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Abstract
Are European Parliament (EP) elections still second-order? In this article, we test the classical model at the
individual level in contrast to an alternative ‘Europe matters’ model, by investigating the relative importance
of domestic vs. European Union (EU)-related issues among voter-level determinants of aggregate second-
order effects, that is, individual party change. We do so by relying on an original, CAWI pre-electoral survey
featuring a distinctively large (30) number of both domestic and EU-related, positional and valence issues,
with issue attitudes measured according to the innovative ICCP scheme (De Sio and Lachat 2020) which
includes issue positions, issue priorities and respondents’ assessment of party credibility on both positional
and valence goals. Leveraging the concept of ‘normal vote’, we estimate multivariate models of electoral defec-
tions from normal voting separately for general and European elections, based on issue party credibility. This
allows us to assess: (a) the distinctiveness of the two electoral arenas in terms of issue content; and (b) the
relative impact of EU-related and domestic issues on defections of Italian voters. Our findings show that
although second-order effects are still relevant in accounting for results in EP elections, vote choice in the
latter is also partly due to specific effects of certain policy issues, including some related to the European
dimension. This indicates that EP elections have their own political content, for which Europe matters
even after controlling for the importance that EU-related issues have acquired in national elections.

Key words: Europe matters; European Parliament elections; issue voting; normal vote; second-order model

Introduction
The classical approach to the study of results in European Parliament (EP) elections comes from
second-order elections (SOEs) theory (Reif and Schmitt, 1980). In a nutshell, the theory postu-
lates that EP elections are less important than national legislative elections, which are first-order
as they decide what matters most within each political system – who governs the country.
As such, EP elections are used both by parties and voters to obtain desired outcomes for national
governance – even though that is not what these elections are about. As we will discuss later, at
the individual level, this implies that the same determinants of vote choice for national first-order
elections (FOEs) should be relevant in influencing choices in the SOE, such as EP elections.

Differently from the second-order model, the so-called ‘Europe matters’ (Hix and Marsh,
2007) approach argues that EP elections are not of secondary relevance, but elections that are
fought about Europe and with a specific issue content, distinct from that of FOEs.
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The core of this article is an individual-level assessment of which of these two scenarios has
characterized the results of 2019 Italian EP elections. The Italian case is, in this respect, particu-
larly interesting, given the extraordinary level of aggregate-level volatility recorded between the
2018 general elections and the 2019 EP elections. Just over a year after an incredibly volatile
national legislative election – which exceptionally was the second in a row of that kind (see
Chiaramonte et al., 2018), amazing numbers of Italian voters again changed their vote – almost
40%. In comparison with the recent previous parliamentary election (held in March 2018), in
May 2019 the League doubled its votes and its governmental ally (M5S) halved its result
(Landini and Paparo, 2019). Mainstream parties also had opposite trends, with the left-wing
Democratic Party gaining and the right-wing Forza Italia losing votes. Furthermore, these elect-
oral variations took place in a context characterized by a relatively low level of ideological structur-
ing, in terms of both voters’ attitudes and parties’ issue stances and strategic issue emphases
(Emanuele et al., 2020). It is also worth noting that part of the recent successes of parties such
as the League and the M5S in Italy (at the time of European elections, both in government) are
clearly related to an emphasis on issues related to European integration. For all these reasons,
the Italian case appears particularly interesting to test the second-order vs. ‘Europe matters’ model.

In order to perform such an investigation, we develop an innovative issue-voting approach,
which is aimed at investigating (a) the issue-content distinctiveness (if any) of EP elections, com-
pared to national, FOEs; (b) the relative impact of European and domestic issues on vote choice of
voters in EP elections vs. national elections – leading to an overall assessment of the extent to which
‘Europe mattered’ in the 2019 EP election, on top of how much it already matters in national, FOEs.

To address the research questions of this article, we will employ an original survey dataset col-
lected by the CISE (Italian Centre for Electoral Studies) immediately before the 2019 EP elections.
This dataset includes 30 issues, both positional and valence, and both domestic and European
Union (EU)-related. As a result, we are able to unpack generic, summary pro-contra EU integra-
tion attitudes into issue attitudes that are differentiated across different dimensions related to the
EU, providing a richer and more complex measurement of EU-related attitudes.

The article is structured as follows. In the next two sections, we review the classic SOEs model
with its individual-level implications; we discuss an alternative ‘Europe matters’ explanatory model
based on the distinct relevance of the European dimension of conflict and arena; and we advance
two rival hypotheses derived by these two models. We then present the data we employ to empir-
ically test our hypotheses, and we detail our specific methodological choices. Next, we report empir-
ical evidence and discuss the implications of our findings. Conclusions follow.

The second-order model of EP elections
EP elections have traditionally been considered as second-order national elections, that is, elections
of secondary importance with respect to first-order general elections. The concept of SOEs was first
introduced and popularized by Reif and Schmitt (1980). Looking at the first EP elections held in
1979, they showed that, in a system of multilevel governance, elections held at various levels of gov-
ernance present a substantially different nature. FOEs are perceived as politically more relevant,
because these elections establish who will hold power and, more generally, the political orientation
of a country. SOEs, on the other hand, are perceived by voters as less relevant, because less is at stake:
such elections do not profoundly affect the political orientations of a country, as well as the actual
management of political power. More generally, SOEs are held in the shadow of general elections, in
fact reflecting the dynamics of domestic political conflict (Hix and Marsh, 2011). If domestic pol-
itical conflict is not significantly structured by issues related to Europe (as it was generally the case in
years before the global financial crisis of 2008–12), then EP elections would have little European con-
tent despite their objective of electing members of the EP.

The theoretical model of the SOE provides three general expectations about EP election results
at the aggregate level (Reif and Schmitt, 1980; Schmitt, 2005). The first expectation concerns the
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level of turnout. If EP elections are really of a second order, electoral participation in these elec-
tions should be systematically lower than in general elections, as a sign of a relatively lower inter-
est for this kind of electoral competition. To be true, lower levels of participation in EP elections
have been interpreted in different ways. On the one hand – and according to the second-order
model – low turnout is intended as clearly pointing to a low level of public interest in this
kind of election; on the other hand, it has been sometimes referred to as symptomatic of
anti-European feelings (see e.g. Blondel et al., 1998). However, several analyses (Schmitt and
Mannheimer, 1991; Schmitt, 2005) have shown that lower levels of electoral participation in
EP elections cannot be traced to feelings of hostility towards the EU or interpreted as a crisis
of legitimacy of the EU.

