
is relatively little attention for Europe, both in theory and empirics. Most 
contributors either hardly mention Europe or are rather sceptical about its 
impact. In contrast, other scholars seem to give too much weight to the role of 
Europe, with little reflection on other factors that put pressure on parties 
(Kritzinger, Cavatorta and Chari 2004; Dorussen and Nanou 2006). What can be 
taken from the party literature is that EU integration is not the first challenge 
parties have faced and not necessarily the most pervasive. There certainly is a 
need to incorporate a European dimension into the study of parties, but this also 
has to take into account what is already known about how parties change and 
adapt under a number of external pressures.   

It is interesting to note that much of the literature linking EU integration 
and political parties does so by framing it in terms of an impact or effect of 
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Europe (Mair 2000a; Bomberg 2002; Ladrech 2002; Hines 2003; Harmel, Somer 
and Smith 2005). In other words, certain developments at the EU level are 
assumed to cause a particular reaction from parties. As such, this top-down 
approach is not surprising, given the growing popularity of Europeanisation as a 
concept to describe and analyse the domestic adaptation that results from EU 
integration. Yet, apart from the difficulties involved in applying a 
Europeanisation approach in the particular cases of political parties, which will 
be discussed later on, it is also somewhat peculiar to speak of ‘impact’. To give 
an example: the growing salience of the EU issue for national parties is often 
presented as evidence for a growing impact of the EU on party competition (cf. 
Kritzinger, Cavatorta and Chari 2004). Yet, would we also portray a rise in 
salience of environment or immigration issues as an impact? More specifically, 
when we talk about political parties we should also not discard the creative 
usage of Europe. As Radaelli (2005: 4) argues, parties ‘may discursively create 
impacts’ and ‘draw of Europe as resource without specific pressure from 
Brussels’. This may result in a disjuncture between the ‘objective’ importance of 
EU integration and the way in which it is framed by national parties. 

In addition, any analysis of an EU impact on national parties needs to be 
placed in the context of how we see the European Union itself. It makes a 
difference whether we think in terms of multi-level governance (Hooghe and 
Marks 2001b), with boundaries between the regional, national and European 
level blurred (interdependence), or in terms of intergovernmentalism (Moravcsik 
1994; 1998), where these political arenas are seen as nested. The latter 
approach is closely linked to the traditional Europeanisation literature, which 
focuses specifically on the way in which policy developed in one political arena 
(the European) impacts policies in another arena (national or regional). 
Justifiably, this top-down bias has been criticised for pretending that this 
process can be studied in isolation. There is a (simultaneous) bottom-up 
influence from Member States taking place as well (Börzel 2003), while new co-
operation is also imprinted by previous instances of Europeanisation (Holzhacker 
and Haverland 2006). Thus, it is rather awkward to pick a particular piece from 
a reiterated process of movements between the different levels.    

Comparing the relationship between Europe and parties to the 
Europeanisation literature, which has mainly been concerned with changes in 
policy, leads to a number of methodological problems. They have to do with the 
‘independent’ variable, the linking mechanisms and the type of change. First, it 
is not always clear what the independent variable is, and even if it is clear, how 
to measure it. The general term of EU integration covers the broad array of 
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policy co-operation, membership, enlargement and EU institutions. The problem 
is that it is not too evident what it is about Europe that would cause party 
change. Then again, assuming that we have decided upon the particular aspect 
of EU integration that is most relevant, the next problem emerges, that of 
measurement. Is it the straightforward distinction between insiders and 
outsiders, the length of membership, or more sophisticated measures such as a 
country’s dependency on intra-EU exports and imports, the intensity of policy 
co-operation in a particular field, or even more detailed, particular directives and 
guidelines? Again, if it is policy change we are interested in, this poses less of a 
problem, since the cause is more easily identified and measured (but see 
Radaelli 2005). For party change however, this poses a serious problem.  

Next, certain mechanisms (Knill and Lehmkuhl 2002) or logics of change 
(Cowles, Caporaso and Risse 2001) have been formulated to explain how EU 
pressures and changes in domestic political systems can be linked. In this type 
of argument, the role of both institutions and actors is emphasised.  On the one 
hand, there is the ‘goodness of fit’ between existing institutions and the new 
framework required by the EU. The better the fit, the less need for change. The 
larger the misfit, the more need for change.1 On the other hand, this misfit does 
not automatically lead to domestic change and this is where the role of actors 
comes in. Domestic actors (government, trade unions, and interest groups) may 
favour the domestic status quo or applaud the direction taken in EU policy. In 
the former case, they will try to minimise change, whereas in the latter case 
they will rather contribute to change. Whether it is actors or institutions that are 
mainly driving change remains somewhat ambiguous. Both Knill & Lehmkuhl and 
Cowles et al. seem to suggest a sequence in which a misfit between EU and 
domestic institutions is followed by a response from domestic actors.2 Leaving 
aside this structure-agency problem, we nevertheless arrive at our second 
problem: there is no such EU institutional model which creates a misfit 
prompting national parties or party systems to adapt. The third problem is a 
logical consequence of the first and second: an underspecified independent 
variable and the absence of a clear linking mechanism. It is unclear where 
changes are to be expected and what the extent of this change would be. If we 
are unable to specify what parties are to respond to and how they are linked to 

                                                 
1 In the Knill/Lemkuhl (2002) model, the type of policy also plays a role: policies from the 
realm of positive integration exert most pressure, while ‘framing’ is least pervasive. 
2 This is a problem inherent to much of the institutionalist literature. The sociological 
stream emphasises the importance of institutions, while the rational choice stream 
focuses on actors. As a consequence, certain institutional theories are better at explaining 
change, while others are better at explaining stability. 
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EU factors (or the other way around) it is hard to hypothesise what type of party 
change is to be expected. Thus, we have to conclude that a (top-down) 
Europeanisation perspective applied to parties is not very fruitful. But what is 
the alternative? 

There is a more fundamental problem with the reasoning behind the 
concept of Europeanisation, which is acutely demonstrated when turning 
attention to parties. Even the more nuanced versions of Europeanisation still 
assume that two separate levels can be identified and that they relate in a 
hierarchical way, with the national (or regional) level responding to 
developments at the European level. Yet, if we take multi-level governance 
seriously this implies the absence of hierarchy of one level over another. This 
leads us to reject both a top-down Europeanisation approach and a ‘rescue of 
the nation state’ type of argument (Milward 1992; Moravcsik 1994, Van 
Kersbergen 1999). That is, to reject on the one hand the idea that the progress 
of EU integration can be entirely explained by domestic interests, and on the 
other hand, the idea that there is a necessity for national polities to respond to 
inescapable EU pressures. We may want to drop the language of top-down and 
bottom-up altogether, and instead prefer to think in terms of ‘co-evolving, 
parallel and not necessarily tightly-coupled processes’ (Olsen 1996: 271). Such a 
perspective also does justice to the interconnectedness and functional overlap 
implied in multi-level governance.  

More importantly, it also points at the possibility of common trajectories 
(Hay 2006) or isomorphism in the absence of one single precise cause and it 
shifts attention from vertical mechanisms to horizontal mechanisms, like 
diffusion or emulation. Instead of seeing Europe as a  ‘model’ to which national 
polities adapt, the European Union is considered a platform and the context in 
which such processes can take place, as pointed out by Bulmer and Radaelli 
(2004: 5): 

 
‘The EU may provide the context, the cognitive and normative ‘frame’, the terms 
of reference, or the opportunities for socialisation of domestic actors who then 
produce ‘exchanges’ (of ideas, power, policies, and so on) between each other’  

 
Structures of inter-party co-operation and transnational activities have evolved 
that enhance mutual learning and adaptation. Parties and governments import 
and export ideas, policies and practices (cf. Bomberg 2002). Increasing 
(economic) openness and interconnectedness have made citizens and parties 
more aware of – and perhaps more susceptible to – trends taking place 
elsewhere in the world. Thus, it is no coincidence that in several countries we 
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can see the simultaneous emergence of certain styles of policy making, salience 
of comparable policy problems, and electoral success of particular parties. At the 
same time, there is no reason to assume that this process would be confined to 
the EU alone, i.e. to ascribe these trends to EU integration rather than a more 
general process of diffusion. 
 
4.2 RECONSIDERING THE LINKS   
 
This focus on horizontal mechanisms is closely related to recent debates in the 
Europeanisation literature. They concern, first, the improvement of the research 
design through a more careful case selection, and second, the understanding of 
EU integration as an intervening variable in domestic political processes. As 
regards case selection, Haverland (2006) argues that the way in which most of 
the Europeanisation models are framed, inevitably leads to an overestimation of 
a European effect. That is, only cases where an EU effect can be expected are 
included: the context is narrowed by focusing on EU members and on EU 
legislation. The alternatives proposed by Haverland are counterfactual reasoning 
and including non-EU cases, of which the latter is more common in comparative 
designs. Norway and Switzerland are likely candidates, but in certain cases it 
might even be necessary to widen the scope to OECD countries like Australia, 
the US or Canada. 

Another author that has been very concerned with the conceptual and 
methodological underpinnings of Europeanisation, is Radaelli (2005), who rightly 
argues that Europeanisation must be embedded in broader (comparative) 
political science theories instead of becoming a theory on its own. He also adds 
a new perspective to the debate on top-down versus bottom-up, by introducing 
EU integration as an intervening variable. Radaelli’s argument boils down to the 
following dilemma: 

 
‘How do we know that Europe is really affecting the logic of interaction at home? 
All in all, we observe change at the domestic level, but this may well be the 
result of some other processes. It well may be that Europe is not important at all 
in terms of logic of interaction, even if directives and policies coming from 
Brussels have been implemented’ (Radaelli 2005: 5). 

 
The essential element here is the ‘logic of interaction at home’. As an alternative 
to a traditional Europeanisation approach, which deals with direct and indirect 
effects of Europe at the national level, he suggests taking existing interactions at 
the national level as point of departure. The goal is then to analyse when and 
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under which conditions Europe plays a role in this interaction.3 In other words, it 
is not about identifying an EU pressure and subsequently tracking down its 
impact at the national level, but the argument begins and ends ‘at home’.  

 

Figure 4.1 Three approaches to EU integration and Europeanisation (taken from Radaelli 
2005) 

Which is the logic of interaction when related to the perceived change of 
political parties? It takes different forms, depending on the party function that is 
concerned. First, it is the link between parties and voters, as represented in 
party membership, attachment, electoral volatility, and turnout. Second, it is the 
role of parties in recruitment for parliament and office, i.e. their success in 
dominating these processes and the development of career patterns. Third, it is 
the structure of party competition, including cleavages, salience of (new) issues, 
and importance of the EU. What is important to note here is that for each of 
these functions (and their indicators) the aim is, first, to map and understand 
the trends and, second, to argue how they would be expected to change under 
the assumption that Europe plays a role. That is, in what respect do parties in 
EU member states significantly differ from parties in other countries? This 
position follows that of Harmel, Somer and Smith in a recent paper, who 
explicitly state not to try and ‘measure the alleged “independent” variable’ but 
rather to focus on ‘evidence [that is] consistent with what we would anticipate 
as consequences of (unmeasured) tandem trends of European integration and 
Europeanisation’ (2005: 5-6).  
                                                 
3 On purpose, the broad term ‘Europe’ is used here, since it does not matter whether 
reference is made to actual policies or to the idea of Europe. This follows from the 
perspective of a ‘creative usage’ or the ideological and strategical framing as it is called in 
chapter 1. 
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Finally, the overemphasis on European factors also leads away too much 
from valuable insights from the literature on political parties. This literature has 
documented how the role and function of political parties have changed over 
time, as parties have been able to adapt to new circumstances. Against 
repeated claims that parties are in crisis or declining, this literature argues that 
we rather witness gradual adaptation (Daalder 2002). Concerning party 
organisation, it has been argued that parties have transformed from ‘mass 
parties’ (Duverger 1959) into catch-all parties (Kirchheimer 1966), modern cadre 
party (Koole 1996), cartel party (Katz and Mair 1995) or business firm party 
(Hopkin and Paolucci 1999). This process is not only visible in party 
organisation, but also in party competition. The most pressing question here is 
whether the traditional cleavages, e.g. class or religion, are gradually replaced 
by, restructured or reinforced by new issues (of which the EU is a candidate). 
Several analyses confirm that these new issues do not break up party 
competition, but are actually incorporated into existing (left-right) structures of 
competition (Budge, et al. 2001; Pennings 2006; Klingemann, Volkens and Bara 
2007). 

The point is that political parties have a long tradition of adaptation to 
new circumstances, a caveat that has aptly been summarised by Webb (2002a: 
447):  

 
‘…parties have surely always been hemmed in by a variety of constraints 
emanating from both their domestic and international environments. (…) Parties 
have always acted under a variety of constraints, but have nevertheless been 
central to policy-making networks.’ 

 
Not only does this tell us that coping with external challenges has been the core 
of parties for many years, it also shows that national factors and strategic 
choices of parties should be the central focus. Thus, the most fruitful approach 
is to take the perspective of parties and their ‘usage’ of Europe, while it depends 
on the function concerned how and in what direction such a party strategy 
works out.  
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4.3 IMPLICATIONS FOR THE RESEARCH DESIGN 
 
The core proposition is that there are a number of general trends concerning 
parties that can be witnessed equally inside and outside the EU. Taking into 
account differences between countries, between party families, and between 
parties, we assume to find these trends across the board, i.e. not confined to EU 
member states. First, we expect a general shift from functions of representation 
(mobilisation, aggregation) to functions of governance (recruitment).  

Second, partly as a consequence of this shift, we assume a weakening 
link between citizens and parties and stronger ties between parties and the 
state. But, if the assumption is that the EU comes in as a relevant factor, we 
would have to see these trends more prominent within the EU. Therefore, the 
aim is to examine to what extent empirical findings confirm what would have 
been expected under the assumption of an EU ‘effect’ (cf. Harmel, Somer and 
Smith 2005). In other words, what we will be looking for is meaningful variation 
in the dependent variable(s), i.e. instances where EU countries or parties in EU 
member states diverge from general trends. If this variation is found it is not 
proof of a European effect, but rather an indication that Europe may be 
involved. As already alluded to in chapter 1, the aim is to map out and 
understand the role of EU integration in party development, set in the context of 
party adaptation through time. 

Figure 4.2 Relationship between EU integration and party functions 

   
We want to understand, first, how the functions of parties have 

changed, and second, to what extent Europe has something do with these 
changes. As figure 4.2 indicates, parties attempt to find a (strategic) balance 

Recruitment

Aggregation Mobilisation

EU 
integration

Party strategy 
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between recruitment, aggregation and mobilisation. As such, this is nothing 
new, but what is added is the interaction with EU integration. The assumption 
here is that parties have to fit EU integration in this balancing act, following 
Ladrech’s (1999) assertion that EU integration adds to or catalyses already 
existing trends. As indicated with reference to Radaelli (2005) this is not an EU 
‘impact’ as in most Europeanisation literature, but the focus is on the way in 
which Europe may interact with existing patterns of interaction within domestic 
political systems. We look both at the explicit reference to and discursive use of 
Europe, and the way in which EU integration may contribute to popular 
dissatisfaction and distrust (and consequently a weakening link between citizens 
and parties). The units of analysis are parties, party families and countries, 
depending on the issue concerned.  
 

Table 4.1 Overview of EU role in change of party functions 

Party function Indicators Role of Europe 
 

Mobilisation  party membership 
 party attachment 
 voter turnout 
 electoral volatility 
 elections & referenda 

 

 irrelevance of national 
politics – adding to 
distrust and 
dissatisfaction 

 politicisation of EU 
issue 

Recruitment  composition of 
parliament 

 composition of 
government 

 coalition formation/party 
government 

 career patterns 
 parliamentary control of 

EU affairs 
 

 direct elections to the 
European Parliament 

 involvement in EU 
decision making (IGC) 

 

Aggregation  party agenda 
 salience of EU  
 Euroscepticism 
 patterns of party 

competition 
 

 transfer of policy 
making 

 politicisation of EU 
issue 

 inter-party exchange of 
ideas, mutual learning 
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The analysis centres on the three main functions of political parties: 
mobilisation, recruitment and aggregation. What does the line of reasoning 
presented above mean for each of these? We can make a distinction between 
trends that are more directly linked to Europe, e.g. the politicisation of the EU, 
or changes in political careers due to the direct election of MEPs, and the 
indirect connections, in the sense that the EU is the context in which trends can 
take place. Table 4.1 gives an overview of the main indicators for each party 
function and the possible ways in which Europe comes into play. 

First, when it comes to mobilisation, the general trend is that of a 
weakening link between citizens and parties. The most obvious signs of this are 
the decline of party membership and attachment, growing electoral volatility and 
decreasing turnout. It is argued (Mair 2000a; Schmitter 2003) that the role of 
Europe here is the reinforcement of the idea that national politics becomes 
increasingly irrelevant, while the transfer of competencies to Brussels is not 
accompanied by democratisation of EU decision-making. This in turn aggravates 
feelings of dissatisfaction and distrust. Alternatively, the EU issue may also offer 
parties new prospects for political mobilisation and strengthen the party-voter 
link. Second, what is important about the function of recruitment – both for 
parliament and government – is the extent to which this is exclusively 
dominated by political parties. Next, there are changes in coalition formation, as 
innovative coalitions with new parties are formed, and in executive-legislative 
relations, mostly in favour of the former. The role of Europe comes through 
direct elections to the European Parliament – which offer new career 
opportunities – and the involvement of governments in EU decision-making. This 
may have a number of consequences: it promotes an office-seeking strategy of 
parties, strengthens the dominance of the executive (and hence implies the 
need for new mechanisms of parliamentary control). Probably the clearest role 
of Europe can be distinguished in relation to the third function: aggregation. 
First, we note that due to various circumstances unrelated to EU integration, 
new issues emerge on or disappear from the party agenda, and patterns of 
party competition change. Europe comes into play when the issue is politicised 
(i.e. becomes salient for parties and/or voters), most often through a 
Eurosceptic discourse, but sometimes also by pro-European parties. The growing 
involvement of the EU in a number of policy areas may limit or incite attention 
for related issues in domestic competition. Finally, the co-operation within 
European party federations provides a podium for the exchange of ideas. 

The foregoing discussion shows that the starting point for the analysis is 
the domestic context in which parties perform their functions. From there, we 
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evaluate the possible intervention of Europe in these functions and their 
interaction. Having set the scope, we can turn to the selection of cases, the 
demarcation of the time period, and formulate a number of expectations 
regarding the EU factor. In order to avoid the pitfall of assuming 
Europeanisation where it is absent, we include Norway and Switzerland next to 
the EU-15. This is in line with the second recommendation of Haverland (2006) 
not to limit the case selection to EU countries only. Moreover, the time period 
which the analysis covers is 1973-2004, from the second accession round 
(Denmark, UK, Ireland) to just before the most recent ‘big bang’ expansion of 
the EU. In certain cases, 1985 will be used as a cut-off point, as the Single 
European Act marks an important step towards both deepening and widening of 
integration. This time frame also allows observing the differences within 
countries before and after EU accession, which is another way of controlling for 
the role of external factors other than EU integration. Countries like Sweden, 
Austria and Finland have been outside the EU for the main part of this period. 

If Europe comes into play, this would be visible in three ways which 
emphasise both the importance of single events (joining the EU) and long-term 
developments (length of membership): 

 
 We would expect the strongest effect in ‘old’ members of the EU – 

particularly the six founding countries, but also in the new members of 
1973. Their longstanding and continuous involvement in EU policy 
making suggests these nine countries as the most likely cases to witness 
such effects.  

 There would be a clear difference between countries inside and outside 
the EU throughout. If Europe indeed adds to existing trends, this should 
mean that these are the more visible or more pertinent inside the EU 
(ceteris paribus).  

 We would expect a role for Europe in the years leading up to accession. 
The prospect of joining the Union stimulates debate among parties and 
forces them to take a position. 

 
Either of these expectations should hold in order to speak of a role of Europe, 
and it is not necessary to find them in each country, but the EU role is stronger 
if all three appear together or in sequence. At the same time, in the case of 
accession this role is probably limited to the run-up and the aftermath of this 
process, while it focuses mainly on aggregation (politicisation of the EU), and 
possibly mobilisation (if a referendum is held). For the other two instances the 
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role of Europe is expected to be more consistent and the scope is broader so to 
include recruitment and mobilisation. It is up to the empirical analysis to find out 
where and under which conditions these hypotheses actually hold. 

The comparative analysis is in fact a 'comparable cases approach' (cf. 
Peters 1998; Keman 2008). This approach resembles in some respects the Most 
Similar Systems Design, but differs in the sense that members and non-
members are compared. At that, given the time span of the analysis it also 
compares within countries for the period that they were outside the EU and 
inside the EU. The analysis has to show whether this distinction is relevant for 
our understanding of changes and common trends. Second, we leave room for 
reciprocity and concurrent effects. In this way we are able to explore the 
multiple causation of party behaviour and EU development.  
 In sum: the analysis starts from the perspective that parties as strategic 
agents – balancing between the quest for votes, office and policy – face a 
number of external challenges. Their response to these challenges has a number 
of consequences for the functions they perform. In very general terms, these 
changes can be summarised in a) the shift from representation to governance 
and b) the weakening link between voters and parties. Table 4.1 has presented 
more in detail which aspects of each party function indicate such changes, while 
they will be discussed in great detail in chapters 5 to 7. It has also been argued 
that EU integration can be added to the factors that parties have to cope with, 
i.e. that we need to understand how Europe enters the strategic and ideological 
agenda of parties and to which changes this may lead. Note that we are 
consistently speaking of the role of Europe, carefully avoiding the notion of a 
European impact so often found in the Europeanisation literature. The core of 
the argument is that Europe may intervene in the ‘logic of interaction’ at home 
and it is precisely this domestic interaction we are interested in.  





 

5 OUT OF TOUCH 
Weakening links between parties and voters 

 
The modern party is a fighting organisation in the 
political sense of the term, and must as such 
conform to the laws of tactics. Now the first article of 
these laws is facility of mobilization. (…) The rank 
and file, he said (…) must follow their chief blindly, 
and the whole organization must be like a hammer in 
the hands of its president.  (Michels 1962 [1911]: 78) 

 
 

5.1 INTRODUCTION: PARTY VOTERS AND PARTY MEMBERS 
 
With the demise of crucial cleavages like class and religion as defining features 
and sources of identification for large parts of the population, the task of 
mobilisation has become much more difficult for political parties. In a post-
pillarised society parties have to do their very best to attract and attach voters 
from an electorate that drifts from one election to the next. The age of the mass 
party, the type of party idealised and made famous by the work of Duverger 
(1951), has long gone. With some notable exceptions, in most countries party 
membership has become a marginal phenomenon (Mair and van Biezen 2001). 
More or less simultaneously, electoral successes and losses of parties succeed 
rapidly, with a number of high volatility elections in recent years. Parties can no 
longer rely on a loyal and stable electorate, as fewer people strongly identify 
with one particular party (Schmitt and Holmberg 1995; Dalton 2000). All these 
factors point at an increasingly unsteady and unpredictable relationship between 
parties and citizens. 

Mobilisation is one of the core functions of political parties, and it is 
embedded in a broader set of relationships that together form the connection 
between elites and masses, between parties and voters. Thus, mobilisation 
entails linking politicians and citizens in such a way that the latter feel truly 
represented and that citizens are encouraged to actively participate in the 
political process. If, on the one hand, representation and participation are seen 
as the core elements of a well-functioning democracy, while on the other hand, 
parties are considered essential to make democracy work, the apparent decline 
of mobilisation is problematic. This has prompted debates on party crisis and 
even crisis of democracy (Webb 2005), from the perspective that democracy 
takes more than meeting procedural requirements and passive popular support 
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(cf. Dahl 1998). An approach to democracy that advocates the active 
engagement of citizens also implies that parties play a role in mobilising these 
citizens. From such a perspective, malfunctioning of parties is worrisome. 

Two main factors can be identified as drivers of the changes in 
mobilisation by parties (Dalton 2000; Luther and Müller-Rommel 2002). First, 
the direct influence of parties has diminished as a result of the growth of 
modern communication technology. Rather than distributing selected ideas and 
policies through internal party channels, parties have to bring home their 
message through mass media like newspapers, television and internet. Largely 
this implies loss of control over the actual content of these messages. Second, 
societal changes connected under the headings of ‘modernisation’ or 
‘individualisation’ have made citizens less inclined to join collective organisations 
such as trade unions, interest groups, social movements or parties. In addition, 
increased direct access to policy makers, interactive policy making and forms of 
direct democracy, could decrease the relevance and necessity of parties as 
intermediaries.    

Which is the role of Europe in these changes? Some authors argue that 
EU integration aggravates the trends sketched above as it further weakens the 
link between citizens and politicians. Thus, Schmitter contends that the 
increased policy competences of the EU have reduced ‘the ability of national 
governments to respond to the demands of their citizens’ which harms the 
legitimacy of domestic democracy (2000: 83-84). Likewise, Mair argues that EU 
integration increasingly demonstrates the irrelevance of national politics, which 
leads to dissatisfaction and cynicism:  

 
‘In the end, therefore, it seems hardly coincidental that it is precisely during this 
period of deepening European integration that we begin to see the most obvious 
signs of electoral dealignment and disengagement.’ (2000a: 49). 

 
Both authors point at an indirect effect of EU integration, through the weakening 
of the problem solving capacity of national governments, which in turn leads to 
popular distrust. Next, Mair puts particular emphasis on the role of political 
parties, as they do little to counteract this trend and generally fail to politicise 
the EU issue.1 

Conversely, EU integration sometimes provides new opportunities for 
mobilisation. The increasing use of popular referenda to consult or decide on 

                                                 
1 Mair puts it even stronger: in his view, this is a deliberate strategy, i.e. parties do not 
fail but actually refuse to politicise EU issues. 
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important stages in the process of EU integration, e.g. the ratification of a 
Treaty or the decisions whether or not to join EMU, gives parties the chance to 
mobilise voters for a particular cause. Next, a party might attempt to attract 
votes by running an election campaign centred on EU integration. Given the fact 
that EU issues do not fit easily into existing (left-right) patterns - as is well-
known from the literature on party positions towards EU integration (Hooghe, 
Marks and Wilson 2002; Marks, et al. 2006) – growing importance of the EU 
could reshuffle party competition and, as a result, change the electoral fortune 
of certain parties.  

Referendum contests tend to have a dynamic of their own which is very 
different from elections. LeDuc (2002: 77-80) argues that the type of campaign 
depends on the level of prior knowledge among voters and the cueing 
possibilities for parties. If the issue at stake is unfamiliar, and partisan or 
ideological basis give little guidance to form an opinion, the campaign is 
characterised as ‘opinion formation’. Parties will find it difficult to influence the 
views of their electorate, and change of opinion during the campaign is very 
likely. Typically, referenda on EU issues fall under this category, although this 
depends on the extent to which Europe is already part of public and political 
debate. For political parties, this is the most difficult type of campaign. Most 
importantly, voters are much less likely to follow their party lead, which may 
result in large opinion shifts. As LeDuc (2002: 77) argues: ‘… the degree of 
change in opinion over the course of even a short campaign is potentially large, 
because there is little in the way of stable social or political attitudes which 
might anchor opinions on the issue of the referendum’. Moreover, the one-shot 
character of a referendum means that voting different from the position of one’s 
party will not be felt as an act of disloyalty (Binnema and Crum 2007). Thus, 
both parties and voters can go back to normal after the referendum and the 
result need not have a lasting effect. 

It remains to be seen, however, in how far parties regard the decline of 
mobilisation as a problem. As is known from the literature, and most radically 
expressed in the ‘cartel thesis’ (Katz and Mair 1995), the link between parties 
and society has weakened to the advantage of the ties with the state. Following 
the line of reasoning of the cartel thesis, this represents a deliberate choice of 
political parties. Both in terms of organisation and finances, party elites become 
less dependent on the ‘party on the ground’. Parties shift from representative to 
governing functions, from vote-seeking to office-seeking, as government 
participation means direct involvement in EU politics. To be sure, electoral 
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success is still important, but given the loose connection between election 
results and government formation (Mattila and Raunio 2004), it is not essential.  
 This chapter discusses a number of issues related to the mobilisation 
function of political parties. In section 5.2 we will focus on party membership, as 
the clearest example of loyalty to a party. Has membership indeed declined, and 
can this be linked to Europe or is it a general trend both inside and outside the 
EU? Next, section 5.3 discusses another aspect of the link between parties and 
voters: party attachment. Do citizens feel close to a party and how strong is this 
attachment? As compared to membership, party attachment is a less demanding 
and less exclusive form of loyalty, which may also change more rapidly over 
time. The next three sections all deal with the role of parties in elections. Voter 
turnout, one of the indicators of the capacity of parties to mobilise the 
electorate, is dealt with in section 5.4. How dramatic is the decline in turnout 
and which variation between countries can be found? Section 5.5 goes into 
another aspect of voting behaviour: electoral volatility. If the ties between 
parties and voters have weakened, this might also have an effect on the 
electoral fortunes of political parties. Finally, section 5.6 discusses the role of the 
EU issue during national elections. It focuses in particular on elections where 
such an effect might be expected, i.e. elections that are held close to the 
moment of accession to the EU or the ratification of a Treaty.  
 
5.2 PARTY MEMBERSHIP 
 
The most straightforward way of showing attachment to a particular party is to 
become a member. This leaves aside the questions as to how active these party 
members are within the party or which personal motives people may have to 
join a party (e.g. making a political career – see chapter 6 on recruitment).  In 
table 5.1, membership of political parties is reported; since absolute figures vary 
greatly between countries, membership is commonly reported as a share of the 
entire electorate (M/E ratio, see Katz, et al. 1992; Mair and van Biezen 2001). 
The data reported here do not depict long-term averages, but refer to specific 
time points, separated by approximately ten years: 1980, 1989, 1998.  

