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4 Developments in Electoral Contexts in Austria, the Netherlands 

and Germany 

 

This chapter provides an overview of developments in electoral contexts in Austria, 

the Netherlands and Germany. Specific attention will be paid to social democracy and 

Christian democracy from the early 1980s to 2006. The first section outlines 

developments in party systems and election results. The second section looks at the 

contextual challenges faced by social democracy and Christian democracy in the 

respective countries. The focus is upon de-industrialization, secularization and 

women’s emancipation, since austerity has already been outlined in section 3.2.   

 

4.1 Developments within Party Systems 

 

Austria 

 

Austria is a quasi-federal state. Though the Länder (states) share powers with the 

federal government, their competencies are limited and national finances are the sole 

prerogative of the national parliament. Parliament is bicameral with a Bundesrat 

(Upper House), elected by the parliaments of the states, and a Nationalrat (Lower 

House), elected by proportional representation. However, the latter only has 

suspensive veto power. As such, a law is adopted if the Nationalrat confirms the 

original proposal with at least half of its members present. Thus, the Bundesrat is not 

a veto point or a veto player. The Prime Minister (Chancellor) has a dominant 

position in government (Woldendorp et al. 2000: 113; Obinger 2005: 197).   

Throughout the post-war period, the Austrian party system has been 

characterized by two large parties: the SPÖ (Sozial demokratische Partei Österreichs: 

social democrats) and the ÖVP (Österreichische Volkspartei: Christian democrats). 

These were able to win over over 90 percent of votes in Nationalrat elections until the 

early 1980s. Hence, the party system resembled a two-party system. Since 1986, this 

is no longer the case due to the merger of two green movements. Between 1986 and 

1999, however, the size of the two major parties’ electoral support decreased in 

particular at the expense of the right-wing populist FPÖ (Freiheitliche Partei 

Österreichs). The year 1999 even witnessed the lowest scores ever for the SPÖ and 



 70 

the ÖVP. Paradoxically, this enabled the ÖVP to become the pivotal party and to 

govern with the FPÖ. In 2005, a group of FPÖ politicians quit the party and 

established the right-wing populist BZÖ (Bündnis Zukunft Österreich). 

 

Table 4.1 Nationalrat elections, 1983-2006 

 

Year SPÖ ÖVP FPÖ Greens Others 

1983 51.0 41.9 5.0 3.4 0.8 

1986 43.1 41.3 9.7 4.8
1 

1.0 

1990 42.8 32.1 16.6 4.8
2 

3.7 

1994 34.9 27.7 22.5 7.3
3 

1.7 

1995 38.1 28.3 21.9 4.8 1.4 

1999 33.1 26.9 26.9 7.4 2.0 

2002 36.5 42.3 10.0 9.5 1.7 

2006 35.3 34.3 FPÖ 11.0 

BZÖ   4.1 

11.0 4.3 

 

Notes: 1 Two Green partien parties competed during the 1986 elections. The so-called Meissner Blau 

List obtained 4.8 percent of the votes. The so-called Democratic List obtained merely 0.1  percent of 

the votes. These have been included under others here.  

2 During the 1990 elections, a small group of Greens were represented by the VGÖ. This party  

managed to gain 2.0 percent of the votes which have been included under others here. 

3 During the 1994 elections, the VGÖ managed to obtain only 0.1 percent of the votes. These have 

been included under others here. From the 1995 elections on, the Greens compete under a joint list. 

 

Source: Khol et al (2007). 

 

Germany 

 

Reality is complex. This certainly applies to German politics. First, Germany is a 

federal state with power being shared at the federal level by bicameralism. As we will 

see, this can induce situations of “divided government” since delegates of the Länder 

(states) governments form the Bundesrat (Upper House) while federal elections shape 

the composition of the Bundestag (Lower House). Although the Prime Minister 

(Chancellor) has a dominant position in government, the legislature is a strong 
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countervailing power – in particular under circumstances of divided government 

(Woldendorp et al. 2000: 226).  

Second, it is particularly difficult to decide whether Christian democracy  

constitutes one or two political parties. In fact, the Christian democrats of the 

Christian Democratic Union (Christlich Demokratische Union: CDU) and the 

Bavarian Christian Social Union (Christlich Soziale Union: CSU) have a single 

Bundestag fraction but do not have a unified party organization. This unique 

partnership between two sister parties is based on electoral noncompetition as well as 

parliamentary fusion. This allows the CSU to function as an autonomous regional 

party in alliance with the CDU (Chandler 1998: 68). Moreover, the politics of 

unification superimposed a layer of complexity upon the consideration of the 

character of political parties. 

