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CHAPTER 1  

introducing crEdibility and  
political lEadErship

“The Liberal Democrats have denounced the decision to appoint Boris Johnson  
as foreign secretary - saying Theresa May has ‘lost credibility after 90 minutes  
as Prime Minister’”  
(The Independent, 13-07-2016).   
“Credibility turns out to be the Achilles heel of debate king Rutte. (…) Rutte is  
a man ‘who says A but does B. He is two-faced’, analyzed Christian democrat  
leader Sybrand Buma”  
(Financieele Dagblad, 22-09-2016).  
“Halbe Zijlstra resigns: The lie that was meant to increase his credibility as  
cabinet minister blew up in his face”  
(Volkskrant, 13-02-2018).

The credibility of political leaders is regularly addressed in the public debate and 
is discussed both by citizens and political commentators. Leaders’ credibility is 
commonly questioned: What does the appointment of Boris Johnson as foreign 
secretary tell us about Theresa May’s suitability for the prime ministerial office? 
How should we evaluate Mark Rutte’s contrasting messages on the necessity and 
desirability of governmental policy? Credibility is, therefore, a commonly used 
criterion for citizens and others to evaluate political leaders and their suitability for 
office, and as such it is a crucial asset for political leaders. Cracks in their perceived 
credibility could seriously impede their ability to build support and to act. In today’s 
democracies, leaders cannot rely on “simple command”, but of necessity, leaders need 
to persuade citizens to follow (Kane & Patapan, 2014, p. 7). To this end, credibility is 
instrumental. After all, “credibility is the cornerstone of effective persuading; without 
it, a persuader won’t be given the time of day” (Conger, 1998, p. 90). 

Discussions on the alleged democratic deficit and legitimacy crisis of 
democracies underline the importance of credible political leadership. In polls and 
surveys on the reputation of various professions, politicians consistently rank lowest: 
In 2016, it was reported that less than a third of Dutch citizens trusted politicians, 
making them the least trusted professionals (GfK Verein, 2016). Related, citizens’ 
trust in parliament and the incumbent government is substantially lower than their 
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trust in judges or unions (Dekker, Ridder, van Houwelingen, & van den Broek, 
2016). Internationally, similar trends are found: Polling company Ipsos Mori asserts 
that among British citizens, “politician” is consistently the profession that is least 
trusted, and that politicians are even trusted less than real estate agents and bankers 
(2016). These and similar survey data lead scholars to conclude that in many Western 
countries, a substantial group of citizens feels that politicians are mainly promoting 
their own interests, do not listen to their constituents, and are incapable of solving 
problems (Citrin & Muste, 1999; Hay, 2007; Levi & Stoker, 2000; Ridder & Dekker, 2015). 

One could argue – as is often (implicitly) done - that low support for politicians 
is mainly the problem of politicians themselves and their spin doctors, whereas if 
trust in democracy as a system were at stake, everyone should be concerned (Bovens 
& Wille, 2010; Easton, 1975; Norris, 2011). Indeed, one could reason that a critical 
attitude towards incumbent leaders is beneficial and essential in a democracy, as 
it controls those in power who could easily take advantage of their privileges and 
bypass citizens’ interests (Frissen, 2009; van der Meer, 2017). Still, there is reason 
for concern, as in the long run, persistent critique on the performance of politicians 
might carry over to citizens’ support for democracy as a system. If incumbent political 
leaders disappoint citizens time and again, support for institutions like parliament 
and government weakens, leading in turn to waning support for democracy as a 
governing system (Denters, Gabriel, & Torcal, 2007; Miller & Listhaug, 1999; Newton, 
2006; Norris, 2011). 

Conversely, there are also concerns that deteriorating support for political 
institutions negatively affects citizens’ judgments of individual political leaders 
(Bouckaert & Van de Walle, 2001; Christensen & Laegreid, 2005; Hetherington, 1998; 
Levi & Stoker, 2000): “In time, disaffection may occur not because of what each 
succeeding set of authorities is perceived to have done but simply because they are 
perceived to be authorities – and authorities are no longer thought worthy of trust” 
(Easton, 1975, p. 449). Consequently, to maintain the legitimacy of the democratic 
system, to promote government stability, and to foster participation, at least some 
support for democracy’s actors is believed to be needed (Norris, 1999). Credibility is 
important in this respect, as gives it citizens a clue to political leaders’ believability 
and their capacity to get things done (Galston, 2014). 

The imporTance of poliTical leadership
Democracy and leadership form a paradoxical combination: The special position of 
leaders is inherently at odds with the idea that democracy includes rule by the people 
and self-government (Hendriks & Karsten, 2014; Kellerman & Webster, 2001), and 
democratic leadership must therefore “be most carefully exercised under conditions of 
peculiar constraint and constant distrust” (Kane, Patapan, & ’t Hart, 2009, p. 3). At the 
same time, modern democracies cannot do without some type of political leadership 
(Blondel, 1987). Both in elections and while governing, political leaders matter.
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In elections, voters take leaders into account when deciding on their vote 
(Funk, 1999; Garzia, 2012; Mughan, 2009; Popkin, 1991). This is the case in presidential 
systems, in which citizens directly elect a candidate for the top leadership position, 
but also in parliamentary democracies. It used to be a common assumption in the 
literature that less politically knowledgeable citizens rely heavily on their impression 
of leaders when deciding their vote (Carmines & Stimson, 1980; Gidengil, 2011). In 
this view, leadership cues are used as a shortcut if better information about parties’ 
issue positions and policy views are unavailable. Studies have shown, however, 
that all voters use information about leaders in their voting calculus, and that the 
most politically sophisticated voters do so most (Bittner, 2011; Cutler, 2002; Miller, 
Wattenberg, & Malanchuk, 1986). Consequently, evaluations of leaders are not a 
substitute for more in-depth information about politics, but they constitute a relevant 
criterion for citizens’ vote choices in their own right. This makes sense, as in the end 
it will be a person who becomes the chief executive, whether as a President, Prime 
Minister, or Chancellor. Leaders’ traits provide valuable information in this respect, 
as they give voters an idea of how different candidates might perform once in office 
(Bittner, 2011; Popkin, 1991). For political leaders, this means that in elections they 
have to convince citizens of their qualities and their suitability for office (Aylor, 1998; 
Glass, 1985; Miller et al., 1986).

Although leadership is inherently suspect in democracies, governing without 
leaders is hard to imagine (Ruscio, 2004). What would governing look like without 
Presidents, Prime Ministers, cabinet ministers, parliamentary party leaders, senators 
or governors? How would the problems facing a polity be dealt with? Institutions, 
organizations, and routines structure the practice of day-to-day governance, but they 
do not spontaneously act on or adapt to non-routine, strategic challenges in society. It 
is therefore up to political leaders to provide direction and, with others, to get things 
done (’t Hart & Uhr, 2008). In this respect it also matters who is in office. Comparing 
leaders who faced similar circumstances showed that leaders’ individual beliefs and 
actions impact the outcome of the governing process (Rhodes & ’t Hart, 2014).

One element of providing direction is that political leaders have an important 
role in naming the main problems at hand and defining their nature (’t Hart & Uhr, 
2008). Leaders are confronted with a certain reality to which they have to respond, but 
what in that reality is considered problematic is up for debate. Is abolishing a system 
of student grants a solution to improve the quality of education, or is it indicative of 
the problem that the weakest in society are forced to pay for budget cuts? The process 
of naming and defining problems also means that the existence of other problems is 
denied or at least downplayed (’t Hart & Uhr, 2008). At any one time, only a limited 
number of issues can be addressed on the political agenda. Consequently, this affects 
which problems are taken up and which are not. Apart from naming and defining 
problems, political leaders are also in charge of finding solutions for them and putting 
those solutions into practice. To this end, their duties include making decisions, giving 
orders, and making requests that are implemented by others. Moreover, by giving 
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speeches, making statements, and deliberating with stakeholders, political leaders try 
to impact the course of events, whether that is initiating policy change or protecting 
the status quo (Blondel, 1987). Finding and implementing solutions is therefore a 
second element of how political leaders provide direction to governing. 

personalizaTion, parTisan dealignmenT, mediaTizaTion

It has been argued in the literature that the importance of leaders in politics 
has increased over the years (Garzia, 2011; Kriesi, 2012; McAllister, 2007). This 
phenomenon is referred to as the personalization of politics, which is “the process in 
which the political weight of the individual actors in the political process increases 
over time, while the centrality of the political group (i.e., political party) declines” 
(Rahat & Sheafer, 2007, p. 65; cf. Karvonen, 2010). Personalization therefore shows in 
various aspects of political life, including institutions, media, and political behavior. 
Institutions personalize; for example, if a closed-list electoral system is replaced 
by an open-list electoral system. This promotes intraparty competition between 
candidates on the same electoral list, meaning that the individual politician gains 
importance at the expense of the party platform. The introduction of primaries by 
the Social Democratic Party in 2012 is an example of institutional personalization. 
Personalization in the media entails that in news reporting, there is a focus on the 
qualities and activities of individual political leaders (Van Aelst, Sheafer, & Stanyer, 
2011; van Santen & van Zoonen, 2010). Do leaders, for example, have the necessary 
skills and knowledge to adequately deal with the problems at hand? Qualities like 
competence, integrity, and reliability especially matter in this respect (Bjerling, 2010; 
McAllister, 2007; Miller et al., 1986). Privatization is a specific form of this media 
personalization, which means that leaders’ political suitability is not discussed; rather, 
their private lives are the focus. The question is not whether leaders are competent and 
reliable, but whether they are loving fathers and talented musicians (Langer, 2010). 
Personalization in political behavior would for example mean that politicians act more 
independently from their party or that the importance of leadership considerations 
increases in citizens’ voting calculus (King, 2002; Rahat & Sheafer, 2007). 

This personalization, in turn, is believed to be the result of, among other 
things, partisan dealignment and the mediatization of political communication. While 
partisan dealignment predominantly adds to the importance of political leaders in 
elections, the mediatization of political communication affects the role of political 
leaders throughout the political cycle of elections and governing.  

Partisan dealignment refers to the development in most Western countries that 
the bonds between voters and parties are weakening (Hague, Harrop, & McCormick, 
2016, p. 288). Political parties can no longer more or less assume support: Since the 
1970s, political membership has declined all across Europe and electoral volatility 
has risen (Drummond, 2006; Van Biezen, Mair, & Poguntke, 2012). Citizens do 
not self-evidently vote for the same party their entire life (Clarke & Stewart, 1998; 
McAllister, 2007; Mughan, 2009). This does not mean they are completely adrift – 
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in the Netherlands, for example, bounded volatility prevails (van der Meer, Lubbe, 
van Elsas, Elff, & van der Brug, 2012) – but it requires leaders to compete with each 
other to win citizens’ favor. In addition to convincing citizens of their qualities and 
their suitability for office, leaders have a role in convincing citizens of their parties’ 
(policy) views as well (Bélanger & Meguid, 2008; Dalton, 1996; Green-Pedersen, 2007; 
van Holsteyn & Andeweg, 2010). Policy making – including the definition of goals, 
problems, and appropriate solutions – is struggle over values and ideas, and it is by no 
means certain that people who are thought to benefit from a policy proposal actually 
support it (Lakoff, 2004; Stone, 2012). To win in elections, it is therefore crucial how 
political leaders, as prime representatives of their parties, present these views. 

The mediatization of political communication refers to “the process whereby 
society to an increasing degree is submitted to, or becomes dependent on, the 
media and their logic” (Hjarvard, 2008, p. 113). In the domain of politics, one aspect 
of this process relates to the extent to which political communication is mediated 
(Strömbäck, 2008). Citizens can learn about politics through direct personal experience, 
interpersonal communication, or the media. Generally, citizens’ direct experiences 
and interpersonal communications about politics are rather limited. Most of what 
they know is based on information provided by the media. Even if they have some 
direct experience, its meaning and representativeness can foremost be assessed 
by those citizens by taking into account media provided information (Shehata & 
Strömbäck, 2014). Mass media are diverse and include radio, newspapers, television, 
and the Internet. In today’s world, television and, to a lesser extent, (websites of) 
newspapers are important media through which citizens acquire information about 
politics. As Gunther and Mughan have stated, “everywhere, television has become the 
preeminent, if not overwhelmingly dominant, source of national and international 
political news for the majority of the population” (2000, p. 402). The rise of the Internet 
has diversified the playing field, but television has yet to be dethroned (Curran, 2010; 
Gurevitch, Coleman, & Blumler, 2009; Schütz, 2001; Shehata & Strömbäck, 2014). 

Television, and to a lesser extent, the Internet, are visual media in which images 
are used to convey information. Information about politics is not presented as written 
text; instead, a person tells and shows us what is happening, supported by footage. 
In this light, it is more attractive for broadcasting stations to have a person – like a 
political leader – talk about their plans and answer questions than it is to disseminate 
information through an abstract policy document or organization (McAllister, 2007). 
In addition, it simplifies for viewers to form a judgment of political leaders and to 
evaluate their views (Garzia, 2011). Political parties have realized television’s potential 
in this respect, and have themselves actively contributed to the focus on political 
leaders. Political leaders with a familiar personality, who vigorously defend and 
promote their views, are thought to be much more effective in obtaining support than 
a press release or leaflet (Sheafer, 2001; Van Aelst et al., 2011). As such, to represent 
their party and to acquire support for the party and their views, it is up to political 
leaders to convince audiences who are viewing their television presentations. 
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To conclude, political leaders have an important role both in elections and 
while governing, and in recent years their roles may have taken on extra weight 
following the personalization of politics that is caused by partisan dealignment and 
mediatization, among other things. 

pluriform poliTical leadership in parliamenTary 
democracies: parTy leaders, cabineT minisTers,  
and parliamenTary parTy leaders 
Within democracy, political pluralism ensures that decisions are not solely made 
by one actor but that various groups and individuals can (at least to some extent) 
influence the direction in which society is headed (Dahl, 1961). In the literature, 
political pluralism mainly refers to government-pressure groups relations in politics 
and policy making (Smith, 1990), but the core idea can easily be extended to the 
inner workings of government. After all, the basic notion of the separation of power 
as famously explicated by Montesquieu in the Spirit of the Laws in the 18th century 
entails that power should be dispersed over various branches to provide checks and 
balances and to prevent power concentration in the hands of a single ruler (in those 
days, generally a monarch). Consequently, the leadership function is also broadly 
dispersed in the political domain. 

Focusing specifically on political leadership – one of the types of leadership 
in the public domain, next to administrative, judicial, and civic leadership (’t Hart 
& Uhr, 2008) – various relevant offices can be distinguished within presidential and 
parliamentary systems. Think for example of Presidents, senators, majority and 
minority leaders in the House of Representatives, Prime Ministers, parliamentary 
party leaders, and cabinet ministers, and also of party leaders in elections. Each 
office has a distinct role and function in the political process. In elections, party 
leaders have the role of winning as many votes as possible for their party. During 
governing periods, Prime Ministers and cabinet ministers are part of the executive 
in parliamentary systems and are therefore responsible for the development and 
implementation of policy (Marsh, Richards, & Smith, 2000). Parliamentary party 
leaders, in contrast, are part of the legislative branch and it is their task – together 
with other parliamentarians, and especially if they are part of the opposition – to 
scrutinize the Cabinet’s decisions and propose policy alternatives (Uhr, 2009).  

In the literature on party leaders in elections, most attention has been paid – 
although in highly divergent ways – to the question of whether leaders matter for 
citizens’ voting decisions, and in what way (Glass, 1985; Kinder, 1986; King, 2002). 
This also relates to the trends of partisan dealignment and personalization of politics 
that were previously mentioned as reasons why the role of political leaders might 
have become more important than before. Party leaders are the prime representatives 
of their party, and their main responsibility in elections seems to be to win votes 
(Andeweg & Irwin, 2014). On the one hand, party leaders can try to do this by 
explaining and defending their own policy views and plans and those of their party. 



19Introducing credibility & political leadership

On the other hand, it was argued that leaders themselves are an independent factor 
in citizens’ voting calculus (Bittner, 2011). Although there is substantial debate over 
whether the effect of leaders on the voting decision has increased, it is acknowledged 
in electoral studies that information about leaders might be useful to voters. First, 
information about leaders might help to fill the void of what vague and ambiguous 
issue positions might mean for future actions. Moreover, leaders’ personal qualities 
might give citizens clues as to how leaders might act in the case of unforeseen events 
that are not part of the election campaign (Aarts, Blais, & Schmitt, 2011). Finally, 
citizens might want to decide whether they feel the leader of the party they vote for 
is up to the task of taking on governmental responsibility if they win the elections, or 
can adequately counter government’s actions from an oppositional role (Bittner, 2011; 
Van Wijnen, 2000). Hence, in elections, party leaders also need to convince citizens 
of their own suitability. 

The office of Prime Minister is perhaps the most elaborately studied leadership 
office in parliamentary democracies (Bennister & Heffernan, 2011; Helms, 2005), for 
example in relation to the (largely British) question of whether there is prime ministerial 
or cabinet government (Elgie, 1997) and the debate on the presidentialization thesis, 
which states that the power of Prime Ministers has increased at the expense of the 
power of other cabinet members (Dowding, 2013; Poguntke & Webb, 2005). Being 
considered a pre-eminent political actor who leads the Cabinet as the first among 
equals (Hargrove, 2009), it is no surprise that the Prime Minister has attracted great 
attention. The leadership of cabinet ministers, in turn, has also received some but 
limited consideration (Beckman, 2006; Kam, 2000; Kane et al., 2009; Marsh et al., 
2000). This is a shame because cabinet ministers are also an important part of the 
core-executive and they have considerable leeway and power in the policy process 
(Dunleavy & Rhodes, 1990; Kane et al., 2009). Cabinet ministers – including the 
Prime Minister – have policy, political, managerial, and public relations roles. This 
means that their responsibilities include formulating policy in conjunction with their 
colleagues, heading their department, acting on the political stage, and maintaining 
relationships with the media and the general public (’t Hart & Wille, 2006; Marsh et 
al., 2000).

Research on parliamentary party groups and their leaders is even scarcer. If 
studied, focus is mostly on aspects like party cohesion and party discipline (Heidar, 
2013), or on oppositional leadership (Uhr, 2009). Parliamentary party leaders have the 
tasks of holding the Cabinet to account and exposing their legislative weaknesses by 
forcing them to at least debate issues of popular concern (Uhr, 2009). The latter aspect 
of exposing cabinet’s legislative weaknesses applies in particular to the parliamentary 
party leaders of opposition parties. In addition, these opposition leaders are said to 
have the additional task of showing voters that they are viable and better alternatives 
than the parties and leaders currently in government (Bale, 2015). Apart from this 
external function, parliamentary party leaders – both of governmental and opposition 
parties - have a role leading their parliamentary party group. Maintaining cohesion 
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within this group and ensuring party discipline are important activities in this 
respect. Advocating that parliamentarians work together towards the party’s goals 
(cohesion) and having them conform with commands (discipline) helps to ensure that 
the parliamentary party group can operate as effectively as possible (Bowler, Farrell, & 
Katz, 1999). To this end, parliamentary party leaders monitor their parliamentarians’ 
activities and coordinate intra-party deliberation (De Vet & Wauters, 2016). 

credibiliTy of poliTical leaders
The credibility of political leaders – electoral party leaders, cabinet ministers, 
parliamentary party leaders, et cetera – thus matters for strategic reasons as well as 
due to concerns about democratic legitimacy. So far, however, it has not been clarified 
how credibility can be defined and what it entails. Credibility has mostly been 
studied in the US and other Anglo-Saxon countries, and has been a topic of interest 
in various academic disciplines, including law, organization studies, and science and 
technology studies. Within criminal law, for example, credibility is mainly discussed 
in light of witness testimonies. In addition to forensic evidence, accounts of (eye) 
witnesses can help prove someone’s innocence or guilt. If a witness’s credibility can 
be questioned, his or her account loses its value. Credibility in this line of research is 
therefore often limited to truthfulness or veracity (Porter & Brinke, 2009). In science 
and technology studies, the credibility of science and the way in which credibility 
claims are used to add legitimacy to certain beliefs are studied (Gieryn, 1999; Metze, 
2010). In organization studies, credibility is referred to in the context of, for example, 
charismatic or transformational leadership (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Conger & 
Kanungo, 1987). 

The most elaborate and systematic attention has been paid to credibility in the 
field of communication studies. Research in this field has focused both on the medium 
and the source of communication. Research on the medium of communication pays 
attention to the credibility of channels and news media outlets. It has, for example, 
been found that the audiences’ demographics matter for their perceptions of media 
credibility (Kiousis, 2001). Especially with the rise of online communication, this media 
credibility has gained a lot of attention. In regard to political leadership, however, 
the research on source credibility is especially of interest. Source credibility is the 
dominant concept used to study the credibility of communicators, and is described 
as an “attitude toward a source of communication held at a given time by a receiver” 
(McCroskey, 2006, p. 87), and “the judgments of a perceiver (e.g., a message recipient) 
concerning the believability of a communicator” (O’Keefe, 1990, p. 130-131). What these 
definitions of credibility first of all clearly indicate is that credibility is a relational 
construct (Perloff, 2010). It is not something speakers – including political leaders – 
possess; it is not inherent to their personality. Rather, credibility is attributed by an 
authorizing audience – for example, an audience of citizens – and it is thus only in 
the eyes of the beholder that credibility can emerge. In addition, the attribution of 
credibility is not a one-time event, but it is dynamic: Over time and depending on the 
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situation, credibility can wax and wane (O’Keefe, 1990). This requires that speakers, 
like political leaders, convince their audience time and again that they are worthy of 
being attributed credibility. 

In many studies on source credibility, however, a general definition of source 
credibility is not provided, and researchers jump straight to operational definitions 
of source credibility (cf. among others Berlo, Lemert, & Mertz, 1969; Cronkhite & 
Liska, 1976; Pornpitakpan, 2004). In addition, studies have focused on the effects of 
source credibility by relating it to speakers’ persuasiveness, their likeability, or voter 
preference (i.e., O’Keefe, 1990; Pornpitakpan, 2004; Teven, 2008; Warner & Banwart, 
2016). The main concerns in this line of research are to assess the dimensions of the 
source credibility construct with use of factor-analytic methods and to learn about the 
consequences of being considered credible (Berlo et al., 1969; Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 
1953; McCroskey & Teven, 1999; O’Keefe, 1990). In the literature, source credibility as 
a concept has therefore become synonymous with a very specific way of measuring 
the credibility attributed to speakers. These studies show that being credible requires 
speakers to be perceived as competent, trustworthy, and caring.

Starting point: DimenSionS of Source creDibility
Interest in the dimensions of source credibility started in the United States during 
World War II, when concerns about the power of propaganda were preeminent and 
politicians were trying to maintain people’s support for the war. In this period, Carl 
Hovland and his colleagues started to study how soldiers could be persuaded through 
wartime messages; they continued their research after the war at Yale University. In 
their view, credibility could be defined in terms of the expertise and trustworthiness 
of a source (Hovland et al., 1953; Hovland & Weiss, 1951). 

In the years that followed, especially the 1960s and the late 1990s, scholars 
continued to study which qualities matter to speakers’ credibility. There is substantial 
variation in the qualities they found to be related to credibility, and their efforts 
have therefore resulted in a long list of qualities. These include authoritativeness, 
caring, character, composure, dynamism, expertise, fairness, intelligence, intention, 
objectivity, perceived goodwill, personal integrity, qualification, reliability, reputation, 
safety, and sociability (Andersen & Clevenger, 1963; Applbaum & Anatol, 1973; 
Berlo et al., 1969; Burgoon, Birk, & Pfau, 1990; Kouzes & Posner, 2011; McCroskey, 
1966; McCroskey & Teven, 1999; O’Keefe, 1990; Perloff, 2010; Pornpitakpan, 2004). 
Nevertheless, despite these differences – which are to a large extent due to semantics 
– throughout all research, two dimensions have consistently been found to matter: 
competence and trustworthiness (O’Keefe, 1990). In addition, later research revealed 
that the trustworthiness dimension found thus far actually comprises two distinct 
elements, namely trustworthiness and caring (McCroskey & Teven, 1999; Perloff, 2010). 

Interestingly, the relevance of these three types of qualities can be traced back 
to the work of Aristotle. He discussed the ethos of orators: their ability to inspire 
confidence and belief in what is being said (Self, 2009, pp. 436-437). The qualities of 
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persuasive orators that Aristotle mentioned align with the types of qualities associated 
with source credibility: 

There are three reasons why speakers themselves are persuasive; for there are 
three things we trust other than logical demonstration. These are practical wisdom 
[phronèsis] and virtue [arete] and good will [eunoia]; for speakers make mistakes 
in what they say through [failure to exhibit] either all or one of these; for either 
through lack of practical sense they do not form opinions rightly; or though forming 
opinions rightly they do not say what they think because of a bad character; or they 
are prudent and fair-minded but lack good will, so that it is possible for people not to 
give the best advice although they know [what] it [is]. These are the only possibilities. 
Therefore, a person seeming to have all these qualities is necessarily persuasive to 
the hearers (Aristotle, trans. Kennedy, 2007, pp. 112-113).

The importance of these types of qualities also resonates with findings in election 
studies in which attention is paid to the type of qualities that make electoral candidates 
attractive to voters. Even though the source credibility concept is not used in these 
studies, it is also concluded that it is candidates’ competence, integrity, and empathy 
that matter most to voters (Bean, 1993; Bittner, 2011; Kinder, 1986; Lodge, McGraw, & 
Stroh, 1989). Research in political psychology, in turn, aims to establish the personality 
profile of political leaders, for example by means of psychodiagnostic-meta analysis 
(e.g., Immelman, 2002; Wisse, 2014). It is thus focused on how leaders really are, as 
opposed to how citizens perceive political leaders, which is central to the credibility 
literature. This line of research nevertheless provides insight into what the three types 
qualities associated with credibility entail, and how leaders’ personality can help to 
convey competence, trustworthiness, and caring (Renshon, 1998; Greenstein, 2002).1 

Competence entails that an audience – like an audience of citizens evaluating 
a political leader - determines “whether the communicator will be likely to know the 
truth, to know what ś right or correct” (O’Keefe, 1990, p. 132). Will they know what 
needs to be done and how it can be achieved? Hence, competence relates to whether 
speakers have the necessary knowledge and skills to substantiate their statements 
and actions (Perloff, 2010). A person’s competence therefore always has limits. The 
President of the United States might be highly knowledgeable about and skilled in 
the inner workings of politics, but it is unlikely that he is able to perform surgery. 

1 In this dissertation, however, is not extensively drawn upon research from political psychology is. 
Research in this tradition tends to be aimed at assessing political leaders’ personality to understand 
political outcomes. Interest lies, for example, with discovering aspects of personality that successful 
leaders (in terms of among others policy performance) have in common, explaining past leadership 
behavior, or predicting future behavior (Greenstein, 2002; Barber, 2009; Immelman, 2017; Winter, 
2013). In contrast, the credibility relationship between political leaders and citizens is of prime 
concern in this dissertation. Of interest is not as much why leaders perform the way they do, but 
how citizens and others in the public debate in the media perceive these performances of leaders 
with what consequences for their credibility.  
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The other way around is the surgeon perhaps not being the best person to secure the 
implementation of an important bill. 

Trustworthiness, next, refers to whether an audience believes that a speaker 
is reliable and honest. For example, in the evaluation of political leaders, people can 
wonder whether that leader is telling the truth and whether or not he is deceiving 
them. In other words, trustworthiness deals with the question, “whether the 
communicator will likely be inclined to tell the truth as he or she sees it” (O’Keefe, 
1990, p. 132). A speaker’s trustworthiness is compromised if an audience becomes 
convinced that he is unwilling to convey a correct version of reality (Eagly, Wood, & 
Chaiken, 1978). 

The third and final dimension of credibility relates to the intention of a speaker 
towards his audience, and has been alternately named caring or goodwill. It questions 
whether a political leader, for example, has the interests of citizens at heart, or whether 
he is mainly in politics to improve his own position. According to McCroskey (1992), 
speakers can bolster their caring if they show an understanding of what their audience 
is concerned about and if they are responsive to the signals they receive from their 
audience. Moreover, caring entails showing empathy, which relates to the degree to 
which leaders seem to identify with others’ feelings. It is not only that the concerns 
of others are recognized and responded to (as is the case with understanding and 
responsiveness), but audiences should feel that the speaker also accepts their concerns 
as legitimate (McCroskey & Teven, 1999). 

conTribuTion To The sTudy of credibiliTy 
and poliTical leadership
The literature on source credibility has produced relevant insights for assessing 
credibility and it has shown how credibility affects, for example, communicators’ 
persuasiveness. In the context of credible political leadership, a number of issues 
remain unresolved, which this study aims to address. In particular, this study 
contributes to the literature 1) by providing a diagnosis of how the credibility 
of individual political leaders is faring, 2) by introducing the concept “enacted 
credibility”, which enables us to study the process in which credibility is co-produced 
in the triangular relationship between leaders, citizens, and the public debate in the 
media, and 3) by focusing on a wider variety of democratically relevant offices of 
political leadership than just the office of the chief executive. 

At the start of this introduction, it was noted that the reputation of politicians as 
a class is problematic. Politicians consistently rank lowest in polls on trust in various 
professions, and qualification of politicians as being power hungry and lining their 
own pockets are common (Den Ridder & Dekker, 2015; Hay, 2007; Hendriks, Van der 
Krieken, Van Zuydam, & Roelands, 2015; Ipsos Mori, 2016; GfK Verein, 2016). Over 
time, this disaffection with politicians as a class might result in a negative attitude 
towards individual political leaders, regardless of what they might have done (Easton, 
1975, p. 449). It is however hard to believe that citizens feel all political leaders are 
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doing poorly, and that none are considered credible in their position as, for example, 
cabinet minister or parliamentary party leader. The first contribution of this study 
is therefore to establish to what extent individual political leaders are considered 
competent, trustworthy, and caring – that is, credible – according to citizens. This 
is a first step in enhancing our understanding of how political leaders are doing, 
to what extent their credibility is under pressure, and how that relates to citizens’ 
opinions of politicians as a class. This way we can be more precise about the nature 
of citizens’ critiques of politicians. Moreover, it allows us to determine to what extent 
Easton’s belief that individual political leaders might lack credibility merely for being 
politicians is true.  

Second, the strong suit of the source credibility concept is that it enables 
researchers to pinpoint a speaker’s credibility at a given point (or multiple points) in 
time. In a way, asking respondents to evaluate speakers’ competence, trustworthiness, 
and caring is like taking a snapshot of their credibility. This makes it possible to learn, 
for example, which political leaders do well in the eyes of citizens and which political 
leaders need to step up if they want to maintain their position. The source credibility 
approach is less adequate, however, to study the process in which credibility comes 
about and what happens in the period leading up to a credibility evaluation. The 
factor-analytic studies aimed at uncovering the dimensions of credibility take the 
resulting image as a given, as Jesse Delia argued in 1976. In his opinion, the better 
question to ask when trying to understand credibility was: 

By what means, that is by what perceptual or judgmental processes, does a receiver 
come to a particular credibility evaluation of a communicator? Or, in the actual 
encounter between communicator and receiver, how is it that the receiver translates 
aspects of the communicator’s appearance, behavior, and assertions into judgments 
concerning his credibility? (1976, p. 366)

The source credibility concept – that is limitedly understood to refer to dimensions of 
credibility measured through surveys – therefore needs to be complemented with a 
theoretical perspective that reveals the relational and dynamic nature of credibility. So 
far, this call for a constructivist approach to credibility has not gained much attention in 
the literature (McComas & Trumbo, 2001), but it is taken up in this study. To this end, 
most notably in Chapters 8 and 9, the concept of “enacted credibility”, which focuses 
on “the way in which the contextualized interaction between performer and audience 
produces social realities” (Hajer, 2009, p. 66) – in our case, a leader’s credibility, is 
introduced. As such, a contribution of “enacted credibility” to the literature is that it 
explicitly provides a means to study how credibility is coproduced in the relationship 
between leaders and their audiences. Source credibility and enacted credibility thus 
take a different perspective on the same phenomenon, resulting in a more informed 
appreciation of credibility and why it changes.
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From the perspective of enacted credibility, the social construction of credibility 
is a joint activity. On the one hand, it involves the way in which leaders present 
themselves, as is commonly studied in the field of political marketing (Kaid, 2004; 
Newman, 1999). The impression leaders make is not set in stone – they can manage 
and build it by making use of impression management strategies. These strategies 
cover the “process by which people control the impressions others form of them” 
(Leary & Kowalski, 1990, p. 34). Leaders’ efforts are, however, just one piece of the 
puzzle. On the other hand, audiences matter for credibility to be attributed. An 
additional contribution of the concept of enacted credibility is therefore that it draws 
attention to the role of audiences in the credibility relationship. They are not merely 
spectators, but they have an active role by framing and reframing leaders’ competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring in interaction with leaders’ performance. While leaders 
are not helpless in the impression they make on others (de Landtsheer, de Vries, & 
Vertessen, 2008; Newman, 1999), they are not in full control either. Audiences interpret 
what they see and hear, and as such add to the meaning of leaders’ performance 
(Peck & Dickinson, 2009). Consequently, understanding how credibility comes about 
requires coming to grips with their contribution to this process. 

Leadership studies that take a relational perspective have recognized that 
citizens constitute an important part of political leaders’ authorizing environment 
(’t Hart & Uhr, 2008; Moore, 1995). When trying to understand the construction of 
credibility in the relationship between leaders and citizens, however, the role of the 
public debate in the media cannot be side-stepped. Following the mediatization of 
political communication, media are an important source of information for citizens 
to learn about politics (Strömbäck, 2008). Journalists, citizens, and other politicians 
in traditional and new media do not only report on leaders’ media presentations, but 
they also make sense of, influence, and reconstruct their meaning (Sinha, 2010). Their 
framings of leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring are therefore part of 
the total information environment (Lenart, 1994; Tsfati, 2003), based on which, citizens 
attribute source credibility. In the literature, the importance of media in “constructing 
and shaping public assessments of government” (Heffernan, 2006, p. 582) is accepted, 
but its role is rarely directly assessed in analyses of citizens’ evaluations of political 
leadership. This study shows including the public debate in the media adds to 
understanding the dynamics in the social construction of political leaders’ credibility.

Third, besides focusing on the end result of the process in which credibility 
is coproduced, research that tries to establish the dimensions of source credibility 
also seems to assume that there is some meaningful set of qualities that are 
universally relevant (O’Keefe, 1990). Regardless of whether a speaker is the CEO of a 
multinational company, a teacher, or a political leader, what is required is competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring. Others argue that “listeners use different criteria and use 
their criteria differently depending on the functions a source is expected to perform” 
(Cronkhite & Liska, 1976, p. 105). This means that even if competence, trustworthiness, 
and caring matter to all, what is exactly required to be considered as such can vary 
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from one context to another. With regard to political leaders in particular, this would 
mean that citizens’ credibility expectations of leaders in different offices might vary. 
After all, as outlined in the section on pluriform political leadership in parliamentary 
democracies, each office has a distinct role in democracy and is tied to a different set 
of formal and informal rules (’t Hart & Uhr, 2008, p. 12; cf. Elcock, 2001; Elgie, 1995). 
In this study, the credibility expectations held by citizens of electoral party leaders, 
cabinet ministers, and parliamentary party leaders are therefore contrasted to learn 
to what extent these are similar. Both an election setting and a governing period 
are taken into consideration, meaning that the complete political cycle is covered. 
This does not only show us what type of qualities are required in one office, but also 
helps to understand why a political leader might be unsuccessful in maintaining his 
credibility when transferring to a different office. 

research quesTions
Based on the contribution to the study of political leadership this dissertation aims to 
achieve, the central research question, as well as the main constituting parts of this 
study, can be defined. The central research question in this study is:  

What allows for political leaders in the Netherlands to be considered credible by their 
public audience, both during elections and while governing?

This question is addressed from four different angles in various substudies. In 
these studies, leaders’ performance, the public debate in the media, and citizens’ 
attitudes are systematically explored to learn what is needed for political leaders to 
be considered credible. Translated to specific research questions, this study aims to 
answer:

1. How credible are electoral party leaders, cabinet ministers, and parliamentary 
party leaders?

The first step is assessing the credibility that citizens attribute to the various 
Dutch political leaders in the offices of electoral party leader, cabinet minister, and 
parliamentary party leader. Are citizens as negative about individual political leaders 
as they are about politicians as a class (and if so, which ones), or does a different 
pattern emerge? As will be explained in greater detail below, this question is answered 
by focusing on the political leaders active during the 2010 parliamentary election 
campaign and a year of Cabinet Rutte II‘s tenure (August 2013-June 2014). The results 
of this analysis are presented in Chapters 2 and 3. 

2. To what extent do citizens’ party preferences and support for political institutions 
account for the credibility attributed to cabinet ministers and parliamentary party 
leaders?
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It is up to citizens to decide whether they attribute credibility to the leader in question. 
Leaders’ presentations and the public debate in the media inform citizens of leaders’ 
competence, trustworthiness, and caring; but literature also asserts that citizens are 
motivated reasoners. Prior attitudes – in particular, party preference and support 
for political institutions, as previous studies suggest – can be expected to color the 
evaluation of political leaders’ credibility (Caprara et al., 2006; Lodge & Taber, 2005). 
Answering this research question therefore helps to shed light on the extent to which 
these attitudes of citizens account for their credibility evaluations. If these factors are 
the main drivers of citizens’ credibility evaluations, it would suggest that citizens’ 
relatively stable prior attitudes are what make political leaders credible. Chapter 3 
provides an answer to this question. 

3. How can the credibility attributed to political leaders be understood when taking 
into account how these leaders perform in their television presentations, as well as 
how the framing and reframing of leaders’ credibility in the public debate in the 
media develops in response to these presentations?

Another understanding of what makes political leaders credible can be found in the 
relationship between leaders and citizens (Delia, 1976). Attention is needed for the 
way in which leaders present themselves in public – predominantly on television – 
and the way in which these performances are discussed in the public debate in the 
media (Garzia, 2011; Hajer, 2009). Combined, this is the total information environment 
(Lenart, 1994; Tsfati, 2003) based on which citizens attribute source credibility to their 
political leaders. In Chapter 7, the contrasting credibility developments of two electoral 
party leaders – Job Cohen and Mark Rutte – during the 2010 parliamentary election 
campaign are studied by analyzing their performance. The aim is to learn what in 
electoral party leaders’ performance could help to understand the level of credibility 
they are attributed. Chapter 8 turns to the role of the public debate in the media in the 
credibility relationship by again analyzing the case of Job Cohen, and asks: How do the 
framing and reframing of electoral party leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and 
caring in the public debate in the media contribute to changes in the source credibility 
of this leader? Similarly, in Chapter 9 it is analyzed how cabinet ministers Mark Rutte 
and Frans Timmermans and parliamentary party leaders Diederik Samsom and Emile 
Roemer perform, and how that performance is subsequently discussed in the public 
debate in the media, to learn what makes political leaders in these offices credible. 

4. What credibility expectations of cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders 
are put forward in the public debate in the media?

It has been established in the literature that being considered credible requires 
speakers to be perceived as competent, trustworthy, and caring by their audience 
(Hovland et al., 1953; McCroskey & Teven, 1999; O’Keefe, 1990). However, others have 
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argued that audiences might have different credibility expectations, depending on the 
function of the speaker (Cronkhite & Liska, 1976). Answering this research question 
helps to uncover what citizens require from political leaders in two different offices 
to attribute them credibility. Competence, trustworthiness, and caring are broad 
categories of qualities. What does it mean to be considered as such? Based on an 
analysis of the public debate on the leadership of Mark Rutte, Frans Timmermans, 
Diederik Samsom, and Emile Roemer in the media – in particular in newspapers 
and on Twitter – this question is addressed in Chapter 10 and, to a lesser extent, in 
Chapter 9.

research design and meThods
To answer the specified research questions, political leaders in three different 
offices in the Netherlands are analyzed: electoral party leaders, cabinet ministers, 
and parliamentary party leaders. In particular, by analyzing survey data, television 
presentations, newspaper articles, and tweets, the leadership cases of Job Cohen, 
Mark Rutte, Frans Timmermans, Diederik Samsom, and Emile Roemer are studied in 
depth. In this section it is discussed why the Netherlands is an interesting case with 
regard to credible political leadership, and why these leadership cases are insightful. 
In addition, the rationale for selecting these four data sources and the procedures 
employed to collect and analyze them are presented. 

credible poliTical leadership and The case of The neTherlands 
The Netherlands provide an interesting setting to learn about credible political 
leadership. Individualized political leadership is generally not associated with 
the Netherlands due to the country’s collective and collegial traditions (Karsten & 
Hendriks, 2017). Indeed, it can be argued that the Dutch democratic system and 
culture provide an unfavorable biotope for strong political leadership. Because the 
Dutch democratic system is not particularly sensitive to individual leadership, the 
study of its political leadership has received only limited scholarly attention. Dutch 
political leadership, specifically the kind that gains credibility in the eyes of citizens, 
has therefore remained understudied (’t Hart, 2005; Hendriks & Karsten, 2014). This 
is a pity because while evidence of personalization remains mixed (Kleinnijenhuis, 
Takens, van Hoof, van Atteveldt, & Walter, 2013; Kriesi, 2012), political personae have 
come to the fore during elections and have gained attention during governing periods. 
Moreover, the credibility of political leaders is regularly discussed in the Dutch media 
(Hendriks, Van Hulst, Metze, & van Zuydam, 2015), meaning that it is a topic of 
interest. The backstage practices of consensus democracy and the front-stage focus 
on individual leaders therefore presents political leaders with the challenge of how 
to combine them in such a way that they can win and maintain credibility.     

Moreover, the Netherlands are a useful setting to study credible political 
leadership due to the dispersed nature of political leadership. Unlike in Great Britain, 
for example, where a powerful Prime Minister and a clear leader of the opposition 
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dominate politics, in the Netherlands there are more key players. Indeed, the Prime 
Minister is a main leadership figure, but other cabinet ministers have influential roles 
as well (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014). Similarly, due to the multiparty electoral system, 
there is not one clear leader of the opposition in the Netherlands. Also, parliamentary 
party leaders of coalition parties are highly visible (albeit some more than others). 
Furthermore, during elections the pool of participating electoral party leaders is 
relatively large, especially when compared to two-party electoral systems (Hague 
et al., 2016). 

In particular, attention is paid in this study to electoral party leaders, cabinet 
ministers, and parliamentary party leaders. These offices cover the most important and 
visible positions of political leadership in the Netherlands during elections and while 
governing. Electoral party leaders lead their respective parties through the elections, 
and they are their main representatives (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014). Cabinet ministers, 
including the Prime Minister, form the face of the executive, while parliamentary 
party leaders are leading from the legislative branch of government (Kane et al., 2009). 
Consequently, each has a distinct role in parliamentary democracy, making it possible 
to learn what makes leaders in these types of offices credible and to what extent they 
have to meet similar or divergent expectations according to citizens. As the aim is to 
learn about the credibility of political leaders in a variety of offices, the Netherlands 
thus provides a highly instrumental case.

The analysis of electoral party leaders focused on the 2010 parliamentary 
elections, and in particular on the cases of Job Cohen and Mark Rutte. Their cases 
attracted attention because within one campaign, their credibility developed in 
opposite directions. In the 2010 parliamentary election campaign, Job Cohen, the 
former mayor of Amsterdam, entered national politics as the leader of the Social 
Democrats. His candidacy was met with great enthusiasm and many people felt he 
was a dream candidate for the prime ministerial position (De Hond, 14-03-2010d, 07-
04-2010h; Telegraaf, 2010; Volkskrant, 2010). However, Cohen was not able to live up 
to expectations, and quickly after his arrival in national politics his credibility as a 
potential Prime Minister started to decline. On the other hand, Mark Rutte, leader of 
the Liberal Party, started the election campaign for the 2010 parliamentary elections 
with relatively low credibility; in the polls, he was initially not even considered a 
potential prime ministerial candidate. With time, Rutte’s ratings started to change, 
and he was increasingly considered suitable to take office. The waxing and waning of 
Rutte’s and Cohen’s credibility is interesting for intrinsic reasons, but their extreme 
examples of source credibility fluctuation (Flyvbjerg, 2006) also maximize what could 
be learned about the process in which credibility is won and lost in the relationship 
between leaders, citizens, and others in the public debate in the media. 

The credibility of cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders was 
analyzed while Cabinet Rutte II was in office. This cabinet did not take shape directly 
following the 2010 parliamentary election campaign; the original cabinet – Rutte I – 
was only in office for little over a year. After new elections in 2012, Cabinet Rutte II 
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was installed. This cabinet was the first in approximately twenty years to complete 
its full natural term. This allowed studying the credibility of cabinet ministers and 
parliamentary party leaders for a substantial period of time, starting after the effects 
of their honeymoon period might have worn off. In the first hundred days after 
taking office, citizens often give political leaders the benefit of the doubt or withhold 
criticism. Political leaders are new to office and they deserve time to prove themselves 
(McAllister, 2003). Of the 24 political leaders active during Cabinet Rutte II, four 
leadership cases have been analyzed in depth: the cases of cabinet ministers Mark 
Rutte (Prime Minister) and Frans Timmermans (Cabinet Minister of Foreign Affairs), 
and the cases of parliamentary party leaders Diederik Samsom (Social Democratic 
Party) and Emile Roemer (Socialist Party). These cases were selected based on their 
contrasting office, combined with their contrasting credibility evaluations (as followed 
from a survey among 3,295 Dutch respondents, which is discussed in more detail 
below). Timmermans and Roemer were high source credibility leaders, whereas Rutte 
and Samsom obtained comparatively low source credibility scores. 

By selecting leadership cases from three different offices, and by studying 
leaders at the extremes of the source credibility distribution for each office and 
comparing them carefully, the most can be learned about the process in which 
credibility is coproduced by leaders, citizens, and others in the public debate in the 
media. A consequence of selecting the leadership cases in this way was that the case 
selection includes four left-wing leaders (Cohen, Timmermans, Samsom, and Roemer) 
and one right-wing leader (Rutte, but in two different offices). Based on the literature 
on credibility, however, there are no indications that the way in which credibility 
comes about in the relationship between political leaders, citizens, and others in the 
public debate in the media differs for right-wing and left-wing leaders. Moreover, 
the results of the survey among 3,295 Dutch respondents to measure the credibility 
attributed to the 24 political leaders active during Cabinet Rutte II did not provide any 
indications that the party-political background of political leaders was an important 
factor for respondents in their attribution of credibility. Finally, as the case selection 
did include one right-wing case, it was still possible to check whether substantially 
different expectations were uttered in the public debate of right-wing and left-wing 
leaders. 

meThods of daTa collecTion and analysis

Four types of data have been collected and analyzed in this study: survey/polling 
data, television presentations, newspaper articles, and tweets. Each of these types of 
data has its own contribution to answering the stated research questions. First, the 
rationale for selecting these four sources of data is presented, after which procedures 
for collecting and analyzing the data are detailed. Table 1.1 provides the various 
chapters of this dissertation and an overview of how the research methods relate to 
the research questions.
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Table 1.1: Linking data sources to research questions and chapters
Chapter Research question 

(RQ)
(Empirical) basis of the chapter

1. Introducing credibility and 
political leadership

Main RQ -

Part I - Establishing source credibility & exploring the impact of support for political institutions 
and party preference

2. Observing the source credi-
bility of political leaders during 
the 2010 parliamentary election 
campaign & Cabinet Rutte II

RQ1 2010 parliamentary election campaign: 
Publicly available opinion polls of Synovate, 
TNS Nipo & De Hond. 
Cabinet Rutte II: Three wave survey 
between August 2013 and June 2014 among 
3,295 respondents. 

3. Credible cabinet ministers and 
parliamentary party leaders: The 
explanatory value of party 
preference and support for 
political institutions in the 
Netherlands

RQ2 Wave 2 (January 2014) of survey among 3,295 
respondents participating in the 
Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social 
sciences (LISS) panel of CentERdata

Part II - Presenting the leadership cases, two episodes in Dutch politics & the nature of political 
leadership in the Netherlands

4. Elaborating on the leadership 
cases: Cohen, Rutte, 
Timmermans, Samsom, and 
Roemer

[RQ3 & RQ4] In-depth elaboration on the five leadership 
cases analyzed in Part III

5. Two episodes in Dutch politics: 
Exploring the 2010 Parliamentary 
Elections & Cabinet Rutte II

[RQ1 to RQ4] Background information on the (political) 
circumstances at the time political leaders’ 
credibility was empirically studied

6. The context of political 
leadership in the Netherlands

[RQ2 to RQ4] The nature of Dutch political leadership, 
helpful to understand what makes political 
leaders credible, as analyzed in Part III

Part III - Studying leaders’ performance & its framing by citizens and others in the public debate 
in the media

7. Credibility enacted: 
Understanding the meaning of 
credible political leadership in 
the Dutch parliamentary election 
campaign of 2010

RQ3 20 television presentations of Rutte and 
Cohen & 1,186 newspaper articles on 
these leaders broadcasted and published 
throughout the 2010 parliamentary election 
campaign

8. Making political leaders king: 
Enacted credibility in times of 
elections

RQ3 740 articles in national newspapers & 21,739 
tweets on Cohen published during the 2010 
parliamentary election campaign

9. Owning the stage: 
Understanding the enacted 
credibility of cabinet ministers 
and parliamentary party leaders

RQ3 43 television presentations of Timmermans, 
Rutte, Samsom, and Roemer, 168 articles 
in national newspapers, & 15,607 unique 
tweets between August 2013 and June 2014 
on their performance

10. Great expectations: The
credibility of cabinet ministers 
and parliamentary party leaders

RQ4 1,987 articles in national newspapers & 
11,709 unique tweets on Timmermans, 
Rutte, Samsom, and Roemer in August 2013, 
January 2014, and June 2014

11. Conclusions & Discussion Main RQ -
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pollS anD SurveyS: aSSeSSing the Source creDibility of political leaDerS
Polling and survey data are useful when interest lies with the opinions, views, and 
attitudes of large groups of individuals, and when the aim is to generalize the findings 
to a larger population (Robson, 2011). Polling and survey data were therefore the 
primary data sources to assess the source credibility attributed to political leaders 
during elections and while governing (Chapter 2). In addition, survey data were 
used to analyze the impact of citizens’ party preferences and support for political 
institutions on their attributions of source credibility to political leaders (in particular 
cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders; see Chapter 3). 

Interest in the 2010 parliamentary election campaign was originally sparked 
by the contrasting source credibility developments of Mark Rutte and Job Cohen. It 
was only after Election Day that the question was raised of what could have happened 
that Cohen lost his head start while Rutte made up arrears. Consequently, it was 
not possible anymore to measure their source credibility directly. Instead, publicly 
available opinion polls were used to assess the source credibility attributed to the 
participating electoral party leaders. Three polling organizations in particular were 
active during the 2010 parliamentary election campaign: Synovate, TNS Nipo, and De 
Hond. Even though these indirect measurements of source credibility were not ideal 
– partially because items addressed dimensions of source credibility only indirectly – 
they were indicative of Rutte’s and Cohen’s source credibility development, and their 
combined findings provided a useful starting point for analysis. Previous research has 
after all established that these types of indirect measures are highly correlated with 
citizens’ evaluations of political leaders’ (credibility-related) qualities (Abelson, Kinder, 
Peters, & Fiske, 1982; Bittner, 2011; Kinder, Abelson, & Fiske, 1979; Weisberg & Rusk, 
1970). Between Cohen’s arrival in national politics (March 12, 2010) and parliamentary 
elections (June 9, 2010), in total, 14 polls by the three polling organizations could 
be retrieved. These polls asked respondents about their preferred prime ministerial 
candidates, their confidence in party leaders, and the extent to which they considered 
party leaders to be competent (see Chapter 2). 

To enable a more precise assessment of cabinet ministers’ and parliamentary 
party leaders’ credibility, a more direct measurement of source credibility was 
preferred. A survey was therefore designed with use of the source credibility 
literature and administered to a sample of 3,295 respondents who participated in the 
LISS panel of CentERdata (Tilburg University). Based on a true probability sample 
drawn from the Dutch population register, this panel is a representative sample of 
the Dutch population. It was an online panel, but considerable measures have been 
taken to lower the burden of participation. When needed, people were provided with 
a computer and internet access, for example. 

In the survey, the cabinet ministers of Cabinet Rutte II and the active 
parliamentary party leaders during that period were of interest, and their credibility 
was measured three times: in August 2013, January 2014, and June 2014. This means 
that 24 leaders were included in this survey: 13 cabinet ministers (including the Prime 
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Minister) and 11 parliamentary party leaders. There was one leadership change in the 
surveyed period. On October 4, 2013, Henk Krol stepped down as the parliamentary 
party leader of 50Plus, and he was replaced by Norbert Klein. In the second wave, 
therefore, both Krol and Klein were included in the survey. Days before the third 
survey wave in June was opened, there was again trouble in 50Plus regarding their 
leadership. Klein continued independently under the name 50Plus, whereas a second 
parliamentarian continued under her own name, but with the support of the central 
party organization of 50Plus. Nevertheless, Klein was maintained as the leader of 
50Plus in the survey as, for the largest part of the previous 5 months, he was their 
undisputed leader. 

Each respondent was asked to evaluate four political leaders. Which leaders 
were presented was decided randomly. Consequently, between 387 and 471 
evaluations are available of each leader, in each of the three waves (see table 1.2). 
After an initial screening question in which respondents professed whether they were 
familiar with the leader in question, six six-point Likert items (plus an “I don’t know” 
option) were presented. Each credibility dimension – competence, trustworthiness, 
and caring – was therefore covered by two items (see Appendix 1). The scores on 
each of the six items per leader were averaged to compose a single credibility index 
on which scores range between 1 (low credibility) and 6 (high credibility). Scores on 
the three dimensions tend to be interrelated, and leaders’ credibility can be based 
on various configurations of competence, trustworthiness, and caring (Funk, 1999). 
This credibility index answers the question of how credible each cabinet minister in 
Cabinet Rutte II and each parliamentary party leader in parliament were thought to 
be according to citizens in the period between August 2013 and June 2014. 

Besides describing the credibility of the cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders, the survey also provided a means to check the extent to which 
background characteristics and prior attitudes (party preference and support for 
political institutions) of citizens accounted for the credibility attributed to these 
leaders. To test for this, data from the second wave of the survey was combined with 
data collected by the LISS panel in December 2013 from the same respondents about 
their self-reported party preferences in the 2012 parliamentary elections and their 
support for government and parliament (see Chapter 3 and Appendix 1 for more 
details).  
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Table 1.2: Summary response rates, number of observations for each leader & reliability 
credibility index

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3

N respondents 2,595 2,615 2,491

Response rate 78.8% 82.1% 75.6%

N observations for each leader 404-466 407-471 387-443

Chronbach’s α credibility index 
cabinet ministers

.943 .946 .945

Chronbach’s α credibility index 
parliamentary party leaders

.933 .937 .945

Descriptive statistics were mainly used to learn about the credibility of individual 
cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders, as well as about the credibility 
of cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders overall. To study the effect of 
citizens’ party preferences and their support for political institutions on the credibility 
they attributed to political leaders, multilevel analysis was used. As respondents each 
evaluated four out of the 24 political leaders, the data have a two-level structure 
with evaluations of leaders nested within respondents. After all, it is likely that the 
evaluations of four leaders judged by the same respondent share some commonality 
due to characteristics of the respondent. Hence, the assumption of independent 
observations is violated and multilevel multiple regression analysis is warranted 
to account for this dependence (Snijders & Bosker, 2012). Moreover, it provides the 
opportunity to distinguish between variances in credibility attribution that are due to 
differences between citizens and variance that is due to differences between political 
leaders. To compare the results for incumbent cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders, separate analyses have been conducted for these two leadership types 
(see for more details Chapter 3). 

televiSion preSentationS: StuDying political leaDerS’ performance
The television presentations were primarily used to learn about what in political 
leaders’ performance could help to understand the level of credibility they are 
attributed (Chapters 7 and 9). Following the mediatization of political communication 
as discussed in an earlier section of this chapter, citizens mainly learn about politics 
through the media (Strömbäck, 2008). Television presentations give leaders the 
opportunity to present themselves more or less directly to citizens (McAllister, 2007; 
Van Aelst et al., 2011). This form of communication is still mediated, but citizens can 
see their political leaders in action - for example, answering questions or defending 
themselves against critique. These television presentations are therefore an interesting 
data source to analyze the performance of political leaders. 
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To understand why Cohen’s credibility decreased whereas Rutte was able 
to win credibility, 20 different television appearances of the two leaders that were 
broadcasted between February 19 and June 10, 2010, were analyzed. Only television 
shows in which Rutte or Cohen made a substantial appearance were included, and the 
selection consisted of speeches, current affairs talk shows, and debates broadcasted 
by public and commercial stations and took place over the selected months. These 
television presentations were transcribed and coded manually with the dramaturgical 
framework of staging, framing, and scripting in mind (see Chapter 7 for more details). 
Building on concepts from theater, this framework helps to analyze what leaders say, 
how they say it and with what physical appearance, and where they say it (Brissett & 
Edgley, 1975; Gardner & Avolio, 1998; Goffman, 1956). This also means that attention 
was paid to the topics discussed in the television presentations and whether hosts, 
other guests, and audiences present in the studio were positive, negative, or neutral 
towards Rutte and Cohen as leaders. This coding round was followed by a phase in 
which the coding of each dramaturgical element was further explored to learn which 
credibility dimensions were at stake. In addition, the ways that Rutte and Cohen 
performed each element in their presentations were compared to deduce differences 
in the dramatization of their image. Finally, the similarities and differences were 
connected to the shifts in interpretation of Cohen’s and Rutte’s images as described 
in opinion polls, newspaper articles, and later, for Cohen, also in tweets. Based on 
this analysis, it can be derived what in political leaders’ performances could help to 
understand the level of credibility they are attributed. 

