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12 Conclusion 

 

This chapter aims at three things. First, at briefly summarizing the results of the 

empirical investigation. This will be done by discussing each of the three propositions 

developed in chapter two. Second, the relations to literatures in political science will 

be discussed, most of them at the intersection of comparative welfare state politics 

and party behavior, and therefore defying easy categorization. Yet, it is helpful here to 

sketch the different contributions that this book may make to ongoing debates in 

different parts of the field. To this end, I have organized the discussion into three 

parts: explanations of welfare state change, theories of party organizations and party 

behavior, and the literature on ideas and social learning. Finally, based on the 

findings, the chapter provides some recommendations that help to reform welfare 

states in an economically viable, politically feasible and socially acceptable way. 

 

12.1 The Main Findings 

 

The main finding of this book is evidently the importance of party politics for the 

development of continental welfare states. The relative strength of social democratic 

and Christian democratic parties shaped the character of continental welfare states 

during the golden age along lines suggested by power resource theory. Since the late 

1980s, however, we have seen fewer and fewer partisan differences, and power 

resource theory has increasing difficulties to explain welfare development. Yet, this 

study claims that a focus on inter- and intraparty dynamics is a must if one wants to 

understand patterns of welfare reform. In devising new welfare approaches political 

parties continue to matter, but increasingly in different ways than suggested by power 

resource theory. Across time, space and policy domain, different groups may become 

dominant within social democratic and Christian democratic parties.  

 The underlying argument was that, against a background of contextual 

challenges (fiscal austerity and changing constituents), the catalyst is an external 

shock which causes a party to reevaluate its effectiveness in meeting its primary goal. 

For a social democratic and a Christian democratic party, failure to dominate 

government is the most potent external stimulus. In a subsequent process of 

organizational change, the new coalition will replace the group of politicians 
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supporting the dislodged leadership and modify a party’s internal decision rules to 

consolidate its own power. This enables the party to pursue new approaches to 

welfare reform in line with its politicians’ policy preferences. Accordingly, “social 

democracy” and “Christian democracy” mean different things across space, time and 

policy domain. 

 In pension politics, the argument involved two propositions. The first poses 

that, against a background of austerity and de-industrialization, failure to dominate 

government is the catalyst triggering a coalition of pragmatists to become dominant 

within a social democratic party. The second proposition was that, against a 

background of austerity and secularization, failure to dominate government is the 

catalyst triggering a coalition of pragmatists to become dominant within their party. 

Table 12.1, a summary overview of the empirical findings on pension reform, 

supports my propositions on pensions for Austria, Germany and the Netherlands. In 

all three countries, failure to dominate government spurred critical moments of 

reflection, that is, puzzling within both social democratic and Christian democratic 

parties. This had important consequences for internal power distributions, 

considerably weakening traditionalists at the expense of pragmatists. 

Nevertheless, it certainly is not a coincidence that the position of traditionalists 

has weakened within all parties. If we wish to understand this trend, contextual 

challenges must be considered. Chapter four has shown that, 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 (since the mid-

1960s). Further, 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, we have seen that, compared to Germany and 

Austria, pragmatists earlier started to dominate Dutch traditional welfare parties.  
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Table 12.1 Change within parties in pension politics 

 

 Position of traditionalists Catalyst 

 

Contextual challenges 

PvdA Gradual weakening since the 

late 1970s, rapidly since 1986 

Government 

exclusion in 1986 

Austerity from late 1970s 

to early 1990s higher than 

in Ger and Aut 
 

Quite rapid de-

industrialization since mid-

1960s – most de-

industrialized 

CDA Rapid marginalization 

between the late 1970s and 

early 1980s 

Loss of dominant 

position in 

government in the 

early 1970s 

Austerity from late 1970s 

to early 1990s higher than 

in Ger and Aut 
 

Quite rapid secularization 

since mid-1960s – most 

secularized 

SPD Very gradual weakening 

since the early 1980s, rapid 

marginalization since 1998 

Government 

exclusion in the late 

1990s 

Increasing austerity - since 

German unification higher 

than in Aut and NL 
 

Gradual de-

industrialization since early 

1970s – least de-

industrialized 

CDU-

CSU 

Gradual weakening since the 

early 1980s, more rapidly 

since the early 1990s and, 

especially, since 1998 

Government 

exclusion in 1998 

Increasing austerity - since 

German unification higher 

than in Aut and NL 

 

Quite rapid secularization 

due to unification. Since 

then, closer to NL than Aut 

SPÖ Very gradual weakening 

since the early 1980s, more 

rapidly since 2000 

Government 

exclusion in 2000 

Increasing austerity since 

early 1980s –  between Ger 

and NL 

 

Gradual de-

industrialization since mid-

1960s – between NL and 

Ger 

ÖVP Gradual weakening since the 

early 1980s, more rapidly 

since the early 1990s 

Continued minority 

position in 

government in the 

early1990s 

Increasing austerity since 

early 1980s –  between Ger 

and NL 
 

Very gradual secularization 

– least secular 
 

Notes: Judgmental data for contextual challenges based on indicators provided by section 3.2.1 

(austerity) and section 4.2 (de-industrialization and secularization). 

Aut refers to Austria, Ger to Germany and NL to Netherlands. 
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To be more precise, secularization caused a large decline in the vote-share of Dutch 

confessional parties from the late 1960s on and led to fear amongst denominational 

politicians to lose their dominant position in office. This triggered the merger into the 

CDA in 1980, a party with a marginalized traditionalist wing. Austerity reinforced the 

ability for pragmatists to push through pension cuts in a coalition with the liberals 

from 1982 to 1989. In response to the by then pivotal position of the CDA in the 

Dutch party system, pragmatic politicians also came to dominate the social 

democratic party after the party firmly remained on the opposition benches in 1986, 

despite significant electoral gains. Studies were written, but the former party leader 

just had no answer on how to cope with austerity and post-industrial social risks. 

Finally, it was questionable how a strategy appealing to the party’s core constituents 

could be implemented when this clientele was only shrinking against a background of 

de-industrialization.  

In line with my propositions, intraparty dynamics thus clearly take place 

against a background of contextual challenges. However, table 12.1 indicates that 

both the degree and the pace of austerity, secularization and de-industrialization do 

not perfectly coincide with a change in the composition of dominant coalitions. This 

can reasonably be restated as austerity is a necessary, though not sufficient condition 

for pragmatists to become dominant within social democratic and Christian 

democratic parties. The same applies for de-industrialization in the case of social 

democracy and for secularization in the case of Christian democracy.  
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Table 12.2 Pension reforms and the position of traditionalists, 1982-2006
1 

 

Austria SPÖ-FPÖ 
1983-86 

 

- Small cuts 
 

- Some 

expansion of old 

age pensions 
 

- Expand early 

pensions 

SPÖ-ÖVP 
1986-1995 

 

- Small cuts 
 

- Some 

expansion of  

ALMPs 
 

- Expand and 

introduce early 

pensions and 

child- credits 

SPÖ-ÖVP 
1996-1999 

 

- Moderate cuts 
 

- Expand child- 

credits and some 

ALMPs 

ÖVP-FPÖ 
2000-2006 

 

- Severe cuts 
 

- Introduce and 

promote private  

pensions 
 

- Some 

expansion of 

child-credits and 

benefits for 

manual workers 

and lower-

income groups 

 

