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3 Research Design 

 

This chapter sets up a research design to test and substantiate the argument. In 

developing the research design, I consistently pay attention to measurement problems 

of existing research on welfare reform with specific attention for macro-comparative 

quantitative studies. The preferred methodological route for this research, 

comparative case studies through detailed, systematic process-tracing, by no means 

resolves all these difficulties and surely not completely. However, it does provide a 

way to gauge the plausibility of conjectures. Therefore, in the first section, I highlight 

the value of small-n research in general and process-tracing in particular. Afterwards, 

in respective order, I turn to country selection, the choice of welfare state programs, 

the choice of time period and the operationalization of welfare reforms. 

 

3.1 The Value of Small-N Research 

 

In recent years, lively debates about qualitative and quantitative cross-country 

comparative approaches have arisen. Rather than making a statement in favour of 

either one or the other for the social sciences in general, I would merely like to argue 

that there are at least three reasons that point to small-n research as the most relevant 

research design for studying the politics of welfare state reform. 

 First, I concur with Hall (2003) that theories based on strategic interaction and 

path dependency tend to specify a world whose causal structure is too complex to be 

tested effectively by conventional statistical methods. Most standard forms of 

regression analysis, the most popular statistical technique employed in comparative 

welfare state analysis, produce valid causal inferences only when several conditions 

are met. Yet, Kittel highlights that two crucial assumptions - identical and 

independent behaviour - do not hold in a world where individuals are boundedly 

rational and have the capacity to reflect on their actions, and to act strategically. To 

add insult to injury, collective actors’ behavior is not a simple aggregate of individual 

behavior, but a result of powering and puzzling, and hence much less determinate 

(Kittel 2006). Accordingly, macro-comparative quantitative studies on welfare state 

reform may compute power balances between parties very precisely, but since these 

studies assume unitary actors with stable preferences, the result is misleading at best 

or plainly wrong. As a solution to the divergence between the complexity to be 
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analyzed and the assumptions required for regression analysis, Hall (2003, 2008) 

proposes small-n research based on systematic process-tracing
5
. 

 Second, even if it was possible to move beyond the assumptions of 

conventional large-n welfare state analysis, the measurement of welfare state reform 

poses a major challenge. Macro-comparative quantitative research that tests the extent 

to which the ideological position of parties as we knew influences welfare state 

reform has largely relied on the OECD’s social expenditure database (e.g. Huber and 

Stephens 2001; Kittel and Obinger 2003). Yet, severe and often insurmountable 

measurement problems undermine data quality to such a degree that this seriously 

affects the interpretability of findings (De Deken and Kittel 2007).             

 Third, and partly because of the difficulties in measuring both causal factors 

and welfare state reform, the debate about the politics of welfare reform is marked by 

contention among competing theoretical perspectives about what kinds of causal 

factors matter rather than a debate about the precise magnitude of well-known causal 

factors. According to Hall (2008), a multivariate mode of explanation that employs 

statistical analysis on a large number of cases makes good sense when we are 

reasonably confident that one existing theory specifies the relevant variables well and 

where they are measurable and few in number. However, these conditions do not 

apply in the debate about the politics of welfare state reform. Here, systematic process 

analysis is particularly useful. Relying on a small-n comparison, systematic process- 

tracing enables me ‘to identify the intervening causal process -  the causal chain and 

causal mechanism – between an independent variable (or variables) and the outcome 

of the dependent variable’ (George and Bennett 2005: 206).  

A causal mechanism can only be identified when the process, linked to an 

outcome and set-up condition is shown. In this regard, the work of Hedström and his 

collaborators is particularly useful. Building on Coleman’s (1986) so-called micro-

macro graph, Hedström and Swedberg (1996, 1998) differentiate between 

“situational” action (macro-micro), “individual action” (micro-micro) and 

“transformational” (micro-macro) mechanisms on the basis of their degrees of 

influence. According to the authors, ‘instead of analyzing relationships between 

phenomena exclusively on the macro-level, one should always try to establish how 

macro-level events or conditions affect the individual, how the individual assimilates 

