
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

The story behind the Dutch model: the consensual politics of wage restraint

Hendriks, C.

Publication date
2011

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Hendriks, C. (2011). The story behind the Dutch model: the consensual politics of wage
restraint. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam]. Uitgeverij BOXPress.

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:24 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/the-story-behind-the-dutch-model-the-consensual-politics-of-wage-restraint(ee8dd713-a616-4f04-b0d7-206058fb9787).html


124 125

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 

chapter 5

Wage restraint & the cpb: 
the role of expertise in solving 
conflicts 

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. 
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rested in. The first two are still accountable for and have a man date within 
an interest group and/or public body, whereas the latter are unorganised 
pri vate ex perts. In stead, what this study is in te res ted in are (organised) 
policy expert bodies that are (for  mal   ly) in de  pen dent149, but have a mandate, 
an of fi  cial task to give information and ana lyses on the Dutch economy150. 

As for the socio-economic field of expertise, there are basically five 
‘expert bodies’ in the Ne   therlands (see also Chapter 3). First of all, there is 
a Statistical Of fice (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, cbs) that provides 
all relevant sta tistics on the Dutch eco  nomy. Though the Dutch Bank 
(De Ne   der landse Bank, dnb) also provide statistics, this body is more in-
ten si vely involved in eco    no mic policy ana lysis151. Furthermore, there are 
the Scientific Of fice for Go    vern ment Po li cy (We   ten schap pelijk Raad voor 
het Regeringsbeleid, wrr) and the So cial and Cul  tural Plan  ning Bu   reau 
(Sociaal Cultureel Planbureau, scp that both study a whole variety of so-
cie  tal and eco    no mic issues from a more long-term policy per spec tive. 
And, fi nally, the Dutch Cen  tral Plan   ning Bureau (Centraal Planbureau, 
cpb) is the main supplier of economic po li cy assessments and forecasts 
of the Dutch government. The focus of this stu dy is particularly on this 
last expert institute, which has somewhat of a special position in Dutch 
socio-economic policymaking (cpb Review Com mittee 2003: 9; cf. Zalm 
1998: 312; Don ders and Graafland 1998; Passenier 1994). As Den Butter 
and Morgan (2000: 292) for instance state, the cpb is largely without a peer 
abroad as, ‘in no other country does the mo delling agency and the mo-
del have such public, im portant, col laborative and open role in eco  no mic 
policy ana lysis’.

Expert bodies like the ones mentioned above play an important role in 
Dutch socio-eco no  mic policymaking for two specific reasons. First, it has 
been argued before that po litical players increasingly turn their at   ten tion 
towards experts because of the increased com plex ity of societal issues and 
the con    ditions of un certainty under which they have to operate (Blyth 
2002: 9: cf. Hall 1989). In a complex en vi ronment, politicians are uncertain 
about how to in ter pret a pro blem, even about what their in  terests and goals 
exactly are and how they might achieve them. In such a situation, people 
tend to follow – or learn from – the ideas of others (cf. Bik hchandani et al. 
1998). Experts – or in Haas’ terms epis temic communities152 (Haas 1992: 2) – 
may play a role in sol ving this uncertainty and in se cu rity by pro viding in-
for ma tion and statistics but also by offering elaborated economic analyses 
on cause-and-effect re la tion ships of problems and solutions. 

as the Netherlands. Experts may help de po  liticising conflict between 
organised capital and labour, which is, as the previous chapter de -
monstrated, one of the rules of the Dutch con sensual game. This chapter148 
analyses how experts in the Netherlands – and then par ticularly the 
so-called Central Plan ning Bureau (cpb) – facilitate consensus-building 
within the Dutch corporatist policy community, and how in this 
coordinative process the cpb contributes to the po litical acceptance and 
re pr o duc tion of the of wage restraint as a definition of the common in te-
rest. In eco no mic ana lyses of the cpb, wage r e straint usu ally has a positive 
impact on the Dutch eco  no  my and em ploy ment in par ti cu lar. Given the 
authority this ex pert institute enjoys, a policy strategy of wage re straint is 
one step closer to its po li ti cal acceptance in the Dutch cor  po ratist policy 
com  munity, so it will be argued. 

The ar gu ment of this chapter pro ceeds as follows. First, the role of 
experts in Dutch socio-economic policymaking is elaborated upon in 
more general terms (5.2). It is argued that the role of experts should 
be analysed in terms of two-way in ter ac tion process where politics is 
influenced by experts, as well as the other way around. Se  cond ly, it is in 
more detail spelled out how experts (the cpb) may faciliate consensus-
building in the Dutch cor po ratist policy community (5.3). This section is 
again largely based on inter view material that shows that experts might 
reduce uncertainty and solve conflicts in three spe cific ways: by providing 
a common language, by enforcing realistic demands and by re fe ree ing in 
con flicts. The final part of this chapter (5.4) will explore the role of the cpb 
as related to the po licy of wage re straint. 

5.2 On experts in Dutch socio-economic policymaking

In the Netherlands, experts are present in socio-economic policymaking in 
a num ber of ways. For instance, the unions’ and em ployers’ representatives 
that have a seat in the Social and Eco    nomic Council (ser) are experts 
in their field, and are also con sul ted by the go vern ment on that ba  sis. 
Likewise, civil servants are ex perts in their field, and they are even ac ti ve ly 
involved in eco no mic policy analysis and econometric mo del ling (Bergeijk 
and Van Sin de ren 2001). Finally, uni ver sity professors are ex  perts and may 
in fluence policymaking by, for in stan ce, publishing their re search results. 
However, these are not the kind of experts this study is particularly in te-
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cause-and-effect relationships of complex problems, helping na ti ons to 
identify their in terests, fra ming the issues for collective debate, proposing 
specific po li cies, and iden ti fy ing sa lient points for ne go tiation’ (Haas 1992: 
2). More specifically for a consensus society, experts might facilitate a 
certain understanding of what the common interest might mean (see sec-
tion 5.3.2). 

