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a. Abstract 
This dissertation assesses whether MEPs from the EPP and the S&D parliamentary groups have 

changed their rhetoric approach towards each other in the last four legislatures. The study is conducted 

manually and through the lenses of content analysis, taking a qualitative and quantitative approach 

on a sample of MEPs from the two groups who have covered the role of group coordinators in 

parliamentary committees. All the plenary contributions of the given legislatures of every MEP are 

carefully read and coded through different criteria. In this analysis, the evaluation of language and 

context especially allows to categorise every statement as a non-attack, an attack or an heavy attack. 

Hypothesising that MEPs from the two bigger pro-EU groups may have started to express vocal 

dissatisfaction towards the EPP-S&D majority more frequently than in the past, this analysis finds 

that, between the 7th and 10th legislatures the number of attacks out of the total number of statements 

has increased, mostly driven by German S&D MEPs. 
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b. Italian summary 
Questa tesi ha l’obiettivo di analizzare come la retorica degli interventi in plenaria degli 

europarlamentari del gruppo del Partito Popolare Europeo (PPE) e del gruppo dei Socialisti e 

Democratici (S&D) si sia evoluta a partire dalla settima legislatura del Parlamento Europeo. 

L’attenzione è principalmente riservata a come gli eurodeputati di PPE e S&D si rivolgano gli uni 

verso gli altri, nel tentativo di verificare se, nel corso del tempo, la conflittualità verbale tra i due 

gruppi sia in qualche misura cambiata.   

La domanda di ricerca parte da una principale constatazione: come un’ampia produzione 

accademica ha già dibattuto e analizzato, il Parlamento Europeo si è storicamente retto su una 

maggioranza a trazione europeista e politicamente trasversale, con sia il PPE sia i S&D (nelle loro 

varie forme) al suo interno. Prima delle elezioni del 2024, nessuno dei due gruppi, rispettivamente, 

oggi, il primo e il secondo per seggi, ha mai avuto i numeri per formare una maggioranza 

propriamente politica, motivo per cui fin dagli albori il Parlamento Europeo è andato strutturandosi 

come un parlamento nel quale vige una cultura del compromesso, dovendo infatti far approvare le 

medesime misure a quelli che sono il gruppo del tradizionale centrodestra europeo e quello del 

tradizionale centrosinistra. Nonostante, infatti, all’interno di buona parte degli Stati membri i partiti 

facenti parte di PPE e di S&D siano storicamente rivali e su fronti opposti, all’interno del Parlamento 

Europeo questi partiti sono sempre stati chiamati a collaborare. 

A partire dalle elezioni europee del 2009, il PPE e i S&D hanno iniziato a veder diminuire il 

loro numero complessivo di seggi. Nelle elezioni del 2019, i due gruppi sommati non sono riusciti 

per la prima volta a raggiungere la maggioranza. Alle elezioni del 2024, pur confermando un numero 

di seggi paragonabile a quello raggiunto nel 2019, i risultati deludenti degli altri gruppi europeisti, in 

particolare quello dei Verdi e quello dei liberali di Renew Europe, e quelli positivi dei gruppi a destra 

del PPE hanno fatto sì che, per la prima volta nella storia del Parlamento Europeo, una maggioranza 

alternativa e propriamente politica abbia tecnicamente i numeri per esistere. Seppur la letteratura 

scientifica e la cronaca giornalistica giudichino che tale maggioranza di destra, che unirebbe PPE, 

ECR, PfE e ENS, avrebbe troppe difficoltà per poter durare e funzionare, la sola possibilità di poter 

esistere è di per sé un fatto senza precedenti nella storia dell’Unione Europea. 

La letteratura accademica, però, ha fin qui rilevato come, nel momento più cruciale, quello dei 

voti all’interno del Parlamento Europeo, la maggioranza europeista, retta da PPE e S&D, abbia fin 

qui tenuto. Nel corso della nona legislatura, iniziata nel 2019, è stato rilevato come essa abbia votato 

in maniera più coesa che mai. Va infatti sottolineato che il funzionamento dell’intera Unione Europea 

passi in buona misura dalla tenuta di tale maggioranza: la procedura legislativa ordinaria richiede, per 

far sì che una misura sia approvata, che sia il Parlamento sia il Consiglio dell’Unione Europea si 
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esprimano a suo favore. La raggiunta di un consenso in entrambi le istituzioni richiede che tra di esse 

vi sia allineamento e collaborazione, motivo aggiuntivo per cui la tradizionale maggioranza 

europeista all’interno del Parlamento ha favorito il raggiungimento di accordi all’interno del 

Consiglio, nel quale devono convivere rappresentanti di governi talvolta politicamente molto distanti. 

Un Parlamento con una maggioranza politica, come la potenzialmente attuabile maggioranza di destra 

della legislatura corrente, renderebbe difficile il raggiungimento di un compromesso con i governi 

ideologicamente più distanti, senza i quali il Consiglio potrebbe non avere i numeri per raggiungere 

a sua volta una maggioranza utile ad approvare una misura o l’altra. In altri termini, senza la 

tradizionale maggioranza europeista, ancorata su PPE e i S&D, l’Unione Europea potrebbe incorrere 

in un’impasse generalizzata. 

Se da una parte i partiti all’interno del PPE e dei S&D si trovano quindi spinti a collaborare 

anche in virtù della struttura istituzionale dell’Unione, dall’altra devono fronteggiare un contesto 

politico complesso. La crisi generalizzata dei partiti tradizionali e la crescente polarizzazione, in 

particolare, hanno favorito l’emergere di nuovi attori politici più radicali rispetto ai membri di PPE e 

S&D nella maggior parte dei Paesi dell’Unione. Tali attori, che spesso si fanno portavoce di istanze 

populiste e anti-establishment, hanno negli anni ottenuto risultati elettorali positivi, attingendo anche 

al bacino elettorale dei partiti tradizionali, che si sono quindi ritrovati a perdere un considerevole 

numero di voti (tale da escluderne nella maggior parte dei casi aspirazioni a vincere maggioranze in 

solitaria).  Di conseguenza, gli storici partiti di centrodestra e centrosinistra sono frequentemente posti 

di fronte alla scelta di collaborare tra loro, formando coalizioni trasversali (e sotto una certa misura 

paragonabili a quella del Parlamento Europeo), o di allearsi con questi nuovi attori, formando 

maggioranze politiche più radicali e polarizzanti. In alcuni Paesi, come la Germania e la Romania, i 

partiti tradizionali hanno preferito non includere attori percepiti come radicali o non avvezzi ai 

normali processi democratici, applicando il cosiddetto “cordone sanitario”. In altri, come l’Italia e la 

Finlandia, si è deciso invece di cooperare con questi nuovi attori politici, includendoli anche in 

maggioranze di governo. 

Il successo di questi nuovi partiti è un segnale della radicalizzazione e crescente polarizzazione 

dell’elettorato. Il cambiamento delle caratteristiche dei votanti ha di conseguenza condotto anche i 

partiti tradizionali a riconsiderare strategie e posizioni politiche, anche nel tentativo di avvicinarsi 

alla volontà degli elettori. Se, però, per esempio, un partito membro del PPE si riposizionasse più a 

destra o formasse una maggioranza con un partito di quella che è identificata come estrema destra, 

sarebbe plausibile aspettarsi reazioni critiche da parte del gruppo dei S&D (e viceversa). In altri 

termini, i partiti tradizionali si trovano, in linea generale, tra due fuochi: da una parte, a livello 

nazionale, devono fronteggiare sia l’area ideologicamente opposta sia attori di nuovo corso più 
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radicali; dall’altra, a livello europeo, sia centrodestra sia centrosinistra devono cooperare in quella 

che è la classica maggioranza europeista. Tale collaborazione, sia che essa sia a livello nazionale che 

a livello europeo, è però incline a produrre low-common denominator policies, vale a dire accordi 

politici al ribasso, al minimo comun denominatore, che rischiano di non soddisfare un elettorato 

sempre più polarizzato e che di conseguenza andrebbe a punirne elettoralmente gli artefici.  

Questa ricerca, quindi, ipotizza che nel corso del tempo i membri di PPE e S&D possano aver 

iniziato ad attaccarsi l’un l’altro con crescente frequenza nel tentativo di riaffermare la propria 

identità e distanza dall’altro gruppo, pur continuando a votare assieme. Preso infatti atto che la 

letteratura scientifica confermi che tra retorica e condotta in termini di voto esiste della distanza, a 

dire che non sempre un membro di un parlamento dice e vota le stesse cose, questa ricerca si chiede 

se, a fronte di pattern di voto stabili, gli europarlamentari dei due gruppi abbiano iniziato a rivolgere 

l’un l’altro interventi in plenaria meno concilianti e più vicini a dinamiche di opposizione.  

Per valutare questo ipotetico cambiamento, la ricerca si realizza attraverso la lettura manuale di 

circa 2400 interventi in plenaria di 22 europarlamentari tra EPP e S&D nel corso della settima, ottava, 

nona e decima legislatura. Gli europarlamentari scelti sono in particolare i coordinatori di gruppo di 

tre commissioni di lavoro all’interno del Parlamento Europeo: LIBE, che si occupa principalmente di 

materie di immigrazione e diritti umani; ENVI, che tratta tematiche ambientali; FEMM, che dirige i 

lavori in merito a temi quali la violenza di genere. La scelta di analizzare la produzione in plenaria di 

questi particolari europarlamentari deriva dalla loro peculiare posizione di rappresentanza e 

coordinamento, che fa sì che a loro sia affidato il compito di parlare a nome del gruppo intero, cosa 

che permette di avere un’indicazione non solo sulla posizione del singolo europarlamentare, ma su 

quella di tutto il gruppo. La scelta di analizzare queste specifiche commissioni, invece, deriva dall’alta 

politicizzazione delle aree tematiche che affrontano. 

Per svolgere l’analisi, è creato un codebook apposito. Inserendosi nell’area di studi della content 

analysis, il codebook permette alla ricerca di avere riproducibilità e aumentarne l’affidabilità, 

limitando il più possibile l’arbitrarietà dell’analisi. Ogni intervento in plenaria dei 22 

europarlamentari nel corso della legislatura in cui hanno ricoperto il ruolo di coordinatori di gruppo 

è letto e inquadrato tramite il codebook. La categoria principale che questa ricerca introduce è quella 

di attack, in una scala che include i valori 0, 1 e 2. Se 0 è attribuito a tutti gli interventi che non sono 

categorizzabili come attack, 1 e 2 sono attribuiti a tutti gli interventi in cui un europarlamentare del 

gruppo dei popolari o di quello dei socialisti rivolge all’altro gruppo (o un altro europarlamentare o 

in generale politico affiliato ad esso) parole che vadano oltre la semplice differenza di opinione. Se 

gli attack caratterizzati come 1 sono oltre il semplice disaccordo, ma in linea di massima non mettono 
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in discussione valori e intenzioni della controparte, quelli categorizzati come 2 vanno a inquadrarsi 

come interventi che escono fuori dai confini del mero tema politico e si spingono a critiche personali.  

Dall’analisi emerge in ultimo che, tra settimana e decima legislatura, sia effettivamente presente 

un crescente numero di interventi in plenaria rientranti nella categoria di attack. Seppur in termini 

assoluti la maggior parte degli interventi espressi in plenaria non sia comunque caratterizzabile come 

tale, in proporzione gli attack, tra settima e nona legislatura, si sono all’incirca triplicati (mentre nel 

primo anno e mezzo di decima legislatura si sono addirittura quadruplicati). Tale aumento è però  

abbastanza irregolare fino al 2021 e più accentuato nel gruppo dei socialisti e soprattutto tra gli 

europarlamentari tedeschi. Emerge, infatti, che se tra gli europarlamentari degli altri Stati membri la 

quantità di attack sul totale degli interventi rimanga relativamente stabile nel corso delle ultime 

quattro legislature, tra gli europarlamentari tedeschi vi sia invece un considerevole aumento, più 

pronunciato nel caso degli europarlamentari dell’SPD rispetto che a quelli della CDU/CSU. Emerge 

anche, di conseguenza, che i due gruppi abbiano scelto nel tempo coordinatori di commissione non 

necessariamente diplomatici o moderati, ma che anzi non esitano a pronunciare critiche anche aspre 

nei confronti delle controparti popolari o socialiste.  

In merito alle aree politiche maggiormente oggetto di scontro, si rileva come gli 

europarlamentari analizzati abbiano aumentato la percentuale di attack sul totale specialmente nelle 

aree di immigrazione e ambiente, a conferma della crescente polarizzazione attorno ai due temi. 

Particolarmente rilevante anche la produzione in plenaria relativa a specifica Stati membri, che vede 

alte percentuali di conflittualità in tutte le legislature, evidenziando come i due gruppi tendano a 

parlare del governo di un Paese membro specifico principalmente per criticarlo. In più, si rileva come 

gli uomini abbiano prodotto più contributi e con una maggior frequenza di attack rispetto alle donne, 

seppur entrambi i generi segnalino una crescita di tale frequenza nel corso delle varie legislature. 

Si evidenza inoltre come il contesto nazionale influenzi i contenuti degli interventi dei 

coordinatori di gruppo, data l’attenzione che la maggior parte di loro restituisce sempre al proprio 

Paese, ma anche come (per lo meno nel caso maggiore, quello tedesco) eventuali esperienze di 

governi con maggioranze di grande coalizione (come, appunto, la Groko tedesca, la maggioranza 

CDU/CSU – SPD) non sia visto dagli europarlamentari come un motivo sufficiente per evitare di 

rivolgere critiche anche aspre all’altro gruppo (e, di conseguenza, ai propri partner di coalizione).  

Seppur ulteriore approfondimento sul tema sia sicuramente necessario, a partire dall’analisi dei 

coordinatori di altre commissioni europarlamentari, questa ricerca rileva comunque come da una 

parte, all’interno della plenaria del Parlamento Europeo, il clima di conflittualità tra i due gruppi 

principali sia aumentato (e in particolare tra le tedesche CDU/CSU e SPD) e, dall’altra, come vi sia 
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ulteriore margine di analisi delle figure dei coordinatori di gruppo all’interno delle commissioni, 

poiché l’aspettativa di moderazione e compromesso che ci si aspetterebbe da loro non è rispettata.  
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1. Introduction 

This research aims to assess whether there has been a shift in rhetoric between European 

People’s Party (EPP) and Socialists & Democrats (S&D) committee group coordinators in the last 

five legislatures of the European parliament in their contributions to the plenary.  

The decision to address the plenary contributions of MEPs from the EPP and S&D groups 

comes from two main observations: the European Parliament has always worked thanks to a 

transversal majority that has put together moderate pro-EU parties from both the centre-right and the 

centre-left wings of the political spectrum (namely, the EPP and S&D groups and their predecessors, 

such as the Party of European Socialists), even though within their national boundaries such parties 

may have been adversarial; the growing political polarisation creates space for more radical parties 

that challenge the predominance in each side of the spectrum of traditional moderate parties, which 

therefore have to face competition from both sides (in other words, a centre-right party has to deal 

with both left-wing parties and far-right parties). Election results across Europe and polls have widely 

confirmed what academic literature has evidenced for at least three decades, which is the struggling 

of moderate centrist parties since the 1990s. Such a struggle started softly, but it is currently an 

impactful reality in most European countries, with very few (if none) exceptions.  

The research makes a qualitative and quantitative manual evaluation of a sample of chosen 

committee group coordinators of the two groups through the lenses of content analysis (CA), as it is 

evaluated that the collected data requires an analysis that includes both a linguistic and contextual 

analysis. The chosen committees are those that, according to academic literature, deal with the most 

politicised matters within the European Parliament. The data is collected from the European 

Parliament’s site and coded. More specifically, every Member of the Europea Parliament (MEP) has 

a personal page with direct links to her contributions to the plenary: every contribution is read and 

analysed through a given and detailed codebook. The “shift in rhetoric” is evaluated along different 

legislatures and therefore over several years, as this research assumes that over time the different 

political circumstances may have incentivised different and more adversarial ways of political 

speaking between centre-right and centre-left MEPs. 

The EPP and S&D groups acquire relevance for the purposes of this research because most 

traditional moderate centrist parties sit within them. The liberal group at centre of the chamber 

(Renew Europe) also features several traditional parties within its ranks, but the EPP and S&D are 

particularly highlighted thanks to their size, as they have always been the two largest groups in terms 

of seats within the European Parliament, and position in the political spectrum, as the EPP is centre-

right and the S&D is centre-left. However, neither the EPP nor the S&D have ever won a majority of 

seats on their own within the European Parliament. The EPP and S&D have never even had the chance 



 
 

15 
 

to form a proper political majority (a right-wing or a left-wing majority) with the other political 

groups within the chamber, as their seats have never been sufficient, with the sole and relevant 

exception of the current legislature, the 10th European Parliament, as all the right-wing groups have 

technically the numbers to form a majority by themselves. Despite this exception, which has not yet 

produced a consistently and working alternative majority, the EPP and the S&D have historically 

been called to cooperate within the European framework while competing within their national 

boundaries. Examples of this dynamic come from several member states: in Germany the two 

historical majoritarian parties have been the CDU (Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschlands, 

EPP) and SPD (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, S&D); in Spain the PP (Partido Popular, 

EPP) and PSOE (Partido Socialista Obrero Español, S&D); in France the UMP (Union pour un 

mouvement populaire, now Les Républicains, EPP) and the PS (Parti Socialiste, PS); in Portugal the 

PSD (Partido Social Democrata, EPP) and the PS (Partido Socialista, S&D); in Greece the ND 

(Nea Dimokratia, EPP) and PASOK (Panellinio Sosialistiko Kinima, S&D). While all these parties 

lead opposite fronts in their national parliaments, they are expected to cooperate within the European 

Parliament and, even though not always perfectly, they have managed to keep the majority alive since 

the first legislature of the European Parliament. 

It should be also noted that this dynamic is not ongoing in every member state: for example, in 

The Netherlands, where coalition formation frequently requires long time and coalitions are 

ideologically heterogeneous (see for example Andeweg, 2005, pp. 491-510), the centre-right CDA 

(Christen-Democratisch Appèl, EPP) is considered to be more a suitable coalition partner to the 

centre-left GL/PvdA (PvdA–GroenLinks, S&D/Greens) than the liberal VVD (Volkspartij voor 

Vrijheid en Democratie, RE) (see for example Van der Goot, 2026). Some could expect that an EPP 

member (therefore, a centre-right party) would be less willing to cooperate with an S&D or Greens 

one (therefore, a centre-left party), but that is not always the case. It should also be noted that “centre-

right” and “centre-left” are concepts that do match entirely between different national contexts. In 

this regard, The Netherlands feature a fragmented political system (15 different lists managed to elect 

MPs in the 2025 General Elections) where an affiliation to a European group may not reflect dynamics 

ongoing in other member states of the European Union.  

Whatever the case, EPP and S&D parties have played major roles in most member states. 

However, their share of votes is not as wide as in the past. While, for instance, the German CDU 

always received at least the 40% of votes until the 1998 Federal Elections, in 2025 it got the 28,5%, 

after achieving an historic low in 2021 with the 24,1%. Even if not necessary to the same extent, 

similar trends characterise other countries such as France, Poland, Spain, Portugal or Italy. Such a 

phenomenon has been widely discussed and study by academics, who identify it as a general crisis of 
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the traditional moderate centrist parties, to the benefit of new political actors who have emerged in 

the last few decades or, at least, have started to make more prominent gains. While, for example, the 

French Rassemblement national (RN, previously called Front national) was founded in 1972, it 

managed to bring a candidate to the second round of the Presidential Elections only in 2002. If new 

elections were to be held today, polls (see the data from Odoxa, 2025) suggest that the RN candidate 

would get at the first round the 36,5% and would be favoured to win any scenario in the second round. 

At the same time, polls suggest that the centre-right LR and centre-left PS candidates combined would 

gain more or less the 22% of the votes. 

These new actors are making gains in most European countries. They are more radical than 

their moderate counterparts: many of them are classified as far-right, but there are also emerging far-

left parties. As they propose more radical and direct solutions to highly political issues (such as 

migration), they have a polarising effect to both the electorates and the party systems. Their success, 

which in some cases is still mainly in polls rather than in gained seats, is perceived as a threat by 

traditional actors, who nevertheless struggle to propose an effective answer. In some cases, moderate 

parties from the same side of the spectrum have decided to cooperate with them, as for example it has 

happened in Finland and Sweden, in others they have refused to do so. Whatever the case, today these 

actors are relevant enough to push traditional parties to actively do something to avoid further losses 

or gaining back votes.   

At the same time, EPP and S&D members are required to cooperate within the European 

Parliament due to the institutional nature of the European Union. The preservation of the traditional 

majority is considered to be essential for the proper functioning of the European Parliament and 

therefore of the whole European Union: different majorities within the European Parliament and the 

Council of the European Union may cause a general blockade of the Union, as evidence from the past 

has shown (Warntjen et al. 2008), with wide consequences on every member state. However, this 

arises some concerns in traditional parties. On one hand, there is a growing amount of reports, 

opinions and political analysis that suggest that the relationship between the EPP and the S&D is at 

the very least harsh, as will be later more deeply discussed; on the other, the most recent academic 

research explains that, whenever the stakes are high (namely, at times of voting), the two groups still 

vote together with an high cohesion and therefore enforce the traditional majority (consensus among 

academics on the matter is high, see for example Hix & Høyland, 2013).  

Nevertheless, politically, this research expects that maintaining the cooperation within the 

European Parliament has a cost: as many EPP and S&D parties have traditionally been antagonist in 

their domestic contexts, anti-establishment, populist and radical parties, hoping to make gains, may 

frame the EPP-S&D cooperation as, for example, attempts of the establishment to maintain power. In 
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other words, the current political landscape may give more room for younger political actors to expose 

the traditional political actors’ (alleged and perceived) contradictions. 

 

 Some may argue that the lack of visibility of the European Union may make this not relevant 

(see for example Wilke & Reinemann, 2007): many scholars, for example, still frame the European 

Elections through the definition of Reif & Schmitt (1980) of “second-order national elections” (see 

for example Hix et al., 2007; Costa & Ripoll Servent, 2021) and others argue that the European 

institutions are too distant from the population (see for example Jensen, 2009). However, others have 

also pointed out that in a growingly polarised society, the European Union is as well growingly central 

in the debate (see for example Brack & Behm, 2022). This does not imply that the centrality is 

necessarily “positive”, as the phenomenon of Euroscepticism shows. However, some scholars have 

argude that the left-right divide may be replaced, within the European Union, by a pro-EU-

Eurosceptic divide (Brack & Behm, 2022) and others that the raise of Euroscepticism has pushed the 

raise of an equal and contrary movement of pro-EU citizens (Carrieri et al., 2025). In other words, 

even if disputed, national parties may very well have concerns about how the electorate may perceive 

the distance between their position within the national boundaries and at the European level. 

If one national party believes that the political cost of cooperating at the European level exceeds 

the benefits, it may decide to behave differently. As noted, from a voting point of view, this has not 

happened consistently yet, even if the EPP has started together with other right-wing formations more 

frequently than before, as it will be discussed. However, as this research aims to assess, it may be 

possible to identify signs of weakening of this cooperation. If at times of voting MEPs from the EPP 

and the S&D may still vote together, they still may reach an agreement with greater difficulty than in 

the past or may interact with each other in public spaces with a harsher rhetoric. As a matter of fact, 

as politics is often a matter of perception rather than substance, some MEPs may choose to express 

dissatisfaction with such cooperation while still enforcing it. The legislative chamber is a natural 

public space for such expression and committee group coordinators, who scholars have found have a 

major say in the groups’ stances, are particularly relevant actors to analyse.  

To summarize the logical premises of the reasoning of this research: 

1. The traditional majority of the European Parliament gathers parties from both the EPP and 

S&D groups.  

2. The EPP and S&D groups represent the traditional European centre-right and centre-left, 

which are usually adversarial within their national boundaries. 

3. New more radical actors have emerged, draining votes from their more moderate 

counterparts. 
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4. To stop the loss of votes, mainstream parties may adopt different strategies, such as 

hardening their stances on highly politicised issues. They may also decide to cooperate with 

these new actors, potentially absorbing them, but also legitimising them. They may also 

decide to exclude any cooperation with them, enforcing a cordon sanitaire. 

5. A growingly politicised society reduces the share of electors who welcome majorities that 

include parties of different ideologies. 

6. The European Union requires the European Parliament and the Council of the European 

Union to cooperate to function. Until now, an EPP-S&D majority has guaranteed a 

compromise-building culture within the two institutions that has allowed the Union to work. 

However, the cooperation within the two groups may not satisfy a growingly politicised 

electorate. 

7. The cooperation between groups of different ideologies structurally produces low common 

denominator policies, which may not satisfy the electorate and therefore produce electoral 

losses. 

8. If the cooperation is seen as a cause of a loss of votes, MEPs may start to question the 

sustainability of the cooperation and act accordingly. 

9. Not enforcing the cooperation implies blocking the works of the European Union. At least 

at first, therefore, MEPs may find other ways to express dissatisfaction and counter the drain 

of votes from their parties. 

This conducts to the central research question of this research: 

 

How does the frequency and intensity of mutual attacks between EPP and S&D committee 

group coordinators in their plenary contributions within the European Parliament evolve 

from the 6th to the 10th legislature (2004–present)? 

 

The research questions is linked to three hyphotheses: 

 

1. EPP and S&D MEPs may start to rhetorically attack each other more frequently and 

more harshly than in the past to reaffirm their political ideology, distance themselves from 

the opposite sides and better align with the current political polarisation. 

 

2. The national context matters: if within the national boundaries EPP and S&D parties 

are in a government coalition, their MEPs will not attack the other group, or they will do 



 
 

19 
 

it less extensively; if within the national boundaries EPP and S&D parties are on opposite 

sides, their MEPs are expected to attack the other group. 

 

3. Whenever elections are imminent within the national or the European context, MEPs 

from EPP and S&D are expected to harshen their rhetoric towards each other. 

 

In order to assess all of them, this research structures itself in five chapters. First, academic literature 

regarding the European Parliament is presented and contextualised. As the central hypothesis of this 

research is also based on considerations about the structure of the European Union, it is relevant to 

understand how the European Parliament works, also in relation to other institutions. It is also relevant 

to have a look on Europarties and European groups to better understand their purpose and 

characteristics. 

Second, the political context of the European Union and of its member states is better presented 

and analysed. It especially important to refer to the 2024 European Parliament elections and to how 

mainstream parties are polling, while also assessing the current political trends that face the European 

Union (such as Euroscepticism). Due to its content, this chapter is supported by both academic 

evidence and journalistic reports. 

Third, the research method is presented. As the research bases itself also on content analysis of 

texts provided by the European Parliament’s site, which have to be read and analysed, a method is 

required to reduce as much as possible the subjectivity of the analysis. It involves a codebook, as it 

is required to conduct a proper qualitative analysis. The codebook involves different categories that 

are presented singularly and supported by examples. In this chapter all the research hypotheses are 

presented. 

Fourth, the collected data is presented and listed.  

Fifth, the collected data is commented and analysed, so to make conclusions and verify the 

research hypothesis. 
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2. The institutional framework 

This chapter discusses how the European Parliament shapes European politics. To do that, a 

general literature review is provided to understand how the European Parliament works and which of 

its bodies are more relevant to the purposes of this research. As the EPP and S&D are the key subjects 

of this research, a special focus is given to Europarties and European political political groups.  

The first subchapter (2.1) focuses on the European Parliament as an institution and to what 

extent the democratic principle is institutionalised within the European Union.  

The second subchapter (2.2) focuses on Europarties and tries to explain their nature and 

relevance in European politics.  

The third subchapter (2.3) focuses on the political groups that sit within the European 

Parliament, as to their nature, cohesiveness at times of voting, the majorities they form and the 

cleavages by which divisions among them can be found.  

The fourth subchapter (2.4) lists the different political groups within the European Parliament 

and makes a brief explanation of their political identity and positions. 

 

2.1 The European Parliament 

Among the most important institutions of the European Union (EU), the European Parliament 

(EP) is the only one whose members, the MEPs (‘Members of the European Parliament’), are elected 

by European citizens and it is the only institution of this type in the whole world, as there are no other 

directly elected transnational assemblies. Every five years, direct and free elections with secret 

universal suffrage are held in all member states of the European Union to renovate the chamber, which 

currently consists of 720 members. The total number of MEPs cannot exceed 751 (750 plus the 

President, as stated in article 14(2) of the Treaty of the European Union). Every country elects a 

number of members degressively proportional to its population: bigger countries, such as Germany 

or Italy, elect more MEPs, but each one of those MEPs represents more people than those elected by 

smaller countries. Whatever the case, a member state cannot elect fewer MEPs than 6 and more than 

96. In the chamber, MEPs sit in different political groups according to their ideology, rather than their 

nationality (Noury & Roland, 2002; Hix et al., 2009; Hix & Høyland, 2013). The European Parliament 

is therefore a properly political institution that aims to represent the citizens of the Union and bring 

forward the integration process according to the preference that the citizens express at times of 

elections, responding to principles of representation, accountability, openness and division of powers.  

The Treaty of the European Union (TEU) and the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 

Union (TFEU) define the role of the European Parliament and its functions. Art. 2 of the TEU states 
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that the Union is founded on common fundamental values: rule of law, democracy, freedom, human 

dignity, equality and respect for human rights; Art. 3 of the TEU states that “the Union's aim is to 

promote peace, its values and the well-being of its peoples.” These opening articles are consistent 

with the role of the Parliament, which is state in Art. 10 of the TEU: “the functioning of the Union 

shall be founded on representative democracy” (1) and “citizens are directly represented at Union 

level in the European Parliament” (2). Furthermore, Art. 10(3) adds that “every citizen shall have the 

right to participate in the democratic life of the Union. Decisions shall be taken as openly and as 

closely as possible to the citizen”, while Art. 10(4) that “political parties at European level contribute 

to forming European political awareness and to expressing the will of citizens of the Union.” The role 

of political parties will be better explored later, but it should still be noted that the funding treaties 

give to the process democratization a crucial role in the idea of Europe that they promote, a process 

that would not be properly fulfilled without the emergence of a European cultural, political and social 

identity. The preamble of the treaties should be highlighted: member states are called to “continue the 

process of creating an ever-closer union among the peoples of Europe”, “based on common values”, 

as stated in the preamble to the Charter of Fundamental Rights. In other words, the European Union 

was born with the prospect of a free, peaceful and prosperous continent, politically funded on the 

democratic way of government and representation. Therefore, European Parliament cannot but 

assume a crucial role. To fulfil it, it has been granted legislative and budgetary functions, an 

accountability role over other European institutions, the power of electing the President of the 

Commission and, among the others, filling a motion of censure against the whole Commission. 

As it will be discussed, the European Parliament is a parliament sui generis, as it works in 

different ways from most national parliaments. First of all, it does not hold the power of legislative 

initiative, which is granted to the Commission instead; second, it cannot approve new legislation by 

itself, but only in accordance with the Council of the European Union; third, it is put into a system 

that doesn’t have a proper government (as both the Commission and the European Council exercise 

executive functions, despite not being classic governments, as the European Union is not a state) 

(Costa & Ripoll Servent, 2021). Fourth, it tends to approve legislation with super-sized majorities 

that are built through formal and informal processes of consensus (see for example Costa & Magnette, 

2003; Piattoni & Verzichelli, 2019; Costa & Ripoll Servent, 2021).  

Its current structure is different from its original one, as the European Parliament has gone 

through an empowerment process. When it was born, under the form of the Assembly of the European 

Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) in 1952, not only it had limited powers, but it was not even 

directly elected by the European citizens, as its members were nominated by national parliaments . 

Nevertheless, the first parliamentarians decided to sit according to their ideology rather than their 



 
 

23 
 

nationality, decision that favoured inter-state dialogue and socialization. The members of the 

assembly gradually developed the will of pursuing new powers and responsibilities to assign to the 

institution (Roos, 2019, 2020).  

With the Treaty of Rome (1957), the Assembly was renamed European Parliament Assembly 

and granted a consultatory role. Even though it could only submit non-binding opinions, as time 

progressed its members developed new ways to influence the works of the European Community 

(Costa & Ripoll Servent, 2021). While the 1960s didn’t change much for the Parliament, the 1970s 

introduced several changes, such as limited budgetary powers (with the Treaty of Luxembourg, 1970) 

and the direct elections in 1979, which gave a further reason to MEPs to claim more powers and 

autonomy (Costa, 2016). The following Treaty of Maastricht and Treaty of Lisbon radically 

empowered the Parliament, granting binding powers at first with the codecision procedure and later 

with the ordinary and special legislative procedures, while also adding the other functions that have 

been mentioned. 

In general, Costa and Ripoll Servent (202) show that two main interpretations may be given to 

explain the empowerment of the European Parliament: the first one focuses on the efforts of the 

MEPs, who, through maximalist interpretations of the treaties and political pressure to their national 

leaders, have slowly, echoing the general policy of the “small steps”, acquired more powers and 

responsibilities; the second one gives more prominence to member states, as ultimately they are the 

actors that have given the approval to assign more powers and functions to the Parliament. On one 

hand, some states’ political culture may have given major relevance to the role of the Parliament per 

se; on the other, granting more powers to the Parliament, and therefore to the citizens, has been a way 

to legitimize the European integration process. 

As a matter of fact, the funding treaties of the European Union, The Treaty of the European 

Union (TEU), the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) and the Charter of 

Fundamental Rights of the European Union (CFR), also stress the centrality of democracy within the 

European Union. According to them, the Union is funded on representative democracy (Art. 10 TEU); 

it puts among its aims the spread of democracy, human rights and rule of law (Art. 2, 3 TEU); it aims 

to take decisions as openly and as close as possible to the citizens (Art. 1 TEU); its actions are 

expected to “be guided by the principles which have inspired its own creation, development and 

enlargement, and which it seeks to advance in the wider world: democracy, the rule of law, the 

universality and indivisibility of human rights and fundamental freedoms, respect for human dignity, 

the principles of equality and solidarity, and respect for the principles of the United Nations Charter 

and international law” (Art. 21 TEU); “conscious of its spiritual and moral heritage, the Union is 

founded on the indivisible, universal values of human dignity, freedom, equality and solidarity; it is 
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based on the principles of democracy and the rule of law” (Preamble CFR). If European states were 

to be democratic, then the organization that was going to unite them had to be democratic as well. 

In order to push forward the project of a united and democratic Union, European politicians 

have therefore tried different solutions. Among them, this research gives particular relevance to 

Europarties and European parliamentary groups. 

 

2.2 The European political parties 

2.2.1 The nature of Europarties 

For the purposes of this research, it is relevant to have a proper understanding of what the 

European political families are and what is their role in the European Parliament. First, it is necessary 

to distinguish between Europarties and European Parliament party groups. While party groups are 

purely parliamentary entities, Europarties exist outside the European Parliament (see for example 

Raunio, 2022; Johansson & Raunio, 2022). Europarties try to bring together national parties to pursue 

common interests in the European context. Even though they may vary between each other in some 

respects and internal organization, it could be said that, rather than proper parties, they are networks 

or federation of parties (Raunio, p. 361). These parties are both from member states of the European 

Union and states that are not part of it: as the matter of fact, the Union membership is not strictly 

required. A notable case is that of the British Labour Party, which is a full member of the Party of 

European Socialists (PES). Moreover, Europarties frequently welcome some national parties as 

observers or associates, as a way to make the first steps towards a full membership in the future and 

to start the integration process in the Union. For example, the Turkish Republican People’s Party is 

an associate member of the PES. Again, the main theorical ambition of these Europarties is fostering 

a common European identity, built upon a common political system in which Europarties play a 

crucial role (Hix & Lord 1997; Timus & Lightfoot 2014; Johansson & Raunio 2019, 2024). For quite 

a long time, from 1976 to the early 1990s, the European People’s Party (EPP) has been the only 

existent Europarty, with the other associations of national parties being sorts of federations (March, 

2021). The Confederation of Socialist Parties of the European Community (CSP) or the Federation 

of European Liberal, Democrat and Reform Parties (ELD) are a couple of examples. Then, the Union 

adopted an important article of acknowledgment in the Treaty of Maastrich (Art. 191): 

Political parties at the European level are important as a factor for integration within the Union. They contribute 

to forming a European awareness and to expressing the political will of the citizens of the Union. 

