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Abstract
Prior research shows that the voting behaviour of Members of Parliament (MPs) of 
populist parties on parliamentary proposals are determined by the same factors that 
determine such votes of MPs of other parties: Ideology and government/opposition 
status. We argue that this might be different when it comes to parliamentary behav-
iour that requires active collaboration between MPs. We expect the openly expressed 
hostility of populists towards other parties to hinder such collaboration. We analyse 
a dyadic dataset of all pairs of parties and the extent of collaboration between these 
two parties. We study four parliamentary periods of the Second Chamber of the 
Dutch Parliament (pooled and separately) between 5 elections (2006, 2010, 2012, 
2017 and 2021). The results show general support for the hypothesis that there is 
less cooperation between populist and non-populist parties. However, the hypothesis 
was only supported in the first three parliamentary periods, but not in the period 
between 2017 and 2021. So, MPs of populist parties are gradually behaving less as 
‘outsiders’ than how they publicly present themselves.

Keywords  Populism · Parliamentary behaviour · Co-sponsorship · Roll calls · MPs · 
Left–right

Introduction

One of the central messages of populists is that there is an evil and incompetent 
elite ruling the country that has lost touch with ordinary citizens (e.g. Mudde 2017). 
Politicians of mainstream parties belong to this elite, so when politicians of populist 
parties are elected into parliament, they tend to present themselves as ‘outsiders’. 
In this article, we study whether this means that there is less collaboration between 
Members of Parliament (MPs) of populist and non-populist parties. We study the 
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Netherlands, a country with populist parties of the left and the right represented in 
Parliament, but we will argue that the findings are also relevant for those who are 
not particularly interested in the politics of this country.

So far, research on the legislative behaviour of populist MPs in the Netherlands 
has focussed mainly on how these MPs voted on proposals in the Second Chamber 
of the Dutch Parliament (e.g. Otjes and Louwerse 2015). They find that populist 
parties are largely motivated by the same considerations as MPs of other parties. 
So, while populist politicians present themselves as outsiders, they do not behave 
like outsiders. We argue that the results could be very different when focussing on 
another type of legislative behaviour: Co-sponsorship. When casting a vote in favour 
of or against a proposal, one does not have to actively collaborate with MPs of other 
parties. Moreover, voting on proposals cannot really be avoided, since it is an essen-
tial activity of MPs. So, if populist MPs feel pressured to cast a vote, they might as 
well do so on the basis of the same considerations that guide the voting decisions of 
other MPs. However, co-sponsorship is qualitatively different, because it involves 
active collaboration and cooperation with MPs of other parties (for instance on the 
exact wording of proposals). To the extent that parties’ populist character hinders 
their ability to collaborate with MPs of other parties, we expect to find that they are 
less active in co-sponsoring proposals.

The study is conducted in the context of the Second Chamber of the Dutch parlia-
ment. We study four parliamentary period since 2006 when the populist Freedom 
Party (PVV) entered parliament for the first time. Because of its proportional sys-
tem, the Dutch parliament is highly fragmented, with usually more than 10 parties 
having some seats, and no party being close to having a majority of the seats. This 
fragmentation of the party system make the Netherlands a good example of a ‘con-
sensus democracy’, where parties must collaborate and be willing to seek compro-
mises in order to get any proposal accepted. It is questionable whether populist par-
ties are willing to do so. Hostility by populists towards other political groupings and 
their interests “prevents collaboration and accommodations and maintains a situa-
tion of conflict (…)” (Pasquino 2008: p. 28).

We employ a data set of the co-sponsorship of all Dutch parties between 2006 
and 2021 of all tabled proposals (motions, amendments and bills). There are four 
parliamentary periods and in each period there was at least one populist party from 
the radical right (PVV) and one from the radical left (the Socialist Party, SP) repre-
sented. In the last period that we study, there were two radical right populist parties 
represented: Forum for Democracy (FvD) and the PVV. We study the degree of co-
sponsorship between pairs of parties. We find support for our main hypothesis in the 
first three parliamentary periods, but mainly for the radical right. Only in the last 
period do we find surprisingly few differences between populist parties and main-
stream parties, both in how often they co-sponsor proposals, as well as in the drivers 
of co-sponsorship.

Our study contributes to our understanding of populist parties, as well as changes 
in party systems more broadly. Research shows that despite all the unique aspects of 
these types of parties, their behaviour is in many cases similar to that of other par-
ties (e.g. De Lange 2012; Cavalieri and Froio 2022; Louwerse and Otjes 2019). In 
contrast, our study shows that during the first three parliamentary periods, MPs of 
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these parties collaborated significantly less with mainstream parties than could be 
expected on the basis of other predictors. This was not the case, however, in the last 
period that we studied, 2017–2021. In this period, the behaviour of populist MPs 
seems to be guided by very similar considerations as the behaviour of MPs of main-
stream parties. A surprising finding is that there is relatively much collaboration 
on the more demanding (but also more relevant) activities: Bills and amendments. 
Patterns of collaboration do not only tell us something about populist parties, but 
about mainstream parties as well. Apparently, mainstream parties find it increasingly 
more acceptable to collaborate with these parties when they need their support to 
pass legislation. These findings clearly support the thesis of the ‘normalization of 
the radical right’, that was proposed recently by several scholars (e.g. Mondon and 
Winter 2020; De Jonge and Gaufman 2022; Vrakopoulos 2022).

