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Abstract

In multilevel systems, candidates and parties frequently prioritize invest-

ment in one governmental level over another. When Parliaments provide

members with a budget, we must expect that they allocate these resources

to maximize their ambitions. This paper investigates how personal staff al-

lowances are allocated as a function of institutional choices at two levels of

government.

Specifically, we explore how the same internal organization of Parliament

produces different effects depending on the electoral system at each level of

government and the personal ambition of members. We ask to what extent

parliamentarians use staff allowances to secure a seat in the next election. We

then investigate how incentives for personal vote seeking and party control

affect the degree and the timing of that spending.

The European Parliament (EP) is a second-tier legislature which contains

a mix of members planning a career at either the supranational or national

level. We argue that this determines their allocation of staff resources. To

support our argument, we rely on an original dataset on the number of EP-

funded local hires done by 1170 individual members over a five-year period.
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First, we show that local hires follow the European and national elec-

toral cycles. The effect is higest when candidates can profit from a personal

vote. The European Parliament thereby finances the political careers of their

incumbent members. This includes campaigns for national office. Second,

we demonstrate that local spending is higher when incumbent members seek

reelection and parties can provide them with a “safe seat”. We argue that

this is the effect of a party tax: Candidates in party-centered systems secure

their seat by campaigning on the party label. In exchange, they contribute to

the national party organization. While the total of local employees is lower

in party-centered systems, it implies that the EP – in an attempt to avoid

undue influence of supranational parliamentary groups – provides funding to

national parties.

Introduction

This article studies the behaviour of members of parliament (MPs) in their alloca-

tions of staff allowances. Staff allowances are financial resources given to individual

MPs for employing personal assistants. The purpose is to help MPs carry out their

elected office. This includes representation, legislation, and executive control, but

does not include electoral campaigning or support to political parties.

This article investigates the blurred lines between constituency work, electoral

campaigning and party financing. The question we ask is twofold. On the one hand,

we enquire to what extent parliamentarians use staff allowances to secure a seat after

the next election. On the other hand, we investigate the institutions that affect this

behaviour.

Our main contribution lies in the exploration on how electoral systems and MPs’

career ambitions interact to affect spending. We begin by showing that spending

is the highest when (re)election-seeking politicians have incentives to cultivate a

personal vote. We then demonstrate how career ambitions interfere in MPs’ hiring

decisions. Candidates rely on two types of support to obtain a mandate: They need

votes and a party endorsement. We test the argument that election-seeking MPs

allocate staff resources as a function of the kind of support they need the most.

The relative importance of one over the other is defined by the electoral system.

Candidates who can increase their winning chances by personal votes tend to invest

more in local staff, especially during the campaign period. In contrast, candidates

who can ride on the party label – conditional on a party endorsement – tend to

make a longer-term investment in the party.

Research on the use of staff allowances is important for improving democratic
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legitimacy. First, representatives are not systematically held accountable for abuses

of parliamentary allowances. While there have been backlashes against revelations

of MPs’ misuse of staff allowances in some countries (Bell, 2010; Lepage, 2014), the

electorate does not necessarily sanction individual MPs for misappropriating funds

(Vivyan et al., 2012; Klašnja, 2017; Larcinese and Sircar, 2017). However, abuses

expose parliament to scandal, which in turn decreases citizens’ satisfaction with

the functioning of democracy (Ruderman and Nevitte, 2015). Recent events in the

2017 French presidential elections illustrate how abusing staff allowances can be an

element leading to politicians’ downfall, indiscriminately from their policy positions

or track record.1

Second, when MPs use their staff allowance for campaigning purposes, they de-

feat the norm of fair elections. Public funding for parties aim to create greater

equality among competitors (van Biezen, 2008, 348; Murphy, 2016, 117). How-

ever, allowances in parliament are frequently used for electoral purposes and are

becoming important sources of public funding for parties and individual candidates

(Gauja 2010, 158-160; Bolleyer and Gauja 2015, 334; Nassmacher 2006, 466-499).

Distinguishing between parliamentary and partisan activities can be difficult, and

the consequences of allowance misuse are not necessarily detrimental to democracy

if kept to a limit (Bell, 2010). What is worrying, is that the amount states spend

on MPs’ allowances has augmented over the years and, with it, the scope of abuses

(IPU, 2012). These increases are justified by policy-makers’ growing dependence

on expertise during legislative work and to meet demands for constituency work

(Poguntke et al., 2016, 665; IPU, 2012). However, if allowances are not used for

these purposes, then a rethink of the professional MPs who is generously financed

by the state is required (Lepage, 2014). Our article contributes to this discussion.

We do so by studying the case of the European Parliament (EP). By relying on

data from a supranational assembly, we can test how political behaviour changes

within the same institution as a function of differing incentives and constraints

produced by varying electoral systems at the member-state level (i.e. party- and

candidate-centered types of ballot). This contributies to a better understanding of

the pros and cons of different institutional arrangements.

An increasing amount on public money is being invested in the profession of

Members of the EP (MEPs). MEPs are entitled to the highest staff allowances

in Europe (24,164 euro per month, European Parliament, 2016a). The size of the

1Until January 2017, François Fillon had been leading presidential election pools, when it was
revealed he had employed family members as parliamentary assistants. This has been an element
leading to the election of Emmanuel Macron, who became the first French president to not be
elected on the ticket of one of the two major contemporary political parties in France.
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allocation is justified by the pressing need for European-level representatives to

connect with their voters, as well as aquiring expertise to oversee and challenge policy

proposals. Improving Parliament’s position has been presented as a way of mending

the democratic deficit of the European Union (Follesdal and Hix, 2006; Habermas,

2012; Hobolt, 2014). However, this has resulted in disproportionate funding for staff

working in constituency, which compared to staff working in Parliament are easier

to misuse for electoral purposes. For this reason, the EP has recently limited the

spending of staff allowances for constituency staff.

The case of the EP is also interesting because the EP has deliberately made the

choice to invest in individual endowments (as opposed to funding for either more

civil servants or party groups) to ensure the independence of members, in particular

from party ties (European Parliament, 2005).2 This narrative justifies our intent to

consider party control on parliamentarians’ individual staff allowances.

Personal staff as electoral resources is one of the least researched fields in the

study of political finance because obtaining reliable data is difficult due to the sen-

sitivity of the subject (Poguntke et al., 2016, 665). However, data on the EP has

been made available due to investigative reporting uncovering several staff allowance

abuses (for the most recent development see #TheMEPsProject on Twitter).3 These

revelations have forced the EP to publish the names of MEPs’ staff on its website 4.

This is the source we use to construct a data set on the number of local staff hires

made by a total of 1170 individual members over the five-year period (2012–17)

since the information was first published. Our inquiry provides first quantitative

evidence on how MEPs use their staff allowances, and in particular, how it is used

to promote their personal career ambitions (Lepage, 2014).

Staff allowances in the European Parliament

Staff allowances are key to the efficiency with which representatives execute their

mandate. Personal assistants can help members secure both policy and re-election

goals. Their recruitment and responsibilities are decided at the discretion of each

member. As such, personal staffers are distinguishable from those employed either by

2Individual MPs’ endowments have been an item of contestation between the administrative
and political leadership. While the first have advocated for an American-Congressional solution
with a prioritization of individual endowment of members as well as professional civil servants,
the former have argued for a more politicised solution by which transnational party groups obtain
better funding (Politico 2017; Pegan 2015, 142-146).