Position of 

Traditionalists 

Very strong in 

SPÖ 

Very strong in 

SPÖ 

Quite strong in 

ÖVP 

Strong in SPÖ 

 

Moderate in 

ÖVP 

 

 

Moderate in 

ÖVP 

Germany 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CDU/CSU-FDP 

1982-1995 
 

- Small cuts 
 

- Expand early 

pensions and 

ALMPs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CDU/CSU-FDP 

1996-1998 
 

- Moderate cuts 
 

- Expand child-

credits 
 

- Some 

expansion of 

ALMPs 

SPD-Greens 

1998-Mid-1999 
 

Retract cuts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SPD-Greens 

Mid-1999-2005 
 

- Severe cuts 
 

- Introduce and 

promote private 

pensions 
 

- Expand  

ALMPs and 

child-credits for 

parents with 

part-time work 

or low earnings 

Position of 

traditionalists 

Strong in CDU Quite strong in 

CDU 

Strong in SPÖ Weak in SPÖ 

Netherlands 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CDA-VVD 
1982-1989 

 

- Severe cuts 
 

Partial exception: 

lower-income 

groups 

 

 

 

CDA-PvdA 
1989-1994 

 

- Severe cuts 
 

- Expand 

occupational 

pensions and 

introduce private 

pensions 

PvdA-VVD-

D66 

1994-2002 
 

- Severe cuts in 

first term 
 

- Expand 

ALMPs 

 

 

 

Center-right 
2002-2006 

 

- Severe cuts 
 

- Introduce and 

promote private 

savings scheme 

for leave periods 
 

- Little 

expansion of 

ALMPs 

Position of 

traditionalists 

Weak in CDA Very weak in 

CDA 

Weak in PvdA 

 

 
Weak in PvdA 

Very weak in 

CDA 
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1: ALMPs refers to active labor market policies. 

 

We can now try to improve our understanding of pension reform patterns from the 

early 1980s to 2006. Table 12.2 portrays a summary overview of the empirical 

findings. The table shows that distinguishing the position of traditionalist (vis-à-vis 

pragmatists) within social democratic and Christian democratic parties helps to 

improve our understanding of reform patterns. As long as the internal position of 

traditionalists was strong, parties reformed in line with expectations derived from 

power resources theory. In Austria, for instance, power resources theory shed much 

light on pension reform until 1996. Cuts were small and we have seen some 

expansion of old age pensions and, in particular, early pensions. This can be explained 

by the fact that Austria had been governed by a coalition between social democrats 

and Christian democrats from 1987 to 1999. Both parties had strong ties with trade 

unions in comparison to their German and, in particular, Dutch sister parties. Due to 

resistance from unionists in parliament, pension retrenchments failed in 1995, despite 

a spectre of intensified austerity. Afterwards, we witnessed a reinforced trend of a 

weakening of influence of trade unionists within the two parties at the expense of 

more liberal and business-oriented politicians. This trend was strongest within the 

Christian democratic party where the business league became the dominant faction, 

and accelerated when the former business league chairman became party leader in 

1995 - after the ÖVP had undergone strenuous debates over how to improve the 

“dismal situation” of a hardly visible minority party in government.  

As soon as the position of traditionalists is weak, however, the meaning of 

“social democracy” and “Christian democracy” fundamentally alters, and the power 

resources school no longer help to explain welfare development. From then on, table 

12.2 indicates that parties matter in rather different ways as pragmatic politicians 

embrace pension retrenchment and market-liberal reforms. As we have seen, the 

division between pragmatists and traditionalists cuts across social democratic and 

Christian democratic parties. An important implication is that these groups actually 

strengthen one another.  

Germany is a case in point. Until the late 1980s, traditionalists had a strong 

position within the CDU and pension reforms had mainly been negotiated by 

politicians with a background in trade unionism. As such, reforms were commonly 

supported by an informal grand coalition between the CDU-CSU and the SPD, and 
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often went against the preferences of pragmatists within the two parties and against 

the demands of the FDP, the coalition partner of the CDU-CSU. Especially since the 

early 1990s, however, the spectre of austerity intensified and the pension consensus 

between the SPD and the CDU-CSU broke down. This further contributed to the 

weakening of the CDU’s employees’ wing. Afterwards, reforms were pursued that 

usually went against the preferences of Christian democratic traditionalists. 

Nonetheless, the social minister – a trade union member and former chairman of the 

CDU’s employees’ organization – managed to prevent more severe pension 

retrenchment as demanded by the FDP, radicalizing employers’ associations, the 

CDU’s business wing and other CDU politicians with more pragmatic orientations.   

As to the SPD, the pragmatic Schröder became chancellor candidate in 1998, 

since his electoral popularity in his home state and the polls foreshadowed the way back 

into government as the dominant party. Despite the fact that Germany had been facing a 

more austere environment than Austria and the Netherlands since the early 1990s, the 

SPD actually retreated pension cuts until traditionalists within the party were 

marginalized by mid-1999. Afterwards, the SPD’s pragmatic dominant coalition relied 

on the consistent backing by a pragmatic wing in the Greens and formed an informal 

grand coalition with the CDU. Despite opposition from the unions and the party’s left 

wing, pragmatic SPD politicians accordingly pushed through severe cuts, while 

introducing and promoting private old age pensions. Accordingly, the red-green 

government implemented a more market-liberal reform agenda than their Christian-

liberal predecessors.  

 

Failure to Dominate Government as a Catalyst: Why Christian Democrats Said 

Farewell to Famialism in Germany and the Netherlands but Not in Austria 

 

In family policy, my key proposition was that, against a background of secularization 

and women’s emancipation, failure to dominate government is the catalyst triggering 

a coalition of equal right supporters to become dominant within a Christian 

democratic party. Table 12.3 portrays a summary overview of the empirical findings 

on family policy. The table shows that equal right supporters have become dominant 

in the CDA and the CDU-CSU. In line with my proposition, this occurred at a 

background of secularization and increasing women’s emancipation. Since the early 

1990s, the Dutch society has the highest degrees of secularization and lowest levels of 
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support for the male breadwinner model. Female employment rates have increased 

gradually since then and remain at about the same level as in the other countries. 

Though Western Germany witnessed very gradual secularization and gradual 

increases in women’s emancipation, 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 

Western Germany. As such, not even the most loyal church going voters could 

prevent the electoral decline of the CDA and the CDU-CSU by the mid-1990s.  

 

Table 12.3 Change within parties in family politics 

 
 Position of famialists 

 

Catalyst Contextual challenges 

PvdA Not relevant - - 

CDA Gradual weakening since 

the early 1980s, rapidly 

since 1994 

Government 

exclusion in 1994 

Quite rapid secularization - since 

mid-1960s most secularized 
 

Catch-up in female employment – 

since 1990 about the same as in 

West Ger and Aut 

Decline in support for male 

breadwinner model – lower than 

West Ger and Aut 

SPD Not relevant - - 

CDU-

CSU 

Gradual weakening since 

1989, rapidly since 1998 

Government 

exclusion in 1998 

Quite rapid secularization due to 

unification. Since then, closer to 

NL than Aut 

 

Gradual rise in female employment 

Hardly declining support for male 

breadwinner model in West Ger – 

together with Aut highest support 

but East Ger lowest support 

SPÖ Not relevant - - 

ÖVP Very strong - Very gradual secularization – least 

secular 
 

Gradual rise in female employment 

Hardly declining support for male 

breadwinner model – together with 

West Ger highest support 

 

Notes: Judgmental data for contextual challenges based on indicators provided by section 4.2 

(secularization, female employment and support for the male breadwinner model).  
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This situation contrasts sharply with their sister party in Austria. Here, both 

secularization and women’s emancipation occurred at a slow pace and too a much 

lesser degree. In other words, the ÖVP faced much more limited contextual 

challenges in family policy than the CDA and the CDU. After the SPÖ formed a 

coalition with the ÖVP in 1986, the Christian democrats were hardly visible in 

government and increasingly lost ground to the populist right-wing FPÖ. This did 

trigger a coalition of pragmatists to become dominant by 1995. However, leading 

politicians within both the FPÖ and the ÖVP continued to embrace the traditional 

family ideal, a strategy that makes sense in a virtually homogenous Catholic society. 

