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Abstract 

 

The European Parliament election is one of the most extensive elections in the world and 

affects more than 500 million people within the European Union. Prior research have mainly 

been using two different frameworks to explain voting behaviour in the European Parliament 

elections, namely the second-order election theory and the Europe-matters framework. The 

second-order theory states that national issues play a major role in the voting behaviour and 

the Europe-matters frameworks basically imply that European issues play a major role in the 

citizens’ voting behaviour. Prior research has relied too much on aggregate data, has 

operationalised the frameworks wrongly and has not given equal weight to the frameworks. 

In this study, I tried to come to terms with these problems and the research question was to 

test which of the frameworks that best explains the voting behaviour in the European 

Parliament election of 2014. The results are mixed and no framework seem to explain the 

voting behaviour better than the other. Nevertheless, other interesting results are possible to 

find and two of these results are that people tend to cast protest votes against their 

government if they disapprove it and that EU disapproval affects abstaining from voting more 

than government disapproval does, in the European Parliament election of 2014. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The European Parliament election every five years is one of the most extensive elections in 

the world. The election affects more than 500 million citizens within the European Union and 

around 400 of those 500 million people are eligible to vote in the election. Since it is an 

election that involves and affects an huge amount of people, it is also relevant to study the 

election and the voting behaviours in the election.1 2 

 

Prior research has mainly been using two different approaches to describe voting behaviour 

and what citizens base their vote choices on in the European Parliament elections. These two 

approaches are called the second-order election theory and the Europe-matters 

framework.3The second-order election theory implies that people are basing their votes and 

voting behaviour in European Parliament elections on national issues and that European 

Parliament elections are of less importance to national elections.4 The main ideas in the 

Europe-matters framework on the other hand are that citizens are basing their votes and 

voting behaviour in the European Parliament elections on European issues.5 Many scholars 

have tried to explain the voting behaviour in the European Parliament election by using these 

two frameworks.  

 

Despite the many efforts by scholars trying to explain the voting behaviour in the European 

Parliament elections, their explanations are unsatisfactorily and there are several problems 

associated with the prior research. The problems with prior research are that the scholars have 

relied too much on aggregate data which makes it difficult to draw any conclusions about 

micro-level motivations, they haven’t given equal weight to the two frameworks so that the 

focus has most often been on one of the frameworks and they have also operationalised and 

                                                
1 Cynthia Kroet, 2014 European Parliament election turnout was lowest ever, revised data shows, 
2016, https://www.politico.eu/article/european-parliament-elections-2014-reveal-lowest-voter-turnout-
ever/, retrieved 22 December 2018.  
2 Eurostat, Population on January 2018, 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tps00001&plugin=
1, retrieved 22 December 2018 
3 See for example Karlheinz Reif and Hermann Schmitt, “Nine Second‐Order National Elections–A 
Conceptual Framework for the Analysis of European Election Results”, European Journal of Political 
Research, Vol. 8 No.1, 1980 p.8-10, and Enrique Hernandez and Hanspeter Kriesi, “Turning your 
back on the EU. The role of Eurosceptic parties in the 2014 European Parliament elections”, Electoral 
Studies, Vol.44, p.519, 523-524 
4 Reif and Schmitt, “Nine Second‐Order National Elections”, p.9-10 
5 See for example  Hernandez and Kriesi, “Turning your back on the EU”, p.519, 523-524 
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interpreted the second-order theory in a wrong way which lead them to overlook important 

aspects in the theory. The problem with prior research in the Europe-matters research field is 

that scholars have focused too much on negative associations with the EU as something that 

affects vote choice, when positive associations with the EU also might affect vote choice.6 

 

This study therefore tries to come to terms with these problems. I base my study on 

individual level data and I try to give more equal weight to the two frameworks.7 

Additionally, I look at the European Parliament election of 2014, which hasn’t been 

investigated to the same extent as all the previous elections. In this study, I will test the 

second-order theory and the Europe-matters framework and test them against each other to 

see which one of them that best explains voting behaviour in the European Parliament 

election of 2014. This study will contribute to this research field by testing these two 

frameworks against each other in a more comprehensive way than prior research has done 

before.  My research question therefore becomes: Does the second-order theory or the 

Europe-matters framework best explain voting behaviour in the European Parliament 

election of 2014?  

 

I argue that it is important to understand the motivations behind the voting behaviours in the 

European Parliament elections. By presenting some of the motivations behind the choice to 

abstain from voting and other types of voting behaviours, the results can in a broader 

perspective help us provide guidance to some of the solutions for the democratic deficit in the 

political system of the European Union many people are experiencing. Participation in the 

European Parliament election of 2014 was the lowest ever.8 

 

                                                
6 For a study relying on aggregate data, see Hix and Marsh, “Punishment or Protest?”, p.495, 499, 
506. For a study focusing on negative associations with the EU, see Joost van Spanje and Claes de 
Vreese, “So what’s wrong with the EU? Motivations underlying the Eurosceptic vote in the 2009 
European elections”, p.405, 423-425”. For a study that operationalises the second-order theory in the 
wrong way, see Sara B. Hobolt and Jae-Jae Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.708 
7 Schmitt, Hermann; Hobolt, Sara B.; Popa, Sebastian A.; Teperoglou, Eftichia; European Parliament, 
Directorate-General for Communication, Public Monitoring Unit (2016): European Parliament Election 
Study 2014, Voter Study, First Post-Election Survey. GESIS Data Archive, Cologne. ZA5160 Data file 
Version 4.0.0, doi:10.4232/1.12628 
8 Cynthia Kroet, 2014 European Parliament election turnout was lowest ever, revised data shows, 
2016, https://www.politico.eu/article/european-parliament-elections-2014-reveal-lowest-voter-turnout-
ever/, retrieved 22 December 2018. 
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The ideas of the second-order theory go back all the way to the late 70’s and early 80’s, 

which is a long time ago.9 The Europe-matters framework is built on ideas which are more 

recent.10 An increased understanding of the voting behaviour help us answer whether or not 

the two frameworks actually hold today and whether one of them better explains the voting 

behaviour in the election.  

 

The results show that neither one of the frameworks better explain the voting behaviour in the 

European Parliament election of 2014 better than the other because the results are mixed. In 

spite of these results, it does not mean that no other conclusions are possible to be drawn. An 

interesting conclusion is that proximity on the left-right dimension between the voter and a 

party doesn’t help to explain vote choice in European Parliament election of 2014. This goes 

against the results of prior research and the second-order theory. Two other interesting results 

are that people tend to cast protest votes against their government if they disapprove it and 

that EU disapproval affects abstaining from voting more than government disapproval does, 

in the European Parliament election of 2014..  

 

2. Theory, prior research and hypotheses 

 

In this section I will provide a description of the the second-order election theory and the 

Europe-matters framework. I also present prior research on this research field. Unlike the 

second-order theory, the Europe-matters framework cannot be explained as a theory. Instead, 

it has to be seen as an approach loosely composed of different ideas. In the Europe-matters 

section, I am describing the framework and the prior research together because the 

framework has been developed over time and in parallel with empirical work. I am 

continuing by explaining the main features these both frameworks have and common 

operationalisations that prior research have used, the problem with these operationalisations 

and how I operationalise the main features differently by presenting my hypotheses. I will 

finish this section by presenting combined hypotheses which test both the frameworks at the 

same time.  

                                                
9 Reif and Schmitt, “Nine Second‐Order National Elections”, p.3-44 
10 For an example of a study which are arguing that European issues matters for vote choice and a 
study focusing on negative associations with the EU, see Joost van Spanje and Claes de Vreese, “So 
what’s wrong with the EU? Motivations underlying the Eurosceptic vote in the 2009 European 
elections”, p.405, 423-425” 



 

8 

 

2.1 The theory of second-order elections 

 

In this section I am going to present the central principles of second-order election theory. In 

short, the theory implies that people are basing their votes and voting behaviour in European 

Parliament elections on national issues instead of European issues and that European 

Parliament elections are of less importance than national elections. The theory of second-

order elections has one major reference work of Karlheinz Reif and Hermann Schmitt from 

1980, whose ideas I have used in this theory section.11 More recent ideas I am using are from 

Simon Hix and Michael Marsh, which have further developed the original ideas of Reif and 

Schmitt.  

 

Simon Hix and Michael Marsh are arguing in one of their articles that European Parliament 

elections can be explained as second-order national elections. Among other things, it means 

that the European Parliament elections are less important than national elections for voters 

and politicians because the elections aren’t leading to a formation of a government. Since the 

European elections are seen as being of minor importance to the national elections, the 

turnouts are much lower than in national elections. The motivation for politicians and parties 

is always, according to the theory, to keep holding office or to try to win national elections to 

form governments. The politicians can’t form a government from the European elections and 

the elections are therefore of minor importance also for political parties.12 Since the voters 

don’t need to take into consideration a possible government formation when they are voting, 

voters can vote more freely in the EP-elections and vote on smaller parties that fit their 

preferences better and brings up issues that the bigger parties ignore, which often are parties 

that don’t stand a chance of forming a government. Voting on a representative instead of a 

government also makes the voter able to vote more freely. A voter is going to vote “with the 

heart” in the European election, as opposed to the national election where the voter is going 

to vote more strategically. The elections are about national issues because these are the issues 

that are considered to have more importance.13 14 15According to Reif and Schmitt, smaller 

                                                
11 Reif and Schmitt, “Nine Second‐Order National Elections”, p.8-10 
12 Simon Hix and Michael Marsh, “Punishment or Protest? Understanding European Parliament 
Elections”,  The Journal of Politics, Vol. 69, No. 2, 2007, pp. 496 
13 Ibid,. 496  
14 Michael Marsh , “Testing the Second-Order Election Model after Four European Elections”, British 
Journal of Political Science,  Vol. 28, No. 4, 1998, p.593-594, 603 
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parties and newer parties should do better when voters vote sincerely. The large parties will 

lose votes, although the largest parties in government will lose the most votes.16 A 

precondition for this to actually happen is that these small parties lie closer to the ideal point 

of the preferences of the voter than the bigger parties.  