Patterns in parliamentary cooperation

We investigate cooperation between parties in parliament. To understand why par-
ties can be expected to cooperate, we should take a step back and think about their 
different goals. Narud (1996) distinguishes four goals: Programme realization, vote 
maximization, maximization of parliamentary influence and party cohesion (Narud 
1996: p. 501). In addition to these four goals, we must consider that elected parties, 
in their role as parliamentary units, are also expected to scrutinize the government 
(Louwerse and Otjes 2019). Here, parties are given a variety of tools to control the 
government and to pursue their goals. MPs can ask questions to ministers, they can 
propose motions, bills or amendments to proposals.

The most visible source of the behaviour of MPs is their voting records. Parlia-
mentarians can choose from a variety of tools to fulfil their duty to the electorate. 
The act of voting, however, “is more or less unavoidable for parties” (Otjes and Lou-
werse 2021: p. 705), thereby parties have to show where they stand. In addition, by 
casting a vote in favour or against a proposal, they also show their support for (or 
opposition to) the government (Hix and Noury 2016). There are two mechanisms 
that mainly determine how MPs vote. The first is whether an MP belongs to a party 
that is in the government or the opposition (e.g. Hix and Noury 2016; Louwerse 
et al. 2017). Government parties will vote more similar to other government parties, 
and opposition parties will vote more similar to other opposition parties. Secondly, 
voting behaviour is structured according to ideology (e.g. Hix and Noury 2016). The 
closer parties are to each other on a left–right scale, the more similar their voting 
behaviour will be.

While voting may be the most visible form of parliamentary behaviour, it is not 
the exclusive source for studies in this field. Besides voting, MPs engage in pre-
ceding activities to communicate to their peers, voters, and the executive branch 
(Alemán et al.  2009: p. 88). Before any document goes up for a vote in parlia-
ment, it has to be introduced first. Introducing is done through sponsoring a pro-
posal, which is an act executed by one or more MPs (Louwerse and Otjes 2015: p. 
477). The MP who introduces a proposal is known as the sponsor and the one or 
more MP(s) who join are known as co-sponsors (ibid; Neal et al. 2022: p. 99). If 
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a proposal has co-sponsors, it is more likely to gain attention either in the media 
or in parliament itself, which in turn will increase the prominence of the pro-
posal (Fischer et al. 2019). To study collaboration in parliament, sponsorship and 
co-sponsorship are some of the most useful sources. First of all, co-sponsorship 
of proposals displays an active form of collaboration between a number of MPs. 
Secondly, an official register exists of (co-)sponsorship of proposals. This reduces 
biases in the data obtained from other potential sources, such as candidate sur-
veys that suffer from (biassed) nonresponse and the tendency to give answers that 
are socially and politically desirable (see also Neal et al. 2022).

Co-sponsorship of a proposal is qualitatively different from casting a vote on 
it. By voting in favour or against a proposal, MPs show whether they support or 
oppose it. Thereby they are forced to show their position. This logic does not 
work the same for co-sponsoring. By co-sponsoring a proposal, MPs show their 
explicit commitment, while not co-sponsoring a proposal does not entail the 
opposite (Louwerse and Otjes 2015: p. 477). When one does not co-sponsor a 
proposal, he or she could not have an affinity with the proposal in question or 
could lack knowledge of and interest in the proposal (Alemán et al. 2009: p. 88). 
Moreover, because of time constraints, MPs cannot co-sponsor every proposal 
they agree with.

Co-sponsoring can be seen as an activity that does not have to require much 
energy to engage in, but can result in high rewards. In the US-based literature, this 
view on co-sponsoring is often connected to the vote maximization goal of parties. 
In the US-context of single-member districts, co-sponsoring sends a message to 
voters that their representative is actively safeguarding the interests of the constitu-
ency In a multi-party context, co-sponsoring has been studied as a signal to fellow 
MPs to signal their positions and build legislative coalitions (e.g. Fischer et al. 2019; 
Alemán et al.  2009; Sciarini et  al. 2021). Especially in a multi-party system, this 
latter perspective may even be of more importance, in light of a bridging strategy, 
since (often) no single party can enact proposals. As Sciarini et al. (2021: p. 374) 
have shown, those MPs who “attract co-signatures beyond their party family display 
a higher agenda-setting success than MPs who do not”. Moreover, when trying to 
attract co-signatures, MPs will actively discuss the exact wordings of the proposal. 
So, this involves active cooperation and a willingness to seek compromises.

When an MP or a party seeks support in parliament, the aforementioned four 
goals of political parties have to be balanced. Programme realization and maximiza-
tion of parliamentary influence can be achieved through activities in the legislative 
arena, which in multi-party systems usually require compromises. Yet, to maximize 
their vote, parties have to present unique policies and deliver what they promised. If 
one does not find a balance and forgoes vote maximization, the party may lose elec-
toral support, and the other way around, if one is reluctant to seek compromises, one 
will become isolated and unable to realize one’s programme (Narud 1996: p. 521). 
In the formation of a government, compromises will be more far-reaching and more 
visible as governing parties reach agreements on a whole set of policies in various 
domains. In the case of co-sponsorship, compromise has to be found on one issue 
only. This might make it easier to balance different goals of parties, as single com-
promises are less likely to antagonize voters.
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Parties that want to realize their programme will find it more attractive to seek 
cooperation with ideologically similar parties than with parties that are ideologically 
distant (Louwerse and Otjes 2015). Parties that are office seeking and that are suc-
cessful in entering a government coalition will need to collaborate with other parties 
that are also in the government. An important predictor of co-sponsorship patterns 
between parties is therefore membership of either the government or opposition 
(Louwerse and Otjes 2015). This translates into government parties being more 
likely to co-sponsor proposals of other government parties and opposition parties 
being more likely to co-sponsor proposals of other opposition parties.1

Populism and parliamentary behaviour

We aim to assess whether MPs of populist parties are unlikely to collaborate with 
MPs of other parties. In line with Mudde (2017: p. 3), we define populism as “an 
ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and 
antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues 
that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the 
people”. Populism is a thin-centred ideology that attaches itself to a host ideology 
(see also, e.g. Rooduijn 2013; Stanley 2008). As such, populist parties can be found 
at the right or left of the ideological spectrum.