In order to put these scores in perspective, we have to keep in mind 
that most countries have never seen a ‘golden age’ of mass parties with high 
levels of membership. Even going back as far as the late 1950s, in countries like 
France or Germany, membership has never exceeded 6 percent of the electorate 
(cf. Krouwel 1999). Likewise, the other founding countries of the EU have never 
known mass membership. This helps to explain that already at the beginning of 
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the 1980s, the average membership rate within the EU is no more than 6.1 
percent, i.e. almost 94 percent of the electorate is not attached to a party.  

 

Table 5.1 Membership of political parties, percentage of the total electorate (M/E ratio) 

 around 1980 around 1989 around 1998 change 1980-
1998 

 
Belgium 

 
9.0 

 
9.2 

 
6.6 -2.4 

France 5.1 3.0 1.6 -3.5 
Germany 4.5 3.9 2.9 -1.6 
Italy 9.7 9.1 4.1 -5.6 
Netherlands 4.3 3.2 2.5 -1.8 
 
Denmark 

 
7.3 

 
5.9 

 
5.1 -2.2 

Ireland 5.0 4.9 3.1 -1.9 
UK 4.1 2.6 1.9 -2.2 
 
Greece 

 
3.2 

 
6.3 

 
6.8 3.6 

Portugal 4.3 5.1 4.0 -0.3 
Spain 1.2 2.1 3.4 2.2 
     
Austria 28.5 23.7 17.6 -10.9 
Finland 15.7 13.5 9.7 -6.0 
Sweden  8.4 8.0 5.5 -2.9 
 
Norway 

 
15.4 

 
13.1 

 
7.3 -8.1 

Switzerland 10.7 8.0 6.4 -4.3 
 
Average 
- non-EU 
- EU 

 
8.5 
10.9 
6.1 

 
7.6 
13.3 
5.0 

 
5.5 
6.9 
5.3 

 
-3.0 
-4.0 
-0.8 

Italics: highest M/E ratio for a country 
Source: Mair and Van Biezen (2001), Appendix 1 

   
Around 1980, Austria, Finland, Norway and Switzerland remained the 

exceptions with membership levels ranging from 10.7 percent (Switzerland) to 
as much as 28.5 percent (Austria), which contributes to the average of 10.9 
percent outside the EU. Since all of these countries have been outside of the EU 
either for the entire period or for the largest part of it, it is no surprise that 
membership has consistently been higher in non-member states. The overall 
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trend is one of membership decline, relatively modest in the 1980s and 
somewhat more pronounced in the 1990s. The overall M/E ratio decreases from 
8.5 percent to 5.5 percent; most of this decrease can be attributed to 
developments in countries outside the EU. Actually, the 1990s even show a 
small reversal for the EU countries: membership rises from 5.0 percent to 5.3 
percent.2 

Given the large variation between countries from early on, the decrease 
in membership is much steeper for those countries that have known an age of 
mass parties. As a result, the decline is strongest in Austria which goes back 
from 28.5 in 1980 to 17.8 some twenty years later. Likewise, Norway and 
Finland, coming from membership levels above 15 percent, have a rather large 
diminution of party membership. In France, Italy, Switzerland and the UK, the 
decrease is strong as well. Given their low starting point in 1980 already, this 
implies that party membership has become a truly marginal phenomenon in 
most of these countries.  

Only Greece and Spain move in the opposite direction: both show a 
steady increase of membership, although the level reached in Spain at the end 
of the 1990s is still below average. These are the only two countries where the 
M/E ratio is actually highest at the most recent time point. Next, Belgium and 
Portugal reach the highest level at the end of the 1980s, while all other 
countries have their peak around 1980. In other words, the trend of decline is 
common to almost all countries, irrespective of their membership of the EU. 
Moreover, even if the decline is stronger in the 1990s, there is no clear 
relationship with the extent of EU integration. The decisive factor throughout is 
whether a country has a tradition of mass parties or not. 
 Notwithstanding the qualifications regarding the ‘golden age’ of mass 
parties, these membership trends do confirm that it is increasingly problematic 
for parties to bind voters for a longer period. On the one hand, this loss of 
(potential) party activists is a negative development for parties, and it also 
narrows the circle from which candidates for parliament and office are selected. 
On the other hand, a weakening role of the critical party on the ground might 
benefit a ‘catch-all’ strategy (Kirchheimer 1966; Krouwel 2003) of party 
leadership, aimed at a wider electoral appeal than the traditional party 
members. Moreover, as parties increasingly rely on state subsidies, the loss of 
membership fees need not be too dramatic from the perspective of parties.  
 

                                                 
2 In fact, this increase is almost exclusively due to the entrance of Austria, the only 
country where membership was still above 15 percent at that point 
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5.3 ATTACHMENT 
 
Another aspect of mobilisation, or the relationship between parties and voters, is 
partisan attachment (Holmberg 2003). This type of loyalty to a party is less 
exclusive and less obliging than party membership. First, people can feel 
strongly or weakly attached to a party, and this sense of identification can easily 
switch over time. Second, feelings of attachment can relate to a number of 
parties, even though people may feel closer to one party than to another. Thus, 
we would expect that the more general notion of party attachment is more 
widespread than party membership, since membership is a more exclusive 
attachment to one specific party.  
 

Table 5.2 Partisan attachment, percentage ‘strongly’ and ‘fairly’ attached 

 1975 * 1985 1992 2000 ** 1975-2000 

 
Belgium 

 
22 

 
22 

 
22 

 
- 

 
- 

France 25 18 16 10 -15 
Germany 29 34 28 21 -8 
Italy 46 37 31 - - 
Luxembourg 31 25 17 - - 
Netherlands 31 31 28 31 0 
 
Denmark 

 
33 

 
31 

 
31 

 
26 

 
-7 

Ireland 40 26 24 - - 
UK 40 30 41 22 -18 
 
Greece 

 
- 

 
32 

 
29 

 
- 

 
- 

Portugal - 13 10 6 -7 
Spain - 11 13 15 +4 
 
Finland 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
12 

 
- 

Sweden - - - 22 - 
 
Average 33.0 25.8 24.2 18.3 

 
-14.7 

Sources: Schmitt and Holmberg (1995), Comparative Study of Electoral Systems 
* Figures for Denmark 1976, Ireland 1978, Italy 1978, Italy 1978, UK 1978 
** Figures for Finland 2003, France 2002, Germany 2002, Netherlands 1998, Portugal 
2002, Spain 2004, Sweden 1998, UK 1997 
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Yet, in line with the trends sketched in sections 5.1 and 5.2, we would 
also expect partisan attachment to show the same effect of disengagement. 
Even if it is a less demanding form of loyalty to a party, it is hypothesised that 
partisan attachment is declining as well, as part of a broader phenomenon of 
weakening links between parties and voters. Table 5.2 presents partisan 
attachment in a selected group of countries, which excludes non-EU members 
due to data availability and comparability.3 The figures represent the percentage 
of citizens that feel strongly attached or fairly attached to a party, i.e. it leaves 
out the sympathisers’ or ‘not very close’ category which denotes a rather distant 
type of loyalty.4  

In the mid-1970s, an average of 33 percent of EU citizens felt strong or 
rather strong ties with a political party. In 1992, this percentage was already 
down to slightly more than 24 percent, and it dropped below 20 percent in 
2000.5 As compared to membership, these figures are much higher, as could be 
expected. Then again, the trends over time do resemble each other, e.g. the 
steep decline of membership in France is reflected in the rapid decrease of party 
attachment in that country. The same holds for Italy where decrease of 
membership and attachment go hand in hand. Yet, this relationship does not 
hold for all countries: while the rise of membership in Spain comes with a 
modest increase in attachment (still comparatively low), the two trends move in 
an opposite direction in Greece. In addition, the variation in 1975 is smaller than 
for membership, which suggests that there are no particular countries with a 
tradition of very strong party attachment. Consequently, the starting point 
cannot provide as much explanation for the trends in the years thereafter.  
 Interestingly, party attachment is stable in Belgium, Denmark (less so in 
2000) and the Netherlands. While in Belgium the figures have never been very 
high, both Denmark and the Netherlands have started from above 30 percent 
and stay around this level throughout. Next to the case of France already 
alluded to, there is a rapid decrease of party attachment in Ireland, Italy, 
Luxembourg and the UK (only after 1992). Likewise, Portugal goes down from a 

                                                 
3 The data taken from Schmitt and Holmberg (1995) are based on Eurobarometer, which 
means they only cover EU members. Moreover, the question regarding party attachment 
was dropped in 1994 and has not returned since. For that reason, most recent data are 
from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems, where the wording of the party 
attachment question is slightly different.  
4 In most countries, this is a rather large group: including these would double or even 
treble the attachment scores.    
5 Note that this figures is probably an underestimation of the EU-average, as it influenced 
by the fact that data are missing for countries where attachment has traditionally been 
relatively high 
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low level to a very low level (less than 10 percent). It is difficult to link these 
trends to EU integration. Rather, national circumstances seem to play a role, 
given the very specific patterns countries display over time. In 2000, party 
attachment is above average in Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden 
and the UK, which makes for a very diverse group of countries. Comparing these 
figures to countries outside the EU, we find that in the same year, party 
attachment in Norway and Switzerland was at 23 percent and 17 percent 
respectively (not reported in the table). Next, both Spain and Portugal entered 
the EU with a very low level of party attachment, while Greece was well above 
average at that point. The trends in following years also differ very much: 
increase in Spain, decline in Portugal, and relative stability in Greece, which 
does not suggest an effect of EU membership.  
 
5.4 TURNOUT 
 
Elections are occasions par excellence where parties have to rely on their 
mobilisation capacities. We will take a neutral stance regarding the question as 
to whether turnout rates are an indicator of the quality of democracy (Vanhanen 
1989; Franklin 2001). If it were to be used in such a way, turnout decline would 
be a serious concern. Such a question is particularly difficult to answer, since 
voters’ evaluation of the importance of elections, as exemplified in first-order 
and second-order elections (Reif and Schmitt 1980; Van der Eijk and Franklin 
1996), strongly determines turnout. For the discussion of this chapter, the 
relevant issue is the success of parties to convince their electorate that 
something is at stake during a particular contest (cf. Wattenberg 2000). From 
such a perspective, low turnout indicates that parties have not managed to get 
that message across. It does not necessarily mean that the legitimacy of a 
parliament or the democratic nature of a country is jeopardised.  
 Before going into the details of individual countries, we first consider the 
overall trend in turnout, taking 1985 as a cut-off point. Figures 5.1 and 5.2 
report on voter turnout in all elections of 12 EU member states, Norway and 
Switzerland, between 1973 and 2004. As the number of observations is high, 
names of the countries have not been inserted into the figures (although 
Switzerland is well recognisable for its outlier position). Because of compulsory 
voting, Belgium, Greece and Luxembourg have been excluded from these 
figures. Two trend lines are presented to show the development of turnout over 
time.  
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Figure 5.1 Turnout at national elections, 1973-1985 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2 Turnout at national elections, 1986-2004 

Sources: Siaroff (2000), www.electionworld.org, www.parties-and-elections.de 
Countries with compulsory voting (Belgium, Greece, Luxembourg) excluded  

  
While in the period before 1985, several elections have a turnout rate above 90 
percent, this is almost never the case after 1985. Similarly, while in the first 
period turnout below 70 percent is an exception (safe Switzerland), the second 
period has several elections with turnout between 60 and 70 percent. Second, 
from the trend line in figure 5.1 we can conclude that turnout is relatively stable 
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between 1973 and 1985: there is a marginal decline at the end of the 1970s, 
and a marginal rise in the years up to 1985. Average turnout remains at 
approximately the same level. There is however a more pronounced decline 
between 1986 and 2004, indicated by the second trend line (figure 5.2). Third, 
the differences in turnout rates have increased in recent years: as some 
countries maintain a relatively high level, the dispersion is larger.  

 

Table 5.3 Turnout in EU-15, Norway and Switzerland, 1973-2004  

 1973-1985 1986-1992 1993-2004 1973-2004 

 
France 78.5 72.4 68.4 -10.1 
Germany 89.2 80.6 80.1 -9.1 
Italy 91.2 89.0 83.4 -7.8 
Netherlands 85.3 83.1 77.7 -7.6 
 
Denmark 86.8 84.9 85.8 -1.0 
Ireland 75.5 70.1 64.3 -11.2 
UK 74.0 76.6 65.5 -8.5 
 
Portugal 83.7 70.4 63.0 -20.7 
Spain 75.0 70.2 75.6 0.6 
 
Austria 92.6 87.1 83.2 -9.4 
Finland 74.9 72.1 68.9 -6.0 
Sweden  90.9 86.4 83.2 -7.7 
 
Norway 82.3 83.2 76.3 -6.0 
Switzerland 49.8 46.8 43.6 -6.2 
 
Average 
- EU 
- non-EU 

 
 

83.1 
80.1 

 
 

77.5 
74.2 

 
 

75.2 
66.2 

 
 

- 7.9 
- 13.9 

Countries with compulsory voting (Belgium, Greece, Luxembourg) excluded 
Sources: Siaroff (2000), www.electionworld.org, www.parties-and-elections.de 

 
In other words, the decline in turnout has intensified after 1985, but the 

decrease is by no means spectacular. Leaving aside the specific case of 
Switzerland, turnout is in many countries still above 70 percent and often above 
80 percent as well, even in recent years. It seems as if national elections are still 
considered important by comfortable majorities of citizens. Moreover, a closer 
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inspection of the trends in individual countries also indicates that there is no 
continuous decrease of turnout starting in the mid-1980s and leading to an 
ever-low at the most recent election. Actually, this lowest point is often reached 
in the 1990s, while recent years show a modest rise. It is too early to tell, but 
the figures for 2000-2004 suggest that turnout stabilises around an average 
level of 75 percent. Table 5.3 reports in detail on the trends in each country, 
again excluding countries with compulsory voting. 

Turnout has decreased across the board (with the exception of Spain), 
both inside and outside the EU. Then again, it is also noteworthy that the 
change after 1992 is relatively limited within the EU: average turnout goes down 
from 77.5 percent to 75.2 percent. Outside the EU, this decline is steeper (-8.0 
percent), but this figure is heavily influenced by the low rates in Switzerland. 
This also puts the difference between EU-members and non-members in the 
1993-2004 period in perspective. As more and more countries with relatively 
high turnout rates have joined the EU, the gap with countries outside the EU 
increases, and the relative weight of Switzerland in the latter group increases. 
Yet, for the two periods before 1993 this difference is relevant: EU membership 
does not coincide with lower turnout at national elections.  
 Therefore, decline of turnout is a general phenomenon which is largely 
unrelated to EU integration. Next to Spain, Denmark is the other exception to 
the rule, as turnout has only decreased by a negligible 1.0 percent. In contrast, 
the decline in Ireland (-11.2 percent) and certainly Portugal (-20.7 percent) is 
well above average. Looking at the founding countries of the EU, we find a 
rather high drop in turnout in France and Germany, while Italy and the 
Netherlands conform to the EU-average. The other difference between these 
countries is that the decline in Italy and the Netherlands is of more recent date. 
The new members of 1973, Denmark, Ireland and the UK, are even more 
divergent. The stable trend of Denmark strongly contrasts with the large decline 
in Ireland. Again entirely different, the UK shows a modest increase between 
1986 and 1992, but a sharp decrease after 1992, which produces a change of – 
8.5 percent. Likewise, Portugal and Spain, who joined in the mid-1980s, have 
developed in a completely different direction: radical downturn versus marginal 
increase. Finally, the three newest members, Austria, Finland and Sweden, are 
perhaps most similar. The main difference is in their point of departure, as 
Finland already had low turnout rates early on, while Austria and Sweden still 
scored above 90 percent. But the change over time, in particular in the 1993-
2004 period when they had entered the EU, is almost identical.  
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 Comparing these trends to those regarding party membership, we see 
at least two striking differences (see also table 5.4). First, there indeed was a 
‘golden age’ of mass political participation in the 1960s (Wattenberg 2000). Yet, 
as can be taken from table 5.3 this also holds for the 1970s and beginning of 
the 1980s, with an average of more than 80 percent and several countries close 
to or 90 percent. Second, the trend of steady decline is more uniform, 
notwithstanding the exceptions outlined above. As compared to membership 
decline, the point of departure is less important as an explanation for the 
development that follows. Large decline is not necessarily the result of 
extremely high levels of turnout in the 1960s or 1970s. To illustrate this point, 
consider turnout in Germany (starting at 89.2 percent) and the UK (coming from 
74.0 percent). Both have a decline of around 9 percent, which keeps their 
relative distance intact.  
 

Table 5.4 Trends in party membership and turnout 

 Strong turnout decline* 
 

Modest turnout decline 

Strong membership decline Austria  
France 

Finland 
Italy  
Norway 
Switzerland  

Modest membership decline Germany  
Ireland 
Portugal 
United Kingdom 

Denmark 
Netherlands 
(Spain) 
Sweden 

* decline is indicated as strong if it is above the group average 

 
As a result, the trends of membership and turnout are to some extent 

opposed: there is a common trend towards lower membership, but divergence 
in turnout. Austria and France are the only countries where a direct link can be 
established between a large drop in party membership and in turnout. A similar 
connection exists for Denmark, the Netherlands, and Sweden where both 
decrease of turnout and membership are modest. For the majority of the 
countries, both trends do not match. Either the decline in turnout is stronger 
(Germany, Ireland, Portugal and the UK) or the decline in membership is 
stronger (Finland, Italy, Norway, and Switzerland). This incongruence can 
largely be attributed to traditions of mass membership which do exist in the 
latter group of countries. It shows that mobilisation for elections (irregular) and 
mobilisation for party activism (continuous) are indeed two different things. 
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The problem of turnout decline – or low turnout in general – is even 
more pertinent when it comes to elections to the European Parliament. From the 
introduction of direct elections in 1979 onward, turnout has consistently 
dropped. Franklin (2001) has rightfully argued that any discussion on turnout 
change should include the fact that the composition of the EU has changed 
considerably through the years. First, the relative share of countries with 
compulsory voting has diminished. If we control for this factor, as has been 
done in table 5.5, the drop in turnout is less dramatic, but it is still there: from 
55.1 percent in 1989 to 45.0 percent in 1999, which is more than 10 percent. 
Therefore, the second element Franklin brings into the discussion is the ‘first 
time boost’ i.e. the election that marks accession to the EU. In 1999, such an 
effect was absent, and accordingly the decrease of turnout both in Austria and 
Finland was dramatic.6  

A comparison of tables 5.3 and 5.5 reveals large differences in turnout 
between national and European elections, which clearly confirm the second 
order nature of European elections. At that, the decline in turnout is also steeper 
than in national elections: during a shorter period, between 1989 and 2004, 
turnout has decreased by 9.5 percent. Again, Denmark is an exception to the 
rule: even if almost half of the voters in national elections stay home during 
European elections, the overall trend is an increase in turnout of 1.7 percent. 
The other country that goes against the trend is the United Kingdom. Already in 
1989 turnout was as low as 36.2 percent, while the lowest level was reached in 
1999, with only 24.0 percent. Due to a spectacular rise in 2004, up to 38.9 
percent, the overall difference is positive, at 2.7 percent.  

The large majority of countries however confirm the general trend. We 
find a spectacular decline in Germany (-19.3 percent); likewise, turnout drops 
dramatically in Finland (-18.2 percent) and Austria (-25.3 percent), both in no 
more than 10 years (1994-2004). Also, Portugal stands out with a decline of 
12.6 percent, although it has to be added that this is mainly due to the 
downturn of almost 16 percent in the 1994 elections, after which a modest 
recovery has taken place. 

 
 

                                                 
6 Indeed, these two factors can explain almost the entire drop in turnout for elections 
until 1999. It did not hold at all in 2004, when ten new member states held their first 
elections to the European Parliament. 



Weakening links between parties and voters 93 

Table 5.5 Turnout in European elections (percentage), 1989-2004 

 1989 1994 1 

 
1999  2004  1989- 

2004 2 

 
France  

 
48.7 

 
52.7 

 
46.8 

 
42.8 -5.9 

Germany  62.3 60.0 45.2 43.0 -19.3 
Italy 81.5 74.8 70.8 73.1 -8.4 
Netherlands  47.2 35.6 30.0 39.3 -7.9 
 
Denmark 

 
46.2 

 
52.9 

 
50.5 

 
47.9 1.7 

Ireland  68.3 44.0 50.2 59.7 -8.6 
UK 36.2 36.4 24.0 38.9 2.7 
 
Portugal  

 
51.2 

 
35.5 

 
39.9 

 
38.6 -12.6 

Spain  54.6 59.1 63.0 45.1 -9.5 
 
Austria 

 
- 

 
67.7 

 
49.4 

 
42.4 -25.3 

Finland  - 57.6 31.4 39.4 -18.2 
Sweden  - 41.6 38.8 37.8 -3.8 
 
EU12/EU-15 

 
55.1 

 
51.5 

 
45.0 

 
45.7 

 
-9.5 

Countries with compulsory voting (Belgium, Greece, Luxembourg) excluded 
1 Elections for the European Parliament were held in 1995 in Austria and in 1996 in 
Finland and Sweden 
2 Comparison with first European elections in Austria, Finland and Sweden 
Source: Lodge (1996) http://www.bundeswahllleiter.de (Europawahlen) 

 
  Interestingly, the average turnout in 2004 is (marginally) higher than in 
1999. Thus, it seems like the long-term trend of ever declining turnout has come 
to a halt.7 In Finland, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, and the UK, turnout was 
higher than in 1999. In addition, the dispersion of turnout levels is smaller, 
ranging from 37.8 percent in Sweden to 73.1 percent in Italy and several 
countries converge to comparable levels. As for developments in national 
elections, it may be too early to tell, but it is possible that turnout stabilises in a 
similar way. Admittedly, the average of around 45 percent is way lower than the 
75 percent attained at national elections – and it is also below the turnout in 
most municipal or regional elections – but the figures point in a similar direction.  

                                                 
7 Again, we need to add a caveat regarding the enlargement of the EU in 2004: this 
conclusion only holds for these 12 member states, since turnout was dramatically low in a 
number of the new member states of 2004. 
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5.5 VOTERS ADRIFT 
 
It has become a major challenge for parties to get the voters out and to 
convince voters to vote for them. As we have seen in section 5.2, there is a 
huge gap between the number of party members and the size of the electorate 
of a party. Next to the core ‘party on the ground’ there is a circle of people that 
feel closely attached to or at least sympathise with a party, but the majority of 
citizens have to be convinced during election campaigns. The popular image, 
which is to some extent confirmed in the literature, is that voters are adrift. As 
voters quickly switch from one party to another, it is difficult for parties to 
attract voters for the long term.    

Vote change between elections is generally measured with the index of 
electoral volatility (Pedersen 1983).8 This index shows the net losses and gains 
of the entire set of parties standing in an election, i.e. it is a composite measure 
which does not indicate precisely to or from which party voters have switched. 
The lower the volatility scores, the more parties have been able to attain the 
same support as during the preceding elections. As such, it is an indirect 
measure of the vote-seeking or mobilisation capacities of parties and the extent 
to which they are able to attract a stable electorate through the years.      
   
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.3 Electoral volatility, 1973-1985  

     

                                                 
8 The index of volatility is calculated as follows: 
n 
½ ( Σ | Pi , t - Pi , t-1 | ) 
i=1 
where Pi , t = Party i at time t, and n = total number of parties. 
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Figure 5.4 Electoral volatility, 1986-2004 

Source: Siaroff (2000) and own calculations from www.electionworld.org and 
www.parties-and-elections.de  

 
Figures 5.3 and 5.4 present the overall trends in electoral volatility, 

showing the periods from 1973 to 1985 and 1986 to 2004. First, these figures 
show that high electoral volatility is not only a recent phenomenon: also in the 
late 1970s and beginning of the 1980s, volatility of more than 20 percent can be 
found. The frequency of such volatile elections has increased, although figure 
5.4 does not give credit to the idea that there is a boom of high volatility 
elections in recent years. 

Second, the overall trend leans towards stability, as the vast majority of 
volatility scores are below 15 percent. The trend line between 1973 and 1985 
shows a gradual upward movement, just as the trend line after 1986. However, 
in the latter period the gradual increase seems to come to a halt, reaching a 
more or less constant average. Indeed, voters are adrift, but in most countries 
in a rather modest way. 

Notwithstanding the general conclusion that volatility has only risen 
gradually and that even a certain status quo may have been reached, there is 
remarkable variation in individual countries. Table 5.6 shows the average 
volatility scores for the EU-15 and Norway and Switzerland, between 1973 and 
2004.  
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Table 5.6 Electoral volatility in national elections, 1973-2004 

 1973-1985 1986-1992 1993-2004 1973-2004 
change              

 
Belgium 7.8 8.2 11.7 3.9 
France 10.4 13.6 20.3 9.9 
Germany 5.6 7.1 7.9 2.3 
Italy 7.6 15.0 32.5 24.9 
Luxembourg 14.8 15.9 10.9 -3.9 
Netherlands 10.3 7.5 20.8 10.5 
 
Denmark 15.2 9.8 11.7 -3.5 
Ireland 6.1 13.0 10.1 4.0 
UK 9.9 4.4 9.3 -0.6 
 
Greece 22.8 5.1 8.4 -14.4 
Portugal 11.6 16.9 10.5 -1.1 
Spain 27.0 11.7 8.4 -18.6 
 
Austria 2.1 9.7 11.8 9.7 
Finland 7.8 11.1 8.9 1.1 
Sweden  6.9 12.9 13.6 6.7 
 
Norway 11.7 15.7 21.6 9.9 
Switzerland 5.9 8.0 8.1 2.2 
Average 
- EU 
- non-EU 

 
10.4 
10.6 

 
10.5 
11.0 

 
13.2 
14.3 

 
2.8 
3.7 

Source: Siaroff (2000) and own calculations from www.electionworld.org and 
www.parties-and-elections.de 

 
First of all, it is noteworthy that in each period analysed here, volatility 

is higher in non-member states. Admittedly, the differences are rather small, but 
the idea that EU integration drives increasing dealignment is unwarranted. 
Through the years, volatility has increased from 10.6 to 14.3 in countries outside 
the EU, and from 10.4 to 13.2 in EU member states. Whereas the difference 
between before and after 1985 is marginal, a steeper increase can be seen after 
1992. In the 1990s, there were a number of high volatility elections, such as 
Italy and the Netherlands in 1994 and Norway in 1997. 

Both in the 1973-1985 and the 1993-2004 period, the variation in 
volatility between countries is very high. In the former period, very modest 
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volatility of only 2.1 in Austria contrasts with 27.0 in Spain, while in the latter 
period volatility ranges from 7.9 in Germany to 32.5 in Italy. Over time, there 
has been a spectacular rise of volatility in Italy (+ 24.9) and a substantial 
increase of about 10 percent in Austria, France, the Netherlands and Norway. In 
contrast, volatility has declined dramatically in Greece (-14.4) and Spain (- 
18.9). Thus, the volatility trends are very much driven by these extremes. Most 
countries only have a modest decrease or increase, which makes for gradual 
changes in the average volatility.   

If we focus more specifically on country trends, we find even more 
deviations from an assumed general pattern of increasing volatility. Moreover, a 
clear connection with EU membership or intensifying EU integration is hard to 
find. In Denmark, Greece, Spain and the UK, the highest level of volatility was 
reached in the 1973-1985 period already. Afterwards, Spain saw a steady 
decline of volatility, while in Denmark, Greece and the UK a rapid decrease was 
followed by some increase in volatility in the period after 1992. Next, highest 
vote switches are found in the 1986-1992 period in Finland, Ireland, 
Luxembourg and Portugal. This demonstrates that there is no common trend of 
ever-increasing volatility, reaching a peak in recent years.   

 

Table 5.7 Volatility in 1973-1985 and 1986-2004 compared 

 1986-2004: decrease 1986-2004: increase 
 

1973-1985: decrease Luxembourg Denmark 
Greece 
Italy 
Netherlands 
Norway 
 

1973-1985: increase Finland 
Ireland 
Portugal 
Spain 

Austria 
Belgium 
France 
Germany 
Sweden 
Switzerland 
United Kingdom 

 
Table 5.7 combines the volatility of trends of two periods: 1973-1985 

and 1986-2004. First, volatility in Luxembourg moves in the complete opposite 
direction: through the years there is a steady decrease of vote changes. Second, 
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in Finland, Ireland, Portugal and Spain an increase of volatility before 1985 is 
followed by a decrease after 1985. In Portugal and Spain the early elections, in 
the years after the reinstatement of democracy, had the highest volatility. For 
them, entrance into the EU actually marks a transition towards more stable 
election results, i.e. lower volatility. Similarly, it is surprising to find that both old 
member state Ireland and new member state Finland witness an increase before 
1985 and decrease in recent years. Altogether we have five countries where 
volatility has declined, despite their current EU membership. 

Then again, for the majority of countries (12 out of 17) the 1986-2004 
period is indeed one of increasing volatility. In Austria, Belgium, France, 
Germany, Sweden, Switzerland and the UK this means continuation of a trend 
had already started in the 1970s. Again we note the diversity in composition of 
this group: recent members like Austria and Sweden are accompanied by 
founding fathers Belgium, France and Germany, not to mention the presence of 
non-member Switzerland. Moreover, there is no clear effect of the deepening of 
integration after 1985, as the rise of volatility had already started earlier. 
Probably the countries that come closest to the hypothesised trends are 
Denmark, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands and Norway. Here, a decrease from 
1973-1985 is followed by an increase of volatility in the 1986-2004 period.    
 
