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Abstract 

Since the Treaty of Maastricht issues regarding the European Union have become politicised 

within the Netherlands. With the rise of Eurosceptic parties both on the extreme left and 

radical right, EU membership no longer seems self-evident. Whereas challenger parties try to 

put new issues regarding the EU on the political agenda, mainstream parties feel constrained 

to share their opinions due to their governmental responsibility. Since the rise of social media, 

political parties no longer have to fight over available space in newspapers and can 

communicate directly to the public. Even though the electorate is internally divided on EU 

issues, mainstream parties are now also forced to share their opinions on the European Union 

on social media. Within this thesis I will therefore explore how Dutch political actors frame 

the European Union on Facebook and how party position influences party strategy. Almost all 

parties seize the opportunity to share their opinions on the EU and employ multiple frames 

with the hope to receive the most votes.  
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1. Introduction 

In 1991 several European countries decided to join forces and increase collaboration by 

forming the European Union (Serricchio, Tsakatika, & Quaglia, 2012). The European Steal 

and Coal Community that had been established in 1952 transformed into a supranational 

organization that currently counts twenty-eight member states. However, more than twenty-

five years after the Treaty of Maastricht ‘the wind of change’ mentality that prevailed in the 

1990’s appears to have evaporated (Van Elsas & Van der Brug, 2014). Whereas the Dutch 

used to be rather enthusiastic about the European Union, the Treaty of Maastricht managed to 

drastically change this positive attitude (Harmsen, 2004). Like many EU member states, the 

Dutch showed a decrease in support in the Eurobarometer poll right after the treaty was 

signed. Ever since it seems as if a Eurosceptic wind is blowing from Great Britain towards 

Europe’s mainland, carrying the idea that EU membership is no longer self-evident (De 

Wilde, 2010). While Great Britain has started negotiations to leave the European Union as a 

result of the Brexit referendum, politicians in other EU member states are also promoting a 

Eurosceptic stance in the run-up to the European elections in 2019 (The Guardian, 2016).

 According to Hooghe and Marks (2009) the European Union became politicised after 

the treaty because political authority was transferred from nation states to the European 

Union. Altogether this organisational change led to an increase in conflicts on topics like 

sovereignty, political identity and financial redistribution within several member states. 

Especially parties on the extreme left and radical right of the political spectrum openly 

criticise certain aspects of the EU (Van Elsas & Van der Brug, 2014; Van Bohemen et al., 

2018). As a result of this politicization, mainstream parties are also expected to communicate 

a clear and broad program about the European Union to the public. They, however, have to 

deal with all the dimensions of the EU instead of focussing on just one aspect like most 

challenger parties do (Van Elsas & Van der Brug, 2014).  

 In that regard it is important to realize that the media landscape, and therefore 

communication with the public, has changed over the last decade. Back in the days of 

traditional media, political actors had to compete over the available space within newspapers 

and television shows and were chosen based on their expertise on certain issues (Roggeband 

& Vliegenthart, 2007). However, with the rise of social media platforms like Twitter, 

Instagram and Facebook it is now possible for political actors to communicate their stances on 

multiple issues directly with the public. This can be beneficial during electoral campaigns, but 

using Facebook also entails risks. Only recently Facebook introduced strict policies, which 

state that organisations and individuals that spread political content must verify their account. 
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The reason for these stricter policies is to prevent abuse of the Facebook network and the 

spreading of fake news, which occurred during the USA presidential campaigns in 2016 

(NOS, 2018). Facebook thus is a valuable weapon that can influence political campaigns and 

the public’s opinion.         

 Therefore, within this research I will explore how messages on the EU are 

communicated to the public by using the framing typology developed by Helbling, 

Hoeglinger and Wüest (2010). The concept ‘framing’ is described as follows: “to select some 

aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a 

way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, 

and/or treatment recommendation” (Entman, 1993, p. 52). Several scholars like Helbling, 

Hoeglinger and Wüest (2010; 2013), Roggeband and Vliegenthart (2007), Semetko and 

Valkenburg (2000) have examined how political issues are framed within the public debate by 

both media channels and political parties, however the data used in previous research have all 

been gathered from traditional media sources. This research is therefore scientifically relevant 

because data is now gathered from the social media channel Facebook. The usage of social 

media by political actors means that they are no longer constrained by the available space 

within newspapers, which might affect the way political actors present themselves and their 

views. Especially now social media has given political actors the opportunity to also 

communicate their opinions about issues on which they are not considered to be an expert; it 

is interesting to see if political actors actually seize this opportunity to own new issues within 

the political debates.           

 I expect that the messages on Facebook are framed in such a way that they justify the 

position of the political actor and serve his or her interest (Helbling et al., 2010). It is, 

however, not a given fact that all parties share their thoughts about the European Union on 

social media. When certain issues are high on the public and political agenda, like the EU has 

become over the last decades, a political actor has the option to emphasize or de-emphasize its 

position on certain issues (Meijers, 2015). The governmental responsibility of certain political 

actors might constrain them to share their stances on the EU with the public as well as their 

diverse voters base. Some political actors might therefore believe it to be more beneficial to 

de-emphasize the issue. For this reason the differences between mainstream and challenger 

parties will also be taken into consideration and will be linked to issue ownership theory, that 

states that different political parties own different political issues and are considered the 

expert on certain issues by the public (Smith, 2010). Altogether this leads to the following 

research question: How do Dutch political actors frame the European Union on Facebook and 
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how does party position influence party strategy?      

 To understand the process of politicization of the EU within the Netherlands the first 

part of my theoretical framework will give a historic overview of events that caused this 

politicization. Subsequently, a short explanation of the concept framing will be given. 

However, the definitions of the different frames will be more thoroughly explained in the 

result part of this thesis to make sure the results are understandable. Furthermore, I will 

explore the differences between mainstream and challenger parties in their strategies 

regarding the politicization of the European Union. 

 

2. Theoretical Framework 

2.1. Politicization of the European Union in the Netherlands 

For an extensive period of time the Netherlands was considered to be one of the most 

enthusiastic countries when it comes to European cooperation (Harmsen, 2004). From the 

1950’s onwards the Dutch government supported the development of a supranational 

institutional structure. They showed this support by being one of six countries that started the 

European Steal and Coal Community (ESEC), which would later on develop into the 

European Economic Community (EEC) (Hanf & Soenterdorp, 1998). According to policy 

makers removing the trade restrictions was necessary for the prosperity of the Netherlands 

and its economic development. This process of European integration was initiated by political 

elites for the sake of peace and economic prosperity. Although the social democrats and 

radical left did show signs of scepticism about the European integration, overall Dutch 

citizens showed high rates of support for European integration in the Eurobarometer polls 

(Harmsen, 2004).           

 This positive feeling about the European cooperation remained salient until the 

evolvement from the EEC into the European Union. Support for European cooperation 

declined in 1992, right after the Treaty of Maastricht. Because of this system-transforming 

event, the European Union was no longer an economic enterprise but also integrated on a 

more political level (De Wilde, 2010), a process that was mostly criticised by the radical right. 

Extreme left parties already questioned EU integration of markets since the establishment of 

the ESEC. This growing criticism on both the radical left as well as the radical right, leads to 

the so-called U curve in Euroscepticism. (Van Elsas & Van der Brug, 2014).  

 Since Eurosceptic opinions came from both the radical left and right, EU membership 

no longer seems self-evident these days, especially with radical right wing parties promoting 

the ‘Nexit’ (NRC, 2016). The public starts to question the benefits of the Dutch EU 
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membership and the issue becomes highly politicized. Hutter and Grande (2014) argue that 

politicisation exists out of three different dimensions: issue salience (visibility), actor 

expansion (scope) and actor polarization (intensity and direction). Within this section the 

three dimensions will be adapted to the Dutch case to provide more background information 

on the politicization of issues regarding the European Union.     

 First, issue salience can be established when specific topics are frequently raised by 

political actors in public debates. If an issue is not debated in public it can never receive 

enough attention to become fully politicized (Hutter & Grande, 2014). Two main issues 

received increased attention in the Netherlands after the Treaty of Maastricht, namely the EU 

budget and the loss of sovereignty of the nation state. In the 1990’s the Dutch went from net 

receiver to net contributor to the EU budget (De Wilde, 2010). This means “the Netherlands’ 

share in payments to the EU is higher than its share in receipts from the EU budget” 

(Eichenberg & Dalton, 2007, p. 36). The budgetary consequences of increased integration and 

enlargement of the EU contributed to a more sceptic stance towards the European Union. 