This acknowledgment fostered the proper institutionalization of Europarties and during the 

following years the previous federations evolved in organized transnational parties: examples are the 

European Liberal Democrat and Reform Party (ELDR Party), the Party of European Socialists (PES) 
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and the European Free Alliance (EFA). The Regulation (EC) No. 2004/2003 separated European 

Parliament groups and Europarties from a financial and legal point of view, with Europarties 

becoming partially recipient of EU budget. A following revision (Regulation (EC) No. 1524/2007) 

mentioned that Europarties could favour the birth of a pan-European consciousness and that they have 

the right to campaign directly in the European Parliament elections. The Treaty of Lisbon also 

mentions them: 

Political parties at European level contribute to forming European political awareness and to expressing the will 

of citizens of the Union (Art. 10 TEU). 

Europarties can be seen as networks through which national parties can discuss and build a 

common political proposal. To coordinate the work of the organization, most of the have established 

internal rules that academic literature has yet to fully study and comprehend. Even though member 

parties of Europarties are aligned on many key aspects, they are still national parties that come from 

very different contexts that create difference on several social, economic and cultural matters. Often, 

between national parties there are also asymmetries of power and influence that make some national 

delegations more politically relevant than others (Johansson & Raunio, 2022). In Europarties, national 

and transnational interest do not always match and therefore a whole process of mediation and 

compromise is required (Johansson & Raunio 2019, 2024). Most of it is better reflected in the 

European Parliament, where the public can see what the ultimate result of the groups’ is (which are 

usually correspondent of the related Europarty) internal discussions in the form of votes (Raunio, 

2022). To properly address internal divisions, Europarties have introduced organizational structures 

that limit individual party members’ power, such as internal qualified majority voting systems 

(Raunio, 2022). They also have introduced individual membership (Hertner, 2019; Raunio 2022). As 

a matter of fact, Europarties welcome not only national parties, but individuals as well. Every 

Europarty may have its own internal rules regarding this matter, but in one way or the other 

individuals may have a role in the formulation of policies and election of the internal leadership. 

Nevertheless, this form of participation is still limited, and the number of individual members is small 

in every Europarty (Hertner, 2019).  

 

2.3.2 The relevance of Europarties 

Europarties are tools to pursue the Europeanization of the member states’ citizens, which is 

thought to counter the alleged democratic deficit of the European Union. Several scholars argue that 

European elections still lack a proper European scope, as citizens in each member state vote for their 

own national parties (Costa & Ripoll Servent, 2021). Even though they are arguably some of the less 

known organizations for European citizens (Johansson & Raunio, 2022), Europarties aim to be key 
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actors in the European elections, as they try to take a significant part in the electoral campaign. A long 

debated proposal is that of transnational lists, which would make the citizens vote not for national 

parties but for European parties: where those in favour argue that this would boost the creation of 

common European political culture and the knowledge of the European political processes, those who 

are against claim that this may weaken the relation between the citizens and the territory and that they 

may favour candidates from bigger states (Díaz Crego, 2021).  

With transnational lists not yet implemented, the biggest qualitative leap has been the 

introduction of the Spitzenkandidaten system: every time there is a European election, after which 

the newly established Parliament approves a new Commission, every Europarty proposes a candidate 

for the role of President of the Commission. In 2014, when this system was introduced for the first 

time, the EPP selected Jean-Claude Juncker as its own Spitzenkandidaten, and he was eventually 

appointed as President of the Commission. This way, Europarties aim to assume a more visible role 

and to make the citizens feel to have a say in the elections, as through their votes there would be a 

person appointed for a very specific and powerful role; moreover, the European Commission would 

become more legitimized and transparent in its appointment (Fotopoulos, 2019; Crum, 2023). Not 

everyone, however, welcomed with enthusiasm this addition to the elections, with criticism coming 

from both Eurosceptics and Europeanists, with also heads of state expressing their concerns about it: 

Crum (2023), for example, claims that the Spitzenkandidaten works only whenever already aligned 

with states’ preference; if states and the Parliament have different opinions, states are more likely to 

prevail. Notably, in 2019 none of the leading candidates for the Presidency of the Commission was 

elected as President, with Ursula Von Der Leyen eventually appointed for such a role, even though 

her Europarty, the EPP, had campaigned for Manfred Weber. In 2024, the EPP proposed Von Der 

Leyen as its Spitzenkandidaten and she was eventually re-appointed as President, but it should be 

pointed out that this was a different scenario, as she was the out-going President: one could say that 

in her case her re-election was due more to her being the outgoing President than to her being the 

EPP's Spitzenkandidaten. As a matter of fact, scholars have explained that the Spitzenkandidaten 

represents a potential institutional victory of the Parliament over the Council, which may not be 

acceptable by member states (Crum, 2023). Many critics have also argued that it politicizes an 

institution, the Commission, that should not be political. For instance, David Cameron claimed that 

the Spitzenkandidaten overpowers the role of party politics in the Commission (King, 2014). Due to 

Cameron political background, some may find more striking Emmanuel Macron’s opinion regarding 

this system. Back in 2019, he eventually became the key player for the appointment of Ursula Von 

Der Leyen as President of the Commission, despite the EPP had proposed Manfred Weber for the job, 

a hypothetical appointment Macron did not approve. In 2024, again, even though for French internal 
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political reasons he could not properly push his agenda (Caulcut et al., 2024), Macron expressed 

concerns over the confirmation of Von Der Leyen, who was the Spitzenkandidaten of the EPP (Braun 

& Wax, 2024). After the European Council of 21-21st March, in a press conference, Macron claimed 

that the Commission’s role had to be above a single party of national interest. To him, the 

Spitzenkandidaten system was over-politicizing a function, that of the Commission, that according to 

the treaties should be technical. To him, the President of the Commission had to be confirmed by the 

Parliament, not its emanation (Macron, 2024). While the scope of the system and the awareness of 

the public about it may still be low, many scholars argue that the Spitzenkandidaten may be a useful 

tool to give the electorate a more palpable role in the European Elections and in the Union (Schmitt 

et al. 2015; Braun & Popa 2018; Hamrik & Kaniok 2019; Fotopoulos, 2019; Crum, 2023; Johansson 

& Raunio 2019, 2024). However, overall, the impact of the Spitzenkandidaten seems still to be 

limited, at least regarding the spread of knowledge about Europarties among EU citizens (Johansson 

& Raunio 2022, 2024): on one hand, national parties within them aim to keep a central and decisive 

role and therefore oppose giving individual members further participation rights (Hertner, 2019); on 

the other hand, Europarties “face the challenge of scale” (Johansson & Raunio, 2022), as it is not 

logistically immediate to group together citizens and political entities from all over Europe.  

Whatever the case, Europarties still remain transnational entities that most of all try to 

coordinate, even beyond the framework of the Union, national parties on non-national interests 

(Johansson & Raunio 2019, 2024; Raunio, 2022). Europarties’ political field is that of 

intergovernmentalism, as they have heads of state and national parties within their members and can 

influence them to a certain extent, for example at time of inter-governmental conferences. However, 

they have a more limited role in supranational and inter-institutional dialogue (Johansson & Raunio, 

2022). Still, they interact to a certain extent not only with the European Parliament, but also with the 

European Commission and the European Council (Raunio, 2022): first, by trying to have a say about 

who sits in which chair, as they play a crucial role in deciding the “EU top jobs” (Johansson & Raunio, 

2024). Among these, there are figures such as the President of the Commission, the President of the 

European Parliament, the President of the European Council and the High Representative of the 

Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. Whenever there are European elections, a new share 

of seats is allocated to each European political group (which will be better discussed later). As 

mentioned, European political parties and European political groups are independent of each other, 

but they are still related: for example, the bargaining power of the European People’s Party (EPP) or 

the Party of European Socialists (PES) is mainly determined by how many seats the European 

People’s Party Groups and the Socialist & Democrats Group have in the European Parliament (Hix 

& Lord, 1997; Johansson & Raunio, 2022). On the basis of their relative power, which is expressed 
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through a series of formal and informal talks, each major Europarty “gets” a top job or the other. 

Traditionally, whoever arrives first in the European elections gets the President of the Commission; 

based on the balance of power, other Europarties get other positions. In 2024, for example, the 

confirmation of Ursula Von Der Leyen as President of the Commission and of Roberta Metsola as 

President of the Parliament (both EPP members) allowed the PES to claim the presidency of the 

European Council (through the appointment of Antonio Costa). At the same time, Renew Europe, that 

experienced a significant step-back in the 2024 elections, lost the presidency of the European Council 

(since 2019 it was assigned to Charles Michel) and got the High Representative (with Kaja Kallas 

taking the role). In this sort of puzzle game (Herszenhorn, et al., 2019), notably, there are also roles 

outside of the European Union: for example, the nomination of the former Dutch prime minister Mark 

Rutte, a member of the liberal VVD, to the role of Nato’s secretary-general was seen in the Union 

circles as an assignment to Renew Europe, which also explains why it lost the presidency of the 

Council (Baccini, 2024). Such an appointment was also celebrated by Renew Europe in their social 

media channels as it “exemplifies Renew Europe's broader vision for Europe’s defence and security” 

(Renew Europe, 2024).   

At the same time, Europarties also have affiliated commissioners and heads of government. It 

has become usual, for example, that before every European Council Europarties hold meetings 

between their heads of government and most important internal figures (Raunio, 2022). On such 

occasions, also on the basis of their bargaining power, they may influence their governmental 

representatives to act in one way or the other (Johansson & Raunio, 2022), with academic research 

suggesting that a lack of compliance by heads of state weakens the Europarty’s influence (Johansson 

& Raunio, 2019). 

 

2.3 The European political groups 

2.3.1 The nature of European political groups 

European Parliament groups are quite a different thing. They are not unrelated to Europarties, 

as party groups may have the intention to be representative within the European Parliament of one 

Europarty or another, but sometimes within the ranks of a certain party group there could be MEPs 

that are not related to the Europarty. It is common, for example, that when a new European Parliament 

takes place after the election for party groups to try to convince non-affiliated MEPs to join them 

(Ahrens & Kantola, 2022; TableBriefings, 2024): an example is that of Fidias Panayiotou, an 

independent Cypriot MEP who has declared to have been approached by several party groups after 

being elected, such as Renew Europe and the Greens, even though is not affiliated by any party that 

is a member of the respective Europarties (Panayiotou, 2024). 
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Party groups in the European Parliament have several roles, with the main one being 

coordinating MEPs with similar positions in adopting new legislation at the Union level. Groups are 

formed soon after every European election, both through formal rules (mainly stated in the European 

Parliament Rules of Procedure) and through a series of informal practices and norms (Ahrens & 

Kantola, 2022). To form a group, at least twenty-three MEPs from one-quarter of the member states 

must agree to join. Members of Europarties can automatically become members of the relative 

political groups, whereas non-attached MEPs or national delegations can pursue the group they prefer 

(as mentioned above). Forming a group is useful for national parties, not only because it favours 

coordination and cooperation, but also for practical reasons in times of votes, debates and the role 

they may take in committees.  

National parties would struggle to achieve their policy objectives by operating independently in the European 

Parliament. Transnational party groups allocate committee positions and speaking time and act as agenda -setters 

by determining the time given to different elements of the legislative agenda. By working together in such groups, 

national parties can reduce the transaction costs of time and effort and problems of enforcement that would result 

from negotiating coalitions on a vote-by-vote basis (Lynch & Whitaker, 2008, p. 39). 

After the most recent elections, that of 2024, for example, two new far-right groups were 

formed: the Patriots for Europe (PfE) and Europe of Sovereign Nations (ESN). While their identity 

may be seen as similar, it could be said that those parties that were even too extreme for historical 

far-right parties sit in the ranks of Europe of Sovereign Nations. An example is that of Alternative für 

Deutschland (AfD), far-right German party from which, also after recent controversial comments by 

members of its leadership (Mastrobuoni, 2024), other right-wing formations decided to take distance, 

like the French Rassemblement Nationale (RN) (Guillou et al., 2024), in the attempt of normalising 

themselves (by, in other words, trying to position themselves as not far-right, as the true far-right was 

that of AdD and others) (Baccini, 2024). The Patriots, to be considered a sort of evolution of the 

previous Identity and Democracy group, which was created after the 2019 elections and disbanded 

with the end of that legislature, are an attempt by the most important and influential far-right parties 

to have a bigger say in the works of the European Parliament (Sadecki, 2024). Parties like the Italian 

Lega, the Hungarian Fidesz, the Spanish Vox and the French Rassemblement Nationale sit among 

them. Talks were held also to create another left-wing group that would have included, among the 

several, the Italian Movimento 5 Stelle and the Slovak SMER, but ultimately, due to the lack of MEPs 

available, talks collapsed (Alipour, 2024). The Movimento 5 Stelle also attempted to join the Greens 

first (Benakis, 2024) and eventually joined The Left group. Whatever the case, even Eurosceptic 

parties acknowledge the importance of political groups, as these attempts show.  
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As a matter of fact, in the European Parliament there are also MEPs that are not aligned with 

any political group, but they usually not influence a lot the works of the chamber. Being in a group is 

important for several reasons. 

The groups enable MEPs to organize with like-minded politicians to influence the policy agenda of, and the policy 

outcomes from, the European Parliament. The political groups establish a division of labor between the MEPs, 

between leaders and followers, and between policy specialists in the committees. In return, MEPs are willing to 

follow voting instructions from the group, in the knowledge that collectively each group can be more influential 

than any single MEP acting alone. National parties and MEPs whose policy positions are not completely congruent 

with the median position of the political group to which they belong are usually willing to face the costs of 

sometimes following group instructions against their own policy preferences in the knowledge that other MEPs 

and national parties in their group will do the same” (Hix & Høyland, 2013, p. 181) 

As briefly mentioned before, part of the importance of groups is due to how the policy-making 

process is organized. Even though the European Parliament has some unique characteristics, this 

should be consistent with the state of the art regarding how contemporary parliaments work. The 

internal organization and structure of parliaments is majorly responsible for groups formation, which 

is true as well for the European Parliament (Hix & all, 2009). More in general, it could be possible to 

find several reasons that explain why groups are formed in parliaments: 

- Members of a party tend to vote together, which favours stability and predictability (Hix et 

al., 2009; Hix & Høyland, 2013). 

- Parties reduce the cost to achieve the desired policies. For example, members of a party 

may divide their tasks and save time (Hix et al., 2005, 2007, 2009; Hix & Høyland, 2013). 

- Parties have a hierarchical structure that allows them to distribute those tasks through means 

and rules accepted by the members. However, this aspect is different in the European 

Parliament, as its groups do not have as many means to enforce their line as national parties. 

Therefore, MEPs’ behaviour is voluntary for the most part and so the voting cohesion of the 

groups (Hix et al., 2005, 2007, 2009). 

- Being in a group may form a “shield” for parties, with the most notable example being that 

of the Hungarian Fidesz. The party, member of the EPP until 2021, has been accused by 

many sides for weakening the rule of law in Hungary and ruling with authoritarian manners. 

Despite it, the EPP has for long time tended to vote against resolutions that targeted Fidesz 

(Herman & all, 2021; Kelemen, 2025).  

If the point is facilitating the works of the plenary, then groups are essential as they favour 

predictability and avoid chaos.  This, however, is true only whenever their members vote according 

to the groups’ guidelines. As a matter of fact, one important matter to take into consideration when 

assessing European Parliament groups is their voting cohesion. If the role of groups is that of 
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achieving common political goals, the groups may not fulfill this role if their members do not vote 

cohesively. A non-cohesive vote may also weaken the prospects of the group, as that could create 

mistrust among the members, potentially damaging the influence of the group and its centrality. The 

bigger the group, the higher the stakes at times of voting: a small group with low influence on the 

works of the Parliament could face the risk of not having an high cohesion at the times of voting, 

especially in the case of the European Parliament; however, the bigger groups, which are the core of 

the majority, need to act cohesively in order to maintain their influence and centrality. If, in the case 

of the European Parliament, the EPP or the S&D would not vote cohesively, the works of the whole 

institution would be damaged, and their political legitimacy would be weakened. In other words, the 

higher the stakes and importance of the vote, the higher the voting cohesion is expected to be (Hix et 

al., 2009). 

 

2.3.2 The cohesiveness of European political groups 

There is academic evidence that European groups are relatively cohesive at times of votes, even 

more than, for example, the parties in the American Congress. Such cohesiveness has increased over 

time. Moreover, the European political groups vote more cohesively than the national groups of 

MEPs, consistently with what has been previously discussed (Costa & Magnette, 2003; Hix et al., 

2005, 2007, 2009). As mentioned, in this context “bigger groups are more cohesive than smaller 

groups, and cohesion has increased as these groups have come ever larger, despite growing 

ideological and national heterogeneity” (Hix & Høyland, 2013). This difference is not due to ideology, 

as there is also evidence that being moderate or more radical does not change the voting cohesion of 

a European group. Even internal ideological variations do not change drastically the voting patterns 

of the group. However, these are affected by the internal national heterogeneity (Hix & all, 2009). 

When discussing why cohesiveness is high, it should be pointed out first that there are three 

types of voting methods in the European Parliament: “show of hands” votes; electronic votes; and 

“roll-call votes”. To understand voting cohesion, the most analysed ones are roll-call votes, as they 

are the votes in which everyone can know who voted what. Hix and all (2007, 2009) have analysed 

votes in roll-calls in all European Parliaments between 1979 and 2004 with both a time-series analysis 

and a cross-sectional analysis: the first looks at how groups have changed their cohesion in different 

times; the second at how a political group has changed its voting cohesion in all votes in a specific 

period. In general, European groups are more cohesive on nonlegislative matters than on legislative 

ones. The difference is likely due to the fact in the first case the Parliament has a leading role, while 

in the second one it must follow the Commission and the Council (Hix & all, 2007; Høyland, 2010). 

They find that:   
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- Group cohesion in the European Parliament is positively influenced by the pivotality of the 

group (regardless of its ideology), the nature of the bill voted (if the vote is on the final text, 

cohesion is usually higher than that on amendments, which may suggest that whenever the 

issue is more complex MEPs tend to vote according to the group’s indication), and the size 

of groups (larger groups are more cohesive and if they grow they tend to increase slightly 

their voting cohesion). Also, voting cohesion has grown historically whenever the 

Parliament had increased its powers (Hix & all, 2005). 

- Group cohesion is negatively influenced by participation, even though it could be expected 

the opposite. In other words, even though it should be expected that whenever a vote will 

probably have important implications more MEPs would vote and stick together, high stakes 

are actually related to lower voting cohesion. Moreover, the voting cohesion is also reduced 

by a high national heterogeneity of the group. 

- There are also mixed results: the ideological heterogeneity of a groups seems to not be 

related with its voting cohesion (even if the heterogeneity grows, the voting cohesion 

doesn’t change). More radical groups have lower cohesion, but that does not seem related 

to their political ideology, but rather to their position within the Parliament (as discussed, 

their capacity to influence the plenary is lower due to their lower size). There is also no 

evidence that a group calling a roll-call has a higher voting cohesion or that being on the 

winning side increases it; however, if the roll-call is called by another group, then the voting 

cohesion tends to decrease (Hix & all, 2007). 

Latest research, such as that of Brack et al. (2023), has shown that in the 9th Parliament voting 

cohesion has been higher than before, despite the higher internal fragmentation. This could be at least 

partially explained by the consensus-building culture that is shared by the MEPs and by the 

hierarchical structure of the Parliament, in which the committees of MEPs are of major importance. 

As a matter of fact, in the European Parliament there are twenty standing committees (also special 

and temporary committees can be appointed) specialized in certain fields that play a major role in the 

majority-building process (Yordanova 2009; Whitaker 2011). The Commission and the Council also 

have their own committees, which is why some scholars have classified the whole Union as a “system 

of governance by committees” (Ripoll Servent & Costa, 2022). Whatever the case, committees are 

especially important in the European Parliament, with some scholars arguing that the plenary stage 

could be considered as a formality, as committees are where all the negotiation process is done 

(Settembri & Neuhold 2009). Committees are formed by a various number of MEPs according to a 

logic of division of labour internal to groups (Hix & Høyland, 2013): whenever, for example, an MEP 

is better qualified to discuss policies related to environmental issues, that MEP would probably join 
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the Committee on the Environment, Climate and Food Safety (McElroy, 2006). Committees’ 

composition is mainly based on the plenary’s composition (Yordanova, 2009), which tends to favour 

larger groups, especially EPP and S&D, which most of the time takes the most important reports 

(Raunio, 2022). Scholars have also noted that in committees national parties have a major influence, 

as the distribution of seats within committees tend to value also the nationality of members (bigger 

states tend to get more seats) (Farrell, 1995) and to be a sort of reward to members of the group (Roger 

& Winzen, 2015). 

Being much of the work decided in committees, non-aligned MEPs tend to be excluded from 

decision-making, as they face a hard time at entering committees. At the same time, groups with 

different and ideological backgrounds tend to experience different situations: the EPP and S&D, the 

two larger groups, usually lead the works of the Parliament, as the size of the groups matters in 

distributing positions and resources (even plenary speaking time). Moreover, larger groups tend to 

give more relevance to formal structures and procedures, which substitute informal ones and personal 

ties, making the groups more efficient (Ahrens & Kantola, 2022), In general: 

The advantages of transnational party groups are amplified in the case of larger groups. Between them, the EPP-

ED and PES have access to the majority of committee chairmanships and control a majority of votes in the 

Conference of Presidents, which has the power to decide on plenary agendas and the membership and jurisdiction 

of parliamentary committees. (Lynch & Whitaker, 2008, p. 39) 

Nevertheless, since the 2019 elections, the EPP and the S&D no longer hold together more than 

50% of seats. Therefore, since then they always need to deal with smaller groups to pass their 

proposals, as the Parliament mainly uses to function through super-majorities. As a matter of fact, the 

European Parliament differs from national parliaments as it follows a consociative rather than 

majoritarian model (Costa & Magnette, 2003; Piattoni, 2019; Hublet et al., 2023). Consociationalism 

has actually been used to talk about the European institutions since the 1960s, even though a complete 

framework of analysis has never been accomplished. Costa and Magnette (2003) have proposed to 

frame the European Union as an inter-state consociation, as it features: 

- The states as the “masters of the treaties”, the most important actors within the European 

Union. Even though scholars have pointed out, for example, that the European Central Bank 

(ECB) and the European Court of Justice (ECJ) have strong powers and autonomy within 

the Union, and that especially the latter has challenged EU countries’ primacy (Alter, 1998; 

Wasserfallen, 2010; Curtin & Leino, 2017), member states still detain the ultimate say on 

the Treaties and, therefore, to the nature of the Union. 

- Institutional mechanisms of compromise that aim to preserve the primacy of the states, 

according to a basic inter-state logic and a culture of consensus-seeking. In this context, the 

European integration process, built through the cooperation of European elites (Piattoni & 
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Verzichelli, 2019), has led to the establishment of the European Commission, a unique 

institution that was founded with the intention of instating a sort of body of experts, 

technical figures proclaimed as “guardians of the treaties”, not meant to be politically 

orientated. The Commission has widely contributed to spread a tendence to consensus 

within all European institutions, European Parliament included.  

- The split party system of the European Parliament, combined with the logic of consensus, 

creates the basis for a Parliament that is not properly majoritarian, which distinguishes it 

from national parliaments. This creates an ambiguous situation in which the Parliament is a 

democratic institution that still does not answer fully to a democratic logic of accountability 

(Ripoll Servent & Costa, 2022). The European Parliament features “high levels of 

bargaining and the ability to find compromises across ideological and geographical 

cleavages” (Ripoll Servent & Costa, 2022), as that it is required by the very same structure 

of the Union.  

The consociative model is therefore useful to properly understand why the European Parliament may 

not properly be framed as majoritarian. This is a relevant point for the purpose of this research, as 

political actors approach the European Parliament differently than how they may approach a more 

traditional national assembly. As it is included in a complex institutional framework, the European 

Parliament has structurally pushed the groups within it to work through different paths than those of 

national parliamentary groups. 

 

2.3.3 The “majorities” of the European Parliament 

Votes within the European Parliament have different natures and the type of majority required 

changes accordingly. Most of votes regarding daily activities require a simple majority: in this case, 

to pass something more than half of the votes casted are needed. In other words, if 300 MEPs are 

voting, 151 votes are required to pass the proposal discussed. More significant and impactful voting 

decisions require an absolute majority instead: in this case, to pass something more than half of the 

MEPs need to vote in favour. Therefore, as currently the European Parliament has 750 members, 351 

MEPs are needed. This type of majority is for example used whenever the Parliament votes to approve 

the newly nominated Commission.  

Whatever the case, majorities in the European Parliament aim to be the largest possible, as a 

wide consensus in the Parliament may allow easier discussions in the Council: as a matter of fact, the 

Ordinary Legislative Procedure requires both the Parliament and the Council to approve a text to 

make it into law, which means that the Parliament must reach a compromise on a text moderate 

enough to get the approval of at least a majority of member states (Kreppel 2002; Kantola et al., 
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2022). However, that is not always the case, hence the European Parliament has seen during time 

different types of majorities on the basis of the topic discussed. Three types of majorities have 

characterised the European Parliament: a grand-majority between the EPP and S&D, with usually the 

liberals and occasionally other groups, which in the 9th legislature has also been called a “super grand 

majority” (Brack et al., 2024); a left-wing majority, going from the Left group to that of the liberals; 

a right-wing majority, going from the liberals to the far-right groups (Costa & Magnette, 2003; Hix 

& all, 2005; Hix & Høyland, 2013; Raunio, 2022). Accordingly, scholars as Otjes and van der Veer 

(2016) and Blumenau and Lauderdale (2018) have taken evidence of the fact that the left-right 

dimension still has priority in the plenary, which on one hand has been a further reason to develop an 

internal culture of compromise and of majority-building, and on the other benefits smaller groups, 

especially the liberal group. As a matter of fact, being in the centre, in the middle between the EPP 

and S&D, the liberal group has often covered the role of the king-maker, basically deciding whenever 

a right-majority or a left-majority was to be made (which are potential alternative to the traditional 

grand coalition, even though less frequent). In the case of grand coalitions, the final consensus is 

frequently aligned with the liberal group’s stance. (Raunio, 2022). As Hix and Høyland (2013, p. 181) 

write: 

The liberals (ALDE) are pivotal in many policy areas, as they are often able to decide whether a centre -right 

coalition (with EPP) or a centre-left coalition (with SOC) is going to win on a particular policy issue. Second, the 

stability of the coalitions suggests that on average the EU produces a particular set of policy outcomes that is close 

to the preferences of many European liberal parties and centrist voters: free-market economic policies and liberal 

social policies. 

Political ideology is the main factor that brings an MEP to choose a group over another. 

Ideology, understood as an aggregate of national parties’ policy positions, is a strong predictor of political group 

membership. This suggests that the purpose of these political organizations is policy oriented . (Hix & Høyland, 

2013, p. 178) 

The very same European Parliament Rules of Procedure states that 

Members may form themselves into groups according to their political affinities. Parliament need not normally 

evaluate the political affinity of members of a group. In forming a group together under this Rule, the Members 

concerned accept by definition that they have political affinity. Only when this is denied by the Members concerned  

is it necessary for Parliament to evaluate whether the group has been constituted in accordance with the Rules.  

However, Ahrens and Kantola (2022) have also conducted interviews with anonymous MEPs 

regarding the matter, with one of them, notably coming from the ECR group, stating that political 

affinity is quite a complex topic and that especially older groups tend to stay together also on the basis 

of tradition and historical alliance, despite the fact their visions may have diverged over time.  
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2.3.4 New cleavages within the European Parliament 

Even though literature has for long evidenced how the main divide within the European 

Parliament is that of left-right (Hix & all, 2007; Otjes & van der Veer, 2016; Blumenau & Lauderdale, 

2018), recent research suggests that other cleavages may be found. Some scholars have argued to give 

more importance to the GAL versus TAN cleavage, according to which the current political spectrum 

is characterized by two adversary political identities: the Greens, Alternatives and Libertarians (GAL) 

against the Traditionalists, Authoritarians and Nationalist (TAN) (see for example Vachudova, 2021; 

Brack & Behm, 2022). To this view, as mentioned before, competition between parties is no longer 

centred around left-right economic issues, but around cultural ones. It has been argued that a major 

part in this has been caused by the advent of populism (which in this specific case could be framed 

as “ethnopopulism”) (Vachudova, 2021). This new version of populist parties argue that in 

contemporary society there is a fight between a group of corrupt and power-attracted elites and normal 

people who are manipulated and deprived of their rights and deserved wealth (Mudde, 2007; Muller, 

2016; Anselmi, 2018; Urbinati, 2019), in a sort of “good versus evil” scenario (Taggart, 2000). It is 

peculiar that the shift towards a GAL versus TAN dynamics is not necessarily matched by economic 

positions: while, for example, in Eastern Europe it is common to have left-TAN parties with post-

communist position and right-GAL ones with liberal economic stances and pro-European, in Western 

Europe the opposite happens (Vachudova, 2021).  

The left-right spectrum has become more nuanced and it is harder to collocate parties with 

scheme that may not be totally appropriate anymore: for instance, the Polish Prawo i Sprawiedliwość 

(Law and Justice, PiS), commonly identified as right-wing (or far-right) party, member of the ECR 

group, tends to adopt more state-guided policies in the economic field, even though the party remains 

definitely conservative on cultural and identity issues; on the other hand, its main opponent, the 

Platforma Obywatelska (Civic Coalition, PO) of Donald Tusk, is both economically and culturally 

liberal, while being traditionally considered centre-right (as a matter of fact, the major part of the 

coalition is member of the EPP); at the same time, the emerging Konfederacja (KO), which is framed 

as a far-right party as well, is economically liberal and culturally conservative (Gwiazda, 2021). Even 

if this is contested (Vachudova, 2021), someone has argued that populism has hit the centre as well: 

for example, the French La République En Marche!  (LREM, now Ensemble) of Emmanuel Macron 

has been framed as an “antipopulist populist” (Bordignon, 2017), according to its promise of going 

against the traditional party system and to work for the benefit of the people, introducing the idea of 

technocratic populism (Guasti & Buštíková, 2020). This concept transcends the left-right dimension 

and aims to legitimize a new elite, which poses itself as technical and competent, to take the place of 

the previous one (Guasti & Perottino, 2020). 
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As it will be more deeply discussed later, within the European Union populism has often 

translated into Euroscepticism, to be intended as a general opposition towards the European 

integration process (Brack, 2024). Some scholars have therefore argued that political groups could 

also be classified on the basis of their stance towards European integration (Otjes & van der Veer, 

2016; Brack & Behm, 2022), which would be consistent with the traditional European Parliament 

grand majority, which features the EPP and the S&D, the two largest pro-EU groups, and several 

other smaller pro-EU groups. Framed this way, the European Parliament would feature an opposition 

between a pro-EU majority and a (growing in terms of seats) anti-EU minority (Cheysson & 

Fraccaroli, 2019). An analysis of the voting patterns of MEPs from 2004 to 2019 suggests that the 

European dimension has overtaken the left-right divide as the primary dimension driving MEPs’ 

voting (Cheysson & Fraccaroli, 2019; Brack et al., 2023), at least since the establishment of the 8th 

Parliament in 2014. 

Whether the voting pattern in the European Parliament is guided by the left-wing divide, by the 

TAN-GAL dimension or by the stance towards the European integration process, it should be clear 

that political groups are put together on the basis of the ideology. Their MEPs, at the very least, share 

similar views on some policy areas. This is not a pre-given fact or obvious, as initial discussions 

regarding how the European Parliament should have been composed also contemplated the idea that 

MEPs should have sit in national blocs. Instead, knowing the group of an MEP is more important 

than knowing her nationality to predict how she will vote (Noury & Roland, 2002; Hix & all, 2009). 

More in general, national interest within groups is limited by four factors explained by Raunio (2022):  

- National parties are not unitary actors and have, within themselves, different opinions on 

policy areas and European integration. Therefore, an internal faction of a party that 

disagrees with a voting indication of the European political group may not have the political 

force to make all members of their party go against the group. 

- Most of the legislative production of the European parliament does not affect states in 

different ways. 

- Parties join groups to achieve policy goals: going against their own group would reduce 

their ability to achieve them. It is usually more cost-effective to follow groups’ guidelines 

even if not perfectly aligned than breaking the line (Hix et al., 2009), which is for example 

the main reason that brought the British Conservatives to maintain for such a long time the 

EPP membership before founding the ECR (Lynch & Whitaker, 2008). 

- MEPs are faced by a huge number of different policy-areas and matters. Groups provide the 

fundamental guidance for MEP to work (Hix et al., 2009). 
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This, however, should not mean that national politics do not matter at all. As a matter of fact, European 

groups have institutionalised and structured themselves in complex ways. Scholars have mainly 

analysed the EPP and the S&D, which, due to their size and historical role, reasonably take more 

attention. As Bressanelli (2022, p. 51) explains, with their own internal terminology, they both have 

A plenary organ, where all members are represented, and final decisions are taken. More restricted organs are the 

bureau, where the executive leaders of the group, the leaders of the national delegations, the chairs of the 

committees and the coordinators may be represented, and the presidency, composed by the chair/president and a 

number of vice-chairpersons. A secretariat supports the groups’ activities. 

Such a structure, Bressanelli (2022) argues, has developed mainly thanks to “external shocks”: 

namely, the introduction of direct elections in 1979, the empowerment of the EU and the 2000s 

enlargement of the Union. These shocks have obliged party leaderships to change the parties’ structure 

to retain their capacities of achieving their goals. The current structure they have built has taken the 

form of bottom-up organization in which issues are debated in the following order: (1) working 

groups in committees; (2) inter-committees working groups; (3) bureau of the presidency, with leaders 

of national delegations; (4) the group’s plenary (Bressanelli, 2022). An issue progresses from (1) to 

(2) (and so on) only whenever an agreement has not been reached. This way, consensus is negotiated 

and built from the bottom of the group. In this framework, national delegations organise themselves 

as smaller groups within the groups, with their own internal organs and rules. Their leaders exercise 

on their MEPs more control than the group leadership (Bressanelli, 2022) and overall they are crucial 

as holders of the decision-making power within the group (Kreppel, 2022). The EPP Rules of 

Procedure (2021) even acknowledge the importance of inter-delegation dialogue, as it states that  

 

The Group Presidency and the Heads of National Delegations shall meet at least once a month to discuss key and 

strategic issues, to prepare political decisions of major importance and to deliberate on questions of special internal 

relevance to the Group. 

 

2.4 The 2024-2029 European Parliament composition 

There are eight political groups in the European Parliament. Three of them are in the left-wing 

of the political spectrum: The Left in the European Parliament (THELEFT), usually considered a far-

left group; the Greens (The Greens); the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats (S&D), 

the traditional centre-left group, for a long time between the 1970s and the 1990s the largest group in 

the chamber, now the second largest. In the middle of the chamber there is Renew Europe (RE), a 

group that tries to put together the European liberal formations. Four more groups are in the right part 

of the spectrum: the European People’s Party EPP), the traditional Christian centre-right group, 

currently the largest group in the Parliament; the European Conservatives and Reformists (ECR); the 
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Patriots for Europe (PfE); the Europe of Sovereign Nations (ESN). The 2024-2029 European 

Parliament composition lists as follow: 

 

Political group Europarty MEPs 

 
European People’s Party Group (EPP 

Group) 

European People’s party (EPP) 

European Christian Political 

Party (ECPP) 

188 / 720 

(26%) 

 
Progressive Alliance of Socialists and 

Democrats (S&D) 
Party of European Socialists (PES) 

136 / 720 

(19%) 

 Patriots for Europe (PfE) Patriots.eu 
85 / 720 

(12%) 

 
European Conservatives and Reformists 

Group (ECR Group) 

European Conservatives and Reformists 

Party (ECR) 

European Free Alliance (EFA) 

European Christian Political Party 

(ECPP) 

79 / 720 

(11%) 

 Renew Europe (Renew) 

Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for 

Europe (ALDE Party) 

European Democratic Party (EDP) 

75 / 720 

(10%) 

 
Greens/European Free 

Alliance (Greens/EFA) 

European Green Party (EGP) 

European Free Alliance (EFA) 

53 / 720 

(7%) 

 
The Left in the European parliament (The 

Left) 

European Left Alliance for the People and 

the Planet (ELA) 

Party of the European Left (PEL) 

46 / 720 

(6%) 

 Europe of Sovereign Nations Group (ESN) Europe of Sovereign Nations (ESN) 
27 / 720 

(4%) 

 Non-attached members (Non-Inscrits) 
30 / 720 

(4%) 

 Vacant 1 / 720 
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Therefore, the plenary of the European Parliament looks like this:  

 

 

 

It is useful to have a deeper look at these political groups. Going from the left to the right, the 

following are the current formation that sits within the European Parliament.  