Similarly, also the performances of cabinet ministers Mark Rutte and Frans 
Timmermans and parliamentary party leaders Diederik Samsom and Emile 
Roemer were analyzed based on their television presentations (see Chapter 9). A 
total of 64 television presentations were analyzed, and different types of programs 
were included. Speeches, debates and current-affairs talk shows are commonly 
used platforms in election campaigns for political leaders to present themselves; 
during governing periods the last type of television performances dominate. The 
television performances of Rutte, Timmermans, Samsom, and Roemer were collected 
by searching the catalogue of the Netherlands Institute for Sound and Vision with 
their names. As the aim was to study only those programs on which leaders made a 
substantial appearance, only the programs on which the leaders had an active role 
for 15 minutes or longer were selected. To prepare these television presentations for 
analysis, the contributions of the leaders were all transcribed verbatim. 

Next, the performance of the four selected cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders was analyzed manually and in Nvivo (a qualitative data analysis software 
program) using a similar approach as in the study of Rutte and Cohen during the 2010 
parliamentary election campaign. Each television presentation was coded on leaders’ 
performed staging, framing, and scripting. Considerations included but were not 
limited to: How leaders presented their views, whether their positions were accepted 
or not, what type of argumentation was used, and, when applicable, under which 
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credibility dimension their comments could be categorized. After this initial coding, 
the television presentations of the four leaders were compared to find patterns in the 
dramatization of their images. This analysis resulted in a thorough understanding 
of how these leaders presented themselves on television. These findings were, in 
turn, connected to the framing of their competence, trustworthiness, and caring in 
the public debate in newspapers and on Twitter to learn what it is that makes cabinet 
ministers and parliamentary party leaders credible in the eyes of citizens. 

newSpaper articleS anD tweetS: analyzing the public Debate in the meDia
The information citizens receive about political leaders is, however, not limited to 
leaders’ actual presentations; as Tsfati (2003) shows in the context of election debates, 
journalists, citizens, and fellow politicians discuss leaders’ appearances both in 
traditional and social media. How participants in this public debate in the media 
frame leaders’ performance therefore becomes part of the total information environment 
(Lenart, 1994; Tsfati, 2003), based on which the source credibility of political leaders 
is assessed. In this study, newspapers and Twitter are the two primary data sources 
based on which the public debate in the media is analyzed. By selecting a traditional 
and a new medium, a broad overview of the public debate in the media on politics 
is developed. 

Newspapers are a major source of information about politics for many citizens, 
and they have an important role in shaping the public debate (Huysmans & de Haan, 
2010; McNair, 2011). Tweets, in turn, have become an integral part of the public debate 
on politics. Twitter users might not be representative of the general public (Ceron, 
Curini, Iacus, & Porro, 2014), but Twitter’s debate reaches more people than Twitter 
users themselves, if only because traditional media incorporate the Twitter debate in 
their news reporting (Anstead & O’Loughlin, 2011; Chadwick, 2013; Jeffares, 2014). 
Moreover, an analysis of the tweets helps to start opening the black box of how 
political leaders’ performance is perceived. Furthermore, newspapers and Twitter 
have the additional advantage that they allow for studying the framing and reframing 
of the credibility of a select group of leaders in retrospect. Articles and tweets are still 
accessible years later exactly as they were originally published. 

The newspaper articles used to study the credibility of Cohen and Rutte as 
electoral party leaders were collected through LexisNexis. This database containing all 
Dutch newspapers was searched with the key words ‘cohen’ and ‘rutte’ in the period 
between February 19 and June 10, 2010. The search was limited to the three national 
newspapers with the highest circulation in their respective categories: Telegraaf (tabloid 
newspaper), Volkskrant (quality newspaper), and Metro (free newspaper). This search 
resulted in 1,186 relevant newspaper articles on the two leaders. To analyze these 
newspaper articles, first manual coding was used to determine whether segments 
referred to Rutte’s and Cohen’s presentations, to the broader campaign news and 
the leadership of Rutte and Cohen, or whether these leaders were mentioned only 
in passing. Next, the segments were re-examined and it was explored and coded 
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to which credibility dimension (competence/trustworthiness/caring) they referred, 
and whether shifts in the interpretation and framing of the leaders’ credibility 
were discernible. Segments that referred to Cohen’s honesty and sincerity, for 
example, were coded as relating to his “trustworthiness”, while segments regarding 
Cohen’s knowledge of relevant economic consequences were coded as indicative of 
“competence”. 

For Job Cohen, the role of the public debate in the construction of his credibility 
was studied in more detail (see Chapter 8). To this end, newspaper articles on Cohen 
and his television presentations were complemented with Twitter data. Using the 
retrospective Twitter Search tool, 21,739 tweets of 6,245 unique users were collected that 
included the search term ‘cohen’ and that were tweeted between March 12, 2010, and 
June 10, 2010. Next, this Twitter dataset was reduced by selecting only those tweets 
that related to the television presentations of Cohen that were studied, resulting in a 
dataset of 7,355 tweets. These tweets were thematically coded in Nvivo for their central 
topic and tone: Were references to Cohen positive, negative, or neutral? In the next step, 
the positive and negative tweets were additionally coded on the credibility dimension 
that was at stake in each one. The resulting coding of television appearances, tweets, 
and newspapers articles, finally, was triangulated to check the coherence of the 
findings.

In the case of the two cabinet ministers and two parliamentary party leaders, 
a slightly different approach was taken to the collection and analysis of newspaper 
articles and tweets. The newspaper articles were collected using the Parliamentary 
Monitor of the Dutch Montesquieu Institute and the tweets were acquired by searching 
the database of Coosto – a company that monitors and stores all Dutch public tweets. 
The leaders’ last names were used as key words (‘rutte’, ‘timmermans’, ‘samsom’, and 
‘roemer’). This initial search resulted in a dataset of 559,032 tweets and 20,545 articles 
in Dutch national newspapers from August 1, 2013, to June 30, 2014, on the four leaders 
combined. Next, two subsets of data were selected, each tailor-made to the needs of 
specific research questions.

The first dataset was tied to the analyzed television presentations of the four 
leaders, and included the tweets and newspaper articles that comment on leaders’ 
performance in these presentations (see Chapter 9). This way, the debate that 
developed in response to leaders’ television presentations could be analyzed to see 
how their performance was perceived and discussed. A total of 168 newspaper articles 
referred to the analyzed television performances of the four leaders, as well as 15,607 
unique tweets. This first dataset of newspaper articles and tweets was analyzed by 
thematically coding their contents in AmCat (Amsterdam Content Analysis Toolkit). 
In the first round of coding, it was determined to which television program the tweet 
or newspaper article related, and the tone of the segments towards the leader (positive, 
negative, or neutral) was assessed. Next, the positive and negative segments were 
reevaluated and coded on the credibility dimension (competence, trustworthiness, or 
caring) that was at stake. Moreover, it was considered whether an explicit reference 
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was made to specific aspects of the leaders’ performance, for example in terms of the 
performed staging, framing, or scripting. By triangulating the analysis of the tweets 
and the newspaper articles, and by juxtaposing these results with the analysis of the 
leaders’ television presentations, it was possible to learn more about how leaders’ 
performance and its evaluation by citizens and others relates to leaders’ source 
credibility.  

In the second dataset, focus was on the expectations that were brought forward 
in the public debate in newspapers and on Twitter regarding cabinet ministers’ and 
parliamentary party leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring (see Chapter 
10). Taking the credibility measurements of Timmermans, Rutte, Roemer, and Samsom 
as a starting point, all tweets and newspaper articles in August 2013, January 2014, 
and June 2014 were selected for analysis. This means that 123,067 tweets and 5,018 
newspaper articles on the four leaders combined were included. However, this set 
still contained irrelevant tweets and newspaper articles, for example when they refer 
to goalkeeper Theo Timmermans instead of cabinet minister of Foreign Affairs Frans 
Timmermans. Moreover, related specifically to the tweets, the dataset contained many 
versions of the same tweet due to retweeting. While relevant to know how often a 
tweet is shared, it does not change the qualitative analysis of the content of the tweets. 
Therefore, in addition to the irrelevant results, all retweets were removed from the 
dataset, reducing it to 65,070 tweets and 1,987 newspaper articles. Finally, to keep the 
number of tweets manageable for qualitative analysis, the Twitter data was reduced 
even further by randomly selecting for each leader a thousand tweets in each of the 
three months. Hence, in total, 11,706 tweets were analyzed, 3,000 for each leader with 
the exception of Roemer, for whom in June 2014 only 706 tweets were available.

In the analysis phase, these tweets and newspaper articles on the four leaders 
in the three selected survey months were thematically coded in AmCat and Nvivo. 
Similar to the previous coding, tweets and newspaper articles were coded on the 
topic discussed and their tone towards the leader (positive, negative, or neutral). 
Afterwards, the positive and negative references were re-examined to learn to which 
credibility dimension was referred, and in what way. For instance, a segment in 
which the writer challenged leaders to come down from their thrones to see how the 
unemployed – who, the writer said, were merely treated as numbers by leaders – are 
faring (Metro, 06-01-2014) was coded as “understanding what people go through” as 
part of “caring”. By triangulating the results from the newspaper articles and tweets, 
clues could be derived as to what competence, trustworthiness, and caring mean for 
cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders. 

ouTline of The disserTaTion
In the following chapters it is explored how the credibility of (Dutch) political leaders 
is faring, as well as how their credibility can be understood. Part I consists of two 
chapters that provide an overview of all electoral party leaders, cabinet ministers, 
and parliamentary party leaders active during the 2010 parliamentary elections and 
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those active in Cabinet Rutte II between 2013 and 2014. In Chapter 2, it is discussed 
how the credibility of these political leaders has fared during the studied periods. 
Chapter 3, in turn, explores to what extent citizens’ party preferences and support 
for political institutions account for the source credibility these citizens attribute to 
cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders. 

Part II provides background information on the specific leaders and episodes 
in Dutch politics under study. The chapters in this part are therefore most relevant 
to readers who are not familiar with the Dutch leadership cases, and episodes of 
Dutch politics studied in the empirical chapters in this dissertation, or who are 
interested to learn (more) about the tradition of political leadership in the Netherlands. 
Chapter 4, entitled “Elaborating on the leadership cases: Cohen, Rutte, Timmermans, 
Samsom, and Roemer”, details the biographical background of the studied leaders 
and characterizes their leadership. Salient events related to the five leadership cases 
are given in-depth attention in Chapter 5, in which it is discussed what happened 
during the 2010 parliamentary election campaign and Cabinet Rutte II’s term (in 
particular between August 2013 and June 2014). Chapter 6 describes the nature of 
political leadership in the Netherlands by addressing the features of Dutch political 
institutions and political culture. 

In Part III, attention is paid to different case studies aimed at understanding 
how credibility comes about in the relationship between political leaders, citizens, 
and others in the public debate in the media. Chapter 7 analyzes what in Rutte’s 
and Cohen’s performances during the 2010 Dutch parliamentary election campaign 
could help to understand their contrasting credibility development. Chapter 8 
studies Cohen’s case in greater detail and discusses how fluctuations in attributed 
source credibility can be understood as the outcome of changes in the framing of his 
competence, trustworthiness, and caring in the public debate in the media. In the 
next two chapters, focus shifts from electoral party leaders to cabinet ministers and 
parliamentary party leaders. How these leaders can acquire credibility is answered 
in Chapter 9 by paying attention to how they perform in their television presentations 
and how the framing and reframing of their credibility in the debate in the media 
develop in response to these presentations. Chapter 10 aims to uncover what citizens 
expect of cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders when attributing 
credibility in terms of competence, trustworthiness, and caring. In the final chapter, 
the research questions are answered, and lessons for the study of credible political 
leadership are drawn. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the limitations of 
this research project in light of a future research agenda.  

This dissertation has a hybrid nature: It includes both research articles and 
more traditionally structured chapters. Apart from the introduction and conclusion, 
Chapters 2, 4, 5, and 6 are also written as traditional chapters. In these chapters, I 
describe how the credibility of Dutch political leaders is faring, and I provide the 
necessary background information on the empirically studied leadership cases and 
the nature of Dutch political leadership. The research articles – presented in Chapters 
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3, 7, 8, 9, and 10 – are in different stages of the publication process. Chapter 3 was 
presented and reviewed at the annual conference of the Netherlands Institute of 
Governance (NIG) in 2014. Chapters 7 and 8 have been published in the Journal of 
Political Marketing and Politics, Culture and Socialization, respectively. Chapter 9 won 
the NIG Best Paper Award in 2016. Chapter 10 was previously presented at the ECPR 
General Conference in 2015 and the International Public and Political Leadership 
(PUPOL) conference in 2016. Of the eleven chapters in this dissertation, two have been 
written in collaboration with others (Chapters 7 and 8). In both these chapters, I had 
the leading role and was responsible for the greatest share of the research and writing. 

What the chapters in this dissertation have in common is that each of them 
can be read independently. As a consequence, there is some overlap between them. 
Moreover, the chapters have been organized from general to specific, discussing the 
episodes in Dutch politics chronologically, and first addressing the role of political 
leaders in the credibility relationship, followed by the contribution of the public debate 
in the media. Depending on the interest of readers, a different order of chapters might 
be preferable. As the individual chapters can be read independently, I invite readers 
to pick and choose their own path while reading the book.    
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CHAPTER 2  

obsErving thE sourcE crEdibility  
of political lEadErs during thE 2010 
parliamEntary ElEction campaign  
& cabinEt ruttE ii

The first question to address when trying to learn more about what makes leaders 
credible is how the credibility of political leaders is actually faring in the Netherlands. 
Substantial groups of citizens hold a skeptic attitude towards politicians as a class, 
claiming they are mostly interested in lining their own pockets, don’t listen to their 
constituents, and are incapable of solving problems (Citrin & Muste, 1999; Hay, 2007; 
Levi & Stoker, 2000; Ridder & Dekker, 2015). It is, however, hard to believe that citizens 
feel all leaders are doing poorly. To come to grips with who is valued (and why), our 
focus should shift from politicians as a class to individual political leaders. In later 
chapters, focus is predominantly on the leadership cases of Job Cohen, Mark Rutte, 
Frans Timmermans, Diederik Samsom, and Emile Roemer, where Rutte is studied 
both as an electoral party leader and as a cabinet minister (Prime Minister). In this 
chapter, a broader approach is presented that puts the source credibility attributed 
to the five selected cases into perspective. By comparing their ratings to the source 
credibility evaluations of other political leaders active at the same time in the same 
type of office, an overview of how Dutch political leaders were doing in terms of 
source credibility was acquired.

Different measures were taken into account to assess leaders’ source credibility. 
In the case of electoral party leaders, existing data available in public opinion polls was 
analyzed. Items in these polls measured these leaders’ source credibility indirectly, 
with a clear focus on their performance and their suitability for office. Combined, they 
nevertheless provided valuable clues of electoral party leaders’ source credibility, if 
only because previous research has shown these type of measures tend to be highly 
correlated with citizens’ evaluations of leaders’ qualities (Abelson et al., 1982; Bittner, 
2011; Kinder et al., 1979; Weisberg & Rusk, 1970). The source credibility attributed 
to cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders between August 2013 and 
June 2014, while Cabinet Rutte II was in office, was established based on a survey 
among 3,295 respondents in the LISS panel of CentERdata (Tilburg University). This 
allows a comparison of the final credibility scores, as well as of how political leaders’ 
competence, trustworthiness, and caring were evaluated. Moreover, because the same 
survey was administered three times, fluctuations in attributed source credibility 
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can be traced over time. Finally, it is considered to what extent sociodemographic 
characteristics of respondents impacted their source credibility evaluations of cabinet 
ministers and parliamentary party leaders. 

poliTical leadership in The 2010 parliamenTary  
elecTions: public opinion polls
The public opinion polls that were published by Synovate, TNS Nipo, and De Hond 
during the 2010 parliamentary election campaign included measures of preferred 
leadership candidates for the prime ministerial office, retrospective performance 
evaluations (asking respondents to give report card grades to electoral party leaders), 
and prospective measures related to citizens’ trust in party leaders. 

The main fight over the premiership during the 2010 parliamentary election 
campaign revolved around Job Cohen and Mark Rutte. In the Netherlands the Prime 
Minister is not directly elected, but this does not mean that the question, “who do 
we want as our next Prime Minister” was not discussed. In March 2010, three party 
leaders were considered potential Prime Ministers (De Hond, 19-03-2010e): Jan Peter 
Balkenende (the incumbent Prime Minister and leader of the Christian Democrats), 
Job Cohen (leader of the Social Democrats), and Geert Wilders (leading the Freedom 
Party). From the moment Job Cohen set foot on the stage of national politics, he was the 
preferred candidate for the prime ministerial position of most respondents (see figure 
2.1). During the campaign, however, Cohen lost this advantage. Rutte, in contrast, 
gained support (De Hond, 19-03-2010e, 19-05-2010b, 03-06-2010g, TNS Nipo, 09-05-
2010a, 01-06-2010b). At first, Rutte was not even considered a potential candidate for 
the premiership. In the first few polls, he was not included as an option, and the first 
time he was included, other prominent members of the Liberal Party obtained higher 
scores. In May, this changed, and more and more people listed him as their preferred 
Prime Minister (especially in direct comparison to Cohen). Balkenende and Wilders 
saw their chances of winning drop from March to May so precipitously that they were 
no longer even presented as options in the latter polls on who citizens preferred as 
their next Prime Minister. 

In terms of report card grades, the average scores of various electoral party 
leaders were relatively close. Throughout the campaign, the leaders’ grades ranged 
between 3.9/10 (Verdonk, May 31, 2010) and 6.6/10 (Cohen, March 18, 2010). Rita 
Verdonk – former cabinet minister for the Liberal Party and electoral party leader of 
Trots op Nederland (ToN) - was consistently rated lowest, whereas there was more 
competition at the upper end of the scale. Cohen was valued most in March, but by 
May he had lost the top position to Liberal Democrat leader Alexander Pechtold (on 
May 11, 2010) and Socialist Emile Roemer (on May 31, 2010). Indeed, at the end of May, 
Cohen ranked sixth of the eleven participating electoral party leaders (TNS Nipo, 
01-06-2010b). 

Generally, a grade of 5.5/10 or higher is considered a pass. About half of the 
electoral party leaders met this minimum threshold in March. In May, seven of the 
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eleven leaders obtained a grade of 5.5/10 or higher (Synovate, 18-03-2010; TNS Nipo, 
2010b). Among supporters of their own parties, political leaders scored substantially 
better than their overall average report card grade. In March 2010, for example, the 
lowest average grade was a 7.3/10, awarded both by Christian Democrats to their 
electoral party leader Jan-Peter Balkenende and by Liberal voters to their electoral 
party leader Mark Rutte (Synovate, 18-03-2010). Consequently, it makes sense that the 
average report card grades given by all voters are below a 7/10. The grades awarded by 
respondents with a different party preference weighed down electoral party leaders’ 
overall average report card grades. This means that these report card grades give 
an indication of the extent to which political leaders are also accepted outside their 
parties: the higher leaders’ overall average grade, the broader their support is. 

Compared to the report card grades, the ratings of electoral party leaders’ 
trustworthiness appeared to be slightly lower. On March 18, scores on the extent 
to which party leaders were trusted ranged between 3.0/10 for Geert Wilders and 
5.9/10 for Job Cohen. In a subsequent rating on April 7, the trustworthiness of 
Cohen declined, even though he still obtained the highest score. Again, Wilders was 
attributed the least amount of trust, scoring only 2.9/10. In May 2010, two polls were 
published that relate to the extent to which party leaders are trusted, but for these 
measurements only data is available for Cohen, Rutte, and Balkenende – the three 
primary contestants for the premiership. These additional measurements show that 
Balkenende was steadily one of the least trusted party leaders (see table 2.1). For Rutte 
and Cohen, on the other hand, the ratings show that the trust in Cohen decreased in 
each consecutive poll, whereas Rutte consistently won trust over time. Similar to the 
report card grades, respondents were more trusting of the electoral party leaders of 
their preferred party (De Hond, 07-04-2010h). This means that also in terms of trust, 
the average rating provides an indication of how widely an electoral leader is accepted 
by citizens. 
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Table 2.1: Report card grades and trustworthiness of party leaders
Report card grades for extent to which party leaders are valued (scale 1-10)

18-03-2010 
(Synovate)

11-05-2010 
(TNS Nipo)

31-05-2010 
(TNS Nipo)

Job Cohen Social Democratic Party 6.6 6.3 5.7
Alexander Pechtold Democrats 66 6.5 6.4 6.3
Femke Halsema Green Left 6.1 6.3 6.3
Mark Rutte Liberal Party 5.9 6.2 6.2
Emile Roemer Socialist Party 5.6 5.7 6.5
Kees van der Staaij Reformed Political Party 5.5 6 5.9
André Rouvoet Christian Union 5.3 5.7 5.6
Jan Peter 
Balkenende

Christian Democratic 
Party

4.7 5.3 5.1

Marianne Thieme Party for the Animals 4.6 4.5 4.6
Geert Wilders Freedom Party 4.3 4.2 4.2
Rita Verdonk Proud of the Netherlands 4 4 3.9

Trust in party leaders (scale 1-10)

18-03-2010 
(De Hond)

7-04-2010 
(De Hond)

6-05-2010 
(De Hond)

12-05-2010 
(De Hond)

Job Cohen Social Democratic Party 5.9 5.5 5.3 5.2
Mark Rutte Liberal Party 5 5.1 5.2 5.4
Alexander Pechtold Democrats 66 5.3 5.1 N/A N/A
Femke Halsema Green Left 5.1 5 N/A N/A
André Rouvoet Christian Union 4.7 4.5 N/A N/A
Emile Roemer Socialist Party 4.5 4.3 N/A N/A

Jan Peter 
Balkenende

Christian Democratic 
Party

4.2 4.2 4.4 4.4

Geert Wilders Freedom Party 3 2.9 N/A N/A

Combined, these results suggest that during the 2010 parliamentary election campaign, 
electoral party leaders were doing reasonably well. Granted, substantial improvement 
was possible, even for the highest scoring electoral party leaders; yet the evaluations 
of electoral party leaders are not as grim as the picture of politicians as a class might 
suggest. The indirect measures of source credibility indicated citizens value their 
electoral party leaders, albeit some more than others. Without making assumptions 
about causality, citizen party preference is a factor of special interest here. Evaluations 
of electoral party leaders were substantially better if only the evaluations of their 
parties’ supporters were considered and not when the ratings by all voters were 
integrated. 
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Figure 2.1: Preferred next prime minister (De Hond, 2010a; 2010b; 2010c; TNS Nipo, 2010a; 2010b). 
% of respondents that selected each alternative, unless otherwise indicated. Percentages do not add 
up to 100% because the answer options “no answer”, “don’t know”, and “none of these party leaders” 
are excluded from the figure.

poliTical leadership during cabineT ruTTe ii 
(augusT 2013-June 2014): source credibiliTy survey
Between August 2013 and June 2014, 3,295 Dutch citizens who participated in the 
LISS panel of CentERdata (Tilburg University) were asked three times to evaluate the 
credibility of all Dutch cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders (see Chapter 
3 for more details). Each respondent was randomly allocated four of the 24 political 
leaders for evaluation. After professing knowing the leader in question, respondents 
were presented six statements relating to the competence, trustworthiness, and caring 
of the leader in question. Combining these items resulted in an average credibility 
index ranging between 1 (low credibility) and 6 (high credibility). 

Starting with the extent to which respondents knew the leaders they were 
asked to evaluate, a first finding is that the recognizability of leaders varied 
considerably. Whereas Prime Minister Mark Rutte and Cabinet Minister of the 
Interior and Kingdom Relations Ronald Plasterk were already known by more than 
95 percent of the respondents in the first wave, Cabinet Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Frans Timmermans and Cabinet Minister for Trade and Developmental Aid Lilianne 
Ploumen were known by approximately 40 to 60 percent of the respondents in wave 
1. Although their recognizability improved in each consecutive wave, differences 
continued to exist over time. The same applies to the parliamentary party leaders: 
Geert Wilders, Diederik Samsom, and Alexander Pechtold were known by more 
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than 95 percent of the respondents in the first wave, while 40 to 60 percent of the 
respondents knew Kees van der Staaij and Bram Ojik. For each parliamentary party 
leader, their recognizability improved over time, but a difference of approximately 
50 percent remained between the best and most poorly known parliamentary party 
leaders. All in all, cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders were relatively 
well-known. In the first wave only two leaders were recognized by less than half of 
the respondents to whom they were presented for evaluation. By wave 3, only Norbert 
Klein was known by fewer than fifty percent of the respondents who were asked 
to evaluate him on his source credibility. For 19 of the 24 leaders, the percentage of 
respondents who indicated they recognized the leaders in question exceeded 80%. 

Table 2.2: Familiarity of cabinet ministers in Cabinet Rutte II and parliamentary party lead-
ers active in the same period (% of respondents indicating knowing the leader in question)

Wave 1 
(August 2013)

Wave 2 
(January 2014)

Wave 3 
(June 2014)

% (N) % (N) % (N)

Cabinet ministers

Mark Rutte Liberal Party 99.1% (435) 99.5% (436) 99.8% (419)
Ronald Plasterk Social Democratic Party 95.1% (387) 97.2% (410) 97.7% (385)
Ivo Opstelten Liberal Party 91.2% (425) 95.1% (447) 96.2% (426)
Jeroen Dijsselbloem Social Democratic Party 86.1% (358) 89.2% (371) 91.1% (359)
Henk Kamp Liberal Party 85.5% (377) 89.1% (402) 90,0% (380)
Edith Schippers Liberal Party 84.1% (375) 87.8% (395) 91.3% (397)
Jeanine Hennis-Plasschaert Liberal Party 80.6% (340) 86.4% (380) 90.3% (371)
Lodewijk Asscher Social Democratic Party 78.5% (317) 85.5% (348) 88.2% (350)
Jet Bussemaker Social Democratic Party 73.9% (328) 78.4% (352) 83.4% (357)
Melanie Schultz Liberal Party 71.3% (295) 78,0% (333) 83.3% (333)
Stef Blok Liberal Party 65.2% (276) 72.3% (297) 75.1% (313)
Frans Timmermans Social Democratic Party 58.1% (259) 74.9% (353) 81.6% (345)
Lilianne Ploumen Social Democratic Party 41.5% (185) 50.1% (230) 56.2% (244)

Parliamentary party leaders

Geert Wilders Freedom Party 99.1% (427) 99.3% (436) 99.8% (438)
Diederik Samsom Social Democratic Party 96.9% (404) 97.6% (405) 98.7% (394)
Alexander Pechtold Democrats 66 95.7% (396) 96.4% (401) 98.1% (404)
Emile Roemer Socialist Party 94.1% (402) 94.6% (422) 95.4% (397)
Marianne Thieme Party for the Animals 84.7% (364) 88.5% (392) 91.3% (386)
Sybrant van Haersma-
Buma

Christian Democratic 
Party

82.7% (354) 87.3% (372) 90.2% (349)

Henk Krol 50Plus 76.9% (330) 78.4% (327) N/A
Halbe Zijlstra Liberal Party 68.4% (292) 76.5% (326) 85.2% (340)
Arie Slob Christian Union 67.9% (292) 76.3% (322) 81,0% (325)
Kees van der Staaij Reformed Political Party 59.7% (270) 69.6% (316) 70.9% (307)
Bram Ojik Green Left 38.3% (170) 53.7% (239) 60.9% (262)
Norbert Klein 50Plus N/A 16.5% (69) 47.5% (193)
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Throughout the studied period, there were differences between respondents with 
regard to the extent to which they are familiar with the cabinet ministers in Cabinet 
Rutte II and the parliamentary party leaders active at the same time. For example, 
an analysis of wave 1 and wave 3 (marking the start and end of the studied period) 
showed that men were more likely to know the leaders in question than women: 
In the two waves, 82.8% and 88.6% of the men, respectively, were familiar with the 
leader they were asked to rate, compared to 73.5% and 81.8% of the women in the same 
studies.2 In terms of age, moreover, older respondents were more likely to indicate 
that they are familiar with leaders, both in wave 1 and 3. It comes as no surprise that 
the largest difference existed between respondents aged 18-24 years (54% and 65%) 
and respondents aged 65 and over (89.2% and 94.5%; wave 1: z=21.769, p < .001, r=.36; 
wave 3: z=19.938, p <.001, r=.34).3 In addition, also more highly educated respondents 
appeared to be familiar with more leaders than lower educated respondents. The 
difference is especially clear when respondents who have completed higher vocational 
training or university were compared to respondents who have completed other types 
of education.4 It should, however, be noted that – with the exception of age (phi = .253 
and .247 in waves 1 and 3, respectively) – the effect sizes were (very) small. 

Turning to the political attitudes of respondents – in particular their support 
for political institutions and their party preference if elections were held on the day 
they were surveyed – suggested that respondents showing higher support for political 
institutions and intending to vote for the Liberal Democrats were most familiar with 
the leaders in question.5,6 With regard to party preference, furthermore, it stood out 
that people who do not plan to vote (or who are not allowed to) and people intending 
to vote for the Freedom Party (PVV) knew substantially fewer leaders than people 
who would vote for one of the other parties (wave 1: 60.3% of nonvoters and 73.6% 
of Freedom Party voters, compared to 90.3% of non-Freedom Party voters; wave 3: 
71.7% and 81.4%, compared to 93.8%).7,8 It should be noted however that the association 

2 Gender. In wave 1: χ2 (1, n=10434) = 130.61, p <.001, phi = .113; In wave 3: χ2 (1, n=9963) = 89.98, p 
<.001, phi = .09.

3 Age. In wave 1: χ2 (5, n=10343) = 662.32, p <.001, phi = .253; In wave 3: χ2 (5, n=9963) = 609.38, p 
<.001, phi = .247.

4 Education level. In wave 1: χ2 (5, n=10323) = 165.28, p <.001, phi = .127. In wave 3: χ2( 5, n=9939) = 
123.02, p <.001, phi = .111.

5 Support for political institutions. In wave 1: A Mann-Whitney U test revealed a significant dif-
ference in the support for political institutions levels between citizens who knew the leader they 
evaluated (Md = 10.5, n= 6745) and those who did not (Md = 10.0, n=1606), U = 4860066.5, z = -6.409, 
p <.001, r = .07. In wave 3: A Mann-Whitney U test revealed a significant difference in the support 
for political institutions levels between citizens who knew the leader they evaluated (Md = 10.0, 
n= 7196) and those who did not (Md = 9.5, n=1015), U = 3135334, z = -7.312, p <.001, r = .08.

6 Party preference. In wave 1: χ2 (8, n=6971)= 303.94, p <.001, phi = .209. In wave 3: χ2 (8, n=7151)= 
333.59, p <.001, phi = .216.

7 Difference between respondents who do not intend to vote and Liberal Democrat voters in wave 
1: z = 14.27, p <.001, r = .39. In wave 3: z = 14.45, p <.001, r = .33.

8 Difference between respondents voting for the Freedom Party and Liberal Democrat voters in 
wave 1: z = 8.71, p <.001, r = .22. In wave 3: z = 8.03, p <.001, r = .19.
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between support for political institutions and party preference on the one hand and 
familiarity on the other hand does not imply causality. It could also very well be, 
for example, that respondents who were more familiar with leaders showed more 
support for political institutions and were more inclined to vote (and if they did 
intend to vote, they would vote for a party other than the Freedom Party) because the 
qualities of these leaders inspired support. The effect size of the relationship between 
party preference and familiarity with leaders qualified as medium (phi = .209 and 
.216 in waves 1 and 3, respectively). In contrast, the effect size for support for political 
institutions was small.

cabineT minisTers’ credibiliTy explored

On average, cabinet ministers scored 4.0 out of 6 on the source credibility index 
between August 2013 and June 2014. Overall, citizens who professed familiarity 
with the evaluated leaders attributed most source credibility to Frans Timmermans 
– the Cabinet Minister of Foreign Affairs (score: 4.45/6), whereas citizens think least 
favorably in this respect about Stef Blok, the Cabinet Minister of Housing and the 
Central Government Sector (score: 3.54/6). All scores therefore fell within a range of 
0.91 points on the six point credibility index, which means that the credibility scores 
of the lowest and highest scoring cabinet ministers were approximately 20 percent 
apart. Studying the credibility scores in each of the three individual waves showed 
that over time, the credibility evaluations assimilated slightly. Whereas in the first 
wave in August 2013 Mark Rutte obtained a score of 3.45 and Timmermans a score 
of 4.63 (resulting in a 1.18 point difference), in the two subsequent waves the gap 
narrowed to a 0.75 point difference (see figure 2.2). Not only did respondents become 
less positive about the highly credible cabinet ministers, they were also less negative 
about the low credibility cabinet ministers. 

Ronald Plasterk – Cabinet Minister of the Interior and Kingdom Relations 
– experienced the greatest loss in credibility over time. Between August 2013 and 
January 2014, his credibility rating remained constant, but between January 2014 
and June 2014, he lost 0.43 points. This decrease coincided with the news that the 
Dutch Secret Service, for which Plasterk was responsible, had shared metadata of 
1.8 million Dutch citizens with the United States. A few months prior, however, 
Plasterk had claimed that the United States had intercepted data from Dutch citizens. 
Moreover, Plasterk refrained from informing parliament that it was in fact the Dutch 
Secret Service who had collected the data instead of the American National Security 
Administration (NSA) (NRC Handelsblad, 06-02-2014). On the other hand, Jeroen 
Dijsselbloem – the finance minister – won 0.30 points in credibility between August 
2013 and January 2014, which was the greatest increase of all cabinet ministers in the 
studied period. In December 2013, Dijsselbloem was elected politician of the year 
by the parliamentary press and he received good reviews, among other things, for 
the way in which he negotiated the Autumn Agreement (Herfstakkoord) between the 
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coalition and three opposition parties about the 2014 budget (NRC Handelsblad, 2013h; 
Parool, 2013a). 

In terms of the most and least credible cabinet ministers in each of the 
individual waves, Frans Timmermans came out on top in August 2013 (wave 1) and 
June 2014 (wave 3), whereas Jeroen Dijsselbloem won in January 2014 (wave 2). On the 
other end of the spectrum, Mark Rutte was attributed the least credibility in August 
2013 (wave 1), but in January 2014 (wave 2) and June 2014 (wave 3), it was Stef Blok who 
received the lowest credibility ratings. Apart from the fluctuations in their general 
credibility ratings across the three waves, cabinet ministers also obtained different 
scores on the three individual credibility dimensions of competence, trustworthiness, 
and caring. Of these three dimensions, cabinet ministers tended to be valued most for 
their competence (an average score of 4.19 in the three waves combined), followed by 
their trustworthiness (average score is 4.11). Citizens were least positive about cabinet 
ministers’ impetus to care. Their average score of 3.72 still exceeded the median cutoff 
mark of 3.5, but compared to the scores on the other two dimensions, caring was 
evaluated substantially lower. The leader who was attributed the lowest credibility 
score was fairly consistent. In all three waves, Stef Blok was awarded the lowest 
score on competence and caring. Mark Rutte – the Dutch Prime Minister at the time 
– obtained the lowest scores on trustworthiness throughout the studied period (see 
figure 2.3). In contrast, Frans Timmermans obtained the highest average scores on 
trustworthiness, caring, and, in the first wave, also on competence. In the two 2014 
waves, however, Timmermans was superseded by Dijsselbloem on competence. 

To conclude, cabinet ministers in the Netherlands were doing relatively well in 
terms of credibility. Despite the differences in individual waves, all cabinet ministers 
managed to score above the minimum threshold of 3.5 overall – the median score 
on the credibility scale. Yet it is clear that some cabinet ministers were doing better 
than others in terms of their credibility, according to citizens. Moreover, credibility 
appeared to fluctuate (slightly) over time. If that happens, cabinet ministers tend to 
win or lose on all three dimensions: Both in January 2014 and in June 2014, only one 
cabinet minister did not experience the same trend, whether win or lose, across all 
three dimensions. For all others, the change was in the same direction across the 
board. This suggests that evaluations of competence, trustworthiness, and caring 
are highly related. 
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Figure 2.2: Average credibility attributed to cabinet ministers in August 2013, January 2014,  
and June 2014. 

Figure 2.3: Rating of cabinet ministers on competence, trustworthiness, and caring (combined  
measure of ratings in August 2013, January 2014, and June 2014).
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parliamenTary parTy leaders’ credibiliTy explored

Parliamentary party leaders were on average attributed a source credibility score of 
3.9 out of 6 in the studied period. The source credibility of Emile Roemer was rated 
highest overall with a score of 4.35 out of 6. Geert Wilders, on the other hand, received 
the lowest credibility attribution (3.13/6). Hence, the credibility scores throughout the 
combined studied period differed at most by 1.22 points (24 percent). The range in 
credibility scores attributed to parliamentary party leaders varied between waves, 
but during the studied period, the difference in credibility between the lowest and 
highest credible leaders never dropped below one point (see figure 2.4). Indeed, in 
contrast to the development in credibility scores of cabinet ministers, the maximum 
difference in source credibility attributed to parliamentary party leaders increased 
over time. Whereas in the first wave in August 2013, Geert Wilders’s (score: 3.33) and 
Emile Roemer’s (4.36) average source credibility ratings were 1.03 points apart, the 
difference between the lowest and highest credibility ratings increased to 1.11 points 
in wave 2 (January 2014), and then soared to a 1.8 point difference in wave 3 (June 
2014). In each consecutive wave, Wilders’s low source credibility evaluations decreased 
further. At the top of the ranking, the trend in how source credibility developed is 
mixed. Between August 2013 and January 2014 (waves 1 and 2), Roemer lost some of 
his source credibility, which he won back between January and June 2014 (waves 2 
and 3). 

Of all parliamentary party leaders in the studied period, Norbert Klein – 
parliamentary party leader of the very small 50Plus Party – lost the most credibility. 
He only came into office between the first and second wave, so there is no information 
about his credibility in August 2013, but between January 2014 and June 2014 his 
credibility dropped 1.46 points, from a score of 4.05 to a score of 2.59. Even though we 
cannot know for sure what caused this decrease in credibility, it might have something 
to do with the low percentage of respondents that knew Klein in wave 2 as compared 
to wave 3. In addition, it is worth mentioning that in the first half of 2014, the 50Plus 
Party experienced a lot of trouble. The two MPs in the House of Representatives 
– Klein and Baay-Timmerman – had a lengthy battle which ended with Klein (as 
parliamentary party leader of 50Plus) ousting his fellow MP from the parliamentary 
faction on May 28, 2014. The extra-parliamentary party organization of 50Plus, in turn, 
decided to drop Klein and back Baay-Timmerman. Hence, in light of these events it is 
no surprise that Klein’s credibility decreased substantially between January and June 
2014. Increases in source credibility attributed to parliamentary party leaders were 
smaller than the losses between August 2013 and June 2014. Bram van Ojik won the 
most source credibility, but it was only a 0.15 point bump (from 3.95 in August 2013 
to 4.10 in January 2014).

In terms of the most and least credible parliamentary party leaders in each 
of the three individual waves, Emile Roemer’s credibility trumped that of the other 
parliamentary party leaders in all three waves with a credibility score of 4.3/6 or 
higher. Geert Wilders, in contrast, was attributed the least amount of credibility of 
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all evaluated parliamentary party leaders in both August 2013 (wave 1) and January 
2014 (wave 2). Also in June 2014 (wave 3) he did not fare well, but in terms of source 
credibility, Norbert Klein (leader of 50Plus) was doing worse. This is in line with 
the finding that Klein lost the most source credibility of all studied parliamentary 
party leaders. Moreover, in all waves, Klein, Samsom, and Wilders were attributed 
credibility scores lower than 3.5 (the median score). Hence, it can be argued that 
these three parliamentary party leaders were on average considered to lack source 
credibility. Figure 2.4 includes information on the credibility attributed to the various 
parliamentary party leaders throughout the studied period. 

Similar to the evaluations of cabinet ministers’ source credibility, parliamentary 
party leaders are also attributed different scores on the three individual credibility 
dimensions (see figure 2.5). The scores of parliamentary party leaders on competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring fluctuate (slightly) over time. Parliamentary party leaders 
tended to be evaluated most favorably on their competence (average score of 4.1/6 in 
the three waves combined), followed by their trustworthiness and caring (average 
rating is 4.0/6 and 3.6/6, respectively, in the three waves combined). For individual 
parliamentary party leaders, the picture was slightly different, however. For roughly 
half of the parliamentary party leaders, their competence was the highest rated source 
credibility dimension, whereas for the others, their trustworthiness was evaluated 
most favorably. 

In terms of who was attributed the highest and lowest scores on each of the 
three dimensions in the three individual waves, there is a lot of variation. Concerning 
competence, Geert Wilders received the lowest rating in August 2013 (wave 1), while 
in January 2014 (wave 2), Henk Krol was considered least competent, and in June 2014 
(wave 3) this dubious honor went to Norbert Klein. On the other hand, Alexander 
Pechtold was thought to be the most competent parliamentary party leader in August 
2013 (wave 1), but in January and June 2014, Arie Slob was attributed the highest 
competence score. Turning to trustworthiness and caring, it was found that for both 
these dimensions, Geert Wilders was attributed the lowest score in August 2013 and 
January 2014 (wave 1 and 2), whereas Norbert Klein was evaluated least favorably 
on these dimensions in June 2014 (wave 3). At the upper end of the scale, a different 
parliamentary party leader received the highest trustworthiness rating in each wave: 
In August 2013 it was Kees van der Staaij who was considered most trustworthy, in 
January 2014 Arie Slob was given this honor, and in June 2014 Emile Roemer was 
attributed the highest score. Finally, with regard to caring, citizens’ ratings were more 
consistent. In each of the three waves, Emile Roemer was considered the most caring 
parliamentary party leader. Roemer’s high scores on caring therefore contributed 
considerably to him being the most credible parliamentary party leader between 
August 2013 and June 2014.

To conclude, the source credibility of parliamentary party leaders was faring 
relatively well, but not all parliamentary party leaders were evaluated favorably. 
Of the eleven parliamentary party leaders in office between August 2013 and June 
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2014, eight were attributed a credibility score of 3.5 or higher (the median, which 
can be considered a minimum threshold that leaders should meet in order to be 
considered credible). The source credibility of individual parliamentary party leaders 
varied over time, and across the three source credibility dimensions of competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring. If the source credibility attributed to parliamentary party 
leaders changed, this change tended to affect all three source credibility dimensions 
more or less equally. Hence, as for cabinet ministers, the evaluations of parliamentary 
party leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring were highly related. This 
means that if one source credibility dimension is affected, the perceptions of the other 
two dimensions tend to follow as well. Mistakes or successes might therefore have 
broader implications than only harming or promoting competence, trustworthiness, 
or caring in isolation.
 
comparing The source credibiliTy of poliTical leaders
At the start of this chapter, the question how the source credibility of political leaders 
was faring in the Netherlands was raised in light of the relatively critical stance of 
citizens towards politicians as a class. In this study, attention shifts from the group 
to the source credibility of individual political leaders. Both the indirect measures of 
source credibility available for electoral party leaders during the 2010 parliamentary 
election campaign and the three waves of the survey aimed at assessing the source 
credibility of cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders between August 2013 
and June 2014 indicated that on the whole, Dutch political leaders were considered 
credible. The negative views held by citizens of politicians as a class thus contrasts 
their opinions of (most) individual political leaders, hence the situation might not be 
as problematic as is sometimes suggested. One possible explanation, which is explored 
more thoroughly in the next chapter, is that citizens regress to the negative discourse 
on politics in the public debate in the media when evaluating abstract entities like 
politicians as a class, whereas in judging individual political leaders, direct experiences 
(even though these might be mediated) are easier to recall (Bouckaert & Van de Walle, 
2001; Citrin, 1974; Goodsell, 1994; Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 1995).

Citizens’ source credibility evaluations of cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders were more favorable than their evaluations of electoral party leaders in 
indirect source credibility measurements. In part, this difference can be understood 
by considering the question wording in the public opinion polls and the survey. The 
survey asked respondents to evaluate three specific types of qualities of political 
leaders – their competence, trustworthiness, and caring – whereas the public opinion 
polls included questions on how political leaders were putting these qualities to use at 
a given point in time, and how leaders were expected to perform once in office. Hence, 
the less favorable evaluations in the indirect measures of source credibility compared 
to the survey in which source credibility was directly assessed could indicate that 
leaders might be considered competent, trustworthy, and caring, but this does not 
necessarily mean that they performed adequately in a specific situation. In addition, 
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it appears that citizens’ views of political leaders were more polarized during the 2010 
parliamentary election campaign than when Cabinet Rutte II was in office. The source 
credibility evaluations of electoral party leaders by their party’s supporters were more 
favorable than their source credibility evaluations from the respondent group as a 
whole. Calculating the average source credibility score attributed based on the scores 
given by all respondents, showed that all cabinet ministers and most parliamentary 
party leaders were considered credible. This suggests that citizens’ party preference 
is a more salient factor in their source credibility attributions during elections than 
during a governing period. Intuitively, it makes sense. Competition between parties 
goes to the heart of what parliamentary elections are about, whereas governing in a 
consensus democracy is about compromise and depoliticizing ideological differences 
(see Chapter 6). In the next chapter, it is therefore among other themes explored to 
what extent citizens’ party preferences explain the variance in the source credibility 
attributed to cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders. 

Figure 2.4: Average credibility attributed to parliamentary party leaders in August 2013, January 
2014, and June 2014.
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Figure 2.5: Rating of parliamentary party leaders on competence, trustworthiness, and caring 
(combined measure of ratings in August 2013, January 2014, and June 2014).



CHAPTER 3  

crEdiblE cabinEt ministErs and 
parliamEntary party lEadErs: 
thE Explanatory valuE of party 
prEfErEncE and support for political 
institutions in thE nEthErlands9

Political leaders are essential within democracies, for example, to raise citizens’ support for 
their plans. To this end, political leaders’ credibility is indispensable, meaning citizens need 
to consider them as competent, trustworthy, and caring. While citizens’ contributions to 
the credibility relationship are crucial, the effect of prior established attitudes - especially 
party preference and support for political institutions - remains underexplored. Moreover, 
cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders have different responsibilities within 
democracy, with unknown consequences for their credibility. In this chapter, it is therefore 
assessed 1) how Dutch cabinet ministers’ and parliamentary party leaders’ credibility is 
perceived by citizens, 2) to what extent citizens’ party preferences and support for political 
institutions account for the credibility attributed to these office-holders, and 3) whether this 
effect differs between cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders. Survey data show 
that contrary to popular opinion, Dutch political leaders are relatively credible according to 
scrutinizing citizens. Furthermore, citizen contribution to building credibility is important, 
but the criteria emphasized differ: Citizens’ party preferences matter more to parliamentary 
party leaders’ credibility, whereas support for political institutions is more important to 
cabinet ministers’ credibility. 

The need for credibiliTy
In order to get things done, political leaders need to acquire support from citizens for 
their views and plans, both in elections and while governing (‘t Hart & Uhr, 2008). 
Credibility is indispensable in this respect. As Kouzes and Posner stated, “if people 
don’t believe the messenger, they won’t believe the message” (2003, p. XV). In the 
public debate and in academic literature, however, negative assessments of politicians 
are frequent. According to a substantial group of citizens in various Western countries, 
politicians promote their own interests, don’t listen to their constituents, are not 

9 A previous version of this chapter was presented at the NIG annual conference (2014), Delft, 27-28 
November.
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capable of solving problems, are dishonest, and lack integrity (Citrin & Muste, 1999; 
Hay, 2007; Levi & Stoker, 2000; Ridder & Dekker, 2015).

It is however hard to believe that politicians’ poor image as a group filters 
through to all political leaders equally when they are evaluated as individuals. 
Various political incumbents differ in style, and different leadership offices whose 
occupants have different roles can be distinguished. Cabinet ministers formulate 
policy on the domain of their portfolio (in conjunction with others) as well as lead 
their department, act on the political stage, and maintain relations with the public and 
the media (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014; Marsh, Richards, & Smith, 2000). Parliamentary 
party leaders, especially of opposition parties, lead their parliamentary group and are 
at the forefront of scrutinizing the Cabinet and its decisions (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014; 
Uhr, 2009). Following these different responsibilities, citizens’ credibility expectations 
of these leaders might also differ. 

Furthermore, while many studies on political leadership are leader-centered 
(‘t Hart & Uhr, 2008), it should not be forgotten that citizens tend to be motivated 
reasoners. As previous studies suggest, prior attitudes – in particular party 
preference and support for political institutions – can be expected to color citizen 
evaluation of political leaders’ credibility (Hetherington, 1998; Lodge & Taber, 2005). 
In the evaluation of leaders’ performance, as has been extensively studied and 
convincingly established in, for example, election contexts, citizens are inclined to 
focus on what is favorable to their party preference (Garzia, 2011; Lebo & Cassino, 
2007). Moreover, citizens who are generally supportive of authorities and political 
institutions tend to give incumbent political leaders the benefit of the doubt (Easton, 
1975; Sigelman, Sigelman, & Walkosz, 1992). Even though political leaders’ efforts in 
building credibility are crucial, success in this respect thus might not be fully under 
their control. Hence, this chapter assesses 1) how credible contemporary individual 
cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders are in the eyes of citizens, 2) to 
what extent citizens’ party preferences and support for political institutions accounts 
for the credibility attributed to these office-holders, and 3) whether this effect differs 
between cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders.

Answering these research questions serves three goals. First, describing the 
credibility attributed to individual cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders 
helps to assess the severity of citizens’ lack of support for politicians: What happens 
if individual leaders are studied instead of politicians in general (Hay, 2007; Norris, 
1999)? Second, by analyzing if and how citizens’ party preferences and support for 
parliament and incumbent Cabinet impact their evaluations, this chapter adds to our 
understanding of how credibility comes about and to what extent it can be explained 
by relatively stable attitudes of citizens that are out of leaders’ direct reach. While 
party preference is a factor of why citizens attribute more credibility to one leader 
than to another, the factor of support for political institutions helps to understand why 
some citizens evaluate all leaders more positively or negatively than do other citizens. 
Finally, this chapter allows testing of how party preference and support for political 
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institutions affect two distinct leadership offices outside elections, thus shedding light 
on the universal importance of these criteria to understand leaders’ credibility.
The data for this chapter is derived from the Dutch context. The Netherlands was 
traditionally considered a “high trust” democracy with a relatively stable electorate, 
but Dutch politics today is much more in flux (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014). Also, in 
international comparison, electoral volatility is relatively high, and citizens’ have 
developed a more critical attitude towards politics (Hendriks, Van der Krieken, Van 
Zuydam, & Roelands, 2015; van der Meer, Lubbe, van Elsas, Elff, & van der Brug, 
2012). Therefore, how party preference and support for political institutions impact 
the evaluation of individual leaders’ credibility is not self-evident. Moreover, unlike 
Westminster systems, in this consensual system, cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders other than the Prime Minister and the leader of the opposition also have 
highly visible positions. Hence, the Netherlands provide a highly informative case 
to learn about how citizens’ party preferences and support for political institutions 
affect the credibility of leaders in various offices.  

Next, the concepts of credibility, party preference, and support for political 
institutions are explored, and hypotheses regarding their relationship are formulated. 
This theoretical framework is followed by a description of the methods of data 
collection and analysis. The results first outline how credible cabinet ministers and 
the parliamentary party leaders were according to Dutch citizens in January 2014, 
followed by the extent to which party preference and support for political institutions 
account for this. In the conclusion and discussion section, the meaning of the results 
and the study’s contribution to the study of political leadership are considered. 

TheoreTical framework: credibiliTy, parTy preference 
and supporT for poliTical insTiTuTions

credible leadership

Following the heightened interest in political communication after World War II, 
credibility has been most elaborately studied in the field of communication as one of 
the crucial factors in successful persuasion (Perloff, 2010; Self, 2009). Credibility can 
be defined “the judgments made by a perceiver (e.g., a message recipient) about the 
believability of a communicator” (O’Keefe, 1990, pp. 130-131). Hence, credibility is 
relational: It is not something leaders possess, it is not inherent to their personality. 
Rather, leaders need to earn it time and again by convincing citizens that they are 
worthy of being considered as such (O’Keefe, 1990; Van Zuydam & Hendriks, 2015). 
To learn what makes leaders believable, research has in particular paid substantial 
attention to the perceived characteristics that speakers need to have to be considered 
credible by their audiences (Berlo, Lemert, & Mertz, 1969; McCroskey & Young, 1981).

Mainly based on factor-analytic approaches, it has been consistently found 
that three dimensions constitute the core of the credibility construct: perceived 
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competence, trustworthiness, and caring (Berlo et al., 1969; Hovland et al., 1953; 
Kouzes and Posner, 2003; McCroskey and Teven, 1999). To be considered credible, 
positive evaluations on all three dimensions are required, and these tend to be 
interrelated, although equally credible leaders do not necessarily obtain the same 
score on each individual dimension (Funk, 1999; O’Keefe, 1990). Competence refers to 
citizens’ perception of leaders’ skills and knowledge necessary to substantiate their 
claims and actions (O’Keefe, 1990). Trustworthiness relates to the perceived reliability 
and honesty of leaders. It is about the likeliness that leaders will tell the truth and that 
they will not be deceptive (Hovland et al., 1953; Perloff, 2010). Caring, finally, entails 
that leaders are empathetic towards citizens’ problems, that they listen to them, and 
that they have their interests at heart (McCroskey and Teven, 1999; Perloff, 2010). 
Former US President Bill Clinton, for instance, was thought to connect with people’s 
concerns especially well during his first presidential election campaign (Shogan, 2009).

While these factor-analytic studies have contributed greatly to our 
understanding of the credibility construct, they have also been criticized for 
neglecting the context-specific aspects of credibility. Functionalist accounts argue 
that the criteria relevant to the credibility assessment vary from one circumstance to 
another, “depending on the functions a source is expected to perform” (Cronkhite 
& Liska, 1976, p. 105; cf. Perloff, 2010). This would mean that cabinet ministers and 
parliamentary party leaders need to adhere to different requirements in their quest 
for credibility. Moreover, leaders thus need to convince citizens of their credibility, 
but citizens’ perceptions of leaders are not neutral. Rather, building on the theory 
of motivated reasoning, which argues that people are not only motivated to form 
accurate opinions, but also to form opinions that are congruent with their beliefs and 
attitudes (Taber, Lodge, & Glathar, 2001), citizens’ evaluation of leaders’ credibility 
can be expected to align with their party preferences and their support for political 
institutions (Garzia, 2011; Hetherington, 1998; Lebo & Cassino, 2007). 

parTy preference

Starting with the classic The American Voter, many have studied (and debated) if and 
how party preference acts as “a perceptual screen through which the individual tends 
to see what is favorable to his partisan orientation” (Campbell, Converse, Miller, & 
Stokes, 1960, p. 133; cf.Bartels, 2002; Garzia, 2011; Gerber & Green, 1999). Despite the 
debate, research seems to suggest that citizens’ views of governmental institutions 
and incumbent leaders are partisan inspired (Christensen & Laegreid, 2005; Denters, 
Gabriel, & Torcal, 2007; Levi & Stoker, 2000). 

In this light, the home team hypothesis was formulated: if a citizen’s preferred 
party is in office, his/her perception of incumbent office-holders improves (Christensen 
& Laegreid, 2005; Holmberg, 1999; Keele, 2005; Listhaug, 1995; Norris, 2011). This is 
because winners in elections are thought to be more positive than losers not only 
about the incumbent Cabinet in which their party preference is represented, but also 
about the functioning of the political system (Oskarsson, 2010). Translated to the Dutch 



65Explanatory value of party preference & support

multi-party parliamentary democracy in which coalition governments prevail, this 
hypothesis could mean two things.

First, citizens whose preferred party is part of the coalition in power could 
attribute more credibility to all cabinet ministers – irrespective of the party they 
represent. The positive evaluation of one of the coalition partners would transfer onto 
the other partner(s). This kind of effect is known in psychology as a halo-effect and 
emphasizes the positive effects of the winning aspect in the home team hypothesis. 

H1. Cabinet ministers are attributed more credibility by citizens whose party 
preference is represented in the coalition in Cabinet than by citizens whose party 
preference is not represented in the coalition.

Another possibility is that citizens award more credibility to cabinet ministers as the 
party preference distance – the distance between the ideological position of the citizen 
and the leader under evaluation -between them lessens. In the highly fragmented 
multi-party Dutch democracy, citizens have more than one electoral option (Andeweg 
& Irwin, 2014; van der Meer et al., 2012). Consequently, citizens’ party preference 
distance to cabinet ministers is relative, and the ideological differences between 
various parties can be smaller or larger. The smaller party preference distances are 
between citizens and cabinet ministers, the more credibility those cabinet ministers 
are attributed. This alternative understanding of the home team hypothesis thus 
emphasizes the party preference aspect (instead of the winning part). 

H2. The smaller the distance between a citizen’s party preference and a party 
represented by a cabinet minister, the more credibility that citizen attributes to the 
cabinet minister.  