A second expectation that derives from the second-order theory concerns the dynamics of
electoral competition between governing parties and opposition parties. Given that relatively
less is at stake in EP elections compared to general elections, voters may use EP elections to
express an overall assessment of the government. In particular, voters might use this channel
to express dissatisfaction with the performance of the current national government (Schmitt,
2005). From this point of view, the second-order model expectation is that in EP elections gov-
erning parties will perform worse compared to previous FOEs; on the contrary, opposition parties
should achieve relatively better results. These electoral dynamics are essentially driven by two
mechanisms: on the one hand, voters who had voted for governing parties in general elections
may decide to remove their support for these parties and opt for opposition parties (Schmitt,
2005); on the other hand, voters of governing parties (even if satisfied with the performance
of the government) might abstain more than voters of opposition parties. We know, for example,
that differential mobilization among voters of governing and opposition parties is the most rele-
vant factor leading to government electoral losses in EP elections (Schmitt, 2005).

In turn, the adoption of the second-order approach to make sense of EP election results has
allowed to also borrow important theoretical insights on SOEs that were developed before and inde-
pendently from EP elections. This is especially the case for ‘electoral-cycle’ effects. Specifically, EP
elections are grafted within the electoral cycle of national FOEs. On the basis of the electoral-cycle
approach (Tufte, 1975; Stimson, 1976), the success of governing parties follows a cyclical trend: in a
first phase (the so-called ‘honeymoon’), these parties enjoy broad and robust support from the elect-
orate; at a second stage, this support declines, even in a radical way, only to recover in the final phase
of the legislature. Taking into account the dynamics of the electoral cycle, the losses of governing
parties and the success of the opposition parties in EP elections should take place in an ‘orderly’
fashion (Schmitt, 2005). In other words, the moment when elections for the EP are held with respect
to the national electoral cycle is a fundamental fact to be taken into consideration.

A further aspect of differentiation between FOEs and SOEs concerns the relations between
large and small parties. As already highlighted above, the stakes in SOEs are relatively lower
than in FOEs and it is therefore appropriate to expect voters to vote less strategically. In the
case of FOEs, voters are expected to vote mainly ‘with the head’ and perform some kind of stra-
tegic voting, by not only taking into account their sympathy for party goals, but also the likeli-
hood that the party, due to its relative size within the legislature, will be able to have an impact in
terms of policymaking (although it may not represent the voter’s first preference). These strategic
considerations lose relevance in the context of SOEs, where voters may prefer to vote ‘with the
heart’, thus choosing the party they sincerely prefer and voting even for parties that might be rela-
tively small and not influential in the first-order arena. Therefore, smaller parties should get rela-
tively better electoral performances in SOEs.1

1Another important aspect to be taken into consideration when dealing with second-order theory is that of ideological
extremism. Reif (1984) suggested that extremist parties are more likely to gain votes in second-order elections. However,
extremist parties are not easy to define. The main problem in Italy concerns the nature of one of the biggest parties of
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Reassessing the second-order model
Second-order expectations have been variously tested and empirically confirmed over time (Reif
and Schmitt, 1980; Reif, 1984; Schmitt and Mannheimer, 1991; Van der Eijk et al., 1996; Marsh,
1998; Schmitt and Van der Eijk, 2007; Hix and Marsh, 2011). However, there has been no lack of
criticisms, and different scholars have attempted to complement and refine the theoretical frame-
work introduced by Reif and Schmitt.

Individual-level implications of the second-order model

One of the main critical aspects of the second-order approach concerns its aggregate-level nature
(Schmitt et al., 2008; Hobolt and Wittrock, 2011). As Schmitt et al. (2008) themselves recognize,
the main problem of the second-order model is that it does not develop a theory of voting at the
individual level. While this is true in general, it however does not imply that the theory does not
produce any argument about voters’ electoral behaviour at the individual level, and indeed several
scholars have empirically tested individual-level implications of the second-order model (see e.g.
Boomgaarden et al., 2016; Schmitt et al., 2020).2 Let us see several.

The first individual-level implication of the second-order model is that, net of the role of the
European arena and issues on national elections (i.e. Europeanization of national politics), EP
elections should have little or nothing to do with the European dimension (Marsh and
Franklin, 1996; Hix and Marsh, 2011). This implies no EU effects on EP elections in a context
in which national elections are independent of EU-related issues.

Extending the same logic to a different context, in which national FOEs are (at least partly)
played on EU issues, the consequence would be that EP elections would acquire more
European content as a direct result. In this respect, important applications of SOE theory
(Van der Eijk and Franklin, 1996) clearly rest on the assumption that any EU content driving
EP elections would indicate a differentiation with national elections only as long as national elec-
tions do not contain any EU-related discussion yet (see also more explicitly Franklin and Hobolt,
2015; Nielsen and Franklin, 2017). As long as EP elections are not about Europe more than
national elections, this would still be in line with classical SOEs thinking – FOEs and SOEs deter-
mined by the same factors (Franklin and Hobolt, 2015).

Basically, our claim is that SOEs are SOEs as long as they do not present any distinctively spe-
cific (policy) content. From this perspective, we think that the classic SOE model could then eas-
ily and productively be related3 to the concept of normal vote (Converse, 1966). In short, the idea
is that party identification determines the voter’s ‘normal vote’ towards the party of identification,
that is, the voter’s general tendency to vote for (candidates of) the party she identifies with, com-
patibly with occasional deviations that might arise from specific factors (such as e.g. the actual
candidates, or other short-term factors) that are distinctive of a particular election. Coming to
the specific case of EP elections, we then argue that – in order to be able to assess whether EP
elections can be still classified as SOEs – we need to look at deviations from normal voting
observed in EP elections. If such deviations (if present) are characterized by specific political con-
tent, it will be difficult to claim that such elections are exclusively SOEs; alternatively, if instead

the system, the M5S. On a conventional 10-point ideological scale, the party is usually located on average in the centre. This
position, however, is partly due to the fact that the party has repeatedly tried to credit itself as equidistant both from the left
and the right, partly to the fact that voters of the M5S come from both the extreme left and the extreme right, and partly to
the fact that voters of the M5S tend to have in fact more radical positions on specific issues, but alternatively preferring
left-wing or right-wing positions (e.g. on economic vs. immigration issues). Given these problems, we preferred to keep
this summary ideological dimension out of the current analysis.