 

2.4.1 The Left in the European Parliament (THE LEFT) 

Composed of parties of the alternative and radical left, this group takes the heredity of the 

Gauche Unitaire Européenne (GUE) and the Coalition des Gauches (CG), historical left-wing groups 

of the European Parliament. After the elections of 1994, the groups decided to unite in the Confederal 

Group of the European United Left (GUE), which was formed by parties like the Communist 

Refoundation of Italy and the Communist Party of France. In the following years, the enlargement of 

the European Union brought new parties to the group, such as the Left Alliance of Finland and the 

Left Party of Sweden, which united in an under group called Nordic Green Left (NGL). From that 

point, the overall group took the acronym of GUE/NGL. In 2021, it was renamed The Left in the  

European Parliament. Among the many, the German Die Linke, Spanish Podemos, the Greek Syriza 

and the Italian Five Stars Movement sit in the group. The group refers mainly to two different 

Europarties: the European Left Alliance for the People and the Planet (ELA) and the Party of the 

European Left (PEL). The group identifies itself as a left-wing group and claims to focus on economic 

justice, feminism, environment, civil rights and democracy, while addressing the issues of 

neoliberalism. Scholars have also underlined that the group could be classified as soft-Eurosceptic 

Non-attached members (Non-Inscrits)
The Left in the European parliament (The Left)
Greens/European Free Alliance (Greens/EFA)
Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats (S&D)
Renew Europe (Renew)
European People’s Party Group (EPP Group)
European Conservatives and Reformists Group (ECR Group)
Patriots for Europe (PfE)
Europe of Sovereign Nations Group (ESN)
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(Brack, 2018). They are not part of the traditional majority of the European Parliament and is not the 

most cohesive in terms of votes (Lefkofridi & Katsanidou, 2018; Warasin et al., 2019). Even though, 

ultimately, the group is not that relevant in the works of the Parliament, it has recently reached its 

biggest size, in terms of seats. 

 

2.4.2 The Greens (GREENS/EFA):  

While historically within this group a number of different types of parties used to sit, since 1999 

the group was refunded as a progressive formation made of national green parties and some 

regionalist parties with progressive tendencies. Representing two main Europarties, The Greens and 

the European Free Alliance (EFA), the group takes the acronym of Greens/EFA and mainly aims to 

push an environmentalist agenda, while also aiming to focus on human rights, democracy and rule of 

law. Since the foundation of the group in the 1970s, the German Greens have covered a primary role 

within the group, being them the biggest delegation. Among the others, the French Greens and Dutch 

GroenLinks have played an important role in the group. While all members, with different 

graduations, can be considered pro-EU, several differences may be found between them, such as their 

approach in foreign policy, with for example the German Greens having a very different approach 

towards the war in Ukraine than the Italian Greens. The group has also been part of the so-called 

informal Ursula majority since 2019, when the European elections for the first time produced a 

Parliament where the EPP and the S&D could not form a majority by themselves. At time of votes, 

the Greens decided first to vote against Von Der Leyen as President of the Commission (Greens, 

2019) and then abstained when it was time to vote for the whole Commission (Ciaran Cuffe, 2019). 

Nevertheless, in the following years scholars have noted that the Von Der Leyen Commission I 

frequently relied on Greens’ votes (see for example Brack et al., 2022). In 2024, after weeks of 

discussions, the Greens decided to vote in favour of the confirmation of Von Der Leyen as President 

of the Commission (Greens, 2024). The decision to vote for Von Der Leyen surprised some observers, 

who had argued that the Commission Von Der Leyen I had progressively ditched parts of the Green 

Deal and should have therefore been punished by the Greens, but others noted that voting for Von 

Der Leyen meant that the Green could aim to maintain a certain extent of influence within the 

chamber (Guillot et al., 2024). Later, also in protest for the nomination of Raffaele Fitto (Brothers of 

Italy, ECR) as a commissioner, almost half of the Greens voted against the whole Commission Von 

Der Leyen II. The others voted in favour (Griera et al., 2024).  

The group has been the most cohesive one in the 8th Parliament (Warasin et al., 2019) and has 

maintended an high cohesion score in the following ones. In the last election the Greens lost around 

20 seats and are currently struggling in polls. 
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2.4.3 The Group of the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats (S&D):  

Taking the heredity of the 1953 founded Socialist Group, the 1974 Confederation of Socialist 

Parties of the European Community and of the 1992 Party of European Socialists, this group took the 

current form in 2009. Regarding Europarties, it mainly refers to the Party of European Socialists 

(PES). This group remained the biggest in term of seats until 1999, when it became the second biggest 

after the EPP. The groups gathers social democratic parties and socialist parties from almost all 

member states. The most important are the Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party (PSOE), the German 

Social Democrats (SPD) and the Italian Democratic Party (PD). The group advocates for rule of law, 

human rights, and, more in generale, social democracy. Since 1999, the group is experiencing a 

constant loss of seats whenever an election takes place, aligning itself with the global fatigue that 

harmed social democrats in the last few decades (see for example Daniels, 1998; March, 2021). 

Recently, they’ve also experienced internal troubles, with the Slovak SMER and HLAS–SD that were 

suspended after forming a government coalition with a far-right formations (S&D, 2023). The groups 

advocates European integration as well, but its stance towards it has changed over time. Some 

scholars have noted that socialists parties have historically preferred intergovernmentalism over 

transnationalism (March, 2021) and that in general these parties have had different stances on the 

European project as a whole. Even though some socialist parties expressed over time hard stances 

over the vision of the United Europe (the British Labour in 1983 advocated to withdraw from the 

European Economic Community), the lack of a completely anticapitalist identity by socialist parties 

and the logic of internationalism of the post-war democratic socialism avoided the emergence of 

Euroscepticism as a common identity marker. Moreover, Keynesian economics favoured dirigism and 

at the time dirigism could only be done by the State, which implied a “national focus” (March, 2021). 

However, as time passed socialists started to accept the European Union as a mere fact. Some 

of them believed that neoliberalism had won over Keynesian policies, while others that dirigism could 

be translated to the European level (creating a sort of Eurokeynesiamism) (Almedia, 2012; March, 

2021). The Party of European Socialists was then created as a way to maintain a say in the works of 

the Union, in a time in which the European People’s Party was gaining ground, also through the means 

of a well-rounded organization. Therefore, the PES was a “pragamtic response to the EU’s political 

spill-over”, rather than a “proactive embrace of transnationalism” (Lightfoot, 2005, in March, 2021). 

Ladrech (2000) writes that the Party of European Socialists was not even born as a way to boost the 

creation of a proper European political party, but rather as qualitative upgrade to the already existing 

political entities that socialist parties were using to coordinate their activity at the Union level. Still 

now there is a cleavage within S&D members, with members advocating for big steps forwards in 
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the European project (for instance the Italian Democratic Party, which in its 2019 manifesto called 

for the creation of the United States of Europe), and others more hesitant (such as the Danish Social 

Democrats or the Greek Pasok). This cleavage has been identified with geographic terms, as 

north/south cleavage, with northern social democrats less keen to push for (at least immediate) further 

European integration than southern counterparts (Almeida, 2012).  

Despite the troubled history, the group has always been part of the historical majority of the 

European Parliament, working with the European People’s Party to bring forward the agenda of the 

Parliament. The group is also internally structured and has a bottom-up policy negotiation structure 

(Elomaki et al. 2022; Bressanelli, 2022), despite the fact that the Europarty above it, the PES, 

“remains a predominantly intergovernmentalist organisation, largely limited to a think-tank and 

network-party function” (March, 2021). The group’s organization, nevertheless, is an additional 

reason for it to have an high cohesion score at times of voting, as most of its MEPs tend to vote 

together (Warasin and all, 2019).  

 

2.4.4 Renew Europe (RE):  

This group is usually referred as the liberal group at the centre of the political spectrum. Its 

members are national parties from centre-left to centre-right with liberal tendencies. It refers to two 

main Europarties: the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe (ALDE) and the European 

Democratic Party (EDP), while within its members there is also one party member of the European 

People’s Party (the Romanian People's Movement Party) and the French Renessaince, the party of 

the French Presidente Emmanuel Macron. As a matter of fact, Renew Europe was born after a deal, 

following the 2019 elections, between the at the time called En Marche! (now Renessaince) of 

Emmanuel Macron and ALDE (Herszenhorn, 2019). Until that point and since 2004, the latter used 

to give to name to the liberal centrist group in the European Parliament. The group is still under proper 

construction, as its members do not even yet propose a common name as president of the Commission 

in times of elections (in 2024, ALDE and EDP campaigned for different candidates). Nevertheless, 

important national parties sit within Renew’s ranks: the already mentioned French Renessaince, the 

Dutch VVD and D66, the German FDP and the Slovak Progressive Party. The groups aims to gather 

liberal inspired formations that are, most of the times, in favour or very in favour of further European 

integration, rule of law and market economy. However, this agenda has recently created some internal 

discussions, as the Czech ANO of Andrej Babis has decided to exit the group (its membership had 

been controversial for years) (Szumski & Horáková, 2024) and following the 2024 Dutch elections 

the decision of VVD, historical and influential member of the group, to form a government coalition 

with the far-right PVV sparkled controversies, with some members even calling for the expulsion of 
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the party (Baccini, 2024). The group’s stance has always been constructive towards the works of the 

European Parliament and it is currently part of the majority behind both Von Der Leyen Commission 

(and it was actually, through the action of Emmanuel Macron, crucial in placing Von Der Leyen as 

head of the Commission in 2019) (Himmelreich, 2019). The voting cohesion of the group is high but 

lower than that of EPP, S&D and Greens (Warasin & all, 2019). While in the 2019 elections the group 

had a strong result, in 2024 it suffered important losses in terms of seats, becoming the fith largest 

groups. 

 

2.4.5. European People’s Party Group (EPP):  

The centre-right group, currently the biggest group in the chamber, as it has been since 1999. 

Inspired by Christian, conservative and liberal values, this group puts together formations that are 

usually considered traditional moderate centre-right parties in their national contexts. It refers mainly 

to the European People’s Party, of one the most influential Europarties, but members come also from 

other political realities, such as the European Christian Political Party (ECPP). While current 

members have from neutral to very positive stances towards further European integration, in the past 

more eurosceptic members were part of the group. For a while, for example, the British 

Conservatives, the Polish Party of Law and Justice (PiS) and the Czech Civic Democratic Party 

(ODS) remained part of the group, united in a sort of under group called the European Democrats 

(ED), which caused a change in the name of the whole group (EPP-ED). However, in 2009, after 

years of tensions and talks, these parties exited the group to form their own group, that of the European 

Conservatives and Reformists (ECR) (Lynch & Whitaker, 2008). Despite this, traditionally the EPP 

has had a pro-EU approach: as a matter of fact, the European People’s Party is the first Europarty 

ever founded, with the explicit intention of pushing forward the European integration process (see for 

example the fundamental text of Haas, 1958). As many have discussed, the Chirsitan democrats have 

traditionally been Euroenthusiastic, as they saw in the European project a way to bring together the 

peoples divided by the second world war (Hix & Lord, 1997). 

Despite the split with the ECR, the EPP remained the largest group in the Parliament also in the 

following elections. However, its share of votes has notably decreased over time. The group is 

traditionally part of the grand coalition with the S&D and, as recent reserach has shown, it maintains 

a strong cohesion at times of final votes (Warasin et al., 2019). However, there is also growing 

evidence that, due to the pressure of the current three group at its right, the group is shifting its stance 

from its traditional moderate positions in favour of more radical stance on a number of different 

highly politicised matters, such as migration and climate change (see for example Down & Han, 2020; 

Bélanger & Wunsch, 2024; Brack & Marié, 2024). As it will be discussed, in the context of the wider 
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struggles of traditional moderate parties (see for example Ignazi, 1996; Smith, 2014; Morini & 

Loveless, 2021; Borge & Bronet, 2024), the EPP members are experiencing an electoral decline and 

they are oblighted to adopt at least some more radical stances in order to prevent voters to switch 

from them to far-right parties (Down & Han, 2020; Bélanger & Wunsch, 2024; Brack & Marié, 2024). 

At the same time, due to structure of the grand coalition, the EPP members are also called to cooperate 

with the S&D, which makes them easy targets for their far-right alternatives. There are different 

opinions about the strategy that needs to implemented in the group: for example, parties like the Dutch 

CDA or the German CDU/CSU tend to be more in favour of cooperation with moderate centre-left 

parties (see for example Hublet et al., 2023; Boztas, 2025), while others, such as the Spanish Partido 

Popular, the Italian Forza Italia and the Swedish Moderate Parties push for cooperation with right -

wing formations (with various degrees) (see for example Aylott & Bolin, 2023; Heller, 2025). It is 

also useful to point out that several parties in the group are experiencing internal infighting: an 

especially relevant example is that of the French Les Républicains (Kirby, 2024). Nevertheless, the 

group remains part of the grand coalition and the largest in the chamber. 

 

2.4.6 European Conservatives and Reformists Group (ECR):  

A right-wing conservative group, the ECR is the first of the three usually framed far-right 

groups of the European Parliament. Out of the three, it is considered the least radical one and the 

easiest to work with (Becker et al., 2025): as a matter of fact, a growing number of EPP members are 

calling for the Grand Coalition to extend to at least parts of the ECR, despite the opposition of the 

S&D, Renew Europe and the Greens (Ionta & Bourgery-Gonse, 2024). The group mainly refers to 

one Europarty, the European Conservatives and Reformists. The most notable members are the Italian 

Fratelli d’Italia (FdI), the Polish PiS and the Czech ODS. It is relevant to point out that members of 

the ECR have already joined the majority that supports the Commission: it is the case of PiS in 2019 

and 2024. ECR members tend to propose a soft eurosceptism (“Eurorealism”), even though 

sometimes individual members of the group have declared during time more radical stances towards 

the Union (see for example Meloni, 2018). Nevertheless, it is noticeable that some members’ 

eurosceptism has softnend progressively and currently the group advocates for strenghtening the 

cooperation between member states while avoiding the creation of a super-state (see for example 

Steven & Szczerbiak, 2023; Steven, 2025; eunews, 2025). Its voting cohesion is lower than older 

groups, but its the highest out of right-wing groups (Warasin et al., 2019). The group has grown 

progressively in the last European Elections, becoming the fourth largest group in 2024, ahead of 

Renew Europe. 
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2.4.7 The Patriots for Europe Group (PfE):  

The third largest group in the European Parliament, the Patriots are a far-right group that puts 

together several influential nationalist and eurosceptic parties of Europe. The most important 

members are the Italian League, the French Rassemblement Nationale, the Czech ANO, the 

Hungarian Fidesz and the Spanish Vox. The group was formed after long talks soon after the 2024 

European Elections, putting together parties that, even if from different groups, had expressed at least 

some common beliefs and vision in the previous years. The core of the group comes from the former 

Identity and Democracy group, which was formed after the 2019 European Elections. The group 

advocates for national sovereignity, an harsher borders policy and free speech and it opposes further 

European integration. Its members have traditionally being classified as eurosceptic (or hard 

eurosceptic), with some them even calling for referendums to exit the whole Union (see for example 

Gotev, 2016). However, being the objective that of governing the European Union, some of them 

have also softened, at least rethorically, their stances: for example, Marine Le Pen from the French 

Rassemblement Nationale no longer calls directly for France to leave the European Union, but it calls 

for obtaining opt-outs on one field or another (notably, some of her claims, such as that of making 

French Law prevailing over European Law, would nevertheless push France, de facto, out of the 

Union) (Basso, 2022); another example may that of the Italian League, which was as well advocating 

during the 2010s for Italy to leave the Union, but now has changed its stance, as during the last 

campaign its slogan was “Let’s change Europe before it changes us” (Il Post, 2024). The group is also 

inspired by the American Republicans and especially Donald Trump: relevant, for example, that 

Viktor Orban and Matteo Salvini campaigned during the 2024 European Elections with the slogan 

“Make Europe Great Again”, which is also featured in the group official website (Rakin, 2024).   

It could be pointed that out that this group has been founded with the aim of having an actual 

part in European politics, which has not been the case for most of previous far-right groups (see for 

example Brack & Marié, 2024). Several scholars have argued that the impact of this sort of group 

should not be that relevant, as most sovereigntists only share their adversariness towards the Union 

and disagree on lots of other topics; also, as seen, the European Parliament’s institutional structural 

prevents obstructionism by smaller groups. Moreover, following Brexit some scholars have argue that 

the absence of British may have weakened Euroscpetic groups (Ripoll Servent 2019; Ripoll Servent 

& Panning 2021; Ripoll Servent & Costa, 2022). However, the Patriots could be seen as an higher 

level attempt by far-right parties to influence the works of the Union, also due to the political 

contingencies that are ongoing in Europe, with several members of the Patriots leading the polls in 

their own countries (examples are the French RN, the Czech ANO and the Dutch PVV). Its previous 
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iteration, the Identity and Democracy group, had the lowest percentage of voting cohesion in the 

previous Parliament (Warasin & all, 2019). 

 

2.4.8 Europe of Sovereign Nations Group (ESN):  

The smallest group of the European Parliament, it is considered the most far-right group out of 

the three. Its members’ positions have been classified under the lens of ultraconservatism, 

ultranationalism, neo-fascism and hard euroscepticism. Its main member is the German Alternative 

for Germany (AfD), but it features also the Czech SPD, the French Reconquete, part of the Polish 

Confederacia and the Slovak Republika, which are all politically relevant parties in their own 

countries. Even members of the Patriots have expressed concern over this group, with notably Marine 

Le Pen stating that the Rassemblement Nationale will not cooperate with AfD). Some observers have 

argued that the Patriots are trying to use this group to normalise themselves in front of the public (see 

for example RaiNews24, 2024 and Becker et al., 2025). 
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3. The current European political context  

This chapter analyses the current European political context.  

The first subchapter (3.1) focuses on a series of general concepts that are useful to know before 

discussing contemporary political dynamics, especially within the European Union. It provides a brief 

look on the concepts of democratic deficit, populism and Euroscepticism.  

The second subchapter (3.2) focuses on the most recent political developments within the 

European Union, with a special attention to how EPP and S&D parties are currently performing in all 

member states.  

The third subchapter (3.3) focuses on the relationship between the EPP and S&D and to their 

ideological developments, trying to assess whether points of rupture exist. 

 

3.1 General concepts 

3.1.1 The democratic deficit 

Even though the European Parliament has been empowered over time and despite its unique 

status in the whole world, the European Union is frequently under the criticism of being distant from 

its citizens and, to a certain extent, undemocratic. The “democratic deficit” is a frequently debated 

topic on which many scholars have tried to contribute. While there is not a single and universally 

shared definition (Hix and Follesdal, 2006), those who argue that the Union is affected by it generally 

claim that: 

- The integration process has progressively given more powers to the executive branch. Even 

though the European Parliament has received more powers and functions over time, still 

now it is widely acknowledged that even in its role of colegislator the Parliament does not 

have the same capabilities of the Council (Raunio, 1999; Hix & Follesdal, 2006; Costa & 

Ripoll Servent, 2021). More in general, the executive can be held accountable by the 

Parliament only for a certain extent. 

- The European Parliament has not much power as traditional national parliaments. For 

example, in some areas like the common foreign and security policy it has as only a 

consultive role. The Parliament still does not hold the right of legislative initiative. The 

Parliament does not even properly elect the Commission or its President, as it only confirms 

(or denies) the nominations proposed by the European Council. 

- European elections are still to be considered “second-order national contests” (as they are 

defined in the funding text by Reif and Schmitt, 1980). They tend to have lower participation 

than national elections and are mainly seen as mid-term national contests (Hix et al., 2007; 
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Costa & Ripoll Servent, 2021). As a matter of fact, they tend to favour opposition parties. 

It is a relatively common opinion within scholars that voters are more concerned about 

domestic issues than European ones (Kantola et al., 2022). Even if all member states vote 

for the same chamber, the European elections seem more like 27 contemporary national 

elections rather than a single one, as every member state votes for its own parties, which 

are not required to make reference to their European groups. Notably, for example, in 2024 

the only Italian party that had a reference to its political groups in its symbol was Forza 

Italia (EPP). 

- The European Union is considered too distant from its citizens. On one hand, the ability of 

the Parliament, and therefore of the people’s directly elected representatives, to control the 

executive is not fully developed. On the other hand, the institutions of the Union work in a 

radical different way than the domestic ones, making them difficult to understand (Hix & 

Follesdal, 2006). Moreover, the European Union has a technocratic nature, not a political 

one, and even in the Parliament mainly deals with more technical issues, which are 

structurally less attractive to voters. 

- With the supremacy of EU law over national law officially declared and the consolidation 

of the practice of constitutional review, many scholars have explained how the ECJ can 

bring forward the integration process by just eliminating national legislation that is 

inconsistent with EU law (see for example Grimm, 2016). This practice is seen as 

problematic because it overrides the democratic elements of accountability and legitimacy, 

as in this sense the judges of the ECJ would make judicial decisions with wide political 

implications without the supervision of the Parliament and therefore of the citizens, with 

scholars talking of “integration by stealth” (see for example Majone, 2005). 

- The regulatory nature of the Union has made it during time object of criticism for being too 

neoliberal (see for example Hix & Follesdal, 2006; Hobolt & Tilley, 2016). Especially with 

the raise of populism, which will be later better discussed, the Union has been exposed to 

radical criticism that depicts it even as a plot of an alleged powerful neoliberal class who 

rules at the expense of the people (Hobolt & Tilley, 2016; Guasti & Perottino, 2020; Talving 

& Vasilopoulou, 2024). 

There are also scholars who have argued that the Union is doing better than usually claimed 

(see for example Moravcsik, 2002, 2004). Some have claimed that the role of the ECJ has been 

overstated during time and that it has made decisions only whenever the political circumstances had 

already favoured them (see for example Wasserfallen, 2010). Others (Corbett, 2018) have claimed 

that the Union fulfils on several different levels matters of democracy, accountability and 
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transparency, but in ways that are more complex to analyse and understand than it would be for a 

state. Despite some flaws, considering its institutional nature (that of an international organization, 

not of a state), the Union is therefore seen by them as solid, from a democratic point of view. 

The extent and scope of the democratic deficit is therefore contested. Nevertheless, it still plays 

a role in European politics, as it shapes how national parties and Europarties behave. For instance, it 

is widely used by Eurosceptics to criticise the European Union. Claudio Borghi, for example, a quite 

well-known Italian representative within the Italian Parliament for the Lega, frequently assesses the 

matter on his interventions, both in social medias and in the works of the Parliament (“The European 

Union doesn't even know where democracy lives”, he has recently claimed in a post on X). 

Consequently, those actors that are part of the majority within the European Parliament coexist with 

the risk of being framed as non-democratic. As this research hypotheses that traditional centrist 

parties’ pressure from their radical counterparts may push them to change behavior, the democratic 

deficit becomes relevant for two reasons: 

1. While it would be hard to argue that traditional parties are losing votes due to the democratic 

deficit, it does not help them and contributes to make them perceived as distant from the 

electorate. If critics argue that the European Union is a merely technocratic corpus not 

interested in the life of ordinary citizens, being perceived as distant and unreachable makes 

countering that narrative challenging. 

2. If the electorate perceives moderate parties to be non-democratic, these parties may decide 

to do something to counter this perception. They may very well decide to align themselves 

to this criticism and radicalize their own stance. They may also attempt to “democratize” 

their European activity, for example by making their voices more easily hearable by the 

electorate. Plenary contributions could serve the purpose: on one hand, they are immediate 

forms of political debate and consensus-building; on the other, they are easily sharable my 

MEPs in their communication channels to communicate something. Many MEPs and 

commentators, for example, use to share small cuts of MEPs’ interventions in social medias 

(see for example https://x.com/Corleone040480/status/1889952320458465321).  

To some extent, therefore, the democratic deficit gives more relevance to what MEPs do and 

say. 

 

https://x.com/Corleone040480/status/1889952320458465321
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3.1.2 Populism 

The concept of populism has widely been debated: for example, D’Eramo (2013) has observed 

that between 1990 and 2000 there have been more than 1500 publications about the matter. Anselmi 

(2018) notes that contemporary democracy cannot be analysed without populism, to be considered 

no more only as “a deviation, an anomaly, a degeneration or a pathology of democracy”, but rather 

“a highly probable option of democracy, not only related to social movements but also 

institutionalized and ruling entities”. Anselmi builds on this and writes that populism is 

a modality of social expression of popular sovereignty, which acquires different forms but has some very specific 

traits that are determined by the social conditions of the context where it manifests itself. It is a demand for more 

democracy on the part of citizens; however, once it has taken hold, it can even generate an involution of democratic 

institutions (2018, p. 2). 

Still, many scholars frame it as problematic form of democracy: Crouch (2004) talks of “post-

democracy”, while Urbinati (2014) uses the term “disfigured democracy”. Mair (2002) adds that 

populism “tends towards partyless democracy”: populists mainly target people dissatisfied with the 

mainstream political system and who may be considered as “depoliticised”. The aim of populism, as 

Urbinati (2019) builds up on this, becomes a government not by the majority, but of the majority, 

framed not necessarily and completely outside of the party system, but at least in a less plural one. In 

a popular book, both politically involved and academically relevant, Muller (2016) proposes the 

“seven theses on populism”. According to Muller: 

1. Populists argue to be true and legitimate representatives of the people. 

2. Populists are antipluralist: none but them represents the people. 

3. Populists claim to represent the “real people”, which tends to confute a priori every 

argument against them, as even an electorate defeat may be framed as a plot against the 

“silent majority”; 

4. Populism doesn’t incentivise political participation, as it aims to confirm only what it has 

“already determined the will of the real people to be”. 

5. Populists in government will probably not deliver but rather incentivise corruption and 

institutional conflicts. 

6. Populists are still part of the democratic environment and should not be excluded from 

debates, as the problems they raise can be real, even though the solutions they propose are 

not necessarily viable. 

7. Populism cannot be a “corrective to liberal democracy” as a way to bring proper direct 

democracy, but it can be a way to realise that part of the population is growingly dissatisfied 

with the political class. 
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To sum up, Anselmi’s minimum definition fits well: populism is characterized by a group of 

people who considers themselves (or at the very least frames themselves) as the only true holders of 

popular sovereignty, even though they are just a part of the whole population, and therefore the only 

possible alternative to the elites currently in power; they are guided by a charismatic leader; they 

communicate to polarize, through an us-them binarism. 

Traditional narratives of populism have widely been applied to the European Union, as also 

briefly mentioned before. The very same attribution of democratic deficit could be framed as populist , 

as it would be probably centred on the idea that the Union lacks a democratic legitimation and that is 

part of “mainstream politics”, while also attempting to mobilise that part of the electorate who seems 

to prefer a “populist democracy” rather than a “liberal democracy” (see for example Gonthier, 2026). 

To this research, this is relevant as a way of understanding why the electorate may shift away from 

traditional parties and to have a wider basis to understand the concept of Euroscepticism. 

 

3.1.3 Euroscepticism  

Despite the single cases, scholars have tried to explain how different populisms have achieved 

certain levels of consent. Vachudova (2021) finds three explanations: “the changing of attitudes of 

voters”, as voters have changed their preferences and primary concerns, as a way to demonstrate their 

dissatisfaction with cultural changes and an economic situation that feels unjust; “failures of 

representation”, as voters do not feel represented anymore by centrist moderate parties that do not 

seem to listen to them; “strategies of political entrepreneurs”, as populism always has at the centre a 

charismatic leader (Urbinati, 2019) who is able to take the public’s attention and echo its concerns. 

Concurring major events, such as the Eurocrisis (Brack & Startin, 2015; Hobolt & Tilley, 2016; 

Laffan, 2017; Treib, 2020) and the refugee crisis (Cheysson & Fraccaroli, 2019; Down & Han, 2019; 

Treib, 2020; Vachudova, 2021; Gagatek, 2024) have nothing but helped the raise of populism, which 

often (but not always, Szczerbiak & Taggart, 2024) translates in Euroscepticism, to be considered as 

the opposition towards the process of European integration (Brack, 2015): 

For populist parties across the continent, in several ways the European Union (EU) represents the pinnacle of 

elitedriven, establishment-based politics. Previous research has demonstrated that party EU positions are 

systematically related to their positions on the left–right ideological scale but that this varies from Western to 

Eastern Europe. Here, we show that parties that place more emphasis on anti -elite/establishment rhetoric are more 

likely to oppose European integration, and that this holds across the East/West geographical divide and controlling 

for a variety of other party characteristics (Polk & Rovny, 2017, p. 1). 

The concept of Euroscepticism gained relevance in the 1980s, as before there was not that much of 

opposition to it (Brack, 2015), even though some have argued that the absence of opposition does not 

necessary imply the presence of enthusiasm by the population, as in the case of the European 
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integration process the elites that have pushed for it may have taken advantage of a sort of a 

“permissive consensus”: nonmilitary foreign policies (which at the time included European policies) 

are not that electorally relevant, which means that at least part of the European elites may have 

brought forward the integration process thanks to the lack of awareness around the topic (Costa & 

Magnette, 2003; Piattoni & Verzichelli, 2019). Whatever the case, it is only with the Maastrich Treaty 

that Euroscepticism gained a sort of momentum (Brack, 2015) and a growing amount of literature 

has tried to analyse the phenomenon. There is a certain consensus on the fact Euroscepticism has been 

incentivised by some events that have already been mentioned, such as the Eurocrisis and the refugee 

crisis (Brack, 2015, 2020). Eurosceptics tend to focus on, again, cultural issues, such as national 

identity, and on migration, while also arguing, with different takes and perspectives, that the European 

Union is a product of elites that do not act in accordance with people’s interests (may them be image 

of a globalist class intentioned to eliminate national identities or of a neoliberal class intentioned to 

make profits over the single states). Economic conditions seem to be especially important in this 

regard: many scholars have for example argued that the “there is no alternative” approach taken by 

the European Union and member states after the start of the Eurocrisis has produced negative effects 

on the way the Union is viewed (Hobolt & Tilley, 2016). Others have noted that economic stagnation, 

is associated with higher levels of Euroscepticism; as people look at wealth in relative terms, thinking 

about both their past and their future trajectory, economic growth boosts trust towards the Union, 

while economic stagnation creates dissatisfaction and distrust. Therefore, Euroscepticism is not a 

phenomenon of the poor, but of those that “are stuck in the middle” (Talving & Vasilopoulou, 2024).  

Scholars have also tried to classify Euroscepticism on the basis of its intensity, as not all 

Eurosceptics criticise the EU in the same way (Vasilopoulou, 2009): for instance, some have tried to 

distinguish between “hard” and “soft” Euroscepticism (see for example Szczerbiak, 2002) and others 

tried to introduce more categories, as those of “Euro-enthusiast”, “Europragmatic”, “Eurosceptic” 

and “Euroreject” (Kopecky & Mudde, 2002). Nevertheless, it is shared evidence that Euroscepticism, 

considered as an umbrella term for a variety of ideas and ideologies, has grown over time, as the 

electoral difficulties of pro-EU European groups has shown (Brack, 2015), even if 

we should not uncritically assume that the electoral rise of Eurosceptic populists is primarily related to their 

Euroscepticism as such. Opposition to Europe neatly fits into their broader ideological profile but populist parties 

on the left and right do not necessarily treat “Europe” as their most important theme. Although, partly due to the 

recent crises, European integration has become a more salient issue for voters across the continent, we should not 

be too quick to interpret their support for populist  parties mainly as an expression of Eurosceptic sentiments (Pirro 

et al., 2018, p. 388). 

As a matter of fact, to have a better idea of what European citizens think of the European Union 

it is useful to look at data provided by the Eurobarometer. It would be a mistake to uncritically 
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associate good results of a Eurosceptic party with a straightforward refusal of the European Union. 

Eurobarometer results may be surprising but could also be explained by the higher degree of volatility 

of contemporary voters (see for example Kiess & Portos, 2024).  

 

 

 

 

 

The graphs above (QA6 and QA6.12) are relevant as they show how, even if it may appear 

paradoxical to some, more than half of the respondents declare to have a certain level of trust towards 

the European Union in 2025 (up from the record low of 2013), which is an evidently higher result 

than that of the level of trust towards their own national parliaments and governments. It is rapidly 
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notable that the trust in the EU has been highly affected by events like the refugee crisis and the 

Eurocrisis. Also, these events affect the EU more than the national governments and parliaments. On 

the other hand, the noticeable jump in support of the EU from 2019 to 2020 may be explained by the 

response of the Union to the COVID crisis through the Recovery Fund.   

 

 

 

 

The graphs above (QA6.10 and QA6.11) show the level of trust of EU citizens towards their own 

governments and towards their national parliaments divided per country. It is relevant to notice that 

the majority of European citizens does not trust their national institutions. It is also notable, at least 
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on the surface level, that among EU countries the level of trust towards the Union is widely different, 

even if less than that towards the governments (in other words, the distance between the country that 

trusts the EU more and the one that trusts the EU less is inferior than the distance between the same 

positions regarding the governments). 

 

 

 

 

 

Even though the data in the graphs above (QC2.1) deals with the feeling of being a citizen of the EU, 

which may be different than having a political identity other than the national one, it is notable that 

there is no member state in which the majority of people does not feel to be a citizen of the EU. The 

intensity of the feeling is clearly irregular, but on average most Europeans feel to be citizens of the 
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EU. It is also relevant to notice that this feeling has been growing for several years: crisis such as the 

refugee crisis or the Eurocrisis do not seem to affect this feeling negatively.  

 

 

 

 

 

These graphs (D78) show that only 18% of the European citizens have a negative opinion of the 

Union. The rest is divided between those who have a positive opinion (43%) and those who are neutral 

(38%). The trend shows as well that the support towards the EU has grown over time recently: only 

30% of EU citizens in 2012 stated to have a positive image of the European Union, while 43% of 

them stated the same in 2025 (even though it should be noted that in 2022, just after the start of the 

war in Ukraine, the percentage of positive answers was 47%, with a slow decrease since then). It is 

notable that there is no member state in which there are more people with a negative image than those 
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with a positive. This result is more complex to analyse: if it is assumed that there is a proper 

democratic deficit, then most of the European citizens do not care about it enough to assume a 

negative stance towards the EU. However, it may be enough for them to do not develop a positive 

opinion either. Also, these results seem in contradiction with the previously shown data from graph 

QA.12, which reports different numbers regarding the trust that EU citizens have towards the Union 

(take the case of France: graph QA.12 reports that 49% of its citizens do not trust the European Union, 

while graph D78 reports that only 27% of French citizens have a negative image of the European 

Union). The difference in numbers is probably to be explained by the different phrasing of the 

questions: a person may have a positive image of the Union overall even if it does not properly “trust” 

it. In that case, the problem would not lie in the institution but rather in the people who occupy it.  

With this data in mind, it should also be comprehensible why in recent years several politicians 

and parties that have kept hard Eurosceptic stances have softened their positions, also possibly 

following the difficult post-Brexit times in the United Kingdom (Havlik & Hlousek, 2024), European 

initiatives such as the Recovery Funds and events like the war in Ukraine seem to have provoked a 

rally-around-the-flag effect towards the Union. With things standing this way, it may be expectable 

for Eurosceptic national parties to soften their stances, whenever negative, just like in the past, when 

the support for the European Union was lower, some politicians hardened their stances: an example 

is that of the former Italian Prime Minister Matteo Renzi (at the time secretary of the Partito 

Democratico, S&D, one of the most pro-EU parties in Italy), who adopted a quite hard rhetoric 

towards the Commission in 2016 by stating that Italy would have not been “remote-controlled”, 

somehow echoing the claims of many Eurosceptics of the time that saw in some national governments 

a sort of puppets of the European Commission (Ansa, 2016).  

