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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. 
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over the world came to the Ne therlands to learn the ways of the Dutch 
Polder Model. Likewise, Dutch po    liticians, employers’ representatives 
and uni onists – after initial scep ti cism (see below) – went abroad as a kind 
of missionaries. ‘In those years, we fre quent ly went abroad to explain 
how the Polder Model worked’, a for  mer unionist reminisced (Interview 
2004a). The ultimate moment for the international tour on the Polder 
Model was when the Ame  rican President Bill Clinton invited the Dutch 
Prime Minister Wim Kok to talk about the Dutch mo del at a g7 meeting in 
Denver in 1997. 

The ‘Polder Model’ came to mean many different things, but it basically 
relates to two core, and intertwined, ele ments: neo-li be ral re forms and 
consensus. The first element in vol ved a suc cess ful policy mix of sound 
monetary and fi s cal policies, flexibilisation of the labour market, structural 
reforms of the welfare state and wage re straint. The second element in-
vol ved the agreement on this particular policy mix between all re le vant 
political actors and a joint effort to bring about economic growth (cf. The 
Economist, 5 April 1997299). Indeed, what was thought to be so ‘miraculous’ 
about the Ne ther lands was the com  bination of these ele   ments; the 
Netherlands had been able to reform its wel fare state and create a healthy 
ma cro-eco  no mic cli mate, with  out dis rup  ting harmony, so li da rity and 
stability (cf. Fi  nancial Times, 18 Sep tem ber 1997300). The Ne ther lands 
seemed to have found a midd le way between the harsh reality of neo-
li  be   ra lism and the soft uto pia of social demo cra cy. It became an exam  ple 
of the ‘Third Way to Pros  pe rity’ (New York Times, 16 June 1997301; Cuperus 
et al. 2001). Or, as ar  gued by a Dutch economist in the Independent: ‘In 
Holland, ca pi talism has a friend ly face’ (The In  de pendent, 8 June 1997302).

It was this ‘friendly capitalism’, and the consensus and cooperation at 
its core, that be came the most heralded by international commentators 
and policymakers. Rather than im po sing neo-liberal reforms on society, 
the Dutch go vern ment cooperated with organised in te rests: with unions 
and em ploy ers’ as so cia ti ons. As observed in The Guar dian (7 Ap ril 
1997303), some of the Dutch reforms ‘might sound a touch That che rite, 
but that would be to miss the crucial point of the Dutch system: it is 
based on consensus, on a part   nership be tween go vern ment, unions and 
employers’. This ‘partnership’, particularly between orga ni sed capital and 
la bour, was presented as typically Dutch. The Wa sh ington Post (19 January 
1997304) noted that ‘in other Eu ro pe an coun  tries, em ploy ers and wor  kers 
are constant adversaries. Here, they do a good imitation of being part  ners. 

voices were barely pre sent or were marginalised in pu blic de  bate. 
This chapter looks into this near-universal acceptance of the wrs after 

1995. Why did such a broad variety of actors come to share and support 
the same storyline? And what im pli ca tions did this have for Dutch socio-
economic policymaking? This chapter tries to ans wer these questions by 
analysing what the wrs entails exactly. It starts (7.2) by (briefl y) men tio-
ning the in ter na tional praise of Dutch eco no mic per for mance and the de-
ve lop ment of the Pol der Model image af ter 1996. What was most striking 
about the Netherlands – according to many foreign observers – was its 
cul ture of con sen sus and consultation: the very same cul ture that was still 
subject to ‘the vis co si ty’ critique of Dutch policymakers and experts. This 
‘Dutch consensus’ consequently became an important element or ‘nar-
rative’ of the wrs, as it had de ve loped over the 1980s and early 1990s, as 
the subsequent sec tion of this chapter will show (7.3). This link between 
consensual practices and the policy of wage restraint seems cru cial for 
understanding its widespread acceptance (7.4). The final part (7.5) de-
scribes how the wrs sub stan tial ly shaped and structured debate on socio-
economic policy-making after 2001 when economic slowdown became 
again ap  pa rent. Though the shine of the Polder Model image faded, the 
wrs was still very much alive.   

7.2 It started with international praise…

Halfway through the 1990s, most of Europe was still recovering from 
a severe economic cri sis, partly triggered by the crisis of the European 
Monetary System of 1992. Unemployment reached peak heights in most 
European countries. The Netherlands was doing relatively well, how-
ever, and this performance came to be noticed internationally somewhere 
around 1995. Particularly Ger  man and French po li ti ci ans looked with envy 
upon the Dutch ‘jobs ma chine’ as their re s pec tive coun tries struggled 
with high levels of un em ploy  ment. For them, and others, the Netherlands 
became the ‘model coun try, the example for the con ti nent’, as said by 
the President of the German Bun des bank Hans Tiet meyer (The Ob ser-
ver, 7 Oc tober 1997297). This exemplary function led to a model which 
was termed ‘Tulip’, ‘Del ta’ or – the most widely accepted term nowadays 
– ‘Polder’ Mo del. This in ter na tional ap praisal led to con   siderable ‘Pol     der 
tourism’ (nrc Handelsblad, 27 July 1997298), where po li cy makers from all 
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7.3 The wage restraint storyline
 three narratives

Both in the Netherlands and abroad, the Dutch ‘success story’ (cf. Schram 
and Soss 2001) came to be linked to a co herent policy mix of wage re-
straint, budget cuts, tax reductions and structural reforms of the (passive) 
Dutch wel fare state (cf. ser 1998: 53-54; Miljoenennota 1998: 32). ‘The 
story of Dutch eco no mic re  co ve ry is a long one, and was not written 
pain less ly’, as Ad Melkert, the former Mi nister of Social Affairs and 
Employment, explained to the press in 1997310. But despite the com  plex i ty 
of, and discussion about, the main causes of eco no mic recovery, there is an 
‘un ambiguous core of the story’, which he argues is:

‘  the implications of the Accord of Was se naar, an agree ment con clu ded fifteen 

years ago be tween unions and employers’ as so cia tions. An accord that ge ne ra-

ted pro  tracted wage cost restraint that was being exchanged for job creation via 

wor king time reduction and the extension of part-time jobs’.

In other words, despite all the other policies, it was the wage restraint 
accord of 1982 that was said to be the ‘se cret to the successes of the 
“Polder Model”’ (nrc Handelsblad, 8 Sep tem ber 1998311); it con stituted 
its ‘sex-appeal’ (De Volks  krant, 8 March 1997)312. In fact, as time passed, 
the accord on wage restraint was increasingly equalled with the Polder 
Model itself. The Polder Model was first of all presented as a ‘job miracle’ 
with wage restraint at its roots. This contraction of the Polder Model with 
wage restraint became par ti cu lar ly clear when uni ons and employers’ as-
so ciations appeared un able to re strain wages at the end of the 1990s313. 
Because wage re straint was forestalled, the Polder Mo del was de cla red 
ob so lete and dead (cf. nrc Han  dels blad, 20 De cember 2001314; see section 
7.5). While the Polder Model itself lost most of its at trac tive ness after a 
while, its core – wage restraint – firmly stood ground. 

This section describes this core of the Polder Model, the Wage Restraint 
Storyline. It is argued here that wrs basically consists of three nar   ra tives. 
Each of these nar ratives draws upon a variety of storytelling tech ni ques, 
sym bols, and me  taphors (Stone 2002: 137-161). The first causal nar -
rative claims that Dutch job growth is caused by wage re straint, above all 
because of its positive impact on competitiveness and ex   ports (the wage 
re straint-com pe ti tive ness-jobs nexus). It was this nar ra tive that the Dutch 

Stri kes are rarer in the Ne therlands these days than in any in dus trialised 
country ex cept Ja pan’. In 1997, the in sti tu tion that symbolises this Dutch 
‘social partnership’ most – the bipartite Labour Foun dation (Stich t ing van 
de Arbeid) – even received the pre stigious Carl Bertelmanns Prize. The La-
bour Foundation arguably ‘spear  headed the trans for ma tion of the Dutch 
so cial wel fare state and in doing so made the coun try’s glo bal  ly ad mi red 
“eco no mic miracle” pos si ble’305. Con se quent ly, the chair man of the jury 
emphasised the ex em    pla  ry role of the Dutch way of talking and over  co-
ming conflicting in te rests for other coun tries like Ger ma ny: ‘Kon  sens und 
rund dem Tisch, das brau chen wir’ (Het Fi nan ci eele Dag blad, 20 September 
1997)306. Therefore, as the Economist concluded (The Economist, 5 April 
1997307), it is ‘con sensus’ that ‘lies at the heart of the Dutch successes. 
The most striking (and of ten in ter na tio nal ly mentioned) con sen sus was 
the one on wage re  straint. For instance, the Fi nan cial Times (23 Oc  to ber 
1997308) stated: ‘the current Dutch economic successes (….) can be traced 
back to a wage restraint accord struck as long as fifteen years ago’. This 
news pa per refers to the ‘Accord of Wassenaar’ of 1982 that pro vi des the 
real or ‘deeper’ ex pla na tion of the Dutch successes (The Economist, 18 
August 2001309). 

In short, in foreign political and journalistic circles, a story developed 
that linked Dutch eco nomic successes to specific neo-liberal policies to the 
Accord of Wassenaar of 1982 and to the Dutch preoccupation with con-
sen sus and consultation. These individual elements were, of course, no 
foreign inventions at all: ‘Wassenaar’ is a real historical event, con sen sus 
is ap pre ciated within the Dutch corporatist policy community and wage 
restraint has been prac ticed over several years. In fact, foreign ap prai-
sal was firmly based on the Wage Re straint Story line as it was he si tant ly 
accepted in the Netherlands in the early 1990s. There fore, fo reign appraisal 
did not invent a complete new story. What the international appraisal on 
Dutch economic developments did do was firmly link these individual 
elements in one single causal story; it was not only wage restraint that had 
contributed to Dutch economic re co very – as the ‘old’ wrs of the 1980s 
would have it – but also the Dutch consultation eco no my and its search 
for con sen sus. The combination of these elements – or narratives – made 
up the heart of the ‘new’ wrs of the second half of the 1990s, as the next 
section will show. 
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vno-ncw 1999a: 14-15; Mil  joenen nota 1997: 21318), which ‘was be neficial 
for many Dutch firms that are ex posed to in ter na ti onal price com pe ti tion’ 
(nrc Handelsblad, 10 Ja nu ary 1997319), as two unionists state. Or, as is for-
mu la ted in more detail, by the Dutch ‘Purple’ government of that time: 

‘  The Ne ther lands has been able to lower its wage costs sub stan tial ly as com -

pared with our main com pe ti tors, and was thus able to enlarge its ex port share. 