This does not mean, however, that this is a one-way information traffic 
alone. Expert bo dies like the cpb, the Dutch Bank and the wrr do not 
operate out side the political sys tem, where they simply inject political 
players with know led ge. Because of their formal and in for mal tasks they 
are part of public po li tical de bate (cf. Van de Boogaard 2004) and as such 
part of the ‘political game’ played by members of the corporatist policy 
com mu nity. The cpb is open to and caters into is sues relevant to political 
ac tors (Ber   geijk and Van Sinderen 2001: 26-38). Cpb-analyses need to 
be ‘policy-relevant’, a cpb-em ploy ee argues (In ter view 2005d), and the 
analyses are hence af fec ted by what happens (or might happen) in the po-
li  tical world. Political actors are in turn affected by expert knowledge, but 
also (mis-)use ex pert know ledge for their re spective po  li ti cal purposes, 
paying selective attention to specific in  for ma tion. It is not the numbers 
and facts as such that de ter mine whether they are ac cep ted in the po li ti-
cal arena, it is how they are and can be used po li ti cal ly (Van den Boo gaard 
2002: 10-18). Hence, there is an active and interactive two-way pro cess 
be tween politics and knowledge (Den But ter and Mor gan 2001), of which 
the dynamics mat ter for all parties involved. 

This chapter will now turn in more detail to this interactive two-way 
pro cess between the principle political actors and specifically the cpb, 
as the most im portant expert body in the so cio-economic field. How 
does the cpb help reduce uncertainty and resolve conflicts in the Dutch 
corporatist policy community? 

5.3 The cpb and the depoliticisation of conflict

The Ne ther lands has a long tradition of ‘technocratic’ policymaking, 
where po liticians dis cuss and decide upon policy issues on the basis of 
expert advice in general and upon cpb eco no mic ana ly ses and forecasts 
in particular (cf. Zalm 2000; Van den Boogaard 2002: 39). The role of the 
cpb in reducing uncertainty for political actors and (potentially) solving 

The role and impact of experts may move beyond this reduction of 
uncertainty, how ever, particularly in a consensual political system. By 
pointing out relevant causal re la tion ships, problems and solutions, experts 
also point out what needs to be done and possibly by whom. In this sense, 
and secondly, experts might help to solve political conflicts or – as the 
flip  side of this coin – facilitate coalition or consensus-building when ‘the 
causal beliefs of the epi  stemic com     mu ni ties de  mon strate the need for 
it’ (Haas 1992: 30). That is, politicians, the or   ga ni sa ti ons of capital and 
labour may come to cooperate be cause the scientific evidence un   derpins 
such a joint action. This (potential) role in solving con  flicts seems to be 
of par ti cu lar im por tance in consensual or corporatist settings, as has 
been argued by, for instance, Kat zen stein: ‘Ex   perts matter because they 
provide a common frame  work and ac cep table data, evi dence of a per va sive 
ideology of social partnership. This ide o   lo gy in cor po ra tes a con ti nu ous 
re  af fir ma tion of po li ti cal differences with political co o pe ra  tion’ (1985: 88). 
Usually there fore, experts have an authoritative position in consensual/
corporatist societies.

Indeed, the respect experts enjoy in the Netherlands has been no ticed 
before (An de weg & Irwin 1993: 223, 232f; Kla mer 1990: 90; Donders 
and Graafland 1998: 342). In line with the findings of Chapter 4, it has 
for example been argued that ‘the Ne ther  lands is a con   sensus so ci ety 
and po  li cy making of ten de mands an in  de pen dent as  sess ment and scie-
n  tific un    der pinning of po li cy pro po sals’ (Broer et al. 1998: 17). Expert 
know legde might be in stru mental ‘in finding the ne ces sary political 
consensus by transforming the problem of having to choose be tween 
ideo lo gi cally tainted political options into practically manageable policy 
is sues’ (Wilts 1997: 201). Expert bodies and their ex per tise may therefore 
resolve conflicts be tween organised capital and labour (and politicians) 
by providing objective, and of ten more technical, infor ma  tion on which 
all Dutch political actors can agree. Consequently, there is, in the words 
of the Cen tral Planning Bureau it self, an ‘almost insatiable need for fac tu al 
knowledge and scien ti fic ana lysis with which po li tical ne go tiation has to 
be conducted’ (cpb 1992: 95)153. 

Both these roles – reducing uncertainty and solving conflicts – give 
experts a con si de ra ble influence on the content of political debate and the 
direction of socio-economic po li cy ma king, whether this is wished for 
by these expert bodies or not. Experts fa cilitate or shape a cer tain un der   -
standing of how the world works for political actors by ‘articulating the 
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‘  highly desirable. The cpb provides one story […] Imagine a debate in par lia-

ment where the mi nister says that inflation is 2%, and the op position par ties do 

not believe him […] Then you are basically finished talking. The cpb is not the 

only expert institute that provides eco   nomic forecasts and analyses. How ever, 

cpb analyses are used as a standard in the Ha gue, because then everybody talks 

about the same things’ (Interview 2005c; sup ported by Interview 2004a).

By providing one accepted ‘story’ on the state of the Dutch economy, 
the cpb ef fec ti ve ly de po liticises subsequent political discussion, as the 
accepted facts and statistics provide a ‘neu tral’ basis to fall back on. As 
such, cpb analyses might facilitate consensus-building by set ting the 
parameters of what people can talk and argue about, delineating the area 
of agree ment and, consequently, narrowing the room for conflict. It is not 
just any economic ana lyses or calculation that can fulfill this role: it needs 
to be impartial cpb-calculations. Con sider the following argu men ta ti on 
of (again) a newspaper commentator when the Mi nis ter of Social Af  fairs 
made his own up  dated economic recalculations after 9/11. 

‘ In this way, the minister does not achieve consensus between the social 

partners on the ne ces sity of wage restraint. It only results in a vulgar  

‘is not – is too’ game on the appropriate fi gures. And he does this while we 

have the cpb as a neu tral organisation, whose analyses con  stitute the basis 

for po licymaking in go vernment and amongst the social partners. The mi  ni-

ster regrettably did not have the patience to wait for the cpb to come up with 

impartial fi gures. This would have been much better for a good negotiation 

climate’ (Het Financieele Dag blad, 3 October 2001).155

The cpb itself also acknowledges this role in facilitating a ‘good 
negotiation climate’. As it argues in a self-assessment report: 

‘  Cpb analyses [also] greatly limit the time that ne go tia ting parties spend on  

dis cus sing the “the right numbers”. Disagreement on that score could easily 

harm mu tual trust within a ty pi cal Dutch coalition Cabinet’ (cpb 2003: 8). 