                                                 
5
 Though Hall uses the term ‘systematic process analysis’, I adopt a slightly different term for it in 

order to associate it with the specific historical features I consider crucial to its practice. 
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B 

the impact of these macro-level events and how a number of individuals, through their 

actions and interactions, generate macro-level outcomes’ (Hedström and Swedberg 

1998: 21-23 in Cerami 2008: 5). Social scientists usually explain macro-level 

outcomes like welfare state change (D in figure 1) with references to other macro-

level phenomena such as fiscal austerity (A). ‘But simply providing a link between D 

and A, statistically or otherwise, would lead to a rather incomplete explanation since 

the mechanisms that inform us about how and why they are related cannot be found at 

this aggregate level’ (Cerami 2008: 6). Therefore, Hedström (2008) proposes to 

inquire how individuals’ properties and orientations to action are influenced by the 

context in which they are embedded (link 1), how individual’s properties and 

orientations to action influence how they act (link 2), and how these actions lead to 

the social outcomes we aim to explain (link 3). Explaining the entire causal chain of 

these mechanisms is the main logic of the mechanism-based explanation approach 

adopted in this book. Here, I differentiate between the macro-level conditions of link 

1 (the party context), the micro-level of link 2 (intraparty dynamics) and the macro-

level outcomes of link 3 (welfare reforms). 

 

Figure 3.1 Macro-Micro Linkages 

 

 Macro                                                                         Macro 
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A: Actions of others or other relevant environmental conditions 

B: Individual reasons or other properties influencing individual action 

C: Individual action 

D: Social outcome 

 

Source: Hedström 2008  
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As similar causal mechanisms and outcomes are measured in a similar way across 

each country, systematic process-tracing permits the testing of my propositions 

(Faletti 2006: 6-7). Furthermore, it enables me to assess the validity of their rivals 

(Weishaupt 2008: 11). Moreover, the analysis of the mechanisms involved in an 

outcome can also allow the detection of a genuine causal relationship and not merely 

a correlation between variables. This ultimately allows the detection of theories that 

would otherwise remain unknown (Cerami 2008: 2). Finally, systematic process- 

tracing allows me to identify necessary conditions which should be present in all 

those cases that lead to a certain outcome even if chance events interfere (Ebbinghaus 

2005: 146). Yet,  because it depends on detailed analysis of a small number of 

countries, systematic process-tracing cannot not produce precise parameter estimates 

(Hall 2008: 314). Hence, comparative case studies by no means resolve all 

difficulties, but they do provide a way to gauge the plausibility of conjectures. 

 

3.2 Austria, Germany and the Netherlands: A Most Similar Systems Design 

 

Empirical analyses of welfare reform are often confronted with the problem of multi-

causality. Studies on political parties and welfare reform have highlighted the 

importance of problem loads, path dependent welfare arrangements, systems of electoral 

competition, veto points, veto players in government, the role and involvement of social 

partners, and the increasing role of international organizations. Furthermore, it is a 

matter of debate which developments put most strain on certain welfare programs and 

the policy preferences of various political actors. With many things occurring at the 

same time, it has become very difficult to single out the importance of a certain 

development, let alone to find a master explanatory variable. 

 This study has opted for a most similar systems design focusing on Austria, 

Germany and the Netherlands to hold a number of potential explanatory variables for 

differences in reforms relatively constant. As to problem loads and welfare benefits, 

the three selected countries are all continental welfare states with benefits financed by 

payroll obligations. These face the double challenge of low levels of female labor 

market participation and high levels of early exit (see tables 3.6 and 3.7). Whereas the 

climate surrounding the welfare state is generally understood to be one of 

retrenchment, it has been argued that continental European welfare states find 

themselves in a negative spiral of ‘welfare without work’. Hence, the selected 
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countries face a particularly difficult dilemma between retrenching generous benefits 

for elderly male breadwinners and expanding policies that reconcile work and family 

life (Esping-Andersen 1996).  

To turn to systems of electoral competition, these are characterized by strong 

social democratic and strong Christian democratic parties. Throughout the post-war 

period, at least one of the two participated in government. Since the early 1980s, our 

social democratic and Christian democratic parties formed coalition governments. 

