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SUMMARY

The results of the European Parliament election confront EU leaders with a considerable 
challenge: navigating a new, more fragmented, and polarised political environment.
This was a ‘split screen’ election: electors rarely used their vote to endorse the status quo, 
but they requested different things. Some want to take on climate change and nationalism; 
others want to regain national sovereignty and tackle Islamic radicalism.
This need not mean a ‘split screen’ Europe: the desire for change is real across the board, 
and the new EU institutions will need to provide answers for voters on these issues.
To meet this challenge, the larger political families should prepare to work with parties 
beyond the mainstream, some of which became stronger on the domestic political scene 
thanks to the election results. They must do this while preserving red lines on European 
values.
The high turnout in the election gives the EU a mandate to prove it can respond to voters’ 
concerns. But this mandate is not open-ended – volatility in the electorate could benefit 
anti-system parties much more the next time Europe goes to the polls.



Introduction

As prime ministers and presidents head to Brussels for European Council meetings 
in the post-2019 European Parliament election era, they will find that they have to 
navigate a new, more political Europe. Pro-Europeans have claimed victory in the 
May vote: turnout leaped to 51 percent, and two-thirds of voters supported pro-
European parties, which topped the polls in 23 out of 28 member states. But many 
voters also supported anti-European or Eurosceptic parties, whether of the left or 
right. These parties secured almost one-third of seats in the new European 
Parliament. The European Union that is emerging is, therefore, more fragmented 
and more polarised than ever before.

The two main political groups have lost their majority for the first time in the 
history of the Parliament; they have also lost their majority in the European 
Council. Appointments to the new European Commission will reflect this new 
political make-up. In many ways, this was a split screen election: some voters 
showed up to vote because they feared a possible collapse of the EU, or because 
they wanted to send a message to political leaders to find solutions to climate 
change and rising nationalism. But other voters wanted to regain national 
sovereignty and deal with Islamic radicalism and migration.

This split screen election need not mean a split screen Europe, however. The 
election showed that Europe’s biggest feature is its volatility, rather than settled 
tribal divisions. In this new Europe, we can expect a permanent campaign: parties 
and Parliamentary groups will now have to assemble shifting majorities if big 
decisions are to pass.

To understand what politics will look like in the coming years, the European 
Council on Foreign Relations, in collaboration with YouGov, carried out a ‘day 
after’ survey in the six largest EU member states. In addition, researchers in ECFR’s 
network across all 28 member states have analysed the manifestos and campaign 
promises of all the political parties that won seats in this election. This report 
studies five ‘maps’ which should guide the formation of these new, shifting 
majorities; the next generation of EU institution leaders should also study these 
maps carefully to help them identify where best to focus their energy and 
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attention.

Firstly, the post-political family map. One of the paradoxes of the present moment is 
that voters are becoming less committed to particular parties at the same time as 
party groupings in Brussels are themselves become ever more tribal and extreme 
in their support of candidates for the leadership of the EU institutions. Tolerance 
among voters of different potential coalitions is relatively high, setting aside 
scenarios in which their preferred parties were to attempt ally with the extreme 
left or the far right – where more of them would withdraw their support.

Secondly, the new political geography. The shape of all of Europe’s political groups has 
changed in terms of regional make-up. This will have important implications for 
European parties’ ability to develop coalitions in a more political way.

Thirdly, the new policy map. Whereas migration, austerity, and Russia were the key 
files that divided Europe over the past ten years, the new political geography of 
Europe means one should expect climate change and the rule of law to become 
key battlegrounds over the next five years. To avoid geography becoming the 
determining factor on these files, political groups should look more closely at the 
policy mandate that voters have given them on these issues.

Fourthly, the new generational map. The divide by age group is radically different in 
each of the big member states – and within the big party groupings.

Fifthly, the new emotional map. Voters were motivated by stress and fear, but 
optimism too. They have given Europe a chance to prove that it can speak to their 
concerns about the world. But this offer may be time-limited, putting pressure on 
political actors to start work on reaching across the divide now.

The post-political family map

The European electorate is fragmented and volatile. Consequently, so is the new 
European Parliament. The 751 seats of the European Parliament will be held by 
over 180 different national parties. For the first time in the Parliament’s history, the 
Grand Coalition of Christian Democrats and Social Democrats no longer has a 
majority. Some of these parties’ voices will be louder than others: just 12 national 
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parties will send more than 15 MEPs to Brussels.