This common language as provided by the cpb is not just any language, 
however. Interviewees consider the story the cpb pro  vides to be a more 
‘realistic’ story as compared to the po li ti cal ly charged stories of political 
actors. It is more accurate about the state of the Dutch economy and more 

po li tical conflicts can be traced back all the way to the foun ding years of 
this economic in sti tute, just after the Second World War. At that time 
Dutch society was still a highly seg men ted so ciety on the basis of religion. 
Depo li tici sa tion was one of the ru les of the con sociational game (Lijphart 
1968: 135), as a way to chan nel (la tent) political and religious con flict. 
The new po li cy research institute suited well into this po li tical elite’s 
depoliticisation stra tegy (Wilts 1997). Jan Tinbergen, later Nobel Laureate, 
25 years after he became the first director of the cpb, also con sidered the 
cpb’s role as one of ratio na li sa tion of conflict. In his eyes ob jec tive eco-
nomic ana lysis should have prio ri ty on the basis of which nor mative and 
political goals could be ob tai ned (Van den Boogaard 2000: 295; 2002: 
11-12)154. When the Ne ther lands de pil larised throughout the 1960s and 
1970s, the cpb also became cri ti cised in crea  singly (cf. Driehuis and Van der 
Zwam 1977; For tuyn 1974). Over the course of the 1980s, and par ticularly 
throughout the 1990s, the respect and authority the cpb enjoyed became 
more widespread again, and its role in depoliticising conflicts was re-esta-
blished (Interview 2007b; Teulings 1993: 58). How does the cpb exactly 
de politicise conflicts, and thus contribute to consensus building in the 
Dutch corporatist po li cy community? 

5.3.1 Facilitating consensus building

The cpb seems to contribute to consensus-building in three different 
ways. The interview material shows that the cpb is 1) the ‘pro vider of 
a common language’; 2) the ‘en forcer of realistic de mands’ and 3) the 
‘outside re feree’. 

First of all, the cpb is viewed as the provider of a common lan guage 
(cf. cpb Review Com mittee 2003: 24; Van den Boogaard 2004: 13). The 
political world may be considered to be somewhat of a Babylonian world, 
where every actor speaks his or her own language, pur su ing his or her own 
goals, which makes effective communication, let alone de ci sion making, 
difficult. In such a world, experts might provide a ‘common frame-
work and ac cep ta ble data’ (Katzenstein 1985: 88) on the basis of which 
political actors can continue to discuss their respective po li ti cal stra tegies 
and policy choices. Expert knowledge provides one lang uage, which is – 
according to a newspaper commentator, 
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Politics is associated here with self-in te rests, ideology and ‘just saying 
something’, whereas ‘in dependent’ science is associated with facts, sense 
and rea lity. This preoccupation with facts is considered to be good for 
the negotiation climate and con sen sus-buil ding, because it removes the 
sharp po  litical edges from political debate; political wishes become less 
extreme and more scien ti fi cal ly un der pinned. Due to the constant in ter ac-
tion between science and politics, ‘it is im pos si ble to get away with grand 
promises that are impossible to realise’ (Zalm 2001: 8; cf. Bader & Van den 
Berg 1993: 77). Unions and em ploy ers’ associations themselves hold these 
‘rea lis tic’ promises in high esteem (see the quotation above). One unionist 
remarks that ‘usu ally, we ask the cpb to cal cu late the effects of our policy 
proposals […] That role they fulfill’ (In ter view 2004d).

Just like the first role attributed to the cpb, this second role facilitates 
consensus-buil ding between the social partners and government, though 
now in a bit more compelling way. The cpb not only provides the facts and 
figures on the basis of which actors might discuss their policy pre fe rences, 
but these policy preferences themselves are also shaped by cpb ana ly ses. 
Political actors are expected to talk in cpb language when the economic 
effects of their po licy plans are concerned. Policy plans that are ‘cpb-
approved’ are taken seriously, because these plans are viewed as more ro-
bust, economically sound, responsible, and are ‘therefore not un rea lis tic’ 
(nrc Han  delsblad, 5 October 2005)156.

These first two roles contribute to consensus-building between the 
social partners and the government, though still in a relatively ‘passive’ 
sort of way. The cpb provides figures, facts and analyses on the basis of 
which political discussion takes place. However, once in a while (and 
at critical moments) the cpb also has a more active role in consensus-
building, by explicitly pointing out the required policies to restore 
economic and jobs growth during or after negotiations between the 
social partners (cf. De Volkskrant, 29 November 2002; Het Fi na n ci eele 
Dagblad, 16 October 2003157). In this sense, cpb analyses provides a ‘focal 
point’ for co  op e ra tion between the social partners by (often implicitly) 
‘demonstrating the need for it’ (Haas 1992: 30). This third role of the cpb 
might be described as a kind of ‘outside re fe ree’ (cpb Review Com mittee 
2003: 15). The referee supervises the financial and economic ‘rules of the 
game’, and by doing so suggests when cooperation is most beneficial (see 
further be low). That is, ‘cpb-models and ana lysis can give “am  mu ni tion” 
in case of conflicting in te rests’ (Zalm 2001: 6-7). 

realistic about what is possible and what is not. The second role of the cpb 
is therefore the enforcer of realistic de mands. The presence of the cpb (and 
other experts) in politics is said to enhance the sense of economic reality of 
political actors, and to moderate their political at ti tu des and policy stances 
by looking into what is (financially) feasible (various interviews). Po li ti-
cal actors cannot just say something, but have to take the economic effects 
into ac count as cal culated by the cpb. Consider the following quo tation of a 
Member of Parliament:

‘  The moderate stance of both sides [ch: employers’ associations and unions] has 

a lot to do with the Social and Eco no mic Council and the presence of […] Crown 

Members […] who force them […] to discuss about issues properly […]. They 

cannot just say some thing, but have to discuss economic de  velopments and 

their role within it with the director of the Dutch Bank and the Central Plan ning 

Bureau […] There is a con stant interaction between science, unions and em-

ployers’ (Inter view 2004b).

This ‘constant interaction’ between science and politics arguably results in 
more realistic, ‘rea sonable’ or mo  de rated be  haviour on the part of political 
actors. As the cpb itself states: ‘The unbiased judgments of cpb discourage 
(politically motivated) wishful thinking about the economy’ (cpb 2003: 8). 
A line of reasoning repeated by an employers’ re pre sentative and a unionist 
respectively: 

‘  Obviously, we do have our own ideas about how to organise society. We know 

where our interests lie […] but we should not create a dream world. We have 

to remain level-headed. We have to preoccupy ourselves with reality, with the 

facts, the figures. That is, science’ (Interview 2004g).

