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EUROVISION: A BRIEF HISTORY 
 
In the mid-1950’s, Europe was still recovering from the Second World War, economically, politically, and 
culturally.  In hopes of creating programming to help Europe heal, the European Broadcasting Union set to 
work.  It was Marcel Bezaçon who came up with the idea of taking Italy’s San Remo Festival, a song contest 
that had started soon after the war that was already seeing much success throughout the country, and 
generalizing it to all of Europe.  Since the programming branch of the EBU was already called Eurovision, why 
not simply name it the Eurovision Song Contest?  In this new, pan-Europe Contest, EBU broadcasters from 
each country would submit songs to compete against each other. 
 

The very first Eurovision Song Contest was held in Lugano, Switzerland, the home of the 
European Broadcasting Union.  At this Contest, seven countries, West Germany, 
Belgium, The Netherlands, France, Italy, Luxembourg, and Switzerland, each entered two 

songs in hopes of winning the title of best song in Europe.  After all fourteen songs had been performed, a panel 
of 12 jurors (two from each country minus Luxembourg who gave the Swiss jurors permission to vote on their 
behalf) voted for the two songs they each thought was best.  In the end, Switzerland’s song Refrain, performed 
by Lys Assia, was announced as the winner.  “Europe’s favorite television show” (which was primarily on radio 
at the time) was born!  Though, this would be the last year when broadcasters could submit multiple songs. 
 

The Eurovision Song Contest proved to be successful in its first two years, but with the 
addition of the United Kingdom, Denmark, Austria, and Sweden over the last two years, 
new rules were put into place.  The original idea to have the hosting rights rotate between 

broadcasters was now viewed as impractical and too difficult to manage as the competition expanded.  Instead, 
now the defending champion will be the default host for the following year.  Additionally, the tradition of 
calling each country so that they could give their votes began in this year. 
 

This is a year that will forever live in infamy in the hearts of many ESC fans.  The 
Contest was in Madrid after a controversial win for the Spaniards.  But the preceding 
year’s controversy was overshadowed by the results of 1969.  After voting had finished, 

not one, not two, not three, but four countries were tied for first place, and without any formal tie-breaking 
procedure, all four were declared joint winners – the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Spain, and France.  This 
caused a stir through the Contest and new tie-break rules were immediately put into place for the subsequent 
Contests.  (This tie-break procedure is no longer relevant given the changes to the voting system in 1975).  
Since 1969, there has only been one other tie in the history of ESC, 1991 both Sweden and France scored 146 
points.  Under the tie-breaker rules at the time, Sweden was declared the winner. 
 

This year brought the (first) end to the language rule that had been in effect since 1965, 
allowing all participants to compete in any language of their choosing (which would stay 
in effect until 1977) and most chose English.  Sweden immediately took advantage of this 

rule change, translating its national selection’s winning song into English to increase its mass-appeal...and it 
worked!  To date, the 1974 Contest’s winning song is ESC’s most successful international hit, the most 
recognized ESC song around the world, and the only artists whose international career success is fully attributed 
to winning the ESC.  In 1974, a little known Swedish group called ABBA won with their song Waterloo. 
 

This year marks, not only the last time that the Netherlands won the Contest, but the first 
time the current voting system was used.  From 1975 to today, every country awards ten 
others points ranging from 1-8, 10, and 12.  This not only has drastically changed the 

point totals, but it also brought significance to the words that every competitor wants to hear: “douze points.” 
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In 1986, Belgium won the Contest with fourteen-year-old Sandra Kim, though they had 
told the EBU that she was 15.  After her victory, participants’ ages began to trend 
downward, with France sending an 11 year old and Israel sending a 12 year old in 1989.  

In response to fan outrage over child competitors, the EBU created a new age rule citing that all performers had 
to be at least 16 [on the day they compete in the ESC] (this last part was added a few years later to prevent the 
EBU from having to go back and retroactively disqualify offending nations). 
 

With the splitting of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s and several central European countries 
beginning to look westward, the 90s posed a challenge for the EBU, more countries than 
ever wanted to compete in the ESC.  After qualifying rounds failed to win over the 

participating broadcasters (1993 saw a qualifying event for Central European and former-Yugoslav countries 
seeking entry into the ESC and 1996 saw an untelevised round of jury voting resulting in Germany being left 
out of the Final for the first and only time), a new system was implemented: relegation.  The Top Ten countries 
from the preceding year automatically qualified to compete, while the last fifteen spots were decided upon using 
the results of the previous three years.  This limited the participating countries to 25. 
 

Other than the extremely close result and Israel achieving its third victory on the back of 
a transgendered singer, this Contest is significant for three reasons. One, it marked the 
last year the Language Rule was in effect.  This has resulted in only one non-English 

winner since, 2007’s Molitva from Serbia, and has resulted in three entries in made-up languages – Belgium’s 
2003 entry achieved second place.  Two, it was the last year the orchestra was in use (the following year it 
became an optional element for the host broadcaster who didn’t offer it to cut down on expenses).  Now all 
entries must use a pre-approved backing track.  Third, this was the first year that countries could use televoting 
to determine their votes.  By 2000, countries were required to use televoting instead of juries (though, the juries 
had to be in place in the event of technical error). 
 