East and West Germany were (re-)united as the Federal Republic of Germany 

in October 1990. During the postwar period, the West German party system 

comprised a small liberal party (Freihe Demokratische Partei:  FDP) and two large 

political movements: the CDU-CSU and the social democrats (Sozialistische Partei 

Deutschlands: SPD). Whereas the year 1980 witnessed the establishment of the 

Greens, the year 1990 saw the entry of the Party of German Socialism (Partei des 

deutschen Sozialismus: PDS). The PDS was the legal successor to the Socialist Unity 

Party which ruled East Germany until October 1990. 

Despite these alterations in the West German party system, the CDU-CSU 

managed to gain a relative majority between 1982 and 1998 (see table 4.3). From 

1998 to 2005, the SPD obtained most votes. In July 2005, the PDS formed an 

electoral alliance with the Labor and Social Justice Party, a leftist faction of dissident 

SPD politicians and trade unionists. The merged list was being called the Left Party 

(die Linke). Despite the fact that the 1994 elections resulted in the lowest number of 

votes for the CDU since 1949 and the party continued to lose votes afterwards, the 

CDU-CSU regained a relative majority in September 2005.  
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Table 4.2 Bundestag elections, 1983-2005 

 

Year CDU CSU SPD FDP Greens PDS Others 

1983 38.2 10.6 38.2 7.0 5.6 - 0.4 

1987 34.5 9.8 37.0 9.1 8.3 - 1.3 

1990 36.7 7.1 33.5 11.0 3.8 2.3 4.3
1 

1994 34.2 7.3 36.4 6.9 7.3 4.4 3.5 

1998 28.4 6.7 40.9 6.2 6.7 5.1 6.0 

2002 29.5 9.0 38.5 7.4 8.6 4.0 3.0 

2005 27.8 7.4 34.2 9.8 8.1 8.7
2 

4.0 

 

Notes: 1 The East German Greens competed with two parties and obtained 1.2 percent of the votes in 

December 1990. One party united with the West German Party into Bündnis 90 on the night after the 

1990 election. After a prolonged negotiation process, the East German citizens’ movements, which had 

set up their own party, formally merged with Bündnis in May 1993 (Poguntke 1994: 209-210).  

2 PDS and the Labor and Social Justice Party. 

 

Sources: Lexikon für Christdemokratie in Deutschland (2003), Kornelius and Roth (2007).  

 

The Netherlands 

 

The Netherlands is a unitary, centralized state. Parliament is bicameral with a Lower 

House (Tweede Kamer) and an Upper House (Eerste Kamer). The Tweede Kamer is   

dominant and is elected by proportional representation. Formally, the Prime Minister  

has no dominant position in government, but is the primus inter pares (Woldendorp et 

al. 2000: 394).  

Currently, ten parties are represented in the Tweede Kamer. Yet, in the period 

between 1918 and 1994, gaining office in the Netherlands was equivalent to co-

operation with the Christian Democratic Party (Christian Democratisch Appèl: CDA) 

or its Christian predecessors. The three main parties are the CDA, PvdA (Partij van 

de Arbeid: Labour Party) and the VVD (Volkspartij voor  Vrijheid en Democratie: 

Liberal Party). The year 1994 was historical: the CDA not only lost the most votes a 

Dutch party had ever lost, but also lost office to its traditional coalition partners and 

former arch-enemies, the VVD and the PvdA. During the 1998 elections, the CDA 

suffered another defeat and lost its position as the second largest party in parliament - 

which the VVD took over. In the 2002 elections, the CDA rose from its deathbed, 



 73 

obtaining 27.9 percent of the votes and regaining its pivotal position. This left the 

PvdA and the VVD far behind. Undoubtedly the crucial aspect of the elections was 

the rapid rise of the right-wing populist List Pim Fortuyn (LPF). The 2003 elections, 

however, saw the equally rapid fall of the LPF. By contrast, the PvdA nearly doubled 

its electorate, rising from 15.1 percent to 27.2 percent of the votes. Furthermore, the 

VVD won somewhat. Nevertheless, the CDA consolidated its earlier electoral gains 

as well as its pivotal position in 2003. Though the CDA lost a few votes in 2006, the 

VVD and, in particular, the PvdA suffered more severe defeats. This enabled the 

CDA to remain in a pivotal position, while the Socialist Party has become an 

increasingly powerful contender for the PvdA since 1994.          

