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4.1 Rules and conventions in politics 
 introduction

Just like our ordinary human lives, political life is marked by a set of 
conventions, norms, va lues and expectations that govern exchanges and 
interaction between individuals. When should unionists and employers’ 
representatives shake hands in public to seal a deal? Should po  liticians go 
to the media to fight out a per so nal feud? Who should start negotiations, 
and what is the pro per sequence to exchange policy wishes? The answer to 
these kinds of ques tions are written down nowhere; con ven tions are usu-
ally implicitly shared and accepted amongst mem bers of a specific po licy 
com  mu nity. Some behaviour is accepted, considered ‘done’ or appropriate 
for the role a member plays in the community; other behaviour is ‘not 
done’. As a con crete ma ni fes tation of the pat terns of po litical interaction, 
the rules of conduct or ‘the rules of the game’ set the norms for dis-
cre  tio nary behaviour (cf. Wright 1988; 599; Rhodes 1988: 42-43) and 
consequently the pa rameters of what people can ‘reasonably’ talk about 
(cf. Teu lings and Har tog 1998). That is, in politics there are certain accepted 
ways in which to dis   cuss political issues, to argue your case, to solve 

chapter 4

Wage restraint & 
the common interest: 
the rules of the 
consensual game

Dutch corporatism has coincided with the im ple  mentation of a strin gent 
statutory wage po li cy. Cen trally imposed wage re straint was an es  sential 
part of this policy, as well as the intensive involvement of the ‘social 
part ners’ in its exe   cution. These two fac tors – corporatist institutions as 
linked to a policy of wage restraint – seems to of fer a crucial part of the 
explanation of the prominence of wage re straint in the Ne ther lands in 
current times. More explanatory factors are needed, however, for at least 
two reasons.  

First of all, neither the corporatist institutions nor a policy of wage 
restraint are con stant over time, and cannot and are not just simply 
‘invoked’ in times of crisis. As was pointed out in this chapter, the 
corporatist policy do  main has changed over time, and is cha rac  terised by 
pe riods of in sti tu tio nal i sa ti on, de-in sti tu  tionalisation and re-in  sti tu tio na-
li sa tion. In some pe riods, Dutch corporatism ‘failed’; in oth er times, it was 
‘suc cesful’. Con se quently, the sup port for corporatism waxed and wa ned. 
In the 1970s for instance – but also in the ear ly 1990s – Dutch cor po ratism 
‘failed’ and, as a result, organised capital and labour had to re de fine their 
role in Dutch socio-eco no mic policy-ma king. Po li ti cal actors con ti nu  ously 
redefine the policy domain in which they operate, linking in sti tutions to 
certain new circumstances.

Secondly, the presence of institutions on them sel ves does not tell us 
much about the po li cies that are being accepted. Corporatist institutions 
might exist, but might not function be cause political actors do not support 
it (like in the Netherlands in the 1970s). Corporatist in sti tu tions might 
exist, but might lead to en tirely different policy outcomes over time. As 
was also argued in Chapter 2, in order to un der stand how in sti tutions 
in a policy domain af fect po li cymaking, one needs to look into the pat-
terns of interaction and how these shape what kind of ideas are more 
easily accepted than others. The next two chapters will elaborate on two 
im por tant ways in which the con sen sual patterns of interaction of the 
Dutch cor po ra tist policy domain shape dis cus sion and the con se quent 
acceptance of the idea of wage re straint: by a focus on the common interest 
and the importance of expert knowledge in de fi ning this common interest. 
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political issues joint ly, to con sult eav other on their re  spec tive political 
pre fe rences and views, and if a con sensus cannot be reached on the pre-
fer  red courses of po li tical ac tion, a po litical deal or com  promise is often 
struck. This Dutch drive for consensus and com pro mise has been noticed 
before, in academia as well as politics (cf. Den But ter & Mosch 2003: 365; 
Del sen 2000: 11; Visser and Hemerijck 1997: 67; Koole & Daalder 2002: 
39). Most scholars seem to acknowledge that Dutch politics is indeed 
pervaded by talking, de li be ra tion, cooperation and consensus. Or as the 
Economist has put it (4 May 200277; 2 May 1998)78, in the Netherlands there 
is a ‘in grai ned habit of co o peration and con sul ta ti on’ often re sulting in a 
‘cosy con sensus’.

With this ‘cosy consensus’ seemingly being a key ingredient of Dutch 
politics, a first question that may come to mind is whether Dutch political 
actors thus also often agree on many matters? Do they always find so-
lutions to problems that everybody agrees to and every body ac cepts as 
the best course of action for all? It would be ra ther pre sum p tu ous to claim 
that Dutch political actors are far better able than their colleagues abroad 
to find joint so lu tions and take the interests of others (or of so cie ty as 
a whole) to heart. Just as their counterparts abroad, Dutch unions and 
employers’ as so ci a tions constantly try to represent the interests of their 
rank-and-file best, pushing for policy solutions that fit their view of how 
the world works, or should work. Consequently, one should be care  ful to 
overemphasize the level of con sen sus in the Ne ther lands. Dutch po li ti-
cal ac tors do not necessarily agree on the goals of po li cy ma  king from the 
start or agree on the best way to achieve them. And even if they eventually 
agree, this might be for altogether dif ferent rea sons than be cause of 
rational conviction or consensual per sua si on. An agreement may reflect a 
‘true’ consensus, but it may also be the expression of spe ci fic dominance 
relations and ideology. Reversibly, the existence of consensus is not a uni-
que ly Dutch phe no me non; con  sen sus and com  pro mises are part of most 
political sys tems, as without some de gree of con sen sus, a system would 
not sur vive very long.

Disagreements, conflicts and political struggle are, therefore, inherent 
to Dutch con sen su al po  litics, just as to other more overtly ‘conflictual’ 
political systems. This suggests that consensualism is not so much about 
a state of agreement but is a mode of conflict re so lu ti on; it is about the very 
consensual way in which political players deal with existing dis agree-
ments and con  flicts. Agree  ment or con sen sus are not the star ting points 

problems and conflicts (or not), to con clu de alliances and so on and so 
forth.

This chapter analyses in detail the consensual patterns of interaction of 
the Dutch cor po ra tist policy community, and the way these affect political 
discussion about socio-eco no mic po licies, par  ti cu larly how these might 
affect the acceptance and reproduction of the po li cy idea of wage restraint. 
In order to describe the consensual rules of the game, this chapter draws 
ex ten sively on the views and ex pec ta ti ons of key play ers in the field. This 
part ly anec do tal evi dence (of interviews but also pu blic ut ter ances in new-
s papers and speeches) is im por tant for analysing the ‘in side workings’ of 
the Dutch corporatist policy com   munity (cf. Teu   lings and Hartog 1998: 
266). The players them selves know best which norms govern their po -
litical and personal in ter ac tion. At the same time, one must be care ful in 
draw  ing a com plete picture on the ba sis of subjective at ti tudes alone and 
there fore the in ter view ma te rial will be com  ple  men ted by insights from 
secondary li terature.

The first section of this chapter describes the Dutch consensual patterns 
of interaction in ge  neral terms. It is argued that consensual interaction 
does not imply an absence of con flicts. Ra ther, these patterns should 
be understood as a mode of conflict resolution through dialogue and 
consensus-building. Sub se  quently, it will be discussed how conflicts 
might ac tual ly be re sol ved; or reversibly, how consensus might be 
achieved. Various consensual ‘rules of the game’ fa  ci li tate the search for 
consensus, by directing the attention of political actors to issues that bind 
them rath er than those that se pa ra te them (the ‘common interest’). Al-
though these rules of the game are informal and often taken for granted, 
they are not without implications; rule-breaking will be punished. The 
final sec tion of this chapter will explore how the con sensual patterns of 
in ter ac tion might have shaped the evolution and acceptance of the policy 
idea of wage restraint, as an accepted de fi ni tion of the common interest. 

4.2 Consensus and conflict in Dutch politics

What is Dutch political life like? This question is frequently answered by 
referring to three so-called c’s: Consensus, Com promise and Consultation 
(F.Hendriks 2001: 94). In the Ne ther lands, so it has been widely argued, 
the main socio-economic players meet each other fre quent ly, to discuss 
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‘  Employers, employees and the government each have their own responsibi-

lities. Of course. But each also holds one of the cards in socio-economic po li cy-

ma king […] there are issues that cannot be resolved by any of the three players 

on their own’. (Interview 2004c) 

Given this interconnectedness, these players need each other to achieve what 
they want. The go vernment, for instance, needs the social par t ners – the use 
of this ter mi no logy is sig ni fi cant in this context – if it wants to change, e.g. 
certain workfloor con di  tions, or the sick leave sys  tem. The social partners 
in turn might need the go  vernment to finance their plans or fa ci li  tate 
them le gal ly. Moreover, uni ons need em ploy  ers – and the other way around 
– to do bu si  ness on wages and other em ploy ment con di ti ons. These three 
players are interdependent in the sense that they cannot really act effectively 
with  out each other. As a former chairman of vno-ncw formulated it: 

 ‘  In todays complex society, none of the parties – government, em ploy ers and 

em ployees – controls all the instruments of good socio-economic policy ma king. 

This forces us to cooperate and coordinate, though this does not lessen the  

re spon si bi lity of each party for its own domain’ (Schraven 2000).79

According to this employers’ representative, the interdependency of  
socio-economic players lead political actors in the Netherlands to coope-
rate and coordinate their actions. However, the historical experiences of 
other countries, like France, demonstrate that this in ter de pen den cy may 
also be dealt with in a more a con flic tual and non-consensual way. Dutch 
go vern ments could, if they wanted to, impose laws on employers and 
employees with out preceding con    sul tation; employees can just go on 
strike in order to get higher wages (or at least try to get higher wages) and 
employers might engage in individual or firm-level ne  go ti a ti ons only, 
ra ther than central level dialogue and coordination. Ac cor ding to many 
in ter view ees, how ever, a con  sensual ap proach is to be pre fer red, which 
ge ne rally means trying to find a so  lution to ge ther via talking and 
deliberation (in Dutch overleg). The in ter view  ees give four dif  ferent, 
though not mu tually exclusive, reasons why deliberation is the proper 
way forward, spe cifically for the Netherlands. 

First of all, and on the most general level, some have argued that in the 
Netherlands a con  sen sual approach is preferred because ‘we’ are accustomed 
to it, and because ‘we’ have always done it like that. Consensus-seeking 

of negotiations, but a pos sible, though not ne ces sary, out come of the con-
sen sual pro cess (Smallcons 2001: 5). In other words, the Dutch seek con-
sensus, but do not always find it. As argued by F.Hendriks (2001: 38), 

 ‘  The distinction between “con sen sus” and “consensus-seeking” is easily  

over loo ked. The rai son d’etre of the Dutch consensual system is not consensus 

but ra ther dis  sensus, and as a con   se qu ence the need for consensus-seeking  

pro ce dures. The Dutch have a consensual sys tem not be cause they always agree 

about every thing, but rather because they often dis agree. Clash es be tween  

go vern ment and so ci etal groups do not break the consensual tra di ti on, they 

are part and par cel of the tra di tion which has been “re-invented” in succeeding 

stages’.