Accordingly, the change in government from a SPÖ-led grand coalition to the ÖVP-

FPÖ government in 2000 implied a much stronger orientation towards famialism, 

despite increasing fiscal austerity. 

Indeed, table 12.4 suggests that power resources theory has done a good job in 

explaining reforms of family policy in Austria, and continues to do so. Between 1983 

and 1986, the SPÖ dominated the “5 percent party” the FPÖ in government and its 

female women’s ministers implemented several policies supporting working mothers. 

However, family policy was one big compromise in the era of the grand coalition. For 

example, SPÖ women stood at the frontline in pushing through a leave year for  

fathers, while most within the ÖVP obstructed an expansion of child care. The lowest 

common denominator was the expansion of transfers, but even here we saw a focus of 

the SPÖ on lower income groups while the ÖVP supported families in general. 

 The Dutch and German case studies have shown that secularization and 

increased women’s emancipation can be considered necessary, though not sufficient, 

conditions. In Germany, famialists dominated the CDU and its male and female 

family ministers implemented several policies in line with these preferences from 

1982 to 1998, despite secularization and increased women’s emancipation. Notable 

examples involve the decision to make paid available for all mothers rather than 

working mothers replacement and the introduction of pension rights for mothers in 

general. The exception to the rule is the establishment of the right to child care for 

each child between three and six in 1992. Here, women’s minister Angela Merkel, a 

former Eastern German physicist who was not a regular churchgoer, played a key 

role. Nonetheless, Merkel and likeminded supporters of equal rights across partisan 

stripes were not able to push through more expansions for working mothers with a 

Catholic majority in parliament.  
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Table 12.4 Family policy and the position of famialists, 1982-2006 

 

Austria 

 

 

 

SPÖ-FPÖ 
1983-86 

 

Promote 

working mothers 
 

Exception: 

expand transfers 

SPÖ-ÖVP 
1986-1999 

 

Promote 

traditional family 

and working 

mothers 

ÖVP-FPÖ 
2000-2006 

 

Promote 

traditional family 

 

 

 

 

 

Position of 

famialists 

Not relevant Very strong in 

ÖVP 

Very strong in 

ÖVP 

 

Germany 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CDU/CSU-FDP 
1982-1998 

 

Promote 

traditional 

family 
 

Exception: 1992 

expansion of 

child care and 

non-adjusted 

parental leave 

benefit 

SPD-Greens 
1998-2005 

 

Promote working 

mothers 
 

Exception: 

expand transfers 

CDU/CSU-SPD 
Since 2005 

 

Promote working 

mothers 
 

Exception: 

expand transfers 

 

Position of 

famialists 

Strong in CDU Not relevant Weak in CDU  

Netherlands 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CDA-VVD 
1982-1989 

 

Promote 

traditional 

family 

 

Exception: steps 

towards equal 

rights in social 

insurance 

 

CDA-PvdA 
1989-1994 

 

Promote 

traditional family 

and working 

mothers 

PvdA-VVD-D66 
1994-2002 

 

Promote working 

mothers 
 

 

Center-right 
2002-2006 

 

Promote working 

mothers 

Position of 

famialists 

Strong in CDA Quite strong in 

CDA 

Not relevant Weak in CDA 
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The situation within the CDU changed when the party lost office in late 1998 and 

suddenly found itself in a phase of identity seeking. By then, Merkel became the 

party’s general executive and, one and a half year later, the party leader. Once the 

CDU returned to office in 2005, chancellor Merkel and the likeminded Christian 

democratic family minister implemented several policies supporting employed 

mothers. Whereas the SPD embraced the proposals, several politicians within the 

CDU and, in particular, the CSU still supported the nuclear family and vehemently 

protested against the reforms. Nonetheless, they were overpowered by equal right 

supporters in the CDU by now, though they did manage to get some expansions of 

transfers as side-payments. 

 A more or less similar process occurred in the Netherlands a few years earlier. 

Here, a dominant coalition of famialists in the CDA had blocked expansions of child 

care throughout the 1980s against the resistance of some (male and female) equal 

right supporters in the party. Famialists in the CDA also played a key role in watering 

down child care legislation proposed by the female PvdA minister of well-being and 

the female PvdA under-minister of social affairs. Nonetheless, some expansion was 

legislated upon and these women also managed to introduce parental leave for 

working mothers. As such, family policy of the Dutch grand coalition between 1989 

and 1994 was about as much a compromise as in Austria by then, despite 

secularization and increased women’s emancipation.  

Afterwards, the CDA, like the CDU, found itself in a sudden phase of identity 

seeking once its lost office in 1994. By then, liberals and social democrats may have 

found themselves in a seemingly unusual coalition, but both supported equal 

opportunities – though the liberals generally preferred a smaller role for the state than 

the social democrats. As such, the period between 1994 and 2002 saw several 

expansions for working mothers proposed by female PvdA parliamentarians and 

supported by the male PvdA social ministers. Once the CDA returned to office, 

however, equal right supporters had become dominant and the party opted for 

expansions in child care and leave rights for working mothers. 
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12.2 Relating the Findings to Explanations of Welfare State Change 
 

Given that the propositions have endured the first evaluation, it is worthwhile to turn 

to the implications for the comparative welfare state literature. We have seen in the 

theoretical framework that current dominant theories of welfare state development – 

Pierson’s new politics thesis and the power resources approach – are useful in 

explaining why welfare states tend to stay the same or change in gradual steps. 

Indeed, they are best suited to explain why politicians within traditional welfare 

parties may shy away from unpopular reforms of major, expansive schemes like 

pensions. There is no doubt that some of their motivations for doing so, whether 

related to electoral or institutional reasons, as Pierson argued, help to explain the 

limited retrenchment in pensions in Austria and Germany until the mid-1990s. In 

addition, the social democratic prime minister Kok refrained from retrenching 

pensions once the Dutch economy was booming in the second half of the 1990s. 

Furthermore, retrenchment efforts by traditional welfare parties contributed to mass 

protests and electoral defeats in all three countries.  

Yet, for all its merits, the new politics approach with its focus on limited 

retrenchments cannot explain expansion and institutional path-departures in family 

policy. As such, pensions rather than family policy offer a primary example of the 

popularity and the associated political costs of welfare reform in an age of austerity, 

as stressed by the new politics perspective. Governments do not reform the welfare 

state, they initiate reforms of pensions, family policy, etc. As Clasen (2005) reminds 

us, within a context of expansion, family policy leaves parties much more of an ‘open 

field’ and thus choice for designing new types of public policy than Pierson’s new 

politics thesis allows for.  

