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When a First and Second Order Election Collide: the 2019 Danish election to the European 

Parliament 

 

Mads Dagnis Jensen, 

  

Introduction 

Since 1979 elections to the European Parliament (EP) have been held on a fixed set of days every 

fifth year all over the European Community/European Union (EU) (Jensen, 2015). In Denmark, the 

most recent EP election took place on May 26, 2019. However, compared to previous EP elections 

in Denmark, this election was different. The term of the national parliament approached its end, and 

the then Prime Minister Lars Løkke Rasmussen decided on May 7 2019 – in the midst of the election 

campaign for the EP - to call for a national election to be held on June 5, 2019. Thus, the campaigns 

of the EP and national parliament overlapped for nineteen days. This contribution examines the 

Danish EP election with special emphasis on the interaction effect of the partially concurrent national 

election. It shows that the national election indeed overshadowed the EP election but may well have 

helped to increase turnout at the latter.  

 

Second Order Elections 

In their classic study, Reif & Schmitt (1980), created a conceptual framework for studying European 

elections in which they argued that the first direct election to the EP in 1979 should be conceived as 

a second order election. National elections are the most important for voters who use second order 

elections to express their mood about the former. Therefore, the two scholars expect a lower turnout 

for EP elections, national government parties to suffer losses, larger parties to poll less well and 

smaller parties better than at general elections.  

Marsh (1998) tested these propositions empirically and found them largely to be valid, although some 

caveats were appended. Anti-government swings are greatest in mid-term and afterwards level off; 

gains are largest for very small parties whilst conversely losses are largest for the biggest national 

parties. Furthermore, although EP elections are indicators of subsequent national elections, they 

present swings. Finally, the second order model performs best in those countries where alternations 

in government are common.   

For many years, Denmark was considered an anomaly in relation to the second-order model (Bischoff 

& Wind, 2015; Christiansen, 2019). As a result of the relatively high levels of Euroscepticism, two 

lists mobilised citizens to vote at European elections and national referendums on European matters: 
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the June Movement1 and the People's Movement against the EU2. Their support partially short-

circuited the logic by which voters use the occasion to express their opinions of the national 

government in office (Jensen, 2015). However, in recent decades, the anti-European integration lists 

have lost momentum and national parties gained ground, which should reinforce the second order 

propositions.  

 

The previous EP elections  

Table 1 shows the results of all EP elections in Denmark. A number of observations are in order. 

Until 1999, the EU average turnout was above the one in Denmark but since then the reverse has been 

the case. Denmark also differs from the general EU pattern of declining turnout over time, since with 

some fluctuations in the last three terms it has been consistently above 50 percent. The election results 

show that the importance of the special anti-European integration lists has diminished over time. The 

explanation could be twofold. On the one hand, the level of Euroscepticism has declined. On the other 

hand, a number of Eurosceptic parties including the Danish People’s Party and at the recent election 

the Red-Green Alliance have started running for the EP elections, thus competing with the anti-

European integration lists.     

Figure 1 compares the results of the EP election with the results of the closest subsequent national 

election. This makes it possible to examine the expectations of the second order model. The results 

show some support for the idea that governing parties lose votes. Yet, the gap seems to have narrowed 

after the millennium which is when the anti-European integration lists have lost ground.  

Figure 2 outlines the vote-percentages for the small parties (4 per cent or below) and large parties (30 

per cent or above) at the EP election and the closest national election (cf. Marsh 1998). The figure 

does not indicate a clear trend when it comes to small parties since on occasions they have scored 

higher in EP elections but on occasions lower. When it comes to the larger parties the Social 

Democrats, the only party to achieve more than 30 percent in some national elections in the period, 

has indeed lost at the European Parliaments elections, but this can largely be attributed to the fact that 

a sizable share of its voters have voted for the anti-European integration lists.    