‘  The cpb has an important function […] in the chain of first describing the pro-

blem and then jointly [solving it]. We need the cpb for that. This is be cause 

they can describe the problem at hand in de pen dently and neutrally, which 

they definitely are, and they can provide so lutions ‘you can do a, and then b 

will happen and you can do x, but then y will happen’. Similar to the Crown 

members in the Social and Economic Council they have an in dependent 

position to test our preferences’ (Interview 2004a).
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all actors ‘hold their breath’ when the cpb pu blishes new fi gu res on the 
state of the economy. Two of such returning events, the annually published 
Macro-Eco no mic Out look (published in Fall) and Central Economic Plan 
(published in Spring), are usu al ly front page news and subsequently shape 
discussion on socio-economic policies for weeks.

Once in a while, this influential position is ques tio ned in Dutch public 
debate for the pow er it gives to the cpb and its models (cf. Trouw, 23 Fe -
bruary 1994160; Intermediair, 6 De cem ber 2001161; nrc Han delsblad, 16 
August 2006162). This position of power is not par ti  cularly wished for by 
the cpb itself (cf. In ter view 2005d), and in the past the cpb has fre quent ly 
denied such a de  ter mining role. Consider the following line of rea so ning 
of former cpb-di rec tor Henk Don on pu blic te levision (Bui ten hof, 
18 September 2005). 

 ‘  We do not have power, but we do have influence. Power suggests that we have 

our own agenda and that we steer [discussion] in that direction. We do not do 

this, however. If we did this, we would be out of the game very quickly. Our 

in flu ence consists of solid analyses of policy pro posals […] These analyses are 

im por tant in the sense that parties – whether coalition parties or not – ask each 

other “have you taken into account this and that” […] This makes the debate 

robust and economically substantive; people discuss with arguments, and less 

via mud-throw ing. This is the influence we hope to have’.

This cpb director underscores that the cpb does indeed have a facilitating 
role in Dutch po li tics – the cpb is even part of the political game – 
making po li ti cal discussions more ‘sub stan tive’ and less po litical (‘mud-
throwing’). But, according to Don, the influence of the cpb has clear 
boundaries: ‘the meaning that is assig ned to [our work] is none of our 
bu si ness’. This eco no mic in sti tute only provides the eco no mic as sess -
ments of policies, the choice for which one is even tual a political one (cf. 
Interview 2005d). Be that as it may, the cpb does have considerable impact 
on the na ture of policy debate by defining what the economic con se -
quences of policies are, and hence what policies to take seriously or not. 
In a consensual set ting where experts are granted an authoritative role, 
experts may be ‘the outside observer’, who at least partly determines what 
‘reasonable’ demands are (cf. Teulings and Hartog 1998). That is, experts 
(and then particularly the cpb) fundamentally affect the parameters of 
consensual policy debate. 

Though this section mainly analysed the way in which the cpb 
contributed to con sen sus-building, other experts might also fulfil this 
role. A Dutch union leader commented on the added value of the in de-
pen dent Crown Members in the Social and Eco no mic Council (ser) as 
follows:

‘  The independent members have added value in the function they perform. 

Their independence, but above all their ex pertise bestows us with an extra di-

mension. Because of these characteristics they are able to build bridges and 

achieve con sensus’ (De Waal 2000).158

In short, most interviewees belief that political debate on socio-economic 
policymaking im proves when it has a ‘rational scien tific’ foundation, 
which the cpb pro vides (In  ter view 2005g; cf. Den Butter & Mosch 2003: 
367). It appears easier to come to an agreement, when policy wishes 
are strip ped from their political or ideological charge, so it is generally 
thought. Dutch political ac tors across the political spectrum seem indeed 
to pre fer a ‘prac tical, uti li ta rian ap proach to ideo   lo gi cal as sumptions’, 
as Van der Horst argues (1996: 117). The cpb offers the basis for such an 
approach, as a provider of a common language, the enforcer of rea lis tic 
demands and/or as an outside referee. Consequently, the cpb has be-
come the ‘model builder of the consultation economy’, as is argued by a 
newspaper com mentator (Het Fi nan ci eele Dag blad, 11 Oc to ber 1997)159. 
The ‘model-based and spe ci fic quantitative eco no mic analysis of the cpb is 
[still] a basis for every discussion of eco no mic policies in the Ne  ther lands’ 
(Den Butter & Mosch 2003: 366-367; cf. Van den Boo gaard 2000: 294).

5.3.2 Setting the parameters of policy debate

This central role, respect and authority the cpb has acquired and been 
given in the Dutch cor po ratist policy com munity has certain repercussions 
for the na ture of po li ti cal debate on so cio-economic policymaking. That 
is, it is argued here that the (self-)attributed roles of the cpb in corporatist 
con sensus-buil ding, ‘accord them in flu ence over policy debates’ (Haas 
1992: 17). The cpb influences how political actors define pro blems, how 
they dis   cuss policy pre   fe rences and strategies, and which policy options 
they are like ly to consider and even tu al ly choose. Indeed, ac cor ding to eco-
no mist Kla mer (1990: 17), the ‘in  flu ence of cpb-fi gures is le gendary’ and 
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Committee 2003: 24). Financial, quantifiable166 (cf. In ter view 2004d) and 
economic arguments are usually taken more seriously. As sum ma ri sed by 
Ba der and Van den Berg (1993: 77): ‘in [Dutch] po litics, the “realism” of 
the penny-counting mer chant al ways wins from the moralism of the cler-
gy man’. 

Thirdly, by providing economic analyses, the cpb affects discussion 
about who is re spon sible and therefore where the solution to problems 
might be found. When for in stance stating that the competitiveness of 
firms deteriorated due to high wage increases, this implies that the people 
who control wage levels (employers and employees) are ‘responsible’, 
and there fore that they hold the key to a solution. Such an analysis might 
delineate an area of agreement. On the one hand, the cpb may facilitate 
agreement more in di rect ly by defining what is good for the Dutch 
economy, and hence – though without using this political term – what is in 
the com mon in terest (cf. Van den Boo  gaard 2002: 39). On the other hand, 
the cpb may fa cilitate agreement more di rect ly by ‘demonstrating the 
need for it’ (Haas 1992: 30). Though the cpb usually refrains from di rect 
appeals to cooperate in its official documents, it has frequently done so in 
public ut te rances (see also 5.4.2). 

