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A central theme of recent work in comparative political economy has been to 

explain difference in economic policy and performance in terms of difference in 

political institutions (for example, Persson and Tabellini 2005). For example, it is 

argued that proportional representation electoral systems lead to higher government 

spending. These studies, unfortunately, give little role to public opinion. This is 

largely because we have lacked an empirical measure of public opinion that was 

comparable across time and had sufficient observations. However, Stimson (1991) 

provide such a measure in the case of the United States. Bartle, Dellepiane-

Avellaneda, and Stimson (2011) provide a similar measure for the UK, using the 

Stimson methodology, while Stimson, Thiébaut, and Tiberj (2009) do this for France. 

McGann (2014) provides an alternative estimator based on modern item response 

theory, which has several advantages. This paper applies this methodology to a 

existing data from the Netherlands to produce a time consistent measure of policy 

mood. This is then compared with the existing work considering the evolution of 

policy mood in the United Kingdom. This allows us to compare a country with single-

member district plurality elections and (usually) single party government, to a country 

with proportional representation and coalition government. This is part of a larger 

project to measure policy mood in a comparative framework. 

Explaining outcomes like government spending directly in terms of 

institutions in problematic for two reasons. Firstly, it is not clear how an institution 

(such as PR elections) can directly cause anything.  PR elections can only condition 

the way politicians compete, as they try to negotiate outcomes and respond to public 

opinion. Secondly, if we fail to take public opinion into account, our results may be 
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time-bound. For example, if it happens to be that PR does not cause high spending, 

but merely makes governments responsive, then the observed relationship between 

PR and spending may simply be the result of us studying a time period in which 

public opinion increased spending. In this case, when public opinion favors decreased 

spending, PR will be associated with spending reductions (McGann and Latner 2006 

find some evidence for this.) Thus, if we wish to understand the relationship between 

institutions and spending, at the very least we have to control for changes in public 

opinion; ideally we would consider public opinion and integral part of the process. 

The reason combining public opinion with political economy is difficult is that 

to do comparative political economy we need a comparable time series measure of 

public opinion or policy mood. This is what the policy mood methodology offers us. 

Until now, even if we make the simplifying assumption that public opinion is one 

dimensional (left-right) we have lacked a satisfactory measure. Various studies have 

used very indirect measures of public opinion, such as the average of the manifesto 

positions of political parties (Kim and Fording 1998; McDonald and Budge 2005) or 

left-right self-placement in mass surveys (Powell 2000). The problem is that these 

measures are relative to the positions that parties take and what we need is a measure 

of public opinion that is independent of this. The policy mood methodology, however, 

is based on response to policy questions in mass surveys, and thus is not dependent on 

party political reference points. 

Theory	  

There is little reason to believe that major difference in political institutions 

(e.g. PR vs, first-past-the-post election; unicameral majority rule parliamentary 

government vs. strong bicameralism with separation of power) will automatically lead 
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to difference in economic outcomes regardless of public opinion. Rather what we 

would expect is that these institutions condition the way that public opinion will get 

translated into policies. 

McGann and Latner (2013) argues that political institutions can be classified 

along two dimensions. Firstly there is the degree to which the electoral system is 

proportional or winner-take-all, which can roughly be measured by effective district 

magnitude (see Taagepera and Shugart 1989). Secondly there is the degree to which 

the legislative process is simply majority as opposed to being characterized by checks 

and balances that are effectively supermajoritarian (strong bicameralism, explicit or 

implicit supermajority requirements, federalism, presidentialism). This gives us the 

four categories in Figure 1: Westminster systems, such as the UK, supermajority 

winner-take-all systems such as the USA, supermajority power sharing systems such 

as Germany, and PR majority rule systems such as the Netherlands. Note that the two 

dimensions correspond roughly to Lijphart’s (1984, 1999) executive parties 

dimension and federal unitary dimensions, although they are simpler in that they only 

depend on institutional differences (as opposed to the effects of institutions). Note that 

some of the countries that Lijphart characterizes as “consensus” democracies as here 

classified as supermajority power sharing (for example, Germany), while others are 

classified as PR-majority rule (for example, the Netherlands). 
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Figure 1 – Constitutional types in the OECD 

McGann and Latner (2013) have theoretical expectations about how political 

institutions funnel changes in public opinion. They expect PR-majority rule systems 

to be extremely responsive to changes in public opinion. This is at odds with some of 

the current literatures, particularly the veto players approach, which argues that 

multiparty systems are likely to be immobile because of the large number of 

ideologically diverse “veto players” represented in the government. Contrary to this 

McGann and Latner (2013) argue this is based on a mistake in social choice theory. 