To fulfil their campaign promises, parties will have to build coalitions. In the new 
European Parliament, a minimum of 376 seats is needed for a majority. So, even if 
liberal bloc Renew Europe were to join its 106 seats with either the left or right 
bloc, this would not be enough (the left or right bloc each being larger than the 
Socialists and Democrats, or the S&D; or the European People’s Party, or EPP). 
Predictions are doing the rounds in Brussels and Strasbourg of a possible extra-
Grand Coalition of the EPP, the S&D, and Renew Europe – or even a super-sized 
coalition of these three groups plus the Greens. If it requires a certain leap of 
imagination to envisage agreement among such a broad group working together at 
the outset of the European Parliament, it seems even more unlikely to expect that 
such an unwieldy alliance would hold together on a lasting basis.
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Given both the strong desire among the electorate for change and the fragmented 
nature of the new Parliament, political parties will increasingly have to form short-
term alliances around issues, swapping partners when the need for consensus 
demands it. In the interests of delivering results, they should be ready to look for 
this consensus beyond the constraints of political groups, and should seek out 
support beyond the depleted mainstream when there is a convergence of views on 
a topic.

To what extent do ECFR’s survey results suggest that voters would tolerate more 
flexible coalitions? While the main political parties are still operating by party 
family logic, battling it out over the Spitzenkandidat process, only 4 percent of 
voters in Germany and France said they were voting mainly for the 
Spitzenkandidaten. In terms of the leaders that voters find acceptable within 
coalitions their parties join, it is unsurprising that pro-Europeans favour pro-
European leaders and vice versa. But, interestingly, among anti-European voters, 
Brexit Party leader Nigel Farage – with his overtly EU-destructive agenda – is only 
slightly more palatable than Angela Merkel. On the other hand, at 27 percent 
versus 16 percent, Merkel is significantly more popular among anti-Europeans than 
Emmanuel Macron, perhaps because her agenda on the future of Europe has been 
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less overt. All in all, more than 207 million Europeans (52 percent of the electorate) 
would be in favour of their party working with Merkel – while 190 million (48 
percent of all voters) would feel comfortable working with Macron. No more than 
one-quarter of the European electorate would be in favour of their party working 
with Italian deputy prime minister Matteo Salvini, Rassemblement National leader 
Marine Le Pen, or Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orban.
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In terms of the parties that European voters say they are open to, a majority of pro-
Europeans (62 percent) would support an alliance between the Liberals, the S&D, 
and the Greens; but 52 percent would be uncomfortable with involving the far left 
instead of the Liberals in this alliance. Younger voters are more tolerant of the 
latter idea. Forty percent of pro-Europeans would be uncomfortable with a centre-
right–far-right alliance but, on the other hand, only 41 percent would be at ease 
with the idea of a Liberal–centre-right alliance. On balance, pro-Europeans feel 
comfortable with coalitions dominated either by the centre-right or the centre-
left. But they feel less comfortable with working beyond the mainstream, 
exhibiting very little support for either side aligning with the radical left or right.
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Anti-European voters are most open to a centre-right–liberal coalition (35 
percent), followed by a far-right–centre-right coalition (31 percent). Only 15 
percent would feel comfortable with a formal far-right and far-left anti-European 
coalition. This low figure suggests that other issues, rather than anti-Europeanism 
per se, are more significant drivers for these types of voters.

Overall, the most popular coalition among Europeans would be one comprising the 
centre-left, the Greens, and the Liberals: this is favoured by more than 180 million 
voters (46 percent of the entire electorate). A total of 148 million Europeans (37 
percent of all voters) would feel comfortable if their party joined a coalition with 
the centre-right and the Liberals. This is the second most popular option.