Populist parties advocate popular sovereignty and see themselves as the best poli-
ticians to translate the will of the people into policy (Stanley 2008: p. 102). More-
over, “[w]hereas the populist’s common sense solutions follow the general will of 
(all) the people, the elite’s proposed solutions are representations of “special inter-
ests” (Mudde 2017: p. 8). Because of this, populist parties can be expected to strike 
a different balance between programme realization and vote maximization than other 
parties. Populist parties have been elected on a policy programme that is presented 
as an expression of the general will, and opposing views are presented as ‘special 
interests’. By presenting political differences in this way, populist allow themselves 
less room than other parties to seek compromises. In fact, politicians of populist 
parties antagonize and attack their political opponents through hostile and anti-dem-
ocratic language (Ceron et al. 2021; Lugosi-Schimpf and Thorlakson 2021; Moffitt 
2016). Especially during electoral campaigns, their communicative style is centred 
around negative language directed towards political opponents (e.g. Cassell 2023; 
Lewandowsky et al. 2021; Marien et al. 2020; Nai 2021). Even when they join gov-
erning coalitions, they opt for a ‘one foot in and one foot out’ strategy (Albertazzi 
and McDonnell 2005), as electoral and internal party considerations are not com-
patible with the burden of government participation (Heinisch 2003). In particular, 

1  There is also a rather US-focussed literature that looks at co-sponsorship between individual MP’s. An 
important factor in that context is homophily, which “refers to the phenomenon observed in many differ-
ent types of networks, according to which actors who are similar with respect to some characteristic tend 
to form ties with each other” (Fischer et al. 2019: p. 35). In our study, we focus on political parties as the 
unit of analysis, so that this literature is not important for our study.
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government participation largely fails to moderate the language used by right-wing 
populist parties, which stick with their campaign rhetoric (Ceron et al. 2021).

In parliament, populist parties tend to focus on representing a part of the elector-
ate that does not feel represented by the elite. Some scholars argue that this is more 
important for them than delivering on their policy programme (e.g. Rensmann 2018; 
Louwerse and Otjes 2019; Lewandowsky et al. 2021). Their appeal to the dichotomy 
between the people and the elite makes them seem hostile towards nuanced parlia-
mentary decision-making (Schmidtke 2023). The strategy of the AfD in Germany 
is even to use parliament as a stage of permanent campaigning in which legislative 
tools are used to show their position to the electorate instead of changing policy 
(Rensmann 2018).

Faced with the provocative style of populist parties, mainstream parties have the 
choice to either engage in parliamentary ostracism or forbearance and as such just 
treat them like any other party (Bourne 2023). Which option to choose is not only 
grounded in idealism but also by practical considerations. Mainstream parties usu-
ally ostracize those parties that have no instrumental purpose because they are too 
small or weak to help them pursuing policy or office (e.g. Van Spanje 2018). Yet 
when such a party becomes a significant player, mainstream parties may choose 
to change their strategy towards them (Heinze 2022). In the case of Sweden, for 
example, negative speech towards the radical right Sweden Democrats seized when 
it became a more important player in parliament (Calvo et al. 2024). Moreover, the 
effectiveness of a cordon sanitair can also be challenged on the grounds that it feeds 
the populist anti-establishment narrative thereby causing the opposite of its intent 
(Heinze 2022).

In the European parliament, mainstream parties have been challenged by Euro-
sceptic parties. While not synonymous for populism, Eurosceptic parties in the 
EP exhibit a similar key characteristic to populists in national parliaments: Hostil-
ity towards the institution in which they operate. Where Eurosceptics are hostile 
towards the existence of a supranational parliament, populists at the national level 
are hostile towards the inherent complexities of legislative work in a representa-
tive body (Schmidtke 2023). Populists and Eurosceptics often function as "public 
orators" or “absentees”, focussing on publicizing and defending their positions by 
criticizing the EU and its institutions or even choosing to almost fully neglect their 
duties in the EP. Rather than addressing specific policies or fulfilling their parlia-
mentary responsibilities, they position themselves as champions of ‘the people’ 
(Brack, 2015). Their activities tend to involve general accusations and attempts 
to disrupt the consensus within the assembly, in contrast to the more substantial 
involvement of mainstream MEPs. Populists and Eurosceptics also are less likely to 
be involved in extensive legislative work in the EP, such as becoming a ‘rapporteur’ 
(MacKenzie 2017). Mainstream parties in the EP face similar dilemma’s as those in 
national parliaments when deciding how to respond to these challengers. Specifi-
cally the EPP as the most powerful group in the European Union has actively chosen 
to engage less with Eurosceptics in collaborative activities like co-sponsoring (Rip-
oll Servent and Panning 2019).

In view of the outright hostility of populist parties towards mainstream parties as 
well as the strategies of mainstream parties towards populists, we would expect there 
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to be little cooperation between MPs from populist and non-populist parties. After 
all, collaboration is normally facilitated by good relationships and mutual respect. 
This works both ways. Politicians of mainstream parties will be reluctant to collabo-
rate with someone who has just posted some insulting Tweets, or who has otherwise 
made derogatory remarks about them. Politicians of populist parties may find it hard 
to explain to their supporters that they have co-sponsored a proposal with a political 
‘enemy’.