Consensualism is defined here as a double-sided process of consensus-
building and con flict reso lu tion. The absence of a clear consensus – like 
in the 1970s in the Netherlands – does not ne ces sa rily undermine the 
consensual nature of Dutch politics (cf. Wolinetz 1989; Daalder and Koole 
2002; Hen driks 2003), but may suggest that political actors failed to turn 
con flicts into a consensual outcome. Reversibly, in times of apparent 
consensus, conflicts are not re solved in de finitely but merely disappear 
from view. On those occasions, Dutch politics seem to take place in an 
amicable climate in com pre hensible to the outside observer. But, as Lij  p -
hart noted back in 1968 in his famous The Po li tics of Accommodation (see 
also below): ‘the lack of excitement does not reflect a nearly perfect con-
sen sus, but rather the elite’s con s ci ous and de li berate at tempts to cope 
with the sys tem’s fragility’ (Lijp hart 1968: 138), which means their way of 
dea ling with (potential) conflicts consensually. In fact, removing conflicts 
from the negotiation table, and presenting consensus as a ‘nearly perfect 
consensus’, is part of suc cess ful con sen sus-buil ding.

Before investigating how Dutch political and economic actors try to 
solve conflicts con sen sually, it is in teresting to find out why consensus-
building is appreciated in the first place. A starting point for many key 
players in the field, so the interview material shows, is the be lief in a 
certain kind and degree of economic, social and political inter de  pendency 
between the main actors (cf. Van Waarden 1992: 31); unions (employees), 
employers but also po li ti ci ans are mutually dependent and interconnected 
given respective positions, interests and ac tivities in the same so cio-
economic field. Consider the fol  lowing argumentation of a uni on leader,
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are thus a common interest. As the largest em  ployers’ association, for 
example, concludes in its yearly report (vno-ncw Jaar  verslag 2004: 
20)83: ‘Dia lo gue is always better than con    fron tation’ when aiming to 
stimulate eco no mic growth. Or, in the words of a Chris tian De mo cratic 
politician: ‘The con ti nu ous search for con sen sus has con  tri buted to our 
successes in terms of eco no mic growth, increased la  bour par ti ci pa tion 
etc.’ (De Volk s krant, 18 Sep tember 199684). This analysis is shared by the 
go vern  ment, which state that a ‘constructive attitude’ on the part of the 
social partners has sub stan tially con tri bu ted to the im pro ved economic 
situation of the Netherlands (Mil joe nen nota 1999: 7). 

A third reason why a consensual approach is preferred is not so much 
because it is eco no  mi   cally ef fec tive, but because it is socially or politically 
effective. Above all, consultation and negotiation enhance social stability 
and cohesion between different groups in society. A con sensual ap proach, 
so the general hope is, might re gulate the po ten tially ne ga tive social im -
plications of po  licy-making and reform (various in ter views). It is wi  dely 
believed that by in clu ding se ve ral affected parties in the po li  tical process 
and by consulting them about their preferences, po li tics becomes more 
stable and less conflict-rid den; in this way, the Ne  ther lands can avoid ‘Ita-
lian situations’ (Interview 2004f). In the words of former Prime Minister 
Wim Kok: ‘It [con sul  tation, ch] has also been called “tal king to death”, 
but for me it is the only way to make a society fun ction ef fectively’ (nrc 
Han delsblad, 2 No vem ber 2002)85. Po li tical conflicts are pre ferably dealt 
with at the ne go tia tion table rather than in society at large. 

This social stability might be economically effective as well (cf. Katzen-
stein 1985). As an in terviewee argues, the Netherlands is internationally 
appreciated for its stable eco no mic and political climate, which makes 
the country popular as a trading part  ner as well as a sett ling place for 
headquarters of multinationals (Interview 2005c). Social sta bility and eco  -
no mic growth may therefore reinforce each other through consultation. In 
the words of a for  mer chair man of the So cial and Economic Council (ser) 
Herman Wijffels: ‘A negative spiral in the eco  no mic and so cial spheres can 
only be broken by con sul ta tion and the wil ling ness to co o pe  rate’ (2002: 
307; emphasis added). Some interviewees, however, point out that a con-
sen sual ap proach may have its social merits, but may come at the price of 
economic in ef fec tive  ness. Con   si der the fol lowing comments of a social-
liberal Member of Parliament (In ter view 2004b) on the inter de pen dency 
in the socio-eco no mic field between unions, employers and go vern ment:

be ha vi our has a long tradition in Dutch his tory (see also Chap ter 3), and 
has, so the argument runs, in a way be come an essential part of the Dutch 
na tio nal character and cul ture (In ter view 2007a). In the words of a former 
unionist (In terview 2004a), 

 
‘  We are used to having a look at problems collectively […] apparently, that is part 

of our na tio nal cha racter […] we have always done it like this […] it carries back 

all the way to the Mid dle Ages, when the Dutch needed each other in the battle 

against the water’.

Historical re ferences to this ‘battle against the water’ have frequently 
been made in the de bate on Dutch socio-eco    no mic po li cy ma king (see 
also Chapter 7), and the cooperative prac tice to reclaim land from the sea 
(creating polders) even defined the internationally famous concept Polder 
Model. The joint battle against the water is often used as a metaphor in 
order to de mon strate the willingness to cooperate for a com mon cause 
especially in times of ur gency. These his    to rical re fe ren ces to the Dutch 
na tio nal cha racter are some ti mes com ple men ted by more phy  sio logical 
re  fe  ren ces to the ‘Dutch dna’. In the words of for mer trade union leader 
Doekle Terpstra (cnv) for example: ‘The search for con sen sus is in our 
genes’ (nrc Han dels blad, 10 April 2002)80. 

A consensual approach is not only preferred by Dutch political 
actors out of habit and tradition, but it is, secondly, also considered to 
be economically effective. That is, it is widely be lieved that con sul ta-
tion and cooperation lead to the most optimal results. On the one hand, 
cooperation is said to lead to the best results for the actors themselves; it 
is therefore in the mutual self-in terest of actors (cf. ser Bulletin 199681). 
In the words of an employers’ re pre sen tative: ‘In the Netherlands, we 
have the feeling that your own interest is best served via con sul tation. For 
me it is in con cei vable why one does not believe this. It is normal to think 
this’ (Interview 2007a; emphasis added). A unio nist reasons in a similar 
fashion: ‘In 99% of the cases, it is better for your own in   te rests to find a 
solution with employers’ (Interview 2004d; emphasis added). And as a 
fi nal example of this line of reasoning, a former union leader argues it is 
better or more ‘rea listic’ to ‘look for and find a balance be tween different 
interests, which makes all parties better off’ (De Waal 2000)82. 

On the other hand, cooperation is also thought to lead to the best 
results for the Dutch eco    nomy as a whole. Co  operation and con sensus 
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‘it is easy to meet each other and to pay one’s re spect’ (In ter view 2007a). 
This argumentation about the implications of the smallness of the Dutch 
policy community is most appealingly for mu lated by a former Minister of 
Financial Affairs: 

‘  We do not have the very tensed re la tion ships as France for instance has. This 

is be   cause we have a small and snug coun try. I cannot walk out of the Ministry 

with out stumbling over Jacques Schraven or Lo de wijk de Waal’ (A for mer em-

ploy  er and union chairmen respectively, ch, Forum, 18 Sep tem ber 2002).88

To sum up, the key players of the Dutch corporatist policy community 
come up with a variety of rea sons why a consensual approach revolving 
around consultation is to be preferred over a more conflictual ap proach. 
Above all, in an interdependent relationship people need each other to 
get things done; cooperation is the most effective and socially accepted 
way forward. But how do political actors reach this much-appreciated 
consensus?

4.3 How to reach consensus on the common interest

As was argued earlier, consensus is neither a pre-given starting point nor 
an automatic out come of the con sensual process. Consensus-building 
requires continuous dialogue and ne go tia tion about what comprises such a 
consensus, about what it is that actors can agree on or share. A logical place 
to start for negotiation parterns is to look for issues that bind actors rather 
than separate them: that is, Dutch political actors (are expected to) to talk 
about and define a common interest.  

4.3.1 Talking about the common interest

In most political systems, the notion of the common interest – or similar 
notions like the pu blic or general interest – is important in public debate; 
defining a particular policy as in the in te rest of all is a classical political 
strategy (Stone 2002: 229). However, it has been argued be fore that the 
common interest has a certain special position in corporatist or consensual 
so cieties (cf. Kat zenstein 1985: 32). In corporatist societies, like the 
Netherlands, the notion of the com mon interest is ‘ele va ted to a cen tral 

‘  As a government, you basically have two options to regulate the field that also 

belongs to employees and employers. The government might make use of 

legislation […] or you have to start con  sultations and negotiations. There are 

coun tries that have to deal with a lot of strikes, like France, because issues like 

la bour time reduction are settled by law. And there are coun tries like the Ne-

ther lands, and increasingly so Germany, which seek a solution via con  sul ta tion. 

At the end of the day, these kinds of countries perform par ti cu lar ly well in the 

social sphere, but it is questionable whether consultation facilitates flex  i bi li ty in 

the eco no my. We are as flexible as a tan door’.

A fourth and final reason why a consensual approach is preferred is a 
more practical one. Pro longed conflicts, particularly per so nal conflicts, 
are considered to be very imprac ti cal, and even counterproductive, when 
people have to meet each other frequently to do business with each other. 
As the late union leader Johan Ste ke len burg phrased it ‘you need each 
other in la bour relations. You have to be aware that a terrible argument 
has con se quences for future business. That is why you never have a tough 
and determinative fight’ (in Kla mer 1990: 107)86. A respectful gesture and 
productive negotiation is considered as more effective in such an inter de-
pen dent world. In the words of the above-quoted social-liberal Mem ber 
of Parliament: ‘You learn to have re spect for each other. Some times you 
know that a par ti cu lar person is no good on a specific point. But you accept 
this, because you need that per  son the next day as well’ (In ter view 2004b). 

Various interviewees point out that the need to cooperate for practical 
reasons is am pli fied in the Netherlands because of the smallness of the 
Dutch corporatist policy community (cf. Mosch and Den Butter 2003)87. 
As argued by a high-ranked union leader: 

‘  In a small country, such as the Netherlands is, it is difficult to have personal 

feuds without it having implications for the future steps you take […] You 

cannot start a feud and with draw yourself on your own little mountain and 

think that you will never meet those people, or those parties, ever again […]  

you need each other, you will meet again’ (In ter view 2004c).