5.6 EU ISSUE IN ELECTIONS AND REFERENDA 
 
So far the focus has mainly been on problems of mobilisation related to 
increasing EU integration. Yet, the other side of the coin might be that parties 
use the EU issue to attract voters during election campaigns, mobilising support 
for or opposition to the EU. The addition of the EU to the set of issues that 
parties have traditionally been concerned with might turn out to be an asset and 
widen the electoral appeal of a party. To be sure, this is not to claim that the EU 
issue is the only or main reason for which citizens decide to turn out at elections 
or to vote for a particular party.9 Moreover, it is difficult to predict whether the 
EU is mobilised by pro-European or by Eurosceptic parties. Rather, it implies that 
the EU issue is added to and integrated into an already existing repertoire (cf. 
chapter 7 on aggregation).  
 European elections are often described as second-order elections (Reif 
and Schmitt 1980), in which domestic issues dominate. From that perspective, it 

                                                 
9 Only recently, research attention has increased for the impact of the EU position on 
vote choice (Evans 1998; De Vries 2006). The evidence suggests that EU integration may 
have an impact next to left-right positioning, but in a limited number of countries only. 
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would be rather unlikely to expect a large role for European rather than 
domestic issues in elections to the national parliament. In fact, this idea is 
confirmed when considering the reports on election campaigns in Electoral 
Studies (1985-2004) and the annual reports of the Political Yearbook annex to 
the European Journal of Political Research (1992-2004). Both these sources 
show that the overwhelming majority of elections are fought on issues like the 
welfare state, security, environment, political trust, while Europe is absent in 
nearly all cases.  

Yet, we could think of two specific circumstances that stimulate the role 
of European issues. First, in the years surrounding entrance into the EU, 
national elections might provide an arena of competition for advocates and 
opponents of EU membership. Second, the co-occurrence of national and 
European elections in one year may spill over EU issues to the national electoral 
contest. Based on the sources mentioned earlier, table 5.8 shows in which of 
these elections Europe has come into play. This table includes six elections held 
close to the moment of joining the EU: Portugal in 1985, Spain 1986, Norway 
1993, Sweden 1994, Austria 1995 and Finland 1995.  Next, it includes 20 
elections that were held in the same year as elections to the European 
Parliament, starting in 1989. In Luxembourg, these elections are always held on 
the same day, in Belgium this was the case in 1999. On the one hand, this 
might increase the possibility of debate on EU issues; on the other hand, it 
might also induce the dominance of domestic issues. 

The results of table 5.8 are straightforward: Europe is virtually absent in 
national elections. Even if we focus specifically on the more likely cases, of the 
26 election campaigns reported in this table, the vast majority (23 or 88.5 
percent) was dominated by domestic issues. Only in three cases, the EU issue 
came to the fore, and even in these elections it would be an exaggeration to 
claim that Europe was the major issue. Probably the Norwegian elections of 
1993 come closest to this idea, as the accession referendum already cast its 
shadow. All parties announced what position they were going to take regarding 
EU membership and what importance they would assign to the referendum 
result. Moreover, voters considered the EU the most important issue, more than 
unemployment (Valen 1994).  
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Table 5.8 Role of EU issue in national elections 

 Year Occasion EU issue 
 

Portugal 
Spain 

1985 
1986 

EU membership 
EU membership 

Played no role 
Played no role 

 
Greece 
Ireland 
Luxembourg 
Netherlands 
Spain 

 
1989 
1989 
1989 
1989 
1989 

 
EP elections 
EP elections 
EP elections 
EP elections 
EP elections 

 
Played no role  
Played no role  
Played no role  
Played no role  
Yes, as part of success claimed by PSOE 

 
Austria  
Denmark 
Germany 
Italy 
Luxembourg 
Netherlands 
Sweden 

 
1994 
1994 
1994 
1994 
1994 
1994 
1994 

 
EP elections 
EP elections 
EP elections 
EP elections 
EP elections 
EP elections 
EP elections 

 
Played no role 
Played no role 
Played no role 
Played no role 
Yes, response to Maastricht Treaty 
Played no role 
Played no role 

 
Norway 
 
Sweden 
Austria 
Finland  

 
1993 
 
1994 
1995 
1995 

 
EU membership 
 
EU membership 
EU membership 
EU membership 

 
Yes, major issue in run-up to 
referendum 
Played no role 
Played no role 
Played no role 

 
Austria 
Belgium 
Finland 
Luxembourg 
Portugal 

 
1999 
1999 
1999 
1999 
1999 

 
EP elections 
EP elections 
EP elections 
EP elections 
EP elections 

 
Played no role 
Played no role  
Played no role 
Played no role 
Played no role 

 
Greece 
Luxembourg 
Spain 

 
2004 
2004 
2004 

 
EP elections 
EP elections 
EP elections 

 
Played no role 
Played no role 
Played no role 

Source: Electoral Studies (1985-2004) Political Yearbook annex to the European Journal 
of Political Research (1992-2004) 

  
In the Spanish elections of 1989, Europe only indirectly played a role. 

The incumbent PSOE government presented the successful entrance into the EU 
as one of its achievements, next to the consolidation of democracy and 
economic recovery (Molins and Vallés 1990). In that sense, it was part of the 
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rhetoric that had to ensure the continuation of this party in government. Finally, 
in the 1994 elections in Luxembourg the EU issue was present through the 
consequences of the Maastricht Treaty (Hearl 1994). In particular, this 
concerned the protection of special rights for Luxembourgers as compared to 
the large group of EU-residents. Also, the reduction of policy areas where the 
unanimity rule applied was seen as a threat for a small country like 
Luxembourg.   

All in all, there a few cases where Europe seems to be an independent 
issue which parties use to mobilise voters. We have two occasions where 
national and European elections followed closely in the same year (Luxembourg 
and Spain) and one occasion where a referendum on EU accession was 
approaching (Norway). Norway had the most ‘Europeanised’ domestic elections, 
which suggest that most potential for a role of Europe is in connection with 
prospective membership. In contrast, the co-occurrence of national and 
European elections only seems to strengthen the second-order effect: European 
elections become a popularity contest for national parties. Then again, if EU 
membership triggers attention for European issues, why did this not happen 
during the accession rounds in the mid-1980s and mid-1990s? For Spain and 
Portugal, the explanation seems to be that there was overwhelming support for 
membership: in the absence of controversy among the parties there was no 
reason to politicise Europe. The story is somewhat different for the new 
members of 1995. In Austria, the debate had already taken place in the 
referendum of 1994, which gave the governing parties a comfortable majority in 
favour of membership. The elections in that year demonstrated a return to 
issues of domestic politics, such as dissatisfaction with the Grand Coalition of 
ÖVP and SPÖ which was successfully mobilised by the FPÖ. A similar argument 
can be made for Finland, which had also voted in favour of joining the EU some 
months before. In Sweden, where the election was held first, parties did not 
anticipate the referendum during the campaign.   

With a view on their interaction with elections, it is worth paying some 
more attention to the role of referenda. On the one hand, referenda incite 
debate on Europe among national parties and publics; on the other hand, such a 
debate remains rather isolated as it does not spill over to parliamentary 
elections. Marks and Hooghe (2004) argue that the increasing use of referenda 
is one of the main effects of EU integration on national democracies. They add 
that in certain countries, referenda seem to be an escape strategy of political 
elites that are unable to decide on important EU-related issues. Still, the 
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interesting point is that this instrument of direct democracy also seem to spread 
to countries that have (nearly) no tradition in this.  
 

Table 5.9 Referenda held in EU-15, Norway and Switzerland, 1973-2004 

 1973-1985 1986-1992 1993-2004 1973-2004 

 
Belgium 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

France 0 2 (1) 1 (0) 3 (1) 
Germany 0 0 0 0 
Italy 9 (0) 10 (1) 38 (0) 57 (1) 
Luxembourg 0 0 0 0 
Netherlands 0 0 0 0 
 
Denmark 

 
1 (0) 

 
2 (2) 

 
3 (3) 

 
6 (5) 

Ireland 4 (0) 6 (2) 12 (3) 22 (5) 
UK 1 (1) 0 0 1 (1) 
 
Greece 

 
2 (0) 

 
0 

 
0 

 
2 (0) 

Portugal 0 0 2 (0) 2 (0) 
Spain 2 (0) 1 (0) 0 3 (0) 
     
Austria 1 (0) 0 1 (1) 2 (1) 
Finland 0 0 1 (1) 1 (1) 
Sweden  1 (0) 0 2 (2) 3 (2) 
 
Norway 

 
0 

 
0 

 
1 (1) 

 
1 (1) 

Switzerland 110 (0) 52 (1) 126 (2) 288 (3) 
 
Average (per year) 

 
0.6 

 
0.6 

 
0.9 

 
0.7 

Source: Research Centre on Direct Democracy, http://c2d.unige.ch/index.php 
Figures between brackets indicate the number of referenda related to the EU 

 
In table 5.9 an overview is given of all referenda held in the EU-15, 

Norway and Switzerland between 1973 and 2004. Over time, we can see a 
modest increase in the use of referenda: from a yearly average of 0.6 to 0.9 in 
most recent years. Not surprisingly, two countries stand out: Switzerland has 
held as many as 288 referenda (an average of 9 each year), followed by Italy 
with 57 referenda. It has to be noted that the vast majority of these elections 
concerned domestic issues: only 1.8 percent (Italy) and 1.0 percent 
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(Switzerland) had a European subject. Next, Ireland and Denmark have seen a 
substantial number of referenda, many of which were on EU matters – 
particularly in Denmark. Some of these are notorious for their effects on the 
progress of EU integration, such as the Danish No to the Maastricht Treaty and 
EMU, and the Irish rejection of the Nice Treaty.  

In contrast, Belgium, Germany, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands have 
never held referenda.10 In Austria, Finland, France, Greece, Norway, Portugal, 
Spain, Sweden and the UK, referenda are very rare. It is noteworthy that the 
issues at stake in countries where only one referendum was held were joining 
the EU (Finland, Norway) or staying in the EU (UK), i.e. 100 percent EU-related. 
Then again, the referenda which took place in Greece, Portugal and Spain were 
none of all on EU issues. Austria (50 percent), France (33 percent) and Sweden 
(67 percent) are in between: at least one of their referenda was EU-related.  

In other words, when a referendum occurs in a country that has no 
such tradition, it is likely to be on the EU. This also implies that there is no spill 
over to other policy areas: EU accession or ratification of Treaties remain the 
unique occasion. In most countries, the overall number of referenda is still very 
low: the rise of the overall average is mainly caused by a limited number of 
countries strengthening their tradition of direct democracy. From the perspective 
of political parties, referenda – and the different campaigns associated with 
them – are the exception, not the rule. Thus, even if parties do not manage to 
mobilise their supporters in favour of their preferred outcome, or if there is a 
large discrepancy of opinions between the leadership and the electorate, this 
does not have a lasting effect.  

 
5.7 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

 
Traditionally, representation and mobilisation have been considered the core of 
the functioning of political parties. If parties were successful as representative 
bodies, they could rely on a stable and loyal electorate. With class and religion 
as important factors of alignment and vote choice for large parts of the Western 
European population, the political landscape was well-ordered and predictable. 
Parties and voters were closely linked, often embedded in a broader network of 
civil society, including churches, trade unions and social movements. Yet, the 
gradual breakdown of these cleavages implies a loosening of the ties between 
elites and masses. This, we would expect, has an impact on party membership, 

                                                 
10 The Netherlands ended this tradition a year later, with the referendum on the EU 
Constitutional Treaty (2005). 
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party attachment, electoral turnout and volatility. Trends in society such as 
individualisation or modernisation and the rise of modern communication have 
driven this process of dealignment. Partly as a response to this, it is argued that 
parties have focused more and more on their governing functions.   

So the story goes. Indeed, the findings of this chapter, as summarised 
in table 5.10, largely confirm the expectations outlined in the introduction. With 
very few exceptions, party membership has declined in the countries analysed 
here and people feel less attached to a party. While voter turnout has declined 
across the board, many countries have seen an increase of electoral volatility. It 
is noteworthy that both turnout decline and increase of volatility seem to have 
come to halt. In several countries, the peak in terms of volatility and the lowest 
point in turnout were reached in the 1990s. Afterwards, the trend moved in the 
opposite direction or at least stability followed. However, this does not affect the 
general conclusion that parties are increasingly performing worse in their 
mobilisation function. 

What do we find if we take the findings on membership, attachment, 
turnout and volatility together? First of all, we can see that these four trends are 
often closely related: e.g. decline of party membership coincides with a rise in 
volatility. Greece and Spain stand out with a stable overall pattern, which 
diverges from all other countries. They combine a modest rise in party 
membership, stable or rising party attachment and a strong decline of electoral 
volatility. In contrast, radical changes have occurred in Austria, France, Ireland, 
Italy and Norway. In nearly all aspects, these countries show strong decline 
(membership, attachment) or strong rise (volatility). Another group of countries 
shares most of these changes, but with the exception of party attachment 
(Netherlands), volatility (Finland and the UK). 

Which is the (additional) role of EU integration regarding mobilisation? It 
has been argued that Europe aggravates the weakening of links between 
citizens and voters, thus speeding up a process already taking place. The 
essence of this argument is that the transfer of policy making to the European 
level results in the ‘irrelevance’ of national politics, which in turn makes 
mobilisation more and more difficult for parties operating at that national level. 
Alternatively, the politicisation of the EU issue in domestic party competition 
(elections or referenda) would offer parties new chances for mobilisation.   
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Table 5.10 Overview of main trends in mobilisation, 1973-2004 

 Party 
membership 

Party 
attachment 

Voter 
turnout 

Electoral 
volatility 

EU issue 

Belgium Modest 
decline 

Stability - Modest 
rise 

 
No role 

France Modest 
decline 

Strong 
decline 

Strong 
decline 

Strong rise No role 

Germany Modest 
decline 

Modest 
decline 

Modest 
decline 

Stability No role 

Italy Strong 
decline 

Strong 
decline 

Modest 
decline 

Strong rise No role 

Luxembourg - Strong 
decline 

- Modest 
decline 

Occasional 

Netherlands Modest 
decline 

Stability Modest 
decline 

Strong rise No role 

 
Denmark 

 
Modest 
decline 

 
Stability 

 
Stability 

 
Modest 
decline 

 
No role 

Ireland Modest 
decline 

Strong 
decline 

Strong 
decline 

Modest 
rise 

No role 

UK Modest 
decline 

Strong 
decline 

Modest 
decline 

Stability No role 

 
Greece 

 
Modest rise 

 
Stability 

 
- 

 
Strong 
decline 

 
No role 

Portugal Stability Modest 
decline 

Strong 
decline 

Stability No role 

Spain Modest rise Modest rise Stability Strong 
decline 

Occasional  

 
Austria 

 
Strong 
decline 

 
- 

 
Modest 
decline 

 
Strong rise 

 
No role 

Finland Strong 
decline 

- Modest 
decline 

Stability No role 

Sweden Modest  
decline 

- Modest 
decline 

Modest 
rise 

No role 

 
Norway 

 
Strong 
decline 

-  
Modest 
decline 

 
Strong rise 

 
Occasional 

Switzerland Modest 
decline 

- Modest 
decline 

Stability No role 

Based on tables 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.6, and 5.8  
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When it comes to this European effect, the findings are mixed, to say 
the least. On the one hand, we hardly find any role for the EU issue in national 
elections, while European elections are still second order elections dominated by 
domestic issues. Even when selecting the most likely cases – elections close to 
European elections or Treaty ratifications – there is only a marginal minority of 
countries where Europe comes into play. In the vast majority of countries, 
traditional domestic issues prevail and Europe has no priority either to voters or 
to parties. On the other hand, the idea that EU integration further weakens the 
elite-mass linkage does not find clear confirmation. First, the trends of 
membership decline, increase of volatility, and turnout decline are all stronger in 
countries outside of the EU. Second, looking at EU members, similar trends 
occur in countries that have joined the EU at various points in time. Likewise, 
countries that have become member in the same accession round, display 
largely diverging trends. To name one example: the main explanation for decline 
in membership was the fact whether a country has a tradition of mass parties or 
not. Thus, the EU factor does not aggravate the loosening of ties between 
voters and parties and EU membership does not produce similar trends among 
members. Existing national trends continue, also when the EU is joined and the 
main differences between developments inside and outside are caused by the 
composition of the EU at a particular point in time. 
 
 
 



 

6 JUST HOLD ON TIGHT 
The increasing importance of recruitment and governance  

 
These are parties which are privileged in terms of 
appointments, which are privileged in terms of 
resources, money and status, and which are 
privileged in terms of access to public networks of 
communication, privileges which all derive from their 
linkage to the state and from their position as the 
holders of public office (Mair 1995: 54).  

 
 
6.1 INTRODUCTION: FROM REPRESENTATION TO GOVERNANCE 
 
The recruitment of candidates for parliament and office is one of the main 
features which distinguish political parties from interest groups, social 
movements or single-issue organisations. Since parties pursue a number of 
strategic objectives, e.g. to gain votes and to qualify for office, they need a 
large number of competent candidates which can adequately represent them 
and attain their policy objectives. Having such candidates augments the chances 
to be voted for and to join a government. For this reason, control mechanisms 
are essential: both beforehand in the form of selection procedures, and during 
the parliamentary term – with reference to the party programme a candidate is 
expected to adhere to.   
 Yet, there are large differences in the extent to which a party - more 
specifically: the central party leadership – is actually in control of this selection 
procedure. First, the responsibility for drawing up candidate lists may be largely 
decentralised, which gives more room for regional or local branches to promote 
their own candidates. Second, in certain parties a candidate list needs to be 
approved by the party executive only, while in other parties the consent of a 
party conference is required or even a referendum among all members is held to 
produce the list. Recent years show a trend of increasing involvement of the 
‘party on the ground’ in the (s)election of  candidates (Bille 2001). Third, certain 
electoral systems are more candidate-centred than party-centred. This can be 
seen most clearly in first-past-the-post systems with single-member districts, 
where individual candidates have to win their own seat. Next, single-transferable 
vote systems offer voters the chance to express their (ranked) preferences for 
individual candidates. In a number of party-list systems based on proportional 
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representation, preferential voting has been introduced which has lowered the 
threshold for candidates to win a seat.   
 How could EU integration and the recruitment function of parties be 
related? First, the introduction of direct elections to the European Parliament in 
1979 adds a new responsibility for parties to select and nominate candidates. In 
the absence of EU-wide candidate lists and truly European elections, these 
procedures are still controlled by national parties. Second, national parties have 
their influence through their government representatives in the Council of 
Ministers. These ministers have also been selected and approved by national 
parties. The main Treaty changes are negotiated at Intergovernmental 
Conferences by Prime Ministers, who are almost without exception also party 
leaders. Finally, the members of the European Commission are nominated by 
national (party) governments. Altogether, parties are quite in control of national 
and European candidate selections, be it directly or indirectly. In particular, the 
position of national party leaders seems to be strengthened (Raunio 2002; 
Krouwel 2004). With the growing importance of recruitment and office-seeking 
objectives of parties in mind, it can be expected that parties stick strongly to 
their recruitment function. Their privileged position both at the national and the 
European level might even enhance this role. 

Such an assumption closely relates to Mair’s (2000b) argument that the 
procedural functions of parties, especially the recruitment of candidates for 
parliament and for government, gain significance, whereas the representative 
functions are in decline. As a result, parties are said to change more and more 
into governing agencies. This argument builds on the ‘cartel thesis’ (Katz and 
Mair 1995), which asserts that there is a growing interdependence of parties 
and the state. While parties drift away from society – a trend of which 
decreasing membership and increasing volatility are the most evident indicators 
(see chapter 5) - they become increasingly entangled with the state, especially 
through the mechanism of state funding. Parties rely less on contributions by 
members, and increasingly on subsidies related to their presence in parliament. 
As a result, stability or expansion of representation in parliament is vital. 

Parties may face a number of other strategic dilemmas as a result of 
increasing EU integration. First, they have to decide which role their MEPs can 
assume within the party. At one end, we may find close links symbolised by 
intense scrutiny and voting instructions; at the other end, complete 
independence or even indifference. Largely, this boils down to the difference 
between a trustee model, where a party assumes its MEPs will act in its best 
interest, and a delegate model of representation, where an MEP has a specific 
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mandate to be fulfilled (Andeweg 2003). This is also reflected in the formal 
status that MEPs obtain in the various party bodies. The second dilemma is that 
of members of cabinet who at times have to choose between loyalty to their 
party and loyalty to the EU commitments made by the national government. 
This adds another dimension to the loyalty conflict that may occur in national 
politics too, when parties are in a coalition government. Third, both government 
and opposition parties may confront a difficult balancing act between engaging 
in party competition and promoting national interests (Benz 2004). Whereas 
opposition parties want to distinguish themselves from their governing 
counterparts, too strong criticism might undermine the government’s position in 
EU negotiations. Similarly, parties supporting the government have to defend 
the interests of their voters, while at the same time giving enough leeway to the 
government to reach compromises at the EU level.   

The latter dilemma hints at a broader trend which has been observed in 
connection with growing EU integration, often labelled ‘de-parliamentarisation’. 
It denotes a shift in the power balance between the executive and the 
legislative, at the detriment of the latter. As neatly summarised by Duina and 
Oliver (2005: 173): ‘… national parliaments must accept EU law, which is 
mandatory and superior to national law, without having participated in its 
formulation.’ The de-parliamentarisation thesis is composed of four elements: 
policy transfer, the powers of EU institutions, information asymmetry, and 
resources (Raunio and Hix 2000; Orr 2003). First, through the history of EU 
integration, but particularly since the Single European Act, a transfer of authority 
to Brussels has taken place in an array of policy fields. This implies EU 
involvement in many policies that used to be the prerogative of national 
parliaments. Second, within EU decision-making, national parliaments hardly 
play any formal role, as they are not mentioned in any of the European Union 
Treaties. Decision-making at the European level is dominated by the European 
Council and the Council of Ministers, both composed of government members, 
relying more on their national administrations than on parliaments (Raunio and 
Hix 2000; Orr 2003). In addition, the increasing use of qualified majority voting 
makes parliamentary control and steering rather difficult and often ineffective. 
Third, cabinet members and their entourage – civil servants, permanent 
representatives – enjoy a large advantage in terms of information and access to 
networks. Since the meetings of the Council take place behind closed doors and 
the results of negotiations are often complex package deals, this information 
asymmetry is maintained. Fourth, national parliaments do not have the 
resources – or the willingness to allocate these – to scrutinise EU policies in 
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great detail. This may be due to the technical nature of much legislation, and 
the low interest in EU matters within most national parties.  

The de-parliamentarisation thesis has found some empirical 
confirmation, yet the debate focuses on the scope of this effect and on the 
question whether there may also be factors at work other than EU integration. 
Duina and Oliver (2005) qualify the image of ever weakening parliaments versus 
ever strengthening executives. First, the formal role of national parliaments has 
been acknowledged in a Protocol on National Parliaments, ratified together with 
the Amsterdam Treaty. For example, this Protocol gives EACs the possibility to 
address EU institutions ‘… notably in relation to the application of the principle of 
subsidiarity, the area of freedom, security and justice as well as questions 
regarding fundamental rights’ (Protocol on National Parliaments in the European 
Union, Article II.6, 1997). Second, all EU member states have established 
European Affairs Committees. Even if the formal position, status, and frequency 
of meetings of these EACs differ greatly, this signifies an attempt to offset the 
information asymmetry and to increase ex ante control over the government’s 
position.   

More importantly, Duina and Oliver (2005) argue that EU integration has 
actually benefited parliaments in certain respects. The first mechanism they 
refer to is precedent setting: parliaments are enabled to enter issue areas where 
there used to be no parliamentary activity.  

 
‘The ‘shock’ occurs because the introduction of EU law affects precisely those 
variables that preclude parliamentary activity. The arrival of an EU law arouses 
interest on that topic, establishes law as a legitimate option for regulation and 
provides interested parties with enough impetus to overcome the opposition’ 
(Duina and Oliver 2005: 176).  

 
The second mechanism identified is policy transfer, which points at the 
importance of learning through the exchange of policies, ideas and best 
practices. All of these enhance the viability of parliaments as regulators of 
society, since the quality of legislative outputs is improved.1  
 A more fundamental critique is that of by Raunio and Hix (2000) who 
not only question the de-parliamentarisation thesis, but are also sceptical as to 
the impact of EU integration on this process. They identify two other factors that 
are seen as equally or even more important. The first of these is modernisation: 

                                                 
1 This type of argument is strongly related to the emphasis on output legitimacy (Scharpf 
1999) where the successful implementation of policies that meet societal needs is more 
important than the process leading to these policies (input legitimacy). 
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the complexity and technical nature of modern-day policy making makes 
governments rely more on the expertise of civil servants than on 
parliamentarians. Certain tasks are delegated to specialised agencies, largely 
without democratic control. Thus, a sceptical view holds that parliaments do 
little more than rubberstamp decisions made elsewhere, as they do not have the 
knowledge and expertise to operate adequately in a system of ‘post-
parliamentary governance’ (Andersen and Burns 1996).  The second factor is 
the imperative of government: the executive-legislative divide is overtaken by 
the government-opposition divide. Governments are supported by cohesive 
party groups that form a parliamentary majority, thus leaving little room for 
parliament as an institution to position itself vis-à-vis government. These 
combined trends of modernisation and party government strengthen the 
dominance of the executive. This change of balance takes place for the most 
part independent of EU integration. For that reason, Raunio and Hix suggest 
that integration has not caused changes in the executive-legislative relations, 
but has rather ‘reinforced changes that were already taking place’ (2000: 159-
60). 
 Thus, we are again hesitant to pinpoint EU integration as the main 
driving force behind party changes. There may either be alternative explanations 
which show commonalities irrespective of EU membership, or the effect of 
Europe is indirect. So far, we have identified a number of aspects related to 
recruitment and governance where a role of EU integration may be expected. 
They concern both individual parties and the parliamentary system and all of 
these will subsequently be discussed in this chapter. Before entering this debate, 
however, section 6.2 introduces the main characteristics of the 17 party systems 
and the changes over time. To what extent has the institutional setting changed 
in which parties operate? This relates to the fragmentation of party systems and 
the control of party competition by traditional parties. Next, the recruitment 
function of parties will be considered: how are candidates selected, and to what 
extent are parties in control of the seats in parliament and government? Section 
6.3 analyses the dominance of parties within parliament and government: is 
there any room left for non-partisan candidates?  If indeed EU integration has 
added to a stronger focus of parties on their organisation functions 
(recruitment), this should be visible in a tighter control of parties in these areas. 
 From there, the focus switches to coalition formation in section 6.4. 
Which coalitions are formed, which parties are successful in their governing 
aspirations, and do governments have a solid or weak parliamentary base? 
Sections 6.5 and 6.6 both deal with the interaction between the EU and national 
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level: which interaction takes place between national parties and their MEPs, 
and do career patterns become intertwined? Finally, moving to the level of 
parliaments: which mechanisms of control and oversight of EU affairs have been 
established?  
 
6.2 SETTING THE SCENE: PARTY SYSTEMS 
 
Political parties perform their recruitment function within the context of 
competition with other parties, and consequently within a particular party 
system. Thus, we will first look at some features of these party systems and 
discuss the changes that have taken place. All analyses comprise the 15 EU 
member states, Norway and Switzerland, and they cover the period between 
1973 and 2004. Blondel (1968: 184-87) has suggested a classification according 
to numbers and relative size: he distinguishes two-party systems (two parties 
with more or less equal size), two-and-a-half party systems (two large parties, 
one smaller party), multi-party systems with a dominant party (one large party 
and various smaller parties), and multi-party systems without a dominant party 
(only smaller parties).  

In table 6.1 a comparable distinction is made: the two-party and two-
and-a-half party systems have been merged (since pure two-party systems are 
extremely rare), while the two other categories are labelled ‘moderate’ and 
‘extreme’ multi-party systems. The grouping of countries is based on the 
‘effective number of parties’, an index developed by Laakso and Taagepera 
(1979), arguably the most appropriate – and certainly most intuitive – way of 
measuring the number of parties and their relative size.2 The cut-off point 
between moderate and extreme has been set at an effective number of 4.0 
parties. 

No more than two countries, Greece – with ND and PASOK as main 
competitors – and the UK – Conservatives and Labour – consistently show a low 
effective number of parties, and are thus headed under the category two(-and-
a-half) party systems. The two-and-a-half party system of Austria develops into 
a multi-party system after 1985, while Portugal is only out of the group of multi-
party systems for a small period (1986-1992). Belgium, Denmark, Finland and 
Switzerland, classify as extreme multi-party systems throughout, while France, 
Germany, Ireland and Spain have a moderate multi-party system in each period. 

                                                 
2 The calculation of this index is as follows: N=1/Σ si

2 in which si is the share of seats of 
the i-th party. Seats have been chosen since this chapter deals with recruitment and 
governance, i.e. the relative strength of parties in parliament. 
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In between are the cases of Italy, Luxembourg, Norway and Sweden, gradually 
moving from moderate to extreme multipartyism, and the Netherlands which 
switches to moderate multipartyism in the middle period and then returns to 
extreme multipartyism. Thus, the large majority of countries have multi-party 
systems, and among these the share of party systems with high fragmentation 
has increased. 3 In the 1993-2004 period, almost half of the countries classify as 
extreme multi-party systems.  
 

Table 6.1 Classification of party systems, 1973-2004 

 1973-1985 1986-1992 1993-2004 
 

Two (-and-a-half) 
party systems 
(effective number of 
parties below 2.5) 

Austria  
Greece  
UK  
 

Greece 
Portugal 
UK 

Greece  
UK 

Moderate multi-party 
systems 
(effective number of 
parties between 2.5 and 
4.0) 

France 
Germany 
Ireland 
Italy 
Luxembourg 
Norway 
Portugal 
Spain 
Sweden 
 

Austria 
France 
Germany 
Ireland 
Luxembourg 
Netherlands 
Spain 
Sweden 

Austria 
France 
Germany 
Ireland 
Portugal 
Spain 

Extreme multi-party 
systems 
(effective number of 
parties above 4.0) 

Belgium 
Denmark 
Finland 
Netherlands 
Switzerland 

Belgium 
Denmark 
Finland 
Italy 
Norway 
Switzerland 

Belgium 
Denmark 
Finland 
Italy 
Luxembourg 
Netherlands 
Norway 
Sweden 
Switzerland 

Source: Siaroff (2000), own calculations based on EJPR Political Data Yearbook 

 
To a large extent, this increasing fragmentation can be explained by the 

successful entrance of new parties on the one hand, and the gradual shrinking 

                                                 
3 This can also be seen in the rise of thee average effective number of parties: 1973-
1985: 3.65, 1986-1992: 3.96, 1993-2004: 4.09 
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of the electoral support for parties that used to dominate party competition on 
the other hand. In most countries, the dominant parties have been the social 
democrats and Christian democrats/Conservatives. A number of these parties 
were even able to obtain a majority of seats on their own: ND in Greece (1974), 
PSD in Portugal (1987, 1991), SPÖ in Austria (1975, 1979), and FF in Ireland 
(1977). The most successful new parties have been extreme right/nationalist 
parties and green parties (cf. Mair 2002a). Next, smaller parties have emerged 
on both the left and right end as alternatives for the dominant parties.  