 

If people are expressing different preferences at the European Parliament election and the 

national election, the second-order model would no longer hold because the theory states that 

the preferences should be the same at both levels of government.17 What is also according to 

the second-order model is that the voters cast protest votes to try to influence the politics of 

the government holding office at the time of the European Parliament election by punishing 

the government.18 Furthermore, abstaining from voting in the European elections might be a 

sign of disagreement with the national government.19 

 

The issues in the first-order arena are not separated from the issues in the second-order arena 

because the behaviours and issues are connected to each other from one election to another so 

that the elections aren’t independent of each other. How the political situation is in the first-

order arena is of major importance at the European Parliament election.20 

 

2.2 Prior research from the second-order election research field 

 

In this section, I will present the most important empirical research testing the second-order 

election theory on the aggregate level. I continue by explaining the limitations of using 

aggregate data and the problems associated with it. I’m describing results from the prior 

research on individual level data/mixed data. Sometimes, the authors are testing both the 

Europe-matters framework and the second-order theory at the same time, but I will keep the 

presentation about the results regarding Europe-matters very brief, as I will present prior 

research and basic ideas of the Europe-matters framework later. In this section, I will also 

present some problems with prior research.  

                                                                                                                                                  
15 Karlheinz Reif and Hermann Schmitt, “Nine Second‐Order National Elections–A Conceptual 
Framework for the Analysis of European Election Results”, European Journal of Political Research, 
Vol. 8 No.1, 1980 p.9 
16 Ibid., p.9-10 
17 Marsh, “Testing the second-order model”, p.594 
18 Reif and Schmitt, “Nine Second‐Order National Elections”, p.10 
19 Marsh, “Testing the second-order model”, p.596 
20 Marsh, “Testing the second-order model”, p.592 
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In a study, Hix and Marsh have used aggregate levels of election outcomes and aggregate 

patterns to test the Europe-matters framework and the second-order theory. They have 

focused on European elections across time (up to the election of 2004) and they found 

support for the theory of second-order elections.21 In their later study where they also are 

using aggregate data, they found more or less the same results. The main difference in their 

second study is that the timing of the European election in the national electoral cycle doesn’t 

seem to matter to the same extent anymore.22 

 

Many studies also show, relying almost exclusively on aggregate data, that the second-order 

theory to a large extent holds.23 24 25 26 In all the different studies, they together cover most of 

the European elections up to the 2014 EP-election. They test the second-order theory on 

different countries, but they together test and cover all the countries in the EU, although not 

all countries over all EP elections. The results show, among other things, that government 

parties lose votes, big parties lose votes compared to previous national election and the 

turnout is lower in European elections than in national elections. Especially the big governing 

parties lose a lot of votes. Also, some also show that the loss of votes for governing parties 

tend to follow a cyclical pattern. Furthermore, some of these studies show that the turnout is 

lower in the European Parliament elections than in the national elections. As mentioned, their 

results generally strongly confirm the second-order theory on the aggregate level.27 28 29 30 

 

Aggregate-level data is furthermore used mainly in an issue of Hermann Schmitt and Eftichia 

Teperoglou in the study of the European election in 2014 in Southern Europe. Even if the 

                                                
21 Hix and Marsh, “Punishment or Protest?”, p.495, 499, 506 
22 Simon Hix and Michael Marsh, “Second-order effects plus pan-European political swings: An 
analysis of European Parliament elections across time”, Electoral Studies, Vol. 30 No. 1, 2011, p.5-6, 
12  
23 Hermann Schmitt and İlke Toygür, “European Parliament Elections of May 2014: Driven by National 
Politics or EU Policy Making?”, Politics and Governance, Vol.4 No.1, 2016, p.167, 170, 176 
24 Marsh, “Testing the second-order model”, p. 595, 606-607 
25 Hermann Schmitt, “The European Parliament Elections of June 2004: Still Second-Order?”, West 
European Politics, Vol. 28, No.3, 2005, p.656, 668-669 
26 Federico Ferrara and J. Timo Weishaupt, “Get Your Act Together Party Performance in European 
Parliament Elections”, p.293-294, 301-302 
27 Hermann Schmitt and İlke Toygür, “European Parliament Elections of May 2014”, p.167, 170, 176 
28 Marsh, “Testing the second-order model”, p. 595, 606-607 
29 Hermann Schmitt, “The European Parliament Elections of June 2004: Still Second-Order?”, p.656, 
668-669 
30 Federico Ferrara and J. Timo Weishaupt, “Get Your Act Together Party Performance in European 
Parliament Elections”, European Union Politics, Vol. 5 No. 3, 2004, p.293-294, 301-302 
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claim to use individual data, most of the results they are discussing are based on aggregate 

results. By testing similar aggregate predictions as previously mentioned researchers, they 

generally confirm that the second-order theory still can explain the outcome in the 2014 EP 

elections.31 

 

In another study, this time of Donley T. Studlar and Richard S. Flickinger shows with 

aggregate data that mainly national issues mattered for turnout in the 2004 EP election, but 

that also European issues mattered to some extent.32  

 

Oftentimes, the theory is confirmed when testing it on aggregate data. Among other results 

the researchers have shown, the turnout is lower compared to national elections and 

government parties lose votes.33 The problem is that it is not possible to go further than this 

and understand something regarding the individual concerns and motivations behind the 

voting behaviour, as only micro-level data can explain that. Individuals might be motivated 

by something else other than national concerns. Even though the original predictions of Reif 

and Schmitt were mostly based on aggregate predictions, the both authors hint implicitly 

about the individual mechanisms in their original work.34 It is possible to derive these 

aggregate predictions into individual predictions. For example, both the prediction of sincere 

voting and protest voting are possible to turn into individual predictions. It is precisely that 

many scholars have done.35 

 

There are several single case studies that rely mainly on micro-level data. Hajo G. 

Boomgaarden et al. are doing a study of the European election in Austria in 2014 and they 

found that the second-order theory still holds for that country. Another single-case study by 

Oskarson et al. showed with individual-level data the decision making process behind vote 

choice, that in the EP-election in 2014 in Sweden, proximity on the left-right dimension 

                                                
31 Hermann Schmitt and Eftichia Teperoglou, “The 2014 European Parliament Elections in Southern 
Europe: Second-Order or Critical Elections?”, South European Society and Politics, Vol. 20 No. 3, 
p.287, 293-294  
32 Richard S. Flickinger and Donley T. Studlar, “One Europe, Many Electorates? Models of Turnout in 
European Parliament Elections After 2004”, Comparative Political Studies, Vol. 40, No. 4, p.383, 397-
400. 
33 Hix and Marsh, “Second-order effects plus pan-European political swings”, p.4-5, 12-13 
34 Reif and Schmitt, “Nine Second‐Order National Elections”, p.8-10 
35 See for example Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.708-709 
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between a voter and a party matters more than the European issues for voting 

considerations.36 37 

  

There are also studies that rely on individual-level data, but are instead based on many cases. 

Cliff Carrubba and Richard J. Timpone found support for the hypotheses that people want 

different policy outcomes on different levels of government, but they also found that voters 

tend to switch votes to opposition parties and smaller parties, as the second-order theory 

predicts.38  

 

There are also even more studies relying on individual-level data. Geeyoung Hong show with 

individual level data from the EES election study of the EP election in 2009 that domestic 

preferences, together with European preferences, matter for vote choice. Hong shows that 

protest voting against the whole domestic political system can explain why people switch to 

parties that only emphasize a small range of issues. As Hong states, this goes away to some 

extent from the second-order theory because protest voting against the whole political system 

is not part of the second-order theory.39  

 

Another study written by Michael Marsh, which uses both individual level data and aggregate 

data, shows that on an aggregate level of the EP election in 1999 the second-order theory still 

holds to some extent. What doesn’t hold is his second-order protest voting hypothesis. On the 

individual level, it is less clear. Marsh shows that Europe seems to matter for abstention and 

defection, which I develop under the Europe-matters headline. Sometimes, I don’t agree with 

Marsh’s operationalisations. For example, the hypothesis that people will defect from the 

governing parties when they are dissatisfied with its record is according to the second-order 

election theory, but Marsh doesn’t count this hypothesis as a second-order hypothesis.40  

                                                
36 Maria Oskarson et al., “Consideration and Choice: Analyzing Party Choice in the Swedish 
European Election 2014”, Scandinavian Political Studies, Vol. 39 No. 3, 2016, p. 242-244, 257-258 
37 Hajo G. Boomgaarden et al., “Voting at National versus European Elections: An Individual Level 
Test of the Second Order Paradigm for the 2014 European Parliament Elections”, Politics and 
Governance, Vol.4 No.1, 2016, p.130-132  
38 Cliff Carrubba and Richard J. Timpone, “Explaining Vote Switching Across First- and Second-order 
elections: Evidence from Europe”, Comparative Political Studies, Vol. 38 No. 3, 2005, p.260, 265, 
278-279 
39 Geeyoung Hong, “Explaining vote switching to niche parties in the 2009 European Parliament 
elections”, European Union Politics, Vol. 16 No. 4, 2015, p.514-516, 530-532 
40 Michael Marsh, “European Parliament elections and losses by governing parties”, in European 
Elections and Domestic Politics : Lessons from the Past and Scenarios for the Future, edited by 
Wouter van der Brug, University of Notre Dame Press: Elsevier BV., 2007, p.60-61, 67-71 
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The only experimental study in this field of research is a study of the EP-elections in England 

in 2009 of Sara Hobolt and Jill Wittrock, where they provided voters with information about 

for example government performance. They found support for the second-order protest and 

sincere voting hypotheses. This was also done on the Europe-matters dimension, which I 

explain later. One could question what those who participated in the experiment would vote 

for and what they would base their vote on without the additional information about 

government performance in an artificial experimental setting. Nevertheless, it still shows to 

some extent the importance of information for vote choice.41  

 

