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“�e general sense was that we were heading for something nasty but hard to foresee, 
impossible to avoid. �ere was a suspicion that the ‘social fabric’ was about to unravel, 
though no one really knew what this would entail”

Ian McEwan in Sweeth Tooth (2012: 189)





Contents

Acknowledgements 13

Chapter 1 Introduction 17
1.1 A study of a neglected phenomenon 17
1.2 �e individual concern about the state of society: 

three main questions 19
1.3 Scienti�c and societal relevance 23
1.4 Methods, data and cases 25
1.5 Overview of the book 27

Part I Conceptualization 31

Chapter 2 A theoretical disentangling of the concern about society 33
2.1 Introduction 33
2.2 Literature study 34
2.3 De�ning societal unease and societal pessimism 35
2.4 Elements of societal unease 42
2.5 Personal insecurities 47
2.6 �eoretical model 50
2.7 Comparison of societal unease and similar concepts 51
2.8 Summary 55

Chapter 3 The empirical validity of societal unease and societal 
pessimism 57
3.1 �eoretical considerations put to the test 57
3.2 Data and operationalizations 58
3.3 Method and measurement model 62
3.4 Results I 63
3.5 Results II 72
3.6 Conclusions 76



10 Contents

Chapter 4 Expressions of societal unease and societal pessimism 79
4.1 �e negative sentiment about society in people’s own words 79
4.2 Data and Method 80
4.3 Why is the Netherlands heading in the wrong direction? 84
4.4 �e presence of the �ve elements of societal unease 91
4.5 Arguments of the optimists: why is the country heading 

in the right direction? 102
4.6 Conclusion and discussion 105

Part II Causes 107

Chapter 5 Continent of pessimism or continent of realism?  
The impact of the political and economic context on 
societal pessimism in Europe, 2006-2012 109
5.1 Introduction 109
5.2 �eoretical framework 111
5.3 Data and Methods 114
5.4 Results 118
5.5 Conclusions and Discussion 130

Part III Correlates and Consequences 135

Chapter 6 When our country was still our country. Explaining support 
for Populist Radical Right Parties with societal pessimism 137
6.1 Introduction 137
6.2 �eory 138
6.3 Data and method 144
6.4 Results 147
6.5 Conclusion and discussion 154

Chapter 7 One of a kind, or all of one kind? Groups of participants 
and their distinctive outlook on society 157
7.1 Introduction 157
7.2 �eory 160
7.3 Data and Method 167
7.4 Results 172
7.5 Conclusions and Discussion 179



11Contents

Chapter 8 Explaining identity complexity. Sociotropic uncertainty 
and political-geographic identi�cation in Europe 183
8.1 Introduction 183
8.2 �eory 184
8.3 Data and Method 189
8.4 Results 192
8.5 Conclusions and Discussion 194

Chapter 9 Conclusions and Discussion 197
9.1 Introduction 197
9.2 Chapter summaries 198
9.3 Main conclusions 202
9.4 Limitations 204
9.5 Implications 207

Appendices 215
Appendix A 217
Appendix B 219
Appendix C 221
Appendix D 229
Appendix E 233
Appendix F 237

Summary in Dutch 245

List of Data Sources 257

References 259





Acknowledgements

My PhD project was like taking on a new journey, on which you develop the route by 
walking. Exciting, challenging, beautiful, and tiresome. It was a solitary adventure, 
but I was fortunate to �nd many people on my path who helped me to keep on track, 
energized me along the way, or provided the much needed distraction. First, I want 
to express my gratitude to my supervisors: Paul Dekker, Jean Tillie and Tom van der 
Meer. Paul, if it wasn’t for you, I would never have started this project. You arranged 
a cooperation between �e Netherlands Institute for Social Research (SCP) and the 
University of Amsterdam (UvA) to enable me to do a PhD project on the negative 
societal attitude that interested us both. Your energetic and ongoing interest in topical 
public opinion has been contagious, and you taught and stimulated me to relate abstract 
research results to people’s daily reality and perceptions. Jean, I came to know you at 
the UvA as a supervisor with whom I had inspiring theoretical talks, with or without 
the occasional cigar. You stimulated me to engage in any theoretical exercise I thought 
necessary. Because of that, I took the liberty to rethink and revise my theoretical section 
as much as I did, which not only made the project more interesting, but also resulted 
in a better book. Tom, as I already expected from our time as colleagues at the SCP, 
you were a very engaged daily supervisor. You sharpened my scienti�c thinking and 
analyses, and our discussions gave me new ideas for research many times. With your 
comments and ambition you pushed me to write the best book possible. 

