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6.1 The emergence of the wrs
 introduction

While the institutional and political-cultural context in which actors 
operate and interact have an im pact upon the ideas they hold and the way 
they behave, actors themselves also shape the world around them actively 
and purposefully. In other words, the institutional context fa ci li ta tes 
the emergence and reproduction of the idea of wage restraint, but actors 
themselves determine its fate. They do so, it is argued here, by creating 
stories about what happens in the world around them, why and how it 
happens, what needs to be done and by whom. In constructing these 
stories, actors draw upon the context in which they operate, shaping and 
reshaping it in the process of storytelling. 

Stories are such a common part of politics that we are usu ally hard-
ly aware of their presence (Stone 2002: 143), or at best consider them as 
rhe  to ri cal de vices to persuade others of our point of view. Stories are, 
however, much more than that, as they have considerable political, eco-
no mi cal and dis  tributional con se quences. Stories set out the pro per way 
forward in policymaking by emphasising certain important as pects of 

chapter 6

From conflict to consensus: 
the wage restraint storyline in 
Dutch socio-economic history 
(1975-1995) 
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the ad vantage of describing events as they ac tually took place and not by 
how people m e   morise them no wa days (Woods 1995: 172). A po tential 
drawback might be that pu blic ly uttered state  ments might have been 
aimed at po la ri sation for the stage, and might not tell the whole story 
of what was really going on ‘behind clo sed doors’. Nevertheless, ‘thick 
description’ of positions and statements of a par  ti cu lar era – combined 
with inferences from secondary material – can prove insightful as to how 
political actors ap proached, interpreted and ex pe rienced de ve lop ments 
without hind   sight lessons or fore know led ge of outcomes. 

First, this chapter takes us back to the end of the 1970s and early 1980s 
(6.2). This period was cha   racterised by con   si de rable uncertainty and a lack 
of consensus on the proper course of ac tion. That is, conflicting storylines 
existed on the diagnosis of the Dutch eco no my. Sub  se quent ly, it will be 
analysed how these different storylines came together in the ‘Ac cord of 
Was senaar’ of 1982, an accord that has been granted considerable historical 
im por tance in recent years (6.3). But what was this accord actually about? 
Did it mark the break through of the wrs? The third sec tion will move 
on to the end of the 1980s and early 1990s, a period in which gradually a 
con sensus emerged about the idea that wage restraint had contributed to 
im proved economic – though not employment – circumstances (6.4). As 
will be de mon stra ted, the wrs still competed with, and was put under 
considerable pressure by, alternative story li nes.

6.2 Uncertainty (1975-1982)
 competing storylines

Just as most other European countries, the Netherlands experienced 
considerable eco  no  mic de cline and stagnation throughout the 1970s. As a 
small open economy, the collapse of world trade which fol lowed the two 
oil crises hit the Netherlands relatively hard (Van Ark, De Haan & De Jong 
1998: 309). After years of nearly full employment, un    employment reached 
4% in 1975, and eventually ra pid ly moved up wards to about 13% in the 
early 1980s. Jobs es pecially dis   appeared in traditional in dus  tries like coal 
mining, textiles and clothing, and ship   yards (He   me   rijck, Unger and Visser 
2000: 211). Government expenditures started to increase ra pid ly, and only 
gas revenues could partly take away pressures on the budget (the infamous 
‘Dutch dis ease’). Eco nomic growth came to an almost com plete stand  still 

reality, framing issues or pro blems in a particular way, or referring to 
specific historical events, people, practices and actions. That is, stories 
provide ‘weapons’ in policy discussion and ‘blue prints’ for po li ti cal ac tion 
(Blyth 2002: 39-40). They may unite certain po li  ti cal actors for a common 
cause, and therefore con sti tute the glue for political coalitions or – by 
con   trast – may drive actors apart. They may sug gest action or passivity, 
conflict or consensus, justice or ef fi ci en cy, and so on and so forth. We 
are usually hardly aware that stories have such a ‘power’ be cause making 
brief statements or comments on a political event, uttering policy wishes 
or fight over issues, does not look much like telling a story from A to Z. 
However, en closed in one brief statement usu ally is a wider story on what 
is happening. This is the essence of a story line: it is a ‘con den sed statement 
sum marising complex nar   ratives’ (Hajer 2005: 302). 

This chapter is about how the story revolving around the idea of wage 
restraint – the Wage Restraint Storyline (wrs) – emerged and was ‘created’ 
throughout Dutch socio-eco no mic history. The focus of this chapter is 
on the period between (roughly) 1975 and 1995181, a pe ri od in which the 
contours of the wrs became visible though it was still competing with 
other storylines. What did these respective storylines have to tell about 
the Dutch economy and politics? Who was supporting them, and why? 
This chapter considers how these different sto ries on the Dutch eco   no my 
(and on the issue of unemployment in particular) evolved in pu  blic de bate, 
and how the wrs gradually became more widely accepted throughout the 
Dutch cor po ra tist policy community. It does so by tra cing back im por -
tant de ve  lop ments in po licy ideas, causal arguments and interpretations 
held by the key so cio-eco no mic players, as well as by experts and the 
media that also perform an important role in Dutch public debate. This 
description of Dutch policy discussion will not entail a full historical ac-
count of the pe riod in terms of the range of events, implemented po li cies 
and eco nomic out comes, however. The main pur  pose is to un der stand 
what actors thought about wage restraint, and to trace the emer gence of 
the wrs historically. 

The policy ideas actors held and the stories they adhered to are ana lysed 
using va ri ous po licy documents and newspaper clip pings as pu  blished 
back then. Though many studies on the Dutch Polder Model in clude 
this crucial formative period (particularly the early 1980s) in their ana-
lyses, few ac tu al ly go back to those days. Analysing political statements 
and ut te rances in pu blic debate as they have been made in the past has 
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hand, the expanding pu blic sector and go vern  ment ex penditures were 
thought to con tri bute to the cost burden of the pri vate sec tor as well. Ac-
cor ding to the employers, the oil crises – though also having in de pendent 
ef fects on the Dutch economy – revealed the fact that the Netherlands 
had become an ex pensive and high-cost eco no my in the 1970s, which 
suffocated business activity. This was presented as the bottleneck of the 
Dutch economy throughout the 1970s. 

In constructing this causal story of the Dutch economic crisis, 
employers depicted them  selves as well as society as a whole as ‘victims’ 
or ‘losers’ of this high-cost situation. The in  crea singly re stricted room for 
private investment (bad for employers) resulted in the wor se ned eco  no mic 
and job performance that was obvious to all (bad for society). Moreover, 
and re   la ted, em ploy ers did not consider themselves the ‘villains’ of the 
story (Stone 2002: 133). In other words, em  ploy ers were not to blame 
for the detrimental economic and jobs position of the Ne ther lands; high 
(wage) costs left them standing with empty hands. This spirit of des pair is 
nicely illustrated by a statement of Chris van Veen, at that time chair  man 
of the lar gest em ploy ers’ association vno: 

 ‘  Basically, there is no money to invest! It is therefore not so much indolence on 

the part of the Dutch business community that does not want to invest. Some 

bu si ness ac  ti vi ty is relocated to other countries simply because in the Ne ther-

lands bu sinesses no longer can invest’ (Vrij Nederland, 10 October 1982).184 

This story also suggested the proper course of action for Dutch employers; 
creating financial room for investment and business activity should have 
first priority. Consequently, em ploy ers’ as so ciations were vehemently 
opposed to any measures and agreements that would fur ther in crease 
costs for businesses (vno-ncw 1975: 1-3). Employers were, for instance, 
against cost ly em ployment plans, collective working time reduction 
or further expansion of the wel fare state. Regarding wage costs, they 
were par  ticularly op po sed to the so-called sys tem of auto ma tic price 
compensation (apc) that had been in place in ma ny firms since the end 
of the 1960s. By auto     matically linking wage increases to price in fla tion, 
this sys tem gua ran teed pur cha sing pow er for em ploy ees, but in the 
eyes of em ploy ers it had put business pro fits under too much pres    sure, 
resulting in an unwelcome wage/price spi ral. Abolishment of the apc in 
com bi na tion with wage restraint on the part of unions would, according 

in the early 1980s, in   fla tion was high and the Dutch economy suf fe red 
con  si de rable ba lance of payments pres   sures.

Although in the early years of the 1970s, ‘stagflation’ (inflation 
combined with eco no mic stag  na tion) was still considered a temporary 
and/or political182 phenomenon, it became in   crea sing ly clear to most 
political actors that it had become a structural problem of the Dutch eco-
no my. The Ne  ther lands was in a kind of ‘crisis’ at the end of the 1970s, that 
was clear enough to most people183, but dis agreements prevailed on the 
proper diagnosis of the main pro blems, and what subsequently nee ded to 
be done, and by whom. It might be argued that the 1970s and 1980s were 
cha  racterised by con  si de rable uncertainty on the na ture of the crisis as 
well as on what was in the interests of actors, and society as a whole (Blyth 
2000: 9). In such a si tu a tion, it is difficult to know or pre dict in advance 
what certain – accepted or new – po  licies might en tail (cf. No ter mans 
1999: 28). 

To reduce this un   certainty, actors need to ‘ar gue over, dia g nose, pro-
se ly tize, and impose on others their no ti on of what a crisis actually is be-
fore col lec tive action to resolve the un cer tain ty facing them can take any 
meaningful in sti tu tional form’ (Blyth 2002: 9). That is, actors con sider 
and dis cuss different stories on the cri sis that might re  duce un cer tainty; 
stories that create or der and sim pli fy  the world for them (Hajer and Laws 
2006). What stories on the crisis were put for ward by the respective 
actors? Which policy so lu  tions were supposed to solve what pro blems? 
This section particularly fo cuses on the pro po sed policies and the processes 
through which to implement these policies, both of which con sti tuted the 
main dividing lines in public debate on economic policy ma king. Though 
differences of opi ni ons partly criss-crossed groups (see further below), the 
main di vi ding lines were par ti cu larly vi sible between employers’ as so cia-
tions and unions. 

6.2.1 Employers’ associations: there is no money to invest

For most employers, and the associations representing them, the key 
words explaining the eco    no mic crises of the 1970s were ‘high costs’ (vno-
ncw 1975; vno-ncw 1978). The cau sal logic behind this statement was 
two-fold. On the one hand, the con si de ra ble real wage (cost) increases of 
the 1960s and 1970s had squee zed bu si ness pro fits and had de te rio ra ted 
price com      pe titiveness of firms (and thereby also exports). On the other 
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Her stel) of 1978, both of which were taken seriously by jour nalists as well 
as politicians. 