We note that there is a general trend towards more fragmentation 
inside and outside the EU. Moreover, the moment of joining the EU does not 
mark a radical change in fragmentation: countries with a history of 
multipartyism maintain this tradition. Both for parties and voters this means that 
the setting in which policy competition takes place remains relatively unaltered. 
This is not to deny that new parties coming and going have their effect on the 
political landscape, just as the share of votes parties manage to obtain. In that 
sense, this typology of party systems only provides a crude indicator. But that 
should not distract from the general point made here that EU membership 
and/or integration have not fundamentally altered the party systems that were 
in place in terms of concentration or fragmentation. 

Table 6.2 focuses on the waning electoral success of major parties, and 
depicts the changes in the vote share of the two largest parties. Most dramatic 
changes can be found in Austria and Italy, where the concentration of votes in 
the hands of a few parties has radically been reduced. In the 1970s, Austria’s 
SPÖ and FPÖ together controlled more than 90 percent of the votes, and they 
continued to dominate in the 1980s. The success of the FPÖ as a third 
competitor since the 1990 elections has drastically changed this situation. In 
Italy, the control of DC and PCI was not as overwhelming as that of the 
dominant parties in Austria, but they were in command of party competition 
until the beginning of the 1990s. The complete overhaul of the party system in 
1994, and high volatility in subsequent elections, has brought a sudden end to 
this two-party dominance. The decrease is also quite steep in Ireland, where FF, 
still by far the largest party, is now contested by both FG and the LP. Similar to 
the Irish experience, Norway sees the dominance of DNA waning as it is 
challenged by an increasing number of other parties. Comparing these figures 
with table 6.1, we find that the countries where two-party dominance has been 
diminished also move from a two-party system towards a multi-party system, or 
from moderate to extreme multipartyism. 
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In contrast, the dominance of the larger parties has increased in 
Denmark, Greece, Portugal and Spain. In Denmark, party competition now 
centres around two main opponents, the liberal Venstre and the Social 
democrats. Greek elections have more and more turned into a tight race 
between New Democracy and PASOK, while competitors SAP and KKE are 
gradually losing out; the two former parties now control around 85 percent of 
the votes. Like in Greece, the loss of votes for socialist and communist parties 
explains the increasing concentration of votes between the PS and PSD in 
Portugal, and between PSOE and PP in Spain. Comparing these figures with the 
trend in effective number of parties yields similar information: these countries 
either become a less extreme multiparty-system (Denmark) or approach the 
two-and-half party system (Greece, Portugal, Spain).   

 

Table 6.2 Vote share of the two largest parties (percentage), 1973-2004 

  1973-1985 1986-1992 1993-2004 1973-2004 
Belgium 41.8 32.8 29.0 -12.8 
France 48.6 56.7 45.3 -3.3 
Germany 88.5 79.3 77.0 -11.5 
Italy 68.2 53.4 38.8 -29.4 
Luxembourg 60.4 58.6 56.4 -4.0 
Netherlands 61.5 67.6 50.2 -11.3 

Denmark 50.0 50.9 59.4 
 

9.4 
Ireland 82.2 69.4 65.6 -16.6 
UK 75.3 75.7 73.2 -2.1 
 
Greece 78.1 86.2 84.6 

 
6.5 

Portugal 66.6 77.3 78.4 11.8 
Spain 68.5 67.9 77.6 9.1 
     
Austria 92.3 79.7 67.0 -25.3 
Finland 46.1 47.1 47.6 1.5 
Sweden 66.9 61.1 60.7 -6.2 
 
Norway 64.9 56.5 49.8 

 
-15.1 

Switzerland 47.3 41.2 46.1 -1.2 
 
Average 65.1 62.4 59.2 

 
-5.9 

Source: Siaroff (2000), own calculations based on EJPR Political Data Yearbook 
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  In several other countries, the vote concentration of the two main 
parties has remained almost unchanged. While the exact ranking of the Swiss 
parties differs through the years, there is still a relatively stable balance between 
the four governing parties. Likewise, the SDP, KESK, and KOK approach 
equilibrium in Finland. In the United Kingdom, competition is dominated as 
always by Conservatives and Labour, despite the slight increase in electoral 
fortune for the Lib-Dems. Finally, despite a decrease since the 1970s, Germany’s 
SPD and CDU/CSU still control more than 70 percent of the seats. All of these 
countries also remain in the same type of party system.  
 

Table 6.3 Party systems and vote share of the two largest parties 

 increasing vote share  decreasing vote share 

two (-and-a-half) party 
systems 

Greece  UK 

 
moderate multi-party 
systems 
 

 
Portugal 
Spain 

 
Austria 
France 
Germany 
Ireland 
Luxembourg 
Sweden 

 
extreme multi-party 
systems 

 
Denmark 
Finland 

 
Belgium 
Italy 
Netherlands 
Norway 
Switzerland 

  
Most party systems show a trend of increasing fragmentation, as can be 

seen by the small share of two(-and-a-half) party systems and by the switch of 
several countries from the group of moderate multi-party systems to extreme 
multi-party systems. Also, there is a close link between the concentration of 
votes among the main parties and the fragmentation of a party system 
(expressed as the effective number of parties). Yet, as can be seen from table 
6.3, some countries show an opposing trend, with decreasing fragmentation and 
increasing concentration of votes among the main parties. In most cases, this 
entails an opposition of parties from the social democrat and Christian democrat 
or conservative bloc, e.g. PSD and PS in Portugal. In these countries, the main 
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challengers of the 1970s and early 1980s, i.e. socialist and communist parties, 
have gradually lost votes, and sometimes these parties have disappeared 
altogether.  

Notwithstanding these exceptions, we generally observe a trend in the 
other direction, in which the dominant parties of the 1970s have lost to new 
challengers, such as green or nationalist parties. Austria and Italy are the most 
obvious examples of this trend. Both the group of countries where two-party 
dominance has increased, and the countries where this has decreased are 
composed of a variety of countries. Neither the length of EU membership nor 
the moment of entrance into the EU can be related to the level of two-party 
dominance or the trend over time. 

 
6.3 RECRUITMENT FOR PARLIAMENT AND GOVERNMENT 
 
If a change from representative functions to governing functions is taking place, 
this should be reflected in a stronghold of political parties on recruitment. We 
would expect partisan dominance both in parliament and government to have 
increased, or at least to have remained stable. To what extent are political 
parties ‘in control’ of the recruitment for seats both in parliament and 
government? Table 6.4 first of all shows the composition of cabinets between 
1973 and 2004, where the scores depict the percentage of independent (non-
partisan) cabinet members.  

First, there are a number of countries where all cabinet members have 
been affiliated with a party through the years: Belgium, Denmark, Luxembourg, 
Netherlands, Norway, Switzerland and the UK. Leaving aside the special case of 
Switzerland, these are all countries with a strong tradition of party (coalition) 
government. Second, in some other countries, independent candidates only 
figure rarely, i.e. they are an exception to the rule of party membership. This 
holds for Austria, Finland, Germany, Greece, Ireland and Sweden. The role of 
independent candidates is sometimes confined to a particular period, in which 
they do have a substantial share of cabinet seats - e.g. Greece. Third, in France, 
Italy, Portugal and Spain, independents play a relatively large role in various 
cabinets. Yet, these countries show opposite trends: Portugal is the clearest 
case of an increase of party controlled government. In the early years of its 
democratic status, Portugal had three consecutive governments composed only 
of independents, but this has decreased dramatically over time – 30 percent less 
than in the 1970s. Italy and Spain show contrary trends, as the share of 
independents increases through the years, particularly in Italy. France finds itself 
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in between, with an increasing role for independent cabinet members followed 
by a decline in recent years.  
 

Table 6.4 Independent members of cabinet (percentage), 1973-2004 

  
1973-1985 1986-1992 1993-2004 1973-2004 

 
Belgium 0.0 0.0 0.0 

 
- 

France 12.2 16.7 11.0 -1.2 
Germany 0.0 0.0 2.1 2.1 
Italy 1.3 8.1 28.1 26.8 
Luxembourg 0.0 0.0 0.0 - 
Netherlands 0.0 0.0 0.0 - 
 
Denmark 0.0 0.0 0.0 

 
- 

Ireland 2.1 0.0 0.0 -2.1 
UK 0.0 0.0 0.0 - 
 
Greece 0.0 12.7 0.0 

 
- 

Portugal 39.7 13.6 9.5 -32.2 
Spain 3.3 7.9 13.3 10.0 
 
Austria 0.0 3.6 5.4 

 
5.4 

Finland 9.3 0.0 1.6 -7.7 
Sweden 3.0 3.6 0.0 -3.0 
 
Norway 0.0 0.0 0.0 

 
- 

Switzerland 0.0 0.0 0.0 - 

Average 4.2 3.9 4.2 
 
- 

Source: Siaroff 2000, own calculations based on EJPR Political Data Yearbook 

 
The control of parties is even more overwhelming when we consider the 

share of independent members of parliament, as reported in table 6.5. In the 
period between 1973 and 1985, all parliamentary seats in 11 out of 17 countries 
are taken by partisan candidates. This figure increases to 12 and 13 respectively 
in the periods thereafter. Complete dominance by parties throughout the 1973-
2004 period can be found in Austria, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Netherlands, 
Norway, Sweden and Switzerland, where no independent candidate has ever 
been elected. Combining these findings with those of table 6.4 means that 
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parties entirely dominate recruitment for both office and parliament in Denmark, 
Netherlands, Norway and Switzerland.  

 

Table 6.5 Partisan and non-partisan members of parliament (percentage), 1973-2004 

 1973-1985 
 

1986-1992 1993-2004 

All partisan Austria 
Belgium 
Denmark 
Finland 
Germany 
Greece 
Italy 
Netherlands 
Norway 
Sweden 
Switzerland 

Austria 
Denmark 
Finland 
Germany 
Italy 
Luxembourg 
Netherlands 
Norway 
Portugal 
Sweden 
Switzerland 
United Kingdom 
 

Austria 
Belgium 
Denmark 
Finland 
Germany 
Greece 
Luxembourg 
Netherlands 
Norway 
Portugal 
Spain 
Sweden 
Switzerland 
 

Non-partisan/ 
independent 

France  
- 1978: 5.1 
- 1981: 4.1 
Ireland  
- 1981: 4.2 
- 1982 (I): 2.4 
- 1982 (II): 1.8 
Luxembourg 
- 1979: 1.7 
Portugal 
- 1976: 0.4 
Spain 
- 1977: 0.6 
United Kingdom 
- 1974: 0.2 

Belgium  
- 1991: 1.4 
France  
- 1986: 3.3 
- 1988: 4.0 
Greece  
- 1989 (I): 0.3  
- 1989 (II): 0.6 
- 1990: 0.6 
Ireland  
- 1987: 1.8 
- 1989: 1.8 
- 1992: 2.4 
Spain 
- 1989: 0.3 

France  
- 1993: 4.3 
- 1997: 2.6 
- 2001: 2.6 
Ireland 
- 1997: 3.6 
- 2002: 7.8 
Italy 
- 2001: 0.2 
United Kingdom 
- 1997: 0.2 
 

Source: own calculations, based on Mackie & Rose (1991, 1997) and 
http://www.electionworld.org   
 

If we consider the countries where independent candidates have been 
elected, we can first of all conclude that their share is marginal – ranging from 
0.2 percent in the UK (1974) to 7.8 percent in Ireland (2002), with an overall 
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average of 2.2 percent. Given the size of most parliaments, this implies only four 
or five MPs each parliamentary term. In Belgium, Luxembourg and Portugal, 
these are moreover one-shot events in a parliament that is completely 
dominated by partisan candidates in all other years. In Spain and the UK, we 
find two elections where independent candidates managed to get elected, but 
these are very rare exceptions to the rule. In fact, France and Ireland are the 
only countries where seats for non-partisan candidates are a more or less 
permanent feature. Not only do we find independents gain seats in a range of 
elections, their share is also clearly above average. In Ireland, the number of 
successful non-partisan candidates has also increased recently, as the 2002 
result demonstrates. In France, the share of non-partisan candidates is relatively 
stable over time, although recent years show a small decrease.4  

All in all, the findings confirm that parties indeed are strong on their 
governing functions. Therefore, the question whether parties are in charge of 
recruitment for parliament and office can certainly be answered in the 
affirmative. This dominance is particularly overwhelming when considering 
representation in parliament: the percentage of parliaments that are entirely 
dominated by party candidates has increased from 65 percent to 76 percent. In 
other countries, the share of independents is either very small, or their presence 
is limited to one or two parliamentary terms. Compared to parliament, 
recruitment for office gives more room for candidates from outside political 
parties who are engaged for their specific expertise. Again, we find that this role 
for independents is limited to a number of countries, most notably France, Italy, 
Portugal and Spain. The recruitment of independents is more likely when a 
caretaker government is installed that governs in anticipation of new elections. 
Next, there are a number of individual governments with non-partisan members, 
but this is confined to a particular period in countries where governments are 
generally entirely partisan.  

Finally, whether or not independent members have their share in 
government or in parliament is very much related to country-specific factors. 
That is, it is the same group of countries that gives room to independent 
candidates, as opposed to another relatively fixed group of countries where 
government and parliaments are almost entirely dominated by parties. These 
traditions are not interrupted or altered by EU membership. Given the 

                                                 
4 Moreover, a small qualification is in order: most of these candidates, though strictly 
speaking non-partisan, do form part of a group supporting one of the presidential 
candidates. Such groups are often formed ad hoc when elections are coming up. Leaving 
these candidates out would substantially lower the figures for France. 
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importance of the European Council in EU decision making, it also means that 
parties have a strong grip on who represents their country at the EU level.  
  
6.4 COALITION FORMATION: COMPETITION AND INNOVATION 
 
We have established that parties are in firm control of the recruitment for office. 
As the importance of effective representation in the Council increases, we might 
expect two different responses. The one option is to increase the majority on 
which the government rests, in order to enhance support for government 
policies. In addition, surplus coalitions might be a way to incorporate a minor 
party into government that can at the same time be circumvented when 
European issues are concerned. The alternative is to minimize the number of 
parties and the majority in parliament in order to facilitate intra-coalition 
consensus. Table 6.6 shows the share of seats for parties that support the 
government.   

The majority of countries have governments that rest on a similar 
parliamentary majority through the years. In the UK and Greece, it is generally 
single party majority governments that are formed. In Sweden and Norway, 
single-party government is also the norm, but these governments oftentimes 
have a minority status. In Finland, Italy and, notoriously, Switzerland, we find 
multi-party coalitions that have a broad parliamentary base. Germany, Ireland 
and Luxembourg also predominantly have multi-party majority coalitions, but 
here the coalitions often have slightly more than half of the seats.  

In Finland, Germany, Ireland, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Portugal, 
Spain, Sweden and Switzerland the parliamentary base in the most recent 
period is nearly identical to the 1973-1985 period. In contrast, the governments 
in Austria, Denmark, France and the UK rely on a much larger parliamentary 
base. Norway is the clearest example of a trend in the other direction, with 
support going down to 36.8%. Again, these are country specific trends, which 
are unrelated to length of EU membership or entrance into the EU. 
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Table 6.6 Parliamentary support for government (percentage of seats), 1973-2004 

  1973-1985 1986-1992 1993-2004 change 1973-
2004 

 
Belgium 

 
65.0 

 
61.0 

 
61.0 

 
-4.0 

France 54.3 45.8 65.2 10.9 
Germany 52.8 57.0 52.3 0.5 
Italy 51.4 54.7 55.1 3.7 
Luxembourg 62.3 67.0 61.5 -0.8 
Netherlands 59.7 61.5 61.0 1.3 
 
Denmark 

 
34.9 

 
35.8 

 
42.8 

 
7.9 

Ireland 52.3 48.8 53.0 0.7 
UK 52.6 55.7 63.0 10.4 
 
Greece 

 
60.0 

 
69.3 

 
55.2 

 
-4.8 

Portugal 51.7 59.0 50.5 -1.2 
Spain 50.3 51.5 47.3 -3.0 
 
Austria 

 
53.0 

 
73.0 

 
62.0 

 
9.0 

Finland 62.4 61.7 65.0 2.6 
Sweden 40.1 46.3 42.8 2.7 
 
Norway 

 
44.9 

 
41.3 

 
36.8 

 
-8.1 

Switzerland 84.3 76.0 84.3 - 
 
Average 

 
54.8 

 
56.8 

 
56.4 

 
1.8 

Source: Siaroff (2000), own calculations based on EJPR Political Data Yearbook 

 
The second issue concerns the chances for individual parties to join 

government. This is often referred to as the openness of party competition: do 
particular parties dominate coalition formation, or are there a large number of 
potential governing parties? Do new parties that gain electoral representation 
also manage to enter government? To what extent do the traditional parties still 
dominate coalition formation, keeping in mind that their vote shares have gone 
down (see table 6.2)? To measure the openness of competition for office, a 
typology of Mair (1997: 206-214) will be used, which is based on these three 
criteria:  
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1. alternation in government  
- wholesale, all incumbents are replaced by former opposition parties 
- partial, a new government includes at least one member of the 

previous  
government 

-  non-alternation, same party or coalition remains in government for a 
longer period 

2. innovation and familiarity 
- parties in government that have never been before governed in a 

particular format  
- governing formula remains the same over a long period 

3. which parties govern? 
- access to office only for a limited number of parties 
- wide range of parties that can be in government  

 
A closed structure competition implies wholesale or non-alternation, a 

familiar governing formula and access to government restricted to a few parties. 
Open competition denotes wholesale or partial alternation, an innovative 
governing formula and access to government for a broad range of parties. Table 
6.7 shows the alternation of governments, and the total number of parties that 
have been in government. Next, it also names individual parties in each country 
that have dominated government formation.   

It is relatively easy to identify the countries that have a closed structure 
of competition. The most rigid competition of all can be found in Switzerland, 
where the governing formula has not been altered during the entire period, with 
the same parties continuously in government. Next, Germany (with the SPD and 
CDU), Greece (ND and PASOK), Norway (DNA and H/KrF) and the UK (Lab and 
Tories) have two blocs competing for office, which implies wholesale alternation, 
as parties switch from opposition to government and vice versa. As a result, only 
a limited number of parties qualify for government participation, while the 
governing formula is familiar. 

Several other countries are more difficult to classify. In Austria, 
competition for office is limited to three parties – SPÖ, FPÖ and ÖVP – and 
alternation is partial or absent. On the other hand, several innovative coalitions 
have been formed: SPÖ-ÖVP, ÖVP-FPÖ, and SPÖ-FPÖ. Likewise, alternation in 
the Netherlands is absent or partial, but the PvdA-VVD-D66 coalition was 
certainly innovative, while the coalition that included the LPF shows that 
participation is not limited to the established parties only. As a result of the huge 
fragmentation of the Italian party system, many new parties were able to join 
government, while on the other hand the emergence of two opposing camps 
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centred around PPI/PDS on one side and FI on the other side has led to the 
regular occurrence of wholesale alternation. 

 

Table 6.7 Openness of competition for office, 1973-2004 

  1973-1985 1986-2004  1973-1985 1986-2004 

 
Belgium 
 

 
Alternation 
No. of parties 

 
None or partial

9 

 
None or partial 

11 

 
CVP-PSC 
SP-PS 

 
SP-PS 

CVP-PSC 
France 
 

Alternation 
 
No. of parties 

Partial or 
wholesale 

9 

None or 
wholesale 

8 

UDR 
RI 

PS 
MRG 

Germany 
 

Alternation 
 
No. of parties 

None or 
wholesale 

3 

None or 
wholesale 

4 

FDP 
SPD 

CDU/CSU 
FDP 

Italy 
 

Alternation 
No. of parties 

None or partial
5 

None or partial 
15 

DC 
PSDI 

DC/PPI 
PSDI 

Luxembourg 
 

Alternation 
No. of parties 

Partial 
3 

None or partial 
3 

CSV 
LSAP 

CSV 
LSAP 

Netherlands 
 

Alternation 
No. of parties 

None or partial
7 

None or partial 
5 

KVP/CDA 
D66 

VVD 
PvdA 

 
Denmark 
 

 
Alternation 
 
No. of parties 

 
None or 

wholesale 
5 

 
None or partial 

 
6 

 
SD 
V 

 
KF 
V 

Ireland 
 

Alternation 
 
No. of parties 

None or 
wholesale 

3 

Partial or 
wholesale 

5 

FG 
Labour 

FF 
PD 

UK 
 

Alternation 
 
No. of parties 

None or 
wholesale 

2 

None or 
wholesale 

2 

Labour 
Cons 

Cons 
Labour 

 
Greece 
 

 
Alternation 
 
No. of parties 

 
None or 

wholesale 
2 

 
None or 

wholesale 
3 

 
ND 

PASOK 

 
PASOK 

ND 

Portugal 
 

Alternation 
 
No. of parties 

None or partial
 
4 

None or 
wholesale 

3 

PSD 
CDS 

PSD 
PSP 

Spain 
 

Alternation 
 
No. of parties 

None or 
wholesale 

2 

None or 
wholesale 

2 

UCD 
PSOE 

PSOE 
PP 

 



The increasing importance of recruitment and governance 125 

table 6.7 continued 
Austria 
 

Alternation 
No. of parties 

None or partial
2 

None or partial 
3 

SPÖ 
FPÖ 

ÖVP 
SPÖ 

Finland 
 

Alternation 
No. of parties 

None or partial
7 

None or partial 
8 

KP 
SFP 

SFP 
SSDP 

Sweden 
 

Alternation 
 
No. of parties 

Partial or 
wholesale 

4 

None or 
wholesale 

5 

 
FP 

SAP 

 
SAP 
CP 

 
Norway 
 

 
Alternation 
No. of parties 

 
None or 

wholesale 
4 

 
None or 

wholesale 
5 

 
DNA 

H 

 
DNA 
KrF 

Switzerland 
 

Alternation 
No. of parties 

None 
4 

None 
4 

FDP-CVP 
SPS-SVP 

FDP-CVP 
SPS-SVP 

Source: Siaroff (2000), own calculations based on EJPR Political Data Yearbook 

   
For that reason, we can classify competition in all of these countries as 

‘open’ in some respects. It seems more fruitful to look at the different features 
which make up the classification of Mair, rather than to put a label on each 
individual country. Considering changes of government composition, we find 
that in both periods non-alternation is most common. Comparing the more 
recent period with that before 1985, we find more often a wholesale alternation 
than partial alternation. In other words, instead of the gradual replacement of 
one or two parties, a completely new set of alternative parties takes over 
government. This trend can be seen in France, Sweden and Portugal, where 
competition more and more approaches a closed structure. In contrast, Ireland 
is moving in the other direction, in particular due to a number of innovative 
government formulas. 

The number of parties participating in government varies greatly, from 
only two parties in the UK to 15 in Italy. To some extent, this is determined by 
the fragmentation of the party system: in an extreme multi-party system, a 
larger number of parties is needed to form a majority government (or a feasible 
minority government) than in a two-and-a-half party system. The relevant 
question therefore is how many of the potential governing parties actually are 
able to join government, given the party system in that country. From that 
perspective, the number of participating parties is generally as could be 
expected. It is relatively low in the Netherlands and Norway, while much higher 
in Belgium, France and Italy. In addition, the number of governing parties has 
increased in 11 out of 17 countries in the 1986-2004 period, compared to 
stability and decrease in only three countries.  
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Thus, competition for office has opened up, and new parties have 
acquired governing potential. Again these are country specific trends; a clear 
connection with EU integration or EU membership is absent. It does imply that 
an increasing number of parties acquire a say at the EU level. In view of the 
importance of the Council in decision making, this also provides parties new 
avenues to promote their policy aims and strengthen their EU network.   

 
6.5 CAREERS OF MPS AND MEPS  
 
Direct elections to the European Parliament, which were introduced in 1979, 
have added a new dynamic to the recruitment of candidates. Interestingly, 
standing for the European Parliament seems to have become a more attractive 
career opportunity. The European Parliament is no longer seen as either a 
graveyard for national politicians at the end of their career, or as a waiting room 
for politicians who expect renewed chances at the national level (cf. Westlake 
1994). Thus, the average number of year MEPs spend in Brussels has increased, 
which may benefit the reputation and institutionalisation of the European 
Parliament (cf. Norris 1999). Even if chances of getting elected are slimmer, 
given the average size of the EP delegation as compared to national 
parliaments, more and more politicians opt for a European career. Two separate 
career patterns seem to emerge, where either a European route or a national 
route is chosen (Binnema 2005). 

One of the reasons for which legislative careers receive far less scholarly 
attention in Europe than in the US (but see Patzelt 1999) is the fact that the role 
of the individual legislator is far less important in the European context. Due to 
the dominance of parties in the recruitment process, the role of institutions 
rather than individuals is often the central focus. Yet, even in a highly 
institutionalised system there is still some room to manoeuvre left for individual 
politicians in developing their career and making specific choices at specific 
points in time.  

It is expected that EU integration leads to an increase of the exchange 
of political personnel between different levels of representation: ‘level-hopping’ 
(Fiers 2001). The presence of former MEPs in national party groups, although it 
is by no means a guarantee, could increase the attention and sensitivity for EU 
policy making. The former MEP could be a source of information, form the 
connection between the national and EU level, and use his network with foreign 
colleagues to the benefit of the national party. In other words, with reference to 
Ladrech (1994), Europe becomes part of the ‘internal logic’ of a national party. 
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This argument could also work the other way round: MEPs with a prior career in 
national parliament may be more aware of the standpoints on EU policy of their 
former colleagues and employ this knowledge in debates within their party 
group in the European Parliament.   

Tables 6.8 and 6.9 show which positions MPs and MEPs have occupied 
prior to their first term in parliament (national or EP). These figures are based 
on an analysis of the biographies of the members of the Danish Folketing (179 
seats), the Dutch Tweede Kamer (150) and the Austrian Bundesrat (183), and 
those of the Danish (16), Dutch (31), and Austrian (21) members of the Fifth 
European Parliament. A distinction is made between three possible positions 
within the party: a) representative at the local or regional level,5 b) member of 
the party executive and c) member of national parliament (for MEPs) and 
European parliament respectively (for MPs). These three categories have been 
chosen because they all refer to an ‘internal’ career, going through the ranks of 
a party.6 

The first conclusion that can be drawn from this table is that of all 512 
MPs in these three countries, only four had previously held a seat in the 
European Parliament: two in Denmark, two in the Netherlands. Second, a very 
substantial amount of parliamentarians have previous experience in regional or 
local councils. This suggests a pattern of ‘climbing the ladder’ within a party: 
those who have proven themselves at the decentralised level get promoted to 
national or European politics. Such a career can be found in particular in Austria 
(56.8 percent), with the SPÖ (63.8 percent) as the clearest example.  

While Denmark and the Netherlands are on average also close to 50 
percent, there is much more inter-party variation. In the Danish DF and SD, 
regional experience is very common, but this is far less the case for the KF and 
RV. In the Netherlands, SP and CDA show a traditional career pattern, in 
contrast to GL. Second, membership of the party executive prior to a 
parliamentary career is less common. It is found relatively often in Denmark 
(22.9 percent) and in the Netherlands (18.0 percent), much less so in Austria 
(10.8 percent). In this category, all countries display large variation between 
parties. The Austrian Grünen have a large share of MPs with previous positions 
in the party board, as compared to nearly no-one in the ÖVP. In Denmark, the 
main contrast is between the DF (4.5 percent) and the SF (66.7 percent), while 

                                                 
5 This excludes previous experience in local committees or local party boards. 
6 Obviously, these three categories are not mutually exclusive: it is very well possible that 
a certain politician has been both a member of the party board and a regional 
representative before going to parliament. 
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a similar range can be witnessed in the Netherlands from D66 and LPF (0.0 
percent) to the SP (66.7 percent).   

 

Table 6.8 Previous career of MPs: Austria, Denmark, Netherlands, by party  

 Party European 
Parliament 

Regional level Party executive 
 

Austria FPÖ 0.0 55.6 11.1 
(2002) Grünen 0.0 52.9 29.4 
 ÖVP 0.0 51.9 2.5 
 SPÖ 0.0 63.8 14.5 
 Average 0.0 56.8 10.4 

 
Denmark DF 0.0 50.0 4.5 
(2001) KF 0.0 18.8 25.0 
 RV 0.0 22.2 44.4 
 SD 1.9 53.8 15.4 
 SF 8.3 33.3 66.7 
 V 0.0 49.1 20.0 
 Average 1.1 44.7 22.9 

 
Netherlands CDA 2.3 59.1 11.4 
(2003) D66 16.7 33.3 0.0 
 GL 0.0 12.5 37.5 
 LPF 0.0 37.5 0.0 
 PvdA 0.0 31.0 11.9 
 SP 0.0 77.8 66.7 
 VVD 0.0 50.0 28.6 
 Average 1.3 45.3 18.0 

 
Source: http://www.parlement.com, http://www.folketinget.dk, 
http://www.parlinkom.gv.at, own calculations 

 
All in all, the career histories of Austrian, Danish and Dutch MPs show a 

striking similarity. By far the largest share of parliamentarians has made an 
internal party career. Turning to the exchange between European and national 
level, it is remarkable to find that practically none of the MPs has previous 
experience in the European Parliament. In the case of Austria, this may be 
understandable, given its recent entry into the EU, but it is surprising to find 
that also in Denmark and the Netherlands, former MEPs rarely become 
prominent candidates for national parliament.  
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The reverse path – from national to European parliament – is more 
widespread: table 6.9 shows that as many as 16 MEPs (out of 68) are former 
MPs. Compared to Austria (33.3 percent) and Denmark (31.3 percent), only few 
Dutch MPs switch to the European Parliament (12.9 percent). The majority of 
MEPs of the ÖVP (Austria), the SD (Denmark), and D66 (Netherlands) were in 
national parliament before. 