In France, as discussed, the rhetoric of the Rassemblement National of Marine Le Pen has 

softened, with the party not arguing anymore to leave the European Union, but to (radically) reform 

it. However, one may wonder how much of this shift is merely rhetorical or substantial (Euractiv, 

2022). The phenomenon is receiving attention also from scholars: notable is the production of 

Bélanger and Wunsch (2024), in which they claim that a double mechanism is ongoing in the 

European Parliament. On one hand, soft-Eurosceptics MEPs are radicalising both their discourse and 

voting patterns (they specifically analyse these two dimensions in the merit of new enlargements of 

the European Union); on the other, pro-EU MEPs, probably pressed by their more radical colleagues,  

are radicalising their discourse while keeping pro-EU voting patterns. These findings challenge the 

ideas of “varieties of Euroscepticism” (Vasilopoulou, 2009; Brack, 2020), according to which more 

or less every Eurosceptic stance has its own characteristics, and “equivocal Euroscepticism” 

(Heinisch & all, 2021), according to which there are national parties that have combined soft and hard 
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Eurosceptics stances to achieve results in different contexts. Regarding enlargements, Eurosceptics 

seem to have taken advantage of the growing number of MEPs on their side to harden their stances. 

At the same time, pro-EU MEPs seem to feel the necessity to balance the drown of votes towards 

radical colleagues by accommodating those stances, even though the necessity of the European 

Parliament (namely a grand coalition to form a pro-EU majority) requires them to vote in another 

way (Bélanger & Wunsch, 2024). 

In any case, Euroscepticism remains a key political matter of the current state of things within 

the European Union. To this research, Euroscepticism represents a relevant issue, as, linked to 

populism and the democratic deficit, it shapes European politicians’ behavior and the policy-making 

process. The ongoing political dynamics within the Union not only deal with specific policies, but 

also on how the European Union should be.  

 

3.2 The most recent political developments 

3.2.1 Recent electoral performances of EPP and S&D parties 

The 2024 European Parliament elections elected a chamber with the traditional pro-European 

majority, with the EPP and the S&D at its core. Although the internal equilibrium of this majority has 

changed between different legislatures, its core has always been the same (Hix, 2009; Brack et al., 

2023). More notably since the 2004 elections, however, such majority has started to lose ground, 

which is seen by some observers as a potential problem for the European Union (Gagatek, 2009; 

Piattoni & Verzichelli, 2019). While the 2019 elections had already produced a fragmented chamber 

(Brack et al., 2023), the 2024 elections confirmed again the trend: as a matter of fact, since 2019 the 

EPP and S&D do not have anymore more than 50% of seats of the chamber, which they had in all 

previous parliaments. Nevertheless, academic evidence regarding the 9th parliament, the one that was 

established following the 2019 elections, shows that the European Parliament not only managed to 

work according to the necessity of the Union, but that winning coalitions in the chamber have been 

more cohesive than before (Novak et al., 2020; Brack et al., 2023).  

The EPP and S&D cooperate for several reasons: they are both in favour of social market 

economy and the European integration process; the European Parliament often deals with technical 

texts that are less subject of political discussions; the European Parliament makes use of moderating 

expertise; the treaties set high majorities requirements; they both want to control the European 

Parliament; the surge of Eurosceptic MEPs (Hix et al., 2007; Brack & Costa, 2018; Brack et al., 

2023).  The need to have a large consensus within the chamber comes as well from the very same 

structure of the European Union, which requires to reach a difficult equilibrium between different 

institutions to approve new legislation and to push forward the agenda of the Union (Kreppel 2002; 



 
 

61 
 

Costa & Magnette, 2003; Kantola et al., 2022). On one hand, both the Council of the European Union 

and the European Parliament, for example, must agree on the same text to complete the Ordinary 

Legislative Procedure: governments with different positions (as it is unlikely that all 27 member states 

would have governments from the same political family, and even if they had it should be noted that 

there are discrepancies within political families as well) must find a compromise and so do the 

political groups within the European Parliament. In this sense, it is fitting to call the Union a 

“consensual political system” (Costa & Magnette, 2003), which incentivises European political 

groups to find compromises to “have a unified and strong position vis-à-vis other institutions” (Brack 

et al., 2023). Therefore, if it was to imagine an absurd scenario in which, coincidentally, most of the 

governments are represented by EPP heads of state and the majority within the European Parliament 

is led by the S&D, the institutions would have an hard time finding a compromise without including 

in the conversation at the very least the centre-right MEPs (or those governments led by S&D parties: 

however, as states as usually considered as the master of the treaties, it is plausible to think that the 

institution required to make concessions would be the Parliament). In other words, the variety of 

governments, which is structurally high due to the high number of members of the Union, requires 

the Parliament to share a culture of compromise between parties that at a national level would go on 

opposite sides (Costa & Magnette, 2003; Warntjen et al. 2008; Hix 2009; Piattoni & Verzichelli, 2019; 

Hublet et al., 2023). Whenever different types of majorities between the Council and Parliament were 

in place at the same time, the works of the Union consequently struggled to advance (Warntjen et al. 

2008). 

Therefore, the model of the “grand coalition” has dominated the European Parliament, even 

though occasionally the chamber has seen the momentary emergence of EPP-lead majorities or S&D-

led majorities, with the liberal group at the centre, as discussed, playing a pivotal role (Costa & 

Magnette, 2003; Hix t al., 2005; Hix, 2009; Hix & Høyland, 2013; Raunio, 2022). This is due to 

several reasons: the European political landscape is various and fragmentated, most of all, and with 

different countries contributing to the same chamber it should be reasonable to assume from the start 

that not all national parties would easily align with other countries’ national parties on all matters 

(Piattoni & Verzichelli, 2019). Both the right and left part of the political spectrum contain different 

perspectives and sensibilities. Especially after the end of the second world war, for example, far-right 

parties have been put at least informally out of the mainstream political landscape (Hublet et al., 

2023). Moderate Christian democratic centre-right parties have most of the time excluded any 

cooperation with more radical parties (March, 2021). Part of this logic came from the trauma of the 

Second World War, after which Christian democrats saw in the European integration process a way 

to counter the wounds of interwar nationalism (Hix & Lord, 1997). This is the concept of the cordon 
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sanitaire, a political agreement between moderate parties from both sides of the spectrum to avoid 

cooperation with the extremes (Hublet et al., 2023). The concept assumed relevance in Belgium in 

the late 1980s, when the far-right Vlaams Blok became electorally relevant, despite its nationalist and 

xenophobic rhetoric. Centrist parties saw in Vlaams Blok a threat to Belgian democracy and excluded 

any sort of cooperation with it in all political levels (Hublet et al., 2023). The concept has been widely 

studied and discussed among scholars (see for example Ripoll Servent, 2019; Bogaards, 2020; 

Axelsen 2023), with a certain consensus establishing that such concept still exists in some countries 

but has already been broken in others (Coi, 2024). As of 2023, only nine out of the 27 member states 

of the Union still apply the cordon sanitaire: Belgium, Luxembourg, France, Germany, Ireland, 

Romania, Slovenia, Malta and Cyprus (Hublet et al., 2023). The others have broken it in different 

ways, some at the national level (for instance, Italy, where the current government is formed by two 

centre-right parties and two far-right ones), others at the regional level (for instance, Spain, where the 

far-right Vox has been welcomed in regional governments by the centre-right Partido Popular). The 

most recent country to have broken it is the Czech Republic, where, after years of speculation 

(Šamanová, 2023; Jochecová, 2025), prime minister Andrej Babis formed a government coalition 

with the far-right SPD.  

Countries that still maintain the cordon are, nevertheless, showing signs of weakening. For 

instance, in Germany, the far-right AfD reached its highest result in the last Bundestag elections. Even 

though the centre-right CDU/CSU excluded to form a government with AfD, applying therefore the 

cordon sanitaire, it should be noted that, especially in East Germany, AfD’s support is constantly 

growing, potentially putting in danger the cordon sanitaire. Back in 2023, the current CDU leader and 

German chancellor, Friedrich Merz, declared that, following strong results of AfD at the municipal 

level, the CDU would have to find ways to cooperate with it (Von der Burchard, 2023). After strong 

criticism, Merz rapidly backtracked (Merz, 2023). At the same time, Manfred Weber, leader of the 

European Popular Party, has reportedly been pushing for a new approach to European politics by the 

EPP, for example by remarking in different times that the Italian case (that of the Meloni government, 

which unites parties from EPP, ECR and PfE) should be better studied (Hublet et al., 2023).  

In general, moderate traditional parties are struggling to keep consensus in most of the member 

states. This doesn’t mean that they are disappearing, but that they do not necessarily have a leading 

role anymore. This phenomenon has been studied deeply in the last years and there is growing 

evidence that the European political landscape has already drastically and structurally changed (see 

for example Ignazi, 1996; Smith, 2014; Hobolt & Tilley, 2016; Laffan, 2019; Borge & Bronet, 2024). 

The most immediate effect is the collapse of their share of votes, which can be seen both from national 

and European results. As a matter of fact, if it is defined that European elections are “second-order 
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national elections” (Reif & Schmitt, 1980), then they can as well be used to see if traditional moderate 

parties are struggling or not. Considering that most of European traditional moderate parties are part 

of the EPP and the S&D, it should be useful to look at the aggregate results of these two groups among 

time. The following graphs, created on the basis of data provided by the European Parliament site, 

show how these two parties have performed in different European elections. 

 

Graph A 

In the graph above (Graph A), axis X represents the years in which European elections took place and 

axis Y represents the % share of seats of the groups represented. As the EPP and S&D, as seen, have 

always been the core of the traditional pro-EU majority of the European Parliament, it was decided 

to put those two in such a way to show how many seats they have occupied together. On the other 

hand, all other parties, including smaller pro-EU parties (such as the liberals, or the Greens) are put 

together in “others”. As seen, at least until 1994 the S&D was the larger group out of the two; in 1999 

the EPP took the lead. 1999 was also the year in which the two groups combined reached their peak, 

as since 2004 there has been a steady decline, interrupted only in 2024, where the results (in terms of 

seats, not % of votes) have been similar. Another way to visualise these data is that of the two 

following graphs (B and C).  
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Graph B 

 

Graph C 
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European results show a similar trend to that of national elections, as in most member states EPP and 

S&D parties have struggled to maintain high numbers in the last couple of decades. Graphs D, E and 

F show for example the German parliamentary election results (until 1990, elections considered are 

those of West Germany) since the end of the second world war. It is notable that in the 1970s West 

Germany was politically dominated by three parties: the centre-right CDU (and CSU), the centre-left 

SPD and liberal FDP. With their peak reached between 1972 and 1976, since then there has been a 

slow decline, which seem to have sped up in the last couple of decades.  

 

 

Graph D 
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Graph F 

 

3.2.2 The state of politics in every member state 

German elections are just an example of performances from EPP and S&D parties within one 

member states. Every country in the European Union, however, has a unique political landscape 

which requires a general overview. The following table aims to do that. For every country, on the left 

the last voting results of each EPP and S&D party is reported (note that, in the case of France, due to 

the double round voting system of the legislative elections which distorts to some extent the results, 

it has been decided to take into account the results of the first round of the 2022 presidential elections). 

On the right, there are the parties currently in government. Data regarding voting results and polls is 

mainly gathered through Europe Elects and the Politico Poll of Polls.  

 

AUSTRIA - 2024 legislative elections 

EPP:  

- Austrian People's Party (Österreichische 

Volkspartei, ÖVP) 26,3% 

 

S&D:  

- - Social Democratic Party of Austria 

(Sozialdemokratische Partei 

Österreichs, SPÖ) 21,1% 

The government: 

- Austrian People's Party (ÖVP–EPP) 

- Social Democratic Party of Austria 

(SPÖ-S&D) 

- The New Austria and Liberal Forum 

(NEOS-RE) 

EPP and S&D are here traditionally adversarial, but they’re together in government with NEOS 

(RE), enforcing a cordon sanitaire against the far-right FPÖ (PfE). Notably, after the last elections, 
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ÖVP (EPP) first attempted to form a government with SPÖ and NEOS but ultimately failed. It then 

tried to form a government with FPÖ, failing again. At last, new talks were held between ÖVP, 

SPÖ and NEOS, this time proving to be successful. 

 

BELGIUM – 2024 federal elections 

EPP:  

- Christian Democratic and Flemish 

(Christen-Democratisch en Vlaams) 

7,98% 

 

S&D:  

- Forward (Vooruit) 8,11% 

- - Socialist Party (Parti Socialiste) 8,04% 

- New Flemish Alliance (N VA-ECR) 

- Reformist Movement (MR-RE) 

- The Committed (LE-RE) 

- Forward (Vooruit-S&D) 

- Christian Democratic and Flemish 

(CD&V-EPP) 

Compared to other member states, Belgium is harder to assess, mainly due to its institutional 

structure. Nevertheless, it is still worth to notice that, within the Federal Parliament, EPP and S&D 

parties have similar numbers to other lists: they are relevant, but just like the others in terms of 

seats. They cannot claim a majority by themselves, and they are actually smaller partners of 

government for the New Flemish Alliance (ECR). 

 

BULGARIA – October 2024 parliamentary election 

EPP:  

- Citizens for European Development of 

Bulgaria (Граждани за европейско 

развитие на България) 25,52% 

- We Continue the Change & Democratic 

Bulgaria (Продължаваме Промяната & 

Демократична България), with RE, 

13,75% 

 

S&D:  

- - Bulgarian Socialist Party (Коалиция за 

България) 7,32% 

- Citizens for European Development of 

Bulgaria (GERB-EPP) 

- Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP-S&D) 

- There is Such a People (ITN-ECR) 
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Bulgarian politics is going through turbulent times. In 2026, new snap elections are scheduled, the 

eighth since 2021. The GERB (EPP) party is the main protagonist of the Bulgarian political scene 

and is in government with the only relevant S&D party. Until 2021, the BSP (S&D) maintained 

double digit-results, but since then they have achieved lower numbers at times of voting. The 

political scene is mainly influenced by raise of the liberal and anti-corruption We Continue the 

Change & Democratic Bulgaria (RE-EPP) (which has had different results during the last seven 

elections) and the far-right Revival (ESN).  

 

CROATIA - 2024 parliamentary elections 

EPP:  

- Croatian Democratic Union (Hrvatska 

Demokratska Zajednica) 34.42% 

 

S&D:  

- - Rivers of Justice (Rijeke pravde) 

25,40% 

- Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ-EPP) 

- Homeland Movement (DP-ECR) 

EPP and S&D are historically adversarial in Croatia. Since Croatia’s entrance in the European 

Union, their main national parties have never been in government together. The last elections 

confirmed for the third time in a row the HDZ (EPP) at the government of the country, even though 

this time it has needed to include the DP (ECR) in it to have a stable majority. It is worth to notice 

that in the last presidential elections, held in the late 2024, the S&D candidate and incumbent 

president Zoran Milanović won a second mandate. Compared to other countries, Croatia is not used 

to EPP-S&D cooperation. 

 

CYPRUS – 2023 legislative elections 

EPP:  

- Democratic Rally (Dimokratikós 

Sinagermós) 28% 

 

S&D:  

- Democratic Party (Dimokratikó 

Kómma) 11% 

- DIKO (S&D) 

- DISY (EPP) 

- EDEK (S&D) 

- KA (NI) 
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- - Movement for Social Democracy 

(Kinima Sosialdimokraton) 7% 

Cyprus features one main EPP party (the Democratic Rally) and two main S&D parties (the 

Democratic Party and the Movement for Social Democracy). All of them are currently together in 

the government cabinet. The political landscape is highly impacted by the recent emergence of the 

far-right National People's Front (ELAM, ECR) and the historically highly influential left-wing 

Progressive Party of Working People (AKEL, LEFT).  

 

CZECH REPUBLIC – 2025 legislative elections 

EPP:  

- Mayors and Independents (Starostové a 

Nezávislí – STAN) 11,2% 

- Christian and Democratic Union - 

Czechoslovak People’s Party 

(Křesťanská a Demokratická Unie – 

Československá Strana Lidová - KDU–

ČSL) 23,4% (with ODS-ECR) 

- Tradition Responsibility Prosperity 

(Tradice Odpovědnost Prosperita - TOP 

09) 23,4% (with ODS-ECR) 

 

S&D:  

- Social Democracy (Sociální 

Demokracie) 4,31% (with Stačilo!) 

- ANO 2011 (ANO-PfE) 

- Freedom and Direct Democracy (SPD-

ESN) 

- Motorists for Themselves (AUTO-PfE) 

The Czech Republic is lately characterised by a contraposition between a centre-right Europhile 

front and a populist/far-right Eurosceptic front. The first one is led by ODS (ECR), which could be 

considered the most influential party in post-Soviet Czech history. The second one is led by ANO 

(PfE), Andrej Babis’s party, which has recently formed a government with the far-right SPD (ESN) 

and the anti-green party AUTO (PfE). The collaboration with the SPD has been very controversial. 

In the meantime, left-wing parties are minoritarian, with the only relevant S&D party being the 

Social Democracy (SOCDEM), which in the last elections has been part of the Stačilo! Alliance. 

Such coalition, which campaigned with Eurosceptic stances, failed to elect any representative. 

SOCDEM’s last wide result was in 2013 (20,5%), year after which the party has struggled a lot 
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(while ODS has managed to remain protagonist of one of the two main electoral fronts, SOCDEM 

was the facto substituted by ANO). EPP parties, on the other hand, are quite influential and mainly 

partners of ODS. 

DENMARK – 2022 legislative elections 

EPP:  

- Conservative People's Party (Det 

Konservative Folkeparti) 6% 

- Liberal Alliance (Liberal Alliance) 8% 

 

S&D:  

- - Social Democrats (Socialdemokratiet) 

28% 

- Social Democrats (A-S&D) 

- Venstre - Denmark’s Liberal Party (V-

RE) 

- The Moderates (M-RE) 

 

As the other Nordic member states, Denmark is characterised by the strong relevance of its Social 

Democrats (S&D). The opposite front has usually been formed by the Conservative People’s Party 

(EPP) and Venstre (RE). Since the early 2000s, the Conservative People’s Party has fallen behind 

in terms of votes, with Venstre (RE) assuming the role of main alternative to the Social Democrats. 

However, more recent developments have changed again the general scenario: the raise of new 

challenger parties, such as the Liberal Alliance (a new EPP list) and the conservative Denmark 

Democrats (ECR), has lowered Venstre’s results, which is now a coalition partner of the Social 

Democrats. The Social Democrats themselves are struggling, winning an historic low share of votes 

in the 2025 Danish local elections (23,2%). Notably, the Danish Social Democrats have a much 

harsher approach to migration compared to other social democratic parties across Europe (a studied 

and debated positioning, see for example Ingimundarson, 2019), which nevertheless does not seem 

to stop the loss of votes.  

 

ESTONIA – 2023 legislative elections 

EPP:  

- Fatherland (Isamaa) 8% 

 

S&D:  

- - Social Democratic Party 

(Sotsiaaldemokraatlik Erakond) 9% 

- Estonian Reform Party (RE-RE) 

- Estonia 200 (unaffiliated, ex RE) 
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In Estonia both Isamaa (EPP) an the Social Democratic Party (S&D) have been majoritarian in the 

past, but in the last decade have achieved lower results, with the Estonia Reform Party (RE) 

becoming the most relevant and majoritarian party in the political system, along with the Estonian 

Center Party (RE). The emergence of the right-wing EKRE (PfE) has also influenced the political 

landscape. It is worth to notice that, however, most recent polls suggest a major setback of Reform 

in favour of Isamaa, which, if elections were held today, would be expected to win around the 27% 

of the votes. 

 

FINLAND – 2023 legislative elections 

EPP:  

- National Coalition (Kansallinen 

Kokoomus) 21% 

S&D:  

- Social Democratic Party of Finland 

(Suomen sosialidemokraattinen puolue) 

20% 

- National Coalition Party (Kok-EPP) 

- Finns Party (PS-ECR) 

- Swedish People’s Party of Finland (SFP-

RE) 

- Christian Democrats (KD-EPP) 

Similarly to its other Nordic counterparts, Finland has historically featured a strong Social 

Democratic Party (S&D). Currently, the party is in the opposition and polls at similar numbers to 

those of the centre-right Kok (EPP) and the right-wing PS (ECR). The centre-right Kok has usually 

been the main alternative party to the social democrats and currently leads the government, but the 

emergence of the Finns Party has hit its centrality. 

 

FRANCE – 2022 presidential elections (first round candidates’ result) 

EPP: 

- The Republics (Les Républicains) 

4,78% 

 

S&D: 

- - The Socialist Party (Parti Socialiste) 

1,75% 

- Renaissance (RE) 

- Democratic Movement (RE) 

- Horizons (RE) 

- Union of Democrats and Independents 

(RE) 

- Les Républicains (EPP) 

The French political landscape is highly shaped by the 2022 and 2024 legislative elections, in which 

the “presidential coalition” (formed by the centrist parties supporting the president Emmanuel 

Macron) has failed to reach an absolute majority by itself. After 2022, the presidential coalition, at 
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the time the largest group in the national parliament, managed, with difficulties, to find agreements 

with the centre-right LR (EPP), once one of the two main protagonists of the French political 

landscape, along the centre-left PS (S&D). Both LR and PS are pressed by both the Macronian 

centre and the radical extremes (mainly the far-right RN and the left-wing LFI). Following 

Macron’s decision to call snap elections in June 2024, LR also split between the majority of the 

party refusing to cooperate with the far-right RN (PfE) and a smaller part of the party deciding to 

conclude strategic electorate alliances with the RN in the two rounds of the legislative elections. 

The PS, on the other hand, has brought forward, with highs and lows, a sort of cooperation with 

LFI (LEFT), even though through many controversies. The 2024 parliamentary elections produced 

an even harder chamber to work with for president Macron, who has appointed several prime 

ministers to attempt to form a functional government. The current second cabinet of prime minister 

Sébastian Lecornu has (hardly) found the support of both LR and the PS. Polls regarding the 2027 

presidential elections signal that the RN candidate would arrive first in the first round and win 

every possible second round.  

 

GERMANY – 2025 federal elections 

EPP:  

- Christian Democratic Union of 

Germany/Christian Social Union 

(CDU/CSU) 28,5% 

 

S&D:  

- Social Democratic Party of Germany 

(SPD) 16,4% 

- Christian Democratic Union of 

Germany/Christian Social Union 

(CDU/CSU-EPP) 

- Social Democratic Party of Germany 

(SPD-S&D) 

The German political scene has been lately heavily hit by the raise of the far-right AfD (ESN), with 

traditional parties being pushed back to lower numbers which oblige them to form struggling 

coalitions. The 2021 federal elections produced a majority (SPD-FDP-Greens) which, also due to 

the energy crisis derived from the post-Covid era and the war in Ukraine, revealed to be heavily 

infighting. In 2025, after snap elections were called by former chancellor Scholz, the FDP (RE) 

collapsed and failed to elect any representative within the Bundestag, while SPD (S&D) and the 

Greens achieved disappointing results. In the meantime, the CDU/CSU (EPP) managed to increase 

its share of votes, even though seat numbers made a CDU/CSU-SPD majority the only one possible. 

For a while observers also noted that a CDU/CSU-SPD-Greens majority could have become reality, 
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as the left-wing Die Linke achieved a surprisingly good result and the conservative left-wing BSW 

failed by very small margins to reach the threshold to elect representative (if it had, the Greens 

would have been needed to form a majority). The current cabinet is struggling in the polls and 

chancellor’s Merz approval rating is low. Both the CDU/CSU and the SPD seem to struggle to find 

ways outside a political impasse in which the only way through is a majority between them and 

that does not seem to reward them electorally.  

 

GREECE – 2023 legislative elections 

EPP:  

- New Democracy (Nea Dimokratia) 41%  

 

S&D:  

- Movement for Change (Kinima Allagis, 

PASOK) 12% 

- New Democracy (ND-EPP) 

 

In Greece, the centre-right New Democracy (EPP) has dominated the political scene since 2019 

with a one-party majority (briefly interrupted in the first 2023 legislative elections but immediately 

gained back with the following snap elections). The Greek political scene has been heavily shaped 

by the economic crisis of the 2010s. When the crisis hit the country, the governing PASOK (S&D) 

collapsed in terms of votes (going from 43% of the votes in 2009 to 5% in January 2015), replaced 

by the left-wing Syriza (LEFT). The centre-right ND (EPP) was also hit by the crisis but managed 

to maintain relatively high numbers during the 2010s. Before the crisis, PASOK and ND were the 

two main alternative protagonists of the Greek political scene. Currently, with ND holding the 

majority by itself (even though its numbers in polls have lowered), PASOK is polling second with 

around 14% of the votes and Syriza heavily falling behind. New conservative counterparts to ND 

are also emerging.  

 

HUNGARY – 2022 legislative elections 

EPP:  

/ 

 

S&D:  

- Democratic Coalition (Demokratikus 

Koalíció) 34% (in United Opposition) 

- Fidesz – Hungarian Civic Union 

(Fidesz-PfE) 

- Christian Democratic People’s Party 

(KDNP-PfE) 
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- Hungarian Socialist Party (Magyar Szocialista 

Párt) 34% (in United Opposition) 

The Hungarian political landscape is dominated by Fidesz, former EPP member which exited the 

group in 2021. In 2024, it joined the PfE. Currently, its main internal adversary is Tisza (EPP), 

founded by a former member of Fidesz. The Hungarian political dynamics has brought the 

electorate to gather around the most credible alternative to Fidesz’s rule, which has pushed the 

Hungarian S&D parties even more to the margins.  

 

IRELAND – 2024 general elections 

EPP:  

- Fine Gael (Fine Gael) 21% 

 

S&D:  

- - Labour Party (Páirtí an Lucht Oibre) 

5% 

- Fianna Fáil (FF-RE) 

- Fine Gael (FG-EPP) 

The Irish political system remains relatively stable with FG (EPP) and FF (RE) as its two largest 

parties. The Labour Party (S&D) has struggled in the last decade, while previously it had been 

steadily the third largest party and a few times it had entered a government coalition with either FG 

or FF. 

 

ITALY – 2022 legislative elections 

EPP:  

- Go Italy (Forza Italia) 8% 

- Noi Moderati (Us Moderates) 1% 

 

S&D:  

- - Democratic Party (Partito 

Democratico) 19% 

- Brothers of Italy (FdI-ECR) 

- League (LEGA-PfE) 

- Go Italy (FI-EPP) 

- Us Moderates (NM-EPP) 

The Democratic Party (PD) is the main S&D party within the Italian political landscape. It was 

born with the attempt of uniting together all left-wing instances (and therefore assumed a catch-all 

party identity), after years of divisions and struggling coalitions, but its struggling government 

experiences of the last 15 years has pushed it back to polling numbers around the 20%. 

Nevertheless, its delegation in the European Parliament is the largest within the S&D. On the other 
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side, the main EPP member is FI, the party of the former prime minister Silvio Berlusconi. Due to 

Berlusconi’s figure, FI has always been a peculiar EPP member, but it is worth to point out that, 

within the Italian political system, FI is probably the party that reminds more times the electorate 

of its European political family. FI was also one of the first EPP parties to experiment a coalition 

with counterparts from the ECR and the former ID (now PfE). FI and PD have been in government 

together in the past, even though when such occasions occurred they were framed as “technical 

governments” rather than political ones.  

 

LATVIA – 2022 parliamentary elections 

EPP:  

- New Unity (Jaunā Vienotība) 19% 

 

S&D:  

- Social Democratic Party "Harmony" 

(Sociāldemokrātiskā Partija "Saskaņa") 

5% 

- Unity (V-EPP) 

- Latvian Farmers’ Union (LZS~RE) 

- The Progressives (P-Greens/EFA) 

- Latvian Social Democratic Workers’ 

Party (LSDSP-S&D) 

- For Latvia and Ventspils (LuV~RE) 

The Latvian party system is currently very fragmented. S&D’s main representative, Harmony, once 

very influential, is now steadily struggling. The EPP Unity (part of the New Unity coalition) is 

currently polling at around 14%, with at least three other parties from other political groups  polling 

with similar numbers.  

 

LITHUANIA – 2024 legislative elections 

EPP:  

- Homeland Union – Lithuanian Christian 

Democrats (Tėvynės sąjunga – Lietuvos 

krikščionys demokratai) 18% 

 

S&D:  

- Social Democratic Party of Lithuania 

(Lietuvos socialdemokratų partija) 19% 

- Social Democratic Party of Lithuania 

(LSDP-S&D) 

- Dawn of Nemunas (NA~S&D) 

- Union of Democrats “For Lithuania” 

(DSVL-G/EFA) 

Lithuanian party system features the TS (EPP) and the LSP (S&D) as the two main representatives 

from the centre-right and the centre-left. They have traditionally been adversarial, and they have 
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never been in government together. The political system is however growingly fragmented, and the 

two parties cannot aspire to form majorities by themselves. 

 

LUXEMBOURG – 2023 general elections 

EPP:  

- Christian Social People's Party 

(Chrëschtlech Sozial Vollekspartei) 28% 

 

S&D:  

- Luxembourg Socialist Workers' Party 

(Lëtzebuerger Sozialistesch 

Aarbechterpartei) 19% 

- Christian Social People’s Party (CSV-

EPP)  

- Democratic Party (DP-RE) 

 

Luxembourg’s political landscape features three main parties from the EPP, S&D and RE which 

contend most of the votes and dialogue to form governments. The centre-right CSV (EPP) and the 

centre-left LSA (S&D) have formed the majority several times, even if they have not been part of 

the same coalition since 2013. 

 

MALTA – 2023 legislative elections 

EPP:  

- Nationalist Party (Partit Nazzjonalista) 

42% 

 

S&D:  

- Labour Party (Partit Laburista) 55% 

- Labour Party (PL-S&D) 

 

Malta has maintained since the Second World War a stable two-party system in which both EPP 

and S&D are represented.  

 

NETHERLANDS – 2025 general elections 

EPP:  

- Christian Union (ChristenUnie) 1,9% 

- Christian Democratic Appeal (Christen-

Democratisch Appèl) 11,8% 

- People’s Party for Freedom and 

Democracy (VVD-RE) 

Farmer–Citizen Movement (BBB-EPP) 
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- Farmer–Citizen Movement 

(BoerBurgerBeweging) 2,65% 

- New Social Contract (Nieuw Sociaal 

Contract) 0,37% 

 

S&D:  

- Labour Party (PvdA) & GroenLinks 

(GL) (Partij van de Arbeid & 

GroenLinks) 12,79% (with the Green 

party) 

In the Netherlands, EPP and S&D members have had high and lows over time and right now they 

are part of fragmented political landscape. The most important actor is arguably the liberal 

conservative VVD (RE), which since the appointment of Dilan Yeşilgöz-Zegerius as its leader has 

reportedly shifted towards the right. Traditionally, VVD’s main partner has been the CDA (EPP), 

with which it is currently holding government formation talks (along with the social-liberal D66). 

In the 2025 general elections, the CDA won 11,8% of the votes, a considerable jump from the 3,3% 

of the previous elections. This result is explainable with the disappearance of the NSC (EPP), which 

was founded in 2023 by the notable Dutch politician Pieter Omtzigt but rapidly collapsed when 

Omtzigt himself announced to be leaving politics. On the left-wing part of the spectrum, the 

electorate is mainly contended between the PvdA-GL alliance (S&D-Greens) and the social liberal 

D66 (RE). Historically, the Labour Party (PvdA) has achieved high results (between 1946 and 2012 

it has received less than 20% of the votes only two times, both after 2000), but it has struggled 

since the 2017 elections, when it fell to 5,70%. Since 2023, it is part of an electoral alliance with 

the GroenLinks (Greens), with talks ongoing to merge the two parties. Among traditional parties, 

its entrance in the government is mainly opposed by VVD (RE), while the CDA (EPP) is seen by 

observers as a suitable partner.  

 

POLAND - 2023 legislative elections 

EPP:  

- Civic Coalition (Koalicja Obywatelska) 

31% 

- Third Way (Trzecia Droga) 14% (with 

RE) 

- Civic Platform (PO-EPP) 

- Modern (.N-RE) 

- Greens Party (Z-Greens/EFA) 

- Polish Initiative (IPL-EPP) 

- Poland 2050 (PL2050-RE) 
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S&D:  

- The Left (Lewica) 9% 

- Polish People’s Party (PSL-EPP) 

- New Left (NL-S&D) 

Polls suggest that, if elections were held today in Poland, not a single centre-left to left-wing party 

would gain any seats within the national parliament. The only relevant S&D member, Lewica, is 

currently struggling, also due to the presence of the Partia Razem (Left), which contends its 

electoral basis, causing a dispersion of votes. The last time a proper left-wing alliance managed to 

achieve a strong result was in 2001 (41% by the Democratic Left Alliance – Labour Union). 

Currently, the two main political actors in Poland are the KO (EPP) of prime minister Donald Tusk 

and the right-wing PiS (ECR). Two more actors have emerged in the last years: the far-right 

Konfederacja (ESN-PfE) and the Confederation of the Polish Crown (Non-Inscrits). In the wider 

political context, Poland represents a case against a structural cooperation between centre-right and 

right-wing parties within the European Parliament, as it is hard to expect the governing KO to work 

together the other right-wing parties. 

 

PORTUGAL – 2025 legislative elections 

EPP:  

- Democratic Alliance (Aliança 

Democrática) 31,8% 

 

S&D:  

- Socialist Party (Partido Socialista) 

22,8% 

- Social Democratic Party (PSD-EPP)  

- CDS-People’s Party (CDS-PP – EPP)  

 

The Portugues political landscape has traditional seen the contraposition between a centre-right 

coalition, led by the PSD (EPP), and the Socialist Party (S&D). Both fronts have also traditionally 

been used to minority governments and developed a constructive relation. In the last elections, the 

far-right Chega (PfE) has won 22,8% of the votes, posing itself as a serious challenger to traditional 

parties. In this occasion, the PSD and the CDS-PP (both from the EPP) have run in a united list. 

The Socialist Party has lately struggled in polls and elections, falling from the 42% gained in the 

2022 elections to the current polled 24%. 

 

ROMANIA – 2024 legislative elections 

EPP:  - Partidul Social Democrat (PSD-S&D) 
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- National Liberal Party (Partidul Național 

Liberal) 14% 

- Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in 

Romania (Uniunea Democrată Maghiară 

din România) 6% 

 

S&D:  

- Social Democratic Party (Partidul Social 

Democrat) 22% 

- National Liberal Party (PNL-EPP) 

- Uniunea Salvați România (USR-RE) 

- Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in 

Romania (UDMR-EPP) 

In the early years of the post-Soviet era, Romania has seen its political landscape dominated by the 

contraposition of a centre-left and of a centre-right alliance. Since the 2004 elections, both parts of 

the political spectrum have been used to form grand coalitions of the main members of the two 

fronts. From the early to the mid-2010s, the PNL (EPP) and the PSD (S&D) even formed an official 

electoral alliance (the USL, Social Liberal Union), later disbanded. However, both parties, 

representing since the early 2010s the two sides of the political spectrum, have maintained 

constructive relations, endorsing each other’s minority government when necessary or even 

forming again majorities together (as it has happened in November 2021 with the National 

Coalition for Romania, CNR). However, the most recent political developments have widely 

shaped the Romanian political landscape. On one hand, the liberal USR (RE), with anticorruption 

stances, has grown and, with some hesitation, has joined the current pro-EU majority (also, the 

newly elected Romania president, Nicușor Dan, is the founder of the party); on the other, the far-

right Alliance for the Union of Romanians (AUR, ECR) is currently polling first by a wide margin. 

The annulment of the first round of the 2024 Presidential elections has especially boosted AUR’s 

polling numbers, with AUR framing itself as against the system that had (allegedly) overthrown 

the results it did not like. Both EPP and S&D parties, right now, are struggling and they are not 

anymore sufficient to even form a majority together. 

