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Although the mostly reported outcome of the Dutch Elections, held on 
15 March 2017, is that Geert Wilders’ party PVV did not become the largest 
party, a lot of significant changes to other parties’ support have occurred as 
well. The most important outcomes of the elections are the historically large 
loss for Labour party PVDA, and large wins for cosmopolitan party D66 and 
the Green Left (GL). The picture that appears is an even more fragmented 
party system than is usual in The Netherlands.

However, our comparative study on issue competition, featuring an origi-
nal data collection on the Netherlands (see below), drives us to specific con-
siderations about issue politics. All parties that have gained seats, have exten-
sively campaigned on cultural issues. However, when looking at the priorities 
of a range of policy goals among the electorate, socioeconomic issues rank 
quite highly. How can this apparent tension be explained? Furthermore, to 
what extent have the ‘winners’ in this election really exploited their issue op-
portunities, and have the losers’ failed to do so?

Election results in perspective

Before going into this question, the election results need to be placed in a 
perspective that goes beyond the previous election results. During the 2012 
elections, horse race reporting has led to a competition between VVD and 
PVDA to become the largest party, and hence deliver the PM. Both parties 
ended up with very high percentages of votes (respectively 27 and 25%). This 
has partially led to a major loss for the green left, who went from 7% to 2% 
support. Moreover, the Christian Democrats (CDA) were in a crisis and se-
verely punished for entering a government that was supported by the PVV. At 
the same time, Wilders’ decision to not support the austerity package of the 
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government, which led to calling new elections, caused a loss of votes to the 
PVV as well.

The picture that emerges now is that most parties that have lost in 2012, 
have gained in these 2017 elections: this goes for PVV, GL, and CDA. PVV has 
become the second party (13,1%), the Christian democrats are on the road to 
recovery again (12,5%), and GL has a historically high support (9%). Another 
large win is for D66 (12%). Governing parties VVD and PVDA have lost, but 
VVD managed to remain the largest party (21,3%). PVDA however, was se-
verely punished for having governed with the liberals from VVD.

Cultural cleavage vs. economic priorities and party credibility

Previous polls of PVV becoming the largest party have not become reality, 
and many Europeans have expressed their relief about this. However, as oth-
ers (Rooduijn 2017; Mudde 2017 – both on Dutch and on English-speaking 
media) have pointed out: The Netherlands has not “said ‘stop’ to the wrong 
kind of populism”, as Mark Rutte (VVD) declared on election night. On the 
contrary, CDA and VVD have closer moved towards the discourse of Wil-
ders, taking harsh stances regarding “the Dutch identity” and against Islam. 
Apparently, this strategy has paid off as Wilders’ win has turned out more 
moderate than expected, which CDA and VVD have surely benefited. The two 

Figure 1. Dutch Parliamentary Election outcomes 2017-2010. 2017 percentages 
reported in numbers

http://stukroodvlees.nl/ho-tegen-het-verkeerde-soort-populisme-je-reinste-kolder/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/16/opinion/geert-wilders-dutch-election-shows-how-not-to-defeat-populism.html
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winners on the progressive side of the cultural cleavage, GL and D66, have 
extensively campaigned on their main issues, respectively the environment 
(GL), and education and a strong EU (D66), but not so much on the economy. 
Both parties take large distances from nationalist and Islamophobic senti-
ment, and occupy the political space on the more cosmopolitan side of the 
cosmopolitan-nationalist cultural divide (Charlemagne 2017). The major loser 
of the elections, PVDA, is mostly known for their socioeconomic positions 
and does not have a key cultural issue to distinguish them from the other par-
ties. They are clearly taking position in favour of an inclusive society, but GL 
and D66 do so as well. The wins for GL and D66 have most likely come at the 
expense of PVDA. Can we therefore conclude that cultural issues are key to 
winning votes in these elections?

Earlier in March, in the context of a 6-country comparative study that will 
also cover France, the UK, Germany, Austria, and Italy (see a description of 
the project and data collection in De Sio in this volume), we asked Dutch vot-
ers to what extent they prioritized a set of divisive goals (after selecting one of 
two opposing goals) and shared goals (such as fighting pollution or decreasing 
unemployment), and which parties they deemed most credible for achieving 
these goals. The results show that the policy goals that rank highest are not 
solely cultural issues, but also classic socioeconomic issues.

Table 1. Divisive and shared goals: support, priority and most credible party. Goals 
ranked by priority 

Statement support 
(%)

priority 
(%) most credible

Protect the Netherlands against terrorist attacks 100% 83% VVD (34%)

Improve care for the elderly and the disabled 100% 81% SP, 50+ (33%)

Further reduce unemployment 100% 78% PVDA (29%)

Maintain the current economic growth 100% 75% VVD (36%)

Fight environmental pollution 100% 66% GL (44%)

Fixed term contract after 2 years 79% 56% SP (29%)

Reduce income differences 73% 51% SP (35%)

Reduce the pension age to 65 68% 49% 50+ (39%)

Require foreigners to fully adapt to Dutch culture 68% 48% PVV (50%)

Abolish deductible in health insurance (even if means 
higher fees) 66% 48% SP (35%)

The Netherlands should stay in the EU 65% 46% VVD (47%)

Take in less refugees in The Netherlands 58% 44% PVV (62%)

Completely close the Dutch borders to immigrants 46% 31% PVV (54%)

https://www.economist.com/news/europe/21718921-identity-does-not-have-be-exclusive-preserve-far-right-dutch-election-suggests
http://cise.luiss.it/cise/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/DCISE10EN_1-1.pdf
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In this table, all policy goals are listed that were given a high priority 
by at least 30% of the respondents (of whom have chosen to prefer that 
goal, for positional issues). What emerges is a quite diverse set of issues, 
ranging from protecting the country from terrorist attacks and taking in 
less refugees, to further reducing unemployment and income differences, 
and fighting environmental pollution. Of course, the percentages in agree-
ment differ across these goals, although most socioeconomic issues listed 
here show relatively high levels of support. A much larger division is found 
among the cultural issues, especially those related to immigration and in-
tegration, and refugees.