3In February 2017, the French National Assembly was forced to publish a list of MPs’ personal
staff for similar resasons.

4European Parliament Article 34(8) of the Implementing Measures for the Statute of MEPs,
amended by Article 2(c) 2015a
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parties, party groups or Parliament. Their direct dependence means that assistants

loyaly serve the needs and interests of their employers, as their career is intrinsically

connected to that of the MP. In other words, personal staff assist MPs as individuals

rather than members of an institution or a party (Pegan 2017; Salisbury and Shepsle

1981, 560). Our argument pertains to how such local hires are used to maximize

MEPs’ election goals.

The staff allowance system of the EP does not depart radically from other par-

liaments (Pegan, 2015, 105-108). As in other legislatures, MEPs’ personal staff can

either work in the premises of Parliament as accredited parliamentary assistants

and/or in electoral constituencies as local staff (Article 34(1), European Parliament,

2009). Personal allowances have been increasing since their first introduction in 1974

(Pegan, 2015, 135-6). In 2017, MEPs dispense with an individual staff allowance of

24,164 euro per month, which is the highest staff allowance in the European Union

(EU) (European Parliament, 2016a). In comparison, lower chamber MPs receive

3,690 euro in Italy, 9,618 euros in France, 15,000 euros in Germany and 7,000 pounds

in the United Kingdom (Assemblée nationale 2017; German Bundestag, 2012, 131;

Rogers and Walters, 2006, 66-67).5

Local and parliamentary assistants in the EP are financed over the same budget.

Until recently, MEPs were free to distribute spending themselves. The majority

chose to invest most of the allowance for constituency rather than parliamentary

staff (Pegan 2015, 98). This is not different from practice in France and the United

Kingdom, for example, where two thirds of the personal staff is based in the con-

stituency, while one third works in parliament (Assemblée nationale, 2013, 518;

Rogers and Walters 2006, 65-67).

Bolleyer and Gauja (2015) defined four regulatory regimes for the control of pub-

lic resources depending on the type of regulator (internal or external controller of

expenditures) and the level of details in the rules on (un)authorised behaviour and

sanctions. An external regulator will in most cases deter misuse of parliamentary

expenses. Its effect will be stronger when rules are clearly specified rather than

vague and opaque (i.e. so-called constraining regimes versus the institutionally con-

straining regime). Rules for MEPs’ parliamentary allowances have tended towards

the unregulated and uncontrolled scale of that classification, although several efforts

have surfaced in recent years.

Until 2009, spending rules were vague and poorly enforced, which contributed

to a number of mismanagement cases. In the wake of an expense scandal in 2008,

5The most generous allowance is in the USA, where Members of Congress receive three times
the amount of MEPs (European Parliament, 2012, 86).

4



the EP initiated small and slow, but steady reforms.6 The first reform in 2009

introduced a common European legal framework so that MEPs’ parliamentary staff

is hired according to a single set of rules (i.e. EP Statute for accredited parliamentary

assistants, Regulation 160/2009), rather than under different national labour laws.

Besides improving the management of the allowance, the 2009 reform aimed at

enhancing MEPs’ legislative capacity. This was particularly called for after the

Lisbon Treaty had extended EP’s competences. Parliamentary assistants became

de facto employees of the EP. This has contributed to increase the prestige of their

profession (Pegan, 2017, 297). In particular, the reform attempted to counter the

high turnover among assistants by providing incentives to pursue longer careers

and to acquire policy expertise more similar to the EP’s civil servants and party

group advisors (see Corbett et al., 2011, 77, Busby and Belkacem, 2013, 9). The

greater expertise should have in turn encouraged MEPs to spend more of their staff

allowance for parliamentary business, such as legislation and the control of the EU

executive.

However, following a review of the reform in 2015, it became clear that this was

not the case. MEPs were still not recruiting more parliamentary than local staff.7

The EP called for a greater spending balance (European Parliament, 2015b, Issue

17). This led the Bureau of the EP to adopt new rules requiring MEPs to spend at

least a quarter of their allowance (6,041 euro per month in 2017) for the employment

of accredited parliamentary assistants (Article 34(10) of the Implementing Measures

for the Statute of MEPs, amended by Article 2d, European Parliament, 2015a). As

a result, in 2016, almost two thirds of the personal staff worked in parliament, while

one third remained in the constituency. Figure 1 reports the average number of

local assistants in MEPs’ employment over time. On the one hand, we see that the

number of loca hires increased prior to the EP election in 2014, while the number

decreased substantially after the implementation of the reform.

Although the 2015 reform introduced rules to re-balance the number of parlia-

mentary and local staff, the management of local staff’s contracts has remained

untouched. Unlike contracts for parliamentary assistants which are managed by one

administrator (i.e. EP administration or Secretariat), the expenses for local staff are

administered by a multitude of third agents (“paying agents”, Articles 35 and 36,

European Parliament, 2009). Even though the EP’s administration verifies paying

agents’ statements, the administration of expenditures is – due to its decentralized

6For scandal details see Pegan, 2015, 97 and 145
7For example, in 2012, 45 per cent of personal staff worked in parliament, while 55 in con-

stituencies. At the beginning of the eight term in July 2014, the ratio was 1:1. In 2016, 59 per
cent of staff worked in parliament and 41 in constituencies.
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Figure 1: The average number of local assistants among MEPs over time. Figures are
reported separately for representatives from candidate-centered and party-centered
systems.
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and fragmented nature (between the European and national level) – difficult to con-

trol.8 Besides inertia among members of parliament in general to regulate expenses

and political ethics (Saint-Martin, 2006; Bolleyer and Smirnova, 2017), abuse in the

EP can be in part attributed to the multilevel nature of the EU. The combination

of national and supranational elements weakens control and accountability. Given

the current legal arrangement and regulatory system, it is not surprising that the

EP’s administration is unable to thoroughly screen MEPs’ local staff allowances.

Ultimately, this provides opportunities to use local staff for tasks that go beyond

the exercise of MEPs’ parliamentary mandate. In the following we identify incentives

that MEPs have to seize those opportunities. Although such activities are prohibited

by law and represent conflicts of interest (European Parliament 2009, Article 33(2);

European Parliament 2015a, Preamble, Point 12), we believe that the blurred lines

between assistance to MEPs as representatives and candidatates are such that any

rational goal-oriented politician would respond to the same incentives in a similar

fashion.

Theoretical Framework

We explore the argument that politicians use their staff allowanes to forward their

career plans. One implication is a general move towards electoral mobilization (sub-

section 1). However, the most rational way to allocate parliamentary resources to

obtain those goals depends on incentives and constraints in the electoral system.

In particular, we consider two elements: First, some members stand to gain from

cultivating a personal vote. Local assistants are particularly well-suited for creating

a personal bond between MEPs and voters (subsection 2). Second, some members

are reliant on a party endorsement to stand a chance of being elected. They there-

fore need to invest in their bond with the party to obtain the required nomination

(subsection 3).

