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Valorisation addendum 

Not only academics struggle with understanding what the nature of the European Union 

is and, more specifically, what the nature of democracy in the European Union is. So do 

national parliamentarians, officials in central party offices, and active members of political 

parties at the national level. And for them, being part of an organisation that neither has 

the means nor the time to extensively study the EU, understanding the ‘nature of the 

beast’ can be a daunting task. At the same time, the European Union has become an 

important part of national parties’ work of debating and making policies for citizens.   

In this so-called ‘valorisation addendum’, I first reflect on the societal and political 

relevance of the research on transnational party activities in the EU that this dissertation 

presents. I also mention to whom the results are relevant. Subsequently, I elaborate on 

how I disseminated the results of the research project. 

‘Who cares and so what?’ The societal and political relevance of the research 
project 

I have already reflected on some of the wider political implications of this research project 

in the introduction and conclusion of this book. In this valorisation addendum, I want to 

flag two further implications of the findings of this research project on the transnational 

activities of national political parties. One of these implications relates to the wider 

societal debate and the other relates to politics. 

It is vital to think through the practical implementation of democratic reforms in the European 

Union 

Let me start with the first, societal implication. The public debate on the democratic 

legitimacy of the European Union is often a theoretical, abstract debate. It is about 

organisational processes, individual institutions, the relations between a few institutions, 

or even the structure of the whole of institutions. Should the European Parliament have 

more or less power? Should national parliaments convene in a ‘Second Chamber’ of the 

European Union or should they ‘claw’ back lost powers? Yet importantly, while 

democratic representation and accountability take place through institutions, they do not 

take place by institutions as such. Rather, it is actual people – parliamentarians and staff – 

who try to make sure that other people are represented and that some people are held 

accountable.  

The findings of this dissertation show that it is highly important to take into 

account the practices of politicians and their staff in the debate about democracy in 

Europe. For instance, the idea of a ‘Second Chamber’ of the European Union in which 

national parliamentarians are represented may seem nice to experts or politicians who 

would like to see more involvement of national Members of Parliament at the European 
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level, but it is an empty promise if in practice these parliamentarians do not have the 

incentives nor the time to make this Chamber a success. The research findings allow me 

to illustrate this point with two further examples.  

First, there is an ongoing discussion about the desirability of transnational lists of 

Europarties in elections to the European Parliament (see Verger, 2018).43 Ultimately, 

having transnational lists would mean that citizens from any EU member state can vote 

for candidates from any EU member state. The Europarties, and in particular their 

member parties, would be responsible for compiling the lists. Regardless of whether this 

is a good idea normatively speaking, the findings of this dissertation suggest that neither 

national parties nor most Europarties are currently ready and able to implement full-

fledged transnational lists. Europarties have little resources in comparison to their larger 

member parties; and while national parties may have positive experience with exchanging 

campaign expertise, experience with developing common positions is much more mixed.  

Second, various observers have advocated more intensive inter-parliamentary 

cooperation between parliaments in the European Union, including both national 

parliaments and the European Parliament (e.g. Borońska-Hryniewiecka, 2015; Kreilinger 

& Larhant, 2016). They hope that such cooperation strengthens the role that national 

parliaments play in EU affairs, which would enhance the quality of democratic 

representation in EU affairs. Yet the findings of this dissertation show that the creation of 

new institutions for inter-parliamentary cooperation does not mean that such conferences 

are also relevant in practice for national parties or individual parliamentarians. Some 

parliamentarians do see their value, but others find that they have little incentive to spend 

their time at inter-parliamentary meetings. It may help to give the conferences more 

‘teeth’ in terms of formal capabilities, but underlying issues about the national priorities of 

parliamentarians remain.  

