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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

The latest European elections in June 2009 featured a record abstention rate, the 

highest ever registered for a European election. At mid-term between the June 2009 

elections and those scheduled for spring 2014, it is time to take a close look at the 

reasons that explain this high abstention rate in order to implement targeted and 

effective actions to reverse this decline in turnout with the next European elections. 

Turnout has been declining constantly since the first European elections in 1979.  

 

Communication is a key element for improving turnout. However, to ensure 

effective communication, preliminary work needs to be conducted in order to try to 

answer a number of questions, in particular: what is the target public? Depending on 

the target public identified, how can the communication process give maximum 

impact to its message? Should communication be organised along the same lines 

across the European Union? Or should its message instead be adapted to the country 

or countries targeted?  

 

The post-election survey1 conducted by TNS Opinion & Social at the request of the 

European Parliament, just a few weeks after the June 2009 European elections, 

resulted inter alia in a European map and an abstention profile. This was useful and 

necessary, but the initial analysis needs to be taken further. Abstention has to be 

categorised, i.e. the different profiles of abstainees need to be identified (who are 

they? are they present uniformly across Europe?). The reasons for abstention also 

need to be understood so as to determine the categories of abstainees that are the 

easiest to mobilise. Such analysis will enable the European Parliament to 

provide tangible and decisive information to the agencies that will carry out 

communication and voter turnout campaigns for the next elections, in order 

to maximize their impact. It is hoped that this will help to improve turnout 

in the next European elections.  

 

 

 

                                          
1 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/pdf/eurobarometre/28_07/EB71.3_post-electoral_final_report_EN.pdf 
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Accordingly, at the request of the European Parliament, TNS opinion has conducted 

research based on the results of the post-election survey conducted after the last 

European elections. This research work has a threefold structure. First, it presents an 

overview of abstention in the European Union that brings to light the existence 

of several categories of abstainees in the latest European elections. Second, it 

analyses the geographical breakdown of these different categories across Europe 

and presents their socio-demographic profile. Third, it strives to determine the 

reasons for abstention by these different groups in order to identify ways of 

ensuring their participation in the next European election.  

 

This research project is the first stage of a wider process that includes a 

qualitative study and a quantitative survey. The qualitative study will consist of 

interviews of the different groups of abstainees identified in this research in order to 

identify their reasons for not voting and the factors that could encourage their 

participation in the next European elections. The quantitative survey will serve to 

confirm and quantify these factors.  

 

This research was commissioned by the European Parliament's Directorate-General 

for Communication (Public Opinion Monitoring Unit).  
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Note 

 

Countries are referred to in this report by their official abbreviations, as follows: 

 

 
ABBREVIATIONS 

  

EU27 European Union - 27 Member States 

DK Don't know 

  

BE Belgium 

CZ Czech Republic 

BG Bulgaria 

DK Denmark  

DE Germany 

EE Estonia  

EL Greece 

ES Spain 

FR France 

IE Ireland 

IT Italy 

CY Republic of Cyprus  

LT Lithuania 

LV Latvia 

LU Luxembourg  

HU Hungary 

MT Malta 

NL Netherlands 

AT Austria 

PL Poland 

PT Portugal  

RO Romania 

SI Slovenia 

SK Slovakia 

FI Finland 

SE Sweden 

UK  United Kingdom 
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I. Overview of abstention in the European Union 
 

1.1 Differences between Member States 

 

Turnout in the most recent European elections, held from 4 to 7 June 2009, declined 

by comparison with the previous elections: 43% of the electorate went to the 

polls, a decline of 2.5 points2 from the 2004 European elections, which had already 

set a record rate of abstention. The trend of a decline in turnout ever since the first 

European elections in 1979 was therefore confirmed.  

 

Evolution of turnout in the European elections (in %) 

61.99
58.98 58.41 56.67

49.51
45.47

43.00

1979 1984 1989 1994 1999 2004 2009

 
 
 

Comparison of Member States 
 
First we will look at how abstention varies from one Member State to the next. Four 

groups of countries can be identified:  

 

Countries with particularly a high turnout: Luxembourg (90.76%), Belgium 

(90.39%) and Malta (78.79%). In the first two, voting is mandatory and abstainees 

risk a fine. However, more than three quarters of the electorate went to the polls in 

Malta (78.79%), where voting is not compulsory. By comparison, participation is 

lower in Greece and Cyprus, although voting is also mandatory there – but 

abstainees are not fined.  

 

                                          
2
 To simplify reading, turnout figures in this analysis are given to only one decimal place. However, in certain tables and figures, 
results are presented to two decimal places.  
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Turnout above the European average: this is the case in 11 other countries – 

Italy, Denmark, Cyprus, Ireland, Latvia, Greece, Austria, Sweden, Spain, Estonia and 

Germany – where the rate ranges from 43.27% in Germany to 65.05% in Italy.  

 

Turnout is above the European average in 14 Member States.  

 

Turnout below the European average: this is the case in seven countries: 

France, Finland, Bulgaria, Portugal, the Netherlands, Hungary and the United 

Kingdom. In these Member States, however, more than one-third of the electorate 

went to the polls. Turnout in these countries ranges from 40.63% in France to 34.7% 

in the United Kingdom.  

 

Turnout below 30% in the last group of six countries: in Slovenia, the Czech 

Republic, Romania, Poland, Lithuania and Slovakia, less than one-fifth of the 

electorate voted (19.64%). All the Member States in this last group in which turnout 

is well below the European average are Central or Eastern European countries.  

 

Consequently, in 13 countries the level of turnout is below the European average.  

