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2.1 Four perspectives on wage restraint
 introduction

In order to explain the central role of wage restraint in Dutch socio-
economic po li cy ma king, four explanatory perspectives come to mind. 
Loosely following a basic but broad dis tinction by Peter Hall (1997: 174-
207), one might focus on: 1) the structure of the (Dutch) economy; 2) 
the ma terial and institutional interests of actors operating in that eco -
nomy (and the power these ac tors have to pursue their interests); 3) the 
institutions that re gu late actors’ behaviour and organise the economy, and 
4) the ideas these actors hold and/or the cultural context in which they 
act. These four perspectives do not offer ‘ironclad divi si ons’, as said by 
Hall (1997: 176). ‘Some scholars have written from more than one of them; 
and interests, in sti tu  tions, and ideas figure to some degree in all ana      ly ses 
of the political economy’. Nevertheless, for theoretical purposes it makes 
sense to examine in detail what in  sights these respective lines of inquiry 
offer for the Dutch case of wage restraint. 

This chapter starts by discussing the argument that wage restraint is 
and has been so pro  minent in the Netherlands because it is good for the 

chapter 2

Institutions, interests and 
ideas in the Dutch political 
economy
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2.2 Wage restraint is good for the Dutch economy
 a functional explanation

A first, and fairly well-established, explanation of why wage restraint has 
been so central to Dutch socio-economic policymaking is that it is – and 
has been – good for the Dutch eco    no my. Wage restraint restores economic 
growth and creates jobs; and because of these positive effects, wage restraint 
is supported by so many political and societal ac tors. This ex planatory lo-
gic was at the very heart of the discussions of the Dutch Polder Mo  del or 
Dutch Mi racle of the second half of the 1990s. As was mentioned in the 
in tro duc tory chapter, the Netherlands reached model sta  tus be cause of its 
positive economic and employment deve lop ment in the context of a some-
what re trenched but still ge ne rous welfare state (see Tables 2.1 and 2.2). 

 Employment as % of Part-time share  Standardized
 persons aged 15 to 64  unemployment rates

 1983 1993 2003 1983 1993 2003 1983 1993 2003

Austria .   .  69.3 .  *11.1 13.5 .  3.6 4.2

Belgium 53.5 56.3 59.7 9.8 14.7 18.0 11.7  8.1  7.7

Canada 64.6 67.4 73.5 16.8 19.2 18.9 12.0 11.4 7.6

Denmark 71.8 73.8 76.2 20.6 19.0 15.7 9.7 10.7 5.4

Finland 72.4 61.1 68.0 .  8.9 11.3 5.5 16.4 9.0

France 62.0 59.6 62.8 10.3 13.2 12.8 8.0 11.1 9.8

Germany 62.2 65.7 65.4 13.4 12.8 19.6 7.9 7.9 9.3

Ireland 54.0 52.4 66.3 8.0 13.1 19.3 14.0 15.8 4.4         

Italy 53.6 53.4 57.1 8.0 10.0 12.0 9.4 10.0 8.7

Japan 71.0 74.2 73.9 16.1 21.1 26.0 2.7 2.5 5.2 

Netherlands 51.0 63.8 72.6 18.5 27.9 34.6 13.9 6.1 4.3

Sweden 80.2 73.9 75.6 .  15.4 14.1 3.9 9.3 5.8

Switserland 73.8  79.6 80.1 .  23.2 25.1 .  3.7 4.1

UK *67.0 69.4 74.0 18.4 22.1 23.7 11.8 10.3 4.8

USA 68.0 73.2 73.7 15.6 14.7 13.2 9.6 6.9 6.0         

OECD 64.4 65.8 67.0 14.7 15.1 15.8 8.1 7.7 7.0

Sources: oecd 2006. *For uk data 1984; break in Sweden in 1993 due to introduction of a 
continuous labour force survey. Austria 1993 is data for 1995 (presented in Smallcons 2005).

Table 2.1
Basic employment data for the Netherlands in comparative perspective

overall Dutch economy (2.2). This line of rea  soning dominates political 
as well as academic debate on the Dutch Polder Mo del (to name a few: 
Bovenberg 1997; Van der Ploeg 1997; Broer en Huizinga 2004). Though va-
rious scho  lars also incorporate, e.g., in sti tu ti  ons (cf. Visser and Hemerijck 
1997) or some times cul tu ral va ria bles (cf. Delsen 2000) in their analyses, 
the bottom line usually is that wage re straint was agreed upon because it 
was economically necessary to restore eco nomic and job growth in the 
Netherlands. This chapter re jects this, what might also be called, ‘func tio-
nalist’ ex  pla na tion, as it leaves too many ques ti ons unanswered. Above 
all, it too easily over looks the con tes ted na tu re of a policy of wage restraint 
and the distributional con se  quences such a po  licy en tails. A more ‘po li-
tical’ perspective is therefore needed. The midd le part of this chap ter con-
tinues dis cus sing the three other per spectives – institutions, in te  rests and 
ideas – that con si der wage re straint as a es sen tially political phenomenon 
(2.3). A large part of the literature on cor por atism fits into the first category 
as well as the most widely ac cepted ex pla na ti on of the Dutch miracle, as 
offered by Visser and He me rijck (1997). The other two per spec ti ves do not 
have such a clear re pre sen tative; therefore the possible con tri butions of 
these per spec tives for un  der standing the emergence and reproduction of 
wage restraint in the Ne ther lands in more general terms based on exis ting 
literature and examples from other cases will be ex plored. 

Though every perspective has its strengths and weaknesses, the 
proposition will be de fen ded that the last idea tional approach is most 
promising for understanding the case at hand. Such a per   spec tive sug-
gests that certain policy ideas might turn up and diffuse in a po li     tical 
are na for dif  ferent reasons than their effectiveness determined by gi ven 
economic cir cum  stances; they might be the most ‘ap   pro priate’ ideas given 
accepted prac tices (cf. March and Olsen 1989); the most intersubjectively 
‘shared’ by oth ers actors; they might ‘fit’ fash io nable po   licy doctrines or 
policy paradigms (cf. Kuhn 1970: Hall 1993); or they might be ‘car ried’ by 
authoritative pro fes sio nal or epi ste mic com  mu ni ties (cf. Haas 1992). In 
these idea tio nal ap proaches, institutions and in terests are in clu ded in the 
analysis, though in a dif fe rent way than usually un der stood; institutions 
are more than formal ar rangements and interests are more than clear ly 
defined material interests. The last part of this chap ter builds upon these 
in sights and sketches the outlines of a cultural-discursive ap proach used 
in this study to understand the widespread acceptance of wage restraint in 
the Ne ther lands (2.4 and 2.5). 
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Wage restraint is widely considered to be crucial for explaining these 
remarkable eco no mic and em ploy ment performances (cf. Scharpf 2000: 
61). Wage restraint arguably started in the early 1980s – when unions 
and employers’ associations agreed upon it – and con ti nued well into the 
1990s. Table 2.2. indeed shows that real wages as well as real unit labour 
costs have developed relatively favourable in the Netherlands, at least 
until 1995. According to many, this development was good for the Dutch 
political economy for many rea sons: it re sto red pro  fit levels of firms, 
boos ted job in vest ment (cf. Broer and Huizinga 2004), hel ped re  duce the 
budget de  fi cit (cf. Hartog 1999: 463), kept inflation under con trol and, im-
proved com   pe titi ve ness and ex ports (cf. Visser and Hemerijck 1997: 26; 
Don 2003). It was par ti cu lar ly this last effect that was highlighted in the 
discussion about the Dutch Miracle. The Dutch eco no my is one of the 
most open economies in the world. Exports (and im  ports) are of key im-
por tance to Dutch eco no mic growth – in ter na tio nal trade ac counted for 
70% of gdp in 2007. Wage restraint was considered essential for a coun -
try that ‘relies heavily on high  ly com pe ti tive world mar kets’ (Har   tog and 
Teeuwes 1997: 38; cf. Dul lien 2003: 144). Wage re straint im proves price 
competitiveness, and hence stimulates exports, boosts profit levels, creates 
eco no mic growth, and eventually also results in jobs growth, or so this 
ex pla na tion runs.

This first explanatory perspective suggests that the political choice 
for wage restraint is dic   tated by the struc  ture of the Dutch eco  nomy (cf. 
Van Dyk 2005; 2006), particularly by its small ness and open  ness. It is a 
‘ne ces sary stra  te gy’ (Van der Toren 1996: 191); there are ‘no al  ter na  tive 
po   licy op ti ons open to eco nomies ex  posed to in ter  na ti onal com     petition 
(He me rijck, Un  ger and Vis ser 2000: 252). Actors support it because they 
rea lise that wage restraint is be  ne ficial for the Dutch economy and, as a 
spillover effect, therefore for themselves. It has been ar gued for instance 
that in the early 1980s, when the Ne therlands ex pe rien ced a deep eco    no-
mic crisis, Dutch uni  ons and em ployers’ as  so cia ti ons agreed upon wage 
restraint be cause they came to re a  lise that ‘im  pro ving the pro   fi tability of 
Dutch in dus try was a sine qua non for what  ever stra te gy of re co very and 
jobs growth’ (Vis   ser and He  me rijck 1997: 81). The un derlying logic of this 
perspective is largely a functionalist one. The ac cep tance of spe ci fic po-
licies (wage restraint) is ex plain ed by the con se quen ces these po li cies have 
for the over  all (eco nomic) system. The policy of wage restraint is accepted 
and re produced because ‘it serves a function for the overall sys tem’ (Ma-

Looking at the oecd countries between 1983 and 1997, Dutch jobs growth 
was amongst the highest and unem ploy ment de cli ned to one of the lowest 
levels. Where  as in the early 1980s em ploy ment rates had been com pa-
ratively low with just over 50%, the Neth erlands became a high em ploy-
ment eco no my with em  ployment rates over 70%. At the same time, stan-
dardised un emp loy ment rates sub stantially de clined from a high point of 
over 13% in 1983, to about 6% in the early 1990s to less than 3% in 2000. 
Though these em ploy ment achie ve ments were re mar ka ble on them selves, 
what really con     sti tu ted the miracle was that jobs growth was com  bined 
with superior gdp growth rates, low in  flation le vels, a considerably re-
duced bud get de fi cit without sub stan tially in crea sed poverty rates and 
in come inequality. The Dutch economy was there fore per  for ming re mar-
kably well on most eco no mic in dicators (oecd 1998). 

Source: oecd 2007. Oecd 2002/2004 (for productivity 80-90/90/00) (first two columns). 
European Com mis sion 2004: 108-109 (last two columns). (Smallcons 2005).