2It is worth noticing, however, that in general the implications of the second-order model at the individual level have
received relatively lower attention, compared to classical studies at the aggregate level.

3In doing so, we rely again (as previous authors did for the midterm election framework and its cyclical element) on the
ability of the SOE model to borrow important theoretical insights developed before and independently from EP elections.
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they do not appear driven by any clear political factor, this would indicate the persistence of their
second-order nature.

Regarding the potential utility of the classic ‘normal-vote’ theory for the second-order model,
it is interesting to observe that such theory could be also compatible with some classical aggre-
gated findings of the SOE literature. For instance, the decline in turnout in SOEs could derive
from the fact that, since stakes are lower, mobilization will be lower, and thus electoral participa-
tion would become mostly driven by party identification through normal vote.

A second individual-level implication of the second-order model concerns the interplay of
strategic (‘with the head’) and sincere (‘with the heart’) voting. The negative performance of gov-
erning parties can be attributed to some (relatively sophisticated) strategic voting in SOEs, with
voters feeling free to voice their dissatisfaction with the work of governing parties, knowing that
this might change the behaviour of governing parties but not change the government itself. But,
on the other hand, smaller parties are expected to be rewarded because voters could vote sincerely
without relevant consequences. These last two propositions have been seen as at least partially in
contradiction: indeed, voters can vote strategically, punishing a governing party for its perform-
ance or trying to signal their preferences on certain issues; but, if they do so, they cannot vote
sincerely, choosing the party they really prefer (Hobolt and Wittrock, 2011). Several scholars
have in fact argued that both mechanisms (i.e. strategic and sincere voting) are in place at the
individual level in SOEs (e.g. Camatarri and Zucchini, 2019). In particular, Schmitt et al.
(2020) found empirical evidence that ‘mobilisation and sincere and strategic factors are all playing
an important role in our understanding of differential abstention and defection’ in SOEs (p.15).
In this regard, we argue that the increase in vote shares for small parties could be also looked at
from a normal vote perspective. Indeed, this approach appears adequate to account for the higher
relevance of sincere voting in SOEs (compared to FOEs). Basically, voters choose strategically in
FOEs when they are informed and motivated to not waste the vote (which might account for
deviations from normal vote in FOEs), while they should rely more on their party ID (and
thus their normal vote) in SOEs, if the latter do not have an important stake and a specific
content.

The ‘Europe matters’ model

Alternatively to the second-order model, a different interpretation of the nature of the European
electoral competition was provided by a different line of studies. This line argues that EP elections
are not secondary elections, but elections with their own identity, in which political conflict over
Europe is more relevant than in national elections. Several scholars (Hix and Marsh, 2007; Clark
and Rohrschneider, 2009; Hobolt et al., 2009) have argued that the traditional left–right axis has
an explanatory capacity for electoral outcomes especially in competitions for the renewal of
national parliaments, while the general pro/anti-EU dimension would have a key role above all
in the European arena. Other studies (e.g. Hobolt et al., 2009), instead, have shown how the pun-
ishment of governing parties in EP elections can be linked to different positions as regards the
process of European integration. Voters could in fact punish governing parties (generally more
Europhiles than their electorates) precisely because of a discrepancy of opinions about how
much integrated the EU should be. Finally, there is a certain degree of overlap between the
two levels of governance, given that European issues could also be relevant in the domestic
arena and have weight in FOEs (Hobolt and Wittrock, 2011). In other words, according to
this alternative approach – generally labelled as ‘Europe matters’ – second-order theory (although
still important to understand EP electoral results) offers only a limited perspective on this kind of
elections, overlooking the specific importance of a truly European political dimension in influen-
cing voters’ choices in EP elections (more than it does in national elections).

However, we note that this new perspective might ignore the fact that, even within the
second-order model, EP elections could have acquired a European dimension to the same extent
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that national politics did the same, as we have pointed out above. Thus, this increase in relevance
of EU issues on national elections would not alter the prominence of FOEs within each national
political system: while perhaps now containing EU content, they would still have higher stakes.
On the contrary, the ‘Europe matters’ approach would be confirmed in the case in which devia-
tions from normal voting behaviour in EP elections were in fact determined by distinctive issues
or other political factors (typically expected to relate to the EU dimension), net, of course, of the
reciprocal contamination of the two electoral arenas.

Against this backdrop, we can formulate two rival hypotheses. A first hypothesis is derived
from the second-order approach. According to this approach, we expect that:

H1: Deviations from normal vote in the EP elections do not present any specific political content,
distinct from that characterizing deviations in the general election.

As a result, EP elections would be simply manifestations of normal voting not adopted in
national elections, or echo the same issues determining deviations from normal vote at the
national elections.

A second, rival hypothesis is derived from the ‘Europe matters’ approach. In order to confirm
the ‘Europe matters’ hypothesis, we expect that:

H2: Deviations from normal vote in EP elections present certain specific policy content, distinct
from that characterizing deviations in the general election, which involves EU institutions in either
framing or decision responsibility.

If this hypothesis is confirmed, our results would lend support to the idea that EP electoral
results at the aggregate level should be interpreted as a result of an electoral competition in
which voters care about specific issues (possibly European in their nature) more than they do
for national elections. In a nutshell, the idea is that EP elections might have a distinctive policy
content (specifically related to the EU) that makes these elections something fundamentally
different from national elections.

Research design
Levels and dimensions of EU voting

To assess the distinctive European dimension of EP elections, we need to address some oper-
ational questions that are not trivial. A first crucial aspect to be taken into consideration is
that European issues are relevant at least at two different levels (Weber 2009): one that has to
do with the integration process (how much integrated the EU should be); and one which has
instead to do with policy content (i.e. policies decided at the EU level). In the past, the relevance
of the policy content dimension was only marginally addressed, since the Union’s policies were in
any case decided at the intergovernmental level. Nevertheless, things have been changing in the
last decades (especially since the coming into force of the Lisbon treaty). With the deepening of
the integration process, the policy areas on which responsibility now lies within the EU have
expanded; and the powers of the EP in the decision-making process of the EU have increased
considerably, with the EP being now a key legislative body of the Union. In this context, it is
plausible to think that, as the relevance of the EP increases, also EP elections might no longer
be perceived as inconsequential or significantly less relevant than FOEs.