 

No clear North/South trends can be identified in this overview of abstention in the 

European Union; however, there is a real East/West difference, since turnout is lower 

on the whole in the Central and Eastern European countries. Latvia and Estonia are 

the only two former Soviet bloc countries where turnout was above the European 

average. Communication should therefore be directed towards the Eastern countries 

as a matter of priority, to increase voter turnout. Since these countries were 

admitted fairly recently to the European Union, they have an acute perception of the 

impact and direct benefits of European Union membership in their day-to-day life. 

This could be one of the factors to be highlighted in the future 

communication campaigns.  
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Turnout in the European elections of 4 to 7 June 2009 in the 27 Member 
States 
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1.2 Rural/urban differences 

 

- Little variation according to the size of the municipality; slightly higher 

abstention in large cities - 

 

An analysis of turnout across the entire European Union in terms of the place of 

residence reveals only that there are slightly more abstainees in large cities (59%, 

compared with 57% for all abstainees); conversely, there are slightly fewer 

abstainees in rural areas (56%). These differences are nevertheless not pronounced.  

 
 Turnout Abstention 

EU 27 43% 57% 

   

In a rural area  44% 56% 

In a small or mid-sized 
town  

43% 57% 

In a large city  41% 59% 

 

1.3 A regional analysis 

 

- Differences exist from one region to the next; however, these results 

should be interpreted cautiously due to the low level of respondents - 

 

Over and above national differences, we tried to determine the existence of regional 

differences wherever possible. This exercise can only be carried out in countries 

where there are sufficient respondents3 in the different regions  

– or in almost all the regions –, and we therefore selected six countries that met this 

criterion: Austria, Denmark, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands and Slovakia. 

 

The first general finding was that turnout varies from one region to the next, to a 

greater extent in some countries than in others.  

 

In detail, the results show that in Austria, turnout was lower in the West-Österreich 

region than elsewhere (62% abstention, compared with 54% for the entire country).  

                                          
3 The limit was at least 150 respondents  
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Turnout in the six countries with the highest numbers 
of respondents per region 

  Turnout Abstention 

EU 27 43% 57% 

   

AT 46% 54% 

Ost-Österreich 51% 49% 

Süd-Österreich 49% 51% 

West-Österreich 38% 62% 

DK 60% 40% 

Hovedstaden 63% 37% 

Sjælland* 69% 31% 

Syddanmark 54% 46% 

Midtjylland 61% 39% 

Nordjylland* 44% 56% 

IE 59% 41% 

Dublin 55% 45% 

Rest of Leinster 57% 43% 

Munster 59% 41% 

Connaught/Ulster 66% 34% 

IT 66% 34% 

Nord-Ouest 62% 38% 

Nord-Est 65% 35% 

Centro 67% 33% 

Sud 74% 26% 

Isole* 57% 43% 

NL 37% 63% 

Noord Nederland* 43% 57% 

Oost Nederland 38% 62% 

West Nederland 35% 65% 

Zuid Nederland 36% 64% 

SK 20% 80% 

Bratislavský kraj* 16% 84% 

Západné Slovensko 20% 80% 

Stredné Slovensko 18% 82% 

Východné Slovensko 22% 78% 
* Fewer than 150 regional respondents – results to be interpreted cautiously  

In italics, the country's capital region.  
 

In Denmark, the differences are fairly pronounced: voter turnout was higher in the 

Sjælland region (31% abstention compared with 40% in the entire country), than in 

the rest of the country, but lower in the Nordjylland region (56% abstention) than 

elsewhere.  

In Ireland, the Connaught/Ulster region stands out due to its lower abstention rate 

than the country as a whole (34% compared with 41%). 

Italy stands apart from the five other countries studied because an absolute 

majority of respondents voted in the latest European elections in each of its regions. 
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However, the abstention rate was much higher in the Isole region (43% compared 

with 34% for the entire country) than in the South (26%). 

In the Netherlands, fewer respondents from the Noord Nederland region abstained, 

but abstainees nevertheless constitute a majority (57% compared with 63% of all 

respondents from the Netherlands). As a general rule, regional differences are fairly 

limited.  

Lastly, in Slovakia, a large majority of respondents in all regions abstained: their 

numbers were highest in the capital region of Bratislava (84% compared with 80% of 

all those surveyed in Slovakia). Here too, however, regional differences are not very 

pronounced.  

 

- Variable behaviour by voters in capital regions - 

 

Compared with the national average, turnout in the region that is the seat of 

the country's capital varies from one country to the next. Voter turnout in the 

European elections was higher than in the rest of the country in Austria, Denmark 

and Italy. Conversely, turnout in the capital region was below the national average in 

Ireland, the Netherlands and Slovakia.  

 
 

In the light of these results, it is not really possible to develop a regional approach to 

communication and a conclusion seems obvious: the communication effort 

should probably be uniform in all regions, and in large and small towns 

alike. While abstention is slightly more pronounced in large cities, it is evenly spread 

across all three categories of municipality size.  
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II Several types of abstention 
 

2.1 Different groups of abstainees 

 

- The timing of the decision, a key criterion for determining the different 

types of abstention - 

 

To understand the reasons for abstention and to try to identify ways of raising 

turnout in the next European elections in 2014, we worked from the premise that 

there are several types of abstention rather than just one. A key factor can be 

used to categorise abstainees: the time at which the decision not to vote is 

taken. There are important differences between a circumstantial, impulsive and non-

premeditated abstention, abstention that is considered and planned for ideological 

reasons, and systematic abstention regardless of the level of the elections. 
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Different categories of abstention can therefore be distinguished in terms of the time 

at which the decision not to vote is taken: those who say they decided not to vote 

shortly before the election; those who decided a few weeks or months before the 

election; those who say they never vote; and those who did not answer the question 

('don't know' response). We thus obtain four groups of abstainees:  

- 'Impulsive' abstainees: 26% of abstainees fall into this category. 