 

Table 6.9 Previous careers of MEPs: Austria, Denmark, Netherlands, by party 

 Party National 
parliament 

Local or 
regional level 

Party executive 

Austria FPÖ 0.0 66.7 33.3 
 Grünen 50.0 50.0 0.0 
 ÖVP 71.4 28.6 14.3 
 SPÖ 14.3 42.9 14.3 
 Average 

 
33.3 38.1 14.3 

Denmark JB 33.3 0.0 0.0 
 SD 50.0 50.0 50.0 
 V 0.0 0.0 100.0 
 Average 

 
31.3 6.3 56.3 

Netherlands CDA 33.3 44.4 44.4 
 CU-SGP 0.0 66.7 33.3 
 D66 50.0 50.0 50.0 
 GL 0.0 50.0 50.0 
 PvdA 0.0 16.7 33.3 
 VVD 0.0 66.7 16.7 
 Average 12.9 48.4 38.7 

 
Source: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/, own calculations 
  

Moreover, in contrast to what we saw in table 6.8, the career patterns 
of MEPs do show some variation by country. In Denmark, the majority of MEPs 
– and even the entire Venstre delegation – has previous experience in the party 
executive. This does not hold for Austria and much less for the Netherlands, 
although GL and D66 score 50 percent in this category. Next, whereas previous 
experience at the local or regional level is again rather dominant in Austria and 
the Netherlands, this does not apply to Denmark (no more than 6.3 percent). 
Yet, the importance of the regional level is another indication of the importance 
of an internal party career. As indicated earlier, some parliamentarians move 
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from the regional level straight to the EP, without a term in national parliament 
in between.7  

We may conclude that for these three countries, that differ in their history 
of EU integration, European Parliament and national parliaments are very much 
two worlds apart. These findings are consistent with analyses of the Belgian and 
Finnish case (Fiers 2001; Ruostetsaari 2001). When ‘level-hopping’ does take 
place, it is mostly in one direction: from the national to the EU level. Only in 
some rare cases we find the opposite move. Thus, Europeanisation understood 
as increasing interaction between the national and the EU level hardly takes 
place. Since recruitment is entirely in the hands of national party organization, 
the influence in terms of candidate selection goes in one direction: from the 
national to the European level. This is in line with the firm control of parties in 
terms of office-seeking and representation within EU decision making that 
results from this stronghold.    
 
6.6 PARLIAMENTARY CONTROL OF EU AFFAIRS 
 
The final topic to be discussed in this chapter is the changing role of parliaments 
vis-à-vis the executive. In particular, we will focus on the role of European 
Affairs Committees, standing committees that have been established in all 15 
member states to discuss and prepare European policies. There is a large 
variation in the position and status of these EACs, which is documented in table 
6.10.  

Maurer and Wessels (2001) conclude that most national parliaments do 
not use the possibilities for influencing government policy that are available. 
Looking at three aspects – scope of information, timing of involvement, and 
actual impact – they classify parliaments as 1) weak, 2) modest policy 
influencing, or 3) strong policy making. Denmark is singled out as a particularly 
strong parliament, but Austria, Finland and Sweden come close to this ideal 
position. Most other committees qualify as weak or modest, given their 
reluctance or incapability to challenge the government’s position. With the 
exception of some ‘multi-level players’ in the Nordic countries, France, Germany 
and the UK who use networks and consultation with MEPs, most MPs remain 
very much focused on the national level (Maurer and Wessels 2001: 463). This 
absence of co-ordination and participation at two levels may be understood from 

                                                 
7 Another factor that has to be mentioned here is that certain parties in Denmark only 
compete at the EU level, which implies that they do not have regional or national 
representatives, ruling out two possible career patterns. 
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the limited overlap between European and national careers reported in the 
previous section.  
 

Table 6.10 Composition and role of European Affairs Committees 
 

EU Committee Members 
(percent) 

Meeting 
frequency 

Mandating 
power 

Scru-
tiny  

Participation of 
MEPs 
 

B
el

gi
u

m
   Federal 

Advisory 
Committee for 
European 
Affairs 

20 (13.3) Low Weak 0.17 10 seats taken 
by MEPs – 
similar rights 
and obligations 
as other 
members 

Fr
an

ce
 Delegation of 

the National 
Assembly for 
the European 
Union 

36 (6.2) High Weak 0.33 MEPs have 
right to speak 
and 
consultative 
voting rights 

G
er

m
an

y EU Committee 33 (5.5) High Moderate 0.50 16 seats taken 
by MEPs, with 
right to speak 

It
al

y Special 
Committee for 
Community 
policies 

42 (6.6) Low Weak 0.17 MEPs have 
right to speak 

Lu
xe

m
bo

u
rg

 Foreign and 
Community 
Affairs 
Committee 

11 (18.3) Low Weak 0.17 MEPs have 
right to speak 

N
et

h
er

la
n

ds
 General 

Committee on 
European 
Union Affairs 

25 (16.7) High Weak 0.50 MEPs have 
right to speak 

D
en

m
ar

k European 
Affairs 
Committee 
 

17 (9.7) High Strong 0.83 Possibility for 
all MEPs to 
have a double 
mandate 
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Table 6.10 continued 

Ir
el

an
d Joint 

Committee on 
European 
Affairs 

17 (10.2) 
 

Low Weak 0.17 Possibility for 
all MEPs to 
have a double 
mandate 

U
K

 Select 
European 
Scrutiny 
Committee 

16 (2.4) High Moderate 0.33 Possibility for 
all MEPs to 
have a double 
mandate 

G
re

ec
e European 

Affairs 
Committee 

16 (5.3) Low Weak 0.17 15 seats taken 
by MEPs, 
similar rights 
and obligations  

P
or

tu
ga

l European 
Affairs 
Committee 

27 (11.7) Low Weak 0.17 No regular 
participation 

Sp
ai

n
 Joint 

Committee for 
the European 
Union 

29 (8.3) Low Weak 0.17 MEPs have 
right to speak 

A
u

st
ri

a Main 
Committee 
 

28 (15.3) High Strong 0.67 MEPs have 
right to speak 

Fi
n

la
n

d Grand 
Committee 

28 (14.0) High Moderate 0.83 No regular 
participation  

Sw
ed

en
 Committee on 

EU affairs 
17 (4.9) High Moderate 0.67 No regular 

participation 

Sources: Raunio/Hix (2000), Maurer/Wessels (2001), Mittag/Wessels (2002), Raunio 
(2005) 

 
In his index of parliamentary scrutiny, Raunio (2005) also includes 

access to information, and the occurrence of voting instructions. All of these 
factors together illustrate to what extent national parliaments are involved in EU 
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affairs and how strictly they control their executives.8 Denmark and Finland turn 
out to have the highest level of scrutiny, followed by Austria and Sweden. 
Interestingly, these are mainly Nordic countries, and with the exception of 
Denmark they are also relative newcomers in the EU. In the Southern European 
countries, Belgium, and Ireland, scrutiny is lowest. While Germany and the 
Netherlands are in the middle, France and the UK also lean towards the lower 
end. On average, parliamentary scrutiny in EU matters is rather poor. 

The relative size of the committees (i.e. their membership compared to 
the entire parliament) runs from 2.4 percent in the UK to 18.3 percent in 
Luxembourg. Other rather small committees include the EACs of France, 
Germany, Greece, Italy, and Sweden. Second, as regards the frequency a 
distinction has been made between committees that meet often, and those that 
meet occasionally. A majority of EACs holds frequent meetings, some of them 
even once a week. Other EACs, such as those in Belgium (once a month), 
Greece (no regular meetings) or Luxembourg (in advance of a Council meeting) 
– have a much lower frequency. Third, mandating power is strong only in 
Austria and Denmark, and moderate in Finland, Germany, Sweden and the UK. 
In all other parliaments, the mandating power of EACs is weak, i.e. it is difficult 
to control the executive and push for policies at the EU level, let alone to 
substitute government policy by an alternative proposed in parliament.  

Finally, most EACs also provide room for a contribution of MEPs in their 
meetings. Yet, the particular role (and rights) of MEPs within these committees 
varies greatly, from essentially no participation on the one hand to joint 
committees of MPs and MEPs on the other. In Finland, Portugal, and Sweden, 
MEPs do not regularly participate, while indirect participation is arranged 
through the possibility of double mandates in Denmark, Ireland and the UK. In 
Austria, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Spain, MEPs have the right to 
speak in their respective national EACs. Next to the right to speak, French MEPs 
also have consultative voting rights. Finally, Belgium, Germany and Greece have 
joint committees, however with different roles for MEPs. In Germany, MEPs only 
have the right to speak, while Belgian and Greek MEPs have similar rights as the 
members from national parliament.  
  
 
 

                                                 
8 It should be noted here that in some parliaments, part of the scrutiny takes place in 
other standing committees depending on the policy field concerned. 
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6.7 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
 
This chapter has considered a number of aspects related to recruitment and 
governance, the second main function of parties. The analysis started from the 
cartel thesis, which suggests a closer link between link parties and the state, 
and a concurrent shift from representative to governing functions (Katz and Mair 
1995; Mair 2004). On the one hand, there is an increased (financial) importance 
of being firmly represented in parliament. On the other hand, parties have an 
interest to participate in government to be able to influence EU policy making. 
Both these reasons lead us to expect that parties concentrate more on 
recruitment. We have also argued that his function is performed within the 
context of particular party systems, which provide incentives or disincentives for 
control by the party leadership. Most party systems show a tendency towards 
increased fragmentation, as a result of both the waning electoral fortunes of 
traditional parties (social democrats and Christian democrats/conservatives) and 
the electoral success of new parties (green and nationalist).  

The dominance of the two main parties has decreased in the majority of 
countries, but note that their position is relatively stable in Finland, France, 
Switzerland, and the UK, while Greece, Portugal and Spain have actually moved 
in the opposite direction. As can be seen from this grouping of countries, it is 
difficult to find a link with EU integration in these changes.  Rather, 
fragmentation of party systems can be witnessed across countries, unrelated to 
their EU membership. Related to the weakening position of the traditional 
parties, structures of party competition also become more open, which means 
that the range of parties able to join government increases, and that innovative 
coalitions are formed. This increased openness can be seen in nearly all 
countries, probably with the exception of France, Portugal and Switzerland.  

At the same time, this openness has not benefited independent, non-
partisan candidates. On the contrary: parties have a firm control of seats both in 
the executive and legislative, confirming the close link between parties and the 
state and the difficulty to make a political career without a party affiliation. The 
growing importance of EU integration and the involvement of party leaders in 
EU decision-making, further enhance the importance of recruitment. Possibly as 
a consequence, governments come to rely on a broader base, with more 
instances of surplus coalitions. It is noteworthy that in the majority of countries, 
the parliamentary base has increased or at least remained similar. 
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Table 6.11 Overview of main trends in recruitment, 1973-2004 

 Two-party 
dominance 

Independents 
in cabinet 

Government 
majority 

Openness Parliamentary 
scrutiny 

 
Belgium 

 
Decline 

 
None  

 
Decline 

 
Somewhat 
more open 

 
Very weak 

France Similar  Regularly Increase Less open Weak 
Germany Decline Nearly none Similar Somewhat 

more open 
Moderate 

Italy Strong 
decline 

Nearly none, 
one 
exception   

Increase Somewhat 
more open 

Very weak 

Luxembourg Decline None Similar Similar Very weak 
Netherlands Decline None Similar Similar Moderate 
 
Denmark 

 
Increase 

 
None 

 
Increase 

 
More open 

 
Very strong 

Ireland Strong 
decline 

Nearly none Similar More open Very weak 

UK Similar None Increase Similar Weak 
 
Greece 

 
Increase 

 
Nearly none 

 
Decline 

 
Somewhat 
more open 

 
Very weak 

Portugal Increase Regularly, 
but strong 
decline 

Similar Less open Very weak 

Spain Increase Regularly,  
and 
increasing 

Decline Similar Very weak 

 
Austria 

 
Strong 
decline 

 
Nearly none 

 
Increase 

 
Somewhat 
more open 

 
Strong 

Finland Similar Nearly none Increase Somewhat 
more open 

Very strong 

Sweden Decline Nearly none Increase Similar Strong 
 
Norway 

 
Strong 
decline 

 
None 

 
Decline 

 
Somewhat 
more open 

 
- 

Switzerl. Similar None Similar Similar - 
Based on tables 6.2, 6.3, 6.6, 6.7, and 6.10 
 

We find that the European and national level are poorly connected. 
Looking at career patterns in a selected number of countries (Austria, Denmark, 
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and Netherlands), these are still two worlds apart, with little interaction. First, 
national and European careers are still quite separated, and moves are 
predominantly unidirectional, from regional or national parliament to the 
European Parliament. For those who start their career in the European 
Parliament, there is little chance of acquiring a high national party rank 
afterwards. 

Second, there is an asymmetry of resources and information between 
parliament and government which benefits the latter. Most parliaments have not 
developed adequate scrutiny mechanisms to counterbalance this. Even if all of 
them have set up their own European Affairs Committee, the actual functioning 
of these committees greatly differs. Few have a high frequency of meetings, the 
scrutiny of the government is generally weak, and the role of MEPs tends to be 
limited.  

As compared to the mobilisation function, recruitment and governance 
is much less under pressure. On the contrary, parties continue to be very 
dominant both in parliament and government, which seems to give credit to the 
cartel thesis. At the same time, the openness of party competition also enables 
adaptation to a changing context. There are some indications that Europe may 
intervene in the recruitment function. First, parties still have trouble to find their 
way beyond national borders, and they struggle in their attempts to relate to the 
new system of decision making that has emerged at the European level. The 
poor connections between national party base and European delegation 
illustrate this. Second, parties face a collective problem in their co-operation 
within the institutionalised context of the legislature, considering the changing 
balance of power in favour of the executive. While parties continue to be of 
central importance ‘at home’ their role in the multi-level setting of the EU is 
much weaker. 
 
 



 

7 KEEPING THINGS TOGETHER 
Aggregating and integrating diverse interests 

                  
Party competition is the manifestation of a conflict of 
interest between politicians. Voters have an impact 
on this conflict during elections that take place at 
more or less predictable intervals. (Laver and Hunt 
1992: 43) 

 
 

7.1 INTRODUCTION: CHANGING PARTY COMPETITION 
 
Parties have a range of desires, preferences and interests which they attempt to 
aggregate and integrate, an effort of which party platforms are the most 
concrete result. With these platforms parties hope to attract electoral support 
from citizens and some of them also hope to succeed in participating in 
government. The trade-off between policy, office and votes is the classic 
strategic dilemma for each party (Müller and Strøm 1999). Parties are restricted 
in making these choices in a number of ways. First, they have to take into 
account the political context in which they operate. Whilst every party will try to 
be distinctive from other parties to give voters a meaningful choice, being too 
distant from other parties may hurt a party’s chances for office. Second, parties 
have to take voter preferences into consideration (cf. Downs 1957), which gives 
rise to a second dilemma: that between loyalty to the party’s ideology and 
responsiveness to demands from society. These considerations have an effect 
both on which issues are emphasised and on the particular stance that is taken 
on those issues. In general, it can be argued that issues become salient when 
there is pressure either from other parties or from voters to take a position. In 
the absence of these two pressures, salience and conflict will be low. As we will 
see later on, this has very much been the case for the EU issue since it first 
came to the fore as a party issue of certain importance in the 1970s.   

In most West-European countries, the socio-economic left-right 
cleavage has traditionally been the dominant dimension of competition. This 
dimension pits the socialist parties of the left, who favour state intervention, 
against the liberal (or conservative) parties of the right, who rely on the forces 
of the market. Next, in many countries there is a second axis of competition 
which centres around religiosity, with Christian democrats on the religious end 
and liberals and social democrats on the secular end. Other issue dimensions 
include nationalism-cosmopolitanism, urban-rural and economic growth-
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environmentalism (Siaroff 2000: 16-23). These new dimensions demonstrate 
that new issues have emerged in recent decades that could not easily be 
subsumed under left-right, i.e. that were orthogonal to the socio-economic 
cleavage. The most familiar of these issues are environmental protection 
(1970s) and immigration (1980s).  

The upsurge of such new themes has had several consequences. First, 
at the level of parties: new parties which have these issues at their core have 
successfully competed in national elections: green or ecologist parties and 
nationalist, anti-immigrant parties have entered various parliaments. Second, at 
the level of party competition: new issues might give rise to different patterns of 
competition. In his work on political values, Inglehart (1977) introduces a new 
materialism-post materialism dimension. In a similar vein, Laver and Budge 
(1992) argue that there is a ‘new politics’ dimension next to the traditional 
socio-economic cleavage. Combining the issues of post-materialism and 
nationalism, Hooghe and Marks (2004) envisage a GAL-TAN dimension, 
opposing parties that protect traditionalist, authoritarian and nationalist values 
to green, alternative and libertarian parties.   

Yet, even if such a post-materialism or new politics dimension exists, 
and the empirical evidence is mixed, its relevance seems limited. Leaving aside 
the parties that identify themselves with post-materialist or green issues, the 
impact on party positioning of the traditional parties seems very limited. 
Admittedly, the attention for this type of issues and a positive attitude towards 
them are higher among social-democrats than among their conservative and 
liberal counterparts, yet the dominance of socio-economic issues is unaltered. 
This holds even more for the issue of immigration, which has also not 
fundamentally changed party competition. Thus, although both environment and 
immigration are more or less orthogonal to left-right – i.e. have the potential to 
disturb and redirect party competition – the low salience in the party system as 
a whole means that this impact does not materialise. In other words, the main 
patterns of party competition remain intact: the dominant parties compete along 
a left-right dimension.1 Issues that do not fit in this socio-economic scheme are 
only relevant to small parties at the margins of the political spectrum. One of 
the exceptions to this general pattern is the language divide, which is prominent 
in countries like Switzerland or Belgium, but even in these countries this does 
not entirely replace the socio-economic oppositions.   

                                                 
1 This point is illustrated further by findings from the literature on voting behaviour which 
show that it is structured almost entirely along left-right divisions.   
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A more recent issue that may affect existing patterns of competition is 
EU integration. It has been argued that pro- and anti-EU positions might be a 
new dimension in domestic party competition. Again, this is expected to be the 
result of its orthogonality with the left-right dimension. Does the EU indeed 
qualify as a new cleavage? The evidence so far suggests that this is not the case 
(Hix 2003; Marks and Steenbergen 2004). To a large extent, the line of 
reasoning is similar to that concerning immigration or environment. First, we 
have not reached the situation where parties compete with Europe as their main 
tenet. No EU member state has a single-issue EU party which successfully 
partakes in national elections. Second, Europe remains an issue of low salience 
in domestic competition. Again, it is only parties at the margin – either radical 
left or radical nationalist – that take up Europe in their anti-immigrant or anti-
liberal market discourse. Among the main parties, there is little incentive to take 
a clear stance on Europe; rather, they tend to downplay its importance.2 Thus, 
EU integration seems to be an issue that potentially disturbs party competition, 
yet in practice does not have this effect. 

These reflections lead to an approach of the issue of EU integration in 
this chapter as an issue ‘like any other’. That is, to understand whether it can 
develop into a dimension of its own, we first have to analyse how it relates to 
the existing patterns of competition. Given the dominance of the socio-economic 
cleavage in all West European countries, the first question to be answered is 
how EU integration fits into the left-right divide. But, second, the mere fact that 
an issue is orthogonal to this dominant dimension, does not necessarily mean 
that a new cleavage emerges. As long as salience remains confined to parties at 
the margin – in their attempt to disrupt the traditional patters of competition – 
while the main parties both de-emphasise the issue and take positions that 
hardly distinguish them from each other, the coming about of a new dimension 
is very unlikely. This is also where the role of voters in shaping party 
competition comes in: as long as they vote mainly along left-right divisions, 
there is no incentive for the main parties to change the structure of competition 
and parties at the margin will fail to do so.  

 
7.1.1 Parties and Europe 
Within the Europeanisation literature, the concepts of ‘misfit’ and ‘adaptational 
pressure’ have been used to explain why certain EU developments trigger 

                                                 
2 Van der Eijk and Franklin (2004) identify this lack of meaningful variation between the 
main parties as one of the main reasons for the fact that the ‘sleeping giant’ has not been 
awakened (yet). 
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domestic policy change. As was argued in chapter 4, the goodness of fit is a 
problematic concept as such, but it is particularly difficult to apply it to the study 
of Europeanisation and parties. Then again, the question as to which mechanism 
links changes at the European and national level is extremely relevant, and it is 
precisely in this respect that much of the literature fails to provide an answer. 
Which is the underlying logic, and which are the mechanisms that link EU 
integration on the one hand and party change on the other hand? A quote from 
Anderson’s (2002) study on the ‘transformation of the democratic polity’ 
illustrates this problem quite neatly: 
 

‘…little has been documented here about the mechanisms that may transmit these 
supranational effects. The passage of time is not a cause per se, but stands in for 
more complex behavioural adjustment processes that ultimately constitute 
progressive routinization. The putative mechanisms will surface repeatedly in the 
coming years…’ (Anderson 2002: 816)  

 
In most studies analysing party change as a result of EU integration, these 
‘putative mechanisms’ are hardly explored. There are some exceptions however 
which deserve to be mentioned here.  Dorussen and Nanou (2006) argue that a 
‘rallying-around-the-flag’ process takes place, with parties converging so as to 
promote a unified national policy position on issues where EU influence is large. 
The mechanisms of cross-national discussion and learning – mainly within party 
families – are central to the argument of Harmel et al. (2005), and these are 
enhanced through the development of European institutions. According to 
Bernhard (2004), what matters is how national policies are constrained due to 
international commitments. Depending on their positive or negative attitude 
towards this commitment, parties will either de-emphasise issues related to the 
EU or emphasise these even stronger.  

Scholars disagree on the actual impact of EU integration on parties and 
their competition. Pennings (2006) notes an increase of the ‘co-mentions’ of the 
EU and several policy areas, mainly in the domains of economic policy, foreign 
affairs and security issues. Some of the literature underscores the hollowing out 
of competition (Mair 2000a; 2006a) and increasing convergence. Dorussen and 
Nanou (2006) argue that an effect of the EU can be demonstrated through the 
reduction of the range of policy alternatives. A similar argument is put forward 
by Hines (2005) who predicts increasing party system fragmentation as a result 
of the convergence of large parties. Yet, as Baun et al. (2006) claim, most of the 
literature actually does not assume convergence, but rather divergence as a 
result of different institutional (party system) frameworks in the various member 
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states. More in particular, a convergence approach is remarkably at odds with 
the neo-institutionalist direction that the Europeanisation literature has taken, as 
reflected in Schmidt’s (1999) catchphrase ‘convergent pressures, divergent 
responses’ or in Radaelli’s (2000; 2005) unremitting admonition that 
Europeanisation is not to be equated with convergence or harmonisation. In that 
sense, convergence of policy platforms as a result of EU integration is not very 
likely. 
 Notwithstanding the richness of the empirical data and sophistication of 
formal and statistical models in Dorussen and Nanou (2006), they do not 
conclusively show that Europe has something to do with changes in party 
platforms. For that reason, the ease with which Dorussen and Nanou (2006: 
248-52) conclude that their findings confirm that European integration has 
reduced the range of policy positions, is surprising. In contrast, Bernhard 
(2004), Harmel et al. (2005) and Hines (2005) make far less bold claims, 
pointing at divergent impacts based on differences between large and small 
parties, membership of party families or the characteristics of a domestic party 
system.  

There are two other important points to be taken from the existing 
literature which help to guide the analysis in this chapter. Bernhard (2004) 
explicitly places the impact of the EU in the context of party strategy, while 
Harmel et al. (2005) are cautious not to attribute certain effects to EU 
integration too hastily. The aim is not to find the optimal measurement of EU 
integration: what matters is the extent to which Europe becomes politicised, as 
part of the discourse of national political parties. This politicisation or salience of 
the EU issue may very well be unrelated to either the length of membership or 
the intensity of EU cooperation.3 Lacking a convincing mechanism that links 
European and national trends, what we ought to look for are the kind of 
changes, which – ceteris paribus – might be expected under the assumption of a 
Europeanisation process. Second, following Bernhard, the adaptation of parties 
has to be linked to the strategic goals they pursue. Parties may shift attention to 
issues that are hardly Europeanised, or, in contrast, emphasise EU-related issues 
even more, if they expect this to benefit their strategies of vote- and office-
seeking.  
 The foregoing considerations form two building blocks of our approach 
to the relation between EU integration and party change. Thus, the alleged 
‘impact’ of Europe is to be understood from the way in which political parties 

                                                 
3 Cf. the argument about the absence of a ‘pressing logic of Europeanisation’ in chapter 4  
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ideologically construct Europe and strategically utilize Europe in their 
competition with other parties: 
 

‘The EU may provide the context, the cognitive and normative ‘frame’, the terms 
of reference, or the opportunities for socialisation of domestic actors who then 
produce ‘exchanges’ (of ideas, power, policies, and so on) between each other.’ 
(Radaelli 2005: 5) 

 
‘…there still remains a conceptual malleability to the idea of the EU. This 
malleability allows different political forces to use scepticism about the same 
institution from different ideological perspectives as a mobilising force.’ (Taggart 
1998: 385) 

 
Subsequently, the empirical analysis in this chapter tries to answer the question 
when, how and under which conditions Europe comes into play. 

As was argued in chapter 4, the analysis does not start from an 
assumed EU impact which is then traced at the national level. Rather, the point 
of departure is the existing national system, i.e. the patterns of party 
competition in place (Radaelli 2005). The first part of the empirical analysis 
establishes the salient issues in the political debate. Next, the question is where 
Europe appears on the stage. Two ways in which EU integration can play a role 
are identified: one is more direct, the other more indirect (cf. Mair 2006a). The 
direct effect can furthermore be divided into two components. First, it can be 
hypothesised that EU integration itself becomes an issue on which conflict 
between parties arises. That is, a competition between parties that support 
further integration and parties that oppose it. In practice, there will be more 
nuanced positions between these extreme positions, such as conditional support 
or objections to specific elements of integration, e.g. the entrance of new 
countries in the EU. Section 7.3 deals with the question as to whether the EU 
indeed becomes a salient issue of its own in national party competition. The 
concept of salience is agnostic as to whether the EU is mobilised in positive or 
negative terms. Yet, the second aspect of the direct effect of the EU emphasises 
the mobilisation against Europe, which has become known in the literature as 
Euroscepticism. As Mair (2000a) argues, Eurosceptic parties often have other 
‘powerful strings on their bows’, which is to say that they are not defined 
primarily by their resistance to integration. Their particular motivations may 
differ: some parties are opposed to EU integration altogether, whilst others take 
more nuanced positions regarding particular policies or institutional choices. 
Section 7.4 deals with Euroscepticism in detail.  
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Turning to the indirect effect, it can be hypothesised that EU integration 
affects the scope of national party competition. With the transfer of decision 
making authority to the EU level, the autonomy and policy competences of 
national governments decrease. This in turn may lead to lower salience of these 
issues nationally or even their disappearance from the national party agenda. 
This would evoke centripetal tendencies within parties, possibly leading to policy 
convergence, and a decrease of the distinctiveness of parties. Yet, other 
scenarios, which emphasise continuity and stability, and divergence rather than 
convergence, can be envisaged as well. Sections 7.5 and 7.6 go into the role EU 
integration may play indirectly in party competition. 

The data that will be used in this chapter are from the Manifesto 
Research Group (Klingemann, Volkens and Bara 2007), which has coded 
electoral platforms of all relevant parties in a large variety of OECD countries 
since 1945. The analysis covers the period between 1973 and 2003. This time 
span has been divided into three periods which correspond with three stages of 
EU integration: 1973-1985, 1986-1992 and 1993-2003. All 15 EU members of 
2004 are covered, while Switzerland and Norway are included as reference 
cases outside but closely related to the EU.4 The analysis involves three levels, 
where relevant: country, party family and party. 

 
7.2 SETTING THE SCENE: PARTY AGENDAS 
 
Which issues give rise to the ‘conflicts of interest’ mentioned in Laver and Hunt’s 
(1992) definition? Table 7.1 provides an overview of the three main issues on 
national party agendas between 1973 and 2003. The party agenda presented 
here is the list of issues that dominate competition between national parties.5 In 
the Manifesto data, the importance or salience of issues is derived from the 
relative attention they receive, i.e. the frequency with which they are mentioned 
in the manifesto.   
 
