
The Paradox of 
Participation

Explaining decreasing electoral participation despite 
of increasing competencies in the EU
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Facts

The scope & importance of European elections have significantly increased over 
time. Hence, the voter has more power than ever before - However, the electoral 

participation rate has steadily declined since the first elections in 1979.

"Low rates of voter 
participation are additional 
signs of democratic ill-health"

(Diamond, 2015; cited in Solijonov, p.43)

Developments in EU authority

1 = exclusively national; 2 = mostly national; 3 = national and EU; 4 = mostly EU; 5 = EU only

General significant increase of 
authority on EU-level
Increase of competencies of EU 
parliament                                    
  e.g.: increased use of Ordinary 
 Legislative Procedure
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Council and Commission (non-
elected bodies) are dominant
Member State governments only 
indirectly accountable by 
national parliaments

  The 2nd-order election model 

  Democratic Deficit

V e share change EU elections compared to national
elections (%)
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    (Reif and Schmitt, 1997)

Turnout in European elections is lower compared to 
the previously held national elections
Parties in national executive government lose vote 
share 
Opposition, new, and small parties gain vote share
National topics on the agenda in EU elections
"Less-at-stake" theory         punishing vote

European elections are "second-order to first-
order national elections"

Lack of representation of the 
ordinary citizen

Lack of accountability of the EU 
institutions

Council takes most important 
decisions (EP not enough 
involved)
EP not representative due to 
2nd-order election dynamics

How can the paradox of increasing competencies and 
declining electoral participation in the EU be explained
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