So far, individual-level studies assessing the second-order nature of EP elections have resorted
to the proximity of voters to parties on the left/right and pro/anti-European dimensions of pol-
itical conflict, based on the argument that the left/right dimension should structure electoral
competition at the domestic level, whereas positions on EU integration should be much more
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relevant in SOEs. We argue instead that one should take into account both levels of relevance of
Europe, and this is why in this study we go beyond the formal dichotomy between left/right and
pro/anti-European integration, also addressing the substantive content of specific European pol-
icies decided at the EU level.

By doing so, we propose to assess the appropriateness and relative predictive ability of the
‘Europe matters’ vs. second-order framework by leveraging an issue voting approach. What
indeed will matter is not necessarily whether voters recognize (and reward or punish) parties
because of their willingness to promote more or less EU integration, but rather because of the
specific issue goals these parties support (and are likely to achieve) on issues that are decided
at the domestic vs. at the European level. In other words, if Europe really matters, voters should,
at least partially, assess parties in terms of EU-related issues: those issues whose prevalent framing
in the public debate involves EU competencies.

In so doing, we borrow from the issue-yield framework (De Sio and Weber, 2014), which –
especially in its most recent developments (D’Alimonte et al., 2020) – provides tools that enable
a comprehensive analysis of issue politics generalized across valence and positional issues, in fact
putting ‘all issues on a par’ (ibidem, 529) and providing a parsimonious and symmetric attitude
measurement strategy for both kinds of issues. The generalization strategy provided by these
authors (then implemented in the ICCP scheme – see below) rests on two steps: first, the defin-
ition of both positional and valence issues in terms of issue goals, with positional issues being
defined by two rival goals and valence issues instead defined by a single, shared goal; second,
the conceptualization of party-voter affinity (on each issue goal) in terms of party credibility
in achieving a desired goal. Party credibility for achieving an issue goal (be it widely shared, or
clearly divisive) is thus introduced as a generalization of the concept of party competence (trad-
itionally used for valence issues) into a notion that is applicable also to the controversial goals that
define positional issues (ibidem), which could hardly be associated with the technical-resonating
notion of competence. As a result, goal credibility emerges as a more general concept that, unlike
its intrinsically unmatchable positional and valence equivalents (respectively proximity and com-
petence), captures voter-party affinity in a comparable, unified fashion, leading to the possibility
of studying all issues comprehensively and homogenously in the same model. Finally, in terms of
vote choice from the perspective of the individual voter, the theoretical model that is implied is
that the voter enters the electoral arena with a set of goals she would like to be achieved (some
divisive, some shared), and that she will attempt to select the party that she considers most cred-
ible for achieving these goals.

In terms of the pragmatic necessities of our article, the use of these notions of issue goals and
party goal credibility has a clear advantage: it allows to get a comparable voter-party affinity
measure for both positional and valence issues, thus allowing to study them simultaneously in
the same model. As a result, this approach enables the construction of a comprehensive issue-
voting model that includes not only the effect of general positional dimensions (the general
pro/anti-EU and left–right dimensions mostly used to assess the ‘Europe matters’ vs.
second-order framework), but also the more specific and nuanced issue content that might reveal
the distinctiveness of EP elections compared to general elections. This approach requires survey
data with rich issue content, covering both domestic and EU issues, but it provides in exchange a
clearer and more accurate strategy for assessing any allegedly increased importance of Europe.

The data

Our analyses rely on the data provided by an original CAWI survey designed by the CISE (Italian
Centre for Electoral Studies) and administered by Demetra srl in Italy in the month preceding the
EP elections held on 26 May 2019. The survey relies on the data collection scheme developed for
the ICCP (De Sio et al., 2019; De Sio and Lachat, 2020), albeit not being part of that comparative
project (which covers general elections). Our original dataset includes information on individual-
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level issue attitudes on a large number (30) of domestic and European issues, both positional and
valence, which have been selected by country experts based on their relevance throughout the
campaign, and framed in terms of their dominant framing in the Italian public debate. In par-
ticular, we classified as EU-related only those issues whose framing explicitly refers to the EU
and/or directly involve the EU in the decision-making process.4 This structure of the dataset
represents a distinctive feature of our study: not only because of the very large number of issues
included, but also because such large number allowed us to include a meaningful number of both
domestic issues and EU-related issues.

Being based on the ICCP scheme, the dataset allows us to analyse both positional and valence
issues simultaneously. Issue attitudes are measured with reference to issue goals that can be
employed to conceptualize positional and valence issues in a homogenous way. Valence issues
are represented by a single shared goal (e.g. ‘boost economic growth’). On these consensual issues,
respondents are explicitly asked to rate party credibility in achieving that goal.5 Conversely, pos-
itional goals first require the respondent to side with one of the two rival goals entailed by the
positional nature of the issue (e.g. ‘immigration should be further limited’ vs. ‘immigration should
not be further limited’), and then to indicate all the parties that are credible to achieve the selected
goal. As a result, consistent measurement is obtained for party credibility on any issue goal (either
related to positional or valence issues), thus allowing homogeneous data analysis (D’Alimonte
et al., 2020).

A second distinctive feature of our study refers to our dependent variables. We use consistent
items capturing vote preferences both in national and EP elections. Our survey data contain inde-
pendent measures of vote intentions for these two distinct voting choices. This allows a rigorous
operationalization and testing of the second-order and ‘Europe matters’ models, through a thor-
ough comparison of the determinants of vote choice in the two sorts of elections.

In particular, we are interested in understanding which issues (and whether domestic or
European) dominate the overall voting behaviour patterns in the two electoral arenas, thus per-
haps leading individuals to vote for different parties in the two elections. As a result, for each
respondent, for both national and EP elections, we focused on the construction of a dichotomous
variable, indicating whether the respondent deviates from normal vote in that (EP or general)
election. To that end, we needed to preliminarily detect respondents’ normal vote. We did so
by looking at the party receiving the highest PTV (propensity-to-vote) score. In particular,
respondents were asked to state their PTV independently for all relevant Italian parties; we con-
sidered as normal voters of a party all respondents that assigned to that party their highest PTV
score in comparison to all other parties (725 out of 1000).6 Only these normal-vote respondents
will be included in the theory testing empirical analyses investigating the issue determinants of
defections from normal vote in national and EP elections.