Hypothesis 1  Ceteris paribus, co-sponsorship between populist and non-populist 
parties is less common than among other combinations of parties.

As previously discussed, the two strongest predictors of parliamentary collabo-
ration are ideological similarities and membership of governing coalitions. Since 
populist parties are mostly in opposition and since they are ideologically radical, this 
makes cooperation between them and other parties less likely. The ceteris paribus 
phrase in H1 thus says that there will be even less collaboration, even when control-
ling for these factors.

In the Dutch Parliament, MPs have the right to initiate proposals that can be co-
sponsored by others. There are three types of proposals: Motions, amendments and 
bills. Motions are depicted by Franssen et al. (1986: p. 151) as “more useful as a 
toy for the political game than a precise addition to government policy”. Compared 
to the other kinds of proposals mentioned, motions are much less detailed. Bills 
and amendments have to be formulated clearly, and their technical and legal con-
sequences have to be thought through. Motions are often documents of half a page, 
which ask the government to act (Franssen et  al. 1986). We expect that this will 
have consequences for patterns of co-sponsorship between populist and non-popu-
list parties. It has been argued that populist parties strike a distinct balance between 
engaging in policy-making and holding the government accountable, with a greater 
emphasis on the latter aspect (Louwerse and Otjes 2019; Cavalieri and Froio 2022). 
This distinctive emphasis on government oversight is not due to an excessive focus 
on scrutinizing the government, but a lack of “willingness to work hard to propose 
detailed policy compromises that other parties may agree to” (Louwerse and Otjes 
2019: p. 492). Therefore, proposals that are more detailed and thus require more 
compromise should inhibit cooperation between populists and non-populists. So, we 
expect that
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Hypothesis 2  On those proposals that are more detailed and technical, co-sponsor-
ship between populist parties and other parties will be more limited than on less 
extensive proposals.2

Apart from expecting different levels of cooperation based on the extensiveness 
of a proposal, we also expect the issue at hand to influence the degree of coopera-
tion. In opposition, populist parties prominently play the role of single-issue chal-
lengers, more so than other political parties (Cavalieri and Froio 2022). Populist 
parties will concentrate their efforts on a limited set of issues that are at the heart 
of their appeal (Lewandowsky et al. 2021). During debates on issues important to 
them, populist radical right parties are able to claim the spotlight while polarizing 
the debate (Schwalbach 2023). If we combine these insights with those made above 
that populists tend to focus on representation over policy-seeking, we expect them to 
find it particularly difficult to collaborate with MPs of mainstream parties on issues 
that are central to their electoral appeal. In this study, we will concentrate on three 
of such issue domains: The European Union, governance and migration. Euroscepti-
cism is a consistent feature of populist parties of the left and the right, which sets 
them apart from other parties (Otjes and Louwerse 2015; Ivaldi et al 2017). Popu-
lists also tend to be sceptical towards public institutions and officials, which could 
hinder cooperation on proposals relating to governance. Lastly, nativism (or ethnic 
nationalism) is central to the message of radical right populist parties (e.g. Mudde 
2017; Schwalbach 2023). As such our third hypothesis states that

Hypothesis 3  The expected relationship in H1 will be stronger on those issues where 
populist MPs are most distinct from MPs of other parties: Governance, the Euro-
pean Union and immigration.

Case selection

To test our hypotheses, we focus on the Second Chamber of the Dutch Parliament, 
the so called ‘Tweede Kamer’. Various aspects of this case are important to con-
sider, because they affect the patterns of collaboration between populist and non-
populist parties. First, because of its electoral system, it is relatively easy for new 
parties with anti-elitist stances to gain seats in an election (Lucardie 2008: pp. 151, 
152). As a result, several populist parties have been able to enter parliament. Sec-
ond, Dutch parties are highly disciplined, so that it is most sensible to study patterns 
of collaboration at the level of political parties instead of individual MPs. Third, The 
Netherlands is a consensus democracy that promotes collaboration between different 
parties that all have a minority position in parliament. So, co-sponsorship is very 

2  In principle, this would also be true for the collaboration between two populist parties. However, in 
most parliamentary periods, we only have two populist parties in parliament, so that we rely on just one 
observation (the degree of collaboration between these two parties). So, we lack enough observations to 
test this expectation.
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common in Dutch Parliament. Finally, in the 1980s and 1990s, Dutch, Belgian, Ger-
man and French mainstream parties followed a’cordon sanitaire’ strategy towards 
the radical right (e.g. Minkenberg 2013; Van Spanje and Van der Brug 2007). This 
strategy entailed that there was no collaboration between mainstream and radical 
right (or extreme right) parties in these countries. Yet, Dutch political parties implic-
itly abandoned this ‘cordon sanitaire’ strategy, when the List Pim Fortuyn (LPF) 
entered the Dutch parliament in 2002 and when it joined a very short-lived govern-
ing coalition. For all of these reasons, collaboration between populists and non-pop-
ulist parties can be expected to be higher than in other countries where parliament 
is less focussed on collaboration across party lines, and certainly where a cordon 
sanitaire is still in place. So, the Dutch case can be seen as a ‘least likely case’ for 
finding support for our hypotheses.

Several populist parties have obtained seats in parliament over the years. In the 
period covered by this study, there were three populist parties in parliament in The 
Netherlands: The radical left Socialist party (SP) and two radical right parties, the 
Party for Freedom (PVV) and Forum for Democracy (Rooduijn et  al. 2019). The 
Netherlands is one of the few countries where there is a sustained presence of left- 
and right-wing populist parties in parliament (Akkerman et al. 2017; Louwerse and 
Otjes 2015).