Relative wage costs have dropped 10% compared to 1982, cu mu  latively. At the 

same time, our mar ket share has in creased with 5% […] The wage cost in dex for 

Ger ma ny has mounted to 30%, which is at  ten ded with a loss of market shares of 

about 2%’ (Mil  joenen nota 1997: 21).320

Though these enlarged market shares are important in their own right, 
the crucial point of the causal narrative of the wrs is that these also 
have considerable positive spill-over effects on job growth. Consider the 
following argumentations of the cpb and an employers’ re pre sen ta tive 
respectively. 

‘  The moderated wage costs development – moderate as compared with our 

main com  pe    ti tors in the euro area, starting in the early 1980s – did bring grist 

to the mill of the Dutch eco nomy in ge ne ral and the export sector in par ti-

cular. Strongly im proved com   pe  titiveness of firms contributed to the good 

per formance of the ex por ting sec tor. The pro  fitability of firms has improved 

strongly at the same time. Con    se quent ly, em ploy ment did develop most fa-

vourably, particularly in Euro pe an per   spec tive’ (cep 2001: 20). 321

‘  Wage restraint has been very successful over the past few years. Between 1990 

and 1996, Dutch wage costs increased with only 17%, resulting in a job growth 

of 7%. In Germany, wage costs increased with 35%, and consequently jobs only 

grew with 3%. Wage restraint is the only instrument that helps employment’  

(Algemeen Dagblad, 26 April 1996). 

This causal narrative about wage restraint, competitiveness and jobs 
essentially follows a lo gic of eco no mic necessity (cf. Van Dyk 2005). 
Given the openness and trade-dependent na ture of the Dutch eco nomy, 
wage restraint is ‘ne ces sary’ and ‘in evi table’ in order to im prove com -
pe  titiveness and stimulate growth (Twee de Ka mer 2004: 5, 11)322. As the 
former Bri tish Prime Mi nis ter Mar garet Thatcher would say it: There 

government and employers par ti cu lar ly tried to put forward as from the 
1970s (see previous Chapter). The second his to rical nar rative states that 
wage re  straint was the (in tended) effect of a central accord con cluded fifteen 
years earlier be tween uni ons and em   ployers’ associations: the Accord 
of Was se naar of 1982. The third and final political nar rative states that 
unions and employers were able to con    clude this central accord on wage 
re   straint be  cause they talked with each other in the Dutch consultation 
economy and committed themselves to a common interest. These latter 
two narratives were new ‘inventions’ of the 1990s, and are important for 
understanding the widespread acceptance of the wrs after 1995. 

7.3.1 The causal narrative: competitiveness, exports and jobs

The first narrative enclosed in the wrs states that the Dutch economic and 
job miracle of the second half of the 1990s was caused by wage restraint. 
Statements such as ‘wage restraint is an im por  tant cause of the eco no-
mic recovery of the Ne   ther  lands’ (nrc Han dels blad, 4 Fe bru ary 1997; cf. 
Het Financieele Dag blad, 24 January 1997315) or ‘wage restraint is good 
for preserving jobs’ (Tele graaf, 17 September 2003316) implicitly articulate 
two particular cause-and-effect re la tions hips between wage growth, 
economic growth and job growth: jobs were directly crea ted due to wage 
(cost) restraint because of improved pro   fi ta bi lity of firms (which means 
more fi nan cial room for job in vest ment) and in d i rect ly via im  proved 
com       petitiveness of firms and ex ports (see for instance Forum, 26 August 
1999317; Den Butter 1991: 16; Van den Berg 1993: 22). The first causal logic 
is considered to be of par    ticular importance for job creation in the closed-
sector of the (service) economy. The se cond causal logic is con si de red to 
be of par  ti  cular importance for job creation in the open exporting sector, 
where eco no mic growth due to increased exports has positive spill-over 
effects on jobs. 

It was especially this latter logic – which might be called the wage 
restraint-com pe ti tive ness-jobs’ nexus – that is at the very heart of the 
Polder Model of the second half of the 1990s. Wage re straint has been 
‘Hol land’s single most im por tant wea pon in in ter na tio nal com          pe tition’, 
according to the Cen tral Plan ning Bu reau, an important eco  no mic policy 
re search institute ad vi sing the go  vern ment (cpb 1995: 268). Since the early 
1980s, so it was clai   med, Dutch wage and wage cost growth has sub stan -
tially lagged those of the coun try’s main com    petitors like Germany (cf. 
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To sum up, the first causal narrative of the wrs states that wage 
restraint created jobs, par  ti cu larly because of its positive impact on 
competitiveness and exports. In other words, wage re straint is firmly lin-
ked to the con viction that ‘the coun  try that be comes cheaper, exports 
more’ and there fore ex pe riences more growth and crea tes more jobs (cf. 
Bom  hoff 1994). 

7.3.2 The historical narrative: the Accord of Wassenaar of 1982 

The second narrative of the wrs states that wage restraint was politically 
agreed upon on the 24th of November 1982, when unions and employers’ 
associations con cluded the Accord of Wassenaar. ‘Wassenaar’ is 
considered to be the his torical birthplace of the Pol der Mo del as it ‘was 
the beginning of wage restraint that con tinues until the present’ (Eind  ho-
vens Dag blad, 28 November 1997; cf. nrc Handelsblad, 9 Sep tem ber 1998; 
Het Fin an ci eele Dagblad, 18 Sep  tem ber 1996331). This historical narrative 
of the wrs links this historical event to policies and economic out-
comes, and consequently draws a direct and largely un in ter rupted line of 
development be tween a political agreement of the early 1980s to economic 
successful out comes of the second half of the 1990s. 

The Accord of Wassenaar is generally considered to be a ‘brea    king 
point’ in Dutch po  litical history (nrc Han dels blad, 29 August 1997332). As 
is argued in a go vern ment policy do cu ment:

 ‘ The Accord of Wassenaar in 1982 marks a turning point. In this accord,  

em ploy ers and uni ons confirmed a consensus on the necessity of wage restraint. 

The re sul ting wage re straint (as compared to the main competitors) has had 

favorable con  sequences for the e co   no my. It led to improved profitability 

and com pe ti tive ness. The result was a strong recovery of em   ploy ment’ 

(Miljoenennota 2007: 70).333

This quote nicely summarises the essence of the historical narrative of 
the wrs. The Accord of Wassenaar marked this ‘turning point’ in Dutch 
socio-eco no mic his tory in three in ter re la ted ways. First of all, it is claimed 
that ‘Wassenaar’ marked a turn from the high wage in crea ses of the 1970s 
to wage restraint of the 1980s and 1990s. At ‘Wassenaar’, a con sen  sus 
emerged (and was for ma li sed) on the ne ces sity of wage re straint to restore 
jobs and eco no mic growth. As quoted above: at Was senaar, ‘em ploy ers 

Is No Alternative (tina) to wage re straint for the Netherlands (cf. Hay 
1998). This statement also seemed to be firmly acknow led ged by unions; 
two unionists of the general union federation fnv argued that ‘In the Ne-
ther  lands, it is widely ac cep ted, also by unions, that we need to adjust our 
small open eco no my to in    ter na tio nal com petition’ (nrc Han delsblad, 
10 Ja nu ary 1997323). Or, as is stated in a Note on Labour Con ditions of the 
Chris tian Trade union cnv: ‘Com pe  titiveness is in crea sing ly de termined 
by (per unit) labour costs. This has con siderable con se quences for uni-
ons’ po  li cies. In the past, unions did not have to take into con sideration 
foreign de ve  lopments: now we have to’ (cnv 1999: 1-2324). In this causal 
narrative, therefore, the Netherlands needs to take cost as pects into ac-
count, or other wise it would lose its competitive edge, which would have 
negative affects on eco  nomic growth and the job situation. In this view, it 
is ra tio nal or only ‘natural’ (cf. Stone 2002: 143) to support wage restraint. 
It is ‘sound economic think  ing’, as is claimed by the former chair  man of 
the employers’ as so ci a tion for small and me  di um-sized en   te r  prises mkb 
Ne  der land on public television (NOVA, 1 November 2001), where as high 
wage demands are con  si dered ‘dan ge rous and unrea  lis tic’ (Het Parool, 15 
Sep tember 1998325). 

Various metaphors are used to further substantiate this causal narrative. 
For example, the me taph or of expensiveness is often employed in public 
debate. The Ne ther lands – or in fact Dutch products – should not become 
‘too expensive’ (Volk skrant, 22 Oc  to ber 2001326), lest it loses its com     petitive 
edge in in ternational markets. The former em ploy ers’ chairman Schra-
ven often claimed that ‘we are be co ming too ex pensive’ (Schra   ven 2001327: 
see also Al  ge  meen Dagblad, 5 December 2000)328. On these occasions, 
the Netherlands is sometimes also compared with a com pany ‘B.V. Ne   der-
land’; just as a com pany, a country cannot over spend very long (cf. Trouw, 
3 May 1997329). Fur thermore, historical re   ferences to the ‘struggle against 
the water’ of the Middle Ages (see also Chapter 4) are sometimes used to 
under pin this cau sal ele ment of the wrs. When eco no mic circumstances 
de clined after 2001, the cpb for example stated that ‘a good dike re in for-
cement is necessary. The recovery of pro fi ta bi li ty and the im prove ment 
of our com   pe ti tive ness are highly de pendent on a re spon si ble wage de -
ve lop ment’ (Al  gemeen Dag blad, 19 Sep tem ber 2001). Also, the same de-
te ri orating eco no mic cir cum stances led former Prime Mi   nis ter Kok to 
conclude that ‘social-eco no mically, the water has reached our lips’ (Trouw, 
8 No    vem ber 2002330); wage restraint was thus necessary. 
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The metaphors of disease and cure have been often used to underscore 
this turn towards better policies and stra te gies (i.e. wage re straint) in 1982. 
Consider the fol low ing quote from a Dutch newspaper: 

 ‘  In the 1970s, the Ne ther lands was ill. It suffered from a “Dutch Di sease”.  