    

                                                 
4 Moreover, many of the other countries (in particular Austria, Finland, Sweden) can also 
serve as reference, since they were outside of the EU for a large part of the period 
covered in the analysis. 
5 These are unweighted averages, i.e. the mean scores for all parties in a particular 
country for three periods. 
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Table 7.1 Most important issues on national party agenda, 1973-2003 

 

1973-1985 1986-1992 1993-2003 

B
el

gi
u

m
 1. Non-economic groups 

2. Decentralisation + 
3. Culture 

1. Govt-administrative 
efficiency 

2. Welfare + 
3. Education + 

1. Welfare + 
2. Govt-administrative 

efficiency  
3. Law and order 

Fr
an

ce
 1. Democracy 

2. Social justice 
3. Welfare + 

1. Social justice 
2. Welfare + 
3. Economic orthodoxy 

1. Environmental 
protection 

2. Social justice 
3. Welfare + 

G
er

m
an

y 1. Infrastructure 
2. Welfare + 
3. Environmental 

protection 

1. Environmental 
protection 

2. Infrastructure 
3. Welfare + 

1. Environmental 
protection 

2. Infrastructure 
3. Non-economic 

groups 

It
al

y 1. Economic goals 
2. Welfare + 
3. Freedom-human 

rights 

1. Govt-administrative 
efficiency 

2. Political authority 
3. Environmental 

protection 

1. Govt-administrative 
efficiency 

2. Infrastructure 
3. Political authority 
 

Lu
xe

m
bo

u
rg

 1. Welfare + 
2. Economic planning 
3. Non-economic groups 
 

1. Environmental 
protection 

2. Welfare + 
3. Non-economic groups 

1. Infrastructure 
2. Environmental 

protection 
3. Welfare + 

N
et

h
er

la
n

ds
 1. Welfare + 

2. Social justice 
3. Internationalisation + 

1. Environmental 
protection 

2. Govt-administrative 
efficiency 

3. Infrastructure 
 

1. Law and order 
2. Welfare + 
3. Infrastructure 

D
en

m
ar

k 1. Social justice 
2. Economic orthodoxy 
3. Economic goals 

1. Non-economic groups 
2. Labour + 
3. Environmental 

protection 

1. Welfare + 
2. Law and order 
3. Environmental 

protection 

Ir
el

an
d 1. Welfare + 

2. Social justice 
3. Political authority 

1. Welfare + 
2. Social justice 
3. Environmental 

protection 

1. Welfare + 
2. Social justice 
3. Environmental 

protection 
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table 7.1 continued 

U
K

 1. Welfare + 
2. Social justice 
3. Democracy 

1. Welfare + 
2. Law and order 
3. Education + 

1. Welfare + 
2. Law and order 
3. Political authority 

G
re

ec e 1. Democracy 
2. Political authority 
3. Social justice 

1. Democracy 
2. Social harmony 
3. Political authority 

1. Welfare + 
2. Political authority 
3. Education + 

P
or

tu
ga

l 1. Political authority 
2. Democracy 
3. Welfare + 

1. Political authority 
2. Welfare + 
3. Social justice 

1. Welfare + 
2. Infrastructure 
3. Social justice 

Sp
ai

n
 1. Welfare + 

2. Decentralisation + 
3. Govt-administrative 

efficiency 

1. Welfare + 
2. Infrastructure 
3. Decentralisation + 

1. Decentralisation + 
2. Infrastructure 
3. Welfare + 

A
u

st
ri

a 1. Welfare + 
2. Democracy 
3. Non-economic groups 

1. Environmental 
protection 

2. Democracy  
3. Govt-administrative 

efficiency 

1. Political authority 
2. Environmental 

protection 
3. Social justice 

Fi
n

la
n

d 1. Welfare + 
2. Social justice 
3. Environmental 

protection 

1. Welfare + 
2. Environmental 

protection 
3. Non-economic 

groups 

1. Welfare + 
2. Environmental 

protection 
3. Social justice 

Sw
ed

en
 1. Welfare + 

2. Environmental 
protection 

3. Social justice 

1. Environmental 
protection 

2. Welfare + 
3. Social justice 

1. Environmental 
protection 

2. Social justice 
3. Economic orthodoxy 

N
or

w
ay

 1. Welfare + 
2. Environmental 

protection 
3. Non-economic groups 

1. Environmental 
protection 

2. Welfare + 
3. Education + 

1. Welfare + 
2. Environmental 

protection 
3. Internationalisation + 

Sw
it

ze
rl

an
d 1. Environmental 

protection 
2. Democracy 
3. Freedom-human 

rights 

1. Environmental 
protection 

2. Welfare + 
3. Democracy 

1. Traditional morality + 
2. Environmental 

protection 
3. Welfare + 

* italics indicate that an issue was also among the three main issues in the previous 
period(s) 
Source: Klingemann et al. (2007) 
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There is a considerable overlap between countries in all three periods, 
that is, each of the periods is associated with a number of important issues. 
Between 1973 and 1985, welfare, social justice and democracy figure 
prominently in a large number of countries. In fact, Belgium is the only country 
where none of these themes is on top of the party agenda, but instead issues 
such as non-economic groups and decentralisation. At the end of the 1980s, 
welfare remains important throughout, but environmental protection gradually 
replaces social justice and democracy. In this period, Greece is the only 
exception to the rule, as democracy remains the most important issue. In the 
1993-2003 period, the commonalities are highest: next to welfare and 
environmental protection, there is a widespread focus on infrastructure and 
social justice. This time it is Italy, with government-administrative efficiency on 
top of the list that diverges from the general pattern. All in all, apart from some 
individual countries that do not always fit the overall picture, the results show 
common issues emerging on the party agenda throughout Europe in the same 
eras. 

Interestingly, we also find a striking continuity in the themes put 
forward through time in individual countries. In Finland, Ireland and Spain, all of 
the main topics post-1992 also figured prominently in the two previous periods. 
Another seven countries – Germany and Sweden and to a lesser extent France, 
Luxembourg, Norway, Portugal and Switzerland – show a comparable overlap 
throughout the three periods. The clearest exception is Denmark, where new 
sets of issues emerge both after 1985 and after 1992. In Austria, Belgium, 
Greece, Italy, the Netherlands and the UK, the overlap is relatively limited, 
although a number of issues continue to be important. The main contrast seems 
to be between the period before 1985 and the periods from 1986 to 2003. Thus, 
we find clear continuity of salient issues on the different party agendas, both 
comparing across countries and across time.   

In spite of some variation in individual countries, we can argue that the 
party agenda has remained fairly stable.6 Few issues have disappeared from the 
party agenda or become much less salient.7 And even if they have, these 
changes seem to be related to country-specific or time-specific factors. To take 
one example: in the period 1973-1985, ‘democracy’ and ‘political authority’ were 

                                                 
6 In order not to produce an incomprehensible table, only the top three issues have been 
mentioned, but the overlap across countries and continuity through time becomes even 
clearer when the broader range of salient issues is included. 
7 There is a certain bias in the sense that the list of categories used for coding the 
manifestos has remained unaltered. This however does not take away the consistent 
emphasis on the same type of issues. 
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prominent in Greece, Portugal and Spain, which seems to be connected to their 
transition from authoritarian rule to a democratic regime. In the years 
thereafter, with the consolidation of democracy, those issues gradually lost their 
high position on the party agenda. Similar arguments can be made for other 
specific topics in their national context; one need only think of the prominence 
of ‘decentralisation’ during the fierce debates in Belgium in the 1970s and its 
continuous prominence in Spain. 

At this point we can already note the difficulty of linking changes in the 
party agenda to the progress of EU integration. First, the overlap of issues can 
be found in almost all countries, irrespective of their EU membership at the 
time. To illustrate this, consider the importance of welfare in the 1973-1985 
both in countries then outside the EU, such as Austria, Spain and Sweden, and 
in EU member states like Ireland, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands. Second, 
the switch to new issues between various time spans is equally common to all 
countries. Here we can think in particular of environmental protection, which 
emerges in the 1980s and in many countries remains important through the 
1990s. This holds as much for members like Germany, Luxembourg, and the 
Netherlands as for non-EU-members such as Norway, Sweden and Switzerland. 
Third, while Finland, Ireland, and Spain show the largest continuity of salient 
issues through the years, they all joined the EU at various points in time. 
Similarly, in the group of countries with the lowest overlap, we find founding 
countries Belgium and the Netherlands joined by recent members such as 
Greece and Austria. There is a process of diffusion of ideas going on, which may 
be facilitated by inter-party dialogue across borders, but in no way limited to the 
EU. Moreover, it is not the case that these issues first became prominent at the 
EU level and subsequently brought to the national party agenda. 

 
7.2.1 Party families 
An alternative view would hold that changes are not so much to be expected at 
the level of countries, but rather among party families. That is, the economic 
nature of EU integration and the transfer of particular policies to the EU level 
would affect certain party families more than others. As in the analysis of 
countries, we will consider the three main issues for each party family in three 
different periods. The results are presented in table 7.2. Do we witness 
comparable overlap and continuity?  

First of all, it is noteworthy that few party families are able to claim 
issues of their own. During the 1973-1985 period, welfare is the most important 
issue to all party families save the greens, which is in line with the national party 
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agendas during this era. Similarly, environmental protection emerges as an 
important issue to all party families (with the exception of the conservatives) at 
the end of the 1980s, while welfare also remains important. In the last period, 
welfare maintains its salience, while environmental protection disappears. A new 
salient issue for party families to the right (liberals, conservatives, and Christian 
democrats) is law and order. 

 

Table 7.2 Most salient issues (percent mentions) for party families, 1973-2003 *  

 1973-1985 
 

1986-1992 1993-2003 

Christian 
democrats 

1. Welfare + 
2. Traditional 

morality + 
3. Non-economic 

groups 

1. Environmental 
protection 

2. Welfare + 
3. Traditional 

morality + 

1. Traditional 
morality + 

2. Welfare + 
3. Law and order 

Social 
democrats 

1. Welfare + 
2. Social justice 
3. Democracy 

1. Welfare + 
2. Social justice 
3. Environmental 

protection 

1. Welfare + 
2. Infrastructure 
3. Social justice 

Liberals 1. Welfare + 
2. Non-economic 

groups 
3. Freedom-human 

rights 

1. Govt-
administrative 
efficiency 

2. Environmental 
protection 

3. Welfare + 

1. Education + 
2. Law and order 
3. Govt-

administrative 
efficiency 

Conservatives 1. Welfare + 
2. Economic 

orthodoxy 
3. Incentives 

1. Welfare + 
2. Infrastructure 
3. Free enterprise 

1. Govt-
administrative 
efficiency 

2. Law and order 
3. Infrastructure 

Greens 1. Environmental 
protection 

2. Political authority 
3. Welfare + 

1. Environmental 
protection 

2. Political authority 
3. Democracy 

1. Environmental 
protection 

2. Welfare + 
3. Social justice 

* italics indicate that these issues were also among the three main issues in the previous 
period(s) 
Source: Klingemann et al. (2007) 

 
The greens and social democrats are the only party families that always 

put the same issue – environmental protection and welfare respectively – on top 
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of their list. Since the social democrats consider social justice salient as well, 
their high priority issues show a large stability through time. A similar argument 
can be made for the greens and the Christian democrats. Although the latter 
party family shows some more variation, the issues of welfare and traditional 
morality figure throughout the entire period. For the greens, continuity is shown 
in the issues of welfare and political authority. Other party families switch their 
agendas more easily: the conservatives and liberals introduce many new issues 
both after 1985 and after 1992, while the most salient issue of the liberals is 
different every period.  

Compared to the national party agendas as presented in table 7.1, the 
overlap of issues within party families is more or less similar. Yet, the party 
families actually become more different, as their agenda of salient issues 
diverges more in the 1990s than in the 1970s. Actually, this trend shows that in 
a time of increasing EU integration, party families are better able to hold on to 
their core issues. Finally, if issues disappear from the agenda of a party family, 
this can hardly be related to involvement of the EU in those policy areas, but it 
rather hints at a strategic re-positioning of these parties within their domestic 
political systems. It does again suggest a process of diffusion, given the 
similarity of the type of re-positioning within party families. 

  
7.2.2 Parties 
Taking the argument one step further, we might also expect individual parties to 
stick to the same issues. This can serve both an internal function – keeping the 
party together – and an external function – it makes a party recognisable for 
(potential) voters. Table 7.3 lists the most salient issues of those parties that 
have the same issue on top of their party agenda in at least two periods. In this 
table, Denmark and Spain are missing, since none of the parties meets this 
criterion. 

The number of parties that stress the same issue through the years is 
relatively limited. Moreover, several parties within a country emphasise the 
same issue which seems to go against salience theory. We find seven parties for 
which one issue is the most salient throughout the entire period: the Belgian SP 
(welfare), the PCF from France (social justice), the German Greens 
(environment), the DP from Luxembourg (infrastructure), V and FrP from 
Norway (environment and free enterprise respectively), and the Swedish CP 
(environment). 
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Table 7.3 Most salient issues for individual parties, 1973-2003 

  1973-1985 1986-1992 1993-2003 

 
Belgium 

 
SP 

 
Welfare + 

 
Welfare + 

 
Welfare + 

 PS Non-economic 
groups 

Non-economic 
groups 

Welfare + 

 PRL Non-economic 
groups 

Govt-Admin 
Efficiency 

Govt-Admin 
Efficiency 

 CVP Non-economic 
groups 

Govt-Admin 
Efficiency 

Govt-Admin 
Efficiency 

 VU Non-economic 
groups 

Non-economic 
groups  

Political Authority 

France PCF Social Justice Social Justice Social Justice 
 PS Democracy Social Justice Social Justice 
Germany Greens  Environment Environment Environment 
 SPD Infrastructure Environment Environment 
Italy PDS Economic Goals Govt-Admin 

Efficiency 
Govt-Admin 
Efficiency 

 AN Constitution -  Govt-Admin 
Efficiency 

Govt-Admin 
Efficiency 

Luxembourg GAP Anti-Growth 
Economy 

Environment Environment 

 LSAP Welfare + Infrastructure Infrastructure 
 DP Infrastructure Infrastructure Infrastructure 
 CSV Welfare +  European 

Commun. +  
Welfare + 

Netherlands D66 Welfare + Environment Environment 
 
Ireland 

 
LP 

 
Welfare + 

 
Social Justice 

 
Social Justice 

 FG Welfare + Incentives Welfare + 
 FF Political Authority Infrastructure Infrastructure 
UK Labour Welfare + Welfare + Political Authority 
 
Greece 

 
PASOK 

 
Democracy 

 
Welfare + 

 
Welfare + 

Portugal PSD Political Authority Political Authority Welfare + 
 PSOE Welfare + Welfare + Infrastructure 
 PP Welfare + Welfare + Govt-Admin 

Efficiency 
 
Austria 

 
OVP 

 
Democracy 

 
Free Enterprise 

 
Free Enterprise 

Finland SFP Multiculturalism 
+ 

Non-economic 
groups 

Multiculturalism 
+ 
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table 7.3 continued 
Sweden VP Social Justice Environment Social Justice 
 MSP Free Enterprise Economic 

Orthodoxy 
Economic 
Orthodoxy 

 CP Environment Environment Environment 
Norway DNA Non-economic 

groups  
Welfare + Welfare + 

 V Environment Environment Environment 
 KrF Traditional 

morality + 
Welfare + Traditional 

morality + 
 H Education + Welfare + Education + 
 FrP Free Enterprise Free Enterprise Free Enterprise 
Switzerland CVP Environment Environment Welfare + 

* italics indicate that the same issue is most salient in all periods 
Source: Klingemann et al. (2007) 

 
Like in the comparison of countries and party families, environmental 

protection is a well represented issue. Finally, we also witness the trend of 
issues becoming important to parties across different countries. Next to 
environment, this holds for free enterprise, infrastructure and government-
administrative efficiency. In other words, issues attain a certain urgency which 
makes that different parties place high emphasis on them. 
 
7.3 SALIENCE OF THE EU 
 
How important is the EU for political parties? In his discussion of the impact of 
Europe on national party systems, Mair (2000a) states that parties tend to 
depoliticize the EU issue: European integration has low salience or no salience at 
all. The main reason for this absence of the EU issue from domestic party 
competition is said to be the pro-integration consensus among the mainstream 
parties. Alternatively, EU integration might offer a new avenue for competing 
with other parties. This could go either through claiming the issue for oneself 
(cf. the Austrian ÖVP: ‘Wir sind die Europapartei’) or through taking a position 
far removed from the mainstream (e.g. communist and nationalist parties). 
These two channels can be linked to two perspectives on salience: emphasis or 
conflict. The first perspective is in line with salience theory, arguing that a 
particular party ‘claims’ Europe as its own issue, which in turn leads other 
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parties to de-emphasise this issue.8 The second perspective connects with a 
confrontational approach, in which salience is the result of parties presenting 
opposing views on Europe (cf. RePass 1971; Netjes and Binnema 2007). It has 
to be stressed that, whether the perspective of emphasis or conflict is chosen, 
salience of the EU issue is only relevant in as far as it is recognised by voters 
and other parties. In other words, the interesting part is where the importance 
of the EU to a party or the extent to which a party’s position diverges from 
others bears on vote-seeking and office-seeking strategies.   

In the Manifesto data, there are two EU-related categories, European 
Community: Positive (per108) and European Community: Negative (per110), 
which are defined as follows: 

 
‘Favourable mentions of European Community in general; desirability of 
expanding the European Community and/or of increasing its competence; 
desirability of the manifesto country joining or remaining a member’ (Budge, et 
al. 2001: 223) 
 
‘Hostile mention of the European Community; opposition to specific European 
policies which are preferred by European authorities; otherwise as 108, but 
negative’ (Budge, et al. 2001: 223)  

 
The negative and positive emphases have been added to obtain a salience 
score.9 Table 7.4 reports on the EU 15, and Norway and Switzerland for 1973-
2003. If the EU had an impact on party competition, this would, first, be 
reflected in a growing salience through the years (notably after 1985), and 
second, an additional effect in the run-up to the moment of joining the EU. 
Given the time span in this analysis, the latter applies in particular to the new 
members of the 1980s (Greece, Portugal and Spain) and the 1990s (Austria, 
Finland and Sweden) and to some extent to the 1972 newcomers as well. 

Comparing these figures to the salience of issues mentioned in table 
7.1, we can see right away that the EU issue is of marginal importance in each 
country. This is especially the case in the 1970s and beginning of the 1980s, 

                                                 
8 Note that this particular approach to salience contrasts recent findings on how the EU is 
politicised within domestic competition (Steenbergen and Scott 2004; Netjes and 
Binnema 2007). Actually, if the EU becomes salient, this is the case for all parties 
(‘systemic salience’). Cases where one party is able to successfully claim issue ownership 
for a longer period of time are very hard to find.   
9 Ray (1999) uses the positive mentions of the EU as a measure of salience in the 
manifesto data. In our view, the EU issue can be salient both by emphasising the positive 
or the negative side of EU integration. 
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with the exception of only Germany and the UK. Outside of the EU, the issue 
plays no role whatsoever: consider the scores of 0.17 in Finland and 0.30 in 
Sweden. Yet, also among members of the EU (EC) the average salience is only 
2.16, with Ireland and Italy well below that score. As compared to the previous 
period, Luxembourg, Portugal, Spain and Sweden witness the largest increase of 
salience between 1986 and 1992, but the overall rise amounts to little more 
than 1.2 percent. An even smaller rise (0.77) can be observed in the most 
recent period, 1993-2003. The steepest increase can be found in Austria, 
Belgium, Greece, and the UK. On the other hand, in Luxembourg, the 
Netherlands and Portugal, salience is even lower than in the 1986-1992 period.  
 

Table 7.4 Salience of the EU issue, countries, 1973-2003 

 1973-1985 1986-1992 1993-2003 change 1973-
2003 

Belgium 2.63 2.46 4.76 2.13 
France 2.39 2.55 4.15 1.76 
Germany 3.57 3.45 6.23 2.66 
Italy 1.68 2.47 2.56 0.88 
Luxembourg 3.00 6.78 3.14 0.14 
Netherlands 1.92 2.84 2.71 0.79 
 
Denmark 

 
1.81 

 
2.94 

 
3.49 1.68 

Ireland .53 2.06 3.28 2.75 
UK 3.49 2.79 5.42 1.93 
 
Greece 

 
1.49 

 
1.42 

 
5.13 3.64 

Portugal 1.11 4.66 2.66 1.55 
Spain 1.99 4.32 4.68 2.69 
 
Austria 

 
.52 

 
.68 

 
3.00 2.48 

Finland .17 .89 1.55 1.38 
Sweden  .30 3.42 4.81 4.51 
     
Norway .64 1.27 1.99 1.35 
Switzerland .75 1.44 1.99 1.24 
 
Average 1.52 2.79 3.56 2.04 
- EU 2.16 3.26 3.68 1.52 
- non-EU .68 1.75 3.02 2.34 
Source: Klingemann et al. (2007) 
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How about the rise in salience surrounding the entry of countries into 
the European Union? In the 1970s, the relatively high level of salience in the UK 
hints at this effect. In the 1980s, confirmation is found in the rise of salience 
both in Portugal (from 1.11 to 4.66) and Spain (from 1.99 to 4.32), although 
such an effect is absent in Greece.10 A similar conclusion can be drawn in the 
case of Austria, where salience rises after 1992 (from 0.68 to 3.00), but the 
figures for Finland and Sweden are far from conclusive. In Finland, the increase 
is only marginal, while Sweden showed the largest increase in earlier years 
already.   
 The overall pattern shows higher salience in the 1993-2003 period than 
in the two preceding periods, moving from a mere 1.5 percent to slightly above 
3.5 percent. In Austria, Belgium, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Spain and Sweden, 
salience has risen faster than the general trend. Interestingly, this is a group of 
countries that have joined the EU at very different points in time, i.e. the ‘length 
of membership’ argument again does not hold. Next, salience is consistently 
higher in member states than in countries outside the EU, albeit that these 
differences have diminished over time. Moreover, there is no consistent 
relationship between joining the EU and level of salience. While integration was 
sped up and intensified after 1985, salience for national parties has nowhere 
followed this pace. The vast majority of parties still consider EU integration of 
minor importance, which means we should certainly not exaggerate the 
significance of the trends reported above. 
  
7.3.1 Party families 
We might assume that variation is larger when shifting the level of analysis from 
countries to party families. Table 7.5 reports the salience of EU integration for 
the Christian democrats, social democrats, liberals, conservatives and greens. As 
can be seen from this table, the average EU salience of these party families is 
somewhat higher than the overall salience, in each of the three periods. From 
1973 till 1985 the Christian democrat and notably green parties paid more 
attention to the EU, which is again the case for Christian democrats between 
1986 and 1992, now accompanied by the conservatives. From 1993 onwards, 
Europe is equally salient to all party families, which is also visible in the fact that 
the difference between the five largest families and the others has almost 
disappeared. 

                                                 
10 Since Greece joined the EU some years earlier, it may be argued that this effect should 
have occurred some years prior. Yet, inspection of the data for election years 1977 and 
1981 does not really support this idea. 
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Table 7.5 Salience of the EU issue, party families, 1973-2003 

 1973-1985 1986-1992 1993-2003 
 

1973-2003 
change 

 
Christian democrats 

 
2.13 

 
3.62 

 
3.51 1.38 

Social democrats 1.43 2.99 3.46 2.03 
Liberals 1.41 3.31 4.07 2.66 
Conservatives 1.41 4.20 3.87 2.46 
Greens 3.10 1.69 3.53 0.43 
 
Average  1.61 3.06 3.63 2.02 
Average (all party families) 1.52 2.79 3.56 2.04 
Source: Klingemann et al. (2007) 

 
 As we saw before, the clearest contrast is between the pre-1985 and 
post-1985 periods. Then again, salience does increase further after 1992, but 
only modestly. Moreover, the pattern of gradual increase over time that we can 
see among the social democrats and liberals is not to be found among the other 
party families. The green parties, for whom the EU was more salient than for all 
others in the 1970s actually have a decline at the end of the 1980s which is 
followed by a clear rise after 1992. The Christian democrats – for whom the EU 
was also more salient from earlier on – reach their peak in the 1986-1992 period 
after which they witness a small drop. A similar pattern can be seen for the 
conservatives, where the peak of the middle period is even higher. 
 
7.3.2 Parties 
The results from the country-by-country analysis and those for party families 
indicate a low overall salience of the EU issue. In terms of ‘systemic salience’, 
Europe is a negligible issue by and large. Similarly, even if certain party families 
discovered the EU issue somewhat earlier than others, it remains of minor 
importance. Therefore, we probably have to search for individual parties that do 
consider Europe salient and pay relatively much attention to EU integration. 
Table 7.6 depicts the 20 parties with a high salience of the EU issue, taken from 
the 1973-2003 time span. Next to the frequencies, this table also shows the 
country which these parties come from, in which election year they highlighted 
Europe, which party family they belong to and whether they held a positive or 
negative view towards the EU.11   

                                                 
11 The measure used here is adopted from Marks et al. (2007): (per108) / (per108 + 
per110), i.e. positive references divided by the sum of positive and negative references. 
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 Table 7.6 Salience of the EU issue, parties, 1973-2003 

Party Country Year Party family Salience Positi-
on 
 

PRL-FDF-MCC Alliance Belgium 1999 Liberal 25.75 + 
V Liberals Denmark 1990 Liberal 25.70 ++ 
PP Popular Party Portugal 1987 Social democrat 24.24 ++ 
CSV Christian Social 
Peoples Party 

 
Luxembourg 

 
1989 

 
Christian democrat 

 
19.60 

 
++ 

PSC Christian Social Party Belgium 1977 Christian democrat 16.00 ++ 
MSP Moderate Coalition 
Party 

 
Sweden 

 
1994 

 
Conservative 

 
15.58 

 
++ 

V Greens France 1997 Ecology 14.58 ++ 
DF Peoples Party Denmark 1998 Nationalist 13.70 -- 
KPL Communist Party Luxembourg 1979 Communist 12.20 -- 
VLD Flemish Liberals and 
Democrats 

 
Belgium 

 
1999 

 
Liberal 

 
11.91 

 
+ 

PS Socialist Party France 1997 Social democrat 11.89 ++ 
MR Reformers Movement France 1973 Christian democrat 11.70 ++ 
CDU-CSU Christian 
Democrats 

 
Germany 

 
1987 

 
Christian democrat 

 
10.99 

 
++ 

Gaullists France 1988 Conservative 10.60 ++ 
CD Centre Democrats Denmark 1988 Social democrat 10.58 ++ 
FDP Free Democratic Party Germany 1998 Liberal 10.54 ++ 
Green Party Austria 1995 Ecology 10.26 +/- 
DF Peoples Party Denmark 2001 Nationalist 10.00 -- 
PDS Party of Democratic 
Socialism 

 
Germany 

 
2002 

 
Communist 

 
9.98 

 
++ 

AN National Alliance Italy 1994 Nationalist 9.92 +/- 
Position ranges from -- very negative to ++ very positive 

  
There is only one party which appears twice in the list, the Danish 

People’s Party. This suggests once more that EU salience is not a permanent 
feature of any party, let alone that parties become issue owners. Then again, it 
is worthy of note that the PRL-FDF-MCC Alliance (Belgium, 1999), the Liberals 
(Denmark, 1990) and the Popular Party (Portugal, 1987) devote a stunning 25 
percent of their manifestos to Europe. Second, the parties that figure here are 

                                                                                                                      
This score can range from 0 to 1; if a party scores above 0.8 its position is classified as 
++, while scores below 0.2 receive -- (classifications in between follow from this). 
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from a relatively limited number of countries (nine in total). Belgium, Denmark, 
France and Germany are especially well represented, which is largely in 
accordance with the systemic salience in these countries (with the exception of 
Denmark). At first sight, these countries seem to have little in common, i.e. this 
group includes old and new members with or without Eurosceptic publics. 

Third, the general patterns outlined in tables 7.4 and 7.5 suggested that 
salience is very much linked to the post-1985 period, with a further increase 
after 1992. Looking at the election years, this is largely confirmed, as 11 high 
rankings stem from the period 1993-2003 and 6 from 1986-1992. Yet, we also 
find parties like the Belgian Christian Social Party or the French Reformers 
Movement for which Europe was highly salient in the mid-1970s already. Fourth, 
parties are rather equally spread over the different party families, with the 
liberals and Christian democrats slightly better represented. Apart from the 
agrarian parties, all party families are represented at least twice. Fifth, save the 
Danish People’s Party and the Luxembourg Communist Party, all of the parties 
on the list take moderately or strongly positive positions towards Europe. In 
other words, (nearly) all of their references to the EU in electoral manifestos 
demonstrate support for further EU integration. As far as salience of the EU 
issue in party manifestos is concerned, there is a strong link with positive 
positions on Europe. In contrast, parties with a predominantly negative stance 
do not pay too much attention to Europe in their manifestos.  
   
7.4 EUROSCEPTICISM 
 
While the salience of Europe is a relatively neglected and hardly researched 
topic, this can certainly not be argued for party positioning on Europe. In 
particular, there has been ample attention for parties opposing (aspects of) 
European integration, a phenomenon commonly labelled ‘Euroscepticism’. 
Despite the ambiguity of the term – scepticism is not the same as opposition or 
rejection, but is often used in that way – the literature has produced some 
interesting findings. To begin with, several types of Euroscepticism can be 
distinguished. ‘Hard’ scepticism, which implies principled opposition and outright 
rejection of EU integration, is contrasted with ‘soft’ scepticism, which denotes 
qualified opposition to specific elements of EU integration (Taggart and 
Szczerbiak 2004). Related to this, diffuse and specific support for EU integration 
(Kopecky and Mudde 2002) can be distinguished, i.e. the difference between 
endorsing the ‘idea of Europe’ and the EU in its current form. Both typologies 
refer to a ‘maximalist’ definition of Euroscepticism: it is seen as more than an 
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incidental and temporal expression of resistance towards the European project. 
Rather, Euroscepticism is considered a permanent feature of certain parties 
which they use to differentiate themselves from others (Binnema and Crum 
2007).12    
 Next, two types of explanation for opposition to EU integration have 
gained prominence. First, since EU integration is very much a ‘centrist’ project 
driven by social democrats, Christian democrats and liberals, opposition to the 
EU is mainly to be found at the extremes of the political spectrum. Thus, radical 
left and radical right parties, different in many respects, tend to share an 
aversion towards Europe. This ordering of party positions produces an inverted 
U-curve: support in the middle and opposition on the flanks (Hooghe, Marks and 
Wilson 2002; Hooghe and Marks 2004). Second, the GAL-TAN dimension has 
turned out to be a strong predictor of Euroscepticism. Parties leaning towards 
the TAN side are generally opposed to EU integration, while GAL parties are 
favourable towards Europe. Combining these findings, we can argue that 
Euroscepticism rests on both anti-capitalist and anti-internationalist sentiments. 
Thus, on the socio-economic dimension, it separates the EU-positive social 
democrats from the EU-sceptic socialists and communists; on the moral-cultural 
dimension it differentiates between moderate and radical TAN parties. 

 Whether opposition is hard or soft, specific or diffuse, the 
baseline hypothesis would be that the advance of EU integration leads to a rise 
of Euroscepticism. The more policy authority is transferred to Brussels, the more 
impact EU regulation could have on national policies. This gives political parties 
the more to oppose certain aspects of the EU or EU integration altogether. Table 
7.7 reports on Euroscepticism on the country level, for the period 1973-2003.13 
Two caveats are in order: as Ray (1999) argues, manifestos may very well hide 
dissent within a party when there are Eurosceptic factions, and the measure of 
positions on EU integration derived from the Manifesto data is rather crude. Yet, 
the data provide a suitable indication of the levels of Euroscepticism and the 
party families or individual parties where these anti-European sentiments are 
strongest. 

