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Abstract
This paper seeks to answer the question how congruent the policy positions of the 
four main Europarties were compared with their respective national member par-
ties, as well as how they influenced each other in the drafting process, using the 
comparative example of German parties in the EU election 2019. It finds that the 
programmatic congruence of Euro- and their German member parties is small, with 
only insignificant coherences in issue salience and policy prioritization. In fact, 
some parties are even revealed to have higher programmatic congruence with other 
German parties than with their own Europarty. Nevertheless, cases of up- and down-
loading of policy positions as well as general political reconciliation processes are 
reported for all parties.

Keywords  EU politics · Europarties · European democracy · European elections · 
Manifestoes

Introduction

Although European party federations (Europarties) have been formally recognized 
as ‘expressing the will of citizens of the Union’ in the Maastricht Treaty (Art. 10 
TEU), people still do not have the ability to directly vote for them in the European 
elections. Instead, citizens can only vote for their national member parties (Gaffney 
1996, p. 17). Hence, if it is true that Europarties shall express the will of their vot-
ers, it is therefore necessary that their policy positions are substantially aligned with 
those of their national member parties (Sigalas and Pollak 2012, p. 28; Hix and Lord 
1997, p. 204 f). But are they?

This paper thus seeks to answer the question how congruent the policy positions 
of the four main Europarties were compared with their respective national member 
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parties, using the comparative example of German parties in the most recent EU 
election 2019. It will empirically examine the programmatic role of the Europarties 
by assessing and comparing electoral manifestoes, as well as analysing conducted 
interviews with party officials. Thereby, it seeks to contribute to the general under-
standing of the programmatic relevance and impact of Europarties, as well as their 
relationship with and influence on their national members.

Theory

Overall, the field of European party structures is still principally under-researched. 
Consequently, only few studies have ever been conducted on examining the coher-
ence of Europarties and their national members. Moreover, nearly all of those have 
only assessed very broad dimensions of coherence, namely left/right (Camia and 
Caramani 2012; Mair and Thomassen 2010) or pro-/contra-EU alignment (Marks 
et al. 2000; 2002), and mostly also just concentrated on the horizontal relationship 
between either national parties (Ladrech 2002), Europarties (Gabel and Hix 2002), 
or MEPs and their parliamentary group (Hix et al 2005), instead of the vertical rela-
tionship with their respective Europarties. Only Sigalas et al. (2010; 2012) have so 
far focused on a vertical perspective of policy coherence in the case of the 2009 EU 
elections. This paper builds up on this existing groundwork, by further elaborating 
the respective theories and for the first time empirically testing them at the exam-
ple of the 2019 EU elections. It thereby seeks to contribute to the academic debate 
about the Europeanization of party structures.

Relevance of party accountability and programmatic congruence

According to Camia and Caramani (2012, p. 49), ‘converging and eventually cohe-
sive ideologies within party families cutting across national and territorial identities 
represent an important step in the integration of Europe from an electoral perspec-
tive.’ Albeit, at the moment, the interest in and salience of Europarties is rather low 
among citizens. To put in the words of Hix and Lord (1997, p. 15), they are ‘invis-
ible elements in the Union’s political infrastructure’. This is closely connected to the 
‘second-order’ character of European elections (Reif and Schmitt 1980): Accord-
ingly, voters do not base their electoral decision on EU issues, but rather on national 
considerations (Hobolt and Tilley 2014, p. 131). In fact, this is not least caused by 
the institutional framework of EU elections, which for now only lets national parties 
appear on the ballot paper. Thus, particularly Europarties (and their manifestoes) 
have so far played an insignificant role in public perception (Adams et al. 2011 p. 
2011).

Nevertheless, according to Mair and Thomassen (2010, p. 29), even ‘when voters 
vote on the basis of national issue dimensions, the aggregation of these national sys-
tems of political representation at the European level can still prove effective in rep-
resenting the will of the European people’ as insinuated by the EU Treaty. However, 
this would only be the case, ‘when (and if) the party systems across the member 
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states of the Union are congruent and when voters across Europe vote for similar 
reasons for similar parties belonging to a particular party family.’ Therefore, this is 
what this paper seeks to assess.

The programmatic role of Europarties

Today, all Europarties adopt European manifestoes prior to the EU elections, which 
‘are a reasonably accurate statement of the positions that the European political 
elites take on issues on the EU agenda’ (Gabel and Hix 2002, p. 937). Julie Smith 
(1996, p. 279) even regards it as the Europarties’ ‘most significant role’ to ‘co-ordi-
nate transnational party manifestos’. Accordingly, they ‘have relatively sophisticated 
systems […] to coordinate the positions of the national parties on the main issues on 
the EU agenda’: The European manifestoes are usually drafted in ‘special working 
groups’ (Hix and Lord 1997, p. 209) consisting of ‘senior party officials’, and sub-
sequently ‘signed at the highest political level, by the national party leaders’ (Gabel 
and Hix 2002, p. 937).