But then a co n sen sus of change de ve loped. The Ac cord of Was senaar con  fir med 

wage restraint between uni ons and em ployers’ (nrc Han dels blad, 22 Oc tober 

1999).342 

The term ‘Dutch disease’ was coined as such by the Economist in 1977343 
to describe the ne ga tive impact of the discovery of Dutch natural gas 
resources in the 1960s on the de ve lop ment and competitiveness of the 
exporting ma nu fac turing in dus try in the Netherlands. Over time, one 
came to speak of ‘Dutch disease’ in relation to the use of gas revenues to 
finance go  vern ment transfers to households (Van Ark, De Haan & De 
Jong 1998: 309). In 1982, or so this nar rative runs, it was acknowledged 
that wage restraint constituted the proper ‘cure’ for this Dutch disease 
(Miljoenennota 2007: 71; cf. Volks  krant, 8 November 1997344). In that same 
year, therefore, a change took place from the ‘non sensical’ Key ne si an 
policies of the 1970s to the ‘no-nonsense’ neoliberal po licies of the 1980s 
and 1990s, which was the motto of the newly installed Christian-Liberal 
go vern ment. 

Thirdly, it is usually claimed that ‘Wassenaar’ marked a turning point 
from the po la rised 1970s to the consensual 1980s and 1990s. Dutch 
politics ‘found the road to wards con sen  sus at Was senaar’, argues the 
Social and Economic Council (ser 2000: 9). An em ployers’ re presentative 
remembers that 

‘  before 1982, employers and em ploy ees ba sically could not agree, even if  

they want ed to […] Conflicts were com ple te ly dif ferent at that time, much  

more ideo lo  gical’ (Van den Braak, Het Financieele Dagblad, 12 De cem ber 2002;  

nrc Han  dels blad, 10 April 2006). 345 

After 1982, however, unions and em ploy ers acted in a more ‘business-like’ 
manner and con clu ded many agreements on topics such as youth un em-
ploy ment (1984), the un em ploy ment si tu ation of mi no ri ties (1989), flex -
ibility and se   curity (1996) and pen sions (1997). The Ac  cord of Wassenaar 
of 1982 paved the way for these follow-up agreements, and is in that sense 

and unions con fi r med a consensus on the ne ces si ty of wage re straint’ (Mil-
joenennota 2007: 70; cf. Het Fin ancieele Dag blad, 18 September 1996334). 
Since em ploy ers had already advocated wage restraint for a while (see 
Chapter 6), par ti cu lar ly uni  ons now (finally) accepted wage restraint in 
1982; in 1982, unions chose ‘jobs over in come’ (cf. nrc Han dels  blad, 26 
February 1998; De Volks  krant, 30 No vember 1999335). As is for example 
stated by Lo dewijk de Waal, former fnv-chair man: ‘Af ter dif fi cult ne go-
tia ti ons, we struck the Accord of Wassenaar in 1982, where we ex chan ged 
wages for jobs’. ‘In hindsight’, so he continues, ‘the agree ment was three 
years too late’ (Pa rool, 17 Ap ril 2003336); the employment situation had 
deteriorated dra ma ti cal ly in the early 1980s, and ma ny jobs were lost for 
good. In this historical element of the wrs, there fore, the Ac cord of Was-
senaar is es sen ti al  ly in ter preted as an ac  cord on wage re straint to create 
jobs and re store economic growth, even though the word wage restraint 
is not men tio ned ex pli cit ly in the text itself (see Chapter 6). Hence forth, 
‘a broad consensus on wage re  straint’ has exis ted in the Netherlands since 
1982, so the Central Planning Bu re au claims (cpb 1998: 131)337. 

Secondly, the Accord of Wassenaar on wage restraint is said to have 
marked a turning point from economic crisis and failure to economic 
recovery and success. As is stated in the go vern ment quote above: 
‘Wassenaar’ had very ‘favorable con se quen ces’, lasting until the very day. 
And in the words of a former Mi nister of Social Affairs and Em ploy  ment, 
‘we still pro fit from the con sensus of 1982’ (Mel kert 1997)338. This turn 
towards success could only hap pen because of a shift from bad to good 
policies: from wage increases to wage re straint. ‘The Accord of Wassenaar 
pro vi ded the ba sis for a long-term moderated wage cost de ve lop ment 
that eventually resulted in eco   nomic suc ces ses’, another former Mi  nister 
of Social Affairs and Em ploy ment ar gued (De Vries 1999)339. These were 
not only successes for em ploy ers, but also for employees. As is stated in a 
year  ly report of the Dutch Bank: ‘jobs above in come proved to be a choice 
for work and in come’ (Jaar ver slag 1994340). Though it took some time 
for these po sitive eco no mic effects of the political accord in 1982 to take 
hold, ‘the his   to ri cal im  por tance of the ac cord was clear immediately’, as 
is remembered by an em ploy ers’ re pre sen  ta tive, as a ju  nior pre sent at the 
negotiations (Van den Braak 2002: 12)341. People pre sent at the ne go tia-
tion table in Wassenaar, as well as the larger part of Dutch so ciety, knew 
in 1982 – so the wrs goes – that this accord was necessary at that time to 
restore economic and job growth. 
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th er than one’s own nose’, as the Dutch ex pres sion goes, said a former 
Minister of Social Affairs and Em ployment (De Vries 1999)351. Or, finally, 
as was stated by the government in 1999: ‘At the ba sis of this [eco no mic] 
im prove ment is […] a con struc tive attitude of the social part  ners’ (Mil joe-
nen nota 1999: 7).

This ‘constructive’ attitude on the part of the social partners arguably 
started at Was se naar in 1982, though it was by no means perceived as 
an entirely new phenomenon. In fact, this political narrative of the wrs 
states that the older Dutch tradition of consultation and co o peration was 
revived at Was se naar. According to for mer Prime Mi nis ter Wim Kok, 
the ac cord sym bolises ‘the Dutch tradition to avoid con flicts as much as 
possible […] This ne go tia tion mo del existed well be  fore 1982, but ac quired 
a new form in 1982’ (nrc Han del sblad, 2 No vem ber 2002)352. This Dutch 
tradition to avoid conflicts is usually re vived in times of eco no mic crisis, 
when cooperation is particularly urgent. Historical re fe ren ces to the Dutch 
‘strugg le against the water’ of the Middle Ages are frequently made in pu-
blic debate to explain this cooperative tendency (cf. Interview 2004a). As 
a for mer Mi nis ter of Social Af fairs and Em ploy ment for instance argued: 
‘When the dikes break, al li an ces are for ged’ (Fo rum, 17 Sep tem ber 2003)353.

It was par ti cu lar ly this po sitive nar  rative about the Dutch consultation 
economy and consensus-seeking behaviour that was emphasised by 
foreign ob ser vers after 1995; at home, as the previous chapter showed, 
consensual practices were still sub  ject to the viscosity cri ti que. How ever, 
this political narrative became a firm com ponent of the wrs in the Dutch 
corporatist policy community rather quickly as well.

7.3.4 Reconstructing socio-economic history

The previous sections showed that the wrs is composed of three 
interrelated narratives. These narratives, individually or together, picture 
the Dutch political economy, its history and the way it developed in a 
specific way. There are two what might be called ‘meta-nar ratives’. First 
of all, and taken together, the wrs essentially is a ‘story of con trol’ (Stone 
2002: 143). It argues that the open and trade-dependent Dutch economy 
is high ly sen si tive to the ca pri  ci ous ness of the in ter na tional market, but 
that there is a way to ‘con trol’ these cir cum stan ces; by co o  pe ra tion and 
cen tral accords, unions and em  ployers’ as so cia tions – to gether with the 
go vern ment – can ma nipulate wage costs and, con se  quently, can steer the 

con si de red to be the ‘mo ther of all accords’ (SER-Bulletin, 7 Ja nuary 1998)346. 
At Wassenaar, unions and em ploy ers’ as so ci a ti ons be came social partners 
again; they talked to each other, cooperated and came to trust each other 
again. ‘Trust […] is based on mutual re spect and mu   tual credibility. That is 
the es sence of Was senaar’, said for mer Prime Mi  nister Wim Kok, who was 
as a union leader one of the foun ders of the Accord of Wassenaar347. 

In short, the Accord of Wassenaar marked a turning point in many 
ways. ‘Wassenaar’ separates economic policymaking of the 1970s from 
that of the 1980s and 1990s: it marked a turn from bad to good policies, 
from wage drift to wage restraint, from economic decline to eco nomic 
growth, from instability to stability, from dissensus to consensus. That 
is, ‘Was se naar’ implied a shift away from the ‘Dutch Disease’ to the ‘real 
beginning of the Dutch mi rac le’ (in the words of former Prime Mi   nister 
Ruud Lubbers in nrc Han dels blad, 16 Sep tem ber 1997)348.

7.3.3 The political narrative: cooperation and the common interest

The third and final nar rative of the wrs states that the Dutch social 
partners were able to agree on wage restraint (in 1982 but also later on) 
because of the ingrained habit of co o pe ra tion within the Dutch con-
sultation economy and especially their com    mitment to the socio-eco  -
nomic com mon interest. The Minister of Social Affairs said the following 
about the Ne  ther  lands in 1996: 

  ‘In my country, wage restraint proved to be a very effective means to combat 

un em ploy ment. This can be explained by the fact that the social partners  

– em ploy ers and em ployees who make up the heart of our consultation 

economy to gether with the go vern ment – were able to give priority to the 

common interest in stead of their respective group interests’.349

This po li tical narrative links eco no mic successes and wage restraint to 
specific po li ti cal in sti tutions (like the Labour Foundation), the Dutch 
search for consensus and dialogue, and ‘pu blic-regarding behaviour’ and 
actions on the part of the social partners. In the Ne ther lands, unions and 
employers were able to agree on wage restraint – much ear lier and longer 
than similar organisations in other countries – be cause they were arguably 
ab le to focus on long-term com mon goals rather than on their short-term 
self-interests (cf. Trouw, 16 October 2003)350. They were able to ‘look fur-
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developments and actions of actors. This is the essence of a storyline; it 
creates order in the range of events, and selects aspects to look at. The 
extent to which a storyline ‘accurately’ reflects developments is not of 
decisive im por tance. As Mark Blyth (2002: viii) has put it: ‘irrespective 
of their true content […] so long as something about the economy is be-
lie ved by a large enough group of people, then because they believe it, it 
becomes true’. After 1996, the wrs came to be accepted by the majority of 
the established socio-economic players as well as experts and journalists, 
as the next section will show. Consequently, the wrs was disseminated 
throughout Dutch pu blic debate like a ‘virus-like’ entity (Richardson 
2000: 1017).