 

Table 4.3 Tweede Kamer elections, 1982-2006 

 

Year CDA PvdA VVD D66 Green 

Left
1 

Socialist 

Party 

LPF Others 

1982 29.3 30.4 23.1 4.3 4.6 - - 8.3 

1986 34.6 33.3 17.4 6.1 3.3
 

- - 5.1 

1989 35.3 31.9 14.6 7.9 4.1 - - 6.2 

1994 22.2 24.0 20.0 15.5 3.5 1.3 - 13.7
2
 

1998 18.4 29.0 24.7 9.0 7.3 3.5 - 8.1
3 

2002 27.9 15.1 15.4 5.1 7.0 5.9 17.0 6.6 

2003 28.6 27.2 17.9 4.0 5.1 6.3 5.6 5.3 

2006 26.5 21.2 14.7 2.0 4.6 16.6 0.2 14.2 

 

Notes: 1 The Radical People’s Party, the Dutch Communist Party, the Pacifist Socialist Party and the 

Evangelic People’s Party officially merged into Green Left on July 1, 1989. For the years 1982 and 

1986, the votes of these four parties have been added together.    

2 Preceding the 1994 elections, two elderly parties were established. These parties gained 4.5 percent 

of the votes. 

3 The two elderly parties joined forces during the 1998 elections and managed to obtain 0.5 percent of 

the votes. However, this was not enough to secure a seat in parliament. From 2002 on, the elderly 

parties have not been represented anymore during elections.      

4 In 2006, VVD parliamentarian Geert Wilders quit his party and established a right-wing populist 

party. The latter obtained 5.9 percent of the votes in the 2006 elections. 

 

Source: Documentation Centre for Dutch Political Parties, various yearbooks. 

 



 74 

4.2 Developments within the Electorate 

 

Within electoral studies, there is an unusual degree of consensus that religion and 

social class have been the main predictors of voting behaviour in Western Europe 

during much of the golden age of the welfare state (Van Kersbergen 1999; Moschonas 

2002; Knutsen 2006). Indeed, several studies support this claim for Austria (Jacobs 

1989a; Pelinka 2005), Germany (Dalton 1984; Ritter and Niehuss 1991) and the 

Netherlands (Jacobs 1989b; Andeweg and Irwin 2005). The question rather seems to 

be to what extent religion and social class have lost their explanatory relevance, if at 

all. Solving such a major debate obviously goes beyond the purposes of this research. 

The attempt here is a more modest one which tries to analyze whether contextual 

challenges like de-industrialization, secularization and women’s emancipation are 

similar across time and space for the traditional welfare parties included in this study. 

 

The New Composition of the Social Democratic Electorate 

 

Table 4.4 portrays the degree in which certain groups vote for a social democratic 

party in Austria and Germany. By the late 1970s, workers were still clearly 

overrepresented. Afterwards, we see a more less similar decline in the two countries 

from about 60 percent in the late 1970s to just above 40 percent in 2002. This was not 

a linear process. Notably, 49 percent of all trade unionists and only 35 percent of the 

Austrian workers voted for the SPÖ in 1999 (Plasser et al 2000b: 80-1). Furthermore, 

a closer look at Germany indicates that the electoral penetration of the workforce is 

somewhat larger in West Germany than in East Germany, especially during the first 

elections of re-unified Germany in 1990. While similar data are lacking for the 

Netherlands, the general picture of a decrease in workforce loyalty seems verified 

since about 68 percent of all secular workers voted for the PvdA between 1956 and 

1977. Afterwards, we witness a decline from 63 percent in 1989 to a mere 33 percent 

in 1998 (Van Wijnen 2001: 40-6). Hence, in all our countries workforce loyalty has 

declined to a great extent since the late 1970s, especially in Austria and the 

Netherlands.   
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Table 4.4 Social democratic electoral penetration according to socio-demographic 

groups in Austria and Germany, late 1970s-2002 

               West                East 

        Austria               Germany               Germany         Germany 

                                    -----------------------   -------------------------   ---------------    --------------- 