However, at the same time, most of their member parties have not renounced 
adopting their own national manifestoes for the EU elections, as well; and Europar-
ties are technically not able to force them to actually consider and adopt their com-
mon positions in those (Sigalas and Pollak, 2012, p. 29). Not least, because it is still 
those national parties, which appear on the ballot papers, the crucial question thus 
arises, how much the policy positions of their national manifestoes actually corre-
spond with those in the European manifestoes of their Europarty. After all, accord-
ing to Sigalas and Pollak (2012, p. 28), ‘a degree of ideological cohesion which can 
lead to agreements on common political positions at the public level is absolutely 
necessary for a political association to act as a party’. Consequently, by examining 
their programmatic coherence, one can also evaluate how much of a ‘party’ different 
Europarties actually already are. Considering that they do have divergent ideologi-
cal approaches towards European integration in general, it will be interesting to see 
whether this is also reflected in different levels of party integration.

According to Simon Hix (1996, p. 321), theories on the impact of European party 
structures ‘range from a “minimalist” view, which sees the [Europarties] as no more 
than transnational interest groups, to a “maximalist” view, which regards them as 
European-level political parties.’ Hence, while for instance Smith (1996, p. 279) 
states that national parties have accepted those common European manifestoes only 
‘with varying degrees of enthusiasm’, Hix and Lord (1997, p. 209) on the other hand 
noted that ‘there is a growing coherence in the policy platforms pursued by each 
Euro-party’. This paper will thus empirically assess these contradictory positions. 
Therefore, based on those, it will present three possible levels of integration in the 
following section and formulate respective hypotheses for every model.

The maximalist model: federal democracy (downloading)

Under a maximalist paradigm, Europarties would be regarded as ‘real’ parties, cen-
trally setting the policy on EU issues for all of their national members (Sigalas and 
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Pollak 2012, p. 24–26). Sigalas et al (2010, p. 4) call this case ‘federal democracy’, 
which insinuates a parallel to fully-fledged democratic states, in which manifestoes 
for national elections are normally solely adopted on federal level. Europeanization 
theory would refer to the underlying political process as (supranational/neo-func-
tional) top-down policy ‘downloading’ (Wong 2011, p. 158).

Consequently, if national parties even publish their own manifesto at all, one 
would expect full programmatic coherence, with national parties aligning to the pre-
viously adopted European standpoints (Sigalas et  al 2010, p. 4). This leads to the 
following hypotheses:

•	 (Hmax1) The European manifestoes are adopted before the national ones.
•	 (Hmax2) European policy positions are downloaded by national parties.
•	 (Hmax3a) The policy statements within national manifestoes are congruent with 

their European manifesto.
•	 (Hmax3b) The issue salience within national manifestoes is congruent with their 

European manifesto.
•	 (Hmax4) If programmatic disagreements emerge, national parties are expected to 

adjust their position to the European one.

The medium model: delegated democracy (uploading)

On the other side, the medium model, which Sigalas et al (2010, p. 3) refer to as 
‘delegated democracy’, sees Europarties just as coordinative platforms of national 
parties (Hix and Lord, 1997, p. 63f). Accordingly, positions in the European man-
ifestoes would originate from national interests that were advocated and accepted 
by the party leaders on European level. Europeanization theory would refer to this 
political process as (intergovernmental) bottom-up policy ‘uploading’ (Wong, 2011, 
p. 158).

Consequently, one would expect European manifestoes to be far less detailed than 
their national counterparts, and only to include those positions that all national party 
leaders could unanimously agree on. They would therefore only reflect lowest com-
mon denominator policies and have mainly the function of outlining the general pol-
icy priorities (Hix and Lord 1997, p. 13). However, although European manifestoes 
are less extensive, the member parties are at the same time expected to adopt at least 
those positions that could be agreed on European level, and especially ‘not to con-
tradict them’, as well as to adhere to the general policy prioritization (Smith 1996, p. 
281). This leads to the following hypotheses:

•	 (Hmed1) European manifestoes include less words and statements than national 
manifestoes.

•	 (Hmed2) National parties upload their positions to the European manifesto.
•	 (Hmed3) National parties adopt all European statements.
•	 (Hmed4) Policy statements in European manifestoes are never contradictory to a 

related statement in a national manifesto.
•	 (Hmed5) The general policy prioritization within national manifestoes is congru-

ent with their European manifesto.
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The minimalist model: regional democracy (crossloading)

The last model however sees no relevant programmatic role of Europarties what-
soever. In such a ‘regional’ democracy (Sigalas et al. 2010, p. 4), Europarties only 
function as lose networks of independent national parties, but have no significant 
impact on their specific policies. Therefore, any policy coherence would not result 
from active coordination, but rather from ideological vicinity (Hix et  al. 2005, p. 
213). Hence, the European manifestoes ‘count for little’ (Smith 1996, p. 281) and 
are ‘more symbolic than statements of intent’ (p. 279). Also Sara Hobolt (2014, 
p. 1531) seconds: ‘While Euro-parties produce electoral manifestos, the extent to 
which the national parties use these manifestos in their own campaigning has tradi-
tionally been minimal. Instead, European election campaigns have tended to focus 
on domestic political matters and be dominated by national political actors.’ Thus, 
one would expect:

•	 (Hmin1) There is no significant influence of Europarties on national manifestoes.