Furthermore, there are more studies that test both the Europe-matters framework and the 

second-order theory together. Nick Clark & Robert Rohrschneider are testing the two 

frameworks/theories (which they call the sui generis hypothesis and the transfer hypothesis) 

on the EP-election in 1999 and 2004. Apart for finding some support for the Europe-matters 

framework, they found support for the second-order hypothesis that people stay with the 

same party or defect from governing parties due to the performance of parties at the national 

level.42 In another study, Sara Hobolt and Jae Jae Spoon are also testing the two 

frameworks/theories with individual-level data and they found that both European issues and 

national issues are important factors when understanding why people switch votes from one 

party to another or abstain from voting.43 As prior research have shown, and which also the 

theory of second-order predicts, many voters cast protest votes in the European elections.44 45  

 

2.3 Testable implications 

 

In this section, I am presenting the testable implications of the second-order election theory 

which are going to be tested on micro-level data. The testable implications are derived from 

the central principles in the second-order theory. Even though the original predictions of Reif 

and Schmitt hint about the individual mechanisms in their original work,46 my predictions 

still need to be derived differently from the central principles if they are going to be applied 
                                                
41 Hobolt and Wittrock, “The second-order election model revisited”, p.34-35, 38-39 
42 Clark and Rohrschneider, “Second‐Order Elections versus First‐Order Thinking”, p. 645, 650, 
655, 658-660 
43 Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.712 
44 Reif and Schmitt, “Nine Second‐Order National Elections”, p.10 
45 Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.712 
46 Reif and Schmitt, “Nine Second‐Order National Elections”, p.8-10 
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on the micro-level data because most of the original ideas from the second-order election 

theory were intended to be applied on aggregate-level data. This is also something that some 

scholars claim to be a problem, among them Sara Hobolt and Jae-Jae Spoon.47 48 49 Many 

scholars have already reconstructed the original predictions to some extent, so I am going to 

use the basic ideas of the predictions from prior research and add some more predictions 

which I believe fits the theory well. 

 

2.3.1 Protest voting 

 

The first prediction is the prediction of protest voting. This prediction means that citizens are 

protesting against the government by switching from governing parties in the previous 

national election to other parties in the European elections.50 Prior research has understood  

protest voting as something people are using to show disapproval with the government.51 

Some scholars, like Hobolt and Wittrock, haven’t catched the importance of switching from 

voting on the government parties in the national election toward another party in the EP 

election. Hobolt and Wittrock only focus on the vote choice in the European Parliament 

election and are not taking into consideration the vote choice in the national election in their 

study.52 A comparison with the vote choice in the national election is crucial to understand if 

people are casting protest votes, because a voter who is strongly attached to the non-

government parties and always vote on the these specific non-government parties in the 

national election, is also likely to vote for these non-government parties in the European 

Parliament election.To determine if people cast protest votes, it is important to take into 

consideration if they actually voted for the government parties in the previous national 

election and if they are unhappy with the government’s record.  

 

Sometimes, scholars of prior research have included some to the second-order theory 

irrelevant part in their own theoretical frameworks, like Clark and Rohrschneider do when 

                                                
47 Daniela Braun et al. “The Micro-Foundations of Second-order Election Theory: Theoretical 
Reconstructions and Empirical Tests Based Upon the European Election Study 2004”, 2009, p.1 
48 Sara B. Hobolt and Jae-Jae Spoon, “Motivating the European voter: Parties, issues and campaigns 
in European Parliament elections”, European Journal of Political Research, Vol. 51 N.6, 2012, p.702.  
49 Sara B. Hobolt et al., “A Vote against Europe? Explaining Defection at the 1999 and 2004 
European Parliament Elections” British Journal of Political Science,  Vol. 39, No. 1, 2009, p.94 
50 Reif and Schmitt, “Nine Second‐Order National Elections”, p.10 
51 See for example Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.712 
52 Hobolt and Wittrock, “The second-order election model revisited”, p.33 
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they include national economy as part of the protest voting hypothesis. Nowhere is the 

national economy mentioned as being relevant for the second-order theory.53 54 55  

 

Another problem with prior research is that some authors, like for example Hong, don’t 

operationalise protest voting in a correct way from the perspective of the second-order theory. 

Hong is extending protest voting to protest against mainstream parties, which isn’t part of the 

second-order theory.56 It is therefore better to operationalise like Hobolt and Spoon do when 

they are testing if dissatisfaction with government makes people switch vote from 

government parties. The only differences between me and Spoon and Hobolt is that 

abstention from voting is not included in my hypothesis and that they test for the election in 

2009 and I test for the election in 201457, because as I will motivate later there is a point in 

testing abstaining from voting alone. The first second-order hypothesis therefore becomes:  

 

H1: Government disapproval increases the likelihood that a government-voter will switch to 

a non-government party in the European Parliament election. 

 

2.3.2 Sincere voting 

 

The second prediction is sincere voting. It predicts that voters are going to vote for the party 

closest to them, which according to me and other researchers means that voters are going to 

follow the left-right divide because the left-right divide lies close to many people.58 59 I 

explained earlier that part of the aim of this study was to put the theories against each other 

and to see which of them gains the most support. It is therefore not appropriate for me to do 

like Hobolt and Wittrock do when they are testing their sincere hypotheses; they are testing if 

sincere voting is relevant both at the EU-level and the national level at the same time.60 Nor is 

it a good way do like Hobolt and Spoon do when they are only testing if voters are switching 

                                                
53 Reif and Schmitt, “Nine Second‐Order National Elections”, p. 3-44  
54 Hobolt and Wittrock, “The second-order election model revisited”, p.33 
55 Nick Clark and Robert Rohrschneider, “Second‐Order Elections versus First‐Order Thinking: How 
Voters Perceive the Representation Process in a Multi‐Layered System of Governance”, Journal of 
European Integration, Vol.31 No.5, 2009, p.646, 650 
56 Hong, “Explaining vote switching to niche parties in the 2009 European Parliament elections”, 
p.519-520 
57 Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.708 
58 Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.702, 707-708 
59 Sara B. Hobolt and Jill Wittrock, “The second-order election model revisited: An experimental test of 
vote choices in European Parliament elections”, Electoral studies, Vol. 30 No.1, 2011, p.32-33 
60 Hobolt and Wittrock, “The second-order election model revisited”, p.33 
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or abstaining due to proximity on the left-right scale with a party. This is because their 

hypothesis is not testing if the voter voted strategically in the previous national election. The 

hypotheses in prior research lack the comparison of the vote choice in the previous national 

election, and the comparison is crucial according to the theory of second-order.61 62 63 What I 

therefore would like to add to this hypothesis is a comparison of the vote choice to previous 

national election. Voters are expected, according to the theory of second-order elections, to 

vote strategically in the national elections unlike in European elections where they are 

supposed to “vote with their hearts”.64 65 66 The hypothesis therefore becomes: 

 

H2 Proximity on the left-right dimension affects vote choice, and it is also more important for 

party choice in the European Parliament elections than in national elections. 

 

2.3.3 Abstaining from voting 

 

The third prediction is the prediction of abstention. This means that people abstain from 

voting in the European Parliament election. People abstain from voting due to their 

disapproval with the government’s record.67 Spoon and Hobolt are testing, among other 

things, if voters who are dissatisfied with the government switch or abstain in the same 

hypothesis. By doing like this, it is difficult to understand which effect dissatisfaction has on 

abstaining and switching respectively.68 According to the theory of second-order elections, 

we are expected to see an effect on abstaining alone.69 It is therefore important to separate 

these two dimensions so that the effect of government disapproval on abstention alone is 

possible to understand. The last hypothesis for the second-order framework is therefore: 

 

H3: Government disapproval increases the likelihood of abstaining from voting.  

 

2.4 The Europe-matters framework 

                                                
61 Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.708 
62 Marsh, “Testing the second-order model”, p..593-594, 603 
63 Hix and Marsh, “Punishment or Protest?”, p. 496 
64 Hix and Marsh, “Punishment or Protest?”, p. 496 
65 Marsh, “Testing the second-order model”, p.593-594, 603 
66 Reif and Schmitt, “Nine Second‐Order National Elections”, p.9 
67 Marsh, “Testing the second-order model”, p.596 
68 Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.708 
69 Marsh, “Testing the second-order model”, p.596 
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In this section, I will present the Europe-matters framework. Unlike the second-order election 

theory, this framework lacks reference works and it will therefore be presented with the prior 

research. The main idea of the Europe-matters framework is that European issues should 

matter for voting behaviour and vote choice in European Parliament Elections. This means 

that citizens want different ideas to be represented on different levels of government, contrary 

to the ideas of the second-order theory.70 71 72 In this section, I will also present the main 

features of the Europe-matters framework, how other researchers have tested and 

operationalised these features, the problems associated with these operationalisations and 

how I will operationalise these main features differently.  

 

2.5 Testable implications  

 

In this section, I am presenting the testable implications of the Europe-matters framework 

together with prior research. The testable implications are derived from prior research. As 

mentioned in the first paragraph in this Europe-matters section, I will also present some 

critique on prior research. 