Hence, they had to strike compromises with veto players in government. Moreover, 

the countries have a longstanding corporatist tradition. Employers’ associations and 

trade unions are highly involved in administrating pension schemes. Finally, our 

countries are all members of the Economic  Monetary Union.  

This is not to say that the countries to be analyzed here are completely similar. 

Although all countries have bicameral parliaments, chapter four outlines that 

Germany is the only country where bicameralism can be considered a veto point or a 

veto player. In addition, chapter five highlights that our countries established quite 

similar family policies and generous early pensions. However, private old age 

pensions (in the second and the third pillar) only play a marginal role in Austria and 

Germany. The Netherlands, by contrast, has a multi-pillar old age pension system. 

Since the old age risk is shared between the state and the social partners, this 

combined public-private approach is regarded as being fairly resistant to the 

demographic and economic shocks that affect public old age pension systems in 

Austria and the Germany (Haverland 2001; Van Riel et al 2003; Schludi 2005: 16-20; 

Anderson 2007).    

This brings us to differences in problem loads. Tables 3.1 to 3.10 show that 

the Dutch welfare state faced the most severe strains until the mid-1990s. From then 

on, Germany has been coping with the most pressures. Austria has gradually faced 

increasing challenges, but generally is somewhere in between Germany and the 

Netherlands. 

Since the previous section has already pointed at measurement errors of gross 

aggregate social expenditure data, it is sufficient here to note that the German welfare 

state is most expensive in net terms in 2001 (Adema and Ladaique 2005: 71)
6
. By 

then, Germany spent 28 percent of its GDP on welfare while Austria and the 

                                                 
6
 Throughout this section, I have opted for figures from the early 1970s on, whenever possible. In the 

case of net social spending, for instance, older figures were not available. 
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Netherlands spent 22 percent and 21 percent, respectively. As to other financial 

indicators, tables 3.1 and 3.2 show that the Netherlands had the highest debt and 

deficit in the early 1990s. Since the mid-1990s, all have to meet the European 

Momentary Union’s 60 percent debt criterium and the 3 percent deficit criterium. By 

the late 1990s, meeting the deficit criterium was a foregone conclusion for the 

Netherlands. However, this was more difficult for Austria and Germany. Between 

2002 and 2005, Germany even failed to comply with this criterium four times in a 

row. 

 

Table 3.1 Government deficit as a percentage of GDP, 1990-2005 

 

 1990-93 1994-97 1998-2001 2002-05 

Austria -3.0 -4.1 -1.6 -1.4 

Germany -2.6 -2.9 -2.0 -3.7 

Netherlands -3.8 -2.7 0.3 -1.8 

 

Source: OECD 2008a. 

 

Table 3.2 Government debt as a percentage of GDP, 1990-2005  

 

 1990-93 1994-97 1998-2001 2002-05 

Austria 58.2 67.4 69.2 70.0 

Germany 41.4 55.4 61.0 66.8 

Netherlands 91.3 86.7 68.9 61.2 

 

Source: OECD 2008a. 

 

Table 3.3 and 3.4 provide an overview of economic growth and unemployment. In the 

late 1970s and the 1980s, the Netherlands clearly had the lowest economic growth 

rates and the highest unemployment rates. With the partial exception of an initial 

unification boom, however, Germany is the worst performer on both indicators since 

the early 1990s.  As the Dutch were witnessing their “miracle” in the second half of 

the 1990s, Austrians was once again somewhere in between, though much closer to 

the Netherlands than to Germany – especially between 2002 and 2005. 
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Table 3.3 Economic growth, 1973-2005* 

 

 1973-79 1980-89 1990-94 1995-97 1998-2001 2002-05 

Austria 3.0 1.9 1.0 1.9 2.8 1.6 

Germany 2.5 1.7 2.1 1.3 2.1 0.4 

Netherlands 1.9 1.1 1.2 3.3 3.6 1.0 

 

*Figures are percentage annual increase in GDP per capita.  

Sources: Huber and Stephens 2001; OECD 2008a. 