At the same time, Pierson, like power resources theory, faces difficulties in 

explaining the large number of reforms in pensions and family policy. And both fail 

to account for institutional path-departures which are becoming more common from 

the late 1990s on. Both would explain more if they spelled out how politicians from 

traditional welfare parties may actively promote reforms, as my framework does. In 

addition, I concur with Stiller (2007) who poses that current dominant theories of 

welfare development need to specify the conditions which facilitate reform. In fact, 

this book has spelled out some key conditions by pointing at the importance of 

specific contextual challenges and the potential of a situation of failure to dominate 
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government in triggering a critical reflection period and, subsequently, a change in a 

party’s dominant coalition composition. The latter has major consequences for a 

party’s policy preferences. Yet, as long as we follow the new politics thesis and power 

resources theory in assuming unitary actors with the corollary of preference 

homogeneity among politicians, our results are misleading at best or plainly wrong.    

 

12.3 Relating the Findings to Theories of Party Organizations and Party Behavior 
 

Though several competing theories have been taken to explain party organizational 

change, this book has built on the work of those who have participated in the discrete 

change approach (Panebianco 1988; Harmel and Janda 1994). Unlike schools 

focusing on either contextual or internal factors, the discrete change approach 

contends that both the party context and intraparty politics have roles to play in 

explaining party organizational change. As such, Panebianco’s strongest claim 

probably is that when neither contextual challenges nor internal preconditions are 

present, organizational change will not take place. My analysis supports this approach 

and has actually made it relevant for social policy by showing that changes in 

dominant coalition composition take place against a background of specific contextual 

challenges which are necessary, though not sufficient, conditions.  

Indeed, the discrete change approach - like theories on social learning - 

perceives parties as being essentially conservative organizations that tend to resist 

change. However, parties are most likely to change once an external stimulus occurs 

that is linked to a party’s primary goal. A prominent view in the literature on large, 

competitive parties is that at least parties of that type tend to be most responsive to 

electoral defeats (Wilson 1989; Harmel et al 1995; Janda et al 1995). However, the  

social democratic and Christian democratic parties analyzed here are primarily office-

seekers. As such, the catalyst for change in a party’s dominant coalition composition 

has to be understood in the light of performance regarding participation in 

government. A case in point is the turbulent period of the CDA between 1994 and 

2002 which resulted in studies in series labeled ‘desert period’ and ‘tired of waiting’.  

 The importance of office-seeking behavior can be further illuminated by 

offering illustrations of conflicts and trade-offs between party goals. The parties 

analyzed here offer a wide variety of goal conflicts. Following Müller and Strøm 

(1999), I suggest to divide goal conflicts into three general categories. One situation 

in which dilemmas arise is where office ambitions conflict with vote-seeking 
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objectives. In the cases of the CDU and the SPÖ in the 1990s, for instance, 

subsequent electoral defeats were condoned, since these parties were able to maintain 

a dominant position in office. Other parties have faced remarkably similar dilemmas 

and responded in comparable manners. Examples include losses of parties like the 

PvdA in 1994 and 2006, the ÖVP in 1999 and 2006, and the SPD in 2002. Instead, 

SPD leaders and chancellor candidates had to make room for new leading figures 

throughout the 1990s, despite consistent electoral gains.  

A second type of goal conflict is where parties face hard choices between their 

policy commitments, on the one hand, and their present or future (via elections) 

prospects of government participation on the other. For all parties, I have witnessed 

conflicts between those with a traditionalist orientation in pension policy (including 

many trade unionists) and pragmatic, office-seeking leaders trying to move the party 

towards the political centre so that it will occupy a more pivotal position in the 

electoral system. Likewise, supporting equal rights clearly went against the 

preferences of many within the CDA and the CDU throughout the 1990s, and caused 

highly value-loaded debates which were postponed until their exile in opposition. In 

the end, however, these parties said farewell to famialism.  

Finally, there are cases in which the control of office has been available only 

at the expense of both the party’s electoral fortunes and its policy agenda. The 

situation facing the ÖVP and the SPÖ in the 1990s represents such an example. For 

the SPÖ, the price of a continued grand coalition included a more restrictive pensions 

scheme and, in the case of the ÖVP, a lack of visibility in defending the traditional 

family ideal. By the time of the 1999 elections, considerable shares of the social 

democratic and Christian democratic electorate had been lost to the FPÖ, and the SPÖ 

was even excluded from office. Parties like the PvdA in 1991, the CDU in 1997 and 

the SPD in 2005 faced comparable situations. For these parties, government 

participation was sacrificed for cuts in pensions and considerable electoral declines. 

All such cases are horror stories concerning the costs of office pursuit. 

But does the emphasis on office-seeking imply that parties no longer care 

about policy? Such a conclusion would be premature at best. In fact, there is 

disagreement in the coalition theory literature between ‘office as and in itself’ and 

‘policy as an end in itself’. The professed goal of winning office may be pursued as a 

means of influencing policy. Notably, the policy-seeking model challenges the 

assumption that all parties are equally feasible coalition partners, that is to say, that 
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parties are indiscriminate with respect to their coalition partners. Indeed, there is 

ample evidence that such an assumption does not hold in practice. 

In the Netherlands, for example, the 1982 election enabled the pragmatic CDA 

party leader Ruud Lubbers to join forces with the VVD rather than the PvdA. By 

contrast, traditionalists within the CDA were in favor of a coalition with the PvdA. 

Likewise, the formation of a government between the ÖVP and the FPÖ in 1999 met 

considerable criticism from traditionalist Christian democrats. What is more, recent 

coalition talks between social democrats and Christian democrats in all countries 

analyzed here have proved long and difficult due to the fact that Christian democrats 

have moved somewhat further in a market-liberal position. As to family policy,  

leading politicians within both the FPÖ and the ÖVP embraced the traditional family 

ideal in 1999. This clearly facilitated the coalition negotiations on family policy. By 

contrast, negotiations with the SPÖ proved difficult due to its continued support for 

equal rights and the lack of support for pension cuts. In Germany, we have even seen 

several informal grand coalitions in the field of pensions and family policy. 

 Yet, if a party would be purely policy-seeking, its behavior would run counter 

to our empirical findings that highlighted the importance of office-seeking behavior. 

This is because pure policy-seeking can not be explained in terms of aspirations to 

gain office. Instead, party behavior should be aimed at maximizing policy objectives, 

even if this means sacrificing a cabinet position. Since this contrasts with my 

empirical findings, I concur with the majority of policy-oriented coalition theory that 

typically presents policy as a supplement to, rather than a substitute for, office-

seeking. In other words, it is assumed that parties seek office, at least partly, for 

instrumental reasons, as a means to influence policy. Accordingly, a policy-seeking 

party is portrayed as one that seeks both cabinet portfolios and ideologically 

compatible coalition partners. 

My analysis also supports theoretical considerations on multi-party systems 

elaborated elsewhere (Strøm et al 1994; Müller and Strøm 1999). Certain parties 

clearly faced difficult choices between office and policy more often than others. The 

spatial position of a particular party in an electoral system had an effect on its 

opportunity sets. Pivotal parties had a better chance of maximizing their office and 

policy goals. The CDA is a case in point. Because of its pivotal position, the CDA (or 

its Catholic predecessor) participated in all governments between 1918 and 1994. 