For parliamentary party leaders, in turn, the importance of party preference for 
the positive evaluation of incumbent leaders means that they are attributed more 
credibility by their party’s voters as opposed to citizens voting for other parties. These 
leaders show a close match with the preferences of their parties’ supporters and are as 
such judged more favorably (Caprara, Schwartz, Capanna, Vecchione, & Barbaranelli, 
2006; Garzia, 2011). Nevertheless, the distance between citizens’ party preferences and 
parliamentary party leaders is also relative: Depending on the left-right orientation of 
citizens and parliamentary party leaders, ideological differences may be more or less 
distinct. Consequently, with regard to party preference’s effect on cabinet ministers 
and parliamentary party leaders’ credibility, a third hypothesis is formulated: 
 

H3. The smaller the distance between a citizen’s party preference and the party 
represented by a parliamentary party leader, the more credibility a citizen attributes 
to this parliamentary party leader. 
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Apart from party preference distance, however, support for political institutions is 
also thought to impact the credibility attributed to political leaders. 

supporT for poliTical insTiTuTions

Support for political institutions has received most attention within research on 
potential democratic legitimacy deficits heretofore (Dalton, 1999; Easton, 1975; Norris, 
1999, 2011). In contrast to credibility, which measures highly specific attitudes towards 
individual leaders (related to their competence, trustworthiness, and caring), support 
for political institutions encompasses more general perceptions of institutions and 
actors. Support for political institutions is a multi-dimensional concept that consists of 
1) citizens’ trust in democracy, (incumbent) government, parliament, and politicians 
in general, and 2) citizens’ satisfaction with how these actors perform (Easton, 1975; 
Norris, 1999). Despite trust being “surrounded by conceptual vagueness” (Bouckaert 
& Van de Walle, 2001, p. 4), Norris usefully describes it as “reflecting a rational or 
affective belief in the benevolent motivation and performance capacity of another 
party” (2011, p. 4). Like credibility, trust is relational, because one party makes himself 
vulnerable to another in that he runs the risk of being harmed. Moreover, trust is 
conditional, as citizens do not trust all and everything equally, and when betrayed, 
trust can be withdrawn (Bouckaert & Van de Walle, 2001; Levi & Stoker, 2000). 
Satisfaction with the incumbent Cabinet and parliament’s performance is dependent 
upon the extent to which their actual performance is in accordance with citizens’ 
expectations. Dissatisfaction might therefore arise both from poor performance and 
from citizens’ expectations (Miller & Listhaug, 1999). 

Citizens’ support for political institutions can be related to various objects 
within a political system, ranging from democratic values to politicians (Dalton, 1999; 
Denters et al., 2007; Easton, 1975; Norris, 2011). These objects of support are nested. It 
has, for example, been argued that continuously failing leaders erode support for the 
way the incumbent Cabinet or parliament is working, which in turn weakens people’s 
support for democracy (Denters et al., 2007; Miller & Listhaug, 1999; Newton, 2006; 
Norris, 2011). In contrast, support for parliament and the incumbent Cabinet also 
has consequences for citizens’ support for politicians in general, and for individual 
political leaders in particular (Bouckaert & Van de Walle, 2001; Christensen & 
Laegreid, 2005; Hetherington, 1998; Levi & Stoker, 2000): “In time, disaffection may 
occur not because of what each succeeding set of authorities is perceived to have 
done but simply because they are perceived to be authorities – and authorities are no 
longer thought worthy of trust” (Easton, 1975, p. 449). Similarly, Sigelman et al. (1992) 
show that citizens who generally support public officials are more inclined to give 
incumbent politicians the benefit of the doubt. 

Extended to incumbent leaders’ credibility, this means that the credibility 
attributed to individual cabinet ministers is closely related to citizens’ support for 
the incumbent Cabinet and politicians in general. After all, cabinet ministers are a 
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specific type of politician, and the political institution that is most close to them is the 
incumbent Cabinet. Hence, the following hypothesis is formulated:

H4. Citizens’ support for the incumbent Cabinet and politicians in general is 
positively associated with the credibility they attribute to cabinet ministers. 

Likewise, citizens’ support for parliament and politicians in general positively 
affects individual parliamentary party leaders’ credibility. In this case, parliament 
is considered the relevant political institution, as this is the primary institution in 
which parliamentary party leaders operate. This provides the final hypothesis for 
this chapter:

H5. Citizens’ support for parliament and politicians in general is positively 
associated with the credibility they attribute to parliamentary party leaders. 

meThods

sample and daTa

Survey data were acquired of 3,169 LISS panel members, administered by CentERdata 
(Tilburg University, The Netherlands). Based on a true probability sample drawn from 
the Dutch population register, this panel is a representative sample of Dutch citizens 
who participate in Internet surveys. When necessary, respondents were provided with 
a computer and internet access. 

The data on citizens’ party preferences and support for political institutions 
was gathered in December 2013, and the data on cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders’ credibility was collected in January 201410. The survey was completed by 
2,615 respondents (82.5%). At that time, Cabinet Rutte II was in office for approximately 
14 months. This Cabinet consisted of seven Liberal (VVD) cabinet ministers – including 
the Prime Minister – and six Social Democrats (PvdA). In parliament, eleven parties 
were represented: Socialist Party (SP), Animal Rights Party (PvdD), Green Left (GL), 
Elderly Party (50Plus), Social Democratic Party (PvdA), Liberal Democrats (D66), 
Christian Union (CU), Christian Democratic Party (CDA), Protestant Reformed Party 
(SGP), Liberal Party (VVD), and Freedom Party (PVV). 

All respondents rated four randomly selected political leaders, presented in 
random order, out of the 24 cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders in the 
Netherlands. Hence, each leader was judged by 407-471 respondents. In the subsequent 
analysis, all cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders were included, except 

10 In August 2013 and June 2014 the credibility attributed to cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders was also measured. For these waves, however, no data is available on citizens’ support 
for the incumbent Cabinet and parliament. Therefore, only the data of January 2014 is included.
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the leader of 50Plus. Three months before the survey, its party leader was ousted, but 
his successor was known by too few respondents to allow conclusions to be drawn.

measuremenT insTrumenTs and sTaTisTical Techniques

The dependent variable is the credibility citizens attribute to cabinet ministers 
and parliamentary party leaders, while party preference and support for political 
institutions are the independent variables (see tables 3.1 and 3.2). This conceptualization 
is preferred because both party preference and support for political institutions are 
relatively stable attitudes formed prior to the evaluation of current political leaders 
(Hooghe & Wilkenfeld, 2008; Norris, 2011; van der Meer et al., 2012). 

creDibility
After respondents professed their familiarity with the leader in question, their 
credibility was measured by six six-point Likert items (with a “don’t know” 
option). These items were derived from existing items in the literature (Berlo et 
al., 1969; McCroskey & Teven, 1999; Ohanian, 1990), and all credibility dimensions 
– competence, trustworthiness, and caring – were covered with two items (see 
Appendix 1 for the exact wording of these items). The scores on each of the six items 
per leader were averaged to compose a single credibility index (Chronbach’s α cabinet 
ministers = .946, parliamentary party leaders = .937) on which scores range between 
1 (low credibility) and 6 (high credibility). Scores on the three dimensions tend to 
be interrelated, and leaders’ credibility can be based on various configurations of 
competence, trustworthiness, and caring (Funk, 1999).

coalition party preference
Respondents’ self-reported votes in the 2012 parliamentary elections were used to 
determine whether citizens had voted for a coalition party (VVD or PvdA) or an 
opposition party in parliament at the time (all parties other than VVD and PvdA). 

party preference DiStance
Political parties’ ideological positions in many Western countries including the 
Netherlands range from left to right on a socio-economic dimension (more government 
intervention – more market economy) and a socio-cultural dimension (support for 
multiculturalism- support for monoculturalism) (Pellikaan, van der Meer, & de Lange, 
2003; van der Meer et al., 2012). Nevertheless, research also suggests that the meaning 
of left and right has pluralized to include both components, and that citizens are 
highly apt at utilizing this left-right dimension (and often do use it) in positioning 
various political parties (de Vries, Hakhverdian, & Lancee, 2013; van Elsas & van 
der Brug, 2014). Hence, considering the aims of this chapter, the perceived left-right 
position of parties is an adequate indictor from which to delineate party preference 
distance.  
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Political parties’ left-right position was based on the item in the 2012 Dutch 
Parliamentary Election Studies in which respondents were asked to rate the extent 
to which they thought each party was left-wing or right-wing (see Appendix 1 for 
exact wording). Citizens’ ratings of political parties is important, as it is this that 
potentially affects the credibility attributed to political leaders (not, for example, 
party manifesto positions, because this would exclude citizens’ perceptions). Again 
50Plus was excluded, because their left-right position was not rated in the 2012 Dutch 
Parliamentary Election Studies.11 Next, for each credibility evaluation, the distance 
between the left-right score of a leader’s party and the preference of a respondent 
was calculated and standardized on a scale ranging from 0 (full match in party 
preference) to 1 (full distance in party preference). Citizens’ party preferences were 
operationalized as their votes in the 2012 parliamentary elections, to ensure that their 
party preference precedes their credibility evaluation. 

Support for political inStitutionS
Two distinct measures were created to measure support for the incumbent Cabinet 
and for parliament. Support for the incumbent Cabinet is covered by four items that 
are combined into a mean scale (Chronbach’s α=.954): Respondents were asked to 
indicate their trust in the incumbent Cabinet and their trust in politicians in general 
on scales ranging from 0 (no trust at all) to 10 (complete trust). In addition, they rated 
their satisfaction with the incumbent Cabinet and with politicians in general, again on 
scales from 0 (highly unsatisfied) to 10 (highly satisfied). Parliament and politicians in 
general were considered the most relevant objects of support for parliamentary party 
leaders’ credibility. To measure this type of political support, four items related to the 
extent to which respondents trusted and were satisfied with parliament and politicians 
in general on scales from 0 (highly unsatisfied/no trust at all) to 10 (highly satisfied/
complete trust) were averaged to form an index (Chronbach’s α=.954). 

11 Political parties’ left-right position is only established for parties already represented in parliament. 
As 50Plus only entered parliament after the 2012 elections, they were not included in the survey.
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Table 3.1: Descriptive statistics for the independent variables included in the analysis

Variable N % M SD Min. Max.

Party preference distance 7,252 0.43 0.34 0 1
Political support of Cabinet 2,417 18.87 7.95 0 40
Political support of parliament 2,363 19.13 7.84 0 40
Age 2,615 52.42 16.85 18 93

Coalition party preference
Yes 922 47.16%
No 1,033 52.84%

Education
Elementary education 202 7.74%
Intermediate secondary education 637 24.42%
Higher secondary education 291 11.15%
Intermediate vocational education 618 23.69%
Higher vocational education 629 24.11%
University 232 8.89%

Gender
Male 1,241 47.46%
Female 1,374 52.54%

control variableS
Gender, age, and education – which are found to matter for the evaluation of politics 
in various studies (Bovens & Wille, 2010; Kosiara-Pedersen & Hansen, 2015; Lau 
& Redlawsk, 2008) – were included as control variables in the analysis. Moreover, 
the evaluated leader is controlled for by including dummy variables to exclude the 
potential effect of evaluating a specific individual leader.

multilevel analySiS
The data have a two-level structure with evaluations of leaders nested within 
respondents. Respondents rated the credibility of four randomly selected political 
leaders, and it is likely that the credibility attributions of one respondent to 
various leaders share (some) similarity due to respondent characteristics. Hence, 
the assumption of independent observations is violated and multilevel multiple 
regression analysis is warranted to account for this dependence (Snijders & Bosker, 
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2012).12 To compare the results for incumbent cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders, separate analyses have been conducted for these two leadership types. 
In both analyses, party preference distance was the main independent variable of 
interest at level 1, and coalition party preference and support for Cabinet or parliament 
were the primary independent variables at level 2. Next, to account for similarities in 
evaluations of specific leaders, the evaluated leader was included as a level 1 control 
variable. The most credible cabinet minister and parliamentary party leader were 
the reference categories. Gender, education, and age are level 2 control variables, for 
which women and university level education were the reference categories. To track 
the explanatory value of the different independent variables, they were added to the 
null model step by step, starting with the level 1 control variable “evaluated leader” 
(see tables 3.3 and 3.4). 

resulTs

The credibiliTy of cabineT minisTers and parliamenTary parTy 
leaders

While concerns about the poor image of politicians are common in the public and 
academic debate (Den Ridder & Dekker, 2015; Hay, 2007; Stoker, 2006), citizens’ 
evaluations show that individual cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders 
are relatively credible (see table 3.2). Scoring 3.5 out of 6 (the middle score) can be 
considered the boundary between credible or not on the scale used, and a large 
majority of the studied leaders meet this minimum criterion. 

Blok (VVD, Cabinet minister of Housing and the Central Government Sector) 
was attributed the lowest score in January 2014 (score=3.53), whereas Dijsselbloem 
(PvdA, Finance minister and chair of the Eurogroup) was considered most credible 
(score=4.43). The relatively small but meaningful credibility differences show that 
especially PvdA cabinet ministers are evaluated favorably compared to VVD cabinet 
ministers, although it is unclear why. The Social Democrats scored low in the polls, and 
in the dataset PvdA voters and left-wing voters in general were not overrepresented. 
Wilders (PVV) was considered the least credible parliamentary party leader 
(score=3.17), whereas Slob (CU) was evaluated with the highest score (score=4.38). In 
total, eight out of ten studied parliamentary party leaders were considered credible by 
citizens. This means that both cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders are 
doing rather well in terms of credibility. Remarkable nevertheless are the relatively 

12 The null model suggests developing a multilevel model is necessary: intercepts significantly differ 
statistically between respondents (cabinet ministers: Wald Z=14.429, p<.001; parliamentary party 
leaders: Wald Z=4.651, p<.001), and the Intraclass Correlation Coefficients (ICC) suggests that 36.3% 
and 11.9% of the total variability in cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders’ credibility, 
respectively, lies between respondents. As such, even though a regular regression analysis showed 
similar results, this multilevel approach is preferred.
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low scores of the two winners of the 2012 parliamentary elections and the architects of 
the studied Cabinet - Mark Rutte (VVD Prime Minister) and Diederik Samsom (party 
leader, PvdA). This finding adds to the question surrounding the extent to which 
party preference and support for political institutions help to explain the credibility 
citizens attribute to different leaders.

explaining credibiliTy: supporT for poliTical insTiTuTions and parTy 
preference

In multilevel analysis, the interpretation of independent variables’ explanatory 
value (like party preference distance and support for political institutions) is not 
as straightforward as in a single-level multiple regression analysis. An important 
distinction is, for example, that explained variance can best be interpreted for each 
analysis level individually (Snijders & Bosker, 2012). Calculating the Intraclass 
Correlation Coefficients (ICC) – the variance at each level relative to the total 
variance – shows that most of the variability in cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders’ credibility lies at the level of political leaders. Of the total variance in 
credibility attributed to cabinet ministers, 63.7% is due to differences between these 
leaders (level 1) and 36.3% of the variance is located at the citizens’ level (level 2). 
For parliamentary party leaders, in contrast, 88.1% of the variance lies at the level 
of political leaders (level 1) and 11.9% of the variance is due to differences between 
citizens (level 2). 

In the final model to explain cabinet ministers’ credibility (model 5, table 
3.3) – including party preference distance and support for the incumbent Cabinet 
in addition to the control variables – 11.1% of the variance at level 1 and 61.1% of the 
variance at level 2 can be explained. For parliamentary party leaders, in turn, the 
final model (model 4, table 3.4) comprising party preference distance, support for 
parliament, and control variables, explains 20.4% of the variance at the leadership 
level and 50.0% of the variance that is due to differences between citizens. 

Citizens attribute more credibility to cabinet ministers and parliamentary party 
leaders if the party preference distance between themselves and the politicians is 
low (in contrast to hypothesis 1, but in support of hypotheses 2 and 3). Moreover, 
citizens’ support for the incumbent Cabinet and parliament results in more favorable 
credibility evaluations of both cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders 
(supporting hypotheses 4 and 5). Nevertheless, party preference seems to contribute 
more to understanding parliamentary party leaders’ credibility, while support for the 
incumbent Cabinet matters more to cabinet ministers’ credibility. 
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parTy preference and cabineT minisTers and parliamenTary parTy 
leaders’ credibiliTy

Regarding the effect of party preference distance on cabinet ministers’ credibility, two 
hypotheses were derived from literature. Hypothesis 1 stated citizens attribute more 
credibility to all cabinet ministers if their party preference is represented in Cabinet. 
Alternatively, hypothesis 2 proposed citizens only attribute more credibility to cabinet 
ministers of their preferred party. Based on this chapter’s results, most evidence can 
be found in support of the second hypothesis. 

Initially, preferring a coalition party seemed to result in attributing more 
credibility to all cabinet ministers (table 3.3, model 3a: F=18.669, b=.230, p<.001). 
However, it appears the impact of preferring a coalition party on cabinet ministers’ 
credibility overlaps to a large extent with showing support for the incumbent 
Cabinet.13 As soon as support for the incumbent Cabinet was added to the model, the 
statistically significant effect of a coalition party preference disappeared (table 3.3, 
model 4a: F=0.686, b=.038, p=.408), and thus the first hypothesis is rejected. 

Rather, in line with the second hypothesis, the results suggest that citizens 
attribute more credibility to cabinet ministers if their party preference distance to 
those cabinet ministers is smaller (when controlling for the other variables in the 
model - table 3.3, model 5: F=116.301, b=-.594, p<.001). Citizens preferring VVD, for 
example, evaluate the credibility of Liberal Prime Minister Rutte up to .594 points 
higher on a scale from 1 to 6 than did citizens voting for the Socialist Party (all other 
things being equal). Adding party preference distance to the model reduces the 
unexplained variance in attributed credibility at level 1 from .962 (model 1) to .933 
(model 2b), meaning that party preference distance accounts for 2.9% of the variance in 
attributed credibility located at the level of political leaders (χ2

change=2332.262, dfchange=1, 
p<.001).14

To learn whether party preference distance affects the credibility attributed 
to cabinet ministers more strongly for some citizens than for others, model 5 adds 
a random slope for the party preference distance covariate at the level of political 
leaders. The significant random effect (see table 3.3, p<.05) suggests that this is indeed 
the case, but the reason remains unclear. Party preference distance’s effect on cabinet 
ministers’ credibility does not depend, for example, on citizens’ gender, age, education, 
or support for the incumbent Cabinet. A potential understanding of the random slope 
could be that in an age of bounded volatility (van der Meer et al., 2012), citizens differ 
in the strength of their party preferences. Some citizens might be fierce adherents 
of a specific political party, whereas for other citizens these attitudes are less clearly 

13 The magnitude of the differences in the means of support for the incumbent Cabinet between cit-
izens preferring an opposition (M=18.38, SD=8.14) or coalition party are small (M=20.82, SD=7.07; 
t(4739.25)=-11.26, p<.001, η2=.026). As such, it is unlikely that the statistically insignificant impact 
of preferring a coalition party on cabinet ministers’ credibility is merely the result of a strong 
relationship between citizens’ party preference and their support for the incumbent Cabinet.

14 X2change is the -2LL reduction from 11909.661 to 9577.399 (see table 3.3).
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formed. The stronger citizens’ attitudes are in this respect, the more impact they might 
have on the relationship between party preference distance and attributed credibility 
to cabinet ministers. 

In support of hypothesis 3, the analysis shows that citizens consider 
parliamentary party leaders more credible if the party preference distance between 
them is smaller. Hence, the more citizens and parliamentary party leaders differ in 
their party preference, the less credibility citizens attribute to them (model 4, table 
3.4; F=136.098, p<.001, b=-.934, p<.001). This difference maximized at .934 points in 
credibility on a scale from 1 to 6, when citizens who show a perfect match in party 
preference to the evaluated leader are compared to citizens with a maximum party 
preference distance to that same leader. Party preference distance in particular 
accounts for 8.1% of the variance in attributed credibility due to differences between 
parliamentary party leaders (χ2change=2129.146, dfchange=1, p<.001).15 

supporT for poliTical insTiTuTions and The credibiliTy of cabineT 
minisTers and parliamenTary parTy leaders

Hypotheses 4 and 5 proposed that aside from party preference distance, citizens’ 
support for the incumbent Cabinet and parliament positively affects the credibility 
attributed to cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders, respectively. 

The results suggest that in line with hypothesis 4, citizens attribute more 
credibility to cabinet ministers if citizens show higher support for the incumbent 
Cabinet (table 3.3, model 4b, F=550.319, p<.001) while holding the evaluated leader, 
party preference distance, and citizens’ age, gender, and education constant. Each 
additional point of support adds .285 points to cabinet ministers’ credibility, meaning 
that citizens who show full support for Cabinet (score=10) attribute up to 2.85 points 
more credibility on a scale from 1 to 6 to a specific cabinet minister than citizens 
showing no support for Cabinet whatsoever (score=0). Moreover, the model including 
support for the incumbent Cabinet fits statistically significantly better to the data 
than the previous model (χ2change=603.170, dfchange=1, p<.001). In terms of additional 
explained variance, support for Cabinet accounts for 50.4% of the variance that is due 
to differences between citizens. 

15 Explained variance: (1.330–1.208)/1.515=0.081, X2change=(model 1)-(model 2)=9373.690-
7244.544=2129.146
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Table 3.3: Multilevel multiple regression estimates to explain the credibility attributed 
to cabinet ministers

0-Model Model 11 Model 2a2 Model 3a3 Model 4a4 Model 2b5 Model 3b6 Model 4b7 Model 58

Fixed effects
Intercept 3,995 ( -0,025 ) *** 4,419 ( 0,065 ) *** 4,346 ( 0,132 ) *** 4,217 ( 0,148 ) *** 2,708 ( 0,145 ) *** 4,786 ( 0,076 ) *** 4,570 ( 0,146 ) *** 2,977 ( 0,146 ) *** 2,960 ( 0,145 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Asscher -0,162 ( 0,094 ) -0,153 ( 0,094 ) -0,185 ( 0,103) -0,220 ( 0,099 ) * -0,168 ( 0,103 ) -0,154 ( 0,103 ) -0,183 ( 0,099 ) -0,181 ( 0,099 )
Dijsselbloem vs Blok -0,868 ( 0,100 ) *** -0,867 ( 0,100 ) *** -0,954 ( 0,108 ) *** -0,994 ( 0,103 ) *** -0,944 ( 0,108 ) *** -0,933 ( 0,108 ) *** -0,965 ( 0,103 ) *** -0,964 ( 0,103 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Bussemaker -0,399 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,404 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,494 ( 0,102 ) *** -0,556 ( 0,098 ) *** -0,476 ( 0,101 ) *** -0,477 ( 0,101 ) *** -0,533 ( 0,097 ) *** -0,535 ( 0,096 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Timmermans -0,061 ( 0,092 ) -0,063 ( 0,092 ) -0,130 ( 0,102 ) -0,161 ( 0,098 ) -0,143 ( 0,102 ) -0,142 ( 0,102 ) -0,162 ( 0,098 ) -0,156 ( 0,098 )
Dijsselbloem vs Hennis -0,601 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,597 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,740 ( 0,102 ) *** -0,792 ( 0,098 ) *** -0,709 ( 0,102 ) *** -0,696 ( 0,102 ) *** -0,755 ( 0,098 ) *** -0,754 ( 0,098 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Kamp -0,685 ( 0,089 ) *** -0,681 ( 0,089 ) *** -0,725 ( 0,097 ) *** -0,734 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,721 ( 0,097 ) *** -0,709 ( 0,097 ) *** -0,726 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,715 ( 0,093 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Opstelten -0,469 ( 0,085 ) *** -0,457 ( 0,085 ) *** -0,566 ( 0,094 ) *** -0,565 ( 0,091 ) *** -0,564 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,548 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,548 ( 0,090 ) *** -0,545 ( 0,090 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Plasterk -0,200 ( 0,088 ) * -0,203 ( 0,088 ) * -0,237 ( 0,097 ) * -0,225 ( 0,094 ) * -0,239 ( 0,097 ) * -0,233 ( 0,097 ) * -0,229 ( 0,093 ) * -0,224 ( 0,093 ) *
Dijsselbloem vs Ploumen -0,281 ( 0,113 ) * -0,285 ( 0,112 ) * -0,400 ( 0,123 ) ** -0,428 ( 0,118 ) *** -0,419 ( 0,122 ) *** -0,417 ( 0,122 ) *** -0,431 ( 0,117 ) *** -0,426 ( 0,116 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Rutte -0,760 ( 0,085 ) *** -0,754 ( 0,085 ) *** -0,764 ( 0,095 ) *** -0,792 ( 0,092 ) *** -0,745 ( 0,095 ) *** -0,736 ( 0,095 ) *** -0,758 ( 0,091 ) *** -0,753 ( 0,091 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Schippers -0,330 ( 0,090 ) *** -0,326 ( 0,090 ) *** -0,437 ( 0,099 ) *** -0,505 ( 0,096 ) *** -0,412 ( 0,099 ) *** -0,402 ( 0,099 ) *** -0,474 ( 0,096 ) *** -0,474 ( 0,095 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Schultz -0,637 ( 0,095 ) *** -0,631 ( 0,095 ) *** -0,719 ( 0,105 ) *** -0,782 ( 0,101 ) *** -0,698 ( 0,103 ) *** -0,685 ( 0,104 ) *** -0,750 ( 0,099 ) *** -0,752 ( 0,099 ) ***
Party preference distance -0,633 ( 0,056 ) *** -0,636 ( 0,056 ) *** -0,597 ( 0,054 ) *** -0,594 ( 0,055 ) ***

Coalition party preference 0,230 ( 0,053 ) *** 0,038 ( 0,046 )
Female vs Male -0,152 ( 0,049 ) ** -0,126 ( 0,054 ) * -0,056 ( 0,046 ) -0,132 ( 0,054 ) * -0,057 ( 0,046 ) -0,056 ( 0,046 )
Age 0,005 ( 0,002 ) ** 0,006 ( 0,002 ) *** 0,006 ( 0,002 ) *** 0,007 ( 0,002 ) *** 0,007 ( 0,002 ) *** 0,007 ( 0,002 ) ***
University vs Elementary 
education

-0,305 ( 0,122 ) * -0,370 ( 0,138 ) ** -0,107 ( 0,117 ) -0,380 ( 0,141 ) ** -0,116 ( 0,119 ) -0,126 ( 0,119 )

University vs Intermediate 
secondary education

-0,316 ( 0,092 ) *** -0,260 ( 0,100 ) ** 0,031 ( 0,086 ) -0,273 ( 0,100 ) ** 0,015 ( 0,085 ) 0,008 ( 0,085 )

University vs Higher 
secondary education

-0,089 ( 0,106 ) -0,067 ( 0,116 ) 0,094 ( 0,099 ) -0,065 ( 0,115 ) 0,100 ( 0,098 ) 0,104 ( 0,098 )

University vs Intermediate 
vocational education

-0,104 ( 0,091 ) -0,091 ( 0,098 ) 0,095 ( 0,083 ) -0,086 ( 0,098 ) 0,087 ( 0,083 ) 0,087 ( 0,083 )

University vs Higher 
vocational education

0,026 ( 0,089 ) 0,019 ( 0,095 ) 0,095 ( 0,080 ) 0,027 ( 0,095 ) 0,088 ( 0,080 ) 0,085 ( 0,080 )

Political support government 0,288 ( 0,012 ) *** 0,285 ( 0,012 ) *** 0,285 ( 0,012 ) ***

Random effects
Party preference Distance 0,172 *
Variance (political 
leader - level 1)

1,027 *** 0,962 *** 0,962 *** 0,974  *** 0,984 *** 0,933 *** 0,932 *** 0,940 *** 0,913 ***

Variance (respondent - level 2) 0,586 *** 0,581 *** 0,564 *** 0,555  *** 0,254 *** 0,564 *** 0,549 *** 0,254 *** 0,228 ***

-2LL 12.070,22 11.909,66 11.887,27 9.989,32 9.377,34 9.577,40 9.567,22 8.964,05 8.958,92
AIC 12.074,22 11.913,66 11.891,27 9.993,32 9.381,34 9.581,40 9.571,22 8.968,05 8.964,92

N (credibility observations) 
/ N (respondents)

3,737/1,904 3,737/1,904 3,725/1,901 3,126/1,555 3,079/1,529 3,030/1,503 3,027/1,501 2,980/1,475 2,980/1,475

1 Model 1 - evaluated leader
2 Model 2a - evaluated leader, level 2 control variables
3 Model 3a - evaluated leader, level 2 control variables, coalition party preference
4 Model 4a - evaluated leader, level 2 control variables, coalition party preference, political support
5 Model 2b - evaluated leader, party preference distance;  
6 Model 3b - evaluated leader, party preference distance, level 2 control variables
7 Model 4b - evaluated leader, party preference distance, level 2 control variables, political support
8 Model 5 - evaluated leader, party preference distance, level 2 control variables, political support, 
random slope party preference distance
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Table continuedTable 3.3: Multilevel multiple regression estimates to explain the credibility attributed 
to cabinet ministers

0-Model Model 11 Model 2a2 Model 3a3 Model 4a4 Model 2b5 Model 3b6 Model 4b7 Model 58

Fixed effects
Intercept 3,995 ( -0,025 ) *** 4,419 ( 0,065 ) *** 4,346 ( 0,132 ) *** 4,217 ( 0,148 ) *** 2,708 ( 0,145 ) *** 4,786 ( 0,076 ) *** 4,570 ( 0,146 ) *** 2,977 ( 0,146 ) *** 2,960 ( 0,145 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Asscher -0,162 ( 0,094 ) -0,153 ( 0,094 ) -0,185 ( 0,103) -0,220 ( 0,099 ) * -0,168 ( 0,103 ) -0,154 ( 0,103 ) -0,183 ( 0,099 ) -0,181 ( 0,099 )
Dijsselbloem vs Blok -0,868 ( 0,100 ) *** -0,867 ( 0,100 ) *** -0,954 ( 0,108 ) *** -0,994 ( 0,103 ) *** -0,944 ( 0,108 ) *** -0,933 ( 0,108 ) *** -0,965 ( 0,103 ) *** -0,964 ( 0,103 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Bussemaker -0,399 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,404 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,494 ( 0,102 ) *** -0,556 ( 0,098 ) *** -0,476 ( 0,101 ) *** -0,477 ( 0,101 ) *** -0,533 ( 0,097 ) *** -0,535 ( 0,096 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Timmermans -0,061 ( 0,092 ) -0,063 ( 0,092 ) -0,130 ( 0,102 ) -0,161 ( 0,098 ) -0,143 ( 0,102 ) -0,142 ( 0,102 ) -0,162 ( 0,098 ) -0,156 ( 0,098 )
Dijsselbloem vs Hennis -0,601 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,597 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,740 ( 0,102 ) *** -0,792 ( 0,098 ) *** -0,709 ( 0,102 ) *** -0,696 ( 0,102 ) *** -0,755 ( 0,098 ) *** -0,754 ( 0,098 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Kamp -0,685 ( 0,089 ) *** -0,681 ( 0,089 ) *** -0,725 ( 0,097 ) *** -0,734 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,721 ( 0,097 ) *** -0,709 ( 0,097 ) *** -0,726 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,715 ( 0,093 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Opstelten -0,469 ( 0,085 ) *** -0,457 ( 0,085 ) *** -0,566 ( 0,094 ) *** -0,565 ( 0,091 ) *** -0,564 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,548 ( 0,093 ) *** -0,548 ( 0,090 ) *** -0,545 ( 0,090 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Plasterk -0,200 ( 0,088 ) * -0,203 ( 0,088 ) * -0,237 ( 0,097 ) * -0,225 ( 0,094 ) * -0,239 ( 0,097 ) * -0,233 ( 0,097 ) * -0,229 ( 0,093 ) * -0,224 ( 0,093 ) *
Dijsselbloem vs Ploumen -0,281 ( 0,113 ) * -0,285 ( 0,112 ) * -0,400 ( 0,123 ) ** -0,428 ( 0,118 ) *** -0,419 ( 0,122 ) *** -0,417 ( 0,122 ) *** -0,431 ( 0,117 ) *** -0,426 ( 0,116 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Rutte -0,760 ( 0,085 ) *** -0,754 ( 0,085 ) *** -0,764 ( 0,095 ) *** -0,792 ( 0,092 ) *** -0,745 ( 0,095 ) *** -0,736 ( 0,095 ) *** -0,758 ( 0,091 ) *** -0,753 ( 0,091 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Schippers -0,330 ( 0,090 ) *** -0,326 ( 0,090 ) *** -0,437 ( 0,099 ) *** -0,505 ( 0,096 ) *** -0,412 ( 0,099 ) *** -0,402 ( 0,099 ) *** -0,474 ( 0,096 ) *** -0,474 ( 0,095 ) ***
Dijsselbloem vs Schultz -0,637 ( 0,095 ) *** -0,631 ( 0,095 ) *** -0,719 ( 0,105 ) *** -0,782 ( 0,101 ) *** -0,698 ( 0,103 ) *** -0,685 ( 0,104 ) *** -0,750 ( 0,099 ) *** -0,752 ( 0,099 ) ***
Party preference distance -0,633 ( 0,056 ) *** -0,636 ( 0,056 ) *** -0,597 ( 0,054 ) *** -0,594 ( 0,055 ) ***

Coalition party preference 0,230 ( 0,053 ) *** 0,038 ( 0,046 )
Female vs Male -0,152 ( 0,049 ) ** -0,126 ( 0,054 ) * -0,056 ( 0,046 ) -0,132 ( 0,054 ) * -0,057 ( 0,046 ) -0,056 ( 0,046 )
Age 0,005 ( 0,002 ) ** 0,006 ( 0,002 ) *** 0,006 ( 0,002 ) *** 0,007 ( 0,002 ) *** 0,007 ( 0,002 ) *** 0,007 ( 0,002 ) ***
University vs Elementary 
education

-0,305 ( 0,122 ) * -0,370 ( 0,138 ) ** -0,107 ( 0,117 ) -0,380 ( 0,141 ) ** -0,116 ( 0,119 ) -0,126 ( 0,119 )

University vs Intermediate 
secondary education

-0,316 ( 0,092 ) *** -0,260 ( 0,100 ) ** 0,031 ( 0,086 ) -0,273 ( 0,100 ) ** 0,015 ( 0,085 ) 0,008 ( 0,085 )

University vs Higher 
secondary education

-0,089 ( 0,106 ) -0,067 ( 0,116 ) 0,094 ( 0,099 ) -0,065 ( 0,115 ) 0,100 ( 0,098 ) 0,104 ( 0,098 )

University vs Intermediate 
vocational education

-0,104 ( 0,091 ) -0,091 ( 0,098 ) 0,095 ( 0,083 ) -0,086 ( 0,098 ) 0,087 ( 0,083 ) 0,087 ( 0,083 )

University vs Higher 
vocational education

0,026 ( 0,089 ) 0,019 ( 0,095 ) 0,095 ( 0,080 ) 0,027 ( 0,095 ) 0,088 ( 0,080 ) 0,085 ( 0,080 )

Political support government 0,288 ( 0,012 ) *** 0,285 ( 0,012 ) *** 0,285 ( 0,012 ) ***

Random effects
Party preference Distance 0,172 *
Variance (political 
leader - level 1)

1,027 *** 0,962 *** 0,962 *** 0,974  *** 0,984 *** 0,933 *** 0,932 *** 0,940 *** 0,913 ***

Variance (respondent - level 2) 0,586 *** 0,581 *** 0,564 *** 0,555  *** 0,254 *** 0,564 *** 0,549 *** 0,254 *** 0,228 ***

-2LL 12.070,22 11.909,66 11.887,27 9.989,32 9.377,34 9.577,40 9.567,22 8.964,05 8.958,92
AIC 12.074,22 11.913,66 11.891,27 9.993,32 9.381,34 9.581,40 9.571,22 8.968,05 8.964,92

N (credibility observations) 
/ N (respondents)

3,737/1,904 3,737/1,904 3,725/1,901 3,126/1,555 3,079/1,529 3,030/1,503 3,027/1,501 2,980/1,475 2,980/1,475

1 Model 1 - evaluated leader
2 Model 2a - evaluated leader, level 2 control variables
3 Model 3a - evaluated leader, level 2 control variables, coalition party preference
4 Model 4a - evaluated leader, level 2 control variables, coalition party preference, political support
5 Model 2b - evaluated leader, party preference distance;  
6 Model 3b - evaluated leader, party preference distance, level 2 control variables
7 Model 4b - evaluated leader, party preference distance, level 2 control variables, political support
8 Model 5 - evaluated leader, party preference distance, level 2 control variables, political support, 
random slope party preference distance
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Table 3.4: Multilevel multiple regression estimates to explain the credibility attributed 
to parliamentary party leaders 

0-Model Model 11 Model 22 Model 33 Model 44 Model 55

Fixed effects
Intercept 3,864 ( 0,025.) *** 4,370 ( 0,078 ) *** 4,731 ( 0,085 ) *** 4,655 ( 0,146 ) *** 3,811 ( 0,165 ) *** 3,808 ( 0,165 ) ***
Slob vs Van Haersma-Buma -0,273 ( 0,107 ) * -0,260 ( 0,112 ) * -0,253 ( 0,112 ) * -0,269 ( 0,111 ) * -0,268 ( 0,111 ) *
Slob vs Pechtold -0,227 ( 0,102 ) * -0,139 ( 0,107 ) -0,122 ( 0,107 ) -0,091 ( 0,107 ) -0,090 ( 0,107 )
Slob vs Roemer -0,070 ( 0,101 ) 0,102 ( 0,107 ) 0,111 ( 0,107 ) 0,145 ( 0,106 ) 0,147 ( 0,106 )
Slob vs Samsom -0,877 ( 0,101 ) *** -0,652 ( 0,106 ) *** -0,639 ( 0,106 ) *** -0,611 ( 0,106 ) *** -0,610 ( 0,106 ) ***
Slob vs Zijlstra -0,514 ( 0,112 ) *** -0,300 ( 0,116 ) ** -0,303 ( 0,116 ) ** -0,327 ( 0,116 ) ** -0,327 ( 0,116 ) **
Slob vs Thieme -0,560 ( 0,106 ) *** -0,562 ( 0,111 ) *** -0,554 ( 0,111 ) *** -0,533 ( 0,110 ) *** -0,531 ( 0,110 ) ***
Slob vs Van der Staaij -0,149 ( 0,111 ) -0,068 ( 0,113 ) -0,058 ( 0,113 ) -0,036 ( 0,112 ) -0,035 ( 0,111 )
Slob vs Van Ojik -0,139 ( 0,125 ) -0,026 ( 0,130 ) -0,021 ( 0,130 ) -0,022 ( 0,128 ) -0,021 ( 0,128 )
Slob vs Wilders -1,187 ( 0,099 ) *** -1,216 ( 0,105 ) *** -1,203 ( 0,105 ) *** -1,164 ( 0,104 ) *** -1,163 ( 0,104 ) ***
Party preference distance -1,008 ( 0,080 ) *** -0,997 ( 0,080 ) *** -0,934 ( 0,080 ) *** -0,936 ( 0,080 ) ***

Female vs Male -0,103 ( 0,052 ) * -0,066 ( 0,051 ) -0,066 ( 0,051 )
Age 0,003 ( 0,002 ) 0,003 ( 0,002 ) 0,003 ( 0,002 )
University vs Elementary education 0,055 ( 0,142 ) 0,219 ( 0,141 ) 0,217 ( 0,141 )
University vs Intermediate secondary education -0,075 ( 0,097 ) 0,048 ( 0,096 ) 0,048 ( 0,096 )
University vs Higher secondary education -0,152 ( 0,115 ) -0,109 ( 0,113 ) -0,108 ( 0,113 )
University vs Intermediate vocational education -0,194 ( 0,095 ) * -0,128 ( 0,094 ) -0,129 ( 0,094 )
University vs Higher vocational education 0,072 ( 0,092 ) 0,091 ( 0,090 ) 0,091 ( 0,090 )
Political support parliament 0,142 ( 0,014 ) *** 0,142 ( 0,014 ) ***

Random effects
Party preference Distance 0,037
Variance (political leader - level 1) 1,515 *** 1,330 *** 1,208 *** 1,210 *** 1,206 *** 1,203 ***
Variance (respondent - level 2) 0,204 *** 0,208 *** 0,172 *** 0,159 *** 0,102 ** 0,095 *

-2LL 10.634,87 9.373,69 7.244,54 7.241,87 6.947,32 6.947,21
AIC 10.638,87 9.377,69 7.248,54 7.245,87 6.951,32 6.953,21

N (credibility observations) / N (respondents) 3,152/1,840 2,868/1,769 2,290/1,389 2,287/1,386 2,221/1,338 2,221/1,338

1 Model 1 - evaluated leader
2 Model 2 - evaluated leader, party preference distance
3 Model 3 - evaluated leader, party preference distance, level 2 control variables
4 Model 4 - evaluated leader, party preference distance, level 2 control variables, political 
support for parliament
3 Model 5 - evaluated leader, party preference distance, level 2 control variables, political 
support for parliament, random slope party preference distance
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Table 3.4: Multilevel multiple regression estimates to explain the credibility attributed 
to parliamentary party leaders 

0-Model Model 11 Model 22 Model 33 Model 44 Model 55

Fixed effects
Intercept 3,864 ( 0,025.) *** 4,370 ( 0,078 ) *** 4,731 ( 0,085 ) *** 4,655 ( 0,146 ) *** 3,811 ( 0,165 ) *** 3,808 ( 0,165 ) ***
Slob vs Van Haersma-Buma -0,273 ( 0,107 ) * -0,260 ( 0,112 ) * -0,253 ( 0,112 ) * -0,269 ( 0,111 ) * -0,268 ( 0,111 ) *
Slob vs Pechtold -0,227 ( 0,102 ) * -0,139 ( 0,107 ) -0,122 ( 0,107 ) -0,091 ( 0,107 ) -0,090 ( 0,107 )
Slob vs Roemer -0,070 ( 0,101 ) 0,102 ( 0,107 ) 0,111 ( 0,107 ) 0,145 ( 0,106 ) 0,147 ( 0,106 )
Slob vs Samsom -0,877 ( 0,101 ) *** -0,652 ( 0,106 ) *** -0,639 ( 0,106 ) *** -0,611 ( 0,106 ) *** -0,610 ( 0,106 ) ***
Slob vs Zijlstra -0,514 ( 0,112 ) *** -0,300 ( 0,116 ) ** -0,303 ( 0,116 ) ** -0,327 ( 0,116 ) ** -0,327 ( 0,116 ) **
Slob vs Thieme -0,560 ( 0,106 ) *** -0,562 ( 0,111 ) *** -0,554 ( 0,111 ) *** -0,533 ( 0,110 ) *** -0,531 ( 0,110 ) ***
Slob vs Van der Staaij -0,149 ( 0,111 ) -0,068 ( 0,113 ) -0,058 ( 0,113 ) -0,036 ( 0,112 ) -0,035 ( 0,111 )
Slob vs Van Ojik -0,139 ( 0,125 ) -0,026 ( 0,130 ) -0,021 ( 0,130 ) -0,022 ( 0,128 ) -0,021 ( 0,128 )
Slob vs Wilders -1,187 ( 0,099 ) *** -1,216 ( 0,105 ) *** -1,203 ( 0,105 ) *** -1,164 ( 0,104 ) *** -1,163 ( 0,104 ) ***
Party preference distance -1,008 ( 0,080 ) *** -0,997 ( 0,080 ) *** -0,934 ( 0,080 ) *** -0,936 ( 0,080 ) ***

Female vs Male -0,103 ( 0,052 ) * -0,066 ( 0,051 ) -0,066 ( 0,051 )
Age 0,003 ( 0,002 ) 0,003 ( 0,002 ) 0,003 ( 0,002 )
University vs Elementary education 0,055 ( 0,142 ) 0,219 ( 0,141 ) 0,217 ( 0,141 )
University vs Intermediate secondary education -0,075 ( 0,097 ) 0,048 ( 0,096 ) 0,048 ( 0,096 )
University vs Higher secondary education -0,152 ( 0,115 ) -0,109 ( 0,113 ) -0,108 ( 0,113 )
University vs Intermediate vocational education -0,194 ( 0,095 ) * -0,128 ( 0,094 ) -0,129 ( 0,094 )
University vs Higher vocational education 0,072 ( 0,092 ) 0,091 ( 0,090 ) 0,091 ( 0,090 )
Political support parliament 0,142 ( 0,014 ) *** 0,142 ( 0,014 ) ***

Random effects
Party preference Distance 0,037
Variance (political leader - level 1) 1,515 *** 1,330 *** 1,208 *** 1,210 *** 1,206 *** 1,203 ***
Variance (respondent - level 2) 0,204 *** 0,208 *** 0,172 *** 0,159 *** 0,102 ** 0,095 *

-2LL 10.634,87 9.373,69 7.244,54 7.241,87 6.947,32 6.947,21
AIC 10.638,87 9.377,69 7.248,54 7.245,87 6.951,32 6.953,21

N (credibility observations) / N (respondents) 3,152/1,840 2,868/1,769 2,290/1,389 2,287/1,386 2,221/1,338 2,221/1,338

1 Model 1 - evaluated leader
2 Model 2 - evaluated leader, party preference distance
3 Model 3 - evaluated leader, party preference distance, level 2 control variables
4 Model 4 - evaluated leader, party preference distance, level 2 control variables, political 
support for parliament
3 Model 5 - evaluated leader, party preference distance, level 2 control variables, political 
support for parliament, random slope party preference distance

Table continued
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Evaluating the effect of support for parliament on parliamentary party leaders’ 
credibility, the results indicate that citizens who show more support for parliament 
also attribute more credibility to parliamentary party leaders (F=101.829, p<.001), 
where each point of support adds .142 points to the evaluated leader’s credibility 
(p<.001). Citizens who show no support for parliament whatsoever (score=0) thus rate 
parliamentary party leaders’ credibility 1.42 points lower on a scale from 1 to 6 than 
citizens who fully support parliament (score=10). In addition, support for parliament 
seems to account for 27.9% of the variance in attributed credibility to parliamentary 
party leaders that is due to differences between citizens (model 4, χ2change=294.554, 
dfchange=1, p<.001). Consequently, hypothesis 5, posing that parliamentary party 
leaders’ credibility is higher if citizens show more support for parliament, can be 
confirmed based on this data. 

To conclude, party preference distance and citizens’ support for political 
institutions both help to explain cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders’ 
credibility. Their relative importance is, however, not the same for the two leadership 
types. Party preference is more important in explaining the credibility of parliamentary 
party leaders than of cabinet ministers. Not only is a larger proportion of the variance 
in parliamentary party leaders’ credibility located at the level of political leaders, party 
preference distance also helps to explain a larger part of it (8.1%/88.1% compared to 
2.9%/63.7%, table 3.3 and 3.4). Vice versa, support for political institutions has a larger 
explanatory value for cabinet ministers than for parliamentary party leaders. Citizens’ 
support for the incumbent Cabinet explains 50.4% of the variance in cabinet ministers’ 
credibility that lies at the citizens’ level (36.3%), while support for parliament explains 
27.9% of the already lower proportion of variance in parliamentary party leaders’ 
credibility that follows from differences between citizens (11.9%). In the next section, 
in addition to answering the main research question and its implications, it is explored 
how this difference can be understood.

conclusion and discussion
Negative assessments of politicians are part and parcel of public debates (Citrin & 
Muste, 1999; Den Ridder & Dekker, 2015; Hay, 2007; Levi & Stoker, 2000). The results 
of this study nevertheless show that too pessimistic a view of political leaders is 
unwarranted. According to Dutch citizens, individual cabinet ministers and 
parliamentary party leaders are to a large extent credible. Even though the studied 
leaders are not rated equally credible, in January 2014, none of the cabinet ministers 
fell below the minimum threshold, and eight out of ten studied parliamentary 
party leaders passed the bar as well. Hence, citizens tend to be more negative about 
politicians in general than about individual political leaders. Different standards seem 
to be used when assessing abstract entities as compared to specific members of those 
entities (Citrin, 1974; Goodsell, 1994; Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 1995). Moreover, in 
judging those abstract entities, it is easier to refer to the negative public discourse, as 
actual experiences are not straightforwardly available (Bouckaert & Van de Walle, 
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2001). As such, instead of worrying about the negative attitudes towards political 
leaders, our concerns should primarily relate to the (future) consequences of the 
pervasive negative sentiment towards politics in the public debate and how to counter it. 

Next to the relative positive sentiment towards individual cabinet ministers 
and parliamentary party leaders’ credibility: The second lesson to be learned for the 
study of political leadership is that while leaders’ efforts are indispensable in building 
credibility, they are not completely in control (Caprara et al., 2006; Lebo & Cassino, 
2007; Lodge & Taber, 2005). How citizens evaluate them and how they perceive leaders’ 
performance depends at least in part on citizens’ party preferences and support for 
political institutions. It was found that citizens attribute more credibility to cabinet 
ministers and parliamentary party leaders if the party preference distance between 
them is smaller (hypotheses 2 and 3). It is thus not the case in this multi-party coalition 
context that citizens attribute more credibility to all cabinet ministers if their party 
preference is represented in Cabinet (hypothesis 1). This finding further clarifies the 
hypothesis as presented in the literature on support for political institutions in the 
context of the particularities of multi-party consensus democracies and the effect of 
this support on individual leaders’ credibility. 

In addition, support for political institutions matters for the credibility citizens 
attribute to cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders (hypotheses 4 and 5): 
The more support for the incumbent Cabinet and parliament citizens expressed, the 
more credibility they attributed to these leaders. These party preference and support 
attitudes are predominantly formed prior to the assessment of cabinet ministers and 
parliamentary party leaders’ credibility, even though they are not immune from 
short-term cues (Garzia, 2013; van Holsteyn & Andeweg, 2010). Hence, some citizens 
might never be convinced of a specific leaders’ credibility, due to a contrasting party 
preference or low support for political institutions. 

The third contribution of this chapter to the literature on political leadership 
follows from the finding that party preference is more important to the evaluation 
of parliamentary party leaders than of cabinet ministers. Vice versa, support 
for political institutions explains more of the variance in credibility attributed to 
cabinet ministers than to parliamentary party leaders. This finding has an intuitive 
appeal: Cabinet ministers formulate and implement policy in conjunction with other 
cabinet ministers, and are responsible for leading their department. They have an 
administrative position, and represent the Cabinet as an institution (Andeweg & 
Irwin, 2014; Marsh et al., 2000). Hence, support for political institutions is more salient 
than party preference as a criterion in evaluating their credibility. Parliamentary 
party leaders, in contrast, scrutinize government and its performance, and lead their 
parliamentary party (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014; Uhr, 2008). They hold cabinet ministers 
to account and defend the interests of their constituents, resulting in a more political 
role that emphasizes party preference. Moreover, this shows that citizens – whether 
intentionally or not – differ in the criteria they emphasize in the evaluation of cabinet 
ministers and parliamentary party leaders. Not all leadership positions are alike, and 



82 Chapter 3

citizens seem to realize that. This contrasts with the generally pessimistic view on 
the political knowledge of citizens (Fraile, 2013). Moreover, it also suggests that when 
discussing the origins and consequences of political leadership, the exact position 
and role of the leaders in question should be kept in mind.

Besides these three contributions to the political leadership literature, some 
limitations, resulting in a number of questions, remain. In light of the consequences 
of the pervasive negative sentiment towards politicians in the public debate, an 
understanding of, among others things, how political leaders perform on the media 
stage is required, in order to counter such negativity. With their performance, cabinet 
ministers and parliamentary party leaders can add to the negative sentiment, or 
challenge it. Combined with the findings that leaders are not considered equally 
credible and that a lot remains to be explained at the level of political leaders, both 
the interactions between leaders and citizens, as well as the performance of leaders 
on the political stage, calls for future research. Studying these topics will help to 
understand how leaders build their image and how these leaders’ performances are 
perceived in the public debate. After all, credibility implies a relationship in which 
both leaders and citizens play a role. 

Furthermore, in this chapter, party preference and support for political 
institutions were considered independent variables affecting the dependent variable 
of credibility. Based on literature on the personalization of politics and a supposed 
legitimacy deficit in democracies (Garzia, 2013; Norris, 2011), however, it could 
very well be that being a credible leader also results in more support for political 
institutions, as well as that it could convince citizens to vote for that leader’s party 
(cf. van Holsteyn & Andeweg, 2010). While it was not the aim of this chapter to 
tease out this effect, it might be worthwhile to further explore this in longitudinal 
research. Moreover, the focus of future research should not only be on consensus 
oriented, multi-party democracies like the Dutch system, but also the combined effect 
of party preference and support for political institutions in Westminster oriented 
parliamentary democracies, not to mention presidential systems, for these are also 
open to question.
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CHAPTER 4

Elaborating on thE lEadErship casEs: 
cohEn, ruttE, timmErmans, samsom, 
and roEmEr

Whereas many leaders were active in the 2010 parliamentary elections and during 
the governing term of Cabinet Rutte II, in this chapter, five leaders whose credibility 
is also studied in-depth in subsequent chapters are given special attention. These 
leadership cases were selected for their potential to maximize learning about 
how credibility waxes and wanes over time, as well as how it comes about in the 
relationship between leaders, citizens, and others in the public debate in the media. 
During the campaign for the 2010 parliamentary elections, Job Cohen and Mark Rutte 
were the two primary candidates for the prime ministerial office. Even though only 
indirect measures of their credibility were available, it can be argued that during this 
campaign the credibility of these leaders developed in opposite directions. Whereas 
Cohen lost his head start, Rutte made up arrears. Consequently, their leadership 
provides an interesting case for learning more about credibility, as their extreme 
cases of credibility fluctuation provide insight into how credibility is won and lost. 
In Chapters 7 and 8, it is studied elaborately how their performances, as well as how 
citizens and others in the public debate in the media perceive these performances, 
could help to understand this contrasting credibility development. 

Moreover, in Chapters 9 and 10, interest lies with the credibility expectations 
citizens have of cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders and how these 
leaders can craft their image in such a way that it helps their political fortunes. In 
these chapters, focus lies again on Rutte – only now in his role of (prime) minister. 
In addition to Rutte’s case during this period, also the cases of Frans Timmermans, 
Diederik Samsom, and Emile Roemer are included in the analyses. These four 
leadership cases during a government period were selected for 1) covering cabinet 
ministers (Rutte and Timmermans) and parliamentary party leaders (Samsom and 
Roemer), and 2) covering both high and low source credibility leaders. Whereas Frans 
Timmermans and Emile Roemer were attributed high source credibility ratings, Rutte 
and Samsom can be considered low credibility leaders, as the results of the survey 
presented in Chapter 2 suggest. By selecting leadership cases from the extremes of the 
source credibility index, it could be analyzed what does and does not make political 
leaders credible according to citizens and others in the public debate in the media. 

The biographical backgrounds of these political leaders – Cohen, Rutte, 
Timmermans, Samsom, and Roemer - are explored in this chapter, to provide more 
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detail on the analyzed cases. What education did they have? What career path did 
they take to their current leadership position? Are there any peculiarities or special 
events that characterize their leadership during the studied period (either the 2010 
parliamentary election campaign or the governing period between August 2013 and 
June 2014)? As such, this chapter aims to discuss in depth the leadership cases that 
are studied extensively in later chapters. 

Job cohen: elecToral parTy leader social 
democraTic parTy in The 2010 parliamenTary 
elecTions
Job Cohen was born on October 18, 1947, in Haarlem, to a family of liberal Jews. 
Both his parents were historians. His father was a professor, and in the 1970s he 
was the President (Rector Magnificus) of Leiden University. After graduating high 
school in 1966, the younger Cohen studied Law at the University of Groningen. In 
1967, Cohen followed his parents in joining the Social Democratic Party (Candidacy 
speech, March 12, 2010). After receiving his degree in 1971, he transferred to Leiden 
University where he worked on his doctoral dissertation. In 1981, he received his PhD 
on Study rights in Scientific Education. In the following years, Cohen stayed in academia 
and, with others, he founded the Law School at Maastricht University. It was at this 
same law school were Cohen became a full professor in research methods in 1983. 
Specifically he focused on the research methods used in law and the development of 
legal education. Eight years later, he followed in his father’s footsteps as he became 
the President of Maastricht University (Parlement & Politiek, 2012a; Elsevier, June 22, 
2010). Only two years later, in 1993, Cohen temporarily vacated this position to become 
the Junior Minister of Education in the third Cabinet of Lubbers. Cohen replaced 
Jacques Wallage, who became the Junior Minister of Social Affairs and Employment 
(Parlement & Politiek, 2012b). After a year, Cohen returned to Maastricht University, 
and from 1995 onwards he combined his post as President of the university with a 
seat in the Dutch senate. 

In the years that followed, Cohen moved further away from academia. He 
left Maastricht University in 1998 and started as the interim managing director of 
the public broadcasting station VPRO. Already by August of that year, however, he 
had made another change, as he became the new Junior Minister of Justice in the 
second Cabinet led by Wim Kok (the second purple Cabinet). In this position, he 
was responsible for limiting immigration to the Netherlands. He was also the Junior 
Minister who prepared a law to make same-sex marriages possible. He succeeded in 
getting this law through parliament (NOS, April 1, 2011). Cohen remained the Junior 
Justice Minister until the end of 2000, when it became clear that he would be the next 
mayor of Amsterdam (Parlement & Politiek, 2012c; Trouw, December 21, 2000). In 
January 2001, he was formally installed in this position, where he would stay for nine 
years (Parool, January 12 2001; Volkskrant, October 7, 2011). Despite some critique, 
Cohen was generally considered a successful mayor. Time described him in 2005 as one 
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of Europe’s heroes (“hate buster”), and in 2006 he was voted runner up for the World 
Mayor Award. In this latter contest, he was only preceded by John So, the mayor of 
Melbourne (City Mayors Foundation, 2012). As a mayor, Cohen was appreciated by 
others for his efforts in trying to “keep things together”, for building bridges, and for 
promoting harmony over conflict.

Highlights during his tenure as a mayor include officiating the marriage 
between King Willem-Alexander and his bride Maxima Zorreguita in 2002. 
Moreover, Cohen also had the honor of performing the first same-sex marriage in 
the Netherlands. That he had opened up the possibility of same-sex marriage as a 
Junior Minister of Justice made the event extra special (Telegraaf, April 1 2010). During 
those nine years, however, Cohen also experienced a number of difficult episodes. 
One of the most striking events was the murder of cineaste and writer Theo van Gogh 
in 2004, which took place in his city. This murder caused a lot of tension, not just in 
the city of Amsterdam, but in the entire country. People started to doubt whether 
Cohen’s “soft” approach of building bridges and depoliticizing conflicts was the right 
response, and critique on his motto of “keeping things together” intensified (Hajer & 
Uitermark, 2008). Nevertheless, despite this critique, the majority of Dutch citizens 
respected Cohen and considered him an admirable and competent administrator. 
Moreover, as time passed, even the most harsh opponents of Cohen softened their 
tone on how he handled the situation in Amsterdam shortly after Van Gogh’s violent 
death (Hajer & Uitermark, 2008). 