Local assistants as campaigning tools

The EU is a multilevel political system, where elections to the EP are characterised

as “second order” (Reif and Schmitt, 1980; Marsh, 1998; Schmitt, 2005; Hix and

Marsh, 2011). They revolve around national electoral cycles with implications for

choices made by voters, parties and individual candidates. The use of local assistants

can be justified by EU’s relative disconnectedness with voters. However, we argue

8For an example, see Preamble, Point 9 European Parliament, 2015a
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that this also has a bearing on candidates and parties prioritizations. They might

not necessarily prioritize the European level when setting their career ambitions or

allocating resources.

Voters consider that the most important decision making is done at the national

level. Ballots are cast as a punishment for the performance of the national govern-

ment rather than as a function of the representation done on the European level.

Complaints are regularly issued that there is a weak connection between what an

MEP does in the EP and his/her chances of re-election (Follesdal and Hix, 2006).

This is further exacerbated by negative and/or low attention the media gives to the

EU and its members of Parliament. Since the electorate has limited possibilities

to be informed on EU issues, they pay little or no attention to MEPs’ activities

in the EP. Staff allowance for local assistants can be a means to correct for this.

With personal staff resources MEPs can increase their visibility and thus make the

electoral connection that the European system lacks.

The system of local assistants in the EP is particularly prone to vote-seeking

strategies: First, local assistants ensure the link between the representative and the

constituency. Second, local assistants are the personal employees of MEPs. Their

professional future is intrinsically linked to MEPs’ careers. Third, local assistants

escape the monitoring required in a strict regulatory system, where there is one set

of centrally monitored rules (Bolleyer and Gauja, 2015, 326, 334). The combination

of these characteristics (loyalty, work in constituency, and a fragmented regulatory

regime) makes them ideal to use for activities non-related to MEPs’ parliamentary

office.

This leads us to the expectation that local assistants are important tools for

campaign purposes in EP elections. In its simplest form, it would imply that the

number of local assistants increases prior to European elections. Hiring more staff

in election than non-election years has already been observed for political parties

(Poguntke et al., 2016, 666). It can be understood as regular vote-seeking behaviour,

where political actors aim to maximize their winning chances (Downs, 1957; Müller

and Strøm, 1999). Thus, our hypothesis reads:

Hypothesis 1a The number of MEPs’ local assistants increases prior to European

elections.

On the individual level, parliamentarians’ office goals may be diverse, especially

in multilevel systems, such as the EU. Office holders kindle different ambitions

(Black, 1972). They can hold static ambition by which they seek reelection to

their current office. They can also hold a progressive ambition, often implying the
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intention to secure office outside Parliament. Rational forward-looking politicians

are expected to allocate resources to reach these goals. In the context of the EP, it

has already been observed that investment in legislative activities (such as participa-

tion) is a function of members’ static (European) or progressive (national) ambitions

(Høyland et al., 2017).

The EP is a legislature in which some members develop European careers, while

others see a vocation in national politics (Scarrow, 1997). The EP is in this respect

like other second-tier legislatures – such as state-level legislatures and local assem-

blies – from which national politicians often emerge (Stolz, 2003). Survey data from

the European Parliament Research Group (EPRG) indicate that, at the beginning

of the seventh legislature, some 30% of the MEPs saw themselves with a political

career at the EU-level, while 18% of them favored a position in national politics;

either in parliament or in government (Hix et al., 2016). That is, about one in

five members claim to seek a national career. These members are likely to run as

candidates in national elections and deploy local staff.

This would imply that a non-negligable proportion of MEPs have an incentive to

use their staff allowances to secure election outside of their current office. Thereby, a

subgroup of MEPs would also mobilize in front of national – and not only European

– elections. An observable implication would be that the number of local assistants

increases also prior to national elections. However, since the relative proportion of

MEPs who aspire to a national mandate is lower than those pursuing a European

career, we expect the effect to be somewhat more moderate.

Hypothesis 1b The number of MEPs’ local assistants increases prior to national

elections.

Incentives to personal vote seeking

The specific task of local assistants is to improve MEPs’ contact with their con-

stituents. They work to heightening MEPs’ profile, which in turn foster name

recognition during elections. Different electoral systems create different incentives

to cultivate a personal vote (Carey and Shugart, 1995; Farrell and McAllister, 2006).

In the words of André et al. (2013), the mechanical effects of the electoral system

leads to a psychological effect by which candidates alter their behaviour.

We can distinguish between “candidate-centered”(open-list ballots) systems in

which voters choose between individual candidates (often from the same party) and

“party-centered” (closed-list ballots) systems in which voters in effect only choose

between parties. In the former system, candidates improve their election chances
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by cultivating a personal profile. The profile distinguishes them from fellow party

competitors. In single-member districts, the profile also contributes to attracting

voters to the party. In these cases, candidates are more likely to invest in highly

visible activities – such as constituency-work – since individual success depends on

the support of many relatively uninformed voters.

In party-centered systems, on the other hand, the personal profile of candidates is

most important for the within-party candidate selection. To improve their likelihood

of being selected, incumbent candidates are incentivized to invest in activities that

are valued by the party. Assuming parties are policy-seekers and better informed

about legislative activities, their incumbent candidates are also prone to invest less

in constituency-service and more in legislative work.

While all EP elections follow some degree of proportional representation, there

is still substantial variation in the ballot structure employed in each member state.

About half of all MEPs are elected from closed-list proportional representation bal-

lots. Closed-list systems represent in many respects the most party-centered of all

systems (Shugart, 2001, 184; Farrell and McAllister, 2006, 731). The order of party

candidates is predetermined, and voters can only choose between different party

lists. The fate of individual candidacies is closely linked to the party’s ranking of

candidates and the overall electoral fate of the party. The remainder of the MEPs is

elected from more candidate-centered systems insofar as voters are given a choice be-

tween individual candidates. These systems include open (unordered) lists, flexible

lists and single transferable votes.

The variation in incentives for members of the same legislature has resulted in

several contributions to the literature. MEPs from candidate-centered systems are

more likely to vote against their parties during roll-calls to distinguish themselves

from party competitors (Hix, 2004). They maintain more contact with individual

constituents and are more likely to hold a permanent local office (Bowler and Farrell,

1993). For the same reasons, they also display a greater presence in social media

(Obholzer and Daniel, 2016). Reelection-seeking MEPs from candidate-centered

systems spend less time in Parliament than their colleagues (Høyland et al., 2017),

while the legislative record of incumbent candidates has the greatest impact on

re(s)election in party-centered systems (Frech, 2016; Hermansen, 2016; Wilson et al.,

2016).

For all these reasons, we expect that the average number of local assistants among

MEPs from candidate-centered systems is higher than insystems where candidates

can count on the party label to win seats. We furthermore expect a more substantial

increase in these systems as elections approach. These are the systems in which the
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personal link between representatives and voters is the most important, and where

personal staff allocations might be an efficient means of mending the purported

democratic deficit of the EP.

Hypothesis 2a The base-line level as well as the increase in the number of local

assistants is the highest in relatively candidate-centered electoral systems.

The electoral system is hence an important variable, because it affects the extent

candidates are dependent ontheir personal appeal to secure a seat. Furthermore, as

previously explained we expect that among MEPs there are some individuals that

seek election at the European level, while others are candidates at the national level.

Therefore, we expect this to hold for both levels of government.

Hypothesis 2b The differences in hiring practices are distinguishable and related

to the electoral system in place both for national and European elections.