 

Table 3.4 Unemployment, 1974-2005 

 

 1974-79 1980-89 1990-94 1995-98 1999-2001 2002-05 

Austria 1.6 3.3 3.9 4.1 3.7 4.9 

Germany 3.4 6.7 7.8 9.0 8.3 10.8 

Netherlands 5.0 9.7 6.2 5.8 2.8 4.7 

 

*Figures are percentage of the labor force unemployed.  

Sources: Huber and Stephens 2001; OECD 2008a. 

 

Though I have posed above that continental European welfare states find themselves 

in a negative spiral of ‘welfare without work’, it remains to be seen whether these 

countries find themselves in the same position. Tables 3.5 to 3.7 indicate that our 

countries are quite similar as regards employment figures. Nonetheless, some 

differences stand out. First, the Netherlands has caught up with the other countries 

since the mid-1980s. With regard to total employment and female employment, it had 

even become the frontrunner by 2000. Moreover, in 2005, the country had the highest 

scores on the employment indicators portrayed in tables 3.5 to 3.7. Nonetheless, 

various scholars have stressed that the Netherlands performs less well in comparison 

to the other countries if we focus upon full time equivalents. Many persons have part-

time jobs (see table 3.8), around two-thirds of whom are women (Visser 2002; Yerkes 

2006). Second, since the mid-1990s, Germany has the lowest total employment and 

female employment rates. As such, at least in these regards, it again faces the most 

severe strains. However, Austria consistently has the lowest share of employed people 

aged 55 to 64. 
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Table 3.5 Employment/population ratios for persons aged 15-64, 1973-2005 

 

 1973 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 

Austria n.d. n.d. n.d. n.d. 69 68 69 

Germany 67 65 62 64 65 66 66 

Netherlands 56 55 51 62 65 72 71 

 

Source: OECD 2008a. 

 

Table 3.6 Share of women aged 15-64 in employment, 1973-2005 

 

 1973 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 

Austria 48 49 n.d. 55 59 59 62 

Germany 48 50 48 52 55 58 60 

Netherlands 30 34 36 48 54 63 65 

 

Sources: Huber and Stephens 2001; OECD 2008a. 

 

Table 3.7 Employment rates for age group 55-64, 1971-2005 

 

 1971 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 

Austria n.d. n.d. n.d. 28* 30 28 32 

Germany 48 42 36 37 37 38 46 

Netherlands 45 36 27 30 29 38 45 

 

* 1994 figure 

Source: OECD 2008a. 

 

Table 3.8 Part-time employment as a percentage of total employment, 1983-2005* 

 

 1983 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 

Austria n.d. n.d. n.d. 11 12 16 

Germany 13 11 13 14 18 22 

Netherlands 19 20 28 29 32 36 

 

* Part-time employment refers to persons who usually work less than 30 hours per week in a main job. 

Source: OECD 2008a. 
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Finally, tables 3.9 and 3.10 provide some key information about population ageing. 

Though especially past figures do not diverge very much, Germany once again faces 

the biggest challenge. If the estimations are correct, the Netherlands has the youngest 

population until at least 2020. Austria again finds itself in a position somewhere in 

between our countries, but fertility rates are very close to Germany.  

 

Table 3.9 Ratio of population aged 65 and over to the total population, 2000-2030 

 

 2000 2005 2010 2020 2030 

Austria 32 32 34 40 51 

Germany 35 37 40 47 62 

Netherlands 25 26 29 40 50 

 

Source: OECD 2008a. 

 

Table 3.10 Fertility rates, 1970-2005 

 

 1970 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 

Austria 2.3 1.6 1.5 1.5 1.4 1.3 1.4 

Germany 2.0 1.6 1.4 1.4 1.3 1.4 1.3 

Netherlands 2.6 1.6 1.5 1.6 1.5 1.7 1.7 

 

Source: OECD 2008b. 