This particular operationalization of normal vote requires a specific discussion. In short, we
claim that expressing a higher PTV for a party, compared to all others, is a manifestation of a
distinct party preference (disconnected from a specific election) that might precisely indicate nor-
mal voting, that is, the vote choice that would be expressed by the respondent in the absence of

4The full list of issues and their relative classification as European/domestic and positional/valence is available in the
Appendix file.

5Credibility items are multiple choice (allowing the selection of multiple parties deemed credible) in order to contain atti-
tude endogeneity on partisan preference.

6This strategy required us to handle with care respondents with the same highest PTV for more than one party. We chose
to consider those as not normal voters of any party. Thus, all respondents with a tie in their maximum PTVs are excluded
from empirical hypotheses testing. Although we acknowledge that some might find this choice problematic, we deem it in line
with the theoretical definition of normal vote by Converse. In this perspective, normal vote can be thought as driven by a
standing, univocal (although mutable over the long period) predisposition to vote for a specific party. In our opinion,
when the same PTV score is assigned to more than one party, the respondent signals the same level of general attractiveness
for multiple parties, thus not a stable and univocal preference to normally vote for a specific party.

Italian Political Science Review/Rivista Italiana di Scienza Politica 341

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/ip

o.
20

20
.2

1 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/ipo.2020.21


any election-specific, short-term factors. Our choice in this direction is reassured by two ele-
ments. First, recent research has convincingly shown that it is in fact possible to fruitfully con-
struct a valid measure of party identification precisely from the overall configuration of PTVs
across different parties, in particular – relying on normal vote theory – by looking at the highest
one compared to all others (Paparo and De Sio, 2017; Paparo et al., 2020). Secondly, we offer
further validation for our measurement choice by employing our dataset to assess whether the
determinants of our measure are compatible with it being an indicator of a ‘normal vote’ attitude,
that is, if they recall the factors that structurally drive voters towards such behaviour as theorized
by classic party identification theory. If this operationalization is really able to capture a normal
vote preference, most of its variance should be then captured by long-term predictors of vote
choice (such as, in particular, left–right general orientation and, especially, party identification
itself); while short-term factors (current government popularity or issues of the day) should pro-
vide little predictive power.

The results of this validation analysis are reported in Table 1, which includes two alternative
logistic regression models predicting our measure of normal vote.7 In the leftmost model, only
long-term indicators are included, while the rightmost model adds short-term factors. We can
safely claim that our measurement choice appears corroborated by the empirical evidence.
Only long-term factors, and, in particular, ideological orientation and – even more so – party
identification, account for almost 40% of variance in our measure of normal vote. The addition
of numerous short-term indicators, namely 30 issues and satisfaction with the government, does
make ideology non-significant (quite predictably, as the left–right dimension is broken down into
its various issue components), but increases the overall predictive power of the model only to a
modest extent, considered the very large number of predictors added. Finally, also in this second
model, party identification emerges, by far, as the most relevant predictor of the outcome. All in
all, we believe that this evidence, paired with the aforementioned literature contribution, provides
robust validation for our measurement choice for assessing normal vote preference.

As anticipated, for those respondents having a normal vote preference, we built two similar but
separate indicators for defections in legislative and EP elections. Namely, for deviations from nor-
mal vote in EP elections, the dependent variable is constructed out of a standard voting intention
survey item, asking respondents the party they will vote in the (then upcoming) May 2019 EP
elections. Coherently, for defections from normal vote in national elections, we have employed
the standard survey item asking about vote choice in case of immediate national legislative
elections.

Moving to our independent variables, we modelled them as follows. Party-voter affinity vari-
ables (e.g. respondent-assessed party credibility for achieving a certain goal) have been retained
only with reference to the normal-vote party for each respondent. Thus, for each respondent, we
register how the normal-vote party is assessed by R on different issues. For variables that are not
party-specific (namely, age, gender, education), we employ them interacted with a categorical
variable indicating which the normal-vote party is.

We test our hypotheses by relying on a modelling strategy designed to be robust to model spe-
cification, a concern which is particularly sensitive given the large number of predictors involved.
We proceed in three steps. First, separately for each issue, we assess its effect on our two depend-
ent variables (i.e. defections at both the EP and general elections) controlling for the standard set

7These models are performed on a stacked (by party) data matrix. Therefore, our unit of analysis is not the individual
voter, but the voter-party dyad (respondent×party). This structure of the data matrix allows us to implement a generic
model of normal voting (Van der Eijk et al., 2019). As a consequence, for characteristics that are constant for each individual,
we use synthetic variables measuring the affinity between respondents holding certain characteristics and each political party.
These affinity measures (i.e. y-hats) are derived from the predicted values of multiple party-specific bivariate logistic regres-
sion models predicting our dependent variable based on the specific characteristics of the respondent (Van der Eijk et al.,
2006). In other words, for each respondent-party dyad, we compute the predicted probability that a certain characteristic
of the respondent will produce the outcome (i.e. normal voting).
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of sociodemographic variables; secondly, we perform a multivariate regression model with all the
30 issues included in our dataset, plus the same controls; thirdly, we use a selection model ana-
lysis (Least Absolute Shrinkage and Selection Operator, hereafter LASSO) (Frank and Friedman,
1993; Tibshirani, 1996) to further investigate which, among all the 30 issues considered in this
study, are most likely to explain defections in the two arenas (see below for more details).

We now need to discuss how exactly we operationalize respondent issue attitudes in order to
assess the impact of the latter in different kinds of elections. For positional issues, the respondent
had to first select one of two rival goals; and then, for the selected goal, she had to tick all parties
that she deemed credible for achieving that goal. Therefore, respondent-assessed party goal cred-
ibility has – for the normal-vote party of each respondent – a value of 1 if the party is deemed
credible for achieving the goal selected by the respondent; otherwise it has a value of 0.8 It is
worth noting that, for positional issues, the same variable contains credibility information for
either of the two rival goals.9 As a result, a generic ‘normal-vote party credibility on R’s preferred
goal’ is recorded, allowing us to later gauge the effect of such party issue credibility on our
dependent variables – irrespective of the side chosen by the respondent.