We should not expect the outcome of a parliamentary bargaining game to depend on 

who is in the eventual winning coalition. Rather it will depend also on the alternative 

coalitions that could have formed. Thus, it is the overall balance of opinion in the 

parliament that matters, including that of parties not currently represented in the 
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cabinet. If the relative size of the parties or their positions change, then the location of 

the feasible set of bargained solutions (technically, the “uncovered set see Miller 

(1980)) also changes. Thus we would expect changes in public opinion to smoothly 

translate into changes in policy. McGann and Latner (2013) find that PR majority rule 

countries are indeed extremely adaptable when considering welfare state policy – they 

are able to both create very large welfare states, but also retrench them. 

Westminster systems are also expect to be highly responsive, but in a more 

complex way. We would not expect changes in public opinion to be smoothly 

translated into policy change. Rather single-party governments are periodically 

replaced by governments of the other party. We would expect this to lead to episodic 

policy change, possibly characterized by substantial overshooting and oscillation 

between the preferred policies of the two main parties. McGann and Latner (2013) 

also argue that policy change in Westminster systems can be held up by what they 

term a “stochastic veto”. Following Castle (Castles 1993; Castles and Mitchell 1993) 

they argue that alternation of government can effectively block policies that require 

institution building over multiple terms. Following Kitschelt (2001), they argue that 

the is often immobilism when dealing with difficult policy choices, because each 

party knows that making a hard choice will expose it to opportunistic, populist attacks 

from the other party (see King and Crewe 2013, for a similar argument). 

Whereas majority rule is relatively well understood theoretically, we 

understand the logic of supermajoritarian systems far less well. We do know that 

policy changes more slowly, and that changes tend to be episodic. We know that these 

system are prone to “gridlock” and can be highly path dependent. However, because 

of this path dependence, we do not know how policy is likely to react to changes in 

public opinion in the long term. In particular, we do not know whether there will be 
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gradual adjustment to long-run change in public preferences, or whether there will be 

sudden lurches (see Krehbiel 1998, for a discussion of these dynamics). Ironically, 

although supermajoritarian systems are far more stable (even immobile) in the short 

run, they are far less predictable in the long run. If by chance a particular outcome 

come to be locked into a highly supermajoritarian system (say in a crisis situation), it 

can be very difficult to change even with large movements of public opinion. Of 

course, in the short run, we would expect supermajoritarian systems not to be 

particularly responsive to public opinion. 

 

Figure 2 – Total Government Expenditure in selected countries 

In Figure 2 we consider the evolution of total government expenditure in four 

countries that represent the four institutional types. In general, the patterns we observe 

are in line with expectations. The Netherlands is a country with a relatively simple 

majority rule parliamentary system and proportional representation elections. Public 

expenditure rose continuously through the period in the graph, until the 1980s when it 

leveled off. In the 1990s it was reduced sharply. It is plausible to argue that public 

spending responded to long term trends on public opinion, although of course we 

currently lack the data on public opinion to test this. The United Kingdom has a 

simple majority rule parliament with first-past-the-post elections. As expected we 

observe an oscillating pattern associated with alternation of power, but no long term 
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trend. In the case of the two countries with supermajoritarian political systems, we see 

far less variation. In the United States there is very little variation. In the case of 

Germany there is an upward trend and then stasis. If there were major changes in 

public opinion, they were not reflected in changes in government spending. 

The patterns we observe are highly suggestive and quite consistent with 

theory. The problem is that without an independent measure of public opinion, they 

can be no more than that. The lack of variation in the United States and Germany 

might result from the effects of various supermajoritarian features of these countries 

political institutions, but it could equally result from there being no demand for 

change in public opinion. The variation in the Netherlands and the United Kingdom 

might be responsiveness to public opinion, but they could also be random fluctuation. 

The only way to find out is get a measure of public opinion. 

Methodology	  

I adapt the item response theory model to measure policy mood using 

aggregate survey response data. The full methodology is laid out in McGann (2014). 

