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Abstract 

In recent years the EU-China relationship has become more tense and after Chinese sanctions 

on EU institutions and parliamentarians, the European Parliament has decided to freeze the 

ratification of the Comprehensive Agreement on Investment. The purpose of this thesis is to 

study roll call votes and cohesion on China in the 9th European Parliament to gain a greater 

understanding of the vital institution and its internal dynamics. Using quantitative methods, it 

was found that cohesion in the Parliament on China stand out to previous research on external 

relations. First, the national delegations are on average more cohesive than the party groups and 

some have high cohesion levels. Second, among the party groups Verts/ALE and ECR show 

similar cohesion levels as the centrist groups, while the smaller and more radical parties are 

incohesive. Lastly, the left-right and gal/tan ideological positioning of parties have a significant 

effect on cohesion, where gal/tan explains cohesion slightly more than the left-right dynamic. 

However, a party group’s position on protectionism is the best explanation for cohesion, where 

those who favor trade liberalization are most cohesive. Based on the results we can understand 

that there is something special occurring in the Parliament when it comes to voting on China, 

though future research needs to explore why that is.  
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1. Introduction 

Since the formation of the European Union (EU), the EU has become an important actor 

on the global stage furthering trade and investment liberalization, its engagements in 

peacekeeping missions across the globe, and its attempts to uphold the rules-based order in 

international organizations. From its wide range of interactions globally, the EU can either be 

seen as an example by some, and criticized by others.  

One interaction that has experienced heightened tensions in recent years is the EU-

China relationship. The relationship has its roots in the 1984 Trade and Cooperation Agreement 

(Francois Godement 2020, 253), and since the signature of the agreement, the relationship has 

experienced years similar to a honeymoon (2003-05) along with years close to a breakdown of 

partnership (2006-09) (Michalski and Pan 2017, 619–23), and the relationship has continued 

facing ups and downs.  

Differences on human rights and democracy have been sources of tension in the 

relationship between the two powers. These include the 1989 Tiananmen massacre, which led 

to the EU arms embargo on China (Francois Godement 2020, 253; Michalski and Pan 2017, 

621), Taiwan (Francois Godement 2020, 253), and more recently, the crackdown on self-

governance in Hong Kong and the Xinjiang region (Borrell 2020, 6; Ghiretti 2021; Francois 

Godement 2021). These tensions provide a good basis for researching the relationship in times 

of a reemergence of geopolitics where both the EU and China attempts to influence each other 

and structure the international community to their liking.  

At the same time, trade between the two amounts to about € 1 billion per day (Borrell 

2020, 9), which signifies a high level of interdependency. Furthermore, both economies are 

linked by a significant amount of foreign direct investment (FDI). Between 2000 and 2020, on 

average per year, China received $8.3 billion in FDI from EU Member States, while Chinese 

FDI into the EU amounted to $7.3 billion (Hanemann and Kratz 2021). Although the EU and 

China are strong trade and investment partners, there are many sources of tension on these 

areas as well as those mentioned earlier. In order to deal with investment issues, the EU and 

China initiated negotiations for an investment agreement in 2013. After 35 rounds of 

negotiation, both actors successfully managed to come to an agreement on the Comprehensive 

Agreement on Investment (CAI) by the end of December 2020, which sought to level the 

playing field, create better market access commitments, and commit China to sustainable 

development principles (European Commission 2020). However, due to a deterioration of the 
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relationship following the agreement, particularly regarding Chinese sanctions on members of 

the European Parliament (MEPs), the ratification of CAI is at a standstill in the European 

Parliament. How do these conflicting interests – economic interdependence on the one hand 

and contrasting values on democracy and human rights on the other – play out in the voting 

behavior in the European Parliament?   

In 2009, the European Parliament gained more power from the Lisbon Treaty over 

multiple policy areas, including external trade and investment relations. Article 207, paragraph 

2 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) states that the Parliament, 

together with the Council through the ordinary legislative procedure (OLP), shall adopt the 

framework for the EU’s common commercial policy (CCP) (Eur-Lex 2012), which deals with 

EU external trade. Moreover, Article 218, paragraph 6(a) of the TFEU requires the 

Parliament’s consent to international agreements with external actors before these can come 

into force. These treaty articles, therefore, provide the Parliament with great influence over the 

extensive EU-China trade and investment relationship. 

The European Parliament consists of 705 MEPs that are part of seven different political 

groups, which debate and vote on issues given to it by the treaties (legislative reports and the 

budgetary procedure) and on matters that the Parliament deems important (non-legislative 

reports). The latter can be directed towards other institutions, member states, or third countries 

with the purpose of raising awareness on any particular matter. Formally a text is adopted by 

the Parliament when a majority of the MEPs are in favor, and this is most often done by a show 

of hands, and if the number is unclear, there will be an electronic vote. However, there exists 

another form of voting, which is a roll call vote. Roll call votes are taken if it is requested by a 

political group or at minimum 38 MEPs, and the votes are then recorded and published in an 

annex to the vote (European Parliament n.d.). The increased power given to the Parliament on 

external relations and particularly trade, therefore, provides an interesting area of research to 

understand what factors can have a role in influencing the Parliament’s voting behavior on 

China. In other words, the Parliament is intriguing to study because “it represents the full 

spectrum of political views in the EU. Moreover, the positions of members of the European 

Parliament (MEP) are influenced by their nationality as well as by their affiliation with a 

transnational ideology, institutionalised by membership in one of the political groups” (Wagner 

et al. 2021, 419). 
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 The relationship between the EU and China has an impact on multiple countries, and it 

affects millions of people due to trade, investment, environmental sustainability, and through 

many other ways of engagement. From an EU perspective, China is considered a partner, 

competitor, and rival (EEAS 2020), thus creating an interesting balance of interaction. In this 

interaction, the European Parliament has a vital role as an EU institution, especially when it 

comes to external trade and representing the citizens of the 27 member states. The Parliament’s 

role in this relationship is by voting on EU agreements with China and by forming and voting 

on non-legislative reports related to China. These reports can include Taiwan, Hong Kong, or 

Xinjiang due to them being sources of tension in the relationship.  

This master’s thesis aims to understand the European Parliament’s voting cohesion on 

China. The questions I endeavor to answer are: (1) are party groups more cohesive on EU-

China relations than national delegations within the Parliament; (2) is there any party group 

difference within the European Parliament in their cohesion on China; and (3) does the left-

right spectrum explain EU-China relations from a Parliamentary perspective, or is gal/tan more 

important? From the structure of the European Parliament with the different party groups and 

MEPs from 27 member states, I will first seek to understand the cohesiveness of the Parliament 

by looking at whether the party groups or the national delegations of the Parliament are most 

cohesive on China-related votes. By cohesion I refer to it as MEPs voting the same way on an 

issue where there is a roll call vote, and this can result in either party group cohesion or national 

delegation cohesion. Furthermore, I will seek to understand which party groups are most 

cohesive. Following the overall understanding of the Parliament’s cohesion on China, I will 

take a more analytical approach to understand whether it is a party group’s left-right position 

or the new politics dimension/gal/tan that explains the cohesiveness. Left-right is related to 

more vs. decreased government regulation of the market (Hooghe, Marks, and Wilson 2002, 

966), while gal/tan stands for green/alternative/libertarian (GAL) and 

traditional/authoritarian/nationalist (TAN) (Hooghe, Marks, and Wilson 2002, 976) and it is 

more focused on the political community and national identity related to EU integration 

(Hooghe and Marks 2009, 16–17). In addition to the potential ideological effect on cohesion, I 

will seek to examine whether a party group’s positioning on protectionism affects its cohesion 

on China because of the economic relationship, a stance that has more direct bearing on 

positions on trade.  

 Studying the European Parliament’s cohesiveness on China is highly relevant for 

contemporary EU studies. In recent years the world has witnessed shifts in the international 
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arena, with the United States changing its foreign and trade policy objectives simultaneously 

as China has grown in strength and influence. Caught between the great power struggle 

between the United States and China, the EU has had to find an approach that does not damage 

its relationship with the two at the same time as it seeks to ensure its own strategic autonomy 

and influence internationally. Furthermore, it is essential to mention that Europe is now 

affected by the war between Ukraine and Russia, thereby creating new areas of geopolitical 

tension. Although the actual impact of the war on the EU-China relationship remains to be 

seen, Chinese unwillingness to sanction Russia is poised to affect EU-China relations. As an 

EU institution, the European Parliament plays an important part in seeking to balance these 

factors. Additionally, the Parliament’s decision to freeze the ratification of CAI after China 

sanctioned MEPs signifies the importance of the Parliament in the EU-China relationship.  