Even though employers started to organise themselves at the central 
level, they – per haps paradoxically – increasingly believed that no miracles 
should be expected from cen tral le vel solutions to the crisis. According to 
vno, Dutch go vern ments acted far too ‘cen tralistic’: steering the economy 
from the main ca   pi tal The Ha gue, where the government is seated (vno 
1981: 102: see also ser Bulletin 1982: 100-102189). Cen tralised in ter  ven tion 
in wage setting was considered to be an unwelcome left-over from the 
period of centrally gui ded wage policies of the ear ly post-war years, as a 
result of which the government meddled with is  sues that should be the 
responsibility of social part ners alone (Te le  graaf, 7 Oc tober 1982)190. The 
position of the government was ‘neither fish nor good red herring’, or as 
vno stated in a po licy document: 

‘  The in  di cative in come po licy of the government (is) an un  realistic middle-way 

be tween free and gui  ded wage po licies’ (vno 1981: 101).

Dutch employers increasingly opted for ‘free’ wage bargaining at the 
decentral or firm levels. They did not believe that a so-called Social or 
Central Accord would help in tack ling the economic crisis (ser Bul letin 
1982: 126)191. To sum up the employers’ story on the Dutch economy: wage 
restraint and cutbacks were the preferred policies to boost economic and 
em ployment growth, and de cen tra li sa tion of policymaking processes was 
the preferred route to implement these policies.

6.2.2 Unions: there are not enough jobs

The story told by unions on the state of the Dutch economy was in various 
ways diametrically op  posed to those of the em   ploy ers (cf. fnv 1976; 
1982; cnv 1982). For unions, not wage costs or go vernment ex pen di tures 
caused the initial economic slump or job de struc tion of the early 1970s (cf. 
Passenier 1994: 202); but it was the crumbling of production in tra ditional 
ma nu fac turing industries and exports, which they argued was caused by 
the rising oil prices. According to unions, this si tu a ti on only worsened 
at the end of the 1970s – when the second oil crises kicked in – because 
of a ‘climate of underconsumption’ (fnv 1983: 5); a focus on cutbacks 
and a pas sive attitude of the Dutch go vern  ment in socio-economic po-

to most em ploy ers, restore bu si ness profits, which was presented as a 
precondition for eco no mic and jobs growth. Such a course of action was 
to be supplemented by substantial cutbacks on go vern ment expenditures 
and tax reduction. 

This story about costs, business profits, and economic and job growth 
was not widely ac cepted throughout the 1970s and early 1980s, not 
in Dutch society as a whole (see further be low), but also not amongst 
employers themselves. Various em ployers disagreed with this take on the 
Dutch economy as well as the solution of wage restraint (and cutbacks), 
par ti cu lar ly va  ri ous small- and medium sized firms in retail trade, like 
Vroom and Dreesman (v&d). For them, main  tai ning pur chasing power 
of em ploy ees was of prime concern, be cause they feared a slump in 
consumption le vels due to wage re straint (Trouw, 9 December 1982185; 
mkb 1982 in ser Bulletin 1982)186. Ac cor ding to vno – that predominantly 
represented big firms – this ef fect would, however, be more than com -
pen sated for by the amounts of new jobs created and old ones preserved 
(ibid.), as a result of which more people were able to spend their wages and 
consume. 

In order to advance their story on the Dutch economy in the political 
arena more con vin cingly, Dutch employers’ associations took two specific 
steps. First of all, employers tried to sub stan ti ate their story by consulting 
expert advice. In 1974, the employers’ association vno in struc ted the 
Ne ther lands Eco  no mic In stitute (nei)187 to provide the scientific foun-
da tion for the cau sal re  la tion ship between wages, profits and jobs (esb, 
23 October 1974). This research was car ried out around the same time 
as the ground-breaking analysis of the Cen tral Planning Bureau on the 
same topic (Hertog and Tjan 1974; see Chapter 5). Both eco no mic analyses 
were used to convince others of the merits of this particular theo re tical 
ap proach to economic policymaking (cf. Campbell 1998: 388). Secondly, 
Dutch employers star ted to or ga ni se themselves better at the central 
level and professionalise their organisation (cf. Van Bottenburg 1995: 
177-181)188. Until the 1970s, the Dutch employers ‘movement’ was still 
rather fragmented, lacking coordination and cohesion (cf. Visser and Van 
Ruysseveldt 1996: 218-222). In order to counter increasing union power, 
Dutch employers tried to speak with a united voice. The employers’ story 
on the Dutch economy was translated po  litically in, for example, an urgent 
let ter from the top ma na gers of nine big multi na tio nals to the Dutch go-
vernment, and the po li cy document ‘A Road to Re co very’ (Koers naar 
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Han dels blad, 20 October 1982)198 to even 25 hours in 1990 (Crone 1984). 
Uni  ons therefore came up with a solution to the unemployment problem 
completely different from the employers’ solution: not wage re straint but 
working time reduction would do the trick. Moreover, ra ther than opting 
for a de cen tral solution, unions favoured a central accord in which col-
lec tive working time reduction was to be agreed upon between unions, 
employers and go vern ment. ‘Working time reduction should be an es sen-
ti al as pect in the cen tral re com men  da ti ons’, one unionist states (De Volks-
krant, 18 No vem ber 1982)199. 

With in the trade union movement, however, a lot of disagreement 
existed on how to im ple ment and fi nance working time reduction. 
Throughout the 1970s, most unions were un  wil ling to pay for working 
time reduction themselves, and accept lower wages. The system of 
automatic price compensation (apc), that guaranteed purchasing power 
for em ploy  ees, was basically non-negotiable (see fnv 1976; 1982). In 
1977, one of the largest strikes in Dutch labour history was about the 
maintenance of the apc-sys tem, which was adap  ted consequently, 
but essentially left intact. At the end of the 1970s, some union mem-
bers and the cnv par ti cu lar ly became more receptive to ne go tia tion and 
compromise, and said to be willing to finance their own proposals on 
working time re duction by handing in part of their apc (cnv 1982 in ser 
Bulletin 1982)200. The cnv said to ‘be willing to nego tiate a different de sti-
nation for the ex pec ted price com  pen sa tion’ (cnv 1982: 1). This ‘dif fe rent 
destination’ was wor king time reduction. Various af fi  li ated uni   ons were 
furious about these plans, how ever, as well as the general federation fnv 
(Haag se Post, 8 October 1982)201. 

While some union federations took cost aspects into consideration 
increasingly, they ge nerally did not believe that restraint (i.e. wage 
restraint and cutbacks) on itself would re sult in more jobs, as the 
employers did202. In their Note on Employment of 1975 the union 
federations together stated that ‘one should not ac cept a fixed re la tion ship 
be tween profits and in vestments’ (1975: 12). Unions were not convinced 
that more pro fits would be invested in new jobs, in the proverbial sense 
of ‘you can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink’, as former 
Prime Minister Ruud Lubbers also formulated it sometimes in the 1980s. 
It was a ‘politics of illusion’ to re store profits and create jobs solely via 
wage restraint (fnv 1982). In fact, various unions were afraid that wage 
re straint and budget cut  backs would only lead to a ‘climate of un der con-

li cy making (cnv 1982: 1). Therefore, unions were not only against wage 
restraint (policies), they also wanted more government in ter ven tion in 
the economy and centralisation of policy ma king (processes). Con sider the 
fol  low ing quo tations of unions which both criticise the pas sive, ‘waiting’ 
at titude of the Chris ti an-Li be ral go vern ment of 1982, 

‘  This coalition-agreement displays a waiting spirit. Nobody talks about 

 “sitting this one out”, but this is what we can read between the lines.   

 There is no interest in em ploy ment and in an equal treatment of all persons’

 (cnv in De Volks krant, 28 October 1982).

‘  This economic crisis will end in a deep and long depression. Just as in most 

coun  tries a policy characterised by cutbacks and the idea of “sitting this one 

out” is being pursued’ (fnv in nrc Handelsblad, 7 October 1982).192

Unions argued that particularly the government was to blame for the 
continuing bad eco no mic and job performance of the early 1980s. In this 
story, the go vern ment is the ‘vil lain’, whereas ordinary employees pay the 
price of the oil and economic crises by (the risk of) lo sing their jobs. 

On the basis of this analysis, the general union federation fnv 
formulated three po li ti cal priorities: 1) com bating un em ploy ment 
via redistribution of jobs and wor king time re duc tion; 2) main taining 
solidarity by ‘linking’ market wages to public sector wages and be ne fit 
levels; 3) equal distribution of the burden of cost reduction (fnv 1982). 
The tone of voice of the Christian federation cnv is a bit more moderate 
in general, but this union basically shares these political priorities (cnv in 
ser Bulletin 1982)193. Both unions believed that all these priorities required 
an active and encouraging policy package on the part of the go vern ment 
(cnv 1982: 1): active employment policies. Doing no thing, or simply cut-
ting ex pen di tu res194 like the employers suggested, was not an option for 
them (ser Bulletin 1982: 84-85)195.

The first two priorities – unemployment reduction and ‘linking’ wages 
– are of par ti cu lar importance for understanding the support, or in fact lack 
thereof, for idea of wage restraint. Unions widely believed that the best 
way to create new jobs was to redistribute exis ting em ploy ment through 
col le c tive wor king time re  duction (Haag  se Post, 8 October 1982)196. Pro-
po sals to re duce working time from the 1980-level of 40 hours, ranged 
from 36 hours (De Volks krant, 18 November 1982)197 to 32 hours (nrc 
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‘  only if we get the gua ran tee that increased profits will be converted into jobs 

and not in ves ted in refined machinery that further casts out labour […] We do 

not believe in the fairy tale that jobs will be created automatically when the 

business com mu nity acquires more financial space. Therefore, the government 

should be actively involved in em ploy ment creation’ (pvda 1977: 2-3).205 

The Social-Democratic Party particularly and vehemently disagreed with 
the Liberal Party vvd on wage re straint, budget cutbacks and reforms of 
the welfare state. Un  sur pri sing ly, the vvd argued more in line with the 
employers’ associations, focusing on the restricted fi nan cial room for 
businesses to invest due to high wage costs, which was also the re sult of 
the high tax and social security burden. Therefore, according to the vvd 
(vvd 1977: 3), ‘com  ba ting un em ploy ment and inflation is not possible 
without curbing the growth of the col  lective sec tor’206. The political 
position of the Christian De mo cratic cda is some where in the middle, 
em pha si sing the need to spare the lowest income groups, but ne ver the less 
agree ing that sub stan tial cut backs and cost restraint is also necessary (cda 
1977: 17-18). Some po liticians with in the cda leaned more towards the 
active social programs of the pvda, where as others agreed more with the 
vvd (see further below). 