 1980 1990 2000 1980 1990 2000 1961 1991 1996 1961 1991 1996
 1990 2000 2005 1990 2000 2005 1990 1995 2000 1990 1995 2000

Austria 2.2 2.5 1.4 .  .  1.3 3.4 2.0 0.7 -0.3 -0.1 -0.9    

Belgium 2.3 2.1 1.5 2.1 1.7 1.2 3.5 2.7 0.7 0.2 0.4 -0.6 

Denmark 1.4 2.2 1.0 1.7 1.8 1.4 3.3 2.0 -0.1 0.1 -1.1 0.0

Finland 3.2 2.2 2.3 2.8 2.7 2.7 3.8 0.4 0.8 -0.2 -1.9 -1.2

France 2.5 1.8 1.6 2.9 2.0 1.9 3.2 0.5 1.1 -0.1 -0.7 -0.4

Germany 2.2 1.6 0.7 2.0 2.5 1.5 3.3 2.0 -0.1 0.0 - 0.2  -0.4

Ireland 3.7 7.3 5.3 3.8 4.7 3.2 3.5 1.8 2.0 -0.4 -1.1 -2.7        

Italy 2.4 1.6 0.9 2.1 1.7  0.7 3.8 -0.5 0.1 -0.1  -1.7 -1.1

Japan 3.9 1.3 1.0 3.5 2.4 1.6 4.4 0.9 0.4 0.1 0.3 -0.4 

Netherlands 2.2 2.9 0.8 1.9 1.2 0.8 2.9 0.9 0.8 -0.4 -0.1  -0.2

Sweden 2.1 1.7  2.1 1.2 2.0 2.8 2.1 0.0 3.2 0.0 -0.2 0.9

Switserland 2.1 0.9  0.8 1.0 0.4 1.3 .  .   .  .   .  .

UK 2.7 2.3 2.5 1.9 2.2 2.1 2.5 0.9 2.4 0.1 -1.1 0.2

USA 3.2 3.2 2.3 1.2 1.6 2.5 1.5 0.7 2.0 0.0 -0.4 0.1        

 Annual real  Productivity Real wages Real unit
 gdp growth (gdp/hour)  labour costs

Table 2.2
Basic economic data: gdp growth, labour productivity, labour costs; 
annual changes in percentages
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international comparison (Klein knecht 1998; Klein   knecht & Naas te pad 
2002; see also Ta  ble 2.2). Low(er) wages di mi nish the need to in no vate, 
and to realise growth by working smarter (higher productivity) rather than 
working harder (more hours). Klein   knechts views are highly controversial 
in the Ne ther lands (see a dis  cus si on in Eco no mi sche Sta tis tische Berichten 
2004), although his cri ti que is more com mon  ly sha red by eco no mists 
like Van Schaik (2004), Jacobs (1996), De Jong (1999)21 and Van Wit te  -
loostuijn (1999). A related critique is that wage restraint is only a partial 
and/or tem porary so lution to va  ri ous problems of the Dutch economy. 
Wage restraint is a partial so lution be cause it is ‘no pan a cea for all ills’ (Vis-
ser and Hemerijck 1997: 112-113); there are still more im portant prob lems 
in the la bour market to solve. And wage restraint is a tem porary solution 
because it is par ticularly suited to solve the problems of the 1980s and 
1990s, but not the pro blems of the new millennium (cf. Nuys and De Gier 
2002: 401). Wage re straint of the 1980s was only an one-time affair and/
or a ‘catch-up’ ef fect (Van Ark et al 1997: 2-5). In the long run other policies 
are required. 

A second line of critique contends that wage restraint might have 
been beneficial for some groups of people, but definitely not for all (cf. 
Lathouwer 2000: 57; Becker 2000: 228; Krätke 2001); that is, wage 
restraint has substantial political distributional consequences. It has 
been argued that wage restraint has been especially beneficial for Dutch 
employers be cause it al low ed them to raise their profits. Employees by 
contrast had to settle for lower wages in return for jobs (cf. Cox 2001)22. 
But also when considering the jobs crea  ted as a result of wage re straint, 
the benefits are not equally distributed; par ti cu larly women entering the 
labour market benefited from many newly created small part-time jobs, 
whereas some other less  pri vi leged groups of people re mained structurally 
unemployed. Moreover, the argu ment has been made that jobs and eco-
no mic growth were accompanied by in   creased social fragmentation and 
income in  equa lity (cf. Van Oorschot 2002b: 123; Kool, et al. 1998)23. Finally, 
although wage restraint might have been be neficial for the Netherlands, it 
might be viewed as a ‘beg gar-thy-neighbor’ strategy at the expense of jobs 
creation abroad (Economics Professor Theeuwes in Trouw, 5 Sep tem ber 
200024; cf. Dullien 2003)

A third line of critique questions the fundamental relevance and 
benefits of wage re straint for the Netherlands on its own account, 
particularly for explaining the Dutch Mi racle. Various scholars have 

ho ney 2000: 517): it is essential for economic sur    vi val and/or eco nomic 
adap    tation. Indeed, Dutch socio-economic history shows that the govern-
ment, un ions and employers’ as so cia  tions usu ally come to agree on wage 
restraint when the Dutch eco    no my is in a perilous state, as was the case 
just after the Se cond World War, in the early 1980s, early 1990s and at 
the be gin ning of the new mil len ni um (cf. Visser and Van der Meer 2010). 
An eco no mic re ces sion seems to work as ‘an exo genous shock that puts 
pressure on the overall sys tem’ (Ma  ho ney 2000: 521), trig gering a change 
in policies towards the re quired ones; in the Dutch case wage re straint. 

The idea that wage restraint is widely accepted because of its positive 
effects for the Dutch eco  nomy dominates political and academic debate 
in the Netherlands. However, this per  spec tive is unsatisfactory for two 
related reasons. First of all, it insufficiently recognizes ‘po litics’ in the ex -
planatory equation. Government, unions and employ ers’ as so cia ti ons 
ne ver quickly nor ea si  ly agree on wage restraint; it usually takes long and 
hard bar gaining. If the be   ne fits of wage re  straint were that straightforward, 
we would expect more ea sily rea ched agree ments. Conversely, many 
policy measures that are also considered ‘functional’ are ne ver  the less not 
always politically adop ted; therefore whether or not a policy is ‘objectively 
good’ for the Dutch economy is not a sufficient explanation for its political 
acceptance and im  pl e men tation. Se  condly, the evidence base for the 
benefits of wage re straint is too quickly glanced over in such a perspective. 
Eco nomists do not agree on this issue amongst them selves (see various 
issues of e.g. Economisch Statistische Berichten in particularly 2004; 1993; 
cf. Trouw, 30 August 1994)19. It is not my inten tion to ‘solve’ this debate 
amongst (po li ti cal) economists on the pros and cons of wage re straint nor 
to offer an al ter na tive ex pla nation of the Dutch Mi rac le. Ne ver theless, the 
existing critique on a policy of wage restraint – in the past and present20 
– casts se rious doubts on the applicability of the ex pla na tion that wage 
re straint has become so widely po li tically ac cep  ted be cause of its po si tive 
economic ef fects. 

A first line of critique states that wage restraint might be beneficial 
in the short run, but has negative consequences in the long run. This 
critical per spective has since many years been put for ward by Al fred 
Kleinknecht, professor of Eco   nomics of In  no va tion at the Uni ver sity of 
Delft. According to him, wage restraint has indeed created many new jobs 
over the 1980s and 1990s, but only at the expense of pro   ductivity growth 
and the in no va  tive ca pa ci ty of firms both of which have been lag  ging in 
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employers in com pa ra ble open economies – like for example Bel gium – 
not agree upon wage re straint? Another explanation of the Dutch prom-
inence of wage restraint seems required, one that focuses on the ‘politics’ 
involved in so cio-eco no mic po li cy making. 

2.3 Institutions, interests and ideas

Following Hall (1997: 174-207), three different approaches might be used 
to analyse the po li tics of eco nom ic po li cymaking, focusing on three dif-
ferent elements: institutions, interests and ideas. What explanations do 
these three per  spectives offer regarding the emer gence and re pro duc tion 
of wage re straint in the Ne ther lands?

2.3.1 Corporatism: institutions

The analysis of wages and wage-setting processes has been a major 
academic industry and is at the very heart of the study of corporatism. In 
general terms, the concept of cor po  ratism re fers to a ‘sys tem of interest 
representation’ (Schmitter 1974), where or ga nised interests – uni ons and 
em ploy   ers’ as sociations – are continuously involved in the ‘process of 
po li cy ma king’ (Lehmbruch 1979). For understanding the Dutch case of 
wage restraint, a focus on cor po ratist institutions seems to be a logical 
starting point. In fact, cor poratist institutions like the So cial and Economic 
Council (Sociaal Economische Raad, ser) and the Labour Foun da tion 
(Stichting van de Arbeid, StvdA) fi gured prominently in aca de mic and 
political dis cus  sions on the Polder Model. The Ne ther lands is widely 
considered to be a medium-to-highly cor po ra  tist coun  try (cf. Sia roff 1999; 
Kenworthy 2003; see Chapter 3). Co o pe   ration and con cer ta tion between 
the ‘social part ners’ (as uni ons and em ploy ers’ as so ciations are called in 
some countries like the Ne ther lands) and gov ernment ap pears to be of 
con tinuing im por   tance; rather than cor  po ra  tism, in the Ne ther lands one 
speaks of the ‘con   sul  ta  tion eco  no my’ (over leg eco no mie).

During the 1980s and 1990s, the study of corporatism was burgeoning, 
particularly in the po  li ti cal-economic field (Molina and Rhodes 2002). This 
academic interest was trig gered by substantial dif ferences in economic 
performance between countries in re sponse to the eco no mic crises of the 
1970s, differences that appeared to be related to whether countries were 

questioned whether wage restraint has indeed created many new jobs. 
Kool et al. (1998: 319) have demonstrated that in vest ments in jobs have not 
been par  ti cu larly high in the Ne ther lands, though business pro fitability 
has risen shar p ly as a result of wage re  straint (see also Jones 1999: 364). 
Others cast doubt on the importance of wage re straint by pointing out 
that un em ploy ment only be  gan to fall after 1994, whereas wage re straint 
had already star  ted in the early 1980s (Van Oor schot 2002b: 107-123)25. 
In addition, a relatively large group of scholars point out that there is no 
con vincing evidence that ex ports – sti mu lated by wage restraint – are 
the driving for ce be  hind Dutch economic and em ploy ment growth over 
the past two de  cades. Consider for example Sal  verda (2005: 46-47): ‘if 
we look at eco  no mic performance in more de tail […] we find ama  zing ly 
little re la tion to ex    ports, in spite of the fact that these are often con si dered 
the stronghold of the Dutch econ  o my’. Sal verda claims that the Dutch 
export po  si tion has not im  proved relative to the other countries in the 
comparison. In fact he maintains that it has only de  teriorated through-
out the period of wage re     straint (Salverda 1999: see also Klein knecht & 
Naastepad 2002). 

This ana ly sis is to some extent sup por ted by a study of the Cen tral 
Plan ning Bureau (cpb) into the struc  tu ral de  terioration of Dutch ex port 
position of do mes ti cal ly pro duced pro ducts, which is mas   ked by a sharp 
in crease in re-ex  ports (Kusters and Ver brug gen 200126). More over, Beck-
er and Schwartz (2005: 234) have argued that, in comparative per spec -
tive, wage restraint offers no guarantee for either (increasing) eco no mic 
or employment growth or ex port market growth. Other countries have 
achieved com   pa ra ble growth rates without reverting to wage restraint 
(cf. nrc Handelsblad, 14 February 199827). Wage re straint is therefore not 
necessarily the most important weapon in in ter na tional com  pe tition; at the 
end of the day, the Ne therlands will lose the com pe ti ti on on pricing to low-
wage countries (Nuys and De Gier 2002: 401; Milberg and Houston 2005).