They decided just a few days before the election or sometimes even on 

the day itself.  

- 'Considered' abstainees: 26% of abstainees say they reached the 

decision not to vote weeks or even months before the election. 

- 'Unconditional' abstainees: 18% of abstainees stated that they 

never vote.  

- 'Unspecified' abstainees: these persons did not answer the question 

concerning when the decision not to vote was taken (30% of 

abstainees). It is therefore more difficult to classify them, which is why 

we will call them the unspecified abstainees.  

 



DESK RESEARCH     POST ELECTION SURVEY EE2009 
 

  13 

2.2 Geographical breakdown of the different groups 

 
The following table presents the results for all 27 Member States. 
 

Breakdown by country of the different groups of abstainees 
Base: 

abstainees in 
EE2009 

(57% of total 
sample) 

Impulsive 
abstainees 

Considered 
abstainees 

Unconditional 
abstainees 

Unspecified 
abstainees 

Abstention rate 
in latest 

European 
elections 

EU 27 26% 26% 18% 30% 57.00% 

      

LU 7% 7% 34% 52% 9.25% 

BE 3% 10% 16% 71% 9.61% 

MT 5% 18% 8% 69% 21.21% 

IT 13% 17% 6% 64% 34.95% 

DK 34% 23% 10% 33% 40.46% 

CY 25% 34% 7% 34% 40.60% 

IE 16% 24% 19% 41% 41.36% 

LV 27% 29% 16% 28% 46.30% 

EL 17% 33% 5% 45% 47.39% 

AT 26% 34% 16% 24% 54.03% 

SE 39% 27% 15% 19% 54.47% 

ES 20% 24% 27% 29% 55.10% 

EE 25% 30% 21% 24% 56.10% 

DE 25% 32% 17% 26% 56.70% 

FR 33% 23% 9% 35% 59.37% 

BG 23% 32% 11% 34% 61.01% 

FI 33% 27% 18% 22% 59.70% 

PT 18% 32% 10% 40% 63.22% 

NL 42% 23% 18% 17% 63.25% 

HU 21% 36% 16% 27% 63.69% 

UK 22% 18% 35% 25% 65.30% 

SI 33% 24% 19% 24% 71.67% 

CZ 28% 30% 25% 17% 71.80% 

RO 38% 30% 5% 27% 72.33% 

PL 27% 32% 19% 22% 75.47% 

LT 37% 31% 15% 17% 79.02% 

SK 42% 31% 10% 17% 80.36% 

 

A geographical analysis of the results shows that the decision to abstain is more 

often taken at the last minute in Slovakia (42% of impulsive abstainees 

compared with 26% in the EU27), the Netherlands (42%), Sweden (39%), Romania 

(38%) and Lithuania (37%). This is also the case in Denmark (34%), France, 

Slovenia and Finland (33% in each).  
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On the other hand, the number of considered abstainees is above the European 

average in Hungary (36% compared with 26% in the EU27), Cyprus (34%), Austria 

(34%), Greece (33%), and Portugal, Germany, Bulgaria and Poland (32% in each).  

 

Unconditional abstainees account for more than one-third of abstainees in the United 

Kingdom (35%) and Luxembourg (34%), although voting is mandatory in the latter. 

They make up a quarter or more of all abstainees in Spain (27%) and the Czech 

Republic (25%).  

 

The number of unspecified abstainees is particularly high in Belgium (71%), Malta 

(69%) and Italy (64%). To a lesser degree, it is also above the European average in 

Luxembourg (52%), Greece (45%), Ireland (41%) and Portugal (40%), but also in 

France (35%), Bulgaria and Cyprus (34% in each country), and Denmark (33%).  

 

There is an important positive correlation between the overall abstention 

rate and that of impulsive abstainees (0.76): This means that the countries 

where turnout was lowest are also those where there were the most abstainees who 

decided not to vote at the last minute, probably more due to circumstances than 

ideological reasons. This is particularly the case of Slovakia (80.36% abstention; 

42% of impulsive abstainees), Lithuania (79.02%; 37%), Romania (72.33%; 38%), 

and the Netherlands (63.25% abstention; 42%).  

 

In some ways, this result can be seen as an encouraging sign for future 

elections, because it suggests that it is possible to increase turnout in the 

countries with the highest abstention rates: these high levels of respondents 

who decided just ahead of the election (a few days before or even on the same day) 

not to go to the polls did not give much thought to their decision. These were 

certainly spontaneous decisions, dictated by circumstances. So it is probably possible 

to prompt these persons to vote, provided they understand the stakes of the 

elections, and their importance.  
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When determining the type of communication campaign to be developed at European 

and national level, these national differences in the type of abstention will 

take on particular importance. In countries with the highest numbers of impulsive 

abstainees (such as Slovakia), for example, the campaign message will have to be 

different from the message targeting considered abstainees (Hungary, etc.).  

 

 

2.3 A regional analysis?  

 

It is possible to analyse the national breakdown of different groups of abstainees, but 

it is more difficult to present a regional analysis due to the low number of 

respondents in most countries. Austria and Slovakia are two exceptions in this 

respect.  

 

In Austria, the capital region of Ost-Österreich stands out as a result of its high 

percentage of considered abstainees, whereas impulsive abstainees are particularly 

numerous in the Süd-Österreich region.  

In Slovakia, in contrast, the capital region of Bratislavský kraj sets itself apart by its 

high proportion of unconditional abstainees, whereas the percentage of impulsive 

abstainees is highest in the Stredné Slovensko region.  