The standard item response theory model uses responses to test questions to 

simultaneously estimate the ability of the respondents and the characteristics of the 

questions (Nunnally and Bernstein 1994, 393-409). We assume that each individual 

has an ability level that is unidimensional, with xi representing the ability level of 

individual i. Each question q can have various parameters, but we assume it has two, 

difficulty and discrimination, represented as λq and αq. The most commonly used 

functional forms are the lognormal and (as here) the normal cumulative distribution 

function: 
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  (3) 

This is, of course, closely related to probit regression, which is commonplace in 

political science. Figure 3 graphs this response function for three questions with 

different values of λ and α. 

 

Figure 3 – Probability of correct response to three questions 

If the position of the respondent xi is equal to λq, then the probability of giving 

the correct response is .5. If xi is greater (less) than λq, then the probability of a 

correct response is greater (less than) 0.5. Thus question 1, with its low value of λ, is 

easy to answer correctly (a very low level of ability is required to have a high 

probability answering incorrectly), while question 3 has a high value of λ and is very 

difficult to answer correctly. How quickly the probability of a correct response 

increases or decreases as the respondent’s ability changes depends on the 

discrimination parameter αq. Question 1 has a low value of α, so if the respondent has 

ability much greater than λ1, the probability of a correct response rapidly approaches 

1. However question 3 has a high α, so as the respondent’s ability moves lower than 

λ3, the probability of a correct response only falls slowly. 
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If we had individual level data, this model could be adapted to our problem in 

a straightforward way. The probability of answering in a left-wing manner would 

simply replace the probability of answering correctly; and “ability” would be 

reinterpreted as propensity to answer in a left wing manner, or simply as how “left-

wing” a respondent was (with higher scores for more left-wing respondents). The 

difficulty and discrimination parameters of the questions would work exactly as 

before. The only change required would be that the same respondent would be 

allowed to have a different policy position for each year they participated. 

We, of course, do not have sufficient individual panel data with which to 

estimate this model, but instead have to rely on aggregate data. Therefore we cannot 

estimate the position of each individual, but only the average position of the 

population in any given year. This, however, is exactly what we are interested in – the 

central tendency of the distribution of public opinion. Indeed, if we assume that the 

population is normally distributed, not only can we estimate the population mean, but 

also the standard deviation, which gives us a measure of how polarized public opinion 

is. 

Let us lay out the model formally. Let us denote the year by y with the range 

startyear…endyear. Let us denote the number of the question or item being asked as 

q, which ranges from 1…Q. (Each question will be asked in at least two different 

years.) We have data on the proportion of respondents who gave a “left-wing” answer 

to each question that was asked. This we denote as leftry q, the proportion that gave a 

left wing answer to question q in year y. For each year, we estimate the mean policy 

position of population, which we will call µy. This is simply a real number with the 

convention that low scores stand for more right-wing positions and high scores for 

more left-wing positions. We will also estimate the standard deviation of the 
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distribution of the respondents’ positions in each year, σy. In addition we need to 

estimate parameters that characterize each question. As before, the parameter λq 

stands for the “position” of question q, with high scores for question that are hard to 

answer in a left-wing manner, while parameter αq represents how effectively the 

question discriminates between left and right-wing respondents. 

Although we only have aggregate data, we need to start with a model of 

individual choice on responses. We use the same cumulative normal model as above, 

with mean λq and standard deviation αq. If ei y q is the probability of respondent i in 

year y giving a left wing response to question q, and xi y is the policy position of 

respondent i in year y, and Φ is the cumulative normal distribution function, 1then: 

  (4) 

We assume that the respondents in year y are normally distributed with mean 

µy and standard deviation σy. Essentially we are assuming that all respondents in a 

given year are drawn from the same distribution of policy positions, and that each 

question behaves on average in the same way, whatever year it is asked in. The 

response function ey q (Equation 5) gives us the probability of a respondent with 

position x giving the left-wing response. We assume that the probability of a 

respondent having policy position x in year y is given by the normal probability 

density function with mean µy and standard deviation σy. Given this, the probability 

of a randomly selected agent giving the left response to question q in year y (which 

we will call my q) is the product of ey q and the normal density function integrated over 

all possible values of x. Thus if φ is the normal probability density function: 

                                                
 

ei y q � ⇥ �xi y , ⌅q , ⇤q ⇥
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  (5) 

Integrating, we get: 

  (6) 

We may note the symmetry in the effect of the parameters αq and σy. The 

standard deviation of the normal distribution function that gives the probability of a 

left response is the geometric mean of the two parameters. Intuitively we would 

expect the two parameters to have a similar effect. A question that does not 

discriminate well leads to a significant number of right wing responses, even given a 

left-wing population. A population with a high variance will also lead to a significant 

number of right-wing responses, even if the mean of the population is quite left-wing. 