For valence issues, the strategy we adopt to assess the impact of domestic and European issues
on vote choice is the same as above, with one qualification. In contrast to positional issues,
valence issues imply only one, shared goal. We thus omit the first step (selection of one of
two rival goals), and simply operationalize these valence issues by looking at normal-vote
party credibility on a single goal, assumed as consensual. Thus, the result is a variable that is
fully homogeneous with the one calculated for positional issues, and the effects of both types
of variables can also be directly compared (D’Alimonte et al., 2020).

Findings
Table 2 reports the logit coefficients derived from a set of 30 logistic regressions, with each indi-
vidually including one of the 30 issues considered in this study, plus controls. In both arenas,
coefficients for any single issue are negative and highly significant, showing that when parties
are deemed to be credible in achieving a desired issue goal, the likelihood for defection decreases
in both general and European elections. In fact, deeming the party credible to achieve a goal

Table 1. Predictors of normal vote preference, operationalized as highest-PTV

Only long-term factors
Both long- and short-term

factors

Party identification 4.714*** (0.000) 3.087*** (0.000)
Gender −1.604 (0.441) −4.338 (0.075)
Education 1.379 (0.369) 0.208 (0.906)
Age 3.623* (0.021) 3.992* (0.021)
Left/Right self-placement 3.101*** (0.000) 0.604 (0.330)
Government satisfaction Not included 1.886** (0.007)
Issue credibility (30 items) Not included Included
Constant −5.302*** (0.000) −5.448*** (0.000)
Observations 6881 6881
Pseudo R2 0.434 0.527
Adj. count 0.368 0.411

Notes: P-values in parentheses; *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001. Pseudo R2 is McFadden. The adjusted count represents the proportional
reduction in error for correctly classified cases, compared to a null model where all cases are assigned to the largest category.

8In order to avoid removing altogether respondents having skipped the credibility item on even just one issue, we decided
to recode missing values on these credibility items (87 normal-vote respondents on average on the 30 issues) with the neutral,
central value of 0.5.

9To be clear, we record a 1 for any party mentioned as credible for either goal. We do not distinguish the specific rival goal
credibility was actually given for. Credibility is assigned on the overall policy dimension.
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provides an anchor to not quit the normally preferred party in the election at hand. All this con-
sidered, a first approach to understand which issues have been most relevant in preventing defec-
tions is to look at the predictive power of each single-issue model. Net of the effect of
sociodemographic variables, we find that defections at the EU elections are better prevented by
party credibility in relation to: protection of the poorest areas of the country by means of EU
funds (Pseudo R2 = 0.24); economic flexibility of the EU (Pseudo R2 = 0.23); EU budgetary policy
(Pseudo R2 = 0.22); economic support to countries hardly affected by the economic crisis, sup-
port to the Italian economic growth and the flat tax (all three with Pseudo R2 = 0.21). As for
defections at general elections, the best fit – in terms of predictive power – is found for: flat
tax, economic support to countries hardly affected by the economic crisis, protection for the
poorest areas of the country by means of EU funds (all Pseudo R2 = 0.21) and budgetary policy

Table 2. Logistic regression analyses

Issues

Single issues Full models

General elections EP elections
Gen. elections EP elections

b Pseudo R2 b Pseudo R2 b b

Flexibility of EU economic policy −1.630*** 0.16 −2.268*** 0.23 0.153 −0.978*
Fiscal policy EU −1.795*** 0.17 −1.859*** 0.19 −0.267 −0.0593
Basic income (‘Reddito di cittadinanza’) −1.148*** 0.13 −1.110*** 0.15 0.188 0.347
Flat tax −2.160*** 0.21 −1.920*** 0.21 −1.100** −0.504
Job market regulation −1.835*** 0.18 −1.768*** 0.19 −0.633 −0.390
Budgetary policy EU −2.161*** 0.20 −2.161*** 0.22 −0.555 −0.662
EU support to countries hit by the crisis −2.170*** 0.21 −1.972*** 0.21 −0.66 −0.479
Reform of the pension system −1.679*** 0.16 −1.910*** 0.20 −0.424 −0.758*
Income differences −1.393*** 0.15 −1.561*** 0.18 0.460 0.0837
Euro −1.845*** 0.18 −1.731*** 0.19 −0.309 −0.259
EU army −1.674*** 0.16 −1.934*** 0.20 0.221 −0.233
Globalization −2.051*** 0.19 −1.796*** 0.19 −0.548 −0.222
Technological change −1.775*** 0.17 −1.624*** 0.18 −0.081 0.540
EU membership −1.636*** 0.16 −1.601*** 0.18 −0.146 −0.028
EU welfare system −1.632*** 0.16 −1.641*** 0.18 0.195 0.364
Costs of refugee crisis −1.157*** 0.13 −1.514*** 0.17 0.564 −0.115
Immigration (‘Porti chiusi’) −0.955** 0.11 −1.257*** 0.15 0.589 0.396
EU immigration policy −1.486*** 0.14 −1.676*** 0.18 −0.469 −0.436
Free movement in the EU −1.653*** 0.16 −1.817*** 0.19 0.060 0.015
Make Italy count more in Europe −1.747*** 0.17 −1.481*** 0.17 −0.664 −0.012
Enlarge the Erasmus program −1.625*** 0.15 −1.984*** 0.20 −0.361 −0.889*
EU quality standards to protect consumers −1.608*** 0.16 −1.867*** 0.20 0.498 −0.293
Purchase government bonds by the ECB −1.247*** 0.13 −1.577*** 0.17 0.434 0.283
Protect poorest areas through EU funds −2.162*** 0.21 −2.236*** 0.24 −0.955* −0.912*
PAC −1.433*** 0.14 −1.448*** 0.16 0.267 0.500
Efficiently use EU funds −1.534*** 0.15 −1.669*** 0.19 0.150 0.198
Support the economic growth of Italy −1.800*** 0.17 −1.906*** 0.21 −0.339 −0.354
Protect Italy from terrorist attacks −1.605*** 0.15 −1.325*** 0.15 −0.318 0.365
Protect Italian products through EU norms −1.681*** 0.16 −1.617*** 0.18 −0.189 −0.143
Make the EU more democratic −1.786*** 0.17 −1.632*** 0.18 −0.409 −0.060
Constant 6.847* 5.718*
Observations 723 723 723 723
Pseudo R2 0.338 0.350
Adj. Count 0.209 0.257