 

3.3 The Choice of Welfare State Programs 

 

There are five reasons why this research focuses on pensions (old age pensions, early 

pensions and active labor market policies for the elderly) and family policy (public 

childcare, parental leave and family allowances). First, as outlined in the section above, 

parties in continental European countries face a dilemma between retrenching generous 

benefits for elderly male breadwinners and expanding policies that reconcile work and 

family life. This dilemma is likely to establish itself most clearly within traditional 

welfare state parties. In other words, to what degree and when will a social democratic 

party opt for promoting the interests of elderly workers, and to what extent and when are 

the interests of working women taken into account? For Christian democrats, it is not 
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only increasingly difficult to mediate trade unions’ and employers’ interests alike in the 

field of pensions in an age of austerity. Apart from this, there is also the highly value 

loaded issue of supporting housewives or working mothers.   

Second, the overwhelming majority of research on (types of) welfare states has 

been interested in big, monetary forms of support developed to target social risks within 

industrial societies (i.e. pensions, unemployment benefits, and sickness and disability 

benefits). As welfare states are also composed of other public redistribution mechanisms 

to promote the life chances of their populations, some claims about welfare state politics 

based upon big transfer schemes may not be as relevant in an area like family policy.    

This brings us to the third consideration. The expected relevance of key theories 

on welfare state development is likely to differ across fields like pensions and family 

policy. To start with, pensions rather than family policy offer a primary example of the 

popularity and the associated political costs of welfare reform as stressed by the new 

politics perspective. The work of Myles and Pierson on pensions is a case in point here. 

They pose that the dynamic of pension reform is largely shaped by the extent to which 

existing pay-as-you-go (PAYG) financed schemes have matured. On top of fiscal 

austerity and adverse demographic developments, retrenching well established and 

generous pensions is difficult due to a large constituency. Opinion polls show that 

pensions are highly popular and are often seen as well-earned rights which are expected 

to be honoured. Furthermore, shifting from PAYG financing to pre-funding implies 

transition costs since current workers have to continue financing the previous 

generation’s retirement while simultaneously saving for their own. In short, because of 

institutional characteristics (policy legacies), notions of ‘path dependence’ and ‘the new 

politics of the welfare state’ are particularly instructive in the domain of public pensions.  

As to actors, Myles and Pierson contend that all-party agreements or corporatist 

arrangements involving trade unions and employers’ associations were the rule, at least 

until the early 2000s. Since pension politics is primarily about retrenchment, blame 

needs to be diffused by bringing all these key social actors on board. Outcomes, then, 

hinge critically on the role and involvement of these actors (Myles and Pierson 2001). 

Especially in continental Europe, social partners are highly involved in administrating 

pension schemes and have shared an incentive to develop generous early retirement 

schemes. Ever since the 1970s, employers made use of early pensions to circumvent 

rigid dismissal legislation and shed of elderly and less productive workers at a relatively 

low cost (Mares 2003: 257). For trade unions, generous early retirement schemes offered 
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socially acceptable ways to protect their main clientele of older, male industrial workers 

(Ebbinghaus 2001). 

Instead, Clasen has argued that institutional settings are less relevant in family 

policy than in other social policy fields. Within a context of expansion, it leaves parties 

much more of an ‘open field’ and thus choice for designing new types of public policy. 

As to programme-specific characteristics, family policy has much less of a policy legacy 

to shape reform in comparison to pensions. Instead, the absence of social partners in 

policy administration, of earmarked contributory funding, or even of benefit indexation 

makes a government more directly accountable, but simultaneously allows a relatively 

large room for manoeuvre. It means that family policy is less influenced by sudden 

changes in the economy or labor market. Instead, relatively slow processes of socio-

economic and cultural changes in society and labor markets tend to challenge traditional 

normative positions on gender stratification as well as family privacy. These only 

gradually impact on changes in policy direction. Therefore, partisan differences are 

likely to remain pronounced in family policy (Clasen 2005: 181-5). By contrast, the 

‘new politics thesis’ is expected to be quite relevant in pension politics, but far less so in 

family policy.  