Nevertheless, also in regional democracies, there might be a programmatic cue 
for parties; and that is the perceived national interests. Accordingly, parties would 
rather orientate themselves by other national parties than by their Europarties. Euro-
peanization theory would refer to such a political process as (realist) horizontal pol-
icy ‘crossloading’ (Wong 2011, p. 158). This consideration is based on studies like 
the one of Dorussen and Nanou (2006), who explore how parties from the same 
member state unite on European issues, if national interests are at stake. Although 
previous studies have inter alia already examined the respective voting behaviour of 
MEPs and found that left/right ideology (and therefore party) alignment is hereby 
more important than national coherence (Hix et al. 2005; Marks et al. 2002), none 
has hitherto compared the programmatic coherence of manifestoes among national 
parties to their Europarties. Hence, the hypothesis for such a process is:

•	 (Hmin2) National manifestoes are programmatically closer to other national par-
ties than to their Europarty.

Methodology

In order to test the hypothesis stated above, this study analysed the electoral manifes-
toes for the 2019 EU elections of the four main Europarties—the Liberals (ALDE), 
Christian-Democrats (EPP), Greens (EGP) and Socialists (PES)—and their respec-
tive German member parties (FDP, CDU/CSU,1 GRÜNE and SPD). I decided to 
focus on those four political groups, which Gabel and Hix (2002, p. 935) describe 
as the ‘four main party families’, because they ‘have dominated politics in the EU’ 
since the 1970s (p. 937) and are the only Europarties that ‘possess all the elements 
of a transnational party federation’ (Hix 1996, p. 308). Germany as comparative 

1  CDU and its regional sister party CSU campaigned together with a common manifesto.
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counterpart was chosen, because (other than e.g. France or Italy) it has exactly one 
corresponding, major national party for every main Europarty, which simplifies the 
analysis. Moreover, since it is the largest and therefore most powerful member state, 
it is not only particularly important to look at, but it can also be assumed that if any 
member party has a decisive impact on the European manifesto, it should be the 
German.

In total, over 500 pages of manifestoes with roughly 110,000 words were cat-
egorized by hand into over 1470 distinct statements (codes). Each statement repre-
sents one specific policy pledge or political claim (not only the mention of an area).2 
Every new statement was categorized with one, and only one, code. The entire main 
body text of the manifestoes was coded following the MECE principle; other con-
tents, including headlines, pictures or table of contents, were excluded. I hereby fol-
lowed established methodology for content analysis of manifestoes (Gabel and Hix 
2002).

After that, the statements were controlled for any doublings and subsequently cat-
egorized into one of the 49 issue families defined by Sigalas et  al (2010, p. 14). 
Finally, these issue families were further grouped into eight broad policy fields, 
namely (1) Migration & Aid, (2) Social Rights & Labour, (3) Domestic, Security & 
Regions, (4) Economy, (5) Foreign Affairs, (6) Education & Innovation, (7) Envi-
ronment and (8) EU General.

Moreover, I conducted interviews and questionnaires with high-ranking officials 
from every party, who were involved in the drafting processes of the manifestoes. 
The names of the individuals have been anonymized and the answers translated 
from German.

Results and analysis

Hereinafter, the results of the collected data will be presented and analysed by refer-
ence to the hypotheses formulated in chapter 2.

The maximalist model: federal democracy (downloading)

•	 (Hmax1) The European manifestoes are adopted before the national ones.

All Europarties had set up working groups for drafting the manifestoes in mid-2018 
and, according to all party officials that were interviewed, there was an active pro-
grammatic exchange with the national parties. Three of four Europarties (ALDE, 
EPP and PES) also formally adopted their manifestoes before their German mem-
bers. However, the European Greens (EGP) passed their manifesto only after the 
German GRÜNE (see Table 1).

2  An example for a ‘statement’ was the call for a free Interrail-ticket for young people (included in the 
manifestoes of FDP, EPP, CDU/CSU and Grüne).
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Therefore, this hypothesis is accepted for the Liberals, Christian-Democrats and 
Socialists, while for the Greens it must be rejected. This indicates that the Green 
European manifesto could not have significantly pointed the way for the national 
manifesto and the latter was formulated independently. This contradicts the maxi-
malist model, which would expect an already adopted European manifesto to guide 
the programmatic process of its member parties.

Both Green party officials stated though that at least the draft European mani-
festo was nevertheless considered on national level; particularly through close and 
constant personal channels. This might also explain why both manifestoes bear the 
same title: ‘Time to renew the promise of Europe’ (EGP 2018, p. 1). However, both 
officials admitted at the same time that the EGP drafting process started much later 
than the one of the GRÜNE, which hampered the coordination process.

•	 (Hmax2) European policy positions are downloaded by national parties.

The maximalist model further predicts that the EU policy positions in national man-
ifestoes are mostly downloaded from European level. And indeed, most interviewed 
party officials could offhand name several examples of policy positions that were in 
fact borrowed from their respective Europarty: The ALDE/FDP official for instance 
called the reference to European universities in the national manifesto ‘a greeting 
to Macron’, since the French President had previously proposed those in his Sor-
bonne speech. The EGP/GRÜNE official mentioned European night trains as an idea 
that originated from the EGP. And the CSU/CDU official could even name a whole 
range of concrete policy proposals that were taken from the EPP manifesto, such as 
‘10,000 additional personnel for Frontex, an EU cyber-brigade within two years’, 
and the idea of a ‘masterplan against cancer, which […] was 1:1 adopted by CDU/
CSU’.