This is not to say that societal discussions about the democratic legitimacy of the 

EU should be about what is possible rather than about what is desirable. The argument is 

rather that questions regarding the system of democratic accountability and representation 

in the EU cannot be ‘fixed’ with recourse to new institutions or legal processes only. This 

is because political engagement with new formal platforms does not naturally follow from 

the creation of these platforms. If poorly executed, such new institutions and processes 

can make the EU even more complicated to understand for national citizens and 

politicians alike – particularly if they do not have their anticipated effect as a result of 

poor functioning. This may reduce rather than increase trust and engagement.  

The issue of institutional reform of the European Union seems to be high up on 

the European agenda again. This is not least the case in the context of the corona-crisis 

that has made some of the strengths and – more painfully – weaknesses of the current 

43 In February 2018, a majority of the MEPs rejected the idea of a transnational list for the 2019 elections 
to the European Parliament. That list would have kept 46 of the 79 seats left empty by the United 
Kingdom after Brexit for a “pan-European list” (Barbière, 2018).  
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system apparent, such as with regard to the difficulties to sort out inter-governmental 

conflicts. The new Commission of Ursula von der Leyen had already in summer 2019 

announced a new ‘Conference on the Future of the Europe’, during which the 

Spitzenkandidaten system and transnational lists would be one of the two main “work 

strands” (European Commission, 2020). In these discussions, it is vital for those with a 

seat at the table to think through the practical viability and implementation of new – and 

old – ideas. 

The value of transnational party activities is not immediately obvious to national parties  

This brings me to the second, political implication of the research findings of this 

dissertation. That is, the value of spending time and energy on relations with ‘sister’ 

parties or with fellow parliamentarians in other EU member states is not immediately 

obvious. This is certainly the case for the Member of Parliament, who may have ‘better’ 

things to do for the citizens that she or he wants to represent. Why would one go through 

the long process of establishing long-term relationships abroad? 

The findings of this research project do not only show that there is value to 

transnational party activities, but also show under what circumstances transnational 

contacts can be particularly helpful. For example, sister parties may have useful policy 

expertise or knowledge about details of European negotiations, especially if they occupy a 

position in government office. Or they may have experience with organising campaigns in 

the context of a highly polarised political debate. But also in the longer run, having an 

informal transnational network and having access to international meetings can help 

parliamentarians to become experts in their field and to get their message across beyond 

the national realm.  

Beyond these opportunities for transnational party activities, the findings also 

point to a few threats. To start with, several interviewees spoke about national capitals 

and Brussels in terms of isolated ‘bubbles’. Even when a mutual exchange of information 

exists between MEPs and MPs, relations may still be hampered by mutual 

misunderstanding of political dynamics ‘at home’ or in the European Parliament 

respectively. Moreover, and as the conclusion of the dissertation outlines, several 

parliaments – including the European Parliament – have witnessed a high turnover of 

parliamentarians. Given that international contacts require mutual trust, such high 

turnovers make the existence of informal networks fragile. 

In short then, the findings of this research project may serve as an additional 

argument for national parties and parliamentarians to better establish the infrastructure 

for their transnational activities. This, in turn, may help political parties to better perform 

their roles in the multi-level playing field of the European Union. It is crucial that national 

parties play their part on that stage, as they still function as the most important 

“‘transmission belts’” (Lindberg et al., 2008, p. 1107) between citizens and EU policies. 

Finally, one can identify some ‘best practices’ for the actual organisation of 

transnational party activities from the research results. Most importantly, national parties 
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can benefit from establishing personal networks among sister parties, on which they can 

rely for informal exchanges. To facilitate this, some national parties have, for example, 

exchanged staff members between their own parliamentary groups in the national and in 

the European Parliament. This can additionally contribute to a better understanding of 

each other’s ‘bubbles’. Some Europarties have also taken up a role in establishing 

transnational party networks, such as by providing training and exchanges for young party 

activists from the various EU member states.  

For national parliamentarians, it can be worthwhile to regularly attend inter-

parliamentary conferences, and particularly the party family meetings at these conferences, 

so as to establish personal relationships with MPs or MEPs from other member states. 