Challenges to traditional normative positions on gender stratification as well as 

family privacy bring us to a fourth theoretical reason why this research has selected 

pensions and family policy. This is because, in comparison to pensions, family policy 

not “merely” involves the politicized matter of how to distribute money but also the 

more private matter of how one should raise children. Whereas both policy fields are 

very complex, Bothfeld suggests that family policy is particularly well-suited for an 

ideational perspective. This is mainly due to the fact that family issues cannot be reduced 

to distributional issues where actors’ interests can be easily identified. Rather, actors’ 

normative orientations about the appropriate policy solution are more central in political 

discussions (Bothfeld 2005: 146-7).   

The fifth and final reason why this research has selected old age and family 

policy is societal relevance. These policies are not only effective bulwarks against old 

and new social risks in general and old age and child poverty in particular. Taken 

together, these policies also offer a potential response to population ageing. To be more 

precise, especially in continental Europe, increasing employment rates of older workers 

and women may reduce the fiscal costs of ageing. Furthermore, without investments in 

child care services and parental leave we shall witness a very severe shortage of births 
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(cf. Esping-Andersen 2002). A more sceptical note on the societal relevance involves the 

possibility of justifying unpopular pension retrenchments by investing in family policy 

or active ageing schemes in order to increase both employment and birth rates. 

 

3.4 The Choice of Time Period  

 

The study focuses on the period between the early 1980s and 2006. The reason for 

starting the analysis at the beginning of the 1980s is that the effects of the second oil 

crisis were visible. Accordingly, the macro-economic difficulties were not simply 

signs of a temporary crisis and expanding the welfare state was increasingly difficult. 

From an international perspective, ‘embedded liberalism’ (Ruggie 1982) was 

disappearing and the period of ‘neoliberal times’ (Glyn 2001) had arrived. As 

illustrated in the previous tables, the economic and demographic foundations of the 

welfare state continued to erode. Fiscal pressures increased due European monetary 

unification and, in the case of Germany, re-unification. Furthermore, both a class-

based and a religion-based appeal were increasingly inappropriate electoral strategies. 

 Last but not least, a period of about 25 years enables me to trace the links 

between possible causes and observed outcomes over quite a long period. 

Accordingly, the analysis builds upon the insights from within-case analysis through 

detailed historical study of the underlying social processes that stand behind macro-

variables (Ebbinghaus 2005: 149). More specifically, tables 3.11 to 3.13 show that the 

period from the early 1980s to 2006 captures a large degree of variation in the 

partisan composition of governments across space and time. For each country, at least 

three different governments and eight governmental periods are included in this study. 

Still, we cannot simply ignore the political struggles over the introduction and 

expansion of social policy. Accordingly, chapter five, the overview of developments 

in pensions and family policy across the three countries, starts out by summarizing the 

main legislative changes in the golden age, and relates these to the role and 

involvement of political parties. Neither are the main events after 2006 ignored, since 

each country chapter on pensions and family policy ends with more recent 

developments in order to further substantiate and test the argument. 
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Table 3.11 Governments in Austria, 1983-2006 

 

Begin Pty 1
 

Pty 2 Prime 

Minister 

Finance Social Affairs 

and Labor 

Women and 

Family 

24.05.83 SPÖ 

90 

FPÖ 

11 

SPÖ SPÖ SPÖ  

16.06.86 SPÖ 

90 

FPÖ 

12 

SPÖ SPÖ SPÖ  

21.01.87 SPÖ 

80 

ÖVP 

77 

SPÖ SPÖ SPÖ Family: ÖVP 

17.12.90 SPÖ 

80 

ÖVP 

60 

SPÖ SPÖ SPÖ Women:  SPÖ 

Family:  ÖVP 

30.11.94 SPÖ 

65 

ÖVP 

52 

SPÖ SPÖ SPÖ Women:  SPÖ 

Family:  ÖVP 

12.03.96 SPÖ 

71 

ÖVP 

53 

SPÖ SPÖ SPÖ Women:  SPÖ 

Family:  ÖVP 

28.01.97 SPÖ 

71 

ÖVP 

53 

SPÖ SPÖ SPÖ Women:  SPÖ 

Family:  ÖVP 

04.02.00 ÖVP 

52 

 

FPÖ 

52 

ÖVP FPÖ Social Affairs: 

FPÖ 

Labor: ÖVP 

- 

28.02.03
 

ÖVP 

79 

FPÖ 

BZÖ 

18 

ÖVP ÖVP Social Affairs: 

FPÖ/BZÖ 

Labor: ÖVP 

ÖVP 

  

Note: For each party in government, the number of seats in the Nationalrat have been reported (out of a 

total of 183). 