Job Cohen exchanged local politics for national politics on March 12, 2010, 
when he announced his candidacy for the position of party leader of the Social 
Democratic Party. A month before, the previous Cabinet – Cabinet Balkenende IV 
– had resigned prematurely. Although at first, Wouter Bos stayed at his post as the 
national Social Democratic leader, he later stepped down to spend more time with 
his family (Volkskrant, 2010d). The general public responded with great enthusiasm 
to Cohen’s candidacy. From the moment he entered the stage of national politics, the 
Social Democratic Party started to climb in the polls. Whereas at first, the number of 
projected seats for the Social Democrats fluctuated between 13 and 20 seats (depending 
on the poll that is taken into consideration), at the end of March, the party’s share of 
virtual seats had increased to 34 (De Hond, 19-05-2010i; Synovate, 2011a). Moreover, 
Cohen was by far the most preferred next Prime Minister, according to respondents in 
various polls (De Hond, 19-03-2010e; Synovate, 2010a): Cohen had the support of 59% 
of the respondents, while Balkenende – the former Prime Minister and runner up – 
only managed to get support of 23% of the respondents as the preferred next Prime 
Minister (see Chapter 7). Consequently, the expectations for Cohen were sky high.  

Unfortunately for Cohen, he was not able to keep up with these expectations. A 
month after he announced his candidacy, his rating as preferred next Prime Minister 
had already decreased substantially. Especially in the period leading up to the first 
debates, Cohen’s challenges became clear. The critique on him related mostly to three 
issues in this period. As the main representative of the Social Democratic Party, he had 
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turned against his party’s view not to support a police mission to Afghanistan - the 
reason that Cabinet Balkenende IV fell apart in the first place. Even though Cohen was 
not personally responsible for the Social Democratic Party’s decision not to support 
such a mission at the time, he still had to explain why the party – represented by 
Cohen – was now in favor of it. In addition, Cohen was severely criticized for his lack 
of knowledge about the economy. In a disastrous performance on the television show 
NOVA (April 26, 2010; also see Chapter 7), his lack of expertise painfully surfaced 
when he did not manage to answer some “simple” questions about the state of the 
Dutch economy (Telegraaf, 2010h). Newspapers including the Telegraaf asked in their 
coverage of this television presentation: How could a leader who did not know the 
state the economy was in provide any solutions for the economic crisis the country 
was in? Moreover, people doubted whether Cohen had what it takes to survive in the 
political arena. Was he not more of an administrator than a politician? Was he strong 
enough to be able to stand up against Wilders and – as it turned out later – Rutte, who 
were much more experienced and savvy debaters (AD, 2010a; Financieele Dagblad, 
2010; Parool, 2010b)?

Over time, Job Cohen improved his performance as party leader of the Social 
Democratic Party, but a lot of damage had already been done. On Election Day, it 
appeared that the elections were a close battle between the Liberal Party and the 
Social Democrats – hence, a battle between Rutte and Cohen. This fight was won by 
Rutte and the Liberal Party: They won 31 seats, whereas the Social Democratic Party 
was awarded 30 seats. This one seat difference gave Rutte the opportunity to take the 
initiative in forming a coalition, and Cohen was sent to the opposition. This role of 
opposition parliamentary party leader did not suit Cohen well. His performance was 
repeatedly criticized, even from within the Social Democratic Party: He was accused 
of not being visible enough, that he was casted for another role, that he was not able 
to get the Social Democratic Party back on track, and that he was not a true opposition 
leader (cf. ÉénVandaag, 2011; Nu.nl, 2011; Volkskrant, 2011c). On February 20, 2012, after 
being a parliamentary party leader for just two years, Cohen stepped down. In a press 
conference, he announced his resignation as the Social Democratic parliamentary 
party leader, as well as his departure from the House of Representatives. During this 
press conference he justified his decision by stating, among other things, that he had 
failed “to, in the political and media reality of ’The Hague‘, credibly present the way 
towards a decent society” (NOS, 2012a). After Cohen left national politics, he was 
active in various committees and he was appointed as a professor for the Thorbecke 
chair at Leiden University on March 26, 2014 (NRC Handelsblad, 2012e; Parlement.
com, 2017f; Volkskrant, 2012b). 
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mark ruTTe: elecToral parTy leader of The liberal 
parTy in The 2010 parliamenTary elecTions & prime 
minisTer in cabineT ruTTe ii
Mark Rutte was born on February 14, 1967, in The Hague, as the youngest child in a 
family of nine. After graduating from high school, he started at Leiden University, 
from which he received a degree in history in 1992. At that time, he was already active 
in the youth organization of the Liberal Party. In fact, he had been the chair of the 
national board of this organization for three years (1988-1991). Despite this experience, 
Rutte did not seek political office directly after his graduation (even though he would 
join the national board of the Liberal Party for some years). Rather, he started working 
at the multinational company Unilever in their HR department (Parlement.com, n.d.-
b). Roughly ten years later, in 2002, Gerrit Zalm – the former leader of the Liberal 
Party – asked him to become the Junior Minister of Social Affairs and Employment 
in Cabinet Balkenende I (Business Class, April 11, 2010). In this position, he was 
responsible for social security and labor conditions. After only 86 days of governing, 
however, Balkenende’s first Cabinet resigned and new elections were called. On May 
27, 2003, Cabinet Balkenende II was installed and Rutte returned as a cabinet member. 
He started in the same position as in Cabinet Balkenende I – Junior Minister of Social 
Affairs and Employment – but after approximately a year, he was assigned a new 
portfolio. After another junior minister was ousted, Rutte became the Junior Minister 
at the Department of Education, Culture, and Science (Parlement.com, n.d.-b). 

On June 27, 2006, – three days before Cabinet Balkenende II would fall – 
Rutte stepped down as junior minister to take up the position of the parliamentary 
party leader of the Liberal Party. A month before, Rutte had won the intraparty 
leadership election with 51.5% of the votes. Winning this election proved to be only 
the beginning of the battle within his own party (Volkskrant, 2010r). On more than 
one occasion, Rutte strongly butted heads with Rita Verdonk, the (former) Cabinet 
Minister of Immigration. While some considered her to be controversial, she was 
relatively popular among supporters of the Liberal Party (Netwerk, 2010). In the 
2006 parliamentary elections that followed shortly after Rutte’s election as party 
leader, the Liberal Party did not only lose six of their 28 seats, but Rita Verdonk – the 
second candidate on the Liberal electoral list – managed to get more votes than party 
leader Rutte did. Whereas Verdonk won 620,555 votes, Rutte only got 553,200 votes 
(Elsevier, 2006), an unique event in Dutch political history. In the governing period 
that followed, the fight between Rutte and Verdonk continued. It ended when Rutte 
expelled her from the parliamentary party on September 13, 2007, after she had leveled 
a severe critique on the party’s direction on immigration. Nevertheless, the doubts 
about his leadership did not immediately end, thus Rutte had to work hard to maintain 
his position, especially since the Liberal Party’s fortunes were not improving in the 
polls (Volkskrant, 2010ab, 2010ac).

Rutte’s position and reputation after the 2010 parliamentary elections were 
markedly different from where he started at the beginning of the campaign. Shortly 



92 Chapter 4

after Cabinet Balkenende IV resigned in 2010, the Liberal Party and its leader Mark 
Rutte were not considered likely candidates to take office, let alone win the elections. 
Indeed, in early March 2010, the Liberal Party was at an absolute low of 19 seats in the 
polls, three seats less that they had in parliament at the time. Nevertheless, this picture 
turned around completely in the weeks that followed. Their share of prospective seats 
in the polls rose steeply, and from May onwards, the Liberal Party was the leading 
party in the polls. Surprisingly, in this same period, Rutte’s leadership was still not 
undisputed. Even people from the Liberal Party continued to doubt his capabilities 
(Volkskrant, 2010m). In addition, rumors that other candidates would take up the 
prime ministerial post if the Liberal Party won the elections did not help Rutte’s 
position either. Rutte, nevertheless, maintained that even though he could imagine 
some situations in which he would stay in parliament, he had the ambition to become 
Prime Minister himself (NOS, 2012c; Volkskrant, 2010i).

In the following weeks, Rutte was increasingly recognized as a serious 
potential candidate for the premiership in the polls. In the first polls at the start of 
the campaign, Rutte was not even included as an option in the question of which 
candidate respondents preferred most as their next Prime Minister. Moreover, when 
attention was paid to Liberal candidates in particular, a former Euro commissioner 
(Neelie Kroes) was thought to be a better next Prime Minister than Mark Rutte 
was. Yet, Rutte was able to turn this around, not only in terms of virtual seats for 
the Liberal Party in the polls, but also with regard to his reputation as a potential 
prime ministerial candidate. Over time, support for Rutte as the next Prime Minister 
increased continuously (De Hond, 12-05-2010c; 19-05-2010i; Synovate, 2011a). The actual 
election result(s) confirmed the polls: the Liberal Party won the most seats and, after 
a long formation period, Rutte became the first Liberal Prime Minister since 1918 
(Parlement.com, 2012; Van den Braak, 2010). This first Cabinet – a minority Cabinet 
with support of the Freedom Party – would remain in office for a year and a half. 
Citizens were generally positive about this Cabinet. After its first hundred days in 
office, respondents indicated they felt the Cabinet was living up to the expectations, 
and its approval rate was higher than of the previous Cabinet (Cabinet Balkenende 
IV; SCP, 2012; Synovate, 2011b). 

Rutte’s first Cabinet nevertheless experienced a number of difficulties. A first 
challenge lay in the fact that the Cabinet did not consist of a regular majority coalition, 
but that it was a minority coalition between the Liberal Party and the Christian 
Democrats. To ensure their governing capacity, they were supported by the Freedom 
Party. In the Netherlands, such a situation is highly unusual (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014; 
Trouw, 2010d). In addition, during the term of Cabinet Rutte I, the Dutch economy 
was in a difficult position. Severe budget cuts had to be implemented. Even though 
this was already known during the election campaign, the needed cuts were much 
more extensive than previously expected. Negotiating these additional budget cuts 
in the context of a minority coalition required a lot of political skills. To add to this 
difficulty, the Freedom Party lost one of their seats on March 20, 2012, when one of 
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their MPs continued as an independent member. Consequently, the Cabinet no longer 
held a majority in parliament, even with the support of the Freedom party. This put 
additional pressure on Rutte (NRC Handelsblad, 2012b).  

In April 2012, Rutte’s first Cabinet came to its end prematurely. After long 
negotiations (seven weeks) between the coalition parties and the Freedom Party 
about the 2013 budget, the Freedom Party nevertheless decided to withdraw their 
support. Their official reason for doing so was that the measures to be taken would 
affect the spending power of their followers too much (NRC Handelsblad, 2012c; 
Volkskrant, 2012a). On April 23, 2012, Rutte handed in his resignation to the queen, 
and preparations for new parliamentary elections started (AD, 2012a). These new 
elections were held on September 12, 2012. Even though it was again a close fight 
between the Liberal Party and the Social Democrats (this time led by Diederik 
Samsom), the Liberal Party won, and Rutte was in the position to form his second 
Cabinet (Parlement.com, 2012). 

Merely 47 days after the parliamentary elections, Rutte could present this 
second Cabinet – a collaboration between the Liberal Party and the Social Democrats.16 
Despite at times major ideological differences between these two parties, they were 
able to work together successfully, and this Cabinet was able to complete its full 
term, which had not happened since the first purple Cabinet between 1994 and 
1998 (Parlement.com, 2017d). As a Prime Minister, Rutte was described with terms 
like “light-footed dealmaker”, “Teflon premier”, “good-humored liaison officer” 
(Brandpunt, 2015). He was considered to be a pragmatic and flexible leader with great 
social elasticity, who was able to work together with people with vastly different 
backgrounds to negotiate the necessary policy deals to move forward. In this process, 
he was well-liked by others and even though at times, painful measures were taken, 
other people hardly ever felt betrayed. Here is also where Rutte’s Teflon qualities show, 
as he came out of even the most difficult negotiations unharmed (Brandpunt, 2015). 

In the current Dutch political landscape in which many parties need to work 
together to get things done, these are admirable qualities. In addition, Rutte was 
known for eschewing big gestures, and in one important speech, (his H.J. Schoo 
speech, 2013, he stated that vision is like “the elephant that obstructs the view”, and “if 
vision is a blueprint for the future, then everything liberal in me opposes this”. Some 
criticized this stance and argued that you cannot know where a politician stands on 
important issues if his actions are not grounded in an aspiring vision for the future 
(J. de Vries, 2012; HP/De Tijd, 2014b). Perhaps to satisfy his opponents in this respect, 
in May 2015, Rutte made a clear statement at a Liberal Party conference against hyper-
individualization and big egos when he talked about the loss of decency in society 

16 From a Westminster perspective, among others, the qualification of the formation period taking 
‘merely’ 47 days as fast might sound strange. Nevertheless, in the multi-party Dutch context, this 
is relatively fast. Since the Second World War, it has taken on average 88 days to form new cabinets 
(measured after Election day; Parlement & Politiek, 2017). The time it took to form Cabinet Rutte 
II is thus substantially shorter than the average duration. 
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and the bonus culture in particular (Volkskrant, 2015). Nevertheless, speeches like 
these remain an oddity for Rutte.  

In terms of results, this leadership style seemed to pay off, especially with 
regard to the Cabinet’s financial and social-economic goals. At the end of Rutte’s 
second term, the newspaper NRC Handelsblad concluded that only about 20 percent of 
the plans outlined in the coalition agreement had failed completely (NRC Handelsblad, 
2017c). Hence, there were some hiccups – like the plan for an income-dependent 
healthcare insurance fee, on which Rutte had to recant after strong objections from 
within the Liberal Party – but the coalition had managed to get done a lot. Moreover, 
Rutte was able to find the necessary support for difficult policy reforms and choices. 
Cabinet Balkenende IV had already made plans to raise the pension age gradually 
from 65 to 67 years between 2020 and 2025 (Volkskrant, 2010b), but Cabinet Rutte II 
accelerated the implementation of this measure -- the pension age increased from 
65 to 66 in 2018 and will increase to 67 in 2021. Moreover, in the future, the pension 
age will be tied to people’s average life expectancy (NRC Handelsblad, 2017a). Apart 
from these changes in the pension age, Cabinet Rutte II also managed to reform the 
mortgage interest tax relief – another controversial topic in Dutch politics. This reform 
entails that the maximum percentage of tax reduction is reduced year over year to 
38 percent in 2040, and citizens are only able to get tax relief for new mortgages 
if they pay them off within 30 years (NRC Handelsblad, 2017a; Volkskrant, 2012d). 
These difficult policy changes and choices were not without results: The state’s budget 
became balanced, unemployment decreased, and the Dutch economy grew at the end 
of the Cabinet’s term.  

On the other hand, Rutte also faced a number of challenges during this term 
that he handled with mixed success. One of these challenges was that while the 
Cabinet might have achieved relatively good social economic and financial results, 
citizens do not tend to recognize this success. Whereas abroad, many commentators 
were positive about the way in which Rutte handled the economic crisis, in the 
Netherlands, both coalition partners were punished in the 2017 elections for what 
they had done (admittedly, the Social Democrats were hit much more severely than 
the Liberal Party). Hence, it can be argued that Rutte was not able to sell his choices 
that well to his public, and that he had difficulty in convincing citizens of the necessity 
of his reforms (NRC Handelsblad, 2017b). Between September 2012 and March 2017 – 
the period in which Rutte II was in office – generally less than 50 percent of citizens 
professed their confidence in this Cabinet (SCP, 2016). 

Second, compared to previous Prime Ministers, Rutte lost a lot of cabinet 
members along the way. Of the thirteen cabinet ministers and seven junior ministers, 
six leaders were forced to step down before the end of this Cabinet’s term. It was the 
first time since 1946 that this many cabinet members were ousted early (Brandsma 
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& Bovens, 2017).17 In particular, the number of personnel changes in the Justice 
Department was remarkable. On March 9, 2015, cabinet minister Ivo Opstelten and 
junior minister Fred Teeven announced their resignations after their positions had 
become untenable. It turned out that the Ministry of Security and Justice did have 
information about the amount of money that a criminal drug dealer received in a 
deal bargained by the District Attorney’s Office, whereas Opstelten stated that this 
information was unavailable (Financieele Dagblad, 2015). To make the situation more 
complicated, this deal was made in 2000, at which time, the junior minister Fred 
Teeven was still working at the District Attorney’s Office, where he was in the lead 
to negotiate the deal. Hence, in the media, this agreement was referred to as the 
”Teeven-deal” (NOS, 2015). Opstelten and Teeven were replaced by the Liberals Ard 
van der Steur and Klaas Dijkhof, respectively. The scandal also haunted Van der Steur 
and eventually he had to step down. Reporters from a Dutch news show announced 
that Van der Steur, in his time as MP, had withheld important information about the 
Teeven deal from parliament, and as a cabinet minister he did not tell parliament that 
he had advised the former minister on how he should present information about the 
Teeven deal to parliament (Elsevier, 2017a). The question for Rutte was how much he 
knew and at what point. Did he know that Opstelten misinformed parliament about 
the deal? Despite questions, Rutte insisted that he was not notified of this fact (Nu.
nl, 2017a). 

A third defining moment during Cabinet Rutte II was the MH17 flight crash. 
On April 17, 2014, the country was shocked by the news that a flight from Amsterdam 
to Kuala Lumpur had crashed in Ukraine. Aboard were 283 passengers and 15 
crewmembers, of which 196 were Dutch nationals. Rumors quickly started that the 
airplane was shot down from the air, but it was unclear who was responsible. In the 
aftermath of this disaster, both Mark Rutte and the Foreign Affairs Cabinet Minister 
Frans Timmermans had a prominent role. On the day of the crash, they gave a press 
conference together in which Rutte stated that he would not rest before they got to 
the bottom of what happened and that, if it turned out to be terrorist attack, those 
responsible had to be brought to justice (NOS, 2014d). The next day, a research team 
travelled to Ukraine to find out more about the crash. Simultaneously, the diplomatic 
process started, as well as efforts to provide some comfort for the next of kin of the 
victims. For example, Rutte called a day of national grief (July 23, 2014) when the first 
human remains arrived in the Netherlands. Behind the scenes, moreover, he, among 
others things, spoke on the phone with Putin (on July 19, 2014), pleaded with the 
international community for a Dutch-led investigation into the causes of the crash, 
and tried to facilitate as much as possible both the analysis of the cause of the crash 
and the repatriation of the bodies (Nu.nl, 2015). Shortly after the event, Rutte was 

17 The previous postwar record was set by Cabinet Lubbers III, in which five cabinet members had 
to step down prematurely (Brandsma & Bovens, 2017). 
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mostly praised for how he handled the crisis of this crash (EenVandaag, 2014a, 2014b; 
NRC Handelsblad, 2014k).

A final event that put Rutte in a difficult position was the referendum on the 
EU-Ukraine Association Agreement. On April 6, 2016, 61 percent of Dutch citizens 
that showed up for the referendum voted against this treaty. Yet, it was not up to the 
Netherlands alone to decide whether this agreement was concluded or not. Rutte 
therefore had to tread carefully: He could not accept the agreement without at least 
some fight, but he could not fully prevent it from being accepted either. After a new 
round of negotiations, Rutte managed to amend the proposed agreement. In the new 
version, it was included specifically that the treaty does not automatically result in 
an EU membership for Ukraine, it does not entail military cooperation between the 
EU and Ukraine, the EU is not obligated to assist Ukraine financially, and Ukrainians 
are not free to work in the EU. On February 23, 2017, a majority of parliament voted 
in favor of this revised treaty (NOS, 2016b). 

frans Timmermans: cabineT minisTer of foreign 
affairs in cabineT ruTTe ii
Frans (Cornelis Gerardus Maria) Timmermans was the Cabinet Minister of Foreign 
Affairs between November 2012 and October 2014, and he was one of the Social 
Democrats in Cabinet Rutte II. He was born on May 6, 1961, in Maastricht, but he spent 
most of his childhood abroad. After his father left the Dutch Royal Marechaussee, 
he started working as an administrative civil servant for the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, and was sent (together with his family) to various European cities. Frans 
Timmermans, therefore, lived in Paris, Brussels, and Rome while he was growing 
up. After graduating high school, Timmermans studied French at the Radboud 
University Nijmegen between 1980 and 1985, as well as French and international 
law at the University of Nancy (1984-1985). At that time, compulsory military service 
still existed in the Netherlands, and after receiving his degree, Timmermans spent 
two years working as a translator, questioning Russian prisoners of war. In this 
light, it comes as no surprise that Timmermans is proficient in many languages. In 
addition to Dutch - his mother tongue - Timmermans speaks fluent English, German, 
French, Italian, and Russian. After military service, Timmermans continued to be 
active in the domain of international relations. In 1987, he joined the diplomacy class 
(diplomatenklasje) of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Upon completing his training 
and spending some time at the Department of Integration, he worked as the second 
secretary at the Dutch Embassy in Moscow (1990-1993). Later, he worked for Hans van 
den Broek, Euro Commissioner in Brussels, and he was the advisor/private secretary 
of the High Commissioner on National Minorities for the Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (OCSE). Clearly, soon into his career Timmermans became 
active at the European level. 

In 1998, Frans Timmermans was elected as a member of parliament for the 
Social Democratic Party. Ironically, Timmermans had not always been a member 
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of this party. Shortly after receiving his degree in French and international Law, 
Timmermans joined the Liberal Democrats. Five years later, in 1990, he switched to 
the Social Democrats (NRC Handelsblad, 2013g). In his first term as MP, Timmermans 
was responsible for European Affairs, and he acted as the party’s spokesperson on this 
matter. Even though it was not a popular topic in parliament at the time, it fit well with 
Timmermans’s profile. In addition, he became the party’s spokesperson for defense 
and developmental aid (Parlement.com, n.d.-a; Trouw, 2002). Approximately a decade 
later, in 2007, Timmermans was given the opportunity to become the Junior Minister 
of European Affairs (part of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs) in Cabinet Balkenende IV. 
Promoting European integration was one of his main policy goals. On the one hand, 
this required, according to Timmermans, that citizens have a larger say in European 
matters, and on the other hand, that the EU have a better press (Parlement.com, n.d.-
a). In addition, apart from this general goal, Timmermans had an important role in 
working on the Treaty of Lisbon, which was to replace the European Constitution 
that both the Dutch and the French had voted against. This was not an easy task, 
as he had to balance both Dutch wishes and the interests of the other European 
countries in order to win their support. Other EU member states were afraid that the 
Netherlands wanted to change the original treaty so extensively nothing would be left 
of it. In the Netherlands, however, people were afraid that Timmermans was giving 
in too much (which would not do justice to the referendum outcome). Despite the 
challenges, Timmermans succeeded in getting most of the Dutch demands accepted: 
All references to a constitution were deleted, services of national importance were 
largely exempted from European regulation, and a section on energy solidarity was 
added to the treaty, among others (Vrij Nederland, 2007). 

In 2010, Cabinet Balkenende IV resigned early and new elections were called. 
Following these 2010 elections (led by Job Cohen), the Social Democrats did not 
participate in the new cabinet and Frans Timmermans returned to his position as 
MP. Back in parliament, Timmermans wished to continue working on foreign and 
European affairs. An interview with former Cabinet Minister of the Interior and 
Kingdom Relations Ronald Plasterk suggests however that Timmermans was not 
immediately appointed as the spokesperson on this topic. Rather, according to 
him, Timmermans did not do anything in parliament until he got his way and was 
given the portfolio he wanted (Volkskrant, 2016c). In addition, what Timmermans is 
perhaps most famous for during this episode of his career is contributing directly to 
the resignation of Cohen as parliamentary party leader in 2012. Cohen and Spekman 
(the chair of the extra-parliamentary party organization) had given an interview in a 
newspaper. According to Timmermans, the statements in that interview showed that 
Cohen and Spekman were leading the Social Democrats towards the Socialist Party 
without consultation. In response, Timmermans send an email airing his discontent to 
fifty fellow party members. However (of course), this e-mail also leaked to the press, 
resulting in a lot of commotion within the Social Democratic Party parliamentary 
wing. Even though at first it seemed that Cohen had the situation under control, a 



98 Chapter 4

few days later, on February 28, 2012, he nevertheless stepped down. Even though 
Timmermans denied it, some suspected that he himself had leaked his e-mail to the 
press (Stokmans, 2013). Whereas Timmermans was interested in succeeding Cohen, he 
therefore did not offer himself as a candidate for the parliamentary party leadership 
position (NOS, 2012b). 

In April 2012, Cabinet Rutte I collapsed and in the parliamentary elections that 
followed, the Social Democrats did relatively well. They did not win the elections 
and were therefore not allowed to start the negotiations for forming a coalition, but 
quickly they became the prime partner of the Liberal Party. In the resulting Cabinet 
Rutte II, Timmermans was given the position of Cabinet Minister of Foreign Affairs. 
At the ministry itself, the arrival of Timmermans was welcomed enthusiastically. He 
was perceived as being “one of them”. Moreover, Timmermans restored the ministry’s 
self-confidence by stimulating diplomats to make public what the department was 
doing around the world (HP/De Tijd, 2014a). In parliament, in contrast, the sentiment 
was less euphoric. Timmermans felt parliament was deciding too much, instead of 
controlling policy and keeping the coalition in check. In addition, it appeared that he 
was impatient and quickly irritated when MPs asked too many questions (especially 
when they were not convenient). In these cases, Timmermans was said to resort to 
debate tricks, which was not appreciated by MPs (HP/De Tijd, 2014a).  

Timmermans was known and praised for his passion. On May 27, 2014, 
Timmermans gave a speech in parliament on anti-Semitism, following the rise of 
anti-Semitic parties in the new European parliament that was elected shortly before. 
He argued that in times of crisis, people look for someone to blame. In the past, 
this included Jews and Gypsies, but now it was Muslims who had the same fate. 
This speech was well received in parliament – not only with applause, but also with 
support - and attracted considerable attention in the media (De Wereld Draait Door, 
2014; Volkskrant, 2014e). Timmermans is most famous, however, for his speech in the 
Security Council of the United Nations (UN) on the MH17 downing (even though 
this event is not part of the time period studied up close in this research project). 
While he was there to get support for a motion, he also wanted to share with the 
world what people in the Netherlands felt. In this highly personal speech he stated, 
among other things:  

Since Thursday, I’ve been thinking how horrible must have been the final moments 
of their lives when they knew the plane was going down. Did they lock hands with 
their loved ones? Did they hold their children close to their hearts? Did they look 
each other in the eyes one final time in a wordless goodbye? We will never know 
(Timmermans, 2014). 

This speech was highly appraised across the world and the video of the speech went 
viral on social media (Facebook and Twitter). While emotional speeches are not 
common in Dutch political culture, Timmermans succeeded in putting the grief and 
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shock of the Dutch society into words, whilst also demanding action (Nu.nl, 2014f). 
The power of the speech was recognized abroad as well. It was referred to as the 
“perfect response”, “a moving speech”, and “a heartbreaking speech” (Huffington 
Post, 2014; NRC Handelsblad, 2014j; The Washington Post, 2014).   

At times, however, Timmermans’ passion worked against him when he 
overstepped boundaries in the heat of the moment. A first example of this is when he 
posted a music video of “Non, Je Ne Regrette Rien” by Edith Piaf on Facebook the day 
after he apologized to Russia for the Dutch police inadvertently arresting a Russian 
diplomat (see Chapter 5 for more information about this incident). Timmermans 
innocently claimed that he wanted to commemorate the fifty year anniversary of 
her death (Volkskrant, 2013e). Parliament was not amused, however, and also many 
readers of his Facebook page suspected this post was a reference to the arrest of the 
Russian diplomat. Nevertheless, Timmermans fiercely denied the existence of such a 
connection and argued it had absolutely nothing to do with the tensions with Russia 
(Telegraaf, 2013e). Luckily for Timmermans, this news died quickly. 

Another example of a situation in which Timmerman’s passion and emotions 
got him into trouble was a television interview on the current affairs show Pauw 
(October 8, 2014). The host of this show accused Timmermans of not being fully 
accurate in his MH17 speech. After all, the first report of the investigation showed 
that the victims did not know what was happening, whereas Timmermans spoke 
about “how horrible it must have been the final moments of their lives when they 
knew the plane was going down”. He therefore asked Timmermans if he had been 
mostly interested in stirring up emotions to get things done in the UN. In rebutting 
this critique, Timmermans disclosed some information about the investigation of the 
crash that had not yet been shared with the next of kin of the victims: He stated that 
someone was found wearing an oxygen mask, indicating he would have had the time 
to put it on. Timmermans was heavily criticized for this remark, and people felt it was 
disrespectful to the victim’s relatives to share this information before talking to them 
first (AD, 2015). The next day, Timmermans apologized for this comment.   

While the position of Cabinet Minister of Foreign Affairs could be considered 
a dream job for someone with Timmermans’s background, he did not stay long in 
this office. After just two years, he accepted a position as Euro Commissioner. On 
November 1, 2014, he started work in Brussels on themes including better regulation, 
interinstitutional affairs, the rule of law and the Charter of Fundamental Rights. 
In addition, he was appointed as the first vice-chair of the European Commission 
(Parool, 2014). 

diederik samsom: parliamenTary parTy leader during 
cabineT ruTTe ii
Diederik (Maarten) Samsom was the parliamentary party leader of the Social 
Democrats while Cabinet Rutte II was in office. Born on July 10, 1971, he is the 
youngest of the five leaders studied in this research project. He spent his childhood 
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in Leeuwarden, the provincial capital of Friesland in the north of the Netherlands. 
After graduating high school, he moved to the Randstad, where he studied applied 
physics at the Delft University of Technology. During his studies, in 1995, Samsom 
joined Greenpeace as a project employee (Parlement.com, 2016). After receiving his 
degree, he continued to work for Greenpeace, but in different positions. He became a 
campaign employee and he worked his way up to project leader and campaign leader 
for the Dutch Greenpeace organization (Parlement.com, 2016). In his activist days, he 
was arrested ten times during various protests, even though he was never formally 
convicted and he does not have a criminal record (Nu.nl, 2012a). In 2002, he left this 
organization, because he felt that Greenpeace could not get anything done; even the 
most successful protests did not have political consequences (Nu.nl, 2012a). After a 
failed attempt to be elected as MP in 2002, in the 2003 parliamentary elections Samsom 
was awarded a seat in parliament (Parlement.com, 2016). 

For the next 14 years, Samsom would stay in parliament; he was also the Social 
Democrats’ (parliamentary) party leader in the final four years and nine months of 
that period. Samsom’s time in the House of Representatives can be divided into five 
distinct episodes. In the years of Cabinet Balkenende II (a coalition between the 
Christian Democrats, the Liberal Party, and the Liberal Democrats, in office from 
2003-2006), Diederik Samsom was a new and inexperienced MP. In those years, he 
was considered one of the “Bos boys” - a small group of young parliamentarians who 
did not work their way up through the party organization, but who instead were the 
inner circle confidants of Wouter Bos (the parliamentary party leader of the Social 
Democrats at the time; AD, 2012b). The general public in these years got to know 
Samsom as a smart environmental fanatic with activist tendencies. He was the main 
spokesperson for the Social Democrats on all environmental topics (including energy 
policy), but he was also not afraid to take action himself if he thought it was necessary. 
In 2006, for example, in the south of the Netherlands, a twenty-hectare forest had to 
be cut down to guard the flight path to a German airbase. Environmental activists 
occupied the forest and tied themselves down to tunnels and treehouses. Samsom 
joined them (Parool, 2006). 

By time of the 2006 parliamentary elections (after which Cabinet Balkenende IV 
would be formed, a coalition between the Christian Democrats, the Social Democrats, 
and the Christian Union), Diederik Samsom was a valued opposition politician. To 
the outside world, however, his reputation remained tied – almost exclusively – to 
environmental issues (Stokmans, 2013). Halfway through the governing period 
of Cabinet Balkenende IV, Samsom tried to succeed the ill Jacques Tichelaar as 
parliamentary party leader. The vice parliamentary party leader at the time, Mariette 
Hamer, was the most likely MP to take over that position, but people had doubts, 
mainly about her ability to speak compellingly in public and to win debates from 
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strong opponents. Despite these hesitations, Samsom lost this internal election.18 
Nevertheless, he was offered a position in the parliamentary party’s internal board, 
and he became responsible for strategy and campaigns (Metro, 2008). From this point 
forward, Samsom got more and more of a leading role. He had learned to work in a 
coalition of compromises, and he was among the few people who Wouter Bos often 
consulted on difficult issues (Stokmans, 2013). 

The third episode in Samsom’s years as MP started with Bos’s announcement 
that he would leave politics and that he would not lead the party in the 2010 
parliamentary elections. Job Cohen was presented as his successor. Samsom was 
actively involved in the campaign preparations that followed. Despite Samsom’s 
efforts, Cohen was struggling throughout the campaign, most importantly with regard 
to his economic knowledge and debating qualities (see Chapter 7). It was therefore 
decided that Samsom would accompany him everywhere to support him with the 
necessary facts and information along the way. It was of no avail. In contrast, all that 
the public saw in these efforts “was an overexcited man lecturing Cohen with an 
excess of wild arm gestures, who in turn nodded confused”(Stokmans, 2013, p. 74). 
In the end, Cohen and the Social Democrats lost the elections. 

This defeat left Diederik Samsom highly disappointed, and he decided to 
make some changes. He left his position in the parliamentary party board, and he 
distanced himself somewhat from the daily affairs of the parliamentary party. He 
started an internship to work as a street coach and family intervention worker in 
Amsterdam. These coaches patrol the streets, mostly at night and during the weekend, 
to call youth out on their problematic behavior and the nuisance they are causing 
(Stokmans, 2013). A year later, he shared his experiences in an interview in the House 
of Representatives’ restaurant on the television show Pauw & Witteman (16-09-2011). 
Here, Samsom could show he had well-informed opinions about immigration policy, 
among others, due to his first-hand experiences. Within the parliamentary party, this 
internship helped to improve his relationship with the other MPs. He was no longer a 
difficult and annoying colleague, but someone who could speak with authority from 
first-hand experience (Stokmans, 2013). Samsom liked this experience so much that he 
had arranged a new internship with social services in Rotterdam to learn more about 
the labor market and social security, another major Social Democrat theme (Bessems 
& Nieuwboer, 2012; NRC Handelsblad, 2012a).

These experiences would come in handy a few months later. In early 2012, 
Job Cohen resigned as parliamentary party leader (also see section on Cohen in this 
chapter). On February 20, Samsom announced his candidacy for the leadership position 
of the Social Democrats. He was not the only candidate: Four other MPs did the same, 
among whom was the former Cabinet Minister of Education, Culture, and Science 

18 Until this day it has not made public whether Samsom lost by a landslide or whether it was a close 
call (Stokmans, 2013). 
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and finance spokesperson in parliament, Ronald Plasterk.19 Samsom won support in 
this contest with his offensive leadership style, instead of by being technocratic and 
calculative (NRC Handelsblad, 2012b). He wanted to lay his cards on the table and be 
clear about what his party – in his view – was all about (Stokmans, 2013). This strategy 
paid off, and on March 16, 2012, he was elected as the new parliamentary party leader 
of the Social Democrats with 54 percent of the votes (Trouw, 2012b). At this point, 
elections were nowhere in sight, but Samsom’s chance to prove himself as party leader 
came sooner than anticipated. Barely a month later, on April 23, 2012, Cabinet Rutte II 
handed in its resignation after failed budget negotiations (also see section on Rutte in 
this chapter), and new elections were called for September 2012 (AD, 2012a). 

At that point in time, the Social Democrats and Diederik Samsom were not 
doing well in the polls, and many experts thought it was highly unlikely that Samsom 
would recover (Stokmans, 2013). During that period, Samsom started to do what he 
did best: hitting the streets and talking to voters all across the Netherlands. That way, 
Samsom could show citizens that he was not just a hot-tempered activist, but that he 
could also listen and was empathetic to the concerns of his audience (Nieman, 2012). 
Moreover, he clarified what he wanted to achieve by referring back to his children, 
especially his handicapped daughter Benthe (later, this theme would also feature 
prominently in a campaign spot). What kind of world would he want to leave for 
her? Slowly but steadily, Samsom was able to turn his reputation around. His revised 
campaign strategy also helped him in this respect. Originally the plan was to build the 
campaign around critique on measures taken by Cabinet Rutte I. Samsom, however, 
was not comfortable with this strategy and his doubts grew over time. Merely two 
weeks before the first major television debate, Samsom decided to formulate his own 
vision, based on the idea of “telling an honest story”. This included not making any 
election promises, taking a pro-Europe stance, and accepting that Greece needed to 
receive additional funds to get out of its economic crisis (NRC Handelsblad, 2013f; 
Stokmans, 2013) 

This story resonated with voters and although Samsom did not beat the Liberal 
Party, he did manage to win 38 seats in the parliamentary elections on September 12, 
2012 (Parlement.com, 2012). The election results meant that the Liberal Party (with 41 
seats) and the Social Democratic Party were in the lead to try to form a new coalition. 
Despite major ideological differences, they succeeded remarkably well. Only 54 days 
after the elections, Rutte and Samsom (together with their negotiation partners) 
reached a coalition agreement and presented their Cabinet (Parlement.com, 2017a; 
Volkskrant, 2012e).20 In terms of staffing, Samsom made an unusual choice. He would 
not take up a ministerial position, but he would remain in parliament. Lodewijk 
Asscher would become the vice Prime Minister. Samsom felt that this was the best 

19 The other three candidates were MPs Martijn van Dam, Lutz Jacobi, and Nebahat Albayrak (Trouw, 
2012b). 

20 By Dutch standards, this is a very quick process. The formation of Cabinet Rutte II was the fourth 
fastest Cabinet formation since World War II (Parlement.com, 2017a).
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way to maintain the Social Democrats’ own identity in their collaboration with the 
ideologically distant Liberal Party (Stokmans, 2013). 

His decision to stay in parliament did not make Samsom’s life any easier, 
however. Not only did the coalition and its many (near) crises take up much of his 
time, he also had a major parliamentary party to lead and he had to convince the at 
times highly critical Social Democrat party members of the need of various measures. 
Overall, his efforts to support the coalition in overcoming the many difficulties were 
relatively successful. For example, on issues like limiting the choice of doctor for 
citizens and the debate on emergency assistance for rejected asylum seekers (both 
in 2015), the Social Democratic Party and the Liberal Party opposed each other. 
Nevertheless, with the help of Samsom, a solution (compromise) was found. Moreover, 
when the refugee crisis in Europe reached its peak in 2016, it was Samsom who had 
a crucial role in the construction of a deal with Turkey to take back refugees who 
reached Greece illegally and who did not request asylum there: He formulated the 
principle that for each refugee Turkey took back, Turkey could send one Syrian refugee 
to Europe (NRC Handelsblad, 2016b). 

On the other hand, Samsom had more difficulty in managing his largely 
inexperienced parliamentary party. The crises in the coalition took up much of his 
time, but the parliamentarians were also unsatisfied with the little room they got to 
maneuver, and his way of working with MPs who were less prepared than he was on 
the topic of their portfolios (NRC Handelsblad, 2016c; Stokmans, 2013). Anonymous 
MPs complained in newspapers about a culture of fear, blind obedience, and Stalinist 
conditions (Telegraaf, 2013a, 2013b). The meetings of the parliamentary party were 
recorded to be used as meeting minutes, and Samsom was accused of using these 
recordings to confront MPs with inconsistencies in their statements and behavior (RTL 
Nieuws, 2013). In the four years Cabinet Rutte II was in office, Samsom lost five of his 
MPs. Two of them gave up their seat, and the other three started their own political 
parties (NRC Handelsblad, 2016c).21 Combined with the three intermediate elections 
that the Social Democratic Party lost (the municipal elections and European elections 
in 2014, and the Provincial elections in 2015), Samsom found himself in a tough spot 
(NRC Handelsblad, 2016c). 

In addition it was sometimes difficult for Samsom to defend the measures 
agreed upon in the coalition agreement with the Liberal Party. One of the trickiest 
issues was the Cabinet’s plan to criminalize the illegal status of immigrants, meaning 
that an immigrant who stayed in the Netherlands illegally could be prosecuted for 
that fact. Within the Social Democratic Party, there were many objections, one of them 
being that people who already were in a vulnerable position would become even more 
vulnerable to human trafficking and malicious employers (Spekman, 2013). The protest 

21 Désirée Bonis and Myrthe Hilkens stepped down; Tunahan Kuzu and Selcuk Öztürk started the 
new party DENK. Jacques Monasch, finally, left the Social Democrat parliamentary party and 
continued his work independently (NRC Handelsblad, 2016c). 
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against this measure was so loud that the party adopted a motion on April 27, 2013, 
to do everything it could to undo it. Samsom, nevertheless, did not want to execute 
this motion. He wanted to be a trustworthy partner in the coalition and he knew that 
renegotiating on this topic would come at a price (Stokmans, 2013). At first, Samsom 
succeeded in winning the party members’ support after organizing a special member 
consultation. However, almost a year later, Samsom was forced by his party to go back 
to the Liberal party to renegotiate the criminalization of illegal status. While Samsom 
reached an agreement with the Liberal party, he had to agree in exchange to increase 
the employment tax credit (Nu.nl, 2014c). 

At the end of Cabinet Rutte II’s term, Samsom was not automatically the party 
leader in the upcoming 2017 parliamentary elections, even though the coalition 
had functioned relatively well and was the first one to complete its term in twenty 
years. Rather, it was up to party members to decide who would represent them in 
the elections. Samsom wanted to continue as leader of the Social Democrats, and 
he announced his candidacy on September 23, 2016 (Parool, 2016). In the weeks that 
followed, also Lodewijk Asscher (at the time, Cabinet Minister of Social Affairs and the 
vice Prime Minister) and Jacques Monasch announced their candidacies.22 Monasch 
later retracted his candidacy (Volkskrant, 2016a), so the primary battle was between 
Samsom and Asscher. This battle was in the end won by Asscher with 54.5% of the 
votes. Immediately, Samsom announced his departure from politics; he resigned both 
from his position as parliamentary party leader and he gave up his parliamentary 
seat (NOS, 2016a). 

emile roemer: parliamenTary parTy leader during 
cabineT ruTTe ii
Emile (Gerardus Maria) Roemer – the parliamentary party leader of the Socialist Party 
– was born on August 24, 1962, in Boxmeer, a town in the southeast of the Netherlands 
where he lives until this day. He comes from a family of seven, having three older 
brothers and a younger sister. His parents moved from Rotterdam to Boxmeer when 
his father was able to get a position as an administrative assistant at a cattle feed 
plant. In Roemer’s youth, politics already played a role, as his parents were politically 
engaged and active for the Christian Democrats. Moreover, Roemer remembers that 
the family debated a lot at their dinner table (Tijd voor Max, 2014). In 1980, being 18 
years old, Roemer also joined a political party -- not the party of his parents, but the 
new Socialist Party. He thought this was a party of action, and one of Roemer’s first 
acts, together with other inhabitants of Boxmeer, was to move the bicycle rack of the 
local pool from across a busy street to the side on which the pool itself was located. 
The municipality decided for budgetary reasons that it would not move the bicycle 

22 Also, the less well-known Social Democrat party members Gerard Bosman, Pelle Oosting, Henk 
Dorrestijn, and Tom Staal wanted to run for the party leader position, but they were not allowed 
to compete by the party organization due to lack of international experience.



105Elaborating on the leadership cases

rack until the next year, but Roemer and the others figured they could just do it quicker 
themselves (Roemer, 2010; Volkskrant, 2008b).        

After elementary school, Roemer started his schooling at the lower general 
secondary education level, but he managed to work his way up to the level of higher 
general secondary education, from which he graduated in 1982. Next, he attended a 
teachers’ college for primary education in Nijmegen (NRC Handelsblad, 2012d). Upon 
receiving his degree in 1985, Roemer could not find a teaching position immediately. 
Unemployment was still high in the mid-‘80s, and there was a surplus of teachers 
on the labor market. For a period of two years, therefore, Roemer took on various 
jobs, including working at the cattle feed plant where his father was employed and 
loading trucks for a food manufacturer. For some of that time, he was also given the 
opportunity to work as a substitute at a local primary school (Roemer, 2010). In 1986, 
he landed his first permanent teaching position at a primary school in Beuningen, a 
small town in the province of Gelderland. He would work there for six years, after 
which he transferred to a school in Boxmeer in 1992 (Parlement.com, 2017b). 

During his student days, as well as when working as a primary school teacher, 
Roemer continued to be politically active. He and a small group of other members 
of the Socialist Party succeeded in setting up a local branch of the party. While they 
failed to win a seat in the local council in the municipal elections of 1986 and 1990, 
they had more luck in the elections of 1994. Although no one expected it, the Socialist 
Party was awarded two seats in the Boxmeer local council (Volkskrant, 2008b). They 
managed to increase that vote share in each consecutive election (SP Boxmeer, 2017). 
In 2002, eight years after the Socialist Party won their first seat in Boxmeer, Roemer 
was given the chance to form a coalition with the Liberal Party and two other parties. 
In this coalition, he became the town’s first Socialist alderman. This collaboration 
between the Socialist Party and the Liberal Party was not self-evident, as the parties 
are usually considered each other’s political ideological opposites. Nevertheless, the 
administrative situation in Boxmeer at the time - the former coalition of local parties 
had made quite a mess, according to Roemer – left no other choice (Roemer, 2010). 
As an alderman, he was responsible for many different policy domains: finance, the 
municipal development company, education and youth, social affairs and the labor 
market, the Social Support Act, and communication (Parlement.com, 2017b). From 
the start, the municipality’s budget showed a large deficit, but Roemer and the other 
members of the coalition did not want to make harsh cuts all at once. Rather, they 
reduced the deficit by making smaller cuts over a number of years, accepting that 
it would mean that their budget would be subject to supervision by the province 
(Volkskrant, 2012c). 

Already in 1998 Roemer was asked by the national leader of the Socialist 
Party at the time, Jan Marijnissen, to become an MP, but Roemer declined in order 
to stay close to his family with two growing children (Roemer, 2010). In 2006, the 
offer was repeated, and this time Roemer decided to take it. As an MP, Roemer 
was the party’s spokesperson for transport and water management (NOS, 2010c). 
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Although this portfolio is generally not considered one of the Socialist Party’s major 
themes, Roemer felt it included many issues with which he could build his profile 
(Roemer, 2010). A major issue was, for example, whether tolls and road pricing should 
be implemented. Cabinet Balkenende IV was in favor of this measure to reduce the 
number and severity of traffic jams in the Netherlands, but others – including Roemer 
and the Socialist Party – felt the measure was too expensive, too complicated, and 
unfair (NRC Handelsblad, 2009). However, with the resignation of Cabinet Balkenende 
IV in early 2010, the plan was shelved (largely remaining so until this day). Another 
major issue was the implementation of the public transport chip card (and all of the 
problems that came along with it). There were a lot of concerns, among others about 
the financial consequences, travelers’ privacy, and whether the card was too easy to 
hack (Volkskrant, 2008a). While the junior minister responsible for this issue promised 
to formulate an action plan to ensure the trustworthiness of the chip card, Roemer 
was never convinced, and together with GroenLinks he submitted a motion of no 
confidence against the junior minister (Nu.nl, 2008). Even though this motion did not 
pass, Roemer made a strong point.

In 2010, MP Agnes Kant had taken up the position of parliamentary party 
leader after the highly popular Jan Marijnissen (the leader who had helped build the 
Socialist Party from the ground up) had to step down due to health reasons. Kant’s 
leadership was, however, not beyond dispute in the public debate, and after major 
losses in the municipal elections of 2010, her position was no longer tenable (NOS, 
2010b). Especially with the next parliamentary elections on June 9, 2010, already in 
sight, Kant thought that a fresh face was needed to get the Socialist Party back on its 
feet in the polls (NU.nl, 2010). The next day, Roemer wrote a letter to the other MPs in 
the Socialist parliamentary party to announce his candidacy for the vacant position 
of parliamentary party leader. They supported his candidacy, and on Friday, March 5, 
2010, Roemer announced to the public that he would become the next parliamentary 
party leader of the Socialist Party (Nu.nl, 2010). Roemer was not well-known among 
Dutch citizens, but in the television debates he made a good (first) impression on 
voters with his self-confident and charming debating style. Consequently, he gained 
popularity (Trouw, 2010c; Volkskrant, 2010s). One of the most memorable quotes of 
the 2010 parliamentary election campaign was Roemer’s statement in response to 
the moderator’s question on how he would feel if the Socialist Party were to win 
approximately ten seats – what would be a major loss compared to the 25 seats they 
held in parliament at the time: “Well, I am doing this beautiful job [of being the 
party leader] for eight weeks now. You could blame me for many things, but not that 
I peaked too early” (Carré debate, May 26, 2010). On Election Day, it turned out that 
Roemer was not able to convert his popularity into seats, but he did manage to limit 
the losses of the Socialist Party. Whereas at one point the Socialist Party held less than 
10 seats in the polls, they eventually won 15 seats (Alle Peilingen, 2017).  

The Liberal Party was the major winner in the 2010 parliamentary elections 
and after long negotiations, Mark Rutte presented his first Cabinet, a minority 
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coalition between the Liberal Party and the Christian Democrats, supported by the 
Freedom Party (Parlement.com, 2012; also see section on Rutte in this chapter). From 
an ideological viewpoint, this Cabinet was, all in all, the opposite of that to which 
Emile Roemer aspired. It came therefore as no surprise that he judged this Cabinet 
to be “the most awful right wing Cabinet since the Second World War” (Volkskrant, 
2011a). Nevertheless, Roemer declared that he would take a critical but constructive 
stance towards the coalition: If their views aligned, he would support the Cabinet’s 
plans, but bad plans would be fiercely fought (Volkskrant, 2010ad). In the following 
months, Roemer uttered harsh critiques on the budget cuts that – in his eyes – targeted 
the weak in society unfairly. As he argued, “I don’t accept that part of society runs 
the risk that certain elementary things become unreachable, like a decent health care, 
or education, or even the law. We are already heading in that direction” (Volkskrant, 
2011d). This strategy of strongly opposing Cabinet Rutte I paid off. Between May 2011 
and September 2012 (shortly before the 2012 parliamentary elections), the Socialist 
Party was the largest opposition party. This means that they were virtually larger 
than their “big brother”, the Social Democratic Party (Nu.nl, 2012b). In addition, on 
multiple occasions throughout this period, polls showed that Roemer was one of 
the most appreciated parliamentary party leaders. Roemer was considered the most 
trustworthy parliamentary party leader in May 2011, citizens felt that Roemer was the 
true opposition leader instead of Job Cohen (of the Social Democratic Party, the largest 
opposition party), and he came in second after Mark Rutte in the Best Politician of 
the Year contest organized by the parliamentary press in December 2011 (Financieele 
Dagblad, 2011a, 2011b; Volkskrant, 2011b).  

People therefore held high expectations of Roemer for the 2012 parliamentary 
elections, after Cabinet Rutte I had collapsed over the new year’s budget in April 
(also see section on Rutte in this chapter). Political pundits predicted a horse race 
between Mark Rutte and Emile Roemer, meaning that the media even considered it 
to be a possibility that Roemer would become the next Prime Minister. By Election 
Day, September 12, 2012, that dream had shattered completely. While Roemer and 
the Socialist Party again managed to win 15 seats, this time it was not considered a 
good result. That Roemer was not able to live up to the expectations was in part due 
to the somewhat miraculous recovery of Diederik Samsom, the leader of the Social 
Democrats (Parool, 2012; also see section on Samsom in this chapter), but in part, he 
had also himself to blame. Already in the first week of the 2012 election campaign, 
Roemer experienced several setbacks. First, his first major television debate did not 
go well. Confronting Mark Rutte with a health care measure from the Liberal Party 
program, Roemer was disconcerted when Rutte bluntly denied the measure being in 
their program. This moment would define his entire performance in the debate, as 
well as the campaign that followed. Moreover, there was a lot of critique in the media 
on the Socialist Party’s election program and many difficult questions related to the 
financial consequences of the party’s plans were asked following the calculations of 
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the Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis. Despite Roemer’s efforts to 
turn his campaign around, it did not affect the final result. 

Following the deception of the 2012 parliamentary elections, in which the 
Socialist Party was unable to win the elections despite substantial prior support in 
the polls, Roemer found himself again in the opposition. This time he was facing a 
Cabinet consisting of the Liberal Party and the Social Democratic Party, again led by 
Mark Rutte (Cabinet Rutte II, also see sections on Rutte and Samsom in this chapter). 
The strategy Roemer employed was relatively similar to what he had done in the 
previous governing period: criticizing the coalition for their plans and budget cuts 
that would affect the weak in society unreasonably. While other opposition parties 
helped the Liberal Party and the Social Democrats get the necessary majorities for 
their plans (although some helped more than others), Roemer and the Socialist Party 
often declined because they fundamentally disagreed with the proposals (Trouw, 
2016). Consequently, Roemer was not able to become the main opposition leader again, 
and he remained largely invisible. Some state that his poor knowledge and mediocre 
debating skills were to blame for that (Financieele Dagblad, 2016; Trouw, 2016), but it 
is unclear how widespread this feeling was. Among citizens, nevertheless, it appears 
that Roemer continued to be a respected opposition leader (De Hond, 15-06-2014; 
EenVandaag, 2013). A major issue for the Socialist Party was the idea of founding a 
national healthcare fund. This initiative would mean nationalizing Dutch health care, 
and abolishing obligatory deductible excess (AD, 2016). Unfortunately for Roemer, he 
failed to convince parliament of the merits of this plan, as he was unclear about the 
financial underpinnings of the national health care fund, as well as how it should be 
implemented (Financieele Dagblad, 2016). 

As in the parliamentary elections of 2010 and 2012, Emile Roemer was again 
the leader of the Socialist Party in the 2017 elections. However, like in 2010 and 2012, 
Roemer was not able to lead his party to a victory. On the contrary, the Socialist 
Party lost one seat and was not even able to profit from the major losses of the Social 
Democratic Party (which lost 29 of its 38 seats). In the public debate, this result was 
not as easily explained as it was in the previous elections. Members of the Socialist 
Party argued that Roemer did well in the debates, but that one theme – health care 
– overshadowed all others issues. This too-narrow focus, some stated, led citizens 
to turn to other parties like GroenLinks and DENK (Volkskrant, 2017). At the end of 
2017, approximately two months after Rutte’s third Cabinet was presented, Roemer 
announced that he would step down as parliamentary party leader and that he would 
leave national politics as of January 2018. Lilian Marijnissen succeeded him (Nu.nl, 
2017b).



CHAPTER 5 

two EpisodEs in dutch politics: 
Exploring thE 2010 parliamEntary 
ElEctions & cabinEt ruttE ii

Within this study, two episodes in Dutch politics are central: the 2010 parliamentary 
elections and Cabinet Rutte II. These two episodes form the backdrop against which 
the credibility of political leaders – be they electoral party leaders, cabinet ministers 
or parliamentary party leaders – is studied. The 2010 parliamentary elections were 
held June 9, following the resignation of Cabinet Balkenende IV on February 20, 2010. 
Cabinet Rutte II, in turn, was in office between November 5, 2012, and March 17, 
2017. This study nevertheless zooms in on a specific period during Cabinet Rutte II’s 
tenure: August 2013-June 2014. At this time, cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders had settled in to the new governing situation, and the next elections 
were still far away. 

In this chapter, it is explored which actors were prominently active on the 
Dutch political stage and which salient events took place both during the 2010 
parliamentary elections and during the selected period of Cabinet Rutte II’s term. 
Of course, there is a lot that might be worthy of attention during this time span. 
However, the events selected for discussion here are those that have affected Dutch 
politics and, in particular, the five leaders whose credibility is analyzed more closely 
in the next chapters. Moreover, it should be noted that the two episodes in Dutch 
politics discussed here are highly distinct. Compared to the episode of Cabinet Rutte 
II, the 2010 parliamentary elections constitute a relatively short and highly focused 
episode: three months in which the elections are the main event in itself – instead 
of eleven months for Cabinet Rutte II (in this study) in which politics is a given but 
not of special interest in the minds of citizens. Consequently, to detail the relevant 
events that took place during these two episodes, the episode of Cabinet Rutte II 
requires more elaboration than the 2010 parliamentary election campaign. This is, 
reflected in the length of the text devoted to the two episodes. However, this should 
not be mistaken as a signal that one period is more important than the other. Both 
matter in their own right with regard to questions about credible political leadership 
in different offices. 

In the paragraphs below, 1) the events leading up to calling the 2010 
parliamentary elections, and Cabinet Rutte II, 2) (changes in) the political landscape 
of leaders and parties, and 3) salient events affecting the election campaign and 
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daily affairs in politics are discussed. Together, these three aspects give a broad 
characterization of the episodes in Dutch politics under study.

The 2010 parliamenTary elecTions (february 20 2010 - 
June 9 2010)

evenTs leading To calling The 2010 parliamenTary elecTions

In 2010 Cabinet Balkenende IV – a coalition between the Christian Democrats, the 
Social Democrats, and the Christian Union – started the last full year of its term. 
That it would be a tough year was clear from the start, and already in the first weeks 
of the new year the Cabinet was thoroughly tested. On January 12, the committee 
led by Willibrord Davids that had studied the decision-making process of Cabinet 
Balkenende I to support the Iraq war presented its findings. The question was whether 
the Dutch support was legally justified. The Social Democrats thought from the start 
that the Netherlands should have never supported this war, whereas Balkenende 
and the Christian Democrats were convinced that this support was justified. The 
committee agreed to a large extent with the Social Democrats’ objections. Jan Peter 
Balkenende – now Prime Minister of his fourth Cabinet – responded quickly and 
criticized the committee’s conclusions: “No mandate under international law? You 
could think differently about that according to the Prime Minister. Incompletely 
and selectively informing parliament? Not true. Copying information of the Dutch 
intelligence services without nuance? Not true. Not taking control? Also not true” 
(Stokmans, 2013, p. 68). This response annoyed the Social Democrats as Balkenende 
distanced himself from the current coalition (NRC Handelsblad, 2010a).   