To conclude, the authority and central role of the cpb in Dutch 
corporatist politics puts this eco no mic research institute into a position 
of influence upon the contours and content of socio-eco no mic debate. 
As will be demonstrated now, this channel into politics is important for 
understanding the political acceptance of the idea of wage restraint in the 
Dutch cor po ra tist policy com mu nity. 

5.4 Cpb & the idea of wage restraint

The cpb and the idea of wage restraint go a long way back to the planning 
in sti tute’s foun da tion in 1947. To counter the threat of feared high inflation 
rates in the early post-war period, the Dutch go vernment issued a stringent 
centrally guided wage policy (see also Chapter 3) in which the newly 
founded cpb was to provide po li cy scenarios and define acceptable wage 
levels to fa  ci li ta te po licy coordination between the government and the 
social partners (cf. Pas  se nier 1994: 50-54)167. What does and did the cpb 
has to say about wage restraint? And how did the cpb help building and 
reproducing consensus around this policy idea? 

First of all, by providing statistics and figures (a ‘common language’), 
the cpb affects when political actors will act, and on what kinds of 
problems. In the words of Haas (1992: 2), cpb-figures point out ‘issues for 
collective debate’ and identify ‘salients points for dis cus sion’. In the mev 
and cep for example, the cpb offers figures and forecasts on the state of 
the Dutch eco nomy, assessing growth percentages, consumption levels, 
em ploy ment figures etc. In themselves, these statistics may produce a 
political urgency to act; un employment is apparently increasing rapidly, 
so what are we going to do about it? Or, oil prices are sky-rocketing, is 
this not a good time to move towards more sustainable energy resources? 
These statistics are, however, also grounded and presented in an overall 
economic analysis; they are part of a broader story on the Dutch economy. 
By asking and answering ques tions like ‘why does eco no mic growth in 
the Netherlands lag developments in the euro-area?’ (cep 2003: 22) or 
‘does this mean that wages are too high?’ (mev 2005: 80), the cpb points 
out sa lient points and argu ments for further discussion in the political 
sphere. That is, even expert institutes pay more at  ten tion to some issues 
– or definitions of issues (cf. Hajer 1995: 42) – than others. And because 
these figures and analyses are widely accepted and disseminated in the 
corporatist policy community, they affect what kinds of problems political 
actors con sider, and act upon. 

Secondly, by providing economic assessments of policies, the cpb 
affects what kinds of policy options political actors are likely to consider. 
Policies that do not well in cpb eco  no mic as sess  ments are most likely – 
though not always – put aside by political actors163; policy ideas that do 
not lead to e.g. more jobs or economic growth. This nar  rows the range of 
policy al ter na tives for actors to choose from, and arguably enhance the 
sense of realism of their policy proposals. Such a narrowed set of po li-
cy al ternatives is helpful in politics, particularly for con sensus-building; 
it delineates the area of agree ment and disagreement164. However, ar-
gu ments and ideas that are not incorporated in cpb-models, usually 
also figure less pro mi nent ly in public debate. For in stance, it has been 
argued by economists in the past that the cpb pays more attention to 
the supply-side of the economy and more quantifiable eco nomic as pects 
rather than the de mand-side and/or ‘qualitative indicators’ (nrc Han-
dels blad, 1 No vem  ber 2001165; cf. Bomh  off 2002; Van den Boogaard 2002). 
The ‘Salamon’s ver dict’ given by the cpb may consequently inhibit a 
more normative and political debate on eco nomic prin    ciples (cpb Review 
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on supply-side con  si de ra ti ons […] in particular ca pi tal formation as a 
determinant of employment, was quite novel at the time, both na tio nal ly 
and in ternationally’ (Broer et al. 1998: 18).

The analysis and conclusions of Den Hartog and Tjan formed the basis of 
the more ela bo  ra ted wage-centered supply-side vintaf-models (combining 
vintages and afzet, the Dutch word for sales), which integrated the 
variables of wage costs, price competitiveness, im port/export, con-
sumption levels and price formation. At the time of introduction, these 
mo dels were hea vi ly cri ti ci sed (see e.g. the dis cus sion that took place in 
Econo mi sch Sta tis tische Be richten in 1977 and 1978; but see also De Klerk et 
al. 1977; Ther born 1986; Visser 1993). Partly as a re sult of these dis cus sions 
amongst eco no mists, the cpb-mo dels were adapted, im pro ved and even-
tu al ly replaced by various newer mo  dels. How ever, the core argument of its 
la test successor, the jade model168, is still in line with the ideas of Den Har-
tog and Tjan, as is argued by a cpb-eco no mist (Interview 2005e; Visser 1993: 
16; and see for an overview of cpb-models Don and Ver brug gen 2006)169. In 
short, the core idea still is that wage re straint supports job growth because 
1) it leads to more profits for firms (and hence job in vest  ment), and 2) it 
improves the competitive position (and hence exports) of firms (cf. Den 
But  ter 1991: 16; Van den Berg 1993: 19-28: Zalm 1993: 3). The importance 
of both causal re la   tionships in cpb economic analyses can be il lus trated by 
a brief historical overview of relevant sections of the annually published 
Central Economic Plan (cep) and Ma cro-Eco no   mic Out looks (mev).

Throughout the international economic crises of the 1970s, the cpb 
often pointed the political actors to various important domestic factors 
that only worsened the devastating effect of world economic slowdown. 
As was mentioned above, these were first and foremost the sharply ri sing 
wage costs, but also rising government expenditures and the subsequent 
high tax burden. These ri sing wage costs were reflected in a high so-called 
Labour Income Ratio (Ar beids in ko men qu ota, aiq)170 of almost 95% in 1975 
(cep 1977: 31). According to the cpb, this high aiq squeezed bu si ness pro-
fits, which was calculated to have a negative effect on employment (cf. 
mev 1976: 25). Moreover, rising wages only aggravated the ‘dis ap pointing 
growth of ex ports and in ter na tio nal trade’, which consequently could be, 
  

‘  alleviated by the favourable consequences of wage restraint for our com pe ti-

tive ness […] this is not a new sound, but one that is particularly necessary now’ 

(mev 1977: 22-23; cf. mev 1978; 1979; 1980).