The turnout at national elections has consistently been above 80 percent, which compared to turnout 

in EP elections in Denmark (outlined in table 1) is considerable higher (Folketinget, 2019). This bears 

witness to the fact that national elections are perceived as ‘first order’ by the electorate. 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Called Junibevægelsen in Danish. Formed after the referendum on the Maastricht Treaty in June 1992; dissolved in 

2009. 
2 Called Folkebevægelsen mod EU. Formed in 1972 as a cross-party platform campaigning for a no-vote in the 

referendum in 1972 on EEC membership, and subsequently worked for Denmark leaving the EEC/EU.  
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Table 1. Results of the European Parliament elections in Denmark, 1979-2019 

 

7 June 

1979 

14 

June 

1984 

15 

June 

1989 

9 June 

1994 

10 

June 

1999 

13 

June 

2004 

7 June 

2009 

25 

May 

2014 

26 

May 

2019 

The Social 

Democrats 21.9/3 19.5/3 23.3/4 15.8/3 16.5/3 32.6/5 21.5/4 19.1/3 21.5/3 

The Danish Social-

Liberal Party 3.3/0 3.1/0 2.8/0 8.5/1 9.1/1 6.4/1 4.3/0 6.5/1 10.1/2 

The Conservative 

People's Party 14.1/2 20.8/4 13.3/2 17.7/3 8.5/1 11.3/1 12.7/1 9.2/1 6.2/1 

The Centre 

Democrats 6.2/1 6.6/1 8.0/2 0.9/0 3.5/0 - - - - 

The Socialist 

People's Party 4.7/1 

9.2/2 

(1) 9.1/1 8.6/1 7.1/1 7.9/1 15.9/2 10.9/1 13.2/2 

The June Movement - - - 15.2/2 16.1/3 9.1/1 2.4/0 - - 

The People's 

Movement 

 against the EU 21.0/4 20.8/4 18.9/4 10.3/2 7.3/1 5.2/1 7.2/1 8.1/1 3.7/0 

The Danish People's 

Party  - - - - 5.8/1 6.8/1 15.3/2 26.7/4 10.8/1 

Venstre. Denmark's 

Liberal Party 14.5/3 12.5/2 16.6/3 19.0/4 23.4/5 19.4/3 20.2/3 16.7/2 23.5/3 

The Progress Party  5.8/1 3.5/0 5.3/0 2.9/0 0.7/0 - - - - 

The Liberal 

Alliance - - - - - - 0.6/0 2.9/0 2.2/0 

The Alternative          3.4/0 

The Red–Green 

Alliance         5.5/1 

Other parties 8.7/0 4.0/0 2.7/0 1.1/0 2.0/0 1.3/0 0.6/0 0.0/0 0.0/0 

          

Turnout in Denmark 47.8 52.4 46.2 52.9 50.5 47.9 59.5 56.3 66.1 

Turnout in total 62.0 59.0 58.4 56.7 49.5 45.5 43.0 42.5 50.5 

 

Note: Opdateret version af (Folketinget EU oplysningen, 2019)  

 

 

 

 



4 
 

Figure 1. Governing parties’ share of votes (percentages) at national and EP elections  

 

Note: Calculated on the basis of: Folketinget EU oplysningen (2019) and Folketinget, 2019 

 

Figure 2. Small and large parties’ share of votes (percentages) at national and EP elections  

 

Note: Calculated on the basis of: Folketinget EU oplysningen (2019) and Folketinget, 2019 

 

The 2019 election campaign 

In addition to the established parliamentary parties, and the People’s Movement against the EU, two 

parties ran for the first time at the 2019 EP election. The Red-Green Alliance is part of the People’s 

Movement against the EU which they have urged people to vote for at previous elections. Yet, in the 

2019 election, they decided to run as an independent party although a number of members still ran as 

a part of the People’s Movement against the EU. The Alternative also ran for the first time. Four 

different electoral alliances were created, allowing the parties to transfer votes in the event they did 

not have enough to gain a seat (Økonomi og idenrigsministeriet, 2019): 1.) Social Democrats and 

Socialist People's Party; 2.) Social Liberal Party and the Alternative party; 3.) People's Movement 
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against the EU and the Red-Green Alliance and 4.) The Conservative People's Party, the Liberal 

Alliance and the Liberal Party. 