Therefore, a priori, this confirms the hypothesis. However, the mere fact that 
some policies were downloaded does not validate the maximalist paradigm, which 
expects the whole national manifesto to be programmatically coherent with its Euro-
pean counterpart. And in fact, most party officials stated at the same time that these 
examples were not the general rule (see also Hmed2 and Hmin1). Consequently, a 
closer look at the actual statements of both manifestoes is needed:

•	 (Hmax3a) The policy statements within national manifestoes are congruent with 
their European manifesto.

 To test the second hypothesis, hence the congruence of statements, following 
Niwattanakul et al (2013) and Sanger and Warin (2019), I used the Jaccard Coef-
ficient, which is defined by:

with E = statements in the European manifesto and N = statements in the national 
manifesto. Moreover, it pertains that J ∈ [0, 1] , where 0 means no and 1 total 

J(E,N) =
|E ∩ N|
|E ∪ N|
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congruence of policy statements (i.e. political positions). For the examined manifes-
toes, this led to the following results:

•	 ALDE ∶ J
(
E
A
,N

A

)
=

171

652
≈ 0.262

•	 EPP ∶ J
(
E
P
,N

P

)
=

151

417
≈ 0.362

•	 EGP ∶ J
(
E
G
,N

G

)
=

272

914
≈ 0.298

•	 PES ∶ J
(
E
S
,N

S

)
=

114

485
≈ 0.235

Those quantitative data now indicate significant divergences between the European 
and national manifestoes. Although the national parties did have between 23.51 
(SPD) and 36.21 (CDU/CSU) per cent of all statements in common with their 
Europarty, the vast majority of statements were different. As shown in Table 1, this 
mainly results from a large amount of statements that were only included in the 
national manifesto.

Thus, on average, only 28.93 per cent of all statements were congruent among 
Euro- and national parties. Furthermore, European statements only constituted 
between 24.95 (SPD) and 51.54 (CDU/CSU) per cent of all statements within 
national manifestoes (on average 34.65 per cent). Therefore, the Christian-Demo-
crats have the most and the Socialists the least congruent manifestoes, but overall, 
no party came even close to the predicted full programmatic coherence.

Note that the fact that if a statement was marked ‘European’ or ‘national only’, 
this does not necessarily indicate that both party levels have different positions on 
the topic, but only that the statement appeared in just one manifesto. Nevertheless, 
the small Jaccard Coefficients suggest that the national parties did not fully align to 
the previously adopted European standpoints, as the maximalist model suggested, 
but in fact independently formulated their own national manifestoes with unique 
statements.

•	 (Hmax3b) The issue salience within national manifestoes is congruent with their 
European manifesto.

However, it might be the case that, although the national parties included additional 
statements, at least the salience of each issue family was congruent in both manifes-
toes. According to Sigalas and Pollak (2012, p. 32), ‘when the national manifestos 
focus largely on the same thematic families’, ‘high programmatic convergence’ can 
be assumed. Following Hix (1999, p. 82), the issue salience was therefore ‘meas-
ured by calculating the percentage [of words] of each document dedicated to all the’ 
statements of that issue family and subsequently compared (see Table 2).3

3  I also calculated the issue saliences by using the number of codes per issue family for comparison. 
However, they did not lead to significantly different results.
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The results show that also the issue saliences of the national manifestoes differ 
significantly from the European manifestoes. Even among the top-13 issue families,4 
one can already recognize major differences in priorities (*/**): For example, while 
PES dedicates 13.95 per cent of their manifesto to social affairs (which even repre-
sents the largest issue salience of all), it only constitutes 4.22 per cent of the SPD 
manifesto; thus, just a third of space and even less than ‘EU democracy’. Similarly, 
while the EGP spends only 4.46 per cent on foreign affairs, the German GRÜNE 
devote 10.02 per cent to it.

Among all 49 issue families, FDP and GRÜNE deviate on average more than 1.5 
and SPD 2.33 percentage points from their European manifesto,5 making the lat-
ter once more the most incongruent party, with also the most significant deviations 
among the top-13. CDU/CSU on the other side again shows the highest congru-
ence, but still at a low level. Moreover, the conducted Pearson’s Chi-squared tests 
for the number of words in each issue family show highly significant independences 
(p < 0.001) for all parties and Χ2-statistics far above the critical value of 65.17 (for 
α = 0.05). Therefore, the issue saliences cannot be regarded as congruent and hence, 
also this hypothesis must be rejected.

•	 (Hmax4) If programmatic disagreements emerge, national parties are expected to 
adjust their position to the European one.

Although SPD, FDP and GRÜNE officials stated that they did internally discuss to 
alter a position that conflicted with the European manifesto, none of all interviewed 
party officials was aware of any case in which their national party actually changed 
its manifesto in order to avoid programmatic disagreements. Instead, SPD, FDP and 
GRÜNE stated that they actively worked towards changing the policy position in 
the European manifesto. Hence, also having in mind the results above, a top-down 
maximalist process must be discarded for all parties. Therefore, the following sec-
tion will turn towards the medium model:

The medium model: delegated democracy (uploading)

•	 (Hmed1) European manifestoes include less words and statements than national 
manifestoes.