 

SLOVAKIA – 2023 legislative elections 

EPP:  

- OĽaNO & Friends (electoral coalition) 

(OĽaNO a priatelia (koalícia)) 9% 

- Christian Democratic Movement 

(Kresťanskodemokratické hnutie) 7% 

- Smer – Sociálna Demokracia (SMER-

NI) 

- HLAS – sociálna demokracia (HLAS-

NI) 

- Slovenská Národná Strana (SNS-PfE) 
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- Democrats (Demokrati) 3% 

 

S&D: / 

 

The Slovak political scheme has been dominated by Robert Fico’s party, SMER, which has been 

part of the S&D until it was expelled in 2024. HLAS, a split from SMER, was also part of the S&D 

but it is now suspended. These decisions by the S&D board were made due to these parties’ 

coalition with the far-right SNS (PfE) and followed years of controversies regarding SMER’s 

conduct regarding rule of law and press freedom. The EPP, on the other hand, had more successful 

parties in the 1990s and early 2000s. In 2020, the EPP-branded alliance OL’aNO won and formed 

a government coalition with other centre-right parties (among them, the conservative and fiscally 

liberal SaS, ECR), but ultimately it had to call snap elections in 2023, year in which Robert Fico 

became again prime minister. Currently, the first party in polls is Progressive Slovakia (RE), a 

centrist liberal party that is leading the pro-EU front within the country and EPP parties are polling 

at lower numbers. 

 

SLOVENIA – 2022 legislative elections 

EPP:  

- Slovenian Democratic Party (Slovenska 

demokratska stranka) 23% 

- New Slovenia (Nova Slovenija – 

Krščanski demokrati) 7% 

 

S&D:  

- Social Democrats (Socialni demokrati) 

7% 

 

- Freedom Movement (GS-RE) 

- Social Democrats (SD-S&D) 

- The Left (L-LEFT) 

 

Slovenia has historically seen a contraposition of social liberal parties and centre-right conservative 

parties. Currently, the two main political fronts are led by GS (RE) and SNS (EPP). The S&D 

Social Democrats gained around 30% of the votes in 2008 but never managed to have similar 

numbers since. In the meantime, that part of the Slovenian electorate has voted for parties from 

ALDE (or, in generale, the centrist liberal group of the European Parliament). The EPP, on the other 

hand, is influential in the country through the SNS, which, since the start of Janez Janša’s 

leadership, has shaped Slovenian politics. It is worth to notice that the SNS has been criticised over 
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time for illiberal tendencies, such as its (alleged) cult of personality towards Janša, ties to far-right 

groups and attempts to weaken the judiciary’s independence.  

 

SPAIN – 2023 general elections 

EPP:  

- People's Party (Partido Popular) 33% 

 

S&D:  

- Spanish Socialist Workers' Party 

(Partido Socialista Obrero Español) 32% 

- Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party 

(PSOE-S&D) 

- Unite Movement (Sumar-G/EFA|LEFT) 

- United Left (IU-LEFT) 

- Communist Party of Spain (PCE-LEFT) 

- Catalonia in Common (CatComú-

G/EFA) 

- Más Madrid (MM-G/EFA) 

The PP (EPP) and PSOE (S&D) are the two majoritarian parties of the Spanish political system. 

Currently, they are firmly in opposite fronts: the PP is allied with the right-wing Vox (ECR), while 

the PSOE is allied with Sumar (LEFT). The PSOE is currently in government, as after the 2024 

snap elections it managed to form a coalition with several regionalist parties. However, in the 

elections the PP was the first party in terms of votes and it was granted the right to start talks for a 

government: as it had not enough seats to form a government with Vox, its leader Feijo attempted 

to form a coalition with the PSOE, which however refused and was later granted the right to form 

a government itself. Currently, it could be argued that the relation between between the PP and 

PSOE is at an all-time low. 

 

SWEDEN – 2022 legislative elections 

EPP:  

- Moderate Party (Moderata 

samlingspartiet) 18% 

- Christian Democrats 

(Kristdemokraterna) 5% 

 

S&D:  

- Swedish Social Democratic Party 

(Socialdemokraterna) 33% 

- Moderates (M-EPP) 

- Christian Democrats (KD-EPP) 

- Liberals (L-RE) 
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Social Democrats have always maintained high numbers in government but currently have to rely 

on other centrist or left-wing parties to have a majority (which they do not have at the moment, as 

they are in the opposition). Reports also signal that their current numbers are partly to be explained 

by Eva Magdalena Andersson’s popularity (their leader), rather than to their policy proposals, 

which may signal potential structural problems. Their main centre-right counterparts, the 

Moderates (EPP), have struggled to keep electorally to the Sweden Democrats (SD, PfE), a right-

wing party with strong concerns against migration. Currently, the government is formed with the 

KD (EPP) and L (RE) and is also supported by the SD, even though its minority partners are 

struggling in the polls (especially the Liberals have raised a growing amount of a concern for a 

majority they did not joined with enthusiasm in the first place). While both the EPP and S&D keep 

two influential parties within the political system, they have far from enough numbers to aspire to 

govern without the support of more radical counterparts.  

 

 

This general overview underlines that: 

- 18 member states have at least an EPP party in government. 

- 13 member states have at least an S&D party in government. 

- 8 member states have both an EPP and an S&D party in government (Austria, Belgium, 

Bulgaria, Cyprus, Germany, Latvia, Poland and Romania). Germany is the only member state 

in which only EPP and S&D parties are in government, all the others have in the government 

coalition also parties from other political groups. 

- 2 member states have only EPP parties in government. One is Greece, in which the EPP party 

holds an absolute majority by itself. The other is Portugal, where there are two EPP parties in 

a minority government. 

- 1 member state has only S&D parties in government (Malta). 

- In 7 member states the sum of votes of S&D and EPP parties in the last held national elections 

goes over the 50% (Croatia, Greece, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Spain and Sweden). 

- In 8 member states the sum of votes of S&D and EPP parties in the last held national elections 

does not go over the 30% (Belgium, Estonia, France, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, the Netherlands 

and Slovakia). 

- In 8 member states there are governments which include parties from the ECR, PfE and ESN 

group. Among them, the Czech Republic is the only one which includes an ESN party 

(together with two PfE parties). Four member states have ECR parties within them but not 

PfE or ESN ones (Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia and Finland, even though Sweden could be 
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added as well as a fifth case, as its minority government has stipulated a pact with an ECR 

party to get its external support). Two member states include at least a PfE party and no parties 

from the ECR or the ESN (Hungary and Slovakia). Italy is the only country with a majority 

that puts together EPP, ECR and PfE parties. The Czech Republic (2 PfE parties and 1 ESN 

party) and Hungary (2 PfE parties) are the only two member states that include only parties 

to the right of the ECR group. 

These numbers have some implications: 

- The are only two member states (Malta and Greece) in which EPP or S&D parties are self -

sufficient, as they do not require partners to form governments. The case of Malta is definitely 

peculiar, as it sees a contraposition between two dominant parties and only rarely other actors 

show up (with disappointing results). In the case of Greece, the ruling ND (EPP) holds the 

majority by itself, even though polls suggest that, if elections were held today, that would not 

be the case anymore. Also, Greece has gone through turbulent times, with the main other party 

of the last decade being Syriza (LEFT), rather than an S&D party (PASOK). In most of the 

other member states, EPP or S&D parties are only coalition partners and cannot claim a 

majoritarian status. 

- In 20 member states, EPP and S&D together do not go over the 50% of the votes. This is 

reflected also in the most recent results in the European Elections, in which the voting 

percentage the two political groups have achieved is lower than the 50%. Polls also suggest 

that the trend is downwards (with a few exceptions), to say that these numbers are generally 

expected to get lower.  

- Only 5 member states have governments with at least an S&D party and no EPP parties  

(Denmark, Lithuania, Malta, Slovenia and Spain). On the other hand, 10 governments have at 

least an EPP party and no S&D parties (Croatia, Finland, France, Greece, Ireland, Italy, 

Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal and Sweden). As the two groups aim to represent the 

core of the respective political sides, this may be found concerning, especially for the S&D 

group, as more or less half of the member states have therefore a majority sided on the left-

right axis with a party from the S&D or EPP in its government. The other member states have 

a variety of grand coalitions or even governments with no parties from the two groups at all 

(4 cases:  the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary and Slovakia). 

- 8 member states officially include parties that sit to the right of the EPP within the European 

Parliament (2 of them, the Czech Republic and Hungary, are formed only by PfE or ESN 

members). 6 member states have instead adopted majorities that exclude these political 

families in the national government but include both the EPP and the S&D. 2 more member 
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states, Belgium and Bulgaria, include EPP, S&D and ECR parties. However, both cases are 

peculiar: Belgium has N-VA (ECR) within its rank, which has a discussed political ideology 

that many do not associate with the far-right (see for example Leruth, 2014); the Bulgarian 

‘There is such people’ (ITN) also has been described as a catch-all party with a soft-

nationalistic identity, rather than a proper far-right party (also, in Bulgaria other parties, such 

as the ESN member Revival, are more acknowledged to be at the extreme right of the political 

spectrum) (see for example Brankova, 2021).  

The developing situation obliges moderate parties to adapt. In several cases, they have become 

part of wider coalitions, which sometimes are made with parties from the opposite sides of the 

spectrum (and example is the current governing coalition in Austria) and sometimes with more radical 

parties (a leading and exemplary case is that of the Italian governing coalition). Traditional parties 

are usually faced by a binary dilemma: politically (and therefore electorally) pressed by more radical 

parties, they can either decide to enforce the cordon sanitaire and try to cooperate with other moderate 

parties from the other side of the spectrum or they can try to form a coalition with those radical parties 

(Morini & Loveless, 2021).  

 

3.2.3 Grand coalitions 

The first case is object of academic analysis. Morini and Loveless (2021) argue that in the last 

20 years the European Union has seen a growing number of grand coalitions in its member states. 

They count 17 grand coalitions in 11 European countries since 2004, which they define as “strategic 

alliances in which the two largest parties, usually from the right and the left, unite in a coalition 

agreement” (Morini and Loveless, 2021). Grand coalitions are to be considered quite exceptional in 

the current European political landscape, as, in most of the case, they at the very least go against the 

perceived pre-electoral alliances. However, Jacoby (2017) writes: 

While grand coalitions can be formed for many reasons, the rise of populist parties is challenging conventional 

party systems, exhausting, and discrediting many classic coalition formulas, and shrinking the room for manoeuvre 

of large parties (along with their vote share). 

In other words, while there are different reasons to form a grand coalition (for example in time of 

war), in the most recent years the need to exclude parties considered not feasible to govern has been 

widely considered a major motivation to form them (see for example Anria & Cyr, 2017; Morini & 

Loveless, 2021). With mainstream parties losing ground and new parties appearing, the fragmentation 

of European politics favours the formation of grand coalitions (Morini & Loveless, 2021). 

Paradoxically, while many member states of the Union are not used to this type of majority, the 

European Parliament, as discussed, is very much used to them (Hix, 2009). Brack et al. (2023) show, 
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for example, that “most of the votes during the 9th term have been adopted by oversized majorities 

comprising all centrist pro-EU party groups”. However, there are member states in which they are 

not a new phenomenon: the most relevant case is probably that of Germany, which since the 2005 

parliamentary elections has experienced four grand coalitions formed by the centre-right CDU/CSU 

and centre-left SPD (one of which is the current German majority, led by chancellor Friedrich Merz). 

Nevertheless, demonstrating how the phenomenon should be not be explained with the need to 

exclude one party or the other, these German majorities were not all established due to the emergence 

of the far-right AfD (which was not even there in 2005 and would not be that electorally relevant until 

2015, year after which, however, AfD played a pivotal role), but by several reasons linked to the 

contingencies of the moment (including the impossibility to cooperate with the left-wing Die Linke 

by the SPD in 2005). Some academic research has even shown how, in Germany, the grand coalition 

is ideologically closer than any other possible majority (Brauninger et all, 2019), which raises 

questions regarding the perception of the electorate of the current political landscape. 

However, the opposition of radical parties may find several ways to criticize the ruling coalition. 

Morini and Loveless (2019) determine that a grand coalition, to be such, should be formed by the two 

largest mainstream parties (an hypothetical example may be a coalition between the Conservatives 

and Labour in the United Kingdom), which would be especially contested by anti-establishment 

parties. About them, Abedi (2004, p. 11) writes: 

[an actor that] “challenges the status quo in terms of major policy issues and political system issues […] perceives 

itself as a challenger to the parties that make up the political establishment […] asserts that there exists a 

fundamental divide between the political establishment and the people.” 

Such definition has been object of contestation, and other scholars have preferred to use the term of 

“challenger parties”, framing them as parties that have never been in government (Hobolt & Tilley, 

2016; Schulte-Cloos, 2019; Morini & Loveless, 2021). Still, these rather new parties are often 

animated by sentiments that have widely been classified as anti-establishment or populist. The 

concept of “populist radical right” has especially found strong influence in academic research 

(Mudde, 2013; Boogards, 2020). A part of academic production has also evidenced how political 

competition has changed its focus: while in the past the mere economic left-right divide was the core 

of political debate, currently that role is covered by cultural matters (Vachudova, 2021). Especially 

parties on the right do not distinguish themselves from moderate ones for their approach to 

economics, but rather on cultural and identity values: migration, law and order and nationalism are 

the pivotal issues. Vachudova (2020) talks of “ethnopopulism”: ethnopopulist parties compete on a 

new and existential cultural dimension, a qualitative change that has had wide repercussions in the 

European political system. 
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Hence, a majority formed by historically rival parties may be seen by the opposition as the 

union of the mainstream parties (with “mainstream” to be considered as “elitist”, “establishment”), 

or, as the “cartel party” literature suggests, as a “cartel of elite” (Dahrendorf, 1967 in Morini & 

Loveless, 2011) that uses the resources of the state to preserve its power in the political system (Katz 

& Mair, 1995). In other words, it would probably frame the grand majority as the last desperate 

attempt of the establishment to keep power against the will of the people. Moreover, it would not be 

easy for the majority to bring forward a coherent agenda, as the ruling parties would have different 

positions in many areas. The cooperation between traditionally antagonist parties may produce low-

common denominator policies that may not be well-received by the electorate. This topic is 

academically relevant: while some scholars argue that every election is different from the others and 

cannot be compared (see for example Laver & Budge, 1992), others start their analysis by identifying 

parties as actors that seek something specific, be it votes (Wagner & Meyer, 2014), office positions 

(Back et al., 2011) or policies (Ecker & Meyer, 2020). Regarding this, Strom (1990, p. 570) usefully 

wrote: 

“A more general behavioral theory of competitive political parties requires an understanding of the interrelations 

and trade-offs between different objectives. We can begin by thinking of political parties as "going concerns," 

whose objectives include all three goals discussed above: votes, office, and policy. Pure vote seekers, office 

seekers, or policy seekers are unlikely to exist.” 

Adding that currently parties may want as well to keep some other specific parties out of 

government (Anria & Cyr, 2017; Morini & Loveless, 2021) and considering the growing volatility of 

voters (Drummond, 2006), it should be possibly to hypothesize that grand coalitions may be formed 

after an overall evaluation of the different objectives put into consideration. If the main desire is to 

enforce the cordon sanitaire, the need to exclude a party may surpass that of achieving the promised 

policies. In that case, it could be expected for governing parties to not deliver well-rounded policies, 

but possibly policies based on low-common denominator agreements, which may backfire electorally. 

As a matter of fact, Morini and Loveless (2021) find that, after being part of a grand coalition, 

European parties tend to have worse performances in the elections. They write that grand coalitions 

“might help mainstream parties to hold onto power for additional years, but they decrease their 

chances of success in the next elections” (Morini and Loveless, 2021). Even though this is only 

statistical evidence and further studies may be necessary to affirm with certainty not only the 

correlation but also the causation, they’ve found that after the participation in a grand coalition parties 

tend to lose votes in the following elections (Morini and Loveless, 2021). It should be noted that this 

is the typical policy-making process of the European Parliament, in which political families that 

would compete between each other in national contexts are called to work together to make the 

Parliament (and the whole Union) properly work.  
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3.2.4 Governments with radical parties 

Notable examples of the second approach are those currently ongoing in Finland and Sweden, 

where centre-right parties have joined the government with far-right allies. In Finland, the current 

government coalition won the elections in 2023 after a campaign mainly based on economics, with 

the matter of migration mainly framed around the issue of the ageing population rather than with 

crime. The final results saw the centre-right National Coalition leading the race and therefore starting 

the negotiations to form the government. As noted by Kosiara-Pedersen (2023), Finland has an history 

of majority governments (with no minority ones in the last 40 years) of different shapes and colours, 

with both grand coalitions of Social Democrat and National Coalition and centre-left or centre-right 

majorities. In 2015, for the first time, the Finns Party, the main Finnish right-wing party, entered the 

government with other centre-right parties, National Coalition included. In 2023, at last, due also to 

the decisions of some parties, the National Coalition, which arrived first in the elections, could only 

form a governing coalition with the Finns Party (and a couple of other minor parties) with a certain 

lack of enthusiasm and the prime minister Petteri Orpo stating that the coalition was “a marriage of 

convenience” necessary to restore the Finnish economy (Arter, 2024).  

In Sweden, after a campaign mainly based on migration and crime, the 2022 elections produced 

a right-wing majority, with the far-right Sweden Democrats taking the lead in the right-wing bloc 

(while the centre-left Social Democrats were first out of all) in the very last days. Traditional centre-

right parties had different opinions regarding the Sweden Democrats: while the Moderates, the largest 

party out of them, were more keen to have them in the government, the Liberals and the Christian 

Democrats were more reluctant, with especially the Liberals arguing against their inclusion (the 

Sweden Democrats as well were not convinced to sit in a government including the Liberals). One 

months after the elections, a new government composed by the Moderates, the Liberals and the 

Christian Democrats was formed: the Sweden Democrats were formally excluded from the 

government, but their electoral success could not be ignored. In the following Tido Agreement with 

three governing parties established that the Sweden Democrats would have to be included in the 

policymaking regarding six policy areas (Qamar, 2023; Karlsson, 2023). 

Such a strategy, that of making a coalition with more radical partners, has several implications. 

If, for example, a centre-right party forms a coalition with a far-right one, the centre-right party may 

intend this cooperation to absorb and therefore neutralise the radical ally (Fallend and Heinisch, 2015; 

Bichay, 2023). Framing it in populist terms, this way the establishment would try to absorb within its 

ranks the anti-establishment (Bichay, 2023). Moderate parties sometimes try to make coalition with 

them as an attempt to absorb them, which means to win that electorate back. Not everyone, however, 

agrees with this strategy: some, for example, argue that allowing those parties in governments 
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normalises them, giving them more room to grow (Ripoll Servent, 2022; Becker & Flach, 2025); 

others add that welcoming those parties in government coalition implies welcoming their policies, 

which may backfire, as some voters may distance themselves from the moderate party and others may 

decide to vote for the original option, the radical party, if the policies are the same (Ripoll Servent, 

2022; Carrieri et al., 2025). Even though cooperation between, for example, centre-right and far-right 

parties is not (yet) everywhere, the evidence available suggests that making a coalition with a radical 

party does not necessarily weak it; quite contrary, it remains as strong as before or it grows, as it’s 

really easy for its members to blame the moderate partner party for potential government failures (as 

the ongoing Finnish and Swedish experiences have shown, see for example Sweden Herald, 2025). 

Relevant examples are the governing coalition of Sweden, Finland and Italy, while other countries 

are trying to push something similar, notably Spain, to some extent France (recently the Republicans, 

the traditional Gaullist centre-right party, has split between those willing to cooperate with the 

Rassemblement Nationale against the left and those who do not want to work with Le Pen’s party) 

and the Netherlands.  

Whatever the case, moderate parties are called to react to a radical shift of the traditional 

political paradigms. In the European context, this research argues that this shift is a fundamental 

problem for the tenure of the historical majority within the European Parliament. As those parties are 

losing ground in terms of votes, their capacity of cooperating in the European Parliament is 

weakening. An EPP party cooperating with an S&D party will likely lead the far-right national party 

to attempt to win votes traditionally drawn from the EPP. To a certain segment of the electorate, 

perhaps unfamiliar with the internal dynamics of the European Parliament, cooperation with the "left" 

will be considered as at the very least problematic and could push it to change its voting intentions. 

The far-right parties' hope is precisely to capitalize on the structural reality of the European 

Parliament's way of working; on the other hand, moderate parties fear that this situation will actually 

reflect radicals’ hopes and therefore feel the urge to change their attitude and methods. Also, the 2024 

European election results have produced, for the first time in history, an alternative majority within 

the European Parliament, as, potentially, an EPP-ECR-PfE-ECR coalition would have the numbers 

to bypass the S&D and the other pro-EU groups. This makes the EPP a pivotal actor. 

 

3.3 Relations between the EPP and the S&D 

3.3.1 Partners and adversaries 

As stressed before, the collaboration between the EPP and the S&D groups has been necessary 

for the proper functioning of the European Union since the foundation of the European Parliament, 
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as a working majority is essential to bring forward, for instance, its legislative functions. The cost of 

breaking the majority, in other words, is to be considered structurally too high. Nevertheless, the 

recent political developments, such as the polarization of European societies, the rise at times of 

elections of more radical groups and the crisis of traditional parties, have put pressure on EPP and 

S&D members, which have to face a reality in which they are not always the majoritarian parties 

anymore and where there are other actors who drain voters from them. As discussed, traditional, 

moderate and centrist parties may adopt different strategies to stop the trend, with some for example 

attempting to cooperate with more radical parties within their national boundaries. However, if, for 

instance, one EPP party forms a government with an PfE party, not only S&D parties within the same 

country would probably establish a harsh opposition, but also S&D parties within the European 

Parliament (and therefore from other member states) would at the very least make statements of 

disapproval. There are examples of both cases: in 2022 (Bonini, 2022), soon after the Italian 

legislative elections that saw the victory of the coalition lead by the right-wing Brothers of Italy 

(ECR), joined by the far-right League (ID) and the centre-right Forza Italia (EPP), one of the S&D’s 

vice-presidents, the Portuguese Pedro Marques, denounced the EPP for breaking the cordon sanitaire; 

in 2019, speaking directly in the European Parliament to Pedro Sanchez, the EPP president Manfred 

Weber claimed that the Spanish government had to rely on the far-left (and the Catalan separatists) to 

survive (ACN, 2019).  

   While in the current European 10th legislation, started after the 2024 elections, the traditional 

majority worked together to elect the Commission, a new type of majority has technically the numbers 

to exist. As a matter of fact, EPP (188 seats), ECR (78 seats), PfE (84 seats) and ESN (25 seats) could 

form a proper majority, with a total of 375 seats out of 720. This would be a proper right-wing 

majority. At the same time, it would be possible for dissident members of RE (or even S&D) to break 

the lines and vote together the far-right in specific cases. This is what has happened recently, as, called 

to vote to allow more exemptions to some specific green deal related issues, the EPP, ECR, PfE, ESN 

and 32 MEPs from RE and S&D voted against the proposal of the Commission, actively breaking the 

traditional majority (Gross & Griera, 2025). While such a dynamic has also happened in the past (see 

for example Marsi, 2024), the number of seats occupied by right-wing and far-right parties in the 

European Parliament has put into question the tenure of the traditional majority.  

Much of this tenure may depend on the relations between the two groups: an obvious 

observation may be that good relations would signal a higher willingness to cooperate, despite the 

costs, while worsening relations may suggest higher chances of breaks. If journalistic speculation and 

observation about the matter is sizeable, scientific literature regarding directly the relations between 

the EPP and the S&D is not wide, as usually literature has focused on the single groups or other 
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matters regarding them.  A direct assessment of their relations, still, is provided by Gagatek (2009), 

who claims that the 2009 European elections represented a new chapter between the EPP and the PES 

(Party of European Socialists), as both Europarties entered a phase of government-opposition relation. 

According to his findings, with the EPP leading European politics thanks to the number of its prime 

ministers, commissioners and votes, the PES assumed an adversarial stance similar to that of an 

opposition party, with a particularly EPP-critical electoral manifestos and a number of other initiatives 

aimed at assessing the PES’s identity. Much of this effort, the author notes, was done with ambition 

of getting closer to the electorate, so to show that an alternative model of Europe was possible and 

that votes counted. At the same time, the author notes that the EPP attempted to counter PES’s 

narrative, but with less effort and directness than the PES. Ultimately, Gatatek concludes that  

The two parties have adapted the form of adversarial politics to the conditions of the EU’s institutional system. It 

is therefore important for them whether they have more Prime Ministers than the other parties do; whether they 

have more MEPs, members of the Committee of the Regions and members of the European Convention; and, 

finally, whether the President of the European Commission also comes from their ranks. By the same token, as the 

preparation of the PES manifesto showed, the parties also compete as to which of them is more inclusive in terms 

of opening itself to the public and to external organisations. In this case, the notion of competition takes on different 

contours, but that does not mean that EU party politics is left without competing political  forces. (2009, p. 310) 

Therefore, Gagatek’s analysis does not claim that the EPP and the PES (now S&D) were 

actively pursuing different agendas and competing to the point of forming different majorities. Such 

a claim is consistent also with another more recent piece of research conducted by Luciano Bardi and 

Jacopo Cellini (2024). They evaluate the relations between the different groups of the European 

Parliament along the history of the European process, identifying two parallel trends, one of 

cooperation and one of adversarial politics. On one hand, they acknowledge several arguments 

already presented in this research, such as the structural push of the European institutional framework 

for cooperation between the groups. At this regard, they report this 1965 quote by at the at time 

president of the Christian Democratic Group, Alain Poher: 

The European Parliament has, in my opinion, shown the path forward. You know that it is made up, for the most 

part, of three political groups: socialists, liberals and Christian Democrats, who have little by little found a line of 

action in the general confusion. Is it not surprising that, on almost all the major themes of European and world 

politics, these groups have succeeded in reaching agreement, not only in concrete cases, but on the fundamental 

bases of the common policies to be put in place. Without forgetting the various ideological tendencies that animated 

them, these groups, through a pragmatic method, created a true European spirit. 

They also report this quote from the EPP 1988-1989 Activity Report: 

The need to create a majority of 260 votes for any effective action by Parliament was the key element in 

determining the practical framework for consensus. Essentially this meant cooperation with the Socialist Group, 

since nothing could have been achieved without the two working together. [T]he technical necessity for a 
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compromise between the EPP and the Socialists, which was already beginning to emerge in the old Parliament, 

will be even greater. 

They point out that other institutional structures have favored over time the development of a 

culture of compromise-seeking and cooperation, such as the parliamentary committees and a series 

of informal practices like the groups’ chairs meeting before the Conference of Presidents. 

At the same time, these authors acknowledge the growth of a parallel adversarial trend between 

the groups, especially since the 1990s, even though signs of it already existed due to the necessity of 

distributing chairs and roles among the groups, a practice that frequently risks leaving someone 

unhappy. They, whatever the case, point out two elements already mentioned in this research: 

- The growing polarization emerging from the 1990s, along with the new political and 

radical actors in the European political landscape, has widely impacted European 

politics, with also a general shift of the public opinion towards the European Union, 

from a “permissive consensus” to a “constraining dissensus” (Hooghe & Marks, 2008), 

as the support for the European integration process was not anymore a given fact. 

- The electoral results of the EPP and S&D (or PES) have weakened the two groups’ 

hegemony, especially the S&D. Moreover, the 2024 European elections results, which 

have provided stable numbers for the two groups from the 2019 European elections, 

have widened the gap between them, with the EPP increasing and the S&D decreasing. 

This has increased the centrality of the EPP, with the potential of pursuing new 

majorities within the European Parliament. 

The almost-existential nature of a rupture of the traditional majority is to some extent 

acknowledged by Bardi and Cellini who, while stating the growingly central role of the EPP and its 

interest in pursuing new paths for approving legislation, conclude their research by claiming to expect 

“more variation than in the past in the formation and composition of majorities in EP votes” but as 

well that “the departure from past practices will likely be somewhat limited”. Even if with more 

exceptions, their expectation is for the majority to hold, as for practical reasons (such as the number 

of MEPs and the institutional structure of the Union) alternative majorities would simply be non-

feasible on the long-term. Similar expectations are claimed by other pieces of work like those of 

Brack et. Al (2023) and Brack & Marié (2024): in general, academic literature seems to consider the 

cost of breaking the traditional majority simply too high to be paid. 

 

3.3.2 The EPP shifts to the right? 

This research expects parties from both the EPP and the S&D to look for ways to distinguish 

themselves, in the attempt to reestablish their proper political identity and avoid being identified as a 
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unique entity with their left/right counterparts. This sort of behavior may not necessarily come from 

a group as a whole, but potentially only from a national delegation. Nevertheless, it may very well 

come from the general groups as well, as academic research, even if not yet wide on the matter, has 

found that over time groups have developed internal practices of policy-making and consensus-

building, with the most influential groups being characterized by a hierarchical structure in which the 

leadership has a major power in shaping the groups’ strategy (see Brack and Costa, 2015 and Elomäki 

et al., 2022). 

If cooperation in the European Parliament implies losing ground from an electoral perspective, 

this research’s expectation is that those parties may feel the need to stop the loss of votes and 

potentially see in the European Parliament structural majority an issue requiring a new assessment. 

This may very well require quite some time to reach a peak, but signs may be seen even now. Even 

if recent evidence, as shown, explains that when it matters the majority still holds, in a number of 

other situations the majority has not held, usually due to the EPP’s decision to vote differently from 

the other pro-EU groups and along the right-wing groups. The first example of the 2024-2029 

legislature dates back to October 2024, when the EPP sided with right-wing parties to recognize 

Edmundo González as the legitimate Venezuelan president (Genovese, 2024). Further examples are 

especially being provided by legislation regarding the environment and the Green Deal, matters in 

which the EPP has changed its attitude and position (see for example Genovese, 2025). This behavior 

of the EPP, widely criticized by the other pro-EU groups (especially by the S&D and the Greens), is 

seen by observers both within and outside the so-called EU Bubble as an historic turnaround against 

the traditional majority (see for example Genovese, 2024; Griera, 2025; Carretta et al., 2024).  

The EPP has shown signs of changes in other matters as well. An example is directly provided 

by Von Der Leyen, who during the 2020 State of the Union claimed that 

We are convinced that each human being has a solemn dignity that can never be touched, independent of where 

this individual comes from. Obviously, the Extreme Right has a different view, that there are different types of 

human beings – ‘them and us’, and ‘they’ have to be confronted with hate. But hate has never given any good 

advice (as reported by Bayer, 2022). 

She was discussing migration and immediately after added that Europe had to be able to “manage” 

the arrival of migrants. However, in 2024, with the elections coming, Von Der Leyen started to use 

frequently the expression  

“We must be the ones to decide who comes to the European Union and under what circumstances, not the 

smugglers and traffickers” (European Commission, 2024) 

Reports indicated that such a change (with previous signs already appearing with Von Der Leyen in 

2023) was due on hand as an attempt to get closer to the new Italian government of Giorgia Meloni 
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(whose party, FdI, is part of the ECR group, which had Meloni herself as its president at the time) 

and on the other a shift consistent with the EPP moving to the right (Baccini, 2024).  

Academic literature has already tried to study the phenomenon, at least to the extent of assessing 

how far-right groups impact the European Parliament and the EPP. Both the works of Brack et al. 

(2023) and Brack & Marié (2024), for example, find that, during the 9th European Parliament (2019-

2024), the participation of the far-right ID group (now evolved into the PfE) was higher than expected, 

with the group joining a number of winning coalitions over the legislature. Brack & Marié (2024) 

especially point out that such behavior does not imply influence, as most of the times the far-right 

joined the majority whenever its support was not actually necessary. However, they also underline 

the presence of a limited number of votes in which the far-right resulted pivotal for the EPP, as it had 

notoriously happened with the EU Nature Restoration Law, which survived a series of votes in which 

both the EPP and the far-right groups voted against (the matter was widely reported, see for example 

Petrequi, 2023; Röhm-Malcotti, 2023, and Liboreiro & Pacheco, 2024). Therefore, even though the 

impact until the end of the 9th legislature had been limited, the authors hypothesize that a potential 

consolidation of nationalist and right-wing parties in the 2024 European elections could change the 

frequency of EPP-led right-wing coalitions. 

As also mentioned before, alternative majorities like the right-wing ones have appeared over 

the European Parliament’s history, but they never managed to consistently remain active. For 

example, during the 9th legislative term, the S&D pursued a special cooperation with Renew Europe, 

the Greens and The Left to establish a common line with which confront the EPP on matters of 

environment, civil liberties and social affairs, while the EPP has attempted to build up cooperation 

with the ECR group (Bardi & Cellini, 2024). It is especially discussed and reported the role that the 

current EPP president, Manfred Weber, is having in pursuing a cooperation with the ECR group and 

the Patriots, while distancing the group, whenever possible, from the left colleagues. Recently, 

following a vote in the European Parliament in which the EPP has sided with the other right groups, 

Weber stated that, despite not pursuing a “structural cooperation”, the EPP would have not stopped 

at voting something only because other right groups supported it (Lunday, 2025). Speaking to 

journalists of the Mattinale Europeo, a daily Substack blog, an anonymous and critical of Weber 

internal voice of the EPP stated that Weber “loves” Giorgia Meloni and the ECR group (Carretta et 

al., 2024,). To add another example, in the 2022 EPP Congress in Rotterdam Weber claimed to be 

sick of the “left” criticism of America and to “don’t accept that socialists carelessly spend money & 

leave it to the EPP to pick up the pieces when the economy collapses” (Weber, 2022).  

Weber’s attitude has widely been assessed by the other groups of the majority, especially by the 

S&D, even though internal EPP voices have risen. For example, it is widely reported that the Polish 
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delegation (the second largest within the group) is critical of an approach towards the ECR group due 

to their rivalry with the Polish PiS (see for example Griera, 2025), with Polish representatives 

expressing support for the maintenance of the traditional pro-EU majority (Carretta et al., 2024). At 

the same time, speaking of other groups, ahead of the confirmation of the second Von Der Leyen 

Commission, speculation arose on a possible withdrawal of support by the socialist group following 

a series of votes in which the EPP sided with the other right-wing groups (Bonini, 2024).  

The confirmation of the second Von Der Leyen Commission was an especially turbulent time 

for the EPP-S&D relation. A major crisis hit the groups during the hearings, the meetings through 

which the proposed commissioners are examined by the groups’ representatives. As discussed before, 

the choice of the commissioners is the result of complex talks between different actors, such as the 

governments, the president of the Commission and the Europarties. On the basis of each Europarty’s 

result in the European elections, all of them acquire an amount of a sort of “political right” to claim 

certain roles and chairs (Johansson & Raunio, 2024). As the EPP and the S&D have always arrived 

first, they have always held the highest number of chairs. The grown gap between them, however, led 

the EPP to have more requests and claims, to S&D’s dissatisfaction (De La Feld, 2024). Particularly 

problematic was the designation of Teresa Ribera from the Spanish PSOE to the competition 

portfolio, which the Spanish PP (EPP) strongly disagreed with (Bortoletto, 2024). During the 

hearings, the EPP heavily questioned Ribera, attempting to push the S&D to withdraw her 

candidature. The S&D released a statement according to which  

Under the irresponsible behaviour of their group leader Manfred Weber, the conservative European People’s Party 

(EPP) broke the historic pro-European, democratic agreement between conservative, social democrat, and liberal 

groups in this house. (S&D, 2024) 

Ultimately, Ribera was confirmed (Negri, 2024) but reports signal that such crisis has worsened the 

already difficult relation between the EPP and S&D leadership (Griera, 2025).  

It is worth to notice how whoever opposes a potential cooperation between the EPP and the 

other right-wing groups also claims that it puts in danger the traditional pro-EU majority or the 

European Union as a whole. On one hand, this is a way to emphasize the Eurosceptic nature of many 

right-wing parties and therefore the EPP’s association with them; on the other, it is a signal of the 

extent to which such majority is rooted in European politics, to say that a rupture of the majority 

would be seen as quite an historic event by the very same policy-makers. A further example comes 

from the Greens group, stating that “European People’s Party leader Manfred Weber made a grave 

historical error by crossing the historical firewall against the Far Right. Weber’s indifference to the 

dangers of the Far Right is politically irresponsible, morally indefensible, and destructive to the 

European project itself.” (European Greens, 2025).  
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On his part, a recent interview to Manfred Weber frames the situation differently, as he claims 

that both the liberal and the socialist groups have to adapt to a European population who has shifted 

to the right. He argues that ultimately the point is listening to the citizens and that, currently, the best 

way do it is acknowledging elections’ results, which have rewarded right-wing parties. To him, the 

majority has to be enlarged to the new actors, such as the Italian FdI of prime minister Meloni, who, 

he claims, “Meloni is “behaving”, as “she’s ready to find compromises.” (Griera, 2026). It should be 

not ignored that Meloni, while maitaining an international posture considered by observers as “pro-

EU” (or rather “Eurorealist”, as typical of the ECR group) (see for example Gibaut, 2025), has also 

maintained strict relations with PfE leaders such as the Hungarian Viktor Orban or the Spanish Vox 

leader Santiago Abascal. Even though Weber has repeatedly stated that he does not consider PfE a 

trustworthy partner (see for example Bortoletto, 2025), the logic of adapting to different political 

landscapes that Weber proposes has no clear limits and some sort of cooperation should not be 

excluded in the future.  