 

                                                 
12 Since this view supposes that parties can also be ranked according to their level of 
Euroscepticism, it comes close to the idea that a new pro-anti EU cleavage is emerging. 
13 This measure mirrors the one used for table 7.6: (per 110) / (per108 + per110), i.e. 
negative references divided by the sum of negative and positive references.   



Aggregating and integrating diverse interests 159 

Table 7.7 Levels of Euroscepticism, by country, 1973-2003 

 1973-1985 1986-1992 1993-2003 1973-2003  
change 

 
Belgium 0.03 0.00 0.07 0.04 
France 0.42 0.21 0.21 -0.21 
Germany 0.00 0.03 0.04 0.04 
Italy 0.01 0.25 0.16 0.15 
Luxembourg 0.33 0.41 0.40 0.07 
Netherlands 0.03 0.03 0.13 0.1 
 
Denmark 0.47 0.43 0.40 -0.07 
Ireland 0.25 0.04 0.35 0.1 
UK 0.32 0.29 0.29 -0.03 
 
Greece 0.37 0.02 0.38 0.01 
Portugal 0.21 0.19 0.22 0.01 
Spain 0.00 0.02 0.11 0.11 
 
Austria 0.00 0.20 0.29 0.29 
Finland 0.50 0.00 0.16 -0.34 
Sweden  0.17 0.28 0.33 0.16 
 
Norway 0.21 0.33 0.42 0.21 
Switzerland 0.00 0.33 0.22 0.22 
 
Average  0.19 0.17 0.24 0.05 
- EU 0.20 0.14 0.22 0.02 
- non-EU 0.16 0.24 0.34 0.18 
Source: Klingemann et al. (2007) 

 
Euroscepticism turns out be a rather marginal phenomenon. Although 

there is an increase of Euroscepticism (0.24 as compared to 0.19), the average 
scores for each period indicate that around 80 percent of all references to 
Europe are still positive. Interestingly, there is slightly more Euroscepticism 
within the member states than outside during the 1973-1985 period. This can be 
seen in the sceptic positions taken by parties in Denmark, the UK (both 
newcomers in this period) and Luxembourg. At the same time, it should also be 
remembered that salience was rather low in countries outside the EU, and that 
there was as yet no reason for parties in these countries to mobilise against 
Europe. At the end of the 1980s, scepticism is more present outside than inside 
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the EU, which can be witnessed in countries like Austria, Norway and 
Switzerland. Between 1986 and 1992, Euroscepticism is actually at its lowest in 
the member states. Yet, as the salience of the EU issue increases, so does the 
number of parties that take negative positions towards the EU, in particular after 
1992. Systemic Euroscepticism can be found in both a couple of member states 
– e.g. Denmark, Greece, Ireland and Luxembourg – and in Norway. 

Considering the patterns in individual countries, we find four countries 
where Euroscepticism has remained very low throughout: Belgium, Germany, 
the Netherlands, and Spain (average below 0.10). The two latter countries do 
witness a sharp increase in recent years to 0.13 and 0.11 respectively in the 
1993-2003 period. Portugal and the UK are equally stable through time, 
although their levels of Euroscepticism are (slightly) higher from the beginning. 
Relative stability can also be found in Eurosceptic Denmark and in Luxembourg, 
although they move in different directions through time. A consistent rise of 
Euroscepticism is found in Austria, Norway, and Sweden. Finally, Greece and 
Ireland show relatively much Euroscepticism in the early years, which then 
disappears after 1985, but re-appears at similar levels after 1992. 
 
7.4.1 Party families 
Would certain party families be more susceptible to Euroscepticism? From the 
previous section, we know that Europe was mainly salient to Christian 
democrats, conservatives, and liberals. Even if salience is not a predictor of the 
positions that party families take as regards Europe, we would expect a 
generally positive attitude. A more sceptic position might be expected from the 
social democrats – particularly in the earlier stage – and the green parties. Table 
7.8 reports the levels of Euroscepticism for five party families, from 1973 to 
2003.  

In the previous section, it was shown that already in the 1970s, Europe 
was salient to the greens and Christian democrats. Their stance on EU 
integration is however completely different: while Euroscepticism is entirely 
absent among the Christian democrats, it is strongly represented among the 
greens. This green Euroscepticism grows much stronger at the end of the 
1980s, and changes towards moderate scepticism from the mid-1990s on. 
Among the Christian democrats and conservatives, Euroscepticism is practically 
absent. The same can be said of the liberals, although a more critical stance 
develops after 1992. Finally, the social democrats leave their moderate 
scepticism of the earlier years during the 1986-1992 period, but some of the 
scepticism returns after 1992. 
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Table 7.8 Levels of Euroscepticism, by party family, 1973-2003 

  
1973-1985 
 

1986-1992 1993-2003 1973-2003 
change 

 
Christian democrat 0.00 0.03 0.08 0.08 
Social democrat 0.13 0.05 0.11 -0.02 
Liberal 0.04 0.03 0.22 0.18 
Conservative 0.07 0.09 0.07 0 
Green 0.42 0.63 0.31 -0.11 
 
Average 0.07 0.09 0.15 0.08 
Average (all party families) 0.19 0.17 0.24 0.05 
Source: Klingemann et al. (2007) 

 
 The average score rises from 0.07 to 0.15, illustrating that still 85 
percent of all references to the EU are positive (even higher if we leave aside 
the green parties). These figures again confirm that Euroscepticism is a marginal 
phenomenon. Among Christian democrats, liberals and social democrats, there 
may be a slight increase of Euroscepticism, but this is easily outweighed by an 
overwhelming Euro-positive predisposition. Among conservative parties, 
Euroscepticism has never been an issue, while the sceptic greens show a trend 
towards a more pro-EU position. As can be seen from the overall levels of 
Euroscepticism that are clearly higher, negative attitudes are mainly to be found 
among the smaller party families, such as nationalist or communist parties. 
 
7.4.2 Parties 
What characterises the Eurosceptic parties: are they spread across Europe or 
confined to a number of countries, do they belong to particular party families? 
In table 7.9, these and other features of the most Eurosceptic parties from the 
1973-2003 are listed.14 Based on the literature, we would expect these to be the 
smaller (opposition) parties, at the margins of the political spectrum. More 
precisely, recalling the work of Hooghe and Marks, these should be radical left 

                                                 
14 Eurosceptic parties have been selected on the basis of the frequency of negative 
statements about EU integration (per 110) , rather than the Euroscepticism scores used 
for table 7.9. This way, the salience of EU integration to a party can also be included. 
Otherwise, a party with 1 percent references to the EU which are all negative would 
obtain a higher the same position as a party with 15 percent references of which 14 
percent are negative. 
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and TAN parties. Moreover, Euroscepticism should emerge mainly in more 
recent years, i.e. after 1992.  

Compared to table 7.6 on salience, this table shows a higher number of 
parties listed more than once, which suggests that Euroscepticism is a more 
permanent feature of certain parties. This group of parties includes the Swedish 
Socialist People’s Party (4x), the Greek Communist Party (3x), and the Swedish 
Green Party (3x). Partly as a result of this overrepresentation by particular 
parties, the number of countries with Eurosceptic parties is small. Next, 
Euroscepticism is for the most part a recent phenomenon, with 11 mentions 
after 1992. Then again, the picture is definitely more nuanced: there are also 
seven mentions from before 1985. These include the Danish Communist Party 
(1973) and Socialist People’s Party (1973, 1975 and 1984). The 1986-1992 
period is nearly absent. 
 

Table 7.9 Most Eurosceptic parties, 1973-2003 

Party Country 
 

Year Party family Votes 
(percentage) 

 
DF Peoples Party Denmark 1998 Nationalist 7.41 
PCL-KPL Communist Party Luxembourg 1979 Communist 4.90 
DF Peoples Party Denmark 2001 Nationalist 12.00 
Green Ecology Party Sweden 1998 Ecology 4.50 
KKE Communist Party Greece 1993 Communist 4.55 
Green Ecology Party Sweden 1991 Ecology 3.38 
DKP Communist Party Denmark 1973 Communist 3.63 
KKE Communist Party Greece 1996 Communist 5.61 
KKE Communist Party Greece 2000 Communist 5.53 
Labour Party UK 1974 Social democrat 37.16 
SF Socialist Peoples Party Denmark 1973 Communist 6.01 
SF Socialist Peoples Party Denmark 1990 Communist 8.30 
Green Ecology Party Sweden 1994 Ecology 5.02 
SF Socialist Peoples Party Denmark 1975 Communist 4.95 
SF Socialist Peoples Party Denmark 1984 Communist 11.51 
Vp Left Party Sweden 1994 Communist 6.17 
Labour Party UK 1979 Social democrat 36.94 
Green Ecology Party Sweden 2002 Ecology 4.65 
RC Newly Founded Communists Italy 1996 Communist 8.58 
PCF Communist Party France 1997 Communist 9.90 
Source: Klingemann et al. (2007) 



Aggregating and integrating diverse interests 163 

Euroscepticism, according to these figures, is predominantly a radical 
left undertaking: 12 out of 20 parties belong to the communist party family. The 
Eurosceptic Danish People’s Party is a nationalist party, in line with expectations 
based on the GAL-TAN dimension, but we find no other TAN parties. The 
Swedish Green party is the only ecologist party listed here, in contrast with the 
more Euro-positive turn that this party family has taken (see table 7.8). From 
the large party families – that tend to be Euro-positive - only the social 
democrats are represented by the ‘old’ British Labour Party. Finally, 
Euroscepticism is limited to small parties: 16 out of 20 gained less than 10 
percent of the votes (seven of them even less than 5 percent).    
 
7.5 LIMITED COMPETITION  
 
The possible challenge for parties concerning their aggregation function stems 
from the fact that once decision making authority in several policy fields is 
transferred from the national to the European level, national parties may be left 
with limited room to manoeuvre. According to Hooghe and Marks (2001b), there 
were no policy fields left in 2000 in which decision making was entirely national. 
Issue such as ‘commercial negotiations’ and ‘money/credit’ had even become 
entirely European. We could expect that parties, having less to say on several 
topics, would have more difficulty to articulate and integrate various interests. 
National politicians have to acknowledge that the achievement of the pledges 
they make are not entirely in their hands. This may be particularly problematic 
when policy areas which are vital for the character of a party, are transferred to 
Brussels, such as social policy or immigration policy.  
 On the other hand, issues related to the EU, such as the 
democratization of EU decision making, the division of competences between 
the EU and the national level or the desirability of enlarging the EU, might also 
offer new opportunities for political competition. That is, if parties are able to 
translate the interests of their potential voters into coherent policy platforms. 
However, both the lack of clear signals from the general public and uncertainty 
about the positions of other parties make this quite a difficult task. These 
reasons taken together lead some to hypothesize that a ‘hollowing out’ of party 
competition might come with convergence of party positions as a result (mainly 
among those parties with governing aspirations).  
 The discussion in section 7.2 already demonstrated a large continuity in 
the issues put forward by parties, thus challenging the notion of a hollowing out 
of competition. We now consider the possible limitations to party competition by 
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analyzing the changes in the number of relevant issues in a country.15 The 
assumption is that this number ought to be going down if the thesis of limited 
competition holds, especially after 1985. The issue scores are presented in table 
7.10. 
 

Table 7.10 Number of relevant issues in party competition, 1975-2003 

 1973-1985 
 

1986-1992 1993-2003 1973-2003 

 
Belgium 

 
18.2 

 
20.2 

 
16.0 -2.2 

France 22.0 22.5 17.1 -4.9 
Germany 17.9 15.2 16.9 -1.0 
Italy 30.0 14.1 16.0 -14.0 
Luxembourg 14.3 12.4 16.4 2.1 
Netherlands 22.4 21.2 21.0 -1.4 
 
Denmark 

 
24.3 

 
19.4 

 
14.4 -9.9 

Ireland 12.6 14.2 18.1 5.5 
UK 26.7 21.3 19.1 -7.6 
 
Greece 

 
18.2 

 
17.2 

 
16.5 -1.7 

Portugal 12.5 13.5 17.9 5.4 
Spain 19.2 18.9 18.3 -0.9 
 
Austria  

 
16.0 

 
15.7 

 
14.2 -1.8 

Finland 8.0 8.1 10.7 2.7 
Sweden 15.4 13.0 12.7 -2.7 
 
Norway 

 
18.1 

 
15.1 

 
16.7 -1.4 

Switzerland 17.2 14.9 14.8 -2.4 
 
Average 

 
18.5 

 
16.2 

 
16.0 -2.5 

-EU 21.4 17.7 16.2 -5.2 
- non-EU 14.7 12.7 14.8 0.1 

Source:  Klingemann et al. (2007) 

 
Overall, there is a decline in the number of relevant issues: 16.0 as 

compared to 18.5 in the 1973-1985 period. As noted before, the main contrast 

                                                 
15 The number of relevant issues is calculated analogous to the effective number of 
parties (Laakso and Taagepera 1979). 
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is between the period before 1985 and those after 1985. The strongest trends 
downward can be seen in Denmark, Italy, and the UK, which are also the 
countries (see table 7.1) where the party agenda has changed most radically. 
The general decline, however, is rather modest and does not look like a true 
hollowing out of party competition. Comparing the average scores in EU 
member states and non-members, we find that the number of issues is 
constantly higher within the EU, which contradicts the hollowing out thesis even 
more. The trend over time is steeper for the EU countries, but this is largely due 
to the high level at the beginning of the 1970s.  

Next, if we consider countries that have joined the EU in the 1980s or 
1990s, an effect of EU entrance is almost absent. Only the cases of Austria (15.0 
to 14.3) and Greece (20.7 to 17.9) hint at modest limitations to party 
competition. But this is outweighed by a rise in the number of issues in Finland, 
Portugal, Spain and Sweden. Likewise, no direct link can be established with 
length of membership. Among the long-standing members, there is an increase 
of relevant issues in Ireland, and Luxembourg, as compared to a decrease in 
Belgium, France, Germany and the Netherlands. In sum: there is no 
unambiguous hollowing out of competition, and – if this is the case in certain 
countries – no direct relationship with membership of the EU.  
 Since the number of relevant issues can only give a rough indication, we 
need to consider more in detail the salience of individual issues. In Hooghe and 
Marks’ inventory, the transfer of policy making is predominantly located in the 
field of economic policy. In particular, this concerns the issues capital flows, 
persons/workers, regional development, money/credit, and foreign exchange. 
The domain of social and industrial policy, which includes health, social welfare 
and education, is still very much in the hands of national decision makers. Legal 
policy and international relations have also seen a growing EU involvement in 
recent years, notably for the issues of justice and property rights, citizenship, 
commercial negations, and diplomacy. The hollowing out thesis suggests that an 
increase of EU involvement in a policy area would lead to a decrease in the 
salience of that issue. 
 Table 7.11 depicts all issues for which salience has decreased, and the 
strength of the time trend - i.e. year of observation is the independent variable. 
Next, this table also includes the trend for the overall domain which these issues 
belong to. It can be seen that the salience of the domains ‘external relations’, 
‘political system’, and ‘quality of life’ has actually increased. For the other 
domains, ‘freedom and democracy’, ‘economy’, and ‘special groups’, salience has 
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gone down.16 This is in line with the expectations where economic policy is 
concerned, but the domain of external relations moves in the opposite direction. 
It is also difficult to explain the decline of ‘freedom and democracy’: there are 
some references to constitutional issues, but these are different from the 
domain of legal and constitutional policy identified by Hooghe and Marks. 
Similarly, no link can be made with the domain of ‘special groups’ which is also 
mentioned less often in electoral manifestos.  

Within the domain of external relations, the salience of foreign special 
relations, anti-imperialism and peace has declined. This might be explained by 
the fact that the EU has gradually taken a larger role in diplomatic affairs and 
external relations, which leaves less room for various types of bilateral 
relationships, e.g. between EU states and former colonies or Third World 
countries. Then again, whether this has to do with EU integration is 
questionable, since the decline tends to be stronger in countries outside the EU. 
This holds even more for the democracy and constitution issues, where there is 
a larger effect in non-member states. The decline of their salience seems to be 
related first and foremost to the fact that all Western European countries now 
have established democracies where the ‘rules of the game’ are not 
fundamentally challenged.   

Both decentralisation and education are single issues of which salience 
declines, while the domain to which they belong goes in the opposite direction. 
Moreover, the effect for decentralisation is not significant within the EU, while 
education is insignificant outside the EU. In the domain of economic policy, 
decline is most apparent. Salience decreases for no less than nine issues - more 
than half in this domain. Partly, these are categories that remind of a bygone 
socio-economic debate of the 1970s, such as economic planning, Keynesian 
demand, controlled economy, or nationalisation. They have lost prominence 
both inside the EU and – even more rapidly – outside the EU. Yet, the salience 
of productivity and economic orthodoxy, which both fit in the market-making 
ambitions of economic integration, has declined as well, accompanied by 
corporatism. Here it seems that the EU is actually taking over part of the current 
socio-economic debate. Finally, the emphasis on special groups has been 
lessened, which holds equally for labour and non-economic groups. The 
differences between members and non-members are too irregular to see any 
role of EU integration.   

                                                 
16 In this table, the domain ‘fabric of society’ is excluded, since salience did not decrease 
for any of the issues in this domain. Therefore, the overall trend is a rise in salience as 
well. 
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Table 7.11 Decreasing salience of issues, 1973-2003 
Domain / Issue EU Non-EU 

 
External relations .104** n.s. 
Foreign special + -.117** -.224** 
Foreign special - -.192** -.137* 
Anti-Imperialism -.110** -.275** 
Peace n.s. -.182** 

 
Freedom and democracy -.216** -.150** 
Democracy -.090* -.279** 
Constitution + n.s. -.172** 
Constitution - -.141** -.203** 

 
Political system .097** .178** 
Decentralisation + n.s. -.175** 

 
Economy -.083** -.121** 
Economic planning -.149** -.239** 
Corporatism -.091* n.s. 
Economic goals -.110* -.270** 
Keynesian demand -.096* -.134* 
Productivity -.160** n.s. 
Controlled economy -.231** n.s. 
Nationalisation -.175** -.209** 
Economic orthodoxy -.113** n.s. 

 
Quality of life .262** .358** 
Education - -.161** n.s. 

 
Special groups -.098** -.107* 
Labour + n.s. -.186** 
Labour - -.091* n.s. 
Agriculture n.s. -.143** 
Middle class -.330** -.187** 
Non-economic groups -.135** n.s. 
correlation analysis, with issue salience and year of observation 
** p< .01. * p< .05 

   
Even though we are somewhat hampered by the fact that there is not 

always a direct correspondence between the domains and issues of Hooghe and 
Marks and those of the Manifesto data, a general conclusion can be drawn. 
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There is we no direct connection between issues that have been transferred to 
Brussels entirely or that are part of common policy making on the one hand, and 
their salience in domestic competition on the other hand. This holds in particular 
when we compare countries inside and outside the EU. This reminds of the 
continuity of national party agendas that was reported in section 7.2. 
 
7.6 CONVERGENCE? 
 
Another angle from which the assumption of limited party competition can be 
tested is to consider changes in left-right positions. In this analysis, the left-right 
scale developed by Klingemann et al. (1994) will be used. It consists of 26 
categories – 13 considered ‘right’, 13 ‘left’ – from which a left-right score is 
obtained by subtracting the sum of all left emphases from the sum of all right 
emphases; thus, a negative score implies a leftist position. If the thesis of the 
hollowing out of competition were correct, we should witness convergence of 
party positions (cf. Dorussen and Nanou 2006). To be more precise: the range 
of the party system, i.e. the difference between the extreme party positions to 
the left and the right should decrease. 

 In Figure 7.1, the range of party competition is depicted for the 
periods 1986-1992 and 1993-2003. The grouping of the countries indicates 
whether the range of party competition has increased or decreased. The thesis 
of convergence is confirmed in five countries – Belgium, Ireland, Luxembourg, 
Portugal and the UK – as the range continuously decreases. Another seven 
countries where the trends in both periods are opposite – Denmark, Finland, 
France, Greece, (Norway), the Netherlands, Spain – give partial confirmation, in 
the sense that the overall range has decreased between 1973 and 2003. Yet, 
there certainly is no general trend of narrowing down of policy alternatives. To 
begin with, Austria actually sees the policy range broadening consistently and 
the same holds on average for Germany, Italy, Sweden (and Switzerland). 
Moreover, the smaller ranges mentioned for Denmark, France and Spain are 
only marginal, which means that in almost half of the countries the scope for 
competition has either remained stable or has even broadened. 
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Figure 7.1  Range of party competition  

 
Next, it is also difficult to link the patterns of individual countries to an 

effect of EU integration. First of all, the group of countries where the range has 
continuously decreased, consists of three founding members (Belgium and 
Luxembourg), two 1973 entrants (Ireland and the UK) and one country that 
joined in the 1980s (Portugal). Second, the group which shows an overall 
reduction is also composed of very diverse countries, even including non-
member Norway. Needless to say that a widening of the scope of party 
competition, which can also be seen after 1992, goes against any expected EU 
effect. For Austria it might be speculated that this is due to its relatively recent 
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membership, but since this group also includes long-standing members Germany 
and Italy, such an argument does not hold.  

All in all, three different patterns can be distinguished, which are shown 
in figures 7.2 to 7.6. These figures show the changes in the left-right range for a 
number of countries, which all represent a larger set of countries with similar 
trends:  

 
1) A centripetal trend, with parties moving towards the centre, 

absence of radical right or radical left positions. This scenario is 
exemplified by Belgium and the United Kingdom (figures 7.2 & 7.3). 

2) A centrifugal trend, with movement away from the centre 
(polarisation) towards more radical positions. This scenario is 
particularly apparent in Italy (figure 7.4). 

3) A stable trend, where distances between left and right positions 
remain roughly the same, either starting from strong or moderate 
polarisation. This scenario is exemplified by Denmark and Spain 
(figure 7.5 & 7.6). 

 
Both the variation in patterns of competition and the grouping of countries in 
which convergence, divergence and continuity is found, make a uniform EU 
effect very unlikely. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7.2  Range of party competition: convergence I   
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Figure 7.3  Range of party competition: convergence II 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.4 Range of party competition: divergence  
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Figure 7.5 Range of party competition: stability I 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.6 Range of party competition: stability II 
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7.6.1 Party families 
When a clear trend of convergence is lacking at the country level, it might be 
that party families do converge. Figure 7.7 presents the left-right positions of 
the five main party families for each of the periods between 1973 and 2003.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.7 Convergence on left-right dimension, party families, 1973-2003 
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to the right (relatively speaking) can be found for all party families. As a result 
of these collective movements, the range of party competition has steadily 
shrunk as compared to the 1973-1985 period. Now, the two blocs – liberals & 
conservatives vs. greens and social democrats – are distinguishable even better. 
The Christian democrats continue to take a median position, which means that 
the left-right ordering of the party families has remained intact. 17  

Even if parties both on the left and the right are quite close to related 
parties (e.g. greens and social democrats), there is still a wide range of left-right 
positions and there is only modest  convergence. Returning to the question of 
an EU impact, we again conclude that there are few indications for this. The 
main centre parties – social democrats and Christian democrats – are still at a 
relatively large distance. For both large party families, there are clear 
alternatives: on the left side the green (and socialist/communist) parties, on the 
right side the conservatives and liberals. All in all, there is little reason to 
assume that integration has limited policy alternatives available in domestic 
politics in terms of left-right positioning. 
 
7.7 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
 
Which is the effect of EU integration for the aggregation & integration function 
of parties? Can any relationship be established between the progress of the 
European project and domestic party competition? The findings in this chapter 
suggest that, if there is any effect, this is only a limited one, both if we consider 
the politicisation of Europe and the reduction of policy alternatives available to 
parties. This contrasts some claims made in recent literature, in particular the 
explicit convergence argument of Dorussen and Nanou (2006) and Hines’ (2005) 
fragmentation of party systems. Part of the reason for this difference is their 
focus on aggregate trends and large time spans, which hides the more nuanced 
picture that emerges when one breaks down those general trends to the level of 
country or party family and into different periods.18      

The assumed impact of EU integration can function in three ways. First, 
in the dichotomy of members vs. non-members: we expect certain trends to be 
absent outside the EU. Connected to this is the effect we would expect in the 

                                                 
17 ANOVA Post-Hoc Bonferroni tests also show that the differences between positions of 
greens and social democrats on the one side and liberals, conservatives and Christian 
democrats on the other are statistically significant.  
18 The other part of the explanation relates to their methodological choices, i.e. case 
selection (Haverland 2006) and measurement of the independent variable (Harmel, 
Somer and Smith 2005) 
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years surrounding entrance into the EU. The time span of this analysis was 
particularly suitable, given the various points in time where new countries have 
entered. Second, related to the difference between insiders and outsiders, the 
effect of Europe is expected to increase the longer countries have been with the 
EU – the ‘length of membership’ argument which is often framed in terms of 
socialisation or interaction. Third, in certain policy sectors, integration has 
progressed faster than in others. Thus, a connection might be expected 
between the extent of EU involvement in particular policies and their salience in 
domestic party competition. 

 

Table 7.12 Summary of findings regarding the ‘direct effect’ of EU integration 

 Country Party family Party 
 

Salience  Limited increase 
over time, still 
among less 
important issues 

 Hardly any 
relationship with 
length of 
membership 

 Some effects in pre-
accession period 

 Highest salience in 
Germany, Greece 
and UK 

 

 Limited increase 
over time 

 Early salience for 
Christian 
democrats and 
greens, mid-
1980s 
Conservatives too 

 EU more salient 
to larger party 
families 

 EU becomes 
equally salient to 
all party families 

 

 EU salience 
mainly 
associated with 
positive stances 

 Large variety of 
parties from 
almost all party 
families 

 Parties 
represent small 
group of 
countries 

 Belgium, France 
and 
Luxembourg: 
salient for 
individual 
parties in 1970s 
already 
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table 7.12 continued 
Scepticism  Euroscepticism 

marginal 
phenomenon across 
the board 

 Slight increase, but 
mainly in non-EU 
members, inside 
the EU after 1992 

 Most scepticism in 
Denmark, Greece, 
Luxembourg 

 Almost non-
existent among 
Christian & social 
democrats and 
conservatives 

 Some scepticism 
among greens 
(but declining) 
and recently 
among liberals 

 Scepticism 
confined to 
smaller party 
families 

 Relatively new 
phenomenon, 
although some 
Eurosceptic 
parties in 1970s 

 Parties from a 
limited set of 
countries 

 Mainly 
communist & 
radical left 
parties & small 
parties 
(exception: UK 
Labour 1970s) 

 
In line with the approach of Harmel et al. (2005), the analysis has 

focused on what party competition should look like, had there been such 
European effects. In other words, if certain fluctuations or stable patterns 
emerge, can they be linked to the EU? By dividing the 1973-2003 time span into 
three different periods, separated by important moments in the history of EU 
integration, it should be possible to identify these effects. Four indicators have 
been distinguished, which represent direct and indirect effects: salience, 
scepticism, limited competition and convergence. The boxes below summarise 
the main findings for each of these indicators. 

Overall, we find many common trends, consistent patterns, and 
consistent fluctuations which hint at a process of diffusion of ideas. Yet, these 
are rarely related to the advance of EU integration. Rather, they are common to 
all countries in the analysis, whether these are in or out of the EU, long-standing 
members or newcomers. In all of the Europe-17, similar issues such as welfare 
or environmental protection become salient in party competition. All around, 
new issues (including the EU, though very hesitantly) emerge on the political 
agenda in approximately the same periods. Likewise, other issues become 
outdated to many parties, and disappear from the party agendas. The 
involvement of the EU in certain policy areas nowhere leads to a complete 
disappearance of these issues – sometimes even the reverse.  
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Table 7.13 Summary of findings regarding the ‘indirect effect’ of EU integration 

Limited competition 
 

Convergence 

Issues Country Party family 
 Modest decline of 

relevant issues, but 
consistently higher 
within EU 

 No relation with length 
of membership or 
entrance in EU 

 Decreasing salience 
mainly in domain of 
economic policy and 
special groups, 
contradictory trend for 
external relations 

 Effects outside the EU 
generally stronger 

 Mixed picture of 
increasing and 
decreasing policy 
ranges 

 No clear distinction 
inside and outside EU 

 Reduction of 
alternatives takes 
place in diverse group 
of countries 

 Patterns of divergence, 
convergence and 
stable distances 

 Party families remain 
in expected positions, 
clustering of social 
democrats/greens and 
liberals/conservatives 

 Small convergence 
towards centre/right 
taking place 

 
Next to these commonalities, each country also has its own peculiarities, 

be it in the level of Euroscepticism, the salience of specific national issues, or 
convergence of policy alternatives. The evidence overwhelmingly suggests that 
there is no consistent and direct impact of EU integration. Rather, there are 
individual countries, party families or parties for which the EU is more salient 
and comes to play a role in party competition under specific circumstances. 
Parties choose to politicize Europe if it fits within their overall policy strategy. 
This is very different both from a uniform politicisation of Europe or a ‘race to 
the bottom’ in hollowing out party competition. In sum: we cannot speak of an 
EU impact on parties or party competition, as EU integration is moulded into 
existing patterns.    