The Danish news data base Infomedia provides an indication of the themes discussed during the EP 

and general elections. Table 2 presents the results of a search concerning different policy areas in the 

period from 26 March until polling day on May 26 2019. There was a similar search for the national 

election (Folketingsvalg) where the period covered 5 April to June 5 2019. Table 2 shows a similar 

pattern with climate change topping the agenda followed by the economy, the environment, and 

refugees at both elections. In all these cases there were more articles concerning the national election 

which provides support for the idea that the national election is first order and the European election 

second order. Some issues lower down the agenda attracted more interest at the EP elections, 

including social dumping, unemployment and foreign policy.  

 

Table 2. Themes and their salience at the Danish 2019 European and General Election on the basis 

of the number of items published in the Danish media 

EP election (Europa Parlament) 2019 National election (Folketingsvalg) 2019 

Climate: 3668 (klima) Climate: 4452 (klima) 

Economy: 1887 (økonomi) Economy: 3386 (økonomi) 

Environment: 1545 (miljø) Environment: 2265 (miljø) 

Refugees: 1036 (flygtninge) Refugees: 1605 (flygtninge) 

Social dumping: 790 (social dumping) Social dumping: 396 (social dumping) 

Unemployment: 287 (arbejdsløshed) Unemployment: 173 (arbejdsløshed) 

Foreign Policy: 284 (udenrigspolitik) Terrorism: 172 (terrorisme) 

Terrorism: 141 (terror) Foreign Policy: 163 (udenrigspolitik) 

 

Note: The table has been created by searching for either Europa Parliament or Folketingsvalg and the 

policy terms indicated in the bracket such as klima (Climate) for the period from 26 March the 

election until Election Day on May 26 2019. The search term for the European Parliament is more 

general compared to the search term for national election but the latter returns more hits in most cases.  

 

Figure 3 shows the number of articles in the news data base Infomedia for the search term European 

Parliament (Europa Parlament) and National election (folketingsvalg). There were more articles about 

the latter except on day of the EP election and the day after. This provides more evidence that the 

media considered the national election as more important even before the announcement of the 

election date on May 7 where there is also a peak.  
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Figure 3. Number of articles written about the EP and national election 

 

Note: The figure has been created by searching for either Europa Parlament or Folketingsvalg for the 

period from 26 April until May 28 2019. The search term for the European Parliament is more general 

compared to the search term for national election but nevertheless, the latter returns more hits in most 

cases.  

 

The result of the 2019 EP election in Denmark  

Several experts predicted that interest in the EP election would be oppressed by the general election 

and that this would result, among other things, in a lower EP turnout (Kongstad, 2019). While 

attention was overshadowed by the national election, the turnout for the EP election in 2019 was the 

highest ever at 66.08 per cent. This is still considerably lower than the general election turnout of 

84.60 percent but it, nevertheless, reflects the increased salience of the EU. While future studies will 

have to uncover the reasons for this more systematically, four factors might go some way to a 

response. First, various critical junctures, ranging from the economic crisis of 2008 to the European 

migrant crisis of 2015 have led to a politicization of the EU, possibly raising voters’ awareness of its 

importance. Second, the Brexit referendum in the UK in 2016 has underlined the EU's importance to 

voters in terms of the economic costs of leaving Third, the salience of cross-border political issues, 

inter alia action on climate change may also have turned the voters’ eyes to the EU. Fourth, interest 

in the national parliament election might also have spilt over into a general decision to vote. 

The Liberal party, Venstre, appeared the winner of the EP election going from two to three seats, and 

four following Brexit, whereas the Danish People's Party was the big loser going from four to one. 

This represented a reversal of result for the two parties in the 2014 EP election. The Liberal Party 

possibly prospered from its nomination of well-known candidates, which included a former news 

anchor and a former minister. Moreover, there might well have been a knock on effect with the 
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general election where the Liberals were on the rise. Finally, the party profited from an electoral 

alliance with the Liberal Alliance, which did not gain a seat.  