 

Regional breakdown of the different groups of 
abstainees in Austria and Slovakia  

Base: abstainees in 
EE2009 

Impulsive Considered Unconditional Unspecified 

EU 27 26% 26% 18% 30% 

     

AT 26% 34% 16% 24% 

Ost-Österreich  21% 43% 13% 23% 

Süd-Österreich* 36% 39% 8% 17% 

West-Österreich  27% 24% 22% 27% 

SK 42% 31% 10% 17% 

Bratislavský kraj* 29% 24% 32% 15% 

Západné Slovensko  40% 37% 7% 16% 

Stredné Slovensko  48% 33% 4% 15% 

Východné Slovensko  43% 25% 9% 23% 
* Fewer than 150 regional respondents – results to be interpreted cautiously  

In italics, the country's capital region.  
 

Apart from these two exceptions, it is risky to present a regional analysis of the 

different categories of abstainees in the entire European Union. 
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2.4 The socio-demographic profile of the different groups 

 

We now turn to the profile of the different abstainee categories. As we have 

mentioned, drawing up their portrait can prove useful in terms of targeting voter 

turnout campaigns more accurately, adapting messages to the target public and thus 

enhancing the effectiveness of such campaigns. Analysing the Internet use of 

different groups can also give us interesting information on how to communicate. 

Social media – which have grown exponentially in recent years – will in all 

likelihood play a major role in the campaign for the European elections in 2014.  

 

a. 'Impulsive' abstainees  

This group includes the most women, is slightly younger than the average age of 

abstainees and is also more educated. It is also the group in which the working 

population is most represented, with slightly fewer unemployed and retired persons 

than the average for all abstainees (9% and 23% respectively, compared with 12% 

and 26% for all abstainees). The higher-level professions are well represented, in 

particular managers (10%, compared with 7% for all abstainees). From a 

geographical standpoint, abstainees in this group are more likely than average to live 

in a rural area. Another important characteristic is that more respondents in this 

group voted in the latest national elections than did abstainees on the 

whole (68%, compared with 57% for all). Lastly, this group uses the Internet 

most frequently: two-thirds use it, 44% almost daily.  

 

b. 'Considered' abstainees  

Gender is not a distinguishing variable for this group, but it is characterised by age: 

this is the oldest group and it features an over-representation of persons over 40 

years of age. It shows few differences from abstainees as a whole in terms of 

education, although there is a high proportion of respondents whose education 

stopped before age 20. As a result of the higher average age, there are more retired 

persons in this group than the average for all abstainees (30%, compared with 26% 

for all). There are also slightly more considered abstainees in rural areas. They 

voted in the latest national elections in proportions comparable to 

abstainees as a whole, and this group uses the Internet the least often. 
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c. 'Unconditional' abstainees  

This is the most masculine group and above all the youngest. However, it is less 

educated than abstainees as a whole, with 52% having left school between the ages 

of 16 and 19 (compared with an average of 47% for all abstainees). In occupational 

terms, there are more manual workers (27%), but especially more unemployed 

persons (22%) than the European average (23% and 12% respectively). This is also 

the most urban group of abstainees. Unconditionals can also be distinguished fairly 

clearly from abstainees in general by the very low percentage stating that they 

voted in the latest national elections. This is only logical since they claim that they 

never vote. Lastly, they use the Internet slightly more than the average for all 

groups, in proportions just above the average, which is striking in such a young 

group. This is probably a consequence of the lower standard of living and/or level of 

education of the unconditionals, which is below the average for abstainees as a 

whole.  

 

d. 'Unspecified' abstainees  

This is the group that has the fewest distinguishing traits compared with the average 

for all abstainees. The unspecified category is a bit older than the average age, and 

the percentage who left school between the ages of 16 and 19 is lower in this group 

than for abstainees overall (44% compared with 47%). This group has slightly more 

retired persons as well as less unemployed and manual workers. The place of 

residence is not a very distinguishing variable, but the group does set itself apart 

in terms of the high proportion of persons stating that they voted in the 

latest national elections (73% compared with 57% for all abstainees). They use 

the Internet in proportions comparable to abstainees as a whole.  

 

The following table presents the profile of each of these groups and of abstainees as 

a whole.  
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Abstainee category profiles 
Base: abstainees in 

EE2009 (57% of total 
sample) 

Impulsive Considered Unconditional Unspecified All abstainees  

      

Gender         

Male 44% 48% 49% 48% 47% 

Female 56% 52% 51% 52% 53% 

AGE         

18-24* 15% 9% 23% 12% 14% 

25-39 26% 20% 32% 20% 24% 

40-54 27% 30% 22% 27% 27% 

55 + 32% 41% 24% 41% 35% 

EDUCATION       

15- 19% 27% 26% 27% 25% 

16-19 48% 49% 52% 44% 47% 

20+ 25% 20% 13% 22% 21% 

Student 8% 4% 9% 7% 7% 

OCCUPATION       

Self-employed  8% 6% 5% 7% 7% 

Managers 10% 6% 3% 8% 7% 

Other white-collar 11% 9% 9% 10% 10% 

Manual workers 24% 25% 27% 20% 23% 

Housepersons 7% 8% 9% 10% 8% 

Unemployed 9% 12% 22% 9% 12% 

Retired 23% 30% 17% 29% 26% 

Students 8% 4% 8% 7% 7% 

PLACE OF RESIDENCE       

Rural area  37% 37% 28% 31% 34% 

Small or mid-sized town  37% 38% 41% 42% 39% 

Large city  26% 25% 31% 27% 27% 

VOTED IN NATIONAL ELECTIONS    

Yes 68% 58% 14% 73% 57% 

No 32% 42% 86% 27% 43% 

USE INTERNET    

Uses Internet  66% 53% 61% 58% 59% 

Daily or almost  44% 32% 38% 38% 38% 

Several times a week  17% 15% 15% 14% 16% 

Two or three times a month, 

or less often  
5% 6% 8% 6% 

6% 

Does not use  34% 47% 39% 42% 41% 

*16-24 years in Austria 
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The next section, which addresses the attitudes of the different groups, will seek to 