 1990 2002 1976 1990 2002 1990 2002 1990 2002 

Workers 52 (65 in 

1979) 

41 60 
 

44 46  25 40 

Salaried middle 

strata 

  43  40 33  25 41 

White-collar 

employees 

38 37        

Civil servants 40 39        

Self-employed 10 15   21 17  16 22 

Trade union 

members 

62  62  52 53 52   

Age ≥ 60** 47 42  32 38 33 36 26 47 
 

Sources: For Austria in 1979, see Plasser and Ulram 2004: table 6. As to 1990, see Plasser et al 2000a:  

 tables B1 and B9. As to 2002, see Plasser and Ulram 2004: tables 5 and 6.  

For Germany in 1976, see Moschonas 2002: table 7.10.  As to 1990, see Ritter and Niehuss 1991: table  

 3.10. As to 2002, see Kornelius and Roth 2007: tables 6 and 7.  

For West Germany in 1990, see Ritter and Niehuss 1991: table 3.10, Berger et al 1994: table 14 and  

 Emmert et al 1998: table 10. As to 2002, see Kornelius et al 2005: tables 7 and 10. 

For East Germany in 1990, see Ritter and Niehuss 1991: table 3.10 and Berger et al 1994: tables 10 and  

 20. As to 2002, see Kornelius et al 2005: tables 8 and 11. 

 

Some have argued that the low level of Dutch class voting in the late 1990s can be 

partly explained by the fact that union density was low and had declined considerably  

(Dalton 2000; Knutsen 2006). Indeed, table 4.5 shows that the Netherlands has lower 

union density rates than Germany and, in particular, Austria. Moreover, table 4.4 has 

outlined that Austrian and German trade union members were somewhat more loyal 

than workers. 
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Table 4.5 Union density rates in Austria, Germany and the Netherlands, 1970-2002 

 

Year Austria Germany Netherlands 

1970 62.8 32.0 36.5 

1980 56.7 34.9 34.8 

1990 46.9 31.2 24.3 

1996 40.1 27.8 25.1 

2002 35.4 23.2 22.4 

 

Source: Visser 2006: table 3. 

 

Apart from a decline in workforce loyalty, social democratic parties are facing a 

shrinking working class. Table 4.6 shows the electoral importance of certain 

occupational groups for social democratic parties in Austria and Germany
7
. The 

figures point at a decline in the electoral importance of workers from 60 percent in the 

late 1970s to 39 percent in Austria in 1995 and 46 percent in West Germany in 1990. 

In addition to the decline in workforce loyalty outlined above, this is related to de-

industrialization (see table 4.7). Several scholars have argued that a comparatively 

low degree of industrial employment helps to explain the relatively low level of class 

voting in the Netherlands in the late 1990s (Nieuwbeerta 1995; Knutsen 2006). By 

contrast, Austria and, in particular, Germany clearly have a stronger industrial base 

between 1980 and the early 2000s. 

This is not to say that socio-economic developments fully explain levels of 

class voting. The Dutch and German pension chapters, for instance, highlight that, 

against a background of austerity and de-industrialization, pragmatic social ambitions 

of key social democratic politicians contributed to a decline in support from workers. 

In Austria, many workers were disappointed about social democratic achievements 

and increasingly supported the right-wing populist party by the late 1990s.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7
 Unfortunately, comparable data are not available for the Netherlands. 



 77 

Table 4.6 Social composition of the social democratic electorate in Austria and 

Germany, late 1970s-1995  

 

   Austria                  Germany 

                           ---------------------------   ----------------- 

 1978 1990 1995 1976 1990 

Workers 60 51 39 60 46* 

Salaried 

middle strata
 

25
 

37
 

50 43 33* 

Self-employed 6 4 4   

 

* West Germany 

 

Source: For Austria in 1978 and 1990, see Plasser and Ulram 1995: table 20b. As to 1995, see  

 Moschonas 2002: table 7.16. 

For Germany in 1976 and 1990, see Moschonas 2002: table 7.10. 

 

Table 4.7 Industrial employment as percentage of the labor force, 1950-2003
1 

 

 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 1995 2003
 

Austria 37 42 41 40 37 32 30
 

Germany
2 

45 47 49 43 39 36
 

33 

Netherlands 37 41 39 31 31 26 22 

 

Notes: 1 Industry includes employment in mining and quarrying, manufacturing, electricity, gas and 

water, and construction. 