Sources: Woldendorp et al 2001; Dachs et al. 2006.  
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Table 3.12 Governments in Germany, 1982-2006
 

 

Begin Pty 1 Pty 2 Pty 3 Prime 

Minister 

Finance Social 

Affairs and 

Labor 

Women and 

Family 

04.10.82 CDU 

174/4

97 

FDP 

53/ 

497 

CSU 

52/ 

497 

CDU CDU CDU Family: 

CDU 

30.03.83 CDU 

191/4

97 

CSU 

53/ 

497 

FDP 

34/ 

497 

CDU CDU CDU Family: 

CDU 

11.03.87 CDU 

174/5

19 

CSU 

49/ 

519 

FDP 

46/ 

519 

CDU CDU; 

CSU from 

21.04.89 

CDU CDU 

17.01.91 CDU 

268/ 

662 

FDP 

79/ 

662 

CSU 

51/ 

662 

CDU CSU CDU Women: 

CDU 

Family: 

CDU 

17.11.94 CDU 

244/ 

672 

CSU 

50/ 

672 

FDP 

47/ 

672 

CDU CSU CDU CDU 

27.10.98 SPD 

298/ 

669 

Greens 

47/ 

669 

 SPD SPD SPD SPD 

22.10.02 SPD 

251/ 

603 

Greens 

55/ 

603 

 SPD SPD Social 

Affairs: SPD 

Labor: SPD 

SPD 

22.11.05 SPD 

222/ 

614 

CDU 

180/ 

614 

CSU 

46/ 

614 

CDU SPD SPD CDU 

 

Note: For each government party, the number of seats in the Bundestag have been reported as well as 

the total number of seats within a specific governmental period. 

Sources: Woldendorp et al 2001; Lexikon für Christdemokratie in Deutschland (2003); 

http://www.parties-and-elections.de/germany.html (accessed on August 9, 2006). 
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Table 3.13 Governments in the Netherlands, 1982-2006
1 

 

Begin Pty 1
 

Pty 2 Pty 3 Prime 

Minister 

Finance Social Affairs 

and Labor 

04.11.82 CDA 

45 

VVD 

36 

- CDA CDA CDA 

14.07.86
2 

CDA 

54 

VVD 

27 

- CDA CDA CDA 

07.11.89 CDA 

54 

PvdA 

49 

- CDA PvdA CDA 

22.08.94 PvdA 

37 

VVD 

31 

D66 

24 

PvdA VVD PvdA 

03.08.98
3 

PvdA 

45 

VVD 

38 

D66 

14 

PvdA VVD PvdA 

22.07.02
4 

CDA 

43 

LPF 

26 

VVD 

24 

CDA VVD CDA 

27.05.03 CDA 

44 

VVD 

28 

D66 

6 

CDA VVD CDA 

07.07.06
5 

CDA 

44 

VVD 

27 

- CDA VVD CDA 

 

Notes:  1 For each party in government, the number of seats in the Second Chamber have been reported 

(out of a total of 150) 

2 The CDA-VVD coalition became a caretaker government on May 3, 1989. 

3 The PvdA-VVD-D66 coalition became a caretaker government on April 16, 2002. 

4 The CDA-LPF-VVD coalition became a caretaker government on October 16, 2002. 

5 Unlike all other Dutch governments included in this study, the CDA-VVD coalition is a minority 

government rather than a majority government. As such, it only governed until a coalition between the 

CDA, PvdA and Christian Union had  been installed on February 22, 2007.   

Source: Woldendorp et al 2001; Documentation Centre for Dutch Political Parties, various yearbooks. 