Notes: *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001. DVs: defections at general and European elections. The columns under the common label ‘Single
issues’ report the logit coefficients (b) and Pseudo R2 for a set of regression analyses using as independent variable any single issue
individually (together with control variables). The columns under the common label ‘Full models’ report the results of two logistic
regressions predicting respectively defections at general and EP elections and using the whole set of 30 issues as independent variables
(together with controls). In bold coefficients for variables showing the highest Pseudo R2 in ‘Single issues’ models, those statistically
significant in ‘Full models’. Complete models, also reporting the estimates of standard errors, are available in the Appendix. Pseudo R2 is
McFadden. The adjusted count represents the proportional reduction in error for correctly classified cases, compared to a null model where
all cases are assigned to the largest category.
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of the EU (Pseudo R2 = 0.20). Interestingly enough, defections at EP elections are best predicted
by models which include European issues (with flat tax being the only exception), whereas defec-
tions at general elections seem to be best predicted by a combination of national and European
issues, a clue of the increased Europeanization of national politics.

Clearly, these single-issue models do not allow yet to detect whether and to what extent the
two electoral arenas are characterized by an issue-based distinctiveness, which is required to
test our hypotheses. To assess whether defections at the general and EP elections are driven
(and indeed prevented) by specific issue content, we rely on a multivariate logistic regression
including as predictors party credibilities for all the 30 issues simultaneously. Here, patterns of
statistical significance as for which issues prevent defections in the two elections provide a first
test of our hypotheses. Concerning general elections, defections are mostly prevented by party
credibility on the flat tax and the protection of the poorest areas of the country by means of
EU funds. In other words, a combination of domestic and European issues contributes signifi-
cantly to prevent defections in this arena.

As for EP elections, we find again that a combination of national and European issues has a
significant ability to prevent defections, but with a prevalence of genuinely European issues.
In particular, three out of four significant issues are European in their nature and these are
the credibilities related to: flexibility of EU economic policy; enlargement of the Erasmus
program; protection of the poorest areas of the country through EU funds. The only significant
domestic issue relates to the reform of the pension system (‘Quota 100’). We stress, however, that
such policy domain has had ties with the EU dimension in its framing for at least 30 years in Italy,
while numerous reform plans were approved or proposed with no success. Most importantly, and
decisively for our hypothesis testing, we do find that, among the statistically significant issues
which anchor voters to their normal vote in EP elections, there is only one issue that is shared
with the model for general elections: party credibility in protecting the poorest areas of the coun-
try by means of EU funds.

This means that H1 has to be rejected, while H2 is corroborated. In fact, our findings indicate
that, beside an undoubtable contamination of the two electoral arenas, EP elections are indeed
characterized by specific issue contents, which are significant predictors of electoral behaviour
in such a type of elections. Furthermore, to reiterate what we have already observed, net of the
reciprocal contamination of the two arenas, voters are anchored to their normal vote in
European elections in prevalence by EU-based anchoring issues.

Although the aforementioned fully specified models already reveal specific issue content for
each of the two electoral arenas, they still suffer from problems of overspecification and collinear-
ity. Indeed, credibilities for a party on different issues are – not surprisingly – highly correlated
with one another and, when they are included together in a regression model, they may produce
biased estimations. To mitigate problems related to multicollinearity, we have reduced the com-
plexity of the models, through a model selection procedure based on LASSO regularized regres-
sion (Frank and Friedman, 1993; Tibshirani, 1996), aiming to identify the best predictors among
the 30 issue credibilities.10

10LASSO regression has been introduced to manage regression analysis in the presence of a number of putative independ-
ent variables that is higher than the number of observations or is large enough to produce problems of overspecification and
multicollinearity (Ahrens et al., 2019). Therefore, it seems particularly useful in our analysis, which includes a large number
of issue-specific variables that are also strongly correlated. Going briefly into the details of the procedure, LASSO operates to
select the model that best fits the data at hand, selecting (out of many) only those independent variables that are really mean-
ingful to explain the dependent outcome. Thus, we adopt here an agnostic approach as for the issues that might affect our
dependent variables and we proceed inductively, by selecting relevant predictors based on the data. In order to select the
model that best fits the data, LASSO regression implements a penalization procedure under a twofold assumption. First,
LASSO assumes that among a large number of predictors, only a few are really relevant to explain the outcome variable.
Second, it assumes that the effects of irrelevant variables can be set to zero (sparsity assumption) or can be well-approached
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The issue selection resulting from the LASSO regression (Table 3) is in general consistent with
the findings of the fully specified multivariate model, albeit producing a richer and more nuanced
picture of the relevant anchoring issues. In terms of our hypotheses, again, H1 has to be rejected,
while H2 is empirically confirmed.

Not surprisingly, we find a large reciprocal contamination of the two electoral arenas, with seven
issues emerging as significantly preventing defections both in general and EP elections. Among
these, we find issues that are both domestic (flat tax; support of economic growth of Italy; job mar-
ket regulation) and genuinely European (budgetary policy of the EU; economic support to countries
affected by the economic crisis; the Euro; the protection of the poorest areas of the country through
EU funds). However, the specific, distinctive issue content of EP elections is confirmed, which dis-
proves H1. Further, crucially to verify H2, the distinctive issue content of EP elections relates to two
European issues (economic flexibility of the EU and the Erasmus program) and one domestic issue
(the reform of the pension system) with significant EU-related aspects in its national framing – as
we have mentioned above. Most importantly, these are the three issues that emerge as distinctively
and significantly preventing defections at EP elections also in the fully specified model.

Bringing together all these pieces of evidence, it is clear from our investigation that: (a) the
choice to defect from a party in the EP election is characterized by specific issue content, as spe-
cific (and distinctive) issues emerge as able to anchor EP vote to normal vote – in other words,
defections in EP elections are not simply due to non-political factors (e.g. lower turnout by
respondents with lower education) but they are shaped by issue attitudes; (b) these issue attitudes
also clearly include (and in a prominent role) EU-related issues. If it is true that European issues
already matter in national FOEs, to the extent that these same issues have now entered the
national competition (thus conditioning both national and EP vote), it is also true that
EU-related issues – alongside domestic issues – exert an additional, distinctive effect (i.e. beyond
the contamination common to the national and the European arenas) on the choice to defect
from the normal-vote party in EP elections.