Once it opted for pensions retrenchment together with the liberal party, the PvdA 
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accepted retrenchment in order to regain office (cf. Green-Pedersen 2002). Yet, after 

the office-seeking strategy had even enabled the social democrats to form a coalition 

with their former liberal arch rivals, the CDA said farewell to the traditional family 

ideal. Another example concerns the ÖVP from the mid-1990s until 2006. By then, 

the ÖVP’s pivotal position enabled its pragmatic party leader Schüssel to threaten to 

join a coalition with the FPÖ if the SPÖ did not accept retrenchment.  

The Austrian example also hints at what probably is the most striking general 

feature of a party’s competitive behavior and its policy preferences, namely the 

importance of party elites in general and the party leader in particular. In many of our 

cases, individual leaders and ministers committed their parties to behavior that 

otherwise would not have been likely to occur, and often became the personification 

of that behavior. With respect to Austria’s 1997 pension reform, for instance, the 

SPÖ’s social minister argues that ‘if Schüssel had not ranted and raved at the GÖD, 

we would not have seen a reform at all’ (interview). Further, in line with Panebianco 

(1988), the empirical chapters have shown that more sweeping changes occur when 

leadership change is accompanied by a change in the sociological composition of the 

party’s dominant coalition. More specifically, I have supported the work by Laver and 

Shepsle (1996) who argue that party leaders and internal party groups are likely to 

attempt to affect policy outputs by selecting specific politicians for the cabinet 

positions that are allocated to their convictions. With respect to German family policy, 

for example, a CDU-insider posed  that ‘programmatic renewal is for the greatest part 

bound to persons. Without Angela Merkel and Ursula Von der Leyen, we would 

never have had such a strong reorientation within our party’ (interview).   

Incentives to seek office may also work at the top. In a democracy, party 

leaders are the ones most likely to benefit from office. Therefore, it has often been 

assumed that party leaders value office more than other strata of the party do, because 

party leaders are the ones most likely to benefit from office. This assumption is 

complemented by the belief that a more centralized the party organization makes it 

easier for the party to remain in government. The reason lies in the ability of dominant 

groups to impose themselves upon internal actors, channeling their strategies into 

specific, obligatory paths (Panebianco 1988; Kitschelt 1994; Müller and Strøm 1999).  

However, others assume that party leaders are motivated, above all, by the 

desire to remain party leaders (Luebbert 1986; Maor 1997). This means that, for party 

leaders who participate in government, it is more important to remain party leaders 
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than to remain in government. When intraparty conflict threatens their position, they 

will quit office rather than stay in government so as to remain party leaders. In short, 

party leaders will emphasize central features of party policy in order to minimize 

dissent within the party and secure their position. Broadly speaking, therefore, such a 

line of reasoning is driven by policy-seeking rather office-seeking goals. Pushing this 

logic one step further, Maor (1997) argues that centralized parties are characterized by 

extreme rigidity in so far as policy-making is concerned, as they considerably limit 

their internal actors’ room for maneuver. Internal dissatisfaction can only be 

expressed outside the party through resignations of elites and party members, 

demonstrations of party members, and may even result in party disintegration. Finally, 

internal conflicts in a centralized party can lead to the break-up of coalition 

bargaining and the process of government formation, since such a party structure is 

less likely to resolve internal dissent. Hence, Maor questions the wideheld belief that 

a more centralized structure makes it easier for the party to remain in a coalition. 

In line with the most recent work on the organizations of large, competitive 

parties (Katz and Mair 1994; Harmel 2002), this book confirms Michel’s (1915) fears 

concerning the inevitability of oligarchy. The most spectacular example is the SPD, 

which saw the resignation of party leader and finance minister Lafontaine, and 

subsequently went through a radical reorientation from traditionalist policy benefits to 

pragmatic, office-seeking benefits. This reorientation went hand in hand with 

personnel and organizational changes that helped Schröder to strengthen his internal 

position. Just before the 2002 elections, however, unemployment  skyrocketed and the 

SPD’s re-election chances vanished in the polls. In this situation, Schröder skillfully 

exploited the approaching campaign and used his weakness in the polls as a source of 

strength. Knowing the price of failure to dominate government in his party and 

realizing that this might be his last chance to do so, Schröder made the decision to set 

up the Hartz commission. After the SPD had managed to maintain its dominant 

position in government, the chancellor’s office monopolized the development of the 

so-called Agenda 2010. Schröder’s threats to resign as chancellor and party leader 

eventually led the SPD to accept ‘the most comprehensive welfare retrenchment in 

postwar Germany’ (Trampusch 2005: 3). Yet, it also impelled 100,000 leftist party 

members to leave the party. Moreover, the relationship between the SPD and the 

DGB was at an all time low. Consequently, a leftist faction of dissident SPD 

politicians and trade unionists formed an electoral alliance with the former Eastern 
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German socialist party. The alliance was led by Lafontaine and became the winner of 

the 2005 election. But the SPD’s centralized structure in combination with a 

pragmatic course still enabled the party to remain in government. 

In agreement with Maor, the other chapters on pensions have also shown that  

parties’ centralized structures lacked the mechanisms necessary to adjust dissent 

among its members. In other words, many social democratic and Christian democratic 

constituents participated in mass demonstrations in response to pension cuts, quit their 

membership, threatened to found a new leftist party or opted for populist parties, 

whether on the left or on the right of the political spectrum. However, in contrast to 

Maor’s expectations, the empirical chapters have also shown that more centralized 

party organizations helped party leaders to pursue office-seeking strategies and to 

push through welfare reforms.  

 

12.4 Relating the Findings to Theories on Ideas and Learning 

 

The previous section already concurred with the majority of policy-oriented coalition 

theory that that parties seek office, at least partly, as a means to influence policy. This 

brings us close to a key debate in the social sciences about the relevance of interests 

and ideas. Notably, those focusing on ideas have stressed the importance of policy-

seeking behavior (Stiller 2007). However, Heclo’s (1974) seminal work on learning 

reminds us that we also have to focus on powering among competing interests. 

 Indeed, knowing people’s backgrounds in interest groups helps in deriving 

individual policy preferences. In Austria, I found that politicians representing the 

ÖVP’s business league had pragmatic orientations. The same can be said about 

Austrian, Dutch and German key politicians (party leaders, prime ministers, social 

ministers and finance ministers), whether social democrats or Christian democrats, 

who were representatives of business associations and/or had a background in 

economics, finance, business and law. Moreover, virtually all trade unionists had 

traditionalist orientations. The three exceptions to the rule were Wim Kok (PvdA, 

finance minister 1989-94, prime minister 1994-2002), Walter Riester (SPÖ, social 

minister 1998-2002) and Aart Jan de Geus (CDA, social minister 2002-2006). Hence, 

knowing politicians’ backgrounds in interest groups increases the likelihood that we 

are able to say whether they have pragmatic or traditionalist preferences. In the case 

of those representing trade unions and employer federations, one can point at the 
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subsequent electoral reward when they represent members’ interests. However, in the 

case of politicians having pursued a career in economics, finance, business and law, 

having pragmatist orientations rather seems to be a matter of socialization. 