What these three lines of critique share is a certain degree of sceptism 
on the be nefits of wage restraint in the Netherlands. By implication, 
these critics suggest that it is too simple to ex plain the pro mi nence of 
wage restraint in terms of its supposed economic ne ces sity or be ne  fits. 
The cause-and-effect relationship is not that straightforward. In fact, if 
the be nefits were that straight  for ward, why did uni ons and employers’ 
associations for example ‘only’ agree upon wage restraint in 1982, and not 
at an earlier stage of the economic crisis? More over, why did uni ons and 
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2.3.2 Learning under corporatism: institutions revisited

Important steps have been made in line with this suggestion. In fact, the 
most well-known ex pla nation of Dutch economic successes of the 1990s 
– the book The Dutch Mi rac le by Jelle Vis ser and Anton Hemerijck (1997) – 
tried to improve (corporatist) institutional theory by fo cu sing on stra tegic 
and purposeful action on the part of policy ac tors as well as the policy pref-
e ren ces these actors hold (1997: 56). Rather than institutional structures 
alone that offer no ‘passe-partout’ (cf. Visser and Hemerijck 2001: 238), 
Visser and Hemerijck tried to ex plain changes in po licymaking by fo cu sing 
on lear ning pro  ces ses and ‘shifts in mentalities’ (1997: 13) that are informed 
by policy failure and the ur gency of a deep crisis. The book of Visser and 
Hemerijck offers a new and deeply in for mative ac count of Dutch so cio-
economic policymaking and Dutch corporatism. Though these scho lars 
in fact aim to answer a broa der set of ques tions re gar ding Dutch welfare 
state re form, they also of  fer re levant in  sights in to why wage restraint 
came to play such a cen tral role in Dutch socio-eco no mic po licymaking. 
In particular, they try to answer the question of how Dutch political actors 
arrived at wage restraint in 1982 (and af ter wards), when they were ap pa-
rent ly unable to do so throughout the 1970s? They do so by poin ting out 
the importance of in sti tu tio nalised lear ning pro cesses that made po li ti cal 
actors, above all uni ons, realise as from the early 1980s on wards that ‘im -
pro ving the pro   fi tability of Dutch in dus try was a sine qua non for what ever 
strategy of re co very and jobs growth’ (Vis  ser and He  me rijck 1997: 81).

This explanation based on learning processes has become widely ac-
cep ted in the wel fare state li te ra ture, where the Ne   ther lands served as the 
prime example of suc cessful re form, ending the vicious cir cle of ‘wel  fare 
with out work’ of the 1970s (Levy 1999). The Ne ther lands became a pa ra-
gon of lear n ing through dia   lo gue, resulting in so-called ‘So  cial Pacts’ on 
wage re straint and com   pe ti tive ness (cf. Po chet and Fa  jer tag 1996; Hassel 
and Eb bing haus 2000: Has sel 2003) – political agree ments such as the 
Dutch Ac  cord of Wa s  se naar of 1982 be tween organised ca pital, labour and 
the go vern ment. In deed, ‘the best il  lu stra tion [of this] is the Ne therlands 
in the early 1980s, when the Dutch so cial part ners ha ving lear ned the 
bit ter les sons of the 1970s when escalating labour con  flict and spi raling 
inflation had de vastated the eco  no  my, hit on the ‘right’ policies of la bour 
flex ibility and wage restraint’ (Schmidt 2003: 133; but see also Scharpf and 
Schmidt 2000: 159). 

cor po ratist or not and their subsequent in    stitutional ability to achieve 
wage restraint. This do mi nant strand in corporatist studies (Ken worthy 
2003: 26) primarily focused on or ga n i sa tional characteristics and wage 
bargaining struc     tures/institutions (cf. Bruno & Sachs 1985; Calm fors & 
Drif fill 1988; Sos kice 1990; Nickell 1997; Golden et al. 1997; Hicks and 
Ken   worthy 1998). In the 1990s, the em pha sis shifted from more ma cro-
le vel cor   po ra tism to over all co     or di nation throughout the economy (cf. 
Sos   kice 1990; Siaroff 1999) com    bined with a new in  te rest in the role of, 
e.g., employers’ as so cia tions, firms and central banks (cf. Hall and Franzese 
1998; Iver  sen et al. 2000). 

Wage restraint figures prominently in this literature on corporatism 
and coordination. In terms of the central question of this dissertation, 
this corporatist-institutional perspective may argue that wage re straint 
emerged and was reproduced in the Netherlands because exis ting cor -
poratist in sti tu tions helped overcome collective action problems on the 
part of unions and em ployers’ associations to achieve the most optimal 
economic outcome for all (see Table 2.3: p. 44). Although this perspective 
has generated important in sights into the com pa ra tive per formance of 
economic systems, it has not been very help ful for understanding how 
in sti  tu  tions ac tually facilitated wage restraint (Trax ler & Kittel 2000: 
1156), nor why it came to be po litically accepted and institutionalised in 
the first place. The benefits of wage restraint for eco nomic systems are 
usually assumed, and by doing so the corporatist li te ra ture ba si cal ly falls 
back on the fun c t io nalist explanation as re jected in the first part of this 
chapter. As Mo lina and Rhodes have argued, most of these stu dies have 
a ‘fun c tio nal and sys temic’ and/or an ‘in sti tu tio nal de ter  mi nistic’ bias, 
because of which they lar ge ly fail ‘to focus on the role and cha  racteristics 
of cor  poratist politics […] lack ing precision on the pro cess and ou t  come of 
bar gaining amongst in te rest groups’ (2002: 312; emphasis added; cf. Traxler 
and Kittel 2000: 1156). Moreover, a focus on corporatist in sti  tutions does 
not in form us about the causes of policy change within countries, as well 
as di verging policy re sponses across coun tries with similar institutional 
frameworks. To counter these shortcomings ac cor ding to Mo lina and 
Rhodes, it is time to revive the now neglected view on cor po  ra tism of 
Lehm    bruch as a ‘pro cess of po li cy ma king’ (2002: 319): as a complex ‘pro-
cess of po li ti cal ex    change’ (2002: 321), in which perceptions and pre fe-
rences of actors (cf. Ther born 1992: 39) as well as the way actors interact, 
struggle and ne go tiate, have ex pla na tory pri o rity. 
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government re trench ment, wel  fare re form, work sharing, and flexibility’ 
(Hartog 1999: 482). Given the ab sence of a co n sen sus on the ‘right’ po li-
cies, it is questionable whether the emergence of wage re straint in the early 
1980s should be con si de red a result of a learning process. 

In politics, identifying learning as a me cha nism of change is not easy; 
it is a rather mur ky en vi ronment (Pierson 2000: 26-29) where accidental 
circumstances, ideology, strugg le and mis un der standings are equally, 
or perhaps even more important, than lear ning. Ideas enter the political 
arena for various reasons other than learning after empirical fai lure. In 
fact, Visser and Hemerijck also seem to make such a claim when they 
hypothesise two ways in which ‘pa ra dig ma  tic learning’ (1997: 78) might 
take place: 1) as a result of a ‘sha   dow of hier archy’ of the state ac tor that 
threatens to un der mine the privileged status of the social part ners or 2) as 
a result of a shift in the balance of pow er between organised interests. Po-
li  tical struggle there fore en ters the ana ly sis again via the backdoor as ‘those 
who lose pow  er must learn’ (1997: 78). When ex plai ning wage restraint as 
a result of learning, such an ana  lysis leads to (and thirdly) some unresolved 
ten sions. Lear ning the benefits of wage re straint through consultation and 
dia  logue or tem pering wage demands because of the loss of power are ba-
si cal ly in com patible con clu  sions (Cox 1999: 209-211). Choosing ‘the least 
of two evils’ (Visser and He merijck 1997: 100) by uni ons does not sound 
much like lear ning because of con vic tion.

To summarise, because of their focus on learning the ‘right’ eco nomic 
ideas through so cial dia   lo gue, Visser and Hemerijck effectively re move 
‘politics’ from the ex pla natory equa tion. The idea of wage restraint is largely 
reduced to a policy political actors will support if they are acting sen sibly and 
ra tio nal ly. In this rather de-politicised and efficiency-driven view on Dutch 
cor po  ratism ‘[…] our ca pitalist and worker form co a li ti ons and cross-class 
al li ances without re gard for ideology, mis un der standings, past and present 
vio  lence, local po li tics, or even the in sti tutional con text of action’ (Blyth 
2002: ix). An ob vious way to introduce ele ments of power and politics into 
the equation is by ex plai ning the prominence of wage re straint in the Ne ther-
lands in terms of the interests and power of or ga ni sed capital and labour.

2.3.3 The power of capital & labour: interests

A second way to explain the prominence of wage restraint is by focusing 
on the in te rests of the prin cipal actors, the power they have and the 

By focusing on learning and dialogue, Visser and Hemerijck have 
made an im por tant con  tri bu tion to a more dynamic understanding 
of how corporatism might work as a po litical process rather than as a 
given institutional structure. However, this learning per spective also 
falls short on some accounts and for three reasons it is unsatisfactory for 
explaining the prom inence of wage re straint in the Ne ther lands. First of 
all, although Vis ser and Hemerijck pay attention to less tangible as pects 
of policymaking like ‘men ta li ties’ or the ‘rules of the game’, these aspects 
are basically push ed to the margins of a lar gely rational-institutional ana-
lysis. That is, ‘ideas matter’ to the extent that they help in strumentally to 
achieve a set of goals and in terests of political actors that are exo ge nous  ly 
given, affected by objectified ex ter nal eco no mic conditions. However, a 
shift in ideas after po licy fai lure – which defines the lear  ning process – is 
basically re duced to lear ning the right ideas given eco nomic cir cum stances 
and (col lec tive) interests; it sug gests an ‘ongoing rational pro cess of 
discovery’ of bet ter ideas that might help solve col lec tive action problems 
(Woods 1995: 166-167). As said ear lier, ac cor ding to Visser and He me rijck, 
in the early 1980s this right idea in the Ne therlands was wage re straint. By 
making such an argu ment, these scholars (again) largely fall back on the 
above-questioned functional per spec tive, where wage re straint is widely 
ac cep ted because of its positive consequences.