As evident from Table 1, national manifestoes did indeed include both more words 
and statements. In addition, most of the interviewed party officials stated that the 
European manifesto is ‘generally shorter, handier, and less specific’ (SPD Official), 
because it supposedly only serves the purpose of outlining the general policy pri-
orities of the group, while national manifestoes must be much more detailed (EGP/
GRÜNE Official). The EGP/GRÜNE official reasoned that this results from the fact 
that on European level, much more interests from different national backgrounds 
must be coordinated and reconciled.

5  For comparison: The average issue salience is 2.04 per cent.

4  i.e. all issue families that appeared among the top-3 of any party + those that appeared among the top-
10 of more than 3 parties. Together, the top-13 issue families represent more than 50% of all manifestoes.
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Notably though, only the CDU/CSU official stated that, albeit being slightly 
shorter, the EPP manifesto was ‘more profound and detailed’, while on the con-
trary the national manifesto had the objective to rather only reflect the ‘general 
guidelines’.

•	 (Hmed2) National parties upload their positions to the European manifesto.

Although most national parties adopted their manifestoes after the Europarties, all 
party officials confirmed that they influenced the European manifesto in the drafting 
process by uploading own positions. In fact, they could even state concrete national 
policy proposals, which made their way into the European manifesto: Accordingly, 
for instance, the GRÜNE could insert an immediate ban of toxic pesticides and dis-
criminating algorithms, as well as a digital regulating authority (GRÜNE Official), 
the PES statements on sustainability reportedly came from the German SPD (SPD 
Official), and the FDP claimed to have set the general narrative of the ALDE mani-
festo (ALDE/FDP Official). Only the EPP/CDU and CSU/CDU officials again stated 
that the process rather ran the other way round.

•	 (Hmed3) National parties adopt all European statements.

According to Table  1, German parties adopted between 54.91 (CDU/CSU) and 
80.28 (SPD) per cent of the statements in the European manifesto. Interestingly, 
although the Christian-Democrats seemed to be most congruent when it comes to 
overall statements and issue salience, in the adoption rate of European statements 
they thus turn out to be least compliant. That can be explained by the little amount 
of own (national only) statements. Hence, a higher congruence rate does not neces-
sarily point towards a higher adoption rate and thus actual compliance with Euro-
pean policy positions.

Although the mentioned adoption rates are far from all statements, and the 
hypothesis can thus not be fully supported, the relatively high numbers anyways sug-
gest a significant influence of the European manifestoes. Sigalas and Pollak (2012, 
p. 32) even regard any adoption rate above 50 per cent still as ‘high programmatic 
convergence’. Accordingly, even though the medium model implies the adoption of 
all lowest common denominators (i.e. all European statements), the results should 
not be misinterpreted to discard any interdependence.

Nevertheless, all Europarty manifestoes include some even quite concrete state-
ments that were disregarded on national level: For example, the EGP (2018, p. 4) 
urges for an ‘increase [of] marine protected areas to 20% of our seas’, PES (2019, 
p. 1) for ‘a ban on zero-hours contracts’, ALDE (2018, p. 8) wants to ‘abolish 
geoblocking’, and EPP (2019, p. 13) to cut ‘1.000 outdated rules and regulations’. 
Hence, the question remains, why some (like those) European statements were not 
adopted by their member parties, although they did already just constitute a lowest 
common denominator.

Several reasons are thinkable: First, it could be explained with mere disregard: 
This option would support the minimalist model and will be considered for Hmin1. 
However, second, national parties might also feel that some concrete positions in 



391Congruence of national and Europarty manifestoes in the EU…

the European manifesto are just not of interest for their national electorate, although 
they do not principally oppose them: For instance, the EGP/GRÜNE official men-
tioned that Nordic member parties had lobbied to include some specific positions 
concerning the arctic in the EGP manifesto, which were very important for them, 
but of no significant interest for the GRÜNE. Hence, they consented it on European 
level, but did not adopt it in their national manifesto anyways, because they felt that 
this was not relevant for them.

And third, it could also constitute a form of constructive abstention: Accord-
ingly, and analogous to Article 31 TEU, member parties might choose not to block 
an issue on European level in order to resolve a deadlock, but then leave it aside 
in their national manifesto. In fact, some interviewed party officials did admit that 
their national party had different opinions on a few policy positions in the European 
manifesto, but just kept silent about it in order to avoid conflicts:

For instance, the SPD representative stated that ‘the PES was considerably 
clearer and more pointed concerning climate change and a digital tax, while the 
SPD leadership was more chary in this regard, and thereby more in line with the 
German Ministry of Finance.6’ However, according to him, there were also internal 
factions that pushed for a more progressive standpoint. Thus, they decided not to 
bring up those controversial issues, ‘in order to avoid visible contradictions with the 
PES manifesto.’ (SPD Official) This would be in line with the finding of Hellström 
and Blomgren (2016, p. 265) that ‘political parties downplay issues in response to 
internal divisions among their supporters.’

Another notable example was mentioned by the EGP/GRÜNE official, who stated 
that the GRÜNE actively decided to refrain from putting forward too many amend-
ments at the EGP congress, in order to avoid the impression of pomposity, since 
they are the largest member party. Moreover, an explicit case of constructive absten-
tion can in fact even be found in the EGP manifesto, where a small note indicates: 
‘Alternattiva Demokratika, Malta, registers its objection to all references to abor-
tion’ (EGP 2019, p. 12). Consequently, at least parts of the not-adopted European 
statements may be explained by such considerations.