 The rest of the thesis is divided into four sections. Section 2 deals with previous 

literature on EU trade policy, the current EU-China relationship, and European Parliament 

cohesion on external relations. Furthermore, the section also provides a theoretical perspective 

of ideological party positioning in the EU. Section 3 deals with the empirical materials used 

and methodology. Section 4 presents the roll call vote cohesion results of the European 

Parliament on China. The results on China votes in the 9th European Parliament stand out from 

previous research because the national delegations are more cohesive than the party groups, 

and the non-centrist party groups of ECR and Verts/ALE show similar cohesion results as the 

centrist groups. Furthermore, the ideological axes of left-right and gal/tan are both significant 

but gal/tan explains cohesion slightly better than the left-right dynamic. However, 

protectionism is the strongest variable affecting cohesion, and the results show that as a party 

becomes more protectionist, their cohesion decreases. Lastly, section 5 concludes and offers 

recommendations for future research on the topic.  
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2. Previous research and theory 

2.1. Trade policy of the EU 

 The EU is one of the world’s largest trade powers, having similar influence and amount 

of trade as the United States and China. However, based on the structure of the EU, many actors 

with different interests have a right and possibility to influence EU trade policy, and these are 

the European Commission, the European Parliament, and the member states along with other 

actors within its borders. In other words, the EU needs to balance many different interests as it 

engages with other actors in external trade. Understanding how the EU conducts trade policy 

along with its internal dynamics is important to highlight due to the extensive EU-China trade 

and investment relationship and, thus, to understand European Parliament cohesion.  

 There is no shortage of research done on EU trade. Chad Damro (2021), developed the 

concept of market power Europe (MPE) to highlight the idea that the identity of the EU is 

connected with its integrated market and is built upon three different characteristics: market 

size, the EU’s institutional features, and interest contestation. All of these, determine how the 

EU externalizes its policies and regulations to others (Damro 2021, 54–55). Typically the 

externalization is related to particular objectives that are linked to and considered to be part of 

the “EU’s economic and social market-related policies and regulatory measures” (Damro 2021, 

65). Meunier and Nicolaidis (2019, 105) agree that the EU, with trade as a part of its core, has 

used its market strength to achieve foreign policy objectives through a threat and reward system 

of being excluded from the single market. Similarly, Anu Bradford, in her book The Brussels 

Effect (2020), takes the position that the EU externalizes its regulations and market ideas onto 

other actors. In other words, the EU’s market size has led the EU to try to externalize its ideas 

and regulations internationally. 

 Scholars have also written about the EU’s inclusion of non-trade policy objectives 

(NTPOs) or non-trade interests (NTIs) in agreements with third actors. By including 

NTPOs/NTIs in the EU’s trade policies with third countries, it means that the EU promotes 

human rights, labor standards, environmental standards (Dür, Eckhardt, and Poletti 2020, 946; 

Milewicz et al. 2018, 744; Yildirim et al. 2021, 556) and other issues.1  

 
1 Research have called the inclusion of these issues as either NTPOs or NTIs, but for the remainder of the paper 

I will classify them as NTPOs.  
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There are various reasons why trade agreements include NTPOs (Milewicz et al. 2018, 

746). The motivations for including NTPOs in trade agreements can be due to either economic 

reasons or related to values. On the former, NTPOs are used for ensuring a level playing field 

of standards by imposing costs and for eliding competition. Regarding values, NTPOs can be 

used for extrapolating EU values to trade partners through its market power. It is important to 

understand that NTPOs, are often non-binding and not fully implemented (Milewicz et al. 

2018, 746–48). NTPOs can therefore be included in various types of trade agreements for the 

reasons of ensuring mutual standards, ensuring fair competition in the market, and also due to 

normative reasons, but their value may be more symbolic than policy-consequential.  

On EU trade policy, the EU and the Parliament need to consider multiple actors’ 

interests from different parts of society. NTPOs can be inserted in trade agreements because of 

domestic pressure from businesses or civil society organizations (Dür, Eckhardt, and Poletti 

2020, 946; Yildirim et al. 2021, 556–58). From a business perspective, there can be a difference 

between import-dependent firms and export-focused firms (Dür, Eckhardt, and Poletti 2020, 

946) and also from the size of the firm, where large firms are more supportive of NTPOs than 

small-to-medium enterprises (SMEs) (Yildirim et al. 2021, 561). Amongst importing and 

exporting firms, European import-dependent firms are less supportive of NTPOs and 

regulatory burdens (Poletti, Sicurelli, and Yildirim 2021, 340).  

 Multiple authors point out that civil society organizations are important actors in EU 

trade policy (Breuning 2013, 308; Dür, Eckhardt, and Poletti 2020, 946; Poletti, Sicurelli, and 

Yildirim 2021, 341; Young 2019, 1886) and that these organizations are often supportive of 

including NTPOs (Yildirim et al. 2021, 557). Research has found that these organizations have 

affected past trade and investment agreements as EU trade policy has become more politicized 

(De Bièvre and Poletti 2020, 248–49; Dür and Schlipphak 2021, 45; Roederer-Rynning 2017; 

Young 2019, 1886). Because of the politicization of EU trade policy, EU institutions, therefore, 

need to listen to the interest of both import and export-dependent firms and also to civil society 

organizations due to their potential resistance to certain trade agreements when including 

NTPOs. Civil society organizations will not be analyzed in this thesis with regard to their 

advocacy on the EU-China relationship. However, the fact that they are supportive of NTPOs 

and their effect on EU trade agreements in the past provides a potential understanding of why 

the Parliament wished for NTPOs to be included in CAI. Next, I will concisely mention the 

EU-China trade and investment relationship and then explain what was included in CAI and 
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why the agreement was necessary before continuing on to explain European Parliament 

cohesion. 

2.2. EU-China economic relations and CAI 

  Since the EU-China investment and trade relationship started, the EU has been given 

more authority over these issues from treaty expansions. As the EU has structurally changed, 

investment and trade flows between the EU and China has continued, though trade is currently 

based on 26 bilateral investment treaties (BITs), where every member state has a BIT except 

Ireland (Hu 2021, 5; Wang and Li 2020, 366). A problem for the EU with relying on the 26 

different BITs is that they lack essential aspects that are part of contemporary trade and they 

do not reflect current EU priorities. The BITs lack, for example, addressing investor-state 

jurisprudence, and some lack standards regarding investment treatment, such as national 

treatment, which means that a member state may not be ensured equal treatment in the Chinese 

market as domestic firms and actors (Abgaryan 2018, 180–81). The lack of updated investment 

treaties, including an EU-China investment agreement and the behavior of China toward 

European companies, laid the foundation for the EU seeking to create an investment agreement 

with China (Telò 2021, 162). 

 In 2013, the EU and China agreed upon the CAI objectives, which were focused on 

investment protection into each other’s economies, legal certainty for investors coming from 

the EU, and fewer investment barriers (Hu 2021, 3). Ultimately after seven years and 35 rounds 

of negotiation, the EU and China came to an agreement on CAI on December 30, 2020 

(François Godement 2021a, 1). CAI is centered around four aspects: market access; creating a 

level playing field; sustainable development; and investment protection (François Godement 

2021b). On market access, CAI involves a list of sectors within manufacturing that are open 

for EU investment (François Godement 2021a, 3), and several sectors in the EU could benefit 

from CAI. Furthermore, China would also ease market access restrictions and remove 

investment barriers (Wang and Li 2020, 369). Regarding the level playing field, CAI deals with 

non-discrimination, reciprocity, and transparency of subsides (Telò 2021, 164) and it includes 

commitments for Chinese state-owned enterprises (SOEs) (François Godement 2021a, 3). 

Furthermore, CAI includes parts about sustainable development that can be connected to 

NTPOs. The inclusion of these extended the negotiation timeframe (Telò 2021, 163), and it 

might have been the last part agreed upon (Hu 2021, 12). Sustainable development, broadly, 

refers to ideas such as lowering poverty and guaranteeing sustainable consumption; however, 
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CAI primarily addresses the environment and labor (Cotula 2021, 363). Nevertheless, as 

Milewicz et al. (2018, 748) point out, NTPOs are typically nonbinding, and this can be applied 

to certain CAI clauses because the wording of the agreement makes the clauses difficult to 

enforce (Cotula 2021, 363). Thus, even though CAI includes clauses related to sustainable 

development, it does not ensure that they will be implemented as the EU or the Parliament 

would desire; instead, NTPOs are more adequately characterized as a sign that the European 

Commission attempted to affect Chinese behavior. Lastly, on investment protection, the EU 

and China agreed to further discuss the matter and reach an agreement within the following 

years (François Godement 2021a, 1).  

 During the negotiations of CAI, the European Commission had to take into 

consideration demands coming from the European Parliament because of its role in giving its 

consent to the agreement. Throughout the negotiation rounds, the Parliament advocated that 

the Commission should seek to ensure market access in China based on transparency and 

reciprocity (Telò 2021, 170) as well as issues regarding NTPOs. As early as 2013, the 

Parliament called for an impact assessment of CAI on its potential effect on human rights; in 

2018, the Parliament called for the inclusion of provisions “with a binding commitment to 

international labour and environmental standards;” in the end of 2020, the Parliament adopted 

a resolution criticizing Chinese treatment of the people living in the Xinjiang region, and called 

for sanctions on China; early 2021 the Parliament passed a resolution criticizing the speedy 

conclusion of CAI by not taking steps against Chinese human rights violations in Hong Kong, 

Xinjiang, and Tibet (Jochheim 2021, 7). By March 2021 and after, the EU-China relationship 

has taken a turn to an all-time low when the EU sanctioned four Chinese government officials 

connected to Chinese camps of its Uyghur minority in Xinjiang (Lau and Barigazzi 2021), and 

China counter-sanctioning European think tanks, researchers, and MEPs, the Parliament’s 

subcommittee on human rights, member state parliamentarians, and the political and security 

committee of the Council of the EU. Following the sanctions, the European Parliament voted 

to freeze the ratification of CAI until China ends its sanctions (Chipman Koty 2021; Jochheim 

2021, 7).  