determine whether communication and persuasion should focus on all these groups 

or whether it is instead preferable to focus on one group in particular. The analysis of 

voting in national elections already provides an interesting clue in this connection: 

impulsive and unspecified abstainees are most likely to state that they voted in the 

latest national elections. This seems to indicate that they are not particularly 

opposed to voting and, as suggested above, that their abstention in the 2009 

European elections was more contextual than structural. Furthermore, the 

limited proportion of unconditional abstainees who voted in the national elections 

does not necessarily mean that they will remain abstainees indefinitely: the fact that 

this is a young group could mean that a number of them may simply not have been 

old enough to vote in the latest elections (whether European or national).  

 

 

Analysis of the profile therefore reveals real socio-demographic differences 

among the groups that should be kept in mind when devising voter turnout 

campaigns. Having a profile of these different groups will also be extremely useful 

when it comes time to prepare the qualitative survey that will explore in depth the 

reasons for abstention and identify ways of improving turnout in the next European 

elections.  
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Internet and the use of social networks 
 
The campaign for the American presidential elections in 2008 and the election of Barack 
Obama marked the coming of age of social networks in the political arena. Today, many 
politicians have a micro-blogging account which they use to communicate on the issues 
of the day, give their analysis of the situation and present their solutions, sometimes 
even taking a jab at their competitors. This is also the case for a growing number of 
political institutions, starting with the European institutions.  
 
An analysis of abstainee category profiles reveals a number of differences, in particular 
more frequent Internet use among impulsive abstainees and, conversely, less regular 
use among considered abstainees. However, this analysis also reveals that in every 
group of abstainees, more than half the respondents use the Internet, of whom 
nearly one-third do so daily (32% of considered and 44% of impulsive abstainees).  
 
This factor will have to be taken into account when developing a communication 
campaign. Although television obviously remains the best way to reach the greatest 
number of people, the Internet and in particular social networks are now a good way to 
discuss politics and to inform abstainees about the importance of their participation in 
the European elections. This is demonstrated, furthermore, by the results of the autumn 
2010 Standard Eurobarometer (EB74)*: 42% of Europeans consider that social networks 
are a good way to stay informed about political matters (65% of those who use social 
networks at least once a week), 41% that they are a good way to keep up people's 
interest in politics (63% of regular users of social media) and 41% that they are a good 
way for users to have their say on political issues (65% of regular users of social media). 
 
The social media will undeniably play a major role in voter turnout in the next 
European elections. 
 
*http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/eb/eb74/eb74_infor_en.pdf 
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III. The reasons for abstention 
 
3.1 The reasons for abstention 

 

After identifying four different groups of abstainees in the 2009 European elections, 

and having analysed their different demographic and social characteristics, we will 

now examine the extent to which their reasons for abstaining differ. This is an initial 

attempt to understand what led to the decision of Europeans who did not go to the 

polls in June 2009.  

Understanding the reasons for abstention is an essential step in trying to persuade 

these voters to go to the polls at the next European elections in 2014. 
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The reasons for abstention – 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Base: respondents who did not vote (57% of total sample) 

In bold, the three reasons given most often by the different groups of abstainees 
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The reasons for abstention for the four groups of abstainees 
  

Different themes can be identified in the reasons given by abstainees to explain why 

they did not go to the polls:  

 

1/ A lack of interest or even a critical attitude towards politics in general.  

 

This theme accounts for the most responses by far: 53% of European abstainees 

gave at least one reason of a political nature in the broad sense4. 

Unconditional and considered abstainees stand out from the other two groups by 

the high proportion giving this type of reason at least once, 74% and 64% 

respectively.  

 

- More specifically, considered abstainees are more likely to express 

their lack of trust in and dissatisfaction with politics in general: 

43% give this reason (28% average for all abstainees). Nearly a 

quarter also mention the fact that voting has no impact (23%), a 

reason given by only 17% of abstainees in general. These reasons 

suggest a critical attitude towards and disappointment with politics.  

- The reasons given by unconditional abstainees are slightly different 

in nature and primarily reflect a pronounced lack of interest in politics. 

Nearly three in ten unconditional abstainees say they rarely or never 

vote (31%) and are ‘not interested in politics’ (29%). Nearly a 

quarter (23%) also mention their lack of trust in/dissatisfaction with 

politics.  

 

The unconditional abstainees thus stand apart from the other categories by their 

general rejection of politics, whereas considered abstainees are more likely to 

express disappointment.  

 

 

 

                                          
4 The ‘reasons of a political nature in the broad sense’ are the following: Lack of trust in/dissatisfaction 
with politics in general (28%); Voting has no impact/voting does not change anything (17%), Not 
interested in politics (16%), Rarely or never vote (9%) 
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Reasons of a political nature are given by a minority of impulsive abstainees 

(38%) and unspecified abstainees (25%). 

- Nearly one quarter of the impulsive group mention a lack of 

trust in or dissatisfaction with politics (23%, similar to the rate 

for considered abstainees). This is an essential factor to be taken into 

account in developing communication campaigns meant to encourage 

this group to vote. Abstainees from this group stand apart from the 

other categories by the fact that they decided at the last minute not to 

vote in the European elections. The fact that a significant number state 

that they have little trust in politics in general should also be taken 

into account. 