Given the function my q for the expected probability of a random respondent 

giving a left-wing answer, we can model the total number of left-wing responses to a 

question using the beta-binomial distribution. The reason for using the beta-binomial 

is to allow some stochastic variation to account for the fact that the same question 

may be applied or understood in slightly different ways in different years. Thus the 

final probability of a left-wing response to question q in year y is distributed 

according to the beta distribution with expectation my q. Given that the expectation of 

the beta distribution with parameters α and β is α/(α+β), we can reparameterize the 

beta distribution in terms of its expectation. Thus the probability of a random 

respondent giving a left-wing response, which we call py q, is distributed thus: 

  (8) 

my q ⇥ ⇤
� 

 
⇤ �x, ⌃q , ⌅q ⇥ ⇧ �x, ⌥y , �y⇥ dx

my q ⇥ ⇤ ⌃y , ⇧q , ⌅q
2 � ⌥y

2

p y q ⇤ beta
my q

1� my q
⇥, ⇥
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The number of left-wing responses expected for question q in year y, where ny 

q is the number of responses to that question, is then distributed binomially: 

  (9) 

Assigning non-informative uniform priors to the parameter vectors β, σ, λ  

and α, as well as to the beta parameter β, we can estimate the model using Bayesian 

inference software such as BUGS or JAGS. Figure 4 gives a graphical summary of 

the model.  

 

Figure 4 – Graph of the model 

Policy	  Mood	  in	  the	  UK	  

The IRT algorithm was applied to data from Bartle, Dellepiane-Avellaneda 

and Stimson (2011). The authors collected a database of the aggregate results of 

survey questions about political matters in the UK between 1947 and 2005. The 

leftry q � binomial �p y q , ny q ⇥
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results were recoded to give the proportion of respondents giving the “left-wing” 

answer to each question. Following the authors, I have only used the question dealing 

with domestic policy issues. There were 364 different question items (two of which 

were dropped for reasons for reasons of differential item functioning2). Each of these 

was asked in at least two different years, resulting in a total of 2377 question 

administrations. 3  Each line of the input dataset corresponds to one question 

administration, with variables for the proportion of left responses (left / (left + not 

left), the year the question was asked, the number of the question item, and the 

number of respondents.  

The model was estimated using JAGS. I used 3 chains, each with 30,000 

iterations, and a 15,000 iteration burn-in. The model estimates policy position and 

standard deviation parameters for each of the 59 years from 1947 to 2005, position 

and discrimination parameters for each of the 362 questions and one coefficient for 

the beta distribution, which captures the degree of stochastic variation between 

question administrations.  

Figure 5 graphs the estimate of policy mood by year from the IRT method 

outlined in the last section, and compares this to the results from Bartle, Dellepiane-

Avellaneda and Stimson (2011, 271), which were computed using the Stimson dyad 

ratios method. The IRT results represent the probability of a respondent answering in 

a left-wing manner to a typical question in a given year (λq = -.357, σy = 6.16). The 

Stimson dyad ratios method does not directly allow the estimation of response to 

                                                
2 Testing for differential item functioning – the violation of the assumption that items 
behave the same way whatever year they are asked in – is dealt with in section 5. 
However, cursory analysis of the data revealed that two items (dealing with spending 
on education and the National Health Service) strongly violated this assumption. 
3 The average question was asked in between six and seven different years. The two 
most often asked questions were asked in 40 and 20 out of the 59 years. 
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individual items, but the raw policy mood scores have been standardized using the 

“validity-weighted means and standard deviations of the input items” (Bartle, 

Dellepiane-Avellaneda, and Stimson 2011, 269). 

 

Figure 5 -- Estimated policy mood – IRT method and dyad ratios results from Bartle, 

Dellepiane-Avellaneda and Stimson (2011a). 