Of the three populist parties, the SP is the oldest. Until the 1980s, it was a Mao-
ist splinter party that never attracted enough support to gain seats in Parliament. In 
1994, the SP entered parliament for the first time with the slogan “Vote against, vote 
SP”. Its messages in this period clearly fit the definition of a populist party, but this 
is less clearly the case nowadays (see, e.g. March 2011; Rooduijn 2013). Accord-
ing to the data source that we employ here, the SP is still classified as a populist 
party (Rooduijn et al. 2019) and we follow that. Yet, a left-wing populist party may 
behave differently than a right-wing populist party, so we will make a distinction 
between the two kinds of populist parties.

The second populist party that we study is the PVV. Its party leader, Geert Wil-
ders, is a former MP of the largest mainstream right, the VVD. He abandoned the 
VVD because of disagreements about the possibility of Turkey’s membership of the 
EU. Anti-immigration, anti-Muslim rhetoric and Euroscepticism are the party’s core 
issues (see e.g. Lucardie 2008; Vossen 2016). Moreover, because of its consistent 
message that the Dutch political elite is betraying the interests of the Dutch nation, it 
is clearly a populist party.

The third populist party that we study is FvD. This party originated from the ref-
erendum on the association treaty between the European Union and Ukraine and its 
leader, Thierry Baudet, disappointment with the implementation of the result (Faber 
2018: p. 5). The main promise of FvD is to ‘break the party cartel’ which accord-
ing to Baudet is made up of all Dutch political parties, that, according to him “all 
think alike and jointly hold all power in Dutch politics” (Baudet 2017: p. 22). The 
dichotomy proposed by Baudet between ‘the pure people’ and ‘the corrupt elite’ is 
that the elite want less democracy, while the people want more (Baudet 2017: p. 26).
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Our study focuses on four parliamentary periods between the elections of 2006 
and 2021.3 Concretely this means we will measure co-sponsorship on those propos-
als tabled in the Tweede Kamer between September 30 2006 and March 31 2021. For 
the analyses presented in the paper, we excluded those proposals that were tabled 
during the (relatively) brief periods in which caretaker governments were in charge. 
These are the periods between the fall of a government and the beginning of a new 
government.4 In Appendix B, we present the results with these periods included. 
The results mainly impact the estimated coefficient for the dummy variable ‘both 
parties in government’, but the results for our variables of interest (whether one of 
the parties is a populist party) are substantively the same. We will present analyses 
of co-sponsorship for each of these four periods, as well as for all periods combined. 
We will also analyse right- and left-wing populist parties separately.

Method

Data

This research is based on the Dutch Parliamentary behaviour data set (Louwerse 
et al. 2017). The unit of analysis of this data set consists of proposals put forward in 
parliament. These proposals can be either a motion, amendment, or bill and the data 
set contains information about which MPs initiated the proposal and which MPs co-
sponsored it.

The hypotheses in our study pertain to patterns of co-sponsorship, which is by 
definition a collaboration between two (or more) parties. Collaboration between 
parties cannot be studied at the level of individual parties, because by definition, 
it has to involve at least two parties. So, in order to test the hypotheses regarding 
co-sponsorship, a data set was created that has pairs of parties as its unit of analy-
sis. In the first period that we study (2006–2010), there were 10 parties in parlia-
ment. So, there are 45 pairs of two parties in this period.5 In the next two periods, 
there were 11 parties, so that there were 55 pairs and in the fourth period 13 parties 
were elected, leading to 78 pairs. Across the four parliamentary periods, we thus 
have 45 + 55 + 55 + 78 = 233 cases (i.e. all combinations of two parties per period). 
Below, we discuss how we measured the dependent and independent variables in 
this data set.

3  This is the longest time span that allows us to examine collaboration with both left- and right-wing 
populists. The Dutch Parliamentary Behaviour dataset(Louwerse et al. 2017), which we use to analyse 
patterns of co-sponsorship, also contains data for the most recent parliamentary period (2021–2023). 
Unfortunately, we were unable to analyse this period because we lack data on some crucial independent 
variables, in particular the policy positions of the Farmer Citizen Movement (BBB), Right Answer’21 
(JA21) and ‘Together’ (Bij1).
4  Patterns of collaboration may well be different during such a period, because normal coalition agree-
ments are not respected any longer.
5  If there are k parties, the number of pairs is (k-1) * (0.5*k).
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Dependent variables

The main dependent variable that will be used in the following analyses is the 
degree of co-sponsorship. This variable was calculated based on the Dutch Parlia-
mentary behaviour data set (Louwerse et al. 2017). The first step in the process of 
calculating the value was to restructure this data set, of which the unit of analysis 
is each proposal put forward in parliament. For each party, a dummy variable was 
created which records for each proposal whether one or more MPs of the party (co-)
sponsored it (coded ‘1’) or whether none of the MPs co-sponsored it (a ‘0’). Table 1 
gives an overview of the number and type of proposals (co-)sponsored by each party 
per period. In a second step, the correlations between all variables (parties) were 
calculated. In total, this was done 233 times, once for each of the party pairs. This 
process was repeated once separately for proposals labelled as a motions, resulting 
in the variable co-sponsorship motions, and once for bills and amendments, result-
ing in the variable co-sponsorship bills and amendments.

These correlations are our three measures of co-sponsorship, the dependent varia-
bles in our models: (1) co-sponsorship on all proposals, (2) co-sponsorship motions 
and (3) co-sponsorship bills and amendments. These correlations are imputed in the 
dataset with 233 cases (pairs of parties). The correlations can be positive or nega-
tive. If the two parties sponsor different proposals, the correlation will be negative, 
if they are likely to sponsor the same proposals, the correlation will be positive. As a 
robustness check, we also conducted analyses on a different operationalization of the 
dependent variable: The co-sponsored proposals as a percentage of the total number 
of proposals that are supported by both parties together. The results of these analy-
ses are presented in Appendix A (Tables A.1 and A.2) and the results are substan-
tively the same.