Another hot issue was the possible extension of the Dutch military mission 
to the Uruzgan region of Afghanistan. Dutch forces were present in the region since 
2006 to contribute to rebuilding Afghanistan. The mission was originally scheduled 
to end in August 2010, but international pressure was put on the Netherlands to 
extend the mission. The war-torn country was not ready yet to stand on its own, 
and other countries intensified their efforts to get the nation on the right track (NRC 
Handelsblad, 2010c). In contrast to the Christian Democrats and the Christian Union, 
however, the Social Democrats were strongly opposed to extending this mission, 
even in a modified (lighter) form. While all coalition partners were working on a 
compromise behind closed doors for over a year, the disagreement resulted in a major 
Cabinet crisis. 

Apart from reasons related to the nature of the mission itself, a deeper cause 
for the crisis that followed was the increasing distrust between the coalition partners 
(NRC Handelsblad, 2010c; Parlement.com, 2017b). Wouter Bos – leader of the Social 
Democrats and Finance Minister at the time – thought that the Christian Democrats 
were not being upfront. On February 4, 2010, the Netherlands received an official 
request from NATO to stay in Uruzgan a year longer, albeit with a smaller mission. 
Maxime Verhagen (the Christian Democrat cabinet minister of Foreign Affairs) had 
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indicated that the Netherlands would be willing to comply with this request. A few 
days later, however, Wouter Bos declared on television that he was not consulted in 
giving such a positive signal to NATO. Verhagen maintained that it was discussed 
in the council of ministers and that all had agreed (Parlement.com, 2017b). While it 
was later asserted that the contrasting reading of events by Bos and Verhagen was 
based on a misunderstanding, Bos and the Social Democrats continued to oppose 
the extension. This decision resulted in the fall of the Cabinet: on February 20, the 
Social Democrats decided to withdraw their support from the coalition and the Social 
Democrat ministers resigned from their posts. To allow for speedy new elections, the 
other members of Cabinet decided to hand in their resignations as well.

The various political parties in parliament were eager to organize the 
parliamentary elections before the summer holidays, but also wanted to allow for 
sufficient time to prepare. Therefore, it was decided that the elections would take place 
on June 9, 2010 (Telegraaf, 2010a). While parliamentary elections should ultimately 
take place on the 83th day after it is decided that the House of Representatives will be 
dissolved (NOS, 2010a), in 2010, this period was slightly longer. The official campaigns 
of most parties were not launched until the beginning of May, approximately a month 
before Election Day. The formal election campaign thus took place roughly between 
May 1 and June 9, with the exception of May 12-17, when politicians decided to cancel 
their campaign activities as a token of respect for the victims of the plane crash in 
Tripoli in which 70 Dutch nationals died (AD, 2010; Parlement.com, 2010b). Even 
though the period leading up to the official launch of the election campaign in May 
is technically considered a preparatory phase, the upcoming elections were already a 
major topic of interest in the media. Hence, the period between February 20 and May 
1, 2010, is also of significance to understand the dynamics in the election campaign. 

The (changing) poliTical landscape: leaders and parTies

Nineteen parties enrolled for participation in the 2010 parliamentary elections. Ten 
of these parties were already represented in parliament: The Christian Democratic 
Party, the Social Democratic Party, the Liberal Party, the Freedom Party, the Liberal 
Democratic Party, the Socialist Party, Green Left, the Christian Union, the Reformed 
Political Party, and the Party for the Animals. In addition, seven other parties, 
including TROTS, which was led by parliamentarian Rita Verdonk (who was ousted 
from the Liberal Party by Mark Rutte, see Chapter 4), tried to win a seat in parliament 
as well. 

While there is continuity in terms of the parties that participated, a number 
of individual MPs from different parties announced that they would not return to 
parliament. Among these MPs were a number of former or expected parliamentary 
party leaders. The first to resign was Agnes Kant, parliamentary party leader of 
the Socialist Party. After the very poor results of her party in the 2010 municipal 
elections, she felt that her position was no longer tenable. Two days later, on March 5, 
2010, she was succeeded by Emile Roemer (Telegraaf, 2010b; see Chapter 4). A week 
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later, on March 11, the Christian Democrats suffered a sensitive loss, as their “crown 
prince” Camiel Eurlings announced that he would not run for election because he 
wanted to have more time for his personal life. Eurlings’s departure from politics 
came as a major surprise, and for many, Eurlings was one of the potential successors 
of Jan Peter Balkenende (NRC Handelsblad, 2010c). The Social Democrats were also 
surprised by a leadership change. On March 12, a day after Eurlings announced 
his departure from politics, Wouter Bos said he would step down to spend more 
time with his family. Within hours, Job Cohen held a press conference to declare 
his candidacy to take over from Bos (Volkskrant, 2010a). Finally, in the Reformed 
Political Party, the (parliamentary) party leadership also changed hands. Already in 
December 2009, its leader – Bas van der Vlies – announced that he would not run in 
another election. Following that decision, the other MP for the party – Kees van der 
Staaij - was appointed party leader at their member conference on March 27, 2010 
(Reformatorisch Dagblad, 2010). 

Despite the large number of parties participating in the elections, the election 
campaign predominantly focused on the four leaders and their parties, who were 
considered in the polls the most likely contenders to take office (Volkskrant, 2010b). 
These were the leaders of the three traditional major parties – Jan Peter Balkenende 
(Christian Democrats), Job Cohen (Social Democrats), and Mark Rutte (Liberal Party) 
– and Geert Wilders of the populist Freedom Party. As the campaign progressed, 
however, the focus seemed to narrow even more as the question became: Would 
Job Cohen or Mark Rutte win the elections (Trouw, 2010)? Hence, both the Freedom 
Party and the Christian Democratic Party were not expected to win the most seats in 
parliament, and Wilders and Balkenende vanished from the stage as plausible future 
Prime Ministers – albeit for different reasons. Wilders was expected to play a major role 
in the campaign not only because spectacle follows him, but also because his party, 
the Freedom Party, held a lot of support in the polls, and most thought immigration 
was to become the dominant theme (Volkskrant, 2010f). However, despite Wilders’s 
efforts to draw attention to what he saw as the dangers of Islam and multiculturalism, 
the economy became the main theme. In the polls, the Liberal Party of Mark Rutte was 
favored to win seats from the Freedom Party. Moreover, Wilders as the next Prime 
Minister was a bridge too far for many citizens (De Hond, 19-05-2010i; Trouw, 2010).

For Balkenende, on the other hand, his prime ministerial legacy was considered 
the problem. Within a day of Balkenende’s fourth Cabinet’s fall, the board of the 
Christian Democratic Party reappointed Balkenende as the one to lead the party 
in the elections. By doing this, they hoped to avoid a leadership discussion. Party 
members, however, were not happy with this decision. They felt the party needed a 
fresh face, and with three Cabinets that had failed to reach the finish line, Balkenende 
was bound to be attacked in the election campaign (Parool, 2010). These concerns 
grew stronger after the Christian Democratic Party suffered a major loss in the 2010 
municipal elections, but Balkenende did not step down. On the contrary, he declared 
he would “aim for gold” (NOS, 2010b). Although Balkenende was generally considered 
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a strong campaigner, he was not able to turn the Christian Democrats’ image around, 
nor the idea that he was past his “sell-by date”. The highlight of his campaign was that 
in one of the debates, he responded to the host that she “looked sweet” (van Holsteyn, 
2011; Volkskrant, 2010f). 

The political landscape changed considerably after Election Day. At 75.3 percent, 
the turnout was slightly lower than the average turnout in Dutch parliamentary 
elections since compulsory voting was abolished in 1970 (Parlement.com, 2017c). 
Volatility was high among voters: Forty-five percent of voters decided only in the 
final week before the elections for which party they would vote, and less than half 
of all voters (49 percent) stayed true to the party for which they had voted in the 
previous election (Kanne, 2011b). The Christian Democrats lost about half of their seats 
in parliament (from 41 to 21 seats) and following this beating, Jan Peter Balkenende 
immediately resigned (van Holsteyn, 2011). The other two coalition parties also lost 
seats – but their losses were less severe. The Social Democratic Party and the Christian 
Union lost three and one of their 33 and 6 seats, respectively (Parlement.com, 2010a). 

Among the opposition parties, the Socialist Party performed worst. They lost 
10 of the 25 seats they had won in the 2006 parliamentary elections. Compared to the 
position they had held in the polls for a long time, however, it was still considered a 
relatively positive outcome. The other six opposition parties that already held seats 
in parliament either increased their share in seats or were able to consolidate their 
presence. The Freedom Party – despite Wilders not being considered a plausible prime 
ministerial candidate – was able to establish the largest increase in seats: They won 15 
more seats compared to the 2006 parliamentary elections, and they now held 24 seats in 
parliament. In terms of absolute size, however, they were not the largest party. Rather, 
due to the Liberal Party winning 9 seats, they now had the most seats in parliament: 
31 in total. The Liberal Democrats and Green Left gained 7 and 3 seats respectively, 
meaning both held 10 seats. The Party for the Animals and the Reformed Political 
Party were each awarded 2 seats, the same number as in the previous elections. Of 
the eight new parties that participated in the 2010 parliamentary elections, none was 
able to win enough votes to earn even a single seat (Parlement.com, 2010a).

The consequence of this election result was that the new political landscape was 
scattered (Ramakers, 2010). The two largest parties – the Liberal Party and the Social 
Democratic Party – each held only about 20 percent of the seats in parliament. This 
made it difficult to form a new coalition. As the conventions of the Dutch formation 
process dictate, the queen requested the appointed informateur to explore the option 
of a Cabinet with the largest party in parliament (the Liberal Party) and the biggest 
winner in the elections (the Freedom Party). Together, they nevertheless came up short 
21 seats for a majority in parliament. Collaborating with the Christian Democrats 
would be a solution, but its new leader Maxime Verhagen did not want to participate 
in the negotiations as long as the other two parties did not see eye to eye on financial 
policy (van Holsteyn, 2011). The next possibility was to form a coalition “over left”, 
including the Social Democratic Party, the Liberal Democratic Party, and Green Left, 
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in addition to Rutte’s Liberal Party. Although negotiations took place, Rutte did 
not prefer this option, and for the Liberal Party and the Social Democratic Party it 
proved impossible to reach an agreement on the necessary budget cuts. Eventually 
this coalition possibility was abandoned (Halsema, 2016).  

Again the possibility of forming a coalition between the Liberal Party, the 
Freedom Party and the Christian Democratic Party was put on the table. And again, 
negotiations were not successful to form a majority government, but this time a way 
out was found: the Liberal party and the Christian Democratic Party would form a 
Cabinet, supported by the Freedom Party. The Freedom Party thus ensured that on 
a number of highly important points, the government had the necessary support in 
parliament, but the party did not contribute ministers to the new coalition. While this 
practice of minority Cabinets is common in some other parliamentary democracies, it 
was a new phenomenon in the Netherlands. Although the solution was innovative, it 
was also fragile. The three parties combined held the smallest possible majority in the 
House of Representatives, and there was not even a majority in the Senate. Moreover, 
the members of the Christian Democratic Party were not entirely enthusiastic about 
collaborating with the Freedom Party. There was extensive debate within the party as 
to whether they should move forward with it, but in the end, the members accepted it 
(van Holsteyn, 2011). On October 14, 2010, 127 days after the parliamentary elections, 
Rutte could present his first Cabinet. 

salienT evenTs affecTing The elecTion campaign: The economy as a 
dominanT elecTion Theme

The 2010 parliamentary election campaign attracted a lot of media attention, and in 
the public debate the election campaign was one of the main events in and of itself. 
News about the issue positions of parties, the performance of the party leaders in 
the campaign as well as how they were getting along, and other campaign related 
information featured prominently in the media between February 20 and June 9. 
Within the election campaign, issues related to the economy were of primary concern 
(van Holsteyn, 2011). Before the fall of Cabinet Balkenende IV, the government had 
installed 20 workgroups of civil servants who had to come up with possible (creative) 
budget cuts to structurally reform government spending on key issues. The idea was 
that the civil servants could generate interesting lists of possibilities without being 
weighed down by political considerations. By the time these workgroups presented 
their results on April 1, 2010, (Metro, 2010a), however, parties were in full swing to 
prepare for the upcoming elections. Parties were therefore not as open minded to the 
proposals as was originally intended, but the effect was that the economy and the 
necessary budget cuts became the primary focus of the campaign. After all, following 
the (global) economic crisis of 2008, the Dutch economy was not doing very well, 
despite a small recovery in 2010. How parties would address the consequences of this 
crisis was therefore a major concern to citizens. 
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While most parties agreed that budget cuts had to be made, the parties 
differed in their views of how much had to be cut and within what time frame 
(NRC Handelsblad, 2010f). Indeed, to address an economic crisis there are two main 
strategies that can be followed: One is to cut government spending drastically, the 
other is to invest in the economy to support recovery. Right-wing parties tend to prefer 
the first option, left-wing parties the latter (Hague, Harrop, & McCormick, 2016). In 
the 2010 election campaign, the positions of political parties more or less followed 
this traditional divide. Only the Liberal Party and the Christian Democrats wanted 
to reduce the government deficit to zero within one governing term; other parties 
proposed more gradual budget cuts in order to protect the economic recovery (Kanne, 
2011a). Another major concern related to large budget cuts was that they would harm 
the spending power of Dutch citizens. 

An interesting practice in Dutch election campaigns is that most political 
parties let the Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis calculate the 
economic effects of their election programs in terms of national debt, employment, 
and citizens’ spending power (Volkskrant, 2010c). Despite questions about what these 
economic models can and cannot do, the results are used by political parties as a seal 
of approval and it triggers a discussion about which party presents the best program. 
Moreover, the calculations of the effect on spending power provide citizens with an 
idea of how the election programs of parties – if implemented – would affect them 
personally. As can be expected in an election campaign, the calculations stirred a lot 
of debate. Unlike in previous campaigns, the Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy 
Analysis did not calculate the effect of the programs on the spending power of specific 
groups within society (families with double incomes, families with single incomes, 
elderly, citizens on benefits and so forth). Hence, it was unclear who would pay for the 
largest share of the budget cuts, and parties could accuse each other’s plans of harsh 
income effects (Volkskrant, 2010e). In addition, some felt that the calculations did not 
adequately show the short term effects of the budget cuts, meaning the presented 
analysis only provided a partial picture. Whereas, for example, the program of the 
Liberal Party might provide the best results to get the economy back on track in the 
long run, its short term effects could be detrimental for specific income groups (Kanne, 
2011a). Instead of providing clarity, therefore, it gave parties ammunition to boast 
about their own programs and to attack each other’s. 

Related to the housing market, a contested measure was to limit the mortgage 
interest tax relief. Practically unique in the world, the mortgage interest paid by 
Dutch house owners was tax deductible without limitations. While this tax relief 
was considered untenable – among other reasons because it has resulted in a large 
collective debt – the thought was that it also provided many households with some 
security in times of crisis, and changing anything would make the challenging 
situation in the housing market even more difficult. The Liberal Party, the Christian 
Democratic Party, and the Freedom Party were therefore strongly opposed to altering 
this tax relief measure. Other parties – the Liberal Democrats, Green Left, Christian 
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Union, the Social Democratic Party and the Socialist Party – wanted to make changes, 
but differed in their opinions on how that had to be done (Nederlands Dagblad, 2010). 
Their arguments included that the mortgage interest relief resulted in too large a debt, 
as well as that the wealthiest in the country benefited the most from the tax measure 
(because they pay the largest percentage in income taxes) (Carré debate, 2010). Hence, 
it was possible to limit the mortgage interest tax relief without getting the lower and 
middle incomes in the Netherlands in trouble. 

In addition to limiting the mortgage interest tax relief, addressing the 
consequences of the economic crisis also meant reforming the welfare state. Issues 
up for discussion in this respect included, for example, increasing the pension age 
to deal with the consequences of an ageing population (Kanne, 2011a). With regard 
to the pension age, most parties agreed that something had to be done; only the 
Populist Party and the Socialist Party wanted to stick to 65 years. The others, however, 
each had slightly different plans for how to increase the pension age, and with what 
speed. Some proposed that people who had worked for 45 years had the right to retire 
(Green Left and the Liberal Party), others wanted to increase the pension age to 67 
immediately (Liberal Party, Party for the Animals) or incrementally by 2020 (Christian 
Democrats), 2021 (Christian Union, Liberal Democrats) or 2025 (Social Democratic 
Party, Reformed Political Party) (NOS, 2010c). 

Although the economy was thus a dominant theme in the elections, this does not 
mean that there was no interest in others issues as well. Immigration and integration, 
for example, were repeatedly put on the agenda by Geert Wilders in his remarks 
on Islam and multiculturalism (van Holsteyn, 2011). Not only in debates but also in 
other ways, Wilders drew attention to the topic. The Freedom Party commissioned 
Nyfer – an organization specializing in economic research – to calculate the costs 
of immigration. In its results, Wilders saw support for his view, among others, that 
immigration from Islamic countries should stop (Telegraaf, 2010d). Other political 
leaders felt compelled to respond to Wilders, fueling the importance of the issue (van 
Holsteyn, 2011). Mark Rutte argued that he also wanted to limit immigration, but for 
different reasons. Immigrants being deprived of opportunity was the problem, not 
Islam, according to Rutte. Immigrants that had good chances on the labor market, 
those who could make a living for themselves, were welcome; immigrants that would 
most likely end up in the welfare system were not. Cohen, on the other hand, took 
a more fundamental stance against Wilders. He thought Wilders’s views and plans 
were at odds with the core principles of the rule of law, because Wilders differentiates 
people based on their background. Moreover, this stance would only lead to more 
problems, as specific groups of people no longer felt welcome in the Netherlands 
(Volkskrant, 2010d). 

Finally, the question of which party would become the largest – and which 
could thus take the initiative in forming a coalition and provide the Prime Minister 
– was of interest. As mentioned when discussing the party landscape, the horse 
race between the Social Democrat Job Cohen and the Liberal Mark Rutte raised the 
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question of who citizens would rather have in office, but also that of which coalitions 
would be feasible (Telegraaf, 2010c). Whether parties would be willing to govern with 
the populist and at times controversial Freedom Party was also an issue of genuine 
concern in this respect (van Holsteyn, 2011). Job Cohen explicitly excluded the idea, 
and the Christian Democrats also had their concerns, whereas Mark Rutte argued 
that he would never exclude anyone. Collaboration would be a possibility, but difficult 
considering their differences of opinion (Metro, 2010b; NOS, 2010d). 

cabineT ruTTe ii (augusT 1 2013 - June 30 2014)

evenTs leading up To cabineT ruTTe ii
Cabinet Rutte II was in office between November 5, 2012, and March 17, 2017, and 
was led by Liberal Mark Rutte. His first Cabinet – a minority coalition between the 
Liberals and the Christian Democrats, supported by the Freedom Party – collapsed 
after 557 days, on April 21, 2012, following Wilders’s (PVV) withdrawal of support for 
the minority government. Wilders did not agree with the budget cuts that the other 
two parties proposed and thought necessary to counter the large Dutch budgetary 
deficit that exceeded the maximum deficit allowed by the European Union. In the 
2012 parliamentary elections that followed, Rutte and his Liberal Party obtained 41 
seats, making them the largest party. Again, the Social Democrats came in second, 
this time with 38 seats. The other nine parties that won seats in parliament were 
substantially smaller (2-15 seats; Parlement.com, 2012). Hence, Rutte was allowed the 
opportunity to take the lead in forming his second Cabinet. Considering the relative 
size of both the Liberals and the Social Democrats, it was first explored whether 
collaboration was possible. In light of the ideologies of both parties – the Liberal Party 
as a conservative right-wing party that is, in the public eye, often tied to business 
interests, and the left-wing Social democrats who traditionally represent the interests 
of workers – this collaboration is not self-evident; but after the purple Cabinets, it is 
also not unheard of in the Netherlands. After merely 54 days (which is relatively quick 
for Dutch standards (Parlement.com, 2017a), on November 5, 2012, Cabinet Rutte II 
was formed and installed. 

The poliTical landscape: leaders and parTies

The Cabinet consisted of thirteen cabinet ministers and seven junior ministers. 
Including the Prime Minister, seven cabinet ministers and three junior ministers were 
liberals, which means that the Social Democrats appointed six cabinet ministers and 
four junior ministers. During Rutte’s second Cabinet, two cabinet ministers and four 
junior ministers resigned intermittently, of which one resigned in the period under 
study in this thesis: Frans Weekers (VVD) resigned from his post as Junior Minister 
of Finance on January 30, 2014, after the general sentiment in parliament was that 
Weekers did not have the problems of the Tax Authority under control. His position 
was already weak due to several smaller incidents, but the problems with the Tax 
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Authority proved to be too much. A few days later, on February 4, 2014, Eric Wiebes 
– alderman of Finance in Amsterdam at the time – replaced him.23 

After the 2012 parliamentary elections, eleven of the twenty political parties 
participating in the elections won seats in parliament. Apart from the Liberal Party 
(41 seats) and the Social Democratic Party (38 seats), parliament included the Freedom 
Party (15 seats), the Socialist Party (15 seats), the Christian Democratic Party (13 seats), 
Democrats 66 (12 seats), Christian Union (5 seats), Green Left (4 seats), the Political 
Reformed Party (3 seats), the Party for the Animals (2 seats), and 50Plus (2 seats). 
However, during Cabinet Rutte II’s term, a number of changes also took place in 
parliament. In this study, interest lies mainly with the parliamentary party leadership; 
between August 2013 and June 2014, the period under study, the leadership changed 

23 Other changes in cabinet positions were: 
 – Cabinet Minister of Foreign Affairs Frans Timmermans was replaced by Bert Koenders on  

October 17, 2014, after Timmermans accepted the position of Euro Commissioner of Better  
Regulation, Interinstitutional Relations, the Rule of Law and the Charter of Fundamental  
Rights.
 – Cabinet Minister of Justice Ivo Opstelten was replaced by Ard van der Steur on March 9, 2015,  

after it became clear that he had not informed parliament correctly about an agreement in 2001  
between the Public Prosecutor’s office and criminal Cees H. 
 –  Junior minister of Agriculture Co Verdaas was replaced by Sharon Dijksma on December 6,  

2012, after the scandal was made public that as a provincial commissioner (gedeputeerde), he  
had claimed a travel cost allowance for commuting to which he was not entitled.
 –  Junior Minister of Justice Fred Teven was replaced by Klaas Dijkhoff on March 9, 2015, after it  

was clear that the position of the cabinet minister of the same department – Ivo Opstelten – was  
no longer tenable. In addition, at the time the deal was made between the Public Prosecutor’s  
office and criminal Cees H, Teven worked at the Public Prosecutor’s Office and was involved in the 
deal as well. Illustrative is the media’s name for this deal: the Teven Deal. Hence, after Opstelten 
resigned, Teven could not remain in office. 
 –  Junior Minister of Infrastructure Wilma Mansveld was replaced by Sharon Dijksma on October 

28, 2015, due to several issues with the railroads and for informing parliament incorrectly and 
incompletely. At the time, Dijksma was the Junior Minister of Agriculture, and in that position, 
Martijn van Dam succeeded her.
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hands in one party: Henk Krol, leader of 50Plus, was succeeded by Norbert Klein on 
October 4, 2013.24 

Apart from parliamentary party leaders handing over their positions to 
others, parliament had gained six groups in addition to the eleven parties elected on 
September 12, 2012, and a total of eight MPs left their parliamentary party without 
giving up their seat. Four of these MPs split from their party between August 2013 
and June 2014. The Freedom Party lost most MPs in this period: One MP, Bontes, was 
ousted from the party on October 29, 2013, and MPs Van Vliet and Van Klaveren 
started their own group after leaving the Freedom Party on March 20 and March 21, 
2014, respectively. The final MP who left his party between August 2013 and June 2014 
was Norbert Klein. Although he originally succeeded Henk Krol as the parliamentary 
party leader, he did not get along well with the second MP for 50Plus – Martine Baay-
Timmerman. When he wanted to oust her from the parliamentary party, however, the 
extra-parliamentary party head chose sides with Martine Baay-Timmerman and they 
urged Klein to give up his seat. He refused, which resulted in the peculiar situation 
that there was confusion for some time as to who represented 50Plus. This dispute 
was settled in favor of Martine Baay-Timmerman and the extra-parliamentary 50Plus 
party organization.25 The other splits were from the Social Democratic (three MPs) 
and the Liberal Party (one MP), as a consequence of which the coalition lost their 
majority in parliament. 26 

The Liberal Party and the Social Democratic party combined held only 75 of 
the 150 seats at the end of their governing term. The Cabinet, however, succeeded in 

24 Prior to and after the studied period, the leadership of three other parties changed as well. In one 
of them, the parliamentary party leader even resigned twice during Cabinet Rutte II’s term: 
 –  Shortly after the 2012 parliamentary elections, Jolande Sap of the Green Left resigned from her 

post due to the poor election results (her party lost six of the ten seats). On October 5, 2012, the 
extra parliamentary party leadership revoked their support for Sap, and on October 23, 2012, Sap 
left parliament officially. She was replaced by Bram van Ojik, who is also included in this study. 
On May 12, 2015, Bram van Ojik announced that he would resign as parliamentary party leader 
and as MP, and Jesse Klaver succeeded him as parliamentary party leader of the Green Left. 
 –  Arie Slob, parliamentary party leader of the Christian Union during the period studied in this 

thesis, resigned from his leadership position on November 10, 2015. He was succeeded by Gert-
Jan Segers. 
 –  Diederik Samsom, parliamentary party leader of the Social Democratic Party and, with Mark 

Rutte, the architect of Cabinet Rutte II, announced on December 9, 2016, that he would resign as 
parliamentary party leader and that he would leave parliament. Samsom made this announcement 
after he had lost the internal contest for party leader to Lodewijk Asscher. Attje Kuiken took over 
his position as parliamentary party leader of the Social Democratic Party. 

25 This does not yet complete the drama of 50Plus, however. On September 10, Henk Krol returned 
to parliament to replace Martine Baay-Timmerman who had to step down due to a serious illness. 
While it was announced as a temporary replacement, on December 31, 2014, Krol took over her 
seat permanently. Hence, a little over year after Krol had resigned from his parliamentary seat, he 
was back where he started. 

26 The other four MPs that split from their political party without giving up their seat were Tunahan 
Kuzu (PvdA, November 13 2014), Selçuk Öztürk (PvdA, November 13 2014), Houwers (VVD, March 
25 2015), and Jacques Monasch (PvdA, November 7 2016). 
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acquiring support for their plans from at least some opposition parties. Hence, losing 
the majority in parliament proved not to be a big problem. 

In the aftermath of the parliamentary elections of March 15, 2017, the political 
landscape in the Netherlands changed drastically. Of the 28 parties that participated in 
this election, 13 parties managed to win at least one seat (Kiesraad, 2017). Among these 
parties, eleven were already represented in parliament. Even though the Liberal Party 
continued to be the largest party, it lost eight of its seats. This means that the Liberal 
Party only held 33 seats – approximately a fifth of all seats available. The other former 
coalition partner, the Social Democratic Party, lost an astounding three quarters of 
its seats. This means that the party has fallen from 38 to 9 seats in parliament. These 
losses indicate that votes were awarded to other (new) parties. The Freedom Party 
(20 seats), Christian Democratic Party (19 seats), Democrats 66 (19 seats), Green Left 
(14 seats), Party for the Animals (5 seats), and 50Plus (4 seats) all increased their 
share of seats. Moreover, two new parties entered parliament: DENK – founded by 
former Social Democratic MPs – and Forum for Democracy won three and two seats, 
respectively. Finally, the two smaller Christian parties, Christian Union (5 seats) and 
the Political Reformed Party (3 seats), consolidated their share of seats in parliament, 
whereas the Socialist Party fell from 15 to 14 seats (Kiesraad, 2017). 

salienT evenTs affecTing daily affairs of cabineT ruTTe ii
While the resignations from the offices of cabinet minister (or junior minister) and 
the parliamentary party leadership were newsworthy, more happened between 
August 2013 and June 2014 that affected politics. In this regard, a distinction can be 
made between events relating to the state of the nation (including the state of the 
economy), the world on fire (turmoil in Syria, Egypt, and Ukraine, among others), 
the relationship between the Netherlands and Russia (Netherlands-Russia friendship 
year, Olympic Games in Sochi), the municipal and European elections, and thorny 
issues (gas drilling in Groningen, criminalization of the status of illegal immigrants). 

the State of the nation 
On September 17, 2013, Cabinet Rutte II presented its first budget since it had taken 
office in November the year before. The message was relatively optimistic: The Dutch 
economy showed signs of recovery and the Netherlands was climbing out of the 
recession. The housing market improved, import and export gained ground, and 
consumer confidence increased rapidly. However, the Netherlands was not completely 
out of the woods. Among others, the relatively high unemployment rate and the 0.7 
percent contraction of the economy required (another) set of major budget cuts. Plans 
were to cut €6 billion in government spending in 2014 (Volkskrant, 2014e). On the one 
hand, this was to be achieved by raising taxes – for example, taxes on alcohol and 
tobacco – and by raising the premium for unemployment benefits. On the other hand, 
Cabinet Rutte II tried to cut spending by reducing the size of the army, for example, 
and by cutting the budget of the Secret Service (Nu.nl, 2014e).
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Apart from the measures proposed by the Cabinet to decrease the budget 
deficit, Rutte left a lot of room for the opposition parties to introduce alternative plans 
to reach the necessary reductions. The Cabinet needed the support of (some of) these 
opposition parties to reach a majority in the Senate. Earlier in 2013, Cabinet Rutte II had 
collaborated with D66, CU, and SGP to reach an agreement on housing (Woonakkoord). 
These same three parties came to the Cabinet’s rescue again for the 2014 budget, in 
exchange for additional investments in education, income support for families with 
children, and tax reductions on labor to promote employment and citizens’ spending 
power. This agreement – known as the Autumn Agreement (Herfstakkoord) – meant 
that some planned tax reductions, like that of the road tax, were cancelled and that 
others, like the tax on water, were increased (Kamerstukken II, 33750, nr. 19, 2013). 
On Prince’s Day, Cabinet Rutte II did not only present its budgetary plans in the King’s 
Speech, but it also launched the idea of a “participation society”:

People in today’s network and information society are undeniably more outspoken 
and independent than before. Combined with the necessity to reduce the state’s 
budget deficit, this leads to the gradual development of the classic welfare state into a 
participation society. Everyone who is able to do so is asked to take responsibility for 
his or her own life and surroundings (King’s Speech, 2013). 

This idea of a participation society stirred up a lot of discussion among the populace. 
During the General Debate following the King’s Speech, however, politicians 
mostly opted not to refer to it (Volkskrant, 2013c). It was only in the summer of the 
next year that parliament held a debate on the meaning of the term “participation 
society” (Kamerstukken II, 33750-VII, nr. 101, 2014). Outside the parliamentary arena, 
parliamentary party leaders and others nevertheless occasionally commented on it. 
According to Diederik Samsom – leader of the Social Democratic Party, one of the 
coalition partners – in a participation society, all citizens are given the chance to 
contribute to society to the best of their capabilities - for example, by organizing care 
close to home or by providing protected jobs to those at a great distance to the labor 
market (Pauw & Witteman, 19-09-2013). In addition, liberals pointed to the increased 
freedom for citizens to organize their life as they see fit without relying too much on 
the government (Trouw, 2013c). Others stated that the idea of a participation society is 
not new, and perhaps even a pleonasm (NRC Handelsblad, 2013c; Volkskrant, 2013b). 
Moreover, it was suggested that the term hid the budget cuts and covered up that 
the Cabinet was leaving the weak in society – the elderly, children, and chronically 
ill – to stand out in the cold (Stols, 2013; Telegraaf, 2013b). In Rutte’s view, however, the 
participation society was not something that he thought up and wanted to implement 
top-down; rather, according to him, it was something already developing in society, 
and government was merely following that trend (Rutte, 2013).
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municipal anD european electionS
In 2014, two elections took place: municipal elections as well as elections for the 
European parliament. While these elections officially do not apply to cabinet ministers 
and parliamentary party leaders at the national level, those leaders were nevertheless 
– in varying degrees – involved in the municipal and European election campaigns 
and, at times, the results of these elections were interpreted as citizens’ judgments on 
the performance of government and opposition parties and their leaders. 

The 2014 municipal elections took place in 384 of the 403 Dutch municipalities on 
March 19.27 The diverse group of local parties represented in the various municipalities 
won the most council seats. Of the 8,454 seats available throughout the country, 
local parties won 2,807 of them (put differently: 29.7% of the votes and 33.3% of the 
seats). Of the local divisions of national parties, nationwide the Christian Democratic 
Party obtained the most seats, followed by the Liberal Party: 1,495 and 1,075 seats, 
respectively. Despite these two parties having the most seats in the various municipal 
councils across the Netherlands, the Christian Democrats and the Liberals were not 
the biggest winners of the 2014 municipal elections. Apart from the local parties, who 
managed to win 399 seats more compared to their 2010 municipal elections results, the 
Liberal Democrats and the Socialist Party did especially well. The Liberal Democrats 
won 270 seats, increasing their share from 540 seats to 810 seats. The Socialist Party 
almost doubled their share of seats in the various municipal councils: They obtained 
444 seats in 2014, compared to 226 seats in 2010. The two coalition parties – the Liberal 
Party and the Social Democratic Party – suffered the highest losses, both in absolute 
terms and in relative percentage of votes. The Liberal Party lost 3.6 percent of their 
voters, resulting in a loss of 325 seats. The vote share of the Social Democrats decreased 
even more, at 4.9 percent. This means that the Social Democrats lost 352 of their 1,151 
seats in municipal councils.

Hence, it appears that citizens punished both the Liberal Party and the 
Social Democratic Party in a way, albeit the Social Democrats suffered more than 
the Liberals. Naturally, municipal elections are not the same as national elections, 
and the party leaders of the various parties did not stand for election in any of the 
municipalities. Nevertheless, citizens indicated that their view of national politics 
affected their voting decision at the local level (I&O Research, 2014). Although this was 
a newsworthy result of the municipal elections, what gained more attention was the 
statement Geert Wilders made on the night of the elections. His party, the Freedom 
Party, only participated in two municipalities (The Hague and Almere), and he won 16 
seats. In his speech in The Hague, he asked the audience whether they wanted more 
or fewer Moroccans in the city and the Netherlands. The audience – supporters of the 

27 On January 1, 2014, the Netherlands was organized into 403 municipalities. Some of these munic-
ipalities were only recently formed, and others were scheduled for reorganization later that year. 
In these 19 municipalities, therefore, the regular municipal elections did not take place. In addition 
to the 403 municipalities in the Netherlands, there are three special municipalities (public bodies) 
in the Dutch Caribbean.
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Freedom Party – chanted “fewer, fewer”, after which Wilders stated that he would take 
care of that. This statement shocked citizens and politicians, and 6,474 citizens pressed 
charges against him for inciting discrimination and hatred (Nu.nl, 2016c; Volkskrant, 
2016). Half a year later, in December 2014, the Public Prosecutor’s Office announced 
that it would prosecute Wilders. He went on trial for this charge in November 2016, 
and the next month the court ruled that he was guilty of discrimination, but not of 
inciting hatred. No fine or sentence was imposed on Wilders, as the mere conviction 
was thought to be enough of a punishment for a politician like Wilders (Darroch, 2016). 

European elections were held in the Netherlands on May 22, two months after 
the municipal elections. Of the 751 seats in the European parliament, 26 seats are for 
Dutch representatives. The turnout in the Netherlands was 37% of all eligible voters, 
and the Christian Democrats obtained the largest share of Dutch seats. They won 
five seats, the same amount as in 2009. The Freedom Party and Democrats 66 both 
acquired four seats, followed by the Liberal Party and the Social Democratic Party, 
which each got three seats. Christian Union-SGP, Green Left and the Socialist Party 
each earned two seats in the European parliament. The Party for the Animals won the 
final seat. Compared to the situation in 2009, not many changes occurred. Most parties 
continued to have the same number of seats. The Freedom Party and Green Left each 
lost one seat, whereas Democrats 66 and the Party for the Animals each won one seat.28 
In terms of the relative share of votes, the picture is slightly more volatile. In those 
terms, the Liberal Democrats were the major winner of the European elections with 
a vote share increase of 4.2%. The Christian Democrats, the Freedom Party and the 
Social Democrats’ relative vote share decreased by 4.8%, 3.7%, and 2.6%, respectively. 
Hence, the relative vote share of Democrats 66 was larger than that of the Christian 
Democratic Party, and the Socialist Party won more votes than the Social Democrats, 
even though the division of seats does not reflect this. Due to an electoral alliance with 
the Christian Union and Political Reformed Party, the Christian Democrats obtained 
one more seat than Democrats 66, while the Social Democrats received an additional 
seat over the Socialist Party due to an electoral alliance with Green Left. Nevertheless, 
these election results were interpreted as evidence that the European elections were 
considered less of a means to cast a judgment about the incumbent government’s 
performance than the municipal elections (Reformatorisch Dagblad, 2014a). 

The 2014 European parliamentary elections were the first in which the 
phenomenon of Spitzenkandidaten (lead candidates) was introduced: Each of the 
parliamentary groups in the European parliament nominated their top candidate to 
become the head of the EU executive if they were to become the largest parliamentary 

28 To state that the seats lost by PVV and Green Left went to D66 and the Animal Rights Party is, 
however, too easy. Compared to the 2009 European elections, the Netherlands had one more seat 
this time. Since 2014, the Netherlands has been represented in the European parliament with 26 
seats, while in the period 2009-2014, the Netherlands had 25 seats (Parlement.com, 2009).
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group after the elections.29 Effectively this meant that the European parliament gained 
ground vis-à-vis the national political leaders in determining who would become the 
next chair of the European Commission. Many leaders of EU member states – among 
others, Cameron, Merkel, and Rutte – were therefore not happy with the procedure: 
They had serious doubts about the most likely candidate for the position (Jean Claude 
Juncker), but in the end they had no choice other than to support his candidacy. In 
the election campaign, however, the Spitzenkandidaten (lead candidates) seemed not to 
play a big role. Yes, there was media attention for these candidates, but many citizens 
at the end of the campaign still did not know who the various candidates were (Hix 
& Wilks-Heeg, 2014; Louwerse, 2014).

Rather, what seemed to be more important in the Dutch campaign was the 
question of whether the Netherlands would vote for pro-Europe or Euroskeptic 
parties. Parties like the Freedom Party argued that the Netherlands should leave the 
European Union because it costs too much money, and because Brussels interferes 
in Dutch affairs too often. Other Euroskeptic parties, like the Socialist Party, were 
less extreme in their views: They did not want to leave the EU, but they also stated 
that things needed to change and that, for example, the euro was a bad idea. 
Proponents of the EU, most notably Democrats 66 and Green Left, pointed to the 
advantages of the European Union in areas including trade, peace, and security (NRC 
Handelsblad, 2014i). The election results did not completely answer the question of 
whether Dutch citizens want more or less Europe: A landslide win of Euroskeptic 
parties did not happen and the PVV even lost votes, but their views were not without 
considerable support. Moreover, more than 60 percent of voters did not show up at 
the voting booths. On the other hand, the party that obtained the most votes in the 
Netherlands was a clear pro-European one – the Liberal Democrats – and merely 
13 percent of Dutch citizens voted for a party that was in favor of leaving the EU. 

the worlD on fire: egypt & Syria
In July 2013, massive protests resulted in a coup d’etat or revolution (depending on 
where you stand) in which the Muslim Brotherhood President Morsi was removed 
from office (Nu.nl, 2013a). This coup led to major unrest, demonstrations, and protests 
that continued for weeks. Supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood wanted Morsi to 
be released and reinstated as President, whereas others were happy that the reign of 
the Muslim Brotherhood had come to an end. Protests and confrontations between 
the two sides did not always proceed peacefully, and hundreds of people died (NRC 

29 There are currently eight parliamentary groups in the European parliament, uniting MPs of ideo-
logically similar parties from different European member states: Group of the European People’s 
Party (Christian Democrats), Group of the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats, Eu-
ropean Conservatives and Reformists Group, Group of the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for 
Europe, Confederal Group of the European United Left - Nordic Green Left, Group of the Greens/
European Free Alliance, Europe of Freedom and Direct Democracy Group, Europe of Nations and 
Freedom Group. In addition, of the 748 European parliamentarians 20 MPs are independent from 
any parliamentary group (European Union, 2018)
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Handelsblad, 2013a; Trouw, 2013a; Volkskrant, 2013a). Following this escalation of 
violence, a month long state of emergency was declared, and in some neighborhoods 
there was a curfew. Moreover, the Muslim Brotherhood was banned. Next, both 
Mubarak – the President of Egypt who was originally ousted by Morsi - as well as 
Morsi himself were prosecuted in the fall of 2013, but it was not until the next year 
that a final ruling was reached. In the months that followed the unrest after the coup 
in 2013, the situation in Egypt did not improve much: The constant threat of terrorist 
attacks and the large decrease in tourists continued to be daily problems for Egypt, 
among others (Martirosova, 2016).

Cabinet Minister of Foreign Affairs Frans Timmermans quickly expressed 
his concerns about the situation in Egypt and he called on the Egyptian Army to 
protect the safety of the entire Egyptian population (Elsevier, 2013).30 As the violence 
continued and intensified in August 2013, he proposed to limit EU developmental aid 
to the country, and he ordered Dutch customs not to let any weapons pass through to 
Egypt (Nu.nl, 2013b). Moreover, following US and EU efforts, Timmermans also visited 
the country to speak with politicians and representatives of societal organizations to 
help Egypt with its transition, even though the Egyptian government was not happy 
with all the interference (NRC Handelsblad 2013b).

With regard to the situation in Syria, the news was mainly dominated in the 
second half of 2013 and the first half of 2014 by the alleged poison gas attack aimed 
at civilians, the rise in Syrian refugees, and the poor circumstances of refugees in 
Lampedusa, Italy, among other places. It became public in August 2013 that the nerve 
gas Sarin might have been used in Syria, most notably in the suburbs of Damascus, 
killing hundreds – perhaps even thousands – of people. The world was in shock and 
considered what to do next. The US claimed to have evidence of the attack, but the 
poison gas attack was not yet formally proven (Trouw, 2013b). Timmermans was 
therefore reluctant to intervene in Syria immediately. Rather, he wanted the UN to 
start an independent investigation to find out exactly what had happened. On August 
30, Timmermans had a telephone conversation with John Kerry to explain the Dutch 
position (Telegraaf, 2013a). Other countries were also in favor of an investigation to 
learn whether indeed nerve gas was used. The UN investigation did not study the 
question of who was to blame for this attack, however most fingers pointed to Assad 
(NRC.Next, 2013a; Nu.nl, 2013d). An air raid of the country by the United States was 
imminent, but after Assad agreed to give up his chemical weapons, this threat was 

30 Mubarak received a lifelong sentence in 2012, but at the start of 2013 it was judged that a retrial was 
necessary. In other cases against Mubarak – including multiple corruption charges – the verdict 
was still out (Nu.nl, 2014a; Nu.nl, 2013c). Morsi’s trial started in 2013, but was soon postponed to 
January 2014 to allow the defense sufficient time to prepare (Nu.nl, 2013e). Like Mubarak, Morsi 
was charged on multiple grounds. Morsi is now serving a lifelong sentence on two convictions; on 
two other cases, the verdict was eventually overturned He originally received the death penalty 
for his involvement in a jailbreak which set free over 20,000 inmates during the uprising against 
former president Mubarak. This sentence was refuted in 2016, as was as a lifelong sentence on 
spying for the Palestinian group Hamas (Nu.nl, 2016d).
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averted. The destruction of these weapons by the Organization for the Prohibition 
of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) was completed in June 2014, although it is likely that 
Assad hung on to some of them (NRC Handelsblad, 2016).

The severity of the conflict is also clear from the number of citizens leaving 
the country: By 2013, already more than two million Syrians had fled their country, 
and in that year, their numbers increased by 5,000 refugees a week on average (NRC 
Handelsblad, 2013b). Most of these refugees stayed in the region, for example in 
Lebanon. Europe was not very eager to help: Merely 10 of the 28 European countries 
offered to take in Syrian refugees, and only in (relatively) small numbers. The 
Netherlands stated it could welcome 250 refugees in 2013 and 2014 in addition to 
the 1,700 asylum requests it received – although some political parties thought the 
Netherlands could do more (NRC.Next, 2013b; Smit, 2013). In September 2013, Cabinet 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Frans Timmermans announced that he would consider 
receiving more refugees (Reformatorisch Dagblad, 2013b). The refugees that wanted 
to go to Europe did not have an easy journey. Syrians, and also migrants from African 
and other Middle Eastern countries, tried to reach Europe through Libya on fragile 
boats. Many died trying to reach Malta or Lampedusa in Italy. Having survived that, 
the conditions in the migrant centers were very poor as well. There are videotapes that 
show refugees being forced to undress outside, after which they are washed down 
with a garden hose. Although the number of refugees arriving in the Netherlands 
would be substantially higher in 2015, already in 2014, many people in Europe felt 
more refugees arrived than the continent could handle (CBS, 2016; Parool, 2013; Trouw, 
2014c). In June 2014, Islamic State proclaimed a new caliphate in (parts of) Syria (NRC 
Handelsblad, 2016; Nu.nl, 2016a); the Syrian conflict is still going on at the time of 
this study. 

the worlD on fire: ukraine
Violent conflicts took place not only in the Arab world, but also in Europe. On 
November 21, 2013, demonstrations were held on Independence Square in Kiev 
following President Yanukovych’s refusal to sign the association agreement between 
the EU and Ukraine (Nu.nl, 2014f). This marked the start of Euromaidan – a wave 
of demonstrations and civil unrest in Kiev. In the demonstrations, the protestors 
demanded more European integration, the resignation of the President, and snap 
elections (Trouw, 2013e). Cabinet Minister of Foreign Affairs Frans Timmermans 
visited these protests on December 4, 2013, when he was in Kiev for a meeting of the 
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe. Before his visit, he had already 
extensively commented on the events taking place in the Ukraine, and he had called 
on the Ukrainian government to respect the rights of the protestors (Nu.nl, 2013f). 
While the demonstrations started out as pro-European, later the sentiment of the 
protests shifted to an anti-government character. Tensions accumulated and resulted 
in a violent confrontation between protestors and governmental troops on February 
18, 2014, leading to at least 25 deaths and 400 injured victims (NRC Handelsblad, 2014a; 
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Trouw, 2014a). In the following days, the unrest continued and the government called 
a de facto state of emergency. Finally, on February 22, 2014, President Yanukovych was 
ousted by Ukraine’s parliament and a temporary caretaker government was installed 
(Volkskrant, 2014a).

Nevertheless, this did not end the turmoil in Ukraine. Rather, on February 26, 
2014, unrest spread to the Crimea, where the armed forces occupied the parliament 
building. Simultaneously, Putin tested the preparedness of his troops in Western 
Russia, although he denied there was any connection (Nu.nl, 2014f). Some of the 
inhabitants of this peninsula that was part of Russia until 1954 were pro-Russia, 
and therefore against the change of power in Kiev. Indeed, they wanted to declare 
the independence of Crimea from Ukraine. In contrast, the Crimea-Tartars – due to 
their anti-Russian sentiments – supported the events happening in Ukraine’s capital 
(NRC Handelsblad, 2014b). In the following days, however, their views would take 
a backseat. On February 27, masked Russian troops without insignias entered the 
Crimea and took over strategic sites across the peninsula. The Crimeans installed a 
pro-Russian government, and independence from Ukraine was declared, whereafter 
the Crimea joined Russia (NRC Handelsblad, 2014c). Ukraine, the UN, and many 
countries considered this move to be an annexation of the Crimea by Russia that 
violated international law. The referendum held among Crimean citizens on March 16, 
2014, on whether the Crimea should join Russia was therefore also considered illegal, 
and its results did not change the international community’s negative evaluation of the 
situation (NOS, 2014c; Volkskrant, 2014b). Even though Ukraine and the international 
community have never recognized the separation of the Crimea and the annexation 
by (or joining of) Russia, it continues to be the status quo until today.

After protests and riots spread from Kiev to the Crimea, uprisings were also 
observed in Eastern Ukraine from April 2014 onwards, most notably in the Donbass 
region. Pro-Russian protestors occupied local government buildings, and a separatist 
movement proclaimed the Dontesk People’s Republic. This proclamation did not end 
the fighting in the region. Indeed, an armed conflict between the separatist forces – 
largely led by Russian nationals – and the Ukrainian government developed, and 
even in 2017, the area remained a war zone (NOS, 2017; Telegraaf, 2014). While these 
events take place far away from the Netherlands, the conflict became very real for the 
Netherlands on Thursday, July 17, 2014, when Flight MH17 crashed in east Ukraine.31 
The airplane was – as was revealed later – shot from the air with a BUK missile 
launched from East Ukraine by pro-Russian rebels (Weissink, 2016). Of the 298 people 
on board, 196 passengers were Dutch nationals. The crash left the country in shock, 
and the Dutch government – in collaboration with other affected countries – worked 
hard to bring back and identify the remains of the victims, and to (try to) bring those 

31 Although a highly relevant (political) event, the MH17 disaster and the events that followed are 
excluded from this study on credible political leadership. The final round of data collection on the 
credibility of cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders took place in June 2014, approxi-
mately a month before the fatal crash. 
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responsible to justice (NRC Handelsblad, 2014f; Nu.nl, 2016b). Prime Minister Mark 
Rutte and Foreign Affairs Minister Frans Timmermans played a major political role 
in this process (see Chapter 4).

netherlanDS-ruSSia relationS
The situation in Ukraine was just one reason the relationship between the Netherlands 
and Russia was put under pressure between August 2013 and June 2014. In 2009, the 
Netherlands had accepted an invitation from Russia to organize a Netherlands-Russia 
year of partnership for 2013/2014. The intentions were to work on the widespread 
and long collaboration between the two countries (Ministerie van Buitenlandse 
Zaken, 2014). Despite the approximately 600 events that were organized, including 
a visit by King Willem-Alexander and Queen Máxima to Russia, various incidents 
and irregularities plagued the year. Some of these issues continued into 2014. Since 
July 2013, Russia had boycotted the import of Dutch potatoes because they allegedly 
contained harmful substances, and because the Dutch government was thought to 
not properly check the food. Previously, Russia had banned Dutch veal and later, 
flowers and dairy were declared unwanted as well (NOS, 2013; Trouw, 2013d). While 
the Russian authorities denied that the bans and additional checks had a political 
background, others had no doubts. It was considered a well-known tactic of Russia to 
make life difficult for corporations of countries with which Russia has a problematic 
political relationship (Groot Koerkamp, 2013). This incident was therefore linked to 
other incidents that happened during the Netherlands-Russia year. 

In September 2013, for example, the Russian police arrested and detained the 
captain and crew of the Greenpeace ship Arctic Sunrise on suspicion of piracy (to 
which hooliganism charges were later added). This Greenpeace ship sailed under 
the Dutch flag and some of its crewmembers were Dutch citizens. The Greenpeace 
activists were in Russia to protest high risk oil drillings in the Arctic area, and they 
specifically targeted the activities of Gazprom. Russian authorities had denied the 
activists entry to the North Sea route because their ship allegedly did not comply with 
safety demands, but they ignored it. After two activists had already been arrested for 
climbing the drilling platform, a day later the Russian authorities boarded the ship 
(Nu.nl, 2013g). This arrest had diplomatic implications, as - according to the Dutch 
ministry of the Interior - Russia had to ask permission from the Dutch government to 
board and overmaster the Dutch flagged ship and its crew (Nu.nl, 2014d). Following 
the arrest of the Greenpeace activists, the Netherlands called upon the International 
Tribunal for the Law of the Sea to get the crew and ship released. This tribunal ruled 
in favor of the Netherlands, but Russia stated it did not accept the authority of the 
Tribunal in this matter. Nevertheless, Putin stated that he felt the crewmembers 
deserved clemency (NRC Handelsblad, 2013e). Following the verdict, the crew made 
bail in November, and at end of December, they were given amnesty and were allowed 
to go home (AD, 2013). In June 2014, the ship was finally returned to the Netherlands 
(Nu.nl, 2014d).
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In addition, there were some incidents involving diplomats, both in the 
Netherlands and in Russia. On the night of October 5, 2013, the Russian diplomat 
Dmitri Borodin was arrested in The Hague after people reported that he was drunk 
and abusing his children. This arrest led to tensions in the Dutch-Russian relationship, 
as arresting a diplomat is in violation of the Vienna Treaty, in which the immunity of 
diplomats is anchored. President Putin also interfered in the matter by demanding 
clarification and an apology, as well as sanctions for those responsible. Two days 
later, Cabinet Minister of Foreign Affairs Frans Timmermans issued his apology, even 
though he added, on a personal note, that he understood the police officers’ actions 
(NRC Handelsblad, 2013d). Hence, not all demands of Putin were met: The police 
officers got away free (Reformatorisch Dagblad, 2013c). Approximately two weeks after 
this incident, news got out that the Dutch diplomat Onno Elderenbosch was assaulted 
in his home in Moscow. Tuesday night, October 15, two electricians approached him 
because they wanted to fix a power glitch, for which they needed to take a look inside. 
They knocked the diplomat against the floor and tied him to a chair. Nothing of value 
was taken, but the assailants wrote “LGBT” in blue lipstick on the mirror. The exact 
motive for this assault remained unclear, but a connection to the earlier incident in 
The Hague with the Russian diplomat Borodin was considered feasible (Nederlands 
Dagblad, 2013). Timmermans urged Russia to investigate the matter fully in response.

Finally, an event worth mentioning is the Olympic Winter Games that were 
held in Sochi, Russia, in February 2014. This event stirred up a lot of turmoil and 
discussion. Especially, the (political) delegation to the games was a major point of 
debate. The Cabinet decided that the king and queen, the Prime Minister, and the 
Minister of Sport would travel to Russia. A more prestigious delegation would not 
have been possible. Among others, the Social Democrat leader Diederik Samsom 
and two prominent Liberal politicians –Euro Commissioner Neelie Kroes, and 
former President of the House Frans Weisglas – criticized this decision (Volkskrant, 
2014g). They considered this delegation to be too much honor for Russia, especially 
considering the poor human rights conditions and the difficult situation for gays in 
the country. Mark Rutte, as well as other members of Cabinet, argued, in contrast, 
that this delegation would open doors that would enable the Netherlands to start a 
discussion with Russia on human rights. This would be more effective, they felt, than 
staying away (Van der Laan, 2014).

thorny iSSueS anD newSworthy eventS 
In addition to the events already discussed, a number of other, smaller events took 
place that attracted attention between August 2013 and June 2014 and that impacted 
the leadership of the four selected cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders 
in that period. In January 2014, a long conflict between the inhabitants of the province 
of Groningen and the Dutch government came to a (temporary) solution with regard 
to doing something about the gas drilling-related earthquakes. For years a direct 
relationship between gas drillings and earthquakes was suspected by people in 
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Groningen, but this was strongly denied by relevant authorities. After a severe 
earthquake in 2012 that resulted in great damages to houses, the State Supervision of 
Mines decided to analyze all earthquakes in the area of the gas drillings. They found 
a clear connection between the two, and they advised the minister to reduce the gas 
production as much as realistically possible (Mommers, 2014). However, it was not 
until January 17, 2014, that an agreement was reached between Economic Affairs 
cabinet minister Kamp, the province of Groningen, and the Dutch National Gas 
Company (NAM) on how to move forward. It was decided that the gas production in 
Loppersum – the area in Groningen most heavily affected by the earthquakes – would 
be reduced by 80 percent and that the province of Groningen would be compensated 
for the damages caused by the gas drillings (Kamerstukken II, 33529, nr. 28, 2014).

A second issue was that the American NSA had collected meta-data from 1.8 
million Dutch citizens’ phone calls. This metadata contained information about the 
communications of Dutch citizens, including the identities of callers, the locations of 
the calls, and the duration of the calls. Whether the Americans also had been listening 
to the phone calls was not clear at the time (Tokmetzis, 2013). Nevertheless, what made 
the issue thorny in the Netherlands was not as much (or not alone) the US interest in 
the communication of Dutch citizens, but the way in which the Cabinet Minister of the 
Interior and Kingdom Relations, Ronald Plasterk, handled the situation. In a broadcast 
of Nieuwsuur on October 30, 2013, he stated it was unacceptable that the Americans had 
collected metadata of 1.8 million Dutch citizens. However, as it turned out in February 
2014, the Dutch Secret Service had collected the information and later passed it on to 
the US, and Plasterk failed to share this information with parliament (Nu.nl, 2014b). 
This resulted in the Liberal Democrats issuing a motion of no-confidence against the 
cabinet minister, but that motion did not get the necessary support. Therefore, Plasterk 
could complete his term as cabinet minister of the Interior and Kingdom Relations 
(Nu.nl, 2014g).