On CAI, various groups within the Parliament opposed its ratification, ranging from 

protectionists to Greens and Liberals, while the European People’s Party (EPP) was a strong 

supporter of the agreement. The sanctions by China on EU institutions and parliamentarians 

unified the Parliament in not ratifying CAI and also created a potential shift among member 

states (Telò 2021, 171). As stated earlier, the EU-China relationship reflects a high level of 
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economic integration, and CAI could help mitigate gaps that are present in the investment 

relationship. Nevertheless, the role of the European Parliament and its power of consent being 

essential in ratifying CAI creates an interesting research area about its cohesion on China as 

the relationship is experiencing turmoil. The next section seek to provide an understanding of 

voting in the Parliament.  

2.3. European Parliament cohesion 

2.3.1. Party groups or national delegations: 
 As a starting point, it is crucial to define what is meant by cohesion in the European 

Parliament. Costello and Thomson (2016, 774) define cohesion as “agreement among national 

delegations of MEPs within a transnational party group in terms of their policy positions on 

specific controversial issues,” while Norrevik (2021, 702) considers voting cohesion as voting 

as fellow party members. In this thesis, I consider voting cohesion of the European Parliament 

as MEPs voting the same way on an issue where there is a roll call vote, and this can result in 

either party group cohesion or national delegation cohesion. A European Parliament group or 

national delegation being cohesive does not highlight that it supports or rejects a vote, but it 

does show whether it is united in its opinion and which aspect of the two is most important in 

the Parliament.  

 Research on the cohesion of the European Parliament shows that party groups tend to 

vote more cohesively than the national delegations (Hix, Noury, and Roland 2018, 219; Raunio 

and Wagner 2017, 14), usually being cohesive at about 90% (Raunio and Wagner 2021, 25). 

Furthermore, when voting on external relations of the EU, research has shown that when MEPs 

vote on issues like foreign affairs, trade, and development policies, the party groups are more 

cohesive than nationalities (Wagner et al. 2021, 421). The reasons for the cohesion of the party 

groups can vary by party group, member state, and multiple other factors can affect cohesion. 

In the European Parliament, voting cohesion is important for the party groups (Kantola and 

Miller 2021, 3) in order for them to achieve their objectives and goals (Raunio and Wagner 

2017, 7; Wagner et al. 2021, 420). Being part of party groups give MEPs the possibility to gain 

increased influence and become more visible (Norrevik 2020, 360), and research shows that 

MEPs tend to join the larger groups to gain more power and a greater voice over outcomes 

(Hix and Noury 2018). Party group cohesion is therefore important for the group to achieve its 

objectives in European Parliament politics; nevertheless, there are instances where MEPs might 

deviate from the cohesion of its Parliament party group. 
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An MEP might deviate from their party group because of pressure coming from their 

member state and that he/she receives instructions from their national party on an issue that 

might differ from the party group. The MEP is then more likely to vote similar to his or her 

member state national party because it can be either beneficial or detrimental to the MEP’s 

development within the national party (Hix 2008, 1256; Raunio and Wagner 2017, 8, 2021, 

22–23). The European Parliament party group leadership has powers to reward and punish by 

controlling assignments and speaking time of its MEPs; however, it is the national party 

leadership that can alter the candidate lists for elections (Raunio and Wagner 2020a, 550–51) 

and therefore have an impact on the MEPs political position and future career. This means that 

when there are votes that are important for the national party, the MEP is likely to follow 

national cues even if that means voting differently from its party group. Lastly, research shows 

that smaller national delegations within the Parliament tend to have higher cohesion scores than 

larger national delegations (Raunio and Wagner 2017, 14). 

In any case, research has shown that party groups are more cohesive than national 

delegations in the European Parliament. Regarding EU-China relations with a specific focus 

on the European Parliament and based on previous research, my first hypothesis is: 

H1: In a comparison of party groups and national delegations, MEPs sharing nationality have 

lower cohesion scores than the party groups on China roll call votes. 

2.3.2. Cohesion of the center: 
Regarding whether a party is center, right, left, or on the extremes of the political 

spectrum, their ideas and positioning on many issues can vary. By comparison, with respect to 

European Parliament party group politics on the US, Wagner et al. (2021) find that between 

EP 6 (2004-9) and EP 8 (2014-19), the center and especially the center-right was most 

supportive of EU-US relations. Furthermore, the authors’ find that the party groups are, on 

average, more cohesive than the national delegations and that among the party groups, most 

criticism of the US came from the far-left. The results of this research, which came after the 

negotiations and the deterioration of the EU-US TTIP (Transatlantic Trade and Investment 

Partnership) agreement, are highly relevant to the thesis because of certain similarities with the 

current situation in EU-China relations that is dominated by a deterioration of CAI. 

When it comes to party positioning on trade, research shows that MEPs whose origin 

is a member state with strong pro-environment opinions and coming from large economies are 

less likely to vote in favor of free trade (Norrevik 2020, 365), left-wing governments in capital-
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abundant member states are more protectionist than their counterparts in labor-intensive states 

(Dutt and Mitra 2005, 64), Greens are supportive of trade protectionism (Meissner and Rosén 

2021, 15), and that center-right are supportive of trade while parties on the left are more 

protectionist (Raunio and Wagner 2017, 11) and more skeptical of free trade (Norrevik 2020, 

365). On TTIP between the EU and the US, Dür and Schlipphak (2021, 51) found that in 

Germany, support of the agreement was highest for CDU/CSU supporters and lowest among 

those considered to belong to the Green party. Similarly, in Spain, parties belonging to the 

center were more supportive. In other words, when it comes to voting on trade issues in the 

European Parliament, we can expect that center parties are more in favor of CAI. This would 

also explain the EPP’s supportive position on the agreement, as mentioned in section 2.2. 

Similarly, on a range of other external relations votes, there are party group differences 

between the center, left, and the right. When it comes to foreign policy and the support for 

military missions, the center tends to be the most supportive, and the political right is more 

supportive of the operations than the left (Haesebrouck and Mello 2020, 574). Additionally, 

the type of foreign policy operations can affect which party holds a favorable position, where 

the left is most supportive of missions that are considered to be humanitarian and multilateral, 

while the right is more supportive when it is due to strategic reasons (Haesebrouck and Mello 

2020, 568 and 582). Furthermore, the type of coalitions within the Parliament can vary 

depending on the policy issue that is being voted on. When it comes to issues like international 

trade and foreign and security policy, there is often a grand center coalition consisting of EPP, 

S&D (Socialists & Democrats), and ALDE (Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe) 

now known as Renew, against extreme and smaller party groups. On matters of the internal 

market and consumer protection there is more often a center-right coalition, while on 

development and civil liberties, a center-left coalition is more likely (Hix and Frantescu 2019, 

7). 
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Figure 1 - The figure is based on the text above showing what type of operations the 

center, left, and right supports. 

In the European Parliament, the parties on the extreme right and left tend to take 

different positions than the center parties, and the radical parties/niche parties tend to show 

lower levels of cohesion than the larger, more institutional groups such as the EPP and S&D 

(Bowler and McElroy 2015, 1357). The lower level of cohesion among the radical parties can 

be due to various factors, one of which is that they have “different practices and motives” 

(Kantola and Miller 2021, 784) and because of their “unlikeliness of influencing the final 

outcome” (Wagner et al. 2021, 428). In sum, on a range of issues, the center party groups tend 

to be most cohesive and have favorable opinions on agreements and EU action externally.  

Depending on what issue is being up for a vote, there can be different types of 

coalitions, and there can be variation among and within parties sharing ideology on certain 

matters depending on the economic situation of a MEPs country, its political situation, or 

because of national values (such as environment), thereby affecting cohesion. However, based 

on previous literature on the European Parliament, the centrist party groups tend to be most 

cohesive. My second hypothesis is, therefore: 

H2: In a comparison of European Parliament party groups, center parties are more cohesive 

on China than parties on the extremes of the ideological spectrum. 
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2.3.3. Ideological positioning on external relations: 
The European Parliament consists of seven different party groups, where political 

parties and parliamentarians from the 27 member states choose a party group that best achieves 

their objectives and share their ideological position (Hix and Noury 2018), and these parties 

from across the EU join together to form a supranational institution to represent the citizens of 

the EU. Research on European Parliament cohesion has included variables dealing with two 

types of ideological positioning, the left-right and the gal/tan/new politics dimension 

(Haesebrouck and Mello 2020; Hix and Noury 2018; Wagner et al. 2018, 2021), which I will 

refer to as gal/tan. With regards to these two dimensions of party positioning in the Parliament 

dealing with external relations, research shows that the left-right dynamic offers more plausible 

explanations than gal/tan, and these results are consistent across several policy areas. On trade, 

“partisanship based on class cleavages is a good predictor of a party’s trade policy position” 

(Milner and Judkins 2004, 114), and trade policy votes in the Parliament are based on the left-

right dimension (Wagner et al. 2021, 423). On transatlantic relations between the EU and the 

US, left-right is more explanatory (Wagner et al. 2021, 429); on development policy, the left-

right dynamic is more important than other policy areas relating to external relations (Raunio 

and Wagner 2021, 28); and on support for military deployment, the left-right cleavage is also 

more explanatory than gal/tan (Haesebrouck and Mello 2020, 582; Wagner et al. 2018, 557). 