When Germany missed the 1996 Contest, ESC lost Europe’s biggest television audience.  
Additionally, the German broadcasters were bitter that they had to give more money in 
dues than most of the other countries and were not able to take advantage of their 

investment.  With Germany and the United Kingdom (who thought that the Contest’s continued success rested 
on maintaining Germany’s involvement) both threatening to withdraw from the ESC, the EBU created the Big 
Four rule.  The four countries that pay the most in dues and also have the largest television audiences of Europe, 
the United Kingdom, Germany, France, and Spain, would always qualify for the Final, regardless of their 
finishing positions in previous years.  The Big Four expanded to the Big Five in 2011 when Italy rejoined the 
Contest. 
 

The 2004 Contest took place in Istanbul after Turkey’s narrow victory over Belgium the 
year before.  2004 also marked a new era for the Contest.  After fan and broadcaster 
discontent with the relegation system and the addition of even more competitors as the 

former USSR countries were beginning to join the Contest, the EBU developed a new system for qualifying for 
the Final, a televised Semi-Final round.  The only countries that would automatically qualify for the Final 
would be the previous year’s Top Ten and the Big Four.  Ten qualifiers from the Semi-Final would then join 
these fourteen countries; all participating countries had to air and vote in both the Semi-Final and the Grand 
Final. 
 

The Contest in Belgrade marked yet another new direction for the Contest.  Due to the 
ever-increasing number of participants, broadcasters and fans began to complain that the 
Semi-Final was too long (in 2007, twenty-seven songs competed in the semi-final).  

Additionally, fans and broadcasters complained that, due to the fact that Eastern Europe had many more 
countries and historical ties to each other (the former Yugoslav nations and the former USSR) the Semi-Final 
was effectively shutting Western European and Nordic countries out of the Final as the Eastern Europe 
countries all voted for each other.  The 2008 Contest marked the introduction of two Semi-Finals.  Countries 
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were randomly divided in half and could only vote in their own Semi-Final and the Grand Final.  The Big Four 
and the host country became the only automatic qualifiers to the Final and were randomly split to see who voted 
in which semi-final.  The 2008 Contest also brought into effect a new voting system.  To further combat the 
effect of similar culture voting (“voting for neighbors”) and immigrants voting for their home countries 
(“Diaspora voting”) the EBU re-introduced the juries to the Contest.  In the semi-finals, the nine countries with 
the most points using televoting would advanced, the tenth spot from each semi-final would be given to the 
country that has yet to qualify with the highest point total from the juries.  This was used again the next year 
before further tweaking resulted in the current system. 
 

After claims that Russia’s victory the preceding year was obtained due to “clear neighbor 
and Diaspora voting,” the EBU extended the juries’ reach beyond the semi-finals and into 
the Grand Final.  This was done by crafting a 50/50 system in which top ten from the jury 

and the top ten from public would be combined to determine which countries would get points. In 2010, this 
50/50 system would be extended to the semi-finals in order to stymie anger from countries that were kept from 
the Final due to the wildcard (particularly Macedonia which was prevented from advancing in both 2008 and 
2009).  The record for points won in a single Contest was also set in this year.  Norway accumulated 387 points 
shattering Finland’s 2006 record of 292.  Norway also went on to set records for largest margin of victory in 
points and percentage, most “douze points” awarded (in number and percentage), and the most top three points 
collected (in number and percentage). 
 

The late 2000s brought many voting changes, including the reintroduction of juries to the 
Contest (2008), the inception of the 50/50 voting (2009), the short-lived ability to vote for 
the entire duration of the performances (2010-2011), and 2013 brought yet another new 

innovation: 50/50 Ranked Score system.  Instead of merely combining the jury’s top ten and the public’s top ten 
lists, as has been the way since 2009, all the competing songs will receive a ranking from both groups. This full 
ranking will then be combined, resulting in the final list of ten countries to receive votes. Additionally, the 
producers introduced a new element to Contest this year: human-decided running order. Since 1956, the running 
order was decided by random draw. This year, the producers are building the running order in order to 
maximize the show’s entertainment value. Each entry is randomly drawn into either the first or second half of 
the show and then the producers determine the exact running order (which the EBU then approves). Sweden, 
the host country, has its exact position drawn at random. 
 
Country Debuts by Year: 

Year Country making its debut entry  Year Country making its debut entry 
1956  Belgium, France, (West) Germany, Italy, 

Luxembourg, Netherlands, Switzerland 
 1986  Iceland 

1957  Austria, Denmark, United Kingdom  1980 Morocco 
1958  Sweden  1993 Bosnia & Herzegovina, Croatia, Slovenia 
1959  Monaco  1994 Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, 

Romania, Russia, Slovakia 
1960  Norway  1996 Macedonia 
1961  Finland, Spain, Yugoslavia  2000 Latvia 
1964  Portugal  2003 Ukraine 
1965  Ireland  2004 Albania, Andorra, Belarus, Serbia & 

Montenegro 
1971  Malta  2005 Bulgaria, Moldova 
1973  Israel  2006 Armenia 
1974  Greece  2007 Czech Republic, Georgia, Montenegro, 

Serbia 
1975 Turkey  2008 Azerbaijan, San Marino 
1981 Cyprus    

2009 

2013 


