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Abstract

According to the dominant framework, European Parliament (EP) elections are second-order elections, in essence
national contests “by other means”. They are not about the personalities and parties at the European level, or the
direction of the EU policy agenda; instead, they are fought over domestic rather than European issues and topics,
and the political parties collude to keep the issue of Europe off the domestic agenda. This paper aims to analyse
one aspect of the second-order election (SOE) model, namely the fact that national political issues and concerns
dominate SOE campaigns. We focus on EP election campaigns as portrayed in the news media based on a premise
that large proportion of election campaigns consists of media coverage. Based on a content and thematic analysis
(N = 434), the article integrates the second-order election model with media behaviours. The results show that,
indeed, national political themes and domestic geographic scope dominate the EP election campaign in the media.
The findings and their implications are discussed in the light of relevant literature.
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In a representative democracy, elections serve as an “instrument of democracy” (Powell, 2000), con-
necting the policy preferences of the voters to public policy. In democratic theory, for democratic electi-
ons to create the electoral link and fulfil their other crucial functions, the electorate needs to deliver
a political verdict “emanating from the political preferences of voters, preferences that are relevant to
the decision making arena concerned” (van der Eijk and Franklin, 1996, p. 6). In other words, voters must
have some awareness of political parties’ stances and be offered a real choice in order to cast their vo-
tes on the basis of their preferences (Schattschneider, 1942). In this process, political parties play a key
role (McDonald and Budge, 2005, p.3). Many commentators and scholars alike assert that European
Parliament (EP) elections fail to fulfil these conditions given that they have been labelled second-order
national elections (Reif and Schmitt, 1980). Accordingly, it is suggested that EP elections are failing as
an instrument of democracy in that they fail to express the will of the European people on European
issues (Hobolt et al., 2009, p. 112; Lord, 2010; Mair and Thomassen, 2010, p.21).

This paper aims to analyse one aspect of the second-order election (SOE) model during the Czech
and Slovak 2004 EP elections, namely the fact that SOE campaigns are influenced by the constellation of
national political arena and are dominated by national political concerns (Norris and Reif, 1997, p. 117).
To this aim, content and thematic analysis of the news media coverage of EP election campaigns is con-
ducted and the question is asked to what extent is the campaign Europeanised or, on the other hand, do-
mesticised? The structure of the paper is as follows. The second section, before unveiling the expectations,
outlines the theoretical and conceptual background. The third section clarifies methodological issues,
operationalises concepts, and presents the data. The fourth section presents the results of the analysis,
and the final section concludes by summarising the findings and discussing their implications in the
light of relevant literature.
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In their immediate aftermath, elections to the EP have been labelled second-order national elections (Reif
and Schmitt, 1980). The defining features of SOEs are (1) that, relative to first-order elections (FOEs),
there is less at stake in SOEs since they do not determine the composition of government (Reif and
Schmitt, 1980) and voter behaviour is thus different from what it is in FOEs; and (2) that SOE results and
campaigns are influenced by the political constellation of national political arena and are characterised
by the dominance of the first-order arena national political issues (Reif, 1984, p.247).! After more than
three decades and six more sets of EP elections, the SOE model has, by and large, become one of the
most widely tested and supported theories of voting behaviour in elections to the EP (e. g. Ferrara and
Weishaupt, 2004; Freire and Teperoglou, 2007; Havlik and Jogheeova, 2010; Hix and Marsh, 2007; Marsh,
1998; Reif, 1984; Schmitt, 2005).

Most of the work on SOEs has focused on election results and election-related survey data. However,
recent research focuses on the context surrounding actual voting choices and thus integrates the SOE
model with the behaviours of the rest of actors that are at the center during the election time: the media
and the political parties (cf. Adam and Maier, 2011; Téka, 2007; Weber, 2007). These contributions suggest
that the behaviour of parties and the news media is crucial in shaping the nature of electoral choices
and levels of turnout in second-order EP elections (Hobolt and Spoon, 2010). In other words, one cannot
blame voters for their electoral behaviour without taking the behaviour of political parties and the media
into account, and hence it is advised to integrate the SOE theory with behaviours of political parties and
the media (Stromback et al., 2011, p. 13). The findings of studies in this area teach us about the second-
order character of EP election campaigns (de Vreese, 2009; Maier and Tenscher, 2009) that are highly
domesticised in terms of contested political issues (Fiala, 2004; Irwin, 1995; Raycheva and Rdka, 2011),
low parties’ budgets (Hertner, 2011; Negrine et al., 2011), and low levels of (nationally framed) coverage
that EP elections enjoy in the media (de Vreese et al., 2006; Kovat, 2010).