The usefulness of party family meetings can be aided by contacting parliamentarians from 

sister parties prior to inter-parliamentary conferences, as this can help to align agendas 

and organise fringe meetings. 

Regarding exchanges in the context of election campaigns, successful examples of 

mutual learning usually have two characteristics. Namely, 1) they concern the use of 

specific tools or campaign strategies and 2) they facilitate campaign staff to ‘translate’ 

learning to the own national context. This can, for example, be accomplished by having a 

campaigner contribute to the election campaign of a sister party for a longer period of 

time, but also by facilitating shorter term exchange between actual campaign experts. 

Finally, alongside meetings in person, digital tools and virtual platforms can help to 

establish fast and comprehensive exchange of ideas and campaign material. In the context 

of European election campaigns, Europarties would do well to create such exchanges at 

an early stage.  

Dissemination of research findings 

I have shared the results of this research project with others in various ways. First, and 

foremost, the interviews with parliamentarians and with staff of parliaments and political 

parties has been an important avenue for dissemination as such. For some interviewees, it 

was interesting to hear insights from me about practices in other parties or parliaments. 

For others, the interview provided an opportunity on their own practices in transnational 

party activities – or the absence of such activities – in the European Union. Indeed, the 

phrase I perhaps most commonly heard was “we could do more”. 

Second, I have shared my research findings at various conferences and events. 

These include the DIA Graduiertenkolleg ‘Conflict and Cooperation in Europe’ in 

(Amsterdam, 2016), the NIG Research Colloquium ‘International and EU Governance’ 

(the Hauge, 2017), the ACCESS Europe workshop ‘Party Politics of Foreign and Security 

Policy in Europe’ (Amsterdam, 2017), the ECPR General Conference (Hamburg, 2018), 

and the Politicologenetmaal (Antwerp, 2019). 

Third, I have published about my research in various outlets. Two chapters of the 

dissertation have been turned into academic publications. Chapter 2 has been published 

as part of the edited volume Parliamentary Cooperation and Diplomacy in EU External Relations. 
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The findings of chapter 5, along with part of the theoretical framework of chapter 3, will 

be published as part of a special issue in Foreign Policy Analysis (peer-reviewed). I have also 

previously contributed to research on the role of national parliaments in the EU in The 

Palgrave Handbook of National Parliaments and the European Union, in a research report for the 

Dutch lower house (Tweede Kamer) called Engaging with Europe, and as co-editor of a special 

issue on national parliaments in the Internationale Spectator. During the PhD project, I also 

contributed to the Horizon 2020 project EUENGAGE by carrying out a survey on 

engagement with EU affairs in the Dutch parliament. I have furthermore written several 

professional publications and blogs on national parliaments and politics in the EU, such 

as for De Hofvijver of the Dutch Montesquieu Institute, for Alliance Europa, and for E-

International Relations.  

Fourth, there was an opportunity to engage directly with stakeholders during the 

organisation of the ‘Maastricht Debate’ with the candidates for the office of Commission 

President for the 2019 European elections. I contributed to the preparatory work of this 

debate and co-hosted a side-event in Maastricht during which young party representatives 

debated EU affairs. I had also substantially contributed to the organisation of the ‘First 

European Presidential Debate’ in Maastricht in 2014, for example by establishing and 

maintaining contact with the Europarties and by putting together a network of 

universities that held side-events.  

Fifth, and finally, I have shared my insights into the politics of European Union 

affairs with the next generation of policy makers in my teaching in the BA and MA 

European Studies in Maastricht. This, for example, included lectures on the role of 

parliaments in the European Union; supervision of theses about how national parties 

engage with EU affairs; helping students to learn about qualitative research methods – 

including interviews and case studies – in courses on research methods; and guiding 

students in drawing up recommendations for the European Commission at the 

Maastricht Student Forum in Brussels. 