Party Control

Personal allowances are a relative novelty compared to party funding and parliamen-

tary party group allowances. When funding is available only for parties or party

groups, the party leadership controls when and how to spend resources. As a re-

sult, the leardership of the party has more influence than members of parliament as

elected representives (Webb, 1994; Katz and Mair, 1995). When MPs do not have

their own resources, they are dependent on the party’s discretion to allocation of

funds.

Personal allowances for MPs were introduced as a countermeasure to the party

control of resources. The purposes of individual staff allowances (as opposed to party

funding and parliamentary party group allowances) is to ensure members have the

appropriate resources for carrying out their mandate independently from their party

leadership or their voting record.

Even when allowances pertain to individual members, previous research shows

that parties can oblige MPs to contribute these for party purposes. For example, in

several countries, MPs pay part of their salary as a ‘party tax’ or ‘tithy’ (Bolleyer

and Gauja, 2011, 781). Since salaries are personal incomes of which MPs can freely

dispose, such behaviour is neither illegal nor heavily debated in public. However,

similar transfers can also be expected from other parliamentary resources such as

individual allowances earmarked for parliamentary work. For example, office space

is used for party meetings, telephone and other communication technologies are

used for political advertising, travel allowances are spent for campaigning travel,
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and personal staff is involved in campaigning activities. Allowances are thus used

not only for activities related to parliament, but also for partisan activities. In such

cases, parliamentary allowances become indirect subsidies for electoral campaigns,

parties, and candidates (Nassmacher, 2006, 450).

Parties require MPs’ individual resources due to pressure to get as many resources

as they can for improving the party organization (Lepage, 2014). We investigate

whether a similar transfer occurs also in the case of MPs’ individual allowances

earmarked for staff. If parties can claim MPs’ individual allowances, then this

affects the autonomy of MPs.

In the EU, this is an attractive feature for national parties, since these are in-

stitutionally stronger than transnational European parties (Hix and Lord, 1997;

Bardi and Calossi, 2009). National parties decide on the selection of candidate for

European and national elections (Hix and Lord, 1997, 87-90). Since re-election is a

precondition for any other work, national parties have the ultimate power of sanction

and control over MEPs (Kreppel, 2002). Party selectors may induce (re)election-

oriented MEPs to invest in the common party structure to access the ballot.

The literature on the second-order nature of European elections has focused

on choices made by voters. Yet often parties also prioritize national politics and

building the party organization rather than policy-making in the EP. Since the EP

might be considered a second-tier legislature, national parties might prioritize their

national organization over EP activities. Staff allocations – and in particular local

assistants – are valuable resources in this respect. Local assistants frequently work

in the party offices at the national level, and no mechanisms of surveillance are set

up to ensure that they perform strictly EP-related tasks.

Several such cases have been reported (MEPs Project, 2017; Paris Match, 2017).

For example, former MEP Corinne Lepage writes about her national party MoDem:

“[...] some MEPs’ assistants serve political parties. When I was elected

to the European Parliament in 2009, the MoDem demanded that one of

my assistants worked at the Paris headquarters. I refused by indicating

that this seemed to me contrary to the European regulations as well as

illegal. The MoDem did not dare to insist, but my colleagues were forced

to meet this requirement. Thus, during 5 years, the private secretary of

François Bayrou [MoDem President] was paid ... by staff allowance of

Marielle de Sarnez [MEP], on European money. This case is not unique

[to MoDem]...” (Lepage, 2014, 24).

Given these arguments and evidence, we hypothesize that MEPs who intend to

build a European career and who are dependent on party endorsements tend to
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invest more resources at the local level than what would otherwise be expected.

MEPs who wish an electable position on European elections lists have to comply

with party requirements, such as providing labor from their personal assistants. This

is particulary important in party-centered systems, such as the closed-list system in

force in some member states at the EU level. National parties determine candidates

and their order on the ballot. MEPs’ career ambitions and the balance of strength

in the party structure of the EP are therefore likely to influence how MEPs allocate

personal staff resources.

Hypothesis 3 MEPs who intend to build a European career and who hail from a

party-centered system at the EU-level tend to hire more local assistants than others.

Note, however, that we do not expect that this is limited to national campaign

periods. It is a continuous investment in the party structure.

Data and method

In order to test these expectations, we have compiled a data set that includes obser-

vations of 1170 individual MEPs. Members are observed each semester (January-

June; June-January) from mid-term to mid-term between 2012 and 2017. During

that 5-year period, all member states organized at least one national election in

addition to the 2014 European ballot. The analysis leverages that time-varying

component to tease out information on how members prepare for election. In total,

the data includes 7117 observations with each member being observed up to ten

times.

Variables

Dependent variable: Our dependent variable reports the Number of local ass-

sistants that an MEP had in his employment at the time of the observation. A list

of current staff is provided on members’ profile on the EP website and has been

continuously updated since the end of 2011.9

The variable ranges from 0 to 20, with the median MEP employing 2 individuals.

MEPs registered with more assistants than 20 have been removed from the analysis

to prevent them from unduly impacting the results. To illustrate the national dif-

ferences, the upper map of figure 2 displays the median number of local assistants

per MEP in each member state as of January 2014.

9The European Parliament website began to report the names of assistants to MEPs following
its reorganization at the end of 2011. After several attempts, we have not been able to obtain
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Median number of local assistants

Number of local assistants

0−1 1−2 2−3 3−4 4−5 5−6 6−7 7−8

Combination of electoral systems
at national and European level

Electoral system

Cand.−cent. (EU) − Cand.−cent. (nat.)
Cand.−cent. (EU) − Party−cent. (nat.)
Party−cent. (EU) − Cand.−cent. (nat.)
Party−cent. (EU) − Party−cent. (nat.)

Figure 2: The number of local assistants in an MEP’s employment varies between
member states. The electoral systems at the national and European levels vary and
do not necessarily overlap.
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Independent variables: The argument that we wish to test is that MEPs allocate

their parliamentary resources to win elections, whether on the European or the

national level. Since we do not know the type of ambition held by individual MEPs,

we hypothesize an average effect of both electoral calendars on hiring practices.

Proximity of the European election is a binary variable which indicates the spring

term prior to the 2014 election.

Proximity of national election is a continuous variable capturing the (negative)

number of years to next national parliamentary election. Electoral cycles generally

vary between four and five years. For comparability, we have truncated the measure

to a maximum of four years.

We then consider the incentives provided by the electoral system to cultivate

a personal vote. For clarity (and statistical power) we dichotomize the incentive

structure into candidate- and party-centered systems. At the European level, all

systems follow a principle of proportional representation. We make a distinction

between closed-list systems in which national parties rank candidates, and voters

only cast a vote for the party. These are labelled Party-centered system (EU).

The remaining systems – open lists, flexible lists and single transferable votes – are

lumped together and labelled Candidate-centered system (EU).

At the national level, we apply a slightly different cut-off: The variation in

electoral systems is greater, including majoritarian and mixed systems. As a ba-

sis, we have relied on the rank-ordered index suggested by Farrell and McAllister

(2006). We have applied a cut-off between mixed-member systems such as Ger-

many (“party-centered”) and single-seat districts such as in France and the United

Kingdom (“candidate-centered”). The index was recently updated for 16 of the 28

EU member states by Söderlund (2016). For the remainder of the member states,

we have relied on descriptions available on the Inter-Parliamentary Union’s Parline

database http://www.ipu.org/parline-e/parlinesearch.asp, as well as other

sources. The result of the classification can be represented in a four-by-four table,

as reported in Table 1. The differences categorization at the European and na-

tional level means that the effect of details in the system design are not measured.