Focussing on credibility, it is striking that SP seems to dominate issues 
related to income differences, health care, and employees’ rights, and not the 
PVDA. However, PVDA is seen as the most credible party on the valence issue 
to further reduce unemployment. While PVV clearly owns the issues related 
to integration, immigration, and the intake of refugees, governing party VVD 
is seen as the most credible party to maintain economic growth, keep the 
country safe from terrorism, and remain in the EU. VVD has apparently ben-
efited from delivering the PM in government, while PVV is not deemed most 
credible at any of the valence issues.

At the same time, PVDA has not been able to exploit the opportunities 
based on their government experience: even though voters deem the party 
most credible party on a key socioeconomic issue, this is not shown in the 
election results. The Socialist Party, deemed most credible on a high number 
of socioeconomic issues, has not been able to gain more votes than in the 
previous election. An explanation for voters either turning away from, or not 
being increasingly attracted by these two left-wing parties for whom socio-
economic issues are key, can be found in the combination of the salience of 
cultural issues in this election campaign, and clear position-taking of other 
parties on this dimension.

This leaves us with the question to what extent the winning parties have 
made indeed the most strategic choices regarding the type of issues they have 
emphasized in the campaign. Using issue yield theory (De Sio and Weber 
2014) we can calculate the electoral potential that is offered to a party by each 
of the available conflict issues in the political debate. It is expected that par-
ties select issues that have the highest yield for them and mainly campaign 
on these issues. The issue yield score is calculated based on voter support by 
party preference (within-party agreement) and the general support for an is-
sue among the general public. The table below presents, for each party pre-
sented, the four “highest-yield” issues, showing indeed that the main winners 
in this election (GL, D66, PVV) strategically should have emphasized cultural 
issues related to immigrants, refugees, the “completed life” issue (extension of 
existing euthanasia legislation), the EU, as they have done. However, also so-

http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0003055414000379
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0003055414000379
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cioeconomic issues are found among these high-yield opportunities, relating 
to health care and student loans.

When looking at the issue yield of parties who either lost seats or did not 
win (VVD, SP, PVDA), we clearly see a purely socioeconomic issue yield for 
SP, while for VVD is it mostly cultural. For PVDA, it is mixed. VVD has 
indeed mostly campaigned on cultural issues, while at the same time present-
ing itself at the responsible governing party, being the credible alternative to 
Wilders’ party. itself at the responsible governing party, being the credible al-
ternative to Wilders’ party. SP has been able to maintain the current electorate 
despite the prevalence of cultural issues, while this was not the case for PVDA. 
Even though their highest issue yield is found on the immigration issue, the 
PVDA has not been able to exploit this opportunity. In a way, this might be 
related to the intense multi-party competition of the Netherlands: in this case, 
we see that other parties (most notably GL) had an almost equally high yield 
on the same issue, meaning that the PVDA would hardly be the only one to 
benefit from emphasis on the issue, as shown by the electoral results. At the 
same time, they have not been able to turn their governing experience with 
VVD into something positive, and a recent party leadership change in De-
cember has been an important factor here as well.

In conclusion, our perspective based on the analysis of issue competition 
casts a slightly different light on the result of the Dutch election. Our data 

Table 2. Top four issues (ranked by highest issue yield): GroenLinks, D66 and PVV

Statement General 
agreement

Agreement 
within party Issue yield

GroenLinks Don’t close borders to immigrants 57% 88% 0.87

GroenLinks “Completed life” assistance 79% 85% 0.84

GroenLinks Abolish healthcare deductible 67% 84% 0.82

GroenLinks Stay in EU 62% 83% 0.81

D66 “Completed life” assistance 79% 83% 0.82

D66 Don’t close to immigrants 57% 78% 0.76

D66 Stay in EU 62% 78% 0.76

D66 Abolish student loans 73% 70% 0.68

PVV Less refugees 60% 94% 0.93

PVV Introduce binding referendum 61% 90% 0.88

PVV “Completed life” assistance 79% 90% 0.88

PVV Fixed contract after 2yrs 79% 88% 0.86
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show that, when looking at public opinion data, the most salient goals and 
issues appear related to socio-economic questions, while campaign activity 
(albeit still on the grounds anecdotal evidence, until our systematic coding of 
parties’ and leaders’ Twitter activity will provide hard data) has been mostly 
focused on cultural issues. This in a way provides again evidence of the rel-
evance of party strategy for electoral outcomes. Given the aforementioned 
data, one can hardly speak of a “right-wing wind” sweeping Europe, but rath-
er of some parties that successfully emphasize cultural issues, while others 
(such as the PVDA) fail to mobilize voters on socio-economic issues. In little 
more than a month we’ll see (again with CISE data) whether a similar story 
will unfold in France (De Sio and Paparo in this volume).
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