On this basis, we can ultimately reject H1 (SOE hypothesis), and affirm the distinctiveness of
EP voting, alongside the presence of EU-related issues within it – the two elements required by
H2 to verify the ‘Europe matters’ hypothesis. Regarding the first element, this is clearly con-
firmed. EP voting would not be distinctive if, for example, EP defections (or their prevention)
would be only predicted by socio-demographic factors. Such defections instead clearly present
issue content, so that there is an issue distinctiveness of these elections. These findings could
still be compatible with a fully second-order explanation, if these issues would be only related
to national politics – for example, issues entirely managed by the national government – or
fully analogous to the issues affecting general elections. However, our data show that this is
not the case. Among the issues relevant for EP defections, we find several that are clearly related
to the EU and not relevant for vote choice in general elections. From this, we derive a general
interpretation of our empirical findings: Europe distinctively matters in EP elections, motivating

by zero (approximate sparsity) (Belloni et al., 2012). The rationale of LASSO is thus to produce a sparse solution, excluding
from the model those variables that contribute little to the model (β≈0). To do so, the procedure imposes a penalization
(i.e. the value Λ) to the regression coefficients (except for the intercept), setting the β for some variables to zero.
Specifically, LASSO selects different values of Λ for a given number of model specifications, and as the value of Λ increases,
β coefficients of some variables are shrunk to zero and removed from the model. The selection of the optimal level of Λ is
thus crucial to produce the sparse solution. In our implementation of the model, we choose the value of Λ that minimizes the
Extended BIC criterion (EBIC) (thus selecting the model based on the overall fitting of the model). It is worth noticing that
imposing a penalization to the coefficients and ‘tuning’ the parameters based on the overall model fit, the procedure operates
in such a way to ‘sacrifice’ the accuracy of the point estimates of coefficients (which are not, as a consequence, unbiased as in
usual regression) and, instead, privilege the overall fitting of the model. The basic idea is that, under certain circumstances, it
could be better to understand which variables predict better the outcome, rather than having a precise estimation of the vari-
able’s coefficients. As a consequence, the procedure does not yield confidence intervals and the usual significance levels for
coefficients. The output of the model is in fact a selection, out of the 30 independent variables included in the analysis, of the
predictors which provide the best model to explain the outcome of interest.
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voters to turn out and express a party preference. At the same time, we even found empirical con-
firmation for a distinctive importance of some domestic issues in EP elections, which indeed also
provides support for the second-order model – aside, however, an undoubtable presence of effects
of EU-related issues.

Discussion
Our analysis aimed at offering a contribution to the theoretical elaboration of individual-level
mechanisms related to existing models (so far mostly formulated and tested at the aggregate
level) of EP elections, namely the second-order vs. ‘Europe matters’ models. We confronted
this challenge from a specific vantage point. First, by leveraging an especially issue-rich,
individual-level dataset that allowed a much more nuanced conceptualization of EU-related issues
and attitudes. This allowed us to move beyond the simple, classic EU integration item, toward a
rich, comprehensive selection of real-world issues related to EU institutions and EU-affected
policy areas, compared and contrasted with genuinely domestic issues. Secondly, our empirical
strategy was tested in an election that presented a specific challenge – analysing the behaviour
of voters in reaction to what was set up one year earlier in Italy as the first entirely ‘populist’
government in a large Western European country.

Our findings present several points of interest. First of all, our analytic strategy appears prom-
ising in its ability to account for a large portion of the variance in voting behaviour. Despite the
presence of a very high volatility (at least in terms of vote shares) between the 2018 national and
the 2019 EP election, it is reassuring to learn that such volatility is not due to idiosyncratic or
ephemeral factors that go beyond our theoretical tools, but rather corresponds to a combination
of long-term factors and specific patterns of differential issue credibility across different parties,
which can indeed be understood according to their ability to prevent (or to further encourage)
voter defection at EP elections. Curiously, this is a mix of economic, cultural and institutional
issues, providing a more plausible picture, compared to Italian media portraits suggesting a dom-
inant immigration issue carried forward by the League’s Matteo Salvini.

So much for the substantive specifics of the 2019 result in Italy. In terms of the more general
theoretical and methodological meaning of our contribution, we have two main points to make.
On the one hand, this article demonstrates a novel research strategy for assessing second-order vs.
‘Europe matters’models in EP voting by controlling for the importance that EU-related issues have
acquired also in national elections (and also by leveraging a rich set of issues). On the other hand,
by drawing a connection with party identification and normal vote theory, we introduce a strategy

Table 3. LASSO logistic regression

Gen. elections EP elections

Flexibility of EU economic policy x
Flat tax x x
Job market regulation x x
Budgetary policy EU x x
EU support to countries hit by the crisis x x
Reform of the pension system x
Euro x x
Globalization x
Enlarge the Erasmus program x
Make Italy count more in Europe x
Protect poorest areas through EU funds x x
Support the economic growth of Italy x x
Make the EU more democratic x
Observations 723 723

Notes: For both defections at the general and EP elections, selection solutions are obtained for 50 lambdas. For defections at general
elections the lambda selected by EBIC is 14.17; for defections at EP elections the lambda selected by EBIC is 13.1.
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for assessing EP voting that goes beyond the simple comparison with general elections, providing
a third indicator acting as a benchmark for both EP and general elections. The results of this ana-
lysis provide a plausible picture that sees a clearly distinctive importance of EU-related issues,
alongside still present second-order effects.

The question that is left open is the generalizability of these findings. Indeed, the first ‘populist’
government in a large Western European country invested significantly on a stark confrontation with
Brussels in the months that preceded the 2019 EP election, making publicly visible and salient those
confrontations and negotiations that usually take place behind closed doors in the European Council.
As a result, it is perhaps not surprising that EU-related issues emerged as relevant for voting behav-
iour. What would happen instead in other countries whose governments invested much less on such
issues, or perhaps even tried to downplay these issues when raised by challenger parties? This
remains an open question, albeit one that – we argue – should be confronted with issue-equipped
datasets that are at least as rich as in our design, and perhaps with an analysis strategy that borrows
our emphasis on patterns of vote deviations rather than simply on vote choices.
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