These differences in party programs of the governing parties generated 
a multi-tracked, and ac cor  ding to some am bivalent (Therborn 1986: 152), 
government strategy between and within the various coa li ti ons. The 
leftist Den Uyl go   vernment (1973-1977) was still very much Key ne sian 
ex pan si onist in outlook (Bootsma and Breedveld 1999). Confronted with 
the ne ga tive impact of the oil crisis (and rising oil prices), the government 
opted for ‘a policy di  rected at maintaining an acceptable level of domestic 
demand’, as without such a policy ‘we can ex pect a severe increase of 
unemployment’ (1974: 2-3)207. Consequently, the go vern   ment im ple men-
ted all kind of ‘job plans’ – like the program ‘Fighting Excessive Un em-
ploy  ment’ or the ‘Extra Employment program’ – and raised minimum 
wages and benefit le vels. This to ensure pur chasing power for these low 
income groups and to a chieve a just ‘dis per sion of know ledge, power and 
in  come’ (cf. Keerpunt ’72), the main slogan of that go vern ment. Moreover, 
the government sup    ported ailing industries, stimulated business activity 
in important in dus tries like con struc tion, by direct in vest ments and tax 
reductions (1974: 3)208. In this policy package, wage re straint was essential, 
though above all to keep inflation under control, and not so much for cre-

sumption’ (fnv 1983: 5) and a wage re  straint rat race be  tween coun  tries 
in the European com  munity (fnv 1984: 5). Purchasing power and jobs 
of all people needed to be guaranteed. In this spi r it, unions were also ve-
he  mently op po sed to the so-called ‘delinking’ of pu  blic sec tor wages and 
benefit levels from wage de ve lop   ments in the pri vate sec tor (cnv 1982: 
1), which was a (eventually im ple mented) pro posal of the government to 
cut costs in the public sector. In the 1970s, these ideas of unions resonated 
quite well in Dutch society where beliefs in a just dis tri bu tion of wealth 
and more Christian ideas about ‘caring for the weak’ were strongly present 
(cf. Becker 2000).

In short, the union story on the Dutch economy revolved around 
working time re duc tion and other employment plans (policies) as well as 
an active, centralised role of the go vern ment in economic policymaking 
(processes). 

6.2.3 The Dutch government: an ambivalent strategy

The two different stories on the Dutch economy as offered by unions and 
employers res pec tively also pervaded the Dutch parliamentary arena, 
and government circles. In fact, both sto ries cut through Dutch go vern-
ment, resulting in a rather ambivalent policy strategy until the early 1980s. 
Between 1973 and 1982, three political parties made up, though in different 
con stel  la ti ons, the body of Dutch go vern ments: the Social-Democratic 
Party (pvda) with the Chris tian-Democrats ‘cda’ (or ac tu ally two of its 
pre de ces sors203) from 1973 to 1977; and the newly formed cda with the 
li be ral vvd as from 1977, with a brief and turbulent inter ve ning period 
(1981-1982) with a government consisting of cda, pvda and the small 
social-li be ral party d66. 

The So cial-De mo cra tic Party (pvda) reasoned very much in line with 
the union move ment by stating active government intervention in the 
economy was needed to tackle the eco no mic cri sis. More specifically, the 
pvda also em   phasised job re dis tri bution via wor king time re  duc tion and 
active employment policies to counter rising un em ploy ment (pvda 1977: 
2; ser Bul letin 1982)204. The party was quite sceptical about the immediate 
benefits of wage restraint in terms of job creation. It stated for example in 
its election program of 1977 that in vestments in the private sector should 
be sti mu lated but, 
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Albeda 1987). In his Note on La bour Con di tions for 1980 (Tweede Kamer 
1979: 3), Albeda stated that wage re straint is ‘more necessary than ever’, 
particularly now ‘the belief in the ef fects of such a mo de ration po licy’ was 
put under pressure, be cause of a ‘disappointing employment de ve lop-
ment’. Wor king time re duc tion was also con si dered a serious option by 
Albeda to distribute avai lable jobs more evenly, though this should not 
lead to more costs for firms (ibid. 4-5).

To sum up, throughout the 1970s and early 1980s, the Dutch political 
arena – including uni ons and employers’ associations – was divided on 
the diagnosis of the crisis and the required cour ses of ac tion. Which was 
more necessary: wage restraint or working time reduction, cut backs or 
ex penditures, an active or more pas  sive government policy? With respect 
socio-eco no mic po licy in general, and employment policy in particular, 
there seemed to be two main di viding lines (see Table 6.1): one on effective 
policies (wage restraint or a more extensive po li cy package including 
working time reduction) and one on government intervention (cen tra-
lisation versus decentralisation). 

Most (particularly big) em ploy ers and the Christian-Li be ral government 
as from 1977 sup por ted a story on the Dutch eco nomy involving wage 
re  straint, cutbacks and decentralisation of policymaking. Some ministers 
in this government, how ever, still pushed for an more active attitude 
and intervention in the economy on the part of the government. Unions, 

Policies/processes

Wage restraint 
and cutbacks

Active employment 
programs and working 
time reduction

Active intervention, 
centralisation

e.g. Van Agt 1

Unions, 
Den Uyl-government, 
wrr, 
various economists

Table 6.1
Main dividing lines in socio-economic debate

Passive intervention, 
decentralisation

Employers, Lubbers 1, 
cpb, Wagner, various 
economists

Employers in retail-trade

ating extra jobs. Over the 1970s, the respective Ministers of Social Affairs 
and Employment un  cea sing ly tried to convince unions and em ploy ers’ 
associations to con clude central accords on wage restraint; and when this 
failed most of the time, they issued wage freezes (cf. Mach ti gings wet 1974). 

However, gradually – and not without substantial political fights – con -
cerns for the fi nan cial state of pu blic affairs started to get ground in this 
centre-left government as well. In 1975, the go vern ment decided that the 
growth of taxations and so cial se cu rity pre mi ums should be li mi ted to 
one per cent of gdp per year (the so-called ‘1% policy’)209. Moreover, for 
combating unemployment, the story on ‘wage costs’ as a fac tor in job de-
struc tion (and hence creation) was taken more seriously after 1976 (cf. 
Tweede Kamer 1975; 1976a). Next to an in de pendent (and uncontrollable) 
role of the oil crises on job de struc tion and the subsequent loss of domestic 
demand, rising wage costs and de te rio ra ted bu si ness profits (and in vest-
ments) were increasingly held responsible for continuing loss of em ploy-
ment (Tweede Kamer 1976b: 13-14). But even though the government was 
consequently con vinced that ‘sa cri fices should be made in terms of income 
[…] to the benefit of employment’ (ibid. 22), it was also still believed that 
‘a comprehensive policy program’ was needed to turn the tide. Wor king 
time re duction – like the unions preferred – was also considered an option, 
though was left to the negotiations between the ‘social partners’ and made 
conditional on constant costs (ibid. 18). 

Despite all the good intentions, the Den Uyl government proved not 
able live up to the 1%-norm and unemployment continued to increase 
rapidly over the 1970s. The new ‘neo-clas  si cal’ story of cutbacks and wage 
restraint continued to compete with a more ‘Keynesian’ story on de mand 
stimulation and active government intervention. This division within 
the go  vern ment was not solved with the suc  ceeding Chris tian-Li beral 
go vernment (Van Agt I: 1978-1981) that com mit ted it self more firm ly to 
bud  get de fi cit re  duc tion, wage restraint and in  vest  ment stimulation in 
the pri vate sector with its pro  gram Bestek ’81 (Tweede Kamer 1978: 5-8). 
Exem plary of this di vi sion within go vern ment were the conflicts between 
the Mi nis ter of So cial Affairs (Al be da) and the Mi nister of Fi nan cial Affairs 
(Andriessen). The first wanted a con tinuation of an ac tive employment 
po  licy where as the second strongly ad vo ca ted budget cuts (He me rijck 
1992/1995: 302)210. Both, how ever, supported wage restraint as a means 
to create em ployment, though Andriessen was not willing to wait for the 
social part ners to agree, and Al beda wishing to avoid wage measures (cf. 
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is a general interest. It deserves bet ter than breaking down on fear and a 
lack of willpower’ (ser Bulletin 1982)215. According to the cpb, however, 
working time re duc ti on would only have a li mited effect on job creation 
(cep 1979: 21). Furthermore, the focus on active government intervention 
and demand stimulation was also shared in the expert field. A sub stan -
tial group of eco no mists frequently and publicly fa vou red a more ac ti-
va ting and ‘guided’ road to economic re co very (De Volks krant, 23 Oc to-
ber 1982216; see also ser Bulletin 1982217; nrc Han dels blad, 23 De cem  ber 
1982)218. The report ‘Place and Future of Dutch Industry’ (wrr 1980), 
published by the Scien tific Coun cil for Go vern mental Po licy (wrr), was a 
crucial publication in this respect. The main thrust of this report was that 
the self-gene ra ting ca  pa city of Dutch industry proved insufficient and 
therefore a se lec tive struc ture-orien ted ‘active’ go   vern  mental po li cy was 
deemed necessary to boost the di ver sity as well as emi  nency of Dutch ex-
ports. Improving fi nan cial room for businesses was not enough; an ac tive 
industrial policy (in dustriebeleid) on the part of the government was con-
si dered to be re  quired. The report also briefly pays at ten ti on to the policy 
of wage restraint. The wrr ar gues that: 

 ‘  Even after the end of centrally guided wage policies, wage levels continue to be 

an im por tant instrument in economic policymaking […] However, the re la tion 

be tween the level of wages and the level of economic activity is not as un am  bi-

guous […] Apart from wage de ve lop ments, other important and more struc tu ral 

and spe cific factors determine our com pe ti ti ve ness. Selective investment might 

be of im portance here. It is this con vic tion that underlies the claim that wage 

restraint tout court is not the only way to eco no mic recovery’ (1980: 307).219

This report of the wrr heightened the political awareness of the problems 
of Dutch in dus try, though its suggestions for an active industrial policy 
were not planted on fertile ground, as this notion increasingly acquired 
a negative connotation220. In its reaction to the report, the go  vern ment 
explicitly stated that ‘in the wrr-report an approach is advanced, which is 
more cen  tra lis tic than the one of this government’ (Tweede Kamer 1980: 
3). The go vern ment of Prime Minister Van Agt pursued more general 
macro-economic policies221 to the stimulate bu si ness climate. In re la ti on to 
the policy of wage restraint, the government also points out some ‘con tra-
dic tions’ in the wrr-report: ‘Keeping recent studies of the cpb in mind, 
the wrr un der es ti ma tes the effects of an improvement of costs and prices, 

the Social-De mocratic par ty as well as the leftist government Den Uyl 
were still very much ‘Key ne sian’ in outlook, supporting a story involving 
working time reduction, sti mu lation of de mand and the cen tra lisation of 
policymaking. 