2 Figures for Western Germany until 1990 and afterwards for re-united Germany. 

 

Sources: For 1950 to 1995, see Lane and Ersson 1999: table 1.5. As to 2003, see Fassmann 2006: table 

6 for Austria, Kornelius et al. 2005: table 9 for Germany and Andeweg and Irwin 2005: table 9.1 for 

the Netherlands. 
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 The New Composition of the Christian Democratic Electorate 

 

During welfare’s golden age, the Christian democratic electorate mirrored to a large 

degree the social and demographic structure of society. Probably these parties have 

been the least class-distinctive of all. Gradually, however, Christian democracy seems 

to have become more and more attached to the bourgeoisie and upper-income groups 

rather than to the secularizing working class while still attracting many religious 

voters, self-employed, and people considering themselves as middle-class (Van 

Kersbergen 1999; Alexandre and Jardin 2004).  

In 1976, German Christian democracy represented the majority of Catholics, 

salaried middle strata and the self-employed. Afterwards, this moderated somewhat, 

but Catholics and the self-employed remain overrepresented (see table 4.8). However, 

the share of self-employed among the active population had declined from 28 percent 

in 1950 to 10 percent in 2002 (Kornelius et al 2005: 27). Furthermore, especially 

Catholics and Protestants that go to church have been loyal to the Christian 

democrats. In 1953, for instance, 40 percent of those voting CDU-CSU were 

Catholics that went to church, while 26 percent of its voters were Protestants 

attending church services. However, the former had reduced from 25 percent of the 

West German electorate in 1953 to 7 percent in 1998. Accordingly, this group 

accounted for merely 13 percent of the votes for the CDU-CSU in 1998 and 12 

percent in 2005. In addition, the total number of Protestant churchgoers had been 

reduced to 2 percent by 2005. As such, not even the most loyal voters could prevent 

the electoral decline of the CDU-CSU (Wessels 2000: 146-8; Kornelius and Roth 

2007: 54). 

All available data point at a similar direction in the Netherlands: the CDA 

appeals predominantly to religious people and, more specifically, to those attending 

church regularly. Table 4.8 shows that in 1977 the party was supported by more than 

half of all Catholics and more than a third of all Protestants. Around two thirds of all 

Catholic people that went to church supported the CDA in 1977, 1989 and 2002. In 

addition, slightly more than half of all Protestants attending church services voted for 

the party throughout this period. However, the proportion of practising confessional 

voters structurally declined from 52 percent in 1956 to 33 percent in 1980 and 21 

percent in 1998. The number of practising Catholics decreased from 30 percent in 

1956 to 26 percent in 1977 and 10 percent in 1998. The proportion of practising 
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Reformed declined from 12 percent in 1956 to 9 percent in 1977 and 6 percent in 

1998. Finally, the number of practicing Calvinists dropped from 10 percent in 1956 to 

9 percent in 1977 and 5 percent in 1998 (Van Wijnen 1998: 56).  

Apart from their religion and church attendance, CDA voters differ little from 

the average Dutch voter. However, between 1977 and 2002, they are slightly older, 

and identify somewhat less with workers while a majority of CDA voters consider 

themselves as middle-class (Irwin et al 1977; Holsteyn et al 1989; Irwin et al 2005).  

The situation in Austria differs somewhat. Although the ÖVP attracts voters 

who are somewhat older and overrepresents the salaried middle strata,  the share of 

workers voting for the party increased from 19 percent in 1990 to 34 percent in 2002 

(table 8). As a consequence of de-industrialization, however, workers made up over a 

third of Christian democratic support in 1978, but less than a fourth in 1990 and less 

than a fifth in 1994 (Plasser et al 1995: table 21b). Furthermore, the ÖVP increased 

the level of support among the self-employed from 19 percent in 1990 to 34 percent in 

2002, but the number of self-employed among the active population had actually 

declined from a fifth in 1951 to a tenth in 1990 (Müller 2000: table 4). 