Secondly, the question arises as to what extent the shift towards wage 
restraint – as po li ti cal ly agreed upon in the Accord of Wassenaar of 1982 
– can be attributed to learning pro cesses. Lear ning is said to take place 
when political actors adjust their pre ferences on the basis of past mis takes 
or failure, with the goal to improve performance (Visser and He me rijck 
1997: 58; Hall 1993: 278). Though Dutch political actors obviously tried to 
improve eco nomic con ditions and tackle problems in the Dutch economy 
in the early 1980s, the em pi ri cal ques tion is whether they knew (or 
learned) what the ‘right’ po licies were. There was sub stan  tial dis  agree ment 
on the proper diagnosis of the crisis as well as on the ne ces si ty of wage re -
straint (cf. Becker 2001; see also Chapter 6). As Visser and He  me rijck them-
selves also ack nowl edge: ‘the policy of wage restraint did not begin with 
a consensus, but pro du ced a con  sen  sus’ (Vis ser and Hemerijck 1997: 109). 
The ‘right ness’ of the idea of wage restraint can only be at  tributed to it post 
hoc when it was wide ly perceived to be successful in the 1990s. That is, ‘the 
year 1982 is given the status of turn ing point, although only in hindsight 
can it be dressed up as yielding a coherent pro gram; with wage restraint, 
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un der mined uni on pow er in the Ne ther lands and in various (though 
not all) European countries (Wal ler stein and Wes tern 2000). And wage 
developments have indeed seen a downward trend across Europe (oecd 
Em  ployment Outlook 2003: 135-137). It seems that unions increasingly 
lack the bar  gai ning power to push for substantial wage de  mands or en force 
concessions when em ploy ers can easily relocate business activity to low-
wage countries. However, whereas this power or in  terest ar gument might 
have ex pla  na to ry le verage at the meso- and micro-levels of wage bar  gai-
ning, at the aggregate ma cro-level three re  ser va ti ons have to be noted. 

First of all, defining what is in the in  terest of ‘ca pi tal’ or ‘labour’ is not 
as easy as it ap pears to be at first glance. Interests are not plainly given 
(Blyth 2002: 27) and usually are de fi ned in a particular way in advance by 
the researcher. As such, interest-based approaches are ‘highly sensitive to 
the economic theories used to specify the material in  terests of the relevant 
actors, and those theories might be con tr o ver sial even among eco no mists’ 
(Hall 1997: 178). Although it is plausible to link the basic interests of pro -
fits versus wages to the so cio-eco no mic position of the main economic 
players (em ploy  ers versus em ploy ees), linking these fun   da mental in te-
rests unequivocally to spe cific policy orien ta tions has no reasonable basis 
(Becker and Hendriks 2008: 844). There might be various roads to achieve 
one’s (of ten not one-dimensional) goals and interests. As Woods (1995: 
177) argues: ‘the uptake of either set of ideas cannot be explained solely in 
terms of […] power and interests. To do so deprives the analyst of the ca -
pa city to com   prehend why “a-think” would prevail over “b-think” in a 
si tuation where each set of ideas could be said to em bo dy si milar or equal 
in te rests’.

For example, there is no apparent best way to raise profits. What 
might be in the in te rest of an in di vi du al firm does not necessarily have 
to be in the long-term in terest of the bu si ness com  mu nity as a whole. 
Wage restraint seems to be particularly beneficial for firms in the ex por-
ting sector of the eco  no my, which are un able to raise their prices without 
losing their com  pe ti tive position and sales. Firms in the closed sector feel 
this price pres  sure less, and com panies in for example retail might even be 
ne ga  tively af fected by wage re   straint because of its con sump tion ef fects. 
At the end of the day, most firms have to compete on quality (and pro  duc-
ti vi ty) rather than on prices (cf. Carlin et al. 2001: Milberg and Houston 
2005). More over, do em ploy ers as a whole benefit from orchestrated or 
negotiated wage re straint agreed upon on the central level? Is de centralised 

coalitions they form in order to pursue their goals. Interests of actors are 
predominantly understood as real, material interests (Hall 1997: 176) de-
rived from the main socio-economic position of actors in the economy. 
Particularly when wage restraint is understood as in the direct (or indirect) 
material interests of both uni ons and employers, this focus largely takes 
us back to the first functionalist perspective dis cus sed in this chapter, 
where wage restraint is viewed as beneficial for the overall eco no my. The 
interests of actors might also be un der stood as institutional in te rests, de -
rived from the main position of actors in politics. By cen trally agreeing 
on wage re straint, or ganised capital and labour might, e.g., both gua-
ran tee their continued involvement in so cio-eco no mic po li cy ma king, 
exchanging their com  mit ment for other policy promises. As com pared to 
the above in  stitutionalised-learning per spec tive, this interest-ba sed ex  -
pla na tion of fers a very politicised ex   pla nation of Dutch wage re straint and 
em pha   si ses conflicting in te rests, un even dis tri bution of costs and benefits 
and (ideo  lo gical) do mination.

When explaining the emergence and reproduction of wage restraint 
in the Netherlands, this interest-based perspective might argue that 
powerful actors successfully imprinted their po licy pre ference (wage 
restraint) on Dutch so cio-economic policymaking (see Table 2.3: p. 44). 
Although this might in volve unions, scholars like Cox (1999), or – in the 
past – Therborn (1986) or Van Ewijk et al. (1980) have mainly focused 
on the power of organised capital. Ther born (1986) ar  gued, for in stance, 
that the passive Dutch policy response to the crisis of the 1970s re vol-
ving around wage re straint mainly re  flect the pow er of the business elite. 
‘Dutch bu siness has had a po litical chance which few, if any, of its equi  va-
lents in other de mo cratic ca pitalist coun tries have had’ (Ther born 1986: 
162). The power of Dutch bu si ness combined with go vern ment sup port 
‘forced unions to tem per their wage de mands’, as is also argued by Cox 
(1999: 106-107). To some extent, Becker (2001) shares this ana lysis where 
Dutch unions became so weak in the Netherlands in the early 1980s that 
they had to conform to employers’ wishes and views. 

This explanation intuitively makes sense when looking at (shifts in) 
the power po si ti ons of or ga ni sed capital and labour. Since the 1970s, the 
balance of power within Dutch cor po ra tism has shifted from la bour to 
capital. Ri sing un em ploy ment rates, the decline of union den   sity (from 
40% in the 1970s to about 25% in the 1990s in the Netherlands) and con -
ti nu ing pro  ces ses of in di vi dualisation and glo ba  lisation seem to have 
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To summarise, the interest-based perspective intuitively makes sense, 
but is still un  sa tis fac to ry for understanding the Dutch case of wage 
restraint; it does not explain why inte rests are defined as such in the first 
place and why this idea generated so much support. That is, this interest-
based approach does not specify why cer tain policy ideas are supported 
and by whom (Trent mann 1998: 219). By directly linking the emergence 
and reproduction of certain ideas to the power position of actors 
(particularly in the exportint sector), it wrong ful ly excludes the pos  si bi lity 
that even the power ful might be do mi nated by the policy ideas ac cepted in 
a specific po li tical setting. 

2.3.4 Focal points, epistemic communities & legitimate action: ideas

A third and final approach towards the prominence of wage restraint 
focuses on the ideas held by political ac  tors. Ideas-oriented approaches 
have become widespread in po li tical science throughout the 1990s, 
although less so in the political-economic field (Hall 1997: 183). Scho lars 
making an ‘idea tio nal’ (Blyth 1997) or ‘cul tu ral’ turn (Jessop and Sum 
2001) all ack now  ledge in one way or the other the im por tance of no tions 
as ideas, but also ideo lo gy, dis course, cul ture and even iden  ti ty for un  der -
stan ding po licy out comes. Most idea tional analyses aim to explain in sti tu-
tio nal and po li cy change – an issue which traditional ra tio nal-choice or his-
torical institutional ex pla na tions have problems ac  coun ting for (cf. Blyth 
1997) – but a focus on ‘ideas’ or ‘culture’ might al so help understanding 
the re  latively stable pro mi nence of wage re straint in the Ne ther lands (cf. 
No ter mans 1999). 

 Few ideational studies aim to explain Dutch socio-economic po      li cy-
ma  king in general or the prominence of wage restraint in particular. Some 
at tempts have been made to analyse how and why ideas matter  in cor po -
ra tist so  cie ties more generally; scho lars have pointed out, e.g., a ‘lo gic of 
in for ma tion’ to un der stand ne   go  tiated reform under new cor po ratism 
(Cul pep per 2002), the ‘discursive lo gic’ un   der lying cor   po ratist political 
sys  tems (Schmidt 2002), the im pact of ‘shared un der stan   dings’ for per-
sis  ting broad cor poratist policy con    cer ta tion (Comp ston 2002) and – as 
also discussed above – the role of ‘so  cial learning’ in (Dutch) cor poratism 
(Vis   ser and He  me   rijck 1997). Most of these studies give priority to an 
instrumental use of ideas to fill some leftover explanatory holes in in -
te rest-based or ra tio  nal-in sti tu tio nal ex planations (Blyth 1997; but see 

bargaining not to be pre fer red? Or, as in dustry bargaining is the rule in 
the Ne ther lands, is lower level bargaining in need of a sur plus cen tral level 
accord that engenders compromises as well? Organised la bour is in a si mi-
lar position; state workers’ interests might be different from those of mass 
production in dus try workers, which in their turn are different from those 
of high-quality production or service workers and so on. 

However, even if one assumes that (orchestrated) wage restraint is 
directly in the in te rest of or  ga nised capital (or indirectly in the interest of 
employees), do employers have the power to bring about the nationwide 
acceptance of this policy, and did they have this power, par ti  cularly in 
the 1990s? Is it the result of pow erful action of capital whether or not in 
coa li tion with la bour, particularly in the exporting sector? A second re-
servation when considering this interest-based perspective is that it is 
rather implau si ble that a powerful actor/coalition would have the re  -
sources avai lable to achieve and sustain such po licy do     mi nance over a 
longer period of time. It has been ar gued before that the claim that policies 
dominate be cause it is in the in terest of some power ful actors suffers from 
a post hoc prop ter hoc fallacy (Trent mann 1998: 219-220; or con sider Blyth 
2002: 27 on ‘tautological/circular rea soning’), where what has come next 
(policy) is di rect ly ex plai ned in terms of what pre ce ded (in te rests). Macro-
eco no mic reality is too com plex for that and au tho rity that depends so lely 
on co  er cion cannot extend very far (Stone 2002: 25). The fact that a large 
group of dif fe rent pe o ple come to ac cept a par ti cu lar policy idea or theo ry 
is the result of a com bi na tion of factors of which powerful action might be 
one. To com plete the pic ture, other factors seem ne ces sary . 

A third reservation is that in international comparison the interest-
based per spec tive is dif  fi cult to main tain. Unions have seemingly lost 
power in various countries since the 1970s, but not all unions throu-
ghout Eu rope show the, in some eyes re markable, Dutch wil ling  ness 
to moderate wages and wage costs in or der to improve com p e ti  tiveness 
(Slomp 1993: 78). Some evidence exists that the objective decline of union 
power is not that dra matic all over Europe (Golden, Wal ler stein and Lange 
1999; cf. Ebbinghaus and Visser 1999), suggesting that unions have an 
(ma te ri al or institutional) interest themselves to agree on wage restraint 
with employers. In a more recent study, Jelle Visser and Marc van der Meer 
(2010) have looked into the various inter- and intraorganisational in  terests 
of organised capital and la bour in order to ex plain the oc cur rence of social 
pacts (on e.g. wage restraint) in Dutch socio-economic history. 
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523; cf. March and Olsen 1989). In the Dutch case, this would entail an 
analysis of the ‘con sen sus-orien  ted culture, in which ne go tia tion plays an 
important role’ (Delsen 2000: 11). This Dutch consensus-culture has often 
been re ferred to in studies of Dutch politics in general (cf. Andeweg and 
Irwin 2002) and the Pol der Model in particular (cf. De Liagre Böhl 1999), 
but how this culture would effect socio-eco nomic policymaking has not 
frequenlty been the object of study. 