- The same reason is given by only 12% of the unspecified abstainees 

and this is their most frequent ‘political’ answer; 9% also mention their 

lack of interest in politics and only 6% say that voting has no impact 

or is useless.  

 

2/ Abstention for personal reasons: 

 

The fact of being away from home or too busy (both 10%), health problems (7%), 

family reasons (5%) or problems registering to vote (3%) constitute a third set of 

reasons given by abstainees for their failure to vote in the latest European elections. 

This list of circumstantial, and thus presumably ad hoc, reasons is unrelated to 

politics in general or European Union politics in particular. Abstainees who gave 

these reasons are certainly more likely to vote in the next European elections: these 

reasons do not reflect either a lack of interest in or opposition to politics or European 

affairs, but particular circumstances instead.  

 

This set of reasons includes those given most often by impulsive abstainees (53%) 

and unspecified abstainees (50%), far ahead of reasons of a political nature or 

reasons related to the EU. Conversely, it is the least common and most marginal 

theme among considered (23%) and unconditional (14%) abstainees. 
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The following factors were most often mentioned in the different groups:  

 

- Impulsive abstainees mainly mention reasons related to absence: 

nearly two in ten said they were too busy to go vote (18%), almost as 

many said they were away from home (15%) and more than one in 

ten were involved in a family/recreational activity (11%). 11% also 

mentioned a health problem.  

- One in five unspecified abstainees said they were away from home 

or too busy, while 10% said they had problems registering to vote or 

with their voting card.  

- Absence (8%), lack of time (6%) and health problems (8%) were also 

among the reasons given to a lesser extent by considered 

abstainees.  

 
The majority of impulsive and unspecified abstainees therefore mentioned personal 

reasons first. Encouraging these two groups to go the polls implies taking into 

account these factors that are independent of the ideological debate or the general 

attitude to the Union. The challenge of the communication process will therefore be 

to convince potential voters of the usefulness or the greater importance of voting 

compared with their personal activities.  

The large proportion of responses related to such material and organisational 

obstacles also raises the question of the potentially positive impact on the level of 

voter turnout of distance voter registration.  
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3/ Abstention for reasons directly related to the European Union  

 

Reasons directly related to the European Union, whether in terms of lack of 

knowledge of the institutions or of how they operate, lack of interest or 

even opposition to the EU, are mentioned less often than political or personal 

reasons. Only 30% of abstainees gave at least one reason of this kind5.  

 

Considered abstainees are most likely to give reasons related to the 

European Union (41%).  

- The three reasons grouped under this theme mentioned by more than 

10% of abstainees in this category are dissatisfaction with Parliament 

as an institution (14%), lack of knowledge of the European Union, the 

European Parliament or the European elections (13%) and lack of 

interest in European affairs (11%). Only a minority mention the lack of 

public debate or of an election campaign (7%) or their opposition to 

the European Union (also 7%). This group's opposition to politics, 

which is very pronounced, does not seem focused on the European 

Union.  

 

Just over a quarter of unconditional and impulsive abstainees also mention 

reasons of this type (29% and 27% respectively).  

- Some of the impulsive abstainees, the category most likely to vote in 

the next European elections in 2014, are more likely to mention a lack 

of information (10%) and to regret the lack of public debate (8%). It 

is noteworthy that very few mention opposition to the European Union 

(2%).  

- The responses of unconditional abstainees more often reflect a lack of 

interest in European affairs (12%) or a lack of knowledge of the 

European Union, its institutions or its elections (11%). 

 

                                          
5 The ‘rreasons directly related to the European Union’ are the following: Insufficient knowledge of the EU/EP or the European 
elections (10%), No interest in European affairs (9%), Dissatisfaction with the European Parliament (8%), Lack of public debate or an 
election campaign (6%), Opposition to EU (4%) 
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Only 12% of unspecified abstainees give at least one reason related to the Union. 

 

It is interesting to note the differences in attitudes towards the Union among the four 

groups of abstainees studied. Unconditional abstainees seem more indifferent to 

European affairs and feel left out of the European political debate. By contrast, 

considered abstainees' opinion of Europe is more dominated by a feeling of 

disappointment and an information problem.  
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3.2 The 'politicization' of interviewees 
 
More than two-thirds of abstainees do not feel close to any political party (68% 

compared with 28% who feel close to a political party)6. This low level of 

politicization – which is logically weaker than among voters (43% close to a political 

party) – nevertheless differs from one group to another. 

 

- Interestingly, unspecified abstainees feel the closest to a political 

party (36% compared with 57% who do not feel close to a political 

party).  

- Impulsive and considered abstainees, who are motivated by often 

very different reasons, have a fairly similar level of politicization (31% 

and 27% respectively).  

- Unconditional abstainees quite logically have a very low level of 

politicization: only 12% say they are 'very close' or 'somewhat close' 

to a political party. This result confirms what is observed above, 

namely their feeling of rejection of politics in general.  

 

The results obtained for this question are predictably quite similar to those obtained 

on interest in politics. Only 28% of abstainees state that they are interested in 

politics, compared with 54% of voters. 

Nearly three in ten unspecified, impulsive or considered abstainees say they are 

‘somewhat’ interested in politics (32%, 31% and 28% respectively). Only 16% of 

unconditional abstainees say they are somewhat interested in politics.  

 

                                          
6
 K10 Do you feel close to any one of the political parties? Yes, very close; yes, somewhat close; no, not really close; no, not close at 
all.  
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Unconditional abstainees express a rejection of and indifference to politics. They do 

not wish to put an effort into or take an interest in politics and thus take no part in 

the public debate. Consequently, transforming these abstainees into voters seems 

almost impossible. By contrast, considered abstainees are more likely to show a lack 

of trust in and lack of information on politics and the Union. Their awareness could 

probably be raised because their attitude is governed more by irritation and 

disappointment than rejection.  

