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Abstract


While the decline in voter turnout in Western Europe is clear to any observer, the causes of this decline are less obvious. We believe one part of the explanation is membership in the European Union.  We believe that membership in supranational organizations tends to devalue national elections. Citizens may begin to see the supranational organization as being the more important governmental entity, and thus make less of an effort to be involved in national elections. To test this hypothesis, we examined all countries in Western Europe from 1950 through 2002. We find that even after controlling for structural and economic determinants of turnout, the length of tenure in the European Union has a significant and negative impact on voter turnout.  
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 “The shift to a single currency for all of Europe would be an unprecedented event.  No sizable country anywhere in the world is without its own currency.  A national currency is both a symbol of sovereignty and the key to the pursuit of an independent economic and budget policy.  The tentative decision of the European Union member states (with the exceptions of Denmark and the United Kingdom), embodied in the Maastricht treaty, to abandon their national currencies in favor of the euro is therefore a decision of fundamental political significance.  Although Europeans debate the extent to which this change will automatically lead to a shift of power from the national governments to a European government (embodied in the European Commission, the European Parliament, the Council of Ministers, and the European Central Bank), there can be no doubt that eliminating individual currencies would be a major psychological and substantive step towards a European central government.  For the residents of Europe, substituting the new euros for their own familiar national currencies would be a powerful signal that Europe had become the operative state and that their countries were now subsidiary political subdivisions.” (Feldstein 1997, p.24)

Consensus opinion in political science is that voter participation world wide is on the decline.  Just cursory observation would lead one to believe that this is also the trend in Europe Union nations.  Sheehan (2002) notes that turnout in national elections worldwide has declined some 7% from World War II through the late 1990s. While the explanations for this decline are wide and varied (Blais, 2000), one unexplored avenue of research is the impact of supranational organizations on voter turnout. If what Feldstein states in our opening quote is true, one possible explanation for this decline in turnout may be the recognition that countries are becoming “political subdivisions” of a larger pan-European government. If citizens of the European Union begin to place more value in the European Union than they do in their national governments, interest may well decline in national elections. As Robert Dahl states, “The smaller the unit the greater the opportunity citizens to participate in the decisions of their governments, yet the less the environment they can control.  Thus for most citizens, participation in very large units becomes minimal and in very small units it becomes trivial.
” 

That said, very little has been discovered yet about the impact of membership in a larger, supranationalist organization like the European Union upon national voter participation. We propose to determine the extent to which, if any, membership in a supranationalist organization such as the European Union influences voter participation in national parliamentary elections. We suspect that there will be a significant decline in voter turnout because of such membership and the corresponding integration.  We also believe that the longer a country is a member of the European Union, the greater the impact membership will have. As societies become more socialized to accepting the EU over time, we believe interest in national elections will show a corresponding decline.

Since pocketbook issues are credited with having the predominant sway in voter’s decisions, we will control for economic factors, as well as relevant institutional-structural factors. If we are correct in our expectations, we should find an independent impact of European Union membership on national voter turnout levels.
Literature Review
In much the same way that Tocqueville (1969) viewed the “democratic revolution” in the United States during the 1800s, we may now view the emergence of the European Union in the same light.  As Wessels (1999) notes, “There is no historical precedent for the emerging European system, and the institutional imaginations of observers are both limited and imprecise, leaving room for all kinds of speculation.” It is into this great unknown that scholars have found themselves plunging to attempt to understand the nature of the European Union and the impact of this on the citizenry of the nations involved.

The results of individual-level surveys are mixed. According to the Eurobarometer surveys, 47.5% of the 16,059 respondents still saw themselves as members of their own nation, while 40.8% saw themselves as members of both their nation and of Europe as well (Melich, 2000). As Robert Dahl (1994) frames it, “…in our time the development of transnational systems reduces the political, economic, social, and cultural autonomy of national states.” 

There is certainly no lack of research on various aspects of the European Union.  Yet, in the abundance of studies it seems that little specific work has been done to date to examine the relationship between a nation’s membership in a supranational organization and the impact in voter participation in member nation’s own parliamentary elections.  Maybe because seemingly it is too simple a premise to pursue is the reason for the dearth of scholarly work in this area. 

