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The roundtable debate summarised results of various surveys and research project linked  
to the election to the European Parliament in Slovakia, conducted both pre-election and after  

the vote in May 2019. The debate focused on the voting behaviour and opinions of young 
generation and analysed long-term trends. The aim was to identify effective communication  

tools and channels for various target groups. 

The debate was kicked-off by presentations by Dr. Oľga Gyarfášová, (FSEV UK) and Dr. Aneta Világi 
(FIF UK). Around the table were present representatives of EU institutions in Slovakia, sociologists 

and experts from public opinion polls agencies, assistants of MEPs, communication experts, 
representatives from NGOs and academia (among others). 

Conclusions from the debate

1. Ethical issues and the debate on 
migration are the major sources of 
polarisation between the European 
political parties. Here, the Central 
and Eastern Europe is moving away 
from the European mainstream, 
which might pose a problem for the 
future of the European Union or/and 
of the European Parliament. 

2. There has been an overall shift within 
the Slovak society. While 10 years 
ago, citizens reported satisfaction 
with democracy and dissatisfaction 

with the economic situation, today 
the situation is reversed. Also, citi-
zens lack the conviction that elec-
tions are the tool that can drive the 
change in the country. 

3. The pro-EU mindset of the voters and 
of political parties proved to be the 
main mobilising force in the Europe-
an elections in Slovakia. Voters were 
much more interested in the future 
of the European integration as such 
than in specific EU issues/policies. 
Contrary to some expectations, the 
mobilisation potential of the issue 
of migration was minimal. All in all, 
the sympathies for the party or the 

candidate remained the strongest 
motive to vote. 

4. The pre-election campaign has been 
visible in Slovakia. Importantly, it was 
conducted through many diverse 
channels. The peer-to-peer cam-
paign which involved influencers also 
played its part, although a discussion 
within research focus groups showed 
that it was received better when 
served with some humour. Other 
more serious got-to-vote campaign 
videos, were received with more 
suspicion. Respondents tended to 
doubt the motivation of influencers/
celebrities featured in them. 
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5. The findings from the focus groups 
also show that people in Slovakia 
receive information rather passively, 
meaning the information need to find 
the way directly to them. In the most 
read newspaper – Nový Čas – articles 
pertaining to the European affairs 
accounted only for 2,5 % ahead of 
the elections. In SME daily the ratio 
was 12 %. The focus group respond-
ents´ statement also imply that the 
concern about the future of the EU 
was crucial in the mobilisation in the 
elections. The anti-European part 
was not significantly less mobilized 
but was smaller in numbers.  

6. Citizens in Slovakia have very prag-
matic, even utilitarian, attitude 
towards the EU. As long as it brings 
benefits, the membership in the EU 
is deemed to be a positive thing. 
Political parties which position them-
selves against the EU are perceived 
as going against country´s interest. 
This pragmatism also means that the 
relationship to the EU is not based 
on values, or emotions for that mat-
ter. The younger generation, on the 
other hand, lacks even the pragmatic 
rationale, as they take the benefits of 
being part of the EU for granted. 

7. The debates in focus groups also 
showed that people were receptive 
when politicians, especially the prime 
minister, shifted the red lines in criticis-
ing the EU. People perceive what “is ac-
ceptable” and what “is not acceptable” 
to say in the public debate and then 
embrace the narrative themselves. 
Therefore, political parties play a cru-
cial role, not only in the ownership and 
transfer of the European issues into 
domestic debates, but also in “moder-
ating” the debate in the wider sense. 

8. Around 8 thousand volunteers 
engaged with the institutional go-
to-vote campaign of the European 

Parliament “This time I am voting”. 
Out of those around 500-600 were 
active, organising own events and 
civic campaigns. The ambition is to 
make use of this potential in the fu-
ture as part of the campaign togeth-
er.eu. The lesson learned from this 
leg of the campaign is that the senior 
segment of the population is not to 
be overlooked. 

9. The Representation of the European 
Commission in Slovakia had very 
positive feedback on contact go-to-
vote events, organized as part of a 
Roadshow. The biggest success was 
recorded in smaller cities and these 
events were better attended if a well-
known personality participated. This 
worked much better that (localised) 
topics the events focused on. 

10.  Schools needs to distinguish be-
tween partisan and civic engage-
ment. The civic education (education 
to active citizenship) is something 
that urgently needs to be embraced 
by the education system. Projects 
focused on civic education (such 
as Human Rights Olympics or The 
European Parliament Ambassador 
School Programme) show that if 
young people have access to relevant 
information – for example on the 
European political parties – they are 
less inclined to vote for the political 
extreme, as the results of the simu-
lated European elections conducted 
in Slovak high schools suggested.

11. European elections in Slovakia offer a 
peculiar case of a relatively unknown 
environmentalist Michal Wiezik re-
ceiving enough preferential votes to 
win a seat in the EP. Members of his 
team say it was the result of cam-
paign with a concreate, understand-
able and relatable issue that was 
emotionally charged (fight against 
chemical pesticides). Thanks to his 

campaign, chemical crop-spraying 
was cancelled shortly before the 
election. Independent scholars also 
suggested, based on analysis of 
the election results data, that what 
worked in this case, was that Wiezik 
and Martin Hojsík - another envi-
ronmentalist on the same candidate 
list - mutually endorsed one another 
during the campaign. It is therefore 
wrong to assume that simply em-
bracing “green” profile is enough to 
succeed. Videos used in his campaign 
have been low-cost, but their rele-
vance and authenticity secured their 
virality on the internet.  

12. Going forward, it will be crucial how 
the political parties frame Slovak 
debates into wider European frame-
work. There is a risk that majority of 
Slovak MEPs will not be able to chan-
nel the European topics though their 
political parties back to domestic 
debate, mainly because the political 
parties in questions are in a disarray 
or consumed by another issues. 

13. The issue of combining he European 
election with the presidential elec-
tions also came up. There are varying 
opinions on the matter. The propo-
nents of this solution say, this would 
almost certainly increase the voter 
turnout and would naturally highlight 
the link between the representative 
functions towards the outside world 
of the president and European issues. 
Those, who oppose the idea, suggest 
that voters would be confused by 
this arrangement, similarly to what is 
happening in the municipal elections, 
when citizens are unsure who is run-
ning for which office - something that 
is confirmed by polls. 

(For detailed data pertinent to points 1, 2 
and 3 see: Dr. Oľga Gyárfášová: Slov-
ensko a voľby do Európskeho parla-
mentu 2019: Zaostrené na mladých)
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