Unionists, employers’ representatives, civil servants, and po li ti ci ans 
meet each other fre quently and on many different occasions; social and 
physical distances are small in the Ne ther  lands: ‘it is a very clo sed and 
small world, you see the same people all the time’ (In ter view 2005f), and 
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(1998: 278), ‘rea so na ble’ (that is, take the common in   te rest into ac  count) 
and to be ‘re pre sen tative’ (that is, represent their rank-and-file as good 
as possible)90. According to the in ter viewees themselves, there does 
not necessarily have to be a dis crepancy between these two orien  ta-
tions. Looking for a common interest via consultation might also serve 
the self-in te rest of actors, so it is widely believed (see also 4.2 and 4.4). 
Even though nego tia tions are usu  ally about the policy wishes of the 
respective organisations involved, the ne go tiators know – as is argued by 
an employers’ re  presentative – that ‘consultations are al ways against the 
back  ground of the idea that im por tant matters are involved […] the com-
mon interest pre vails. That is what you are actually tal king about’ (In ter-
view 2004g). 

Political actors thus have to take the common interest into account 
when for mu la ting their po    litical wishes. Some times the ex pectation to do 
so is formalised. For example, the So ci al and Eco  no mic Council (ser), in 
which the social partners are represented, has a formal task to ‘pro mote an 
eco no mic life directed at the common in te rest, as well as to re pre sent the 
in te rest of bu siness life and all the people that be long to it’ (ser 2000: 9)91. 
Usually, how ever, the expectation to share re spon si bility for the common 
interest is informal, in the sense that is it ex pected but not laid down in 
law (see further below). This informal ex pec ta ti on takes shape in public 
debate by moral ap peals to ‘take up one’s responsibility’ (cf. Alg e meen 
Dag blad, 13 June 200392; nrc Han delsblad, 2 No vember 200293: Wijffels 
2002: 306). 

If the notion of the common interest can bind actors with different 
self-interests, this ob vi ous ly begs the question what the common interest 
actually means? The com mon interest is a rather vague and ‘empty’ 
notion, and needs to be intersubjectively defined (Sar tori 1976: 23; cf. 
Weldes 1996). As is argued by a social-liberal politician: ‘there is no such 
thing as one com mon in te rest […] Every body has his or her own de fi ni tion 
of what the com mon in terest means’ (Inter view, 2004). Consequently, 
political actors will try to convince oth ers of their de finition of the 
common interest, more or less in line with their policy preferences (Stone 
2002: 21). Such a statement brings us back to the question how political 
actors in a con flic tional situation may come to agree on a specific definition 
of the common interest. The next pa ragraph will ana lyse how various 
consensual ‘rules of the game’ facilitate consensus buil ding around the no-
tion of the common interest.  

value’ (Windmuller and De Galan 1990: 206). In these kinds of societies, 
the conviction reigns that this responsibility for the com mon interest, at 
least in the socio-economic field, should be shared with organised capital 
and la bour. There is thus no state mo no poly on the representation of the 
common in terest (cf. Del sen 2000: 15-16; Leijnse 2000: 74: cf. Offe 1981). 
As a uni on and employer leader state, in a joint ar ti cle in a new s paper: 

‘  Do em ployers and em ployees con sult each other because they like the trick of 

deliberation? No, they do so because of the authentic belief to help peo ple. This 

is pos  sible in the Netherlands be   cause em ployers and em ploy ees organisations 

do not only pursue their own interests. Ser ving the common interest is not only 

a pre ro gative of po li tics’ (Trouw, 13 December 1997).89

The idea that the social partners in the Netherlands also serve the common 
interest is sup por ted by the interview material. According to two members 
of parliament respectively, Dutch uni ons and em ploy ers are indeed 
‘showing an in te rest in the common in te rest’ (In ter view 2004b), and an 
‘orientation towards common goals’ seems to be second nature to these 
interest groups (In ter  view 2004a). For unions, the common interest 
is always a ‘crucial fac tor in ne go  tiations’ (In terview 2004d) and for 
employers this notion even ‘prevails’ (In ter view 2004g). This notion of the 
common interest seems to supply somewhat of a ‘focal point’ for co or di-
na ted ac tion to converge on (cf. Busch 1999); it is around the no  tion of the 
com mon interest that unions, em ployers as well as the go vern ment can 
seeminly find each other, and can conclude agreements about. Usually, this 
common interest in vol ves more than a com  mon ground or a shared inte-
rest between the main negotiation part ners (in Dutch: ge meen schappelijk 
be lang), but pertains to a general or pu blic interest (in Dutch: al ge meen 
be lang) of society as a whole. 

A focus on the common interest does not mean that uni ons and 
employers’ associations are altruistic orga ni sa ti ons only operating to the 
be ne fit of so ciety, however; they remain in te  rest groups and as such al so 
re present their rank-and-file. These organisations tend to (or are ex pected 
to) combine both orien ta tions. As Kat   zen stein (1985: 32) formulated it: 
under cor  po ratism the main so cio-eco no mic players are able to ‘couple 
nar  row ly con cei ved group in   te rests with shared interpretations of the 
col  lec tive good’. These interest groups therefore per form a kind of ba  -
lancing-act where they have to be, in the words of Teu  lings and Hartog 
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ning de mands should be rea sonable to the out side ob ser  ver’ (Teulings 
and Har tog 1998: 278). Reasonable demands are those demands that, as 
was emphasised above, take the interests of other actors and/or society 
as a whole to heart. Within the Dutch context, reasonableness also has 
the connotation of good manners, mo  de ra tion, realism and sensible 
behaviour. It is in ge  ne rally agreed upon, amongst in ter view ees, that be-
having ‘rea sonably’ will great ly en hance the possibility of reaching an 
agree ment, in the sense of finding a so lution to gether (In  ter view 2004a). 
If you behave rea sonably, you more or less ‘earn’ the right to be in vol ved 
in con    sul tation and to be pre sented as a legitimate partner in the eventual 
agree ment. Some times, in    ter  viewees sub sti tute the word ‘reasonable’ 
by words such as ‘sensible’, ‘re spon  sible’ and/or ‘realistic’ in dis  cus sions 
and political in ter ac tion (cf. In ter view 2004a; In   terview 2004c; In ter  view 
2004d; In  ter view 2004e). 

The second rule states that political actors are expected to be flexible 
and pragmatic in achie ving their ‘reasonable’ goals (various interviews). 
Starting point for most interviewees is the ack now led ge ment that unions, 
em  ployers and go vernment each have different, some times conflicting, 
po li tical wishes and pre  ferences. These differences are respected. There 
is an agreement to dis  agree; it is accepted that each actor has to satisfy its 
rank-and-file (see also Teuling and Har tog 1998: 278). How  ever, ne go ti a-
tors should not fix themselves to one par ticular way to achieve their goals. 
They are expected to be flex ible and pragmatic. It is the end result that 
counts, and not the road towards it. As a for mer union ne go tiator for  mu-
lates this ‘balancing act’ (Interview 2004a): 

‘  You have to be recognisable, because you do represent a particular position.  

I am a trade uni on representative […] But on the other hand, you also have to  

be flexible […] you might call this a combination of tenacity and flexibility […]  

I want to attain my goal, but it does not matter really whether I do it one way  

or the other’. 

Unions and employers therefore should have ‘re cog  ni sable’ (which also 
means ‘predictable’, see further below) goals, which they try to achieve in 
a non-principled and accommodating way. Sticking to one’s principles, 
dogmatism and stub bornn  ess are not appreciated in the corporatist policy 
community, be cause these inhibit stri king a deal. A high-ranked union 
leader for instance states that, 

4.3.2 The five informal rules of the game

When we speak of the ‘rules of the game’ of Dutch politics, the by now 
famous work of po li tical scientist Arend Lijphart may come to mind. In his 
Politics of Accommodation: Plu ra lism and Democracy in the Netherlands 
(1968: 123-138) he listed seven rules of the game that governed policy-
making in the Netherlands, which was at that time a highly pillarised and 
re li giously seg  mented so ciety. These seven rules were: business politics, 
agreement to dis agree, sum  mit diplomacy, pro   por tio na lity, depolitisation, 
secrecy and the governments right to gov ern (p. 123-138). Though an im-
por tant source of inspiration, this study ap proaches the rules of the Dutch 
game slightly differently. Some of Lijphart’s ru les do not longer really 
apply (like ‘pro   por tio na li ty’), but more importantly, his rules of the game 
were first of all conceptualised as deliberate stra te gies to ac com modate 
conflict (see Daalder 1971: 367-368; cf. Keman, Woldendorp & Braun 
1985). The ‘rules of the game’ as described in this section are first of all a 
self-evident set of behavioural norms and practices governing po  litical dis-
cus sion and be ha viour (Wright 1988: 600; Van Waar den 1992: 35-36). On 
the basis of in ter  view material, the following five rules of the game can be 
iden ti fied: 

Rule 1   To be reasonable; 

Rule 2  To be flexible and pragmatic; 

Rule 3  To keep talking as long as possible; 

Rule 4  To depoliticise sensitive issues;

Rule 5  To avoid personal conflict.

The first rule states that political actors are expected to behave ‘rea so-
nably’, where rea so na ble ness in general means behaving in a way ac cep-
table to the other par  ties (Interview 2004a). In this way, this first rule 
encompasses all the sub se quent rules of the game, as be ha ving in a rea-
so nable way first and foremost means adhering to the accepted norms 
of be ha vi our. Reasonableness not only pertains to actual behaviour, 
but also the policy ideas actors hold. As Teulings and Hartog put it 
most adequately (1998: 278), in Dutch corporatism in te rest groups are 
expected to be ‘rea  sonable’, where ‘rea so na bleness means that the agree-
ment (and the de  mands in the bar gai ning pro cess) should be in line with 
norms of fairness that are wi dely shared. Given these norms, the bar gai-
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wage increase and eventually settle for 2%, claiming that they have ‘given’ 
8% du ring ne go tia  tions. The bargaining demands should be reasonable to 
the outside ob ser ver. 

Though an agreement is usually preferred over no agreement at all, this 
does not mean – ac cor ding to various interviewees – that a compromise 
agreement just for the sake of com pro mi se should be concluded (cf. 
Schraven 2000)96. Nevertheless, when the game is well-played most par-
ties benefit from an agree ment and are usually willing to sign it (In ter-
view 2004d and Interview 2004e). It is con sidered a ‘social nor mal result’ 
(Interview 2004a), even though the Dutch economy might need other-
wise. A former union negotiator sum ma ri ses the implications of this rule 
most ade quately (In terview 2004a): 

‘  Let us assume that unions demand a wage increase of 3%, and the em ployers 

consider a wage increase of 0% to be economically sound. The end result will 

most likely be around 1.5% wage increase. The uni ons are hap py, because they 

have their preferred wage increase. And the em ploy ers are happy because they 

say that at least the wage increases are not more than 1.5%. Both can face their 

rank-and-file with lif ted heads […] this is a social normal result. But in a way, 

it is also a strange result. Perhaps it is bet ter for the Dutch economy to have a 

wage increase of either 3% or 0%. But that does not really matter in the end. The 

central agreement is the outcome of a process of give and take, and if that has 

happened, the Dutch are satisfied’. 