In other words, although gal/tan has some effect on external relations votes within the European 

Parliament, the left-right dynamic tends to be the best predictor. Thus, based on previous 

literature, my third hypothesis is: 

H3: In a comparison of ideology, the left-right dynamic explains European Parliament 

cohesion on China better than gal/tan. 

2.4. The Ideological Left-Right and Gal/tan 

Political parties in Europe and the party groups in the Parliament can have different 

left-right positions on European integration and on the market, and thereby also have different 

policy priorities and opinions with regard to China. The left-right cleavage among the political 

parties has played a central position in the research of political parties and the way they behave 

(Gabel and Huber 2000, 94; Otjes 2018, 645), hence the relevance of including it in research 

on party cohesion of the European Parliament on external relations and on China. Hooghe, 

Marks, and Wilson (2002, 966) explain that the left-right dynamic is related to increased vs. 

decreased government regulation of the market, and they find that it is the primary structure of 

party competition in Europe. According to the Hooghe-Marks model, the left-right dynamic 
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solely influences party positions “on European policies that are concerned with redistribution 

and regulating capitalism,” where the left is more focused on distribution and regulations, and 

the right desires more integration of the market (Hooghe, Marks, and Wilson 2002, 971–72). 

In other words, the left-right dynamic is primarily focused on market issues when it comes to 

the EU. 

From the focus on the market, the left-right dynamic can therefore create different types 

of coalitions in the EU depending on what issue is up for a vote. However, it is important to 

point out that the left-right dynamic can vary among parties on national compared to European 

matters related to the market and its redistribution. The parties could potentially have a 

difference of opinion on the redistribution of funds and on who receives the benefits, which 

could lead to future electoral difficulties if the citizens do not share that opinion (Hooghe and 

Marks 2009, 14–15). A problem with measuring the left-right dynamic arises when the right 

and the left have different ideas about concepts, such as equality,  where the left might perceive 

it to stand for equal outcomes and the right as equal opportunities (Otjes 2018, 647). Hence it 

seems reasonable to expect that the left-right cleavage is to be significant due to the important 

role that the trade and investment relationship plays in EU-China relations.  

However, not all European Parliament votes are focused on more or less government 

interference in the market, thus opening up space for an additional political ideology dimension 

to impact voting. The other political dimension is gal/tan, which has gained increased strength 

and influence over the past couple of decades because of questions such as “lifestyle, ecology, 

cultural diversity, nationalism, and immigration” having a bigger role in politics (Hooghe, 

Marks, and Wilson 2002, 976). The shift to gal/tan can be explained as being centered around 

the political community and national identity, where parties on the far TAN side are opposed 

to EU integration due to its non-national characteristics and because of immigration. GAL 

parties are instead more favorable towards further integration, particularly Green parties, 

though the relationship to European integration is weaker among these parties compared to 

TAN parties (Hooghe and Marks 2009, 16–17). 

Among green parties in Europe, research has shown that they are good at coordinating 

and cooperating on international issues and on different levels of governance (Meissner and 

Rosén 2021), they tend to be unfavorable to trade agreements (Dür and Schlipphak 2021, 51; 

Meissner and Rosén 2021, 15; Shaohua 2015, 20), they tend to be more cosmopolitan than the 

center-right (Raunio and Wagner 2021, 21), and these parties are strong supporters of 
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environment policies at the EU level and are advocates of strengthening the European 

Parliament (Hooghe, Marks, and Wilson 2002, 983). Furthermore, due to GAL parties’ 

cosmopolitan and universalist values (Hooghe and Marks 2018, 15) and left-wing 

governments’ support of international law on human rights and humanitarian law with the 

protection of civilians (Raunio and Wagner 2020b, 522), we can expect that the gal/tan 

cleavage is important in the European Parliament’s positioning on China based on China’s 

behavior in Hong Kong, its treatment of the Uyghur community, and from the Parliament’s 

calls of including environment and labor NTPOs in CAI. 

The European Parliament’s cohesion on China can therefore be influenced by both the 

left-right and the gal/tan dynamic of political cleavages. The EU and China are economically 

highly integrated, creating the potential effect of left-right on cohesion towards China, where 

center parties and the center-right have higher cohesion. The EU-China relationship can also 

be influenced by gal/tan due to the partnership on environmental issues where China is 

considered a partner (Borrell 2020, 7; Tonchev 2021). In addition, gal/tan can also be 

influential in the Parliament’s cohesion on China because of the GAL parties’ universal values 

and support of human rights and democracy. Based on previous literature, the ideological 

divisions of the party groups should be the primary driver of cohesion; nevertheless, one cannot 

neglect that there might be national dynamics in play depending on the political and economic 

situation of a national delegation. On the Parliament’s cohesion on China and the economic 

interdependency and sources of tension, there might therefore be both ideological and national 

divisions that can affect cohesion. In the following sections, I will seek to understand the 

European Parliament’s voting cohesion on China by primarily focusing on the party groups but 

also briefly analyzing the cohesion of the national delegations. In addition to analyzing the roll 

call cohesion results, I will seek to understand whether it is the left-right or the gal/tan dynamic 

that explains cohesion on China. 
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3. Method and material 

3.1. Material 

 To understand the cohesion of the European Parliament, I first examined the European 

Parliament Legislative Observatory, which is a database of the EU decision-making process. 

In the database, I searched for “China” and “Chinese,” ranging from the start of the 9th 

European Parliament (2019) until the end of 2021 (EP 9). From the results of the search, I 

narrowed down the number of observations to titles mentioning China/Chinese, Hong Kong, 

Taiwan, and Xinjiang. The reasoning for only including observations with the words mentioned 

is to ensure that the vote is directly related to EU-China relations. When analyzing the 

legislative observatory, there were resolutions and decisions mentioning China in the adopted 

text,2 but these have been excluded for the reason of ensuring that the Parliament adopted the 

text based on China-related matters. Furthermore, decisions made with the raised hand method 

were also excluded for the reason of not being able to observe how MEPs voted.  

 In getting the data of how each party group and national delegation voted on a text, I 

acquired the numbers from Parltrack.org. However, all roll call votes that can be found on the 

legislative observatory cannot be found on Parltrack, and these include the Resolution on forced 

labor and the situation of the Uyghurs in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (RC-B9-

0432/2020) and the Resolution on the crackdown on the democratic opposition in Hong Kong 

(RC-B9-0068/2020). It is unclear why Parltrack has not included these resolutions in their 

database, especially since there are documents showing how each MEP voted on each 

amendment of the resolutions.3 Nevertheless, these two resolutions, along with the roll call 

votes of their respective amendments, will be excluded from my analysis due to their data not 

being on Parltrack.  

 I have also categorized each roll call vote into a specific theme to gain a greater 

understanding of what issues the Parliament voted on. The categorization of the vote is based 

on how the legislative observatory defined the subject of the text under basic information of 

the respective procedure file. Each observation under the specific category is based on the text 

as a whole and is not based on specific amendments to the text; the number of observations of 

 
2 Such as roll call votes on the text Implementation of the common commercial policy – annual report 2018 

taken on October 7, 2020. The text had a specific section on China, but votes like these have not been included 

in my analysis.  
3 For RC-B9-0432/2020 PV-9-2020-12-17-RCV_EN.pdf (europa.eu), and for RC-B9-0068/2020 PV-9-2021-01-

21-RCV_EN.pdf (europa.eu). 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0252_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/PV-9-2020-12-17-RCV_EN.pdf#page=7&zoom=100,71,45
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/PV-9-2021-01-21-RCV_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/PV-9-2021-01-21-RCV_EN.pdf
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the four categories might then change if one desires to analyze each amendment and roll call 

vote further. On hypothesis three, I perform quadratic regression of all the human rights and 

trade votes to gain a clearer understanding of whether the left-right dynamic explains trade and 

whether gal/tan explains human rights.  

Table 1 - Number of roll call votes in total and per category. 

EP Roll 
call 

votes 

Total Human 
Rights/Democracy 

Total 
Trade/WTO/FDI 

Total Foreign 
Affairs/Relations with 

Asian 
Countries/Diplomatic 

policy/CFSP + CSDP 

Total Other 
(transport 

agreements) 

9 84 6 8 694 1 

 

For measuring ideology and answering the third hypothesis, I use the Chapel Hill 

Expert Survey (CHES) trend file (Jolly et al. n.d.), which estimates the positioning of political 

parties across EU member states on various issues and their ideology. For my analysis, I focus 

solely on 2019 from the trend file.  