It is apparent that the results from the two methods are quite similar. It is clear 

that in general public opinion moves against whoever is in office. The British 

electorate leans to the left in the early postwar period, but through the fifties and 

sixties it seems to gradually move towards the center (although data is sparse until the 

mid-1960s, so we have limited confidence in our measurements). There is instability 

in the early seventies, followed by a sharp move to the right following the re-election 

of a Labour government under Harold Wilson in 1974. However, the electorate moves 

steadily leftward under the Conservative governments of Thatcher (1979-90) and 

Major (1990-7). The victory of Tony Blair and the Labour Party in the 1997 general 
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election leads to a gradual movement back towards the right, although this is 

temporarily halted in the election years of 2001 and 2005. 

There are, however, some substantively interesting differences. According the 

Bartle, Dellepiane-Avellaneda and Stimson (2011) estimates, policy mood in the UK 

moves to the right until the election of Margaret Thatcher in 1979. However, the IRT 

estimates indicate that policy mood reached its rightmost point in 1976, the year when 

the Sterling crisis forced the UK to seek IMF loans, and subsequently moved 

somewhat back to the left under the Callaghan administration (1976-79). The 

movement of policy mood to the right under Blair (1997-2005) is rather less 

pronounced according to the IRT estimates than with the dyad ratios estimates. While 

the dyad ratios estimates are smoothed as part of the algorithm, the IRT results are 

not. This allows us to observe some interesting patterns on a year by year basis. For 

example, in the election years of 2001 and 2005, the rightward movement of policy 

mood under Blair was temporarily reversed. In 1992, we observe a similar effect – the 

leftward movement of public opinion is temporarily halted, and John Major won the 

general election. 

Policy	  Mood	  in	  the	  Netherlands	  

We are primarily concerned with the relationship between public opinion and 

public spending. Therefore we will be begin by analyzing public opinion on the level 

of public spending. We have constructed an index using various questions asking 

whether government spending (or government spending on certain areas, such as 

pensions) should increase, decrease or stay the same. We have six different questions, 

with a total of 57 administrations between 1970 and 2006. There is sufficient overlap 

in the years questions are asked to scale the questions and the public mood, although 
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no question was asked in more than half the years or across the entire time period 

covered. Figure 6 gives the estimate of policy mood towards government spending 

between 1970 and 2006. The quantity plotted is the predicted percentage giving a left-

wing response (prefers more spending to less) of an “average” question (the 

parameters for the position and discrimination of the various questions were 

averaged). 

 

 
Figure 6 – Policy mood on Government spending / taxation in the Netherlands 1970-

2006 (predicted response to average question) 
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It is apparent looking at Table x that policy mood toward government 

spending changes a great deal over the period, and sometimes changes rapidly. We 

have noted that government spending in the Netherlands does not seem to oscillate up 

and down the same way as government spending in countries like the UK and Spain 

where single party government is common. Rather there is a long period up until the 

1980s when government expenditure increased as a proportion of GDP, then a period 

of retrenchment (most rapid in the early 1990s) since then. We have speculated that 

public opinion might follow the same pattern. This, however, does not seem to be the 

case – it appears just as changeable as that in the UK. Of course, this may be partly 

the consequence of the questions being intrinsically thermostatic – they ask whether 

government spending is high or low compared to its current level. It might also be 

noted that the overall policy mood over the period appears quite left-wing – a 

majority typically give “left-wing” answers to an “average” question. This, however, 

is misleading. It probably reflects that several of the questions refer to popular 

programmes such as pensions, and the fact that not all questions make clear the trade-

off with higher taxes. Some questions do regularly produce a majority of non “left-

wing” answers. What is relevant here is not the estimate absolute level of policy 

mood, but rather the change over time. 

The patterns in Table x appear quite compatible with the thermostatic model 

of Wlezien (1995) and (Soroka and Wlezien 2010), although we have not yet fitted a 

formal statistical model. Retrenchment of government spending appears to be 

coincide with rightward movement in policy mood. However, after cuts are made 

there tends to be a strong movement in the leftward direction, as if spending a 

message that the cuts have gone far enough. Thus we start with a left-wing public 

mood in the 1970. However, through the 1970s government expenditure increases as 
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a reaction to the recessions following the oil price rises. During this period policy 

mood moves strongly to the right, reaching its extreme between 1981 and 1983. 