•	 (Hmed4) Policy statements in European manifestoes are never contradictory to a 
related statement in a national manifesto.

The previous section revealed that the national parties did not adopt every statement 
of the European manifesto. Nevertheless, as was also argued regarding Hmax3a, this 
alone does not necessarily mean active opposition to and thus (public) incoherence 
with the Europarty. However, this would be the case, if the national party not only 
keeps silent about an issue, but also openly contradicts it.

Looking at the concrete statements though, such examples are in fact very rare. 
The few slight differences, for instance a more open wording about the accession of 
the Western-Balkans in the EPP (2019, p. 7) manifesto compared to the CDU/CSU 
(2019, p. 21), or different concepts for youth voluntary services among the EGP 

6  Which was headed by a SPD minister at the time.
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(2018, p. 8) and the GRÜNE (2018, p. 172), are not notable enough to constitute 
real contradictions. Therefore, this hypothesis cannot be rejected.

•	 (Hmed5) The general policy prioritization within national manifestoes is congru-
ent with their European manifesto.

As predicted by the medium model, and confirmed by several party officials (see 
Hmed1), the European manifesto has the most important aim to determine the gen-
eral policy prioritization of the group, rather than stating detailed policy measures. 
Thus, one would expect the manifestoes to be at least congruent when it comes to 
the prioritization of broad policy fields. Therefore, the percentage of words per 
policy field7 was measured and ranked accordingly, in order to assess the level of 
coherence.

As Table 3 shows though, even among those general policy fields, there is again 
no significant coherence in salience, and not even in ranking, within party groups. 
The very few cases of equal ranks (*), together with the strongly significant results 
of the conducted Chi-squared tests instead once more indicate high levels of inde-
pendence. Even when looking at the order in which issues were presented in the 
manifestoes, there was little resemblance: The only parallel was that both green 

Table 3   Words per policy field (%) and rank. Source Own data (see "Appendix")

*Same rank (rank in parentheses)

ALDE FDP EPP CDU/CSU EGP GRÜNE PES SPD

1 Migration & aid 11.00 8.73 10.03 8.48 7.71 9.16 7.17 6.45
(5) (7) (6) (7) (5) (7) (5) (8)

2 Social rights & labour 10.93 8.06 18.36 10.86 22.40 15.60 39.62 23.39
(6) (8) (2) (4) (1) (3) (1)* (1)*

3 Domestic, Security & 
regions

6.67 12.62 5.64 10.00 5.88 9.22 7.07 9.71
(8) (4) (7) (6) (6)* (6)* (6) (5)

4 Economy 17.14 17.63 17.86 21.43 20.16 18.83 15.22 16.50
(2) (1) (3) (1) (2) (1) (2)* (2)*

5 Foreign affairs 12.71 14.10 10.09 10.41 5.12 12.30 4.81 9.12
(3)* (3)* (5)* (5)* (8) (4) (7)* (7)*

6 Education & innovation 12.68 14.92 11.44 11.25 5.86 11.67 4.07 13.72
(4) (2) (4) (3) (7) (5) (8) (3)

7 Environment 8.83 11.80 4.71 7.14 17.32 16.10 7.66 9.20
(7) (6) (8) (8) (3) (2) (4) (6)

8 EU general 20.04 12.15 21.86 20.43 15.55 7.12 14.38 11.91
(1) (5) (1) (2) (4) (8) (3) (4)

p-value for Χ2  < 0.001  < 0.001  < 0.001  < 0.001

7  The corresponding results for codes per policy field did not lead to significantly different outcomes.
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parties stated ecological and the Social-Democrats social issues first, respectively 
(which comes with no surprise).8 Therefore, this hypothesis must be rejected.

Overall, it can be concluded for the medium model that, other than expected, 
national parties did not adopt all European statements and even the general policy 
prioritization differed significantly from their Europarties. Hence, also the related 
theory of a ‘delegated democracy’ cannot fully be supported, although national par-
ties did in fact both up- and download some positions to/from European level.

The minimalist model: regional democracy (crossloading)

•	 (Hmin1) There is no significant influence of Europarties on national manifestoes.

As predicted by the minimalist model, the measurable impact of the European mani-
festoes thus seems to be low. Also most party officials stated in the questionnaire 
that they perceived their influence on the national manifestoes as ‘small’. In fact, 
the GRÜNE official even openly stated that the European manifesto ‘did not actu-
ally alter the programmatic statements’ of the GRÜNE manifesto, ‘also because the 
national manifesto was adopted earlier’, but at the same time stressed that anyways, 
‘there were no significant controversies’. Insofar, the hypothesis cannot be rejected 
for ALDE/FDP, EGP/GRÜNE, and PES/SPD, albeit, as shown above, some (minor) 
cases of influence were reported.

Only the representatives from CDU/CSU by contrast replied that the EPP man-
ifesto had a ‘large’ (EPP/CDU Official) or even ‘very large’ (CSU/CDU Official) 
programmatic impact. In fact, the CSU/CDU official stated that ‘in the overall pro-
grammatic process, the EPP […] was even more decisive than the own party lead-
ership’. ‘Although it did not literally write the CDU/CSU manifesto’, he said, ‘the 
overall programmatic lead resided in the EPP.’