Lastly, I have also contacted 42 MEPs that are part of the European Parliament’s 

Committee on International Trade (INTA) and/or the Delegation for relations with the People’s 

Republic of China. In total, I have a response rate of 38% (17 MEPs), and one MEP accepted 

an interview which was conducted on March 3, 2022. Among all the MEPs contacted, there 

were 20 females and 22 males from various member states and party groups. The interview 

with the MEP who accepted was conducted in an anonymous way, but the parliamentarian 

accepted on stating that he/she belongs to the EPP party group.  

3.2. Method 

When studying legislative behavior and voting cohesion in politics across the world, 

roll call votes offer important insights (Chiru and Stoian 2019, 925; Hix, Noury, and Roland 

2018, 212; Raunio and Wagner 2021, 22; Yordanova and Mühlböck 2015, 373), and facilitate 

a greater understanding of parliamentarians’ preferences on policies compared to when 

studying party manifestos or expert surveys (Wagner et al. 2021, 424). When it comes to the 

 
4 Resolutions that fall into this category are: RC-B9-0169/2020 Resolution on the PRC national security law for 

Hong Kong and the need for the EU to defend Hong Kong’s high degree of autonomy, A9-0265/2021 EU-

Taiwan political relations and cooperation, and RC-B9-0269/2021 Resolution on Chinese countersanctions on 

EU entities and MEPs and MPs 
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European Parliament, observing roll call votes is useful when looking at cohesion because it 

provides a clear overview of the positioning of the party groups and the national delegations.  

For all my hypotheses, the dependent variable is an Agreement Index (AI) based on the 

results from the roll call votes by the Parliament on China. The AI is used to measure party 

cohesion by accounting for Yes, No, and Abstain votes, producing a number between 0 and 1. 

The formula for the AI is: 

𝐴𝐼𝑖 = 𝑚𝑎𝑥{𝑌𝑖, 𝑁𝑖, 𝐴𝑖} − 1/2[(𝑌𝑖 +𝑁𝑖 + 𝐴𝑖) − 𝑚𝑎𝑥{𝑌𝑖 , 𝑁𝑖, 𝐴𝑖}]/(𝑌𝑖, 𝑁𝑖, 𝐴𝑖) 

 If the result of a roll call vote is 1, it is a sign that the Parliament, party group, or national 

delegation is completely cohesive on a vote, while a 0 means that it is equally divided on all 

the three voting options (Hix, Noury, and Roland 2005, 123). What the AI score therefore 

means is that if a party group or a national delegation receives a 0 or close to it on an issue that 

is being voted on, then the issue is highly politicized (Wagner et al. 2021, 424).  

After having calculated the AI of each roll call vote, I analyze the results to observe 

whether the party groups of the European Parliament are more cohesive on China than the 

national delegations (H1). I do this by comparing means of the party groups and the national 

delegations and testing whether there is a significant difference between the two through a two-

tailed t-test. In addition, I also analyze which national delegations show the most and least 

cohesion in order to gain a deeper understanding of the situation within the Parliament. For my 

second hypothesis, I compare the party group’s cohesion by comparing their means and also 

testing whether there is a significant difference in cohesion.  

Following an analysis of the cohesiveness of the Parliament, I perform both linear and 

quadratic regression. My two independent variables are left-right and gal/tan from the CHES 

trend file (Jolly et al. n.d.). After having recoded the variables, both left-right and gal/tan range 

from  0 (extreme left/green) to 19 (extreme right/nationalist), where the mean of left-right and 

gal/tan is 10 and is therefore considered the center. The reason for not keeping the original 

scale of 0-10 was to give the party groups are more exact representation of where they belong 

on the ideological spectrum compared to each other.  

A control variable included from CHES is protectionism which measures whether a 

party favors trade liberalization (0) or the protection of domestic producers (19), where 10 is 

that the party has a middle position. This variable is included to specifically capture the trade 

and economic aspect of the general left-right variable on the EU-China relationship and what 
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position each party group has. Unfortunately, CHES did not have a variable for the Parliament 

party groups. To fill this gap, I created a variable where each party from the 27 member states 

included in the 2019 survey was categorized into their respective party group. If a party did not 

have a group, it was excluded from my analysis.  

For the third hypothesis, I first perform linear regression on all votes after having 

averaged the overall cohesion of each party group and their respective average position on left-

right, gal/tan, and protectionism. Averages were used for each party group in CHES due to 

each individual party not having a specific AI on the roll call votes and not being able to merge 

my dataset with CHES for this reason. Because some party groups are big with many MEPs 

and others small, I have weighted the AI results of the third hypothesis using a frequency 

weight by the number of MEPs. Second, for a deeper analysis of human rights and trade votes, 

the same method of averaging was used in order to understand what impact gal/tan has on 

human rights and left-right on trade cohesion. Instead of performing linear regression, I use 

quadratic regression because previous research has shown that there is an inverted U-curve 

relationship on issues due to radical parties having different positions than the center and more 

established parties. Linear regression is first used to gain an understanding of the effect of the 

variables on the cohesion of all votes, while quadratic regression is used for a specific 

ideological variable on their respective policy roll call vote to understand whether there is a 

similar relationship on China as previous research has shown on other issues. 
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4. Results 

 H1: In a comparison of party groups and national delegations, MEPs 

sharing nationality have lower cohesion scores than the party groups on 

China roll call votes. 

Results indicate that the national delegations are more cohesive than the party groups,  

contrary to previous literature that has found that party groups show higher cohesion (Hix, 

Noury, and Roland 2018, 219; Raunio and Wagner 2017, 14). Furthermore, in figure 2, we can 

observe that the median for the party groups is 0.79, while the national delegations have 0.84. 

The gap in cohesion becomes further supported when comparing the respective means and their 

confidence intervals. The average of the party groups is 0.78, while the national delegations 

have an average of 0.83 with no overlap of the 95% confidence intervals, and the difference is 

further supported through a t-test which shows that there is a strong significant difference 

between the two.5 It is important at this stage to point out that the number of MEPs in the 

political parties and the national delegations can affect the cohesion results. In total, there are 

705 MEPs; however, every member state does not have an equal amount of parliamentarians, 

and each party group does not have an equal number of MEPs from each member state. In other 

words, the size and representation of the party groups and national delegations can affect the 

overall cohesion of the party groups and national delegations. Nevertheless, the finding is 

contrary to previous research, and it tells us that there is something particular occurring in the 

Parliament when it comes to votes on China.  

 
5 Pr(│T│ > │t│) = 0.0000 
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Figure 2 

 The finding that the national delegations are more cohesive than the European 

Parliament party groups is an interesting finding that raises many questions. Research done on 

the cohesion of the European Parliament on US relations showed that, on average, the party 

groups were more cohesive than the national delegations (Wagner et al. 2021, 426).6 However, 

on China, my research finds that the opposite is true. It is difficult to discern whether the votes 

within the Parliament are dovish or hawkish on China since I do not analyze the content of the 

specific votes and the argument put forward by MEPs. However, from the lower cohesion score 

of the Parliament groups, we can understand that the party groups are more politicized (Wagner 

et al. 2021, 424) than the national delegations. The AI of the party groups was, on average, 

0.78 in the 9th Parliament on China, which is slightly higher than votes by the Parliament on 

external relations votes in the 8th Parliament with an AI averaging around 0.7 (Raunio and 

Wagner 2021, 25). There might therefore have occurred an increase in cohesion in the 9th 

European Parliament on external relations, though further research is needed to explore the 

issue.  

There were a variety of votes in the 9th European Parliament on China since the start of 

the Parliamentary session until the end of 2021, ranging from votes on the Uyghur minority,7 

 
6 The authors’ do not report whether the difference is statistically significant. Their results on the European 

Parliament’s cohesion towards the USA show that the average AI of the party groups in EP 8 is about 0.83, 

while for the national delegations the AI was about 0.60. 
7 RC-B9-0246/2019, RC-B9-0432/2020 



 

22 
 

Hong Kong,8 over sanctions and the freezing of CAI ratification,9 to Taiwan.10 The lowest 

cohesion result for the party groups was 0.59, which dealt with amendment 10 of the text on 

Chinese countersanctions on EU entities and MEPs (RC-B9-0269/2021). For the national 

delegations, the most politicized vote received a cohesion score of 0.6, and it was on 

amendment 3 of the resolution on Hong Kong dealing with Apple Daily (RC-B9-0385/2021).  

 

Figure 3 

Past research has shown that smaller member states tend to have higher cohesion on 

votes (Raunio and Wagner 2017, 14), and this raises the question of who are the most cohesive 

on EU-China votes within the Parliament. On China roll call votes, I have found that there is 

great variation in cohesion among the national delegations even if they share a similar amount 

of seats in the Parliament.11 National delegations within the Parliament that stand out from 

previous research are Romania, Poland, Cyprus, and Malta. The most cohesive national 

delegation within the Parliament is Romania, with an AI of 1, and it has 33 seats in the 

Parliament (sixth largest delegation), followed by Lithuania (0.98) and Luxembourg (0.97). 