During this period the CDA-VVD government led by Ruud Lubbers began the 

process of cutting government programmes, having negotiated a pact the unions and 

employers federation (the Wassenaar pact). Following this, there is sharp leftward 

movement in policy mood. In 1989 Lubbers forms a coalition government with the 

Labour Party. However, this government cuts public expenditure considerably. At the 

same time, policy mood moves to the right. Of course, it is not clear whether the 

change in policy is a result of this rightward drift in public opinion, or whether public 

opinion is moving to the right because even the Labour Party is arguing that some 

cutbacks are necessary. What is clear is that following this period of cutbacks, policy 

mood moves sharply back to the left. 

Thus policy mood to government spending appears to work in a thermostatic 

way in the Netherlands, much as it does in the UK – more spending reducing public 

support for yet more spending, while cuts reduce support for more cuts. However, the 

politics seem to work quite differently to those in the UK. In the UK policy mood 

tends to move to the right when the Labour Party is in office, and to the left when 

there is Conservative government (see Figure 7). In the Netherlands there is no such 

obvious relationship with the composition of the government and change in policy 

mood. Policy mood moved to the right in the 1970s under both Labour and Christian 

Democrat led governments. In the 1990s public opinion moved to the left under a 

Labour led government. Of course, the lack of an obvious relationship is not 

surprising given that all governments are coalitions.  

However, this lack of a feedback mechanism between the party in government 

and policy mood may be quite significant. In the UK this process may lead to 
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thermostatic “overshooting” (see Bartle, Dellepiane-Avellaneda, and Stimson 2011). 

For example, a long period of Labour government may lead to policy mood to move 

so far to the right that there follows a long period of Conservative government. This 

governments “corrects” the excess spending of the previous Labour administration, 

but goes further. This leads to a strong movement of public opinion to the left, starting 

the cycle again. This produces the pattern of oscillation in public expenditure that we 

observe in the UK. We may speculate that we do not see this kind of oscillation in 

government expenditure in the Netherlands because we do not have this political 

feedback mechanism. 

 

Figure 7 – Policy Mood in UK for economic issues (see Bartle, Dellepiane-
Avellaneda, and Stimson 2011). 

This poses the question of how public opinion affects policy in a country like 

the Netherlands. Prima facie it appears like the level of public spending is quite 

responsive to public opinion. However, the mechanism is clearly not the same as in 
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the UK. Policy depends on coalition agreements, not by decisive elections that “throw 

out the rascals”. However, McGann and Latner (2013) argue that it is not surprising 

that coalition agreements should be responsive to public opinion. Using modern social 

choice theory (in particular the concept of the uncovered set), they argue that we 

would expect the bargained outcome to depend on the balance of opinion of all parties 

in parliament, not just the parties in the government. Changes in public opinion 

produce changes in the relative bargaining power of parties following elections, and 

also changes in the position that parties feel they need to take to defend the next 

election. This provides a mechanism whereby public opinion affects policy 

agreements. Of course, as we have argued, causality can also run in the opposite 

direction. The positions that parties take may affect public opinion. This may be 

especially significant when a left-wing party agrees a programme of cuts (see Green-

Pederson 2002). It is notable that both welfare state expansion and retrenchment have 

been agreed in the Netherlands between a variety of parties and social partners. 

However, there would appear to be limits on the freedom of movement parties have. 

The Netherlands has an extremely low effective electoral threshold, which makes 

parties vulnerable to new challengers if they take positions that are unpopular with 

their core voters. This happened to both the VVD and PvdA after their period of 

governing together in the 1990s. 

In addition to a scale measuring policy mood towards government spending, 

we can also produce a scale measuring economic philosophy. This is based on 

question concerning income equality, the role of the state and the private sector, and 

to a lesser extent, questions about public ownership. We would expect this scale to be 

less intrinsically thermostatic that the government spending scale. The economic 

philosophy scale is show in Figure 8. This scales seems quite constant over time, with 
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no obvious trend to the left or right. There is a period where it definitely moves in a 

more right wing direction in the 1980s, as well as very short rightward movement in 

the 1990s and in 2008. These movements do seem to coincide with periods of 

economic stress and the need for policy reform. Perhaps economic liberalism (and a 

greater tolerance for economic inequality) are related to economic hard times. 

However, these rightward movement appear to be short-lived and are followed by 

movements back to the left (it is not clear what will happen post 2008, as our last 

observation was 2010.) 