The continuing and worsening eco no mic and jobs situation at the end 
of the 1970s, did not pro   vide the ‘evidence’ to give one story a competitive 
edge over the other, however. All actors were highly uncertain about 
which po licies might work in or der to achieve their goals. As was 
suggested in Chapter 5, in times of un  certainty, political ac tors might turn 
towards experts for help (cf. Haas 1992). What did the experts have to say 
about the economy crisis? 

6.2.4 Experts: industrial regulation or self-activation? 

Over the 1970s, policy experts did not seem to be able to provide politics 
with an un am bi gu ous story on the economic crisis; that is, no professional 
consensus on the proper diag no sis of the crisis and ef fec tive solutions 
existed in the Ne  ther lands either (Haag se Courant, 8 Oc to ber 1982211; see 
various issues of the Eco  no misch Sta  tis ti sche Be  richten, 1977-1980). Ex em-
plary of this absence of consensus among ex perts was the ina bi lity of the 
Social and Eco   no mic Coun   cil (ser) to come up with una ni mous ad vice on 
eco  no  mic po li   cymaking (Het Pa rool, 18 De   cem ber 1982)212. Not on ly the 
unions and em ploy ers’ as  so ciations re pre    sen ted in the coun  cil dis     agreed, 
but also the so-called Crown Members, the go vern ment-ap pointed ex-
perts. Because of the lack of professional consensus, they were unable to 
perform their fun c tion as an intermediary between organised capital and 
labour (Passenier 1994: 200)213. In di vi dual experts as well as organised 
expert institutes were also roughly divided along the above-identified two 
stories, though more overlap existed (see Table 6.1). 

Let us first consider expert support for the unions’ story on working 
time reduction, and active government in ter  vention in the economy. 
As a means to create employment, wor king time reduction was also 
supported by various expert bodies, like the Scien ti fic Coun  cil for Go-
vern ment Policy (wrr 1977) and the Social and Cultural Planning Bureau 
(scp). This latter institute cal culated that 10% working time reduction 
would lead to 450.000 new jobs (ser Bulletin 1982: 213)214. Pro mi nent 
Crown Members of the Social and Eco no mic Coun  cil (ser) also shared this 
union line; one member for intsance argued about jobs re dis  tri bution: ‘it 
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has a seat (ser Bulletin 1982: 216-217)223. Moreover, the Dutch Bank also 
thought around the same lines224. The Pre sident of the bank stated that 
wage restraint and cut  backs would be ne ces sa ry for many years into the 
future. Otherwise ‘Bel gi an situations’ would arise: high in fla tion levels, 
low growth and no jobs (Jaarverslag dnb 1981)225. 

To conclude, over the 1970s no consensus on the proper diagnosis of 
the crisis existed in the Netherlands; neither in the political arena nor in 
the field of policy experts. At least two stories on the state of the Dutch 
economy existed alongside each other, and were supported by a variety 
of political actors, eco no mists and expert bodies. The support for the 
re spective stories partly re flected tra di tio  nal distinctions in interests 
between the main socio-eco nomic players226, but also partly criss-crossed 
groups; some employers were against too much wage restraint and cut-
backs, some unionists were taking cost aspects into consideration, po litical 
parties were often di vi ded, as were some economists and expert bodies. 

Given this lack of consensus it probably bears no real surprise that 
unions and em ploy ers’ as so cia tions were unable to strike a deal throughout 
the 1970s, except in 1972 (see for an over view Van Bottenburg 1995). In 
1979, an accord was almost concluded (‘bijna-akkoord’), but the fnv uni on 
federation with drew at the very last moment be cause it could not com   mit 
its rank-and-file. As a con sequence of this failure, trust in a joint so  lution 
to the crisis fur ther de  te ri o rated. When the new Christian-Liberal go vern-
ment of Prime Minister Ruud Lubbers an noun ced a re newed ‘breathing 
space’ for wages in 1982, em ployers even said to be willing to ac cept this 
wage mea sure instead of con clu ding a central ac cord where the au to matic 
price com  pen sa tion was ex changed for working time re duc tion (Haar   lems 
Dag blad, 13 Oc to ber 1982)227. The union fe de   rations were wil ling to make 
such a cen   tral deal, but did not want to give up their com   pen sa  ti on system 
completely. Despite these po la rised positions, a cen tral accord was agreed 
upon on the 24th of No vem ber 1982 in the coastal town of Wassenaar. It 
was officially dubbed ‘Re com  mendations con cer ning an Em ployment 
Policy’. Nowadays, the accord is na med after the town in which it was 
con cluded, the Accord of Was senaar, but at that time people re  ferred to 
the ac cord as the ‘Foundation Ac  cord of 1982’, the ‘Kok/Van Veen Ac cord’ 
(Haag se Post, 27 No vem ber 1982) or even ‘The Hague Ac cord’ (Te legraaf, 
27 No  vember 1982). What hap pened? How did the two different stories as 
identified in this section become reconciled in this accord, if at all?

as compared to fo reign countries, for im ports and exports’ (1980: 17). And 
therefore: ‘reducing the collective burden and labour costs is very effective 
to boost employment’ (1980: 18). 

In its response to this wrr-report, the Van Agt-government 
immediately requested an ad hoc independent ex pert com     mit tee to give  
(a new) advice on industrial policy222. This com  mittee ‘Advice Progress In-
dus try Po licy’ went down in history as the so-called Wag ner com mittee, 
named after its chair Shell-manager Ger  rit Wag ner. Though not an ‘expert 
bo dy’ in the literal sense – apart from some scientists, the committee 
consisted of various top ma na gers of big concerns like Uni lever, dsm, 
Vroom & Dreesman, and Philips as well as some union policy experts  
– its advice substantially influenced socio-economic debate at the time. 
The Wagner-re port called ‘a New In dus trial Elan’ strongly advised to make 
top priority of a favourable ma  cro-economic climate, pos tulating the ‘self-
ac tivation of in dividual com  pa   nies. Go  vern  ment policy is constitutive and 
sti  mu lating’ (Wagner 1981). This ana ly sis firmly sup ported the employers’ 
point of view and the government’s policy on wage restraint, abo lition of 
the automatic price compensation system, decoupling of private sector to 
public sector wages, cutbacks and de cen  tralisation of wage setting. With 
re spect to general cost re straint, ‘re c om     mendation number seven’ more 
specifically states that,

‘  A policy directed at economic growth and recovery of employment requires a 

shift from consumption to investment […] A policy directed at cost restraint 

is ne ces sary in this respect. The collective burden should be stabilised and the 

bud get de fi cit should be reduced’. 

This report heavily influenced the program of the first Christian-Liberal 
government of Prime Minister Ruud Lubbers (1982-1986). It meant a de fi-
nite shift towards sup ply-side eco no mics within the Dutch government, 
according to a newspaper com men ta tor at that time (nrc Han    dels  blad, 
28 October 1982; cf. Tweede Kamer 1983: 3-4). Most pro mi nently, this go -
vern ment an  noun ced to freeze so cial benefit levels and the salaries of civil 
ser vants, ef fec ti vely ‘de-lin k ing’ the public from the private sector. Budget 
deficit re duc tion became the high est prio ri ty. As was extensively ana ly-
sed in Chapter 5, the analyses of the cpb also supported this Wagner-story 
on the Dutch eco no my, and though the cpb shaped go vern ment policy 
in particular, its ideas were also discussed in the ser, in which the cpb 
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in politics and society urged political ac tors to negotiate change (cf. Hay 
1999). Fnv-union leader Wim Kok – the later social-demo cratic prime 
mi nister in the 1990s – stated that ‘ne go tia tions are urgent’ to combat the 
crisis, acknowledging that un der the current cir cum stances pur   cha sing 
power could not be maintained (nrc Handelsblad, 7 October 1982)234.  
Em ploy ers see med less convinced that a central agreement would solve 
the crisis, but – as mentioned above – the ominous wave of strikes are said 
to have contributed to their change of mind (De Volks  krant, 23 No vem ber 
1982)235. For both, the rapidly worsening economic situation of fe red an 
op por tu nity to over come the internal divisions on both sides – which was 
one of the main reasons why central ne go  tiations had failed over the 1970s 
(Visser and Van der Meer 2010). 

Though both these conditions – the threat of a wage measure and the 
deepening eco no mic crisis – were ne cessary for the social partners to start 
negotiations, they are not sufficient in themselves236. Given the historical-
political and institutional context, negotiating a central agreement also 
was the ‘ap pro priate’ thing to do. Despite the fact that no consensus on 
socio-economic po li cy  making could be forged over the 1970s and relations 
were quite tense and ideologically charged, ‘elements of coordination’ 
(Wolinetz 1989: 95), and consultation and compromise (Daalder 1995: 
70) were still present in political interaction. As Van Bottenburg (1995: 
183) ana lysed: ‘No matter how severe conflicts between employers and 
employees were, people at the top always saw to it that the connections 
were not cut off completely’. Also, it was ex pec ted that the government 
should coordinate its actions with the social part ners; the government 
also seemed willling to do so (in va rious Notes of Labour Conditions the 
government incited unions and em ploy ers to play their part in solving 
the crisis; cf. Wol den dorp 2005). Hence, when economic circumstances 
deteriorated in the early 1980s, it was widely ex pec ted that organised 
capital and labour would find a solution together, and co o pe rate as 
they did in the early post-war period. The willingness to live up to this 
expectation, and hence adhere to the consensual rules of the game, was 
pointed out by fnv-leader Wim Kok by stating that unions are ‘behaving 
reasonably’ because ‘we do not choose po  larisation’ (nrc Han dels blad, 
7 October 1982)237. After ex  tensive formal and informal ne go ti ations, 
giving and taking, and a secret meeting with uni on leader Wim Kok at the 
home re si dence of em ployers’ chair man Chris van Veen in Was se naar, an 
agreement was finally concluded on November 24th 1982238. Therefore, the 

6.3 The Accord of Wassenaar
 storylines combined

In academic and political writings on the Dutch Polder Model, the Accord 
of Wassenaar usu al ly marks a turning point towards renewed cooperation 
between the social partners, based on a new ly found consensus on wage 
restraint (see Chapter 7). Given the previously iden ti fied dif fe ren ces of 
opinion, it seems plausible to claim however that the central accord of 
1982 was not the product of consensus, and did not reflect an agreement 
be tween unions and em  ploy ers on the most ‘effective’ course of action. 
As a newspaper com men tator argued at that time: ‘The sig ni fi cance of the 
ac cord is not that dif fe ren ces of opi nion are re con ciled’ (nrc Han delsblad, 
20 November 1982)228. Rather than a consensus agreement, it was de pic ted 
as a com  pro mise agreement. 