Independent variables

The first independent variable in our models is ideological distance. This variable 
captures the distance between the two parties on the left–right spectrum. These val-
ues have been calculated using the Chapel Hill expert survey 2019 (Jolly et al. 2019). 
These values range from 0.01 to 8.15. The other factor influencing co-sponsorship in 

Table 2   Descriptive statistics of variables in the analyses

Variable Mean Min Max Standard 
deviation

Co-sponsorship on all proposals 0.028 − 0.023 0.571 0.136
Co-sponsorship motions 0.032 − 0.228 0.578 0.143
Co-sponsorship bills and amendments − 0.004 − 0.256 0.559 0.119
Ideological distance 3.113 0 8.160 1.998
Both in government 0.058 0 1 0.234
One right-wing populist 0.228 0 1 0.420
One left-wing populist 0.179 0 1 0.384
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multi-party systems, as mentioned in the theoretical section as well, is the govern-
ment-opposition divide. This is captured by a variable labelled both in government, 
which is a dummy variable measuring whether both parties are part of the governing 
coalition. Lastly, but most importantly, to answer the research question, the follow-
ing analyses will require a variable that measures if in a pair of parties, one party is 
populist and the other is a non-populist party. We classified three parties as populist, 
two right-wing and one left-wing, and ten as non-populist. The variable One Right-
wing Populist and One Left-wing Populist records if one of the parties in a party pair 
is a right-wing populist party (54 times) or a left-wing populist party (41 times). 
Table 2 summarizes all eight aforementioned variables and the descriptive statistics.

To test H3, we will compare between different themes that the tabled proposals 
speak to. The Dutch Parliamentary behaviour data set categorizes proposals by their 
themes. There are separate categories for EU-policies and for immigration. We cat-
egorized issues involving municipalities, the Dutch Antilles, the royal family, parlia-
ment, the provinces, the water board, the national government, and the organization 
and policy of the Lowerhouse of parliament itself as belonging to the theme of ‘gov-
ernance’. So, we have created three dummy variables that distinguish the themes of 
governance, European affairs, or migration from proposals relating to other themes. 
For each of these categories, we have created an interaction with the two dummy 
variables for right-wing and left-wing populism.

Results

In Table  3, we present several different models in which we analyse factors that 
explain co-sponsorship. The table is divided into three parts. The top part presents 
the results for all motions, bills and amendments together. The part below presents 
the results just for motions, which are the parliamentary proposals that require the 
least intensive collaboration. The bottom part presents the results for the propos-
als that are more detailed and technical and that therefore require the most work 
and intensive collaboration: Amendments and bills. In all models, co-sponsorship 
between pairs of parties is the dependent variable. The five different models cover 
all four period aggregated (model 1), or each parliamentary period separately (mod-
els 2 till 5).

The first hypothesis (H1) is that there is less co-sponsorship between MPs of 
populist and mainstream parties than could be expected based on other predictors 
of cooperation. We test H1 by means of the effects of two dummy variables: One 
right-wing populist and one left-wing populist. Looking at the model that captures 
our full time period, we find clear support for H1, because both right- and left-wing 
populism negatively impact the degree to which parties engage in co-sponsorship 
(− 0.089*** and − 0.034**, respectively). In the Netherlands, the negative effect of 
right-wing populism on co-sponsorship is stronger than the effect of left-wing pop-
ulism, but both are clearly significant.

Analysing each of the four selected periods individually confirms this difference 
between the two types of populist parties. Across these periods, one left-wing popu-
list consistently shows a negative effect, but this effect is only statistically significant 
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during the 2006–2010 period. In the models covering the latter three periods, the 
Socialist Party (SP) collaborates as much with other parties as one might expect cet-
eris paribus. A similar pattern emerges for right-wing populist parties. In the three 
parliamentary periods between 2006 and 2017 (models 2 through 4), the effect of 
one right-wing populist is negative and significant. However, the effect weakens 
over time and in the period 2017–2021 (model 5), the effect of this variable becomes 
insignificant. This outcome is particularly surprising as FvD joined the PVV as the 
second right-wing populist party in parliament. This is notable since new challenger 
parties typically cooperate less with established parties when they first enter parlia-
ment (e.g. De Giorgi et al. 2021). So, there is general support for H1, although we 
find that patterns of collaboration between populist and non-populist parties have 
normalized.

We now turn to H2, which predicts that these negative effects are particularly 
strong in the case of bills and amendments. To test this hypothesis, we compare 
between the results presented for motions (the results in the middle part of Table 3) 
and those for bills and amendments (at the bottom of Table 3). In Model 1, which 
aggregates the results for all periods, we find an important distinction between left-
wing and right-wing populists. The right-wing populist parties collaborate signifi-
cantly less on motions, but not on bills and amendments, whereas the left-populist 
SP collaborates less on bills and amendments, but not on motions. So, perhaps 
somewhat surprisingly, H2 is only supported for left-wing populist parties, but not 
for those of the right. If we break down these patterns for different parliamentary 
period, the results become more mixed and diffuse. The differences are generally 
rather similar in the first three parliamentary periods, but they largely disappear in 
2017–2021 (Model 5). But overall, the conclusion is clear that right-wing popu-
list parties are not less likely to collaborate on proposals requiring more intensive 
cooperation.