 
Figure 8 – Policy mood on economic philosophy in the Netherlands 1970-2012 

(predicted response to average question) 
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Our main concern has been with policy mood toward economic policy. 

However, we can also measure policy mood towards other issue domains. We find 

that these other domains have quite different patterns of change. Therefore it would 

be inappropriate to try to aggregate these different domains into a single “left-right” 

dimension. (It probably would not occur to many people to do this for the 

Netherlands, but it has frequently been argued in the case of countries like the UK 

that political competition is essentially unidimensional). While there may be 

considerable cross sectional correlation between issue domains in many countries 

(people who are economically leftist are more likely to support, say, gay marriage), 

this does not translate into a longitudinal relationship – attitudes towards government 

spending oscillate, while attitudes toward gay marriage become steadily more liberal 

over time. Figure 9 gives a scale for policy mood for socio-cultural issues, such as 

abortion, attitudes toward homosexuality and euthanasia. As expected (and as found 

elsewhere in Europe) there is a clear trend toward more liberal positions over time. 



 23 

 
Figure 9 – Policy mood on socio-cultural issues in the Netherlands 1970-2012 

(predicted response to average question) 

We can also produce a scale measuring policy mood towards immigration and 

integration and towards the EU (Figures 10 and 11). Unfortunately we currently only 

have suitable questions dating from 1988. Policy mood towards immigration does not 

appear to have a clear trend. There is clear movement in a leftward (less restrictive) 

direction until 2000. Then, however, there is a very sharp movement towards the 
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the scale did not take place until the campaign led by Fortuyn was already well 

underway. This suggests that the campaign mobilized public opinion, rather than 

simply reflecting a long underlying movement against current immigration policy 

(policy mood was moving to the left as late as 2000). Of course, this may simply be 

an artifact of the measure – people did not register dissatisfaction with immigration 

until the issue was on the agenda. Attitudes toward the EU show a long trend toward 

less pro-European positions. However, absolute policy mood at the end of the series is 

still relatively pro-EU. 

 
Figure 10 – Policy mood on immigration in the Netherlands 1988-2012 (predicted 

response to average question) 
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Figure 11 – Policy mood on the EU in the Netherlands 1970-2012 (predicted response 

to average question) 

Finally we can calculate of policy mood scale toward environmental issues 
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presumably as the memory of Chernobyl becomes less salient. This produces a 

rightward movement in the scale from about 2000. 

 
Figure 12 – Policy mood on the environment and nuclear power in the Netherlands 

1970-2006 (predicted response to average question) 
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issues, we see a thermostatic pattern in both countries. That is to say, policy mood 

appear to move to the left and right in response to changes in actual policy. We 

initially expected that policy mood might be less variable in the Netherlands – actual 

policy seems more stable in the short term. This expectation, however, was not 

confirmed. In terms of other policy, however, we do not see a thermostatic pattern. 

For example, when we consider policy mood on socio-cultural issues, we find a 

steady trend towards more liberal positions in both countries. 

There are, however, significant differences that may go some way to 

explaining the differences in the evolution of government spending. In the case of the 

UK policy change is associated with change of government. Furthermore, the longer a 

government is in office, the more policy mood moves against it. If we accept the 

thermostatic model, by the time it has left government, policy mood is very different 

from actual policy. This leads to a long period of government by the other party, 

which may well lead to overcorrecting policy and to a strong movement in policy 

mood back to the first party, starting the cycle over again. In the Netherlands neither 

of these conditions apply. Policy change does not require a change of government. 

Rather policy change in negotiated between the various parties and social partners. 

Indeed, as Green-Pederson (2002) argues, there is no necessary relationship between 

the colour of a government and policy – governments with Labour Party involvement 

have carried some of the most stringent retrenchment. Furthermore, policy mood does 

not appear to move against the parties in government. Instead it appears to depend on 

actual policy change. Thus it appears that when there is a run-up in public spending, 

or an economic crisis, policy mood moves to the right. This leads quite rapidly to cuts 

in public spending, whoever is in office. However, once these cuts are made, policy 

mood moves back to the left, foreclosing further cuts. This process has allowed a 
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steady, episodic decrease in the quantity of government expenditure since the 1970s, 

without the overshooting dynamic observed in the UK. 
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