Why were unions and employers’ associations able to conclude such 
an compromise agree ment now, whereas they had failed to do so for 
ten years? A combination of factors seems to explain this re latively 
unexpected event. More than anything, the ‘breathing space’ for wages 
that the Chri s tian-Liberal government announced in fall 1982 worked as 
a ca ta ly st, dri ving the social part ners together (cf. nrc Han delsblad, 20 
No vem ber 1982229; Pro vin ci aalse Zeeuwse Cou rant, 20 No vem ber 1982)230. 
Particularly unions feared this new loss of in fluence and fur ther mar -
gi na lisation of their organisations (cf. Bottenburg 1995: 193). For them, 
con  trol over wage bar  gai  ning was the only way to get working time 
reduction on the po  litical and bar gai ning agen  da. For em ployers, who ac-
tu al ly preferred de  cen tralised wage bar gaining, a cen tral agree ment would 
ease the growing social unrest sub  stan ti ally (De Volks  krant, 23 No vem ber 
1982)231. Uni ons and em ployers’ associations therefore had a sha red interest 
in keeping the go    vern ment away from wage set ting: to avoid a wage 
freeze and keep some control over wor king con di ti ons. In the accord they 
consequently made an ‘ur gent appeal to wards the govern ment to ena ble 
free ne go  tiations at the de cen    tral level be tween parties’ (StvdA 1982: 1)232. 
In this sense, the central accord of 1982 was an ‘agreement to agree’. As a 
news  paper com men tator stated at that time: ‘the accord pro  ved that this 
time around, the wil ling     ness to agree was stronger than the dif   ferences in 
opi nion’ (Pro  vinciaalse Zeeuw se Courant, 20 No vem ber 1982)233. 

This ‘willingness to agree’ was mostly inspired by the lousy state of the 
Dutch economy in the early 1980s. The crisis atmosphere that prevailed 
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agreement (as the unions wanted it), it was only a ‘re com men da tion’ ba sed 
on the ‘freedom to negotiate at the level of col lec tive agree ments’ (StvdA 
1982: 2). In other words, the accord also acknowledged the im por tance of 
decentralised wage bar gai  ning, as the em ploy ers preferred. Above all, the 
accord de fined a clear division of re spon si bi  lities between the government 
(general economic policies) and the social partners (wage bar gaining). 

This amalgamation of the two stories in a compromise deal did not 
eradicate the dif fe rences in opi nion that still existed between unions 
and employers. Some of these differences could be masked, or nuanced, 
by the ‘vagueness’ or ‘ambiguity’ (Schmidt 2008: 311) of rather ge neral 
formulations. No concrete goals or explicit numbers were men tio ned, and 
highly sen si tive terms such as ‘automatic price com pen sa ti on’ or ‘wage 
re straint’ were also avoided, lea ving their message only encoded in the 
agreement. The dif fe rences that could not be put aside in this way were 
finally neutralised by in cluding the state ment that each sign ing party was 
allowed to ‘maintain their own opi  ni ons on the in  tentions of the new go-
vernment’ (StvdA 1982: 1). In this sense, the central accord of 1982 was also 
an ‘agree  ment to dis agree’, par ti cu larly on government policies. 

Though drafted and formulated as a compromise agreement, did 
the accord eventually – in its dis cussion and subsequent political 
interpretation – favour one story over the other? As a com  promise 
agreement, the accord was sufficiently general to leave room for various 
in ter pre ta tions. It allowed the actors to read into it the issues they value, 
and to present the agreement as beneficial to themselves as well as society 
at large. That is, it allowed every actor to pre sent themselves as a winner. 
It immediately became clear that the cen tral accord of 1982 was open to 
substantial inter pre ta tion when jour na lists started discussing its im pli ca-
tions. The ge ne ral opinion amongst commentators was that unions had 
the best part of the deal. This was mainly due to the fact that – contrary to 
current ideas about the central accord – the main in ter pretation given to 
the ac cord by com  men ta tors and political actors was that it was an ac cord 
on working time reduction and job redistribution, and not so much on 
wage re straint. Con si der the following reactions: ‘The main result of this 
ac cord is that the em ploy ers’ as so cia tions finally accept the redistribution 
of jobs’ (com men tator in De Volks krant, 22 No vem ber 1982)240; the ac cord 
is a ‘breakthrough on jobs redistribution’ (El se vier Weekblad, 27 No vember 
1982)241. Or, according to the Social-Democratic leader Den Uyl the accord 
indeed was a break   through in this sense. He argued that, 

accord of 1982 implied a return to an older prac tice of con sul tation (cf. Van 
Zanden 2002), though this practice had to be made con gruent with both 
prevailing stories on the state of the Dutch eco no my: the one on wage 
restraint and de centralisation, and the one on working time re duc tion and 
cen tra li sa tion. 

How did the two different stories on the Dutch economy fit into this 
central accord? Did the accord reflect the choice for one particular story 
over the other? In essence, the accord is a compromise agreement, where 
both stories were combined, though not com ple tely; each party had to 
‘give in’ on some issues, while ‘taking’ others. Consider the fol  low ing 
paragraphs of the accord that give a diagnosis of the Dutch economy and 
suggest the proper cour ses of policy action: 

‘  The central organisations of employers and employees represented in the La-

bour Foun dation consider that: 

 -  the following is essential for a structural improvement of employment: 

recovery of eco no mic growth, price stability, strengthened competitiveness of 

com pa nies and a related im prove  ment of business profits […];

 -  required is a long-term policy approach directed at a better distribution of exis-

ting em ploy  ment; an approach in which various forms of redistribution might 

qua lify, like a re  duc tion of working hours, part time jobs and fighting youth 

un em ployment;

 -  the starting point of the negotiations between parties on the specific form, 

phases and em  ploy  ment ef fects should be, taking into consideration the weak 

fi nan cial si tua tion of firms, that re dis tri bu tion of jobs does not lead to in creased 

costs’ (StvdA 1982: 1).239 

Both parties had to accept part of the analysis of the other party. Unions 
obtained re dis tri bution of existing employment via e.g. wor king time 
reduction but had to accept the starting point that ‘redistribution of jobs 
does not lead to in creased costs’ because of the ‘weak fi nan cial situation 
of firms’ (StvdA 1982: 1). Employers gave up their resistance to wor-
king time re    duc tion as a means to fight unemployment, but obtained an 
acknowledgement that pro fits and competitiveness, for example, were 
‘es sen tial for a structural improvement of emp loy ment’ (StvdA 1982: 1). 
This condition had previously been rejected by unions. There fore, the 
agree  ment contains ele   ments of both stories, also regarding the level and 
extent of go vern ment intervention. Though the Accord was a central 
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issues of the Ma cro-Eco no mic Outlook of the cpb 1977: 22; 1978; 1979). In 
this sense, the Foun dation Ac cord of 1982 only con firmed wage de ve lop-
ments that already were going on in the economy (Het Parool, 18 De cem-
ber 1982)248. The Pre sident of the Dutch Bank even warned just after the 
conclusion of the Central Accord that wages should not be come too low 
vis-à-vis Western Ger ma ny in order to maintain a certain level of well-
being (Het Parool, 18 De  cem   ber 1982)249. Though unions had seemingly 
lived up to their part of the bar gain, and had accepted that full employment 
was not to be expected in the next few years (the third ‘consideration’ of 
the accord; svda 1982: 1), they were highly dis ap poin ted that em ploy ers 
did not redistribute jobs and hence create new employment. 

In short, the Accord of Wassenaar of 1982 was a compromise agreement, 
reflecting parts of both stories on the Dutch economy – on wage restraint 
and working time reduction, cen  tra li sation and decentralisation. All 
parties could interpret the agreement in terms of their pre fer red policies. 
While a central agree ment may not so much have reduced economic un-
certainty, at least it reduced political un certainty and in sta bi li ty, by forging 
a much-desired coalition be tween unions, em ploy ers’ associations and go-
vern ment. With this com promise, the ‘competition’ between the different 
stories that was so intense over the 1970s seemed to be settled, though 
none of the stories was victorious. Did this change over the 1980s and 
1990s? How was the accord of 1982 evaluated af ter wards?

6.4 Corporatism under pressure (1985-1995)
 storylines at crossroads

As from 1985 the Dutch economy gradually recovered from the deep 
recession of the early 1980s. Between 1983 and 1986, Dutch economic 
growth averaged 2.9% a year, and between 1986 and 1991 even 3.6% on 
average (Kool et al. 1998; cf. Salverda 2005: 46). Although new jobs were 
being crea ted, however, unemployment figures remained high, with an 
oecd stan dardised un em ploy ment rate of 9.5% in 1988 (Kapteyn et al. 
1989: 794). This figure gradually de clined in the early 1990s, but the eco-
nomic recession of 1992 and 1993 brought this decline to a halt. More over, 
the Netherlands suf fe red from a high level of ‘hidden un em ployment’, 
where less productive (usually older and more expensive) wor kers were 
chan nel led into dis a bi lity schemes (wao)250 over the 1980s; the number 

‘  Redistribution of jobs is central to our party program. As a Minister of Social Af-

fairs I have experienced how fiercely employers have resisted systematic re dis-

tri bu tion of jobs. It should thus be appreciated that they agree to it now. There 

are reasons to con gra  tulate the fnv union’ (De Volkskrant, 22 No vem ber 1982).242

Though cost aspects were part of the central accord, not all newspaper 
commentators or po li ti ci ans con sidered the central accord as a clear 
agreement on wage restraint, which was a pity in the eyes of a jour  nalist 
because only a ‘recovery of profits will abate un em ploy ment’ (Het Fi  nan ci-
eele Dag  blad, 25 No  vember 1982).243 Even some employers’ representatives 
con si de red the cen  tral accord to be a vic  tory for the uni ons. In the words of 
the chair man of the lar gest em ploy ers’ association in the me tal in dustry: 
‘The ac cord basically supports the union move  ment. The union move  -
ment wants wor king time reduction’ (ew, 27 November 1982)244. 