•	 (Hmin2) National manifestoes are programmatically closer to other national par-
ties than to their Europarty.

Table 4   Number of same statements. Source Own data (see "Appendix")

*More same statements than with the European manifesto (the percentage in parenthesis refers to the 
respective national statements in total)

FDP CDU GRÜNE SPD

Europarty 171 (29.5%) 151 (51.5%) 272 (32.6%) 114 (24.9%)
FDP 579 (100%) 177* (60.4%) 271 (32.5%) 170* (37.2%)
CDU 177* (30.6%) 293 (100%) 159 (19.0%) 123* (26.9%)
GRÜNE 271* (46.8%) 159* (54.3%) 835 (100%) 299* (65.4%)
SPD 170 (29.4%) 123 (42.0%) 299* (35.8%) 457 (100%)
Same with national par-

ties only in total
202* (34.9%) 105 (35.8%) 251 (30.1%) 238* (52.1%)

8  For the Christian-Democrats (EPP: immigration / security vs. CDU/CSU: economy) and Liberals 
(ALDE: defending values vs. FDP: institutional reforms), even this was not the case.
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However, the ‘regional democracy’ model not only predicts an insignificant impact 
of the European manifestoes, but also a higher influence of other national parties, 
manifested in programmatic ‘crossloading’. To test this hypothesis, I compared 
the number of same statements from the European manifesto with other national 
manifestoes:

Interestingly, as Table 4 shows, for every national party, there are indeed exam-
ples of higher congruence (i.e. more statements in common) with another German 
party than with its own Europarty (*): For example, while the SPD only adopted 
114 statements from the PES manifesto (which represent 24.9 per cent of all its 457 
national statements), it had 299 statements in common with the CDU9 (65.4 per 
cent). Furthermore, I also compared the number of statements that a national party 
only had in common with at least one other German party (hence excluding policy 
positions that were also part of the European manifesto). Even in this case, two par-
ties, FDP and SPD, had still more ‘national only’ statements in common with other 
German parties, than same statements with their own Europarty.

However, note that these data do not directly imply a lack of coherence with the 
own Europarty, since, as the results for Hmed3 showed, the national parties did in 
fact adopt a high percentage of European statements (they were just less in absolute 
numbers in some cases). Furthermore, it was outside the scope of this paper to (1) 
compare those results with national parties in other member states, and (2) to run 
the same tests as conducted with the European manifestoes above with the other 
national manifestoes, so it cannot give an indication about attributes like congruence 
in issue salience, which would be needed though in order to eliminate disturbances, 
such as the length of national manifestoes.

Nevertheless, the results do again heavily question both the maximum and 
medium model, since those would predict the Europarties to play a much more sig-
nificant (or even predominant) role compared to other national parties. On contrary, 
the higher coherence among some national parties do suggest that perceived com-
mon national interests should not be disregarded when it comes to EU elections; 
once more supporting the theory of ‘second-order elections’ (Reif and Schmitt, 
1980). However, to thoroughly assess those effects would be the task of possible 
further research.

Discussion

As was shown by the foregoing analysis, the answer to the initial research question, 
how congruent the policy positions of the four main Europarties were compared 
with their respective German member parties, and the overall programmatic role of 
Europarties in this respect, is not that clear-cut. On the one hand, national parties did 
neither adopt all statements, nor align to the issue salience or even policy prioritiza-
tion of the European manifestoes. On the other hand, they did not entirely ignore 

9  With which the SPD was governing together in Germany at the time. Such correlations might be of 
interest for further research.
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them as well, but both up- and downloaded a significant amount of policy positions 
to/from the European level.

Consequently, none of the introduced models is able to thoroughly explain the 
impact of Europarties on the programmatic process regarding the EU elections 
2019. Albeit, this was also never their aspiration, since they only represent idealistic 
models. However, what could indeed be shown is that the maximalist model (federal 
democracy) is the least appropriate theory to explain the interaction between Euro- 
and national parties, since all its hypotheses had to be clearly discarded. Accord-
ingly, for most German parties, there was no indication that their Europarty deci-
sively guides their whole national manifesto; if at all, then rather vice versa.

Only with the Christian-Democrats, there were findings that point to a more 
maximalist approach: With the highest Jaccard Coefficient (i.e. share of same state-
ments), the highest percentage of European statements in the national manifesto, the 
highest congruence in issue salience (i.e. lowest deviation), and also matching state-
ments by both interviewed party officials, the CDU/CSU seems to be the most inte-
grated party that was examined. Surely, at the same time, it had the lowest adoption 
rate of European statements and, such as the other parties, no congruence in issue 
salience or policy prioritization as well as higher statement convergence with some 
other German parties—so it can still not be regarded as an example for a full ‘fed-
eral democracy’. Nevertheless, the question remains, how the former findings can be 
explained.