 

3.3 The level of information and recall of a voter turnout campaign  

 
A minority of abstainees say they had all the information they needed to 

choose their candidate in the recent European elections: only 41%, compared 

with 69% of voters. This indicates that while information is no doubt a necessary 

dimension, it does not suffice to trigger the act of voting.  

 

It is interesting to note that an absolute majority of unspecified abstainees say they 

had enough information to vote (51%).  

 

This is the case of only 41% of impulsive abstainees and 39% of considered 

abstainees, however. Only 27% of unconditional abstainees say they had all the 

information they needed. 
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More than two Europeans in three (67%) remember having seen, heard or 

read a campaign encouraging people to vote in the European elections7. 

Overall, respondents who voted had singnificant above-average campaign recall: 

73%, compared with 62% of all abstainees.  

 

 

 

- Impulsive abstainees have the highest level of media campaign recall 

for the 2009 European elections, at 66%.  

 

- 63% of considered abstainees and 61% of unspecified abstainees also 

remember the campaigns. This is a rather interesting paradox in the 

case of considered abstainees, who – as we saw earlier – seem to lack 

information on the role of the institutions and show a lack of trust in 

politics in general.  

 

- Unconditional abstainees present a much lower level of information 

than the other three groups. A majority nevertheless say that they 

recollect having seen, heard or read a campaign encouraging them to 

vote in the European elections. 

 

These results show that a large proportion of abstainees were exposed to the 

campaign but nevertheless did not go to the polls. This raises the question of the 

content and nature of the messages to be delivered to ensure that they are 

convincing.  

 

 

                                          
7
 Do you personally remember having seen on TV, on the Internet or on posters, read in newspapers or heard on the radio a 
campaign encouraging people to vote in the European elections? 
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3.4 Attitudes to Europe and impact of Euroscepticism 
 

 
- Attachment to Europe and trust in the Union are two factors dividing abstainees -  

 
The attachment to Europe of nearly two-thirds of citizens of the European 

Union has been maintained since 2004. Predictably, we also note that 

attachment to Europe is far more pronounced among persons who voted between 4 

and 7 June 2009, but it would be inaccurate to describe all abstainees as 

Eurosceptics. The differences between the groups of abstainees are fairly significant 

in this respect. On one side, impulsive and unspecified abstainees are fairly 

well-disposed towards the European Union and its institutions. On the 

other, considered and unconditional abstainees show a degree of distrust in 

the Union. 

 

  Turnout in European elections 2009 

'Yes, rather' responses EU 27 Voted Did not vote 

You feel attached to [COUNTRY] 91% 94% 90% 

The membership of [COUNTRY] in 
the European Union is a good thing 69% 77% 61% 

You feel attached to Europe 64% 72% 56% 

You feel you are a citizen of the 
European Union 64% 73% 55% 

You trust the European institutions  50% 62% 39% 

The European Parliament takes into 
consideration the concerns of 

European citizens 
46% 56% 37% 
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- Respondents in all four abstainee groups express a similar high level of 

attachment to their own country: 93% of impulsive, 92% of 

considered and 89% of unspecified abstainees say they are attached 

to their country. This is less the case for the unconditionals, 82% of 

whom nevertheless say they are attached to their country. 

 

- Membership of the Union is a more divisive issue. More than two-

thirds of impulsive abstainees (69%) and unspecified abstainees 

(67%) say membership is a good thing. In contrast, fewer than six 

considered abstainees in ten, and only half the unconditional 

abstainees, take this view 

 

- In the same way, the feeling of being a European citizen is 

present among 63% of the impulsive and 62% of the unspecified 

abstainees. This is the case for only 53% of the considered and 46% of 

the unconditional abstainees. 

 

- The divide is similar for an attachment to Europe. 63% of 

impulsive and 60% of unspecified abstainees feel an attachment to 

Europe, compared with 54% of considered and 46% of unconditional 

abstainees 

 

- Trust in the European institutions is also stronger among the 

impulsive (48%) and unspecified (49%) groups. Such trust is 
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expressed by only 34% and 30% respectively of the considered and 

unconditional abstainees. 

 

- Nearly half the impulsive abstainees think that the European 

Parliament takes into consideration the concerns of citizens 

(46%). This is also the case for 42% of unspecified but only 31% and 

30% respectively of considered and unconditional abstainees. 

 
- Although they did not vote in the European elections, a significant 

proportion of impulsive and unspecified abstainees state that it is 

important to know which party had the greatest number of 

candidates elected in the European elections in their country 

(47% and 37% respectively). This concerns only 29% of considered 

and 18% of unconditional abstainees. 

 
Overall, while the impulsive and non-specified abstainees may be less 

'Europhile' than voters, by no means can they be described as Eurosceptics. 

They are generally in favour of the European Union even if their attachment is less 

strong than that of voters. We cannot speak of rejection of Europe and its institutions 

per se by these two categories of abstainees, whose abstention is due to extraneous 

circumstances rather than conviction.  

 

On the other hand, a degree of Euroscepticism characterises the considered 

abstainees and even more so the unconditional abstainees, as illustrated by 

the very low proportion of these two groups that say they trust the European Union 

(34% and 30% respectively). These are the two groups in which a change of opinion 

and attitude will be most difficult to achieve, and who will therefore be hardest to 

mobilise in the 2014 European elections. However, it should be remembered that 

their positions are not identical. Considered abstainees show more disappointment in 

the Union. From this point of view, they are certainly easier to encourage to vote 

than the unconditionals, who reject the Union and politics in general outright, on the 

pretext that it has no influence on their existence. 