 

2.5.1 Party polarisation affects turnout 

 

This feature in the Europe-matters framework is built on the idea that party polarisation 

affects turnout. A study made by Enrique Hernandez and Hanspeter Kriesi shows that 

Eurosceptic voters turn out to vote to a bigger extent when there is a party that fits their 

Eurosceptic and their left-right preferences. This means that the presence of Eurosceptic 

parties that fit the voters’ preferences affect turnout. According to Hernandez and Kriesi, the 

otherwise low turnout rate have to do with the fact that Eurosceptic voters find it difficult to 

find a party that suits their preferences. Thus, party polarisation should matter for turnout 

because that means that people are given clearer alternatives that fit their preferences.73 What 

                                                
70 For an example of a study that argues that European issues matter for vote choice, see see Joost 
van Spanje and Claes de Vreese, “So what’s wrong with the EU? Motivations underlying the 
Eurosceptic vote in the 2009 European elections”, p.405, 423-425” 
71 Carruba and Timpone, “Explaining Vote Switching Across First- and Second-order elections:”, 
p.260, 273-277 
72 Marsh, “Testing the second-order model”, p.594 
73 Hernandez and Kriesi, “Turning your back on the EU. The role of Eurosceptic parties in the 2014 
European Parliament elections”, p.519, 523-524 
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they have done is to only look at if the absence of EU-sceptic parties affect turnout. Thus, it is 

not about EU-positive parties.74 What is also interesting is that Hobolt, Tilley and Spoon in 

one study and Hobolt and Spoon in another study show that a clear alternative that also fit the 

preferences of the voters on the European integration dimension, is important if the voters are 

going to turn out to vote.75 76 But unlike Hobolt et al. and Hobolt and Spoon who all included 

vote switching (in addition to turnout/abstention) in the same hypotheses and who also 

focused mostly on negative preferences about European integration77 78, I will focus on 

polarisation between parties on the European integration dimension which includes parties 

that also have positive attitudes towards the EU, to include clear alternatives of both types of 

parties. Thus, in my hypothesis I will include parties that also offer a clear EU-positive 

alternative to the voters. I will also exclude vote switching since I want to see what the effect 

is of polarisation on turnout alone. The hypothesis becomes the following:  

 

H4: Party polarisation on the European integration dimension increases the probability for 

turning out to vote. 

 

2.5.2 European sincere voting  

 

Another important feature of the European matters framework is the European sincere voting 

feature. This feature is about how the electorate is basing its voting behaviour on their sincere 

feelings towards EU. It is about how Euroscepticism, anti-EU and positive EU-associations 

affect vote choice. The primarily focus among researchers has been on the negative 

associations with the EU. First off in the presentation are those who present how 

dissatisfaction with the EU affects vote choice.  

 

One of the contributing studies to this third part, written by Joost van Spanje and Claes de 

Vreese concerning Eurosceptic voting, is looking at why people are casting Eurosceptic 

votes. van Spanje and de Vreese are showing that the Eurosceptic votes, which have been 

prominent in the EP-election of 2009, stems from five different dimensions. The authors are 

arguing that the voters’ negative perceptions about EU’s democratic performance, about the 

                                                
74 Ibid., 
75 Hobolt et al. , “A Vote against Europe?”, p.108-110 
76 Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.712-718 
77 Hobolt et al. , “A Vote against Europe?”, p.98-110 
78 Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p 709-710 
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utility of the EU, negative feelings towards the EU in general, not perceiving himself/herself 

as having a EU-identity and the negative opinions about further EU-integration all enhance 

the Eurosceptic vote choice. Thus, when people are basing their Eurosceptic votes on EU-

issues in this regard, they are taking a critical stance towards the EU with their votes partly 

affected by the negative EU-associations on these five dimensions.79 Other studies regarding 

the Eurosceptic votes is a study of Sara Hobolt and a study of Catherine de Vries, which are 

focusing on the EP-election in 2014. In the individual-level voting analysis, they found that 

the economic crisis in the European Union made people blame the EU and national 

governments for the crisis. Those who were negatively affected by the crisis were more likely 

than others to vote for Eurosceptic parties. The voters were therefore partly driven by 

European concerns when casting the Eurosceptic vote.80 81 Furthermore, Hernandez and 

Kriesi are showing that citizens dissatisfied with the EU tend to vote for a Eurosceptic party 

in the presence of a Eurosceptic party if this party also shares the same left-right positions as 

the voter, to a bigger extent than other voters.82   

 

This part of the Europe-matters framework also consists of results that point to the 

importance of the importance of the voters’ positions on the European integration dimension 

vis-a-vis the political parties’ positions, for vote choice. For example, Hobolt, Tilley and 

Spoon and Hobolt and Spoon show that the distance between the voters’ pro/against EU 

attitudes and their parties’ attitudes on the same dimension is influencing the vote choice.83 84 

 

Other researchers have further pointed to the importance of taking the distance on the 

European integration dimension into consideration when analysing vote choice. Maria 

Oskarson et al. have found that this dimension was one part in a decision rule for what party a 

voter was going to vote for in the Swedish EP election of 2014. This means that one’s 

positive or negative attitude to the EU is important for the choice of party in the election.85 

                                                
79 Joost van Spanje and Claes de Vreese, “So what’s wrong with the EU? Motivations underlying the 
Eurosceptic vote in the 2009 European elections”, European Union Politics, Vol. 12, No. 3, 2011, 
p.405, 423-425 
80 Sara B. Hobolt, “The 2014 European Parliament Elections: Divided in Unity?,” JCMS, Journal of 
Common Market Studies, Vol. 53, No.1, 2015, p. 7, 18-20 
81 Sara B. Hobolt and Catherine de Vries, “Turning against the Union? The impact of the crisis on the 
Eurosceptic vote in the 2014 European Parliament elections”, Electoral Studies, Vol.44, 2016, p.504, 
510-511 
82 Hernandez and Kriesi, “Turning your back on the EU”, p.515, 523-524 
83 Hobolt et al. , “A Vote against Europe?”, p.108-110 
84 Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.712-718 
85 Oskarson et al., “Consideration and Choice”, p.242, 257-258 



 

20 

Furthermore, several authors found that positive EU-attitudes also matter to some extent. Hix 

and Marsh highlight that parties that emphasize European issues in positive ways do both 

well in European elections compared to neutral parties.86 In a study of the European election 

in 2004, Nick Clark & Robert Rohrschneider show that when voters perceive the democratic 

performance at the EU level as positive, it tends to improve the performance of the 

government in the EP election.87  

 

Prior research have focused to a big extent on voters’ placement on the European integration 

dimension. The European integration dimension has been used as an indication if the citizen 

is critical towards the EU, if the citizen is positive/negative towards more integration or just 

to get a general picture of how much of a role the opinions about the EU play in vote choice 

in the EP elections.88 I agree with most authors that the European integration dimension gives 

a good indication of if they are basing their vote on European issues or not. What I sometimes 

disagree with is how this European integration dimension has been tested. Many authors have 

focused on the EU-sceptic (negative) aspect of the European integration dimension.89 But as I 

have shown by presenting some of the other prior research, distance (both positive and 

negative associations with more European integration) on the European integration dimension 

to a political party seems to matter for vote choice.90 Distance includes both positive and 

negative opinions about more European integration. To further test if opinions about 

European integration play a role in vote choice, it is important to take into account more 

equally both negative and positive opinion about European integration. I am therefore 

emphasizing only distance (both positive and negative associations) on the European 

integration dimension between a party and a voter, when creating the hypothesis. The 

hypothesis thus becomes: 

 

H5: The closer a voter’s position on the European integration dimension is with a party’s 

position on the same dimension, the more likely the voter is to vote for that party. 

 

2.5.3 Party polarisation matters for vote choice 

                                                
86 Hix and Marsh, “Punishment or protest”, p.503 
87 Clark and Rohrschneider, “Second‐Order Elections versus First‐Order Thinking”, p.657-660 
88 See for example Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.708-710 and Hobolt et al. , 
“A Vote against Europe?”, p.97-100 
89 See for example Joost van Spanje and Claes de Vreese, “So what’s wrong with the EU? 
Motivations underlying the Eurosceptic vote in the 2009 European elections”, p.405, 423-425 
90 See for example Oskarson et al., “Consideration and Choice”, p.242, 257-258 
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The fourth relevant feature in the European matters framework is that party polarisation 

matters for votes to be based on European issues. Party polarisation in this context means big 

differences between the different political alternatives on the European integration 

dimension. For example, in a study of the 2009 EP election Spoon and Hobolt find that more 

negative campaign contexts and more polarisation of the issue of European integration among 

parties lead to more protest and sincere voting based on EU-issues. Voters are more likely to 

base their vote on opinions about European integration when parties are polarised on the 

European integration dimension. This means that when there are clear differences between 

parties on the European integration dimension so that the voters are provided with clear 

choices, voters are more likely to base their vote on sincere EU-opinions.91 Similarly, Joost 

van Spanje and Claes de Vreese have shown that the more party dispersion and bigger 

polarisation on European matters in general, the more likely that voters will base their vote on 

European matters.92 The importance of clear differences between different parties is also 

something that Federico Ferrara and J. Timo Weishaupt are emphasizing in a study. They 

show that parties that haven’t got a clear opinion on European integration issues tend to lose 

more votes than other parties; they show that voters to some extent instead want to base their 

votes on European integration issues if they are given the opportunity.93  

 

Unlike van Spanje and de Vreese, I don’t focus solely on EU-sceptic votes and EU-sceptic 

polarisation. Instead, both positive and negative associations with the EU are included. As 

Spoon and Hobolt show, the effect from polarisation might also have to do distance as such, 

and not only negative opinions about the European integration.94 Thus, Hobolt and Spoon 

show that distance on the European integration dimension between parties seem to matter for 

basing a vote on EU-specific considerations. But unlike Spoon and Hobolt who tested their 

hypothesis on the 2009 EP-election and who also included abstention in the same 

hypothesis95, I test it on the 2014 EP election and I have also excluded abstention in this 

hypothesis because I want to see the effect on vote choice alone.  

 

                                                
91 Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.715-718 
92 de Vreese and van Spanje, “So what’s wrong with the EU?”, p.424 
93 Ferrara and Weishaupt, “Get Your Act Together”, p.283 
94 Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.716 
95 Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.702, 710 
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H6: Party polarisation on the European integration dimension increases the effect of 

proximity on the European integration dimension on vote choice (H5). 

 

2.5.4 Political information of European integration 

 

In the Europe-matters research field, some researchers have also found the importance of 

information for basing a vote on European matters. A study by de Vries et al. (2011) shows 

that political information and European matters are crucial factors in understanding voting 

behaviour in the European election in 2009. The authors show that European issues matter to 

the voters’ choices in European Parliament elections when voters are provided with 

information about European integration, for example through mass media.96 What is also 

interesting is that Wittrock and Hobolt are finding in an experimental study that when voters 

are provided with information about party position on the European integration dimension, 

their vote was more likely to match their preferences on matters related to the EU.97 These 

results indicate that information is a crucial factor if European factors are going have decisive 

power on voting behaviour.  