Like its Dutch and German sister parties, the ÖVP predominantly appealed to 

religious people and, in particular, to those attending church regularly. In 1990 and 

1999, about 60 percent of all practising religious voters supported the ÖVP (table 

4.8). In comparison to Germany and the Netherlands, however, tables 4.9 and 4.10 

show that Austria is the country with the highest levels of religious affiliation and the 

highest numbers of church attendance. Moreover, it is the most homogenous society 

with over three quarters adhering to Caholicism in 1990 and 1999. These data even 

suggest that the Austrian society does not secularize at all, but at least with respect to 

church attendance levels this does not seem to be the case.  
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Table 4.8 Christian democratic electoral penetration according to socio-demographic 

groups
1 

                 Austria              Germany                               Netherlands 

                          -------------------   ----------------------------------------------   ---------------------- 

 1990 2002 1976 1990 1998 2002 1977 1989 

2002 

Workers 19 34 Cat 57 

Prot 24 

Cat 52 

Prot 36 

29 37   

Salaried 

middle strata 

  Cat 67 

Prot 47 

Cat 55 

Prot 34 

30 36   

White-collar 

employees 

27 37       

Civil servants 30 41       

Self-employed 51 60 Cat 76 

Prot 52 

Cat 72 

Prot 52 

44 51   

Trade union 

members 

19 19 
3 

35 37  28   

Catholic   63 54 49 53 
2 

55 

Prot36 

 

Protestant   55 39 32  DR 32 

Cal 72 

 

Practising 

religious 

60 59 
3 

Cat 82 Cat 75   Cat 66 

DR 52 

Cal 75 

1989 

Cat 72 

DR 54 

Cal 60 
 

2002 

Cat 66 

DR 53 

Cal 43 

Age ≥ 60 
4 

41 46  52  45 46 1989 

41 
 

1 Cat refers to Catholic; Prot refers to Protestant; DR refers to Dutch Reformed and Cal refers to 

Calvinist. 

2 West Germany 

3 1999 figure     

4  ≥ 65 for the Netherlands 

 

Sources: For Austria in 1979, see Plasser and Ulram 2004: table 6). As to 1990, see Plasser et al. 

2000a: Table B1 and Plasser et al. 2000b: table 8. As to 2002, see Plasser and Ulram 2004: table 5.  

For Germany in 1976 and 1990, see Bösch 2002: table 5 and Broughton 1994: table 6.1. As to 

1990, see Ritter and Niehuss 1991: table 3.10. As to 1998, see Bösch 2002: table 5. As to 2002, see 

Kornelius et al. 2005: table 10, 13 Kornelius and Roth 2007: tables 6 and 7.  
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For the Netherlands, see Holsteyn and Irwin 2003: table 2 for 1977 and 2002. As to 1977, see 

Irwin et al 1977: table 19.3, Middendorp 1991: table 2.2 and Lucardie and Ten Napel table 3.4. For 

1989, see Holsteyn and Irwin 1989: table 5.21and Van Wijnen 2001: figure 4.1.  

 

Table 4.9 Confessional structure
1 

 

   Early 1970s
2
              1990                               1999 

       --------------------------     --------------------------     ------------------------- 

 Cat Prot Non Cat Prot Non Cat Prot Non 

Austria    76 6 15 79 5 12 

Germany    35 37 22 32 33 29 

Germany West 49 45 4 45 43 11 38 41 14 

Germany East 8 59 32 6 32 62 4 27 67 

Netherlands 40 30 23 29 12 49 22 10 55 

 

1 Colums denote estimates of percentages of the population adhering to different creeds as of the early 

1970s. Cat stands for Catholics; Prot stands for Protestants; Non stands for non-religious groups. 

2 1964 data for East Germany 

 

Sources: For Germany, see FOWID (2006). For East Germany in 1964, see Ritter and Niehuss 1991: 

table 1.12. For the Netherlands in 1971, see Lane and Ersson (1999: table 2.3). For Austria, East 

Germany, West Germany and the Netherlands in 1990 and 1999, see World Value Surveys. 