Further studies are needed but we can perhaps speculate about the Danish People’s Party’s loss of 

votes. First, during the previous EP term the party was accused of misusing EU funds, which was 

clearly damaging for a party that has been critical of corruption and wastefulness in the EU. Second, 

the replacement of the lead candidate, the well-known, colourful and EU-savvy Morten 

Messerschmidt, who won a record number of personal votes in 2014, by the much less known Peter 

Kofod did the party no favours. Third, the Danish People’s Party, like the Liberal Party in 2014, was 

haunted by political scandals and downward electoral spiral in domestic politics. Fourth, the refugees 

and migration issue did not figure as highly on the agenda as during the 2014 election. However, two 

caveats should be added. The election in 2014 was exceptionally good for the Danish People's Party, 

which in previous elections had received only one or two seats. Moreover, the Danish People's Party 

had not, like several other parties, engaged in electoral alliances. Consequently, although it received 

more votes than the Social Liberal Party, the latter managed to get two seats instead of one due to an 

electoral alliance with the Alternative Party. 

Another election loser was The People's Movement against the EU which for the first time since the 

first direct election in 1979 failed to gain an EP seat. Thus, the 9th term of the EP stands out in that 

the special anti-European integration lists no longer form part of Denmark’s EP contingent. This was 

very probably because the Red-Green Alliance, which as noted ran for the first time, got a mandate. 

This also marks a change within the Red-Green Alliance, which previously favoured an EU exit but 

now, although still sceptical, has decided to work within the system and to try and use it as a vehicle 

against issues such as climate change and global tax evasion.    

The Socialist People’s party doubled their number of seats from one to two. This was a surprise for 

the second elected candidate Karsten Hønge who subsequently declared that he would not take up the 

position of MEP as he intended to seek re-election as an MP and thus left the position for his alternate. 

The Social Democrats maintained the status quo ante with three seats. The lead candidate Jeppe 

Kofod was elected but soon stepped down as he was appointed foreign minister. Finally, the 

Conservatives managed to maintain their seat despite running with a less known lead candidate. 

Table 3 compares the outcome of the 2019 EP election in Denmark with the general election ten days 

later. The Social Democrats gained 2.4 percentage points in the EP election whereas they lost 0.4 in 

the national election, and the Conservative People's Party lost 3 percentage points in the EP election 

whereas they gained 3.2 percentage points in the general election. This considerable disparity was 

possibly the consequence of running a less known lead candidate for the EP election in 2019 

compared to 2014. The Conservatives in Europe in general experienced a decline. Though, the EP 

results foreshadowed the general election results for some parties, the correlation is not significant, 

which runs against the prediction of Marsh (1999). Table 3 shows that for five out of the nine parties 

the swings are greater at the EP election as compared to the national election.   

Table 3. Percentages points gained or lost compared to previous election 

 National election EP election 
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The Social Democrats -0.4 +2.4 

The Danish Social-Liberal Party +4.0 +3.6 

The Conservative People's Party +3.2 -3.0 

The Socialist People's Party +3.5 +2.3 

The Christian Democrats +0.9 Not running 

People's Movement Not running -4.4 

The Danish People's Party  -12.4 -15.9 

Venstre. Denmark's Liberal 

Party +3.9 +6.8 

The Liberal Alliance -5.2 -0.7 

The Alternative  -1.9 (running for the first time) +3.4 

The Red–Green Alliance -0.9 (running for the first time) +5.5 

Note: Calculated on the basis of: Folketinget EU oplysningen (2019) and Folketinget, 2019 

 

Conclusion  

What happens when a second order election takes place just before a first order election? This 

happened in Denmark in 2019 when EP and general elections were separated by only ten days. The 

argument here has been that EP elections both in the past and in 2019 have indeed been second order 

but they have not entirely conformed to conventional wisdom. True, the turnout at EP elections is 

lower than for general elections and the media coverage less intense. However, against theoretical 

predictions, the turnout at the EP election in 2019 was exceptionally high despite the fact that it took 

place in the shadow of a national election.  

The analysis opens up three avenues for future investigation. First, there is the question of whether 

the higher turnout was caused by the imminence of the general election raising awareness of voting, 

or whether it was related to an increased politicization of the EU, or perhaps both. Second, the study 

has highlighted the disappearance of the Eurosceptical lists, which may well have consequences for 

Danish EU politics. Finally, it would be interesting to examine the impact of the second order EP 

election on the first order national election, from a party resource perspective and a candidate 

recruitment perspective. 
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