 

There is a part in Hobolt and Wittrock’s study which I don’t agree with. Hobolt and Wittrock 

are providing their respondents in the study with information in an artificial experimental 

setting where voters were provided with information about the European integration 

dimension before they are voting, far from a natural setting in daily life.98 I believe it is a 

better solution to examine what happens with the voting behaviour if a voter receive 

information about European issues in more non-artificial setting.  

 

The last hypothesis for the Europe-matters framework therefore becomes the following for 

the EP-election in 2014:  

 

H7: The correlation shown for H5 increases when the citizen has received the information 

about the European election. 

 

                                                
96 Catharine de Vries et al., “Individual and contextual variation in EU issue voting: The role of political 
information”, Electoral Studies, Vol.30, No. 1, 2011, p.16, 25-26 
97 Hobolt and Wittrock, “The second-order election model revisited”, p.29, 38-39 
98 Hobolt and Wittrock, “The second-order election model revisited”, p.29-30 
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2.6 Combined Hypothesis 

 

In this section, I am presenting the combined hypotheses which are testing both the Europe-

matters framework and the second-order theory at the same time. I will also present some 

ideas from the Europe-matters framework regarding EU disapproval and abstention, which I 

haven’t presented before.  

 

As explained in the second-order section of this paper, there is a reason to expect that 

government disapproval affects abstention. But not only does prior research show that 

government disapproval affects abstention, prior research has also found that EU-criticism 

and EU-scepticism affect abstention. There is therefore reason to believe that EU disapproval 

affects vote choice. Daniel Stockemer, Mikko Mattila and Michael Marsh are showing in 

three separate studies that support and disapproval of the EU affect turnout. Those who don’t 

support the EU tend to abstain from voting to a bigger extent than other people. There is 

evidence in every European Parliament election up to the election of 2009.99 100 101 What 

prior research has missed to do, and what I am going to do, is to place the hypotheses 

disapproval of the government and disapproval of the EU against each other to see which one 

of them best explain abstention in the European Parliament elections. What is most common 

to do among scholars is to test the hypotheses one by one and try to draw conclusions if they 

hold or not. Authors of prior research don’t say which one of the hypotheses best explain the 

electoral behaviour.102 I therefore decided to place the two standpoints against each other in 

this hypothesis: 

 

H8: The effect of government disapproval on abstention is bigger than the effect of 

disapproval of the EU on abstention. 

 

Many researchers have reached the conclusion that the left-right divide on the national level 

has an especially strong effect on vote choice. André Freire et al. find that the left-right 

dimension is very important for vote choice in the 2004 EP election. The authors didn’t take 
                                                
99 Daniel Stockemer, “Citizens’ support for the European Union and participation in European 
Parliament elections”, European Union Politics, Vol. 13, No. 1, 2012, p.26  
100 Mikko Mattila, “Why bother? Determinants of turnout in the European elections”, Electoral Studies, 
Vol. 22, No.3, 2003, p.449 
101 Michael Marsh, “European Parliament elections and losses by governing parties”, p.69-71 
102 See for example Mikko Mattila, “Why bother? Determinants of turnout in the European elections”, 
p.457 and Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.708-709 
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any European issue into consideration.103 Also, Hobolt and Spoon are showing that the left-

right distance is important for vote choice, but European issues also explain the vote choice 

well.104 Oskarson et al. show that for the European Parliament election of 2014 in Sweden the 

left-right dimension served as a primary determinant on vote choice, even if also the EU 

dimension played a role in vote choice.105 Hernandez and Kriesi show that for the EP election 

in 2014, European matters are subordinated the left-right divide in deciding the vote choice 

for citizens. Their main focus was on European explanations.106 Most studies have found that 

the left-right dimension is important for vote choice. It might be because the focus has been 

very much on the left-right dimension when trying to find explanations, but it might also be 

because the left-right dimension actually is important for vote choice. Many scholars have 

considered the left-right dimension the main explanatory factor for vote choice and it has also 

been considered more important in explaining vote choice than European matters. 

 

The problem with prior research is that they haven’t tested the left-right dimension against 

the different European explanations to a satisfactory extent (with Hobolt and Spoon as 

exceptions), and especially not so for the 2014 European Parliament election. Mostly, the 

authors have too easily concluded that the left-right dimension is the major explanatory factor 

for vote choice.107 Also, not all results points in the same direction. Some results points to the 

importance of opinions about European integration as well.108 It is therefore appropriate to 

test the left-right dimension against the explanations of the Europe-matters framework, to see 

if the left-right divide still can be used as the main explanatory factor for vote choice. The 

hypothesis becomes: 

 

H9 Proximity on the left-right dimension is explaining voting behaviour better than any other 

Europe-matters hypothesis tested.  

 

3. Method and material 

 

                                                
103 André Freire et al., “The Clarity of Policy Alternatives, Left–Right and the European Parliament 
Vote in 2004”, Journal of European Integration, Vol.31, No. 5, 2009, p.676-679 
104 Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.713-714 
105 Oskarson et al., “Consideration and Choice”, p.242, 257-259 
106 Hernandez and Kriesi, “Turning your back on the EU”, p.515, 523-524 
107 See for example André Freire et al., “The Clarity of Policy Alternatives”, p.676-679 
108 See for example Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.713-714 
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In this section I will present the methods and material used in this study. I am doing 

regression analyses on European election study data of the European Parliament election in 

2014. I will describe the survey material used to answer the research question, how I conduct 

the thesis, and I will present the control variables used in the regressions. In this section, the 

basic ideas for the regression models are also presented.  

 

3.1 Material 

 

To test the second-order election theory and the Europe-matters framework, I am using the 

survey of the 2014 European election study (EES).109 The European election study was 

conducted through a survey study shortly after the European Parliament election in May 

2014. The study was commissioned by the European Parliament (EP). The total sample size 

reaches about 30000. About 1100 persons were interviewed in every EU-member country, 

with exception for Luxembourg and Malta where about 500 persons were interviewed in each 

country. Another exception was Great Britain where 1300 persons were interviewed of which 

around 300 were interviewed in Northern Ireland.110  

 

The questions asked in the member countries were identical with a few unavoidable 

exceptions for names on institutions and political parties. In every member state, the 

institutions and the political parties have unique names which leads to these unavoidable 

differences.111  

 

The questions asked in the survey were mostly questions with standardized answers. The only 

two questions without standardized answers were about the first and second most important 

problem the respondent’s country is facing, none of which I am using in my thesis. The 

respondents were answering questions regarding their voting behaviour in EP-elections and 

past national elections, party choice, left-right preferences, governmental and EU-approval, 

placement of parties on the European integration scale and the left-right dimension and 

questions regarding the respondents political knowledge, among other topics. The 

                                                
109 Schmitt, Hermann; Hobolt, Sara B.; Popa, Sebastian A.; Teperoglou, Eftichia; European 
Parliament, Directorate-General for Communication, Public Monitoring Unit (2016): European 
Parliament Election Study 2014, Voter Study, First Post-Election Survey. GESIS Data Archive, 
Cologne. ZA5160 Data file Version 4.0.0, doi:10.4232/1.12628 
110 European Election Studies, Voter Study 2014, http://europeanelectionstudies.net/european-
election-studies/ees-2014-study/voter-study-2014 , retrieved 10th of november 2018.  
111 Ibid.,  
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respondents also answered basic questions about the basic demographics of the respondent, 

such as gender, education and age. The dataset is basically a dataset based on answers from 

individuals. This means that the results are based on individual data.112 

 

3.2 Method 

 

Every hypothesis I have presented is tested with a regression analysis. There are many 

regression models for these hypotheses and there are also many different independent and 

dependent variables used. It therefore takes too much space to present every regression 

model. Instead, I will give some examples of dependent and independent variables used in the 

regression models, to illustrate the overall structure of my regression models. The dependent 

variable is most often voted/not voted in the European Parliament election or the dependent 

variable is vote choice in the election. The dependent variables are dichotomous outcomes. In 

these regression models, one or two independent variables of theoretical interest are included. 

Some examples of independent variables of theoretical interest are disapproval of the national 

government/the EU and proximity on the left-right dimension between the voter and a party. 

In the models, I do the regressions both with and without control variables in order to see 

what happens with the results when the control variables are added.  

 

In order to alleviate the problem of missing data, I decoded the answers “don’t know” and 

“no answer” and removed them. This is because these answers can’t be used in regressions 

and also because these answers are not answering the questions in the survey. The only 

question where I am not removing the “don’t know” answer is the question regarding 

political knowledge where the answer “don’t know” is important to decide whether or not the 

citizen has knowledge about a certain political issue or not. 

 

In this study, I am using linear regressions to make it easier to interpret the results. This 

means that I am using regression models which are estimated with OLS (ordinary least 

squares).113 I have decided to not use logistic regressions because they are more complicated 

to interpret than linear regressions. For example, unlike in logistic regression models, it is 

possible to interpret the coefficient from a linear regression the following way when the 

                                                
112 Ibid.,  
113 Colin Lewis-Beck and Michael Lewis-Beck, Applied Regression: An introduction, 2nd edition, Los 
Angeles: SAGE, 2015, p.4, 11, 93-94 
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variables are dichotomous: When coefficient is 0,5, it means that the value on the Y axis will 

change with 0,5 when the value on the X axis is changing with 1. These kind of simple 

conclusions are not possible to draw with logistic regression models.114  

 

When I first tested the dataset with regressions, I started with the hypotheses dealing with 

turnout/abstention and protest voting without changing the dataset. At that point, the data set 

had a structure with one respondent per observation. After testing the hypotheses that deal 

with turnout/abstention and protest voting, I reshaped the dataset before testing the 

hypotheses that deal with party choice. It is complicated to use categorical variables as 

regression outcomes for party choice so I reshaped the dataset to a respondent-party structure. 