Though the fact that ‘ideas matter’ has inspired many scholars, 
ideational approaches are also said to suffer from various pro blems and 
weaknesses (cf. Campbell 1998). Above all, it is not easy to make a plau-
sible argument that ideas or cul tu ral variables have a truly in de pen-
dent role in policymaking, separate from in stitutions, interests or other 
structural va ria bles. More over, po li cy out comes can often be more par -
simonously explained by re fer ring to the inte rests of po li ti cal ac tors, 
or the structure of the eco no my (cf. Hall 1997: 185). Ne vertheless, idea-
tional ana ly ses have contributed to our understanding of the broader 
context in which so cio-eco no mic po licymaking takes place, opening 
the ‘black-boxes’ of the decision-making process (Berman 1998: 14) and 
reconsidering the ‘obvious’ that usually is taken for granted. 

2.3.5 Comparing the approaches

All of the approaches discussed above contribute in different ways to our 
understanding of the emergence and re production of wage restraint in the 
Netherlands (see Table 2.3 for an overview). The in sti tu tional perspective 
focuses on how certain cor  poratist institutions might help solve collective 
ac tion problems, and might di rect the at  tention of ac  tors towards wage 
restraint. The interest-based perspective argues that wage re straint is in 
the material and/or institutional in terest of the principal actors. And the 
ideas-orien ted ap proach considers wage re straint as a po licy idea held by 
actors because they are ‘ap  propriate’ given the broader cul tu ral context 
or ac cepted by others, above all experts. The argument presented here is 
that this last approach offers the most promising star ting point for un der-
standing why Dutch political actors from all over the po li tical spec trum 
have come to support wage re straint over such an extended period of time.

As compared to both other perspectives, the ideational approach is 
first of all best suited to ab sorb the rejection of a functionalist approach 
towards wage restraint, where its wide spread ac cep  tance is explained by 

for an ex cep tion Van Dyk 2005). At best, ideas sup ply a ‘focal point’ for 
coordinated ac tion to con verge on.

Scholars who move further down the ideational line have suggested 
that ideas might have a more independent role in policymaking; that 
is, ideas are not simply the epi phe no me non of pre-given interests, 
determined by the structure of the economy, or in  stitutions (Ber man 
1998; Camp bell 1998), but are relatively autonomous from these fac tors, 
and have some ‘power’ of their own (cf. Hall 1989). Although ex ternal 
eco  nomic circumstances – like glo ba li sa  tion, the re quire ments of the 
Eu ro pe an Monetary Union (emu), em ploy  ment de vel op ments – are ac-
cepted as im por tant for po  li cy making (Hay and Rosamond 2002; cf. Mo-
lina and Rhodes 2002: 315), it also mat ters how actors in ter  pret (cf. Blyth 
2003), talk and com mu nicate (cf. Schmidt 2008), or stra te gi  cal ly use (cf. 
Hay 2001) these con  straints for un derstanding what po li    tical choices they 
make. Politics is essentially understood as a ‘struggle with and about ideas’ 
(Stone 2002: 32). 

There are two lines of ideational inquiry that assign higher (causal) 
priority to ideas (cf. Hall 1997: 184). First, there is a burgeoning literature 
that fo cuses on the role of ex perts or ‘epi s te mic com   mu nities’ (cf. Haas 
1992) in economic po li cy ma  king. Va ri ous scholars have argued that ideas 
enter and are institutionalised in the political are na because of the in flu-
ence of experts or thinktanks on conceptions of good policy ma king (cf. 
Sikkink 1991; Gold stein and Keohane 1993). Particularly in periods of 
un cer tain ty, po li cy makers turn to experts for ad vice that help ‘states to 
identify their in te rests, framing the is sues for collective debate, pro  po  sing 
specific policies, and identifying sa lient points for ne gotiation’ (Haas 1992: 
2). With the Dutch case at hand, it has indeed been suggested that expert 
bodies like the Dutch Cen tral Plan ning Bureau (cpb) has been important 
for consensus-building around a policy of wage re straint (cf. Van Zanden 
2002: 289; Donders and Graafl and 1998: 344-346: cf. Zalm 2000; Pas se-
nier 1994).

Secondly, still another strand of idea tio nal – or in fact more cul   tural 
– analyses focus on broader worldviews, national policymaking styles 
or culturally spe ci fic orien ta ti ons deeply rooted in na  tional history to 
explain the diverging policy reactions of countries (Dobbin 1994; Jordon 
and Richardson 1982; Shonfield 1965). In these kinds of approaches, policy 
ideas are adop ted and re pro duced be cause they are considered legi ti mate, 
ap pro priate or ‘fit’ into a given his to ri cal po li ti cal setting (Ma ho ney 2000: 
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(corporatist) in sti tu ti ons does not ex plain, however, why in some years 
ac  tors might come to agree on wage re straint and why in other years much 
more political struggle is in vol ved. Moreover, it does not ex plain why 
actors use different justifications for (or against) wage re straint over time. 
Although the idea  tional perspective is used here to explain the relative 
stability of a policy of wage restraint in the Netherlands, it leaves room to 
explain how actors themselves (rather than rigid institutional structures) 
create this con tinuity by constantly adapting ideas to new eco  nomic and 
political circumstances. 

Thirdly, and as compared to the interest-based perspective, the 
ideational perspective can better account for policy continuity over 
time, and similarities in behaviour and policy prefe rences, be tween dif-
ferent actors with different in te rests like uni ons, em ploy  ers’ as so cia-
tions, the go vern ment and political parties (Ber man 1998: 32: Fin ne more 
1996: 326). Why would the Dutch government, unions and employers’ 
associations cooperate on wage re straint – let alone, why would a large 
part of the media and expert bodies also support it – where as in several 
other coun tries they are seemingly less able and willing to do so? The 
idea tional perspective states that interests are not plainly given, but 
are constituted by ideas actors hold about their own in te rests, and the 
interests of others. Particularly in pe riods of un  cer tainty and crisis (cf. 
Blyth 2002; 9; McNamara 1998: 7-8), con cep tions of in terests are fluid; ex 
ante, the best course of action is not always clear and ex post, the causes 
of suc cess or failure are not always clear. That is, success, failure and the 
his torical lessons to draw from them do not pre  sent themselves that 
straight forwardly (Haas 1992: 27). Ideational per spec tives leave room for 
discussion about interests and focus on the ideas political actors use to 
de fine what needs to be done and by whom; i.e, whether to cooperate and 
agree on wage re straint or not. 

Discussing the Dutch case of wage restraint in terms of one of these 
three ap proaches – in this case ideas – runs the risk that one neglects the 
strengths of the other perspectives. Taking the idea tio nal perspective as 
a promising starting point does not mean that the other elements are not 
im portant and are not being taken into account, however. This is sue of the 
in ter play be tween ideas, interests and in sti tu ti ons cannot be resolved eas-
ily, because all of these fac tors surely matter in po li tics (Hay 2004: 204). 
In fact, the main premise of most idea tional ana   ly ses is not so much that 
only ideas matter, but that the beliefs and ideas actors hold are im   por tant 

the benefits wage restraint has for the overall Dutch economic sys tem.  
The first sec tion of this chapter showed that these benefits cannot be taken 
for granted, sug   ges ting that, at a mi ni mum, a political discussion/struggle 
should be ex pec ted about the dis   tri bu tional and long-term con sequences 
of wage restraint. Although the in sti tutional and in te  rest-based per spec-
tives move away from a purely ‘functionalist’ per spec tive, they basically 
also as  su me the be ne fits of a policy of wage restraint; wage restraint is 
either facilitated by certain in   sti tutions or follows from the interests of 
actors. The starting point of most ideational per spec tives, how ever, is that, 
in the first place, these benefits need to be constructed as such, leaving 
room for po li ti cal struggle, domination, ideology, mis per cep tions, etc. 

Secondly, and more than the institutional perspective, an ideational 
perspective draws our attention to the role of political actors and the 
possible changes they can bring forth them selves. An institutional 
perspective would pre dict similar behaviour over time, as actors oper a-
te within an given setting of institutional ‘carrots and sticks’. A focus on 

Emergence 
Why is 
wage restraint 
accepted

Reproduction 
How is  
wage restraint  
reproduced

Functionalism

Wage restraint is 
accepted because 
it is good for the 
Dutch economy

Wage restraint 
is reproduced 
because of its 
positive benefits 
for all

Institutions

Wage restraint is 
accepted because 
institutions 
overcome 
collective action 
problems

Wage restraint 
is reproduced 
because 
institutions 
affect/shape
the preferences 
of actors

Interests

Wage restraint 
is accepted 
because it is 
in the material/
institutional 
interest of 
(powerful) 
actors, par-
ticularly in the 
exporting sectors

Wage restraint 
is reproduced 
because power-
ful elite groups 
(economically/
politically) 
support it

Ideas

Wage restraint 
is accepted 
because it fits 
accepted policy 
ideas and/or is 
put forward by 
experts

Wage restraint 
is reproduced 
because it is 
considered 
appropriate, 
a social normal 
outcome

Table 2.3
The Perspectives Compared
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certain policies sim ply be cause they are the most efficient course of action, 
in line with some transcendant ra tio  na li ty, but rather that this choice is 
sha ped or me diated by a spe ci fic cul tural or idea tio nal con  text.

How can one make sense of this ‘cultural context’ in socio-economic 
policymaking? What is ‘culture’ exactly? Culture has been defined as, e.g., 
a ‘way of life’ (Thompson, El  lis and Wil dav sky 1990: 1) or a ‘system of 
mea   ning’ (Ross 1997: 42). Such a broad un  der stand ing of cul ture however 
is not very helpful for understanding day-to-day po li tics and needs fur  ther 
spe ci fication (cf. Berman 1998; Elkins and Simeon 1979). Following Becker 
et al. (Smallcons 2001) it is sug  gested here that (po li ti cal) culture should 
be more narrowly defined as the ‘in ter  con nec  ted whole of po li ti cally 
relevant patterns of in ter action, norms and values with norms – poin  ting 
to what is nor mal and involving structures of mu tual expectations – given 
more pro mi nence than va  lues’ (Smallcons 2001: 13). In the in sti tu tio na list 
literature, these ‘norms of be ha vi our’ are usu  al ly defined as in  stitutions 
as well (cf. North 1990; Marsh and Ol sen 1995; Hall and Taylor 1996); 
how ever, in order to de mon strate the re la tive  in de pen dent im  portance 
of these more informal norms of be  haviour, it makes sense to ana  ly ti cal -
ly dif fe ren  tia te between for mal in sti tu tions and in for mal cultural norms 
of be haviour (cf. Moe 1987: 291). The pat terns of in ter ac tion are part  ly in  -
stitutionalised, but these institutions in them  sel ves do not say a great deal 
about ac  tual po li ti cal ac tion; norms of be ha viour, values and ex pec ta ti ons 
pro vide an es sen tial mis sing link. 