Despite these interpretations of the accord in terms of working time 
reductions, and the central role of this issue in cao-negotiations, only 
few concrete steps were taken on this issue during wage negotiations 
between unions and em ploy ers. Em ploy ers proved unwilling to reduce 
working time by claiming that the fi nan ci al po si ti on of their firms needed 
to be improved by wage restraint first. Unions, in turn, were reluctant to 
accept wage restraint without a commitment to reduce working time and 
re  dis tri bu te jobs. According to a wage expert at the fnv, Frans Drab be, the 
employers, 

‘  Interpret the accord wrongly. Why? Because during negotiations they say that 

the room for wage increases should first be used for a recovery of profits. But 

that is not what the accord is about. We never agreed to that, but only to work 

on it […] do I have to believe that a few percentages wage restraint – and our 

wages lag twenty percent be hind those of our main com pe ti tors already –  

will improve exports? Con cerning wages, we have behaved in way that might 

be expected from us, but there are limits to what we can do’ (De Volkskrant,  

2 February 1983).245

This unionist suggests that unions had already behaved ‘reasonably’ in 
terms of wage costs for some time, a claim that seems to be substantiated 
by the development of nominal wages that was indeed rather moderate 
at that time246. This moderation had in fact already started long before the 
Accord of 1982 (nrc Han dels blad, 23 December 1982247; see also various 
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This financial improvement due to cost restraint – so the government 
continues – also had positive spill-over effects for the closed sectors of the 
economy. Moreover, cost restraint was not only profitable for firms, but 
also for employees and the unemployed. The in creasing room for private 
investment re sul ted in a ‘bend in unfavourable un em ploy ment de ve lop-
ments. The loss of jobs has come to a halt’ (ibid). This was however not 
solely the result of wage restraint, according to the government252, but also 
because of the re dis tri bution of jobs via working time reduction, as agreed 
upon between the social partners in 1982. As the go vern ment stated: ‘Due 
to working time re duc  tion and the redistribution of jobs, more people 
were able to get a job […] In this way, un em  ployment can be stabilised, de-
spite the sub stan tial increase of labour supply’ (1985: 19-21)253. Halfway the 
through the 1980s, therefore, the go vernment still firmly supported the 
central deal of 1982, where wage restraint was ex changed for working time 
reduction (cf. Tweede Kamer/Miljoenennota 1984: 8, 22). 

By contrast, unions (as well as employers, see further below) 
considered this central deal a flimsy af fair, because they had not seen 
any improvements yet. According to the late fnv union leader Johan 
Stekelenburg (De Volkskrant, 4 April 1987)254, unions ‘had stuck to the re-
ci pe of 1982 far too long’. Whereas employers had profited from the deal 
in terms of their financial po sition as a result of wage restraint, employees 
still had problems keeping or getting a (new) job. That is, un em ployment 
remained high, and the uni ons were dis ap poin  ted in the amount of 
jobs crea ted via wor king time re duc tion by em  ploy ers (De Volks krant, 12 
February 1987255). Halfway through the 1980s, unions did not believe that 
wage and costs restraint alone would boost em ploy ment, a conclusion 
shared by various economists (cf. Van Schaaijck 1983; Bakhoven 1988256). 
In the words of the aforementioned union leader,

‘  Employers, politicians and members of the government make a fatal mis cal cu-

la tion if they think that we will just restrain wages. Wage restraint will not lead 

to jobs automatically. We have learned our les son. The effect proved to be in suf-

fi cient. Un employment is still far too high […]’ (De Volkskrant, 4 April 1987).257

Unions therefore still did not support the wrs around this time. However, 
the widespread support that the story on working time reduction enjoyed 
in the 1970s also crumbled away. The cam paign for wor king time re duc-
tion see med to be dead on the part of the labour movement. Va ri ous af-

of dis a bility claimants reached a stag ge ring one mil lion around 1990 on a 
work ing population of only seven (He merijck, Visser and Unger 2000: 218). 

How did political actors interpret these improved economic 
circumstances, alongside the wor  risome unemployment and inactivity 
figures? As will be demonstrated in this section, the storyline on wor-
king time reduction and centralised government intervention in the eco-
no my lost influence over the 1980s, and the storylines on wage restraint 
and de cen tra li sa tion gained more and more support. However, rather 
than announcing the widespread ac cep tance of the Wage Restraint Story-
line (wrs), the wish for decentralisation alongside the critique on cen -
tralised con sen sual interaction and intervention seemed to imply the end 
of negotiated wage restraint between the social partners: that is, Dutch 
corporatism was put un der sub stan ti al pressure in the early 1990s. 

6.4.1 The appraisal of wage restraint: gradual support for the wrs 

Over the 1980s and early 1990s, the improved economic circumstances 
were increasingly linked to the idea of wage restraint. The gra dual 
acceptance of the wrs essentially took place in two phases: 1) from 1983 
to 1988, when con tinui ng economic problems halted the rapid dif fusion 
of this storyline, and 2) from 1989 to 1995, when the relatively good 
economic po si tion of the Netherlands was more wi de ly and explicitly 
linked to wage restraint (and other neo-liberal reform po  li cies) of the 
1980s. Throughout both periods, the wrs still had to compete with 
alternative storylines, however, though support of those alternatives 
dwindled over time.

During the first period, from 1983 to 1988, economic circumstances 
started to im prove, but only slowly. The Dutch government frequently 
emphasised that wage restraint (as part of a broader reform pack age) 
contributed to this re co very. For example, the government stated in its na-
tio nal budget for 1986 that

‘  the past two years, the Netherlands has been able to profit from a – at first 

hesitant, but later strong – international economic recovery […] It is clear that our 

exceedingly reserved cost development in Dutch business life due to negotiated 

wage restraint, and the relief of the collective tax burden due to cutbacks, have 

both substantially contributed to the improvement of our competitive position 

and hence the volume of exports’ (Tweede Kamer 1985: 19). 251
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convenant’ compensating unions for their wage restraint (nrc Han dels-
blad, 20 Fe bruary 1987)264. Given the laborious campaign for working time 
reduction, the government tried to change the logic of exchange from 
wor king time reduction in exchange for wage re straint, to tax re duc ti-
ons in exchange for wage restraint in order to maintain purchasing power 
(cf. Hemerijck, Vis ser and Unger 2000: 221). In 1989, this attempt of the 
government culminated in a ‘Joint Policy Framework’265, a com prehensive 
tripartite central accord full of good ‘intentions’ on, for example, wage 
re straint, tax reductions and employment. This accord, however, im me-
dia tely instigated dis pute between the social partners particularly because 
unions and employers’ associations could not agree on how to tackle the 
high level of inactivity and dis a bi lity (cf. StvdA 1990), that constituted a 
new pressing problem in Dutch society (see further below). 

In short, though economic circumstances improved over the 1980s, 
these could not be linked to wage restraint un    ambiguously. Wage restraint 
had improved the financial po si ti on of firms, but had not substantially 
ameliorated the unemployment or ‘inactivity’ situation. This led the Swe-
dish professor Göran Therborn to conclude that the Netherlands was one 
of the most ‘spectacular unemployment failures in the developed capitalist 
world’ (Therborn 1986: 152). The storyline on wage restraint therefore 
started to gain ground, but it was not yet widely supported because of still 
obvious economic problems. The alternative storyline on wor king time 
reduction, however, started to crumble away. 

Around the turn of the decade, the balance between storylines definitely 
shifted. German re-uni fication boosted economic growth in the 
Netherlands (Hemerijck, Visser and Unger 2001: 221), and unemployment 
started to decline as a result of that. The government heralded ‘this ob-
vious success’ more pronouncedly than in the 1980s (Mil joenennota 1989: 
8). Employers em phasised that ‘thanks to the labour movement’, wage 
restraint had created more jobs in the Ne  therlands as compared with the 
rest of Europe (nrc Handelsblad, 12 Sep tem ber 1990). A hal lmark in the 
political acceptance of wage restraint as a successful policy of the 1980s 
was the publication of an analysis of the Central Planning Bureau266 that 
calculated that 400.000 jobs would not have been created without wage 
restraint and the ‘de-linking’ of public and private sector wages of the 
1980s (mev 1992: 82-87; see Chapter 5). The cpb con tri bu ted to the ‘return 
of insight that there is a con nec tion be tween wage shares and eco no-

fi liated union mem bers did not want to fight for wor king time re duc tion 
anymore, and de man ded sub stan ti al wage in crea ses instead (Trouw, 21 
Sep tember 1987; nrc Han   dels blad, 30 Sep tember 1987)258. According to 
them, they had practiced wage restraint far too long, with  out substantial 
employment results, and therefore they saw ‘no reason to further ame   -
lio rate the financial po    si tion of com      panies’ (fnv 1987: 1-2) by re straining 
wages. Consequently, wage de  mands as well as real wages star ted to in -
crease for the first time since a decade. According to various news   paper 
com men ta tors these wage de mands of unions were understandable 
because wage re  straint had not re  sul  ted in more jobs (Haag se Courant, 19 
Fe burary 1987259; nrc Han dels blad, 26 April 1990)260. Moreover, having 
difficulty to hire skilled workers, various employers in some sec tors of the 
economy were also willing to pay these higher wages. 

The central accord of 1982 thus risked to dis appear into the annals of 
Dutch so    cio-eco no mic his to ry. Whereas various unions were unwilling 
to exchange working time for wage restraint, employers’ associations in 
general considered a central deal – in whatever form – as altogether un-
necessary. Ac cor ding to an em ploy ers’ re pre sen tative, 

  ‘There is a lot of fuss about wage restraint in exchange for jobs. But that is 

an incorrect assumption. Em ploy ees have an interest in wage restraint, even 

without ex tra jobs. We should all de dicate our selves to oppose a further loss of 

pro fi ta bi li ty’ (De Volks krant, 8 October 1987).261

Therefore, em ployers’ associations went on a collision course with unions; 
wage restraint was sufficient to restore employment growth, and did 
not need to be exchanged for a further com mitment to create jobs. The 
Christian-Liberal government262 basically agreed with the first part of their 
analysis, linking it to the need to maintain a competitive position in world 
markets. In the words of the Minister of Social Af fairs and Em  ployment, 
Jan de Koning, unions and employers are, 

‘  not stu pid. Higher wages will lead to higher pri ces. And if our products are 

ex pen  sive, we sell and produce less. Both have negative con se quences for em-

ployment’ (De Volks krant, 28 De cem ber 1987).263 

How ever, the Dutch government still believed in central cooperation and 
continuously tried to persuade the social partners to strike a deal; a ‘social 
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‘Given the economic situation, the space for wage in   creases is limited and 
some times even zero in most sectors and companies’ (StvdA 1993: 5-6). 
Apart from wage restraint, the so cial partners also agreed on investments 
in education, part-time jobs and flexible working time, and on more 
‘differentiation’ in labour policies (see further below).