Importantly, the variables driving the voting behaviour of MPs (ideological dis-
tance and the government-opposition divide) are clearly also the factors that drive 
co-sponsorship. Parties that are close to each other ideologically and parties that are 
both part of the government coalition are more likely to collaborate. There are a few 
notable exceptions, but these are beyond the focus of our study.

We now turn to H3, which predicts that the negative effect will be especially 
strong when it comes to the core issues of populist parties. To test this hypothesis, 
we have created a dataset in which we distinguish between four groups of propos-
als on different themes. So, each party pair appears four times in this data set, each 
time in relation to a different group of themes: Governance, European affairs, migra-
tion and all the other themes. We then estimate two separate regression models (dis-
played in Table  4). The first model estimates co-sponsorship on all proposals by 
the same variables included in Table 3, but it adds three dummy variables for three 
themes: Governance, European affairs, and migration.6 All dummies are included 

6  So, the dummy for immigration is coded 1 if the distances are computed on proposals relating to immi-
gration, and 0 if the distances are computed for the other three categories. The dummies for governance 
and migration follow the same logic.
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simultaneously to the model, so that each of these dummies effectively compares 
that category with the base category: All other themes. The second model adds 
interaction variables between each of these themes and the two dummy variables for 
left-wing and right-wing populism.

To test H3, we first examine the relationship between populism and migration-
related proposals. Surprisingly, model 2 shows the exact opposite of H3: Populist 
parties, especially right-wing populist parties, are more likely to collaborate with 
mainstream parties on proposals pertaining to migration. Importantly, however, the 
main effect of one right-wing populist is negative. So, the positive interaction should 
be compared to this negative baseline. The substantive interpretation is that radical 

Table 4   Regression analyses to explain different co-sponsorship patterns for different themes

DV: All proposals Model 1 Model 2

Both Government parties 0.205*** 0.207***
(0.017) (0.017)

Ideological difference − 0.014*** − 0.014***
(0.002) (0.002)

One Left-wing populist − 0.021* − 0.052**
(0.011) (0.020)

One Right-wing populist − 0.084*** − 0.094***
(0.010) (0.018)

Migration − 0.141*** − 0.177***
(0.013) (0.016)

European affairs − 0.010 − 0.001
(0.011) (0.013)

Governance 0.031*** 0.016
(0.011) (0.013)

One Left-wing populist x Migration 0.053*
(0.031)

One Left-wing populist x European affairs 0.011
(0.028)

One Left-wing populist x Governance 0.054*
(0.028)

One Right-wing populist x Migration 0.108***
(0.030)

One Right-wing populist x European affairs − 0.045*
(0.026)

One Right-wing populist x Governance 0.022
(0.026)

Constant 0.082*** 0.089***
(0.010) (0.011)

Observations 816 816
R2 0,395 0,418
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right populist parties collaborate less with non-populist parties than expected, but 
not when the proposal focuses on immigration. When the proposal is about immi-
gration, there is just as much collaboration between radical right populist parties as 
there is between populist and non-populist parties. For proposals related to govern-
ance, the model also shows a positive interaction effect between one left-wing popu-
list and this theme. Here, the interpretation is the same: The main effect is negative, 
the interaction is positive and of an almost equal size as the main effect. So, on the 
issue of governance, the SP collaborates just as much with mainstream parties as 
two mainstream parties. Only in the case of radical right populist parties and for pro-
posals related to European affairs do we see the negative interaction effect predicted 
by H3. The radical right collaborates less with other parties in general (the negative 
main effect), and this is even more the case when proposals are related to the EU 
(the negative interaction). Yet, this is not the case for collaboration between main-
stream parties and the left-wing populist party SP. So, clearly we reject H3 since we 
do not find that populists tend to cooperate overall less on the issues that go to the 
core of their ideology. Quite the contrary.

Conclusion

Politicians of populist parties are often publicly hostile to their political opponents. 
In this study, we ask whether this hinders the collaboration between mainstream par-
ties and populist parties in parliament. Previous studies that focussed on the voting 
behaviour of parliamentarians have concluded that populist parties are guided by the 
same considerations as mainstream parties, in particular coalition agreements and 
ideology (e.g. Louwerse and Otjes 2019). We ask whether this is also the case when 
focussing on co-sponsorship of proposals. Co-sponsorship usually requires active 
collaboration on the exact wording of the proposal, and we expected that populism 
would stand in the way of such active collaboration. The setting of our study is the 
Dutch Lower House (the Tweede Kamer) in which three populist parties were rep-
resented in the four parliamentary periods under investigation (2006 till 2021). We 
find support for our hypothesis. Left- and right-wing populist parties collaborate less 
with mainstream parties than might be expected based on other predictors of co-
sponsorship. However, over time this difference disappears. Also, we find interest-
ing differences between left- and right-wing parties, as well as between the different 
themes. Collaboration between mainstream and populist parties is less likely than 
expected on proposals pertaining to European affairs. But radical right parties col-
laborate intensively with mainstream parties in the field of immigration and radical 
left parties do so in the field of governance.

To contextualize these findings, it is important to realize that two of the most 
important predictors of co-sponsorship are ideological distance and participation in 
government. Two parties that are both in the government are much more likely to 
collaborate in parliament than one in government and one in the opposition. Par-
ties that are ideologically close are more likely to collaborate than parties that are 
ideologically less similar. The populist parties in our study position themselves at 
the radical right (PVV and FvD) and the radical left (SP) of the political spectrum, 
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which reduces collaboration. Also, these parties were mainly in the opposition dur-
ing most of the periods that we study. So, populist parties engage less in co-spon-
sorship than members of other parties, but this is only partially due to their status of 
populist parties.