How is political interaction patterned in the Dutch corporatist context? 
What are the guid ing norms of behaviour? Most of the chap    ters of this 
dissertation aim to contribute to our un derstanding of the patterns 
of in ter ac tion of Dutch corporatism, but existing literature pro vides 
important clues. The Ne ther lands has often been depicted as a case of a 
‘consensual’ mode of regulation or conflict resolution (F.Hendriks 2001: 
94); that is, Dutch political actors try to solve problems and conflicts by 
dia   logue and negotiation rather than by con fron ta tio nal com pe tition or 
etatist imposition, which are other important modes of regulation (cf. 
Becker 2003: 7). What this consensual mode of conflict resolution actually 
looks like has for instance been de scribed in the past in the so-called 
consociational literature (Lijphart 1968; Daal der 1971; McRae 1971). This 
li te ra ture focuses on con sen sual pat  terns of elite ac  com mo da tion in cul-
tu ral ly and/or eth nically seg   mented societies (like the Netherlands, but 
also Swit zerland or Bel gi um), cha  rac terised by, e.g., power sharing and 

for un der stan ding how they conceive of their interests, view economic 
cir  cum stances and act within an in sti tu tio nal setting. What is needed is an 
analytical framework that takes all these factors into account, while at the 
same time placing the way in which actors interact, dis cuss and negotiate 
their policy preferences central to the analysis. The remainder of this chap-
ter des cri bes how this might work for the Dutch case of wage re straint. 

2.4 Analytical framework

The analytical framework of this thesis builds upon three central pillars, 
which entail the ana    ly ti  cal tools used to study the Dutch case of wage 
restraint: 1) consensualism, 2) co ordinative discourse and 3) storylines. 

2.4.1 Policy domain: policy communities 
 and the consensual patterns of interaction

The first central pillar of the framework relates to the con text in which 
po litics – and then par  ti   cularly socio-economic policymaking – occurs: 
the policy domain. As was men tio ned ear lier, the Dutch po li ti cal con -
text is usually described in terms of those elements commonly cap tured 
under the term ‘cor  po ratism’; as a struc ture or system where various 
ac  tors – above all unions and em ploy ers’ associations – co or di na te their 
actions in the socio-eco   nomic sphere. Usually, an analysis of the Dutch 
corporatist political context involves re fe re nces to the over all struc ture of 
the eco  no my and economic circumstances (e.g. its smallness and open -
ness, cf. Katzenstein 1985), the role and number of prin ci pal ac tors and the 
institutions that re gulate these actors’ be haviour in the policy field. Taking 
a more ‘ideational’ approach to  wards corporatism how ever implies that 
one should move beyond these straightforward fac tors, and also consider 
the ‘ideational’ or ‘cultural’ corporatist context; e.g., the ideas actors hold, 
their overall world views or ‘collective memories’ (Rothstein 2001), stories 
and sym bols, the policy traditions they aspire to, and the accepted political 
prac tices, values and norms of the po licy field. By focusing on the ‘cul tu ral 
practices’ of cor po  ratism, the ap proach advanced here shares a basic set of 
assumptions un derlying so cio lo gi cal and/or more cul  tural approaches of 
historical-in sti tu     tion a list thought (cf. DiMaggio and Pow ell 1991; Hall and 
Tay lor 1996). The main premise is that actors do not in stru men tally adopt 
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a common goal or a com mon policy enterprise and share broader belief 
systems. By contrast, actors in an ad ver sarial po  licy community ack-
nowl edge that they are part of a com   munity, sharing some ba sic va lues 
and norms of behaviour, but they might still have se pa  rate interests and 
struggle about the best way to achieve their respective goals, although over 
time a coalition around a particular idea may develop. 

Secondly, and more importantly, the concept of policy network has 
been used to draw our at ten tion to the importance of social structures, 
political interaction and exchange re la tion ships for understanding political 
dynamics (cf. Granovetter 1985). Although there are many different 
understandings of the con cept of policy net work (and how to apply 
and mea sure it), it is used here to make sense of po  li tical re  la tion ships 
and in ter ac tion as a social pro cess that takes place in a specific po li ti cal 
cultural context. Such a view is based on the as  sum ption that the po  li-
ti cal world is in essence a so cial world, where political actors act and in-
teract in a way akin to our human lives. In this world, the ‘ma na gement 
of [their] rela tion ships with each other’ is at least as im portant as finding 
op  timal solutions to problems (Wright 1988: 596; cf. Stone 2001: 2). Po -
litical actors try to achieve their goals in and through in ter action and are 
affected by (their ex  pectations of) what other actors think and do. Po  litical 
ac tors negotiate, com pro mise, learn, imi tate, and con clude al    lia nces out 
of loy alty or strategic (op portunistic) reasons. How po li ti cal actors do 
this – mo ti vated by specific goals and interests – is af fec ted by the cultural 
context in which they act, the cul tural prac tices and meaning context of 
the corporatist policy community. Political ac tors usu ally live up to the 
norms of behaviour for various reasons, but above all they are viewed as 
‘ap  propriate’; as natural, right ful, expected and legitimate (Marsh and 
Olsen 1989; see Chap ter 4). This is not to say that actors are not purposive, 
goal-oriented and rational; it is to say that their rationality is understood as 
shaped by this normative context. Political actors be lieve that ad he ring to 
these norms serves their in te rests best, whatever they are. 

Thirdly, one of the main claims of the policy network literature is that 
the way in which po   li ti cal actors re late to and interact with each other and 
their external environment, mat ters in determining the way in which po-
li cies are dis cussed and outcomes reached (Marsh & Rhodes 1992: 197: 
cf. Ross 1997: 46). This means that interaction within the network leads 
to dif ferent policy outcomes than interaction by actors that are outside it. 
Such a perspective may be helpful for understanding the contextualised 

coa li ti on building, a pro por tio nal re pre sen ta ti on of in te rests, the in  clu  sion 
of mi no rities and the acco mmo da tion of op po si tion. Although nowa days 
the Ne   ther lands is not often de picted as a consociational coun   try (Daalder 
and Koole 2002), it still exhibits many of the features that are now usually 
cap tu  red under the term con sensus de mo cracy (Lijp hart 1983, 1999; Mair 
1994). The Ne ther lands is one of those coun    tries where the propensity 
to build consensus is strong and is even in  sti tu tio na lised (cf. Pek    karinen 
et al. 1992: 12). Largely based on these fields of re search it has been sug-
ges ted that the consensual pat terns of inter ac tion have several es sential 
in  gre  dients: a re la ti vely large com munication ca pa city, a commitment to 
the com mon in te rest, prin  cipled prag ma tism and ne  go tia tion and a re  la ti-
vely high le vel of so cial trust (cf. Small cons 2001). Com bi ning these more 
‘cultural’ consensual ingredients with cor po  ratist in sti  tu ti ons, it could 
be said that Dutch politics can be best described as a case of con  sen sual 
corporatism.

In order to describe the patterns of political interaction of Dutch con-
sensual cor po ra tism, and to understand how these impact on in dividual 
and collective action (see below), this study em ploys the meso-level 
concept of ‘policy network’ or, more specifically, ‘policy com munity’  
(cf. Marsh & Rhodes 1992). A po li cy network is a com   plex of or ga nisations 
and in  di vi du als that are linked in a spe  cific policy field – often be cause of  
a certain degree of in ter  de pen dency in in te rests or re    sources – and relate 
to, and interact with, each other in a spe cific way (cf. Van Waarden 1992). 
This concept is particularly suitable for this study for three reasons. 

First of all, this con  cept has been used in the past to de note specific in-
tergovernmental re  la tions be tween state agencies and in te rest groups (e.g. 
Jordon & Richardson 1979; Heclo & Wil davs ky 1974) and has been further 
em ployed to en hance think ing about ‘in terest group me  dia  tion’ (Rhodes 
1988) and cor po ra tism as well (Kat  zenstein 1978; Van Waar  den 1992: 322). 
When used to describe cor po ra tism, the con cept of policy com  munity 
is usually stressed, as a special type of net  work; more stable, closed and 
tighly knit than, e.g., more loosely organised ‘issue net  works’ (Marsh & 
Rhodes 1992: 186). Be cause un  der corporatism, uni ons and em ployers’ 
asso cia ti ons make up a policy com  munity as in prin  ciple antagonistic 
forces, it might be bet ter to speak of an ad ver sa rial po  licy com mu ni ty 
(Dud ley and Rich ard son 1996: 67). (Adversarial) po licy communities 
differ from concepts such as ‘advocacy coa li ti ons’ (Sa batier 1988) or ‘epis-
te mic communities’ (Haas 1992), both of which exist because ac  tors have 



50 51

institutionalist (cf. Hall and Taylor 1996) – have prob lems accounting for. 
She focuses on how agents themselves might ne go tiate and bring about 
change – within a specific context – and how actors actively construct a 
new policy con sen sus. She reverts to the concept of discourse to ex plain 
how policymakers might pursue suc cess ful policy reform. ‘Ideas’ are 
important in this respect; not only the ‘sub  stan tive con tent of ideas’, but 
also the ‘interactive processes by which ideas are con veyed’; in her words, 
‘dis  course’ (Schmidt 2008: 305). 

One of the main points made by Schmidt is that there is a dif  ference in 
the way in which ideas are con vey ed  (or communicated and discussed) 
be tween more ‘com  pound’ political sys tems such as (Dutch) cor po  ra-
tism and more ‘simple’ political sys tems like pluralism (2008: 312-313). 
In the first system, a ‘co or di na tive discourse’ be   tween the relevant ac-
tors involved in policymaking pre vails, whereas in the latter a ‘com-
mu ni cative discourse’ to wards the pub lic at large pre do mi nates (ibid). 
This differentiation is not absolute – both discourses are present in both 
settings – but nevertheless some ideas might more ‘successfully’ evolve 
in one political setting over the other, because ‘they get it right’ given a 
specific ‘meaning context’ and ‘logic of communication’ (Schmidt 2008: 
313). 

This dissertation builds upon Schmidt’s distinction, but argues that 
her approach needs further improvement. To begin with, Schmidt does 
not elaborate on what a ‘communicative dis course’ or – as is the object of 
study here – ‘coordinative discourse’ might look like, and what ideas ‘get it 
right’ within such a discourse. It is suggested here that a coordinative dis-
course in vol ves practices and ideas that bring all relevant actors together 
by pointing out how every ac tor can benefit from, and contribute to, a 
particular course of action. That is, in such a discourse ideas are employed 
that facilitate coordination, and help fin  ding agreement and build 
consensus28. Two factors are proposed to matter for determining what 
ideas usually fare better in a co or di native discursive context. 