Though a government threat to freeze wages – just like in 1982 – 
contributed to brin ging about the two central accords, it was around 
1991/1992 that ‘one could notice an in crea sing con sensus on the priorities 
of required policies: improvement of em ploy ment and com pe ti tive ness’ 
(ser Bulletin 1995: 12-13)270. Did these accords imply the definite ‘victory’ 
of the Wage Restraint Storyline over the story on working time reduction? 
This indeed seemed to be the case within the Dutch corporatist policy 
community. Unions continued to point out the limits of wage re straint 
once in a while (cf. nrc Handelsblad, 18 February 1993271; Alge meen Dag -
blad, 9 No vem ber 1993272; nrc Han   dels blad, 5 Janu ary 1995273), but they 
were un able to come up with an alternative story that would explain the 
economic and em ploy ment suc ces ses of the 1980s. 

Out side the community, however, the support for the wrs was still less 
widespread, and cri tique even returned in 1994, when the Professor of In-
no va tion Alfred Klein knecht, nowa days based at the Tech nical University 
in Delft, shocked the nation by sug ges ting the need for wage increases 
rather than wage restraint. According to Kleinknecht, wage re  straint – 
though having brought about substantial gains in employment – im peded 
the in no va tive capacity of the Dutch eco no  my (cf. Kleinknecht 1998). In 
more political terms, wage re  straint was ‘a bounty for non-in novative 
fools’ (nrc Handelsblad, 26 September 1994)274. Klein knecht, who based 
his theories on Joseph Schumpeter’s ‘cre a tive destruction’, pushed the 
wage costs analysis of Den Hartog and Tjan (1974; see Chap ter 5) one 
step further: if wage increases shorten the economic life span of capital 
goods, wage restraint will lengthen it, postponing innovation (interview 
2005g). He re ceived a biting re sponse and people cal  led him de ri sively 
‘Pro fes sor Wage Drift’. Nevertheless, the relevance of wage restraint was 
dis cus sed and criticised more wi de ly amongst economists around this 
time (see various issues Eco  no mi sch Sta tis tische Berichten 1993). Even the 
imf275 pointed out the one-sidedness of a po licy of wage restraint for the 
Netherlands: a view that was also reflected in some party pro grams (d66 
1994: 6) and even in official government documents itself (cf. Tweede Ka-
mer/Mil joe  nen no ta 1995: 10). 

mic growth and that wage restraint proved effective in solving eco  no mic 
problems’ (Van Zanden 2002: 289). This analysis was highly influential to 
central level dialogue on wages and the economy in the early 1990s (Slomp 
1993: 81). 

The support for the Wage Restraint Storyline by the government and 
employers’ as so cia tions is not particularly surprising, given that the two 
had, in the 1980s, been pushing for a more ‘neo-liberal’ road to economic 
recovery emphasising cutbacks and re form. However, around the turn of 
the decade unions also hesitantly acknowledged that a moderated wage 
de  ve lop ment – as agreed upon in the accord of 1982 – might have paid off 
in terms of jobs. As the ge ne ral union federation fnv for instance stated in 
its yearly report: 

  ‘Looking back at the 1980s, one can see that the line of con trol led wage de ve lop-

ment that started in 1982 has been effective. Due to this strategy, a sub stan tial 

growth in the num ber of jobs, small jobs included, was realised in the second 

half of the 1980s’ (fnv 1991: 7; cf. fnv 1989: 3). 

Also, the Christian Union cnv and the white-collar union mhp started 
to stress the im por tance of con tinuing wage restraint to preserve existing 
jobs, and create new ones (nrc Han dels blad, 18 Sep  tember 1990; nrc 
Handelsblad, 16 November 1990; nrc Handelsblad, 8 Ja   nuary 1991267). 
The rapidly im pro ving employment situation seems to have trig gered 
this change of heart, and the above-men tioned analysis of the cpb (cpb 
1992) of fer ed proof that it was indeed wage restraint on the part of unions 
that brought forth this po si tive de ve lop ment. However, though the 
federations seemed to support the idea of wage re  straint more and more, 
their member or ganisations were still unwilling to conform to this central 
line (nrc Handelsblad, 22 November 1990; nrc Han delsblad, 4 January 
1991268). They still aimed at higher wage increases. 

With the unions’ hesitant support of the idea that wage restraint 
may have been be ne fi  cial for employment, the road seemed free for a 
rapid diffusion of the Wage Restraint Story line. And indeed, when the 
economic crisis of 1992 seemed to undo the upward trend in job creation, 
the so ci al part ners came to agree on two further central accords on wage 
re straint re la ti vely quickly (StvdA 1992; 1993). In the accord of 1993, called 
‘A New Course’269, unions and em ploy ers’ as    sociations even agreed on a 
specification, which they had not been able to do over the 1970s and 1980s: 
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rather than tripartite (consider Compston & Berger 2002). Although this 
accord of 1982 announced a period in which various central ac cords were 
concluded on, for example, youth un em  ploy ment (1984) and ethnic mi  no-
rities (1989)276, wage bargaining gra dually became a decentralised affair. 

Unions and employers’ associations both be came more sceptical about 
the benefits of cen tral dia  logue at the end of the 1980s, even though the 
government continuously tried to fa  ci li  tate an agreement (cf. Woldendorp 
2005). The unions on  ly wan ted to negotiate cen trally if there was a real ba-
sis for ex change, which they doubted there was: ‘The past years, we were 
the requesting party. And though we came with reasonable arguments, 
we obviously lacked power’ (fnv 1989: 15). The time of waiting patiently 
was over, according to unions. A union negotiator re marked that ‘we are 
not school  boys that beg for cen tral agree ments with our caps in our hands’ 
(nrc Han   delsblad, 29 Sep tem  ber 1990)277. For their part, employers made 
it clear in a ‘pas-op-de-plaats’ (stand still) letter of 1991, that ‘cen  tra   listic’ 
co or di nation was no longer an op tion for them. Dis ap poin ted about a 
fi nal at tempt to revive central dia lo gue with the tripartite ‘Com mon 
Policy Framework’ of 1989, they consequently withdrew from the main 
con sul ta tive bo dies in the early 1990s. Although central level dialogue 
was restored when the cri sis of the European Monetary System jumped 
over to the real economy in 1992, the wish for de cen tralised wage bar-
gaining became more pronounced, and was even tu al ly laid down in the 
‘New Course’ agree ment of 1993. In this ac cord, unions and em ploy ers’ 
associations agreed that ‘good fit’ and ‘diversity of options’ were the key 
words for the predominantly de cen tra lised bar  gaining of the rest of the 
century (StvdA 1993: 4). Central level dialogue became out dated, because 
‘The Hague278 can not just de termine what kind of agree ments will be con-
clu ded’, according to former union chair man (nrc Han dels  blad, 30 Ap ril 
1992)279. Con se quently, the negotiation of wage increases or wage restraint 
increasingly became a de cen tralised affair. The emerging wrs did not 
really fit this picture. 

A second, and perhaps more important, reason why the wrs could not 
be fully em  braced, was that central level dialogue was heavily criticised in 
the early 1990s. Several com  mentators, experts and policymakers agreed 
that the Dutch eco nomy was in a ‘mo nu men tal crisis’ (Timmer 1994: 24, 
58)280, among others because ‘our un em ploy ment fi gu res are alar      mingly 
high’ (Van der Zwan 1994: 22)281. Particularly the levels of ‘broad’ and 
‘hid den’ un em ployment’ were a major source of concern; around 1990, 

In short, the Wage Restraint Storyline really started to take shape at the 
beginning of the 1990s. The improved employment situation mattered 
a great deal in the support unions gave to this storyline, combined with 
the fact that they lacked an accepted alternative ex pla na tion (cf. Capano 
2003). The wrs, however, still competed with alternative, though mi-
nority, storylines. In the 1980s the competition came from the story on 
working time re duc tion that still lingered on, and in the 1990s a story on 
productivity and innovation offered a new (critical) view on the nature of 
hesitant Dutch suc ces ses. More im portantly, however, it was not so much 
another po licy that constituted a real alternative to the wrs, but the wish 
for a different pro cess: decentralisation. 

6.4.2 Consensus cornered: the ‘viscosity storyline’

Though wage restraint was increasingly linked to the improved economic 
and employment circumstances around 1990, it proved difficult for the 
social partners to claim credit for this success. The consultation economy, 
central dialogue and the consensual style of decision-ma king were put 
un der considerable pressure in the early 1990s, a critique that also stained 
the policy of wage restraint that this consultation economy had arguably 
generated. The wrs was not embraced full-heartedly by po li ti cians, social 
partners and journalists alike for two re lated reasons: 1) the appreciation of 
bi par tite and decentralised wage bar gai ning, because of which negotiated 
wage restraint was viewed as outdated; and 2) consensual central level 
dia  lo gue was blamed for a variety of problems in the Dutch eco nomy. 
Particularly the latter be came a very influential storyline in the early 1990s. 

Let us first consider the decentralisation of wage bargaining. Since the 
deadlock in cen tra lised dia logue of the 1970s, the call for decentralisation 
of de ci sion-making had been pa ra mount. As mentioned earlier, the idea 
that the state – or organised capital and labour for that mat  ter – could 
steer the economy ‘from above’ was refuted especially by employers, the 
Li be ral party and the Christian-Liberal government after 1977. Unions, 
the Social Democratic Party and expert bodies like the wrr were still in 
favour of central intervention. In 1982, the so  cial partners found a certain 
compromise to bring the prac tice of central consultation in line with the 
wish for decentralisation. The Accord of 1982 was only a ‘re com men dation’ 
to lower-level ne go tia tors. Moreover, the government withdrew from 
central level wage bar gai ning; Dutch corporatism became more bipartite 
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Just as in oth er European countries, neo-liberal economic thinking 
became dominant in the Ne   therlands over the 1980s (cf. McBride 1988; 
Blyth 2002). The belief in the self-regulating capacity and efficiency of 
mar kets became stronger. Central level negotiation and cor po ra tism did 
not quite fit this pic ture, and in the academic field, the study and practice 
of cor po ra tism was even declared dead (cf. Lash and Urry 1987; Molina and 
Rhodes 2002). This market-based critique persuaded the social part ners 
them selves to reposition their role in the glo  balised eco no my. A report 
was consequently written in the face of deepening Eu ro pe an eco  nomic 
inte gra tion: Con vergence and the Con sul ta tion Eco no my288 (1992). This 
re port was produced in re cord time by the Social and Economic Council 
(ser) and one of its main re   commendations was that po litical co or-
dination could only com  ple ment co or d i na ti on by mar  ket mech anisms, 
which were in fact given priority. ‘Go vern  ment in ter  ven tion, self-re gu -
lation, con   sul ta tion and co o pe ra tion may sup  port and com  plement an 
ade quate fun c tio ning of the mar  ket’ (SER 1992: 136)289. 

