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At  the  highest  level,  the  EU  is  managed  by  the  European  Council,  Parliament,  and
Commission - all three bodies serving unique purposes in order to set legal and political agendas
aiming to improve the lives of EU citizens”. This May 2019, an election for a new composition of the
EU Parliament took place, altering the course of European politics for the next five years to come.
Needless to say, the stakes of that election had truly never been higher, with Brexit on the horizon and
tensions with far-right candidates on the rise, doubt is stirring across Europe as to the effectiveness of
the European Union. This fable may sound familiar: in the United States, since the 2016 election of
Donald Trump, faith in democracy and in electoral unity have been compromised significantly. Could
an analysis of the electoral systems of both the U.S. and EU help with the understanding of both
entities’ current dilemma? The purpose of this paper is to present the benefits and shortcomings of
both electoral systems and election politics in the U.S. and in the EU  - this must include taking note of
specific elections and case studies (ranging in scope) from the 2016 U.S. presidential and statewide

Introduction
Home  to  513  million  people,  stretching  1.7  million
square miles, and boasting the world’s second largest
economy,  the  European  Union  (EU)  is  an  enormous
entity in every sense of  the word.  How,  then,  does it
govern itself? How do the leaders in charge of driving
such a behemoth of a region get elected?
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elections to the 2017 Virginia elections,  to the 2018 U.S.  midterm elections,  to EU parliamentary
elections of May. 

TWO UNITS OF SIMILAR WEIGHT

The comparison between the United States and Europe (the EU) is valid for several reasons:
primarily, their similar size and demographics, and for a few connected sub-reasons. In population, the
U.S. includes about 330 million people, while the EU includes 515 million people, however, the US
encompasses over 3.8 million square miles, while the EU covers just 1.7 million square miles. This
results in a greater population density in the EU compared to the US, possibly indicative of more
compact and urban groupings of people. In terms of GDP, the US ranks just 2ndworldwide at around
$21 trillion,  as  the  EU sits  in  a  similar  realm  with  a  GDP of  about  $19  trillion.  The  U.S.,  at  its
conception of  eligible  voters,  was primarily  European in  origin.  Obviously,  Europe holds a  similar
demographic in its current electorate. However, in both the U.S. and Europe, rapid ethnic and cultural
change is  afoot  in  recent  years.  Both regions have seen an enormous influx of  immigrants from
neighboring  or  close-proximity  nations  for  a  variety  of  factors:  fleeing  oppression,  seeking  better
financial stability, better schooling - the list goes on. This means the corresponding voting blocs are
changing for the U.S. and for Europe, and leadership should/will  reflect the changes, just as their
process of elections will.  Both populations account for hundreds of millions of people, divided into
geographical areas, administered by smaller governments, down to the most local of levels. In the
U.S., the federal government encompasses all laws that are not enforced by the states, who similarly
have jurisdiction of law over smaller counties, municipalities, and special districts (fire, water, sewage,
library,  school,  etc.).  In  many cases in  the U.S.,  local  and state-wide representatives are elected
concurrently with congressional or presidential elections, thus every two years. In the EU, a system of
laws  and  governance  overarches  national  bodies  of  governments,  creating the  current  European
system, where all members of the EU Parliament (MEPs) are elected every five years, at the supra-
national level.

KEY DIFFERENCES

Many differences stand out between how Europeans conduct their higher-level EU elections
and  how Americans  conduct  similarly  broad  midterm  elections,  the  most  dramatic  being  directly
connected to a length of campaigns and respective election cycles. The simple concept of the duration
of  campaigning may seem like  a  trivial  piece of  the larger  “policy  puzzle,”  but  the exposure that
potential voters have with the electoral and campaign process directly affects involvement later down
the road, at the ballot box. Beginning with a similar experience to that at which I had the privilege of
helping  out  with  at  EuroCité  these  past  couple  of  months:  in  the  fall  of  2017,  I  interned  at  the
Headquarters with the 2017 Virginia Democratic Coordinated Campaign. The coordinated campaign, a
collection  of  Democratic-candidate  races  across  the  commonwealth  included  Ralph  Northam  for
Governor,  Justin  Fairfax for  Lieutenant  Governor,  Mark  Herring for  Attorney General,  and various
Democratic candidates for the House of Delegates (HOD). In the wake of Donald Trump’s ascension
to the Presidency and the violent expression of hate seen across the U.S., Virginia’s voters were in the
spotlight  as  the  first  indicators  of  the  state  of  democracy  during  such  a  challenging  time.  That
campaign had begun even before Election Day 2016, a full year before these elections, following a
common timeline for campaigns of any national or state-wide elections. This means that the Northam-
Fairfax-Herring ticket had begun a quest to name recognition and “kissing babies” almost 10-times
longer  than the average total  “campaign time” in  EU elections  -  which is  astonishing.  In  the EU
member nations, campaigning, as is expected, begins much more subtly and closer to election day.
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Indeed, official visibility of the “head-of-the-tickets” (debates, campaign stops, etc.) does not begin until
just a many months before election days. The very first debate between the notable representatives of
each governing coalition in the European parliament was broadcast on April 17th (only about a month
before the first day of  voting on May 23rd). For an almost-humorous comparison, the first debate
between  potential  candidates  in  the  Republican  field  for  president  during  the  2016 election  was
broadcast  on August  6th,  2015 (more than a full  year  before  general  election day).  It  is  equally
important  to note the viewership of  each entities’ respective debates,  notably the vast  number of
viewers of U.S. debates, reaching almost 72 million viewers on a more popular debate ahead of the
2016 election. The highly-emphasized publicity and overwhelming nature of constant elections in the
U.S.  contrast  that  more  subtle  and  less-well-known  presence  of  upcoming  elections  throughout
Europe. However, it should be noted that turnout for the European elections was higher than expected,
averaging  over  50%  across  the  member  nations.  This  percentage  relative  to  US  midterm  ad
presidential elections, averaged, is around the same, indicating a sort of similarity again between the
US and EU voters. 