 

3.5 Operationalizing Welfare Reform 

 

Next to lack a of consensus on the variables causing variation in reform, another 

striking feature of current comparative research on the welfare state is the lack of 

consensus on outcomes. How much, and in what ways, have welfare states changed 

since the end of the post-war boom? This controversy can be labelled the “dependent 
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variable problem”. As the term suggests, the “dependent variable problem” is about 

defining the object of the entire debate about welfare reform. This involves such 

questions as how does one separate cutbacks from adjustments?; and which data are 

most appropriate for empirical investigations of reform outcomes (Green-Pedersen 

2004)? 

 With regard to the first question, it should be acknowledged that describing 

reforms as simple cutbacks is not always sufficient, although changes often involve 

reductions of benefits, increases in qualifying conditions, and/or increases in taxes or 

contributions. However, some reforms, including certain cutbacks, make the system 

more re-distributive across class, gender and age. Finally, some reforms enable certain 

groups to enhance their income differences. 

 The impact of a reform on different groups brings us automatically to the issue 

of appropriate data. Following Esping-Andersen’s lead, there has been a broad 

recognition that many of the theoretically relevant outcomes of welfare reform will 

simply not be captured by aggregate social expenditure data (Clayton and Pontusson 

1998; Goodin et al. 1999). This type of data cannot tell us very much about how, or 

on whom, the money is (re-)distributed. For example, we may see differences in 

specific programs that are masked by overall social spending patterns. Moreover, as 

long as the growth of beneficiaries exceeds the per-capita percentage reduction in 

benefits, spending will be higher (Allan and Scruggs 2004: 498). Furthermore, a 

problem with measures based on expenditures is the ‘time-lag problem’. This refers to 

the fact that many cutbacks, especially in the field of pensions, are designed to have 

gradual impact rather than immediate effects. Consequently, many enacted cutbacks 

are not yet visible in expenditures (Pierson 1994: 14; Green-Pedersen 2004: 8). In 

addition, net social expenditure data do not include tax advantages for private welfare 

schemes (Adema and Ladaique 2005). Finally, measurement problems in aggregate 

social expenditure data have raised concerns (Kittel and Obinger 2003; De Deken and 

Kittel 2007). 

 Some of these problems are avoided by using net replacement rates as Korpi 

and Palme (2003) have done in their analysis of welfare retrenchment. However, this 

raises other problems. Net replacement rates are also affected by factors other than 

changes in social security systems – especially earnings and their taxation. And like 

expenditure estimates, net replacement rates do not capture changes in duration and 
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eligibility criteria. Hence, both measures cannot capture whether various actors make 

a difference in reform politics. This was an important part of Esping-Andersen’s 

influential criticism of pre-1990 characterisations of welfare development. 

Building on this insight, I operationalize welfare state reform in specific policy 

domains and in specific periods at the individual level of entitlements. Welfare reform 

is defined here as a change in social policy legislation. As a starting point, chapter 

five summarizes the main legislative changes before and after the golden age. These 

will be related to specific governmental periods. Whenever possible, the qualitative 

overview incorporates the findings of existing studies that have used quantitative 

indicators measured at the individual level of entitlements. Moreover, the case studies 

in chapter six to eleven subsequently provide a more detailed qualitative overview of 

all major legislation implemented from the early 1980s to 2006. 

The description of legislative changes is based on the three partisan ideal 

types. For theoretical reasons explained in the previous chapter, I am particularly 

interested in those reforms that go against the expectations derived from power 

resource theory. 

As to pensions, the ideal types lead us to expect that social democrats promote 

earnings equality via a welfare state with high transfers, high services and universal 

social rights. The state is the preferred management or regulatory structure. 

Furthermore, Christian democrats are assumed to maintain income differences via a 

welfare state with high transfers, low services and status-based entitlements. The 

social partners are the preferred actors to manage or regulate the system with a 

secondary role for the state. Finally, power resource theory expects that liberals 

support equality of opportunity via a welfare state with low transfers, low services and 

means-tested entitlements. The market is the preferred way of managing or regulating.  

Regards family policy, power resource theory expects that social democrats 

support equality of opportunity for women via the provision of social services, 

whereas Christian democrats promote the traditional family ideal, and liberals wish to 

interfere as little as possible in private spheres. 