One possible answer to that is delivered by the interviewed CSU/CDU official: 
According to him, the close reconciliation can mainly be explained by the fact that 
Manfred Weber was the Spitzenkandidat of both CDU/CSU and EPP, and thus 
‘played a decisive role’ in the whole process. Hence, he stated, the whole program-
matic lead resided in Weber, who ‘was given free rein’ by the party leadership. In 
fact, the EPP reportedly even posted own personnel to the party bureau of CDU/
CSU. Hence, for the 2019 EU elections, the programmatic process of the Christian-
Democrats was apparently indeed more ‘downloading’ than ‘uploading’. This was as 
well confirmed by the CSU/CDU official, who stated that conversely, the EPP mani-
festo was drafted mostly autonomously on European level, with only a personal link 
via the office of Manfred Weber. However at the same time, according to him, this 
was an exceptional situation, not only due to Weber, but also because for the first 
time, CDU and CSU rallied behind one common electoral manifesto; so already on 
national level, a reconciliation process was necessary.

Overall, although the results suggest a generally rather low programmatic congru-
ence, they should nevertheless be interpreted relative to the level of EU democracy 
as a whole. At the current stage of European integration, and given the still non-state 
character of the EU as well as the decentral election of the European Parliament, 
we can and should not expect Europarties to already function as fully-fledged fed-
eral parties. In fact, the high (albeit not full) adoption rates of European statements 
of consistently above 50 per cent do indicate a certain programmatic influence of 
Europarties. Moreover, all interviewed party officials also stated that the influence 
of their Europarties on the national level has increased compared to the last elec-
tions. Although this could not be quantitatively verified for now, it suggests growing 
relevance of Europarties; and would be another field for further research.
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Limitations

As explained in the initial methodology section, this paper focused on the main four 
Europarties and their German members. Hence, it can specifically not make asser-
tions about other, smaller Euro- and member parties. It may well be that national 
parties in smaller member states download more positions from the European mani-
festo. Moreover, possible national differences in, for example, party structures, tradi-
tions, and participation in government, as well as political history (such as length 
of EU membership) might distort the expected results for parties in other member 
states (Rashkova 2014).

Although the presented findings therefore cannot be unconditionally generalized 
to all parties in Europe, the paper nevertheless contributes to a general understand-
ing of European party structures and their programmatic processes; particularly in 
relation to the largest and most powerful member state Germany. Thus, inter alia 
the maximalist model could be exposed as an unlikely explanation of the European 
party system as a whole, since it would require all member parties to have a highly 
coherent programme; so incongruence with one (and in this case even the largest) 
member state / party already dismantles this theory. In parts, this also applies to the 
medium model. Hence, only the minimalist model remains largely unchallenged.

Furthermore, it is important to stress that this paper did not seek to analyse the 
principal ideological coherence of Europarties and their national members, as other 
studies have done before. Instead, it solely looked at concrete policy proposals and 
claims. Therefore, it would be misplaced to draw conclusions about the general ide-
ological proximity of parties from the presented results.

Conclusion

As argued in the introduction, Europarties are referred to as ‘expressing the will of 
citizens of the Union’ in the EU Treaty (Art. 10 TEU), and they also often depict 
themselves accordingly; most recently particularly concerning the Spitzenkandi-
daten for Commission President (Hobolt 2014). However, the findings of this paper 
suggest that the national parties, which actually appear on the ballot paper, do not 
necessarily share the same positions on EU policies. In fact, no significant congru-
ence of policy positions of the four main Europarties with their German member 
parties could be detected for the EU elections 2019, although the Europarties did 
play a role in the drafting process of manifestoes and national parties did indeed up- 
and download a significant amount of policy proposals to/from the European level.

Hence, the assessment of Hix and Lord (1997, p. 197) that ‘real parties at the 
European level are still some way off’ seems to be true until today. If Europarties 
seek to become ‘real’ parties at one point in time though, which can actually claim 
to represent the people’s will, the programmatic coherence with their national mem-
ber parties therefore has to be improved. Until then, EU citizens will presumably 
continue disregarding their European manifestoes and instead predominantly rely-
ing on national cues. Eventually, such as in other fields, this stands and falls with 
the willingness of national parties to transfer significant policy-making competences 
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to the European level; by either voluntarily relinquishing their power to adopt own 
electoral manifestoes, or by institutional changes, such as the idea of transnational 
lists, through which Europarties might be directly elected in the future. Right now 
though, such further steps of political integration are still far-off.

Appendix

Electoral manifestoes:

ALDE (2018): ‘The Liberal vision for the future of Europe’, adopted 10/11/2018

CDU (2019): ‘Unser Europa macht stark‘, adopted 25/03/2019

EGP (2018): ‘Time to renew the promise of Europe’, adopted 25/11/2018

EPP (2019): ‘Let’s open the next chapter for Europe together‘, adopted 20/03/2019

FDP (2019): ‘Europas Chancen nutzen’, adopted 27/01/2019

GRÜNE (2018): ‘Europas Versprechen erneuern‘, adopted 11/11/2018

PES (2019): ‘A New Social Contract for Europe’, adopted 23/02/2019

SPD (2019): ‘Kommt zusammen und macht Europa stark!‘, adopted 23/03/2019

Interviews:

ALDE/FDP Official (25/07/2019)

CDU/CSU Official (23/07/2019)

EGP/GRÜNE Official (19/07/2019)

EPP/CDU Official (06/08/2019)

FDP Official (15/07/2019)

GRÜNE Official (16/07/2019)

SPD Official (01/08/2019)
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