Shortly after the liberal party VVD urged the government to discuss a reduction of Dutch 

contribution to the EU budget. This reduction was supported by the ‘purple’ coalition (VVD, 

PvdA, D66) and was included in the governing agreement after the new Dutch elections in 

1998.            

 Moreover, according to Hooghe and Marks (2009), issues regarding the European 

Union became politicised because of this transfer of political authority from nation states to a 

supranational organisation. As mentioned before, due to the Treaty of Maastricht the 

European Union gained more responsibility in several policy areas and the European 

Parliament received more power (Eichenberg & Dalton, 2007). Subsequently conflicts on 

topics like sovereignty and national identity received increased attention in public debates. 

“European integration means less leeway for nation states concerning international migration, 

while immigration flows may be perceived as a threat to national identity” (Van Bohemen et 

al., 2018, p. 5). The balance between national interests versus community interests was 

discussed more often and the European Union became a topic on the national political agenda.

 Second, the expansion of actors involved in a public debate contributes to the 

politicization of an issue. It is hard for an issue to become politicized if only a few actors 

participate in the public debates on the European Union. Moreover, European integration used 

to be discussed by and decided on by executive elites, especially during the formative phase. 

It is therefore key that actors with non-governmental functions also participate in the debate 

before an issue can become politicized (Hutter & Grande, 2014). As mentioned before the 
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politicization of the EU was mainly caused by an increase of intensive public debates about 

the EU budget and sovereignty in which not only mainstream but also challenger parties 

participated. “The EU budget became part of ‘normal politics’ with a clear government versus 

opposition dynamic.” (De Wilde, 2010, p. 103). Moreover, the number of right-wing populist 

parties strongly increased in Europe during the 1990’s. In the Netherlands Lijst Pim Fortuyn 

(LPF) and later on in the 21st century Partij voor de Vrijheid (PVV) and Forum voor 

Democratie (FvD) proclaimed anti-immigration and nationalist stances. PVV and FvD also 

promote a more Eurosceptic stance (De Wilde, 2010; NRC, 2019a). Right-wing populist 

parties mostly put the identity aspect of the European Union on the agenda.  

 This brings me to the third dimension, namely the polarisation of the conflict among 

different actors (Hutter & Grande, 2014). Having a public debate with a different set of actors 

does not necessarily mean an issue is politicised. It is important that different actors put 

forward different positions. Polarization can be conceptualised as follows: “the intensity of 

conflict related to an issue among the different actors” (p. 1004). Although mainstream party 

VVD was alert on e.g. budgetary issues, most mainstream parties traditionally did not 

communicate a strong anti-EU stance towards the public due to constraints caused by their 

governmental responsibility (Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009). According to Lacewell 

(2017) especially socio-democratic parties have lost votes over the last decades due to 

obscuring certain issues in their communication to the public. However, the issue became 

polarised because both the radical left and right had different reasons for their Eurosceptic 

stances. According to the extreme left, European integration is a threat to Dutch welfare state 

provisions, due to trade liberalization and the creation of a single market. Euroscepticism on 

the radical right, in contrast, focuses more on issues of sovereignty, national interest and 

identity (Van Elsas & Van der Brug, 2014).       

 Due to the increase of Eurosceptic ideas represented within parliament by challenger 

parties as well as the fact that since 1990 the polarized debates on issues regarding the 

European Union have occupied a permanent place on the national political agenda (De Wilde, 

2010), mainstream parties are also expected to take a clear stance on the matters of the 

European Union. Within this research I will show how mainstream parties and challenger 

parties frame the European Union and how their governmental responsibility might influence 

the strategies they employ in trying to gain control over the politicization of the EU.    
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2.2. Framing and Party Strategy 

2.2.1. Framing 

Within Sociology it is Erving Goffman who is well known for his work on ‘framing’ (1974). 

A frame refers to ‘schemata of interpretation’, which guides the way an individual interprets 

social reality. In this research the other side of the story is explored, so not how the message is 

perceived but how it is communicated to the public will play a central role. The main purpose 

is to explore which political party uses which frame to define a certain issue relating to the 

European Union. Several scholars have already researched the framing of political messages 

by the media and political actors. In this research I will therefore use the frames developed by 

Helbling, Hoeglinger and Wüest (2010), which are based on the frame categorisation from 

Habermas (1993).           

 There are three overarching frameworks that can be distinguished: the ‘cultural’, 

‘economic’ and ‘other utilitarian frame’. First, the ‘cultural frames’ underscore the ideas and 

values that are inherent in a community, which can be split into a ‘nationalistic’ or 

‘multicultural-universalist frame’. Second, the ‘economic frame’ entails the connection 

between the European Union and economic issues regarding the classic left-right conflict, 

with on one side the concern for ‘labour and social security’ within ones own nation state and 

on the other side the ‘economic prosperity’ brought by the EU. The third and final frame is 

the ‘other utilitarian frame’ and contains arguments, which are used to justify the position of a 

political actors by employing arguments regarding ‘political efficiency and efficacy’ of the 

EU and the ‘security and ecology’ within and outside the EU borders. These frames will be 

used as sensitizing concepts during the analysis. To make sure that the content of the frames 

can easily be connected with the results found after the analysis, I have chosen to elaborate 

more extensively on the frames in the results part of this thesis.  

 

Frame Sub frames 
Cultural Nationalistic 

Multicultural-Universalist 
Economic Labour and Social Security 

Economic Prosperity 
Other utilitarian  Political Efficiency and Efficacy 

Security and Ecology 
Table 1. Frame categorisation  
Source Helbling, Hoeglinger and Wüest (2010)  
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2.2.2. Party Strategy and Responses 

Although the idea of framing seems rather straightforward, it is important to understand in 

which context a certain frame is chosen. Political parties all claim to have their own ideology, 

but I argue that this ideology does not always lead to a self-evident frame. According to the 

spatial theory of party competition parties are rational actors that respond to what other parties 

do and attempt to maximize the share of votes they receive. Parties adjust their position on 

certain issues in the face of changes in their political surroundings. These alterations are either 

based on changes in public opinion, positional shifts or electoral gains by the competition 

(Meijers, 2015).         

 When an issue is ranked high on the public and political agenda, like the EU currently 

is, a political party has the option to emphasize or de-emphasize its position on this issue. This 

is in line with the issue ownership theory, which shows that different political parties own 

different political issues and are considered the expert on certain issues by the public (Smith, 

2010). The public will vote for the party that focuses most on their own issues during the 

election campaigns. “Political parties selectively emphasize or stress the set of policy issues 

they own” (Smith, 2010, p. 1477). Voters will consider certain parties most competent to 

handle a particular issue. The green parties will be considered the expert on environmental 

issues and own this issue, whereas social democratic parties own the issue of welfare 

redistribution. A challenger party as well might focus on only one aspect of the EU, whereas 

mainstream parties feel like they have to emphasize different dimension of the EU or might 

decide not to communicate any stances on the EU at all (Van Elsas & Van der Brug, 2014).

 Meijers (2015) makes the distinction between mainstream and challenger parties. In 

which challenger parties are the parties that have not governed before, while the mainstream 

parties did experience governmental responsibility and have been part of coalitions. 

Challenger parties are, however, unconstrained by governmental responsibility and seek to 

put new topics on the political agenda (Hobolt & Tilley, 2016). The ideas of mainstream 

parties, on the other hand, are influenced by their previous experience in office and their 

desire to be in office again. They also have to deal with all the dimensions of the EU instead 

of focussing on just one aspect like most challenger parties do (Van Elsas & Van der Brug, 

2014). These mainstream parties are more careful in adopting a new position compared to 

their previous stances, because it might reduce their chance to be in office again and/or to find 

coalition partners. Moreover, Meijers (2015) argues that mainstream parties overall have no 

interest in putting issues regarding the European Union on the agenda, because they are often 

internally divided on this topic and so are their electorates. It is therefore interesting to see if 
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how mainstream and challenger parties present their positions on Facebook.  

 When looking at the so-called U curve in Euroscepticism it shows that on the radical 

left and radical right parties and supporters show the most Eurosceptic attitudes (Van 

Bohemen et al., 2018). The highest support for the EU can be found in the centre. Several 

researches have shown that parties fight for the so-called median voters. While both radical 

left and right have managed to achieve an increase in votes, parties in the centre have lost 

votes over the last decades (Lacewell, 2017). This loss of votes for the social democratic 

parties is caused by a lack of communicating clear stances to the public (Meijers, 2015), 

which was considered as most beneficial strategy because of the division amongst the general 

voter regarding the EU. Altogether, parties only want to emphasize the issues they are 

associated with and want to compete with other parties on only one dimension. For example 

VVD emphasizes the importance of trade and open markets for de Dutch economy. When 

competing on other dimensions, they fear electoral losses. Since not communicating clear 

stances has led to a decrease in votes for social democratic parties according to the literature, 

it is interesting to see if, when and how they communicate opinions on the EU to the public.

