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First things first:  
Where I am coming from 

• Masters dissertation at the  
London School of Economics and Political Science 
for the MSc “Politics and Government  
in the European Union” 
▫  10.000 words limit 

I am not a communication scientist! 
I am a political scientist! 



 Political Science in 60 Seconds 

• European Parliament: The conventional view 
①  “MEP” = Member of the European Parliament 
②  MEPs get re-selected by national parties  

(Hix 2002/Hix et al. 2007) 

③  MEPs should be “trustees”, not “delegates” 
(EP Rules of Procedure) 

④  Two electoral systems:  
closed-list voting & preferential voting 

⑤  Weak electoral connection 
(Reif/Schmitt 1980 /Van der Eijk/Franklin 1996) 



The claim & main question 

• The internet can be of help to build a 
“digital electoral connection” between 
MEPs and their voters in day-to-day 
politics! 

• How do MEPs present themselves on 
their websites and Facebook profiles? 



What I looked at 

•  Sample: British, German, Irish MEPs (183 in total) 
• Qualitative content analysis 

Websites Facebook profiles and fan sites 



Hypothesis 1 

•  “Since MEPs get re-selected and not 
re-elected, an MEP should not have a 
website/a Facebook profile to inform 
the voters.” 



Hypothesis 1: Websites 

• Only four MEPs do not have a website 
▫  But: Two have a Facebook profile, one has a blog 



Hypothesis 1: Facebook profiles 

•  32.2 % of the profiles are set to private 
•  Infrequently used 



Hypothesis 2a 

•  “If MEPs see themselves as trustees, 
as hinted at in the rules of procedure, 
the website/Facebook profile should 
not have an explicit territorial focus.” 



Hypothesis 2a: Results 

• Websites 
▫  79.9 %: significant regional affiliation 
▫  158 (of 179) websites only in national language 
▫  But: European news appear more often than 

regional news (statistically significant) 

•  Facebook 
▫  Territorial information is dotted around,  

no coherent picture 
▫  Problem: scarcely filled-out self-descriptions, 

closed profiles  



Hypothesis 2b 

•  “MEPs with a preferential voting 
system have a stronger territorial 
focus on their website/Facebook 
profile than MEPs from closed list 
systems.”  



Hypothesis 2b: Results 

• Websites 
▫  Strong and significant national affiliation in 

preferential voting system, added to the regional 
focus 

•  Facebook 
▫  10 out of 11 Irish MEPs do have a Facebook profile  



Hypothesis 3 

•  “The older an MEP, the less likely 
he/she is to have a website/ 
a Facebook profile.“ 



Hypothesis 3: Results 

• Websites 
▫  Test is futile 

•  Facebook 
▫  Younger MEPs are more likely to have a profile 



Tools and instruments 

①  Keeping up-to-date (Websites) 
▫  60.7 %: Newsletters  
▫  56.4 %: Videos; 65.9 %: Pictures 

②  Explanations (Websites) 
▫  51.4 %: Workings of the European Parliament 
▫  90.5 %: Own functions, e.g. committee 

memberships  

③  Specialities of Facebook 
▫  54.4 %: Information unrelated to office 



④  Digital Gimmicks 

Book for children 

Quiz 

Guides 



Discussion & Pitfalls 

• Mobilisation of the already mobilised? 
• What about the people who are not interested in 

politics in the first place? 

• But: There is room for cautious optimism! 
▫  Evidence shows that MEPs want to stay in contact 

 The European Parliament  
is not a perpetual hopeless case! 



So what?: Conclusions 

• MEPs overwhelmingly present themselves as 
representatives of a constituency or a region and 
not as trustees of the whole of Europe on websites 

• Ambiguous picture on Facebook 
• Many offers are made  

– but are these actually used? And by whom? 

• Distinct attempts to build a digital electoral 
connection which could help at bypassing 
the traditional media! 
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