  

3.3.3 Hypothetical paths 

Overall, the current European political landscape seems to feature the following characteristics: 

- Traditional moderate centrist parties, a major part of which seats within the ranks of the 

EPP and the S&D groups, are struggling to keep up with the raise of new radical actors 

who challenge them on highly politicised topics such as the environment and 

migrations. However, among the two, the EPP is performing better than the S&D, 

therefore acquiring a more prominent pivotal position. 

- The traditional pro-EU majority within the European Parliament is still in place and has 

the numbers to govern. However, the growingly polarised electorate creates more 

distance between its members, which are still called to cooperate in order to maintain 

the whole Union properly functioning. 

- The Union’s electorate, generally, has rewarded right-wing formation, to the point that 

an alternative right-wing majority would have the numbers to be formed within the 

European Parliament. More frequently than in the 9th legislature, the EPP has started to 

lead this majority in some specific votes, especially regarding environmental issues.  

Moreover, the third and fourth largest groups within the European Parliament are the 

PfE and the ECR, with RE falling to the fifth place. 

Also, as national contexts also play a role, among the five biggest member states, the situation is the 

following:  
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- Germany is faced by the raise of the far-right AfD and has a rather unpopular 

government (Kinkartz, 2025) that puts together EPP and S&D parties in a grand 

coalition.  

- France has a president coming from Renew Europe, just like its prime minister. 

However, the national parliament is going through an exceptionally challenging phase 

of fragmentation and political blockade. President Macron’s approval ratings are at an 

all-time-low (Goury-Laffont, 2025) and polls suggest that, if presidential elections were 

held today, the RN’s (PfE) candidate would arrive first in the first round and then win 

every currently proposed hypothetic second round.  

- Italy is led by a majority comprising EPP, ECR and PfE that, according to some 

observers, is performing well on the basis of its political stability and relatively stable 

economic performances (see for example Caselli, 2025, even though the alleged good 

Italian performances are contested). The EPP president Weber has also repeatedly 

expressed praise of the Italian government and of its prime minister, who is part of the 

ECR. 

- Spain has an S&D-led majority with the PSOE of prime minister Sanchez as its major 

member. However, the government relies on a number of regionalist partner, among 

whom the Catalan Junts is the most problematic, which always make achieving a 

majority particularly challenging. In 2025, for the second time in a row, the government 

was pushed to adopt by decree the 2023 budget (Pellistrandi, 2025). Moreover, polls are 

not rewarding the third government of prime minister Sanchez, as, if elections were held 

today, it would lose the majority to a PP (EPP) and Vox (PfE) coalition, with Vox 

achieving a significantly higher result than that of the 2023 elections (Heller, 2025). 

- Poland has a pro-EU majority within the national parliament which puts together EPP, 

S&D and RE parties, with the EPP party of prime minister Tusk as the major partner. 

However, the government’s candidate for the presidency of the country narrowly lost 

the elections in 2025 to the PiS (ECR) candidate, imposing a major step-back to the 

government’s agenda. Also, polls suggests that if elections were held today the current 

government coalition would lose the majority and the S&D and RE parties would lose 

all their seats (as it can be seen from the Politico Poll of Polls). 

Among the other member states, as seen in 3.2.1, the political situation in mostly unstable and 

developing through new paths. In general, the EPP maintains a presence in 18 governments, while 

the S&D in 13. However, such presence is not necessarily majoritarian, as in several of them these 

parties are members of wider coalitions, some of which comprise parties from both groups. Wider 
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coalitions are potential symptoms of fragmented parliaments and low-common denominator coalition 

agreements which face the risk of disappointing the electorate. A disappointed electorate may then 

choose to support other parties, especially those that communicate with populist frames, creating 

electoral situations in which traditional moderate parties are forced to include them or create new and 

weaker grand coalitions. Even though nothing is determined, traditional moderate parties fear this 

sort of spiral and are expected to do something to prevent them. A special focus is given on this 

research to EPP and S&D members due to their nature of majoritarian representatives of the centre-

right and centre-left wing of the spectrum, and therefore of the traditional left-right divide within 

European politics.  

Nevertheless, academic research generally expects that, within the European Parliament, the 

cooperation between the EPP and the S&D will last, as the political cost of doing otherwise would 

not be feasible. It is necessary to point out that, however, the ongoing political developments may in 

the future open room for new scenarios. Without attempting to make speculation over the future, it is 

relevant to remember that the upcoming elections may elect new governments of different political 

ideologies. The idea according to which another majority within the European Parliament would not 

be feasible comes from the fact that consistently used alternative majority would conduct to a political 

blockade, as the majority within the Council of the European Union would be heavily different. 

However, if both the European Parliament and the Council of the European Union majorities were to 

overlap ideologically speaking, the European Union would enter into unexplored territory, especially 

in a context in which Eurosceptic parties have, for the most part, shifted (and to some extent 

moderated) their positions to a general Eurorealism, with fewer parties advocating for withdrawals 

from the Union but rather for a reform of the organisation. Using Weber’s logic of adapting to the 

evolving circumstances, the EPP, in that case, may evaluate to find new kinds of agreements with 

other right-wing formations, actively compromising the traditional majority. 

All of this is useful to have a political contextualization of the research question of this 

dissertation and its hypothesis, which will be better discussed in the following chapter. 
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4. Research Method 

This chapter focuses on the research method. A proper methodology of research is necessary to 

make the research non-arbitrary and replicable. 

The first subchapter (4.1) describes the research question and hypotheses.  

The second subchapter (4.2) assesses why the research focuses on plenary contributions and 

provides a brief literature review on the matter. 

The third subchapter (4.3) describes the type of analysis this research conducts and provides a 

brief literature review on the matter. 

The fourth subchapter (4.4) lists the chosen MEPs and describes why they were chosen. 

The fifth subchapter (4.5) proposes the codebook. 

 

4.1 Research question 

The research question is the following: 

 

How does the frequency and intensity of mutual attacks between EPP and S&D committee 

group coordinators in their plenary contributions within the European Parliament evolve 

from the 7th to the 10th legislature (2009–present)? 

 

This research hypothesises that, ultimately, it may be possible for EPP and S&D members of 

the traditional majority to believe that the upsides of cooperating with radical partners would 

overcome the downsides. They may also believe that maintaining the cooperation with other centrist 

parties may inevitably lead to electorate losses. If it is assumed that moderate parties within EU 

political groups are pressured by the extremes, then they will naturally do something to prevent losses 

and, possibly, gain voters back. An EPP party, for instance, may feel the need to radicalise its own 

stances on more politicised issues like migration to avoid further losses to the far-right. However, 

centre-left parties may not welcome such shifts. They may as well radicalise their own, becoming 

more left-wing than before, which would be criticised by centre-right parties. At a national level, this 

mechanism would increase the already existing polarisation, creating even a further distance between 

the moderate parties of the opposite sides of the political spectrum. However, at the national level it 

would still be possible to form governments and make them work: if centrist parties radicalise their 

stances, cooperating with radical parties would become easier and politically feasible. At the 

European level this would have wider implications.  
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Academic research has already shown that if the Council of the European Union and the 

European Parliament are not aligned (as if, for example, the Council was to be dominated by a right -

wing majority and the Parliament by a left-wing majority) the European Union as a whole enters a 

phase of impasse, as the Ordinary Legislative Procedure requires both institutions to be on the same 

page (Warntjen et al. 2008). However, similar situations in the past occurred with, on one hand, a 

different scale and, on the other, a much different distribution of seats (representative of the widely 

different political context). In such a scenario, there would be a Council of the European Union with 

governments different not only for their political stances, but also for their approaches towards other 

stances. One government led by a centre-right party may welcome far-right parties in the majority; 

another may prefer to rely on other centrist parties. This would be a structural difference with major 

implications: would a centre-right party that still enforces the cordon sanitaire trust a centre-right 

party that breaks it (see for example the discussed dissatisfaction of the Polish delegation to the 

approach of the EPP to the ECR)? And not only governments may have troubles at cooperating with 

each other, but they would also have to deal with an unprecedented European Parliament: in the 

immediate future, as left-wing parties are distant from the required numbers, its main alternative 

majority would be a right-wing majority. Would, for example, centre-left governments (as the current 

Spanish government, which is formed by all parties except the right-wing ones) be willing to 

cooperate with a European Parliament with such a majority? 

As a general impasse of the Union would cause unprecedented consequences, centrist parties 

may still be expected to cooperate most of the times. As a matter of fact, the most recent academic 

research (see for example Brack et al., 2023) explains that voting cohesion remains high between the 

traditional fronts within the European Parliament (if not even increasing). In other words, despite a 

general political context in which traditional parties tend to struggle and political polarisation grows, 

when it matters the most the European Parliament majority holds.  

This research starts therefore by asking if over time MEPs from centrist groups, namely the 

EPP and the S&D, have been affected by the growing polarisation. The hypothesis is that MEPs 

members of the two traditional moderate groups of centre-right (EPP) and centre-left (S&D) are 

pushed to fight each other more than in the past to avoid further electoral losses by the emergence of 

new more radical competitors. These new influential actors are expected to electorally benefit from 

low-common denominator agreements between moderate parties that would not satisfy a growingly 

polarised electorate. In other words: a right-wing voter, increasingly concerned with matters like 

migration, may decide to vote for the far-right party rather than the centre-right one if the latter opts 

for a coalition with a centre-left party, because an agreement with a centre-left party would probably 

result in policies not aligned with the preference of a polarised right-wing voter. 
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One hypothetical way through which EPP and S&D could attack each other is by pronouncing 

critical plenary contributions towards each other. Within the plenary of the European Parliament, 

MEPs are called to vote but also to debate and discuss, an opportunity to show themselves and 

potentially save the appearances. They may very well decide to express dissatisfaction towards the 

other group’s stances but then vote consistently with what the maintenance of the traditional majority 

requires (as that is required to keep the European Union in function). At the centre of this hypothesis, 

in other words, lies the idea that moderate parties are radicalising their appearance while not always 

being consistent at times of voting (as the strong voting cohesion of the EPP and S&D shows).  

A shift in rhetoric in the interactions between each other may indicate a growing dissatisfaction 

of the groups’ MEPs. Hence, the focus of this research will be assessing whether MEPs’ rhetoric in 

their plenary contribution has changed over the last four legislatures (2009 - 2014, 2014 – 2019, 2019 

- 2024, 2024 - today). The MEPs chosen for such an analysis are those who have covered the role of 

group coordinator in three selected committees. Overall, 2406 plenary contributions from 22 MEPs 

are coded. The research focuses on when these MEPs covered the role, as the point is not precisely 

assessing how the single MEP has changed over time but how the group has, if it has, changed. The 

logic of choosing group coordinators and the method through which this research will be carried out 

are the focus of this chapter.  

Therefore, the central hypotheses of this research are:  

 

1. EPP and S&D MEPs may start to rhetorically attack each other more frequently and 

more harshly than in the past to reaffirm their political ideology, distance themselves from 

the opposite sides and better align with the current political polarisation. 

 

2. The national context matters: if within the national boundaries EPP and S&D parties 

are in a government coalition, their MEPs will not attack the other group, or they will do 

it less extensively; if within the national boundaries EPP and S&D parties are on opposite 

sides, their MEPs are expected to attack the other group. 

 

3. Whenever elections are imminent within the national or the European context, MEPs 

from EPP and S&D are expected to harshen their rhetoric towards each other. 
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4.2 Why plenary contributions? 

4.2.1 The confrontational nature of plenary contributions 

The first thing to assess is why focusing on plenary contributions. Through them, this research 

tries to put itself within the field of study of parliamentary discourse, therefore of political discourse 

and therefore of discourse analysis.  

It should be stressed from the outset, though, that discourse analysis is not a method, but a broad, multidisciplinary 

field of study of the humanities and social sciences, a field that therefore should rather be called Discourse Studies.  

(Van Dijk, 2018) 

Discourse analysis emerged in the 1960s as a part of other fields, such as anthropology and 

sociology, and later expanded in fields likes history and law (Van Dijk, 2018). Applied to political 

science, it serves the purpose of understanding the content and methods of the act of speaking in a 

political context. Political speaking may take many forms, like those of speeches in front of a crowd, 

electoral billboards or parliamentary debates. 

Parliamentary discourse deals with all the claims, declarations and statements that 

representatives make within the boundaries of a parliament. Its matter is the act of speaking, which 

usually develops through speeches of debates. The act of speaking follows specific formal and 

informal rules that every parliament establishes and serves different purposes: representatives may 

say something to state a political preference or to interact with another representative, both in 

engaging or confrontational way, as a representative may attack another’s position or may 

acknowledge something to build up a relationship and ultimately an alliance (Ilie, 2015). 

Thanks to their confrontational nature, debates have a major interest in this research. They “can 

be described as a formal discussion involving (often heated) exchanges of opinion” (Ilie, 2015) 

between representatives, are codified by precise set of rules, allow a dynamic exchange of opinions 

and contribute to the decision-making process. A major part of academic research about parliamentary 

discourse has focused on them, as their confrontational nature makes them naturally relevant in 

assessing how the policy-making process develops within a legislative chamber. The means and 

contents they are characterised by are also fitting to understand a part of the context they are put into: 

even though they tend to be heated, assessing who and how interacts with someone else can be 

relevant to better understand the political climate within and outside the chamber.  

Like theatrical dialogue, parliamentary dialogue contributes to revealing frames of mind and to shaping beliefs, as 

well as to strengthening social norms and moral values. What distinguishes parliamentary from theatrical dialogue, 

however, is the manifestation of real-life—and not fictional—adversariality and competitiveness. The rationale of 

parliamentary debate lies in the existence of opposite political camps and, implicitly, in the confrontation between 

different, and sometimes contradictory, standpoints and representations of reality. By offering their own political 

initiatives and proposals, MPs want to affect a wide and diverse audience’s understanding processes and to reshape 
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its members’ attitudes and beliefs, so as to influence their actions. The ultimate goal of parliamentary dialogue is 

to motivate the audience to act in a certain way with regard to real -life issues. Consequently, in line with the 

agonistic spirit, political adversaries have to be proved wrong, or at least neutralized (Ilie, 2015). 

Moreover, the environment in which they take place is acknowledged by academic research to 

be a distinctive feature: parliamentary debates “are primarily (and rather trivially) defined by the fact 

that the people engaging in these debates are Members of Parliament (MPs), that the debates take 

place in the political institution of Parliament, and that the MPs are 'doing politics' or ‘doing 

legislation' among other contextual features.” (Van Dijk, 2004). The context of these debates 

attributes to them a whole different meaning, both in terms of gestures and words: things done or said 

within the boundaries of a legislative chamber have different means and aims than those done or said 

outside them (Van Dijk, 2004). At the same time, the structural context of a legislative chamber is 

also influenced by more specific elements, such as the national parliamentary tradition: a gesture done 

in the Italian parliament may have a different meaning than the same gesture done in the French 

parliament (Ilie, 2015). Whatever the case, academic research has focused on them as they play a 

major part in shaping and defining the political identity of the actors that are part of a parliament (Van 

Dijk, 2018). 

However, even though political debates are to be considered signals of an healthy democracy 

(see for example Dahlberg, 2001 and Freelon, 2015) and intended as a way to reach mutual 

understanding (Moy & Gastil, 2006; Stromer-Galley, 2007), the rising political polarisation has 

changed the way through which citizens talk to each other and interact in socio-political spaces (see 

for example Rowe, 2015). Academic research has also shown that exposure to incivility and 

unrespectful behaviour and rhetoric (for instance through online comments) fosters political 

polarization (see for example Anderson et al., 2014). In this regard, the concepts of civility and 

incivility are relevant, as they are both defined by Yamamoto et al. (2020): even though cultural and 

linguistic differences may impact its definition’s scope, “civility is viewed as a central component of 

deliberation that presupposes respect for and affirmation of all individuals and viewpoints, even in 

the face of differences and contention”; on the other hand, incivility is whatever violates the norms 

of civility and mutual respect, which features “something unnecessary” (Coe et al, 2014, as in 

Yamamoto et al., 2020) such as “name-calling, aspersion, lying, vulgarity, and pejorative speech” 

(Yamamoto et al., 2020).  

For the purposes of this research, incivility is relevant as a frame through which assess 

whenever a contribution to the plenary appears as an attack or not towards one MEP to another. An 

“attack”, as it will be seen, does not necessarily required a violation of the norms of civility to be 

defined as such; however, some statements may be categorised as more inflammatory due to the 
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presence of such violations. Therefore, with the purpose of assessing whether MEPs’ rhetoric has 

changed over time, considering the concept of civility is also necessary and procedurally useful.  

 

4.2.2 The mismatch between rhetoric and voting patterns 

Part of the exceptionality of the European Parliament case has already been explained: due to 

its committee structure, a major part of the legislative process is conducted before the plenary 

sessions, with some scholars even arguing that the plenaries may be considered as a mere formality 

(Settembri & Neuhold 2009). Moreover, being MEPs part not only of their European group but also 

of their national party, scholars have pointed out that MEPs must speak to concerns of both their 

member state and their European group (Johansson & Raunio 2019, 2024). However, these two 

dimensions do not always match, with some academic research that has found that frequently an act 

of dissidence from an MEP against her own group is driven by her national party’s interests (Proksch 

& Slapin, 2015, p. 148; Johansson & Raunio 2019, 2024). This is inevitably relevant for this research: 

a hypothesis to push forward is that plenary debates within the European Parliament may be 

particularly exposed by acts of verbal dissidence from the groups of membership. Even though a wide 

part of academic research has underlined the second-order nature of European Elections (Reif & 

Schmitt, 1980; Hix et al., 2007; Costa & Ripoll Servent, 2021), contemporary medias still allow 

citizens to witness the activity of their representatives, and the growingly political nature of the Union 

makes MEPs more exposed than before (De Wilde, 2011). Furthermore, the polarization incentivised 

by the contraposition between Eurosceptics and Europhiles plausibly gives more attention to the 

European Parliament as well (see for example Schmidt, 2019, 2021). Hence, the space for low-

common denominator policies is reduced, as the growingly polarised electors expect policies more 

aligned with their positions. EPP and S&D MEPs are at the same time expected to enforce the 

traditional majority but enforcing it frequently implies working on low-common denominator 

policies. In this context, MEPs may decide to vote according to the group’s guidelines but, whenever 

possible, express their dissatisfaction towards the other group, therefore rhetorically aligning with the 

polarised preferences of the electorate (Bélanger & Wunsch, 2024).  

This research questions if this phenomenon has grown over time. 

Academic research has found that rhetorics and voting patterns do not necessary match. Some 

scholars have looked at national parliaments with different results: for example, Luján et al. (2023) 

have looked at the debating and voting activity of more than 1000 Uruguayan legislators between 

1985 and 2015, creating two data clusters that estimate the respective parties’ policy agendas. The 

comparison between the two clusters has shown that voting patterns and rhetoric do not always match, 
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with the authors arguing that, in the case of Uruguay, the formers seem to be a better indicator for 

capturing ideological preferences of political parties. A similar method was used Medeiros and Izumi 

(2021), who have looked at the Brazilian parliament and found that, trying to measure Brazilian 

parties’ ideology, voting patterns and parliamentary debates produced comparable results. A potential 

explanation, in this case, would refer to the specific nature of the Brazilian parliament, which is one 

of the world’s most fragmented, may push representatives to match their declarations with their votes 

more often than other countries’ representatives to better claim their identity in a very populated party-

system like the Brazilian one (Medeiros and Izumi, 2021). 

In general, academic research has evidenced how the political preferences of parties and their 

members may be different. The just cited work of Lujàn et al. (2023) acknowledges that political 

speeches could be a better indicator of one representative’s own sincere opinions and policy 

preferences, as voting patterns may be influenced by strategic reasons. This builds up on previous 

works, like that of Zucco (2013), that argue that the government-opposition dynamics alters voting 

patterns, despite the original political positions of a party or of a representative: one may support one 

policy if she’s part of the government and oppose it if she’s part of the opposition. Further evidence 

is provided by Proksch and Slapin (2012) and Schwarz et al. (2017): the formers study how party 

leaders and internal dissidents interact between each other and particularly how dissidents may be 

restrained at expressing their true views at times of debates (not to mention at times of voting); the 

latter, in the context of the Swiss legislative system, how debates and roll-calls provide different 

pictures and that within debates there more personal opinions of representatives are expressed. 

Academic research has tried to look at the European Parliament as well, with different results. 

Proksch and Slapin (2009), for instance, have analysed MEPs’ speeches during the 5th European 

Parliament (1999-2004), estimating their ideological position and comparing them to their voting 

behaviour. They have found that there seems to be a correlation between speeches and voting patterns 

whenever the predominant dimension is that of EU integration or the national one, but that there is a 

mismatch between speeches and the parties’ left-right positions. Their analysis anticipated other texts 

that have already been cited in this work that have demonstrated that, over time, within the European 

Parliament the divide pro-EU/Eurosceptic has taken over the left-right one (see for example Cheysson 

& Fraccaroli, 2019; Brack et al., 2023). The works of Green and Cross (2017) and Hofmann and 

Wagner (2024) are other examples: the former explains that plenary speeches by MEPs are not only 

influenced by their national party and European group’s positions, but also by the very same structure 

of the European Parliament, especially its committees; the latter, focusing on asylum-related issues 

and experimenting an innovative methodological approach through the use of AI, hypothesises that 

MEPs go through a “flip-flop” in what they say, focusing on national preferences before being elected 
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and adjusting themselves to groups’ general positions after the elections, but ultimately do not find 

strong evidence that such a phenomenon has occurred in the timeframe of their analysis (2004-2014).  

It has also been previously mentioned the work of Bélanger and Wunsch (2024) in which they 

expose an ongoing double mechanism in the European Parliament according to which pro-EU MEPs, 

keep their voting patterns while they radicalise their discourse. More in depth, their analysis deals 

with the matter of EU enlargement, chosen as a topic due to its highly political nature. They 

distinguish between pro-EU, soft Eurosceptic and hard Eurosceptic MEPs and address both their 

voting patterns and discourse. They find that soft Eurosceptic MEPs are those who are most 

responsible for the deepening of the pro-/anti-EU divide and that, overall, there is “a uniform 

downward trend in discursive support for enlargement” (even though such trend seems to be sharper 

for Eurosceptic MEPs). In other words, they have found that even pro-EU MEPs from the EPP have 

started to adopt a less enthusiastic tone towards the matter of enlargement. At the same time, they 

highlight the discursive nature of this trend, as from a voting point of view the situation has not 

changed from the past, with both the sides of the Parliament keeping their traditional voting patterns.   

These findings, to some extent, justify this research: as voting patterns are consistent with the 

past, one could argue that there would be no point in assessing rhetoric patterns. However, there is 

already academic evidence of the contrary, as it is proved that MEPs do not always say and vote the 

very same thing. In other words, this research does not aim to assess voting patterns: its point is 

verifying whether the growing polarisation as affected the rhetorics of MEPs, as there is already 

academic evidence that, at least up to this day, MEPs still vote consistently with previous patterns. 

However, highlighting the mismatch between voting patterns and rhetorics is useful as it justifies the 

research question. 

 

4.3 What type of analysis this research conducts 

Discourse analysis, and therefore parliamentary discourse analysis, requires a proper method 

of research to work. The work of Fiser and Skubic (2022) is especially useful to better understand the 

different methods and approaches to these disciplines. They propose a literature review of 37 

academic papers published between 2012 and 2022 that deal with political discourse analysis through 

the lenses of sociology and linguistics. They also provide a list of different research methods: 

- Discourse studies (DS), following the already provided definition by Van Dijk (2018). 

Discourse Studies may be distinguished between: 1. Discourse Analysis (DA), which 

focuses on the study of language, speech, and text (Konecki, 2017); 2. Critical Discourse 

Analysis (CDA), which explores how discourse interacts with different forms of political 
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power through a critical analysis of the context of the debate (Dunmire, 2012); 3. Discourse 

Historical Approach (DHA), which builds up on CDA adding an historical perspective 

(Wodak, 2015); 4. Corpus-Assisted Discourse Studies (CADS), which puts together 

quantitative and qualitative analysis by siding the latter with a proper coding process that 

aims to reduce as much as possible the subjectivity of the analysis (Rubtcova et al., 2017). 

- Content Analysis (CA), which rather than focusing on language, focuses on content with 

quantitative or qualitative analysis. Its aim is to extract information on the social context of 

an act of speaking from the analysis of the act itself. The foundational text of this field of 

study is Content Analysis in Communication Research by Bernard Berelson (1952), but 

since that many scholars have tried developed it (see for example Woodrum, 1984; Marying, 

2000; Prasad, 2008; Schreier, 2012; Drisko & Maschi, 2016, pp. 21-55, 81-119). In general, 

the point of content analysis is examining “who says to whom to what effect” (Lasswell et. 

al, 1965 in Prasad, 2008). 

- Mixed Methods Approach, which puts mixes CA and DA, trying to have the two methods 

complete each other. 

This research aims to make an evaluation of the hypothetical rhetorical shifts in some MEPs’ 

statements over the last few legislatures. Therefore, the analysis must first of all base itself on 

linguistics, but it should also consider the context in which such statements have been pronounced. 

The point should be assessing what has been said, rather than what is meant: as discussed, rhetorics 

do not necessarily match with votes, but it is possible that rhetoric reflects the real opinion of a 

representative over a policy-matter. However, in evaluating the results and understanding why a 

rhetorical shift may or may not have happened, the context plays a key role: an MEP may claim 

something because domestic elections are imminent, because her national party is trying to purse a 

bigger role within the group or maybe because that is the actual personal opinion of the MEP. In other 

words, assessing the “true” reason that pushes an MEP to make a statement requires an analysis of 

the language used, the personal political career and beliefs of the MEP and the wider political context 

the MEP is in.  

To properly face this research, the methods proposed by Content Analysis (CA) will be used, 

especially through a code of interpretation that aims to be reliable and replicable (Mayring, 2000). 

The analysis will feature a qualitative and quantitative approach. It will be qualitative because every 

statement will be analysed manually and case by case through a code developed for this purpose. It 

will be quantitative because the gathered data will then be analysed from a longitudinal point of view, 

in order to identify potential variations over time. The risk, as typic of this type of research, is that 

subjectivity may take over the actual facts: the development of a proper coding process is therefore 
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aimed at avoiding risks of personal perception or judgement, as the task is sticking to the text. As a 

matter of fact,  

like any other research method, content analysis conforms to three basic principles of scientific method. They are: 

1. Objectivity: Which means that the analysis is pursued on the basis of explicit rules, which enable different 

researchers to obtain the same results from the same documents or messages.  

2. Systematic: The inclusion or exclusion of content is done according to some consistently applied rules whereby 

the possibility of including only materials which support the researcher’s ideas - is eliminated.  

3. Generalizability: The results obtained by the researcher can be applied to other similar situations.  (Prasad, 2008) 

The challenge of this type of work is, another words, assuring its academic solidity. The 

definition of a codebook is the first necessary step to properly analyse the data collected. However, 

the analysis of data may reveal the need for new categories and frames to adopt in order to better code 

that very same data. In the absence of a second person able to assist in the coding, to do a double-

check after two weeks everything will be coded again, with the aim of assuring the quality of the 

coding, as the literature suggests to do (see for example Schreier, 2012, p. 45). 

As Prasad (2008) puts it, the development of the codebook implies six steps: 

1. Formulation of the research question. 

2. Selection of communication content and sample. 

3. Developing content categories. 

4. Finalizing units of analysis. 

5. Preparing a coding schedule, pilot testing and checking inter coder reliabilities.  

6. Analysing the collected data. 

In the case of this research, the steps will take this look: 

1. Has the rhetorics of EPP and S&D MEPs towards each other changed since the 7 th 

legislature? 

2. The sample consists of the plenary interventions, during debates, of 22 selected MEPs, from 

14th July 2009 (the first session of the 7th European Parliament) to 31st December 2025. 

3. The categories are presented in the Codebook (see 4.5) and are partially constructed after a 

preliminary analysis of a small sample of the plenary contributions by some MEPs. 

4. As for the units of analysis, this research features recording units, which are mainly thematic 

(for example the usage of expressions outside of the standard rules of civility), as the 

language barrier (which will be soon discussed) makes difficult to have specific key words 

to point out. Their quantification is based on their frequency of appearance.  

5. The coding process will happen two times at a distance of two weeks to double-check the 

findings. 

6. Data will be analysed on the basis of the codebook and through comparisons between 

different legislatures and periods. 
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Another challenge lies in the language used in the plenary: MEPs usually intervene within the 

chamber with their own language and the site does not always provide translations (which was also 

confirmed to me by an email sent by Rūta Mackevičienė, file manager in the Directorate-General for 

Translation and Clear Language of the European Parliament). While the European Parliament 

provides every statement with a video recording that includes a live oral translation, the European 

Parliament’s site also states that such translations cannot be used as official texts. As this this research 

will deal with MEPs from most member states, translations into English will be applied to all the 

written statements through the usage of the software DeepL. This has implications: 

- An analysis of a statement is understandably difficult to detach from the language used, as 

the very same point of discourse analysis is examining how language is used within its 

specific social, cultural, and situational context. However, what here is considered is that 

the aim of the analysis is assessing the animosity of a verbal attack. This parameter, which 

does not have a proper academic background, can be evaluated also from the content of the 

intervention (for example, criticism towards the person rather than the political idea 

indicates in this research a higher animosity). The lens through which these debates will be 

analysed are those of content analysis.  

- It is not possible to have a proper “key words” analysis: from this point of view, a 

quantitative analysis that tries to spot patterns and recurring words and expressions cannot 

work, as the words used by the translator may be translations of words with a slighter 

different meaning. It will still be possible to use words as indicators of meaning (for 

instance, the call-out of the “left” by a centre-right MEP would still be understandable even 

if the MEP is Greek or Italian), which implies that words remain relevant, but only from 

qualitative point of view, rather than a quantitative one. As a matter of fact, it could be 

possible for a language to have two terms for two slightly different concepts that would be 

translated into a single word of another language that lacks an explicit distinction between 

the two.  

A content discourse analysis allows to focus the research on the language used by impairing it 

with the context in which something has been pronounced. The point is not assessing how many times 

an MEP has said a word but rather verifying if the MEPs’ medium behaviour has changed or not. 

Academic evidence suggests that DeepL is precise enough to face this challenge. Particularly 

significant are three studies regarding its use on social science. The first is that of Plenter (2023), who 

performed the translation of political manifestos of 31 languages into English and verified their 

quality through a manual re-translation and Wordfish analyses (as its research focused on determining 

how the translated text varied its ideological positioning from the original). The author finds that 
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DeepL offers high-quality translation, ultimately defining it as reliable. The second study is that of 

Bestgen (2022), who compares human translations from French to English to those of DeepL, Google 

Translates and Microsoft Translator regarding news coverage and parliamentary interventions, 

concluding (in the case of DeepL) that parliamentary interventions are for the most part translated 

properly. Lastly, the study of Roselynn et al. (2025), comparing Bing translator and DeepL regarding 

automatic translation of CNN headlines finds that DeepL maintains high performances in reproducing 

faithfully the original text in its meaning and structure. 

Therefore, despite limits that have been highlighted, DeepL is to be considered precise enough 

for the purpose of this research. 

 

4.4 Who are the selected MEPs 

As the analysis will be conducted manually and there is a high amount of material to go through, 

it has been decided to deal with a limited number of MEPs. Hence, the selection of these MEPs plays 

an important part in the research. The main concern lies in the danger of choosing an unrepresentative 

pool of MEPs, which may return unreliable results and data. This research identifies a 

“representative” pool of MEPs as a pool that ultimately can be a fitting representation of the 

ideological identity of the group as a whole. The risk is picking a sample of MEPs with specific or 

unique characteristics that may not be representative of the group but just of themselves.  

As a matter of fact, MEPs are characterized by several factors that may influence their 

behaviour, which is why, as discussed, political groups have been introduced (see for example Lynch 

& Whitaker, 2008). However, a European political group membership is not enough to determine 

how an MEP will vote, let alone how she will speak, as an MEP may also be influenced by her national 

party, domestic situation or even personal opinions and attitude. This is precisely the reason for which 

this research hypothesis that nationality could be linked to rhetorics, as the national context from 

which MEPs come may influence their behaviour. For example, as in Spain the EPP and S&D parties 

are going through a phase of harsh hostility, it could be expected to have more frequent and harsher 

plenary contributions by them. Therefore, picking only Spanish MEPs may produce results 

representative only for them and not for MEPs of other member states. 

Institutional roles have an impact as well: an MEP without a role may be more likely to make 

inflammatory statements than a president of a committee, who may be required to adopt more 

moderate tones in order to facilitate the consensus-building within the committee (academic research 

focuses more on voting behaviour, but it also highlights the key role in consensus building that chairs 

have within committees, see for example Farrell, 1995 and Neuhold & Settembri, 2009). Therefore, 



 
 

111 
 

with the intention of avoiding a random selection and trying to pursue a credible criterion, it has been 

decided to pick the group coordinators of three committees between 7th, 8th, 9th and 10th legislatures. 

The coding process will deal with all the plenary contributions that these MEPs have done in the 

legislature in which they have been group coordinators.  

Regarding the legislatures, the choice comes from the fact that the 7th legislature is the first in 

which the aggregate electoral results of EPP and S&D started to decline. In 2009 both the EPP and 

S&D lost ground, after reaching a peak in shared consensus between the 1999 and 2004 elections. 

The 2009 elections were also the first in which the ECR effectively participated, after the split of its 

members from the EPP. If the hypothesis states that a rhetoric shift is occurring, the first signs of 

political fatigue of the EPP and S&D (confirmed through result-based analysis of the following 

elections) slowly appeared in 2009. While the research may very well benefit from expanding before 

that date, it should be noted that accessible and available information regarding group coordinators is 

lacking. While, for example, the EPP Secretariat has provided me a list of names also for the 6 th 

legislature, the S&D one has not. Further research has been attempted to find alternative ways to get 

those names, but institutional sources do not provide the required information. With the intention of 

assuring the 

Regarding the committees, the choice is to face the committees that deal with the most 

politicised topics. As already discussed, academic literature has found out that the European Union is 

being growingly politicised: if it was thought as a technical body, it is now widely regarded as a major 

part of European politics (see for example Gellwitzki & Houde, 2022). Nevertheless, some policy-

areas are more politicised than others and hence more exposed to medias’ attention. For example, 

MEPs are more easily expected to start an inflammatory debate about migration rather than 

procedural matters of law implementation (see for example Down & Han, 2020; Bélanger & Wunsch, 

2024; Brack & Marié, 2024). The chosen committees all deal with policy-areas in which EPP and 

S&D MEPs have more room to start debates and potentially criticise one another. They are the 

Committee on the Environment, Climate and Food Safety (ENVI), the Committee on Civil Liberties, 

Justice and Home Affairs (LIBE) and Committee on Women’s Rights and Gender Equality (FEMM). 

Regarding group coordinators, the European institutions do not give much information about 

them, as for example in the personal pages of MEPs that have that role there is no mention of it. While 

the official sites of the committees provide a member list, they do not mention who is coordinator of 

which group. I have therefore decided to contact the EPP and S&D offices. Both answered and 

provided internal documents with lists of the different committee group coordinators of the requested 

legislatures, which confirmed the already found names. The sole exception was the 7th legislature of 
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the S&D, which were not provided by the group’s offices. Such information has therefore been got 

by the work of Kaeding & Obholzer (2012). 