Another event that attracted substantial attention in 2014 was the Nuclear 
Security Summit hosted by the Netherlands in The Hague. This top international 
conference discussed the theme of preventing nuclear terrorism and brought many 
world leaders to the Netherlands, including President Obama of the United States. The 
aim of this summit was to reduce the threat of a nuclear terrorist attack and to reduce 
the circulation of nuclear material, and the leaders of the participating countries 
argued this can be achieved by better security and cooperation (NOS, 2014a; NRC 
Handelsblad, 2014d). At times, however, it seemed that the efforts to organize such an 
event and the needs in terms of security drew most attention in the media (Elsevier, 
2017; Volkskrant, 2014c). Moreover, the presence of President Obama in particular 
was newsworthy: What security measures had to be taken specifically for him, where 
would he sleep, when and how would he arrive, and what would he do during his stay 
in the Netherlands (Nu.nl, 2014c; Telegraaf, 2013c; Trouw, 2014b)? Dutch politicians 
also contributed to commotion: Frans Timmermans, for example, proudly posted a 
selfie on Facebook with “the Beast” – Obama’s heavily-armored car (NOS, 2014b).
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In May 2014, finally, Volkert van der G., the convicted murderer of Pim Fortuyn, 
was released (on probation) after having served two thirds of his 18-year sentence. He 
was obligated to wear a tracking anklet and he was not allowed to travel to Rotterdam, 
Hilversum, Tilburg, and The Hague, among other locations. Moreover, Volkert van 
der G. had to call in to his parole officer every week for the remainder of his sentence, 
he was not allowed to speak to the media, and he needed to receive treatment from 
a psychologist or psychiatrist. Still, not everyone was keen on releasing Volkert van 
der G. Some would have considered it more fitting that Volkert van der G., as the 
killer of a provocative Dutch national politician, serve his full sentence behind bars. 
In addition, as his case was a high-profile one, there were some concerns about his 
safety outside prison. Where would he live without being recognized, to have a true 
chance of returning to society as a fully participating citizen (NRC Handelsblad, 
2014e; Volkskrant, 2014d)? 



CHAPTER 6  

thE contExt of political lEadErship in 
thE nEthErlands 

Political leadership does not exist in isolation; it emerges “in context” (’t Hart, 2014, 
p. 216). To understand credible political leadership, attention should not only be paid 
to the person of the leader, but also to the environment in which he operates. Apart 
from political circumstances (which were discussed in Chapter 5), this environment 
consists of more systemic and structural aspects, in particular institutional features 
and political culture (Helms, 2005). While it is generally acknowledged that political 
leadership is exercised by people, it is argued that institutions and culture should 
be taken into consideration because they determine the kind of leadership that can 
flourish in a certain setting (Helms, 2014). After all, leaders play institutional roles 
and their agency is structured (Hargrove, 2001; Jacobs & King, 2010), meaning that 
how political leaders think and act is shaped by the setting in which they operate. 
This could also have consequences for the credibility of political leaders, as the setting 
might impact the standards that citizens require political leaders to meet. The aim 
of this chapter is therefore to characterize the Dutch democratic and political system 
and the type of political leadership that is generally associated with it. This adds 
background information and context to the chapters in which it is empirically studied 
what makes electoral party leaders, cabinet ministers, and parliamentary party leaders 
credible in the eyes of citizens. 

To characterize the Dutch setting, both the wider democratic system and the 
characteristics of the offices of political leadership are important. The wider democratic 
system is the most basic factor that sets the boundaries within which political leaders 
have to work, and their specific offices structure their opportunities and constraints 
in more detail. The three selected offices of political leadership constitute the most 
leadership-salient offices, in terms of both visibility and impact. As highlighted in 
the introduction, each of these offices has a different role within Dutch democracy, 
meaning that there are different sets of formal and informal rules to which leaders 
have to adhere.

The institutional dimension refers to the “formal rules and social norms that 
create both constraints and options without determining choices and outcomes” 
(Helms, 2014, p. 199). At the level of the democratic system, institutions include a 
country’s laws, the constitutional relationships between the legislature and the 
executive, and the electoral system. Following Lijphart’s (2012) classification of 
democratic systems, the Netherlands is a consensus democracy characterized by 
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power sharing, decentralization, and a proportional electoral system. Despite the 
lack of reforms of the formal political institutions, research suggests that informally, 
substantial institutional changes have occurred (for example Thomassen, Aarts, & 
Van der Kolk, 2000), implying that the Netherlands has drifted away from its clear 
consensual roots to a more mixed system. Apart from the characteristics of the 
democratic regime, an institutional perspective at the level of political leadership 
offices refers to “the formal and informal rules for acquiring, consolidating and losing 
public office and the authority that comes with it” (’t Hart & Uhr, 2008, p. 12). Of 
interest therefore are the modes of (de)selection for office, and the role and powers of 
the office in the democratic system (’t Hart, 2014, p. 214; Hargrove, 2001; Helms, 2005). 

The dimension of political culture encompasses citizens’ orientations towards 
political objects. It includes “the values, beliefs, and emotional attitudes, about how 
government ought to be conducted and about what it should do” (Kavanagh, 1972, p. 
10). In exploring the political culture in the Netherlands, again a distinction can be 
made between the level of the democratic system as a whole, and the level of political 
leadership. The political culture in the Netherlands is traditionally one of three C’s: 
consensus, compromise, and consultation (Hendriks, 2010, p. 71). Over time, however, 
it appears that the Dutch culture has moved back and forth between depoliticization 
and politicization, between consociationalism and more adversarial practices. The 
prevalent political culture at the level of the political system has consequences for 
citizens’ beliefs and emotional attitudes towards political leadership as well. The 
leadership style that Dutch citizens value in their political leaders has developed 
over time, and preferences shifted from leadership as a techno-administrative affair 
to a more political view - and back (Te Velde, 2002). Hence, the characterization of 
Dutch political leadership can be structured based on the grid (or, four quadrants) 
presented in figure 6.1.

Next, the institutional rules and practices of the wider democratic system 
and the particular offices within which political leaders operate are discussed, after 
which attention shifts to the prevailing political culture. The empirical analyses in 
this dissertation focus on the 2010 parliamentary election campaign and the period 
between August 2013 and June 2014 during which Cabinet Rutte II was in office. 
Hence, this study is set after the Fortuyn Era – which was marked by the rise and 
demise of Pim Fortuyn in 2002 - and the nature of political-administrative relations 
has changed considerably compared to earlier times (Hendriks & Bovens, 2008; 
Wansink, 2004). While an overview of the institutional and cultural developments 
of the Dutch democratic system and its political leadership is presented, attention is 
predominantly paid to the contemporary post-Fortuyn situation.
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Figure 6.1: Characterizing Dutch political leadership in terms of the democratic system and political 
leadership offices in the Netherlands by paying attention to both institutions and political culture.

an insTiTuTional perspecTive on The duTch 
democraTic sysTem
The Dutch democratic system is traditionally characterized as a consensual 
parliamentary democracy. Electoral representation is among the most proportional 
in the world, resulting in a high number of parties that have seats in parliament. None 
of these parties holds a majority, which necessitates multiparty coalition governments. 
The practice of policy-making has an inclusive nature: Decisions are not only made in 
the political arena, but are coordinated with public and private stakeholders (Lijphart, 
2012; Swinkels, van Zuydam, & Van Esch, 2017).

The Netherlands has a bicameral legislature. Since 1917, the members of 
the House of Representatives are directly elected via a system of list proportional 
representation. As the entire country is one voting district and a minimal electoral 
threshold is in place, parties only need 0.67% of the votes to enter the House of 
Representatives (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014). It is therefore not surprising that the 
Netherlands has the lowest disproportionality of votes (1.21%) of the 36 democracies 
studied by Lijphart (2012). As a consequence, many parties are represented in 
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parliament. In the twenty elections held between 1945 and 2010, the average number 
of effective parliamentary parties was 4.87, and only Switzerland, Israel, and Finland 
show more multipartyism in Lijphart’s study (2012). Not counting splits, the House of 
Representatives has included between seven and fourteen parties since the number 
of seats was raised from 100 to 150 in 1956 (Parlement.com, 2018). 

None of the parties represented in the House of Representatives has been able 
to win a majority of the 150 seats. Whereas in the past, the traditional “big three” 
parties – the Christian Democrats, the Social Democrats, and the Liberal Party – held 
a dominant position and it was not uncommon that they collectively acquired over 
two thirds of the available seats, in today’s political landscape middle-sized parties are 
the norm and the electoral volatility is substantial (van der Meer, Elsas, Lubbe, & van 
der Brug, 2015; Vossen, 2017). Cabinets are therefore, without exception, multiparty 
coalitions. A majority of these coalitions since the Second World War can be defined 
as minimal winning coalitions (53.4%), consisting only of those parties needed to 
acquire a governing majority (Lijphart, 2012, p. 81). Especially in recent years, this type 
of coalition has become the norm in the Netherlands instead of oversized coalitions 
(Pennings & Keman, 2008, p. 154). As such, majority coalitions tend to be preferred. 
Minority coalitions have occurred, but mainly when one party decided to resign from 
the coalition, leaving it to the remaining coalition partners to manage daily affairs 
while organizing new elections. The most recent exception is Cabinet Rutte I, in office 
from June 2010 to April 2012, which held a minority status from the start and was 
supported by the PVV (Freedom Party) when needed. 

Policy-making tends to be an inclusive affair in the Netherlands. Corporatism 
has been an important feature of Dutch political life since the Second World War. 
Various political parties worked together to rebuild the country, as did labor unions 
and employers’ organizations. Representatives of public and private stakeholders 
meet regularly to try to negotiate comprehensive (binding) agreements on, for 
example, social-economic policy (Lijphart, 2012). In the 1990s, this Dutch “polder” 
model became internationally renowned after US President Clinton and UK Prime 
Minister Blair proposed their Third Way (Woldendorp & Keman, 2007). Although this 
system has been heavily criticized by, among others, Pim Fortuyn, and “polderen” 
is sometimes used synonymously with an ever-slow decision making process, 
corporatism still holds a substantial presence in the Netherlands (Andeweg & Irwin, 
2014). This requires political leaders to cooperate, consult, and reach compromises 
with others to get things done. 

Few changes have been made to the formal configuration of democratic 
institutions. This does not mean, however, that all has remained the same. The 
democratic audit that was performed between 2008 and 2010 by various Dutch 
political scientists concluded that processes of individualization, horizontalization 
of authority relations, globalization, and mediatization pose challenges to the Dutch 
political system (Andeweg & Thomassen, 2013; also see next section on political 
culture). Citizens make up their own mind whether it is worth their while to vote, 
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and they are less inclined to vote for the same party their entire life. Voters do not 
want to show their party loyalty in elections, but they want to influence public policy 
(Andeweg & Thomassen, 2013). 

While the increasing voter volatility is neither considered a sign of declining 
political support (van der Meer, 2017) nor of incongruency of politicians’ political 
orientations with voters’ opinions, it does appear that citizens have a difficult time 
in making a prospective vote. Parties are converging on the socio-economic issues 
(Kitschelt, 2004). Moreover, it is unclear what the political agenda will look like for 
the next four years (Andeweg, 2003). Retrospective voting, in which citizens evaluate 
the performance of the incumbent government therefore seems to be on the rise. The 
parties making up the incumbent coalition rarely win in the next elections, and an 
increasing share of votes is casted for nontraditional parties (Thomassen, Van Ham, & 
Andeweg, 2014). Following these societal developments, formal political institutions 
might not have changed in the Netherlands, but some informal practices have. An 
example is the common practice since 1966 to call new elections if governing coalitions 
fall apart. While there is no formal obligation to do so, actors involved feel citizens 
should tell them what to do next, and that voters should be consulted for a change in 
coalition partners (Qoubbane, 2012). Considering the rise of retrospective voting and 
holding parties and leaders to account for their performance, this line of reasoning 
makes sense. 

an insTiTuTional perspecTive on duTch poliTical 
leadership offices
At the start of this chapter, an institutional perspective on the offices that shape 
political leadership was defined as “the formal and informal rules for acquiring, 
consolidating and losing public office and the authority that comes with it” (’t Hart 
& Uhr, 2008, p. 12). What warrants attention in this respect therefore includes 1) modes 
of (de)selection for office, and 2) the role and powers of the office in the democratic 
system. The characterization of party leaders in elections, cabinet ministers, the Prime 
Minister, and parliamentary party leaders on these two aspects is summarized in the 
table below (table 6.1).
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Table 6.1: Institutional characteristics of the three studied leadership offices

Modes of (de)selection Role and powers

El
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ra

l p
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ty
 le

ad
er

s

Various modes of selection:
 – Appointed by predecessor
 – Appointed by MPs
 – Leadership contests: party members or 

representatives local branches

Not often that a party leader leaves in the 
middle of an election. Possible reasons:
 – Personal circumstances
 – Bad election results (e.g., in local  

elections)
 – Scandals/internal quarrels

External PR role: winning as many votes as  
possible by convincing citizens of policy views 
and leadership qualities.

Centralized election campaigns; Party leader 
makes strategic political and electoral decisions 
with a small team.

Party leader has influence on election program 
and list of candidates.

C
ab

in
et

 m
in
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te

rs
 &

 P
ri

m
e 

M
in

is
te

r

Appointment is part of coalition  
negotiations.

Recruited from among (former) MPs,  
cabinet ministers, and junior ministers,  
as well as from outside politics.

Selection criteria: policy relevant  
knowledge and political experience,  
diversity in background.

Reasons for (forced) resignations:
 – Personal reasons (health issues or new 

position, for example)
 – internal conflicts in Cabinet 
 – a breach of confidence vis à vis  

Parliament
 – personally discredited (cabinet ministers 

only)

Prime Ministers are not ousted  
individually. In that case, entire Cabinet 
resigns. Prime Minister tends to be the 
leader of the party with the largest share of 
seats in parliament. 

Policy role: initiating and selecting (new) policy 
initiatives.

Managerial role: small role in organization and 
staffing issues.

Political role: defending departmental interests in 
Cabinet, parliament, and Europe. 

PR role: Selling their policy to gaining support 
for the department and its policy initiatives from 
citizens and others.
Prime Minister has a special position. He also: 
 – Chairs Cabinet
 – Sets the agenda
 – Casts deciding vote in Cabinet in case of a tie

However, additional powers are limited.  
He cannot: 
 – Appoint or dismiss cabinet ministers as he 

sees fit
 – Reshuffle cabinet members
 – Give directives to cabinet ministers on policy 

matters
 – Settle conflicts between cabinet ministers 

unless they agree to mediation
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MPs elect their parliamentary party leader 
at start of each parliament

Often the party leader in elections becomes 
the parliamentary party leader, unless he 
takes a seat in Cabinet

Selection criteria: parliamentary  
experience, a leadership record within the 
(parliamentary) party.

Parliamentary party leaders (are forced to) 
resign due to: 
 – Personal circumstances
 – Bad election results
 – Scandals/internal quarrels

Roles and powers:
 – Spokesperson for parliamentary party in most 

important debates. 
 – Public face of the party in everyday politics 

(especially in case of opposition party)
 – Decide on policy (initiatives): leaders of 

governing parliamentary parties help prepare 
Cabinet meetings; leaders of opposition parties 
can initiate private members’ bills. 

 – Managing the parliamentary party group and 
ensuring party cohesion through:

• Awarding or cutting speaking time
• Assigning MPs to more or less  

prestigious parliamentary committees
• Advising positively or negatively on 

future candidacy of MPs
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elecToral parTy leaders

The electoral party leader is generally selected in a different way than the other 
candidates on the party’s list. Traditionally, it was either the parliamentary party 
members who made this decision, or the previous party leader appointed his successor 
(Andeweg & Irwin, 2014, pp. 93–95). In line with developments all across Europe, 
however, internal party democracy was strengthened in the last two decades in the 
Netherlands (Hendriks & Bovens, 2008; Kenig, 2009): Party members were given a 
larger say in the selection of “list leaders” (lijsttrekkers) for parliamentary elections. 
Although there are substantial differences between party processes, party leaders 
nowadays tend to be selected by either all members or by representatives of the 
local chapters, with or without the party board presenting a (small set of) preferred 
candidate(s) (Lucardie & Voerman, 2011). Candidates considered eligible for the party 
leadership tend to have earned their stripes in the party, and most of them have 
experience as an MP or in government (for example, as a minister or junior minister). 
Some party leaders have worked their way up in the party hierarchy, but this is not 
an absolute requisite. Others have, for example, held positions on the party board and 
in the youth organization (like Mark Rutte; Telegraaf, 2010), or worked at the party’s 
scientific research institute (like Femke Halsema; Halsema, 2016). 

Sitting leaders are hardly challenged if they want to run in the next elections, as 
long as they do not pass their “expiration date”. Moreover, it is rare that party leaders 
step down in the middle of an election campaign. Rather, most succession episodes 
take place in the anticipation or aftermath of elections. The reasons for changing 
the party leadership are numerous: “A marked decline in the party’s poll ratings, 
lost elections, a major scandal involving the leader, changes in the leader’s health, 
the reaching of milestone dates or achievements by the leader – almost anything” 
(Bynander & ’t Hart, 2008, p. 388). Some leaders leave voluntarily and might even 
initiate their own succession. Wouter Bos, for example, appointed Cohen, with 
whom he had already been talking about this since 2007, as his successor in 2010 
(Niemantsverdriet, 2014). Other party leaders do not go down without a fight. Diederik 
Samsom, for example, lost the party leadership position for the 2017 parliamentary 
elections to Lodewijk Asscher (Cabinet Minister of Social Affairs in Cabinet Rutte II). 
Following this defeat, Samsom decided to step down immediately as parliamentary 
party leader (also see Chapter 4).

In elections, the electoral party leader is the primary representative of his 
party. To the outside world, the party leader has a PR role: He needs to convince as 
many voters as possible that a vote for his party is what is best for the Netherlands 
(Andeweg & Irwin, 2014, p. 101). Party leaders therefore need to persuade citizens of 
their parties’ plans and proposals for tackling societal and economic problems, as 
well as to persuade them of their leadership capabilities. After all, apart from policy 
views, citizens evaluate political leaders’ suitability for the job (Fiers & Krouwel, 2005; 
van Holsteyn & Andeweg, 2010; Van Wijnen, 2000). Party leaders therefore perform 
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in the media and, together with other candidates on the list and volunteers, they go 
out to cities across the country to meet with potential voters (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014).

Over the years, the role of electoral party leaders has gained importance. It is, 
for example, only since the 1970s that it has become standard practice for the same 
candidate to lead the electoral list in all voting districts (Hendriks & Bovens, 2008). 
Consequently, the electoral party leader now has a large influence on the direction of 
the campaign, at the cost of the influence of the party board (Van Praag & Brants, 2014). 
This also means that party leaders have a great say in important political and electoral 
issues, including the election program and the composition of the list of candidates. 
Despite the internal democratic structure – meaning that formally, members or the 
party congress vote on the election program and the candidates on the list – party 
leaders have power over what is put to a vote in the first place. After all, it is the party 
leader who has to work with the program and the future parliamentarians (Voerman, 
2014). 

cabineT minisTers 
The appointment of cabinet ministers is part of the negotiations between prospective 
coalition partners when forming a cabinet. Each of the coalition partners puts forward 
their own names, but these need to be agreed upon by the other parties (Andeweg & 
Irwin, 2014). Different criteria matter for who is put on the party leaders’ short lists. 
Until the 1970s, cabinet ministers were mostly recruited from outside parliament, 
as technical expertise and experience in the policy domain for which a potential 
candidate would assume responsibility was valued most (De Winter in: Blondel & 
Thiébault, 1991, p. 49). Between 1848 and 1967, only 35% of all cabinet ministers had 
been MPs before their appointment. This has changed, however: Between 1967 and 
2013, 69% of the appointed cabinet ministers had parliamentary experience. This 
percentage is even higher if political experience in other domains, for example at 
the local level, is also included. This is not to say that policy-relevant knowledge and 
expertise is no longer important, but the required skills have expanded to include 
political experience. Potential candidates are therefore often recruited from the pool 
of (former) MPs, junior ministers, and cabinet ministers, though not exclusively. It is 
not uncommon that suitable candidates are found outside national politics, and it has 
even happened that the minister-select was not yet a member of the political party 
who nominated him or her for the position. Sorgdrager (1994) and Veldhuijzen van 
Zanten (2010), for example, only joined the Liberal Democratic Party and the Christian 
Democratic Party, respectively, shortly before their installation as cabinet ministers 
(Van Baalen & van Kessel, 2012).

Nevertheless, the puzzle of forming a cabinet is more complex, than selecting 
the people with the greatest knowledge of their policy domain and the most political 
experience. Criteria that also matter include the expected collegiality between cabinet 
ministers, diversity, the representation of various factions within the party, and 
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managerial skills. As Dries van Agt, Prime Minister between 1977 and 1982, argued 
with regard to collegiality: 

Competence matters […] Of course, but you consider just as much someone’s 
suitability. And suitability is not only measured by zeal and decisiveness. 
Collegiality also matters. As Prime Minister you need to gather buddies around 
you. No troublemakers, vain spouts or sneaky folks. When the tide is high, you need 
solidarity to keep the ship on course (Van Baalen & van Kessel, 2012, p. 219).  

To strengthen the support for the new cabinet, it helps if its main representatives 
– the cabinet ministers - have a diverse background. Mark Rutte was, for example, 
severely criticized when he argued that his first cabinet included the best people 
he could find, while only three of the twelve cabinet ministers were women, and 
not one had an immigration background (Trouw, 2010). Moreover, in the past it was 
especially important that party leaders accommodated the various factions within 
the party by ensuring that each was represented in the selection of cabinet ministers. 
While this is perhaps not as important to the outside world as the social background 
of cabinet members, it helped to bolster the support from within the party for the 
new cabinet (Van Baalen & van Kessel, 2012). Finally, since the 1990s and the rise of 
New Public Management, the idea has taken hold that ideal candidates for a cabinet 
position can lead any department. What matters is not so much their knowledge of 
the policy domain, but their managerial skills (de Vries, 2002). In forming the first 
purple Cabinet, Liberal leader Bolkestein was convinced that managerial skills were 
candidates’ most important qualities, and that rotating cabinet ministers between 
departments was a healthy practice (de Vries, 2002).

It is relatively rare that individual cabinet ministers resign during a governing 
period. Not taking into account collective resignations in which the entire cabinet 
steps down, approximately 15 percent of all cabinet ministers and junior ministers 
between 1946 and 2009 vacated their office before the end of their natural term.32 In 
about two thirds of these early resignations, cabinet ministers gave up their positions 
voluntarily, because of health issues, for example, or because they were offered a new 
position. In the remaining set of cases, cabinet ministers were ousted. Internal conflicts 
in cabinet, a breach of confidence vis à vis parliament, or being personally discredited 
are all reasons for why cabinet ministers have been forced to leave (Bovens, Brandsma, 
& Thesingh, 2015). Nevertheless, even in these cases, the cabinet minister in question 
is often given the chance to bow out gracefully. Only in 16 cases after World War II 
was a cabinet minister sent home by parliament after a breach of confidence (Bovens 
et al., 2014).

32 The 26 cabinets between 1946 and 2009 included 719 cabinet ministers and junior ministers. Thir-
ty-eight of the cabinet ministers were forced to step down for political reasons, whereas 70 cabinet 
ministers resigned for other reasons (Bovens et al., 2014, p. 132).
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Following the distinction made by Marsh, Richards, and Smith (2000), cabinet 
ministers need to perform four interrelated roles: 1) a policy role, 2) a managerial 
role, 3) a political role, and 4) a PR role. Even though the classification of these roles 
was developed in a Westminster context, research has applied it to other settings 
as well, including the Dutch setting (’t Hart & Wille, 2006). Cabinet ministers are 
each politically responsible for a specific (set of) policy domain(s). This responsibility 
means that cabinet ministers have a role in policy making, even though they can be 
more or less ambitious in how they take up this role. To this end, cabinet ministers 
are allowed to give their departments directions on how to move forward on public 
policy, and they can set priorities. Moreover, they are free to decide on which policy 
issues they want to keep a close eye. There are nevertheless two limitations for cabinet 
ministers in initiating and selecting policy. Upon accepting their position as cabinet 
ministers, they agree to uphold and implement the policy plans as negotiated in the 
coalition contract (’t Hart & Wille, 2006; Andeweg, 2008). Hence, cabinet ministers are 
not allowed to deviate from the coalition agreement unless the entire Cabinet agrees 
to it. The government budget provides a second constraint: Resources are scarce, 
meaning that cabinet ministers need to make choices and cannot pursue everything 
they might want in their policy domain. 

Most cabinet ministers in the Netherlands head a department, meaning 
they also have a managerial or executive role. They are in charge of departmental 
management and they are “executive decision takers” (Marsh et al., 2000, p. 306). This 
managerial role is, however, not very extensive. For example, as Melanie Schultz Van 
Haegen, Cabinet Minister of Infrastructure and the Environment stated: 

As a cabinet minister I spend 98 percent of my time on the substance of policy 
and only a small part of it on the organization behind it. The management, or the 
organization, is part of the job description of the Secretary-General (Eysbroek, 
Steunenberg, Van der Sluis, & Rietdijk, 2012, p. 113). 

This does not mean that cabinet ministers do not have the power to make any strategic 
changes, but they exercise a lot of restraint with regard to organizational and staffing 
issues (’t Hart & Wille, 2006). The one exception is perhaps the appointment of senior-
level civil servants. Some cabinet ministers are not comfortable working closely with 
the top civil servants of their predecessors, especially if political differences are large. 
They therefore wish to select their own staff, although a number of cabinet ministers 
have denied that appointments were merely informed by party-political reasons (Raad 
voor het Openbaar Bestuur, 2006). 

The political role of cabinet ministers entails that it is up to them to defend 
their plans in Cabinet, Parliament, and sometimes even Europe (’t Hart & Wille, 2006). 
Cabinet is responsible for considering and deciding upon government policy and for 
promoting its coherence. Decision-making within cabinet has a collegial and collective 
nature (Keman, 2006). Cabinet ministers vigorously defend the interests of their 
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department to make sure that their policy plans and proposals can be made into law 
and that sufficient budget is available to realize them. This is also necessary because, in 
the Netherlands, the meetings of Cabinet are not mere ritual and symbolic occasions. 
Based on the minutes of cabinet meetings that become available for academic research 
after twenty years, Andeweg and Irwin (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014) concluded that one 
in five decisions differs from the original proposal put to cabinet. In addition, cabinet 
ministers have to win support for their plans in parliament, and they have to render 
account for their actions. Hence, vis à vis Parliament, cabinet ministers mainly have 
obligations instead of powers. Most importantly, they are required to provide, orally 
or in writing, any information requested by one or more members of parliament, as 
long as it does not conflict with the interests of the state (article 68 of the Constitution).

Gaining support in Cabinet and Parliament is important for cabinet ministers 
to get things done, but support from the general public and positive media attention 
matter in this respect as well. The fourth and final role of cabinet ministers is therefore 
a PR role which entails “overseeing the department’s relations with interest groups, 
the public, and the media” (Marsh et al., 2000, p. 306). In other words, they need to 
sell their policies. Moreover, part of the PR role is to build a favorable reputation 
of the department. Hence, when something happens, it is up to cabinet ministers 
to improvise and quickly respond in the media, to convey the image of a cabinet 
minister and department being in control (Boumans, Boomgaarden, & Vliegenthart, 
2013; Jacobs, 2014).

The prime minisTer

In the process of recruiting, appointing, and ousting cabinet ministers, the Prime 
Minister takes a special position. Even though strictly speaking, the Prime Minister 
is merely the primus inter pares (the first among equals), there are nowadays important 
differences that set the Prime Minister apart from the others. Until the late 1960s, the 
selection of the Prime Minister was part of the coalition negotiations, like it still is 
today for the “regular” cabinet ministers (Fiers & Krouwel, 2005). It was not unheard 
of that a representative of one of the smaller coalition partners would take up to 
the position. At that time, the Prime Minister was not regularly considered as his 
party’s main political leader (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014). While the leaders of the Social 
Democratic Party generally opted to take a seat in Cabinet, leaders of the religious 
parties tended to lead their parties from parliament (Van Baalen & van Kessel, 2012).33

Although some argue that it would be better if leaders stayed in parliament 
when their party takes office, today’s practice is mixed. Moreover, the premiership is 
now almost automatically awarded to the party leader of the largest coalition partner. 

33 It was not until 2010 that the Liberal Party, founded in 1948, was given the chance to lead a cabinet. 
Previously, the Liberal Party had been one of the coalition partners. Its party leaders differed, 
however, in their preferences on whether to lead their party from cabinet or parliament. Party 
leaders like Oud and Bolkestein stayed in parliament, whereas Wiegel decided to become a cabinet 
minister (Bosmans & van Kessel, 2011).
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There is still no formal rule prescribing it to be this way, but since 1973, there have 
been no deviations (Hendriks & Bovens, 2008; Parlement.com, 2017). Since 1982, the 
largest coalition party has also always been the party with the largest share of seats 
in parliament (van Baalen & van Kessel, 2016). 

The life of a Cabinet is also tied to the survival of the Prime Minister. The 
Prime Minister does not step down without consequences for the entire cabinet. 
Consequently, Prime Ministers tend only to be ousted either when parliament 
withdraws its support from cabinet or when conflicts within the coalition prove to 
be irreconcilable (Bovens et al., 2014).34

Dutch Prime Ministers after the Second World War have mostly left national 
politics for personal reasons (like age or to assume another position), because they 
were cast aside by their party, or following poor election results (Van der List, 2010). 

In part, the Prime Minister has the same role and powers as the other cabinet 
ministers. He is after all merely the primus inter pares, and like the others he heads a 
(small) department. But, similar to the process of (de)selection, the Prime Minister also 
holds a special position in terms of his role and powers. He chairs cabinet meetings, 
sets the agenda, and casts the deciding vote when there is a deadlock (Andeweg & 
Irwin, 2014). Furthermore, he is responsible for promoting the coherence of public 
policy more so than the others. The complex nature of many of today’s problems 
requires extensive policy coordination and integration. This gives Prime Ministers 
some leeway in acting authoritatively and gives them an advantage over the other 
cabinet ministers. 

This advantage is comparatively small, however. What stands out most with 
regard to the Dutch Prime Minister is his lack of formal powers. He is not allowed to 
appoint or dismiss cabinet ministers as he sees fit, nor is he in the position to reshuffle 
cabinet members without the formal approval of the whole cabinet as well as the 
leaders of the parties concerned (Van Putten, 2013). Moreover, even though Cabinet 
members need to consider and decide upon general government policy and promote 
its coherence, the Prime Minister cannot give directives to cabinet ministers and he 
does not have the authority to settle conflicts between them unless they agree to his 
mediation (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014). The presidentialization thesis suggests that the 
role of Prime Ministers has become more important and that they have gained power 
with regard to cabinet ministers (Fiers & Krouwel, 2005), but a collegial and collective 
orientation is still firmly embedded in governing practices (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014)

parliamenTary parTy leaders

Parliamentary party leaders are elected at the start of each parliament in a 
parliamentary party meeting (Andeweg in: Heidar & Koole, 2000, p. 95). In some cases, 

34 Votes of no confidence specifically against the Prime Minister have occurred – especially since 
2010 – but they are not common practice and they have never been supported by a majority of MPs 
(BNR Nieuwsradio, 2016; Volkskrant, 2010).
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this election might be more symbolic -- for example, shortly after elections in which 
the party performed well but did not enter a governing coalition. In these situations, 
it is likely that the electoral party leader (lijsttrekker) becomes the parliamentary party 
leader. At other times, for example if the electoral party leader opts for a position 
in government as (deputy) premier (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014; Fiers & Krouwel, 
2005), it might not be obvious who will become the parliamentary party leader. If a 
parliamentary party leader resigns from his position in the middle of the term, it is 
also the parliamentary party group who is in charge of selecting a successor. Hence, in 
principle, parliamentarians choose their chair from amongst themselves. Some parties 
nevertheless want to give their members a larger say in that decision, at least in some 
situations. The Liberal Democrats, for example, have created the provision that their 
Party Congress (in which all members can participate) has to confirm the appointment 
of a parliamentary party leader if the leader in question was not previously elected 
as the electoral party leader. 

Although systematic research into the profile of parliamentary party leaders 
seems to be lacking (De Vet & Wauters, 2016), what elected parliamentary party 
leaders appear to have in common is that they have at least some prior parliamentary 
experience and that they have built some sort of leadership record. When Maxime 
Verhagen was appointed as parliamentary party leader in 2003, for example, he had 
been the confidant and right-hand of the Christian Democrat Prime Minister Jan Peter 
Balkenende and he had played a major role in the coalition negotiations (Trouw, 2012). 
Mariëtte Hamer, to give another example, had worked as a deputy parliamentary 
party leader for two years before she was elected to take over from Jacques Tichelaar 
in 2008 (Stokmans, 2013). 

The reasons why parliamentary party leaders resign voluntarily or are 
forced to step down are highly similar to why electoral party leaders are deselected. 
History shows that personal circumstances, scandals, dissatisfaction with the party 
leader’s performance in elections, and intraparty power struggles all contributed 
to parliamentary party leaders leaving office. Health problems were, for example, 
the reason that Jan Marijnissen of the Socialist Party resigned in 2008 as leader of 
his parliamentary party group (NRC Handelsblad, 2010d). His successor, Agnes 
Kant, decided to resign only two years later in response to poor results in the 2010 
municipal elections which had made her position untenable (NU.nl, 2010). Henk 
Krol was ousted as parliamentary party leader of 50Plus (and decided to also step 
down as MP) following an integrity scandal in 2013 (Volkskrant, 2013d). Jaap de Hoop 
Scheffer (Christian Democrats), as a final example, had to leave the political stage after 
an internal power struggle with the extra parliamentary party board in 2001 (NRC 
Handelsblad, 2001). 

Parliamentary party leaders have various tasks and responsibilities related to 
parliament, policy, and the parliamentary party group. They are the spokespersons 
for the parliamentary party in the most important debates, including the debate on the 
national budget (Parlement.com, n.d.). This means that parliamentary party leaders 
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– together with other parliamentarians – have the power to scrutinize governmental 
decisions and to hold the incumbent government accountable (Andeweg, 1997; Van 
Vonno, 2012). In addition, parliamentary party leaders are the public face of the party 
in everyday political affairs – especially if they lead an opposition party (Uhr, 2009). 
This means that they have an important role in raising the party’s profile, which 
includes a policy component. 

Since 1973, it has become standard practice that on the night before the weekly 
Cabinet meeting, the party’s ministers have dinner with the parliamentary party 
leader and the leader of the external party organization to discuss and prepare for the 
Cabinet meeting. More recently, the parliamentary party leader in the Senate has also 
started to attend this dinner (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014, p. 160). Hence, the parliamentary 
party leaders of government parties contribute in this way to the development of 
policy and Cabinet decisions. Parliamentary party leaders of opposition parties of 
course do not have such access to the Cabinet. Nevertheless, they can still try to 
further a policy agenda – even though it takes them more effort and they cannot be 
as encompassing as the parliamentary party leaders of incumbent parties. Opposition 
leaders tend to collaborate on policy initiatives – sometimes even with government 
parties – to realize their ambitions as much as possible from outside the Cabinet (Uhr, 
2009). Between 1994 and 2014, 143 private members’ bills (initiatiefwetten) were initiated, 
and since 2002, it is mostly opposition parties who introduce them (Otjes, 2014).  

Moreover, a prime responsibility of the parliamentary party leader is to 
manage the parliamentary party group. This includes safeguarding political unity 
by monitoring the activities of other members and coordinating the intra-party 
deliberation (De Vet & Wauters, 2016). If party cohesion is not achieved voluntarily 
(which is the case if MPs share policy preferences, for example), parliamentary party 
leaders can use either positive incentives or negative sanctions to ensure that all MPs 
move in the same direction (Van Vonno, Malka, Depauw, Hazan, & Andeweg, 2014). 
Parliamentary party leaders can, for example, award or cut an MP’s speaking time 
in parliamentary debates or assign them to more or less prestigious parliamentary 
committees. Apart from these more direct measures, parliamentary party leaders also 
have a say in MPs’ future careers. If the party joins Cabinet, they have an advisory role 
in appointments to party offices and nominations for positions of cabinet minister or 
junior minister, and they are included in the decision of whether to include MPs as 
candidates in the next elections (Andeweg & Thomassen, 2011). 

All in all, this means that the parliamentary party leader is an important 
decision-making center (Andeweg & Thomassen, 2011, p. 668). Similar to the 
presidentialization that has taken place in the core executive, Fiers and Krouwel (2005, 
p. 128) therefore argue that presidentialization has occurred for “the party face” as 
well. MPs have become more specialized, requiring more coordination to maintain 
party unity. This has given the parliamentary party leadership substantial policy 
autonomy, and they now dominate the decision-making on major issues. 
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poliTical culTure in The duTch democraTic sysTem
Pennings and Keman pose that the political culture in the Netherlands is characterized 
by pendulum consociationalism, which is “a mixture of majoritarian and consensus 
democracy (…) that periodically strengthens and weakens over time” (Pennings & 
Keman, 2008, pp. 174–176). This pendulum movement results from the way in which 
political actors respond to changes in the electoral climate. 

At the height of pillarization (when Dutch society was highly segmented 
into ‘pillars’ or subcultures that each had their own political, social, and economic 
networks), politics was considered to be serious business (Daalder, 1995; Lijphart, 
1990), and it was held that “dogmatic disputes should not stand in the way of getting 
the work done” (Armingeon, 2002, p. 148). This required a pragmatic stance towards 
ideological differences, as at the end of the day a decision had to be taken on even 
the most controversial issues. Potentially divisive problems were neutralized by 
presenting them as purely technical issues. In addition, differences were handled by 
distributing power and resources fairly (that is, proportionally) among the different 
social groups. Especially when deciding on how scarce government budgets should be 
allocated, this was a useful strategy (Lijphart, 1990). The elite were clearly in charge, 
and wheeled and dealt in secrecy. To reach compromises, especially on highly sensitive 
topic, leaders had to be able to deliberate freely, without scrutiny of the general public. 
It was common practice that the final compromise was shared publically, but not the 
way these compromises were reached (Lijphart, 1990). As such, political leaders had 
considerable leeway to govern. Parliament gave cabinets a fair amount of autonomy, 
only criticizing them if situations became untenable. 

Between 1967 and 1977 – the age of depillarization – political culture in 
the Netherlands drifted away from this classic consociationalism. Ideology took 
center stage, and tolerance had to make way for conflict and contestation (Daalder, 
1995). Polarization became a means for reaching exclusive majorities on issues. The 
supremacy of Cabinet over parliament was heavily criticized, and citizens raised 
concerns about the uncontrolled power of civil servants as the “fourth branch of 
government” (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014, p. 56). Self-determination and transparency 
were therefore highly valued by citizens (Daalder, 1995). However, consociationalism 
persisted, albeit in a modified form. Between 1977 and 2001, symbolic politicization 
masked continued depoliticization (Pennings & Keman, 2008; Van Praag, 1993).  

After the “long year’ of 2002 (Brants & Van Praag, 2005), the pendulum moved 
away from consensual practices again, and political culture became more adversarial. 
This coincides with the rise of Pim Fortuyn; especially on themes like immigration 
and European integration, the political debate polarized (Pennings & Keman, 2008). 
He, and politicians like Geert Wilders and Rita Verdonk after him, argued the political 
elite had denied problems for too long. Depoliticization of problems and a business-
like style of governing were therefore met with suspicion and considered indicative 
of a political elite that was interested foremost in securing their own power. In their 
view, ideas were bogged down in governmental bureaucracies and procedures instead 



150 Chapter 6

of swift action that was needed to solve problems being taken (Houtman, Achterberg, 
& Kemmers, 2012). 

The rise of Pim Fortuyn and others also marked a change in how political 
leaders presented themselves. In Chapter 1, personalization and the mediatization 
of political communication were discussed (cf. Campus, 2010; Strömbäck, 2008; van 
Santen & van Zoonen, 2010). Since 2002, there has been a strong call for political 
leaders to show they are real people who understand citizens’ concerns and to distance 
themselves from what is happening in “the bell jar that is political The Hague” (Haagse 
Kaasstolp). Moreover, leaders of opposition parties are given more attention in the 
media at the expense of the attention to governmental leaders (Houtman et al., 2012; 
Kleinnijenhuis, Oegema, & Takens, 2007). Hence, both campaign coverage and news 
reporting during governing periods are characterized by a focus on the horse race 
and conflict (De Nooy & Kleinnijenhuis, 2013; Hajer, 2009).  

Nevertheless, consociationalist practices persist backstage, and in society it 
seems that “collective economic interests, low power distance, gender egalitarianism, 
and group loyalty are still endorsed” (Chhokar, Brodbeck, & House, 2008, p. 215). 
Consulting the representatives of various stakeholders in the agenda-setting, policy 
preparation, and policy implementation stages continues to be accepted and desired 
practice (Hendriks, 2010). Political leaders and parties are expected to cooperate 
to get things done. If only because of the Dutch institutional make-up, political 
polarization cannot escalate too far. It might very well happen that today’s competitors 
are tomorrow’s coalitions partners (Hendriks & Bovens, 2008). As a consequence, 
political leaders have to find a way to reconcile the contrasting demands presented 
by the prevailing practices on the front-stage political arena with the backstage 
governing networks. The next section discusses what this means for the preferred 
styles of leadership of electoral party leaders, cabinet ministers, and parliamentary 
party leaders. 

poliTical culTure and sTyles of duTch poliTical 
leadership: small and capiTal l leadership
The traditional view of Dutch political leadership is that it is relatively uneventful. 
Within the Netherlands – it has been argued - there is an unfavorable biotope for 
strong leadership (’t Hart, 2005; also see Hendriks & Karsten, 2014). Even the word 
“leader” is avoided at times, and replaced by euphemistic terms like front men, 
spokespersons, or decision makers (’t Hart & ten Hooven, 2004). The institutional 
and cultural characteristics of the democratic system encourage this. After all, 
problems and controversial issues need to be depoliticized and compromises are 
required. Moreover, after elections, it is not uncommon that winners and losers need 
to work together to form a coalition (Hendriks, 2010). Under these circumstances, 
big egos and emphasizing personal leadership do not help to bridge (the sometimes 
large) differences; rather, “keeping things together” (de boel bij elkaar houden) is the 
main challenge. Hence, “people who are adroit at bridge-building, finding creative 
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compromises, and maintaining socio-political peace are the most likely to be 
recognized as ‘good governors’” (Hendriks, 2010, p. 78).

There is, however, more to Dutch political leadership in cultural terms than this 
almost stereotypical description might suggest. Throughout history, specific types of 
political leadership have been preferred and valued. Depending on the situational 
circumstances, leaders presented a more individualistic or more facilitative style. 
Hence, this means that the preferred leadership style might not only be different in 
various countries, but also within a country: Every era demands its own type of leader. 
The adage, “just be normal, that is crazy enough” was not always considered a law 
by which leaders had to abide. As Te Velde (2002, p. 242) argues, by emphasizing that 
Dutch politics is boring, and that Dutch leaders are mostly technocratic administrators, 
one reduces Dutch political leadership to the styles of Drees (Prime Minister 1948-
1958), Lubbers (Prime Minister 1982-1994), and Kok (Prime Minister 1994-2002). 

Under Drees’s leadership austerity was key, and he excelled in presenting 
himself as a common person. This made him a nationally loved figure and people gave 
him the nickname Father Drees. At this time, citizens were mostly distant spectators. 
They were expected to be loyal to their leaders without making too many demands. 
They entrusted the party’s elite with representing their interests and negotiating the 
necessary compromises on their behalf (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014). Roughly thirty 
years later, a more sober and technocratic leadership style was on the rise again. 
Wim Kok and Ruud Lubbers, Kok’s contemporary and predecessor, were masters of 
compromise. Both were renowned for their ability to build bridges and to bring people 
together around workable solutions (De Rooy & Te Velde, 2005; Joustra & Venetië, 
1989). During this period, citizens’ party political participation declined, and citizens 
did not continuously participate in the public debate. Rather, they kept an eye on their 
collective interests, and only stepped in when things went wrong (Dekker, 2000).   

However, at the turn of the 20th century, during the interwar period, and during 
the age of depillarization between roughly 1967 and 1977, Dutch political leadership 
was substantially different. In 1879, Abraham Kuyper founded the first political party 
in the Netherlands, the Anti Revolutionary Party (ARP, Bosmans & van Kessel, 2011). 
Whereas up to that moment, political leaders mostly focused on parliament, now 
(some) leaders shifted their attention to society. As a result, masses of people joined 
together in support of one leader for the first time (Te Velde, 2002). This also meant 
that leadership gained symbolic importance. The person of the leader became the 
embodiment of the party and its ideals: Kuypers and others like Domela Nieuwenhuis 
and Troelstra were the party they represented (Aerts, 2003), and like prophets, they 
led the way to a better world (Te Velde, 2002). This type of leadership was aimed at 
mobilizing citizens and organizing an emancipatory movement. At this time, the 
“pillars” were still being built. By addressing citizens directly, leaders tried to promote 
a group spirit and solidarity within their own communities (Aerts, 2003). 

The episode in modern political history in which leadership was arguably 
most strong and expressive in the Netherlands was during the interwar period (1919-
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1940). This is clearly exemplified by the leadership of Hendrikus Colijn, Kuyper’s 
successor at the ARP. He presented himself as the (only) leader who could steer the 
Netherlands through the difficult times that lay ahead. Colijn was a forceful governor 
with an authoritative and ostentatious leadership style. Due to his background as a 
professional soldier and chief executive of an oil company, Colijn was an extraordinary 
man, which he exploited in his dramatized performances. In this period, the political 
climate gave rise to a new sort of hero worship that rewarded leaders who were 
“autonomous, unyielding, and tough” (Te Velde, 2002, p. 113). This type of strong 
leadership was thought necessary, because defending the existing interests of various 
groups in society was of prime political importance (Aerts, 2003). Colijn and the 
leaders of his time therefore tried to foster citizens’ loyalty and to commit them to their 
leadership (Te Velde, 2010). After World War II, the evaluation of Colijn’s leadership 
was (and is), however, not that favorable. Especially after the horrors of the Nazi 
regime, strong leadership was mistrusted. Citizens also felt Colijn’s social economic 
policy had failed and that his military actions in the Indies had been (too) ruthless 
(Langeveld, 1998, 2004).

Also in the late 1960s and most of the 1970s – the age of depillarization – the face 
of Dutch political leadership was different from what would normally characterize 
the Netherlands, although the deviation is not as pronounced as during the interwar 
period. Compared to the dominant sentiment between the end of World War II and the 
early 1960s, governing in this period was again more emotional and politicized (Aerts, 
2003). On the one hand, leadership was still met with caution, but on the other hand, 
citizens felt that politics had to (re)connect with society. Political leaders like Den Uyl 
(Prime Minister between 1973 and 1977) argued that politicians behaved too much like 
regents, and that politics should be more ambitious than merely focusing on getting 
things done. To deserve authority in this period, ideological justification was required 
(Daalder, 1995). Moreover, television gained importance as a medium for political 
communication, which required new qualities from political leaders. Hence, political 
leadership was stronger and more expressive than it was in Drees’s time, even though 
leaders like Den Uyl did not want to put too much emphasis on themselves (Aerts, 
2003; Te Velde, 2002). During this age of depillarization, citizens were expected to take 
a more activist and politicized role. Protest groups were founded, trying to influence 
decision-makers in politics and policy-making in every way possible (Andeweg & 
Irwin, 2014).

Different types of leadership were thus admired in various periods in history, 
even though continuities persist. This begs the question of what type of leadership 
is expected and required today, especially in light of the changes in Dutch politics at 
the start of the 21st century that were, for example, marked by the rise and success of 
Pim Fortuyn in 2002 (Bosmans & van Kessel, 2011; Houtman et al., 2012). It appears 
that leadership is revalued and support for stronger leadership is on the rise. Until 
the 1990s, the number of people agreeing with the statement that we need “fewer 
laws and institutions’, and more brave, tireless and dedicated leaders in which the 
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people can trust” declined in each consecutive measurement (Cultural Changes in 
the Netherlands Survey of the Netherlands Institute of Social Research, as reported 
on in: Hendriks, Van der Krieken, Van Zuydam, & Roelands, 2015, p. 26). After the 
rise of Fortuyn, however, this pattern changed. The number of people agreeing with 
this statement almost doubled between 1997 and 2009, to approximately 56 percent. 
Moreover, between 2008 and 2015, roughly a third of Dutch citizens felt that it would 
be good to leave governing to several strong leaders (Hendriks et al., 2015). 

Pim Fortuyn provided a “personalistic and prophetic style of conduct that had 
not been displayed” for a very long time (Hendriks, 2010, p. 79). Although Fortuyn 
was a controversial leader, today leaders who present themselves as administrative 
problem solvers are at risk of being blamed by citizens for politics permanently failing 
(’t Hart, 2005). In this respect, being a problem solver is not problematic, but it has to be 
paired with an ability to perform in the theater of mediatized politics to gain support 
and to show concern for citizens. Hence, the traditional regent has not disappeared, 
but today’s political climate favors expressive, personal, and dramatized leadership 
(Hajer, 2009; Houtman et al., 2012; van Baalen et al., 2011). Citizens’ role is to keep a 
close eye on what political leaders are doing. Survey data suggests that citizens value a 
type of politics in which it can be demonstrated what political leaders accomplish, and 
in which they can be hold accountable (Hendriks, Van der Krieken, & Van Zuydam, 
2017). In these same surveys (among others the Dutch Parliamentary Election Studies, 
but also the Citizens Outlook Barometer), citizens tend to be relatively skeptical about 
politicians as a class. Only about twenty percent to a third of all Dutch respondents 
agree that politicians are trustworthy and competent. About half of the respondents 
participating in these surveys are convinced that politicians are mainly after their 
own interests, trying to fill their pockets as quickly and easily as possible (Hendriks 
et al., 2015). 

balancing conTrasTing demands
To characterize political leadership in the Netherlands, attention was paid in this 
chapter to both institutional and cultural aspects of the democratic system, and to 
political leadership offices in particular. In terms of its institutional features, the 
Dutch parliamentary democracy and the leadership offices of electoral party leaders, 
cabinet ministers, and parliamentary party leaders can be characterized as consensual. 
Power-sharing and power-dispersal arrangements prevail. The Netherlands has a 
multiparty system and coalition cabinets are the rule (Lijphart, 2012). This means that 
after elections, it could very well be that winners and losers are required to cooperate. 
Consequently, in this setting, a highly polarizing style does not pay off when leaders 
want to get things done. In contrast, bridging-and-bonding leadership is still needed 
to get the different interests aligned (Hendriks & Karsten, 2014). 

While this description of Dutch political leadership might suggest a certain 
stability, this does not mean that no changes have occurred over time. In response 
to societal developments, political practices have changed. There is a great call for 
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referenda – at the local level, this instrument is commonly used – and directly elected 
leaders. Moreover, nowadays the electoral leader of the largest party tends to become 
the next Prime Minister, and new elections tend to be called when a cabinet falls. In 
addition, throughout Dutch political history, different types of leadership were valued 
(Te Velde, 2002). In this post-Fortuyn era, the wish for stronger leadership, with more 
powers vested in individual executives, seems to be on the rise (Karsten & Hendriks, 
2017). Politics have become less consensus-driven and more collectively oriented. 
Hence, despite stability in the formal democratic institutions, Dutch political culture 
is moving away from the traditional consensual and collective style towards more 
adversarial political mode (Pennings & Keman, 2008).  

This combination of backstage consensual governing routines and front stage 
adversarial political expectations presents leaders with challenges, not the least of 
which are acquiring and maintaining credibility. After all, they need to find a way to 
integrate the demands of coalition government with the demands of today’s political 
climate. Leaders need to cooperate, compromise, and search for solutions collectively, 
as no party holds a majority in parliament. At the same time, for (electoral) success, 
leaders are required to take a firmer stance, present more visionary views, and show 
decisiveness (Swinkels et al., 2017). This is can be a tricky endeavor. The practices 
of consensus democracy require political leaders to skillfully negotiate policy deals 
with others, often requiring them to deviate at least to some extent from their original 
views. This necessity, however, might be at odds with what is expected of political 
leaders in terms of trustworthiness. After all, how reliable is a leader if he gives up on 
his ideas to reach an agreement? Moreover, negotiating compromises takes time and 
asks of political leaders to play down their differences. This limits political leaders’ 
opportunities to show decisiveness and oppose the views of others.

To be considered credible, political leaders in the Netherlands thus have to 
move back and forth between strategies associated with bridging-and-bonding and 
a more individualistic leadership style. The following chapters aim to uncover how 
this is done while also acquiring and maintaining credibility in the eyes of citizens. 
How credibility is coproduced in the relationship between leaders, citizens, and others 
in the public debate in the media is studied (Chapters 7 to 9), as well as citizens’ 
credibility-related expectations of political leaders (Chapter 10). The characterization 
of the Dutch institutional make-up and political culture presented in this chapter 
helps to come to grips with the results of those studies. It contributes, for example, 
to understanding why citizens hold certain expectations of political leaders or why 
particular aspects of political leaders’ performance are valued.
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CHAPTER 7  

crEdibility EnactEd: undErstanding thE 
mEaning of crEdiblE political lEadErship 
in thE dutch parliamEntary ElEction 
campaign of 201035

In times of perception politics, the credibility of electoral candidates is a crucial asset in 
political marketing. This raises the questions of which political leaders citizens attribute 
credibility to, and how political credibility is gained and lost through media performance. 
We analyze and compare two contrasting cases during the Dutch parliamentary election 
campaign of 2010. Whereas in this campaign Mark Rutte - leader of the liberal party VVD 
- gained credibility, the credibility of Job Cohen - at the time, leader of the social-democratic 
PvdA - waned substantially. To understand this, we extend the source credibility approach 
with a dramaturgical approach, and as such we shed light on what happens in the dynamic, 
interactive process between leaders and audiences in which credibility is constructed.

credibiliTy and poliTical leadership
Credibility is a crucial asset for political leaders and it is key to understand failure and 
success in the competitive political market. Following Kouzes and Posner, leaders need 
credibility because “if people don’t believe in the messenger, they won’t believe the 
message. If people don’t believe in you, they won’t believe in what you say” (2003, p. 
XV). Although credibility might be considered important at all times, it is particularly 
relevant in light of the current debates on personalization and perception politics (de 
Landtsheer et al., 2008; Garzia, 2011). Politics has become dramatized and – in line 
with the rules of media logic – style instead of content has come to the fore. 

As research on political marketing has argued, citizens are more inclined to 
form “intuitive impressions of political candidates based on certain cues such as 
language style, appearance characteristics, and nonverbal behavior” (de Landtsheer et 
al. 2008, p. 219) to guide their decisions. Parties and issues are certainly not superfluous 
for evaluating politics and developing political preferences, but political candidates 
are the prime representatives of their parties and it is up to them to communicate their 

35 This chapter is published as: Van Zuydam, S. & Hendriks, F. (2018). Credibility enacted: Under-
standing the meaning of credible political leadership in the Dutch parliamentary election campaign 
of 2010. Journal of Political Marketing, 17(3), 258-281.
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issue positions persuasively and to gain support (Campus, 2010; Langer, 2007, 2010; 
McAllister, 2007). It is not surprising, therefore, that one of the central premises of 
political marketing research is that political leaders’ images are important for electoral 
success and political support, and that a great deal of research in this discipline has 
been devoted to studying image (Garzia, 2013a; Grebelsky-Lichtman, 2010; Newman, 
1999; Sheafer, 2008; Smith, 2009). 

Citizens form an impression of leaders by integrating information acquired 
from leaders’ physical characteristics, their media performances, and their record as 
political leaders (McGraw, 2003; Newman, 1999; Newman & Perloff, 2004). In order for 
that image to lead to a favorable evaluation of the leader, not just any kind of image 
will suffice. On the contrary, their image should lend leaders credibility in the sense 
that they are considered – as a minimum requirement – suitable for the leadership 
position at hand. This is not limited to being considered the most preferred candidate 
for the presidential or prime ministerial position, but this can also entail that leaders 
are thought of as adequate opposition leaders. In either case, being considered credible 
by constituencies or citizens is of utmost importance for one’s message to be accepted 
(Mbennah & Schutte, 2000; O’Keefe, 1990; Perloff, 2010; Self, 2009), if only because in 
the media, credibility is regularly a point of evaluation (Stevens & Karp, 2012). In 
this paper, we therefore aim to explore credible political images, and we pose the 
research question: What in political leaders’ performance could help to understand 
the level of credibility they get attributed? As such, we add to literature on political 
marketing in that we show how credibility is enacted, as well as what it means to be 
credible in contemporary politics and what kind of performance is effective on the 
political market. 

To study credibility, two different and mostly separate approaches can be 
distinguished: the source credibility approach and the dramaturgical approach (Berlo 
et al., 1969; Gardner & Avolio, 1998). Whereas the first focuses on the characteristics 
leaders need for an audience to attribute credibility, the second draws attention to the 
performative side of political leadership and how meaning is communicated in the 
interaction between leader and audience. By adding the dramaturgical approach to 
the source credibility approach in our analysis of two Dutch political leaders whose 
images needed repositioning, we intend to enrich and further our insight into credible 
political leadership. We acknowledge that to fully understand credibility, leaders’ 
performances alone do not suffice. Therefore we explore alternative understandings 
of gaining and losing credibility as well. 

The starting point of this chapter was the contrasting credibility development 
of two political leaders in the 2010 Dutch parliamentary election campaign. This 
campaign revolved around the duel between Mark Rutte (Liberal Party, VVD) and Job 
Cohen (Social Democratic Party, PvdA). Praised as European Hero by Times Magazine 
in 2005 and elected runner-up World Mayor in 2006, former mayor of Amsterdam Job 
Cohen built a reputation as an effective bridge-builder and reconciler of social and 
political differences. Upon entering Dutch national politics on March 12, 2010, he was 
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welcomed with great enthusiasm, and almost instantly, Cohen was the most preferred 
prime ministerial candidate (NRC Handelsblad, 2010a). Independent commentators 
welcomed Cohen’s step toward the national political platform and even competitors 
on the right acknowledged and feared his electoral appeal. A former VVD-party leader 
who is still highly popular on the right called Job Cohen a true “electoral magnet” 
(Volkskrant, 2010e). However, Cohen was not able to live up to the expectations in 
the end, and by May 2010, Cohen had lost considerably in the various public polls 
on most preferred Prime Minister and most trusted party leader (AD 2010; De Hond 
26-04-2010f; 03-06-2010g; Financieele Dagblad 2010; Parool 2010; Synovate 2010a; TNS 
Nipo 2010a; 2010b; Telegraaf 2010c). 