After the reshape, every row in the dataset has a combination of both an individual and a 

party with up to eight observations per respondent, a combination whose value depends on 

whether or not the individual voted for the party. The eight observations per respondent are 

the parties that the respondent may have voted (or not) for. For the hypotheses dealing with 

party choice, this reshape made the observations correspond to party-individual combinations 

and not to single individuals. By doing the reshape, I can continue using binary outcomes in 

the regressions as voting or not for the party of interest. The standard errors were clustered by 

respondent.  

 

3.3 Control variables 

 

What most prior research has in common, is that most of them use education, age, gender and 

to some extent also class and income as control variables. These variables have been 

motivated by researchers as variables which are affecting voting behaviour. It is therefore a 

reason, together with the motivations mentioned below, for me to use these variables as 

control variables. In my dataset, it is worth noting that the question about education asks how 

old the respondent was when he/she stopped studying. Prior research shows that people with 

higher incomes and more money, people with higher education and people who are relatively 

young tend to switch vote from national elections to European parliament elections more 

often than others.115 Also, scholars like for example Nicholas Clark, have shown that higher 

levels of education tend to be strongly correlated with turning out to vote. Clark shows that 

                                                
114 Ibid., p.4, 11, 86-87 
115 For an example of a study that uses some of these control variables, see Hobolt et al., “A Vote 
against Europe?”, p.103 
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people with greater wealth and who are older tend to turn out to vote more often than 

others.116 Tilley, Spoon and Hobolt are furthermore emphasizing the relevance of age and 

class for vote switching. By presenting arguments and empirical evidence from prior 

research, they argue that they have good reasons to expect that old middle-class voters who 

are strongly attached to their party won’t switch party to the same extent as others. These 

arguments show that there is a significant risk that these variables affect the dependent 

variable. 117 I need to control for these variables because by doing that the standard errors 

become much smaller and the precision in my results will therefore be much better. In that 

way, I control for some of the variation in my dependent variables. 

 

Another control variable of relevance and which I am going to use is political knowledge. de 

Vries et al. and Hobolt and Spoon are showing in two separate studies that political 

knowledge is affecting voting behaviour in some ways. I therefore decided to use political 

knowledge as a control variable as well.118 119 

 

The last control variables I am using are EU disapproval and government disapproval, but 

only in the hypotheses which test if EU/government disapproval affects abstention. I use EU 

disapproval as a control variable when testing if government disapproval affects abstention 

and the opposite when I test if EU disapproval affects abstention. This is because disapproval 

of the EU or the government might have to do with some general disapproval of the whole 

political system, while also affecting abstention in the election. 

 

Some authors have size of town and religiosity as control variables for vote choice and 

abstention.120 These variables have been used less frequently by researchers than other 

control variables. I have decided to exclude them because as Hobolt, Spoon and Tilley point 

out, these variables don’t show a statistically significant effect on vote choice and abstention 

which make them much less relevant as control variables.121 Also, several authors have 

pointed to the relevance of controlling for partisanship/party attachment for vote choice 
                                                
116 Nicholas Clark, “The Federalist Perspective in the Elections to the European Parliament”, JCMS: 
Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol 53, Nr. 3, 2015, p.532-533 
117 Hobolt et al. , “A Vote against Europe?”, p.103 
118 Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.712-713 
119 Catharine de Vries et al., “Individual and contextual variation in EU issue voting: The role of 
political information”, p.17 
120 de Vreese and van Spanje, “So what’s wrong with the EU?”, p.416 and Carruba and Timpone, 
“Explaining Vote Switching Across First- and Second-order elections:”, p.268 
121 Hobolt et al. , “A Vote against Europe?”, p.103 
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and/or turnout.122 123 Another example of a study that is using partisanship as a control 

variable is a study of Hobolt and Spoon. They are arguing that we should expect people who 

are more attached to a party to not switch and abstain, because that is in line with prior 

research.124 I argue against all these authors and claim that this variable is not an extraneous 

variable, but rather an intervening variable or just a bad control variable that I shouldn’t 

control for. For example, it could be argued that the effect of proximity on the left-right 

dimension and proximity on the European integration dimension on vote choice is going 

through party attachment since proximity on the left-right dimension might affect if a voter is 

standing close to a party or not. Furthermore, party attachment might get affected by for 

example dissatisfaction with the government. A person who is dissatisfied with the 

government might not be attached to a certain party anymore. This makes it a bad control 

variable even when testing other hypotheses since the variable is most likely affected by my 

independent variables.125 I have therefore decided to exclude party attachment as a variable in 

my study. 

 

It is important to mention that I have been limited to certain control variables in the data set. 

Given that a limited amount of questions have been asked in the survey and the limitations of 

the survey itself, there is only a certain amount of control variables that can be used as control 

variables in my research.126  

 

3.4 The problems associated with this non-experimental study 

 

This study does not rely on a randomized treatment. This means that there is a possibility of 

omitted variables bias, which means that the effect I see in the regressions don’t match the 

effect in reality since there might exist variables that should be controlled for or should be 

included in the regression.127 In an experiment with a randomized treatment on the other 

                                                
122 Hobolt et al. , “A Vote against Europe?”, p.103 
123 Nick Clark and Robert Rohrschneider, “Second‐Order Elections versus First‐Order Thinking”, 
p.652 
124 Hobolt and Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.711-712 
125 Joshua D.Angrist & Jörn-Steffen Pischke, Mastering ‘metrics, p.214-217 
126 Schmitt, Hermann; Hobolt, Sara B.; Popa, Sebastian A.; Teperoglou, Eftichia; European 
Parliament, Directorate-General for Communication, Public Monitoring Unit (2016): European 
Parliament Election Study 2014, Voter Study, First Post-Election Survey. GESIS Data Archive, 
Cologne. ZA5160 Data file Version 4.0.0, doi:10.4232/1.12628 
127 Joshua D.Angrist & Jörn-Steffen Pischke, Mastering ‘metrics: The path from cause to effect, 
Princeton, New Jersey ; Oxford : Princeton University Press, 2014, p.1-20, p.68-70 
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hand, the participants are randomly assigned into a treatment group and a control group 

which avoids the mistake of omitted variable bias. The second potential problem with this 

non-experimental study is the problem of a spurious effect. This means that I am mistakenly 

conclude that two or more variables are causally related to each other, while in reality they 

aren’t.128  

 

Despite these potential problems, I still feel that I can argue for these correlations to be causal 

effects. This is because many of my arguments and the ideas about the causal inferences are 

based to a large extent on prior research. My control variables are also well argued for.   

 

3.5 Scope and delimitations 

 

As mentioned in the introduction section, I have decided to only study the European 

parliament election of 2014. I do this because the prior research to a large extent focused on 

the European parliament election prior to 2014 and those studies which have focused on 2014 

haven’t given equal weight to the two approaches so that the focus has most often been on 

one of the approaches, and they have also operationalised and interpreted the second-order 

theory in a wrong way which led them to overlook important aspects in the theory. The 

problem with prior research is also that scholars have focused too much on negative 

associations with the EU as something that affects vote choice, when positive associations 

with the EU also might affect vote choice.129 There is therefore a research gap for the 2014 

European Parliament election and it is room to do something different from prior research 

with a different scope that comes to term with these problems that the prior research has. In 

doing so, I have included important aspects from the theories that the prior research has 

overlooked and given more equal weight to both of the theoretical frameworks.  

 

On the contextual level, I haven’t taken into account the timing of the European Parliament 

election in the national electoral cycle due to the already comprehensive toolbox of variables, 

despite the fact that the timing of the election is something that scholars in the second-order 

                                                
128 Ibid., 
129 For a study focusing on negative associations with the EU, see Joost van Spanje and Claes de 
Vreese, “So what’s wrong with the EU? Motivations underlying the Eurosceptic vote in the 2009 
European elections”, p.405, 423-425”. For a study that operationalises the second-order theory in the 
wrong way, see Sara B. Hobolt and Jae-Jae Spoon, “Motivating the European voter”, p.708. For a 
study that focuses mainly on one of the frameworks, see Hobolt et al. , “A Vote against Europe?”, 
p.97-99 
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election theory emphasize is of big importance. As Reif and Schmitt argue in their famous 

work of second-order elections, vote switching and protest voting in the European parliament 

elections depend to some extent on when the European Parliament election is hold in relation 

to the national election.130 Since I haven’t taken into account the timing of the European 

Parliament election, my results might not catch the real importance of protest voting for 

instance. This is something that is a weakness in my study. Instead of taking into 

consideration the election cycle, I have looked at protest voting as something that is 

connected to the will of basing votes in the European Parliament election on national issues, 

and this is also something that has a vital part of the second-order national theory.131 

 

The second important aspect to discuss on the contextual level is compulsory voting. I have 

chosen to exclude compulsory voting in this study, despite the fact that several authors 

emphasize that it matters for turnout in EP-elections. For example, Daniel Stockemer is 

writing that when voting is required by law and is threatened by penalties if abstaining, more 

people should turn out to vote.132 I argue, however, that it is not a problem to not take into 

consideration compulsory voting. This is because it is only compulsory to vote in Greece, 

Luxembourg, Belgium and Cyprus out of 28 EU-countries.133  

 

4. Results 

 

The aim of the research has been to test the Europe-matters framework and the second-order 

theory to see which of the frameworks that best explain the voting behaviour in the European 

Parliament elections of 2014. The following analysis is divided the following way. I will start 

by presenting the results for each hypothesis at a time. First, I present the results of the three 

second-order hypotheses followed by the Europe-matters hypotheses and the combined 

hypotheses. When presenting the results of the hypotheses, I will also discuss what they 

imply for the theories. A table consisting of the regression results is presented before every 

hypothesis is presented and discussed.  