The academic literature regarding group coordinators is also not wide. The European 

Parliament website states (2019) that “the political groups elect “coordinators” for the parliamentary 

committees. They are each group’s political leader in the committee. They coordinate their group’s 

viewpoint on the topics before the committee, and together with the chair and the vice-chairs, they 

organise the work in the committee”. The group coordinators are elected by their group members and 

have several tasks, such as assuring their own group votes in a cohesive way, nominating rapporteurs 

or organising the hearings of Commissioners-designate in parliamentary committees (Kaeding & 

Obholzer, 2012). Academic research has shown that they are usually chosen among those MEPs who 

have a deeper understanding of the policy-area of the committee and who have had such a role in the 

previous legislatures (Kaeding & Obholzer, 2012, Daniel & Thierse, 2018), which differentiates them 

from other institutional role, whose selection tends to follow a more strategic logic (see for example 

Lynch & Whitaker, 2008 and Ahrens & Kantola, 2022 on the allocation of committees 

chairmanships). The literature has especially emphasised the role in shaping the policymaking process 

and maximising the group cohesion covered by the coordinators, as they lead internal discussions and 

spread information between the committee and the group in the plenary (Daniel & Thierse, 2018; 

Elomaki et al., 2022). Interviews to anonymous MEPs have even pointed out that usually 

coordinators’ stances on policy-matters become the group’s stances and if different opinions emerge 

the coordinators still have the final word (Elomaki et al., 2022). 

One matter to consider is also MEPs’ nationality: this research’s sample provides MEPs from 

13 different member states, with Germany as the most represented member state (6 out of 22 MEPs), 

followed by Malta (with 3 MEPs). It should be considered that German MEPs are the largest national 

group and that group coordinators are chosen by the groups themselves and therefore have a 

representative responsibility: if Germany is represented more than other countries (as also other 

studies have noted, like that of Kaeding & Obholzer, 2012), that is a choice of the groups which may 

see in German MEPs some sort of influence or relevance. Therefore, if German MEPs have more 

influence than others within the groups, having more of them in the sample allows for a representation 

consistent with that the groups provide of themselves. In this analysis, the German political landscape 

will have special attention, as it may be helpful to explain the behaviour of several MEPs.  

Moreover, it has been decided to analyse only the plenary contributions of the legislatures in 

which these MEPs have been groups coordinators. Some of them have been MEPs also in other 

legislatures without having that role: those contributions are not read or coded. The decision to go in 

this direction comes from the necessity to guarantee an equal representation of contributions for all 
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the considered legislatures: other attempts at creating a sample of MEPs (for example by looking at 

the MEPs who have an institutional role in the current legislature and then by coding all their plenary 

contributions in all the legislatures in which they have been MEPs, in the attempt of evaluation the 

personal evolution of behaviour as well) provided samples in which some legislatures had a far higher 

number of contributions than others. Instead, this sample allows for a better representation of the role 

(that of group coordinators) and for a more similar number of contributions between the different 

legislatures (at least potentially: it may still be possible to find that some legislature have more or less 

plenary contributions than others, but this way all the legislatures have the same starting point). Also, 

focusing only on when those MEPs had such a charge allows to have a look on their group rather than 

on specifically them, as the aim of the chosen pool of MEPs is being representative of the two groups.  

It should also be noted that sometimes the groups change their group coordinators during a 

legislature. The EPP and S&D secretariats provided lists of MEPs as coordinators that divide the 

legislatures in two halves (with the sole exception of Roberta Metsola in the 9th legislature, who 

maintained her role of coordinator until assuming that of European Parliament President). Only the 

contributions made in a year in which the MEPs are indicated as coordinators are coded.  

To sum up, the choice of analysing the plenary contributions of group coordinators comes 

therefore from the fact that they tend to express a line that coincides with the group’s line. It should 

be expected that, at times of speaking, they would choose a diplomatic approach, as their words, 

representing the group, have an higher impact. At the same time, if they were to change their attitude 

at times of speaking by attacking the other groups, that would be an even more relevant signal of 

conflict within the plenary. As the chosen committees are those that deal with more politicised 

matters, their coordinators would also be specialised on those matters and be probably more incline 

to talk about them in the plenary. Their interventions are, in other words, relevant to understand their 

group’s stance and could be especially useful to reveal potential dissatisfaction regarding the EPP-

S&D relationship. 

 

4.5 Codebook 

4.5.1 Corpus 

The European Parliament guarantees an open access to plenary debates’ transcripts and 

recordings through its institutional site, which provides a dedicate section to MEPs, including 

personal pages for all MEPs with a direct access to their curriculum vitae, declarations, assistants, 

meetings and parliamentary activities. Parliamentary activities are divided between main 

parliamentary activities (which are the MEPs’ contributions to the plenary) and other parliamentary 
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activities (which are the questions posed at question times). Every page gives immediate access to 

the activities of the current legislature (therefore of the 10th), but it provides access as well to the 

previous legislatures in which the MEPs have occupied a seat within the European Parliament. For 

each previous legislature, the site provides the same sections of information of the current one.  

Coding is applied to plenary contributions of the identified 46 MEPs. Even though context plays 

a role in understanding every statement, coding is applied only on the statements of the chosen MEPs. 

Other MEPs or speakers present in the debate are not coded. As this research will focus on single 

MEPs, the process through which data is collected is the following: 

- Access to the European Parliament’s site: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/portal/en.  

- Access to the MEPs’ general section and use of the function “search”: 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/home.  

- Access to each MEPs’ personal page (example): 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/197534/FRANCOIS-

XAVIER_BELLAMY/home.  

- Section “History of parliamentary activities” and selection of the needed legislature. 

- Section “Main parliamentary activities”. 

- Section “Contribution to plenary debates”, which are most of the times transcribed in the 

original language they were pronounced (even though occasionally they are translated in 

other languages as well). A video recording of each contribution is also provided by the 

Parliament’s site, with live translation in all languages of the Union. 

- Every contribution is initially presented by the site out of context, but the function “full 

text” allows the reader to locate it within the debate it was pronounced. For the purposes of 

this research, every statement is read together with the debate (frequently, statements of one 

or more MEPs come from the same debates). 

- As the European Parliament site do not provide for an official written translation, DeepL is 

used to translate every statement in English. 

- Every statement will be saved in .xlsx files with the needed link to access directly it within 

the European Parliament’s site.  

Every statement implies a meaning, but it is necessary to code only what is explicitly “said”, 

rather than what it assumed that is “meant”. The point of coding is evaluating what is said by the 

chosen MEPs in their interventions and not politically judging them: the code should help understand 

the rhetorics of the speech and it should not be used to judge whether a statement is incoherent or 

insensible. In other words, the code does not allow personal opinions by the coder about MEPs or 

policy areas. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/portal/en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/home
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/197534/FRANCOIS-XAVIER_BELLAMY/home
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/197534/FRANCOIS-XAVIER_BELLAMY/home
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4.5.2 Coding process 

The coding process does not focus on a specific policy area, but to all those statements in which 

EPP members say something towards the S&D colleagues, and vice versa. The aim of the coding 

process is to assess to what degree these statements represent or do not represent an attack.  

“Statements” are to be considered claims expressed in the plenary of the European Parliament 

by an MEP from the EPP or the S&D. 

A statement may be considered: 

1) Not an attack. 

2) An attack. 

3) A strong attack. 

“Attacks” are to be considered statements pronounced by an MEP with the purpose of 

criticising, exposing or downplaying another MEP or political group (among the groups considered: 

the EPP and the S&D). If an MEP makes a comment about a policy area or, in general, a topic without 

making (even implicit) references to the opposite selected political groups, it will not be considered 

an attack. As the research focuses on EPP and S&D, other groups are not to be considered in the 

coding process: if an S&D MEP makes a statement condemning the PfE, for the purpose of this 

research it will not be considered as an attack.  

Every statement represents a position. An intervention may be made by more statements, but 

for the purpose of assessing how harsh an attack is, an intervention is to be qualitatively characterised 

by the harshest attack it contains (in other words: if an intervention has three statements, the one with 

the harshest attack classifies the intervention). Interventions may also be phrased as questions: in this 

case, to be classified as a proper attack they must convey an opinion (for example a rhetorical 

question). If they are open questions, they will not be classified as an attack.  

For each statement, 12 elements (categories) should be captured: 

1) Date: in a year-month-day format (for example: 18 September 2016 as “20160918”). 

2) Legislature. 

3) Being in government or opposition within national boundaries. 

4) Election proximity. 

5) Name of the speaker: first and last name (for example: “John Jackson”). 

6) Committee of the speaker (for example: “ECON - Economic and Monetary Affairs”). 

7) Country of origin of the speaker. 

8) European party group affiliation of the speaker. 

9) Full Statement. 

10) Degree of the attack (the “position”). 
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11) Topic of the debate, its policy-area (for example: “migration”). 

12) Presence of a direct mention (of an MEP or of the other group). 

 

4.5.3 Categories 

The coding process involves 8 categories (other than the very same statement), which are here 

presented: 

STATEMENT 

CONTEXT CLAIM 

SETTING SPEAKER TOPIC POSITION 

Date Legislature Government Election Name Group Country Committee Policy-
area 

Mention 0, 1, 2 

 

4.5.3.1 The Setting 

Necessary to establish when a comment was made, both through the specific date, the 

legislature, whether the MEP’s national party was in government or opposition at time of speaking 

and whether a national (of the member state of the speaking MEP) or European election was imminent 

(which in this case means “within six months”). As the analysis will try to be longitudinal as well, 

knowing the legislature is essential to know in which political phase a comment was made. The date 

will be recorded in the year-month-day format (for example, 20 April 2001 becomes 20010420).  

 

4.5.3.2 The Speaker 

Necessary to establish who made the statement. The name is a non pre-defined variable that 

will also be noted. The group is either the EPP or the S&D. The country is one of the Union’s member 

states. The institutional role is common between all MEPs, as they all are group coordinators of seven 

different committees. It must be noted that some of the 22 MEPs have covered the role for more than 

one legislature and that in a few cases more than one MEP has covered the role for the same 

committee. The sample of MEPs is the following: 
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Committe

e 

Legislature European People’s Party Socialists and Democrats 

ENVI - 
Environm
ent, Public 

Health and 
Food 

Safety 

7th Peter Liese, Germany  
 
Confirmed by Andrea Spinoso, 

EPP Secretariat 

Linda McAvan, United Kingdom 
 
Confirmed by Keading and 

Obholzer (2012) 

FEMM - 
Women’s 
Rights and 

Gender 
Equality  

7th Mariya Ivanova Gabriel 
Nedelcheva, Bulgaria 
 

Confirmed by Andrea Spinoso, 
EPP Secretariat 

Britta Thomsen, Denmark 
 
Confirmed by Keading and 

Obholzer (2012) 

LIBE - 

Civil 
Liberties, 

Justice and 
Home 
Affairs 

7th Simon Busuttil, Malta 

 
Confirmed by Andrea Spinoso, 

EPP Secretariat 

Claude Moraes, United Kingdom 

 
Confirmed by Keading and 

Obholzer (2012) 

ENVI - 

Environm
ent, Public 

Health and 
Food 
Safety 

8th Peter Liese, Germany 

 
Confirmed by Andrea Spinoso, 

EPP Secretariat 

Matthias Groote, Germany and 

Miriam Dalli, Malta 
  

Confirmed by Lydia Casagrande, 
S&D Assistant 

FEMM - 

Women’s 
Rights and 

Gender 
Equality  

8th  Constance Le Grip, France 

 
Confirmed by Andrea Spinoso, 

EPP Secretariat 

Marie Arena, Belgium and Iratxe 

García Pérez, Spain 
 

Confirmed by Lydia Casagrande, 
S&D Assistant 

LIBE - 
Civil 

Liberties, 
Justice and 

Home 
Affairs 

8th Monika Hohlmeier, Germany 
and Roberta Metsola, Malta 

 
Confirmed by Andrea Spinoso, 

EPP Secretariat 
 

Birgit Sippel, Germany 
 

Confirmed by Lydia Casagrande, 
S&D Assistant 

ENVI - 

Environm
ent, Public 
Health and 

Food 
Safety 

9th Peter Liese, Germamy 

 
Confirmed by Andrea Spinoso, 
EPP Secretariat 

Jytte Guteland, Sweden and 

Tiemo Wölken, Germany 
 
Confirmed by Lydia Casagrande, 

S&D Assistant 

FEMM - 

Women’s 
Rights and 
Gender 

Equality  

9th  Frances Fitzgerald, Ireland 

 
Confirmed by Andrea Spinoso, 
EPP Secretariat 

Maria Noichl, Germany 

 
Confirmed by Lydia Casagrande, 
S&D Assistant 

LIBE - 
Civil 

Liberties, 

9th Roberta Metsola, Malta, and 
Jeroen Lenaers, The 

Netherlands 

Birgit Sippel, Germany 
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Justice and 

Home 
Affairs 

 

Confirmed by Andrea Spinoso, 
EPP Secretariat 

Confirmed by Lydia Casagrande, 

S&D Assistant  

ENVI - 
Environm

ent, Public 
Health and 

Food 
Safety 

10th Peter Liese, Germany 

 

Confirmed by Euractiv 

Tiemo Wölken, Germany 

 

Confirmed by Euractiv 

FEMM - 
Women’s 

Rights and 
Gender 

Equality  

10th  Eleonora Meleti, Greece 

 

Confirmed by Euractiv  

Joanna Scheuring-Wielgus, 

Poland 

 

Confirmed by Euractiv  

LIBE - 

Civil 
Liberties, 
Justice and 

Home 
Affairs 

10th Lena Düpont, Belgium 

 

Confirmed by Euractiv 

Birgit Sippel, Germany 

 

Confirmed by Euractiv 

 

4.5.3.3 The Topic 

Even though this analysis, as mentioned, will have a transversal approach through all the policy-

areas discussed within the European Parliament (as the focus is on the rhetoric used between the two 

chosen groups), the policy-area discussed in each statement will be noted, as it may be possible to 

find differences between one topic or the other. The “mention” refers to whoever the MEP mentions 

when speaking: the other group, a specific person (of one of the two groups) or anything else. To be 

classified as an attack, a statement does not require an explicit mention (sometimes an MEP may refer 

to the other group with generic formulas like “someone”, a case in which reading the whole debate 

will help to the reference can be better understood). 

 

4.5.3.4 The Position 

Position refers to which degree of attack the statement pronounced by the MEP has: 

- 0 is used for statements that cannot be considered attacks. 

- 1 is used for statements that can be considered attacks. 

- 2 is used for statements that can be considered strong attacks. 
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4.5.4 Code allocations 

The coding process implies allocating specific values for each category. Some categories have 

fixed values (reported in the following pages), others have variable values: 

- Fixed values: Legislature, Elections, Group, Country, Committee, Policy-Area, Position, 

Mention. 

- Variable values: Date, Name. 

 

 

4.5.4.1 Coding “Legislature” 

The “Legislature” refers to which was the legislature of the chosen debate.  

 

ID Legislature 

111 7th Legislature (2009 – 2014) 

112 8th Legislature (2014 – 2019)  

113 9th Legislature (2019 – 2024) 

114 10th Legislature (2024 – now) 

 

 

4.5.4.2 Coding “Government” 

The “Government” refers to whether the MEP’s national party at time of speaking is part of a 

national government in which there are both EPP and S&D member parties.  

 

ID Government 

800 Grand coalition 

801 No grand coalition 

 

 

4.5.4.3 Coding “Elections” 

The “Elections” refers to whether national or European elections were imminent at the time of 

the contribution. “Imminent” is here intended as “within six months after the contribution”. National 

elections are those of the member state from which the MEP comes from. National elections can be 

legislative elections or presidential elections.  
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ID Elections 

210 No imminent elections 

211 European Elections 

212 National Elections 

213 Both Elections 

 

4.5.4.4 Coding “Group” 

The “Group” refers to which group belongs the MEP making the statement. The groups can be 

the EPP or the S&D.  

 

ID Group 

310 European People’s Party (EPP) 

311 Progressive Alliance of Socialists 

and Democrats (S&D) 

 

4.5.4.5 Coding “Country” 

The “Country” refers to which member state of the European Union the MEP speaking is from.  

 

ID Country ID Country 

410 Austria 424 Italy 

411 Belgium 425 Latvia 

412 Bulgaria 426 Lithuania 

413 Croatia 427 Luxembourg 

414 Cyprus 428 Malta 

415 Czech Republic 429 Netherlands 

416 Denmark 430 Poland 

417 Estonia 431 Portugal 

418 France 432 Romania 

419 Finland 433 Slovakia 

420 Germany 434 Slovenia 

421 Greece 435 Spain 

422 Hungary 436 Sweden 

423 Ireland 437 United Kingdom 
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4.5.4.6 Coding “Committee” 

The “Committee” refers to which committee the MEP is coordinator of.  

 

ID Committee 

510 AFET - Foreign Affairs 

511 CULT - Culture and Education 

512 ECON - Economic and Monetary Affairs 

513 ENVI - Environment, Public Health and Food Safety 

514 FEMM - Women’s Rights and Gender Equality  

515 ITRE - Industry, Research and Energy Commission 

516 LIBE - Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs 

 

 

4.5.4.7 Coding “Policy-Area” 

The “Policy-Area” refers to which policy-area was the statement referring to content-wise. 

Sometimes, policy-areas may overlap, which brings to decision, if necessary, of giving priority to the 

policy-area that is mainly discussed within the wider debate. 

 

ID Policy-Area 

610 Agriculture 

611 Business and industry 

612 Competition 

613 Crime 

614 Culture 

615 Customs 

616 Development and cooperation 

617 Education, Training and Youth 

618 Employment and social affairs 

619 Energy 

620 Environment 

621 Food safety 

622 Foreign and Security Policy 

623 Health 
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624 Human rights and democracy 

625 Justice and Fundamental Rights 

626 Member state 

627 Migration 

628 Regional policy 

629 Research and innovation 

630 Rule of law 

631 Single market 

632 Taxation 

633 Trade 

634 Transport 

 

4.5.4.7 Coding “Mention” 

The “Mention” refers to who the speaker is directly addressing. A speaker may mention one 

specific person (being her a member of the other group or someone else, such as a Prime Minister or 

a Commissioner), the other group or both within the same intervention. The mention must be explicit 

to be coded. If the object of the intervention is only implied to be the other group, “no mention” is 

selected. 

 

ID Mention 

710 The other group 

711 Another person 

712 Both the other group and another person 

713 No mention 

 

4.5.4.8 Coding “Position” 

The “Position” refers to which was the position towards the other group of the MEP’s statement. 

In this research, the position represents the degree of the attack that an MEP directs to the other group 

or to another MEP of the other group. This category has three levels:  

 

1) Non-attacks (ID: 0): every statement made by an MEP that does not contain criticism towards the 

other group or that is directed to a third group. If an MEP from the S&D makes verbal criticism of 

the far right but does not include the EPP in the intervention, then the statement is considered as a 
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non-attack. Whenever an MEP makes a comment about the topic discussed without making a proper 

criticism of the other group, it is considered as a non-attack. If an MEP praises the other group, it is 

considered as a non-attack. If an MEP neither criticises nor praises the other group, it is considered 

as a non-attack. Every time an MEP does not criticise, expose or downplay the other group or one of 

the other group’s MEPs, the statement is considered as a non-attack. MEPs may also pronounce 

statements with political positions different from those of the other group: the mere difference of 

opinions is not sufficient to code the statement as an attack. 

 

Example: “Mr President, the time for having the floor will be longer than the time for taking the floor.  

I just wanted to say that with our EPP Group, we are asking our Parliament to go for an urgent procedure on the 

European Defence Industry Programme. This will allow us to work, of course, in a very inclusive manner. With 

the rapporteur of the SEDE Committee, we are very much looking forward to working with all of you on the 

proposals you will make, but it will allow us to deliver fast. In this very imp ortant geopolitical moment, our 

Parliament has to show that we are ready to be efficient, precise and to wo rk fast on this absolutely decisive 

programme for the defence of our Europe.” (François-Xavier Bellamy, 13 March 2025, 10 th Legislature) 

 

This intervention by Bellamy, quite an active EPP member from the French Les Républicains, 

does not contain references to the S&D or, in general, socialist colleagues. Therefore, it will be 

considered as a “non-attack”.  

 

2) Attacks (ID: 1): every statement that criticises, exposes or downplays the other group (being it the 

EPP or the S&D) or one of the other group’s MEPs is considered as an attack.  

 

Example: “Fifteen years later, in the aftermath of a financial crisis triggered by the United States and American 

banks, we are now 80% behind the GDP of the United States of America. This is a clear sign that Europe is falling 

behind, that it is becoming poorer. And why? Because it has given up producing. While the Americans subsidize, 

we regulate. It is time to end this madness. I heard a socialist colleague tell us that we had to abandon productivism. 

But whether for agriculture, industry, fishing, or energy, we need to relearn how to produce. "Producing" is not a 

guilty word, and to do that, we must free our businesses, free our farmers, and free those who, everywhere, make 

our countries strong. We will not allow the new European Commission to continue this strategy of degrowth, 

whether behind Mr Timmermans yesterday or – Mr President, we know this well – behind Mrs Ribera tomorrow. 

We will be at the forefront to ensure that, at last, the voice of those who produce is heard throughout Europe.” 

(François-Xavier Bellamy, 27 November 2024, 10th Legislature) 

 

This intervention by Bellamy is here considered an attack, as it is directly directed to the 

socialist group “socialist colleague” and is mainly based on ideas and political differences (the 

socialists, allegedly, are not as pro-business as the EPP). The intervention, however, contains signs 
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that may suggest a heavier criticism towards the S&D, as the speaker directly mentions two persons 

(Timmermans and Ribera) and declares a radical judgement of the European regulatory system. As 

the attack does not go beyond the matter of policies, it is coded as a simple attack. Nevertheless, it is 

useful to note that Bellamy makes direct mention of other people, which may be a signal of heavy 

attacks, as name-calling can imply a criticism towards the person. In this case, Bellamy’s comments 

about Timmermans and Ribera are directed towards their political positions, not to their personas.  

 

3) Heavy attacks (ID: 2): every statement that criticises, exposes or downplays the other group (being 

it the EPP or the S&D) or one of the other group’s MEPs with an especially harsh stance is considered 

as an attack. Defining the “especially harsh stance” is obviously one of the main issues of this 

research, as the evaluation of the “harshness” of a statement is at least partially subjective. The main 

task of this research is reducing as much as possible the margin of subjectivity. In order to so, an 

“harsh” or “heavy” attack will be distinguished by a “normal” attack through the following features: 

1. It contains accusations of reliability, incoherence or lack of seriousness towards the other 

group in a way that involves a moral or ethical judgement. 

2. It contains accusations that are not directed towards the idea, topic or political differences, but 

rather to the person expressing them. 

3. It contains a representation of the other group as a menace towards fundamental values. 

4. It contains language that goes beyond the ordinary rules of civility. 

Whenever one of those features is identified, the attack is coded as an “heavy attack”.  

 

Example: “Mr President, dear colleagues, in this surprising debate, some people, for their own petty political 

interests, have decided to hijack our European Parliament and accuse us of fostering populism. But who is driving 

populism, dear colleagues? It is the leaders who refuse to listen to the concerns rising across Europe. It is the left 

and the Greens who, for years, considered talking about immigration reprehensible. It is the left and the Greens 

who, for years, considered insecurity to be a transgressive issue in itself. It is the left and the Greens who have 

prevented our countries from reforming and who have created the economic decline that affects so many 

households today and is generating precariousness everywhere. Who is allying themselves with extremism, my 

dear colleagues? In my country, it is the left, and it is the Greens who are allied with Mr. Mélenchon and La France 

Insoumise. You are not only voting for the same texts, dear colleagues, you are running together in elections, you 

are defending the same program, you are putting forward the same candidates. And what is La France Insoumise? 

Where is the worst today? Where is the anti-Semitism? I encountered it yesterday, unfortunately, among this 

minority of Sciences Po Strasbourg students who are blocking their lecture halls shouting "Zionists out!" and who 

are attacking their own university because it has a partnership today in Israel, which is already, according to them, 

a scandal and a crime that deserves to stop everything and prevent students who want to work from studying. Anti-

Semitism is here, and you are associating yourself with anti-Semitism. So, dear colleagues, don't come and lecture 

us, never lecture us. We will solve the problems of the citizens of our countries that you have refu sed to look at. 
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We will open their eyes, and we will be the ones to bring back democracy.” (François-Xavier Bellamy, 12 February 

2025, 10th Legislature) 

 

This intervention by Bellamy is here considered a heavy attack. This intervention is first of all 

useful to also show how MEPs may refer to the EPP or the S&D not only by calling them as such but 

also with other expressions: in this case, Bellamy refers to the S&D as the “left”, which is not always 

associated as a concept to the S&D. As a matter of fact, it is frequent that MEPs use that expression 

to refer to The Left as a European group. In this case, however, Bellamy says that the left allies itself 

with extremists like the French LFI, which is part of The Left group. One could also argue that 

associating the S&D with a generic “left” implies associating it to (at least perceived) extremists. 

Moreover, Bellamy also brings up an accusation of anti-Semitism, which is not a critic on the content 

of the S&D proposals, but on the people themselves. The intervention, in other words, does not aim 

to propose different policies, but rather to depict the other group as incompetent (they are the cause 

of the economic decline), transgressive (as they ally themselves with extremists) and discriminatory 

(as they associate with anti-Semitism). Frequently, MEPs from the EPP or the S&D criticise the other 

group by exposing their cooperation with the extremes: if this criticism implies that the cooperating 

MEPs are as well a danger to security, democracy or fundamental values, then the statement is framed 

as an heavy attack. 

 

4.5.5 Coding ambiguities 

As it is clear also by the examples provided, ambiguities may appear, making coding more 

challenging. Even though the double-check of every statement will aide, it is necessary to 

immediately make clear of how ambiguities may manifest themselves and how they will be dealt 

with. A major part of this comes from the works and guidelines of Werner et al. (2011) and Bélanger 

et al. (2020). 

Ambiguities are concerning as they may affect how coding is conducted and ultimately distort 

the data acquired. Ambiguity may manifest itself through, for example, rhetorical questions, figures 

of speech or conditional sentences. Werner et al. (2021) explain that 

In general, there are three possible factors which cause ambiguity:  

1) Language is often simply ambiguous. Language is full of various styles, jargon, rhetorical meanings, 

colloquialisms, etc. Manifestos, therefore, often use language in manifold ways (Werner et al., 2011).   

An EPP MEP may say “the S&D has demonstrated to care about the rule of law, as their long support 

for Fico has shown”. This sort of sentence cannot be interpreted literally, as it is ironic, which can be 

understood by the contest (the Slovak prime minister Fico has been widely criticised, also for rule of 
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law reasons, especially by the EPP). Therefore, the meaning is the opposite of what is written and 

should be coded as such (in this research’s case, as an attack). 

2) Quite often parties not only say what they want to achieve but also how they want to achieve it. Sometimes, 

coders will find both statements within one natural sentence and will have to decide how to handle this high density 

of information (Werner et al., 2011).   

A single sentence may not be enough to properly understand its meaning. For example, an MEP’s 

answer to another’s claim cannot be understood without the other’s claim.  

3) Many of the political issues included in manifestos are very complex and it is not possible to convey a clear 

message within one quasi-sentence. Parties often choose to build their arguments over several sentences, within a 

paragraph and/or sometimes even over the course of a whole chapter (Werner et al., 2011).  

Scholars here have argued (Werner et al., 2011; Bélanger et al., 2020) that single sentences should be 

coded differently from one another, as they may express different meanings. However, for the 

purposes of this research, it has been decided that single contributions to the plenary (that may contain 

more sentences) will be coded as a whole. As a matter of fact, on one hand plenary contributions are 

directly reported and identified by the European Parliament website (as that is the plenary 

contribution, as a whole); on the other, as the point is assessing to what extent a contribution is an 

attack, the presence of some inconsistencies within a contribution (which may for example comprise 

both praise and criticism) is still overwritten by the features through which an attack is identified (for 

instance, if signs of incivility are present, the contribution will be coded as an heavy attack, whichever 

the other sentences are).  

 

4.5.6 Coding example 

“The free movement of people, goods, and services is one of the foundations of EU citizenship. 

The potential of free movement can be exploited thanks to the efficient operation of the mobility and 

transport sector. According to the latest data from the European Commission, the transport industry 

accounts for over 6% of the EU's GDP, providing employment for almost 13 million people. 

In my home country, Poland, transport accounts for around 9% of the national GDP, generating 

around €30 billion (PLN 125 billion) in gross value added. It is undoubtedly one of the most important 

sectors of the EU economy. In light of the ambitious challenges facing the full implementation of the 

Green Deal, the European Union should prioritize the preparation of short- and long-term strategies 

for transport and mobility. There is no doubt that reducing CO2 and other greenhouse gas emissions 

requires the commitment of everyone: us legislators, entrepreneurs, and citizens. Given the challenges 

facing European entrepreneurs, the European Union should also clearly define the funds allocated to 

sectoral transformations that promote market protection and innovation. Only then will we be able to 
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achieve results in the area of climate change in combination with prosperity and the protection of 

European companies.” 

 

STATEMENT 

CONTEXT CLAIM 

SETTING SPEAKER TOPIC POSITION 

Date Legislature Government Elections Name Group Country Committee Policy-
area 

Mention 0, 1, 2 

20200129 110 801 212 Tomasz 
Frankowski 

310 430 511 631 713 0 
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5. Data and analysis 

This chapter focuses on reporting and evaluating the collected data through the analysis of the 

plenary contributions of the chosen MEPs. Subchapters from 5.1 to 5.9 propose the presentation and 

analysis of the collected data through different perspectives, such as that of the single groups, that of 

the policy-areas of the contributions and that of the distribution of the intensity of the attacks. 

The tenth subchapter (5.10) discussed the collected data and directly assesses the three 

hypotheses of this research. Ultimately, it is found that there is an absolute and proportional increase 

in the number of contributions categorized as attacks between the 7th and the 10th legislatures and that 

such an increase is mainly driven by German and male MEPs, especially those of the Socialist group. 

It is also found that having a grand majority at the national level at the time of speaking does not stop 

EPP and S&D MEPs from criticising the other group (and therefore their national partner). Regarding 

the third hypothesis, however, it is found that while there seems to be a positive correlation between 

the imminence of national elections and the number of attacks, there is not a correlation between the  

imminence of European Elections and the number of attacks. Lastly, it is acknowledged that the 

expectations according to which group coordinators would be moderate and diplomatic are not 

matched by reality, as they growingly do not hesitate from making even harsh statements towards the 

other group.  

 

5.1 The number of plenary contributions 

Before assessing the number of contributions classified during the analysis as “attacks” or 

“heavy attacks”, it is useful to look at plenary contributions in general. Over the considered 

legislatures, the group coordinators of the chosen committees have pronounced or written 2406 

plenary contributions. Their distribution is shown in graph G1. 
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Graph G1 

It is worth to remember that the 10th legislature has been analysed until December 2025, 

therefore its numbers are structurally lower than those of the other legislatures. Also, MEPs from 

S&D and EPP have shown different behaviours and therefore numbers. Graphs G2 and G3 show the 

distribution of EPP’s contributions (a total of 1117) and S&D’s contributions (a total of 1289). 
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Graph G3 

If EPP numbers remain relatively stable over the different legislatures, S&D ones have a 

particularly high peak in the 2014-2019 legislature. This is due to the behaviour within the chamber 

of Miriam Dalli, S&D group coordinator for the ENVI committee. She is the MEP with the highest 

number of contributions, which can be explained by her tendency of using written declarations to 

explain her voting behaviour (every time she votes, she also makes a comment about it). As it will be 

seen later, out of her 330 written contributions, only one is an attack (and, in that case, the written 

contribution she makes is different from the others, as she does not explain a vote but rather makes a 

comment). Out of the 22 analysed MEPs, she is the only one who makes such a high number of 

written contributions, which are just occasionally used by a few other MEPs. Graph G4 shows the 

general trend if these contributions are excluded from the count. 
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Graph G4 

 

5.2 The number of attacks 

Regarding the number of attacks, a total of 119 attacks has been found. Out of them, 17 have 

been classified as heavy attacks (14,2%). The absolute number of statements identified as “attacks” 

or “heavy attacks” and its evolution over time are shown in Graph H1. When assessing the number 

of attacks in the 2024-2029 legislature, it must be remembered that only statements between June 

2024 and December 2025 were analysed. 
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On the other hand, the number of attacks in relation to the total number of interventions is 

shown in Graph H2 (which includes every Dalli’s statement) and in Graph H3 (which does not include 

Dalli’s writing contributions).  
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“Attacks”, whether categorised simply as such or as “heavy attacks”, represent: 

• 3,0% of total contributions in the 2009-2014 legislature. 

• 3,7% of total contributions in the 2014-2019 legislature (5,3% if Dalli’s writing contributions 

are excluded). 

• 8,0% of total contributions in the 2019-2024 legislature. 

• 10,9% of total contributions in the 2024-2029 legislature.  

The number of attacks can also be put into relation to the year in which they were pronounced, as it 

is shown in Graph H4. 

 

 

Graph H4 
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                              Graph H5 

 

                              Graph H6 

 

                              Graph H7 
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                               Graph H7 

As it can be seen, the 2009-2014 legislature, which has lower numbers, shows a negative trend 

(as the percentage of attacks decreases over time), particularly influenced by the fact that in the first 

half of 2014 no statements have been categorised as attacks. On the other hand, the 2014-2019 and 

2019-2024 legislatures signal a positive trend, with the number of statements categorised as attacks 

growing over the years. Not only the 2019-2024 has a positive trend, but its curve’s slope is also 

higher than that of the 2014-2019, which has a higher slope than that of the 2009-2014 legislature.  
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higher.  
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that of the S&D group is not sufficient to characterise the contribution as an attack (if the two groups 

agreed on everything, there would be no point of having two different groups instead of one). To be 

an attack, a statement must contain a sort of criticism of the other group, while to be an “heavy attack” 

a statement must go outside the mere field of politics and enter a personal sphere, for instance going 

over the rules of civility. This research not only hypothesised that the number of contributions 

categorizable as attacks would increase over time, but that their intensity or animosity would increase 

as well.  

What emerges from the analysis of the considered MEPs’ contributions is that “heavy attacks” 

are 17 out of 119 (14,3%) contributions that were at least categorised as “attacks”. Among them, 2 

were pronounced in the 7th legislature, 13 in the 9th legislature and the last 2 in the first year and a 

half of the 10th legislature. Even though it could be said that they have increased over time, it is worth 

noting that their distribution is very irregular. As attacks tend to increase in number between the 7 th 

and the 10th legislature, heavy attacks are probably to be linked to the personal characteristics of 

behaviour of an MEP, rather than the political climate. 

As a matter of fact, if the general number of contributions categorizable as attacks may be read 

as a signal of tensions and contrasts among the groups, the irregular way through which heavy attacks 

occur seems more related to the personal choices of MEPs, as 12 out of 17 are pronounced by 3 out 

of 22 MEPs. This is relevant to point out because it signals that both groups have accepted the idea 

of appointing as committee group coordinators some MEPs who are more incline to verbal animosity 

than those who covered such a role in the past. If, as noted before, academic evidence finds that group 

coordinators within committees are also called to have a constructive role within the policy-making 

process, group coordinators who go over the rules of civility or that put into discussion the personal 

reliability or honesty of other MEPs would not be expected to cover such a role. However, the two 

following statements are examples of what some group coordinators say within plenary session. The 

first is from Maria Noichle, group coordinator within the FEMM Committee for the S&D in the 9th 

legislature, the second from Jeroen Lenaers, group coordinator within the LIBE Committee for the 

EPP in the 9th legislature: 

 

“But I would also like to say very, very clearly here in this House: it is despicable of the EPP to exploit the 

war to push through its own agenda on agriculture. It is despicable! I want to use this word here because it 

boils down to one thing: you are pushing your old agenda—your agenda of “pesticides on ecological 

priority areas,” your old agenda of “more and more meat,” your old agenda against the Green Deal, your 

old agenda against Farm to Fork—and you are doing so now in the shadow of a war. As a member of the 

S&D Group, I find it despicable that you are doing this.” (Maria Noichle, 23rd March 2022) 
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“Mr President, dear colleagues, six months ago Bulgarian opposition leader and former Prime Minister 

Boyko Borisov was arrested, house searched and detained for 24 hours – an opposition leader arrested upon 

the explicit request of the ruling Prime Minister, Mr Petkov, without the involvement of a single judge or 

prosecutor or any kind of due process. It’s a scandal. And it’s a scandal that it is now confirmed by the court 

in Sofia, which has ruled that the arrest of the former prime minister was factually unfounded, incompatible 

with the purpose of the law, and it did not meet the standards of lawfulness. In short, it was illegal. The 

independent judiciary in Bulgaria has done its work where the government failed spectacularly to uphold 

the rule of law and democracy. But it’s not only the Bulgarian Government that has failed. Where were the 

self-proclaimed rule of law defendants in this House in the past six months? Socialists, Liberals, Greens, 

the Left – nothing but silence. Which, let's be honest, is not exactly your default setting. Is this your idea of 

the rule of law – that only the people you politically sympathise with are worthy of its protection? The 

hypocrisy is truly staggering. Where was the Commission? Commissioner Reynders, Commissioner 

Jourová were always so outspoken on the rule of law, you have been hiding behind national competences 

and ongoing investigations in Bulgaria. And I’ve listened very carefully to your words, and I can’t help but 

wondering whether you’re sure you’re at the right debate. I mean, look at the title: illegal detention of the 

opposition leader in Bulgaria. And in the whole speech, you fail to even mention those words” (pronounced 

on behalf of the EPP group). (Jeroen Lenaers, 14 th September 2022). 