The latter two are rather small delegations, and their cohesion is consistent with previous 

research, while Romania and its number of seats and cohesion is fascinating. Another outlier 

 
8 RC-B9-0169/2020, RC-B9-0068/2021, RC-B9-0385/2021 
9 RC-B9-0269/2021 
10 A9-0265/2021 
11 In the appendix (Appendix 1) the reader can find the average cohesion results of each national delegation 

within the Parliament and their number of seats. 
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with a high cohesion score and many seats is Poland (fifth largest), with a cohesion score of 

0.97. National delegations with few seats being contrary to previous research by having lower 

cohesion are Cyprus with an AI of 0.58 (second lowest AI) and Malta with an AI of 0.68 (fourth 

lowest). 

The national delegation with the lowest cohesion on China is Greece, with an AI of 

0.38. Greece’s vote receiving the lowest cohesion results was the second roll call vote on point 

i of paragraph 1 on EU-Taiwan political relations and cooperation (A9-0265/2021), where the 

country had an AI of 0.14. Furthermore, Greece had 22 roll call votes receiving an AI of 0.25, 

which contributes to the national delegation having the lowest cohesion results among the 27 

delegations.  

In summary, hypothesis one is not supported within the European Parliament when it 

comes to roll call votes on China. Previous research has shown that the party groups have been 

more cohesive than the national delegations. Furthermore, previous research has shown that 

among the national delegations of the Parliament, states with few seats have higher cohesion. 

However, when it comes to votes on China ranging from Uyghurs, Hong Kong, sanctions, and 

Taiwan in the 9th European Parliament, on average, the national delegations show higher levels 

of cohesion than the Parliament groups, even though it has to be said that variation among 

national delegations is considerable. Also contrary to previous findings, among the national 

delegations, several large states show high cohesion and several small delegations show low 

cohesion. These findings raise many questions for future research on what is occurring in the 

European Parliament when there are votes on China.  

H2: In a comparison of European Parliament party groups, center parties are 

more cohesive on China than parties on the extremes of the ideological 

spectrum. 

Among parties in Europe and the party groups of the European Parliament, past 

research has shown that center parties and, in particular center-right parties were more 

supportive of EU-US relations, the center-right is supportive of trade, and the center is most 

supportive of military missions. Similarly, on EU-US relations, most criticism came from the 

far-left, left parties are usually protectionist and skeptical of trade, and left parties are most 

supportive of missions that are humanitarian and multilateral. Lastly, green parties are 

supportive of trade protectionism and unfavorable to trade agreements, cosmopolitan, and 
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supporters of environmental policies. Radical left and radical right parties, tend to have low 

cohesion based on various motives and their unlikeliness of affecting the final result. In other 

words, center parties tend to be most supportive on a wide range of issues, thus often making 

these parties show the highest level of cohesion in the Parliament because of their less extreme 

positions. Among the party groups, I consider EPP, S&D, and Renew as centrist, similar to Hix 

and Frantescu (2019, 7).  

 Figure 4 shows that five party groups have similar levels of cohesion. The two most 

cohesive party groups are EPP and Renew both having an AI of 0.98, followed by S&D, which 

has 0.95, followed by ECR12 and Verts/ALE13 with 0.94. The least cohesive party group on 

average is Identity and Democracy (ID), the hard-right party family in the European 

Parliament, with 0.45, closely matched with the Left having 0.46 and the independents (Non-

Inscripts) having 0.55.14 Both ID and the Left have the lowest levels of cohesion which is 

consistent with previous research because of their extreme positioning, and their difference of 

cohesion is not statistically significant.15  

 
12 ECR stands for European Conservatives and Reformists. Examples of national parties belonging to this party 

group are: the Sweden Democrats; Vox (Spain); Brothers of Italy; Reformed Political Party (Netherlands); and 

the Law and Justice Party (Poland). 
13 Verts/ALE is the Green party group of the European Parliament. The party is classified as Verts/ALE based 
on Parltrack, but officially in the Parliament they are known as Greens/EFA where EFA stands for European 

Free Alliance. Examples of national parties belonging to this party group are: the Swedish Environmental Party; 

the Greens (Germany); the Greens (France); the Union of Greens and Farmers (Latvia). 
14 Provided in the appendix (Appendix 2) is a table showing the cohesion of each party group in order from 

highest to lowest, the number of MEPs each group has in the Parliament, and how many parties in CHES belong 

to each group.  
15 Pr(│T│ > │t│) = 0.8057 
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Figure 4 

From observing figure 4 and the cohesion results of the groups, a question arises 

whether there is any difference among the center party groups and ECR and Verts/ALE. 

Among EPP and Renew, who are the most cohesive, there is no statistical difference;16 

however, comparing S&D with EPP17 and Renew18 there is a statistical difference in their 

cohesion. S&D is, therefore, a centrist party group that is statistically different from EPP and 

Renew with its lower cohesion results, though still being very high with 0.95.  

When comparing the cohesion of the centrist S&D with the non-centrist groups of 

ECR19 and Verts/ALE,20 there is no statistically significant difference between them. The 

results, therefore, show that we cannot adequately determine that S&D is more cohesive than 

the other two groups. EPP and Renew are, however, statistically more cohesive on China than 

ECR and Verts/ALE.  

In sum, EPP and Renew are the most cohesive party groups of the Parliament on China, 

while there is no significant difference between S&D, ECR, and Verts/ALE. From this result, 

hypothesis two is only partially supported because the latter two groups are traditionally not 

 
16 Pr(│T│ > │t│) = 0.8655 
17 Pr(│T│ > │t│) = 0.0000 
18 Pr(│T│ > │t│) = 0.0110 
19 Pr(│T│ > │t│) = 0.3298 
20 Pr(│T│ > │t│) = 0.4059 
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considered centrist though they are highly similar in cohesion to the centrist group of S&D.   

This can be because green parties have moved more towards the center, and because ECR is 

more conservative than radical. The independents, the Left, and ID are nevertheless the least 

cohesive party groups of the European Parliament, which is consistent with prior research. 

Therefore, on China roll call votes, there seems to be something particular occurring in the 

Parliament compared to other issue areas.  

An explanation for the interesting finding that the party groups of ECR and Verts/ALE 

show such a high level of cohesion can be due to the increased tensions in the EU-China 

relationship lately, especially from the sanctions put on MEPs. Telò (2021, 171) reported that 

several groups within the Parliament were unified following the sanctions when they decided 

to freeze CAI, and this act of unification can possibly be applied to several other votes on 

multiple issues due to the similarities in cohesion results. The priorities and objectives of the 

party groups might therefore be more similar on China than one might expect. Nonetheless, the 

cohesion results can vary per party group on what type of issue is up for a vote, and the AI does 

not show whether the group has a favorable or unfavorable opinion on the vote.   

On the cohesion of the party groups, an MEP belonging to EPP stated well what is 

occurring by saying, “we have divisions, those are natural and of course that, at the end of the 

day…I think all political groups are voting, having in mind the best interests of European 

citizens.” Furthermore, on CAI and the sanctions, the MEP did not think that the agreement 

could be on the agenda until the sanctions were removed and that this action was a natural act 

of solidarity because “the European Parliament is the institution of the free speech, so we 

cannot accept being conditioned by anyone in expressing our opinions” (Anonymous 

interview 2022). In other words, the party groups show solidarity with one another recently 

when it comes to China due to the sanctions put on MEPs, and they vote to uphold values such 

as free speech and with the interests of EU citizens in their mind.  

The act of solidarity between the party groups and the high level of cohesion on China 

among the five large party groups makes the future of the EU-China relationship an interesting 

area of research. The main party groups have high levels of cohesion, but overall the party 

groups have lower cohesion on China than the national delegations, as we observed in the first 

hypothesis. A deeper analysis of what type of resolutions and amendments are put forth by 

each party group and national delegation within the Parliament can be fascinating to see 
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whether they take a dovish or hawkish position overall on China, then we can better predict 

how the future of the relationship will evolve.  

H3: In a comparison of ideology, the left-right dynamic explains European 

Parliament cohesion on China better than gal/tan. 

 Past research on various policy issues measuring cohesion of political parties has found 

that ideologically, the left-right axis explains cohesion better than gal/tan. These two 

ideological positionings concern different aspects of society and politics, where left-right is 

focused on the market and gal/tan on universal values and identity. The question with regards 

to China roll call votes in the European Parliament is, therefore, whether the same is occurring 

as past research has found. First, I will perform linear regression on the average cohesion results 

of all roll call votes to investigate the variables’ effect and significance. Secondly, I will use 

quadratic regression with gal/tan on human rights votes and left-right on trade votes due to 

these types of votes being connected with each ideological positioning and to examine whether 

there is an inverted U-curve relationship of parties and cohesion.  