 Overall, based on the work of Van Spanje (2010) three different responses are 

expected of mainstream parties when Eurosceptic parties enter the public arena. First, 

mainstream parties might accommodate (accommodative response) by copying the 

challengers’ anti-EU stance and thus decide to emphasize the issue. As mentioned before 

when assuming parties are rational actors seeking to increase the share of votes they receive 

from the public, copying might seem beneficial. This could be either because public opinion 

has changed or because the competition has experienced electoral gains (Meijers, 2015). 

Second, a mainstream political party could take up a radically different position than the 

Eurosceptic party (adversarial response). Although it is a different and more positive position 

towards the EU, the adversarial response still means that the party’s stance on the issue is 

emphasized. Third, mainstream parties might choose not to take a clear stance at all 

(dismissive response) and therefore employ an obscuring strategy. Based on these theories I 

expect to see this response mostly from mainstream parties, because they are constrained by 

other governmental obligations or might be internally divided. However, mainstream parties 

might be forced to employ an adversarial response and therefore own new issues to secure 

their votes. When analysing the Facebook data, these three responses will be used as 

sensitizing concepts.  
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3. Methodology 

To answer the research question: How do Dutch political actors frame the European Union 

on Facebook and how does party position influence party strategy? a discourse analysis on 

1111 Facebook messages has been conducted. “Discourse is not a simply a neutral device for 

imparting meaning. People seek to accomplish things when they talk or when they write” 

(Bryman, 2015, p. 532). By conducting a discourse analysis on several Facebook messages I 

will be able to uncover underlying strategies employed by the political actors. The messages 

were gathered from Facebook pages of ten out of thirteen leaders of the political parties that 

are currently in the Dutch House of Representatives. I chose to gather most data from the 

verified accounts of the party leaders because those accounts overall have a more opinionated 

content, whereas the account of the political parties have a more general content on which 

they also promote events. Unfortunately, both the party leaders of ‘Partij voor de Dieren’ 

(PvdD) and ‘ChristenUnie’ do not use Facebook to communicate to the public. To fill up the 

data gap for these parties, data was gathered from the verified party profiles of the ‘PvdD’ and 

‘ChristenUnie’. Luckily these party profiles did contain a lot of messages regarding the EU 

and the party’s viewpoints. The party ‘50 Plus’ is not represented on Facebook and will 

therefore not be included in this analysis. There were several Facebook pages about the party 

’50 Plus’, however these pages were not verified and therefore might contain information that 

does not represent the viewpoint of the ’50 Plus’ party.      

 By conducting qualitative research it is possible to explore the viewpoints of several 

political actors on the European Union. This research will help understand how strategy and a 

party’s position within parliament might constrain certain political actors in their 

communication about the EU. Because Facebook, unlike Twitter, allows users to share 

extensive messages with their followers, the political actors can communicate substantial 

arguments. Because this research focuses on the identification of frames and potential 

strategies used by the political actors, I chose not to use a specific timeframe when looking at 

the data. Some political actors started using Facebook earlier than others. I therefore chose to 

use all the data that was gathered from the year 2012 until present. Some political actors 

started using Facebook later on, but because I do not want to compare the parties over time it 

is not necessary to have data from the exact same timeframes for all actors. The aim of this 

research is to explore the frames used not to compare the parties to each other. 
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3.1. Data 

As mentioned before 1111 messages were gathered from Facebook. These messages were 

collected with the scraping tool Facepager. This tool makes it possible to fill in the Facebook 

ID of the party or leader of the party. The scraping tool will then focus only on the Facebook 

page of that specific person or party. Thereafter the tool asks you which resource is desired. 

Examples of the resources are likes, comments, videos or posts. For this research only the 

posts of the specific ID’s (political actors) were gathered. Subsequently, Facepager fetches all 

the data, which you can then download and open in a csv file. To make sure only messages 

about the EU would remain, I came up with a list of keywords and filtered the posts by using 

the keyword search in excel. The list of keywords among others contained the concepts EU, 

Europ(e), Sovereignty, Brussels, Brexit, Nexit, Ukraine, EUCO, Euro, sovereignty, monetary 

union, international cooperation, migration, refugees, identity, culture, borders, single market.

 Subsequently, the messages that remained after the selection on keywords were coded 

in Atlas.ti. The coding of the data consisted out of three steps: open, axial and selective 

coding (Boeije, 2014). By means of coding the data can be broken down, examined, 

compared, conceptualized and categorised (Strauss & Corbin, 2007). Moreover, data on all 

political parties and their position within parliament were gathered. An overview can be found 

in the results. As mentioned before the frame typology of Helbling, Hoeglinger and Wüest 

(2010) will be used as sensitizing concepts and were used during the axial coding phase. The 

rest of the theoretical framework will function as a glass through which I will look while 

analysing the data (Boeije, 2014).         

 The internal validity within this research might raise questions. The data are rather 

straightforward. The aim of this research however remains to understand the strategy behind 

the messages. By using sensitizing concepts and a structured documentation of the coding 

process I believe the findings can be considered believable. I am however aware of the fact 

that while doing qualitative research staying objective is important. The theoretical 

framework and typologies will structure the coding process. 
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Type Party Current Party 
Leaders 

Previous Party 
Leaders 

Pro or Anti- EU 

Mainstream VVD 
CDA 
D66 
ChristenUnie 
PvdA 

Mark Rutte 
Sybrand Buma 
Rob Jetten 
Gert-Jan Segers 
Lodewijk Asscher  

 
 
Alexander Pechtold 
 
Diederik Samsom 

Pro 
Pro 
Pro 
Pro 
Pro 

Challenger PVV 
SP 
FvD 
GroenLinks 
SGP 
PvdD 
Denk 

Geert Wilders 
Lilian Marijnissen  
Thierry Baudet 
Jesse Klaver 
Kees v.d. Staaij 
Marianne Thieme 
Tunahan Kuzu 

 
Emile Roemer 
 
 
 
 
 

Anti 
Pro/Anti 
Anti 
Pro 
Pro 
Pro 
Pro 

Table 2. Overview Dutch Political Parties: Mainstream and Challenger 
Overview sources in Bibliography 
 

4. Results 

The main purpose of this research is to explore which political actor uses which frame to 

communicate a message about the European Union to their followers. Later on, these frames 

will guide the analysis of the party strategies and will show to what extent the political parties 

own specific issues regarding to the European Union and how the parties respond to the 

overall politicization of the EU. At the beginning of the results a table has been added to get a 

clear overview of the frames employed by the political actors.  

4.1. Identifying Frames 

One of the aims of this research is to answer the first part of the research question: How do 

Dutch political actors frame the European Union on Facebook? To answer this question the 

frames developed by Helbling, Hoeglinger and Wüest (2010) guided the analysis. Almost all 

the messages that were gathered from Facebook fitted one of the frames categories, as you 

can see in table 3. According to Helbling, Hoeglinger and Wüest (2010) there are three 

overarching frameworks that can be distinguished: the cultural, economic and other utilitarian 

frame. The frames will be explained first and will then be linked to the results that were found 

during the analysis of the Facebook pages of the political actors. 
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Frames Sub-Frames Used by Political Actors 
Cultural Nationalistic FvD 

PVV 
Multicultural-Universalist D66  

SGP 
PvdA 
GroenLinks 
Denk 
PvdD 
CU 

Economic Labour and Social Security PvdA 
PVV 
GroenLinks 
SP 
PvdD 

Economic Prosperity D66 
VVD 

Other utilitarian Political Efficiency and Efficacy SGP 
PvdA 
D66 
SP 
VVD 
PvdD 
CU 
FvD 

Security and Ecology D66 
PVV 
GroenLinks 
VVD 
PvdD 
CU 

Table 3. Overview Results Frames  

 

 

4.1.1. Cultural Frames        

Nationalistic Frame  
FvD and PVV 

First, the ‘cultural frame’ refers to values and ideas that are internalized by a certain 

community or country. The ‘cultural frame’ can further be distinguished into a ‘nationalistic’ 

and ‘multicultural-universalist frame’. The word ‘nationalistic’ already gives away the biggest 

part of this frame, namely that it entails messages on the homogenous society and 

preservation of national boundaries (Helbling et al., 2010). This frame is about sovereignty, 

national identity and the protection of it. The frame is related to ideas and statements about 

fear of mass immigration and xenophobia and how these threats might harm national 

traditions.           