 

Table 4.10 Church attendance 

 

                           Weekly                     Monthly 

       ----------------------------------------     ----------------------------------------- 

 1960s 

(1) 

1978 

(2) 

1990 

(3) 

1999 

(4) 

1960s 

(1) 

1978 

(2) 

1990 

(3) 

1999 

(4) 

Austria 38 32 25 23 68 50 19 20 

Germany West 27 23 19 15 54 36 15 19 

Germany East   9 6   8 7 

Netherlands 42 43 21 14 55 56 10 11 

 

Sources: (1, 2) Lane and Ersson 1999: table 2.7; (3, 4) World Value Surveys. 
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Thus far, we have seen that not even the most loyal religious voters could prevent the 

electoral decline of the CDA and the CDU-CSU by the mid-1990s. To say the least, 

German unification did not counterbalance this development. Tables 4.9 and 4.10 

show that eastern Germans were considerably less religious than western Germans in 

1990 and 1999. At the same time, unification implied the political entry of people 

raised in a country with the lowest numbers of church attendance and the highest 

levels of women’s emancipation in comparison to Austria, the Netherlands and West 

Germany.  

The previous chapter has shown that female labor market participation rates 

did not differ much between Austria, Germany and the Netherlands since the late 

1980s. However, in 1990, 82  percent of the eastern German women aged 15 to 65 

were employed, while this figure was 56  percent in West Germany. In 2000, these 

figures were 72  percent and 62  percent, respectively (sozialpolitik-aktuell.de). These 

data thus not only point at an increase in women’s emancipation on the western 

German labor market, but also at a decrease in East Germany. The latter can largely 

be explained by the collapse of both the Eastern German labor market and former 

socialist child care facilities (Meyer and Schulze 1998; Hank et al 2001). 

 Opinions on women’s labor market positions also differ between the two 

Germanys. In 2000, for instance, 54  percent of all eastern German women employed 

part time noted that they had accepted this while full time jobs were not available. By 

contrast, only 6  percent of their Western German counterparts shared this opinion 

(Winkler 2001: 167). Moreover, table 4.11 portrays the percentages of respondents 

agreeing with claims on work and family. The statement that husband and wife should 

both contribute to income indicates a lack of support for the male breadwinner model. 

This claim clearly received the least support in Eastern Germany, while respondents 

in the other countries, especially in the Netherlands, had increasingly converged 

towards the Eastern German view by 1999. In addition, the view that a pre-school 

child suffers with a working mother indicates that working mothers are “bad” 

mothers. Here, most East Germans and, to a somewhat lesser extent, most Dutch 

respondents disagree by 1999. By contrast, around 70 percent of the Austrians and 

West Germans agree in 1999.  
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Table 4.11 Percentages of respondents agreeing with claims on work and family life, 

1990-1999 

                     West                 East 

                Austria        Germany         Germany      Netherlands 

        ---------------   ----------------  ----------------   --------------- 

 1990 1999 1990 1999 1990 1999 1990 1999 

Husband and wife should both 

contribute to income 

66 67 55 65 83 86 29 81 

Pre-school child suffers with 

working mother 

79 74 80 70 78 34 61 45 

 

Source: World Value Surveys. 

 

4.3 Conclusion 

 

As section 3.2 had already outlined the contextual challenge posed by austerity, this 

chapter took a closer look at some other contextual challenges faced by social 

democracy and Christian democracy in Austria, Germany and the Netherlands. My 

central proposition on pensions posed that a coalition of pragmatists is likely to 

become dominant within a traditional welfare party against a background of austerity, 

de-industrialization and secularization. In comparison to Germany and Austria, Dutch 

parties were ahead in time in coping with a situation of austerity (since the late 

1970s), de-industrialization and secularization. Moreover, Dutch parties were facing 

more severe austerity until the late 1980s, and Dutch society remains more de-

industrialized and secularized than the German and Austrian societies. Accordingly, 

pragmatists are likely to become dominant in the Netherlands first, if anywhere. 

 To turn to the proposition on family policy, I assume that a coalition of equal 

right supporters is likely to become dominant within a Christian democratic party 

against a background of secularization and women’s emancipation. Whereas 

secularization and women’s emancipation had been an ongoing process in the 

Netherlands since the mid-1960s, it accelerated from the early 1980s on. In Western 

Germany, both secularization and women’s emancipation increased since the early 

1990s. Moreover, unification implied the political entry of people raised in eastern 

Germany, a country with the lowest numbers of church attendance and the highest 

levels of women’s emancipation in comparison to Austria, the Netherlands and 
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Western Germany. By contrast, both secularization and women’s emancipation 

occurred at a slow pace and too a much lesser degree in Austria than in the other 

countries. In other words, the ÖVP faced smaller contextual challenges in family 

policy than the CDA and the CDU-CSU. As such, famialists are likely to remain 

dominant within the ÖVP, if anywhere. 