5.4.1 Defining wage restraint by the cpb

In line with more general trends in economics, cpb model-building 
and analyses can be di vi ded into two broad periods: the early post-
war ‘Keynesian’ period and the more supply-oriented pe riod after the 
1970s. The cpb art of modelling therefore reflects changing views on the 
economy, having made a shift from short-term demand management 
towards a more struc tu ral and institutional approach to economic 
policy (Broer et al. 1998: 18). However, this shift does not only display 
discontinuity. The ‘open’ structure of the Dutch economy was an im-
portant de terminant throughout both periods, and supply-side elements 
were also part of cpb ana ly ses in the ‘Keynesian’ period (Don   ders and 
Graafland 1998: 343-344 (citing Van der Beld 1979); Passenier 1994: 
54, 91). Regarding wage restraint, this meant that wages were not only 
moderated to counter inflationary pressures, but also to improve in vest-
ments, competitiveness and exports. 

Nevertheless, the 1970s proved to be a turning point in cpb-modelling 
when a new ge ne ration of models was developed in which supply-side 
elements played a more prominent role, par ti cularly the relation between 
real wage growth, em ploy ment and production ca pa ci ty (Broer et. al 1998: 
18). In the early 1970s, existing cpb-models did not suffice to explain the 
high and in crea sing levels of un em ployment while pro      duction output 
still increased (Don  ders and Graafland 1998: 344). In a highly influential 
cpb Occasional Paper, eco no mists Den Har tog and Tjan (1974) explained 
the de struc tion of jobs by high wage costs, which had ra pid ly increased 
in the 1960s alongside a faltering centrally guided wage policy (cep 1977: 
20). The core ar gu ment of their so-called ‘clay clay vintage model’ was 
that the rapidly rising wage costs had shor tened the economic life span 
of capital goods. In simple terms, workers had become too ex pensive 
compared to the pro   duc tion output of the ma chi nes they were operating. 
Sub se quent ly, labour was sub sti tuted by capital, as more productive and 
tech no  lo gi cally advanced ma chines had to be used to make up for higher 
sa la ries. This might be good for productivity – which was in deed slightly 
in crea sing throughout the 1960s and 1970s (Van Ark et al. 1997: 309) – but 
was considered de tri mental to em ploy ment. Fewer workers could do the 
same amount of work. The main so lution to this problem was, ac cor ding 
to Den Hartog and Tjan, to ‘moderate real wage costs for many years’ (Den 
Har tog and Tjan 1974: 23). This ‘clay clay vin tage model’ with its ‘em phasis 
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expected to rise accumulatively by nine percentage points more than our 
main competitors’ (cep 2003: 22). 

In short, the idea of wage restraint and cpb-models have been linked 
for many years now. Though it is, according to a for mer cpb-director 
and Minister of Financial Affairs, ‘absolute nonsense to claim that the 
cpb makes em ploy ment completely de pendent on wage costs only’ 
(Zalm 1993: 2; cf. Interview 2005d and 2005e), it has always been a 
crucial variable in its analyses of the Dutch economy since the Second 
World War. In what way, if at all, did the cpb contribute to the political 
acceptance and reproduction of this idea in the Dutch cor po ra tist policy 
community? 

5.4.2 Reproducing wage restraint & the role of the cpb

In the literature on Dutch socio-economic policymaking, it has been 
claimed before that the cpb has great ly con tributed to consensus building 
around the idea of wage restraint in Dutch politics (cf. Van Zanden 2002: 
289; Donders and Graafl and 1998: 344-346: cf. Zalm 1998; Pas se nier 
1994). For example, Den Butter (1991: 17) argues that cpb models have 
been ‘in stru  mental in the general po li  tical acceptance of the policy of 
wage restraint in the Ne  ther lands’. And according to Therborn, the cpb 
models of the 1970s are the ‘single most im por tant scientific con  tri bu tion 
to the un der standing of mass un em ploy ment in the Netherlands’ (Ther-
born 1986: 154) and has consequently ‘laid the basis for wage restraint’ in 
this country (wrr 1990: 133). How did the cpb do this? In other words, 
how did the cpb contribute to the emergence and re pro duction of the 
idea of wage restraint in the po litical arena? Two im por tant ways, or me-
chanisms of reproduction, are distinguished here: 1) direct in fluence via 
the government and 2) indirect influence via its authority in the Dutch 
cor po ra tist policy com  munity. 

First of all, the cpb contributed to the emergence and reproduction of 
the policy idea of wage restraint by its direct influence on government 
plans and policies. This influence was wielded in at least two ways: by the 
established political practice of the government to base its policy and bud-
get plans on cpb economic po licy ana ly ses (particularly the mev and the 
cep) and the institutional embeddedness of the cpb into Dutch bu re au -
cracy, particularly via the so-called Cen tral Eco no mic Committee (cec)172. 
The cec consists of high-ranked ci vil ser   vants of various Ministries 

Wage restraint was thus expected to boost exports in a sluggish 
international trade cli  mate but it also ‘contributes to a reduction of eco -
no mic risks and supports employment mainly in the long run’ (mev 1981: 
23). The cpb cal culated that 2% extra wage restraint would result in 25.000 
fewer un employed after five years (ibid.). 

Over the 1980s, economic circumstances improved in the Netherlands. 
The cpb linked this improvement to practiced wage re straint (cf. mev 
1985; mev 1989). In its Outlook for 1992, the cpb calculated in a special 
section – an ‘Intermezzo on wages and em ployment in the 1980s’ – 
what would have hap pe ned to employment in the Netherlands if the 
following two policy de ve lop ments had not taken place over the 1980s: 
1) a de-linking of benefit levels to wage increases (in the private sector) 
and 2) wage re straint. Ac cor ding to the cpb, a grand total of 400.000 
jobs would never have been created in that hy po the tical si tua tion (mev 
1992: 82-87). After 1995, this analysis became more firmly linked by the 
cpb to the above-ave rage eco no mic and em ployment per  for mance of the 
Netherlands that attracted in ter na tional attention: ‘Re search has shown 
the relevance of a mo derated wage cost de ve lop ment for the maintenance 
of employment growth’ (mev 1997: 23). 

The importance of wage re straint for maintaining competitiveness 
(and via exports for more employment) ap pears to have increased over 
the 1990s alongside in crea sing economic globalisation and Eu ropean 
economic integration (ibid.). In 2000, the cpb stated that wage (cost) 
restraint, 

 ‘  has contributed to a relatively fast growth in production and em ployment in 

various ways […] Price competitiveness is important in this respect. A relatively 

moderated growth of the per unit labour costs improves com pe ti tive ness, 

which results in more production and employment via a favorable effect on 

exports’ (mev 2001: 22-23).171

During the early years of the new millennium, economic circumstances 
deteriorated again, and the cpb was among the first to point out the ne-
gative consequences of rising wages for com  pe ti tive ness and employment. 
According to the cpb, the main reason why Dutch eco no mic growth 
has been lagging as compared with the euro-area from 2000 to 2004 is 
most noticeably the ‘dis ap pointing development of exports’, which is an 
expression the fact that ‘between 1997 and 2003, per unit labour costs are 
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active intervention in wage setting, but it did try to facilitate consensual 
agreement wage restraint between the social partners by lowering the tax 
and social premium burden. Consequently, it was of prime concern to the 
government to control the uncontrollable government ex penses for which 
the cpb became ‘beacon of ob jec ti vity’ (Teulings 1993: 58). 