One factor in voter turnout that has received the majority of the scholarly attention in recent years is the impact of economic factors.  As Pacek (1994) states, “Scholars have amassed considerable empirical evidence to support the argument that economic conditions affect both the decision to vote and for whom to vote for in Western counties.”  He cites studies by Monroe 1984; Lewis-Beck 1988; and Norpoth, Lewis-Beck and Lafay 1991 as proof of such work.  Further in the work he concludes that, “Beyond a rough consensus that the economy affects the vote, scholars disagree over how precisely economic conditions influence both turnout and choice of party or candidate at the polls.” Other research (Blais, 2000, among others), have emphasized both economic and structural explanations, but the results of all of these studies still do not come close to explaining all of the variance in voter turnout.

Some contradictions do exist.  While there is in general a decline in European voter participation in national parliamentary elections, most voters still identify more with their own nation than with the EU.  This would seem to indicate that the impact of supranational organizational membership is limited.  According to the Eurobarometer, when asked, “In general, do you pay attention to news about the European Union?” only 18% claimed to pay “A lot of attention.”  Those that paid, “A little attention,” rated 52% and those who paid “No attention at all,” were 29.1%. (Melich 2000).  Is there a connection between European Union membership and level of integration into such and voter participation?  At the onset of this work the linkage if any is sketchy.  We hope to provide more definitive answers to these questions through this research.

Data and Methods


Our data come from three sources. Our primary source for data is the compiled set created by Andre Blais (2000). Professor Blais was generous enough to share is dataset with us for this project. Since we wanted to cover a larger time span than Blais, we extended his dataset back to 1951 and forward to 2002. To fill in the missing economic data, we turned to the Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development. To fill in the missing electoral data, we turned to MacKie and Rose (1991) for the older data and the International Foundation for Elections Systems (www.ifes.org) for more recent data. For this paper, we included all nations in Western Europe for which we could find complete data
. This data pool included all elections from 1951 to 2002, 238 elections in total.


The compiled dataset included a variety of institutional, political, and economic variables. The primary dependent variable of interest was voter turnout for elections in the lower chamber of parliament. The primary economic variables included were GDP per capita (logged) and personal income growth lagged from the previous year. We included several institutional-structural variables as well. We adopted the coding system used by Blais (2000) to measure compulsory voting. In this scale, compulsory voting was scaled from 0 (no legal repercussions) to 1 (serious legal repercussions), with some countries coded in-between to represent nations that technically required voting but were not always enforced. We also included the level of parliamentary threshold, voting age, the number of parties. To measure the impact of electoral competition, we adopted several measures, including the margin of victory in the popular vote and the margin of victory based on the number of seats in the parliament. We also included the level of disproportionality as defined by Taagapera and Shugart (1989). Finally, we included a dummy variable for Switzerland due to the unique nature of Swiss politics, and a counter measure for the number of years a country had been a member of the EEU/EU at the time of the election. Using this data, we hope to measure the relative impact of supranational membership on national voter turnout after controlling for other factors.

Results


As an initial examination of the data, Table 1 summarizes voter participation in parliamentary elections within the 15 European Union countries
. To arrive at the overall percentage of change whichever percentage was lower was subtracted from the higher percentage with a corresponding (-) or (+) indicating the appropriate increase or decline.  To calculate the overall percent of change, each of the individual percents of change were added and then divided by 15.  In the majority of  the EU countries there was a decline in voter participation.  That said, four of the fifteen present EU countries did experience voter participation increases with Luxembourg showing the largest at 21.37% from 1948 through 1999. 

Table 1.   Voter Participation Of European Union Countries In Parliamentary Elections.