The third rule states that people have to keep talking as long as possible 
(in Dutch door pra ten). Unions and employers’ associations as well as 
government officials are expected to con tinue talking and not (quickly 
and easily) walk away from negotiations (various inter views). And even 
if disagreements culminate in outright conflict, people are expected not 
to se vere the ties and at least maintain contacts at the top. As a news paper 
com men tator re mem bers about the hectic political and labour relations  
in 2004: 

‘  At a cer  tain mo ment there was no con  tact at all be tween the social partners  

and the government. Even un of ficial dialogue was al  most im  mo bi lised. This is 

not normal. It would be normal to con   ti nue negotiations and dis cus sions be-

tween par ties, even though official dialogue has come to a complete standstill’  

(In ter view 2005b).

‘  Here employers and employees are usually able to bridge a gap […] this means 

that they have been able to overcome their principled differences of opinion. 

It may be interesting to focus on your own principles only, but this eventually 

leads to nothing at all. It is better to be able to strike a non-principled and 

workable deal’ (Interview 2004c).

As an example of how inflexibility inhibits striking a workable deal, 
various interviewees pointed out the dogmatic attitude of (some mi nis-
ters of) the Dutch government during cen tral negotiations in Fall 2002 
and 2003. Particularly the dog ma tism of the Christian De mo crats in 
government was arguably to blame for the ra ther la bo rious ne go  tia tions 
between go vern ment and the social partners. A newspaper com men  tator 
analyses: ‘The Christian Demo crats were very ideological and not willing 
to give in. The liberals were much more prag matic. They wanted to achieve 
the same, but were much more willing to give and take’ (Interview 2005b). 
A former union re pre sen ta tive shares this ana ly sis and states that it was 
on ly the liberal Mi nister of Financial Affairs, Gerrit Zalm, ‘who was more 
flex ible in the positive sense. He did not care if the solution would be to the 
left or to the right, as long as he reached his goal: bud get cuts’ (Interview 
2004a). Dutch employers took the side of the unions and also ‘criticised the 
rigid at titude of the government’ (De Stentor, 8 October 2003)94. 

A flexible and pragmatic attitude is about ‘giving and taking’ (Interview 
2004e). People have to make consessions on some points, to see the 
demands that are crucial to them to be met. Once a negotiation party does 
give in on an issue, it is expected of the other party to do so likewise. As 
for mer em  ploy ers’ leader Jac ques Schraven (Forum, 4 September 2003)95 
com men ted on the wil  ling  ness of unions to give in on wage restraint: 
‘Now the government has to return the favour. This is the way it works 
in our Polder coun try. Love is not uni la te ral’. An im portant way to reach a 
compromise is to have some, what Van der Horst (1996: 156) cal led, ‘loose 
change in one’s pockets’, to have some negotiation points to exchange or 
to drop when it is necessary to strike a deal: points that are not essential 
to the overall plan. A news  paper com men tator calls this ‘slush funds for 
the good cause’ (Interview 2005c). Most po  li tical actors usu al ly know 
beforehand which ne go tia tion points are essential to the other par ty, and 
which points are of lesser significance (Interview 2004e). In line with the 
first rule, however, even this ‘loose change’ should be reasonable (various 
interviews). This means that unions cannot just ask, for example, 10% 



104 105

Predictability, trust and perserverance (in talking not in principles) are 
therefore necessary for dia  logue to succeed, leading to outcomes that 
benefit all. Ac cor ding to an em ploy ers’ re pre sentatives, these three 
elements therefore con sti tu te an important ‘for mu la’ for succesful 
consensual negotiation (Interview 2004g). 

‘  There is the so-called “v2”: the v of vertrouwen en volhouden [in English: to 

trust and to persevere, ch] […] You trust each other in agreeing that this is the 

best way to solve issues. And then you have to persist, and stick to it […] You 

could also make a “v3” out of it: the v of voorspelbaarheid [pre dictability, ch]. 

One should not surprise people too often with changing one’s point of view 

[…] People should be predictable and consistent in their behaviour. We do not 

like people that say that they like 30 degree Celsius today, and 20 tomorrow and 

then 25 again […] You have to be predictable and consistent, and people know in 

advance whether or not a proposal is negotiable at all. You have to be able to take 

into consideration what other parties will think and do’. 

The fourth rule states that deep ideological conflict should be avoided. 
Sen si tive political or ideo  logical issues should be depo li ti ci sed as much as 
possible: that is, stripped from their po li ti cal charge and discussed in more 
technical, legal or constitutional terms (cf. Lijphart 1968: 123-138). By re mo-
ving the sharp edges of a disagreement, the chances that a com promise may 
be found are greatly enhanced, in the eyes of various interviewees. This 
depoliticisation of con flicts is fa ci litated by va ri ous prac tices, in a sense 
‘sub-rules’. First of all, people are ex pec ted to avert (negative) at ten tion to 
dis agree ments as much as possible (various inter views). If people disagree, 
the dis cus sion about it should be as ‘low-profile’ as possible, out of the po-
li ti cal spotlights. This has im por  tant im pli ca tions for media attention for 
instance. The ne go ti ating parties need the media in or der advance their 
points of view (cf. Interview 2004b). How ever, du ring the most heated mo  -
ments, negotiations are ge ne rally expected to be ‘se cret’ and to take place 
‘behind clo sed doors’. Another interviewee, a newspaper com mentator 
who has covered many con sultation rounds, states (In terview 2005b): 

‘  When negotiations reach a certain turning point, no one has an interest in all 

the media at ten tion. To negotiate under a magnifying glass puts a lot of pres-

sure on the respective par ties. If you could just negotiate behind the scenes, 

par ties can talk and calculate a little bit further. It buys them more time. Parties 

negotiate easier when it takes place in formally’.

Continuous (personal) dialogue is considered crucial for building 
consensus. As for mu lated in a policy do  cu ment of the Labour Foundation: 
‘Mee ting each other frequently, know    ing each other personally and 
consulting each other are pre requisites for a common po li cy orien ta tion 
[…] You have to talk about some  thing in order to agree on some thing’ 
(Stich ting van de Ar beid 2002: 14-15)97. And as a former Prime Minister put 
it: ‘As long as people talk, they do not shoot’ (Zijl stra 1992: in Passenier 
1994: 200)98. Continuous dialogue prevents con flicts getting out of hand. 
This means that ne go tiation processes might take a long time, par ti cularly 
when the prospects of striking an agreement are low. However, as an 
employers’ re pre sen ta tive explains (Interview 2004g),

‘  you do not have to get ner vous about it, know  ing how important it is to find a 

solution to gether […] You have to keep on negotiating for a long time in order to 

strike a deal on your own main points and those of the others. This is the game 

of con sul tation we play’.

For this continuous dialogue to succeed eventually, it is important that actors 
(come to) trust each other. As a former union leader for mu lated it: ‘The basis 
of our model is […] trust and the willingness to look for ‘win-win’ si tua-
tions […] without trust we head to wards a model that produces ‘lose-lose’ 
solutions instead’ (De Waal, 200399; Wijffels 2002: 308). If mutual trust is 
not pre sent at the start of the negotiation pro   cess, it is expected to develop 
over time, at least as long as people con ti nue being in dialogue. As Den Butter 
and Mosch (2003: 374-375) have argued: ‘Frequent contact leads to a better 
information exchange and thereby pre vents mis un der standing’100. Frequent 
contact, however, is not enough according to various interviewees; a certain 
degree of predictability is ne ces sary for parties to trust each other. If 
people be have in a particular unan  ticipated way, people might lose trust in 
the other par ty. As a news paper com men tator analyses (In ter view 2005b): 

‘  In negotiations everybody pays attention to how other parties behave. They 

look for small signals, changes in the way people speak. This can tell the people 

involved that something is going to happen, that a particular move is being made. 

If you send out these signals, but do not act upon it, you are quickly side tracked. 

The predictability is lost. It then becomes very difficult to find out what people 

really want and how they play the game. The game takes place ac cor ding to fixed 

patterns and if you dance a different tango, the game be comes too complicated’. 
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leader: ‘We are not al low ed to quar rel. You are allowed to be ang ry, but 
you are not sup po sed to stick to it, because then you are acting childish’ 
(Inter view 2004c). That is, people are ex pec ted to act as professionals, 
and behave accordingly. Flam boyant and agitated be ha viour, emo tions, 
and polarisation of personal conflicts are not ap pre ci ated – they are not 
considered ‘reasonable’ – during ne go tia tions and con sul tations (cf. Van 
Waarden 2002: 46). Van der Horst (1996: 84) defines the widely accepted 
Dutch role model during negotiations as follows: a negotiator is ‘moderate 
in all things, in cli ned to com pro mise, honest and thrifty, but unlikely to 
shout, show off or flaunt wealth and power’. Or, as nicely sum ma rized by 
a newspaper commentator: ‘The colour of po li ti cal success in the Ne ther-
lands is not purple101 but grey. Big words are superfluous and even dan-
gerous’ (Trouw, 21 August 1999)102.

As an illustration of this fifth rule, consider the following quo ta tions of 
an employers’ re pre sentative and a newspaper commentator re spec tively:

 
‘  The first lesson you learn here is that personal agitation and emotions are not 

to be part of nego tiations. I do not always live up to this expectation. I call it a 

game, and a child that is playing a game cannot be silent all the time. I can be very 

fanatic and excited. But it will never influence the content of the ne go tia tion’ 

 (employers’ representative, in Het Financieele Dagblad, 12 December 2002).103 

‘ These tactics [becoming too personal, ch] are not appreciated and make it very 

difficult to con  tinue negotiations after a while. There are too many per so nal 

aver si ons […] Eventually, every body is and has to be professional enough and 

put aside personal feuds because more im  portant things need to be dis cus sed  

(Interview 2005b).

The expectation to depoliticise personal and ideological issues as much as 
possible does not mean that no ‘caul dron music’104 is al  lowed (Interview 
2004b). Emphasising certain dis agree ments (par ticularly in public) is 
considered an essential part of the consultation game be tween unions, 
em  ployers and the go vern   ment. It is like a kind of ‘marriage’, as an em-
ploy ers’ re pre sentative put it; con flicts are al  ways a pos si  bi lity in a in-
timate relationship (In ter view 2007a). As long as peo ple continue tal king 
and behave rea sonable, some public con flicts are accepted. In the words of 
a union leader, 

In the past, the social partners in the Netherlands have often evaded the 
press by ne go tia ting at secret places, restaurants, or for instance at the 
home residency of one of the leaders of the in te rest groups. Most famous 
in this regard are the negotiations that took place in the house of em-
ployers’ chair man Chris van Veen in 1982, when the now famous Accord 
of Was  senaar was con cluded. This search for secrecy of ten leads to a kind 
of ‘game’ between the negotiating par ties and the press to conceal and ex-
pose the place where it is all going to hap  pen (various in  terviews). 