 In the messages from nine out of twelve parties a cultural frame was uncovered. As 

expected, based on the literature, both radical right parties ‘Forum voor Democratie’ and 
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‘Partij voor de Vrijheid’ did employ a ‘nationalistic frame’ when discussing issues regarding 

the EU. The usage of these frames is in line with the literature on the U-curve of 

Euroscepticism, where the radical right parties show Eurosceptic attitudes on the socio-

cultural dimension. Both parties strongly emphasize the preservation of national boundaries.   

 

FVD wants power back at the Dutch voter! We want democratic renewal, an end to 

uncontrolled immigration, power back from Brussels to The Hague and a free, tolerant 

society with lower taxes and less bureaucracy. 

- Thierry Baudet, FvD, 24-09-2018 

 

For FvD, immigration is one of the concepts used when discussing the EU, but FvD more 

often links sovereignty to the democratic process in which the people should decide what 

happens in their nation state instead of the EU. The ‘cultural frame’ is therefore employed in 

several messages, but is often combined with, for example, the ‘security and ecology’ and 

‘political efficiency and efficacy frames’.        

 The xenophobic idea that is mentioned by Helbling, Hoeglinger and Wüest (2010) 

within the ‘nationalistic frame’ is only employed by PVV. It might be a strategic move of 

FvD to not share xenophobic attitudes because they compete with PVV over voters on the 

radical right. PVV has often been criticised for their xenophobic stances, which also led to 

several lawsuits (NRC, 2019a). Voters on the radical right might see a brighter future in a 

party with less xenophobic stances. The PVV overall discusses sovereignty in the light of 

control over borders, increased immigration and the islamization of the Dutch society.  

  

We are the future, not the past. And we’re getting stronger and stronger. We want a revival of 

our nation states and more national identity/sovereignty, less immigration/islamization and 

no more open borders. And less Brussels. And we will win. You are the past, Guy Verhofstadt. 

- Geert Wilders, PVV, 21-10-2018 

 

In this last message Wilders also lashes out at Guy Verhofstadt, who is currently the leader of 

the liberal party in the European Parliament. Almost all political actors criticize or question 

the stances of other politicians in their messages. Wilders however does this most often. It 

seems to be a part of the structure of his messages.      

 Wilders manages to use the same concepts in all the messages he posted on Facebook. 

He mentions how the EU facilitates immigration and often holds another political actor 
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accountable for these problems. He, moreover, discusses closing the Dutch borders and 

regaining sovereignty. Also links are made to other frames, but the messages always build on 

a ‘nationalistic frame’. Sometimes more substantial information is given: 

 

Today, Brussels wants to inundate us with Third World immigrants. Mostly from Islamic 

countries.  It wants to distribute these immigrants all over the EU member states. The result 

will be a disaster.  It will dilute the Judeo-Christian and humanist identity of our nations. 

- Geert Wilders, PVV, 16-12-2017 

Part of Speech at SPC convention Czech Republic 

 

But other times the messages are short and only contain hash tags repeating the core thoughts 

of the PVV: 

#StopEU #StopIslam #Nexit 

- Geert Wilders, PVV, 29-04-2019 

 

The combination of shorter and longer messages and the continuous repetition of the same 

concepts give the reader a clear overview of the PVV’s position on the European Union.  

 

Multicultural-Universalist Frame 

D66, SGP, PvdA, GroenLinks, Denk, PvdD and CU 

The second cultural sub-frame is the ‘multicultural-universalist frame’, which is the opposite 

of the ‘nationalistic frame’ and is build up out of two sub-frames the ‘multicultural-inclusive 

frame’ and the ‘moral-universalist frame’. The ‘multicultural-universalist frame’ in itself 

refers to “general moral principles and universal rights that are claimable and acceptable for 

everyone, regardless of particular interests or cultural identities” (Helbling, Hoeglinger & 

Wüest, 2010, p. 500). A ‘multicultural-inclusive frame’ entails statements of an inclusive and 

open Europe. Whereas a ‘moral-universalist frame’ focuses more on general principles and 

universal rights that count for all individuals, like humanitarian rights and non-discrimination.

 Seven out of twelve political parties employ the ‘multicultural-universalist frame’. So, 

three political parties do not express any cultural ideas in regards to the EU, namely VVD, 

CDA and SP. All seven parties discussed the EU in the light of its democratic, moral and 

humanist responsibilities. The moral-universalist sub-frame is therefore employed more often. 

The messages from SGP, ChristenUnie and Denk focus on religion and discrimination. This 

attitude is especially in line with the Christian party ideology of both the SGP and 
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ChristenUnie. Both parties request the EU to help people that are victims of discrimination 

based on religion both in and outside Europe. 

 

Minister Timmermans and the EU must do their best to ensure that the Christians in Egypt 

are better protected. 

- Kees v.d. Staaij, SGP, 09-10-2013 

 

Strong support must be sought within the European Union to tackle the persecution of faith. 

- ChristenUnie, 15-05-2013 

 

The frames employed by DENK are in line with their multicultural ideology. Kuzu 

emphasizes multiple religions when sharing thoughts about EU interference with 

discrimination and refers to the common European values. 

 

In #Europe there should not be room for nationalism, anti-semitism or muslim hatred. These 

are issues that are in contrast with our European values. 

- Tunahan Kuzu, DENK, 15-11-2018 

 

The other parties, PvdD, D66, GroenLinks and PvdA, mostly rely on human rights in their 

messages about issues regarding e.g. refugees or the Ukrainian referendum. GroenLinks, 

PvdA and D66 emphasize the role of European cooperation in this fight for human rights.  

 

Refugees fleeing war and violence are entitled to a safe place. Whether in the Netherlands, in 

France or in Greece. Europe must show its strength. Putting European hands together. 

- Alexander Pechtold, D66, 21-06-2018 

 

The cooperation agreement with Ukraine is a symbol of the Europe in which we believe: The 

Europe that stands for democracy, respect for civil rights and freedom. 

- Jesse Klaver, GroenLinks, 24-02-2016 
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PvdD emphasizes the hard debates that are held about immigration and how other parties 

portray refugees as terrorists. Moral values are again mentioned as a reason to give refugees a 

fair change for a better life, regardless of their religion or origin. But since ‘Partij voor de 

Dieren’ mostly focuses on animal rights and the climate, messages about immigration are 

often linked to the problems that cause this mass migration.    

 Instead of only thinking of the distribution of immigrants over European countries, 

PvdD is one of the parties that continuously emphasizes the causes of migration. PvdD wants 

to explore to what extend climate change, arms trade and trade policies influence the mass 

migration to Europe.  

 

4.1.2. Economic Frames 

Two parties that did not employ a cultural frame, VVD and SP, did give more attention to 

issues regarding social security, budget issues, labour (migration) and economic growth. 

Considering the VVD is a party that focuses on business owners, it is not surprising that the 

economic frame is often used and cultural aspects are not emphasized. SP being a leftist party 

emphasizes the EU being a threat to the welfare state provisions and only discusses 

immigration when immigrants are considered a threat to that same welfare state. SP therefore 

also employs the economic frame most often. This is in line with what has been discussed in 

the literature.              

 

Labour and Social Security Frame 
PvdA, PVV, GroenLinks, SP and PvdD 
 

The economic and other utilitarian frames that Helbling, Hoeglinger and Wüest (2010) 

distinguish are both inspired by the utilitarian frame from Habermas (1993). Within a 

utilitarian frame the focus lies on how a position is justified and how the position will help 

the political actor to “attain a specific goal or defend a particular interest” (Helbling et al., 

2013, p. 24). Helbling, Hoeglinger and Wüest (2010) chose to insert a utilitarian frame that 

focuses on the economic aspects, which makes sense because economic cooperation is one of 

the core tasks of the EU. Within the ‘economic utilitarian frame’ the statements made about 

the economic consequences of being part of the European Union. There are two sub-frames: 

the ‘economic prosperity frame’ and the ‘labour and social security frame’. Both sub-frames 

have to do with how the European Union influences the traditional economic right versus left 

conflict.            
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 SP and PvdA both employ the ‘labour and social security frame’. These two parties 

have three main issues they communicate to the public: the effect of labour migration on 

equal payment within European countries, taxes that should be paid by multinationals and the 

overall influence of the EU on the welfare state. GroenLinks also touches upon these issues, 

but they moreover compliment the EU for taking measures to prevent tax avoidance. All three 

parties are positioned on the left of the economic political spectrum and this ideology comes 

forward on their Facebook pages. Their overall goal for the European Union is to promote 

equal welfare among the member states. 