Note that the SOE model does not preclude a potential influence of European issues on national elections but it does
suggest a strong role for non-European issues.
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Figure 1 shows that out of four election dyads, the expectation is verified in three cases. Overall, the
expected result was thus verified. Only the Czech TV news stories were more Europeanised in subsequent
EP elections than in the first ones. On the other hand, the deepest decline in stories with EU geographical
scope is observable in Czech newspapers, going down from 34.2% in 2004 to 14.3% in 2009, and in
Slovakian newspapers, dropping from 28.3% in 2004 to 15.7% in 2009.

Table 2: Themes Discussed in 2004 EP Election Stories

&= 6. | &= 6.
7KHPH 79 QHZVFDVIV | 1HZVSDSHW

&DPSDLIQ 6FDQGDIV : +
(MHFILRQ 7HFKQLFDILILHY

(3 (HFIRQV 1Q 2IKHU (8 06

(8 &RQVILIXILRQD! DQG ,QVILIXILRQDI VVXHV

(8 HYH) &DPSDLIQV

,QIUD SDUIN ,WWXHV

3RUILFD) 3DUILHV] &DPSDLIQV

3UHIHUHQFHV  7XUQRXII SHVXOIV

3UHVHQIDILRQ RI 3DUILHV &DQGLGDIHV 3URJUDP PHY
2IKH

7RIDI

I+

I+
I+

I+

I+

Note: N =198. The row “Total’ does not necessarily equal the N since the N represents the number of EP election stories
analysed some of which clearly related to more thematic areas/networks. The numbers in columns represent the number of
stories by which each thematic area was made up by.

Table 3: Themes Discussed in 2009 EP Election Stories

&= 6. | &= 6.
7KHPH 79 QHZVFDVIV | 1HZVSDSHW
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(8 /HYH) &DPSDLIQV
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6IRYDNID +XQJDU\ = LVSXIH

2IKH

7RID0
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I+
I+
I+

I+
I+

Note: N =236. The row ‘Total” does not necessarily equal the N since the N represents the number of EP election stories
analysed some of which clearly related to more thematic areas/networks. The numbers in columns represent the number of
stories by which each thematic area was made up by.
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Figure 1: EU Scope in the First and Subsequent EP Elections (%)

Table 4: Geographical Scope of EP Election Stories Discussed in the Czech Republic

‘ Year ‘ Type of Outlet ‘ National ‘ EU ‘ Mixed ‘

2004 | TV 87.50% 8.30% | 4.20%
Newspaper 59.50% | 34.20% | 6.30%

2009 | TV 72.30% | 25.50% | 2.10%
Newspaper 80.20% | 14.30% | 5.50%

Table 5:  Geographical Scope of EP Election Stories Discussed in Slovakia

‘ Year ‘ Type of Outlet ‘ National ‘ EU ‘ Mixed ‘

2004 | TV 87.50% | 8.30% | 4.20%
Newspaper 59.50% | 34.20% | 6.30%

2009 | TV 72.30% | 25.50% | 2.10%
Newspaper 80.20% | 14.30% | 5.50%

Conclusion

Regarding news media portrayals of EP election campaigns, the analysis of the results supports the
aspect of the SOE model that argues that SOE campaigns are dominated by national political themes
and concerns. The results suggest *~—Z ce « ' € tathSretHan- 7>~ ™ Z S — b6ES eléetion campaigns
in the media in both countries. Similar results have been reported in terms of actors featured in news
stories about EP elections (de Vreese et al., 2006; Kovar, 2010). How does this conclusion fit into the wider
scholarly discussion of EP elections? From a general point of view, the introduction of direct elections
to the EP was intended to establish a direct link between citizens and decision-making at the EU level;
EP elections would thus legitimise EU policy through the normal electoral processes (for discussion,
see Marsh and Mikhaylov, 2010, p. 5-8). Moreover, Article 10 of the Lisbon Treaty now stipulates that
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