In exchange, we have a robust measure which taps into the effect of intra-party

competition on MEPs’ allocation of resources.

In particular, we are interested in the differences in mobilization across elec-

toral systems. To test hypotheses and , we thereby make an interaction between

the measure of the electoral calendar and the electoral system. We expect these

interactions to be negative: Mobilization would be significantly lower in European

information prior to that point from the EP itself.
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National party-centered National candiate-centered
EP party-centered Germany France

Spain United Kingdom
Portugal Hungary
Austria
Romania
Bulgaria

EP candidate-centered Italy Luxembourg
Netherlands Greece
Belgium Ireland
Sweden Finland
Czech Republic Denmark
Slovakia Slovenia
Estonia Lithuania
Latvia Poland
Croatia Malta

Cyprus

Table 1: Combinations of national and European electoral systems according to
their incentives to cultivate a personal vote.

party-centered systems during EP elections, and – similarly – significantly lower in

national elections organized in national party-centered systems. The lower map in

Figure 2 illustrates the geographical distribution of national and European electoral

systems.

Control variables: Our analyses contain several control variables designed to

isolate the effect of electoral systems on hiring practices.

Local assistants are employed by MEPs and paid on local wages, while MEPs’

budget is the same.A ceiling on the salary of local assistants was set per Member

State based on the average gross annual pay in the country.10 Based on the minimum

salary and ceiling of the allowance for local assistants, MEPs cannot employ more

than 6 full time local assistants. Their capacity to finance local staff therefore varies.

The effect is controlled for in three different ways: We include a measure of Labor

cost, which reports the average labor cost in each country. It varies on a yearly basis,

and we would expect that as labor cost increases, the number of assistants decreases.

The multivariable analysis provides additional controls: It includes a lagged version

of the dependent variable, so that the initial number of assistants for each MEPs

is controlled for. Furthermore, the varying intercepts for individuals and parties

partially subsume cross-national variations and treat it as noise.

A reform adopted in 2015 and coming into force in 2016 aimed at regulating the

use of local assistants relative to APAs (see footnote ). Reform is a binary variable

10The ceiling varies between maximums of 2,793 euro in the least wealthy Member States and
7,990 euro in the wealthiest Member States (European Parliament, 2016b).

16



which indicates whether an observation was done before or after the reform.

We control for the Size of member states, assuming MEPs from larger member

states have a greater need for constituency-based assistants. We furthermore allow

for the possibility that MEPs are at the end of their political career (Age), or

that they have already opted for a European career, and therefore enjoy a certain

incumbency advantage that lets them spend less on constituency work (Incumbent ;

they have been reelected at least once).

There are several national party-specific aspects which might impact the need

and will among MEPs to hire local assistants at times of European as well as national

election. National parties are the main organizers of these elections and vary in size,

resources, and ideology.

The organisational capacity of national parties is worth considering in terms of

partys’ ability to provide their candidates with resources for campaigning in national

and European elections. State money to parties is allocated given the percentage

or the number of seats in national parliaments. This means that parties with small

parliamentary membership or no parliamentary membership at all are worse off in

terms of staffing compared to bigger and parties with large parliamentary mem-

bership (Murphy, 2016, 108-109). Their need for staffing resources might be direr,

hence, their need to use resources linked to MEPs greater.The same can be applied

for opposition parties vis-á-vis government parties. Government parties have a staff

advantage compared to the opposition, due to their control over the executive ad-

ministration. In our analysis, we control for these aspects with two variables: Party

size in national parliament and Party in government.

Previous literature also informs us that national parties’ attitudes towards Eu-

ropean integration affects their choices on EU politics (Hobolt and Høyland, 2011).

Parties with more detailed EU policy-agenda are more likely to treat EP elections

as first order. They are also more likely to field incumbent candidates with policy-

making potential in the EP (Pemstein et al., 2015; Daniel, 2016). Proeuropean

attitudes are expected to mitigate the pressure of national parties onto MEPs for

allocating their staff resources for national elections. We control for this with the

variable Party’s euroenthusiasm, which is adopted from the Chapel Hill Expert Sur-

vey.

For all other aspects regarding party organisation, we fit random intercepts for

each of the 238 parties in the sample. National party is a categorical variable which in

the multivariable analysis is fitted as random intercepts to control for party-specific

traits in hiring policies.
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Choice of model

Our dependent variable, y, expresses the share of local assistants an MEP has in

his employment. Although, in theory, the variable would imply a simple count

of assistants, sometimes several MEPs are observed to hire the same person. We

have consequently divided each employee by the number of known employers. We

end up with a continuous numeric variable censored at 0. To account for this, we

have estimated a Tobit model; a linear regression with a right-cencored dependent

variable. y∗i is a normally distributed latent variable which defines the observable

values of y.

yi =

{
y∗i if y∗i > 0

0 if y∗i ≤ 0

The data is an unbalanced panel, and we alternate in how we leverage that

variation. The latent variable in all models is set up as a function of predictors,

although the exact fit differs between analyses.

When we consider the effect of the electoral calendar, we are interested in within-

individual changes over time. The model therefore includes a lag of the dependent

variable as well as random intercepts for individual MEPs (αmepi).

y∗it =αmepi

+ βk × Lagi(t−1)

+ βk × Controlsi
+ βk × Electoral Systemit

+ βk × Electoral Calendarit
+ βk × Electoral Systemit × Electoral Calendarit

Then, when we consider the effect of electoral systems, we emphasize the between-

individual variation, while controlling away period-specific fluctuations in local hir-

ing. That is, we include random intercepts for the time period in question (αperiodi).

y∗i =αperiodi

+ βk × Controlsi
+ βk × Electoral Systemi

Finally, when we consider the combined effect of personal ambition and party

control, we estimate two different models that leverage the variation differently. On

the one hand, the electoral system that defines the party control does not vary within

individuals. In a first version of the model, we emphasize between-individual varia-
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tion, while controlling for time period (αperiodi). In a second version of the model,

we leverage the within-individual variation in ambition (αmepi). However, since very

few MEPs are observed to change their objectives over time, the results should be

interpreted with caution and the two models should be considered together.

y∗i =αmepi/periodi

+ βk × Controlsi
+ βk × Electoral Systemi

+ βk × Personal Ambitioni
+ βk × Electoral Systemi × Personal Ambitioni

The regression coefficients can be interpreted as in any linear model. One unit

change in the predictor causes a β increase in the number of local assistants hired

by an MEP. Our main interest lies with the effects of the electoral systems at the

national and European level and their respective electoral calendars as well as the

effect of personal ambition.

The models are fitted by Bayesian estimation using MCMC simulation. Prior

distributions on regression coefficients are multivariate normal with an expected

value of 0 and a standard deviation of 10. The choice is rather unrestrictive, and

predictors are allowed to effectively control for each other.Simulations are run with

two chains and a 5,000 iterations’ burn-in before we proceed to an additional 10,000

iterations. To reduce autocorrelation and facilitate the handeling of the chains, we

keep every 10th iteration, while discarding the rest. The chains show no signs of

non-convergence.