 

Europe will have to change radically. That means that the big companies have to pay fair 

taxes and that we stop labour migration that is only meant to reduce the costs of labour. 

Lodewijk Asscher, PvdA, 06-03-2017 

 

Don't let Brussels take control of our healthcare, our education and our pensions. So we say 

no to this European Union. Because: European cooperation? Yes! European super state? No! 

- Lilian Marijnissen, SP, 19-04-2019 

 

I love Europe, but oh, how difficult it is to love this EU. This economistic Europe. An EU 

based on the ideology of market forces and competition. In which economic interests take 

precedence over social interests. 

- Jesse Klaver, GroenLinks, 28-05-2018 

 

Another issue that also influenced the politicization of EU membership in the first place is 

still of importance these days, the EU budget. The PVV, SP and PvdD often share their 

opinion about either the amount of money the Netherlands contributes to the EU or the way 

the budget is spend by the EU. SP shows the public how money in their opinion should not be 

spent on the EU, but should go to e.g. children that grow up in poverty. PvdD also asks for an 

explanation of the expenditures of the EU to e.g. new office buildings or mega stables in 

Ukraine. The PVV often claims that the Dutch tax money that has been spent on EU 

membership should be reinvested into the Dutch welfare state.   

 

Open borders, Marrakesh, billions to EU/Africa and for us higher energy bills, VAT, health 

insurance premium, rent. Bah! 

- Geert Wilders, PVV, 17-12-2018 
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Economic Prosperity Frame  
D66 and VVD 
 
The ‘economic prosperity frame’ entails messages about high skilled immigrants, which are 

communicated in a context of economic growth and wealth. Examples could be that a 

supranational organization like the European Union is necessary, because small states cannot 

cope with the globalizing market by themselves. On the other side, the ‘labour and social 

security frame’ is used when discussing fear of unemployment rates and threat for the welfare 

state. These problems are often linked to an increase of globalization and the associated 

immigration in which the ‘losers of globalization’ want to be compensated by the government 

for the increased risk of unemployment caused by e.g. labour migrants that are willing to 

work for lower wages or the fact that more lower skilled jobs are moved to developing 

countries (Rommel & Walter, 2017).       

 Whereas SP and PvdA, both left wing parties, consider labour migration within 

Europe as a threat to equal payment, D66 frames labour migration in a more positive way and 

employs the ‘economic prosperity frame’. D66 considers labour migration and the free market 

necessary and beneficial for Dutch businesses and the stability of the Dutch economy.  

 

The reality is simple: we need more people from the rest of Europe. Let us not close our eyes 

to that. The SP sets European workers against each other. And VVD and CDA refuse to tell 

the real story. While the free market and the farmers really depend on European freedoms. As 

far as D66 is concerned, the borders remain open for them. That is the success of the 

European project. That is the key to the success of our economy and society. 

- Rob Jetten, D66, 07-03-2019 

 

D66 and VDD also refer to the necessity of a strong and united Europe. This would according 

to both parties only benefit the welfare state. Rutte as party leader of the VVD and prime 

minister of the Netherlands does not often share very opinionated messages. When he does 

give an opinion it is often on behalf of The Dutch government. In case of the VVD they have 

been the largest party in the Dutch House of Representatives for almost a decade. The 

responsibility of being the leader of the governing party and being prime minister at the same 

time, does lead to a larger share of informative messages on the Facebook profile of Mark 

Rutte. Often these messages are combined with subjects like open market, trade and security.   
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This morning I spoke in the European Parliament about the future of the EU. European 

cooperation is important for growth and jobs, but also because of the simple fact that 

cooperation offers security. It is precisely now that geopolitical relationships are shifting that 

it is important for the EU to remain united. Together we stand stronger. The EU itself is proof 

that international cooperation and free trade are the basis for prosperity, security and 

stability. 

- Mark Rutte, VVD, 13-06-2018 

 

4.1.3. Other Utilitarian Frame 

The third and final frame builds on the utilitarian frame distinguished by Habermas (1993) 

and is called the other utilitarian frame. Still within this frame, the justification of a position 

and how this position contributes to the interests of the actor are central. The other utilitarian 

frame has a stronger focus on societal and political statements. Two sub-frames can be 

distinguished: the ‘political efficiency and efficacy frame’ and the ‘security and ecology 

frame’. The ‘political efficiency and efficacy frame’ entails statements about the political 

system and how it functions. The ‘security and ecology frame’ however entails matters of 

security, both on an internal and external basis. For example internal issues like corruption 

and external issues like peace and protection of borders. The frame can also be mobilized 

when discussing the environment and global warming. 

 

Political Efficiency and Efficacy Frame 
SGP, PvdA, D66, SP, VVD, PvdD, FvD and CU 
 

Political actors do not only share their position about issues the EU deals with, they also 

reflect on the organizational structure and functioning of the EU. What is astonishing is that 

all political actors that employ the ‘political efficiency and efficacy frame’ agree that the EU 

as a political system should undergo changes. When looking at how political actors review the 

EU, I stumbled upon a distinction. Some actors discuss the functioning of the EU in light of 

elite versus the people and still consider the EU an elitist project.  

 

The 'Brexit' heralds the end of the EU as an elite project. Only a radically reformed European 

cooperation has a future! 

- Kees v.d. Staaij, SGP, 24-06-2016 
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It is time to stop the European elite. We do not want to become a province in the realm of 

Brussels bureaucrats. It is time for a just and democratic Europe. No dictations from 

Brussels, but power for people. 

- Lilian Marijnissen, SP, 10-04-2019 

 

"Europe has a democratic deficit and a credibility deficit, especially when it comes to 

combating climate change." 

- PvdD, 10-02-2017 

 

Other political actors also discuss re-democratization, but emphasize the importance of 

cooperation between member states. What stands out is the clear distinction between 

mainstream and challenger parties. The mainstream parties do criticise the functioning of the 

EU, but show that they are aware of the fact that they are actually partially responsible for 

how it functions. They therefore seem more solution oriented compared to the challenger 

parties.  

 

Yes, Europe must be better. Much better. But only if we join hands can we meet the demand 

for genuine, democratic European politics. 

- Alexander Pechtold, D66, 09-05-2018 

 

With each candidacy, the content is paramount for the Netherlands: implementing the 

strategic agenda and focusing the EU more and more on core tasks. This reform agenda must 

ensure that Europe is given more focus and is limited to the major issues. 

- Mark Rutte, VVD, 31-08-2014 

 

The change that the Christian Union wants is first and foremost not to deprive people of 

responsibility, but to give them freedom to take responsibility. We also want to extend that to 

Europe. The solution to the European crisis is not the flight forward to more Europe, but less 

and a better Europe. 

- ChristenUnie, 10-08-2012 
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Security and Ecology Frame 
D66, PVV, GroenLinks, VVD, PvdD and CU 
 
Five parties employ the ‘security and ecology frame’ when discussing the EU on Facebook. 

Security and ecology are two examples of issues that according to D66, GroenLinks, PvdD, 

CU and VVD cross borders and therefore should be dealt with by means of cooperation 

among the different member states. They consider the EU as the institution that could 

contribute in coping with issues like climate change, animal welfare and security of the 

borders of Europe. D66, VVD and GroenLinks also emphasize the history and main goal of 

the European Union to unite different nation states. D66, GroenLinks and PvdD mostly focus 

on issues regarding ecology, whereas VVD and CU also mention the importance of (cyber) 

security. 

 

The EU is the outcome of the greatest peace project of all time. And the Netherlands still 

needs Europe to be able to cope with the major challenges of our time, such as the climate 

and refugee crisis. 

- Rob Jetten, D66, 05-05-2019 

 

Together with our European sister parties, we are moving towards the 2019 elections. 

Because issues such as animal welfare, agricultural subsidies, bullfighting, animal transport, 

privacy and democratization of Europe are cross-border. # EU2019 # growing resistance 

- PvdD, 25-06-2018 

 

European cooperation is important for growth and jobs, but also because of the simple fact 

that cooperation offers security. It is precisely now that geopolitical relationships are shifting 

that it is important for the EU to remain united. Together we stand stronger. The EU itself is 

proof that international cooperation and free trade are the basis for prosperity, security and 

stability.  