	Country
	Beginning Percentage
	Ending 

Percentage
	Percent

Of Change

	1.   Austria
	1949    86.24%
	1998    72.64%    
	(-)    13.6%

	2.   Belgium
	1949    88.23%
	1999    83.15%
	(-)    5.08%

	3.   Denmark
	1947    79.98%
	1998    83.13%
	(+)   3.15%

	4.   Finland
	1948    79.36%
	1999    65.21%
	(-)  14.15%

	5.   France
	1951    74.39%
	1997    59.86%
	(-)  14.53%

	6.   Germany
	1953    80.57%
	1998    75.32%
	(-)    5.25%

	7.   Greece
	1950    80.10%
	2000    89.02%
	(+)   8.92%

	8.   Ireland
	1951    74.39%  
	1997    66.71%
	(-)    7.68%

	9.   Italy
	1948    93.26%
	2001    84.92%
	(-)    8.34%

	10. Luxembourg 
	1948    35.55%
	1999    56.92%
	(+)  21.37%

	11. Netherlands
	1948    85.14%
	1998    70.12%
	(-)   15.02%

	12. Portugal
	1975    89.73%
	1999    69.27%
	(-)   20.46%

	13. Spain
	1977    79.36%
	2000    73.79%
	(-)    5.57%

	14. Sweden
	1952    77.32%
	1998    77.72%
	(+)     0.4%

	15. United Kingdom 
	1950    81.59%
	2001    57.56%
	       (-)   24.03%

	
	
	Average % Change
	(-)   6.658%


Source-Voting Percents: IDEA. Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance. http://www.idea.int/vt/index.


.cfm. Parliamentary Elections.


Table 2 shows the same countries, but the starting dates were changed to the voting percentage for the first election after the country joined the EU.

Table 2. Voter Participation Of European Union Countries In Parliamentary Elections  Since Membership

	Country
	Year Joined
	Starting Percent
	Ending Percent
	Percent Change

	
	1952   1
	
	
	

	Belgium
	
	   ’54   88.5%
	’99   83.15%
	(-) 5.35%

	France
	
	’56   74.26%
	’97   59.86%
	(-) 14.4%

	Germany
	
	’53   80.57%
	’98   75.32%
	(-) 5.25%

	Italy
	
	’53   91.53%
	’01  84.92%
	(-) 6.61%

	Luxembourg
	
	’54   73.14%
	’99   56.92%
	(-) 16.22%

	Netherlands
	
	’52   86.87%
	’98   70.12%
	(-) 16.75%

	
	1973  2
	
	
	

	Denmark
	
	’73   87.37%
	’98   83.13%
	(-) 4.24%

	Ireland
	
	’73   77.76%
	’97   66.71%
	(-) 11.05%

	
	1975  2
	
	
	

	United Kingdom
	
	’79   75.06%
	’01   57.56%
	(-) 17.5%

	
	1981  2
	
	
	

	Greece
	
	’81   84.48%
	’00   89.02%
	(+) 4.54%

	
	1986  2
	
	
	

	Portugal
	
	’87   78.15%
	’99   69.27%
	(-) 8.88%

	Spain
	
	’86   73.72%
	’00   73.79%
	(+) 0.07%

	
	1995
	
	
	

	Austria
	
	’95   78.64%
	’99   72.64%
	(-)   6.0%

	Finland
	
	’95   71.13%
	’99   65.21%
	(-) 5.92%

	Sweden
	
	   ’94   83.6%
	’98   77.72%
	(-) 5.88%

	
	
	
	Avg Pct of Chg
	(-) 6.796%


1 Then known as the (ECSC) European Coal and Steel Community

2 Then known as the (EC) European Community

Source-Dates: http://userpage.chemie.fu-berlin.de/addressen/eu.html & The Encyclopedia Americana. 2001. Volume 10. Grolier. Danbury, Connecticut. 702

Source-Voting Percents: IDEA. Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance. http://www.idea.int/vt/index.


.cfm. Parliamentary Elections.


The data in table 2 appear to support the argument than increased tenure in a supranational organization can drive down turnout. Those nations that joined the European Union in the 50s through the 70s versus those who more recently joined during the 80s and the 90s show a significantly lower voter turnout rate.  Voter turnout declined an average of 10.81% amongst the nine more senior member nations compared to a decline of only 3.678% for the six less senior nations.


While these initial tests of our hypothesis hold up well, it is imperative that we incorporate a multivariate model. Since the data are pooled time series scores, we opted to use a form of cross-sectional time series regression using a GLS random-effects estimator to control for possible autocorrelation over time. 