Results

Local assistants as campaigning tools (Hypotheses and )

We begin by exploring if assistants are used for contesting elections, and not merely

to do constituency work. If this is the case, the we would observe that MEPs tend

to hire more local assistants prior to both European and national elections.

Our focus is on the time-varying component in MEP hiring decisions. Thus, the

model includes a lagged version of the dependent variable to estimate the “quasi-

change” in the number of hires as a function of the electoral calendar. It also includes

individual-specific random intercepts to emphasize the within-individual variation

in hiring practices. We test the predictions in two variations of the model, where

our interest is with the interaction effect between the proximity of either European
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Dependent variable: ’Number of local assistants’ Model 2 Model 3
Intercept 1.99 2.16

[ 1.74 , 2.25 ] [ 1.9 , 2.43 ]

Local assistants (lag) 0.56 0.56
[ 0.53 , 0.58 ] [ 0.54 , 0.59 ]

Reform -0.67 -0.66
[ -0.76 , -0.58 ] [ -0.74 , -0.57 ]

Size of member state 0.03 0.03
[ 0.02 , 0.03 ] [ 0.02 , 0.03 ]

Labor cost -0.07 -0.06
[ -0.08 , -0.06 ] [ -0.07 , -0.06 ]

Female -0.29 -0.29
[ -0.49 , -0.1 ] [ -0.48 , -0.09 ]

Incumbent 0.19 0.19
[ 0.07 , 0.31 ] [ 0.07 , 0.31 ]

Age -0.02 -0.02
[ -0.03 , -0.01 ] [ -0.03 , -0.01 ]

Party’s euroenthusiasm -0.05 -0.04
[ -0.1 , 0 ] [ -0.1 , 0.01 ]

Party size in national parliament -1.46 -1.45
[ -2.04 , -0.9 ] [ -2 , -0.86 ]

Party in government 0.16 0.14
[ 0.02 , 0.29 ] [ 0 , 0.27 ]

EP election 0.5 0.33
[ 0.33 , 0.68 ] [ 0.21 , 0.43 ]

Party-centered syst. (in EP) -0.84 -0.84
[ -1.05 , -0.63 ] [ -1.05 , -0.61 ]

Prox of EP election * Party-centered syst. (in EP) -0.22
[ -0.45 , 0.01 ]

Party-centered syst. (in MS) -0.5 -0.79
[ -0.71 , -0.31 ] [ -1.03 , -0.55 ]

Prox. of national election 0 0.08
[ -0.02 , 0.03 ] [ 0.04 , 0.13 ]

Prox of national election * Party-centered syst. (in MS) -0.13
[ -0.19 , -0.07 ]

Number of Observations 6237 6237

τ - Individual MEP 0.56 0.56
Note: Median effect with 95 % symmetric posterior density interval.

Table 2: Results from a left-censored (Tobit) regression: The use of local assistants
is conditioned by both European and national elections. Alternative model with
party variables.

or national elections and the electoral system at the relevant level of government.

The results are reported in table 2, and are further illustrated in figures 3 and 4.

The data largely supports the argument that local assistants are used for cam-

paigning purposes. Hires increase before elections regardless of the level of govern-
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ment. However, the electoral system at each level intervenes with the degree of

mobilization. This is inline with our Hypotheses 2a and 2b.

Before proceeding to describe the effect of electoral systems given the proximity

of elections, we test the proposition that the use of local assistants is actually condi-

tioned by electoral systems with a time-fixed model where the different combinations

of electoral systems (at the European and national level) are included as dummies.

The reference group includes MEPs from member states that apply a party-centered

ballot at both levels of government. The model also includes random intercepts for

the time period (the autumn/spring semester each year) of the observation so that

the main source of variation is between individuals. Results are reported in table 3

and illustrated in figure 5.

The general spending on constituency work is significantly higher in candidate-

centered systems. When the European-level system incentivizes personal-vote seek-

ing, MEPs are predicted to hire between 0.8 and 2.7 additional local assistants.

There is also substantial variation within the European candidate-centered systems

depending on the rules at the national level. MEPs from national candidate-centered

systems list on average 1.9 more names among their local staff than colleagues from

party-centered national systems.

More interestingly, the opposite does not seem to hold. When the European-level

system is party-centered, rules at the national level do not lead to any substantial

differences between MEPs.

Incentives to personal vote seeking (Hypotheses and )

The theory behind Hypotheses 2a and 2b argues that local assistants can be used to

secure a seat for their employers in forthcoming election. We argued that differences

in this behaviour can be traced back to the personal electoral career ambitions of

MEPs and the incentives implied in the relevant electoral systems. Members are

incentivized to hire more local staff when they stand where they can gain from

cultivating a personal vote. The level of government is irrelevant in this respect.

When the European-level system induces personal-vote seeking, MEPs who stand

for election in the EP need to hire more local assistants. Similarly, when the national

electoral system incentivizes a personal vote, MEPs who stand for election at the

national level tend to hire more local assistants. The reason why the number of

local assistants is the highest in member states with candidate-centered elections at

both levels of government, could therefore be that a greater share of MEPs need to

cultivate a personal vote to win office. This logic has been tested in the first series

of models reported in table 2.
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In the candidate-centered systems, the European campaign period during the

spring semester of 2014 implied a median increase of 0.5 assistants per MEP. A

reasonable interpretation is that one in two members is likely to proceed to an

additional hire during European campaign periods. We can compare this with the

number of MEPs who we can expect to gear up for the election: From our data, we

know that one in two (52%) of the members who entered the new Parliament in 2014

had been reelected, while at the beginning of the previous term substantially less

than half (38%) of the EPRG respondents hailing from candidate-centered systems

aimed at a European-level career (Hix et al., 2016).

The same rationale holds for elections at the national level. When the national

system is candidate-centered, the predicted number of local assistants is 0.33 higher

immediately before a national contest, as compared to immediately afterwards. That

is, we can expect that one in three members proceed to an additional hire for the

purpose of campaigning in their home state. The size of the effect can be compared

to the 21% of the respondents from these countries who, at the beginning of the

term, claimed to strive for a national career (Hix et al., 2016).

In other words, when candidates can win from personal votes, the median in-

crease in hires is equal to – or higher – than the number of MEPs who either intend

to seek reelection or are reelected. The differences between electoral systems are

statistically significant, and the results hold regardless of the level of government.

In party-centered systems, the increase is significantly lower, with a median in-

crease of 0.28 assistants per MEP in front of the 2014 EP election. A possible

interpretation is that slightly fewer than one in three members recruited an addi-

tional employee for the campaign period. Yet, Hermansen (2016, 7) reports that

70% of the MEPs from party-centered systems have figured on party lists as incum-

bent candidates, and 46% could boast a relatively safe seat. The share of MEPs

who intended to return to the European level already at the beginning of the term

is also largely the same as in candidate-centered systems (38%).

The difference between electoral systems is even more pronounced at the national

level: In party-centered national systems, a national election is not predicted to

impact hires at all. One reason might be that only 14% of the respondents from

these countries intend to switch to the national level.