7.4 Supporting the wrs
 its near-universal acceptance 

The international appraisal of the Dutch Polder Model, with the wrs at 
its core, came up ra ther suddenly after 1995, and in fact took the Dutch a 
little by surprise (Hen driks & Toonen 2001: 268). As the previous chapter 
showed, nobody considered cha rac te ri sing the Ne ther lands as a model 
country in the early 1990s. The initial response to the in ter na tio nal praise 
was therefore relatively sceptical. For instance, the Minister of Fi nan  ci al 
Affairs Ger rit Zalm ask ed the German Bun  des   bank director Tietmeyer 
not to over state the Dutch eco nomic suc cesses (Süd deu t sche Zeitung, 14 
De   cember 1996)355. Other politicians were he sitant to speak of a Dutch 
mo del that might ser ve as an example for other countries (Het Fi nan-
cieele Dag  blad, 9 Oc tober 1997)356 be cause of the unique Dutch economic 
and cultural cir cum stan ces (cf. in ter view 2004b). Ne vertheless, after 
this initial scepticism a large majority of po li ti ci ans and in te rest group 
representatives em bra  ced the Pol der Mo del and wrs wholeheartedly, and 
clai med their part in the Dutch success story (cf. Trouw, 15 Au  gust 1997357; 
nrc Han dels blad, 16 Sep  tember 1997)358. 

This section describes the widespread acceptance of the wrs by a 
variety of actors: go  vernment officials, politicians, unionists, employers’ 
representatives but also a large group of experts, aca demics and journalists. 
These actors do not necessarily share an overall view on the eco no my 
– nor a belief system, episteme, or worldview. This is actually a basic cha-
rac te  ristic of story  lines; it can be supported by many actors with different 

Dutch eco  no my towards growth in terms of jobs and national income. 
The Accord of Was  senaar is a crucial element of this story of control. In 
most ways, the Accord of Was se naar symbolises all the wrs stands for; 
it is emblematic for the wrs (Stone 2002: 137). ‘Was   senaar’ is about the 
eco no mic be ne fits of dia lo gue, consultation and cooperation; about wage 
restraint as the key to eco no mic growth; about political intervention in, 
and ‘control’ over, economic de ve lop ments. 

Secondly, the wrs is a ‘story of rationality’. It argues that political actors 
support wage restraint and cooperate because they know it is in their best 
interest. They came to cooperate on wage restraint at Wassenaar in 1982 
because they knew (or learned) such a po li cy would pay off considerably. 
This rational behaviour is contrasted with more irrational or ideological 
be ha viour, and the pursuit of short-sighted self-interests that will in the 
end lead to economic failure. By linking this purposeful and rational action 
at Wassenaar to the eco no mic successes of the se cond half of the 1990s, 
the wrs also draws a linear and largely un in ter rupted line of de  ve lop ment 
between 1982 and 1996/1997. Political actors were driven by a sense of pur-
po se, namely the need to restore the Dutch economy via wage restraint. 

These ‘meta-narratives’, as well as the wrs as a whole, present a 
specific interpretation or construction of Dutch historical, political and 
economic developments. Some elements, events and developments are 
emphasised, others go unnoticed or are pushed out of view. The pre vious 
chapter showed that Dutch socio-economic actions and developments of 
the 1980s and 1990s were indeed characterised by much more uncertainty, 
conflict, power games and ‘ir ra tionality’ than suggested by the wrs. 
Moreover, the Accord of Wassenaar was not so much the tur ning point 
in Dutch hi s  tory as it is nowadays widely believed to be so; the accord 
was not the pro duct of con sensus, and actors were highly uncertain about 
what to do, and what would be ef fec tive; wage restraint started well before 
1982, but was not appreciated until the ear ly 1990s; the 1980s and early 
1990s were definitely not a very harmonious era. Several scholars (and 
fewer po li ti ci ans) have indeed concurred that ‘Wassenaar’ – or any other 
central accord – had nothing to do with the Dutch suc ces ses. They refuted 
the ‘story of control’ or ‘story of rationality’ altogether, arguing that the 
market would have brought about wage re straint any how (cf. Hartog 1999; 
Het Financieele Dagblad, 23 June 2000)354. 

In short, the wrs reconstructs Dutch socio-economic history, 
presenting a rather li near, harmonious and rational view on economic 
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Though not explicitly mentioning the Accord of Wassenaar, the 
government suggests that this agreement, and ‘a joint effort of employers, 
employees and the government’ (ibid. 20) was im portant for Dutch eco-
nomic recovery (the po li ti cal narrative). The Purple government praised 
the ‘con  structive attitude’ of so cial partners re gu larly (Mi l joe n ennota 
1999: 29). Consider, for example, Minister Melkert of Social Affairs who 
stated that ‘Dutch in sti tutions were cru ci al’ for the Dutch miracle to take 
place: ‘A wage re straint po li cy to create em ploy ment re   lied on a consensus 
between the so  cial partners, the employer’ as so cia ti ons and uni ons’ (Fi-
nan   ci eele Dagblad, 22 November 1996362). Also, as quoted earlier, this Mi-
nis ter ap plau ded the abi lity of the social partners to ‘give priority to the 
com mon in te rest in stead of their re spec tive group interests’363. 

However, this ‘Purple’ government did not give the social partners the 
sole credit for achieving economic recovery via wage restraint. In fact, to 
some extent this praise was even sur  prising, because it was the first Purple 
government that tried to re install the ‘primacy of po li tics’ over the Dutch 
consultation economy as from 1994 by, for example, abolishing the ob  li -
ga ti on to ask the Social and Economic Council (ser) for advice on socio-
economic mat ters (cf. Snels 1997; see also the previous chapter). For the 
Purple coalition, ‘more market and less government was its first priority, 
more government (initiative) and less concertation its second one’ (Slomp 
2002: 238). Therefore, the international praise of Dutch con sen sua lism 
suspended the de-institutionalisation of Dutch corporatist concertation 
quite suddenly. The Purple government even came to emphasise how this 
government had supported cor po ra tist wage restraint by ‘controlling taxes 
and social premiums’, which had in turn been made possible by ‘reducing 
public expenditures’ (Miljoenennota 1997: 20)364. 

The coincidence of the economic boom of the second half of the 
1990s and a ‘historical’ go vernment constellation of Social Democrats 
and Liberals thus offered the Dutch Pur ple go vern ment considerable 
opportunities to prove the success of its ‘painful adjustment’ stra tegies 
(Miljoenennota 1997: 5). As the Mi  nister of Economic Affairs stated in the 
preface to the Macro-Economic Out  look, the Dutch successes show that 
the ‘per se ve rance of this go vern  ment in cutting back the budget de ficit, 
in tax reduction and in a moderated wage deve lop ments have un equi vo-
cal ly streng the ned the Dutch eco no my’ (mev 1997: 7). That is, the eco-
nomic successes of the wrs legitimised the ap  pro priateness of Dutch 
government po li cies. As Larsen (2002: 731) argued, the Purple government 

ideas and interests (C.M. Hen driks 2005). Moreover, these actors do not 
always ‘tell’ the complete wrs and its three con sti tu ting narratives in 
every utterance. Actors often only em pha sise cer tain as pects or elements 
that fit their own individual ideas or worldview best. However, even by 
‘ut te ring spe ci fic ele ments one ef fec tive ly re  in vokes the story line as a 
whole’ (Hajer 1995: 62). Which elements of the wrs were most attractive 
to the respective actors, and what did the wrs ‘do’ for them? That is, what 
interest did they have in supporting the wrs? 

 
7.4.1 Dutch government and political parties

A most fervent protagonist of the wrs was the so-called ‘Purple’ 
government (1994-1998 and 1998-2002) consisting of Social-Democrats 
(pvda), Li be rals (vvd) and a small Social-Li  beral Party (d66)359. Especially 
the Ministers of Social Affairs and Employment embodied and dis se mi-
na ted the wrs at home and abroad (cf. Groene Amsterdammer, 5 March 
1997)360. A policy of wage restraint, supported by this government’s policy 
of tax re duc tion, was presented as the core of a ‘Third Way’ to prosperity. 
This ‘Third Way’ showed how concerns for com pe ti tive  ness and growth 
could be suc cess ful  ly combined with so cial pro tec tion (cf. nrc Han  dels-
blad, 24 January 1997361). 

All three narratives of the wrs are strongly present in (public) 
utterances of the Purple go  vern ment. In its official policy documents, this 
government explicitly linked the economic and job successes in the second 
half of the 1990s to a moderated wage cost development (e.g. Mil joe nen-
nota 1996: 25; Mil  joe nennota 1999: 29). The government claimed that 
success was due to its positive impact on Dutch competitiveness and ex-
port market position (Mil  joenen nota 1997: 21). Moreover, the government 
frequently claimed that this Dutch wage restraint strategy started in 1982 
(the ‘Was senaar’ narrative). Consider the following quote: 

‘  The end of 1982 proved to be a turning point in Dutch socio-economic policy-

ma king. Forced by disastrous increases in unemployment, the social partners 

agreed on measures in the field of employment and a moderated labour cost 

de ve lop ment. Since then, real labour cost development is moderate, particularly 

in in ter national perspective […]. [because of this positive development], our 

com pe ti ti veness increased’ (Miljoenennota 1997: 20-21). 
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government had continuously tried to forge a central deal with the social 
partners, whereas the Purple attack on Dutch con sen sualism had un der-
mined the wil ling ness of the social partners to fur ther continue suc cess ful 
wage moderation, so a Chris tian De mo cratic politician argued (De Volks-
krant, 18 Sep tember 1996371). 

In short, Dutch governments – the ‘Purple’ as well as previous ones 
– actively sup ported the wrs by emphasising their particular role in 
achieving its successes. The go vern ment, as well as the parties, had an 
obvious interest in doing so. The wrs proved that their proposed policies 
were the proper road towards economic recovery. 