Compared to Cohen, Mark Rutte had gone through some very difficult, 
“credibility-scarce” years: Rutte had barely won the Liberal Party’s (VVD) internal 
leadership election in 2006, and an unceasing popular rival within the party made 
his political life difficult (Van Praag, 2006). In the following years, Rutte’s leadership 
remained disputed, and at the start of the 2010 election campaign Rutte’s credibility 
as potential Prime Minister was comparatively low. In the polls on most preferred 
Prime Minister, for example, he was not even considered a candidate. This gradually 
changed, and as the campaign progressed, the media discussed his “resurrection” 
from someone who dropped off his laundry at his mother’s to the next Prime Minister 
with great debating skills and knowledge (Volkskrant, 2010g). In other words: he 
gained political credibility (De Hond, 26-04-2010f, 03-06-2010g; Synovate, 2010a; 
Telegraaf, 2010j; TNS Nipo, 2010a, 2010b; Volkskrant, 2010c). On Election Day, not 
Cohen’s PvdA but Rutte’s VVD won the largest electoral share; on this basis, Rutte 
could claim the prime-ministerial position. The margin was small but significant, 
considering where Cohen and Rutte came from. Translating the general research 
question to these two cases, we wondered: What in Rutte’s and Cohen’s performances 
during the 2010 Dutch parliamentary election campaign could help to understand 
their contrasting credibility developments?

In the next section, we further discuss the relevance of Rutte’s and Cohen’s 
case, after which we pay attention to alternative understandings of why, according to 
citizens, Cohen lost and Rutte gained credibility. Subsequently, we elaborate on the 
concept of credibility and pay attention to the source credibility and dramaturgical 
approaches to political performance. Having stipulated the theoretical framework, 
as well as the fitting research methods, we proceed with a deeper empirical 
understanding of the cases. We conclude this paper with some remarks on the 
meaning of our findings, the possible contribution to the literature, and a preliminary 
research agenda. 
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why mark ruTTe and Job cohen
The contrasting cases of Rutte and Cohen were first of all selected because they are 
intrinsically interesting: two political leaders, working the same national political 
market, at the same place and period in time. Why did one of them – Cohen – lose 
his head start, and why did another – Rutte – make up arrears? In terms of political 
marketing: How did each of them craft their image and what consequences did this 
have for their political fortunes? Besides the intrinsic value of these cases, they are 
embedded in a salient context. The Netherlands has witnessed turbulent political 
years, with six national elections in ten years and a rather volatile electorate (van der 
Meer et al., 2015). Commentators socialized in the highly competitive winner-takes-
all electoral systems of the UK and the US tended to see Dutch elections as a variant 
of the relatively predictable and uneventful consensual type. Since the advent and 
death of Pim Fortuyn in 2002, nevertheless, Dutch elections have become a matter of 
growing interest, and concern, for political observers internationally.

Political personae like Rutte and Cohen have come to the fore, but due 
to collective and collegial traditions in the consensus-oriented democracy of 
the Netherlands, individual political leadership is not self-evident and remains 
understudied (’t Hart, 2005; Hendriks & Karsten, 2014). After all, once Election Day 
parties end, winners and losers need to work together (Andeweg and Irwin 2005; 
Hendriks and Karsten 2014). By paying close attention to contrasting cases, we add 
to the knowledge of what type of leadership can grow and can gain credibility in 
this type of democracy. The Netherlands could function as a least likely case: If the 
credibility of individual political leaders matters in this system which institutionally 
is not particularly sensitive to individual leadership – than it is likely to matter more 
widely (Flyvbjerg, 2006). 

alTernaTive undersTandings 
Besides their performance, three alternative understandings might explain Cohen’s 
declining and Rutte’s rising credibility: (1) it’s the party, (2) it’s the media, and (3) 
it’s the economic crisis. Some suggest that the individual leader does not matter all 
that much in parliamentary democracies and that evaluations of parties and party 
leaders cannot be separated (King, 2002; van Holsteyn & Andeweg, 2010). A change 
in party leaders’ credibility might be simply the result of a changed evaluation of the 
represented party. Parties are indeed generally older than their leaders and are likely 
to exist long after those leaders are gone. However, as a result of party dealignment and 
individualization, it can be expected that a spill-over from party evaluation to party 
leader becomes less stringent (Garzia, 2011; van Holsteyn & Andeweg, 2010). Citizens 
have not lost their political preferences, but they feel less attached to specific parties 
(Mughan, 2009). Due to the weakening of this link and the smaller importance of 
parties, party leader evaluations have become more independent of party evaluations.
The second alternative understanding relates to media power as well as media logic 
(Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999; van Aelst et al., 2008). While not making the claim that 
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media deliberately harm or promote party leaders’ reputations - without party 
leaders giving them reason - research suggests that what citizens read or hear about 
a leader and especially the tone of those messages affect their candidate evaluations 
(Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2013; Kotler & Kotler, 1999). In line with the notion of media 
logic – in which events are dramatized, and leaders are framed to be engaged in a win-
or-lose horse race (Hallin & Mancini, 2004) – Cohen was first portrayed as a winner, 
and then, within a few weeks, as a leader who did not stay on top of his game. Rutte’s 
story, contrarily, was one of a miraculous comeback. The extent to which citizens 
change their evaluation of leaders depends upon the number of messages they receive 
about them. As a negative tone started to dominate in the newspaper articles about 
Cohen, the credibility citizens attributed to Cohen went down as well. In Rutte’s 
case, the opposite applies: Due to the media’s positive stance towards Rutte, citizens’ 
evaluations of his credibility went up. As such, although Rutte and Cohen might have 
provided the basis for the media’s stance towards them, both leaders could not (fully) 
control the image that was presented of them (Kaid, 2004b) and the type of media 
reporting might have accelerated the change in their credibility.  

Paraphrasing Clinton (“it’s the economy, stupid”) one might cut the third 
understanding short by arguing “it’s the economic crisis” which clipped Cohen’s 
wings, while it fortified Rutte’s. It was thought that immigration would be the 
prominent campaign issue, especially because sworn enemies Wilders and Cohen 
opposed each other on this topic. However, it was the economic crisis and the resulting 
cutbacks that became most important. Building on issue-ownership theory (Budge 
& Farlie, 1983), in this respect Rutte had an advantage over Cohen, who would have 
benefited if immigration remained the main theme. The assumption is that – contrary 
to left wing parties - right wing parties aim for and are associated with topics like 
state finances (Green-Pedersen, 2007; Van der Brug, 2000). Regarding the economic 
crisis and the necessary cutbacks, Rutte and the VVD built a strong and favorable 
reputation on putting the state’s finances in order (Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2013). The 
Social Democrats could have focused on social security as part of the broader theme 
of economy and cutbacks, but as Cohen was not an economic expert, it proved difficult 
(and unsuccessful) to utilize his party’s potential on this aspect. 

Although these understandings add pieces to the puzzle of Rutte’s and Cohen’s 
credibility trajectories, they do not solve it entirely. Attention to leader performance 
as a co-determining (f)actor is warranted. It is up to leaders to take full advantage 
of favorable conditions, or to defend themselves in hard times. Moreover, even 
though negative messages in the media might hamper leaders’ credibility, it is still 
leaders who give cause and direction to interpretations. The same is true for positive 
interpretations in the media: “politicians are performers, and the best performer wins 
the crowds” (de Landtsheer, et al., 2008, pp. 221–222). Overall, the previous types of 
alternative understandings set the context in which leaders have to work. Such a 
context can make their job easier or more difficult, but the outcome is never a forgone 
conclusion.
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exTending source credibiliTy wiTh a dramaTurgical 
approach 
Being able to persuade others is indispensable for political leaders to achieve their 
goals, including winning elections (Demirdöğen, 2010; Grint, 2000). For the success 
of persuasion attempts, source credibility has been identified within persuasion 
theory as essential for understanding the appeal of some leaders over others. Source 
credibility has been defined in terms of the judgments of an audience concerning 
someone’s believability (Berlo et al. 1969; O’Keefe 1990). This implies that in contrast 
to the trait approach common in leadership studies, which tries to objectively assess 
a leader’s personality, source credibility is a relational concept. It is not something 
leaders possess – it is not inherent to their personality – but it needs to be earned. 
Audiences decide, time and again, whether a leader is worthy of being attributed 
credibility. Consequently, leaders cannot assume credibility, and what matters is not 
what a leader is, but how he appears (Demirdöğen, 2010). In this respect, their image 
– a central concept within the field of political marketing – is decisive, as it embodies 
their perceived political suitability (Scammell 1999; de Landtsheer et al. 2008). The 
basic building blocks of these images are attributed characteristics (McGraw, 2003; 
Miller et al., 1986). Research since the 1950s has shown that to be considered credible, 
leader’s images should reflect competence, trustworthiness, and caring (Garzia, 2013a; 
Hovland et al., 1953; McCroskey & Teven, 1999; O’Keefe, 1990; Perloff, 2010). 

Competence entails whether leaders – for instance party leaders or cabinet 
ministers – understand what is happening and know what needs to be done. In other 
words: It is about leaders’ skills, expertise, and knowledge necessary for their claims 
and positions. Trustworthiness, the second credibility dimension, refers to speakers’ 
honesty and reliability. As such, trustworthiness relates to the extent audiences believe 
leaders tell the truth and will not betray them (Hovland et al. 1953; Perloff 2010). 
The third dimension, perceived caring, was originally part of the trustworthiness 
dimension, but McCroskey and Teven (1999) convincingly established that the two 
terms denote two different things. Whereas trustworthiness refers to honesty and 
reliability, caring points to whether speakers “have listeners’ interests at heart, show 
understanding of others’ ideas, and are empathic toward their audiences’ problems” 
(Perloff, 2010, p. 168). Leaders’ images in terms of competence, trustworthiness, 
and caring – and thus whether audiences feel they are worthy of being attributed 
credibility – are inferred from observable qualities of these leaders, including their 
physical presentations, media appearances and experiences, and political leadership 
records (McGraw, 2003; Newman, 1999). The impression that leaders make is therefore 
not set in stone, but they can build and manage it. Although they are not able to 
completely control all aspects of their image, they are certainly not helpless either (de 
Landtsheer, et al. 2008; Newman 1999). Leaders can engage in (and scholars can study) 
impression management strategies, which entails the “process by which people control 
the impressions others form of them” (Leary & Kowalski, 1990, p. 34).
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What the source credibility approach neglects, however, are the elements in 
a leader’s performance that help to understand the credibility audiences attribute to 
them. With the source credibility approach, credibility - how competent, trustworthy 
and caring the leader is in the audience’s perception - can be pinpointed at a specific 
moment in time, but this does not clarify what happens in the dynamic, interactive 
process between leaders and audiences in which credibility is constructed. Here a 
second approach to credibility, a dramaturgical approach, is instrumental. After all, 
central to dramaturgy is “how people express themselves to, and in conjunction with, 
others to create meaning and influence” (Gardner & Avolio, 1998, p. 33). Goffman, one 
of the prime contributors to developing this dramatistic genre in research, studied 
human behavior with the use of concepts borrowed from theater (Brissett & Edgley, 
1975; Goffman, 1956; Sinha, 2010). Key is that when in contact with others, individuals 
try to control the impression they make on them (performing “facework”), whereas at 
the same time, the others are trying to acquire information about the individual, and 
“they bring into play information about him already possessed” (Goffman, 1956, p. 1). 

While Goffman was a sociologist, his dramaturgical approach has also entered 
the domain of leadership and management studies, where it is mainly used to integrate 
theorizing on leader and follower interactions – especially in the context of charismatic 
leadership – and when studying leaders as meaning makers (Gardner & Avolio, 1998; 
Peck & Dickinson, 2009; Sinha, 2010). This has resulted in a greater appreciation of 
the roles both leaders and followers play in their relationship. In addition, it could 
therefore also help to open up the black box of leaders’ performance in the interaction 
with their audiences, to find out what in leaders’ performance determines whether 
they are attributed higher or lower credibility. For leaders trying to manage their 
images and for scholars to analyze leaders’ enacted performances, three impression 
management strategies require attention: staging, framing, and scripting (Benford & 
Hunt, 1992; Gardner & Avolio, 1998; Hajer, 2009). Systematically analyzing these three 
activities for Rutte and Cohen reveals how they enacted their credibility, as it shows 
the fundamental differences in their performances. 

Staging relates to the surroundings in which leaders perform in view of a 
certain audience – for example in a televised debate or in parliament. It is about the 
set design, the props present, and the personal appearance of the actors (Gardner 
& Avolio, 1998; Schlenker, 1980). As Edelman noted, “in the drama, the opera, the 
ballet, in the display of paintings and in the performance of music setting is plotted 
and manipulated, just as it often is in the staging of governmental acts” (1967, p. 96). 
Settings and the way political leaders act in them thus matter for how performances 
are perceived and what behavior is considered appropriate (Hajer, 2009; Sheafer, 
2008). Just as “settings do things with people”, also leaders’ appearances matter 
for the perception of their performance. Appearance-related cues, like physical 
characteristics, wardrobe, and hairdo, contribute to the impressions leaders make on 
citizens (de Landtsheer et al. 2008; Hoegg and Lewis 2011). 



166 Chapter 7

Framing “involves communications that shape the general perspective upon 
which information is presented and interpreted” (Gardner & Avolio, 1998, p. 41). In 
this process, some elements are highlighted, while other elements are simultaneously 
obscured (van Hulst & Yanow, 2014). Framing and frames are omnipresent. They are 
people’s mental images and networks of association to make sense of the world, and 
new events are interpreted along the lines of these images and networks (Castells, 
2009; Lakoff, 2004). Politicians looking for support thus need to understand their 
markets (Kotler & Kotler, 1999) and engage with the frames their audiences employ if 
they want to be heard and have their views accepted. As such, political leaders’ frames 
need to resonate in society (Entman, 2003; Kinchy & Kleinman, 2003; Metze, 2006; 
Newman & Perloff, 2004). Moreover, especially in politics there tend to be multiple 
frames competing for dominance. If a counter frame is dominant, the leader’s frame 
is evaluated by the standards of others. In that case, leaders can never win. Therefore 
they need to take initiative and engage in reframing and defend themselves against 
critique (Castells, 2009; Entman, 2003; Lakoff, 2004).

Scripting, the third and final dramaturgical element, “refers to the development 
of a set of directions that define the scene, identify actors and outline expected 
behavior” (Benford & Hunt, 1992, p. 38). The element of scripting can be considered 
an extension and operationalization of the frames political leaders want to advance. 
Frames are idea-based; the aim of the scripts is to coordinate performance and to 
enable leaders to enact their (alternative) vision on the world. These scripts first of all 
identify the cast of the performance: Leaders have to point out who their friends and 
enemies are “on stage” to clarify their positions and roles. Besides casting roles, the 
construction of the dialogue is also part of scripting (Gardner & Avolio, 1998; Hajer, 
2009). In managing the dialogue, leaders draw on rhetorical techniques – like pathos, 
logos, and ethos - to be as effective as possible in enacting and dramatizing their 
views and visions (Benford & Hunt, 1992; Koc & Ilgun, 2010; Perloff, 2010; Sheafer, 
2008; Aristotle, trans. 2004). Next to what is said, how it is said is thus important. 
The relationship with the audience, finally, depends on how leaders involve their 
audiences in their performances, and how audiences respond (De Bruijn, 2009; Hajer, 
2009; Snow, Zurcher, & Peters, 1981). This can be analyzed by looking for clues in, for 
example, news reporting on audiences’ evaluations of leaders (Atkinson & Heritage, 
1984; Biehl-Missal, 2011; Clark & Greatbatch, 2011). 

To conclude, taking a dramaturgical perspective does not render the source 
credibility approach obsolete. Contrarily, the way in which leaders enact the various 
elements of staging, framing, and scripting has consequences for their image – their 
trustworthiness, competence, and caring – and thus for their success on the electoral 
market. However, the way in which these activities should be enacted in light of 
credibility remains to be seen and is the focal point of this chapter. Moreover, by 
adding the dramaturgical perspective, justice can be done to the dynamic nature of 
credibility: It is in the interaction between leaders and audiences that credibility is 
constructed. To understand the contrasting credibility developments of Rutte and 
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Cohen, we therefore employed the concepts of staging, framing, and scripting to see 
how Rutte and Cohen performed, and compared this to their images and credibility 
as constructed by their audiences in newspaper articles and opinion polls. 

meThodology
To study the credibility of Cohen and Rutte we conducted a dramaturgical analysis 
(see previous paragraph) in which we paid attention to how these leaders performed 
their credibility, as well as to how each one’s performance was perceived by citizens 
and journalists. To this end, we collected three types of data. Existing opinion polls 
were used to assess the source credibility citizens attributed to Rutte and Cohen over 
the course of the parliamentary election campaign. In fact, this information served as 
the starting point of this chapter: It was from these polls that we knew Cohen’s source 
credibility declined and Rutte’s increased. 

In addition to the opinion polls, we relied on an analysis of newspaper articles 
to determine the images journalists and citizens constructed of Rutte and Cohen. 
These articles were collected from the databank LexisNexis with use of the key words 
‘Rutte’ and ‘Cohen’. The search was limited to the period between February 19th (fall 
of the previous cabinet) and June 10th (day after Election Day), 2010, and to the three 
national newspapers that at the time had the biggest circulation of copies in their 
category: the tabloid newspaper Telegraaf, the quality newspaper Volkskrant, and the 
free newspaper Metro (HOI Institute for Media Auditing, n.d.). Our search resulted in 
a total of 1,186 newspaper articles. These articles were analyzed by manually selecting 
those segments that related to Rutte’s and Cohen’s performances, the contexts in their 
performances were referenced, and the main message in the articles. Next, these 
fragments were re-examined to explore and code what credibility dimension was at 
stake (trustworthiness, competence, and/or caring) and if the interpretation of these 
three dimensions changed over time. Regarding Rutte’s and Cohen’s performances, 
we analyzed 20 different television appearances broadcasted between February 19th 
and June 9th, 2010, in which at least one of them made a substantial appearance. Our 
selection consisted of speeches, current affairs talk shows, and debates broadcasted 
by public and commercial stations; these took place over the selected months. In two 
shows, both leaders were present, which ensured that a direct comparison of Rutte 
and Cohen was possible. The performances were transcribed and coded manually 
based on the developed dramaturgical framework outlined in the previous paragraph.

Next, the resulting coding of each dramaturgical element in Rutte’s and 
Cohen’s media presentations was explored for the credibility characteristics at stake. 
In addition, Rutte’s and Cohen’s execution of each of the dramaturgical elements 
was compared to deduce differences in how they dramatized their images in their 
performances. In turn, this coding of Rutte’s and Cohen’s performances and the 
differences between them were compared to and connected with the shifts in the 
interpretation of Cohen’s and Rutte’s image in the newspapers and the opinion polls 
to understand how their credibility was enacted. 
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resulTs: undersTanding ruTTe’s and cohen’s 
credibiliTy
In this section we present the findings of our analysis. We first establish what images 
Rutte’s and Cohen’s audiences constructed and the credibility they attributed to 
them (as summarized in figure 7.1). Next, from our analysis of the enacted staging, 
framing, and scripting, we derive three differences between Rutte and Cohen in their 
dramatization of their image that can help us to understand why Rutte succeeded in 
building an image of a credible potential Prime Minister and politician, while Cohen 
lost ground. 

cohen’s and ruTTe’s image in The 2010 elecTion campaign

When Cohen resigned as mayor of Amsterdam on March 12, 2010, and moved to 
national politics, a period of “Cohenmania” emerged. Given the choice out of three 
potential candidates, 54 percent of the respondents selected Cohen as their favorite 
Prime Minister (De Hond, 14-03-2010d). Moreover, Cohen was considered most 
trustworthy (5.9 out of 10; De Hond, 07-04-2010h), and he was rated highest on his 
overall performance (6.6 out of 10; Synovate, 18-03-2010a). At this stage, Cohen’s image 
primarily reflected his trustworthiness and caring. According to citizens and the news 
media, Cohen had the “statesmanlike” appearance of a mayor of all Dutch citizens, 
and he would fight against citizens’ concerns about the growing indecency in Dutch 
politics and society (Volkskrant, 19-03-2010e; Telegraaf, 13-03-2010a; Hendriks, 2012). 
Starting at the end of April, however, two contrasting images of Cohen competed 
for dominance. Cohen was still a sincere and honest statesman, but he had become 
a statesman who lacked economic knowledge and the necessary skills to survive in 
politics, and he had developed a stammer (Metro, 03-05-2010a; Telegraaf, 24-05-2010b; 
Volkskrant, 08-05-2010c). In the polls he remained the most preferred Prime Minister, 
but his lead over Rutte diminished, as did citizens’ confidence in his performance 
(De Hond, 07-04-2010h; TNS Nipo, 2010b). By June, Cohen’s image as lacking economic 
knowledge and the necessary political skills dominated, and he was thought not to 
have met expectations. Already before Election Day, news media evaluated Cohen’s 
campaign and concluded that “it was one election too soon” (Volkskrant, 07-06-
2010g). Compared to the “Cohenmania” period, Cohen’s ratings had deteriorated 
substantially: He obtained the sixth-place score of all party leaders on his overall 
performance (5.7 out of 10; TNS Nipo, 2010a) and a 5.5 out of 10 on his prime ministerial 
suitability (Synovate, 28-05-2010b). 

At the start of the 2010 election campaign, Mark Rutte had been leading 
the Liberal Party for four years. Rutte’s leadership was disputed, however, due to 
internal struggles and a highly popular rival within the party who in one election 
even managed to get more preferential votes than Rutte. Moreover, Rutte had not yet 
fully shed his image, inhereted from his previous election campaign, of a collegiate 
boy and eternal bachelor (Van Praag, 2006; Volkskrant, 03-04-2010). In March, his 
image started to shift, however: Journalists noticed his improved debating skills, and 
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some even spoke of “Rutte’s resurrection” (Volkskrant, 03-04-2010). This shift was also 
reflected in the polls. Early in March, he was not even considered a potential Prime 
Minister; but a month later, he was Cohen’s primary competition and the second 
most trusted leader (5.1 out of 10; De Hond, 07-04-2010h). However, Rutte’s prime 
ministerial suitability was still doubted: Some thought he was laughing too much – 
Dutch politics is supposed to be serious business – and Rutte suggested he would stay 
in parliament to let senior candidates take office. From May onwards, however, citizens 
recognized Rutte’s strengths – he was praised for his broad economic knowledge 
and sharp tongue - and he repeatedly won debates (Volkskrant, 25-05-2010b). At that 
point, Rutte declared he was the prime ministerial candidate for the Liberal Party. By 
the end of May, he superceded Cohen as the most preferred Prime Minister or he tied 
with him (De Hond, 03-06-2010g; Synovate, 28-05-2010; TNS Nipo, 17-05-2010). Rutte 
was perceived as clearly being at ease in the leadership position; he appeared to be a 
good debater, well informed, caring for the “hard working” citizens pestered by the 
financial crisis and the “mess” created by previous cabinets (Volkskrant, 05-06-2010g; 
Telegraaf, 10-06-2010f).

Figure 7.1: Source credibility attributed to Rutte and Cohen by citizens in opinion polls 
and the images constructed of them in newspapers. 

Consequently, Rutte and Cohen mostly differed regarding their perceived competence. 
After all, while Rutte’s image was one of a caring, trustworthy, and competent leader, 
Cohen became primarily defined by - for this time and place – his lack of political 
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competence. Even though in direct comparison, the differences between the poll 
ratings of Rutte and Cohen might seem small, the differences are still important. In the 
horse race setting (Hallin & Mancini, 2004) that characterized the 2010 parliamentary 
election campaign, even small differences could have substantial impact on the results. 
Moreover, as an analysis of the images of Rutte and Cohen reveals, the numbers of the 
polls alone hide that the meaning that is attributed to these figures matters as much 
as the figures themselves: In the Dutch context, the image stuck that Rutte had won 
these elections while Cohen lost them. 

Taking a dramaTurgical perspecTive

To understand what in Rutte’s and Cohen’s performances could make the difference 
on their competence, we studied their enacted staging, framing, and scripting. The 
analysis revealed that both Rutte and Cohen had a potentially strong frame at their 
disposal during the campaign with which to structure their vision. Rutte framed his 
vision in terms of a “responsible society” which was rooted in classic liberal values 
like responsibility and freedom. This frame – which Rutte also translated to his views 
on individual topics - entailed that: 

If you think we can come out of the crisis by arranging those seats a little bit, 
but actually not doing much; if you think the Netherlands will become healthy 
spontaneously, don’t vote for the Liberal Party on June 9th. June 9th (…) is about the 
question whether we cover it all up a little or whether we are really going to tackle 
the problems (Party conference speech 24-04-2010).36

Next to the clear presentation of his vision in his speech at the Liberal Party’s summit, 
Rutte also translated it to his views on individual issues. Take for example his stance 
on the mortgage interest relief. Contrary to left wing parties who considered it a 
subsidy, he referred to it as a means to correct the (too) high tax burden. This view fits 
with the responsible society frame, as taxes limit people in their freedom to decide 
how they want to spend their money and take responsibility for their lives (NOVA 
Politiek, 2010). Cohen, on the other hand, entered the campaign with a vision framed 
in terms of a “decent society”. He argued: 

In 2005, the Social Democratic Party choose a new manifest of principles in which a 
decent existence for all and full participation of all in society is central. (…) The great 
political challenge isn’t whether changes are necessary, but how you do that in such 
a way that everybody can participate in them - that you don’t get a country of losers 
and winners (Candidacy speech 12-10-2010). 

36 The video material of this quote and all upcoming quotes, as well as of additional examples, can 
be accessed (if legally possible) through: www.sabinevanzuydam.nl
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This frame is rooted in values including solidarity and equivalence. Like the values 
on which Rutte’s frame was based, these values are also generally supported by Dutch 
citizens (Halman, Sieben, & van Zundert, 2012). Similar to Rutte, it is also possible in 
Cohen’s case to trace his decent society frame and the accompanying values to his 
views on individual issues, although it required a bit more effort due to the flawed 
enactment of his vision (see below). In Cohen’s view, government spending should 
not be reduced recklessly, but fundamental measures should be implemented to 
balance the budget (Prime Ministers’ Debate, 23-05-2010). Otherwise, unemployment 
would rise steeply, which – linked to the idea of a decent society – would impede the 
opportunities of people to join and participate fully.

Although both visions could be considered potentially strong – they are 
grounded in values deemed important in Dutch society, and they are applicable to 
various domains of life (economy, politics, and society) with the potential to connect 
individual views into one overall vision – their effectiveness depends mostly on how 
they are actually enacted. In this respect three differences in Rutte’s and Cohen’s 
dramatizations of their visions were deduced from the analysis that shed light on 
why Rutte was more able than Cohen to reinforce the image of a credible political 
leader, fit for the stage at hand. 

rerouting critique
As every politician in an election campaign, Rutte and Cohen were at least at some 
point criticized by competing politicians and scrutinized by journalists. There is, 
however, a large difference in the frequency and severity with which Rutte and Cohen 
were criticized. While critique on Rutte was discernable, it also quickly disappeared. 
Critique on Cohen, to the contrary, consolidated and even became dominant. This 
difference between Rutte and Cohen can be understood in terms of their ability to 
reroute critique. When criticized, Rutte was mostly accused of turning his back on 
the weak, a direct attack on his caring image: 

Host: (…) Is it correct that if you translate your program to people in society, that the 
bottom pays a higher price than the top? (…)  
Rutte: We say that the consequences of the crisis - everyone will feel something of 
that. Only the people that are most weak-- the chronically ill and disabled -- those 
are, for example, the people who are long term dependent on benefits. You also know 
me from drafting the “Employment and Assistance Act”. I’ve designed that act in 
such a way that especially those people who have the weakest position, that they’re 
protected. Right? The state as a shield for the weak. For those groups, we wish to 
spend an additional half a billion euros (Paul Rosenmöller en... 31-05-2010).

This excerpt from one of Rutte’s television performances is exemplary of Rutte’s ability 
to reroute critique. He admitted up front that painful measures were necessary, but 
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he countered the critique that the weaker in society would pay more than others. 
After all, more instead of less money would be spent to assist them. Furthermore, in 
dealing with critique, he did not copy the language style of the host. Rutte was not 
speaking in terms of who would pay the price. Rather, he identified the groups that 
should be protected, and he stressed that he had done so before. As such, Rutte left 
no credibility-threatening critique unanswered. 

Cohen in contrast, was mostly criticized by competing politicians and 
journalists on his insufficient economic knowledge and political skills, but he seemed 
unable to reroute this critique. First of all, he repeatedly could not answer finance 
related questions. In two major debates, for example, he could not explain the financial 
consequences of his health care plans (Metro, 2010d; Telegraaf, 2010k). Moreover, 
Cohen did not create opportunities to defend himself. Repeatedly, it was only after 
hosts explicitly asked him that Cohen responded (e.g., Prime ministers’ debate 23-05-
2010; Carré debate 26-05-2010). Take for example the following situation in which it 
was openly doubted whether Cohen would survive in today’s politics:

Host: If I remember correctly, Hero Brinkman had called you the worst mayor after 
the Second World War.(…) [video clip showing, among other things, Brinkman 
making this comment]. If you already thought that was unnecessarily grieving, than 
you have a lot coming. 
 
Cohen: We’ll see, we’ll see. 
 
Host: You’re not worried? 
 
Cohen: No, I’m not really worried. No, no. You? (Pauw & Witteman 12-03-2010).

Cohen does not effectively reroute the critique attacking his leadership competence. 
He does not respond to the example in the video fragment the hosts showed in which 
Cohen clearly could not deal with resistance. Moreover, in his responses, Cohen 
stayed close to the language of those uttering the critique. In the above example, 
Cohen speaks in terms of “worrying” instead of using confidence- or competence-
related vocabulary. A similar picture emerged from other debates, which resulted in 
journalists considering him an “easy prey for his opponents” (Volkskrant, 2010ab). 
Rutte was able to divert the accusations that he would not care for the weaker in 
society, preventing this critique from sticking to his image. Cohen, contrarily, did 
not adequately address his perceived lack of economic knowledge and political skills, 
thereby affirming people’s doubts. 

taking the leaD
The second difference in the way in which the decent and the responsible society 
frames were dramatized and the leaders enacted their credibility is related to “taking 
the lead”. Whereas Rutte was able to take initiative in his media presentations, 
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Cohen’s attitude was mostly a passive one. In his media presentations, Rutte did not 
merely answer journalists’ questions; he also succeeded in connecting his answer to 
his underlying responsible society frame. Thereby, he tied his views on individual 
issues together into one coherent vision. Cohen, in contrast, tended to stay close to the 
original question asked, without referring to his decent society frame or its underlying 
values. As a result, his positions on individual issues seemed unprepared and it was 
unclear how they fit into the bigger picture. Take for example the following excerpts 
from Rutte and Cohen’s media presentations, in which Rutte responds to the statement 
that he is lucky that immigration is not the dominant election theme, and Cohen 
explains why he proposed additional cutbacks:

Rutte: You cannot cure the economy if you don’t simultaneously stop the large influx 
of opportunity-deprived immigrants, of whom too many directly go on benefits. The 
difference with Wilders is that he always, uh, that he’s concerned with religion. No, 
I’m concerned about the behavior of people; for me, it’s not about their origin, but 
about their future (…). (Knevel & Van de Brink 18-05-2010).  
 
Cohen: Well, this was the right moment because we could also, uh uh, because it was 
also possible to realize that. And, for me personally, it was also that you could see 
that uh, uh, uh, with the whole euro crisis that it was really necessary to give a very 
clear signal there (Miljarden Gezocht 20-05-2010).

In general, Rutte took the lead in his media communications. As in the excerpt, Rutte 
tended to start with a short summary statement, indicating whether he agreed or 
not, after which he explained his answer. He took the lead in the sense that he went 
beyond the question as such, taking the liberty to tie his views to his vision based on 
freedom and taking responsibility (he continued beyond what is excerpted above). 
Cohen in contrast, merely started to talk without clarifying what his point would 
be from the outset. Consequently, Rutte’s style helped him to build and maintain an 
image of a leader who knew what he was doing and who had thought about what he 
wanted to achieve – in other words, the image of a competent leader – while Cohen 
continued to struggle in this respect. 

Showing clarity
The final difference in the way in which Rutte and Cohen dramatized their vision can 
be described as showing clarity. In short this is about knowing facts and refraining 
from indirect and abstract language use. Take for instance Rutte’s proposal on 
employed income tax credit:

A welfare mother in the Netherlands who starts working four days a week, currently 
she loses about 35 euros in income [as compared to what she would earn on welfare]. If you 
increase that income-tax break, like we propose, you remove that poverty fall 
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and you make it more attractive for people on benefits to go back to work (Miljarden 
Gezocht 13-05-2010a). 

As can be seen in this example, Rutte’s sentences are relatively short. In addition, 
to clarify his message, Rutte used everyday language and he included recognizable 
examples. As such, Rutte showed he was aware of the consequences of his proposals. 
Cohen, on the other hand, did not seem to have a clear overview of the consequences 
of his plans. See for example the following excerpt in which Cohen responds to the 
question of how he is planning to finance his idea of Liberation Day as an annual 
public holiday:

Cohen: (…) Yes, I also don’t know just yet how we are going to pay for it. Uh, uh, I, I, 
it, for me it was mainly about saying that I think it is important that we, that we on 
this point, and that, that also the entire Netherlands says about this: Yes, that is, it is 
one of the, one of the things, uh, that we also share with each other. And then it is 
also wise to, to also then, to celebrate it in that way (Pauw & Witteman 05-05-2010b). 

What this excerpt moreover clearly exemplifies is that Cohen had the tendency to 
hide his message behind subordinate clauses and vague language, in addition to not 
knowing all the facts on his own proposals. Combined with refraining from using 
concrete examples, Cohen failed to provide insight into what he wanted to achieve 
and why. Again, this difference in the enactment of their views shows how Rutte was 
able to strengthen his image of a credible leader, whereas Cohen was less successful 
in this respect. 

conclusion and discussion
As a consequence of the rise of perception politics as well as the dramatization of 
politics as described in various studies conducted in the field of political marketing, 
citizens are more inclined to form intuitive impressions of candidates to guide their 
decisions (de Landtsheer et al., 2008; Garzia 2013; Miller, et al., 1986). In this paper 
we argued that not just any image suffices for political leaders, but that political 
leaders need to maintain credibility, in context and in situ. With the source credibility 
approach, leaders’ credibility can be pinpointed at a specific moment in time, but it 
does not clarify what happens in the dynamic, interactive process between leaders and 
audiences in which credibility is constructed. For this reason, we extended the source 
credibility approach with a dramaturgical perspective and analyzed how Rutte’s and 
Cohen’s images and credibility developed, as well as what in their performance could 
help to understand how credible leadership is enacted. In this way, we were able to 
supplement alternative understandings which could not fully explain the contrast. 

In the campaign, Rutte’s image evolved from an outsider getting noticed – the 
phase in which his image was still that of the collegiate boy and eternal bachelor - 
to being considered the next Prime Minister a smart, well-informed debater who 
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would take care of individual citizens’ (economic) concerns. Audiences’ perceptions 
of Cohen’s performances, contrarily, transitioned from a period of Cohenmania – in 
which his reputation as a burgomaster-statesman and his consensus building qualities 
were emphasized – to the stammering statesman who lacked economic knowledge 
and political skills, and the man who was not able to live up to the expectations set 
in the public debate. As such, the main difference in Cohen’s and Rutte’s contrasting 
credibility developments seems to relate to their perceived competence.

The dramaturgical analysis revealed three differences in Rutte’s and Cohen’s 
enactments of their respective visions that shed light on what is expected of today’s 
politicians in elections. To persuade audiences of their competence, caring, and 
trustworthiness, politicians first of all have to be able to reroute critiques that might 
otherwise stick to their images. This can be done by providing counter evidence and 
by staying away from the language of those uttering the critique - language that 
would affirm the opponent’s problem analysis. Secondly, politicians need to take 
the lead; in answering questions, initiative has to be taken to connect one’s answer 
to the underlying frames and values to build a coherent vision. As such, leaders can 
show they understand what is going on and why, as well as what needs to be done. 
Thirdly, politicians have to show clarity. By using direct, everyday language, and by 
providing concrete examples, leaders can clarify their views and make them more 
tangible for their audiences.

Cohen was welcomed enthusiastically in Dutch national politics, because 
people remembered his success as a mayor of Amsterdam. In that role he was most 
praised for his efforts to “keep things together” – for example, when intercultural 
tensions intensified after the murder of filmmaker Theo Van Gogh (Hajer & Uitermark, 
2008). In other words, he was valued for his thoughtful, consensus-seeking leadership 
style. This contrasts with Rutte’s streetfighter style: quick on his feet, sharp tongue, 
and not afraid to address comments. Consequently, it can be concluded that different 
leadership positions require different capacities, and that therefore successful leaders 
do not necessarily flourish in all roles. This finding aligns with what Goffman (1974) 
notes on authenticity and what Hajer refers to as the performative habitus: the 
“embodied dispositions, developed over the course of many years that help or hinder 
actors to respond tactically to a given situation” (Hajer, 2009, p. 71). Grown for so many 
years in the apolitical, above-all-parties office of the Dutch mayor, Cohen could not 
change his stripes overnight.  

These findings add to the literature on political marketing in that they deepen 
our knowledge of impression management (cf. de Landtsheer et al. 2008; Leary and 
Kowalski 1990; McGraw 2003). In line with the contribution of the dramaturgical 
perspective in other domains (Gardner & Avolio, 1998; Peck & Dickinson, 2009; Sinha, 
2010), adding a dramaturgical perspective also renders a greater appreciation of the 
roles both leaders and audiences play in their relationship in the field of political 
marketing. While leaders can steer and control the impression they make to some or 
even considerable extent, credibility is constructed in the interaction between leaders 
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and audiences. Therefore, in this chapter we have started to open up the black box of 
the interaction to see how leaders try to enact their credibility with the involvement 
of their audiences. 

Replication research is needed to determine whether the two studied cases are 
exceptional, or whether they are indicative for particular types of cases. This requires 
not only research into other Dutch settings, but also research into other political 
systems. Moreover, we only analyzed cases during an election campaign. As has been 
argued in political marketing literature, however, also in the running of government, 
leaders need to manage their reputations to maintain their competitive edge on 
the political marketplace (Newman & Perloff, 2004). After all, political credibility 
is dynamic and dependent upon role, place, and time, and it is up to audiences to 
attribute credibility time and again to the leaders who wish to get - or maintain - a 
foothold in the political market. 



CHAPTER 8

making political lEadErs king: EnactEd 
crEdibility in timEs of ElEctions37

Political leaders need to be persuasive to acquire support from citizens in elections and 
in office. Credibility is essential in this respect. Due to the mediated nature of political 
communication, citizens base their credibility evaluation on leaders’ media presentations and 
the public debate in the media that develops in response to it. The source credibility approach 
suggests that leaders are credible if citizens consider them competent, trustworthy, and 
caring. What remains underexplored is how these evaluations of leaders’ source credibility 
come about and how changes in them can be understood. To this end, we introduce the 
concept of enacted credibility. Enacted credibility entails the framing and reframing of leaders’ 
credibility in the interaction between political leaders’ performances, citizens, and other 
participants in the public debate in the media. We empirically explore the relevance of this 
concept by studying the case of Dutch Social Democratic leader Job Cohen. We found that 
the interplay among and between participants in the public debate in the media and his media 
performance is key to understanding the substantial decline in his source credibility during 
the 2010 parliamentary election campaign. Our analysis shows that some dimensions of 
credibility became more salient in the public debate in the media than others, impacting the 
overall evaluation of his source credibility.

poliTical leadership and credibiliTy flucTuaTions
Credibility in the eyes of citizens is a crucial asset that political leaders cannot do 
without. While political parties and issues are important for the development of 
political preferences and voting behavior (Karvonen, 2010; van Holsteyn & Andeweg, 
2010), political leaders take center stage in politics: They need to communicate their 
views persuasively to gain political support of party members and citizens (Campus, 
2010; Langer, 2010). To succeed in this respect, credibility is indispensable, because 
it “is the cornerstone of effective persuading; without it, a persuader won’t be given 
the time of day” (Conger, 1998, p. 39). However, it is not self-evident that citizens 
and others award political leaders this credibility, nor are leaders fully in control in 
presenting and creating a favorable image. Not only do media closely watch political 
leaders and quickly note mistakes; in the public debate in the media that develops in 

37 This chapter is accepted as: Van Zuydam, S. & Metze, T. (2018). Making political leaders king: 
Enacted credibility in times of elections. Politics, Culture & Socialization.
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response to leaders’ presentations, participants interpret and add meaning to what 
happened (Campus, 2010; Garzia, 2011).38 Hence, the framing of leaders’ credibility 
in the public debate in the media becomes part of the total information environment 
(Lenart, 1994; Tsfati, 2003) on which citizens base their evaluations of political leaders.  

Source credibility is the main concept used in the literature to conceptualize 
the credibility of a source of communication. Research in this field has consistently 
found that being credible means being considered competent, trustworthy, and caring 
(Berlo et al., 1969; Hovland et al., 1953; McCroskey & Teven, 1999). While this might 
suggest a certain stability, source credibility is relational and dynamic (O’Keefe, 
1990; Perloff, 2010). An infamous example is Jimmy Carter’s rise during the election 
campaign and the quick disillusion with his performance once in office (Hargrove, 
1988). Although the source credibility concept acknowledges its relational and 
dynamic nature, the strong suit of the approach is to pinpoint political leaders’ source 
credibility at specific moments in time. What happens in between those moments 
remains unclear. Therefore, we propose to complement the source credibility concept 
with a new perspective - enacted credibility – that sheds light on the dynamics of the 
social construction of credibility. It focuses on how leaders’ credibility is framed in the 
interaction between political leaders’ performances, citizens, and other participants 
in the public debate, which mostly takes place in traditional and new media. 

As such, credibility can be conceptualized 1) on the basis of “characteristics” 
that political leaders are thought to have (source credibility), and 2) as the way in which 
these “characteristics” are socially constructed by the various participants involved 
(enacted credibility). In this chapter we ask: How do the framing and reframing of political 
leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring in the public debate in the media contribute 
to changes in the source credibility of these leaders? This chapter therefore contributes to 
the literature in two ways. We contribute by opening up the process of credibility 
co-production, which deepens our conceptual and empirical understanding of how 
source credibility comes about (Delia, 1976). While the relationship between citizens 
and leaders is often studied, we add an analysis of the role of the public debate in 
the media. After all, it is in the relationship between leaders’ performances and the 
framing and reframing of those performances in the public debate in the media that 
leaders’ credibility is co-produced, or in other words, enacted. Moreover, by analyzing 
enacted credibility we add to the literature in that we provide a means to understand 
how the source credibility attributed to leaders develops over time and why it changes 
(Hilgartner, 2001; Peck & Dickinson, 2009). 

38 Citizens and participants in the public debate in the media do not constitute two mutually exclu-
sive groups. In as far citizens add and contribute to the public debate in the media – for example 
through tweeting – they are included as participants in this debate as well.
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Job cohen: a case of decreasing credibiliTy

To answer the central research question, we study Job Cohen during the 2010 
parliamentary election campaign, whose compelling case provides an example of 
rapidly declining source credibility (Kleijwegt & Van Weezel, 2013; Parool, 2010c). 
When Cohen announced his candidacy for the Social Democratic party leadership on 
March 12 2010, he was considered the most preferred prime ministerial candidate in 
opinion polls. Moreover, citizens were relatively confident that he would do a good 
job (De Hond, 14-03-2010d, 07-04-2010h). Respondents also awarded Cohen the highest 
grade compared to other party leaders on his overall competence as a party leader 
(Synovate, 18-03-2010). In newspapers, he was referred to as the “dream candidate” and 
some even suggested the elections were a done deal (Telegraaf, 13-03-2010; Volkskrant, 
13-03-2010). 

Cohen’s warm welcome lies in the reputation he had built in the nine years 
he served as the mayor of Amsterdam. Overall he retained high credibility in the 
eyes of the general Dutch citizenry. In the Netherlands, but also abroad, Cohen was 
praised in particular for his efforts and success in keeping the city together after 
cineaste Theo van Gogh was murdered in 2004 (Time Magazine, 2005; World Mayor, 
2006). He prevented intercultural tensions from escalation through his characteristic 
approach of bridging differences and promoting harmony over conflict (Hajer & 
Uitermark, 2008). Prior to the Amsterdam mayoralty, Cohen held a number of other 
positions in politics and government. During the 2010 election campaign, however, 
his experience in these positions did not play a role. Rather, Cohen’s background 
was almost exclusively framed by citizens, journalists, and politicians in terms of his 
mayoral career. 

Throughout the campaign, Cohen was increasingly criticized, and polls that 
indirectly measured his source credibility suggest that it declined rapidly (AD, 2010a; 
Financieele Dagblad, 2010; Parool, 2010b; Telegraaf, 2010h; Trouw, 2010a). Instead of 
leading the various polls, he ranked sixth on his overall competence as a party leader 
(TNS Nipo, 2010b). In addition, in polls on citizens’ confidence in party leaders and 
preferred prime ministerial candidates, Cohen lost support (De Hond, 12-05-2010c, 
14-03-2010d, 26-04-2010f, 03-06-2010g, 07-04-2010h; Synovate, 2010b; TNS Nipo, 2010b). 
Within three months Cohen’s credibility decreased from being the dream prime 
ministerial candidate to a leader who was not up for the task. 

In the next section we start with a discussion of the source credibility concept, 
and we explore three understandings of why source credibility can fluctuate. The 
research design and methods sections provide further detail on why we selected the 
extreme example of Job Cohen. In the results section we present a detailed analysis 
of the framing and reframing of this political leader’s enacted credibility in the 2010 
parliamentary elections, after which we discuss how this enacted credibility helps 
to understand the shift in his source credibility. We conclude that some dimensions 
of credibility became more salient in the public debate in the media than others, 
impacting the overall evaluation of Cohen’s source credibility. Finally, we reflect on the 
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findings’ implications and their contribution to the literature on political leadership 
and credibility. 

moving beyond source credibiliTy & inTroducing 
enacTed credibiliTy
Source credibility is the prevailing concept to study the credibility of (political) 
leaders. This concept is defined as “the attitude toward a source of communication 
held at a given time by a receiver” (McCroskey, 1997 in: Perloff, 2010, p. 166). Rooted 
in studies on persuasion, it focuses on the characteristics that audiences need to 
attribute to speakers – in this case political leaders – to consider them credible. Hence, 
source credibility is not inherent to leaders’ personalities, but it exists in the eye of 
the beholder. The qualities leaders are thought to have might matter more than their 
actual qualities (Garzia, 2011). An implication is that the degree to which a leader is 
considered credible can fluctuate from one occasion to another (Kouzes & Posner, 
2003; O’Keefe, 1990). These dynamics of political leaders’ source credibility become 
apparent in, for example, longitudinal surveys (cf. Wisse, 2014) or detailed biographies 
(cf. Hargrove, 1988). 

Consensus in the literature is that three dimensions constitute the core of the 
source credibility construct: competence, trustworthiness, and caring (Berlo et al., 
1969; Hovland et al., 1953; Kouzes & Posner, 2003; McCroskey & Teven, 1999; O’Keefe, 
1990). To consider leaders competent, citizens or other actors in an audience (for example 
journalists) determine whether the leaders understand the (political) situation at hand 
and the potential for solutions (O’Keefe, 1990). As such, competence refers to the 
perception of the skills and knowledge leaders need to substantiate their claims and 
actions. Trustworthiness entails leaders’ perceived reliability and honesty, and regards 
the likeliness that leaders tell the truth instead of being deceptive (Hovland et al., 1953; 
Perloff, 2010). Caring, finally, entails that leaders are believed to show empathy with 
their audience’s problems, that they listen to them, and that they have their interests 
at heart (McCroskey & Teven, 1999; Perloff, 2010). Former US President Clinton, for 
instance, was thought to connect with people’s concerns especially well in his first 
presidential election campaign.

Apart from the studies aimed at assessing the dimensions that make up the 
source credibility construct (Berlo et al., 1969; Hovland et al., 1953; McCroskey & 
Teven, 1999; O’Keefe, 1990), source credibility is used in research as a factor related 
to qualities such as likeability, attractiveness, age, persuasion, and voter preference 
(i.e., O’Keefe, 1990; Pornpitakpan, 2004; Teven, 2008; Warner & Banwart, 2016). Hence, 
the source credibility concept allows us to pinpoint leaders’ credibility at any given 
time, and as trends over time. While highly valuable, it does not shed light on how 
credibility comes about and what happens in the periods between two of these source 
credibility pictures. 
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undersTandings of dynamics in source credibiliTy

Three different understandings potentially shed light on the dynamics in political 
leaders’ source credibility: 1) the shifting popularity of the leaders’ parties, 2) a change 
in the dominant election theme, and 3) the performance of leaders’ main competitors. 

Changes in the popularity of the leader’s party could affect his source 
credibility, because evaluations of political leaders and parties are intertwined 
(King, 2002; van Holsteyn & Andeweg, 2010). From this perspective, leaders’ source 
credibility would wax and wane at least in part as a function of their parties’ success 
or demise in the polls. However, due to developments like individualization and 
partisan dealignment, the impact of party evaluations on the support for political 
leaders has decreased (Garzia, 2011; Mughan, 2009). Cohen’s case reflects this. Before 
he announced his candidacy, the Social Democratic Party held 26 seats in the polls – a 
loss of 7 seats compared to their share of parliamentary seats at the time (van Holsteyn, 
2011). It is therefore not likely that Cohen’s initial high source credibility was due to 
his party’s popularity. As Election Day drew nearer, moreover, polls suggest that 
other considerations – including strategic voting to keep the right-wing Liberal Party 
out of the prime ministerial office – mattered for the Social Democrats’ popularity 
(Volkskrant, 2010aa). While the Social Democratic Party’s position in the polls suffered 
only slightly and stabalized as the campaign progressed (van Holsteyn, 2011), Cohen’s 
source credibility declined substantially (Kleijwegt & Van Weezel, 2013).  

Next, the dominant election theme might matter for leaders’ source credibility. 
Issue-ownership theory posits that “parties and their candidates attempt to mobilize 
voters by emphasizing issues on which they hold a reputation of competence” 
(Bélanger & Meguid, 2008, p. 477). Right-wing parties – in contrast to left-wing parties 
– for example, are known for themes like the state’s finances (Budge & Farlie, 1983). 
Instead of immigration and integration (which were initially expected), the economy 
dominated the 2010 parliamentary election campaign (Telegraaf, 2010f; Volkskrant, 
2010x). From this perspective, Cohen – representing the left-wing Social Democratic 
Party - was put at a disadvantage, whereas he would have benefited from immigration 
being the main theme (on which, after all, his reputation as a mayor was mainly based). 
This change in main election theme therefore undoubtedly made circumstances more 
difficult for Cohen. However, it did not make him a victim. Rather, the change in the 
dominant election theme also provided Cohen with the opportunity to draw attention 
to issues on which the Social Democratic Party did have ownership, like the related 
left-wing issue of social security (Van der Brug, 2000). The decline in Cohen’s source 
credibility nevertheless suggests that he was unable to seize that opportunity. 

Third, political leaders operate in a competitve marketplace during elections. 
While the evidence is mixed (Lodge, Steenbergen, & Brau, 1995; Miller et al., 1986; 
Redlawsk, 2001), research suggests that to decide who to vote for, citizens compare 
different leaders directly, on aspects related to their source credibility, among 
others. Depending on the competition, political leaders who are doing equally 
well might therefore not be attributed the same amount of source credibility. The 
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2010 parliamentary election campaign mainly revolved around the duel between 
the Liberal leader Mark Rutte and Job Cohen. During the campaign, Rutte’s source 
credibility developed in the opposite direction of Cohen’s source credibility. Following 
some credibility-scare years, Rutte grew from a relatively invisible leader to the 
Netherlands’ next Prime Minister (see Chapter 7). However, while Rutte’s improved 
performance might have exacerbated Cohen’s loss of source credibility, this alone 
does not suffiently disprove that Cohen gave citizens cause to reconsider his source 
credibility either. 

Hence, although these three understandings of changing source credibility 
have their value, they do not solve the entire puzzle of why Cohen’s source credibility 
fluctuated over time. Changes in the dominant election theme, the popularity of the 
party represented by the leader, and their main competitors’ performances set the 
context within which political leaders have to work. This context can make it easier 
or more difficult for leaders to build and maintain source credibility, but the outcome 
is not fixed. Indeed, it is up to leaders to take full advantage of favorable conditions 
or to defend themselves in hard times (Helms, 2014).

enacTed credibiliTy: complemenTary undersTanding of dynamics in 
source credibiliTy

We therefore need to complement source credibility with a theoretical perspective 
that reveals its dynamic nature. To this end, we introduce “enacted credibility”, which 
we understand to refer to the way in which leaders’ credibility (their competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring) is framed and reframed in the interactions among and 
between leaders and their audience. While others have paid attention to the ways in 
which leaders present themselves (Burgoon et al., 1990; Mbennah & Schutte, 2000; 
Newman, 1999), we explicitly consider the construction of credibility to be a joint 
activity. Enacted credibility is a concept that enables us to study “the way in which 
the contextualized interaction between performer and audience produces social 
realities” (Hajer, 2009, p. 66; see also Metze, 2010), and – in our case - produces a 
leader’s credibility. This means we add to the study of perceived abilities, the study 
of “enactment, narrative and audience” (Peck & Dickinson, 2009, p. 82). In this sense 
we adhere to a call that was made as early as 1976 for a constructivist approach 
to credibility (Delia, 1976), but which so far has received relatively little attention 
(McComas & Trumbo, 2001).

In the context of political leadership, the relationship between leaders and 
citizens is, however, not that simple. Political leaders function in a highly mediated 
environment: Citizens evaluate their leaders based on what they hear, read, or see of 
them through the media (Hajer, 2009; Strömbäck, 2008). Consequently, the information 
that people receive is not limited to leaders’ appearances (or absence thereof), but – 
as Tsfati (2003) shows regarding election debates – journalists, citizens, and fellow 
politicians discuss leaders’ appearances both in traditional media and on social media, 
and they relate it to leaders’ overall performances. Citizens might see a leader on 
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television, as well as read newspaper articles and tweets about him. How participants 
in this public debate in the media frame and reframe leaders’ performances informs 
citizens about whether a leader is competent, trustworthy, and caring. These framings 
in the public debate in the media are therefore part of the total information environment 
(Lenart, 1994; Tsfati, 2003) on the basis of which source credibility is attributed.

Understanding enacted credibility thus requires broadening the relationship 
between leaders and citizens to include the public debate in the media. The 
public debate in the media is defined here as the remarks uttered by, for example, 
journalists, citizens, and other politicians in traditional and new media on the leader’s 
media presentations. Participants in this debate not only report on leaders’ media 
presentations, but also make sense of, influence, and reconstruct messages (Sinha, 
2010).39

Literature on media effects suggests that media impact 1) the importance 
citizens attach to issues (agenda-setting), 2) the standards citizens use to make political 
evaluations (priming), and 3) how citizens interpret issues (framing). However, in 
analyses of citizens’ evaluations of political leadership, the role of the public debate 
in the media is often only indirectly included.40 Hence, even though it is accepted 
in the study of political leadership to consider the media to play “a central role in 
constructing and shaping public assessments of government” (Heffernan, 2006, p. 582), 
research tends to be aimed at efforts of political leaders and their teams to project as 
positive an image as possible (Kaid, 2004b; Newman, 1999). 

From the perspective of enacted credibility, changes in source credibility are 
influenced by the way in which leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring is 
framed and reframed in response to changes in leaders’ performances. To be enacted, 
a particular framing of a leader’s trustworthiness, for example, is used on one occasion 
and repeated on successive occasions. This perspective of enacted credibility creates 
room for change, as reframing can occur, which will alter the leaders’ source credibility. 
The repetition of attributed meaning is central to enactment, but previous framings 
can be contested through the possibility of variation in repetition (Butler, 1999, p. 
185). These framings and reframings are influenced by and influence the leaders’ 
performance (Hajer, 2009; Strömbäck, 2008). As such, leaders will perform credibility 
and in the public debate in the media their competence, trustworthiness, and caring 
will be framed time and again. The co-occurrence of the leaders’ performances and 
the framing by citizens, journalists, and others in the public debate in the media is 
what makes the credibility of the leader enacted. 

Based on leaders’ performances, citizens as well as other participants in public 
debate in the media form impressions of their leaders (McGraw, 2003; Newman, 1999). 

39 Apart from media presentations that have taken place, the public debate in the media can of course 
also comment on the lack of such presentations. These non-presentations might be significant as 
well, as they might be interpreted as politically relevant messages in themselves, shedding light 
on the leaders’ credibility dimensions.

40 Notable exceptions include Iyengar et al. (1984) and Stevens and Karp (2012).
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After all, citizens are inclined to form “intuitive impressions of political candidates 
based on certain cues such as language style, appearance characteristics, and 
nonverbal behavior” (de Landtsheer et al., 2008, p. 219). Their performance thus gives 
a clue as to whether leaders know what they are talking about and what they aim to 
do (competence), whether they are honest and reliable (trustworthiness), and whether 
they care about citizens’ interests and know their concerns (caring) (see Chapter 7). 
A repeatedly poor or good performance (as perceived by participants in the public 
debate in the media) might therefore trigger changes in the enacted credibility. 

research design & meThods

The reason for selecTing Job cohen as a case

In merely three months Cohen’s source credibility decreased from being the dream 
prime ministerial candidate to a leader who was not up for the task. Hence, his case 
provides an extreme example of source credibility fluctuation (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Apart 
from an intrinsic interest in what could have happened that Cohen lost his head start, 
selecting such an extreme case of credibility fluctuation maximizes what we can 
learn about the extent to which and how enacted credibility helps to understand the 
dynamics in source credibility (Stake, 1995). Citizens held high expectations of Cohen 
that were not met during the campaign, stirring discussion both in direct response 
to individual media presentations and in meta-analyses of the campaign as a whole. 
This enabled us to analyze changes in how credibility was framed and reframed in 
the interplay among and between citizens, other participants in the public debate in 
the media, and Cohen’s media performance. 