Linear regression of univariate models on all roll call votes regarding China show that 

left-right explains cohesion on China better than gal/tan does.21 However, when both the left-

right dynamic and gal/tan are accounted for in model 4, the variables provide greater 

explanation and gal/tan has a stronger negative effect on cohesion than left-right has a positive 

effect. The finding that gal/tan has a slightly stronger effect on cohesion than the left-right 

dynamic is contrary to previous research, which shows that there is something specific 

occurring in the Parliament on China votes. Results show that as a party group becomes more 

right on the left-right axis (blue dots in figure 5), their cohesion towards China increases, while 

for gal/tan (orange dots), the GAL parties show higher cohesion than TAN parties. In other 

words, parties that are more in favor of decreased government regulation of the market and 

those who believe in universal values show the highest cohesion on China. Nevertheless, as the 

second hypothesis showed, the non-centrist party groups of ECR and Verts/ALE which are 

positioned on different sides of the ideological spectrum (figure 5), show similar cohesion 

levels as EPP, Renew, and S&D. The ideology of the parties does matter, however, it is 

 
21 The R2 is, however, quite low for both left-right and gal/tan on all roll call votes. I performed quadratic 

regression on both model 1 and 2 to observe whether the R2 would increase, due to previous research having 

shown that there is an inverted U-curve relationship in positioning. Quadratic regression results show that the R2 

does increase for both variables (Left-right = 0.38, and gal/tan = 0.14) but left-right is still most explanatory. 
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important to keep in mind that the larger party groups show similar cohesion levels with each 

other, as does the smaller and more radical parties.  

Table 2 – Linear regression results on all roll call votes. 

Average AI Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 

Left-right 

0.0104**** 

(.0018)     

0.0645**** 

(.0027) 

0.0112**** 

(.0009)   

-0.0171**** 

(.0027) 

Gal/tan   

-0.0078**** 

(.0020)   

-0.0683**** 

(.0029)   

0.0161**** 

(.0010) 

0.0360**** 

(.0033) 

Protectionism     

-0.0599**** 

(.0014)   

-0.0602**** 

(.0012) 

-0.0696**** 

(.0013) 

-0.0810**** 

(.0022) 

                

Constant 

0.7633**** 

(.0187) 

0.9323**** 

(.0191) 

1.4569**** 

(.0141)  

0.8521**** 

(.0145) 

1.3523**** 

(.0149) 

1.4086**** 

(.0124) 

1.5081**** 

(.0200) 

                

R2 0.0453 0.0214 0.7319 0.4692 0.7846 0.8050 0.8152 

N 705 705 705 705 705 705 705 

**** <.001 ***<.01 **<.05 *<.10 

Standard error in parentheses  

 

Figure 5 

The variable that best explains cohesion within the European Parliament on China is 

protectionism, which measures whether a party favors trade liberalization or the protection of 

domestic producers. The variable is negatively signed, which suggests that as a party group 

becomes more protectionist, their cohesion towards China decreases. Furthermore, the parties 

having lower cohesion are also the ones being more protectionist, and these are the smaller, 
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more radical party groups of Identity and Democracy and the Left along with the independents. 

However, an outlier among the party groups is ECR which is a 13 on protectionism and has an 

AI of 0.94. A party group’s position on protectionism is significant across all models on all 

China votes and the importance of the trade relationship between the EU and China might have 

some effect on making the variable so strong. However, one needs to further analyze the 

amendments and resolutions to understand the significance of protectionism and whether it is 

a vote having a favorable or unfavorable position towards China.  

 

Figure 6 

Further analysis might also seek to understand whether a political party within the 

European Parliament is in government or not. Meissner and Rosén (2021, 17–18) report that 

GAL parties, particularly Green parties that are not part of the government and are 

protectionist, coordinate in the EU’s multilevel governance structure against free trade. 

However, when these parties are part of the government, they can alter their protectionist stance 

to be more favorable towards free trade, as exemplified by the Greens in Sweden. Therefore, 

among the highly cohesive party groups, it is important to observe the national dynamics of 

where the MEP comes from, particularly due to the results of hypothesis one, which showed 

that the national delegations are overall more cohesive. Additionally, the MEPs can receive 

national party instructions on how to vote, which can be contrary to what the Parliament party 

group stands for. Hence, a deeper analysis of specific votes and their respective debates on 
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various texts can potentially capture a better understanding of whether there is a difference 

within party groups if MEPs’ national party is in government or not and whether they become 

more or less protectionist.  

  As stated, protectionism measures whether a party group is favorable to trade 

liberalization or desires to protect the domestic producers. In other words, this variable, 

therefore, captures the economic left-right dynamic due to its exclusive focus on the market 

and whether there should be less or more government interference. However, among the party 

groups who share similar positions on protectionism, all do not share similar values on left-

right and gal/tan, as shown in figure 5. Protectionism must therefore capture something in the 

relationship that the other variables do not. Is the relationship between the EU and China from 

a Parliament perspective then mostly focused on trade and investment? According to the MEP 

interviewed, the EU’s position that China is a partner, competitor, and rival is correct and that 

the two should work together on areas of partnership. However, areas of competition are trade, 

economic development, and investment policies, among others, and these need to be regulated 

by rules (Anonymous interview 2022). The comments made by the MEP and the results of 

protectionism tell us that the Parliament acts for the best interests of EU citizens by not allowing 

China to continue its distorted market practices without being guided by rules or by sanctioning 

EU officials and the values the EU holds dear. Nevertheless, the parties being most cohesive 

have lower protectionist positions because they favor trade liberalization, and the extensive 

trade and investment relationship can be a factor for this. In other words, the Parliament needs 

to find a balance between continuing the important and interdependent market relationship 

while still upholding EU values and making sure it is not being taken advantage of.  

It is crucial to remember that there can be variation in the cohesion of the party groups 

depending on what issue is being voted on, as previous literature has informed. I have therefore 

performed quadratic regression of roll call votes specifically focused on human rights and trade 

to observe whether there is any change of ideological significance on the specific votes 

compared to all votes. Past literature has shown that there is an inverted bell-curve on issues 

regarding the United States (Wagner et al. 2021), peace and security missions (Haesebrouck 

and Mello 2020), and on military missions (Wagner et al. 2018) when including left-right and 

gal/tan. The parties on the extremes of the ideological spectrum then have either lower support 

or less cohesion, and one can then expect a similar relationship when it comes to China.  
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Table 3 – Quadratic regression results of gal/tan on human rights votes. 

average_hr_ai Coefficient p-value 

Gal/tan 0.204 0.000 

Quadratic Gal/tan -0.010 0.000 

      

Constant -0.099 0.260 

      

R2 0.15   

N 705   

 

 

Figure 7 

On the six human rights votes in the European Parliament on China, there is an inverted 

bell-curve relationship where the radical parties of gal/tan have lower cohesion.22 Past research 

has shown that when the Parliament votes on issues that are non-legislative and 

uncontroversial, the vote tends to be cohesive, and these types of votes can be on resolutions 

regarding human rights (Bowler and McElroy 2015, 1358), and the cohesion on human rights 

 
22 A puzzling result on human rights votes is that left-right provides more explanation (R2 0.70) than gal/tan. It 
is important to remember that the number of human rights votes are low which might affect the results. 

Nevertheless, potential explanations for the high R2 may be that these votes are uncontroversial and because 

both EPP and Renew are more centrist on this dynamic than gal/tan. Similarly, Verts/ALE becomes more 

centrist, and the Left becomes more extreme on the left-right dynamic than on gal/tan. These changes in party 

positioning thus creates more of a bell-curve relationship, making the variable more explanatory. Future 

research should look more into what was the issue of these roll call votes to gain a greater understanding of why 

left-right is stronger. See appendix 3 figure for a visualization of left-right on human rights votes. 
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votes on China is high among the larger party groups, thus showing that they are not highly 

politicized. From figure 7 there are some interesting findings. First, the Left’s cohesion score 

decreases from 0.46 on all roll call votes to 0.23 on human rights votes, thereby showing that 

for the MEPs of the GAL party group, there is much internal disagreement. What causes this 

disagreement can be a fascinating area of future research, especially by looking at the national 

delegations of the party group to see whether there are any EU regional differences of Left 

MEPs in their cohesion towards China. Another interesting finding is that Verts/ALE and the 

Left, and ECR and Identity and Democracy which are positioned similarly on gal/tan show 

large gaps in their cohesion levels on human rights votes. What causes these gaps of cohesion 

can be an additional interesting area of future research and what narratives the MEPs have from 

each party group.  

Table 4 – Quadratic regression results of left-right on trade votes. 

average_trade_ai Coefficient p-value 

Left-right 0.160 0.000 

Quadratic Left-right -0.008 0.000 

      

Constant 0.172 0.000 

      

R2 0.50   

N 705   
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Figure 8 

 On eight votes specifically focused on trade, FDI, or the economic relationship with 

China, the party group’s left-right position has a significant effect on cohesion.23 In figure 8, 

we observe a similar trend where the radical parties and the independents show lower levels of 

cohesion than the centrist and larger party groups. On trade votes, the centrist groups of EPP, 

Renew, and S&D, show the highest levels of cohesion as past research has shown. Furthermore, 

when solely observing the ideological left-right positioning of the party groups on trade votes, 

left-right explains the cohesion stronger than it does on all votes. ECR is also more cohesive 

than Verts/ALE on trade votes regarding China which can be due to the extensive trade and 

investment relationship and by ECR being considered right. The cohesion result does not show 

whether ECR is favorable or unfavorable to the vote, but one can expect that the party has 

higher cohesion (more favorable opinion) on these votes than more left-leaning parties like 

Verts/ALE. 