It would imply that – in contrast to the candidate-centered systems – many

MEPs who stand a reasonable chance of winning in party-centered systems do not

proceed to hire additional assistants during the campaign. This is in line with the

general argument that candidates in party-centered systems are elected on the party

label, and therefore have less need for local assistants to build a personal reputation
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Figure 3: Local hires increased before the 2014 European election. The effect was
the greatest among members who may gain from a personal vote.
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Figure 4: Local hires also increases as national elections approach. The effect was
the greatest among members who may gain from a personal vote.
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Figure 5: Local hires is more common when MEPs need to cultivate a personal vote
to win elections.

with voters.

There are two takeaways from these findings: First, while MEPs’ personal al-

lowance could potentially contribute to bridge the gap between representatives and

voters at the European level, local staff is also frequently used for contesting elec-

tions.

Second, we believe that the results are driven by MEPs who stand for election

themselves. Mobilization is the greatest when candidates stand the most to gain

from a personal vote. In contrast, the increase in hires is lower (or non-existant)

in systems where parties can ensure seats to their most favored candidates. From

this perspective, the level of government matters less than personal ambition in the

allocation of resources.

It means that the European Parliament incidentially finances political careers

both inside and outside of the EU sphere. In the next section, we explore whether

personal parliamentary resources also benefit national parties.
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Dependent variable: ’Number of local assistants’ Model 1
Intercept 1.94

[ 1.74 , 2.14 ]

Reform -0.39
[ -0.8 , 0.03 ]

Size of member state 0.05
[ 0.05 , 0.05 ]

Labor cost -0.12
[ -0.13 , -0.11 ]

Female -0.53
[ -0.68 , -0.39 ]

Incumbent 0.11
[ -0.05 , 0.25 ]

Age -0.02
[ -0.02 , -0.01 ]

Party’s euroenthusiasm -0.14
[ -0.18 , -0.09 ]

Party size in national parliament -2.83
[ -3.33 , -2.34 ]

Party in government 0.44
[ 0.27 , 0.6 ]

Party-centered syst. (in EP) - Candidate-centered syst. (in MS) 0.15
[ -0.06 , 0.36 ]

Candidate-centered syst. (in EP) - Party-centered syst. (in MS) 0.81
[ 0.61 , 1.01 ]

Candidate-centered syst. (in EP) - Candidate-centered syst. (in MS) 2.67
[ 2.43 , 2.88 ]

Number of Observations 6307

σ2 - Period of observation (Autumn/Spring) 0.21
Note: Median effect with 95 % symmetric posterior density interval.

Table 3: Results from a left-censored (Tobit) regression: The use of local assistants
is conditioned by both European and national electoral systems.

Party control (Hypothesis 3)

Hypothesis 3 is based on the theoretical assumption that parties affect MEPs’ deci-

sion to spend the staff allowance. To show how parties affect spending decisions, we

leverage the differences between MEPs’ career goals and the degree of party control

over the electoral ballot.

In many instances MEP and party interests are aligned. Both agree that they

want to prioritize either investment on the European or the national level. To tap

into the effect of party control, we have to identify situations in which candidates

and parties have diverging interests. In other words, we wish to identify situations

in which MEPs would not have hired a person, if the party did not require it.
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Figure 6: MEPs from party-centered systems are more likely to respond to shortage
of resources by shareing local assistants.
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Dependent variable: ’Number of local assistants’ Model 4 Model5
Intercept 3.06 3.59

[ 2.67 , 3.46 ] [ 2.94 , 4.35 ]

Reform -0.49 -0.45
[ -0.88 , -0.06 ] [ -0.61 , -0.29 ]

Size of member state 0.04 0.04
[ 0.04 , 0.05 ] [ 0.03 , 0.05 ]

Labor cost -0.13 -0.13
[ -0.15 , -0.12 ] [ -0.15 , -0.1 ]

Female -0.38 -0.31
[ -0.63 , -0.13 ] [ -0.92 , 0.24 ]

Incumbent 0.74 0.37
[ 0.49 , 1 ] [ -0.02 , 0.73 ]

Age -0.02 -0.02
[ -0.04 , -0.01 ] [ -0.05 , 0.01 ]

Party’s euroenthusiasm -0.17 -0.16
[ -0.26 , -0.08 ] [ -0.33 , 0.02 ]

Party size in national parliament -0.9 -0.59
[ -1.84 , 0.01 ] [ -2.06 , 0.85 ]

Party in government 0.31 0.37
[ 0.01 , 0.62 ] [ 0.09 , 0.66 ]

Party-centered syst. (in MS) -0.66 -0.73
[ -0.93 , -0.39 ] [ -1.3 , -0.2 ]

Personal ambition at national level 0.45 0.42
[ 0.14 , 0.77 ] [ -0.14 , 0.96 ]

Party-centered syst. (in EP) -1.67 -1.94
[ -2.03 , -1.32 ] [ -2.65 , -1.24 ]

Personal ambition at EU level -0.2 -1.67
[ -0.55 , 0.16 ] [ -2.39 , -1.03 ]

Party-centered syst. (in EP) * Personal ambition at EU level 0.67 1.9
[ 0.18 , 1.16 ] [ 1.14 , 2.72 ]

Number of Observations 1786 1786

σ2 - Period of observation (Autumn/Spring) 0.14 -
σ2 - Individual MEP - 2.42

Note: Median effect with 95 % symmetric posterior density interval.

Table 4: Results from a left-censored (Tobit) regression: The use of local assistants
is conditioned by both European and national electoral systems.

We do this by relying on the stated ambition by respondents to the EPRG data.

If an MEP intend to seek reelection and the party controls the ballot at the European

level, we expect him to keep a higher number of local assistants on the payroll.

We run two tobit models designed to test the expectation through an interac-

tion term between personal ambition and party-centered ballot. We expect that

interaction to be positive and statistically significant.

The two models differ in the type of variation that we leverage. Model 5 empha-
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sizes within-individual variation by including random intercepts for each MEP. We

thereby control away the individual-specific variation in local hiring that cannot be

accounted for by the substantial variables (such as ambition). It also implies that

changes in ambition are weighted heavily in the estimation of coefficients (the elec-

toral system does not vary). This is indeed the type of variation we are interested in,

since we explicitly test whether MEP behavior changes when their type of ambition

changes. However, only 12 respondents out of 335 had a change of mind between

survey rounds. Results are therefore driven by a small number of respondents that

may or may not be representative of the population.

Model 4 therefore emphasizes between-individual variation in ambition and party

control. It includes random intercepts for each period of observation to control away

period-specific fluctuations in local hiring. We thereby compare behavior when 1)

two candidates with the same ambition runs in different electoral systems or 2) when

two candidates within the same system hold different ambitions.

Results are displayed in table 4. Figure 7 also illustrates the posterior distri-

bution of the predicted number of assistants for different scenarios. We see that,

everything else equal, reelection-seeking MEPs are estimated to hire an additional

0.67 local assistants when parties control access to the ballot. The estimate increases

to almost 2 when we give weight to situations where MEPs indeed have changed

their intentions. We can interpret this as beeing the party tax paid by careerist

members that their colleagues from candidate-centered systems are dispensed from.

To back up these results, we take advantage of the 2016 reform, which imposed

a minimum amount of the staff allocation spent on accredited parliamentary assis-

tants Those who had previously spent more than 75% of the staff budget on local

assistants (or service providers) would have to decrease it in 2016. The aim of the

reform was to reduce the number of local assistants and increase the number of

accredited parliamentary assistants. As a byproduct, the reform aimed to contract

the possiblities of political parties to engage the personal staff of MEPs and to ban

the financing of political activites. While the reform does not limit party control

per se, it decreases the amount of staff allowances (local assistance budget) national

parties can claim.