A second, and more indirect way in which the cpb helped establish 
and re produce a con  sensus on wage restraint, was via its authority in the 
Dutch cor poratist policy community. As was described in this chapter, 
the respect and authority the cpb enjoys is considerable, not only among 
government officials, but also among po li ti cians in general, the social part-
ners, other experts and journalists. This authority of the cpb is important 
throughout three stages in the con sen sual negotiation process between 
the so cial partners: 1) when for mu la ting policy wishes, 2) when (trying) 
to negotiate and 3) when nego tia tions has finished (whether successful or 
not).

First of all, the cpb influences the political acceptance of wage restraint 
because the so cial partners make use of its analyses and forecasts when 
formulating and dis cus sing their po licy wishes. Usu ally, employers’ 
associations and unions include cpb prognoses on the state of the 
Dutch eco nomy in their ‘notes on labour conditions’, or other policy 
documents (con sider for in stance mkb 2003 and 2004; fnv 2003; cnv 
1998; vno-ncw 1999). The uni ons for example base their so-called ‘wage 
negotiation space’ on cpb estimates very ex pli citly. In the past, unions 
have even postponed making wage claims because cpb calculations were 
not yet fi ni shed (Het Pa rool, 4 August 1997)174. Other forecasts are less 
taken seriously. For example, in reaction to the recalculations made by 
the Ministry of Social Affairs about the Dutch economy after 9/11 – the 
example men ti o ned earlier – the fnv stated: ‘It irritates us that the dis cus-
sion is contaminated by these meaningless numbers. Our wage de mand 
of 4% maximum for 2002 is based on the Miljoenennota175 and we stick 
to this wage de  mand until there are new cpb figures’ (nrc Handelsblad, 
2 October 2001)176. The cnv supported this ana lysis. The cnv also 
announced to adjourn its wage de mand until the moment when more 
would be known about the state of the Dutch economy: ‘On 1st No vem ber 
2001, the cpb will pu blish new figures. These figures will give us suf fi ci ent 
in for ma tion’ (cnv 2001: 1). By adopting and sharing the same economic 
analyses and statistics of the cpb, the so cial part ners can agree on wage 
restraint more easily. When the cpb ana ly ses show that some degree of 

relevant for (socio-) eco nomic po li cy ma king. The cpb has a seat in the cec 
and discussion in this com mission usu al ly takes place on the ba sis of cpb 
ana    ly ses. 

This institutional and policy embeddedness of the cpb into Dutch 
policy-making does not ne ces sa ri ly imply that its ideas are used by the 
government173, though it is highly likely, so historical experiences show. In 
the 1970s, for instance, the rapidly de te rio ra ting economic circumstances 
and the uncertainty of policymakers what to do about it, seem to have 
promp ted po li ti ci ans and civil servants to turn to the cpb for help 
(Passenier 1994: 177-200; see also Chapter 6). Cpb analyses offered a way 
out of confusion for the go vern  ment. The very mo ment the cpb started 
using its vintaf-models in 1975, its de ri ved po licy analysis started to 
affect socio-economic policymaking (Donders and Graafland 1998: 345). 
In 1975, a ‘Note on Employment’ was pu blish ed (Tweede Kamer 1975), 
with enclosed an ap pen dix on the cpb analysis on the re la tion between 
ri sing wage costs and structural un em  ployment (cf. Pas   se nier 1994: 
203). And in 1976, the Mi nister of Eco nomic Af fairs Ruud Lubbers – who 
later became Prime Minister- published a ‘Note on the Struc ture of the 
Economy’ (Tweede Ka mer, 1976) in which wage costs and the high La-
bour In come Ratio (aiq) were bla med for the eco  nomic and employment 
crisis. Though at the end of the 1970s, there were still individual mi nis ters 
and civil servants that wished to pursue expansionist policies – believing 
for example that jobs should be created ac ti ve ly by the government – 
Dutch governments started to fo cus increasingly on the supply-side of 
the economy, considering em ployment in terms of costs (Don ders and 
Graafl and 1998: 345). The Christian-Li be ral go vern ment of 1978 (Van Agt 
I) – the first after several years of Social-Democratic domination – even-
tu al l y came to reject Key  nesian de  mand po li cies on the basis of cpb-ana-
lyses (cf. cpb 1976). This new po licy stance was firmly put into action 
by subsequent Christian-Liberal government of Prime Minister Ruud 
Lubbers, who governed until 1994 (Pas se nier 1994: 206). 

Over the 1980s and 1990s, the government continued to acknowledge 
the impact of wage restraint on the Dutch economy in general, and 
employment in particular, as attributed to it by the cpb. Policymakers 
even ‘discarded ma ny of their own com pro  mi ses – often the result of 
hard bargaining – themselves because the cpb’s computer mo dels con -
cluded that the effects on un  employment were too small or un af for da ble’ 
(Van der Horst 2006: 103). As from 1982, the government refrained from 
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Thirdly, the cpb influences the reproduction of wage restraint by 
assessing the (positive) ef fects of wage agreements. For instance, the cpb 
wel comed the ‘Foundation Accord of 1982’ be cause ‘a further increase 
in market shares is to be expected from it’ (mev 1984: 22). In the ear-
ly years of the new millennium, the cpb was far more explicit about the 
economic effects of two agreements on wage restraint concluded in 2002 
and 2003. In 2002, the social part ners concluded a one-year agreement 
on wage restraint. The reaction of the cpb was quite critical: ‘The ef fect 
of the Fall Agreement on the economy is nonexistent. Wage restraint 
is only effective if it is maintained for se ve ral years’ (De Volkskrant, 29 
November 2002180). The next year, the cpb was much more positive when 
a ‘historical’ agreement was concluded on no wage increases for 2004 and 
wage increases ‘approaching zero’ for 2005 (StvdA 2003). According to the 
cpb, this central accord on wage restraint would eventually result in about 
35.000 extra jobs in 2007. Though domestic demand as well as capital 
investments decrease as a result of wage re straint in the short term, the 
end result of the agreement will be positive because, 

‘  The reduction of wage costs results in lower export prices, and therefore im-

proves com pe titiveness. This translates into higher exports […] In the long run, 

employment in  creases and investments are restored due to the effects of higher 

exports on pro duc tion’ (cpb 2003: 2).