7.4.2 The social partners: employers’ associations and unions

The social partners – individually and together – also became active 
protagonists of the wrs. Employers and their associations supported the 
wrs first and foremost by un der scoring, unsurprisingly, the im  portance 
of the wage restraint-competitiveness-jobs nexus (the first causal nar rative 
there fore), as they had done so in the past as well. Due to the economic 
successes of the 1990s, how ever, employers now appeared to have 
evidence for their argumentation. The im proved pro fi ta bi lity and com-
pe ti tive ness of firms had irrefutably benefited employers and em ployees, 
be cause of the sub stan tial positive spill-over effects on other fields, like 
em ploy ment, economic growth, and the welfare state (Forum, 17 April 
1997)372. Vno-ncw, the largest em  ploy  ers’ as so ciation, and an employers’ 
representative, argued re spec tive ly: 

‘  Dutch businesses were able to improve their com pe ti tive ness due to a mo de ra-

ted wage cost development. A com pe ti tive ness business life is an in dis  pen sa ble 

pre con di tion for a healthy and enduring growth of jobs and prosperity’

 (vno-ncw 1997: 6373; cf. Eindhovens Dag blad, 28 Oc to ber 1997 374).

‘  The big  gest suc  cess is a con tra   dic tion […] it is wage restraint that resulted  

in the im  prove ment of our well be i ng. Many people don’t realise this’

 (nrc Han dels blad, 10 Ja   nu ary 1997).375

After 1996, employers also increasingly pointed out the benefits of 
cooperation (the po li ti cal narrative), exemplified by the Accord of 
Wassenaar (the historical nar rative). For them, ‘1982’ also became an 

therefore ‘had an obvious in terest in promoting [its] policy as the cause of 
reduced unemployment’. The fact that Purple’s Prime Minister Wim Kok 
was also one of the founders of the Accord of Wassenaar of 1982 fur ther 
contributed to the acceptance of the wrs. Though elements of the wrs are 
put for ward in official do cuments, the Purple go vern ment disseminated 
the wrs particularly in pu blic de bate and/or to (foreign) jour na lists (cf. 
Mel kert 1997365; Vries 1999366). Only in fre quent  ly did the go vern ment 
itself nuance the wrs (cf. Miljoenennota 1997: 13) or did in di vi du al Mi-
nis ters pro  pa ga te a different view (e.g. Hans Wijers in Het Fi nan cieele 
Dablad, 10 De cember 1996367).

The three political parties constituting the Purple coalition government 
also shared the wrs individually. In their respective party programs they 
focused on the benefits of wage restraint in particular, though each party 
had their own take on this causal narrative. The Li be rals emphasised 
the importance of neo-liberal reforms and wage restraint. They argued 
that, even though they had always ad  vocated these suc cessful strategies, 
‘it took a while be fore these reforms […] were more wi  dely recognised’ 
(vvd 1998: 7). According to a vvd-po li ti cian, however, the success of 
these neoliberal reforms had nothing to do with ‘Rhineland’ cooperation 
(nrc Handelsblad, 4 February 1997)368. The Social-Li berals d66 pointed 
out that the Dutch economy was do ing well, and that therefore ‘their’ 
Purple go vern ment369 had taken a sensible attitude towards economic 
growth: tax reduction to fur  ther reduce labour costs (d66 1998: 3). For the 
Social-De mo crats, the Netherlands was living proof that ‘in ternational 
interdependence can go to ge ther with the im prove ment of so ci al pro vi-
sions’ (pvda 1998: 54). For them, therefore, the ‘Third Way’ image of the 
Netherlands was the most attractive. 

This claim by the ‘Purple’ government on the Polder Model and the 
wrs was, however, not silently accepted by the Christian Democrats, 
who were in opposition for the first time in decades. According to various 
Christian Democrats, Dutch economic successes were not a ‘Purple’ 
invention but started under Christian Democratic rule (nrc Han dels-
blad, 3 June 1997)370. Wage re  straint and the Wassenaar agreement both 
happened over the 1980s, when the Chris tian De mo crats were in charge 
(cf. nrc Handelsblad, 16 Sep  tember 1997; Stein metz 2000). For them, 
the wrs post hoc restored the ef fec tive ness of their neo-liberal ad just-
ment pro gram that had been criticised so widely over the 1980s and early 
1990s. As com pared to the Purple government, the Christian Democratic 
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Netherlands, it is widely ac cep ted, also by unions, that we need to adjust 
our small open eco nomy to in  ter na tio nal com petition’ (nrc Handelsblad, 
10 Ja nu ary 1997377; cnv 1999: 1-2). Unionists even defended the Dutch 
wage restraint po licy when it be came subject to cri tique in the eco no mic 
journal Economische Statistische Berichten (Schuit & Driessen 1999: 229).

Unions also came to articulate the historical importance of the Accord 
of Wassenaar and the economic benefits of a co ope rative attitude on 
the part of the social partners (cf. De Waal 1999378; Interview 2004a). 
fnv-leader Lodewijk de Waal, for instance, recommended to Ger man 
and French union collegues to ‘make sure to start talking to employers. 
I am convinced that this is one of the keys to Dutch successes’ (Groene 
Amsterdammer, 5 March 1997) 379. And in the same ar ti cle in a magazine, he 
argued that in 1982, 

‘  The Dutch economy was doing particularly bad. The labour movement was 

confronted with a choice: to radicalise or to strike a deal. Such a deal is more 

likely in the Ne ther lands because here unions and employers sit around the 

same table to jointly analyse the eco nomy’. 

De Waal obviously referred to the Accord of Wassenaar when he said 
‘a deal’, though he also admitted that he learned this lesson about the 
necessity to strike a deal only af ter   wards. ‘In 1982, I was not at all in favour 
of such a deal. Back then, I thought that the rich part of so ciety should pay 
for the crisis’ (ibid.). Nevertheless, unions started to cooperate on wage 
re straint in the 1980s. In fact, so De Waal claims in another newspaper 
article, ‘it were uni  ons that made a low wage de ve lop  ment pos si ble’, and 
not so much employers (Algemeen Dag   blad, 10 January 1995)380. The fact 
that unions sacrificed wage increases to restore eco no mic growth caused 
some unionists to claim that it is first and foremost the cooperative at ti tu-
de of unions that made the Dutch miracle pos sible. As ar gued by a union 
ne   gotiator Henk Krul (Het Financieele Dag blad, 14 Ja nu ary 1997381): ‘We 
are basically the only bea  rers of the Dutch model’.

The social partners also underscored (elements of) the wrs together 
after 1996. Although the Social and Economic Council still stated in 
its yearly report of 1996 that the Dutch consultation economy did ‘not 
automatically lead to favourable results’ (ser 1996: 3)382, they later (in the 
‘year of the Poldermodel’; ser 1997: 3) endorsed the view that the go-
vern ment and the social partners ‘keep our society on its socio-economic 

important turning point in Dutch so  cio-economic his  to ry be cause it 
was the beginning of wage cost restraint, a ne ces sary po li cy strategy that 
would not have happened without the cooperation and con sul tation with 
uni ons (vno-ncw 1999a: 14-15). That is, employers started to appreciate 
central dialogue, which implied a definite break with the past (see previous 
chapter). Consider the fol low ing ar gument of former em ploy ers’ chair man 
Jacques Schra ven of vno-ncw: 

 
‘  Should we be satisfied with the system we have? The President of the Dutch 

Bank does not think so. He argues that the reorganisation of the economy and 

sub  se quent em   ploy ment growth would have happened without the Accord of 

Was  se naar on wage restraint. I dis    agree, because in the European situation with 

uni  ons and col lec tive agreements, the mar ket either enforces wage restraint 

on par ties far too late, or not at all […] In my view we can on  ly adjust wages, 

labour law and so cial security ef fec ti vely in cooperation with unions […] This 

has usually worked in the Netherlands, except in the 1970s’ (Het Financieele 

Dagblad, 12 January 2002).376

Whereas employers’ associations started to accept the political narrative 
of the wrs on central level cooperation, unions came to support the causal 
narrative on wage restraint, as the cause of the Dutch job machine (fnv 
1997: 2; 1998; 2-3; cnv 1995). Now that a po li cy of wage restraint seemed 
to have coincided with the improved employment situation, uni ons could 
do no less than also interpret this policy in their own direct interest. ‘Wage 
re straint has worked’, a unionist of the Christian federation cnv exclaimed 
(Al ge meen Dag blad, 25 No  vember 1998). Or consider in more detail the 
following ar gu   men  tation of the late Johan Ste ke len burg, who chair ed the 
fnv from 1988 to 1997. He explained to foreign jour  nalists that: 

‘  Over the past thirteen years, (per unit) labour costs have risen 30% in France, 

and even 40% in Ger ma ny. In the Netherlands, these costs decreased with 1%! 

Then consider employment (in persons). In the Netherlands, employment 

increased with 21%, [which is] ten times as much as France, and four times as 

much as Germany’ (quoted in Van Empel 1997: 12).

Therefore, unions came to support the first causal narrative of the wrs, 
also – though not al ways – in relation to Dutch competitiveness and 
exports. As two uni onists of the fnv stated in a Dutch news  pa per: ‘In the 
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benefits of the wrs. Most obviously, the ap  pre ciation of or ches tra ted wage 
restraint legitimised their policy pre ferences that had been put under cri-
ti cal scrutiny fre quent ly (in the early 1990s), but with the ap praisal of the 
wrs, wage re straint seemed to be guaranteed for a while. Furthermore, by 
agreeing on cooperation at the central level, employers could also present 
themselves as a ‘reasonable’ party that not only considers its own interest, 
but also commits itself to reducing unemployment, for exam ple. In short, 
both unions and employers had a political interest in sup por ting the wrs. 
By il luminating their re spon sible and effective attitude in the past, uni ons 
and em  ploy ers’ as so cia tions could restore their le gi  ti mate role in socio-
economic po li cy ma king, se curing their future policy in vol vement in this 
field (cf. Koole & Daalder 2002: 36).

7.4.3 Experts and the media 

The wrs was not only supported by the main socio-economic players of 
the Dutch cor po ra tist policy community that arguably play ed a spe cific 
role in bringing it about, or (politically) be  nefited from the Dutch wage 
re straint-induced job miracle. The wrs also came to be shared by a diverse 
group of experts, academics as well as newspaper commentators and jour -
nalists. 