At a first glance, our results show that the reform has had the desired effect

(see the negative and significant coefficient in table 4 and Figure 1) and provide

evidence on the reform’s effectivness to limit party control over MEPs’ local staff.

However, Figure 6 illustrates that the average number of shared assistants in MEPs’

employment, which was marginal until 2015, dramatically increased in 2016. Pooling

resources might give some economy of scale. However, it also ties up resources which
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Figure 7: Effect of party control.
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MEPs may no longer dispose of freely.

Furthemore, this is more common among those elected from European party-

centered systems, as predicted in Hypothesis 3 and evidenced in table 4. As of

January 2017 more than half of the members from party-centered systems had at

least one shared local assistant on their payroll. In contrast more than one in 5

members from candidate-centered systems made the same choice.

While the 2016 reform decreased the number of MEPs’ local assistant, many

MEPs reacted by pooling resources and choose to share local assistants. We inter-

pret this as a way of national parties to continue excercise control on the individual

staff allowance of MEPs, even when this is limited. Our empirical results and in-

tepretation are corroborated by anectodal evidence described by Lepage 2014 and

a qualitative account from a high official of the EP (A, 2015): “Groups of members

share the cost of accredited or local assistants. This is mainly for accredited, but we

have certain numbers also for local, which seems to be like political group support.

Sometimes, this makes sense, because they are sharing assistant providing an ad-

ministrative or logistic support to. [...] Sometimes it seems to be more focus within

national politics.”

Discussion

All representatives are faced with a trade-off between constituency-oriented work and

legislation. The pros and cons are often set by the institutional context (Ashworth

and de Mesquita, 2006). We have demonstrated that local hiring decisions follow

different rationales depending on the electoral system.

First, we have shown that MEPs tend to hire more local staff when they can

increase their winning chances by cultivating a personal vote. Careerist MEPs from

candidate-centered systems who genuinly wish to represent their constituents by

parliamentary work are in a tie: On the one hand, they might wish to spend their

staff allocation on accredited parliamentary assistants to help improving their work

in Brussels/Strasbourg. On the other hand, they need to nurture a personal repu-

tation at the local level in order to return to Parliament. The solution is a dynamic

approach to local hires. They mobilize before elections and demobilize afterwards.

This frees up resources for parliamentary tasks in-between campaign periods. Thus,

hiring practices tend to follow the European electoral cycle.

Second, we have shown that MEPs from party-centered systems are somewhat

less responsive to the electoral calendar in terms of local hires. We have argued

that this is because candidates run on a party label and can therefore spend less

on personal assistants during the campaign period. Parties select candidates, and
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previous research has shown that they reward incumbent members for parliamentary

work (Hermansen, 2016). However, MEPs cannot be expected to free-ride on the

party organization that ensures their election. Thus, we see that reelection-seeking

MEPs tend to invest more in local assistants throughout the period when access

to lists is controlled by parties. It is important to note, however, that the total

investment in local staff is nonetheless lower in the party-centered systems of the

EU.

Members of Parliament are reliant on assistance in order to do a good job.

This assistance can take several forms: 1) Money can be put into a staff of civil

servants that help all MEPs indiscriminately. 2) Money can be given to political

parliamentary groups or 3) to individual members. The European Parliament has

allocated a substantial amount of its internal budget on personal staff resources.

This solution is intended to ensure the independence of members from their parties,

as MEPs sit in Parliament on an individual basis. However, this solution might also

produce some unintended effects. We have shown that the electoral system interfers

with this intention so that personal staff resources can either empower national

parties or finance the personal career of members. We discuss these two elements in

the following.

The EU has been criticized for being “too distant” (Follesdal and Hix, 2006).

Citizens cannot understand or relate to EU institutions. Providing MEPs with

assistance for constituency casework might seem as a step towards improving the

electoral connection. The downside to this solution is unequal representation in at

least two ways: 1) Citizens from different member states are represented differently,

and 2) candidates from the same member state compete on different terms.

First, the inability of member states to adopt a single electoral system at the

European level means that the same system of staff allowances leads to substantial

variation in local presence. We find that members elected in candidate-centered

systems tend to keep more local assistants on their payroll. This is in line with

the conclusions drawn by Bowler and Farrell (1993) that members from preferential

systems maintain more contact with individual constituents and are more likely to

hold a permanent local office. At best, this would lead to an improvement of the

electoral connection in half of Europe’s member states.

This spills over on MEPs’ investment in legislative work. Accredited parliamen-

tary assistants and local assistants are financed over the same budget, so that an

increase in one leads to a decrease in the other. Increased local spending there-

fore implies fewer resources for parliamentary assistance, and this varies systemati-

cally across member states. Previous research has already demonstrated that MEPs
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from party-centered systems are more likely to partake in parliamentary activities

(Høyland et al., 2017), as well as being awarded for them (Wilson et al., 2016;

Hermansen, 2016). Constituents from candidate-centered systems might percieve a

closer connection with their representatives due to the increased local investment.

In the meantime, laws are made for them by MEPs who invest in legislative work.

When making their spending decisions, MEPs walk a fine line between the in-

tended puropose of local staff allocations and illegal activity. We have shown that

beyond employing assistants for connecting with constitutents (the intention), MEPs

also tend to make additional hires for electoral purposes (border-line case). News-

papers and parliamentary inquiries have uncovered a series of abuses that tarnish

the EP’s reputation as an institution (illegal activity). Accountability might work

differently in the different systems. In particular, Rudolph and Däubler 2016 show

that when MPs misappropriate parliamentary resources and this turns into a scan-

dal, implicated competitors in open-list systems are more likly to suffer electoral

defeats. Thus, while open-list systems provide greater incentives to misappropriate

parliamentary resources (for electoral purposes), they are also systems where such

behavior – if exposed – is likely to be sanctioned by voters at elections. Most of the

time, reforms of parliamentary allowances are associated with improving citizens’

trust and electoral accountability by monitoring and exposing financial misappro-

priations after scandals (Worthy, 2014).

However, evidence cast doubt on whether exposing such behaviour and scan-

dals, bring desired results (Vivyan et al., 2012; Eggers, 2014; Meijer et al., 2015;

Rudolph and Däubler, 2016; Ceron and Mainenti, 2016; Larcinese and Sircar, 2017;

De Vries and Solaz, 2017; Klašnja, 2017).MEPs have varying incentives as to how to

spend their staff allowance. Recent calls to set up a more rigid monitoring system

might uncover and prevent outright fraud, but it will not address the fundamental

differences in incentives that career-oriented MEPs are subject to.

Second, the financial arrangement for personal staff produces differences in op-

portunities between candidates within each member state. The system of personal

parliamentary resources combined with a candidate-centered ballot likely provide

MEPs with an incumbency advatage in the European elections. Furthermore, they

can be used to parachute members into national politics when the national system

is candidate-centered. This runs counter to the principle of fairness of the elec-

toral process that has guided most European solutions for state financing of parties.

These mechanisms aim to gurantee an equal playing field between competitors that

the EP staffing system systematically obstruct.

33



References

A, I. (2015). Interview with a high officials of the ep. Brussels, 22 April 2015.
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