This positive cpb-evaluation of the central accord of 2003 contributes to 
the re pro  duction of the idea of wage restraint over time. As was argued 
in Chapter 4, policy ideas that can be linked or are viewed as successful 
usually fare better in a consensual society. And when an au tho ritative 
expert institute approves of the outcome of a consensual process, this sub-
stan tially legitimises the followed course of action. 

5.5 Conclusions

This chapter described how experts – and then particularly the Central 
Planning Bureau (cpb) – affected the political acceptance and reproduction 
of a policy of wage restraint in the Dutch corporatist political community. 
The idea of wage restraint and the cpb go a long way back, and even 
though the cpb does not solely understand jobs and economic growth 

wage restraint might be necessary to restore economic and jobs growth, 
such a re com men dation is usu al ly taken seriously. As was also mentioned 
before, the cpb can only fulfil this role of pro vi ding a common language, 
when its au tho rity – and the va li dity of its eco  no mic mo dels and analysis – 
are both un disputed.

Secondly, the cpb influences the acceptance of wage restraint by 
pointing out the need to cooperate, and to conclude agreements on wage 
restraint. Usually, the cpb points out in its do cu ments that wage restraint 
is necessary to restore economic and job growth, without ex pli cit ly urging 
‘politics’ to act upon it. However, this message is often implicit in these 
do cu ment and in pu  blic debate cpb-directors have appealed to the social 
partners to restrain wages more di rect ly. In the 1970s, for example, the cpb 
urged for cooperation rather subtly, be cause an upward trend in wage costs 
‘would not bend by itself’ (mev 1976: 25). In the early 1980s, the cpb stated 
more ex pli citly that ‘tri par tite negotiations’ were needed (mev 1981: 24). 
The same kind of message was put forward in the early 1990s, when the 
cpb stated that ‘unfortunately … one can  not always rely on wage restraint 
to hap pen’ (mev 1991: 29). This message resulted in a pu blic appeal by the 
cpb-director Gerrit Zalm to learn the ‘les sons from the 1970s and 1980s’ 
and restrain wages (nrc Han dels blad, 11 January 1991177). The pros pects 
of a central agree ment on wage restraint were dim at that time, but after 
a swift update of the Macro-Economic Outlook on the ‘alarming nature’ 
of the Dutch economy (cf. Van den Berg 1993: 25; nrc Han  dels blad, 29 
October 1992178), the social part ners agreed rather un  expectedly upon ‘a 
brea thing space’ for wages for 1992 (and later also in 1993). Fi nally, also the 
cpb hinted at the need to cooperate on wage restraint in the early years of 
the new century. Consider the following quotation of the former director 
of the cpb Henk Don (Fem de Week, 9 June 2001179), who makes a plea for 
moving towards wage restraint in an ‘orderly fashion: 

‘  It always takes one or two years before higher wages have an effect on ex ports. 

We are there fore not immediately confronted with the negative ef fects of high 

wage costs. This makes it so risky. It would be a shame if wages jumped up 

now, resulting in sub si ding exports and employment. At that point it takes 

great effort to implement a moderated wage po licy. It would be so much better 

that we do not need this back drop in employment and that we would move in 

a orderly fashion towards equi li brium. This calls for moderation on the part of 

social partners now’. 
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institutionalised scripts and cues around them’ (Campbell 1998: 383; cf. 
Finnemore 1996). Then again, political ac tors actively and deliberately 
affect the world around them, linking accepted practices and certain ideas 
to new problems and the various goals they want to achieve. The next two 
chap ters focus on how political actors perceived the world around them, 
and how the idea of wage restraint was discussed, used and constructed as 
a successful policy in Dutch socio-economic history. 

in terms of wage costs, wages are a crucial variable in cpb analyses 
and models. Both the in sti tu tional embeddedness of the cpb in Dutch 
bureaucracy and the authority this economic in stitute more generally 
enjoys offer the cpb a channel into policymaking, in this way af fec ting 
how pro blems, causes and solutions are discussed. While the policy 
documents of the cpb (like the mev and the cep) ‘passively’ offer an 
analysis of the state of the Dutch economy, cpb-directors have also been 
known to give more specific advice actively, especially on wage restraint in 
public debate. 

The influence of the cpb on the contours of Dutch socio-economic 
debate should not be underestimated. However, the eventual political 
acceptance of its ideas also depends on how cpb analyses and knowledge 
is politically translated and used in consensual politics. That is, the pro mi-
nence of wage restraint can only be explained by the two-way interactive 
process be tween science and po  litics. Cpb analyses substantiate the 
ap pro pria te ness of a policy le ga cy that is central to Dutch consensual 
corporatism, and therefore political actors willingly grasp the opportunity 
to use cpb-knowledge to further their own goals. As Stone argues: ‘mea-
sures tend to imply certain solutions to a problem so people who have 
particular so lu ti ons to peddle will pro mote the measures that point to 
their solutions’ (Stone 2002: 184). Reversibly, the expectation to deliver 
‘policy relevant’ analyses, directs the attention of the cpb to policy 
developments in the political sphere. That is, the cpb’s emphasis on wage 
re straint may be understood by its particular authoritative position as the 
model builder of the Dutch consultation economy.

The (mis-) use of cpb analyses in the political arena suggests that 
political actors themselves also play an active part in the acceptance and 
reproduction of wage restraint as the socio-economic com  mon interest. 
Until now this (inter-) active role has not been dis cus sed. Chapters 4 and 
5 pre   dominantly ana lysed how the consensual patterns of interaction 
shaped political dis cus sion about wage restraint by setting the parameters 
of political dis cus sion; either via the consensual practice to consult and 
coordinate, or the consensual practice to involve experts in policymaking. 
This analysis lar ge ly followed a what might be called ‘so cio logical-in sti-
tutionalist’ logic, where the broader cul   tu ral and institutional context 
shape how actors be have, what ideas they hold and how they come to 
choose particular courses of ac tion. However, such an ana lysis runs the 
risk of por  tray ing political actors as ‘institutional dopes blindly fol lowing 