 

These examples make clear that committee group coordinators do not seem required to 

maintain a cooperative posture within plenary sessions. The distribution of heavy attacks 

suggests that the personal attitude of every MEP is a determinant factor, as even in a chamber 

which sees a growing internal polarization not every MEP decides to push her criticism towards 

other political actors that far. Therefore, it is hard to speculate on whether “heavy” attacks could 

increase in the future, as they seem to be principally related to who is nominated group 

coordinator. However, the nomination of MEPs closer to the most radical internal factions of 

the two groups should not be excluded. 

It is also worth noting that the “mention” criteria that was also coded over all the analysed 

statements produce different results among “standard” attacks and heavy attacks. While the 

former have a variety of situations that include both direct mentions of individuals or of the 

other group and implicit references (which are better understood within the wider debate), the 

latter in 15 out of 17 cases, are directed specifically to the other group or to a specific MEP (or 

at least notable member of the other group, as for example a prime minister).  

 

5.4 EPP and S&D specifics 

While analysing contributions from both EPP and S&D MEPs, it has become clear that the two 

groups had different behaviours on the basis of a series of different characteristics. First of all, EPP 
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members behave differently from S&D members. Graph I1 shows the total number of attacks (simple 

or heavy) of the EPP and the S&D; Graph I2 shows the number of “simple” attacks; Graph I3 shows 

the number of “heavy” attacks.  

 

 

Graph I1 
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Graph I3 

These numbers imply the percentages that are shown in the following graphs (graph I4), which 

shows the percentages of attacks (simple or heavy) of the EPP and the S&D. 

 

 

Graph I4 
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The acquired data shows that in all the given legislatures the S&D group coordinators have 

tended to be more incline to attack the EPP than their EPP counterparts have been towards the S&D. 

At the same time, proportionally, the EPP very slightly tends to make more “heavy attacks” than the 

S&D. Nevertheless, the animosity of the chamber is more driven by the Socialist group, rather than 

by the EPP.  

 

5.5 Committees specifics 

This research has focused on three committees: the Committee on Civil Liberties, Justice and 

Home Affairs (LIBE), the Committee on Women’s Rights and Gender Equality (FEMM) and the 

Committee on the Environment, Climate and Food Safety (ENVI). These committees deal with some 

of the most politicised matters within European politics, such as migration and environmental 

policies. The analysis of these committees’ group coordinators provides different results, also among 

the two groups, which are shown in the following graphs. 

 

 

                                     Graph J1 
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                                     Graph J2 

 

The LIBE Committee mainly deals with the protection of human rights and civil liberties and 
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                                     Graph J3 

 

                                     Graph J4 
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and 4 are heavy attacks). Out of 9 attacks made by her, 6 of them are related to the environment or 

the agricultural policy of the Union (the other 3 are instead on matters of fundamental values). 

 

 

                              Graph J5 

 

                              Graph J6 
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acknowledges the S&Ds’ efforts. However, EPP’s efforts to resize the European Green Deal have 

probably had to some extent effects on the S&D groups, which has become more willing to attack the 

EPP, especially since Tiemo Wölken has become the group coordinator during the 2019-2024 

legislature. Between 2019 and 2014, Wölken has made 12 attacks out of 49 statements and during the 

2024-2029 legislature he has already made 7 attacks out of 18 contributions to the plenary. As a matter 

of fact, S&D numbers over the 10th legislature (at least out of these three committees) are mainly due 

to him.  

 

5.6 Policy-area of attacks 

Group coordinators have attacked the other group within a variety of policy-fields, even though 

some matters have been more frequently assessed than others. The following table shows the absolute 

number of attacks and percentage of attacks on a given policy-area out of all the statements on the 

given policy-area. 

Policy-area Absolute number of attacks Percentage of attacks  

626 – Member State 28 32,6% 

620 - Environment 26 7,8% 

627 - Migration 19 8,0% 

625 – Justice and 

Fundamental Rights 

12 

5,9% 

624 – Human rights and 

democracy 

10 

6,0% 

630 – Rule of law 8 18,2% 

610 - Agricolture 4 16,7% 

623 - Health 2 1,3% 

619 - Energy 2 5,4% 

622 – Foreign and Security 

Policy 

2 

0,8% 

618 – Employment and social 

affairs 

2 

2,9% 

633 - Trade 2 7,4% 

616 – Development and 

cooperation 

1 

0,9% 

631 – Single market 1 1,8% 
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This distinction can also consider the different legislatures. The following table shows how the 

percentage of attacks related to specific policy-areas developed over the different legislatures. The 

percentage is the result of the following calculation: 

𝑁𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟  𝑜𝑓 𝑎𝑡𝑡𝑎𝑐𝑘𝑠 𝑜𝑛 𝑡ℎ𝑒 𝑔𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑛 𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑖𝑐𝑦−𝑎𝑟𝑒𝑎

𝑁𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟  𝑜𝑓  𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑠  𝑜𝑛  𝑡ℎ𝑒 𝑔𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑛  𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑖𝑐𝑦−𝑎𝑟𝑒𝑎
 *100 

 

Policy-area 2009-2014 2014-2019 2019-2024 2024-2025 

626 – Member 

State 40,0% 40,0% 20,0% 16,7% 

620 - 

Environment 1,8% 2,6% 11,9% 21,4% 

627 - Migration 3,1% 7,5% 7,8% 35,7% 

625 – Justice and 

Fundamental 

Rights 0,0% 6,4% 8,5% 0,0% 

624 – Human 

rights and 

democracy 7,8% 5,3% 0,0% 6,9% 

630 – Rule of law No attacks of this 

type 10,0% 28,6% 0,0% 

610 - Agricolture 

0,0% 0,0% 36,4% 

No attacks of this 

type 

623 - Health 0,0% 0,0% 1,5% 9,1% 

619 - Energy 12,5% 0,0% 8,3% 0,0% 

622 – Foreign and 

Security Policy 0,0% 1,9% 0,0% 0,0% 

618 – 

Employment and 

social affairs 0,0% 2,6% 0,0% 20,0% 

633 - Trade 

0,0% 22,2% 0,0% 

No attacks of this 

type 

616 – 

Development and 

cooperation 0,0% 2,8% 0,0% 0,0% 
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631 – Single 

market 0,0% 0,0% 12,5% 0,0% 

 

As it can be seen, the topic which has been more frequently used to attack the other group is a 

member state. While the EPP coordinators mainly focused their attacks on S&D governments like 

those of Malta, Fico’s Slovakia and Sanchez’s Spain, the S&D has attacked most of all Hungary (it is 

important to remember that Fidesz remained part of the EPP until 2021, which is why the percentage 

of attacks on this matter diminished during the 9th legislature) but Rajoy’s Spain and Berlusconi’s 

Italy as well. In these cases, the criticism towards the country, also considering the usually dynamic 

debates that followed, translates into criticism towards the other group. Such criticism could definitely 

be put into other policy-areas (for example, usually when the S&D coordinators attack Hungary they 

talk about the rule of law or fundamental values), but the structure and content of these contributions 

referred more to the political government of these countries. By attacking them, both the EPP and the 

S&D attempt to highlight the inadequacy of those governments and the potential and perceived 

hypocrisy of the other group (most of the times the defence to such criticism is based on “what about” 

formulas). 

Environment and migration are the second and third most used matters to attack the other group 

and they show a growingly rapid increase over the different legislatures. If, as seen, the environment 

is mainly used by the S&D, migration is mainly used by the EPP. Whenever discussing environmental 

issues, the S&D coordinators refer to climate change and to the alleged EPP’s attempt to water down 

a specific proposal. Often, EPP members are compared to more right-wing colleagues. Whenever 

discussing migration, instead, the EPP frames it as a matter of security, sometimes even referring it 

to potential terrorism or human rights exploitation. Even though EPP members do not seem to fully 

echo other right-wing colleagues’ rhetorics, they tend to frame socialist attempts to govern it as 

failures and illusions, while proposing more (according to them) realistic approaches.  

Matters of fundamental values, human rights and rule of law follow and are used by both 

groups, often in relation to specific member states (even though, in these cases, the contributions 

assume a more general theme) or migration. Both LIBE and FEMM play a particularly active role 

within these two policy-areas, as usually the deeper and more policy-building oriented contributions 

about them are proposed by their coordinators. It is, however, relevant to notice that whenever matters 

of gender-based violence come into discussion, both groups seem aligned in their views, as they 

almost never attack each other on them and usually propose contributions of similar content. Despite 

this specific case, it should be also pointed out that these three areas tend to overlap. On aggregate, 

they produce this percentages over the different legislatures: 
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Policy-area 2009-2014 2014-2019 2019-2024 2024-2025 

625+624+630 

(Justice + human 

rights + rule of 

law) 5,9% 6,8% 9,9% 4,2% 

 

The remaining policy-areas’ percentages, even though in a few cases reach high values, are the 

product of a very low absolute number of statements. Therefore, it is hard to make observations about 

them.  

 

5.7 Election proximity 

According to this research’s hypothesis, election proximity could be expected to be a factor 

making MEPs being more incline to pronounce statements categorizable as attacks. As a matter of 

fact, representatives are not guaranteed to gain again their seats, and they may feel the necessity of 

re-affirming their political identity and make electoral promises. However, with the ongoing 

polarization of European politics, the act of distinguishing themselves from other political actors, in 

this hypothesis, could potentially make EPP and S&D members go against each other. Graphs K1, 

K2 and K3 shows what emerges from the analysis of coordinators’ speeches.  
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                               Graph K2 

 

                               Graph K3 
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While there is almost no variation when a European Election is imminent, the relation between 

imminent national elections and the number of statements categorised as attacks seem to be positive, 

as shown here: 

 

 Contributions Attacks Attacks/Contributions 

No Elections 2032 98 4,8% 

EU Elections 101 5 5,0% 

National Elections 244 19 7,8% 

Both Elections 11 1 9,1% 

 

Regarding the intensity of the attacks, out of the 17 found “heavy attacks”, only 3 are 

pronounced before National Elections, while 14 are pronounced without imminent elections in front 

of them. In this case, numbers are probably too low to make proper considerations. 

 

5.8 Rhetoric behaviour while in government coalitions: the German case 

As discussed in previous chapters, EPP and S&D parties, over time, have formed together 

national governments, despite potential histories of political rivalry between them. These grand 

coalitions can have different implications and may or may not be successful, but whatever the case 

this research expects that, whenever part of this sort of governing coalitions, MEPs may be less 

willing to make statements to downplay the other group, as one of its members would be its governing 

partner within national boundaries.  

Regarding this matter, the collected data is overall probably insufficient to have a proper answer 

to the original hypothesis, as most of the MEPs covered do not go through such a condition over their 

mandates between the 7th and 10th legislature. 

However, those who go through it are all German and their behaviour is still worth noting.  

 

Legislature Group MEP Committee Total 

statements 

Attacks if 

gov coalition 

Attacks if no 

gov coalition 

2009-2014 EPP Peter 

Liese 

ENVI 

 

55 0 1 

2014-2019 EPP Monika 

Hohlmeier 

LIBE 75 4 0 



 
 

151 
 

2014-2019 EPP Peter 

Liese 

ENVI 98 1 0 

2014-2019 S&D Birgit 

Sippel 

LIBE 94 8 0 

2014-2019 S&D Matthias 

Groote 

ENVI 24 0 0 

2019-2024 EPP Peter 

Liese 

ENVI 90 4 0 

2019-2024 S&D Birgit 

Sippel 

LIBE 60 2 3 

2019-2024 S&D Maria 

Noichl 

FEMM 36 3 6 

2019-2024 S&D Tiemo 

Wölken 

ENVI 49 0 12 

2024-2029 EPP Lena 

Düpont 

LIBE 22 3 0 

2024-2029 EPP Peter 

Liese 

ENVI 24 1 0 

2024-2029 S&D Birgit 

Sippel 

LIBE 24 1 2 

2024-2029 S&D Tiemo 

Wölken 

ENVI 18 1 6 

 

Out of the three given committees, Germany has seven MEPs as group coordinators, for a total 

of 13 mandates (as Peter Liese, Birgit Sippel and Tiemo Wölken maintained the role for more than 

one legislature). Overall, these German MEPs make up for 58 out of 119 found attacks (48,7%), while 

being only 7 out of 22 analysed MEPs (31,8%) and, however, covering 13 out of 25 analysed 

mandates (52,0%).  

It is relevant to note that they have pronounced 28 attacks while having both CDU/CSU (EPP) 

and SPD (S&D) in a government coalition and 30 attacks while being in opposite sides within national 

boundaries (after the 2009 German Federal Elections, the CDU/CSU formed a government with the 

liberal FDP, while after the 2021 Elections the SPD formed a government with the Greens and the 

FDP). These 28 attacks while in a government coalition were pronounced over a total of 9 years, 

while the 30 attacks while in opposite sides were pronounced over 7,5 years (the so-called Traffic 
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Light Coalition collapsed before the end of its mandate in 2024). It is therefore found that, within a 

shorter period, the attacks while in opposite sides are just slightly more than the attacks while in a 

governing coalition. 

A deeper look into these numbers also highlights that German MEPs made, overall, 58 attacks 

out of 671 statements (8,6%). More specifically, the 7th legislature has 1 attack out of 55 statements 

(1,8%); the 8th legislature has 13 attacks out of 290 statements (4,5%); the 9th legislature has 30 attacks 

out of 235 statements (12,8%); the 10th legislature has 14 attacks out of 91 statements (15,3%). 

Comparing German numbers with those of the other MEPs could be useful. The following table shows 

the number of attacks out of the total statements of each type of MEPs. 

 

Legislature German MEPs 

numbers 

Non-German MEPs 

numbers 

All MEPs numbers 

2009-2014 1/55 1,8% 18/581  3,0% 19/636 3,0% 

2014-2019 13/290  4,5% 26/773  3,4% 39/1063 3,7% 

2019-2024 30/235  12,8% 15/325  4,6% 45/560 8,0% 

2024-2029 14/91  15,3% 2/56  3,6% 16/147 10,9% 

Overall 58/671  8,6% 61/1738 3,5% 119/2406 5,0% 

 

From this comparison non-German MEPs covering the role of group coordinators within the 

committees do not signal major differences between different legislatures, while the opposite happens 

for German MEPs. Between the 8th and the 9th legislature there is a major jump of the percentage of 

attacks from 4,5% to 12,8% for German MEPs, while non-German MEPs only increase the 

percentage from 3,4% to 4,6%. Later, German MEPs increase their percentage again from 12,8% to 

15,3%, while non-German MEPs decrease theirs to 3,6%. General numbers, therefore, are mainly 

driven in their growth by German MEPs. 

It is also relevant to point out that there are differences between the behaviour of German EPP 

members and German S&D members. Numbers are shown in the following table: 

 

Legislature German EPP MEPs German S&D MEPs All German MEPs 

2009-2014 1/55 1,8% / / 1/55 1,8% 

2014-2019 5/172 2,9% 8/118 6,8% 13/290  4,5% 

2019-2024 4/90 4,4% 26/145 17,9% 30/235  12,8% 

2024-2029 4/49 8,2% 10/42 23,8% 14/91  15,3% 
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Overall 14/336 3,8% 44/305 14,4% 58/671  8,6% 

 

While members from both groups increase their percentages of attacks, it is clear that S&D 

members have a much higher growth. The general growth of attacks within all MEPs is not driven 

just by German MEPs, but more specifically by the numbers provided by S&D German members 

who, in the year and a half analysed for the 10th legislature, almost reach the 25% of attacks out of 

the total pronounced statements within the plenary. Moreover, there are differences between EPP and 

S&D German members on their behaviour when in or out of a government coalition together: out of 

all EPP German members, only Peter Liese, in just one case, attacked the socialist colleagues when 

they were in different sides. In other words, only 1 out of 14 attacks by EPP German members has 

been made outside of a governing coalition: in 92,9% of the cases, EPP members attacked the socialist 

colleagues (sometimes even calling out directly the SPD, bringing out a national dimension) while in 

a governing coalition with them. On the other hand, in 29 cases out of 44 S&D German members 

attacked the EPP or its members while being in opposite sides (65,9%). To put it in a different way, 

within the boundaries of this research’s sample, both EPP and S&D members from Germany did not  

avoid criticism of their counterparts even if in government together, but while EPP members mainly 

attacked them while in a governing coalition with them, S&D members attacked the EPP more 

frequently when they were in opposing sides.  

Lastly, it is worth noting the policy-areas that German MEPs address more frequently, which 

are shown in the following table: 

 

Policy-area EPP S&D Total 

610 - Agricolture 0 4 4 

616 – Development 

and cooperation 1 0 1 

619 – Energy 1 1 2 

620 – Environment 6 15 21 

623 – Health 0 2 2 

624 – Human rights 

and democracy 0 2 2 

625 – Justice and 

Fundamental Rights 0 5 5 

626 – Member state 1 3 4 
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627 – Migration 3 10 13 

630 – Rule of law 2 2 4 

 

German MEPs have 21 attacks out of 26 in the field of environment and 13 attacks out of 19 in 

the field of migration. At the same time, these group coordinators talk about other specific member 

states less frequently than the other group coordinators (4 times out of 28). 

These numbers are relevant for several reasons: 

- This research hypothesised that MEPs from both the EPP and S&D would attack each 

other more frequently if they were not part of a governing coalition together. As in this 

research’s sample only German MEPs’ parties were at times in government together, the 

analysis had to focus on them. It is found that while they tend to attack each other a bit 

more frequently when in opposing sides within their national boundaries, they also do 

not hesitate to attack each other whenever they are in government together. To this extent, 

the research’s hypothesis is not completely verified, as the two situations (that of being 

in government together or in opposing sides) do not seem to have a wide margin between 

them. 

- German MEPs, especially those from the S&D group, drive the general numbers that this 

research has found. While group coordinators from other member states do not seem to 

have specific evolutions of behaviour over time, CDU/CSU and SPD MEPs show a 

growth of animosity towards each other. This animosity does not often achieve heavier 

peaks: the category of “heavy attacks”, which appears only 17 times in general, is 

reached 7 times, all by S&D German members, out of the total of 58 attacks. As non-

German MEPs reached that category 10 times out of 61 cases, it can be said that German 

MEPs tend to propose also heavier attacks more frequently, as these attack numbers must 

be put into relation with the total number of contribution of every type (7 heavy attacks 

out of 671 contributions for German MEPs, 10 heavy attacks out of 1738 contributions 

for non-German MEPs).  

- Regarding policy-areas, German MEPs lead the field within environmental and 

migratory matters, while they less often speak about specific member states. It could be 

hypothesised that is due to, one hand, the positive posture that CDU/CSU has maintained 

for a long time over the Hungarian Fidesz until its exit from the EPP (see for example 

Knight, 2017), which may have disincentivised its MEPs not only to address Hungary, 

but also S&D governments like that of Fico in Slovakia or the Maltese government. This 

behaviour is different from that of other MEPs: for example, all Maltese coordinators 
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(Metsola, Busuttil and Dalli) frequently talks about Malta and its government, with the 

EPP Busuttil and Metsola criticising the Labour Party’s majority for matters of rule of 

law and the S&D Dalli defending it; another example is that of the Spanish Iratxe García 

Pérez, Leader of the S&D since 2019, who often talks about the Spanish government, 

criticising Rajoy’s (EPP) cabinet and praising that of Sánchez (S&D). In general, 

German MEPs seem less incline to include to include specific member state perspectives 

within the European Parliament, while other MEPs are more prone to do so.  

 

5.9 Gender 

One last thing to assess is whether gender has some sort of correlation with different percentages 

of attacks. This research dealt with 22 MEPs: 6 are men and 16 are women. The 6 men, on aggregate, 

made 724 contributions (more or less 121 per man) and 51 of them are attacks (7,04%). The 16 

women, on aggregate, made 1680 contributions (105 per woman) and 68 of them are attacks (4,05%).  

The following table shows their distribution over the different legislature: 

 

 2009 – 2014  2014 – 2019 2019 – 2024  2024 - 2025 

Percentage of 

attacks – men 

4,0% 0,8% 12,4% 19,0% 

Percentage of 

attacks - women 

1,9% 4,0% 4,9% 7,6% 

 

Taking into account that the analysed sample contains a higher amount of women, it is to be 

noted that men MEPs made more statements on average and with a higher percentage of attacks. 

While men MEPs feature an anomaly in the 8th legislature (the EPP only had Peter Liese, quite a 

moderate member, as a male group coordinator and the S&D only had Matthias Groote, who made 0 

attacks out of 24 statements), it is to be noted that both gender signal a trend of growth, which is much 

more pronounced for men. In other words, the available and gathered data shows that, within the 

given committees and sample, the growth of attacks characterizes both gender, while being more 

driven by the behaviour of male MEPs.  
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5.10 Discussion 

This research proposed three main hypotheses:  

 

1. EPP and S&D MEPs may start to rhetorically attack each other more frequently and 

more harshly than in the past to reaffirm their political ideology, distance themselves from 

the opposite sides and better align with the current political polarisation. 

 

This research’s analysis managed to assess to some extent this hypothesis. On one hand, the 

collected data shows that, among the group coordinators of the three chosen committees, with some 

differences among them, there is a trend of growing animosity over the four last legislatures. Since 

2009, the number of plenary contributions that can be categorized as “attacks” or “heavy attacks”, 

according to this research’s codebook, has increased with growing pace. As seen in 5.2, the 7th, 8th, 

9th and 10th legislatures have seen both inter and intra-changes of the rhetoric behaviour of the 

analysed committees group coordinators. These changes are more pronounced among S&D members 

than among EPP members and, most of all, are mainly related to German MEPs. As a matter of fact, 

while non-German MEPs do not show particular variation in their rhetoric behaviour on aggregate, 

German MEPs, especially those from the centre-left SPD, on aggregate go from having 1 contribution 

out of 55 (1,8%) classified as an attack in the 7th legislature to having 14 contributions out of 91 

(15,3%) classified as such in the first year and a half of the 10th legislature (a 750% increase).  

The analysis also suggests that such a growth, policy-wise, is driven by the growing polarization 

over the matters of migration and the environment, which have seen a high proportional increase in 

terms of attacks between the 7th and the 10th legislature. At the same time, it is to be noted that MEPs 

often use member states as well to criticise the other group, with Hungary, Malta and Spain as the 

most frequently cited cases (even when the percentage decreases, it is relevant to point out that the 

major part of the statements regarding member states not categorized as attacks, as they are not 

directed towards the EPP or the S&D, is still framed as criticism, for example against Poland and the 

ECR group). 

Moreover, gender-wise, the collected data suggests that the considered male MEPs have made 

on average more statements than women MEPs and with a higher percentage of attacks. Both genders 

see an increase in the percentage of attacks over time, but such a growth is more pronounced in men’s 

behaviour. 

On the other hand, the collected data also seems to signal that such a growth is persona-driven, 

to say that, being the sample analysed not that wide, there is space for other analysis on other MEPs. 

The choice of group coordinators was an attempt to have a representation of the group as a whole, as 
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group coordinators have also the function to gather the group together and are therefore expected to 

propose positions with which the group may be satisfied. However, it is worth noting that the personal 

attitude of different MEPs could be an anomaly from the other members of the group. The most 

peculiar case is probably that of Peter Liese, German MEP for the ENVI Committee, role he has 

covered in all the given legislatures. If daily reports on the EPP’s stance on environmental issues 

remark the group’s shift towards less environmental-friendly policies, Liese seems to be part of an 

internal faction of the group less incline to have compromises on environmental target. Even though 

he has changed to some extent its rhetoric and contents (he has also seen a small increase in 

contributions classified as attacks over time and adopted arguments more based on concepts like 

pragmatism and realism), it is quite frequent to see him making comments not that different from 

those of the Socialist group. 

Similarly, other analysed MEPs show that some specific characteristics change their attitude 

and potentially compromise their representative quality on the group. Another example is that of 

Constance Le Grip, French MEP coordinator for the EPP within the FEMM Committee in the 8 th 

legislature, who in her contributions sometimes distances herself from the EPP itself. A further 

example is that of Britta Thomsen, Danish coordinator for the S&D (at the time PES) within the 

FEMM Committee in the 7th legislature, who in many statements addresses not just Socialist 

concerns, but those of Nordic member states, sometimes distancing herself from her group. 

Furthermore, the change between Jytte Guteland and Tiemo Wölken as S&D group coordinator in the 

9th legislature is striking, as numbers clearly show that Wölken is way more incline to attack the EPP 

than Guteland, who was more diplomatic and moderate. 

To this extent, it could be said that the choice of an MEP as group coordinator could be seen as 

political positioning of the group: if the S&D decides to go from a moderate coordinator within the 

ENVI Committee to one more incline to make even inflammatory statements, then the group’s 

leadership probably accepts to have a different representative as coordinator. Therefore, if another 

MEP may have very well adopted different contents and rhetoric in some areas than the chosen group 

coordinator, it is worth noting that the group has intentionally decided to go in a specific direction 

when electing an MEP as group coordinator within a committee. In other words, even though the 

personality and national context of an MEP count in the plenary contributions that the MEP proposes, 

when the group elects that MEP as group coordinator it must have considered the MEP’s personal 

characteristics, judging her general behaviour as representative enough for the group.  

More in general, it seems to be clear that both the EPP and S&D (even though it could be said 

especially the S&D) do not use group coordinators only as diplomatic or moderate MEPs: despite 

being called to represent the group and participate in the policy-making process, facilitating the reach 
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of a compromise, these figures, according to the found numbers, can very well decide to adopt harsher 

rhetoric towards the other group, even if speaking, as it is quite common for them in the plenary, in 

behalf of their own group.  

Therefore, overall, the collected data suggests, with some internal differences, that within these 

three committees the EPP and S&D have growingly been willing to choose as group coordinators 

MEPs more incline to make contributions categorizable as “attacks” or “heavy attacks”. Even though 

the available data cannot demonstrate whether this choice was intentional or not, it is to be noted that 

while the available data regarding the 7th and to some extent the 8th legislature respects the academic 

literature and expectations on the behaviour of committee group coordinators, within the 9th and 10th 

legislature these figures have adopted behaviours that go against their diplomatic and moderative role. 

At the same time, it is necessary to point out that absolute numbers remain relatively low and a look 

into other committee coordinators’ behaviour would give a more complete understanding of those 

groups. Still, the most recent behaviour of committee group coordinators signals that both the EPP 

and the S&D do not exclude at all to elect MEPs with a less moderate attitude to cover that role. If, 

however, this implies that such a shift is occurring specifically “to reaffirm their political ideology, 

distance themselves from the opposite sides and better align with the current political polarisation ” 

is harder to determine, even though it is worth noting the tendency of these MEPs to specify their 

group membership (by stating to be speaking on behalf of the group, using formulas like “we 

Socialist”, “we from the EPP” or similar or, in general, structuring their contributions in an “we-you” 

binarism, in which “we” is identified as their group and “you” as the other).  

  

2. The national context matters: if within the national boundaries EPP and S&D parties 

are in a government coalition, their MEPs will not attack the other group, or they will do 

it less extensively; if within the national boundaries EPP and S&D parties are on opposite 

sides, their MEPs are expected to attack the other group. 

 

The collected data suggests that national context influences the behaviour of these committee 

group coordinators, but in a different way than expected. These MEPs, despite a gathering function, 

often talk about their own member state, as for example all the Maltese MEPs widely talk about 

Malta, the only references to France within the over 2000 contributions analysed are from the only 

French MEP in the list or the attention to Nordic states that the only Danish MEP gives. Also, if the 

government within their member state is formed by the other group, they do not hesitate in 

condemning it for one reason or the other (these are the cases of Bulgaria, Hungary, Malta, Romania 
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and Slovakia), while they defend it (often by accusing the other group of hypocrisy) whenever their 

group is in government.  

However, the analysis of German MEPs’ behaviour finds that being part of a grand coalition 

within national boundaries (and therefore having a government which features both EPP and S&D 

parties) does not guarantee to have much fewer contributions categorizable as attacks. As a matter of 

fact, both CDU/CSU and SPD members have made plenary contributions against the other group (and 

sometimes even directly the other party), despite being in government together. Whenever, in the 

cases of the Merkel II and the Scholz Cabinet, the CDU/CSU and the SPD were not in government 

together, numbers signal a higher frequency of attacks between these parties’ MEPs, but the difference 

between the two situations (that of being in government together or in opposing sides) does not 

provoke major variations. 

To this extent, the hypothesis is not verified, even if further research could be useful to assess 

the behaviour of group coordinators from other member states in which there are at least precedents 

of cooperation in government between EPP and S&D parties.  

  

3. Whenever elections are imminent within the national or the European context, MEPs 

from EPP and S&D are expected to harshen their rhetoric towards each other. 

 

The collected data suggests that the imminence of European Elections does not matter that much 

in these MEPs’ behaviour, while there is a correlation between an imminent national election and a 

higher number of plenary contributions categorizable as “attacks” or “heavy attacks”. Whenever a 

national election is imminent, MEPs tend to make more statements within the plenary and a bigger 

part of them is categorizable as attacks. However, it is also worth noting that such correlation is 

relatively small, as in this sample there are around 8% more statements when a national elections is 

imminent than when it is not; also, when there is not an imminent national election, around 4,8% of 

the total statements are categorised as attacks, while when there is one 9,1% of the total statements 

are categorised as such. It is also relevant that, out of the 20 cases in which an MEP has attacked the 

other group while a national election was imminent, only in 2 cases (one by Metsola and one by 

Wölken) the MEPs made a direct reference to their national context in way or the other (so, they still 

usually made more general comments). In other words, even though numbers suggest that to some 

extent MEPs tend to have a higher animosity whenever a national election is upcoming, content-wise 

it is hard to find a proper correlation between an imminent election and the animosity of the 

pronounced statements within the European Parliament walls. To put it differently, if technically there 

is a (rather small) mathematical correlation between the two factors, a content analysis of the 



 
 

160 
 

pronounced contribution does not produce evidence of proper causality between them. With this in 

mind, the hypothesis cannot be properly verified.  

More in general, this research’s analysis finds that between the 7th and the 10th legislature the 

EPP and S&D committee group coordinators within the LIBE, FEMM and ENVI committees have, 

on aggregate, increased the number of statements within the European Parliament plenary sessions 

that can be categorised as attacks towards the EPP or the S&D. Such a shift is mainly driven by 

German MEPs (especially the SPD ones), as most of the other member state MEPs here considered 

do not show major differences over time. Despite the specifics, it is relevant to find that both the EPP 

and the S&D do not require their committee group coordinators to maintain soft tones or follow some 

sort of specific guidelines in their content and rhetoric, as content-wise it is clear that the nationality 

of group coordinators influences the choice of the matters they assess and rhetorically they do not 

hesitate to attack their counterparts whenever they feel it to be necessary. 

While considering these results, it should be remembered, however, that numbers tend to remain 

rather low and that the used sample has some unique characteristics. Further research would definitely 

help to assess whether the numbers here found also occur within other committees. 
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6. Conclusions 

This research has attempted to evaluate whether some committee group coordinators from the 

EPP and the S&D groups within the European Parliament have to some degree changed their rhetoric 

towards each other and the other group in their contributions to the plenary. An evaluation of the 

European political landscape and of the institutional structure of the European Union suggested that 

the traditional majority of the European Parliament, which features both the EPP and the S&D, obliges 

the two groups to cooperate while blocking them in a situation in which such cooperation risks to 

have negative effects on their electoral results.  

As literature suggests that rhetoric and voting behaviour do not necessarily match, it has been 

decided to focus on the plenary contributions of 22 MEPs from four different legislatures, starting 

from the 7th (therefore, from 2009), up until the current one, the 10th (specifically its first year and a 

half). Around 2400 different contributions have been read and analysed through a specifically 

developed codebook, with the intention of framing all those contributions as “non-attacks”, “attacks” 

or “heavy attacks”. Such criterion is intended as a measure of the animosity of the chamber: a low 

number of contributions framed as attacks would have suggested a low animosity and therefore signal 

no specific points of concerns for the majority, while a high number would have suggested a high 

animosity and therefore signal internal struggles within the majority. Moreover, this research also 

hypothesized that, at this regard, the behaviour of MEPs may be influenced by the experience of 

having, at the moment of speaking, a grand coalition as their national majority (and therefore by 

having both EPP and S&D parties within the majority of their national parliament) and by the 

imminence of new elections, both European and national.  

What this research ultimately shows is that, between 2009 and 2025, therefore between the 7th 

and the 10th legislature, among the group coordinators of the three considered committees it is 

possible to find an increase in the number of plenary contributions categorizable as attacks or heavy 

attacks. This increase is such in absolute numbers but most of all proportionally, with the number of 

attacks in the 9th legislature being almost three times those of the 7th (while in the 10th, which has seen 

only one and year and a half, they are almost four times those of the 7th). At the same time, this 

research finds as well that having a grand majority at a national level at the moment of speaking does 

not stop MEPs from criticising the other group (and therefore their national partners) and that there 

is some sort of variations in terms of rhetoric whenever an election is imminent, as the number of 

statements as attacks increases whenever a national election is within six months at the moment of 

speaking. At the same time, proximity to European Elections do not seem to have implications. 

A deeper analysis of these findings shows, however, that such an increase is driven by German 

MEPs. While MEPs from other member states, on aggregate, maintain a relatively stable proportion 
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of attacks to statements, German MEPs have a wider surge in the number of attacks of the last 16 

years. More specifically, SPD MEPs have an higher animosity than CDU/CSU MEPs (therefore, as 

German MEPs drive the surge in attacks, more in general S&D members are more conflictual than 

EPP members).  

The research also finds that such a growth in attacks is, policy-wise, mainly driven by 

discussions on environmental and migratory issues, which feature a much higher degree of animosity 

in the 10th legislature than in the 7th. Also, it is found that whenever MEPs present a high proportion 

of attack to statements whenever they speak of a specific member state, as the cases of Hungary (up 

until its exit from the EPP) or Malta show.  

Moreover, this research finds that the way through which committee group coordinators speak 

does not match expectations and what the limited literature on them suggests about their behaviour. 

As a matter of fact, they do not necessarily maintain a diplomatic or moderate approach. Whenever 

they feel it is necessary, there are group coordinators who openly criticize the other group, sometimes 

also in harsh ways. While it is important to acknowledge that the limited number of group 

coordinators implies that their specific personalities and preferences play a role in evaluating this 

data, it should be also relevant to remember that it is up to the groups to decide who is going to be 

their coordinator within a committee. Therefore, if one group decides that a member with specific 

opinions or ways of behaviour is suitable for the role, then that coordinator can be considered 

representative enough for the group. The choices of coordinators for the three considered committee s 

between the 7th and the 10th legislature suggests that the two groups, especially the S&D one, do not 

exclude to grant representative roles to MEPs more incline to express themselves with animosity 

towards their main partner within the traditional European majority. 

Whatever the case, the technical limits of this research should be taken into account while 

assessing its results. First, the manual evaluation of statements would benefit from the perspective of 

another coder. Second, the number of statements categorized as attacks remain rather low on absolute 

terms. Third, overall, the results could be persona-driven, to say that group coordinators’ behaviour, 

as both the qualitative and quantitative approach suggest, is much influenced by their personal 

background and personality. While nominating such MEPs as coordinators is relevant by itself, 

further analysis on the group coordinators of other committees would definitely integrate this 

research’s results and give a better understanding of both these figures and the relations between the 

EPP and the S&D groups. 
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