Knowing people’s backgrounds is a major part of the story, but not the end of 

the story. Schröder and Lafontaine, for instance, had diverging orientations and 

comparable backgrounds outside the unions. Another example concerns a public 

quarrel in the mid-1990s between the vice-chairman of the metal union, Riester, on 

one side and a colleague from the metal union on the other. Here, Riester argued that 

cuts in pension benefit levels were inevitable due to demographic challenges.  

This suggests that we cannot always derive interests from people’s 

membership of organizations and that people have different ideas. Especially in the 

field of family policy, it is difficult to deny the relevance of beliefs. Discussions 

between those supporting working women and those promoting the traditional family 

ideal are often highly value loaded, since these not only involve the politicized matter 

of how to distribute money but also the private and normative issue of how one 

should raise children. Here, one can still point at the relevance of interests, because 

such discussions are very likely to partly reflect Christian democrats representing 

their churchgoing constituencies and social democrats appealing to working women. 

On the other hand, it would be extremely opportunistic if someone would join an 

equal-rights feminist movement with the ambition of becoming a social democratic 

politician. Likewise, it is difficult to imagine that someone starts to adhere to a certain 

religious belief in order to eventually obtain votes for a Christian democratic party. In 

short, only people who care about “good” policy are likely to become politicians in 

the first place (Laver 1997).  

Moreover, in an increasingly fragmented and heterogeneous society, it 

becomes more and difficult for parties traditionally organized along class and 

religious cleavages to identify whose interests they are supposed to represent. 

Especially inside the CDA and the CDU-CSU, for example, several Catholic and 

Protestant politicians (often but certainly not always women) were more inclined to 

support equal rights rather than the nuclear family, while others (often men) continued 

to promote the traditional family ideal. We have seen that parties did not respond 

mechanically to contextual challenges like secularization. These challenges critically 

informed policy reform, both constraining certain policy responses, while opening up 

others. However, theories on ideas and social learning stress that contextual 
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challenges do not instruct party elites under conditions of high levels of uncertainty 

over their relative weights, intensity and scope. Rather, contextual challenges inform 

purposive and deliberate policy responses, which are shaped by the normative 

predispositions of key policy actors and their cognitive interpretations of evolving 

social and economic conditions.  

 Actors may thus adjust their policy preferences. A notable example concerns 

chancellor Schröder who admitted that he ‘needed some time to assess the societal 

relevance of family policy correctly… It became clear to me – especially during 

conversations with Renate Schmidt – that parents need more as simply only higher 

child allowances, they need a better child care infrastructure so that mothers, but also 

fathers, can reconcile work and family life. Because never before has there been a 

generation of so highly qualified women… For companies, which will have 

difficulties in finding qualified personnel within a few years, these women are also the 

qualified workforce of the future’ (Schröder 2006: 439-40). 

Another example involves the alignment of the leader of the CDU’s youth 

union with the market-liberal course of the party’s federation of small and medium 

sized employers in 1989 - after he had become convinced that future generations had 

to pay increasingly more for current pensioners without building up anything for 

future pensioners. Finally, representatives of the Austrian Christian democratic 

employees’ organization went along with the proposal of the party’s business league 

to promote occupational pensions in 1990 - after a survey had shown that a majority 

of workers in general and civil servants in particular favored such measures. 

 However, the basic distinctions between the internal groups - identified here 

on the basis of core policy values - are quite stable over time. As to pension politics, 

the available data allowed us to trace back that Wolfgang Schüssel (ÖVP, Austrian 

chancellor 2000-06) was already in favor of expanding private schemes and reducing 

the role of the welfare state by the early 1980s. Moreover, Ruud Lubbers (CDA, 

prime minister 1982-98), Wim Kok and Gerhard Schröder (SPD, German chancellor 

1998-2005) had already advocated a more pragmatic position in the 1970s. The same 

continues to apply to the current Dutch prime minister Jan Peter Balkenende (CDA) 

since at least the late 1980s. By contrast, others like Norbert Blüm (CDU, social 

minister 1982-98) and Oskar Lafontaine (SPD, finance minister 1998-99) had more 

traditionalist orientations since at least the early 1980s, and continue to defend this 

position upto the day this study was written. 
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The same pattern can be found in family policy where Heiner Geissler (CDU, 

family minister 1982-85) and Elco Brinkman (CDA, party leader in 1994) had 

famialistic orientations since at least the mid-1970s and early 1980s, respectively. 

Moreover, we have seen that Marilies Flemming (ÖVP, family minister 1987-91) met 

laughter from fellow partisans when she insisted on an equal division of household 

tasks between men and women in the early 1960s. In this sense, time seemed to stand 

still, since several fellow partisans often perceived her as too liberal during her tenure  

as family minister. Finally, Angela Merkel (CDU) already defended equal rights by 

the early 1990s and continues to do so by now as chancellor. In short, party 

preferences change, but individual policy preferences are quite stable over time.  

 All in all, it has become increasingly difficult to identify partisan effects if we 

are not aware of changes in a party’s dominant coalition composition. We have seen 

that “social democracy” and “Christian democracy” can mean different things across 

time, space and policy domain. Since all social democrats in principle embrace equal 

rights in family policy, identifying the preferences of Christian democrats is 

particularly difficult. Table 12.5 shows, for instance, that both Angela Merkel and 

Wolfgang Schüssel are pragmatists, but Merkel supports equal rights while Schüssel 

favors famialism. On the other hand, Schüssel’s fellow partisan Fritz Neugebauer 

(GÖD chairman since 1991) is a traditionalist who embraces famialism. 

 

Table 12.5 Key politicians’ preferences in pensions and family policy 

 

 Traditionalist Pragmatist 

Famialist Geissler (CDU) 

Neugebauer (ÖVP) 

Brinkman (CDA) 

Schüssel (ÖVP) 

Equal right 

supporter 

Hostasch (SPÖ) 

Lafontaine (SPD) 

Melkert (PvdA) 

Merkel (CDU) 

 

Obviously, I am not alone in arguing that that there is a need for more dynamic 

accounts of how politicians may seek to reform the welfare state against a background 

of changing contexts. Notably, the strength of the literature on European social policy 

lies in helping to offer a more dynamic account of welfare development by 

recognizing the increasingly important role of the EU. In Austria and Germany, for 

instance, aspirations to join the EMU necessitated quick reductions of the public 
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deficit by the mid-1990s and spurred pension retrenchments. Nowadays, the Stability 

and Growth Pact continues to constrain the abilities of governments in EMU member 

states to run deficits. A notable example concerns the support of European finance 

ministers for the largest pension retrenchment in Austria’s history, the 2003 reform.  

 To be sure, EMU constrained traditionalist policy responses, but it also 

provided opportunities for pragmatic domestic politicians to bypass national political 

stalemate or joint decision traps by arguing that ‘Europe made us do it’. Likewise, the 

EU’s parental leave directive of June 1996 strengthened the hands of equal right 

supporters. The directive was the result of negotiations between the European social 

partners, whereby the Austrian and German trade union representatives had 

successfully demanded an individual right to parental leave for male and female 

workers. In Austria, trade unionists in parliament then actually used the transposition 

of the directive as an opportunity to press for more far-reaching reforms than could be 

expected from a government in which the ÖVP participated. In the Netherlands, social 

democrats had already provided for an extension of a parental leave scheme to all 

employees. By contrast, the directive, with its emphasis on equal opportunities, was 

still totally at odds with the policy preferences of most politicians within the CDU and 

CSU. Therefore, the Christian-liberal coalition refused to implement the directive. 