As a second way to keep discussion and conflicts low-profile, the social 
partners on some occasions prefer to do bu si ness in the bipartite Labour 
Foundation instead of in the tri par tite Social and Economic Coun cil (cf. 
Van Bottenburg 1995: 223). Discussions in the latter institute are usually 
public, and government-ap poin ted experts also take part in them. In the 
Labour Foundation, by constrast, the social part ners ‘have to rely on each 
oth er directly’ (In ter view 2004g). As said by a social-li be ral Mem   ber of 
Parliament (Interview 2004b): 

‘  If it is more convenient for the social partners to do business within the La bour 

Foun dation they will do so, out side the view of those annoying crown members 

or an annoying chairman. If they want to have con si derable social impact,  

how ever, they will do business in the Social and Eco no mic Council’.

Another way in which disagreements can be kept ‘low-profile’ is by letting 
lower-level ne go tiators first solve the issue at the informal or bureaucratic 
levels. ‘The classic mistake in nego tia tions is to con  sult the chairmen of the 
organisations too early on in the process. A conflict will then be brought 
to the attention of the media immediately’, as said by an em ployers’ re pre-
sentative (Interview 2007a). A final, and most important, way in which 
political conflicts are depoliticised is by using ‘neutral’ expert knowledge 
in the consultation process. Political con  flicts are expected to di mi nish 
when political actors have to underpin their political wishes with scientific 
knowledge, which ‘forces’ them to be more realistic and reasonable  
(va rious interviewees). The next chap ter will spell out the role of experts  
in more de tail – and then particularly the Central Plan ning Bureau (cpb) –  
in solving and depoliticising conflicts. 

A fifth and final rule of the game is related to the rule to depoliticise 
issues as much as pos sible: it states that personal conflicts should be 
avoi ded, by behaving in a business-like man  ner. As argued by a union 
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often taken-for-granted and not made ex pli cit with every move an actor 
makes. Political actors learn about these rules when they enter the Dutch 
po li cy community: not by reading them somewhere, but via so   ci a li sa tion 
through ex pe rience and on-the-job-learning (cf. Ikenberry and Kupchan 
1990: 289: Marsh and Olsen 1989). The norms of behaviour usually 
become internalised, part of what actors them sel ves con sider ‘normal’ 
behaviour. Often people only become aware of the pre  sence of some rules 
when they – for one reason or an o ther – do not live up to them (DiMaggio 
and Powell 1999: 10; see also Ross 1997). 

Obviously, because the rules of the game are not settled by law, they can 
not be le gal ly en   for ced (Hindmoor 1998: 35). Indeed, what has been said 
to characterise Dutch cor po ra tism in ge  ne ral is a high level of vo lun tarism 
(Teu  lings and Hartog 1998: 278). Unions and em ploy ers’ associations do 
not have to start and continue in negotiations, be rea   so nable, for mulate a 
common interest, ‘give and take’ or depoliticise ideological and per so nal 
issues as much as possible. Also, they do not have to live up to the eventual 
agreement. In the words of the for mer chair man of the em ployers’ as -
sociation vno, Chris van Lede, ‘there are no means of coercion. We cannot 
san ction a member who says: ‘A wage increase of 2%? I make 4% out of it’. 
What can we do? Nothing’ (quoted in: Van Bottenburg 1995: 168)107. 

However, this high level of voluntarism of Dutch corporatism does 
not mean that there are no en force ment mechanisms pre  sent or available 
that ‘force’ unions and employers’ as so cia tions to stick to the rules of the 
game and to the central agreement108. While norms of be ha  vi our are not 
formalised, ‘de via  ti ons from these norms will be punished’, nevertheless 
(Teu lings and Hartog 1998: 285), not by brute force, but by more subtle, 
though pro bably just as pow erful, social (or eco no mic) sanctioning (cf. 
Schud son 1989: 171). Enforcement of agreements lar ge ly takes place via 
informal coordination mechanisms (cf. Van der Toren 1996; va ri ous in ter-
views). The crucial logic behind ‘informal coordination’ is that in the ab sence 
of ‘any ex  ter nal safe gu ards’ – people can only ‘trust each other not to exploit 
their po si ti ons’ (Hind   moor 1998: 35). Though this sounds rather soft, and 
prone to rule-breaking be ha viour, it is ar gued here that ‘untrustworthy’ 
behaviour comes at a high price; it shatters one’s reputation as a cre di ble 
negotiation partner, which is essential for being involved in po li cymaking 
in the Ne ther lands. Reputation is particularly important in a small 
corporatist po li cy community where people meet each other on a personal 
and day-to-day basis (Den Butter and Mosch 2003: 373-374). 

‘  With his right hand, Lodewijk de Waal [the union chairman, ch] played  

the public card. He was angry and made a lot of fuss. However, at the same  

time he con tinued negotiating with his left hand. This is all part of the game’

 (Interview 2004a). 

However, there are boundaries to what kind of disagreements and 
conflicts are considered part of the game. For instance, in 2004, the public 
refusal by union leader De Waal to shake hands with the Mi nister of Social 
Affairs was considered ‘not done’, too personal, and made sub sequent ne-
go tiations laborious (Interview 2005b). Again, even the ‘cauldron music’ 
need to be rea so na ble to the outside observer. 

This section analysed various consensual rules of the game that govern 
political interaction in the Dutch corporatist policy community. Five 
rules were identified; there may be more and others, but these ap pear 
to be the core norms of behaviour exposed in the interview material as 
well as existing literature105. These norms of behaviour facilitate or enable 
consensus-buil ding around some common interest by directing the 
attention of political actors to what binds them rather than what separates 
them: to what is considered ‘reasonable’ by those involved, to find a 
com mon ground even if one still disagrees on many other things. Or, 
formulated differently, the norms of behaviour pressure political actors to 
talk and seek com pro mises (‘voice’) and to re  frain from stalemated conflict 
and ‘exit’ strategies106 (Vis ser and He merijck 1997: 67). 

The identified rules of the game facilitate consensus-building, but only 
to the extent that ac tors also live up to them. The prospects for reaching 
consensus on a common interest di  mi ni shes when political actors come 
up with ‘unreasonable’ demands, behave dog ma ti cal ly, walk away from 
dialogue or politicise (personal) conflicts in public. But why would po li ti-
cal ac tors live up to the rules of the game, above all when defecting might 
possibly offer a better prospect than a watered down compromise? In 
other words, what happens in one breaks the rules?

4.3.3 What happens if one breaks the rules? 

Being norms of behaviour, the rules of the game are lar gely informal; they 
are (usually) not wri t ten down anywhere, they are the ‘unwritten con sti-
tution’ of a po litical system (Wright 1988: 609). The rules of the game are 
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ha vi our – politicisation was Fortuyn’s metier – po li ti ci ans either boycotted 
him or gave him a non-consensual treatment in return. 

Apart from these sanctions or ‘sticks’, there are also sub stan tial rewards 
or ‘carrots’ for living up to the rules of the consensual game. First of all – 
and in a reverse sense to the stick of political isolation – there is the reward 
of being included in policy discussion and de ci sion making, which gives 
interest groups a considerable opportunity to influence policymaking. 
Usu ally, when unions and em ploy ers’ associations come to an agreement 
reasonably and con  sensually (within e.g. the Social and Economic Council 
or the Labour Foundation), this agree ment is neither easily nor often put 
aside by the government. This much to the dismay of some members of 
parliament that con si der this an undemocratic practice (Interview 2004b; 
see also Chapter 6). Secondly, political actors are usually ‘compensated’ 
for living up to the rules of the game. In principle, the consensual patterns 
of interaction are directed at fin ding agreement and so-called ‘win-win’ 
solutions. However, even if no real ‘win-win’ si tua tion exists, every actor 
is at least com pen sa ted for his or her loss to some extent in a com promise 
deal – which is the result of a process of give and take – actors always 
receive some thing in return for the points they lost. For instance, in return 
for wage restraint, unions might be ‘compensated’ by in   vest ments in 
education or changes in social security ar range ments. Alternatively, em-
ploy ers’ as so cia tions might be ‘compensated’ for wage increases by labour 
peace. 

Thirdly, and finally, even if political actors really get the worst of a 
compromise deal, rea  sonable players can ‘put up a good face in a bad si-
tu a tion’ (Cox 2001: 484). At a mi ni mum, political players that sign a 
central accord may rea so nably claim to have taken up one’s re  spon sibility 
and have taken the interest of society as a whole at heart. Though this 
may not pay off in the short run, it may do so in the long run, if these 
players negotiate together again. Ac tors who stick to the rules of the 
game are con si dered trustworthy negotiation partners. As an employers’ 
representative, for instance, argues: uni ons are appreciated in the Ne-
ther lands, ‘knowing that at the end of the day you can do bu siness with 
them’ (In ter view 2007a). The same goes for unions in their appreciation of 
em ploy  ers’ as so cia tions (Interview 2004b; In  terview 2004d). In a similar 
fashion, when uni ons and employers’ associations together be  have ‘rea-
sonably’, they are accepted as credible so cial part  ners in socio-economic 
policymaking by par  liament and go vernment. 

In the Dutch cor po ra tist policy com mu ni ty, two ‘sticks’ are avai la-
ble to san ction non-com plying players: 1) a non-con sen sual treat ment 
and 2) political iso la tion. The underlying idea of the first ‘stick’ is like the 
common expression ‘an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth’. People that 
do not behave according to the rules of the game should not expect a 
return treat ment according to those rules as well. That is, if you behave 
‘unreasonably’, you will be dealt with in an ‘un  rea sonable’ way. As a 
former union negotiator reasons about strikes as an ‘un  rea so  nable’ union 
stra   tegy: ‘A strike is approved of only when a solution cannot be reached 
because the other party [the employer, ch] is be having un rea so nably’ 
(Interview 2004a). A non-consensual treatment might also involve a 
private or public reprimand. ‘When a party acts against the norms, it can 
be punished quickly both within the group (news travels fast in small 
groups with frequent contacts) and in public (with the help of the press)…’ 
(Den Butter and Mosch 2003: 375). When non-compliance is still small-
scale, non-com ply ing actors are usually reprimanded behind the scenes 
(Interview 2005c). When deviations are considered really ‘not done’, the 
‘punishment’ is usually made public. In the case of refusal to shake hands 
in public as referred to above, both the Minister of Social Affairs Aart 
Jan De Geus and the union leader Lodewijk de Waal broke the rules and 
were both publicly reprimanded as be ing ‘unreasonable’. Given that some 
‘cauldron music’ is part of the consensual game, how ever, sometimes 
‘public punishments’ might be a (symbolic) part of the negotiation game, 
to en force ‘reasonable’ behaviour. 