PARTY STRUCTURES

Party structure differences between the U.S. and EU political election systems also play a role
in how elections take place in both cases. In the U.S., two parties, the Democratic and Republican
Parties, dominate politics on every single level of government, and political capital is measured using
the two-party scale: “Who is in control of the Senate?” “Who holds the House?” “The White House?”
The answer is almost always a Democrat or a Republican. The composition of every governing body,
federal, state, and local, is measured by party. All elections in the U.S., subsequently, honor these
traditions by implementing primaries to help party members determine who their nominee for whatever
office will be, as they ascend to the general election, where they face the nominee of the opposing
party.  In  Brussels,  coalitions  are  the  “name  of  the  game.”  Instead  of  two  parties  composing  all
members of the Congress, the European Parliament is composed of various coalitions, grouping like-
minded European parties together  to  accomplish  tasks  for  their  greater  values  and causes.  Said
European parties are composed of national political parties, dedicated to similar positions, specific to
their country. For example, The Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats (S&D) in Parliament
is  composed  of  the  Party  of  European  Socialists  (PES).  The  PES  is  comprised  of  the  French
Partisocialiste, the Partido SocialistaObreroEspañol, the British Labour Party, and other progressive
national parties. When EU citizens headed to the polls on May 23rd through the 26th, they voted for
not just a “tête de liste” candidate, but also a national party, a European party, and, eventually, an EU
coalition to represent them. 

CAMPAIGN STRATEGIES

Additionally, streamlining of methods of voting and technology make auxiliary arguments for
the differences leading to pros and cons in both the US and the EU. One sector that campaigning in
both the U.S.  and EU seem to  overlap in  successes is  technology.  Before the 2008 Presidential
election,  the  internet  and  social  media  played  almost  no  role  in  politics  or  campaigning  –  most
constituents/voters  received  information  from,  or  about,  the  campaigns  from  television  shows,
television advertisements, or newspapers. Savvy social media skills rose to the forefront of politics
with the Barack Obama campaign in 2008. Everything about young, then-Senator Obama’s campaign
was revolutionary. Instead of just engaging the rich upper class for donations and simply mobilizing
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their  comfortable  base to vote,  his campaign pioneered the ideas of  community organizing within
communities  that  one  may not  initially  support.  His  campaign  pioneered  modern  canvassing  and
phone-banking techniques. Most notable to the Digital team, his campaign pioneered internet use for
outreach and social media as a force for persuasion and enthusiasm. Obama tweeted how to vote,
and when. He tweeted policy positions, exciting his potential voters about his plan to reduce student
debt or to protect our environment for future generations. We never saw George W. Bush tweet his
plan  to  strengthen  America  by  continuing  to  invade  Iraq,  nor  did  Bill  Clinton  Facebook  Live his
campaign  events  to  show-off  his  saxophone  abilities  to  win  over  young  people.  Since  2008,
campaigns have only become more Internet-friendly, encouraging young people to claim a stake in the
politics of our day – something American and European campaigns have capitalized on. At EuroCité, I
tracked much of  the social  media presented by the “head of  the ticket”  candidates,  main political
parties/groups, and  influencers. From Greta Thunberg, the young Swedish schoolgirl tuned climate
change activist, to Frans Timmermans, the head of the Progressives and Socialists, the lesson learned
in the modern day is: use social media or fail. 