First of all, ideas that can be formulated in terms of some ‘common 
interest’ have more chance of succeeding in a coordinative discourse. The 
importance of this notion within cor poratist settings has been mentioned 
be fore, also with respect to the Netherlands (cf. Wind mul ler and De Galan 
1990: 209; cf. Van Bottenburg 1995). In the words of Kat   zen stein (1985: 
32) for in stance, the main so cio-eco nomic players in cor po ratist so cie-
ties are able to ‘couple nar   row ly con  cei ved group in  te rests with shared 

struggle about wage restraint in the Ne ther lands. However, how this 
works has not always been clear ly articulated in the policy net work li-
te ra ture (cf. Dowding 1995: 141). How do specific norms of behaviour, 
accepted prac tices and values affect policy outcomes? And what is the 
role of purposeful actors in such a struc turating context? Taking a more 
cultural or sociological-institutional view on the po li cy community con-
cept indeed might run the danger of overlooking contention and conflict 
of pur  poseful actors (Finnemore 1996: 339-340) as well as the possibility 
of change (Schmidt 2008); the rule-following behaviour of ac tors might 
reduce these actors to ‘cultural dopes’ (Campbell 1998; 383), blindly 
behaving in a way that would lead to, in our case, consensus. Consensus 
is, however, not an automatic out come, but needs to be built and actively 
con struc ted and hence might fail to be achieved. Con  sequently, we need to 
take a closer look at how actors mediate between the (consensual) pat terns 
of inter ac tion of the cor poratist Dutch policy community and the policy 
ideas they accept and reproduce. 

2.4.2 Discourse: the consensual patterns of interaction 
 and political discussion

The second pillar of the analytical framework revolves around the way in 
which the cultural con text, as identified above, affects political discussion; 
the way people talk and com mu ni cate, about what kinds of ideas and 
policies, and to whom in the process of policymaking. At the basis of this 
pillar is a distinctive understanding of how the cultural context shapes 
in di vi du al and collective ac  tion as well as how it shapes the dynamic and 
the outcome of policy dis cus  sion between actors; the norms of behaviour 
set the parameters of what people can ‘rea so na bly’ talk about by de fi-
ning what is accepted behaviour (normative dimension) and what ideas 
are appropriate or ma king sense within the broader idea tional context 
(cognitive di men sion). 

In order to understand how the context affects political discussion via 
purposeful agents, the work of Vivian Schmidt (see for instance 2002, 
2003 and 2008) serves as a pro mi sing source. In recent years, Schmidt 
has developed what she calls her ‘discursive-in sti tu tio nalist’ approach, 
which she presents as a complementary approach to ex plain policy change, 
a phenomenon which the other accepted in sti tu tionalist approaches 
– rational-in sti tu   tionalist, his torical-in sti tu tionalist and sociological-
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learned the bitter lessons of the 1970s when es ca lating labour conflict and 
spiralling inflation had devastated the eco no my, hit on the right po licies 
of labour flex i bi lity and wage restraint as they regained the po litical in-
sti tu tio nal ca pacity to negotiate la bour reform cooperatively’ (Schmidt 
2003: 133; em pha sis ad ded). A suc cessful co or di na tive dis course in the 
Netherlands allowed actors to over  come existing ob stac les in terms of es-
ta blished interests, institutions or values that all arguably in vol ved ‘wrong’ 
ideas. Schmidt does not raise or ask the question why these ideas were 
con si de red ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ in the first place. As such, Schmidt overlooks 
two issues that are of im por tance for understanding the emergence and 
reproduction of specific ideas. 

First of all, her approach overlooks the very possibility that in many 
si tua tions actors do not know or agree on what the problem really is and 
therefore what the right so lu ti on might be. Particularly in crisis situations, 
actors are highly un cer tain about what to do (Blyth 2002). Ac tors con-
stant ly negotiate about reality and need to solve this uncertainty in order 
to act; they need to redefine their (common) interests and the ideas they 
hold. Rather than sug ges ting, as Schmidt does, that ideas/discourse 
constitute a different variable – an additional variable that can explain 
change, whereas interests, institutions and culture explain stability – this 
research sug gests that ideas go all the way through; ideas are relatively 
autonomous in the con struc tion of (common) interests, the functioning 
of institutions and culture in which actors act, and might be a variable in 
explaining policy change as well as stability (Berman 1998). 

Secondly, Schmidt’s approach overlooks the power and dominance 
dimensions of po li cy making. She considers ‘right’ ideas and ‘successful’ 
discourse from a non-political idea list point of view that will be agreed 
upon when actors are able to overcome their short-sighted behaviour. 
The acceptance of a certain idea might obviously reflect a ‘true’ con sen sus 
(as a re sult of learning and conviction) but it might also be the expression 
of specific do mi nance re lations. Not all ideas are as easily accepted and 
discussed about within a specific setting. That is, the patterns of political 
in ter  action might work as the fa mous institutionalisation of bias (Schatt-
schneider 1970); some con flicts (or definition of con flicts; Hajer 1995: 42) 
are or ga  nised into politics, whereas others are or ganised outside of it. 
An idea might be come ideo lo gical nor ma li ty, sustained by the norms of 
behaviour that direct the at ten tion of actors to what is ac cepted and agreed 
upon by others in the community.

in ter pre ta ti ons of the col  lec tive good’. As com  pa red to more plu ra list or 
etatist so cieties, the com mon in  te rest – or similar no tions – is con sidered 
to be a shared responsibility between go      vernment, uni ons and em   ploy ers 
(cf. Dyson 1980); it con sti tu tes a ‘shared public space’ (Crouch 1986; see 
Chapter 4). It is the notion around which the principle ac  tors coordinate 
their actions; it con     stitutes a ‘focal point’ in po li ti cal dis  cus sion (cf. Cul-
pep per 2004; Busch 1999). 

A second factor that helps explaining the prominence of certain ideas 
within a co or di na tive discourse, is whether or not they are put forward by 
certain powerful ‘carriers’ (Berman 1998: 25), above all experts. In the early 
1990s, Peter Haas in particular started to in  vestigate the role of ‘networks 
of knowledged-based experts’ (Haas 1992: 2) – de fi ned as ‘epis  temic 
communities’– to ex plain in ter na   tional policy coordination. Particularly 
in pe riods of uncertainty (see also Blyth 2002), (state) actors often turn 
to policy experts for ad vice, which might lead to policy coordination be-
tween actors when the epistemic com mu nity’s views de mon strate the 
need for it (1992: 30). A similar argument, although less ex pli citly, has also 
been made in the literature on cor po ra tism, where experts might provide 
the ‘com mon frame work and acceptable data’ which might fa cilitate 
coordination because it ser ves as ‘evidence of a per va sive ideology of social 
par t ner ship’ (Katzenstein 1985: 88; see Chapter 5).

This further specification of the discursive-institutionalist approach 
of Schmidt en hances our understanding of how people discuss policies, 
what in te rests they try to define and with whom; these fac tors pro vide 
the ‘outward circumstances’ (Berman 1998: 25) that de  fine the parameters 
of po li tical discussion. However, for understanding how specific ideas 
‘get it right’ and come to dominate a specific policy community, a next 
analytical step is needed. Why do actors accept specific ideas as being in 
the common interest, and therefore also in their specific interest, and not 
others? Why are some ideas of experts being singled out in the political 
arena, but not others? For ans we ring these kind of questions, the ap-
proach of Schmidt cannot help us any further. In ex plai ning the ac cep-
tance of ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ ideas (Schmidt 2003: 133), Schmidt largely falls 
back on rational-in  stitutionalist as sump tions, where ‘right’ ideas can 
be determined as such, post hoc, on the basis of ob jec tively and exo ge -
nous ly de fined problems and si tuations. Where the Ne ther lands for ex-
amp le is concerned, Schmidt states that ‘the best il lus tration [….] is the 
Ne ther  lands in the early 1980s, when the Dutch social partners, having 
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More over, these broad conceptions of ideas leave little room for actors that 
agree on spe ci fic po   licies (consensus), but dis agree on the overall theory 
or worldview or vice versa (cf. No ter boom 1999). On the other hand, to 
consider an idea sim ply as a policy solution is too narrow a conception as 
well. Implied in and by an idea are oth er ideas about urgent pro blems, cau-
sa lities and appropriate so lu ti ons. For actors to agree on a specific policy 
idea – that is, to find consensus – the idea needs to be linked to more and 
other ideas about, e.g., the most relevant pro blems to be solved, causal 
links between elements, important events, re spon si bilities of ac tors, 
appropriate behaviour and accepted practices. In other words, for a specific 
po licy idea – as in the case wage restraint – to become (widely) accepted, 
a whole ‘story’ needs to be told about its relevance and appropriateness 
within the (corporatist) policy com mu ni ty. 

To understand how this consensus-building through ‘story-telling’ 
happens, this study draws upon some in sights from dis course or nar-
rative ana ly sis (e.g, Roe 1994)29. Discourse analysis is here used in 
pragmatic sense, adding new insights, and not as a strict alternative to 
other analytical approaches (cf. Schmidt 2008). In various ways, discourse 
analysis may com ple ment most ideational analyses, as it focuses on 
how ideas (and words) are used in and through social interaction. That 
is, more than most idea tional analysts, dis course ana ly sts usually ope  ra-
te with a relational onto lo gy, where it mat  ters for policy out comes how 
people interact in a specific political setting (Hajer and Laws 2006: 258). 
Therefore, discourse analysis may help in linking the focus on interaction 
of more so ciological-institutional ap proaches to more ideational 
approaches by focusing on how am bi guity is resolved through ac cepted 
(institutionalised) practices and how some ideas might gain dominance in 
a particular field. 

My discourse analysis is influenced by the work of Maarten Hajer 
(1995, 2005, 2008) who focuses on how and why ‘a particular un der stan-
ding […] at some point gains dominance and is seen as authoritative, while 
other un der standings are dis cre dited. This is taken on to analyzing the 
ways in which certain problems are represented, differences are played 
out, and social coalitions on specific meanings somehow emerge (Hajer 
1995: 44). The emergence of these ‘social coalitions’, or what Hajer calls 
‘discourse coalitions’, is of particular interest to this study of the Dutch 
case of wage restraint; a consensus on this idea might be viewed as the 
dominance of this ‘particular understanding’ within a coalition of unions, 

 In short, although consensus building in the Dutch corporatist policy 
community is fa ci litated by a ‘coordinative discourse’, consensus is 
neither a starting point nor an auto ma tic out come. It needs to be actively 
con struc  ted by actors themselves; a process in which actors con stantly 
try to impose their de fi ni  tion of reality (of, e.g. the common interest) 
on others. In or der to un der stand how con sensus around an idea is 
constructed (or not), another step in the analytical frame work is required. 

2.4.3 Ideas: consensus building through storylines

The third central pillar of the analytical framework concerns how actors 
build consensus by em    ploying specific ideas, in specific ways ‘congruent’ 
with the broader cultural context (Schud  son 1989). In order to understand 
how actors build consensus around a specific policy idea, one needs first 
to know what ideas ‘do’ for actors. In general terms, ideas tell actors what 
to do; they define what the interests of actors are, what goals to strive 
for and what means will bring these goals closer in reach. Ideas provide a 
‘blueprint for action’ (Blyth 2002), by crea ting order in, or ‘simplifying’, a 
complex world (cf. Hajer and Laws 2006). There are many possible courses 
of action, causal links and goals to achieve, and ideas or gan ise these 
possibilities into a clear and distinctive framework informing political 
action of ac tors who hold them. 