 This test will allow us to control for serially correlated data as well as allowing us to control for exogenous factors that may influence voter turnout.
 The results of the multivariate model are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Cross-Sectional Times Series OLS with GLS-Random Effects Estimators

N=238




Groups=58

R2: Within  = 0.756


Between = 0.519 

Overall = 0.705 

Random Effects Gaussian
Wald chi2(13)=578.13

Prob > chi2=0.0000

Dependent Variable: Voter Turnout For Lower Chamber Elections

	
	Coefficient
	Z

	GDP Per Capita (log)
	0.036
	0.53

	Compulsory Voting
	10.88
	9.58**

	Population Size (log)
	-2.41
	-6.77**

	Federal
	3.31
	1.80

	Switzerland
	-28.75
	-13.41**

	Voting Age
	1.54
	7.04**

	Proportional Representation
	-5.92
	-3.17**

	Margin of Victory: Vote
	0.23
	2.62**

	Margin of Victory: Seats
	-0.12
	-2.41*

	Number of Parties (log)
	-8.74
	4.42**

	Electoral Threshhold
	-0.41
	-4.83**

	Disproportionality
	-0.28
	-3.54**

	Years in EEU/EU 
	-0.12
	-3.34**

	Constant
	86.76
	29.39**


*=Significant at p>0.05,  **= Significant at p>0.01

sigmau =2.112

sigmae=5.309

rho=0.1366   (fraction of variance due to ui)


The results of the test show clear and convincing evidence that the decline in voter turnout in Western Europe is at least partially the result of membership in the European Union. The results show that each additional year in the EU reduces turnout by 0.12%. While this number may seem small, countries that have been members for several decades would see turnout effects of 4% or more as a result of their continued membership. It should be noted that the remaining variables are all in the proper directions and closely reflect the results found in Blais (2000). The overall fit of the model is remarkably strong and provides another indication that our hypothesis is correct.

CONCLUSIONS


While voter turnout is generally on the decline in the European Union countries, participation in national parliamentary elections remains relatively high when compared to participation in European Parliament elections.  In the most recent election average European participation was a paltry 57%, with the British having the lowest turnout at 36%. Clearly the European Union is not going to supplant national governments any time in the near future in the minds of European voters. That said, the recent integration of the Euro into the national economies both raises the stakes for pan-Europeanism and raises the likelihood that integration will accelerate. As more and more European voters use the Euro in their daily lives and do not think about their national identity as  being tied to a currency, the probability they will start to disconnect from other symbols of national identity rises.


We do not necessarily want to argue that participation in a supranational organization is negative construct. Obviously supranational organizations can provide a wide variety of benefits to their members. That said, we believe it is important to consider the impact of these organizations on the nations within them. If national identity is eroded over time by membership, it does raise some legitimate questions about the impact of supranational organizations in such diverse areas as language, education, fine arts, and so on. 

While it is easy to argue that supranational organizations make good economic sense, we feel it is less clear whether they make good cultural and social sense. Is the creation of a “European” identity that supplants ‘French” identity a good thing? While this is obviously a question laden with normative implications, we believe it is a question worth raising. If supranational membership can drive down voter turnout independently, what other effects can it have?

In the end, we have only just begun to scratch the surface of this question. While the aggregate data provide some tantalizing tidbits about this relationship, individual-level data analysis is clearly the next step. We must determine if these effects can be seen at the personal level as well as the nation-state level. If possible, it would also be extremely valuable to test this model on other supranational organizations to determine if the impact is universal. At this point, we can only speculate as to the possibilities.
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� Quoted in Newman, Michael. 1996. “Democracy, Sovereignty and the European Union.” New York. St. Martin’s Press. p. 137


� The countries included in the dataset are Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany (West and Unified), Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, The Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the UK.


 


� A review of the very first election post WW II shows numerous volatile figures, so these elections were not included


� This statistical test is modified version of a standard ARIMA (Auto-Regressive Integrated Moving Average) model.


� One could argue, at a theoretical level, that controlling for serial autocorrelation only serves to distance political science even further from the real world. The cause of serial autocorrelation in voting data is, most likely, the memories of the voters from one election to the next. By controlling for memory, we are, in fact, acting as if the voters do not remember anything from the previous election. While this is certainly is question worthy of substantial debate, we opt to enforce these controls for now.  
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