                                                
130 Reif and Schmitt, “Nine Second‐Order National Elections”, p.9-10 
131 Marsh, “Testing the second-order model”, p.596 
132 Daniel Stockemer, “Citizens’ support for the European Union and participation in European 
Parliament elections”, p.34-35 
133 Fact sheets on the European Union: European Parliament, “The European Parliament: electoral 
procedures”, http://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/21/the-european-parliament-
electoral-procedures , retrieved 2018-11.02. 
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Table 1 

  (1)Protest voting (2)Protest voting 

Gov. disapproval -0.2483* -0.2375* 

  (-20.32)  (-18.74) 

95% Confidence interval -0.2723   -0.2243 -0.2623   -0.2126 

      

Education fixed effects No Yes 

Individual controls No Yes 

Observations 5 330 5 125 

R2 0.0719 0.0892 

Note: The regression results of H1. The results show the effect of government disapproval on protest voting. 

Both the results with and without control variables are presented. T statistics in parentheses.  

* p<0.05 

 

To start with hypothesis one, the hypothesis states that government disaffection should make 

people who voted for government parties in the previous national election switch to non-

governmental parties as a protest. The regression shows negative effects both with and 

without control variables, as can be seen in Table 1. When using the control variables, it has 

the confidence interval -0.262 and -0.213 on the 95% level, with -0,2375 as a coefficient. The 

confidence interval is far from including the null value, which supports the hypothesis. This 

also means that disapproving the government when voting for it in the previous national 
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election, leads to an increase in the probability of 23.75 percentage points of not voting for a 

government party in the European Parliament election. The results support the theory of 

second-order elections and the prediction of protest voting. People who voted for the 

government parties in the previous national election and which disapprove the government, 

also switch to non-governmental parties in the European Parliament election to some extent.  
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Table 2 

  (1)Party choice EP-election (2)Party choice EP-election 

Ideological distance 0.0029* 0.0030* 

  (12.28)  (12.03) 

95% Confidence interval 0.0024    0.0033 0.0025    0.0035 

      

Education fixed effects No Yes 

Individual controls No Yes 

Observations 75 617 72 454 

R2 0.0009 0.0011 

Note: The regression results of H2. The results show the effect of ideological distance on vote choice in the 
European Parliament election. Both the results with and without control variables are presented. T statistics in 
parentheses.  
* p<0.05 

 

The second hypothesis states that proximity between the voter and a party on the left-right 

dimension affects vote choice and proximity on the left-right dimension is also more 

important in European elections than in national elections. Surprisingly, the results go against 

the theory and also against the arguments from prior research in the first part of the theory. 

As can be seen on the left side in Table 2 above, the results from the regression show that 

proximity between the voter and a party on the left-right dimension does not affect vote 

choice in the European Parliament election in the way the hypothesis predicts, since the effect 

is positive. On the contrary, the results show that the further away a voter is from a party on a 
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the left-right dimension, the more likely a voter is to vote on that party in the European 

Parliament election. The results are very similar both with and without control variables. As 

stated, this is very surprising since neither the prior research nor the theory of second order 

elections made me predict this result. The result is statistically significant on the 95% level. 

 

Table 3 

  (1)Party choice national 
election 

(2)Party choice national 
election 

Ideological distance -0.0070* -0.0076* 

  (-35.32)  (-35.37) 

95% Confidence 
interval 

-0.0074   -0.0066 -0.0080   -0.0071 

      

Education fixed effects No Yes 

Individual controls No Yes 

Observations 120 582 115 701 

R2 0.0059 0.0067 

Note: The regression results of H2. The results show the effect of ideological distance on vote choice in the 
previous national election. Both the results with and without control variables are presented. T statistics in 
parentheses. 
* p<0.05 
 

The second part of the hypothesis which states that proximity on the left-right dimension 

between a voter and a party should be more important for vote choice in European Parliament 

elections than in national elections, is not finding support in the regression. As can be seen on 
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the right side in Table 3, the regression shows a statistically significant negative effect on the 

95% level for vote choice in the national election. This means that proximity between a voter 

and a party on the left-right dimension is important for vote choice in the national elections. 

When comparing these results with the results in the first part of this hypothesis, it is easy to 

conclude that the results are showing exactly the opposite to what the hypothesis predicts. 

Proximity on the left-right dimension between the voter and a party is more important for 

vote choice in national elections than in the European Parliament election, when the 

hypothesis predicts the opposite. The second part of the prediction of sincere voting is 

therefore also not confirmed.   
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Table 4 

  (1)Voted in EP-election (2)Voted in EP-election 

Gov. disapproval -0.1216*  -0.0414* 

  (-19.79)  (-5.23) 

95% Confidence interval -0.1337   -0.1096 -0.0569   -0.0258 

      

Education fixed effects No Yes 

Individual controls No Yes 

EU disapproval No Yes 

Observations 26 355 20 501 

R2 0.0146 0.0867 

Note: The regression results of H3. The results show the effect of government disapproval on abstention. Both 
the results with and without control variables are presented. T statistics in parentheses.  
* p<0.05 

 

Regarding the third hypothesis that government disapproval increases the likelihood of 

abstaining from voting in the European Parliament election, it does show a statistically 

significant effect of government disapproval on abstaining from voting, even when 

controlling for education, age, gender, political knowledge, class, loss in income and 

disaffection with the EU. As can be seen in Table 4 above, the results are showing that the 

regression has a confidence interval of -0.0569  -0.0258 with the coefficient of -0.0414. This 

means that disapproving the government leads to an increase in the probability of 4.14 
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percentage points of abstaining from voting in the election. Since the results are statistically 

significant on the 95% level, the hypothesis is confirmed and thus this supports the prediction 

of abstention in the second-order election theory.  

 

Table 5 

  (1)Voted in EP-election (2) Voted in EP-election 

Party polarisation 0.0733* -0.0142 

  (9.88)  (-1.87) 

95% Confidence 
interval 

0.0587    0.0878 -0.0291 0.0007 

      

Education fixed effects No Yes 

Individual controls No Yes 

Observations 27 837 26 236 

R2 0.0035 0.0889 

Note: The regression results of H4. The results show the effect of party polarisation on the European integration 
dimension on abstention. Both the results with and without control variables are presented. T statistics in 
parentheses.  
* p<0.05 

 

To now continue with the Europe-matters framework, I start with the hypothesis which states 

that party polarisation on the European integration dimension increases the probability of 

turning out to vote. As can be seen in Table 5 to the left above, the results show a statistically 

significant effect of party polarisation on abstention, but this is without using relevant control 
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variables. With control variables, the confidence interval is -0.0291  0.0007, which includes 

the null value. The results with control variables aren’t statistically significant for this 

hypothesis. This means that party polarisation on the European integration dimension doesn’t 

affect the probability of turning out to vote. The results therefore don’t give any support of 

the hypothesis and thus the results for this hypothesis don’t give any support for the Europe-

matters framework in this regard.  

 

Table 6 

  (1)Vote choice (2) Vote choice 

EU-distance -0.0025* -0.0025* 

  (-6.35)  (-5.98) 

95% Confidence 
interval 

-0.0033   -0.0018 -0.0033   -0.0017 

      

Education fixed effects No Yes 

Individual controls No Yes 

Observations 64 122 61 527 

R2 0.0002 0.0003 

Note: The regression results of H5. The results show the effect of proximity on the European integration 
dimension between a voter and a party on vote choice. Both the results with and without control variables are 
presented. T statistics in parentheses.  
* p<0.05 
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The fifth hypothesis, the second within the Europe-matters framework, states that the closer 

the voter’s position on the European integration dimension is with a party’s position on the 

same dimension, the more likely that the voter is to vote on that party. As can be seen in 

Table 6 above, the regression shows that the effect is negative and statistically significant on 

the 95% level. This means that the further away the voter is to a party on the European 

integration dimension, the more likely that the voter will not vote on that party. Equally, it 

means that the closer a voter is to a party on the European integration dimension, the more 

likely that the voter will vote for that party. Thus, the hypothesis is confirmed and this gives 

support for the Europe-matters framework in this regard. 
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Table 7 

  (1)Vote choice (2) Vote choice 

Polarisation*EU-distance -0.0014 -0.0015 

  (-1.45)  (-1.44) 

95% Confidence interval -0.0034   0.0005 -0.0035   0.0005 

      

Education fixed effects No Yes 

Individual controls No Yes 

Observations 64 122 61 527 

R2 0.0008 0.0009 

Note: The regression results of H6. The results show the interaction effect of party polarisation and proximity on 
the European integration dimension on vote choice (H5). Both the results with and without control variables are 
presented. T statistics in parentheses.  
* p<0.05 
 

Regarding the sixth hypothesis, which is also part of the Europe-matters framework, it says 

that party polarisation on the European integration dimension increases the effect of 

proximity on the European integration dimension on vote choice (H5). Interestingly, the 

results in the regression show that the coefficient for the interaction variable is negative 

which is in line with the expectations of the hypothesis because it means that there is an 

interaction effect of party polarisation and proximity on the European integration dimension 

between the voter and a party on vote choice. This is also something that can be seen on the 

left side of Table 7 above. What goes against the prediction of this hypothesis is that this 
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effect is not statistically significant since the confidence interval includes the null value, and 

thus this hypothesis cannot be confirmed. The Europe-matters framework doesn’t find any 

support in regard to this hypothesis. 

 

Table 8 

  (1)Vote choice (2) Vote choice 

Information*EU-distance 0.0009 0.0008 

  (0.94)  (0.87) 

95% Confidence interval -0.0009   0.0027 -0.0010   0.0027 

      

Education fixed effects No Yes 

Individual controls No Yes 

Observations 64 109 61 521 

R2 0.0002 0.0004 

Note: The regression results of H7. The results show the interaction effect of information about the election and 
proximity on the European integration dimension on vote choice (H5). Both the results with and without control 
variables are presented. T statistics in parentheses.  
* p<0.05 
 
 

The last hypothesis in the Europe-matters framework is the seventh hypothesis in total. This 

hypothesis predicts that the effect for H5 increases when the citizen has received information 

about the election. As can be seen on the lower half of Table 8, the results for this hypothesis 

are not statistically significant on the 95% level. Thus, when the voter is receiving 
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information about the European election, it doesn’t increase the likelihood that the voter will 

base his/her vote on European integration issues. The information about the European 

election has therefore no effect in this regard. The hypothesis finds no support and this result 

also goes against the Europe-matters framework since the framework predicts the hypothesis 

to be confirmed. 