From my experience in every single election in the U.S. that I have helped out with, the climax
of the campaign cycle is the two-week period before the election, known as Get-Out-the-Vote, or,
GOTV. Canvassing is, in essence, going door-to-door in hopes of 1) someone answering the door
(about 25% of the time…), 2) having a constructive conversation with the targeted voter about their
stance on one’s party/candidate, and 3) if the response is positive towards one’s motives, a pivot to
actions items (how and where to vote for Democrats).  Canvassing is the heart  and soul of every
campaign. This is not hyperbole, the tried-and-tested best way to win an election is to have a strong
“ground game” in talking to your voters face-to-face - there is no replacement for human contact. One
of the reasons that I understand these two weeks to be so critical is that voters really know it's “time to
get serious,” by finally seeing someone at your door to give a push to the polls after months and years
of campaigning. In EU parliamentary elections, this is largely absent. It’s simply not how campaigns
work, from what I have gathered in my research at EuroCité attempting to better grasp how to engage
a European audience on the importance of voting and the urgency at which they educate themselves
on pressing issues. Yes, of course, we witness a social media and media appearance push towards
the polls  opening,  but  canvassing is  not  used.  Possibly,  it  is  not  even needed,  due to  many EU
countries’ laws. Compulsory voting, like in Belgium, requires every citizen to vote in every election or
risk  paying a  fine -  a concept  unthinkable in the States.  Consequently,  there is higher turnout  in
compulsory voting nations, while arguments could also be made against such a system due to the
possibility of blindly voting and ill-informed choices at the ballot box. 

We see a variation in voting methods within the United States, just in a different fashion. As of
2018, three states in the United States conduct their elections – from the local to the state to the
federal level – exclusively by mailed ballots. These three, Washington, Oregon, and Colorado have
been considered trend-setters by many political scientists and politicians for the rest of America and
for pioneering systems of voting that are more compatible with the nation’s ever-growing, tech-savvy
future. These “Vote-By-Mail” (or, “VBM”) systems have been implemented, beginning with Oregon’s
statewide  requirement  in  1998,  spreading  soon  thereafter  to  Washington  and  Colorado.  Europe,
unless specific circumstances require it, does not adopt similar voting methods to said states. One of
the  main  reasons for  reforming  the  electoral  systems in  these  states  to  VBM is  the  cost-saving
element of eliminating election-day logistics: employees, venues, machines, supplies, administration,
and more. However, turning back to Europe, their elections are spread over several days - like this
past May election, lasting for three days. Many could say this system parallels early voting options in
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many U.S. states, but restrictions prevent any clear similarities to be drawn between the two, leaving
the doors open for both entities, U.S. and EU, to examine the pros and cons of extended voting times. 

ELECTION RESULTS

The midterm elections in the U.S. this past year in 2018 produced both shocking and expected
results following the first two years of one of the most dramatic presidencies the nation has ever seen.
From a record number of women being elected to both the House of Representatives and the Senate
to a popular rejection of Trump policies embodied by far-right politicians, the midterms followed suit
with the outcome that many political scientists actually believed would be the most likely result. Due to
the lack of coalition building in the U.S. Congress and between branches of government, decisive
victories of one party’s nominee over the other is critical to determining the course of action of those
bodies the following two years. The Democrats swept several seats in the House, resulting in the
election of Nancy Pelosi as Speaker to set the upcoming agenda, including new flagship piece of
legislations highlighting the important issues to new face of the Democratic Party: gender equality,
LGBTQ+ rights, ad environmental regulation reform, just to name a few. The European Parliament,
however, sees a very different change in composition due to the recent elections, including (but not
limited to) disintegration of the leftist parties, a rise in right-wing extremism, and increasing anti-EU
sentiments. Whereas the Parliament is generally considered more immune to swift popular change
among voters (akin to the U.S. Senate), a shock to the electoral system in the said ways could create
damages or spark revolutions that last for decades to come. Now, after seeing the results of a very
consequential EU election, a period of negotiation (and hopefully coalition-building/bi-partisanship) will
soon begin, where the different bodies in Brussels (including the EU Council) will be in the interesting
position of working with the new Parliament in order to progress to the point of naming a new EU
Commission. This critically important period for new governing bodies of the EU will, at the very least,
set tones for the next five years on some of Europe’s most pressing issues: How will the EU respond
and act  regarding Brexit?  What  about  the controversies surrounding immigration? Or large-scale,
international environmental challenges? 

CONCLUSION

Overall,  the differences between the U.S. and Europe stretch beyond just  different  issues
focused on different  populations,  they run  in  a  systemic  way,  yielding  vastly  varied  benefits  and
shortcomings in their elections. The results of the elections in both the U.S. and EU shape two of the
most important groups of citizens in the world - they should be examined, analyzed, and perfected -
after all, it’s everyone’s life on the line. 

Connect with us! Find EuroCité on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter.
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Think tank européen de gauche, EuroCité se donne pour but de contribuer au
développement d’une vision et d’un programme progressistes pour l’Europe,
par le biais de publications de qualité et d'évènements fédérateurs. EuroCité
se veut un laboratoire du militantisme européen et  un incubateur d'idées
pluri-national, novateur et dynamique.
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