 
 

 



DESK RESEARCH     POST ELECTION SURVEY EE2009 
 

  34 

 

CONCLUSION  
 
This analysis of abstention in the 2009 European elections demonstrates 

that abstainees are not a homogeneous group. Differences can be identified in 

terms of the time at which they take their decision not to vote, a crucial factor. They 

can be divided into four categories:  

 

- impulsive abstainees (26%); 

- considered abstainees (26%); 

- unconditional abstainees (18%); 

- unspecified abstainees (30%). 

 

These four groups also present different geographical, demographic and social 

characteristics, which are identified in the second section.  

Their motivations and reasons for not voting and their attitudes to politics in general 

and to the European Union are also distinct. 

 

The question that guides this analysis, as we have made clear, is how to 

encourage those who abstained in 2009 to turn out at the next European 

elections in 2014. 

Among the four groups, impulsive abstainees are probably the most likely to 

vote in the elections in 2014. This group represents 26% of abstainees, and 

around 15% of the European electorate – voters included – and thus a significant 

number of potential voters for the 2014 elections.  

This is consequently a group that should be given priority in the communication 

campaign encouraging voter turnout. How can we ensure that this group of fairly 

young and active Europeans in favour of the European Union will in fact go to the 

polls in June 2014? A more in-depth analysis is needed to answer this question.  

 

A qualitative study of this target is essential in order to understand the motivations 

and mechanisms for this group's abstention and to identify leverage that could 

successfully encourage them to vote. Based on the analysis of qualitative groups, the 

study will propose solutions and messages capable of changing abstainee behaviour. 
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The second stage will be a quantitative survey in the 27 Member States 

conducted on a representative sample of the national populations. This survey will 

confirm or invalidate the hypotheses and messages proposed in the qualitative study 

to encourage voter turnout in the next elections. It is essential to test the proposed 

measures to learn what proportion of the population they can potentially reach. 

Proposals for actions may be submitted to public opinion in the Member State at the 

same time: change the date of the election? Impose a similar date in each Member 

State? Authorise Internet voting for persons with reduced mobility or for those who 

are ill on the day of the elections? Encourage voters to obtain a voting card?  

 

These two complementary studies could thus provide all the material 

necessary to build the communication campaign for the 2014 elections on 

solid foundations.  

 

Analysis of social networks is a third factor indispensable to a comprehensive 

understanding of the attitudes of abstainees. Social networks (blogs, twitter, 

Facebook, etc.) are a unique and unprecedented platform for the exchange of ideas, 

opinions and analyses. They make available to researchers an inestimable amount of 

information on the opinions of these Internet users, who present a fairly young and 

active socio-demographic profile. This information is also spontaneous and opens 

other prospects in terms of both analysis and communication actions.  

 

The task will be to gather this type of information in order to understand what is on 

the 'web' concerning the European Parliament, its role, its action and capacity to 

have a positive impact on the lives of Europeans. Exploring the social networks with 

the aim of quantifying (number of web hits on a given Parliament measure) and 

qualifying (measure judged positive/negative) is a way of taking the pulse of the 

debate on a medium whose importance rises from year to year and which is the 

medium of preference of young Europeans to disseminate and obtain information. 

Research via the social media will also enable us to analyse the impact of a given 

measure rapidly.  

 

More than two-thirds of impulsive abstainees were Internet users in 2009. 

The influence of social networks has risen continuously since 2009 and 

these networks have become the medium of choice of young Europeans.  
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The objective of this third line of approach is therefore clear: first, to use the 

information gathered on social networks to enrich and update our vision of Internet 

users' opinions of Parliament, and second, to influence Internet users via these 

networks to encourage them to vote in 2014. 
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SYNOPTIC TABLE  

 Impulsive 

(26%) 

Considered  

(26%) 

Unconditional 

(18%) 

Unspecified 

(30%) 

Socio-demographic  female, 

young, 

+ education 

older young, 

- education  

 

Average 

 

National elections  68% 58% 14% 73% 

Uses internet 66% 53% 61% 58% 

Reasons for 

abstention 

Personal 

constraints 

(53%) 

Political (64%) Political (74%) Personal 

constraints 

(50%) 

Attitude to EU Europhiles Eurosceptics Eurosceptics Europhiles 

Feel close to political 

party 

31% 27% 12% 36% 

Country / + 

abstainees than 

average by category 

Slovakia (42%) 

Lithuania 

(37%) 

Poland (27%) 

Romania 

(38%) 

Czech Rep.  

(28%)  

Slovenia (33%) 

Netherlands 

(42%) 

Finland  

(33%) 

France  

(33%) 

Sweden  

(39%) 

Latvia (27%) 

Denmark 

(34%) 

Slovakia (31%) 

Lithuania (31%) 

Poland (32%) 

Romania (30%) 

Czech Rep. 

(30%) 

Hungary (36%) 

Portugal (32%) 

Finland (27%) 

Bulgaria (32%) 

Germany (32%) 

Estonia (30%) 

Sweden (27%) 

Austria (34%) 

Greece (33%) 

Latvia (29%) 

Cyprus (34%) 

Poland (19%) 

Czech Rep. 

(25%)  

Slovenia (19%) 

United Kingdom  

(35%) 

Estonia (21%) 

Spain (27%) 

Ireland (19%) 

Luxembourg 

(34%) 

Portugal 

(40%) 

Bulgaria 

(34%) 

France (35%) 

Greece (45%) 

Ireland (41%) 

Cyprus (34%) 

Denmark 

(33%) 

Italy (64%) 

Malta (69%) 

Belgium 

(71%) 

Luxembourg 

(52%) 

 