First, policy experts and expert knowledge played an important role 
in the emergence as well as the dissemination of the wrs in public 
debate. As was already pointed out in the previous chap ter, the Central 
Planning Bureau (cpb) was one of the first expert bodies that came 
to link the improved Dutch economic and job per formances to wage 
restraint (cpb 1992: 80-87), and its economic analyses became the 
scientific underpinning of the wrs in the political arena. After 1996, 
the constituting narratives of the wrs were also repeated by other ex-
pert bodies, like the Social and Cultural Planning Bu reau (cf. scp 1998: 
398), the Dutch Bank (cf. dnb 2001: 9)384, the Central Bureau of Sta tis-
tics (cf. cbs 1996: 13) and – im  portant for international dissemination 
– the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and De velopment (oecd 
Employment Outlook 1998). Besides official publications, in di vi dual ex-
perts of these re search institutes also commented on the wrs in public 
journals (cf. cpb-di  rec tor Don in Het Fi nan ci eele Dagblad, 4 April 1997; or 
the director of the Dutch Bank dnb in Het Financieele Dag blad, 27 April 
1997385). As two cpb-economists, for example, stated: ‘wage restraint has 

course. If one aims to undermine this communication model, irreparable 
damage will be done to our so ciety’. Furthermore, at the end of 1997, 
unions and employers concluded a new central agree ment on wage 
restraint (‘Agenda 2002’), which was presented as a continuation of the 
Accord of Was se  naar of 1982 and the New Course of 1993. These were 
policy agendas ‘that were both based on a re spon sible wage cost de ve-
lop ment’ that ‘were not without effect’ (svda 1997: 1-3). As a re  sult of 
this moderate wage de velopment, so the text in the accord continues, ‘we 
have seen a con  siderable recovery of eco  nomic growth, an improvement 
of government fi nances and the pro    fitability of firms. As a re  sult of this, 
job growth (in years and persons) has been for mi dable’ (ibid.; cf. ser 
1998: 52). Similarly, and as a final example, in a joint article in a news paper, 
employers’ chair man Hans Blankert and union leader Anton Westerlaken 
argued that the Ac cord of Was se naar ‘is the be ginning of the success of the 
Pol der Model’, which proves the ‘ef fec tive ness of the Dutch consultation 
eco  nomy’ (Trouw, 13 December 1997)383. 

Why did unions and employers embrace the wrs so wholeheartedly 
after 1996? More spe  cifically, why did unions finally come to support 
the causal narrative on wage re straint, and why did employers accept the 
political narrative on central level co operation more than in the past? It 
is argued here that the wrs offered unions and employers’ associations 
a very welcome opportunity to re store their re putation, and hence 
influence, in the Dutch con sul tation economy that had been put under 
so much pres sure by the consensual viscosity cri ti que in the early 1990s. 
It has been argued before that this opportunity to restore lost po si ti ons 
particularly ap plied to unions (Cox 2001; cf. Van Dyk 2005). The 1980s and 
1990s seemed to herald the ‘end of the labour move ment’, as sociologist 
Van Doorn titled one of his co lumns in the newspaper nrc Han dels blad 
(23 August 1986; cf. Van Doorn 1981). One fnv-economist humoured that 
unions seemed to be a ‘di nosaur on the verge of extinction’ (Vos 1990: 
62). Membership losses un der mined the bar  gaining position of unions. 
In the early 1990s, therefore, the po si ti on of unions was not particularly 
rosy. The wrs con se quent ly allowed unions to ‘put on a good face in a 
bad si tu a ti on’ because ‘em ployers and govern ment praised the positive 
effects of wage re straint, while unions congr atulated them selves for their 
ability to set the public interest above their class in te rest’ (Cox 2001: 484). 
Though unions definitely benefited from the praise of their responsible 
or ‘rea sonable’ at ti tude regarding wages, employers also reaped the 
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Apart from policy experts and academics, the media were a crucial 
factor in the dis se mi nation of the wrs after 1996. The media played an 
important role in framing this issue in a spe cific way, setting the po litical 
agenda (cf. Kingdon 1984), and starting or enhancing mo bi li sation and 
expansion of issues. Once Dutch journalists and com  mentators came to 
cover fo reign media ana ly ses about the Ne ther lands, main    ly European 
or Ame ri can analyses, (cf. Het Fi nan cieele Dag blad, 1 Fe   bruary 1996; 
De Volks  krant, 5 November 1996; Het Fi  nan cieele Dagblad, 19 October 
1996387), a snowball began to roll, because these stories were picked up by 
other me dia and subsequently by interest and issue groups, and political 
parties (cf. De Volks krant, 8 March 1997; nrc Handelsblad, 21 December 
2001)388. The ‘media lo gic’ (cf. Luhmann 1990) is im portant in this re spect 
because unexpected or deviating events trigger the at tention of the media. 
In our case this was the international appraisal of the Pol der Model, which 
indeed surprised the Dutch. Moreover, the complexity and ambiguity 
of un  expected occurrences had to be re du ced by the media to simple, 
clear and consistent sto ries, which are preferably per so nalised. In deed, it 
was per  haps in Dutch newspapers and ma ga zines that the wrs was dis-
seminated most straight for ward  ly after 1996/1997. Con sider, for example, 
the next to quotes of newspaper commentators that most concisely sum-
marise the three constituting narratives of the wrs. 

‘  If we look more closely for an explanation of the current economic successes, 

in ter  national studies show that it has mainly to do with wage restraint,  

which we have prac  ticed for fifteen years. Wage restraint has become a joint 

effort of employers and em ploy  ees since the Accord of Wassenaar in 1982’ 

 (Het Financieele Dagblad, 24 Ja nu ary 1997).389 

‘  In 1982, the social partners concluded the Accord of Wassenaar, which con sti tu-

tes the basis of the successful Polder Model. In 1982, unemployment reached 12% 

and something had to be done about it. The time was right for measures to reduce 

unemployment. Unions sacrificed 2% of their price compensation in return for 

an agree ment on shorter working hours. This was the start of a period of wage 

restraint and employment stimulation’ (Algemeen Dagblad, 20 Novem ber 1998). 

Both quotes point out the causal relationship between wage restraint and 
economic suc ces ses, the im por tance of the Accord of Wassenaar and the 
cooperation between the social part ners. The first also refers to expert 

been a constant factor in Dutch policy debate about em ploy ment since the 
Accord of Was se naar of 1982. The be ne fits of wage restraint in terms of re-
ducing unemployment is un dis pu ted’ (Huizinga en Broer 2004: 7). Other 
experts, however, nuanced some of its narratives: the cpb-deputy director 
Casper van Ewijk argued that wage re straint had nothing to do with the 
Dutch consultation eco  no my: ‘Was there a Polder effect? I do not really 
believe so. Wages would have been re strained even without the Accord of 
Was se naar’ (Het Financieele Dagblad, 23 June 2000)386. 

Not only these kind of expert bodies had an official ‘function’ in Dutch 
so cio-economic policymaking that disseminated the wrs. Though it 
is not of direct concern to this study, the wrs also gained ground in 
academia. Since the publication of a Dutch Mi  racle, which was written 
by Jelle Visser and Anton He  merijck in 1997, entire libraries (books and 
ar ticles) have been written about the ‘Polder Mo del’ and the role of or-
chestrated wage re straint and the Ac cord of Wassenaar (the wrs) wi thin 
it (to name a few; Hartog & Theeuwes 1997; An de weg 2000; Delsen 
2000; Den Butter and Mosch 2003; Woldendorp 2005). The wrs was also 
accepted internationally, where it became a prominent aspect of the so-
called ‘Social Pact literature’ (Hassel and Eb bing haus 2000: Hassel 2003) 
or literature on ‘com pe ti tive cor po ratism’ (cf. Rhodes 2001; Jones 1999). 
Though various scholars considered the policy of wage re straint within 
the broader socio-economic reforms of the Netherlands and sometimes 
nuanced the importance of ‘Was se naar’ (cf. Delsen 2000; Hartog 1999), 
the nar ra tive elements of the wrs figured prominently in the academic 
field. 

Most agree that ‘in the Ne  therlands, wage restraint resulted in high eco-
no  mic growth over the past few years’ (Hol landers and Ziesemer 1999: 
40). But the po li ti cal and historical narratives of the wrs were also often 
repeated in academia, yielding comments such as these: ‘Dutch so cial 
part  ners negotiate on wages and employment in a “con sensus seeking 
environment” in which the common interest plays a crucial role’ (Gorter 
2003: 181) and ‘a gra dually emerging con  sen sus on the necessity of a 
different strategy on wages was for ma lised in November 1982, when la-
bour unions and employers reached the “Wassenaar agree ment” – an un-
der stan ding to pur sue moderate wage growth to stimulate em ploy ment 
crea tion’ (Bakker 2001: 79). For a while, the study of Dutch Polder politics 
(F.Hendriks 2001) seemed to be fashionable in aca de mia (cf. Karsten and 
Van Veen 2008). 
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positions, re-es ta  blish past prac  tices and revalue im   ple men ted po licies. If 
the perception of success was an im por tant factor for the acceptance of the 
wrs, what happened to the wrs once the shine of success wore off? 

7.5 The wage restraint storyline after 2001

After years of a booming and thriving economy, signs of economic 
downturn be came ap pa rent in the Netherlands around the turn of the 
century. After 2001, the Ne ther lands ra pidly de scen ded from the list of 
European star performers and instead became one of the lag   gards in the 
Eu ro  pean Union. Economic growth declined from 1,4% in 2001 to 0.6% in 
2002 and with -0.9% in 2003, the Dutch economy officially experienced 
a recession (cbs 2004: 166). After years of average employment growth 
of about 2 or 3% a year (mev 2003: 109) job growth came to a complete 
standstill in 2002. Consequently, unemployment increased from 4% of 
the working population in 2002 to 5% in 2003 (mev 2003: 111), figures that 
were still re latively low in international comparison395. What happened to 
the Wage Restraint Storyline in this context of economic slowdown? Was 
it just a fair-weather phenomenon, or did it ‘stick’? 