If you are walking such a long path, you are lucky to �nd fellow travelers on the 
way who are fun, knowledgeable and supportive. My fellow PhD-candidates were 
great company to discuss the route, the process, our results and our doubts. With the 
several generations of roommates of the ‘feestkamer’, and folks of the former PhD-
corridor, including Annemarie, Basje, Benno, Daphne, Elmar, Emmy, Harmen, Joep, 
Julia, Lars, Loes, Madeleine, Marc, Maria, Mariken, Matthijs, Remko and Sjoerdje, 
the journey of writing a PhD was the least solitary of an adventure as possible. With 
all the co�ee breaks, PhD drinks and conference fun one needs to keep on going. 
I also want to thank the Challenges sta�, the CPPC-members and the Quantitative 
Seminar members for all their insightful comments, the interesting meetings and the 
nice borrels. 



14 Acknowledgements

Special thanks go to my fellow-eilanders, Eelco Harteveld and Erika van Elsas, 
with whom I shared a desk through most of these years. From watching political 
debates, lucky-tv and each other’s syntax and output, to calling the time for bananas, 
co�ees or drinks, and to sharing great air-bnb hotspots on conference trips, you were 
great company on this journey, and you helped me to reach the �nish. It is great to 
have you by my side as paranymphs. I also want to thank a colleague-PhD dating back 
to my VU-time, Femke Brandt. Talks with you about social theory, PhD-projects and 
life (around it) are very special to me. 

�ere are academics outside the UvA who I want to thank for their support. 
He probably does not know it, but the inspirational lectures on classical sociologists 
of Geert de Vries made me, an undecided �rst year student, change to Sociology. And 
Saskia Keuzenkamp stimulated my research interests. When I was a master student, 
you arranged an internship at the SCP, which made me realize how well research suits 
me. Your encouragement meant a great deal. I like to thank the SCP for publishing my 
book, especially Richard van den Brink for his e�orts. At the other side of the Atlantic, 
two people welcomed me into their departments. Jack Citrin, thank you for having me 
at the IGS at UC Berkeley. It was inspiring and stimulating to work among you and 
your colleagues. Alex �eodoridis, Andrea Lawlor, Kim Twist, Stephen Goggin and 
Dough Ahler, it was nice to get to know you and share thoughts, research ideas, hikes 
and drinks. Matthew Wright, thanks for having me at the American University in DC. 
We had a great and fruitful time working together. 

If you take on a long journey, you need some time o� now and then, to rest and 
reenergize. I want to thank my friends and family for their support and the lovely times 
we spend together. I could not have greater people than you at my side to celebrate 
highs and elevate lows. �anks to Femke, Karmijn, Lea, Lieke, Linda, Marjolein, 
Marloes, and Merle for our talks, trips, dinners, parties, and phone calls. Having fun, 
analyzing life, laughing, dancing, discussing, crying and cooking, we have been on the 
same path for a long time. And during the last years you were there to let me talk about, 
or get my mind o�, all PhD-related things. You are friends for life! 

My family has been the greatest support of all. Iris, I feel we only got closer since 
we both have children. It is lovely to spend so much time with you, Lennart and Kate. 
Denise, you invented a new family tie all by yourself. I am lucky to have such an aunt, 
who not only supports me in every way but is also the best company. Annet, you are a 
great mother-in-law and granny. And of course my parents Ellen and Hans, to whom 
I dedicate this book. You are beautiful people, who always stimulated me to do what 
suits me best. If it wasn’t for you and your unconditional loving support, I would not 
have gotten to the start of this project. �ank you, I love you.



15Acknowledgements

And above all, I want to thank Sven and Kian, the best men in the world. Kian, 
you were born in the �nal year of this project, and your smile and cheerful presence 
lighten up all days. You made me work more e�ective and goal-oriented, so that after 
a day’s work I have more time with you. Sven, you are the love of my life and my best 
friend. We have taken on great adventures together, and faced challenges when needed. 
Your loving, upbeat company brings out the best of me, and enables me to rise to any 
occasion. With you by my side, life is more beautiful and more fun. �ank you for 
being there, thank you for us. 

Amstelveen, March 2016