 

8 WHAT HAVE WE LEARNT? 
Conclusion and discussion  

 
 
8.1 EUROPE AND PARTIES 
 
Parties and Europe cannot be understood in isolation from each other. On the 
one hand, theories about the way in which Europe develops and about the 
progress of EU integration, need to take into account the role that political 
parties and their representatives in government play. On the other hand, any 
analysis of parties within their national party system cannot do without the role 
of the EU, in a direct or indirect form. Thus, this dissertation tackles issues that 
are related to the study of both EU integration/Europeanisation and political 
parties. The findings of this study add to the theoretical and methodological 
debate on Europe and parties. The aim has been to shed light on a number of 
claims and assumptions that have not yet received sufficient empirical scrutiny. 
  The first of these claims relates to the ‘impact’ or ‘effect’ of Europe on 
domestic political systems. To begin with, this viewpoint is often too 
deterministic, assuming an inescapable pressure to which policies and politics 
have to be adapted, while change may actually be of a more voluntary nature. 
Moreover, partly as a result of this, effects of Europe are often overestimated, 
both in their scope and in their timing. Change is often more moderate and 
more incremental. Finally, despite the inspiration drawn from the theory of neo-
institutionalism, commonalities and convergence are often stressed. In practice, 
differences between countries or party families or parties prove resilient and 
often it is rather divergence that occurs in response to EU pressures. For these 
reasons, it has been important to make a realistic assessment of the actual 
domestic changes that can be linked to Europe. 
  The second of these claims regards the crisis of parties. The end of 
party democracy, party families or individual parties has often been proclaimed, 
but has only materialised in a very limited number of cases. First, this has to do 
with the close link between parties and democracy, and the lack of a feasible 
and acceptable alternative. Second, it shows that the ability of parties to adapt 
to continually changing circumstances is often underestimated. Third, it 
reemphasises that the debate on crisis or decline is dominated by a particular 
viewpoint on what parties are, which focuses on aggregation and mobilisation. 
Therefore, the aim has been to carefully document the way in which parties 
have changed in the performance of all their functions.  
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Thus, we should not take the idea of a European impact or a crisis of 
parties for granted. These are to be considered hypotheses that need empirical 
verification. Even more caution seems to be in order when arguments on the 
effect of Europe and crisis of parties are combined. That is, when those who 
claim the crisis of parties find an additional argument in the assumed impact of 
Europe. Next to the doubts we may have about the actual scope of the changes 
that are due to European pressures, the mere fact that two developments seem 
to occur jointly does not mean that they are related.  

Which is then the most fruitful perspective to analyse how European 
changes and party changes are related? One viewpoint holds that this 
relationship can be fitted within the ‘Europeanisation’ literature, which argues 
that national polities, policies and politics are increasingly influenced and 
moulded by EU integration. This literature starts from a development at the EU 
level which is then tracked down to the national level, in order to see what the 
‘impact’ of this EU development is. Since most of the Europeanisation literature 
so far has focused on change of policies (which are the result of directives, 
regulations etc.), it could be interesting to see the extent to which such a logic 
can be applied to parties well. 

Yet, for a number of reasons, this study follows a different approach. 
First, it has been argued that the applicability of insights from the 
Europeanisation literature is limited.  Admittedly, there are some interesting 
innovations in this field, and there is some theoretical and/or methodological 
progress in this area. In particular, the work of Radaelli (2005) and Haverland 
(2006) which deals both with the theoretical weaknesses and the underspecified 
methodology deserves mention here. Yet, Europeanisation essentially remains 
unidirectional (top-down) and it entails a causal logic that is at odds with the 
perspective that has been chosen here. A one-way approach not only puts aside 
possibly relevant ideas of concurrence of co-evolvement, it also does not allow 
for the creative (discursive) usage of Europe which is unrelated to the ‘objective’ 
importance of EU policies. That is, there may be a European ‘impact’ without 
specific European events preceding this. 

The reasons for choosing a different perspective not only have to do 
with the inadequacy of Europeanisation. There are also positive considerations 
which have led to opting for the party perspective in this study. First of all, it 
allows us to borrow from the wealth of literature on parties, party systems and 
party change. There is no need for new concepts and new theories – rather, the 
main focus is on the empirical testing of what sometimes tends to be an overly 
normative literature, disentangling what parties are and what they ought to be. 
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Next, this literature shows that adaptation and transformation is an essential 
feature of parties, common to all periods and all countries. In that sense, this 
dissertation neatly fits in. Parties have faced many challenges, and they will 
continue to do so. Even if some may argue that EU integration is a particularly 
difficult challenge, there is no reason to give it any special status in this respect. 
EU integration is a particularly relevant and interesting illustration of this 
adaptation strategy. Finally, this study has aimed at the analysis of political 
parties and party functions, not on Europe per se. The purpose has been to 
understand how parties perform their balancing act between conflicting goals 
and strategies, in their performance of three central functions: aggregation, 
recruitment, and mobilisation. This balancing act has become more difficult over 
time, but at best partly due to the advance of EU integration. 

Thus, we have not been looking for a European ‘effect’ or ‘impact’. 
Rather, an attempt has been made to understand party change with a 
potentially increasing role of Europe. The boundaries between the European 
level and the national level appear are in flux. As a result, national political 
parties operate within an increasingly European political system, with its own 
logic of input, throughput and output. Yet, in terms of electoral competition and 
governance, parties are still tied to a particular territory. Parties have to find 
their way in this new and complex situation of multilevel governance (Marks and 
Steenbergen 2002).  

This is in line with Radaelli’s (2005) emphasis on how EU factors play a 
role in domestic interactions (‘bottom up’). The way in which parties interact 
with each other is continually being challenged as a result of internal factors 
(new parties, party splits, change of election systems) and external factors 
(individualisation, EU integration, communication technology). In order to map 
out and evaluate these changes in party interaction, party functions have been 
chosen as the yardstick. Although a large inventory of these functions can be 
made, the core of these consists of mobilisation, recruitment and aggregation. 
Again, it is noted that these functions are used as empirical indicators of how 
parties develop and adapt, without carrying the ideological or theoretical 
baggage of (structural) functionalism.  
 
8.2 MOBILISATION, RECRUITMENT, AGGREGATION 
 
The core question is how each of these functions have changed in themselves 
and in their relationship with each other. Second, at what point in time and in 
which way are these changes and the changing balance influenced by factors 
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related to Europe? Methodologically, this is comparable to Harmel et al. (2005) 
who consider meaningful variation in the dependent variable as an indication of 
a European effect. Thus, if Europe has ‘anything to do with it’, this variation 
should coincide with important instances in the history of EU integration and 
(length of) membership: earlier and stronger. Thus, three hypotheses could be 
formulated: 
 

 We would expect the strongest effect in ‘old’ members of the EU – 
particularly the six founding countries, but also in the new members of 
1973. Their longstanding and continuous involvement in EU policy 
making suggests these nine countries as the most likely cases to witness 
such effects.  

 There would be a clear difference between countries inside and outside 
the EU throughout. If Europe indeed adds to existing trends, this should 
mean that these are the more visible or more pertinent inside the EU.  

 We would expect a role for Europe in the years leading up to accession. 
The prospect of joining the Union stimulates debate among parties and 
forces them to take a position. 

 
In addition, it was posited that either of these expectations should hold in order 
to speak of a role of Europe. Moreover, that even if they are not found 
simultaneously in each country and not with similar strength, the EU role would 
seem the stronger if all three appeared together or in sequence. Next, the 
indicators for each of these functions were specified as well as the role that 
Europe might play in these areas (table 8.1).  

As compared to a Europeanisation approach, the role of Europe is less 
dominant and the nature of adaptation is more voluntary. In that sense, the role 
of actors (parties) is stressed vis-à-vis the institutional context in which they 
function. Europe is one of a number of factors that parties have to take into 
account in the performance of their functions. Throughout this study, it has 
been argued that a shift from representative functions (mobilisation and 
aggregation) towards governance functions (recruitment) is taking place. The 
waning of the traditional role of parties and the weakening of the link between 
parties and voters – once strongly tied by class and religion - is indeed 
confirmed.  

Party membership and party attachment have declined, just as electoral 
turnout, while volatility has increased in many cases. Societal trends such as 
individualisation or modernisation and the rise of modern communication are the 
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main drivers of this dealignment. Although there are some indications that the 
decline of turnout and the increase of volatility have been somewhat stabilised, 
this does not affect the general conclusion that parties are increasingly 
unsuccessful in their mobilisation function. Partly as a response to this, parties 
have focused more and more on their governing functions.   

 

Table 8.1 Party functions and the role of Europe 

Party function Indicators Role of Europe 
 

Mobilisation  party membership 
 party attachment 
 voter turnout 
 electoral volatility 
 elections & referenda 

 

 irrelevance of national 
politics – adding to 
distrust and 
dissatisfaction 

 politicisation of EU 
issue 

Recruitment  composition of 
parliament 

 composition of 
government 

 coalition formation/ party 
government 

 career patterns 
 parliamentary control of 

EU affairs 
 

 direct elections to the 
European Parliament 

 involvement in EU 
decision making (ICG) 

 

Aggregation  party agenda 
 salience of EU  
 Euroscepticism 
 patterns of party 

competition 

 transfer of policy 
making 

 politicisation of EU 
issue 

 inter-party exchange of 
ideas, mutual learning 

 
Mobilisation 
The possible role of Europe regarding mobilisation consists of two parts. First, 
EU integration could aggravate the weakening of links between citizens and 
voters, thus speeding up a process already taking place. The essence of this 
argument is that the transfer of policy making to the European level results in 
the ‘irrelevance’ of national politics, which in turn makes mobilisation more and 
more difficult for parties operating at that national level. Second, politicisation of 
the EU issue in domestic party competition (elections or referenda) would offer 
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parties new chances for mobilisation. Thus, we have two trends that could 
counterbalance each other. As chapter 5 concludes, the findings are mixed, to 
say the least. While the role of the EU issue in national elections is marginal – 
for both the long-standing and the new members – there is also hardly any 
European dimension to elections which are close to European elections, Treaty 
ratifications or EU accession. Domestic issues continue to dominate and Europe 
has no priority either to voters or to parties, with only a few exceptions.   

Another disconfirmation comes from the trends of membership decline, 
the increase of volatility, and turnout decline, which are all stronger in countries 
outside the EU. Moreover, similar trends occur in countries that have joined the 
EU at various points in time and countries that have joined in the same 
accession round display largely diverging trends. The main explanatory factor for 
decline in membership is whether a country has a tradition of mass parties. If 
this is the case, decline is steep, but this has more to do with the original 
situation than with the EU. Existing national trends continue and the main 
differences between developments inside and outside are caused by the 
composition of the EU at a particular point in time. Hence, there is no discernible 
effect of EU integration, apart from a potential reinforcement of existing trends. 

 
Recruitment and governance 
Concerning recruitment and governance, the second main function of parties, 
we find that parties are in a strong position. They dominate recruitment for 
parliament and government and become more closely linked to the state (Katz 
and Mair 1995; Mair 2004). Throughout Europe, party systems become more 
fragmented. This is partly the result of the weakening position of the traditional 
parties. Structures of party competition also become more open, which means 
that the range of parties able to join government increases, and innovative 
coalitions are formed. Yet, it has to be noted that this openness has not paved 
the way for independent, non-partisan candidates; on the contrary. Probably as 
a consequence of the growing importance of EU integration and the involvement 
of party leaders in EU decision-making, governments have come to rely on a 
broader base, with more instances of surplus coalitions. It is noteworthy that in 
the majority of countries, the parliamentary base has increased or at least 
remained similar. 

The levels of interaction between the national party base and the 
European party groups have not kept pace with the emerging multi-level polity. 
Not only are political careers at the European and national level still very much 
two worlds apart, parliaments have also not developed proper mechanisms for 
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scrutinising their governments and they have not connected with the European 
Parliament. Then again, some parties may not consider this too much of a 
problem, as recruitment and governance are still firmly in their hands.   
 
Aggregation and integration 
The aggregation and integration function of parties may seem most likely to be 
influenced by EU integration. A correlation can be expected between the 
progress of the European project on the one hand and limitations set to 
domestic party competition on the other hand. Again we have to say that there 
only seems to be a limited role for the EU, both if we consider the politicisation 
of Europe and the reduction of policy alternatives available to parties. There is 
no clear difference between old and new members, or between countries inside 
and outside the EU. Moreover, the extent of EU involvement in particular policies 
does not relate to the salience – either increase or decrease – of these issues in 
domestic party competition. 

This conclusion holds, irrespective of the indicator used – issue salience, 
Euroscepticism, hollowing out of competition, or convergence. Indeed, we find 
many common trends, consistent patterns, and consistent fluctuations. Yet, 
these are rarely related to the advance of EU integration. Rather, they are 
common to all countries in the analysis, irrespective of whether they part of the 
EU, long-standing members or newcomers: similar issues become salient in 
party competition, which hints at a broader process of diffusion of ideas. New 
issues emerge on the political agenda in approximately the same periods in a 
large variety of countries. Likewise, other issues become outdated to many 
parties, and disappear from the party agendas. The involvement of the EU in 
certain policy areas nowhere leads to a complete disappearance of these issues 
– sometimes even the reverse. The evidence overwhelmingly suggests that 
there is no consistent and direct impact of EU integration. Rather, there are 
individual countries, party families or parties for which the EU is more salient 
and comes to play a role in party competition under specific circumstances.  
 
Overall 
First, there is no clear difference between the old and the new EU members, in 
the sense that changes are more pertinent in long-standing member countries. 
Neither do we see a trend in the opposite direction, in which countries that 
joined early have seen more incremental change than newcomers. Second, 
there are no consistent differences between countries inside and outside the EU, 
under the assumption that we were to find the strongest effect inside the EU. 
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Third, the prospect of joining the EU is also of little importance: it does not 
necessarily increase the politicisation of the EU issue or come with other 
changes that are similar to EU countries. 

In sum, parties develop within the context of their country and party 
system, and find their own balance between mobilisation, recruitment and 
aggregation. There are some indications that EU integration plays a role in this, 
but its relevance is limited. Most trends reported in the previous chapters are 
either specific to a country, or to a party family. Other trends are more general 
and can be found across all European countries (and even outside Europe, 
which makes EU membership a negligible aspect). Factors such as history, 
tradition, and institutional context are far more important to understand how 
parties (and their functions) change. 

Party change has a dynamic of its own, which is largely unrelated to EU 
integration. For this reason, our focus has been on the mapping and 
understanding of the trends of party development, under the assumption that 
we may witness similar trends across countries. If and when differences were 
observed, they were explained with reference to their particular national or 
institutional context. In so doing, we avoid the risk of overestimating the 
‘impact’ of EU integration or unjustifiably attributing certain changes to 
Europeanisation. The role played by EU integration becomes embedded in the 
broader trend of party change and adaptation. 
 
8.3 EPILOGUE 
 
Both in public and in scientific debate, the 'democratic deficit' has emerged as 
one of the major problems facing the European Union. Hix (2005: 178) makes 
five claims associated with this deficit: 1) increased executive power vis-à-vis 
decreased national parliamentary control, 2) the European Parliament is too 
weak, 3) there are no ‘European’ elections, 4) the EU is too distant, 5) policy 
drift. Thus, the EP and the national parliaments do not have enough power 
and/or information to control the executives. Moreover, European elections are 
fought on national issues (second-order elections). Finally, since EU policy 
making is incomprehensible and impenetrable for EU citizens, it entails the risk 
of adopting policies that do not reflect their preferences.   

Following Majone (2000), arguments about this deficit can be grouped 
under three headings, reflecting the standards that are used for comparison: 1) 
analogy with national institutions, 2) democratic legitimacy of the member 
states, and 3) social justice. If we take national institutions as our point of 
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departure, the assumption is that European institutions will evolve to become 
like national ones, i.e. that the EU steadily moves toward full-fledged 
parliamentary democracy. The second group of arguments stresses the 
importance of veto power for each member state; since the legitimacy of the EU 
stems from the legitimacy of national authorities, moves toward majority voting 
would cause a democratic deficit. Thirdly, there are a number of arguments 
concerned with the inability of the EU to provide social justice. The main 
problems identified are the slow pace of political integration combined with 
worry about the national welfare states. 
 Accordingly, the solutions for solving this democratic deficit are widely 
varied. Several strategies have been proposed for increasing legitimacy in EU 
governance (e.g. Abromeit 1998). Solutions are to be found in a) altering the 
criteria for legitimacy, b) using new techniques and forms for interest 
representation or c) increasing elements of direct democracy. But what kind of 
legitimacy is required? How can the will of the European people be expressed 
more adequately and representatively in policy-making? Schmitter (2001) has 
formulated the challenge at hand: 'what is there to legitimise and how might 
this be accomplished?'.  
 Interestingly, the number of sceptical authors claiming that there is no 
real democratic deficit - or at least not as impressive as often assumed - has 
increased. Recent contributions to this debate include Héritier (1999), Höreth 
(1999), Moravcsik (2002) and Zweifel (2002). Yet, there is a clear difference in 
the line of reasoning of these authors. Some authors point at the unique 
character ‘sui generis’ of the EU, which would require different standards for 
judging its democratic quality, while others explicitly use the comparison with 
existing national arrangements to show that the EU does not perform badly in 
that respect either. 
 The first type of argument has as a central tenet that it is unfair to 
judge democracy in the EU on criteria that have been developed in an entirely 
different context: the nation-state. In particular, the demand for more power to 
the European Parliament implies a too heavy reliance on input legitimacy, 
whereas it would be more appropriate to assess the EU on the basis of the 
quality of its output.  As Höreth (1999) argues, next to the legitimacy of the EP 
there is the EU's efficiency and effectiveness in dealing with political problems, 
or output legitimacy (cf. Scharpf 1999): it is the quality of governance for the 
people that counts. Another source of legitimacy stems from the legitimacy of 
the Member States and their respective parliaments. In line with this approach 
are recent pleas for increasing the role of national parliaments in EU decision 



How parties change 188 

making or reintroducing the practice double mandates.  
Moravcsik (2002) points at the fact that most observers who lament 

about the democratic deficit tend to compare the EU to 'an ancient, 
Westminster-style, or frankly utopian form of deliberative democracy'. The 
thrust of Moravcsik's argument is that there has been a general trend of 
governments delegating and insulating certain ‘functional’ tasks to independent 
bodies and agencies. In other words, these are functions that are outside the 
realm of redistributive politics that parties and their voters care about. It so 
happens that many of these functional tasks are nowadays carried out at the EU 
level – so why all of a sudden demand democratic control? 
 Héritier (1999) also distances herself from the 'very specific yardstick' 
derived from the national context with which some try to measure the 
democratic quality of European policy-making. Héritier describes a number of 
mechanisms that have been developed to ensure both input and output 
legitimacy, which lead to the conclusion that the EU polity disposes of many 
origins for democratic control and legitimation. Moreover, that there is more 
bargaining and compromising to the EU than input-legitimation through 
elections and representation combined with majority decision-making. In a 
similar vein, others have defended the legitimacy of EU decision making by 
pointing at the involvement of networks, the openness to various interests and 
the quality of deliberation (Kohler-Koch and Eising 1999; Schmalz-Bruns 2001).  
 There is one major problem with this reliance on alternative modes of 
decision making, such as deliberative democracy and network governance 
(Scharpf 2001: 14):  
  

‘… their normative persuasiveness must rest on the proposition that the 
accommodation of special interests and the substantive quality of European 
standards could be a legitimating substitute (my italics) for democratic 
accountability based on general and equal elections and public debates.’ 

 
In addition, this form of legitimacy – based on arguments of efficiency or 
expertise – is extremely vulnerable at the national level and even more so at the 
EU level. It would break down once ‘non-accountable actors should exceed the 
limits of the ‘permissive consensus’ on which their governing powers depend’ 
(Scharpf 2001: 10). 
 There are two interesting parallels to be drawn with the debate on 
political parties. The first parallel is that like democracy in the EU, the 
functioning of actual parties is judged by standards of ideal-typical parties (that 
perhaps never existed in real political systems). Thus, the idea of what parties 
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ought to be becomes the (normative) yardstick which is used to evaluate 
current-day parties and the types of arguments used in the ‘democratic deficit’ 
debate increasingly resemble those in the ‘party decline’ debate. Just as 
Moravcsik argues that EU democracy is compared to an artificial Westminster 
type of democracy, parties are compared to an artificial model of the ‘mass 
party’ which most countries in the European Union have never seen. Similarly, 
those who complain about how few people have trust in political parties 
nowadays seem to overlook the fact that parties have always been among the 
most distrusted institutions in nearly any European nation.  
 The second parallel is that of the solution to the deficit or the crisis. It is 
argued that new standards are needed, that deliberation, efficiency and output 
are the new criteria on which to base our judgement. In such a constellation, 
parties are not really necessary, since input can be organised in a different way 
and it is after all output that counts. If this kind of democratic ideology enters 
national political systems, it means that arguments are turned upside down. 
Then the challenge is not to make the EU evolve into a parliamentary 
democracy. Instead, it is about learning at the national level how democracy can 
be organised in a different way (this is what Mair criticises in his concept of 
partyless democracy). Taking the argument one step further, it also means that 
next to Moravcsik’s functional tasks, it will be discussed why other issues should 
be subject to party ideological debate. From such a perspective, it is very well 
understandable (and strategically wise) that parties move away from 
representation and focus more and more on recruitment.     

Yet, the story does not end here. First, Scharpf’s warning about the 
adequacy of deliberation and efficiency as our new benchmark of legitimacy is 
well addressed. It is not without reason that a democracy based on parties and 
elections has become the norm. Despite many highly interesting theoretical 
claims about deliberative democracy and governance, this is not the way most 
citizens or voters see democracy. The essence of representative democracy – 
including parties! – is hardly contested. Second, the ability of parties to adapt, 
i.e. the emergence of new parties, the redefinition of political ideologies, the 
changes between government and opposition, all show the necessary vitality of 
parties and party systems. Equally, the role of parties within the emerging polity 
and the extent to which EU democracy is becoming a party democracy has been 
underestimated. Finally, there is an inadequacy in both the democratic deficit 
and the party crisis literature: parties and democracy are extremely resilient, 
precisely because they are continuously reinvented together.  
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Just as parties have to find their equilibrium between the strategic goals 
of votes, office and policy, a democratic system seeks the balance between 
input and output legitimacy. The EU dimension which has been added over the 
last years makes this balancing act the more difficult. The challenge for future 
research is to stay away from gloomy predictions about the waning of parties or 
the end of democracy, but to understand these mechanisms of resilience and to 
understand how this intimate link between parties and democracy continuously 
evolves in a multilevel system.  
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NEDERLANDSTALIGE SAMENVATTING 
 
Hoe partijen veranderen 
EU integratie en de flexibele reactie van politieke partijen 
 
Inleiding 
Dit proefschrift gaat over de manier waarop politieke partijen zich aanpassen 
aan telkens veranderende externe omstandigheden. Het onderzoek concentreert 
zich op drie belangrijke taken van politieke partijen: het mobiliseren van kiezers, 
het rekruteren van kandidaten voor politieke functies en het aggregeren van 
verschillende ideeën en belangen. In hoeverre slagen partijen erin die functies 
te vervullen?  

De specifieke invalshoek hierbij is de mogelijke rol die EU integratie 
speelt bij dit proces. In de literatuur wordt verondersteld dat door de 
verplaatsing van bevoegdheden naar Brussel de ruimte voor eigen nationaal 
beleid afgenomen is. Indirect en direct kunnen partijen daar ook mee te maken 
krijgen, omdat de mate waarin zij hun ideeën en strategieën kunnen 
waarmaken, ingeperkt wordt en mede afhankelijk wordt van wat Europees 
gezien wel en niet mogelijk is. Tegelijkertijd is het voor kiezers niet altijd 
duidelijk wat nationaal geregeld wordt en wat Europees, zodat partijen niet één-
op-één die onderwerpen hoeven te laten vallen waar met name Europa over 
gaat. 

 
Partijen en Europa 
Politieke partijen hebben door de jaren heen met veel veranderingen te maken 
gehad. Als we een gestileerde geschiedschrijving volgen, kunnen we zeggen dat 
zij zich hebben ontwikkeld van kiesverenigingen tot massapartijen en daarna via 
catch-all partijen tot moderne kaderpartijen. Overigens zijn partijen nooit 
allemaal tegelijk of in hun geheel massapartijen of catch-all partijen: zij 
verenigen vaak meerdere elementen in zich. Dit is juist ook de reden voor de 
blijvende rol van politieke partijen binnen westerse democratieën, dat zij zich in 
de mix van aggregeren, rekruteren en mobiliseren telkens instellen op nieuwe 
wensen vanuit de samenleving en eisen die aan de eigen (interne) organisatie 
worden gesteld. Hoe die mix van functies wordt gemaakt, is een strategische 
keuze die politieke partijen maken.  

In de analyse van de Europese Unie staan in recente jaren twee 
onderwerpen centraal, mede als gevolg van de groeiende belangstelling voor de 
EU vanuit de vergelijkende politicologie. Allereerst wordt de EU steeds meer als 
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een politiek systeem of een polity gezien, zonder dat het een traditionele 
natiestaat is geworden. Dit betekent dat de EU in veel opzichten vergeleken kan 
worden met de manier waarop nationale politieke systemen en nationale 
democratische processen werken. Ten tweede is er meer en meer aandacht 
voor de manier waarop Europees beleid doorwerkt op nationaal niveau – vaak 
Europeanisering genoemd. Europese wetten en regels moeten een nationale 
vertaling krijgen en politici op nationaal niveau spreken zich uit over de 
(on)wenselijkheid van meer macht voor Brussel. 
 
Bevindingen 
Een belangrijk uitgangspunt in de empirische hoofdstukken van dit proefschrift 
is dat de analyse start op het nationale niveau. Dat wil zeggen: hoe zitten 
nationale partijen en partijsystemen in elkaar en hoe reageren partijen op 
elkaar. Vervolgens gaan we na hoe, waar en waarom Europa daarin een rol 
speelt. Met andere woorden, we kijken van onderaf naar Europa en niet van 
bovenaf vanuit Europa, zoals veel wordt gedaan in de literatuur over 
Europeanisering. 

Het mobiliseren van kiezers en leden is lange tijd als een kernfunctie 
van politieke partijen gezien. Partijen konden – vaak geholpen door een indeling 
van de samenleving in religieuze of etnische groepen en sociale klassen – 
vertrouwen op een loyaal electoraat. Deze nauwe band tussen kiezers en 
partijen is in de afgelopen jaren steeds losser geworden. Partijen raken leden 
kwijt en kiezers switchen makkelijker van de ene naar de andere partij. Tegelijk 
zien we dat de daling in de opkomstcijfers bij nationale verkiezingen langzaam 
tot stoppen is gebracht en de opkomst zich redelijk stabiliseert. Ook de mate 
waarin kiezers van de ene naar de andere verkiezing hun stemgedrag wijzigen, 
lijkt te verminderen. Dit neemt overigens niet weg dat partijen het steeds 
moeilijker krijgen de functie van mobilisering te vervullen. Het is de vraag of EU 
integratie veel met dit proces te maken heeft. Bij het trekken van stemmen bij 
nationale verkiezingen wordt het thema Europa door erg weinig partijen 
gebruikt (noch positief, noch negatief). Daarnaast valt op dat de daling van het 
partijlidmaatschap en de toename van kiezersschommelingen geen verband 
houdt met het lidmaatschap van de EU. 

Er zijn twee redenen om te veronderstellen dat de functie van 
rekrutering door partijen belangrijk wordt gevonden. Ten eerste worden 
partijen bij dalende ledentallen steeds meer afhankelijk van subsidiëring door de 
overheid. Ten tweede willen partijen capabele politici in de gelederen hebben, 
om kans te maken op regeringsdeelname. Dit laatste krijgt extra belang, omdat 
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het ook betekent dat een partij Europees vertegenwoordigd is binnen de Raad 
van Ministers. We zien dat zowel in de diverse parlementen als in de regeringen 
nauwelijks nog leden te vinden zijn zonder partijachtergrond. Partijen hebben 
hun grip op de rekrutering alleen maar verstevigd. Door de fragmentatie van 
veel politieke systemen, maken vrijwel alle partijen kans om mee te regeren. Dit 
wordt versterkt doordat er meer innovatieve regeringscoalities worden gevormd. 
Een ander aspect van de relatie tussen het Europese en nationale niveau betreft 
de rol van het parlement. In veel landen is de parlementaire controle op wat 
ministers in Brussel besluiten, gering en is er een groot verschil in kennis van 
zaken. Als er al controle plaatsvindt, is die meestal achteraf. Tegelijk zijn er 
weinig politici die switchen tussen Europese politiek en nationale politiek, zodat 
ook niet via die weg kennis en ervaring kan worden overgedragen.  

De veranderingen in de aggregatie van belangen en ideeën zijn minder 
groot dan soms verondersteld wordt. In veel landen is het soort onderwerpen 
dat door partijen naar voren gebracht wordt, door de tijd heen tamelijk 
constant. We zien ook in verschillende landen tegelijkertijd nieuwe issues naar 
boven komen, zoals milieu, immigratie of efficiency van de overheid. Europa 
blijft een thema van ondergeschikt belang; hoogstens wordt het door een 
enkele partij benadrukt, maar dan vaak in combinatie met eigen thema’s als 
immigratie of sociale zekerheid. Er is ook geen direct verband tussen het 
verplaatsen van bevoegdheden naar Brussel en de mate waarin dat onderwerp 
nationale aandacht krijgt. Evenmin krijgt Euroscepsis in nationale 
partijprogramma’s veel voet aan de grond. Er is geen sterke beperking van de 
partijcompetitie, of convergentie van de posities van politieke partijen zichtbaar. 
In plaats daarvan heeft ieder land zijn eigen redelijk constante patronen 
waarbinnen partijen zich tot elkaar verhouden.  

Partijen blijken stug te zijn en tegelijk flexibel te kunnen inspelen op 
nieuwe omstandigheden. Er is nog altijd een sterke relatie tussen partijen en 
democratie; partijen zijn misschien niet onmisbaar maar een reëel alternatief 
heeft zich nog niet aangediend. Ook de EU begint langzaamaan trekken van een 
partijdemocratie te vertonen. Zoals politieke partijen de balans zoeken tussen 
hun strategische doelen, zo zoeken democratische systemen een evenwicht 
tussen input en output legitimiteit. De uitdaging voor het toekomstige onderzoek 
is om niet te vervallen in sombere voorspellingen over de crisis van partijen of 
het einde van de democratie, maar om deze mechanismen van volhardendheid 
en aanpassingsvermogen van beide te begrijpen in hun onderlinge samenhang. 
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