First of all, with respect to the causal narrative on wage restraint, 
the wrs did de fi ni tely stick. The economic recession after 2001 was 
predominantly interpreted as caused by (too) high wage increases, which 
arguably had detrimental consequences for the com pe ti tive ness of Dutch 
firms and products, and subsequently for economic and job growth. 
An ana lyst of a big bank phrased the problem concisely yet accurately: 
‘The Ne ther  lands has be come too ex pen sive’ (De Volkskrant, 22 Oc to ber 
2001396). Particularly ex pert bodies like the Central Planning Bureau and 
the Dutch Bank were among the first to raise the alarm about rising wages 
and the accompanying loss of competitiveness. In 2001, the Pre si dent of 
the Dutch Bank argued that due to high wage increases since 1996, Dutch 
com  pe ti tive ness had been de teriorating to the Eu  ro  pean low level of 1987 
(nrc Handelsblad, 16 May 2001397). Earlier that year, the Central Plan-
ning Bureau (cpb) had published its Cen tral-Eco no mic Plan in which this 
loss of competitiveness was described as ‘the price of suc cess’ (cep 2001: 
20); rising wages could be explained by the considerable labour market 
shortages that were the result of the economic boom of the second half of 
the 1990s. Though there was no reason to panic yet – economic growth 

knowledge to underpin the argument and the second sug gests that around 
1982 there was a sense of urgency which allowed actors to compromise 
to stimulate employment growth. In many other articles, the wrs is not 
presented as a story this explicitly, but it is implied in statements such 
as ‘wage restraint is an im por  tant cause of the eco no mic recovery of the 
Ne   ther  lands’ (nrc Han dels blad, 4 Fe bru ary 1997; cf. Het Fi nan cieele Dag -
blad, 24 January 1997) or ‘wage re straint is good for jobs’ (Tele graaf 17 
September 2003390). By necessity, the media were selective in the way they 
reported issues, and consequently most of the nuances of narratives often 
disappeared from view. 

Though the wrs was supported and disseminated firmly by news pa-
per com men ta tors, there was also room for dissenting voices. Sometimes 
these were uni o  nists (Vogelaar: ‘wage restraint does not lead to more job 
investments’; nrc Han dels blad, 20 March 1996391); sometimes newspaper 
commentators and journalists themselves (cf. Trouw, 28 De cember 1996; 
De Volks  krant, 8 March 1997392), sometimes former politicians (cf. Mi  nister 
of Social Af fairs Albeda; Het Fi   nanceele Dagblad, 9 September 1998393), 
some times also aca de mics and ex perts (cf. Bomhoff in nrc Handelsblad, 
15 January 1996; Van Wijn bergen, Pa rool, 23 April 1997; Het Financieele 
Dag blad, 23 June 2000394). These dissenting voices, however, were the ex-
ception rather than the rule. 

In short, this section showed that the wrs acquired a near-universal 
acceptance after 1996. Not all uni onists, employers, politicians, journalists 
or experts supported the wrs for the same rea sons, nor focused on the 
same aspects or narratives. Nevertheless, all these actors found some thing 
at trac tive in this storyline, which consequently constituted the glue of a 
new (dis course) coalition between the main socio-economic players, with 
the cpb (see pre vi ous Chap ter) at its authoritative core (cf. Becker and 
Hendriks 2008). It was particularly the shine of success of the wrs that led 
to its rapid dissemination, as a ‘virus-like entity’ or snowball, throughout 
the Dutch political arena. In politics, nothing is as attractive as success. 
Suc cess ful po  licies/ideas ge  ne  rate a lot of support because all actors want 
to be as so cia ted with it and want to be on board with the winner (Stone 
2002: 24). This ‘bandwagon effect’ (cf. Baum gart ner and Jones 2002) ap-
pears to be of crucial importance for the case at hand; a variety of actors 
jumped on the bandwagon be  cause the ‘successful’ wrs offered con si-
derable political op por tu ni  ties for them to re store lost reputations and 
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restraint whereas these people increase their own rewards insolently’ (De 
Volks krant, 10 June 2002 411; cnv 2002: 3). 

Despite these critical remarks, however, unions did not fundamentally 
ques tion the causal nar  ra tive about wage restraint as such. ‘The rea  lisation 
of a responsible wage cost development has been the star ting point of our 
policy over the last few years’, as both the cnv and fnv claim in their 
yearly notes on labour conditions (cnv 2000: 3; cf. fnv 2000: 1-2). Though 
the Dutch economy was still performing well, ‘rising wage costs, falling 
economic growth and de te ri o rating competitiveness point out that we 
should be watchful’, as the Christian union cnv wrote in its note on labour 
conditions (cnv 2002: 1). That is, ‘we have to act now to pre serve our po si-
tion in world markets’, as other wise production as well as jobs would be lost  
(chairman cnv in nrc Han delsblad, 10 April 2002)412. 

Therefore, the ‘wage restraint-competitiveness-jobs’ nexus of the wrs 
do mi na ted po li ti cal de  bate after 2001. Only in the margins of political 
debate did some people try to challenge this causal narrative. Alongside 
the European-wide discussion about the Lisbon Agenda (2000), another 
storyline emerged in the Netherlands about ‘the knowledge economy’, 
and a small group of people seized this opportunity to plead for a different 
strategy for the Ne ther lands based on increased productivity rather than 
restrained wages (this was a discussion that had already started in 1994  
(see previous chapter)). This discussion mainly took place be tween 
academics (see various issues Eco nomische Statistische Berichten 2004), 
but in fre quent ly ex  tended to the public arena as well. ‘Employers can 
only think about wage re straint’, as a uni   on negotiator argues, ‘whereas 
the increase of labour productivity is much more important for the 
Netherlands’ (De Volkskrant, 5 June 2003413). This storyline, however, 
did not fundamentally challenge the wrs, as the need for short-term 
wage restraint (to reduce unemployment) did not undermine long-term 
productivity growth via, for example, improved competition (cf. Broer  
and Huizinga 2004; Don 2003).

The second historical narrative of the wrs – about the Accord of 
Wassenaar –became a par ti cu larly important shaping factor throughout 
2002 and 2003, when the economy further de  teriorated and when voices 
could be in crea  sing ly heard that a new Ac cord of Was se naar was nee ded to 
sol ve the approaching eco nomic cri sis (cf. nrc Han dels blad, 28 May 2002; 
cf. pvda in Volks krant, 17 May 2001414). For example, a commentator for the 
newspaper Trouw (19 Au gust 2002; cf. 22 Fe bruary 2002)415 made a plea for 

was ‘still considerable’398 – high wage developments con tained a risk to 
Dutch economic and employment growth, in the eyes of the cpb (Het 
Financieele Dagblad, 28 March 2001399: cf. mev 2002).

As a response to these worrisome economic analyses, the Minister of 
So cial Affairs and Employment asked unions and employers’ associations 
in a formal letter to restrain wages (De Volkskrant, 22 March 2001400). A 
wage-price spiral should be avoided at all cost, so Prime Minister Wim 
Kok argued, because by ‘play ing leap frog with higher prices and higher 
wages, we wash away our advantages in com pe ti tion that we have built up 
over the last twenty years’ (Trouw, 19 May 2001401). Due to the grim cpb 
calculations, the government decided in June 2001 – during the ‘spring 
consultations’ – to start the fall ne g o tiations early in order to come to an 
agreement about wage restraint (Tweede Kamer 2001). Vno-ncw stated 
this was in deed highly urgent, because ‘if wages con   ti nue to rise, a serious 
problem emer ges (….) the Dutch economy has lost its com pe ti tive ness 
due to cost increases’ (Fo  rum, 18 October 2001402; cf. De Volkskrant, 4 
October 2002)403. Ac cording to some, the need to restrain Dutch wages 
became even more urgent be  cause other coun tries copied the Dutch ‘trick’ 
(e.g. Mi   nister of Fi nan cial Affairs, Gerrit Zalm in Met het Oog op Mor gen, 
16 June 2001; vno-ncw chairman Blankert in Volks krant, 19 May 1999404). 

Unions were initially – and perhaps unsurprisingly – not that enthusiastic 
in committing themselves to wage restraint. In their eyes, they were in 
fact already behaving ‘responsibly’ (Doekle Terp stra in Forum, 31 March 
2002; see also Johan Stekelenburg in Forum, 3 April 1997)405. More wage 
restraint was not necessary according to them, because economic slow-
down was not (yet) that urgent, considering that pro fits of com  panies were 
still considerable and the labour market was still very tight (cf. Trouw, 2 
June 2001406). According to some uni o nists, wage restraint might even 
have ne ga tive con se quen ces for con sumption levels in this pe riod (cf. Het 
Fi nan ci eele Dagblad, 17 November 2001407). Moreover, according to some 
uni ons, wage increases were not the main cause of high in  flation le vels, but 
government policy was (cf. Parool, 19 May 2001408), alongside the in tro duc-
tion of the euro (De Waal 2002)409. This con clusion was in turn shared by 
various aca de mics (Het Financieele Dag blad, 22 May 2001410). And fi nal ly, 
unions were quite angry about the high sa laries and bo nu ses for ma na gers 
in the public and pri vate sector, which, according to them, undermined the 
wil ling ness to re strain wages of ordinary em ployees. In the words of cnv 
union leader Doekle Terpstra: ‘it is out ra ge ous to ask employees for wage 
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this critique mainly related to the inability or un wil ling  ness of the social 
partners to restrain wages422. It was par ti cularly the con tro ver sial po li ti cian 
Pim Fortuyn who later on criticised the closed and in ef fective consensual 
de ci sion-making pro cesses of the ‘polder model’ (Van der Toren 2002) as 
well as the ‘Purple go vern ment’ (For tuyn 2002). This critique was taken 
up after his death in 2002 by the even more con  tro ver sial right-wing 
politician Geert Wilders. 

Despite these strained political relations and critique on consensualism, 
two central ac cords were agreed upon be tween go vernment, unions 
and employers in 2002 and 2003. After several rounds of negotiations 
about various package deals, a one-year central accord was agreed upon 
on the 28th of November 2002. This accord decreed that so cial partners 
com mitted themselves to wage increases that should not go beyond 
inflation levels for 2003, which were estimated at 2,5% (StvdA 2002: 1). 
The government sup ported this agreement fi nan cially by reserving 500 
mil  lion euro for tax reduction, and by supporting people on mi ni mum 
in comes fi nan ci ally. According to various political actors and experts the 
one-year-agreement of 2002 was not suf fi ci ent, however, be    cause only 
protracted wage restraint would im prove com pe ti tive ness, sti mulate ex-
ports and create jobs (cpb in Volkskrant, 29 No vem ber 2002; employers’ 
chair man Schraven in Het Financieele Dag blad, 26 November 2002; 
outgoing Minister of Finance Hooger vorst in Volkskrant, 18 De cem  ber 
2002 423). Ne ver the less, the government was very pleased with the ac cord, 
which arguably gave ‘oxy  gen’ to employment, according to Prime Minister 
Bal ke nen de (Leeuwarder Courant, 29 November 2002)424. Also, the accord 
demonstrated that the social partners were once again able to put the 
common interest above their self-interests: ‘The big   gest winner is the 
common in  te rest. Eve ry body be    ne fits from a strength ened e co   no my’ (Het 
Pa rool, 28 No  vem ber 2002)425. Uni on leader Lodewijk de Waal shared this 
view: the 2002-agreement is ‘a uni ted ac cord in the common in te rest’ (De 
Volks krant, 29 No vem ber 2002)426. 