The overall picture is that there are differences between the patterns of co-spon-
sorship and voting behaviour. Populists engage less in policy-making than other par-
ties (Otjes and Louwerse 2021), and we found that they collaborate less with main-
stream parties than one would expect on the basis of other considerations. But when 
they do collaborate, they try to collaborate on their core issues: Immigration (for the 
radical right) and governance (for the radical left). Only when looking at proposals 
on EU-matters is there significantly less collaboration between radical right populist 
parties and mainstream parties. A possible explanation is that there is simply too 
little substantive agreement with mainstream parties, so that collaboration is impos-
sible. In studies in other settings, such as the European Parliament, populist parties 
have been found to mainly represent their electorates, but to neglect policy-seeking 
(Rensmann 2018; Schmidtke 2023). Our study of the Netherlands does not support 
this image. Yes, there is somewhat less collaboration, but this should not be exag-
gerated and collaboration increases over time.

Populist parties often use offensive language in which they refer to other parties 
as members of ‘the corrupt elite’. The fact that they still collaborate with these par-
ties, not just in the co-sponsorship of motions, but also in bills and amendments, 
could mean two things. Either populist parties compromise on their interpretation 
of “the will of the people” in order to maximize the realization of their programme. 
Alternatively, the substantive differences between the policies of the ‘corrupt elite’ 
and they themselves are not so large. An aspect of collaboration left untouched by 
this study is the existence of a shared spokesperson by parties and collaboration on 
scrutinizing the government by, for example, asking questions jointly. It would also 
be interesting to look at the collaboration between populists and others in multiple 
parliaments and different institutional arrangements.

The Dutch political context is a very specific one. Dutch political parties basi-
cally abandoned their ‘cordon sanitaire’ strategy towards the radical right in 2002 
after the List Pim Fortuyn (LPF) entered the Dutch parliament. Additionally, the 
fragmented character of the party system promotes collaboration and compromise. 
So, the Dutch context is a least likely case for finding support for our hypothesis that 
there will be little collaboration between populist and non-populist parties. The fact 
that we find support for the hypothesis thus suggests that these differences may be 
much larger in other systems, where politics is more conflict-ridden (like in France) 
or where radical right parties are ostracized (e.g. Belgium and Germany). Important 
to consider is also the practical necessity of cooperation. Seats in the Dutch parlia-
ment are increasingly distributed among a growing number of parties, with populist 
groups gaining more of them. As a consequence, it may become increasingly diffi-
cult for mainstream parties to avoid collaboration (Calvo et al. 2024; Ripoll Servent 
and Penning 2019).

Our study has one important limitation. While we were able to show that there 
was relatively little collaboration between populist and non-populist parties between 
2006 and 2017, we do not know the causal mechanism. It might be that MPs of 
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populist parties are less interested in such collaboration, or that MPs of other parties 
avoid them, or both. We do not know. Also, we do not know why this changed in the 
period between 2012 and 2017. Future research may be able to shed light on this, for 
instance by conducting more qualitative interviews with MPs (such as Rensmann 
2018). Alternatively, legislative speech could be studied further to shed light on the 
degree to which populists focus on representation over consensus seeking for policy 
enactment.

There exists a long tradition of research focussing on differences between popu-
list radical right parties and their supporters and ‘mainstream’ parties and their sup-
porters. Studies into the electorates of these parties have repeatedly demonstrated 
that their voters are just as motivated by policy preferences as voters for other par-
ties (e.g. Van der Brug et  al. 2000, 2013; Ivarsflaten 2008; Rooduijn 2018; Ortiz 
Barquero et  al. 2022). Research on the parties themselves has equally shown that 
they seek to realize the same goals as established parties and use similar strategies 
to achieve those goals (De Lange 2012). The results of this study show that MPs 
of populist parties end up collaborating with MPs of other parties in very similar 
ways to how MPs of two mainstream parties collaborate. So, despite their hostile 
rhetoric towards political opponents, their actual parliamentary behaviour is increas-
ingly similar to that of these opponents. Moreover, when they collaborate, it is quite 
often on the more difficult, and also more consequential, parliamentary activities: 
Bills and amendments. These findings are clearly in line with recent studies on the 
‘normalization of the radical right’ (e.g. Mondon and Winter 2020; De Jonge, and 
Gaufman 2022; Vrakopoulos 2022).

Appendix A

Analyses based on an alternative operationalization of co-sponsorship.
See Tables 5 and 6.
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Appendix B

Analyses including all periods (also with caretaker governments).
See Table 7

Table 6   Regression analyses to explain different co-sponsorship patterns for different themes, for an 
alternative operationalization of dependent variable

DV: All proposals Model 1 Model 2

Both Government parties 0.082 *** 0.082 ***
(0.023) (0.021)

Ideological difference − 0.003 * − 0.003 *
(0.001) (0.001)

One Left-wing populist − 0.039 *** − 0.073 ***
(0.006) (0.018)

One Right-wing populist − 0.019 *** − 0.116 ***
(0.005) (0.013)

Migration − 0.110 *** − 0.141 ***
(0.009) (0.011)

European affairs − 0.120 *** − 0.159 ***
(0.008) (0.011)

Governance − 0.116 *** − 0.156 ***
(0.008) (0.011)

One Left-wing populist x Migration 0.035
(0.021)

One Left-wing populist x European affairs 0.052 **
(0.019)

One Left-wing populist x Governance 0.049 *
(0.020)

One Right-wing populist x Migration 0.114 ***
(0.016)

One Right-wing populist x European affairs 0.134 ***
(0.015)

One Right-wing populist x Governance 0.141 ***
(0.015)

Constant 0.043 *** 0.070 ***
(0.008) (0.010)

Observations 816 816
R2 0,381 0,452
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