A second, and perhaps more far-reaching punishment for not living 
up to the norms of be ha viour is political exclusion or isolation (Van der 
Horst 1996: 234). People who do not behave according to the consensual 
rules of the game run the risk of being politically mar gi na lised. A high-
ranked union leader has put it like this: ‘If you do not stick to the terms 
of an agreement, you are temporarily put out of ac ti on as a ne go tiation 
party’ (Jon ge rius 2003)109. This isolation works as some kind of ‘con sen-
su al cordon sa  ni taire’, where the non-com  plying per  son or organisation 
is collectively ignored or cri ti ci sed. ‘There is no im  mediate pu  nish ment, 
but if people do not behave the way they should, they are boycotted’, a 
news  paper com men tator states (In ter view 2005b). A most illustrative 
example of how this works is the way in which the flamboyant and right-
wing politician Pim Fortuyn (but also more recently Geert Wil ders) was 
approached by the other politicians. In response to his non-consensual be-
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above analysis showed that the Dutch government is ex pec ted to talk 
to the established organisations of capital and labour when all relevant 
socio-eco  nomic issues are concerned, because they ‘share a public space’ 
(Crouch 1986). The go vern  ment however only has to do this when the 
social partners are behaving ‘reasonable’; take the rules of the game into 
ac count, continue to be in dialogue and/or put forward ‘re spon  sible’ or 
moderate demands. Not all kinds of interest groups are invited at the ne-
go tia tion table, however; new or independent unions or interest groups 
in, e.g. the pension field are not as a rule present. Only recently are several 
environmental interest groups and the or ga  ni sa tion for the self-employed 
represented in the main consultative body ser. 

Next to these interest groups, it is expected that experts should be 
involved in decision-ma king. Experts are given con si derable authority 
in a co or di native discourse (see in more de tail Chap ter 5); they can offer 
a ‘rea listic’ view on how the world works, and might con se quent ly help 
building a policy coalition. And if not in the short run, experts might 
help depoliticising sensitive issues in the long run. In the past, Dutch go-
vern ments have frequently installed an expert committee to investigate a 
con tro ver sial issue over which no immediate agreement be tween parties 
could be forged. 

A coordinative discourse secondly shapes conceptions of what kind 
of ideas should be in  cluded in the decisionmaking process; what ideas 
are ‘reasonable’, and facilitate co or di na tion be tween the relevant actors. 
As was demonstrated, the no tion of the common in te rest is high ly im-
por tant in this respect, because po li cy ideas that can be for mu la ted in 
these terms usu ally have an ad van tage over ideas that apparantly serve 
the in te rest of only a few actors. More over, the ideas of (spe cific) experts 
on what the common interest may constitute are usually taken seriously 
in a coordinative dis course. And more generally, ideas that can be linked 
to con sensus and cooperation usually fare better; ideas that are, e.g. 
associated with (past) compromise agree ments, with shared community 
views on how the world works, or with a ‘com mon enemy’. 

Finally, a coordinative discourse shapes conceptions of when these 
kind of ideas should be introduced in the decisionmaking process and 
where. At the start of a negotiation process, there is more room for new 
ideas that can be dropped or exchanged in the course of nego tia tion. For 
instance, the Dutch government might come up with new ideas to reform 
the early re tirement system; but usually in the course of negotiation, they 

In short, although political interaction in the Dutch corporatist policy 
community is cha  rac te rised by high levels of vo luntarism, there are still 
conformity pressures at work that force po li tical ac tors to live up to the 
rules of the consensual game (Daalder 1995[1974]: 33). To put it simply, at 
the cen tral level, dialogue between so cial part  ners and go vern ment is ‘vo -
lun ta ry but not without ob li ga tion’110, as a po pular catch prase goes (cf. ser 
2000: 13). There is no autho ri ty present that enforces ‘what is reasonable 
to the outside observer’ (Teu lings and Har  tog 1998: 278), yet the cor po-
ratist policy com mu ni ty – in which political ac tors are his  to ri cal ly, so cially 
and per  sonally em bed ded – has ‘ge ne ra  ted standards of be ha viour that not 
only ob viate the need for but are su  pe ri or to pure au tho ri ty relations in 
dis cou ra ging mal  fea sance’ (Gra   novetter 1985: 498; quoted in Hindmoor 
1998: 35). The risk of political iso  lation is too high for non-com pliance, 
whereas the rewards for living up to the rules are usually more than 
welcome. 

4.3.4 Setting the parameters of policy debate

A vision of actors in a community following internalised prescriptions 
of what is so cial ly de fi ned as normal, or ‘appropriate’ (cf. Marsh and 
Olsen 1989), suggests that this rule-driven be ha viour matters for the 
policy outcomes of the decisionmaking process (Rhodes and Marsh 1992: 
197). Rules prescribe more or less precisely what appropriate action is; 
they also tell ac tors where to look for his to ri cal precendents, who the 
authorative interpreters of, for exam ple, the common interest are, or what 
the appropriate prac ti ces and interpretative frame  works might be. All in 
all, the rules of the game ‘set the parameters of what people talk about as 
well as of who talks to whom in the process of policymaking’ (Schmidt 
and Radaelli 2004: 197). As was argued in Chapter 2, this link between 
the consensual rules of the game and con sensual policy discussion, can 
be analytically un der stood using the con cept of a ‘co or di na tive discourse’ 
(Schmidt 2003): a way of discussing and com municating ideas in order 
to fa ci litate con sensus formation or co or di na tion between a variety of 
different actors. It is here sug gested that a coordinative discourse shapes 
policy discussion in three ways. 

First, a ‘coordinative discourse’ shapes conceptions of who should be 
included in the de  cisionmaking process; who the relevant actors are, who 
should talk to whom, who has the au thority to make decisions etc. The 
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4.4 The rules of the game & the idea of wage restraint

A final question to be answered is how exactly the relatively small 
margins of discussion of the coordinative discourse may impact upon the 
acceptance of the idea of wage restraint in the Dutch corporatist policy 
community. The answer to this question lies in the in ter pre tation and 
presentation of wage restraint as a strategy that is in the interest of all. 
In this final pa ragraph of this chapter, it will first be briefly pointed out 
how uni ons, em   ploy ers’ as so ci a ti ons and the go vern ment see a po  li cy of 
wage re  straint as in their com  mon in   te rest (see in more detail Chapter 7). 
Subsequently, it will be explored how the con sen  sual rules of the game, 
as identified above, help sus tai n this definition of wage restraint as the 
common in  te rest. 

4.4.1 Defining wage restraint as the common interest

As was already pointed out in previous chapters, the idea of wage restraint 
has a long history in the Netherlands (Van Zanden 1997: 33). Since the ear ly 
post-war pe riod, unions and em ploy ers’ associations have been involved 
in dis cussions about (and the im   ple men ta ti on of) a po licy of wage 
restraint. In fact, the in sti tu tio  na  li sa ti on of Dutch consensual corporatism 
in the 1950s and 1960s went hand in hand with the institutionalisation of 
the idea of wage re straint in socio-economic po licy ma king. Consequently, 
the appreciation of Dutch cor po ra tism is clo sely related to the appreciation 
of the idea of wage re straint and vice versa (cf. De Beer et al. 2002). 
Throughout periods in which Dutch cor po ra tism was subjected to con-
si de ra ble cri ti que – like in the 1970s and early 1990s – the policy of wage 
restraint was also viewed as un  suc cessful or, at least, outdated. There 
seems to be a kind of ‘elective affinity’ or com  ple men ta rity (Shalev 2001: 
287) be tween the in sti tu ti ons of Dutch corporatism and the idea of wage 
re straint. The consensual practice to find agreement around the notion 
of the ‘common interest’ is crucial to understanding this af fi nity, as it 
provides the link be tween cor poratist institutions, and the idea of wage 
re straint. Defining wage restraint as a common interest allows actors with 
often entirely dif fe rent policy goals to combine or coordinate their actions, 
as is expected of them in the Dutch corporatist policy community. 

Before the elaboration on what wage restraint as the common interest 
means, it is im por tant to point out first that in public debate, wage 

have to drop the sharp edges of the plan, be ‘reasonable’ and predictable, 
and consider the ideas on ‘the common interest’ of the social part ners. 
Moreover, not every policy idea can be discussed on all occasions. When 
discussing ideas in more public arena’s (like the Social and Economic 
Council), actors need to be more ‘rea listic’ in their demands because of 
the experts that are present (see the next Chapter); behind the closed 
doors of the Labour Foundation there is more room for ‘dreams’ and more 
ideological wishes (interviews). Similarly, actors can push for more ra di-
cal ideas in the media (‘pilot balloons’), but need to be more ‘reasonable’ 
during actual ne go tia tions and con sultation. 

This all leads to suggest that a coordinative discourse constrains the 
policy agenda to those ideas of actors, expressed in particular ways 
and venues, that are considered ‘rea so na ble’ because they facilitate 
coordination; on the basis of this criterion, some policy al ter na tives are 
considered and talked about, others are not. The margins of dis cus sion are 
ne ces sa ri ly set re  la tively small in the Dutch corporatist policy community 
(the ‘consensus space’). Given the ex pec ta tion to seek and find consensus 
(on the common interest) amongst a va riety of actors, there is not much 
room for new and/or radical ideas; consensus building works only as 
long as some ideas, dis agree ments and actions are not being dis cus sed at 
the ne gotiation table. Pro blems need to be de fi ned in a way that relates 
to all established actors in  vol ved, and solutions need to be found that are 
viewed as being in the in te rest of all. There are boun daries to what peo ple 
can rea so nably discuss therefore. 

The con for  mity pressures in he rent in Dutch cor   po ratist consensualism 
help preserving these idea tio nal bou daries. Behaving ‘un rea so na ble’ 
by po sing radical new ideas will most likely lead to po li ti cal exclusion. 
Actors therefore usu ally moderate their demands and be ha viour. As an 
American ob server of Dutch politics sug gested: ‘Ra ther than risk a con-
flict with others in the group, some one whose ideas do not agree with the 
point of view of the group will tone down his own opinion and make it 
known in a quiet and mild manner (Phillips 1985: 29111). Actors conform 
to the common denominator: usually this means adhering to the accepted 
definition of the common interest (cf. Becker 2001); one such accepted 
definition – so it will be argued below – revolves around the idea of wage 
restraint. 
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responsible wage costs development’ (StvdA 2001: 1-2). In pu  blic de bate, 
a ‘re spon sible wage (cost) development’ is, however, often equa ted with 
‘wage re    straint’ (cf. Volks   krant, 21 No vem ber 1997116; Het Financieele Dag -
blad, 30 No vem ber 2000 117).

Why is ‘a responsible wage development’ or ‘wage restraint’ supported 
by the go vern ment, unions and employers’ associations alike? The general 
view held is that wage re straint is accepted by everyone, because all actors 
benefit from it, both directly and indirectly. Wage re straint is first of all in 
the direct self-interest of all actors involved, making it a sha red or com -
mon interest (in Dutch: gemeenschappelijk belang). A news  paper com    -
men tator argued as follows: 

‘  The Dutch model is sustained by a common in te rest: wage restraint. For em-

ploy ers – the big ones as well as the small ones – this interest is predominant. 