But the picture gets more complicated when looking at preferences expressed by 
supporters of individual national parties. Interestingly, supporters of far-right 
parties are more ideologically committed to party identity than other voters are. 
Forty-two per cent of Brexit Party supporters do not want to see their party sit 
with Le Pen. Meanwhile, 46 percent of Law and Justice (PiS) supporters would feel 
uncomfortable with their party joining a coalition with far-right or far-left anti-EU 
parties. Supporters of the Brexit Party are only open to coalitions with the far right 
or the far left. It appears that what matters for these voters is not left-right 
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divisions but rather whether the coalition is anti-EU. In turn, most of those who 
voted for the League, Alternative for Germany, Rassemblement National, and PiS 
would feel uncomfortable about their party joining a far-right–far-left alliance. 
They are also unclear about where they would like to seek allies: with the far right 
and the centre-right (a preferred option of PiS and Le Pen supporters) or with the 
centre-right and liberals (a preferred option of League, Alternative für 
Deutschland, and Vox supporters). Five Star Movement voters are so divided that 
there is no possible coalition that more than one-third of them would be happy to 
see their party joining.

Overall, this picture suggests that the jury is out among voters as to what 
partnerships would be acceptable, and within what limits. Views on leaders, with a 
preference for Merkel over Macron, may indicate that they have a higher tolerance 
for coalitions built around a ‘delivery Europe’ than around ‘more Europe’. This puts 
pressure on political parties to work out who their partners should be on the 
mandate their voters have asked them to deliver.

The new political geography

Some important shifts took place during the 2019 election, with the centre of 
gravity of all the major parties moving. This has created a potentially rocky early 
period of learning to work together, even within political families. Initial efforts 
have shown the extent to which tensions between politics and geography may well 
be difficult to manage – such as the failed attempt by the French government to 
encourage the 79 French MEPs to meet and think as a French unit, which resulted 
in only La République En Marche! members turning up to the arranged meeting.

The EPP power base has moved slightly towards central and eastern Europe. While 
its tally of seats has fallen overall, from 218 to 176, these losses were concentrated 
in France and Italy, followed by Poland, Spain, Slovakia, and Germany. However, 
the EPP gained seats in Romania, Hungary, Greece, Sweden, Austria, Ireland, and 
Lithuania. It is highly possible that Orban’s Fidesz will leave the EPP in the coming 
weeks, depending on how other coalition discussions develop.

The S&D has shifted southward, with gains in Spain, Portugal, Bulgaria, and Malta, 
as well as in Poland, the Netherlands, Hungary, Latvia, Slovenia, and Estonia. 
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Overall, the S&D now has a seat count of 153, down from 185 before the election. 
This is mostly as a result of losses in Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom, 
followed by France and Romania.

Renew Europe, the Liberal group, will, as the recent battle over changing its name 
indicates, be under French dominance – even more so after Brexit. The group 
made particularly big gains in France and the UK, and more limited gains in 
Germany, Denmark, and Luxembourg. But the Liberals also improved their position 
in Romania, Hungary, Slovakia, Croatia, Slovenia, and the Czech Republic. This will 
ensure that they continue to have a strong anchor in central and eastern Europe.

The much-discussed Green wave in this election saw the Greens increase their 
tally of MEPs from 52 to more than 70. They were particularly successful in 
Germany, France, and the UK. In addition, they also made more moderate gains in 
the Netherlands, Belgium, Portugal, Denmark, Finland, and Ireland. Some 
commentators have warned against overstating the importance of this success, 
partly in light of the specific geographical focus of this development in north-
western Europe. Indeed, support for the Greens in central and eastern European 
states is more limited. Lithuania, Latvia, and the Czech Republic are the only 
countries from this region that now send Green MEPs to Brussels.
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Finally, parties to the right of the EPP will have MEPs in every central and eastern 
European country (except for Slovenia) and in Scandinavia. They continue to be 
rare in southern Europe (except for Italy and Greece).

Geography matters because it will play a role in policy debates. For example, if the 
EPP has become more central European, it will be harder for this group to take a 
tough line on the protection of democracy and the rule of law. A more southern-
dominated S&D will put up a stronger resistance to austerity. And if the Greens, 
who lack significant representation from central Europe, form part of a pro-
European coalition in the new European Parliament, it may be easy for 
governments and citizens in central Europe to question the ‘green’ elements in the 
agenda of such a coalition (not just on climate change and the environment but 
also on the rule of law or liberal values), declaring such elements to be purely 
western European.

These shifts in political geography also feed through into the Council of the EU, 
which will have even more power on some of the key files over the coming years. 
As ECFR’s Coalition Explorer has set out, the Council has both a political dimension 
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