- Mark Rutte, VVD, 13-06-2018 

 

There, on the other hand, is also the possibility of employing the frame to hold the EU 

accountable for security or ecology issues. In several Facebook messages the PVV discusses 

the danger of mass immigration and links islamization with attacks that have been happening 

within Europe.  
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According to EU Commissioner Avramopoulos, 3 million migrants are now ready to come to 

Europe. How many terrorists, rapists, ISIS sympathizers and social assistance recipients are 

among them? 

- Geert Wilders, PVV, 02-06-2017 
 

4.1.4. The Informative Frame 

The frames developed by Helbling, Hoeglinger and Wüest (2010) were used to analyse 

traditional media messages. On Facebook, however, I noticed that politicians not only share 

their opinions on issues regarding the EU, but political actors also inform their followers 

about meetings they had, members that can be voted for during the European Elections, 

petitions that can be signed or events for party members where EU issues will be discussed. 

For example: 

 

Together with @esther.delange I arrived at the EPP-top in Brussels. We are discussing the 

European Summit for the coming weekend with our sister parties in Europe. 

- Sybrand Buma, CDA, 28-06-2018 

 

This quote is an example of the extra freedom social media gives the political actors 

compared to traditional media. Facebook and other social media channels might therefore 

have an added value, because these messages give the public more inside information about 

the whole structure of the European Union and how the politicians actually contribute to the 

political process within the EU. Reasoning out of a strategic perspective, as has been argued 

before, mainstream parties often are internally divided on issues regarding the EU. This might 

also be the case for their followers. De-emphasizing the issues regarding the EU might 

therefore be considered most beneficial, also when keeping in mind the possibility of forming 

new coalitions in the future.  

 
4.2. Party Strategy 

After the results of the frames employed by the political actors, the question that remains is 

how does party position influence party strategy? As mentioned before, when certain issues 

are high on the public and political agenda a party has the option to emphasize or de-

emphasize its positions on certain issues (Meijers, 2015). What we can clearly state is that 

almost all challenger and mainstream parties do emphasize their opinion about the EU on 
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their Facebook accounts. Only CDA manages to share almost nothing and seems to de-

emphasize the issue. 

 

4.2.1. Challenger Parties 
PVV, SP, FvD, GroenLinks, SGP, PvdD and Denk 
 
Based on the literature it is expected that mainly the challenger parties would emphasize 

issues regarding the European Union, due to their non-governmental responsibilities. 

According to the results all challenger parties do choose to emphasize issues regarding the 

EU. Moreover, one would expect that challenger parties like to compete on one specific 

aspect of the European Union, whereas mainstream parties have to formulate plans for all the 

dimensions of the EU (Van Elsas & Van der Brug, 2014). When looking at the frames used 

by the political actors a couple of things stand out. When connecting the frames to the 

political socio-cultural and socio-economic dimensions, most parties employ the frame that 

we would be expected based on theory. Both radical right parties FvD and PVV employ the 

nationalist frame. FvD does emphasize the sovereignty of the nation state, and combines it 

with negative attitudes towards immigration and bureaucracy. Immigration, according to 

Wilders, also leads to danger and terrorism, which is why PVV also employs the ‘security and 

ecology frame’. What is interesting are the ideas of both PVV and FvD regarding what can be 

done with the money that currently goes to the EU. According to both PVV and FvD the 

remaining money should be invested in the Dutch welfare state and specifically in education, 

health care and security. Geert Wilders emphasizes this more often that Thierry Baudet. These 

statements lean more towards an economic leftists position on the socio-economic dimension 

and are not in line with the classic radical right Euroscepticism. This is therefore not in line 

with the expectations.          

 The SP currently represents the radical left in the Dutch House of Representatives. 

When looking at the frames employed by the SP their focus only lies on the socio-economic 

dimension. By employing the ‘labour and social security frame’ and ‘political efficiency and 

efficacy frame’ their messages entail statements regarding the protection of the welfare state 

and the political power the EU gained to influence the welfare state since the Treaty of 

Maastricht. Considering the radical left has always been sceptic about economic integration, 

SP now shows that the transfer of the EEC to the EU might also have added to leftist 

Euroscepticism. According to Helbling, Hoeglinger and Wüest (2010) the ‘nationalistic 

frame’ entails messages of sovereignty. However the ‘nationalistic frame’ only contains 
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messages regarding culture. But SP proves that sovereignty cannot only be ascribed to the 

cultural, but also fits the economic or other utilitarian frame. SP connects sovereignty with 

labour migration and e.g. the Dutch pension system, which are not cultural, but economic or 

political. The SP focuses on the same aspect of the European Union in most of their messages. 

This is therefore in line with the expectations based on the literature.   

 The other challenger parties GroenLinks, SGP, PvdD and Denk all employ the 

‘multicultural-universalist frame’, which is in line with the leftists socio-cultural ideology of 

GroenLinks, PvdD and Denk. Although these parties can all be considered challenger parties, 

there is a difference in how the parties discuss the EU on their Facebook pages. SGP mostly 

used the ‘multicultural-universalist frame’ to discuss the rights of other Christians, which 

makes sense based on the party’s Christian ideology. What however is surprising is that SGP 

out of these challenger parties also strongly criticizes the EU and employs the ‘political 

efficiency and efficacy frame’. Denk only employs one frame and does not comment on the 

EU in another way. PvdD and GroenLinks both employ at least three different frames of 

which the ‘security and ecology frame’ is most salient because both parties have a strong 

emphasis on ecological issues.  

 

4.2.2. Mainstream Parties 
VVD, CDA, D66, ChristenUnie and PvdA 
 
Based on the literature it is expected that mainstream parties either choose to de-emphasize 

issues regarding the EU or, due to the increased politicization, do decide to share their stances 

on the EU with the public through social media channels. VVD, D66, CU and PvdA all 

discuss the EU on their Facebook page and thus emphasize issues regarding the EU. PvdA, 

CU and D66 have all employed the ‘multicultural-universalist frame’. Since these parties are 

mainstream it would probably endanger the party’s position when choosing a ‘nationalistic 

frame’. What stands out is the fact that both VVD and CDA do not employ a cultural frame. 

They do discuss cultural issues, but without stating clear opinions. When cultural issues such 

as the refugee crisis come up, they are formulated in an informative manner.  
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It was decided earlier this week that 120,000 refugees would be spread across European 

countries. That is of course only a first step. Yesterday at the European Council we discussed 

what needs to be done. The emphasis was on the short term. We have agreed that we will 

improve the humanitarian conditions at the shelters in the region. We are going to invest in 

this, mainly by supplying food. That is certainly important now that winter is coming. The 

Netherlands contributes more than substantially to this. 

- Mark Rutte, VVD, 24-09-2015 

 

When it comes to the economic frames the mainstream parties choose the sub-frame that best 

fit their rightists of leftist stance of the socio-economic dimension of the political spectrum. 

D66 and VVD are more rightist and choose the ‘economic prosperity frame’, whereas PvdA 

employs the ‘labour and social security frame’. CDA and CU do only share informative 

messages regarding economic issues.       

 When looking at the messages it is clear that also mainstream parties are aware of the 

changes in the public opinion. It is surprising that all mainstream parties, except for CDA, 

state that the EU should undergo changes. Not one mainstream political actor believes the EU 

currently functions well. For example PvdA tries to find a balance in the migration debate. 

While communicating that Europe should help refugees, the party also already seems to be 

aware of possible critique, thus adding some terms and conditions. 

  

Anyone who wants to be part of Schengen or to receive European subsidies also contributes 

to the reception of endangered citizens. We offer refugees the opportunity to become part of 

our society, but we ask them to learn the language quickly, to roll up their sleeves with 

volunteer work and to accept the core values of our free society: equality between men and 

women, gay and heterosexuals, respect for believers and people who are not religious. 

- Lodewijk Asscher, PvdA, 06-12-2016 

 

Moreover, the mainstream parties all emphasize the importance of working together on issues 

that cross borders, such as immigration and climate change. VVD also seems aware of 

increased feeling of sovereignty among the public. It emphasizes the importance of 

partnership of the member states. This short message contains metaphors and historical 

references to why the European Union has been established in the first place. What is so 

interesting about this message is the final sentence in which Mark Rutte manages to create a 

‘we’ feeling and frames being a EU member state as part of the Dutch identity.  
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How do I view the European Union? In one sense: as a community of values and partnership 

of 27 sovereign countries, making each other stronger on topics that require a joint approach 

and that fulfil mutual agreements. For me what the European Union is not, is a train that 

inevitably moves forward to a final federal destination. (…) So we should not strive for that 

'closer union', but for an increasingly perfect EU. The EU can only deliver on its promise if 

the individual Member States are strong and retain their individuality. We must cherish that 

individuality as our breeding ground for new ideas, innovation and creativity. After 1945, we 

have not become the most prosperous, most social and democratic continent in the world by 

compensating for each other's weaknesses, but rather by joining forces and making each 

other stronger. 