For them wages are costs first and foremost. But wage restraint is also essential 

for the labour movement, be cause the past has shown that wage restraint 

leads to more jobs. And for the go vern ment, wage restraint is “a must” as well. 

Without wage restraint in the private sector, civil ser vants will ask for higher 

wages and it will drive benefit levels up. Both will increase col lective costs’

 (nrc Handelsblad, 4 December 1996).118

Wage restraint is, secondly, also indirectly beneficial for all actors involved, 
because of its po  si tive effects on the overall Dutch economy, making it a 
general interest (in Dutch: al ge meen be lang). As Prime Minister Jan Peter 
Balkenende stated after con   clu ding a central accord on wage restraint in 
November 2002: ‘The big   gest winner is the ge  neral in  te  rest. Eve ry  body 
be    ne fits from a strength ened e co   no my’ (Het Pa rool, 28 No  vem ber 2002)119. 
The reasons why everybody benefits from a strengthened economy are 
more or less si milar to the ones given above. For employers, a strengthened 
economy increases their sales and profits. For em ploy ees, a strengthened 
economy generates jobs, and for the go vern ment, a strengthened eco no my 
results in improved government finances. 

Because of these similar positive direct and in di rect effects of wage 
restraint, the no tions of the common interest (gemeenschappelijk belang) 
and the general interest (algemeen belang) are often used interchangeably 
by the main socio-economic players themselves. The government, or-
ga ni sed capital and labour usually see no dis cre pancy between the 
common in  terest (based on self-in te rests) and the general interest of 

restraint is a highly ‘am  bi guous no  tion’ (Schuit & Dries  sen 1999: 229). 
Employed in politics, wage restraint is some what of a catch-all term re-
ferring to a variety of dif  fe rent ‘wage re straints’, often used intermingled 
(see e.g. an article by uni on leader Lodewijk de Waal; Algemeen Dagblad 10 
January 1995)112. In the simp lest of terms, and most often in terpreted and 
em   ployed as such in news pa pers, wage re  straint is a mo deration of no -
mi nal or contractual wage in creases (cf. nrc Han delsblad, 4 June 1998113). 
Uni   ons, or in fact the em ploy ees they represent, refrain from con si de ra-
ble wage in crea ses, some  times barely com  pen sating for in fla tion (which 
implies a real wage de crease). However, ‘wage restraint’ might also refer 
to wage cost re straint (cf. Het Fi nan  ci eele Dag blad, 9 Sep tember 1998114). 
It is this term employers and their as so ci a tions are par ti cu lar ly in te res ted 
in (vno-ncw 2000: 2-3) because it reflects the total costs of hiring em-
ploy ees (sa la ries and premiums). Some times, people also speak of labour 
cost restraint (including costs of, for example, education). Wage or labour 
costs are restrained when they increase in line with (or pre  fe ra bly below) 
pro duc ti vi ty growth. In public debate, policymakers, interest groups and 
commentators also often de termine wage costs restraint vis-à-vis wage 
costs growth of the main competitors (fnv 2003: 7; see also be low). 

The confusion about the proper use of the term is further amplified by 
the prac tice of par  ticularly unions to avoid the high ly politically sensitive 
word ‘restraint’. By contrast, people often speak of ‘responsible’ or ‘con  -
trol led’ wage de ve lop ments (cf. cnv 2000: 3; fnv 2003: 7-8). Consider the 
following ar gu men tation of a unionist for instance:

 ‘  We don’t advocate wage restraint, but control of the initial wage component. 

The con cept that has become so famous abroad is about a controlled wage  

in crease that results in ‘wage space’ that can be used for other things, such as  

job in  vestments, labour time reduction or education’ (Het Financieele Dagblad, 

14 January 1997).115 

In policy documents, the social partners together also usually refer to 
‘responsible’ wage de ve lopments, lea ving open what ‘responsible’ means 
exactly. In 1993, for instance, uni ons and em ploy ers’ as so ciations agreed 
on a ‘wage costs development that is re spon  sible gi ven pro   fi ta bi li ty and 
com  pe  ti tive  ness of firms’ (StvdA 1993: 5; em pha sis ad ded). And in the 
‘re com men da tions’ of 2001, the social partners stressed that the accords 
agreed upon within the La bour Foun da tion ‘were and are ba sed on a 
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However, de fining wage restraint as the common interest is most stable 
over time. Why is this? In other words, rather than describing how actors 
define wage restraint in the common in te rest, the final question is why 
they define it this way. 

4.5.2 Reproducing wage restraint as the common interest 

As was pointed out above, in a coordinative discourse some kinds of ideas 
suit consensus buil ding better than others. It is here argued that those 
ideas that 1) have been accepted in the past, 2) proved to be succesful, and 
3) of fered a relatively simple so lution to complex eco no mic pro blems 
usually fare better in the Dutch corporatist policy community than other 
ideas. Let us con  si der how these va ri ous factors shape the re pro duction of 
wage restraint in the Ne ther lands. 

A first factor to be considered is the importance and the specific role 
of policy legacies in the Dutch con sensual political setting (cf. Weir and 
Skocpol 1985: 125). It has been argued be fore that political actors generally 
tend ‘to identify and inter pret the challenges they face[d] within exis ting 
frameworks and to match problems with so lu tions they had applied in 
the past, rather than sear ching for politically and eco no mi cal ly “op ti mal” 
solutions’ (Berman 1998: 33). That is, actors are selective in deci ding which 
po li cies and strategies to consider, and base their choices on previous 
decisions (cf. Haas 1992: 29). This is especially so in con sen sual settings, 
where the need to find so lu ti ons to new pressing problems quickly is com-
bined with the ex pec ta tion to con clude a widespread agree ment between 
a variety of actors. In periods of crisis and un    cer tainty, there is hardly any 
time to find radical new so lutions, and forge an alliance around it. Hence 
parties usually rely on accepted policies from the past, though often 
adapting and trans forming it to bring this policy in line with new and 
chang ing social, economic and po li tical cir cumstances (cf. Thelen 2003: 
213). In other words, having an ac cepted solution at hand, po li tical actors 
define problems in such a way that they ‘appear able to remedy them’ 
(Stone 2002: 207).

Wage restraint is such an accepted po li cy legacy in the Netherlands 
upon which the prin   ci  ple players have agreed frequently throughout 
socio-economic history – though not always quickly and easily. His to-
ri cal ana lysis shows (see in de tail Chapter 6 and 7) that Dutch political 
actors tend to define the causes as well as so lu ti ons of almost every 

so ciety as a whole (see sections 4.2. and 4.3.1.). Vno-ncw, the big gest 
employers’ association argues, for example, that ‘Dutch businesses have 
been able to improve their com pe ti tive  ness due to a mo de ra ted wage cost 
development’ (vno-ncw 1997: 6)120. This self-in te  res ted strategy is also 
considered to be in the interest of unions/employees and society as a 
whole. Vno-ncw adds that ‘a com pe ti tive ness business life is an in dis -
pen sa ble pre con di tion for a healthy and en du ring growth of jobs and pros-
pe rity’ (cf. Eindhovens Dag blad, 28 Oc to ber 1997)121. That is, as one em-
ployer stated, ‘the big  gest suc  cess is a con tra   dic tion […] it is wage restraint 
that resulted in the im prove ment of our well-be i ng. Many people do not 
realise this’ (nrc Handelsblad, 10 Ja   nu ary 1997122; cf. Eind hovens Dag  blad, 
28 Oc  tober 1997)123.

Unions basically share this line of rea soning. Though trying to bargain 
for higher wage in creases seems to be in the direct self-interest of unions 
(and employees), ‘wage restraint is deeply in grai  ned in the minds of 
unions’, according to cnv-leader Doekle Terpstra (Trouw, 15 September 
1998124). He is not afraid that wages will skyrocket, because that would 
fun damentally undermine the creation of new jobs. For unions it is 
therefore not dif fi cult to be have in a public-regarding way because wage 
restraint creates jobs and is therefore also in the self-in te rest of uni ons. 
Former fnv-leader Lo dewijk de Waal pointed out that pos  tu la ting high 
wage de mands is a rather ‘pe cu liar threat’, because

‘  what is the cre  di  bility of your threat if you be lieve, like I do, that a re spon sible 

wage development is a pre con di tion for em ploy ment growth? Who can be that 

cra zy? Why would I damage my self by ask ing for high wage in  creases? In this 

way, you are shooting your own foot!’ (Het Parool, 31 May 1997).125

These quotations from an employer and union representative respectively 
define wage re straint as a common and general in te rest. In the past (see 
Chapter 6 and 7), other de fi ni ti ons of the socio-economic common 
interest were also given, however. When unemployment and job growth 
for instance are concerned, ‘working time reduction’ was put forward 
more than once as a better common strategy than wage restraint. ‘Act 
in the general interest, divide jobs’, was the headline of an interview 
with a social-democratic politician (Trouw, 28 Fe  bruary 1995)126. And 
when competitiveness and exports were concerned, ‘im pro ving la bour 
productivity’, has been put forward as a definition of the common interest. 
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argued when dis cussing the required strategies to tackle the eco no mic crisis 
of 2002: ‘The best way to turn the tide is to keep wages in check. At least, 
that was the key to success in 1982’ (Telegraaf, 29 November 2002130). Pleas 
for a new Ac cord of Was se naar of 1982 on wage restraint were omnipresent 
around that time (cf. nrc Han dels blad, 28 May 2002; cf. pvda in Volks-
krant, 17 May 2001131). In 2002 and 2003, agreements were concluded on 
wage re straint eventually, continuing this policy legacy. According to the 
Mi nis ter of Social Affairs and Em ploy ment it was important to stick to 
these agree ments because wage re straint was so successful in the past: 

 ‘  the 1990s have shown to us how im por tant the em ployment and eco   nomic con-

se quences of wage re straint are. The importance of wage re straint only increases 

along  side increasing in ter na ti o na lisation of the world economy’ (2004: 1).132 

A third factor to be considered is the importance of relatively simple 
policy solutions that usu ally ‘have an edge’ (Campbell 1998: 387) over 
more complicated policy road maps. This is not to say that an overall 
agreement might not be complicated. In fact, usually a compromise agree-
ment consists of a wide variety of vaguely formulated elements (Schmidt 
2008:311) that keep all actors on board and allow them to pick those 
aspects that suit their purposes best. However, in a consensual setting 
the core policy idea needs to be a relatively simple one, (1) of which the 
revenues and costs can be easily ‘divided’ between actors133, (2) that can 
be quickly implemented (with obvious results) and (3) that is attractive to 
communicate to the rank-and-file. A simple idea reduces complexity and 
makes clear what needs to be done and by whom immediately. The idea of 
wage restraint offers such a relatively simple diagnosis of the state of the 
eco no my – high or low wages – and a simple solution: wage decrease or 
increase. In fact, n the past, wage agree ments were criticised in academic 
as well as political debate for offering too simple a so lu tion, whereas in 
fact the problems of the Dutch economy are more diverse and not so easily 
solved by wage restraint alone (cf. Volks krant, 2 December 2000134; nrc 
Han delsblad, 7 March 2000135; Trouw, 23 June 2000).136