But what kinds of ideas are we ac tually talking about? In the idea tio  nal 
literature ideas have been used and de fi ned in mul ti va rious ways (cf. Surel 
2000; Campbell 1998). An idea sometimes re fers to a concrete policy so-
lution, or ‘pro gram matic belief’ (Ber man 1998: 21) but more of ten they 
are conceptualised as, e.g, broad ‘in  ter   pretative frameworks’ (Blyth 1997), 
‘pa ra digms’ (Hall 1993), ‘belief sys tems’ (Sabatier 1998), ‘epistemes’ (Haas 
1992) or ‘fra mes of re ferences’ (Jobert 1989). Some stu dies focus more on 
cognitive ideas (Jacobson 1995), others on nor ma tive va lues (cf. Marsh and 
Olsen 1989), of which some are more con crete and in the fore ground and 
others more abstract and in the background (cf. Schmidt 2008: 206-307; 
Campbell 1998; 385). 

Following Berman, it is argued here that these all-embracing concep-
tions of ideas are not very helpful for understanding ‘the motivations and 
actions of political ac tors in spe ci fic contexts […] because they do not, in 
general, provide specific guidelines for ac   tion in every day life’ (Ber man 
1998: 20-21). Ideas as, e.g., economic paradigms are too broad for that. 
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A storyline is individually em  ployed, but is collectively crea ted (Stone 
2002: 137). This means to say the emergence of a storyline is not so much 
the result of the power, in te rests or stra tegies of a single actor, but is the 
outcome of a lar ge ly ano ny  mous dis cur sive pro cess. ‘In di viduals may 
strategically (seek to) insert a particular story, but wheth er this will or -
ga nize a po licy domain depends on how others respond to it, twist it, 
take it up’ (Ha jer and Laws 2006: 258). That is, storylines are created in 
and through interaction, a process in which most actors try to give their 
‘twist’ to the story, but success is not guaranteed, and is often de ter mined 
by accidental circumstances. However, and as was argued above, some 
‘twists’ are more likely to succeed than others, depending on how they fit 
or are congruent with the broader cultural setting and prac ti ces in which 
interaction takes place. Once created and ac cep ted, a storyline may get a 
life of its own in a policy com mu nity; repetition, even of only a part of the 
story, results in its rapid dissemination, as by ‘ut tering spe ci fic ele ments 
one ef fec tive ly re  in vokes the story line as a whole’ (Hajer 1995: 62). It may 
come to struc  ture debate, par ticularly when institutionalised in formal 
rules or laws or when ‘nor ma lised’ in accepted prac tices, and may become 
the dominant – in the sense of a over b, c, d, to n (Smallcons 2001: 15-16) 
story on what needs to happen. Other modes of thought are pushed to the 
margins of discussion. This reproduction into dominance does not mean 
that storylines are not subject to change, how ever. Storylines are ‘elastic’, 
where the constituting parts can easily be dis- and re-connected in order 
to adapt to changing circumstances. 

To sum up, the analytical framework as described in this section 
revolves around three cen tral pillars. It is argued that the patterns of 
political interaction (1) shape the way in which political dis cussion takes 
place (2), but only because of active intermediation by actors through 
the crea ti on of story lines (3). In this sense, storylines provides a missing 
analytical link between the pat terns of po litical interaction (of a policy 
community) and con  crete po li cy out comes. This link is re cip ro cal, 
interacting and mu tual ly rein for cing (cf. Thomp    son, Ellis and Wildavsky 
1990: 1). Story lines link concrete policy ideas to accepted practices, 
norms of be   ha viour and va lues of the policy community and in doing so 
reproduce or po ten tially change these prac ti ces. 

employers’ as so cia ti ons, politicians, but also – as will be demonstrated  
in various chapters – journalists and experts. To understand how this ‘coa-
lition forming’ happens, Hajer in his highly in   flu en ti al book The Politics  
of Envi ron men tal Dis  course (1995) introduces a rather broad de fi ni tion of 
the con cept of storylines30, which he later re defined as a ‘condensed state  -
ment sum   ma rizing com  plex nar     ratives, used by people as “short hand”  
in dis cus sions’ (Hajer 2005: 302). 

A storyline, as the word implies, tells a ‘story’ about the field to which 
it applies, in our case the (Dutch) political economy. A storyline is not just 
about an idea (like wage restraint or budget cuts), but usually – though 
often implicitly – involves a causal narrative about pro blems, causes and 
effects, responsibilities and political actions. Storylines usually order and 
sim plify what happens in the world around actors by making connections 
between certain ele ments, factors and ‘disparate events’ (Hay 1999: 334). 
In this sense, storylines are context-spe cific. They con  nect policy ideas 
to the broader political and cultural context in which ac tors operate: to 
cir cumstances, to po li cy tra di  tions, accepted prac tices and norms of be ha-
viour. In our case, and as will be de mon strated in more detail in Chapter 
7, the Wage Re straint Story line (wrs), links the idea of wage re straint, to 
a specific causal narrative of com petitiveness, to the Accord of Wassenaar 
of 1982 as an historical event, and to co operation on the common in terest 
as an accepted consensual practice with in the Dutch cor poratist policy 
community. 

By telling a certain causal story on policy problems, a storyline also in-
dicates who may claim re  spon si bility for what has hap pe ned or needs to 
happen; it positions ac  tors as ‘win ners’ or ‘losers’, as ‘villains’ and ‘he-
roes’ (Stone 2002: 133). It is here where the potential of story lines for 
coalition or con sensus-building lies. A storyline can bring actors together 
by joining their in te rests in a particular way and by pointing out a division 
of responsibilities. The storyline might be come the glue for coa  lition and 
con sen sus buil ding (cf. Greenaway 1998: 914), if it de mon stra tes the need 
for cooperation. A main characteristic of storylines is indeed that they can 
be sha red by a variety of actors with dif ferent overall world views or even 
in terests (C.M. Hen driks 2005: 4), like unions and em ploy ers’ associations. 
Ac tors do not ne ces sa  rily have to share a certain ‘belief system’ (cf. Sa batier 
1998) or ‘epis teme’ (cf. Haas 1992), but can find each other in a single story 
on the ba sis of which they jointly take action (or not). 
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periods, or ‘no dal points’ (Hay 2001), in Dutch so cio-economic history 
that have been of par   ti cu lar in te rest. This is, to start, the successful ‘Pol-
der Mo del period’ in which the Wage Re  straint Story line particularly 
flourished (from 1996 to about 1999). Other important pe ri ods are cha rac-
terised by more uncertainty and crisis ra ther than economic boom. Du ring 
crisis periods, ac   cep ted strategies are usually put under pressure and are 
po ten ti al ly redefined: from 1979 to 1983 (the ‘Was   se naar period’); from 
1992 to 1994 (the ‘New Course’ period) and from 2001 to 2004 (the ‘Hot 
Fall’ period). Within these periods, certain events and pe riods are of par -
ti cu lar re le vance; most notable, the so-called Spring and Fall negotiations 
when social part  ners and go vern ment meet to talk about the economy. 

For this historical process tracing, the same material and data are used as 
for the de  scrip tion of po  li ti cal de bate. To a large extent, the things people 
say in newspaper clippings or in in   ter  views are con  si de red to accurately 
reflect what people think and do. However, in po li tics, ac  tors might not 
al ways say what they do or do what they say. In addition, people are not 
always aware of why they do what they do or not do (Dowding 2004: 
138). It is therefore al so im por tant to com pare ‘hindsight ac counts’ with 
state ments made when po li ti cal actors took action (Woods 1995: 172), 
or critically examine be haviour (Wright 1988: 609). That is, so-called 
‘primary’ or ‘secondary’ documents (Burnham et al. 2004: 165-188) that 
are pro duced closely after the event should be compared to ‘tertiary’ 
material that are produced a long time after the event and evaluate the 
event as it has taken place. 

A final step in the analysis is explain the emergence and reproduction of 
the Wage Re straint Storyline in public de bate. We move to interpretation 
and interpretative inference as a means to identify causal mechanisms. 
Its ba sic as sum ption is that fea tures re le vant to every day life – like lear-
ning; but also mi micking; socialisation to accepted prac ti ces; loyalty, 
op por tunism and so on and so forth – are just as much part of politics, 
science and jour nalism (Becker and Hen driks 2008). Given this, one can 
ten tatively infer from the ‘thick de scrip tion’ (Geertz 1973: 3-30) of so cio-
economic debate that these features might be re levant as well, par  ticularly 
when story li nes persist while (economic and po litical) con texts change 
(Berman 1998: 18) and/or when sto ry lines per sist despite being criticised 
and even em pirically fal si fied. 

2.5 Studying the Dutch case

The approach as advanced above is motivated by two ‘black boxes’ in 
established theory and thinking about socio-economic policymaking in 
the Netherlands: on how Dutch corporatism ac   tually ‘works’ (cf. Hartog 
and Teulings 1998) and on what consensus (on, e.g., wage re straint) means 
(see paragraph 1.3). To ‘open’ these boxes, it is argued here that an in-depth 
in  ves ti  gation of a single country, keeping institutional and economic 
variables constant, is the most promising way to explore underlying 
mechanisms and principles on consensus for ma tion (Gerring 2004; Yin 
2003). By applying a ‘cultural-discursive’ approach, certain me cha nisms of 
reproduction and change can be studied and observed for a single case that 
might otherwise be overlooked. Next to this more deductive reasoning, 
most of the empirical findings will develop in duc tively. The findings of 
this study may serve as pro po si ti ons for other comparative studies on 
consensus formation (see conclusion).

The focus is on how the Dutch debate on socio-economic policymaking 
developed over the past years. As a first im  por tant step in this analysis, 
statements, arguments and stories that are used in debate by a va riety of 
po  litical actors are collected, described and ana ly sed. A variety of sources 
are used ranging from news    paper clip pings, speeches, columns, official 
po  licy do  cu  ments, central accords, but also in ter views with key play ers 
(Appendix a). For these in terviews, actors are selected in five categories: 
1) unions, 2) employers’ associations, 3) po li  ticians and government 
officials, 4) experts (in and outside the policy community) and 5) news-
paper commentators. The data and interview material are used to de mon-
strate how po li  tical actors talk and think about wage restraint and about 
consensual cooperation and in ter ac tion in the Dutch consultation eco no my.

Subsequently, in order to understand why debate evolved the way it 
did, a next im por tant step is to carefully trace back the political processes 
and political discussion to see what exactly hap pe ned, in which se quence, 
who was involved and what was being ex pe rien ced (cf. ‘process tracing’ 
by George and Ben   nett 2005: 6). By examining the dis se mi nation of ideas 
and ‘showing how they pass through institutions, getting promoted, de-
stroyed, re de fi ned and re deployed, [and] we can see if it is possible to 
establish what tend to make some more suc cess ful than others’ (Finlayson 
2004: 154). Be cause of the considerable pe riod un der in  ves ti ga tion – from 
the 1970s to about 2004 – this study focuses on some specific cri ti cal 