Consequently, throughout 2003, formal and in for mal negotiations 
continued between go vern  ment and social partners and on the 14th of 
October 2003, a new central accord was agreed upon in vol ving freezing 
wages for 2004 and wage in creases ‘approaching zero’ for 2005 (StvdA 
2003: 1). Ac cor ding to the social partners, this ac cord was truly ‘historical’ 
because, 
 

a new Accord of Was senaar because ‘it is an il lu sion and even ar rogant to 
think that we can turn these eco nomic bad times around without the Polder 
Mo   del’. The plea for a new Accord of Was  senaar was of particular symbolic 
importance in No vem ber 2002 be cause exactly twenty years had pas sed 
since this famous historical accord was agreed upon. The out  go ing go-
vern ment of Prime Mi nister Jan Peter Bal kenende416 aimed to bring about a 
central ac cord between the social part ners, and even met the social partners 
– in early No vem ber 2002 – in the coastal place Was se naar (Trouw, 8 No-
vem ber 2002 417). When uni ons ini tially backed out of a central agree ment, 
this si tuation was com pared by newspaper com men tators to the almost 
concluded accord of 1979 that pre ce ded the Ac cord of Was  senaar (nrc Han-
dels  blad, 12 No vem  ber 2002)418. 

The political climate was ra ther ‘hot’ in Fall 2002, however, particularly 
between the go  vern ment and unions that accused each other of ‘playing 
games’. It proved difficult to con clude a cen tral accord because of the by 
then tense relations. The third narrative of the wrs – about co  operation 
and the common interest – still shaped political debate, but in a re versed 
sense; po litical actors were bla med for not having a cooperative and 
responsible at ti tude. In the eyes of unions, for instance, the Christian- 
Li be ral government was behaving unilaterally, and there fore did ‘not speak 
the language of the Pol der’, as cnv union leader Doekle Terpstra claimed 
(cf. Eindhovens Dagblad, 13 September 2003)419. That is, the go vern ment 
was blamed for not con  sulting the social partners, a view the employers 
more or less shared (Interview 2004a; In ter view 2007a). Reversibly, the 
Dutch government – but also newspaper commentators, though less 
so employers – blamed the unions for being ir re sponsible, because they 
were he si tant to commit themselves to wage restraint (cf. Het Fi nan ci eele 
Dagblad, 19 November 2002; De Te le  graaf, 12 November 2002)420. 

On a more fundamental level, this third narrative about the economic 
benefits of con sen  sus became subject to critique in the early years of 
the new century. Just like in the early years of the 1990s, consensus and 
consultation came to be associated with ‘viscous’ or ‘un de mo cra tic’ 
decision-making again (cf. Huygen 2000). This critique started around 
2000 when some political actors and jour na  lists became somewhat fed 
up with the so-cal led ‘p-word’ (p of Polder Mo del) and the Pol  der Mo  del 
was frequently de    cla red dead by news paper com men tators (nrc Han  dels-
blad, 25 July 1998; Het Parool, 18 September 1997; De Volks krant 23 May 
1998; Het Financieele Dag blad, 9 Sep tem ber 1998)421. At this point in time, 
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Dutch economy. Statements from the media include ‘the Pol  der Mo del is 
very much alive, which serves the Dutch economy’ (De Te  le graaf, 15 Oc to-
ber 2003)432 and ‘the Netherlands still is a polder coun try’ (Dagblad Tu ban-
tia/Twentsche Cou rant, 14 October 2003433). The strained political relations 
of 2004, the year when the go vern ment and unions clashed on the reform 
of the early retirement scheme, did not shake the Dutch emphasis on wage 
restraint fundamentally, as it was still ‘beyond question’ (Groeibrief 2004: 
4; Het Fi nancieel Dag blad, 6 April 2004)434. 

This episode of economic downturn in the early years of the 21st century 
shows how very much alive the wrs still is. Though some political actors 
(still) criticised the one-sided focus on wage restraint and the economic 
ineffectiveness of consensualism, these critiques were easily incorporated 
in the wrs. By incorporating the need for long-term productivity increases 
as well as by countering the renewed critique on consensualism, the wrs 
slightly adapted to new circumstances, though remaining essentially 
intact. That is, the wrs re mained a stable storyline in Dutch socio-
economic debate albeit through change (Hinnfors 1999; Hen driks 2005). 

7.5 Conclusions

This chapter described the Wage Restraint Storyline (wrs), and its 
constituting narratives, as it emerged as part of the Polder Model image 
after 1996/1997. Ini ti al ly, the story on what hap pe ned to the Dutch eco-
nomy was a relatively complex and long one, but in the process of mo-
del-building, most of the sha dings and nuances largely dis ap pea red from 
view, leaving its core – the wrs – firm ly intact. The wrs is about wage 
restraint as the key to economic and job growth (the causal narrative), 
about the importance of the Accord of Wassenaar of 1982 (the hi s  to rical 
narrative) and the economic benefits of consensus and cooperation (the 
political nar   rative). Most key actors in the socio-economic field supported 
the main elements of the wrs, employing them individually. For them 
– government, employers and unions – the wrs offered considerable 
opportunities to restore their lost positions and frame their po li cies 
and actions as beneficial, effective and legitimate. Though these actors 
supported ele ments of the wrs, and as such reinvoked the storyline 
as a whole, it was particularly in the media that the wrs was ‘told’ as a 
complete storyline, where it even reached mythical pro po r tions.

 ‘  never before […] have such conclusive re com men da ti ons been agreed upon. 

That is, recommendations were never so concrete with regard to the agreed per-

centages of wage increases. And this while there has been a trend towards de-

cen tr a lisation since the Accord of Wassenaar: a trend which is still approved of’ 

(StvdA 2003: 4).

Both accords, therefore, countered the critique on consensus politics and 
largely restored the po litical and historical narratives of the wrs. Despite 
decentralisation, central accords about wage restraint – like the Accord of 
Wassenaar – were still approved of and considered be ne fi cial to the Dutch 
economy. Both accords also confirm the causal narrative of the wrs about 
wage restraint. According to the main players, this 2003 agreement reflects 
a consensus on the necessity of wage re straint in light of deteriorating com-
pe ti tive ness, lag ging in no va tive capacity and productivity as well as con ti-
nu ing unemployment growth (StvdA 2003: 1). For em ployers, this accord 
was an essential con di ti on for economic recovery. And for unions, such an 
agree ment was ne ces sary because of the fact that, as a union leader argues, 

‘  600 jobs disappear every  day. Long-term wage re straint, and I am not talking 

about a continuous “line zero”, is also inevitable for unions given the en try of 

low-wage coun tries to the Eu ro pe an Uni on and the relocation of production to 

low-wage countries’. (nrc Han del sblad, 10 October 2003)427 

The public reactions to this ‘historical’ accord of 2003 were quite positive in 
general. The Cen   tral Plan ning Bu reau calculated that this accord would lead 
to 35.000 extra jobs in 2007 main  ly because of the positive impact of wage 
restraint on exports (cpb 2003: 2; ano 15 October 2003)428. Newspaper 
com mentators and journalists also generally welcomed the accord because 
‘wage restraint is good for jobs’ (De Tele graaf 17 September 2003429; see also 
similar comments on the accord in nrc Handelsblad, 13 Oc to ber 2003; Het 
Fi nancieele Dagblad 15 October 2003; nrc Han  dels blad, 15 Oc to ber 2003; 
De Gelderlander, 15 October 2003)430. And when the mem bers of the fnv 
union also ratified the central ac cord by re fe ren dum early November 2003, 
this was con si dered to be a choice ‘for work above in  come’ be cause ‘wage 
restraint is good for the Dutch economy, which is highly dependent on 
ex  ports’ (com  mentator in Parool, 4 November 2003431). And finally, ac-
cording to many, the cen tral accord of 2003 showed that cooperation and 
negotiation between the social partners could still be very beneficial to the 
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8.1 introduction

Since the middle of the 1970s, it has not been en vogue in the Netherlands 
to question the eco nomic benefits of wage restraint. Politicians, unionists, 
employers’ re pre sen tatives but also journalists and policy experts 
generally support the idea that wage restraint is the key to economic and 
job growth, especially for such a small open economy as the Ne ther-
lands. This support seems to be unique in the Western industrialised 
world. Whereas in Ger  many or Belgium, for instance, critics immediately 
rise to protest when the issue of wage restraint is put on the political 
agenda, such a fundamental de bate about the necessity of wage restraint 
for the economy has only in ci den tal ly taken place in the Netherlands. In 
the 1980s, not only uni onists but also some economists questioned the 
positive effects of wage re straint on job crea tion, as unemployment figures 
remained high. And in the early 1990s, va ri ous eco no mists started a debate 
about labour productivity versus wage re straint; this debate re-emer  ged 
in the early years of the 21st century in the slightly dif ferent terms of the 
‘know led ge eco nomy’. Despite this (marginal) critique, Dutch political 
actors – though less so uni ons – have usually agreed on wage restraint 

chapter 8

Conclusions: 
the consensual politics 
of wage restraint

Once accepted, the wrs acquired a ‘ritual character and gave [give] 
permanence to the de   bate’ (Hajer 1995: 63), particularly after 2001. 
Once eco no mic slowdown became apparent, it was almost im me dia-
tely interpreted as caused by a loss of competitiveness due to high wage 
in creases. Other ‘key variables’ like productivity and the knowledge 
economy were pre sent in pu blic debate, but only marginally. A new his-
to ri cal Accord of Was se naar on wage re straint was considered necessary 
to tackle the ap proa ching eco  nomic crisis. The re ali sa tion of two central 
accords on wage re straint in 2002 and 2003 demonstrated that the prac-
tice of con sultation is still being appreciated, even though it was subject 
to increasing critique. But, as the pre vious historical chapter showed, 
this critique is a repeating affair, and until now has not fun  da men tal ly 
undermined the relevance of cooperation and the wrs in public debate. 