 

Table 9 

  (1)Voted in EP-election (2) Voted in EP-election 

EU disapproval -0.0977* -0.0535* 

  (-14.82) (-6.90) 

95% Confidence interval -0.1106   -0.0848 -0.0687   -0.0383 

Observations 22 515 20 501 

R2 0.0097 0.0867 

      

Gov. disapproval -0.1216* -0.0414* 

  (-19.79) (-5.23) 

95% Confidence interval -0.1337   -0.1096 -0.0569   -0.0258 

Observations 26 355 20 501 

R2 0.0146 0.0867 

      

Education fixed effects No Yes 

Individual controls No Yes 

   

Note: The regression results of H8. The results show the effect of government disapproval on abstention and the 
effect of EU disapproval on abstention. Both the results with and without control variables are presented. T 
statistics in parentheses. 
* p<0.05 
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Those were the second-order and Europe-matters hypotheses. I will now test the combined 

hypotheses. I am supposed to test whether the effect of government disapproval on abstention 

is bigger than the effect of EU disapproval on abstention. As shown earlier in this result 

section for the third hypothesis, there is a negative statistically significant effect of 

government disapproval on abstention with a confidence interval of -0.0569 -0.0258 with the 

coefficient -0.0414, when using all the control variables in the regression. Disapproving the 

government increase the probability of abstention. This is also something that can be seen on 

the right side on the lower half of Table 9 above.  

 

When now testing the effect of EU disapproval on abstention, it shows a statistically 

significant effect even when using the control variables. This is also something that is 

possible to see on the upper half of the table above. It shows a negative effect with the 

confidence intervals -0.0687 -0.0383 with the coefficient -0.0535. This means that 

disapproving the EU leads to an increase in the probability of 5,35 percentage points of 

abstaining from voting. These results are quite similar to the results of government 

disapproval on abstention. The difference is that the effect of disapproval of the EU on 

abstention is slightly bigger than the effect of government disapproval on abstention. It is 

important to note that government disapproval and disapproval of the EU were coded the 

same way, so that the effects of the two different variables are perfectly comparable. This 

means that this hypothesis is not confirmed, and it gives more support for the Europe-matters 

framework than the second-order election theory in this regard.  
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Table 10 

  (1) (2) 

Ideological distance 0.0029* 0.0030* 

95% Confidence interval  0.0024    0.0033 0.0025    0.0035 

   

EU-distance -0.0025* -0.0025* 

95% Confidence interval -0.0033   -0.0018 -0.0033   -0.0017 

Party polarisation on turnout 0.0733 -0.0142 

95% Confidence interval 0.0587    0.0878 -0.0291 0.0007 

Polarisation*EU-distance -0.0014 -0.0015 

95% Confidence interval -0.0034   0.0005 -0.0035   0.0005 

Information*EU-distance 0.0009 0.0008 

95% Confidence interval -0.0009   0.0027 -0.0010   0.0027 

EU disapproval -0.0977* -0.0535* 

95% Confidence interval -0.1106   -0.0848 -0.0687   -0.0383 

      

Education fixed effects No Yes 

Individual controls No Yes 

   

Note: The regression results of H9. The results show a comparison of the effects of proximity on the left-right 
dimension between a voter and a party and all the other Europe-matters hypotheses. The number of 
observations, R2 and t-value for every hypothesis are presented in the other regression models prior to this 
model. Both the results with and without control variables are presented. 
* p<0.05 
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The ninth and final hypothesis predicts that proximity on the left-right dimension between a 

party and a voter explains voting behaviour much better than any other hypothesis tested for 

Europe-matters with the included European part from the last combined hypothesis. As can 

be seen in Table 10 above, the evidence is not in favour of the hypothesis. This is because, as 

shown for previous hypotheses, there are many other European variables that explain voting 

behaviour better than proximity on the left-right dimension. While proximity between the 

voter and the party on the left-right dimension didn’t make the voter much more likely to vote 

on that party, some other variables from the Europe-matters section explain voting behaviour 

better. Proximity between the voter and a party on the European integration dimension made 

a person more likely to vote on that party in the European Parliament election. Furthermore, 

EU disapproval can also explain voting behaviour (in this case abstention). The other three 

Europe-matters hypotheses don’t show a statistically significant effect on voting behaviour. 

This, however, doesn’t matter since this hypothesis already found no support because of the 

statistically significant results of two other Europe-matters hypotheses. Thus, proximity on 

the left-right dimension doesn’t explain vote choice better than all the other Europe-matters 

hypotheses.  
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Table 11 

  Support Support 

  Europe-matters Second-order 

election 

Second-order hypotheses 

  

H1: Protest voting 

  

  

             - 

  

  

Yes 

H2: Sincere Voting              -  No 

H3: Abstention              - Yes 

Europe-matters hypotheses 

  

    

H4: Polarisation affects turnout            No - 

H5: European sincere voting             Yes - 

H6: Polarisation affects vote 

choice 

           No - 

H7: Political information            No - 

Combined hypotheses 

  

    

H8: Left-right distance matters 

more than Europe matters 

           Partly No 

H9: Government disapproval vs 

EU disapproval 

            Yes No 

Note: A summary of which of the hypotheses that gained support in the regressions. 
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5. Final discussion and conclusions 

 

To answer the research question of which one of the theoretical frameworks that best explains 

voting behaviour in the European Parliament election of 2014, I have to conclude that neither 

one of them does this better than the other one. The regressions show mixed results and no 

clear picture is emerging. Even if many hypotheses in both frameworks found no support/got 

confirmed in the regression analyses, it is still difficult to say which one of the frameworks 

that best explains the voting behaviour. But this doesn’t mean that there are no other 

conclusions to be drawn. On the contrary, there are many other conclusions to be drawn. I 

will therefore continue by discussing what the results imply for the theory, prior research and 

also something about what the results mean in a broader perspective. 

 

One of the most interesting results is people tend to cast protest votes against the national 

governments in the European Parliament election. This confirms the theory of second-order 

elections. Another interesting result is that proximity on the left-right dimension between the 

voter and a party doesn’t make the voter more likely to vote for that party. Both prior 

research and scholars of the second-order theory framework have stressed the importance of 

proximity on the left right dimension for vote choice (sincere voting). People are supposed to 

vote according to the parties closest to them on the left-right dimension. These results 

therefore work as a critique against the theory and prior research, because people tended 

instead to vote sincerely in accordance with the European integration dimension. I believe it 

is time to start to question the original theoretical predictions of the second-order election 

theory in this regard. What does it mean when voters are voting according to issues closest to 

them? And if they are voting “with their hearts”, what is their heart telling them? To the 

extent that people actually are voting sincerely, it seems like the proximity on the European 

integration dimension between a voter and a party matters more for vote choice than 

proximity between a party and a voter on the left-right dimension in the European Parliament 

election of 2014 and this goes against what the second-order theory predicts but is in line the 

with predictions of the Europe-matters framework.  

 

Sometimes the effects in the regression models are small. Even if the effects are significant, 

the intervals are very close to include the null value. Furthermore, as indicated by R2 in many 
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regressions, the hypotheses only explain a small part of the variation in the variables. But as 

is implicitly stated in my hypotheses, the condition for confirming a hypothesis was never to 

see if a single effect is important or strong (with exception for hypothesis 9), but rather to see 

which effect that is statistically significant. It is important to have that in mind when reading 

the conclusions. This means that even if the effect of for example protest voting hypothesis is 

showing the strongest effect among all hypotheses, it doesn’t make it more confirmed than 

the other hypotheses that got confirmed. It is all about being statistically significant or not.  

 

Another important result is that sincere voting tend to be more important in the national 

election than in the European Parliament election, and this result goes against the theoretical 

predictions. The statement that people vote more strategically in the national elections than in 

the European election where they are supposed to vote more “with their hearts” is therefore 

not true in reality. In reality, people are voting more “with their hearts” in national elections 

than in European Parliament election and this is therefore a critique against the theory of 

second-order elections. The theoretical predictions therefore need to be revised to some 

extent so that they fit reality better.  

 

It is also clear now that polarisation on the European integration dimension and information 

about the European election don’t have the effect on turnout and/or vote choice as I first 

predicted. This might be because the creation of the hypotheses didn’t have enough empirical 

and theoretical support in first place so that they really aren’t that relevant as I first claimed. 

This is especially true for hypothesis four which predicts that polarisation should increase 

turnout, and it didn’t. For the sixth hypothesis that predicts that polarisation on the European 

integration dimension makes people more likely of basing votes on European issues, the 

creation of that hypothesis has much more support empirically and theoretically, which make 

it possible to claim that polarisation didn’t have the intended effect. Even if the hypotheses 

might be criticized for not having enough empirical and theoretical support, all indications 

point to lesser importance of polarisation between parties on the European integration 

dimension for voting behaviour than was previously thought and shown by previous 

researchers. Another problem might be that information about the European election is not 

strongly enough linked to information about European integration specifically. In any case, 

the results still give indications that information about European integration doesn’t play the 

same major role for voting behaviour than was previously thought and shown by previous 

researchers.  
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Another interesting result is that disapproval of both government and the EU affected 

abstention in the election, and disapproval of the EU affected abstention most. This is not 

only interesting in the light of theoretical expectations in that both frameworks got confirmed 

here and even more so the Europe-matters framework, but also in a broader perspective. In 

order to come to terms with the democratic deficit in the EU, some scholars would claim that 

it is important to make more people turnout to vote. As the results are indicating, one of many 

solutions to this democratic deficit is to try to get an deeper understanding as to why people 

are unsatisfied with the EU and with the national government, and from there try to solve that 

problem. Because as my results are showing, more dissatisfaction with the EU and the 

national governments tend to be associated with lower turnout among dissatisfied people.  
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