The Dutch consultation economy was also criticised from the other 
side of the state-market continuum; consensual decision-making was 
said to be slow and undemocratic, im pe  ding a pro per functioning of the 
government and parliament. The main pro blem with the prac  tice to 
consult all the established economic actors was, so it was said, that there 
is ‘no con   sen sus about what has to hap pen’ these days (Timmer 1994: 
24. 58)290, which arguably was de tri mental to a po li tical system with so 
many veto points. Decision-making took too long. Indeed, as was also 
demonstrated in this chapter, there was no consensus on the proper 
course of action between the social partners and government over the 
1980s. The ge ne ral cli   mate on the cen tral level was ‘icy’ (Wolinetz 1989: 
93). The media even spoke of an ongoing ‘war’ in Dutch politics (De Volks-
krant, 28 De    cember 1987)291. In such a situation without consensus, the 
Dutch ‘consensus democracy’ becomes, 

‘  closed, ‘viscous’ (not vi go rous), and boring. This might be accepted if a  

con sen sus de mocracy resulted in a real dialogue and triumph over   

dis agree ments. In practice, how ever, only agreements with out obligation  

are pro du ced, with no ef fect at all. Critical mat ters are eschewed and the  

sys tem is a license to ve to or pri vi lege’ (qouted from the program of the  

Social Democratic party pvda 1994: 27).292

about one million people made use of the dis a bi li ty scheme (wao). The 
social partners were largely blamed for these high levels of in ac ti vi ty and 
disability claimants, as their role in the implementation of so ci al security 
schemes had ar gu ably allowed them to remove older (and less productive) 
wor kers from the labour market into disability in a socially accepted way. 
Ac cor ding to a chairman of a large in surance company, this huge problem 
remained largely un no ticed until now, be cause ‘our ears ring from all the 
talk of wage restraint. Because of this, there was basically no at ten tion for 
sick leave and disability’ (nrc Handelsblad, 4 March 1991282). Therefore, 
the gradual successes of wage restraint could not save the social partners 
from responsibility for this huge problem. The alleged mis use of the 
disability scheme by unions and employers’ as so cia tions culminated in a 
par lia men tary investigation of the Com mis sion Buurmeijer (1992-1993). 

The critique on the Dutch consultation economy was more 
fundamental than the (mis-) use of the dis ability schemes, however. The 
Dutch consultation economy in general was as so cia ted with con  sen sual 
‘viscosity’ (stroperigheid): with slow, ineffective and undemocratic de -
ci si on  making processes283. This ‘viscocity storyline’ was supported by 
many different ac tors, though often for different reasons. First, according 
to some critics, the Dutch con sul ta tion economy was an eco nomically in-
ef fec tive system that had ‘hampered eco no  mic growth’ (Bol ke stein 1994: 
19)284. The practice of con sul ta tion and consensus-seeking be haviour was 
said to impede a proper fun c tioning of the increasingly globalised mar-
ket, which would func tion more ef fec ti vely without it. As was ar gued for 
instance by a former top civil ser vant, Ad Geel hoed, and one of the fiercest 
cri tics of the Dutch consultation economy in the early 1990s, the liberal 
leader Frits Bol ke stein, respectively, 

‘  It is completely inconsistent. If you choose maximal openness, but a part of the 

eco no my operates as a closed Goelag Archipel where everything needs to be 

ba  lan ced against each other, then the economy becomes vulnerable when con-

fron ted with ex ter nal shocks’ (Geel hoed 1994: 14).285

‘  The consultation economy might be typified as follows; while the storm rages 

outside, it is ge zel lig 286 indoors. However, if we do not open the shutters –  

that is, if we are un  able to shake off this provincialism – our house of cards will 

be blown away. Con  sensus is nice, but good policy is better’ (Bolkestein in nrc 

Han delsblad, 17 June 1993). 287



182 183

the early 1990s, it was sup ple mented by a storyline on productivity and 
in no va tion. The ‘viscosity story line’ of the 1990s, finally, did not so much 
challenge the wrs, but ne vertheless undermined the ability of the social 
part ners to take full credits for having achieved wage restraint.

Therefore, various storylines have emerged and competed with each 
other in Dutch pu blic debate. Political actors constantly created specific 
sto ries to further their own in te rests and views on how so ciety and the 
economy should be or ga nised. Pur poseful action, strategy and power 
relations therefore seem important for un der  stan ding the emergence of 
the wrs and the other story lines. Em ploy ers’ as sociations con stantly 
pushed for an un der stan  ding of the eco no mic crisis of the 1970s in terms 
of (wage) costs. Unions supported working time reduction until well 
into the 1990s. The Dutch government was ambivalent; as from 1977 it 
supported wage re straint and de cen tra li sation, but until the end of the 
1980s, it also favoured working time re duc tion as a means to dis tribute 
jobs more evenly. Finally, politicians from all po li ti cal co lours uttered 
their ‘viscosity’ critique directly at those organisations that ope rated 
outside par liamentary control. Nevertheless, no single actor could de-
termine the acceptance and evolution of their story  line over time. As was 
pointed out in Chap ter 2, ‘in dividuals may strategically (seek to) insert a 
par  ticular story, but wheth er this will or  ga nize a po licy domain depends 
on how others re spond to it, twist it, take it up’ (Ha jer and Laws 2006: 
258). Despite the improved power base of employers, and even having 
an influential po licy legacy at their side, their causal narrative on wage 
restraint was not widely accepted until the early 1990s. Unions lost power 
over the 1980s, and consequently the storyline on wor king time reduction 
gradually disappeared from view; but it did not return when the bar gai-
ning situation of unions improved after 1987. It was around this time that 
unions also gradually accepted the causal narrative on wage restraint, as 
supported by the government and employers, and substantiated by the 
cpb. The lack of an alternative and the improving employment situation 
seem to have contributed to this gradual shift. 

Although the contours of the wrs were present for a substantial time, 
it was only con si   dered a partial success in the early 1990s. At that time, 
nobody thought about cha rac te ri sing the Ne ther lands as a model (Salverda 
2005: 39), and according to many experts, wage re  straint – and the in sti-
tu tions sup porting it – had not delivered in accordance with ex pec tations. 
The Dutch consultation economy was gradually de-institutionalised. 

This line of critique originated in the 1970s and 1980s. Starting with the 
Christian-Liberal go  vern ment of 1982 that was ‘there to govern’, Dutch 
go vern ments have tried to regain the ‘pri ma cy of po li tics’, by mo no-
polising the political arena and the re spon sibility for the com mon in  terest 
(Leijnse 2000: 74)293. The at tack on the privileged position of the social 
part ners however only really took shape after 1994, when for the first 
time in Dutch par lia men tary his tory the Christian-Democrats were out 
of government. The first so-called ‘purple’ go vernment, which con  sisted 
of Social-Democrats, Liberals and Social Li berals, really made an issue 
of re du cing the ‘iron ring’ of bureaucratic and consensual policy-making 
(cf. Oldersma et al. 1999). A most salient reform was that the legal re-
quirement of the go vern ment to ask the Social and Economic Coun cil 
(ser) for ad vice on so cio-economic matters was abolished in 1995294. It 
was par ti cu larly this Council that was con  si dered to have fun c tio ned as a 
‘shel ter’ of Dutch politics (Bol ke stein in nrc Han dels blad, 17 June 1993295), 
and as a pun the council was called ‘So  cial and Eco no mic Brake’296. 

The ‘viscosity storyline’ depicting the Dutch consultation economy as 
economically in ef fective and/or undemocratic, constituted an influential 
storyline that impeded the broad ac   cep tance of the wrs. Wage restraint 
might have contributed to economic recovery, so this story line goes, but it 
covered up other more pressing problems of the Dutch economy. Be cause 
of a lack of consensus and con struc tive dialogue, the Netherlands would 
be better off without the so cial partners. Alongside the continuing process 
of decentralisation, this cri ti que seemed to an nounce the end of the Dutch 
consultation economy, as well as the wrs. 

6.5 Conclusions

This chapter analysed the historical evolution of the Wage Restraint 
Storyline (wrs) in Dutch public debate on socio-economic policymaking. 
The idea of wage restraint (re-) emerged in the 1970s, in times of 
considerable economic and political uncertainty and turmoil. Over the 
1980s and early 1990s, the wrs became more prominent in pu blic debate, 
though it never dominated it. There were alternative storylines, and the 
lack of ob vious po si tive results did not unequivocally favour one story 
over another. In the 1970s and 1980s, the story around working time 
reduction and active government intervention was widely ap proved of. In 
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7.1 Reproducing the wrs 
 introduction

It is difficult to pinpoint the exact moment, but somewhere between 1995 
and 1996 in ter na tio  nal at tention for the Netherlands increased suddenly 
and quite unexpectedly. Many fo reign news papers and magazines such 
as Le Monde, Le Nouvelle Observateur, Business Week, The Economist, Die 
Zeit, and Wirtschaftswoche started to praise the Dutch economy and par-
ti cu lar ly its ‘job ma chine’. Though this international appraisal was not 
solely (though pre   do mi nant ly) directed at the policy of wage re straint, it 
did give an important boost to the Wage Re straint Storyline of which the 
contours were already beginning to become visible at home. It pushed the 
wrs forwards as the dominant story on Dutch economic and political 
de velopments, which for a while even rea ched mythical proportions. 
Employers (and their re   presentatives), unionists, po li ti cians from all 
political colours, government officials, but also jour nalists and ex perts 
came to sup port the wrs, though they supported it for entirely different 
reasons. Even the public at large came to share in the conviction that wage 
restraint did do the employment trick for the Ne  ther lands. Dissonant 

chapter 7

The making of a model: 
the near-universal acceptance 
of the wage restraint storyline 
(1996-2004)

But then eco  nomic cir cum stances improved remarkably after 1995, and 
foreign ob  servers came to notice the Dutch per  for  mances and its specific 
consensual style of po li tics. As the next chap ter will show, this in ter-
national appraisal arguably saved the Dutch consultation economy (cf. 
Koole & Daalder 2002: 36), and unexpectedly turned the wrs into the 
dominant storyline on Dutch socio-eco no mic policy-making. 