 As was suggested, the above three factors might be of importance in 
non-consensual set tings as well. However, what distinguishes the dyna-
mic in consensual settings is the extent to which attention is drawn away 
from other ideas that are not that accepted, succesful or simple. That is, 
a final factor to be considered for understanding the sustenance of the 

economic slowdown in the past in terms of wages and wage costs. Even 
when political actors may disagree on the overall diagnosis of a crisis 
initially, dialogue and an eventual agreement on wages usually help them 
to overcome their dif fe ren ces. In the early 1980s, for instance, unions and 
employers’ associations disagreed on re qui red policies, but eventually 
reverted to an older practice of gui ded wage policy of the early post-war 
pe ri od to tackle the new eco no  mic crisis (cf. Van Zanden 2002). While 
the policy legacy of wage re straint was revived, how ever, it was adapted 
to changing situations as it was now ‘voluntarily’ im  ple men ted rather 
than ‘forced upon’ the so   cial partners as in the past (cf. Woldendorp 1995; 
2005; Visser and Heme rijck 1997). Like wise in the 1990s, wage agreements 
were agreed upon, ex pli citly re fer ring to past wage prac ti ces (StvdA 1997: 
1-3)127. Idea tio nal stability was enhanced by adap ting this old policy to new 
si tuations by stressing ‘diversity of op ti ons’ and ‘good fit’ rather than one-
size-fits-all solutions (StvdA 1993: 4)128. 

Policy legacies, however, can only have such a continued impact when 
they are viewed as successful: successful ideas become ‘remarkably 
durable’ (Pierson 2000: 259). A se cond factor to be considered is therefore 
the attractiveness of successful po  licy ideas for con   sensus-building. 
Succesful ideas (of the past) make consensus-building ea sier. ‘Suc cess’ is 
of course an im por tant factor in most political set tings. Policies that are 
per cei ved as suc   cesful usually ge nerate a lot of support; po litical actors 
want to be as so cia ted with its suc ces ses and want to be on board with 
the win ner (Stone 2002: 24; a ‘band wagon ef fect’ Baum gart  ner and Jones 
2002). The factor ‘success’, however, has a spe  ci fic quality in con sensual 
set   tings, where im plemented policies are usually the outcome of a con sen-
su al negotiation pro cess in which va rious actors were involved. Because 
of this joint en ter prise, a con  si de ra ble group of actors have an interest in 
constructing the consequences (and hence the policies underlying it) of 
the agree ment as succesfull (cf. Larsen 2002: 193). 

Wage restraint is widely perceived to have been economically (as well 
as socially) succes ful. The centrally guided wage policies – of which wage 
restraint was the crucial core – of the early postwar period are generally 
perceived as quite succesful (cf. Van Zanden 1997: 183-202)129, which was 
important for the acceptance of wage restraint in the early 1980s. The ar-
gu ment of past successes was, however, particularly important for the 
reproduction of wage re straint as the common interest throughout the 
1990s and early years of the new century. As a news     paper commentator 
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In short, the consensual patterns of interaction of the Dutch policy 
community facilitate the reproduction of wage restraint as the common 
interest by directing the attention to what was accepted, simple in concept 
and considered successful in the past. It are these kind of ideas that make 
consensus-building an attainable option. 

4.5 Conclusions

This chapter described the patterns of political interaction of the Dutch 
corporatist policy com munity. This community is characterised by a 
relatively small number of members: es ta blished unions, employers’ 
associations, the government and, on the boundaries, a variety of expert 
bodies. These members meet each other frequently, and their exchanges 
are governed by a set of behavioural norms that are widely shared, even 
taken-for-granted, and that are di rected at achieving consensus on policy 
goals and means between the members of the com mu nity; a consensus 
(or, as a se cond-best alternative, a compromise deal) that is highly ap pre-
ciated by the participants. It was emphasised that this consensus is not 
the starting point of the consensual process, but needs to be constructed 
as such throughout the negotiation process. The notion of the common 
interest is crucial in this regard; it is around this notion that mem bers can 
find each other and conclude agreements about. Policies that can be de -
fined as a common interest therefore have considerable (moral) impact and 
an advantage in Dutch socio-eco no mic debate. 

The consensual rules of the game set, so it was argued, relatively small 
parameters for Dutch socio-economic debate; new and radical ideas 
usually undermine the potential for con sensus building and, as the flipside 
of this consensual coin, conflict resolution. The focus is on the accepted; 
in the past or the present, and by others, most notably experts. Against 
this back   ground of a coordinative discourse, the emergence and repro-
duction of the idea of wage re straint was to be understood. It is an widely 
accepted and simple idea, closely as so cia ted to the history of Dutch 
corporatism, and has succesfully been defined as a common in te rest. 
And once accepted as such, the consensual rules of the game – and the 
confirmity pres sures in herent in them – facilitate its reproduction over 
time; to discard the wage re straint strategy is to behave ‘unreasonably’, 
which runs the risk of political marginalisation. Par ticularly in times of 

idea of wage restraint over time is the conformity pressure inherent to 
Dutch con sen su a  lism, that ‘pres sure’ actors to focus on what is accepted 
by others. Once the idea of (orchestrated) wage re straint is ac cepted as a 
strategy in the common interest, it becomes increasingly difficult to ar gue 
against it; it be comes common sense and defines the ‘consensus space’. 
The risk of rejecting this idea is high where as the rewards for con for ming 
are con si derable. In the words of a newspaper com men ta tor:

‘  nobody can even think about discarding a stra tegy that is in ge nerally 

considered to be so successful. No union leader can afford to be known 

 in Dutch history as the person that broke down the “Polder Model”’

 (Trouw, 22 november 1997).137 

A critical stra te gy would run the risk of ‘further mar gi na lisation in the 
Dutch Polder’, as an other commentator puts it (De Gel der lander, 15 Oc-
tober 2003138). Consequently, political actors usually tone down their 
own opinion in response to consensual pressures, which can acquire 
different forms. For instance, at the end of the 1990s, while the economy 
was still booming, the Mi nister of Social Af fairs very explicitly ‘urged 
unions to mo de rate wages’ (Pa rool, 21 May 1997139). By contrast, former 
em  ployers’ chairman Hans Blan  kert, came to the same appeal albeit via 
the detour of calling wage demands ‘ir re spon si ble’ and a ‘wrong signal’ 
(Trouw, 4 september 1997140). Not only the unions were pressured in this 
way to behave ‘responsibly’. In the words of a union lea der (cnv): ‘We 
need the employers to sustain wage re  straint. I expect a re sponsible at    ti-
tude of employers as well’ (Het Financieele Dagblad, 4 Ap ril 1997; cf. Het 
Financieele Dagblad, 11 April 1997141). This ‘responsible’ attitude main ly 
re ferred to the considerable bonuses of top ma nagers which seemingly 
undermined the wil ling ness of unions to mo derate ordinary wages 
(cf. see also nrc Handelsblad, 15 April 1997; De Volkskrant, 10 August 
1999142). This rebuke of unions was not without consequence. Amongst 
employers’ representatives, the ample ar range ments of top managers were 
a thorn in their side (cf. De Volkskrant, 23 May 1998143) and they eventually 
committed themselves to making a ge ne ral appeal to employers to behave 
re spon si  bly on the wage front, also for top managers (Pa rool, 2 September 
1999144; see also paragraph 4 in the 2002 agreement of the Labour Foun-
dation145). Hence, employers were also put under soft consensual pressure 
to take the common in terest of wage restraint into account. 
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5.1 Experts and conflicts
 introduction

Most countries have economic institutes which regularly advise the 
government (Den Butter and Mor  gan 2000; Bjerkhold 2000). In Ger  many 
this is, for example, done by the German Coun cil of Eco no mic Experts 
(con sis ting of five members – the ‘Five Wise Men of the Eco no my’146). 
Austria has the wifo147, the Aus trian Institute of Eco nomic Re search, and in 
Nor way the Research De partment of Sta tistics Norway is highly influential 
for po licyma king (Bjerk   hold 2000: 146-169). In the Anglo-Saxon world 
(us and uk) there is not so much a sing le institute that stands out, but 
there is a multitude of different ex perts and expert bodies to advise the 
government (cf. Zalm 2000: 313). In the us Ad mi nis tra tion, a ‘Troika’ of 
ex perts is at work that has to find some kind of consensus about the state 
of the eco nomy (Den But ter and Mor gan 2000: 279-287). The Netherlands 
is no exception in this respect: the go vern ment relies heavily on expert 
knowledge in devising and implementing it socio-eco nomic po li cies. 

It has been argued before, however, that experts have somewhat of a 
special position in cor  po ratist societies (cf. Katzenstein 1985: 88), such 
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economic urgency it is easier and more appreciated to find an solution that 
is ac cep ted by all rather than opt for a policy strategy that only results in 
ex clusion from de ci sion making processes. 

This all means to suggest that the consensus-driven dynamic of the 
Dutch corporatist policy community promotes continuity and stability, 
rather than change (Rhodes and Marsh 1997: 196-197). In a tightly-knit 
policy community, routine re la tionships and behaviour characterise 
interactions, and the potential success of policy outcomes depends on 
the extent to which all members of the community feel committed to it. 
In such a situation, radical changes in policies proves dif ficult. Not that 
there is no change or in no vation at all; change takes place incrementally, 
by gradually adap ting older practices and po licies to new eco no mic 
and political cir cum stances. For example, the shift from state-led wage 
restraint of the 1950s to a ‘voluntary’ wage restraint on the part of the 
social partners in the 1980s de mon strates this ‘stability through change’ 
(Hinnfors 1999).

This chapter explored how the norms of behaviour shape the 
prominence of wage re straint in the Dutch corporatist policy community. 
Therefore, this chapter looked at what could be called the normative back -
ground assumptions that shape political action by limiting the range of 
alternatives that the members of a community are li ke ly to perceive as ac-
cep table and legitimate (Camp bell 1998: 385). This norm-based be ha vi our 
does not tell us all there is to tell about the ideas, con   cep tu al repertoires or 
‘road maps’ that po litical ac tors use to understand the world around them, 
however. That is, in order to understand the pro mi nence of wage restraint 
as the accepted definition of a com mon interest one also needs to look 
into more cognitive fac tors that shape its acceptance and reproduction. 
The next chap ter explores how policy experts and their knowledge have 
impacted upon the ideas – and then particularly wage restraint – that 
political actors hold in the Dutch corporatist po li cy com munity. 