Since the policy preferences of the SPD went hand in hand with the directives’ 

general thrust and recommendations, compliance with the directive was only 

accomplished after the red-green government came to power.  

Like binding legislation, agenda-setting also is a two-way process, requiring 

the involvement of interest groups and politicians at both the domestic and the EU 

level. However, many scholars are sceptical about the impact of “soft” law in shaping 

welfare reform. The common argument is that actors do not care about “soft” law as it  

not legally binding and, hence, does not provide incentives to follow suit (e.g. Schäfer 

2005). Indeed, respondents never replied that the EES or the OMC had (partly) 

inspired their decisions, despite the fact that this question was a standard element of 

the semi-structured interviews. Admittedly, policy makers like to claim ownership for 

new legislation, especially if these are considered “good” policies, and are thus 

unlikely to admit that they have “learned” from others. In agreement with Visser 

(2005), I find that actors are very selective in what they learn from Europe and use 

“soft” law as catalysts or ‘selective amplifiers’ for national reform strategies, 
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increasing the salience and urgency of particular issues and policy approaches, which 

had already been familiar domestically, at least among certain actors.  

There is evidence of selective use amongst pragmatists and equal right 

supporters in particular. In the Netherlands, the EES was openly endorsed and 

promoted by social minister Melkert (PvdA) at both the national and the European 

level. His colleague De Geus (CDA) later legitimized a  proposal developed in 2001 

to abolish fiscal incentives for early retirement schemes by referring to the EES’ 

ambition of April 2003 to increase the effective average exit age from the labor 

market from 60 to 65 at the EU level. In Germany, pragmatic politicians legitimized 

pension cuts by referring to the OMC on pensions, while trade unions actually 

complained that the pension reforms implemented by the red-green government were 

merely aimed at improving financial sustainability, and neglected other ambitions of 

the OMC on pensions, like reducing poverty risks and adapting pension schemes to 

changing societies and labor markets. 

In family policy, legislation passed by the ÖVP-FPÖ cabinets went against the 

EES’ focus on equal opportunities, but frustrations about EU sanctions against Austria 

weakened policy makers’ attention for the OMC in general. By contrast, German 

family minister Schmidt (SPD) posed that the EES’s 2003 child care targets helped 

her to justify expansions in this field, but she also argued that this did not lead to a 

policy shift amongst those promoting the traditional family. Her colleague Von der 

Leyen (CDU) even exceeded the ambitions of the social democrats from 2005 on. At 

a childcare summit in April 2007, the government, the Länder, and the local 

communities then committed themselves to reach the EES’s child care targets.   

 In closure, it is important to return to some of this book’s key assumptions that 

go against current dominant theories in comparative welfare studies, but unite social 

learning theories and the role of ideas literature with analyses on party organizations 

and party behavior, namely the assumption of reflective, boundedly rational agency. 

Actors are reflexive insofar as they can envision alternative processes and outcomes 

in response to changing social, economic and political contexts. As we have seen, 

these design alternatives not only depend on interests and office-seeking goals, but to 

be politically palatable they also need to match actors’ cognitive and normative 

orientations. Furthermore, abiding by Simon’s (1957) notion of bounded rationality, 

social learning theories describe a complex world with great uncertainty about the 

most appropriate means to an end. Drawing on Heclo (1974), I have shown that party 
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elites seek power in their own party and within government, but also puzzle about 

how to gain a dominant position in  government and how to reform the welfare state.  

I found some clear-cut cases of misinformation and misperception with respect 

to social policy options. In the early 1980s, for example, it seemed sensible for social 

democrats and Christian democrats to use early retirement as a means to combat high 

unemployment levels and to “open up” job opportunities for younger workers. With 

the benefit of hindsight, Ney (2004) labeled this an ‘inherent design fault’ and over 

time both social democrats and Christian democrats have severely retrenched early 

retirement options across all three countries. Yet, policy actors cannot have all the 

information. In the Netherlands, the confrontational course of pragmatic CDA-

politicians in the early 2000s obstructed ongoing efforts of the social partners to 

retrench early retirement schemes, while the overconfident government had to 

swallow the demands of the unions in the end. In Austria and Germany, both 

chancellor Schüssel and Schröder had been warned by leading economists that 

sweeping labor market reforms could not be reached without the consent of the 

unions. Yet, both decided to continue a confrontational course, and both 

underestimated the political clout of the unions and political allies. This eventually 

even triggered a loss of their party’s dominant position in government.  

Similarly, electoral strategies of other social democratic and Christian 

democratic included some clear-cut cases of misinformation and misperception by the 

leaders. For instance, PvdA leader Den Uyl had false hopes concerning the electoral 

viability of the polarization strategy as the Christian democrats remained pivotal in 

the Dutch party system. In fact, the pensions blunder by CDA leader Brinkman played 

a crucial role in enabling the PvdA to become pivotal. Strangely enough, PvdA leader 

Bos virtually mimicked this mistake in the 2006 election and ruined his chance to 

become prime minister. In her turn, CDU leader Merkel had false hopes concerning 

the electoral viability of a strategy in line with the “national interest” by backing the 

red-green government’s harsh socio-economic policies. Episodes in the history of our 

social democratic parties can be read from the same perspective. In all cases, these 

parties wanted to attract a new segment of the electorate by disproving the belief that 

they were “spendthrift”. And all eventually paid a high electoral price for their failure 

to calculate voter reactions. 
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 In other cases, party leaders misperceived the intentions of other politicians, 

with equally dire consequences. Oskar Lafontaine regretted that he had nominated 

Gerhard Schröder for the chancellorship after the latter aimed for pushing through a 

more pragmatic course in social security. In his turn, Schröder underestimated 

Lafontaine’s political clout in the 2005 elections. Further, SPÖ party leader Victor 

Klima was not able to predict the moves of the ÖVP (and possibly those of the FPÖ) 

in the 1999 coalition negotiations. He ended up in shock after the party was suddenly 

compelled to the opposition benches for the first time in 29 years. On the other hand, 

as Müller and Strøm put it, ‘parties also occasionally succeed in spite of ex ante 

misgivings on the part of their leaders. Thus, although the Austrian Socialists’ 

decision to abandon government participation in 1966 led to an unprecedented series 

of successes in the 1970s and thus proved right, it is important to keep in mind that 

several distinguished leaders, including future party chairman Bruno Kreisky, read the 

situation quite differently and felt considerable apprehension about the prospects’ 

(Müller and Strøm 1999: 302-3). 