Performing quadratic regression with average trade cohesion as the dependent variable 

and the party group’s protectionist position is also highly significant and explains cohesion the 

best. On trade votes, Verts/ALE’s cohesion decreases to 0.88 compared to 0.94 on all votes 

when accounting for protectionism, which is consistent with previous research which has 

pointed out that Green parties take protectionist positions when it comes to trade-related 

 
23 The R2 for gal/tan on trade votes is 0.18, thus showing that the left-right dynamic provides more explanation 

for party group cohesion on trade. 
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matters. The cohesion results on trade by Verts/ALE can be a sign that it has a more 

protectionist position on trade votes regarding China, or at least it shows that trade roll call 

votes are more politicized within the party group (Meissner and Rosén 2021, 15) due to its 

decrease in cohesion.  

Table 5 – Quadratic regression results of protectionism on trade votes. 

average_trade_ai Coefficient p-value 

Protectionism 0.163 0.000 

Quadratic 
Protectionism -0.010 0.000 

      

Constant 0.323 0.000 

      

R-square 0.83   

N 705   

 

Figure 9 

 In sum, on China roll call votes in the 9th European Parliament, the ideological 

positioning of parties on the left-right and gal/tan axes have a significant effect on the party 

groups’ cohesion toward China. Contrary to previous research which shows that the left-right 

dynamic explains cohesion on external relations better than gal/tan, my results show that 

gal/tan has a slightly stronger effect on cohesion than the left-right dynamic on China votes. 

The third hypothesis is, therefore, not supported based on the results. However, what explains 

the party groups’ cohesion the best are their positioning on protectionism, where those who 
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favor market liberalization are most cohesive. The extensive and interdependent trade and 

investment relationship between the EU and China can be a potential factor for the groups on 

the lower end of protectionism being highly cohesive, though further analysis of each vote 

needs to be done to accurately state whether the vote is hawkish or dovish. 
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5. Conclusions 

The deterioration of the EU-China relationship in recent years has created an interesting 

research area to understand the cohesion of the European Parliament towards the superpower, 

particularly due to the rights given to the Parliament by the Treaty of Lisbon and its role on the 

Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI). What are the dynamics of the Parliament in 

this relationship? Are the party groups more cohesive than the national delegations? Are there 

any differences between the party groups in their cohesion? Lastly, does left-right party 

positioning affect cohesion, or does gal/tan? This paper studied roll call votes and the cohesion 

of the party groups and the national delegations in the 9th European Parliament between its start 

in 2019 until December, 2021. The results from 84 votes on various themes suggest that there 

is something different occurring in the Parliament when it comes to China compared to what 

previous research has found on other issues.  

First, previous research has found that the party groups are more cohesive than the 

national delegations within the Parliament on a range of issues. However, when it comes to 

China roll call votes, the national delegations are, on average, statistically more cohesive than 

the party groups. Additionally, among the national delegations, there are also results that are 

different from previous research, where small delegations have low cohesion, and larger 

delegations have high cohesion. On this aspect, things to consider can be the country’s 

relationship with China, whether a party is in government or not, and what party groups the 

MEPs of the national delegation belong to.  

Second, previous research has found that the centrist party groups of EPP, S&D, and 

Renew are the most cohesive and supportive on a range of issues, but when it comes to China, 

the non-centrist groups of ECR and Verts/ALE show similar cohesion levels and are not 

statistically different from S&D. The finding that the non-centrist groups show such high 

cohesion is fascinating and can affect the EU-China relationship from a Parliamentary 

perspective in various ways due to their different policy objectives, where Verts/ALE might 

advocate for more environment focus and NTPOs in the relationship, while ECR might desire 

more economically aggressive tools against China. The similar cohesion results can be because 

of MEPs’ solidarity with one another in times of tension in the relationship, and if the 

relationship continues in its downward spiral, we can potentially expect higher cohesion among 

the groups on a range of issues towards China.  
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Third, previous research has found that the ideological left-right dynamic explains party 

positioning in the Parliament on external relations better than the ideological gal/tan dynamic. 

Based on the cohesion results of the party groups on all roll call votes, on human rights, and 

on trade votes using the ideological scoring of parties from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey 

(CHES), my results find that both left-right and gal/tan are significant using both linear and 

quadratic regression. On all roll call votes, results show that when accounting for both left-

right and gal/tan in a model, gal/tan has a slightly stronger effect on cohesion than left-right. 

However, a party group’s position on protectionism is what explains the relationship the best, 

where parties that are protectionist are the least cohesive on China. Thus, the extensive trade 

and investment relationship between the EU and China might therefore have a large and 

important role as the Parliament makes decisions on China. 

 The results on China votes show similarities to previous research on some aspects, 

though there are several findings that stand out to other issue areas. The results, therefore, show 

that there is something, in particular, occurring in the Parliament when it comes to China, and 

the paper opens up multiple avenues for future research on the research topic. Most 

importantly, future research should analyze the roll call votes to a greater extent to find whether 

the votes are dovish or hawkish towards China. One way of doing the analysis is to create a 

Support and Cooperation Index (SCI), as Wagner et al. (2021) did on EU-US relations. 

Moreover, one can supplement the SCI by including more interviews with MEPs from multiple 

party groups and national delegations or Parliament bureaucrats to gain a greater understanding 

of the internal dynamics of votes, especially regarding CAI.  

 Future research can also improve the data by having specific positioning of the 

Parliament party groups on their ideology and policy positions. I created a Parliament party 

group variable by assigning each party of CHES to their respective group, but it is important 

to remember that parties’ positions on national issues such as protectionism, which covers trade 

liberalization or protection of domestic producers, do not necessarily mean that the Parliament 

party group has that position. In other words, there can be a difference between a political 

party’s national protectionist position compared to the party group’s advocacy and stance on 

EU protectionist policies, which could include strategic autonomy. Improving this gap could 

potentially give more accurate results on the cohesion of the Parliament party groups and the 

effect of the variables included. Furthermore, one should look deeper into why the national 

delegations have higher cohesion results than the party groups. This can be done by looking at 
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the trade and investment relationship between the member state and China and whether there 

are any regional EU differences. 

 Lastly, future research should expand on the roll call data collection and measure the 

cohesion of the party groups and national delegations. The data collection applies to the 

previous Parliament’s (EP 7 and EP 8) and after December 2021 to investigate whether there 

have occurred any changes over time. Analyzing the cohesion of the Parliament after December 

2021 is particularly interesting because China has engaged in economic sanctions on Lithuania 

(Lau 2022) and because of the war in Ukraine, where China has not taken measures similar to 

the international community. During the EU-China summit in April 2022, the differences 

between the two became further evident and the High Representative of the EU Josep Borrell 

called the summit deaf dialogue (EU Debates, eudebates.tv 2022), and the EU stated that 

Chinese support of Russia would negatively affect the relationship (Deutsche Welle 2022). The 

recent developments could also be further obstacles to the ratification of CAI even though the 

results show that the majority of the party groups are not very protectionist.  

 In conclusion, results on China in the 9th European Parliament reveal that there is 

something particular occurring when voting compared to other issues. The findings open up 

new areas of research to understand the Parliament’s position and EU-China relations in times 

of tension in the relationship.  
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Appendix 

Appendix 1 – National delegations’ cohesion results and the number of MEPs per state. 

Member 
State AI Size 

Romania 1.00 33 

Lithuania 0.98 11 

Luxembourg 0.97 6 

Bulgaria 0.97 17 

Poland 0.97 52 

Slovenia 0.96 8 

Sweden 0.95 21 

Denmark 0.94 14 

Hungary 0.93 21 

Italy 0.93 76 

Finland 0.91 14 

Estonia 0.90 7 

Netherlands 0.89 29 

Austria 0.88 19 

Spain 0.86 59 

Latvia 0.85 8 

Belgium 0.83 21 

Germany 0.82 96 

Croatia 0.79 12 

Portugal 0.78 21 

Czech Rep. 0.77 21 

Slovakia 0.74 14 

Malta 0.68 6 

Ireland 0.60 13 

France 0.58 79 

Cyprus 0.58 6 

Greece 0.38 21 
Source of size: Infographic: how many 

seats does each country get in in the 
European Parliament? | News | 

European Parliament (europa.eu) 
 

  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/eu-affairs/20180126STO94114/infographic-how-many-seats-does-each-country-get-in-in-the-european-parliament
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/eu-affairs/20180126STO94114/infographic-how-many-seats-does-each-country-get-in-in-the-european-parliament
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/eu-affairs/20180126STO94114/infographic-how-many-seats-does-each-country-get-in-in-the-european-parliament
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/eu-affairs/20180126STO94114/infographic-how-many-seats-does-each-country-get-in-in-the-european-parliament


 

 
 

Appendix 2 – Party group cohesion and their number of MEPs. 

Party 
Group AI 

MEPs in 
Parliament Parties per group in CHES 

Renew 0.98 98 33 

EPP 0.98 187 43 

S&D 0.95 147 31 

ECR 0.94 61 14 

Verts/ALE 0.94 68 17 

NI 0.55 29 7 

The Left 0.46 39 18 

EPG_ID 0.45 76 9 
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