- Mark Rutte, VVD, 02-03-2018 

 

The main difference I discovered is the way the mainstream parties thought out the 

information they put into their messages on the EU. This is also why it is hard to state that 

every message only fits into one of the frames distinguished by Helbling, Hoeglinger and 

Wüest (2010). Especially the mainstream parties try to satisfy the public and almost defend 

both their stances and the EU as a whole, which they are considered responsible for 

establishing in the first place. Combining pro-EU stances with critical notes overall seems a 

rather strategic move that might be considered necessary to maintain the votes they receive 

and contradict the stances of the challenger parties. 

 

4.3. Issue Ownership  

When looking at issue ownership of parties, two frames can be considered as owned. First, the 

‘nationalistic frame’, which is owned by radical right and challenger parties ‘Forum voor 

Democratie’ and ‘Partij voor de Vrijheid’. For voters that are concerned about preservation of 

national boundaries, a homogenous society and sovereignty, PVV and FvD are the go-to 

party. The second and final frame that can be considered as owned is the ‘economic 

prosperity frame’. Interestingly, this frame is owned by two mainstream parties, VVD and 

D66. Whereas the ‘nationalistic frame’ almost automatically means that the messages contain 

Eurosceptic thoughts, it is the other way around for the ‘economic prosperity frame’, where 

the advantages of the European Union are discussed. For pro-European voters that are mostly 

interested in the economic benefits of the EU, D66 and VVD are both interesting parties to 

vote for. Multiple parties employ the ‘multicultural-universalist’, ‘labour and social security’, 
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‘political efficiency and efficacy’ and ‘security and ecology frame’. Not one party therefore 

actually owns one of these frames.         

 Although the ‘nationalistic’ and ‘economic prosperity frames’ are owned, the issue 

ownership theory states “political parties selectively emphasize or stress the set of policy 

issues they own” (Smith, 2010, p. 1477). If a political party owns a frame it is important that 

the party does not emphasize other issues regarding the EU. D66 and VVD being mainstream 

parties do share their stances one multiple issues such as the climate and political efficiency, 

which is in line with the literature. The same goes for PVV and FvD who own the issue on 

‘nationalist frame’. However PVV and FvD sometimes both leaned towards an economic 

leftist stance in their messages, which might cause confusion amongst the voters. Being 

challenger parties it would be expected that both PVV and FvD do not compete on different 

dimension and therefore employ a minimal amount of frames. However, PVV in total 

employs three different frames. FvD does employ two frames, which could in the end be 

beneficial and give the electorate a stronger and more structured overview of the stances of 

this radical right party.        

 Overall, no party can be considered as owner of the different issues regarding the EU. 

What, however, can be said based on these results it that parties did seize the opportunity to 

share their opinions with the public on issues on which they are traditionally not considered to 

be an expert. The only party that did not seize this opportunity and de-emphasized everything 

about the EU is political party CDA. 

 

4.4. Party Responses 

To see how mainstream parties respond to the increase of Eurosceptic parties within the 

political arena, an overview of party responses has been made. The parties are categorised 

based on their overall pro- or anti-EU stances on Facebook. It is evident that most of the 

mainstream parties have chosen to communicate their opinion regarding the European Union 

with the public. D66, VVD, CU and PvdA all emphasize the necessity of the European Union. 

It is, however, important to keep in mind that most mainstream parties also showed the public 

a more critical view on issues regarding the EU. These four mainstream parties all employed 

the ‘political efficacy and efficiency frame’ and argued that the EU should undergo some 

changes to function in a more efficient way. D66 shares the most pro-EU views and therefore 

takes an opposing stance compared to the Eurosceptic parties. D66 identifies itself as pro-EU 

and believes in a stronger Europe. D66 is therefore the only party with an adversarial 

response.           



	 29	

 Although D66 did mention that the EU is not perfect yet and should do better, 

remaining parties VVD, CU and PvdA emphasize that the EU should focus on its core tasks 

and made statements about less Europe. These three parties seem to respond to the more 

Eurosceptic attitudes that live amongst the public by defending their stances in Facebook 

messages. I therefore conclude that mainstream parties VVD, CU and PvdA lean more 

towards an accommodative response and try to ensure their position in the electorate by 

pleasing both the pro- and anti-EU electorates.      

 One remaining mainstream party, CDA, has decided to use n a more dismissive 

response. CDA discusses the EU, but it does not make any clear statements of being pro- or 

anti-EU. It seems as if CDA still regards the EU as a given fact and believes the institution is 

there to handle certain problems. The EU is therefore mentioned in messages but only in an 

informative way.  

       

Responses Political Actor 
Accommodative 
 (copingy anti-EU stance) 

VVD 
PvdA 
CU 

Adversarial  
(Pro-EU) 

D66 
 

Dismissive  CDA 
 

Table 4. Responses Mainstream Parties regarding pro- or anti-EU  

 

5. Conclusions and Discussion 

Within this research the following question was explored: How do Dutch political actors 

frame the European Union on Facebook and how does party position influence party strategy? 

The political actors employed multiple frames when discussing issues regarding the European 

Union. The four parties, VVD, D66, FvD and PVV were closest to owning the ‘nationalistic’ 

and ‘economic prosperity frame’, they however decided to also compete on other dimensions 

of the EU like ‘political efficiency and efficacy’ or ‘security and ecology’. Therefore neither 

the mainstream parties, nor challenger parties managed to communicate clear stances on just 

one dimension with the public, which was expected for mainstream parties, but not 

necessarily for the challenger parties. The mainstream parties overall did compete on more 

dimensions then most challenger parties.       

 Considering the politicization of the EU it seemed only a matter of time before 

mainstream parties would communicate their opinions to the public. After analysing the 

Facebook messages posted by different political actors, I can conclude that almost all parties 



	 30	

seized the opportunity to share their opinions about the European Union on Facebook. As 

well mainstream as challenger parties emphasized the EU on their Facebook accounts. 

Challenger parties on the radical right (FvD and PVV) and extreme left (SP) as expected took 

a Eurosceptic stance. Mainstream parties VVD, CU and PvdA on the other hand managed to 

formulate their messages in a clever way and tried to keep balance between being pro-EU and 

staying critical. They therefore seem to lean more towards an accommodative response to 

make sure the diverse electorate is satisfied with their stances.     

 And as the results of the recent European Elections show, PvdA and VVD managed to 

increase their share of votes compared to 2014 (NRC, 2019b). Radical right party PVV and 

extreme left party SP lost all their seats in the European Parliament. Radical right party FvD 

on the other hand did receive a large share of votes after its first electoral run. It thus seems as 

if the adversarial response has paid off for the mainstream parties. But of course other factors 

can influence voting outcome as well. Future research should therefore explore the causes of 

these changes in the electoral outcome and research if new strategies are applied by both 

mainstream and challenger parties. It would therefore be very interesting to conduct this 

research again during the next European elections to see if and the frames and party strategies 

have changed.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 31	

Bibliography:  

Boeije, H. R. (2014). Analyseren in kwalitatief onderzoek: denken en doen. The Hague, The 

 Netherlands: Boom. 

 

Bryman, A. (2015). Social Research Methods. Oxford, England: Oxford University Press. 

 

De Wilde, P. (2010). How Politicisation Affects European Integration Contesting the EU 

 Budget in the Media and Parliaments of the Netherlands, Denmark and Ireland. 

 Retrieved from https://www.sv.uio.no/arena/english/research/publications/arena-

 reports/2006-2010/2010/Report_06_10.pdf 

 

Eichenberg, R. C., & Dalton, R. J. (2007). Post-Maastricht Blues: The Transformation of 

 Citizen Support for European Integration, 1973–2004. Acta Politica, 42(2-3), 128–

 152. https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.ap.5500182 

 

Entman, R. M. (1993). Framing: Toward Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm. Journal of 

 Communication, 43(4), 51–58. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1993.tb01304.x 

 

Goffman, E. (1974). Frame analysis: An essay on the organization of experience. New York, 

 USA: Harper & Row. 

Habermas, Jürgen. 1993. Justification and Application. Remarks on Discourse Ethics. 