 Subsequently, Müller and Strøm proceed to ask under what conditions party 

leaders are likely to be susceptible to be victims of wishful thinking. Based on their 

insights, a few comments seem justified. All party leaders mentioned above had 

plentiful experience in hardball party politics. Hence, it cannot be a lack of 

experience. Furthermore, these examples have in common an assumption by party 

leaders that constituents would value “responsible” behavior in the interest of the 

national economy, even if this implied a deviation from the party’s ideal policy 

position (ibid: 303). Yet, above all, this book has shown that dominant coalitions 

within social democratic and Christian democratic parties have been victims of 

wishful thinking when their parties dominated government.
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12.5 Policy Recommendations  
 

 

Can political parties reform continental European welfare states in a socially 

acceptable, economically viable and politically feasible manner? This question has 

haunted policy makers over the last three decades and the gloomy picture painted by 

recent economic developments ensures that a major stress test lies ahead. In closure, I 

would like to argue that there is nonetheless room for optimism. The global economy 

shows signs of recovery and we have seen that, before the current financial crisis 

casted shadow, pension schemes in Austria, Germany and the Netherlands already 

were in the midst of a paradigmatic shift away from systems geared to income and 

status maintenance towards more universal, but activating and employment-friendly 

pension systems. In Germany and the Netherlands this was even combined with a 

paradigmatic shift in the direction of gender-neutral welfare states. Yet, the agenda of 

continental welfare reform remains unfinished in an era of austerity and new labor 

market risks related to employability and childbirth. This implies that policy makers 

need to make consistent efforts to justify new policies and their underlying normative 

principles. To endow policy makers with an agenda geared towards an affordable, 

employment-friendly welfare state that continues to ensure adequate social safety 

nets, I propose to adopt a life course perspective.      

 Obviously, I am not alone and certainly not the first in embracing such a 

perspective. Schmid (1995, 2008), Esping-Andersen and his collaborators (2002) and, 

in particular, Hemerijck and Eichhorst (2009) have built the fundament upon which 

my proposals build. As pointed out by Schmid, new labor market risks are related to 

employability and childbirth. Such risks are most notable when workers go through 

critical transitions in their working careers, like transitions from school or 

unemployment to work, within employment and from employment to caring or 

retirement. Elements contributing to high vulnerability during these transitions 

involve low skills in combination with age, gender, ethnicity and having children (see 

also De Gier and Van den Berg 2005).  

My recommendations will not deliver solutions for all our social and labor 

market problems, once and for all. The more modest aim is to outline some of the 

ingredients required for welfare reform. A second aim is to sound a warning against 

the short sighted seduction of merely retrenching current welfare state efforts. Instead, 

many of my proposals concern social investments with a reasonable rate of return for 
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society and the economy. Under the current financial crisis, government debts rise, 

but social policies act as important anti-cyclical economic stabilizers. In the long run, 

however, the ability to ensure both social protection throughout the life course and 

confidence in the economy relies on sound public finances. As such, it is time to think 

through welfare state priorities. 

 Certainly, most people would agree that remedial policies for adults are a poor 

(and costly) substitute for interventions in childhood. Since youth with poor schooling 

or inadequate skills will become tomorrow’s precarious workers and are associated 

with inferior life chances, this is where it all begins. Households with limited 

resources can probably never be eradicated fully, but their relative share can be 

minimized. Moreover, considering the looming demographic challenge in Europe, we 

cannot afford major skill deficits and large school dropout rates. In addition, social 

and employment policies aimed at increasing skills and strengthening the quality of 

human resources serve as productive factors in today’s  increasingly knowledge-based 

economies. In order to ensure that children will be life-long learners and meaningful 

contributors to their societies, a strong case can be made for universal educational 

efforts, including child care.       

 Child care facilities also help to spur women’s and lone parent’s paid 

employment, a key ingredient in any strategy to combat poverty in child families. 

Further, labor market participation stimulates economic growth, tax contributions, 

social inclusion, the development of skills and, in the case of women, gender equality 

in the allocation of opportunities, life chances and welfare outcomes. Where women’s 

activity rates are high in Europe’s advanced economies, this is also where we register 

above-average fertility rates. This (perhaps counterintuitive) cross-national correlation 

is driven by the fact that women in some countries have to postpone children and are 

compelled to settle for fewer children than desired as they are not entitled to policies 

that allow for combining work and care. Most notably, these policies include paid 

parental leave, flexible working times and affordable child care. Promoting such 

policies is crucial as women in continental Europe still constitute a large untapped 

labor reserve that can help narrow future old age dependency rates and reduce 

associated financial pressures. Moreover, women’s educational attainment on average 

exceeds men’s. As such, there exists a large, untapped productive reservoir. All this 

implies that policies aimed at reconciling work and care are, simultaneously, family- 

and society-friendly.  
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In light of a declining work force due to ageing, nobody can be left inactive 

(for long). Unemployment should be contained by generous, short term 

unemployment benefits combined with training. The latter does not only equip 

workers for being able to earn their income in the labor market, but also supports 

employers with a flexible and adequately skilled workforce, a workforce required in a 

context of fierce economic competition and rapid technological changes. Moreover, 

while breadwinner workers with quasi-tenured jobs are well insured, continental 

European welfare states still provide inadequate protection for vulnerable groups like 

young workers, women, older low skilled workers and immigrants. There is even 

evidence that the position of low-skilled is gradually deteriorating compared to better-

skilled workers. One job is no longer enough to keep low-income families out of 

poverty. Labor market dynamics also indicate that employers prefer to invest in 

training of the already better educated part of their workforce between age 25 and 50. 

This reinforces the already high degree of segmentation of labor markets in 

continental Europe. At the same time, dismissal protection of permanent jobs tends to 

produce segmentation, while temporary, casual and part-time jobs are most likely to 

serve as stepping stones to permanent, full-time jobs where there is the least amount 

of job protection for the latter. Over the past two decades, the number of fixed-term 

contracts, self-employed and part-time workers has increased at the expense of 

permanent contracts. Most likely, labor markets will become ever more flexible. To 

maximize employment the challenge then is to combine increases in flexibility in 

labor relations by means of relaxed dismissal legislation with adequate social 

protection, targeted incentives that make work pay, training and the reorganization of 

centralized public employment services towards more decentralized, integrated one-

stop shops.    

As life expectancy increases and health indices improve, it will be necessary to 

keep older workers active for longer. A retirement age of 67 is called for. Delaying 

retirement is effective and equitable. It is efficient because it means more revenue 

intake and less spending. It is inter-generationally equitable since pensioners and 

workers sacrifice in equal proportions. We are getting healthier with each age cohort 

and the gap between old age and education is rapidly narrowing, so that elderly in the 

future will be better able than now to adapt with the assistance of job (re-)design, (re-) 

training and lifelong learning. Raising the retirement age should also be intra-

generationally equitable. In this regard, it is important to maintain a general revenue 
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financed, basic pension with a price index guarantee for the future. Sustainable 

pensions will be difficult to arrive at unless we increase employment rates of older 

workers and settle for a retirement age of 67. 

The basic pension brings me to back to the remark that the recommendations 

described above cannot solve all social and labor market problems. Notably, they 

cannot remedy all current and future welfare deficiencies. Therefore, some form of 

passive minimum income support is required for the truly needy. An unchecked rise 

in income inequality would worsen people’s life chances and return us to the Great 

Depression. As argued by Hemerijck and Eichhorst, today, globalization and the 

European internal market effectively put a break on the nationalist and protectionist 

temptation witnessed in the 1930s. Moreover, in sharp contrast to the deflationary 

contraction of the 1930s, we can nowadays observe an anti-deflationary macro-

economic policy response in the OECD area. The key lesson of the Great Depression 

is that a Keynesian crisis should be met by an expansionary policy of anti-cyclical 

macro-economic management and a tightly woven social safety net. This lesson to 

match employment promotion with social protection should continue to stand tall 

(Hemerijck and Eichhorst 2009). Currently, it does so amongst Christian democrats 

and social democrats alike, though in different ways than we were used to. 