 Cambridge, England: Polity Press. 

Hobolt, S. B., & Tilley, J. (2016). Fleeing the centre: the rise of challenger parties in the 

 aftermath of the euro crisis. West European Politics, 39(5), 971–991. 

 https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2016.1181871 

 

NRC. (2016). Na Brexit komt Nexit, hopen de EU-critici. Retrieved June 11, 2019, from 

 https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2016/06/25/na-brexit-komt-nexit-hopen-de-eu-critici-

 1629004-a1504649 

 

NRC. (2019a). Nederland stemde sterk pro-Europa. Retrieved June 11, 2019, from 

 https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2019/05/24/nederland-stemde-sterk-pro-europa-a3961556 



	 32	

NRC. (2019b). Voorlopige uitslag Nederland: PvdA grootste met zes zetels, PVV en SP 

 verdwijnen uit parlement. Retrieved June 30, 2019, from 

 https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2019/05/26/voorlopige-uitslag-nederland-pvda-grootste-

 met-zes-zetels-pvv-en-sp-verdwijnen-uit-parlement-a3961644 

 

Harmsen, R. (2004). EUROSCEPTICISM IN THE NETHERLANDS: STIRRINGS OF 

 DISSENT. Euroscepticism, 99–126. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789401201087_006 

 

HELBLING, M., HOEGLINGER, D., & WÜEST, B. (2010). How political parties frame 

 European integration. European Journal of Political Research, 49(4), 495–521. 

 https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6765.2009.01908.x 

 

Helbling, M. (2013). Framing Immigration in Western Europe. Journal of Ethnic and 

 Migration Studies, 40(1), 21–41. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183x.2013.830888 

 

Hooghe, L. and Marks, G. (2009) ‘A Postfunctionalist Theory of European Integration: From 

 Permissive Consensus to Constraining Dissensus’. British Journal of Politic Science, 

 Vol. 39, No. 1, pp. 1–23. 

 

Hutter, S., & Grande, E. (2014). Politicizing Europe in the National Electoral Arena: A 

 Comparative Analysis of Five West European Countries, 1970-2010. JCMS: Journal 

 of Common Market Studies, 52(5), 1002–1018. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12133 

 

Lacewell, O. P. (2017). Beyond policy positions: How party type conditions programmatic 

responses to globalization pressures. Party Politics, 23(4), 448-460. 

 

Meijers, Maurits J,. (2015). Contagious Euroscepticism. Party Politics, 23(4), 413–423. 

 doi:10.1177/1354068815601787 

 

NOS. (2018) . Facebook eist dat “politieke” gebruikers zich laten verifiëren. Retrieved June 

 10, 2019, from https://nos.nl/artikel/2226144-facebook-eist-dat-politieke-gebruikers-

 zich-laten-verifieren.html 

 



	 33	

NRC. (2019). Geen wraking, de zaak tegen Geert Wilders gaat door. Retrieved June 27, 2019, 

 from https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2019/06/25/geen-wraking-de-zaak-tegen-geert-

 wilders-gaat-door-a3965040 

 

Roggeband, Conny, and Rens Vliegenthart. 2007. “Divergent Framing: The Public Debate on 

 Migration in the Dutch Parliament and Media, 1995–2004.” West European Politics 

 30 (3): 524–548. doi:10.1080/01402380701276352. 

Rommel, T., & Walter, S. (2017). The Electoral Consequences of Offshoring: How the 

 Globalization of Production Shapes Party Preferences. Comparative Political 

 Studies, 51(5), 621–658. https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414017710264 

 

Semetko, H. A., & Valkenburg, P. M. V. (2000). Framing European politics: A Content 

 Analysis of Press and Television News. Journal of Communication, 50(2), 93–109. 

 https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2000.tb02843.x 

 

Serricchio, F., Tsakatika, M., & Quaglia, L. (2012). Euroscepticism and the Global Financial 

 Crisis*. JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies, 51(1), 51–64. 

 https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5965.2012.02299.x 

 

Smith, J. M. (2010). Does Crime Pay? Issue Ownership, Political Opportunity, and the 

 Populist Right in Western Europe. Comparative Political Studies, 43(11), 1471–1498. 

 https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414010372593 

Strauss, A.L. & Corbin, J. (2007) Basics of qualitative research: techniques and procedures 

 for Developing grounded theory. Sage, Los Angeles, CA: Thousand Oaks. 

 

The Guardian. (2016). Frexit, Nexit or Oexit? Who will be next to leave the EU. Retrieved 

 June 11, 2019, from https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/27/frexit-nexit-or-

 oexit-who-will-be-next-to-leave-the-eu 

 

Hanf, K., & Soenterdorp, B. (1998). Adapting to European Integration: Small States and the 

 European Union. New York, USA: Routledge  

 



	 34	

Van der Brug, W., & Van Spanje, J. (2009). Immigration, Europe and the ‘new’  cultural 

 dimension. European Journal of Political Research, 48(3), 309–334. 

 https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6765.2009.00841.x 

 

Van Elsas, E., & Van der Brug, W. (2014). The changing relationship between left–right 

 ideology and euroscepticism, 1973–2010. European Union Politics, 16(2), 194–215.

  https://doi.org/10.1177/1465116514562918 

 

Van Bohemen, S., De Koster, W., & Van der Waal, J. (2018). Euroscepticism among Dutch 

 Leftist and Rightist Populist Constituencies: How can the U-Curve be 

 Understood? JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies, 57(2), 371–387. 

 https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12806 

 

Van Spanje, J. (2010). Contagious parties: Anti-immigration parties and their impact on other 

parties’ immigration stances in contemporary Western Europe. Party Politics, 16(5), 

 563-586. https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068809346002 

 

Table 2: Sources 

DENK. (2019). Rechtvaardige samenleving | Beweging DENK. Retrieved June 30, 2019, 

 from https://www.bewegingdenk.nl/standpunten/rechtvaardige-samenleving/ 

 

Forum voor Democratie. (2019). Macht terug van Brussel naar Den Haag! Retrieved June 30, 

 2019, from https://forumvoordemocratie.nl/eu 

 

GroenLinks. (2019). Verkiezingsprogramma in het kort. Retrieved June 30, 2019, from 

 https://verkiezingen.groenlinks.nl/programma-kort 

 

CDA. (2019). Beschermen wat van waarde is: Daarom een sterk Europa. Retrieved June 21, 

 2019, from https://d2vry01uvf8h31.cloudfront.net/CDA/Documenten/2019/  

CDAEUvkp%5B2019-2024%5D-digitaal_01.pdf 

 

ChristenUnie-SGP. (2019). Verkiezingsprogramma 2019 - ChristenUnie-SGP Eurofractie. 

 Retrieved June 30, 2019, from https://www.eurofractie.nl/nl/verkiezingsprogramma 

 



	 35	

D66. (2019). Verkiezingsprogramma D66 Europa - In Europa maken we de toekomst. 

 Retrieved June 30, 2019, from https://verkiezingsprogramma.d66.nl/europa/ 

 

PARLEMENT.com. (2019). Kabinetten 1945-heden. Retrieved June 17, 2019, from 
 https://www.parlement.com/id/vh8lnhrp1x03/kabinetten_1945_heden 
 

Partij voor de Dieren. (2019). Plan B voor Europa Verkiezingsprogramma Europees 

 Parlement 2019. Retrieved June 30, 2019, from https://www.partijvoordedieren.nl/

 uploads/algemeen/PvdD-19.067-Verk.-progr.-EP-2019.pdf 

 

PVDA. (2019). Zeker van een eerlijk, vrij en duurzaam Europa. Verkiezingsprogramma van 

 de PvdA voor de Europese Parlementsverkiezingen 2019. Retrieved June 21, 2019, 

 from https://www.pvda.nl/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/EU-verkiezingsprogramma-

 DEF.pdf 

 

PVV. (2019). Verkiezingsprogramma Europees Parlement 2019. Retrieved June 21, 2019, 

 from https://www.pvv.nl/images/M_images/PVV2019.pdf 

 

SP. (2019). Programma Europese verkiezingen 2019 - SP. Retrieved June 30, 2019, from 

 https://www.sp.nl/programmas/2019/programma-europese-verkiezingen-2019 

 

VVD. (2019). Focus en Lef: Voor een Sterk Nederland en een Veilig Europa. Retrieved June 

 30, 2019, from https://www.vvd.nl/content/uploads/2016/11/ 

VerkiezingsprogrammaEP2019final.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 36	

 

 