In addition, Cohen’s case of declining source credibility is embedded in a 
salient political context. The Netherlands is a consensual parliamentary democracy 
in which, due to its collective and collegial traditions, individual leadership is not 
self-evident (Hendriks & Karsten, 2014). Political personae like Cohen have also come 
to the fore in election campaigns in the Netherlands, but evidence of personalization 
remains mixed at most (Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2013; Kriesi, 2012). Consequently, the 
Netherlands functions as a least likely case: If in this institutional system – not 
particularly sensitive to individual leadership – changes in source credibility can be 
understood by analyzing leaders’ enacted credibility, then it is likely that studying 
leaders’ enacted credibility is also helpful in other contexts (Flyvbjerg, 2006). 

meThods of daTa collecTion and analysis

Our analysis focused on the framing and reframing of the three credibility dimensions 
(competence, trustworthiness, and caring) in the traditional and social media debate. 
Framing is “a way of selecting, organizing, interpreting, and making sense of a 
complex reality to provide guideposts for knowing, analyzing, persuading and acting” 
(Rein & Schön, 1993, p. 146; cf. Goffman, 1974). The way in which people frame the 
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performance of Cohen is a social process: Understandings of a situation are developed 
(Dewulf, Craps, & Dercon, 2004) and frames shift (Metze, 2017) in interactions.

To conduct this interactive frame analysis we gathered three different types of 
data. First, we collected appearances of Cohen on television programs. We analyzed 
his performance on eleven television presentations in total. These were selected on 
grounds that 1) Cohen was (one of) the main guest(s), 2) the programs were broadcasted 
between March and June 2010, dispersed throughout the election campaign, and 3) 
the selection of programs included various types of programs: one speech (in which 
he announced his candidacy for the position of party leader), two debates, and eight 
current affairs programs. Cohen’s appearances on these television programs were 
transcribed verbatim to enable the frame analysis. 

Second, we collected newspaper articles through a search of LexisNexis (a 
databank that includes Dutch newspaper articles) with the keyword Cohen. We limited 
our search to the three national newspapers with the highest circulation in their 
respective categories: Telegraaf (tabloid newspaper), Volkskrant (quality newspaper), 
and Metro (free newspaper). In addition, we limited our search to the period between 
Cohen’s candidacy announcement and the day after the parliamentary elections (12-
03-2010 to 10-06-2010). After removing the non-relevant articles from the results, for 
example because they referred to comedian Sascha Baron Cohen, our dataset included 
740 newspaper articles (figure 8.1). 

Third, to study the framing of citizens, politicians, and journalists on social 
media we collected tweets41 with the retrospective data gathering Twitter Search 
tool. Even though Twitter users might not be representative of the general public 
(Ceron et al., 2014), tweets have become an integral part of the public debate, if only 
because traditional media incorporate this debate in their news reporting (Anstead 
& O’Loughlin, 2011). Moreover, complementing the analysis of newspaper articles, 
it allows for a microanalysis of the framing of Cohen’s performance. We searched 
for tweets published between March 12 2010 and June 10 2010 including the word 
‘Cohen’. Despite Twitter Search’s limitation of not returning all relevant content 
(Anstead & O’Loughlin, 2011), 21,738 tweets of 6,245 unique users (figure 8.1) were 
acquired. This is a fraction of the approximately 191,000 active Dutch Twitter accounts 
in July 2010 (Schoonderwoerd, 2010), but merely 8 percent of those active Twitter users 
regularly start up and respond to discussions (the “creators”; Newcom Research, 2011). 
Moreover, as we were interested in one person (and not, for example, the entire 2010 
parliamentary election campaign) during a limited period of time, we concluded that 
our dataset was large enough to use in our study. Next, the tweets related to Cohen’s 
television presentations were selected, resulting in a dataset of 7,355 tweets. 

41 Tweets and newspaper articles that merely stated facts were excluded, for example “RT @NO-
VAtelevisie: ‘At 22:15h Job Cohen will be our guest on NOVA Politiek. Directly after the broadcast 
he will be chatting on www.novatv.nl” (@hardecijfers, 07-06-2010).
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The television appearances and tweets were first thematically coded in Nvivo 
(a qualitative data analysis software program) for 1) the topics discussed, and 2) their 
tone (positive, negative or neutral in reference to Cohen as a political leader). The 
newspaper articles were analyzed manually and we coded whether fragments related 
to Cohen’s performance, to Cohen’s leadership in the campaign, or whether Cohen 
was only mentioned in passing. Next, the coded newspaper, television, and Twitter 
fragments were re-examined to explore to which credibility dimension they referred 
and if their framing shifted. Fragments that mentioned Cohen’s honesty and sincerity 
were, for example, coded as relating to his “trustworthiness”. The resulting coding was 
triangulated across data sources to check the coherence of the findings. All coding 
was performed by the first author, and afterwards discussed with the second author.

Figure 8.1: Daily number of articles and tweets
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undersTanding The decrease in cohen’s credibiliTy
The analysis of Cohen’s media presentations as well as the tweets and newspaper 
articles in which these are discussed suggest that Cohen’s degenerated source 
credibility can be understood in terms of variations in the framing by participants 
in the public debate in the media of his competence, trustworthiness, and caring. 
Cohen’s demise in the parliamentary election campaign can be analytically divided 
into three distinct periods of enacted credibility: “Cohenmania”; “The statesman with 
a stammer”; and “the leader who was unable to meet expectations” (see figure 8.2). 

Figure 8.2: The development of Cohen’s enacted credibility in the framing in the public debate in the 
media with examples of newspaper fragments and tweets illustrative of each phase. 

cohenmania: ‘yes we cohen’
As noted, after Cohen transferred from Amsterdam to national politics, his source 
credibility soared and his transfer was welcomed with enthusiasm. For example, a 
Facebook group called ”Yes we Cohen” was founded based on the well-known slogan 
of US President Obama (@jaapstronks, 12-03-2010; @jimbaut, 12-03-2010; @marzas, 
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12-03-2010)42, a ”Yes, We Cohen” song was written, and t-shirts were sold with the 
same slogan.  

From the analysis of the comments in newspapers and on Twitter, we gather 
that Cohen’s trustworthiness and caring were emphasized in this first phase. Cohen’s 
reputation was one of a ”father figure” (Volkskrant, 19-03-2010b); a leader who would 
bring people together instead of driving a wedge between them. As the mayor of 
Amsterdam, he had been praised for his depolarizing leadership style, for example 
in how he managed to “keep his city [of Amsterdam] together” when intercultural 
tensions climaxed after the murder of Theo van Gogh (Volkskrant, 13-03-2010; cf. 
Hajer & Uitermark, 2008). This leadership style combined with his perceived calmness, 
decency, and poised attitude – meaning that Cohen was someone on whom citizens 
could depend – made that Cohen was considered a welcome change to contemporary 
politics (Telegraaf, 13-03-2010). 

Regarding Cohen’s caring, the prevalent framing was that he understood 
citizens’ concerns. When he announced his candidacy for the position of party leader 
of the Social Democratic Party on March 12, 2010, he presented a view of the current 
state of the Netherlands as well as of what kind of society he dreamt. This speech was 
positively received both by clear left-wing supporters and more moderate citizens. As 
someone tweeted, “Job Cohen just might win me over. I’m a fan already! #swingvoter” 
(@IngGoe, 12-03-2010). Other examples included, “RT This is what you call an entrance. 
Beautiful speech from Cohen” (@GerBaron, 12-03-2010), and “Big chance that Cohen 
will get my vote after this inspiring speech. I think he is the Prime Minister the 
Netherlands needs” (@EricNL, 12-03-2010). In these type of tweets, the response of 
these citizens indicates that they recognized the kind of society to which Cohen 
aspired, as well as that they felt he addressed their concerns and had their interests 
at heart.

Although citizens and journalists emphasized Cohen’s trustworthiness and 
caring in newspapers and on Twitter shortly after he announced his candidacy, upon 
close analysis, a small undercurrent of critique on his competence was discernible. 
Some tweets reported that Cohen was not an economic expert and people wondered 
how he would deal with the economic crisis. In this regard, the grossly exceeded 
budget for the construction of the Amsterdam North/South Metro Line was 
mentioned (Telegraaf, 13-03-2010; @madlog, 12-03-2010; @EisevanderSluis, 12-03-2010; 
@MarcvdLinden, 12-03-2010). Moreover, tentative doubts were raised about Cohen’s 
political skills. For example, the hosts of the television program Pauw & Witteman 
(12-03-2010) asked him whether he would be able to cope with the verbal violence in 
today’s politics after showing a short clip suggesting otherwise. Nevertheless, while 
this reveals that concerns already surfaced before the campaign started, they were 
mostly formulated as open-ended questions on which Cohen was given the benefit of 

42 See Appendix 2 for a full overview of cited data (tweets, newspaper articles and television presen-
tations).
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the doubt until proven otherwise. In addition, the critique was anything but pervasive, 
and the framing of Cohen as a trustworthy and caring leader dominated.  

The sTammering sTaTesman

From the end of April 2010 onwards, two views on Cohen’s credibility competed more 
(or less) equally. Some people emphasized his competence, whereas others focused 
on his trustworthiness. Caring took a middle position. As in the previous period 
of Cohenmania, Cohen’s enacted caring still seemed rather high: He was thought 
to have the interests of citizens at heart and his aim to bridge differences in society 
was recognized. He did not get caught up in all kinds of political games, but he was 
thought to focus on the problems society was dealing with. Nevertheless, especially 
on Twitter, Cohen was also warned during the Prime Ministers’ Debate that he should 
realize that there is more to the Netherlands than only Amsterdam: He should not 
only be a father figure to inhabitants of Amsterdam, but to the citizenry of the entire 
country (@AdvanderZee, 23-05-2010; @berberah, 23-05-2010). 

In the period of Cohenmania, critique on Cohen’s competence was discernible 
but subordinate. However, roughly from the end of April 2010 onwards, critique 
gained prominence in the newspapers and on Twitter. He was mostly criticized on 
his (lack of) economic knowledge and his political skills. Cohen’s performance on the 
current affairs talk show NOVA (26-04-2010) was considered pivotal in this respect. In 
this program, the host asked Cohen three factual questions about the Dutch economy: 
the price of bread, the size of the national mortgage debt, and the monthly increase 
of the unemployment rate. Cohen could only answer the first question. In addition, 
in the same program Cohen was unable to explain the financial consequences of the 
economic plans of the Social Democratic Party. Moreover, when the host criticized 
him or posed difficult questions, Cohen started to stammer. After this performance, 
the doubts of journalists and citizens about Cohen’s competence increased. Journalists 
posed that the man that was sitting there at the table was not the Job Cohen they 
knew: Apart from not knowing the facts, he appeared to be highly nervous, and his 
performance lacked fighting spirit (Volkskrant 28-04-2010h). Citizens seemed to agree. 
Polls indicated that more than 50 percent of the citizens who had seen the interview 
felt that Cohen had not done well. On average Cohen’s performance was rated a 4.6/10 
(De Hond, 03-05-2010a), and citizens noted that he looked “uninspired and badly 
prepared” (Metro, 03-05-2010). 

In the following weeks, in newspapers and on Twitter Cohen continued to be 
framed as a stammering statesman due to his second performance on the current 
affairs program Pauw & Witteman (05-05-2010) as well as in response to two television 
debates – the Prime Ministers’ Debate (23-05-2010) and the Carré Debate (26-05-2010). A 
campaign team coached Cohen on his economic knowledge and debating qualities 
(clearly visible in the breaks of the television debates, during which his trainer 
Diederik Samsom fiercely explained what he should do; Volkskrant, 28-05-2010). 
Despite these efforts, his competence was - as before - under siege. As a journalist for 
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example wrote, “Cohen failed to impress because just as three days before in the Prime 
Ministers’ Debate he could not answer questions on his health care plans” (Telegraaf, 
27-05-2010d). At the same time, Mark Rutte – Cohen’s main competitor – was praised 
for his clever, light-footed debating style and his recipe for addressing the economic 
crisis resonated with voters (Volkskrant 25-05-2010d, 10-05-2010i). 

Besides failing to appear competent in the sense of the content of his answers, 
it was also noted that he did not give straight answers. Tweets included: “’I hope so’. ‘I 
don’t know’. ‘I wonder whether that is the case’. ‘We will look into that’. ‘I don’t think 
that’s an interesting question’ Quotes from Cohen at PenW” (@Sywert, 05-05-2010; 
cf. Volkskrant 08-05-2010a for a similar remark). Both Cohen’s inability to provide 
answers and the vague manner in which he answered questions were therefore 
considered indications that Cohen lacked the necessary skills and knowledge. The 
way out was, however, not that simple. The measures taken by the campaign team to 
bring Cohen up to speed were not working, according to some members of the Social 
Democratic Party, and only made Cohen more insecure. They pointed out that he was 
working with the same people as the previous Social Democratic leader Wouter Bos 
was, who had a completely different style of delivery, in addition to a different style 
of preparation. According to these party members, Cohen needed to listen less to his 
advisors and take matters into his own hands (Volkskrant 28-05-2010e). While in the 
debates the different party leaders attacked each other on various issues, Cohen was 
not able to defend himself very well, making the critique stick (in contrast to Mark 
Rutte for example, who repelled the attacks on his plans and leadership with ease; 
Volkskrant, 22-05-2010o).      

Those who defended Cohen against– in their eyes – the unfair critique on 
his competence brought forward arguments related to Cohen’s trustworthiness, in 
addition to rebutting critiques on his competence straight on. They thought it was 
unfair to judge Cohen solely on his lack of factual knowledge “because no one knows 
these exact figures and no other party leader was asked about it” (@DT_ploeter, 24-
05-2010; cf. @politiq, 24-05-2010; @erwinvanderaart, 24-05-2010). Moreover, just as in 
the previous period of Cohenmania, Cohen was still praised for his trustworthiness 
and he was thought to be a real statesman. Even critics acknowledged Cohen’s 
“honesty, sincerity, and integrity” (Volkskrant, 01-05-2010n). On Twitter an alderman 
for the Social Democratic Party noted that Cohen was the only one “from whom I 
would buy a second hand bike without seeing it” (@RodneyWeterings, 23-05-2010). 
In addition, Cohen’s poor performance was sometimes understood not as a sign of 
lacking competence, but as a sign of Cohen being an honest, sincere, calm, and decent 
statesman: “What people forget is that Cohen doesn’t have a poker face and makes 
a sincere impression. Unfortunately not something I can say of all other politicians 
#carredebate” (@RoelKendall, 23-05-2010).

Hence, between the end of April and the end of May Cohen was framed as a 
trustworthy and caring statesman, but one with a faltering competence (and voice).
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The leader who was unable To live up To The expecTaTions

At the end of May 2010, Cohen was locked in a horse race (Strömbäck, 2008) with 
the liberal leader Mark Rutte. In this final period, Cohen’s performance was framed 
as reflecting a leader who could not live up to expectations. The view that Cohen 
lacked the necessary skills and knowledge consolidated, as did the view that Cohen 
was a decent and civilized leader. The battle between these two competing views 
in the previous period was nevertheless settled in favor of the framing of lacking 
competence. This means that in the framing of his performance, the deficiencies in his 
skills and knowledge were emphasized, whereas the image of a decent and civilized 
statesman became subordinate (except for perhaps the most fervent Social-Democratic 
devotees). 

Just as in the period of “the stammering statesman”, the framing of Cohen’s 
skills and knowledge mainly revealed doubts about his ability to cope with the Dutch 
political arena and to adequately deal with the problems the country was facing. The 
economic crisis became the most prominent political issue in the election campaign. 
At the end of the election campaign it was clear to citizens and journalists that this 
was not Cohen’s area of expertise. Illustrative is the cited remark of a famous Dutch 
comedian, Freek de Jonge: “In the Social Democratic Party everybody counts. That is 
only right because Cohen is not a real mathematical prodigy” (@JaapJansen, 04-06-
2010). In addition, despite improvements in the final weeks, Cohen’s survival in the 
Dutch political arena was questioned: 

In debates Cohen was inadequate. He stumbled and stammered. Opponents 
mercilessly exposed his weak spot. The famous remark “it’s the economy, stupid” 
that Bill Clinton uttered years ago during the American presidential elections 
against his opponent George Bush applied flawlessly to the Social Democratic leader 
(Telegraaf, 10-06-2010m). 

The reason for why Cohen failed to lift up his economic knowledge and debating skills 
is only given limited attention at this point, both in newspapers and on Twitter. It is 
clear, however, that although Cohen was aware of this weak spot and he attempted to 
mend it through additional training (Telegraaf, 10-06-2010), his improvements proved 
insufficient to change the dominant framing in time for the elections (Volkskrant, 
10-06-2010). 

In media appearances, moreover, citizens noticed that Cohen struggled 
with tough questions: “why does Cohen look like a cornered animal with every 
difficult question for which he needs to improvise a little? #Cohen #fail #KvdB” (@
HarcoPloegman, 04-06-2010). There is no indication that citizens and others thought 
the questions asked were particularly unfair, nor that he was given a different 
treatment than his main competitors. In contrast, the better Mark Rutte was doing, 
the more Rutte was the focal point of critique (Telegraaf, 28-05-2010a). While citizens 
did not seem to provide an answer to the question as to why Cohen struggled with 
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these questions, in some newspaper articles it was argued that he lacked the necessary 
campaigning experience, and that Cohen was too much of an administrator instead 
of a politician (Telegraaf, 29-05-2010b; Volkskrant, 10-06-2010). 

While Cohen’s trustworthiness and caring were subordinate in the media’s 
framing compared to his competence in this period, our analysis indicates that 
occasionally Cohen was still described in terms of a calm administrator, and a Prime 
Minister of all Dutch who knew how to bridge differences in society (Telegraaf, 10-
06-2010; @vincente, 07-06-2010). In these instances, both party loyalists and other 
citizens continued to appreciate his calm demeanor. Unlike others, Cohen did not 
roll around fighting with his opponents. As one citizen stated, “Cohen might stammer 
and stumble, but he is a great statesman and as chair he is the only one who has a 
chance to provide for a stable coalition” (Metro, 09-06-2010b). That the competition 
between the two views on Cohen’s credibility had nevertheless ended can be derived 
from his appearances on current affairs programs and the interpretation of them 
in newspaper articles, among other things. Journalists and political commentators 
framed Cohen as a lost cause. In the daily television program De Wereld Draait Door, 
the host for example asked Cohen:

 
Mister Cohen, the campaign of the Social Democratic Party holds two historical 
dates. At the start there was the moment you said “I am going to do it”, March 12th. 
In the polls the virtual seats shot up from 24 to 34. You were the savior. The other 
parties could tear up their programs, it would not matter anymore, you would be the 
one. In that rush many people lived. Then came NOVA, and after that the RTL-debate. 
With great consequences […] What has happened? (04-06-2010).

Similarly, a journalist of the Volkskrant concluded, “whereas it is one election too 
many for Balkenende, it is one too few for Cohen. (…) Cohen was unmasked; he does 
not have the leadership qualities that Left thought he had” (07-06-2010). As such, the 
enactment of Cohen’s trustworthiness and caring alone were not considered enough 
to maintain or regain source credibility in the elections (@sandervanluit, 04-06-2010; 
@vermorken, 07-06-2010; @kajleers, 07-06-2010).

connecTing source credibiliTy and enacTed credibiliTy

The analysis of the framing and reframing of Cohen’s competence, trustworthiness, 
and caring in the public debate in the media demonstrates that over time the 
emphasis on the three credibility dimensions shifted: from trustworthiness and 
caring to economic (in)competence. This change is also reflected in the opinion polls 
of that period, in which source credibility is indirectly measured in questions on the 
most preferred prime ministerial candidates, confidence ratings, and party leaders’ 
competence. 

In the episode of ‘Cohenmania’, trustworthiness and caring dominated the 
framing of Cohen’s leadership. Competence was not considered an issue and on the 
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rare occasion that participants in the public debate professed some concerns about 
Cohen’s economic knowledge and political skills, he was given the benefit of the doubt. 
The opinion polls at this stage of the election campaign painted a similar picture. Not 
only was Cohen the most preferred prime ministerial candidate (choosing between 
three candidates, 54% of all respondents were in favor of him), citizens also ranked 
him highest in terms of competence, and they were confident he would do a good 
job (scoring a 6.6 out of 10 and a 5.9 out of 10, respectively) (De Hond 03-06-2010g; 
Synovate 2010a).

The first cracks in his image became visible, however, in the next episode that 
we labeled “the stammering statesman”. Cohen was still considered a calm leader 
who bridged differences in society: He was a true statesman. However, doubts 
about his competence started to gain ground. People were not convinced Cohen had 
the necessary economic knowledge and political skills. The polls in which source 
credibility is indirectly evaluated reflect the struggle between these two competing 
views of Cohen’s leadership. Citizens seemed more critical of Cohen’s party leadership: 
On May 11, 2010, he was graded a 6.3 out of 10 and was no longer the most valued 
party leader (TNS Nipo 2010b). Moreover, citizens were less confident that Cohen 
would do a good job. Between March 18 and May 12, Cohen’s average confidence 
rating declined by 0.7 points to an average rating of 5.2 out of 10 on May 12, 2010 (De 
Hond 2010c).

With regard to citizens’ preferences for the position of Prime Minister, Cohen 
continued to receive favorable evaluations, even though he also lost support here. 
Depending on the poll and the number of potential candidates from which citizens 
could choose, from the end of April 2010 onwards, still 33 to 50 percent of the 
respondents in opinion polls considered Cohen the best candidate (De Hond 12-05-
2010c; TNS Nipo 2010a). In a follow up open question, respondents were asked why 
they favored Cohen as Prime Minister or not. The reasons they provided mirror the 
framing contest that took place in the public debate in the media, which suggests that 
citizens use what they learn from the public debate in their argumentation. Citizens 
opting for Cohen mentioned his calm and trustworthy appearance. In addition, they 
felt he was concerned with bringing people together. In contrast, citizens for whom 
Cohen was not the most preferred future Prime Minister argued that he lacked 
decisiveness and strength, as well as that his economic leadership was below par 
(TNS Nipo 2010a).

In the final episode, “expectations not met”, the framing contest between 
Cohen’s competence on the one hand, and his trustworthiness and caring on the 
other hand, was settled in favor of the former. In contrast to the first episode, Cohen’s 
leadership was now predominantly framed in terms of failed competence. Hence, 
with regard to enacted credibility, the focal point of the framings by participants 
in the public debate in the media had shifted from trustworthiness and caring to 
competence. The results on the competence-related items in the polls reflect this 
outcome. Cohen’s grades for his competence, and citizens’ confidence that he would 
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do a good job, decreased further. At the end of May, Cohen was awarded 6th place of 
all party leaders on his competence evaluation, and citizens’ confidence in Cohen was 
graded on average a 5.0 out of 10 (De Hond 26-05-2010j; TNS Nipo 2010b). This score is 
substantially lower than the 5.9 he was awarded during the episode of ‘Cohenmania’. 
Moreover, Cohen had to accept that Rutte was the leader (or at least co-leader) in the 
polls on most preferred Prime Minister (De Hond, 03-06-2010g; Synovate, 25-05-2010b). 

Connecting the two conceptualizations of credibility therefore suggests that 
enacted credibility gives insight into the dynamics of source credibility. After all, it 
shows how – in Cohen’s case – a decline in source credibility is the outcome of one 
framing taking over the other. 

conclusion and discussion
To win support for their plans and views, political leaders need to be credible in 
the eyes of citizens. This credibility is, however, not self-evident, nor are political 
leaders completely in control of it. Credibility is not inherent to their personalities, but 
citizens have to attribute it to them time and again. Moreover, due to the mediatized 
nature of political communication, the role of the public debate in the media cannot 
be sidestepped (Campus, 2010; Garzia, 2011). Rather, the framing and reframing of 
leaders’ credibility in the public debate in the media is part of the total information 
environment (Lenart, 1994; Tsfati, 2003) on which citizens base their evaluations. In 
this chapter we therefore asked: How does the framing and reframing of a political 
leader’s competence, trustworthiness, and caring in the public debate in the media 
contribute to changes in source credibility of this leader?

In the literature, source credibility is the main concept with which to study 
credibility. While valuable to assess leaders’ credibility at a specific moment in time, 
it is less suited to help understand how and why this source credibility fluctuates. 
To this end, we introduced the enacted credibility perspective. It focuses on the way 
in which credibility is co-produced, and shows what happens in the period between 
two assessments of source credibility. Source credibility and enacted credibility thus 
take a different perspective on the same phenomenon, resulting in a more informed 
appreciation of credibility and why it changes. 

In Cohen’s case there was a continuing framing contest in the public debate 
in the media following his performance. On the one hand Cohen was framed as 
a trustworthy and caring leader, and on the other hand as lacking competence. 
After announcing his candidacy in the parliamentary elections, there was a period 
of “Cohenmania” in which Cohen’s trustworthiness and caring were emphasized 
in newspapers and on Twitter. At that time, his competence received hardly any 
attention. The situation was the other way around in the final episode of the election 
campaign we labeled “expectations not met”. The indirect measurements of source 
credibility in opinion polls reflect this shift: over time, citizens became more and 
more critical of Cohen’s competence and their confidence that he will do a good job 
declined. Hence, our study suggests that source credibility can be interpreted as the 
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outcome of shifts in the framing of leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring, 
or what we term “enacted credibility”. 

These findings add to the literature in three ways. First, they highlight that 
due to the framing contest, some dimensions of credibility become more salient in the 
public debate in the media than others, impacting the overall evaluation of leaders’ 
source credibility. To remain credible, leaders need to be considered competent, 
trustworthy, and caring – but depending on the dominant framing, a deficiency on 
one (or two) dimensions can be compensated for, at least temporarily. Upon closer 
analysis, an undercurrent of critique on Cohen’s competence was already discernible 
in the first phase of “Cohenmania”, but it had not yet gained ground. Later in the 
campaign, the balance shifted, pushing the interpretations of Cohen as a trustworthy 
and caring leader to the back, and competence became the dominant dimension on the 
basis of which Cohen’s source credibility was rated. This suggests that at first Cohen 
was given the benefit of the doubt due to his superior trustworthiness and caring, 
but - after failing to catch up on his competence – this was not enough to maintain 
his source credibility.

In addition, the analysis shows how participants in the public debate in the 
media co-produce credibility over time through their framing of leaders’ competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring. This finding speaks to the literature on mediatization in 
that the framing of leaders’ credibility in this debate guides citizens’ interpretations 
of leaders’ performances and thus their evaluation of leaders’ source credibility. 
In line with Tsfati’s (2003) call to take into account the total information environment 
when studying the effect of debates in elections, this chapter therefore suggests 
that analyzing the public debate in the media is essential 1) to understand how 
the credibility of political leaders comes about in the age of mediatized political 
communication, and 2) to provide insight into how and why leaders’ source credibility 
might change over time. 

Although this chapter’s findings concur with the literature on mediatization 
that the tone of the public debate in the media affects citizens’ leadership evaluations 
(Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2013; Newman, 1999), this debate does not develop independently 
from what happens on the political stage. The third contribution of this chapter is 
therefore that Cohen’s case clearly shows that credibility is co-produced. In this 
process, leaders’ performance is just as relevant. Cohen was therefore not the victim 
of a negative media campaign pitted against him, but his performance in the media 
gave reason to reconsider his source credibility. While it might be easier to focus on 
research on either citizens’ attributions of source credibility, leaders’ efforts to further 
their credibility, or participants’ framing efforts in the public debate in the media, we 
should realize that a political leader’s credibility is always the result of a joint effort. 

Even though this chapter focuses on a case of substantial source credibility 
decline embedded in a particular setting – the case of Job Cohen in the 2010 
parliamentary election campaigns in the Netherlands – we expect that our lessons are 
also relevant in other contexts. After all, the waxing and waning of source credibility 
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and the mediated nature of political communication is not unique to the Netherlands 
(Hargrove, 1988; Strömbäck, 2008). Nevertheless, the exact patterns of the framing 
and reframing of credibility might vary from one leadership case to the other, and 
institutional and cultural circumstances could give rise to a different total media 
environment. Election campaigns in the Netherlands tend to be relatively short and 
inexpensive, for instance, and purchasing TV airtime is still a rather new development 
(Walter & Vliegenthart, 2010). Hence, political leaders rely mainly on free publicity 
to convince citizens of their credibility. This stands in stark contrast to the prevailing 
campaigning practice in for instance the US (Kaid, 2004b), resulting in a potentially 
different balance in the relationship between the various actors involved in the social 
construction of credibility. 

Therefore, additional research – in the Netherlands and in other political 
systems – is needed to learn whether the interplay among and between citizens, 
other participants in the public debate in the media, and leaders in the framing and 
reframing of leaders competence, trustworthiness, and caring as found in the Cohen 
case is the exception or the rule. It is recommended that in these studies source 
credibility is measured directly, instead of having to rely on indirect opinion polls. 
That way, the evidence that shifts in enacted credibility parallel changes in source 
credibility can be strengthened. Moreover, in our analysis we focused on an election 
campaign. As has been argued in literature on political leadership, leaders also need 
their credibility vis à vis citizens to be persuasive after elections (’t Hart & Uhr, 2008, 
p. 3). Consequently, while in office leaders cannot simply ‘act as king’ either, but it is 
up to the people around them to decide who is king.



CHAPTER 9  

owning thE stagE: undErstanding 
thEEnactEd crEdibility of cabinEt 
ministErs and parliamEntary party 
lEadErs43

Credibility is an essential asset for political leaders to win support from citizens and others, 
both during elections and while in office. To understand this credibility, the role of the 
public debate in the media cannot be sidestepped, due to the mediatized nature of political 
communication. The source credibility approach argues that credible leaders are those who 
are considered competent, trustworthy, and caring. The perspective of enacted credibility 
is introduced to further explore how source credibility comes about. It provides a means to 
study how leaders’ credibility is co-produced in the interaction between political leaders’ 
performances, and their framing and reframing by citizens and other participants in the 
public debate in the media. The cases of four Dutch political leaders – Mark Rutte, Diederik 
Samsom, Frans Timmermans, and Emile Roemer – are analyzed to learn how credibility is 
socially constructed. The analysis of 43 television presentations, 168 newspaper articles, and 
15,607 unique tweets revealed the source credibility attributed to the high and low credibility 
leaders can be understood as the outcome of variations in enacted credibility. The results 
suggest that above all, it is important that leaders show their qualities, instead of merely 
talking about them. 

poliTical leadership: acquiring credibiliTy in The age 
of mediaTized poliTics
Political leaders have an important role in getting things done and giving direction to 
governmental action (’t Hart & Uhr, 2008). Their powers and abilities are, nevertheless, 
not unlimited. Leaders need the support of many others to function effectively, 
including the support of citizens. This support is not self-evident, especially not in an 
age of partisan dealignment (Mughan, 2009). Both during elections and in governing 
periods, political leaders need to convince citizens of their views, as well as of their 
qualities. After all, leaders’ suitability for office is an element of importance in its own 
right in citizens’ voting calculus and their evaluation of government (Bittner, 2011; 

43 A previous version of this chapter received the Best Paper award at the NIG annual conference 
(2016), Antwerp, 24-25 November. 
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Fischer, Dowding, & Dumont, 2012). To be persuasive and to acquire citizens’ support, 
leaders’ credibility is crucial. As Conger stated: “credibility is the cornerstone of 
effective persuading; without it, a persuader won’t be given the time of day” (Conger, 
1998, p. 90). 

Credibility can be defined as an attitude held by an audience towards a source 
of communication (McCroskey, 1997 in: Perloff, 2010, p. 166). To be considered credible, 
these sources of communication need to be perceived as competent, trustworthy, 
and caring by members of their authorizing environment (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 
1953; McCroskey & Teven, 1999; Moore, 1995; O’Keefe, 1990). In the literature, this 
concept is referred to as source credibility. It is not self-evident that citizens and others 
attribute credibility to political leaders. Around the world, politicians are among the 
least trusted professionals and qualifications of ‘lining their own pockets’ and being 
‘power hungry’ are common (Citrin & Muste, 1999; Den Ridder & Dekker, 2015; Hay, 
2007). Despite this skeptic attitude, there are individual political leaders to whom 
source credibility is attributed. The question is, however, how today’s political leaders 
acquire this credibility. The prevalent concept in the literature of source credibility 
has convincingly established the dimensions that make up the credibility construct 
(competence, trustworthiness, and caring) and is instrumental in assessing the source 
credibility attributed to, for example, political leaders at a given point in time. What 
remains underexplored is how this credibility comes about in the relationship between 
political leaders and their audiences. 

The traditional source credibility approach is therefore complemented here 
with a relatively new perspective – enacted credibility – which sheds light on the 
dynamics in the social construction of credibility and to which both leaders and 
their audiences contribute. Enacted credibility focuses on how leaders’ credibility is 
co-produced in the interactions between political leaders’ performances, and their 
framing and reframing by citizens and other participants in the public debate, which 
mostly takes place in traditional and new media. Communication between politics and 
society is, after all, mediatized. Citizens evaluate political leaders based on how they 
present themselves on television, as well as information about them in newspapers 
and on social media (Gunther & Mughan, 2000; Strömbäck, 2008). The information 
people receive is, therefore, not limited to leaders’ performances, but – as Tsfati (2003) 
shows regarding election debates – journalists, citizens, and other politicians discuss 
them and add meaning. These framings of leaders’ performances in the public debate 
in the media therefore inform citizens of leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and 
caring as well, meaning they are part of the total information environment (Lenart, 1994; 
Tsfati, 2003), on the basis of which source credibility is attributed. 

Hence, the contribution of this chapter to the literature is twofold. It opens up 
the process of credibility co-production, deepening our conceptual and empirical 
understanding of how source credibility comes about. In this sense, the traditional 
source credibility perspective that is focused on the end result is complemented 
with a constructivist approach to credibility, which so far has received only limited 
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attention (Delia, 1976; McComas & Trumbo, 2001). Second, a relational perspective on 
leadership has become commonplace in the literature, and the relationship between 
political leaders and citizens in particular has gained substantial attention in research 
(’t Hart & Uhr, 2008). This chapter adds an analysis of the role of the public debate in 
the media. After all, it is in the relationship between leaders’ performances and the 
framing and reframing of those performances in the public debate in the media that 
leaders’ credibility is enacted.  

The main research question of how political leaders acquire credibility is 
answered by answering the subquestions: 1) How political leaders perform in their 
television presentations, and 2) how the framing and reframing of a leader’s credibility 
in the public debate in the media develops in response to these presentations. In the 
following section, the source credibility and enacted credibility concepts are discussed 
in greater detail, after which the contributions of political leaders and the public 
debate in the media to the credibility relationship are explored. Next, attention is paid 
to the research methods, including the issue of case selection. In the empirical part of 
this chapter, the enacted credibility of two cabinet ministers and two parliamentary 
party leaders in the Netherlands with a contrasting source credibility rating is 
analyzed: Frans Timmermans (Social Democratic Party), Mark Rutte (Liberal Party), 
Emile Roemer (Socialist Party), and Diederik Samsom (Social Democratic Party). In the 
results section, further contextualization of these cases is provided, and the findings 
as to how credibility is acquired are presented. Based on the analysis of 43 television 
presentations, 168 newspaper articles, and 15,607 unique tweets, it is concluded that 
political leaders build credibility if they do not only talk about but also show their 
competence, trustworthiness, and caring. Finally, the implications of this chapter’s 
findings and their contribution to the literature on political leadership and credibility 
are reflected upon. 

enacTed credibiliTy: The inTeracTion beTween leaders’ 
performances and iTs framing in The public debaTe in 
The media

source credibiliTy and enacTed credibiliTy

Source credibility is the main and dominant concept in the literature on credibility, 
and entails “the attitude toward a source of communication held at a given time by 
a receiver” (McCroskey, 1997 in: Perloff, 2010, p. 166). Source credibility is therefore 
a relational concept, meaning that receivers – for example, citizens – decide to 
what extent leaders are credible. Substantial research efforts have been devoted to 
establishing what audiences are looking for in speakers for them to be worthy of being 
attributed source credibility. 

Since the 1950s, studies have established time and again that competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring constitute the source credibility construct (Berlo, Lemert, 
& Mertz, 1969; Hovland et al., 1953; Kouzes & Posner, 2011; McCroskey & Teven, 1999; 
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O’Keefe, 1990). Competence entails that political leaders have the required knowledge 
and skills: Can they correctly assess the nature of problems and do they know how to 
deal with them? In addition, competence-related expectations also include political 
leaders’ decisiveness and their capacity to think and act independently (Van Zuydam, 
under review). Trustworthiness, secondly, relates to reliability and honesty: Are 
political leaders telling the truth and can they be counted upon, or will they bail on 
citizens the moment things get difficult (Hovland et al., 1953; Perloff, 2010)? Citizens 
therefore consider visibility during crises and hard times a good clue as to whether a 
leader can be relied upon or not. Caring, finally, relates to leaders’ intentions behind 
their actions. It means knowing what citizens are going through and having their 
interests at heart instead of only promoting their self-interest (McCroskey & Teven, 
1999). Bill Clinton’s “I feel your pain” remark is a classic example of how he was able 
to connect to citizens’ concerns during his first presidential campaign.

The source credibility concept allows researchers to assess leaders’ credibility 
at a given time. This is instrumental to learn how the credibility of various political 
leaders is faring, but it does not shed light on how credibility is socially constructed in 
the relationship between leaders and their audiences. Therefore, this chapter uses the 
new concept enacted credibility – which was introduced in Chapter 8 - to complement 
the traditional source credibility perspective. Enacted credibility relates to “the way 
in which leaders’ credibility (their competence, trustworthiness, and caring) is framed 
and reframed in the interactions among and between leaders and their audience” 
(Van Zuydam & Metze, 2018, p. 62). Consequently, to understand how credibility is 
socially constructed, the contributions of both leaders and audiences to the credibility 
relationship require attention.

Due to the mediated nature of political communication (Strömbäck, 2008) – 
which means that citizens and politicians mostly learn about each other through 
the media – it is foremost in television presentations that political leaders present 
themselves to their audience (Campus, 2010; Gunther & Mughan, 2000). In these 
television presentations, political leaders try to build as favorable an image as possible. 
To this end they engage in strategies of impression management (Burgoon, Birk, & 
Pfau, 1990; de Landtsheer, de Vries, & Vertessen, 2008; Newman, 1999), which refers 
to “the process by which individuals attempt to control the impressions others form 
of them” (Leary & Kowalski, 1990, p. 34). In dramaturgical terms, leaders can pay 
attention to staging, framing, and scripting in their preparations (Benford & Hunt, 
1992; Gardner & Avolio, 1998), which cover the settings in which leaders perform and 
how they are designed, their personal appearance, what they say, how they say it, 
how they deal with critique, and how they relate to their audience. The way in which 
these strategies are performed can be studied by scholars to learn how political leaders 
(attempt to) acquire credibility.  

At the same time others, for example citizens in the public debate in the media, 
are trying to acquire information about political leaders, or “they bring into play 
information about them already possessed” (Goffman, 1956, p. 1). This also implies 
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that the information citizens include in their evaluations of political leaders is not 
limited to leaders’ actual performances, but they might also read newspaper articles 
and tweets about them and include them in their judgments. The framings in this 
public debate in the media are part of the total information environment (Lenart, 1994; 
Tsfati, 2003), in which credibility is coproduced (Hajer, 2009; Peck & Dickinson, 2009). 
As such, the performance of leaders is interrelated with (re)framings of political 
leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring in the public debate in the media. 
It is this co-occurrence that makes credibility enacted. 

Source credibility is related to enacted credibility in that it provides a snapshot 
of political leaders’ enacted credibility at a specific moment in time (see figure 9.1). 
By extension, source credibility can be considered the temporary outcome of enacted 
credibility, meaning that paying attention to enacted credibility gives insight in 
the dynamics of source credibility assessments (see Chapter 8 for a more elaborate 
discussion on this point). Consequently, analyzing political leaders’ enacted credibility 
helps to understand how credibility – leaders competence, trustworthiness, and caring 
- is socially constructed in the interaction between leaders’ performances and their 
framing in the public debate in the media (Hilgartner, 2001; Peck and Dickinson, 2009; 
Szerszynski, Wallace and Waterton, 2003).

Figure 9.1: Conceptualizing enacted credibility in relation to source credibility

leaders efforTs: performed impression managemenT

The performances of political leaders can be studied by means of a dramaturgical 
analysis, which includes analyzing how leaders perform staging, framing, and 
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scripting in practice. Central to dramaturgy is “how people express themselves to, 
and in conjunction with, others create meaning and influence” (Gardner & Avolio, 
1998, p. 33). 

Staging refers to the setting in which political leaders perform (Hajer, 2009; 
Schlenker, 1980). It is not only about the physical location and how it is designed, 
but also about the props present. Whereas the design of the stage includes the more 
structural aspects, the props are the movable objects like tables, chairs, and glasses of 
water (Gardner & Avolio, 1998; Schlenker, 1980). Leaders sometimes have full control 
of the stage in which they perform, for example when they organize a press conference 
or if they are invited to give a speech. More often, however, they are invited to talk 
shows, news broadcasts, or current affairs programs in which they need to work with 
the settings provided – and the formal and informal rules that come with them. As 
such, various types of stages provide leaders with different degrees of control over 
their performances. In addition to “settings doing things with people” (Edelman, 
1967), the personal appearance of the leader is also part of the staging element. These 
appearance-related cues, most notably physical features, wardrobe, and hairdo, 
also matter for the impression leaders make on citizens, and thus matter for their 
credibility (de Landtsheer et al., 2008; Newman & Perloff, 2004). Although physical 
characteristics like height are set, leaders are largely in control of their appearance 
and are therefore able to make changes if needed.  

Framing is the second aspect in the dramaturgical framework of impression 
management and focuses on what is being said on stage. In the literature, various 
traditions in framing theory can be distinguished. In impression management, 
framing is considered a strategic instrument that political leaders can use to win 
support from as many people as possible (De Bruijn, 2011; Gardner & Avolio, 1998; 
Lakoff, 2004). In political debates, framing is essentially, “a quality of communication 
that causes others to accept one meaning over another” (Gardner & Avolio, 1998, p. 
41). A frame therefore provides an understanding of what is going on and how that 
should be valued. For political leaders, framing might be a strategic instrument to 
shape the public debate, and it works because frames are omnipresent. They are the 
mental images and neural networks of association that people subconsciously use to 
come to grips with what is happening in the world around us. Information that fits 
with these preconceived schemas is interpreted favorably, incompatible information 
is discarded or not even heard (Lakoff, 2004; compare the debate on frame resonance, 
Miller & Riechert, 2001; Snow & Benford, 1988). 

Political leaders looking for credibility thus need to engage with the frames 
of their audiences to be heard and to get their views accepted. In the political realm, 
multiple frames tend to compete for dominance (De Bruijn, 2011; Lakoff, 2004; Metze, 
2017). Political leaders are most persuasive when their views are evaluated by the 
standards they choose. If the framing of one of their opponents dominates, they 
are therefore put at a disadvantage. In that case, leaders have to defend themselves 
against critique by engaging in reframing efforts in which they emphasize their own 
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problem definitions and values (De Bruijn, 2011; Lakoff, 2004; Metze & Dodge, 2016). 
To conclude, framing includes the frames leaders employ, the extent to which these 
frames are accepted or contested, and how leaders deal with the alternative frames 
of competitors. 

Scripting, the third dramaturgical aspect, can be considered an extension of the 
frames for which leaders try to get support in society. While frames are idea-based, 
scripting is about how these frames are put into words. Scripting activities aim to 
coordinate leaders’ performances and “refer to the development of a set of directions 
that define the scene, identify actors, and outline expected behavior” (Benford & 
Hunt, 1992: p. 38). In particular, this requires three activities. First, leaders need to 
outline the cast in their performance: What is their role, and what role do others play 
on stage? Who are friends and who are enemies? Next, the dialogue and how it is 
constructed matters (Gardner & Avolio, 1998; Hajer, 2009). To ensure that their frames 
are as effective and persuasive as possible, leaders draw on rhetorical techniques – like 
Aristotle’s well-known distinction between pathos, logos, and ethos (Benford & Hunt, 
1992; Perloff, 2010). The idea of leaders performing on a stage also implies the presence 
of an audience, which is the final aspect of scripting. Leaders forge a relationship with 
their audiences, but what kind of relationship is formed depends on how leaders 
involve their audiences in their performances and how audiences (can) respond (De 
Bruijn, 2009; Hajer, 2009; Snow, Zurcher, & Peters, 1981). Relevant audiences can be 
present in the studio (like hosts, other guests at the table, or a studio audience), but 
equally important are citizens and other participants in the public debate in the media 
(Hajer, 2009; Tsfati, 2003).

The public debaTe in The media: The percepTion and framing of 
leaders’ performance

From the perspective of enacted credibility, evaluations of source credibility 
follow as much from leaders’ performance as from the way in which competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring are framed in the public debate in the media in response 
to leaders’ performance. It is this co-occurrence that makes leaders’ credibility enacted. 
The public debate in the media is defined here as the remarks uttered for example by 
journalists, citizens, and other politicians in traditional and new media. Participants 
in this debate not only report on leaders’ media presentations, but in turn also make 
sense of, influence, and reconstruct messages (Sinha, 2010; Tsfati, 2003). They form 
an impression of their leaders based on what they see, hear, and read in the media. 
After all, as Newman and Perloff (2004, p. 21) argue in an election-context, we are 
inclined to form impressions of political leaders by integrating information acquired 
from leaders’ physical characteristics, their media presentations, and their leadership 
record (as discussed in the media). Hence, their performances, as well as how they are 
subsequently discussed in the public debate in the media, give citizens and others a 
clue of political leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring. 
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Moreover, in this public debate in the media, participants present specific 
interpretations of the three credibility dimensions and what is valued therein. In 
research on political leadership, already some attention is paid to what audiences 
look for in terms of competence, trustworthiness, and caring. Regarding competence-
related expectations, literature suggests citizens admire leaders who have vision, 
good judgment, great analytical skills, action-inspiring policy views, and effective, 
communicative performances (Cronin, 2008; Garzia, 2011; Greenstein, 2002). In regard 
to trustworthiness, aside from reliability and honesty, successful candidates and 
political leaders also show integrity, stability of views, and authenticity according to 
previous research (Cronin, 2008; King, 2002; Miller & Miller, 1976). Caring is closely 
related to leaders’ intents towards citizens, and it relates to leaders’ warmth and 
empathy (Perloff, 2010). Hence, we want leaders that understand our concerns and who 
take our worries seriously (Cronin, 2008). Furthermore, caring has an ethical element 
in that citizens also want their leaders to provide moral guidance. In Cronin’s words, 
“We want leaders who, for example, remind us of our natural obligations, shared 
beliefs, and the ties, traditions and trust that bind us together” (2008: p. 462).

credibiliTy in The neTherlands: The analyzed cabineT 
minisTers & parliamenTary parTy leaders
In this chapter, enacted credibility is studied in the context of cabinet ministers and 
parliamentary party leaders. Individual leadership is not self-evident in this consensus 
parliamentary democracy, due to its collective and collegial traditions (Hendriks & 
Karsten, 2014). While political personae have come to the fore during elections and 
have gained attention during governing periods, evidence of personalization remains 
mixed (Kleinnijenhuis, Takens, van Hoof, van Atteveldt, & Walter, 2013). Hence, 
political leadership in the Netherlands can be considered a least likely case (Flyvbjerg, 
2006): If in this system leaders’ source credibility can be understood by analyzing 
enacted credibility, it is likely that this concept is helpful in other institutional contexts 
as well. 

Four leadership cases in particular are analyzed in this chapter: Mark Rutte 
(also the Prime Minister, Liberal Party), Frans Timmermans (Foreign Affairs Minister, 
Social Democratic Party), and parliamentary party leaders Diederik Samsom (Social 
Democratic Party) and Emile Roemer (Socialist Party). These leaders have been 
selected based on their office(s) and their source credibility ratings in a previous 
three-wave survey, administered among 3,295 Dutch citizens (response rate: 75-82%) 
that was conducted between August 2013 and June 2014 (see Chapters 2 and 3). The 
leadership cases were selected from the extremes of the source credibility distribution 
to maximize what could be learned about how credibility can be acquired. The way 
in which the credibility of leaders with a high source credibility was enacted was 
compared to the enacted credibility of the low credibility cases to find similarities 
and differences that could help to understand their source credibility ratings.
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Cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders have distinct roles in the 
Dutch parliamentary democracy. Cabinet ministers are the bridgeheads between 
politics and the implementation of policy through the departmental bureaucracy 
(’t Hart & Wille, 2006; Marsh, Richards, & Smith, 2000). The Prime Minister is also a 
cabinet minister and heads the Department of General Affairs. Hence, he is the first 
among equals. Compared to Prime Ministers abroad he has relatively few powers 
(Andeweg & Irwin, 2005) – despite recent debates about whether presidentialization is 
taking place in the Netherlands. Presidentialization refers to the trend that the chief 
executive accumulates power resources at the expense of the power resources of the 
executive at large (Poguntke & Webb, 2005). While the Liberal Mark Rutte is the Dutch 
Prime Minister, he is thus also a cabinet minister (albeit a special one). During the 
studied period, Rutte was leading his second cabinet – a coalition between the right-
wing Liberal Party and the left-wing Social Democrats – that started its term after 
the 2012 parliamentary elections (Rutte II). Overall, citizens seemed to have mixed 
feelings towards him, as Rutte was among the lowest rated cabinet ministers in terms 
of source credibility (see figure 9.2). The Social Democrat and Foreign Affairs Minister 
Frans Timmermans, on the other hand, was awarded the most source credibility 
of all cabinet ministers. He was well-known for his pro-European stance, as well 
as for his Facebook page on which he shared work-related comments as well as his 
professional and personal life “behind the scenes”. In October 2014, he resigned from 
his ministerial post to become the European Commissioner for Better Regulation and 
the European Commission’s first Vice-President.

Figure 9.2: The average credibility rating on each dimension of Timmermans, Rutte, Roemer, and 
Samsom for the three waves combined (scale 1-6). 
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Parliamentary party leaders chair their parties in parliament, but other than 
a higher salary than MPs, their position is barely formally regulated (Andeweg & 
Irwin, 2005). Nevertheless, these parliamentary party leaders take up an important 
role. They need to ensure cohesion among members of parliament of their party and 
have a leading role in performing parliaments’ task to hold cabinet accountable and 
to pass new legislation (Andeweg & Irwin, 2005). There is a major difference between 
parliamentary party leaders that chair governmental and those that chair opposition 
parties. Parliamentary party leaders of opposition parties have, for example, a clear 
additional role in being their party’s prime representative to the world outside 
parliament, to acquire support, and to possibly win the next parliamentary elections. 
At the same time, even if they are not participating in the coalition, they try to realize 
their ambitions by collaborating on governmental policy plans (Uhr, 2009). 

Both types of parliamentary party leaders are represented in this chapter: The 
high source credibility opposition leader Emile Roemer led the Socialist Party, which 
has never had governing responsibility (see figure 9.2). Diederik Samsom, in contrast, 
was attributed relatively little source credibility. He chairs the Social Democrats and 
was responsible for negotiating his party’s contribution to Cabinet Rutte II. While 
normally party leaders take up a position in cabinet, Samsom decided to stay in 
parliament to have more freedom in representing the Social Democrats’ views. 

research design & meThods
The data collection and analysis focused on the performance of the four leaders in 
various television presentations, and the subsequent public debate in newspapers 
and on Twitter. Television presentations are included in the analysis, because they 
are the primary means through which political leaders present themselves more or 
less directly to citizens and others in the public debate in the media (Campus, 2010; 
Gunther & Mughan, 2000). Even though communication is still mediated, audiences 
can hear and see leaders talk, answer questions, defend themselves against critique, 
and so forth. Newspapers and Twitter, in turn, provide a broad overview of the public 
debate that takes place in the media. Newspapers traditionally are a major source of 
information for citizens and have an important role in shaping the public debate. After 
all, they do not only report what is happening in the world, but they also provide an 
interpretation and relate individual events to wider trends (Huysmans & de Haan, 
2010; McNair, 2011). Twitter is a relatively new medium which has become an integral 
part of the public debate on politics. Citizens and others use it to comment directly on 
what they see happening. Even though Twitter users might not be representative of 
the general public (Ceron, Curini, Iacus, & Porro, 2014), analyzing tweets helps to start 
opening the black box of how political leaders’ performance is perceived (Anstead & 
O’Loughlin, 2011). 

The television presentations were studied through a dramaturgical analysis 
in the tradition pioneered by Erving Goffman (Brissett & Edgley, 1975; Goffman, 
1956), paying attention to the performed staging, framing, and scripting as outlined 
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in the theoretical framework. Borrowing concepts from theater, this type of analysis 
enables studying “how people express themselves to, and in conjunction with, others 
to create meaning and influence” (Gardner & Avolio, 1998, p. 33). In the public debate 
in newspapers and on Twitter, the framing and reframing of the leaders’ competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring was of interest. Framing is “a way of selecting, organizing, 
interpreting, and making sense of a complex reality to provide guideposts for 
knowing, analyzing, persuading and acting” (Rein & Schön, 1993, p. 146). The way in 
which the performance of Timmermans, Rutte, Roemer, and Samsom was framed is a 
social process: In interactions, understandings of the situation are developed (Dewulf, 
Craps, & Dercon, 2004).

The television presentations were collected by searching the database of the 
Dutch Institute for Sound and Vision with the four leaders’ last names in the period 
between August 2013 and June 2014 (the period for which information about the 
leaders’ source credibility is available). In addition, it was checked whether each leader 
had been a guest on specific talk shows of commercial broadcasting stations on which 
politics is covered. Next, the television presentations in which the leaders made a 
substantial appearance (15 minutes or longer) were selected, to allow for a thorough 
analysis of their performance. In total, 43 television presentations were studied. The 
performed staging (studio design, available props, and leaders’ personal appearance) 
was assessed for each television broadcast. In addition, all contributions of the four 
leaders to these television presentations were transcribed verbatim. In the analysis, 
these transcripts were thematically coded in Nvivo (qualitative data analysis software) 
on their topic, the framing employed, the acceptance of the framing, the type of 
argumentation used (ethos, logos or pathos), and to which credibility dimension the 
ethos argumentation related. Based on this coding, it was established how the leaders 
framed and scripted their views and plans, how they dealt with critique, and how 
they emphasized the elements of credibility. 

The newspaper articles were acquired from the database of the Dutch 
Parliamentary Monitor of the Montesquieu Institute, which contains all Dutch 
national newspaper articles since 2002. All newspapers in this database were searched 
for the period between August 2013 and June 2014 using the leaders’ last names. 
Next, the articles were selected that related to the analyzed television presentations. 
Consequently, the final dataset contained 168 newspaper articles in which at least 
one of the four leaders was mentioned. The tweets were collected by searching the 
database of Coosto – a Dutch social media company –again with the last names of 
the four leaders as keywords. This means that tweets in which these leaders were 
mentioned were collected, not what these leaders tweeted themselves. Similar to the 
newspaper articles, this search was followed by selecting those tweets that related to 
the analyzed television presentations. The resulting dataset contains 15,607 unique 
tweets. The newspaper articles and tweets were thematically coded in AmCat (an 
online qualitative analysis tool) on the topic and tone of the fragment (positive, 
negative, or neutral towards the leader in question), after which the positive and 



212 Chapter 9

negative fragments were reexamined to learn to which credibility dimension they 
related. Based on this coding, clues could be derived on how the performance of 
the leaders was perceived in the public debate in the media in terms of competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring. 

resulTs: undersTanding The enacTed credibiliTy of 
Timmermans, ruTTe, roemer, & samsom
The dramaturgical analysis of political leaders’ performances, and the analysis of the 
framing of political leaders’ credibility in the subsequent public debate in the media, 
reveals that leaders’ contrasting source credibility ratings can be understood in terms 
of variations in enacted credibility. Before introducing these variations, it is first of all 
worth noting that the high source credibility leaders are not valued all the time by 
everyone. Newspapers mostly take a neutral stance towards political leaders and their 
television presentations. The debate on Twitter, however, is rather negative. Between 
35 percent and 43 percent of the tweets on these leaders were negative, while merely 
2 percent to 14 percent of the analyzed tweets were positive (see table 9.1).

Four important differences were nevertheless found in how the credibility of 
the high and low source credibility leaders was enacted which relate to their enacted 
competence, trustworthiness, and caring. 1) Related to enacted competence, the 
high source credibility leaders convince their audiences of their knowledgeability 
by providing evidence of their knowledge of the topic at hand and by being specific 
about how problems are being handled. 2) The analysis shows, in addition, that in 
terms of enacted competence, decisiveness matters for cabinet ministers, meaning 
that it is valued if they take charge and speak up against injustice. Political strategic 
skills and (policy) performance are, in turn, of prime importance for parliamentary 
party leaders to show their audiences that they are ready to take on governing 
responsibility. 3) Sincerity, honesty, and consistency of views and actions matter 
with regard to political leaders’ enacted trustworthiness. High source credibility 
leaders distinguish themselves from their low source credibility colleagues by being 
direct and using different wording in answering similar questions. Moreover, their 
statements do not contradict what was said by reliable others, or what they have said 
and done previously. 4) Enacted caring entails that political leaders show by sharing 
their personal experiences and by using pathos argumentation that they understand 
citizens’ concerns. Combined, these four differences in the enacted credibility of high 
and low source credibility leaders suggest that showing is perhaps more important 
than telling to acquire credibility. 
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Table 9.1: Summarizing the leaders’ performance and the subsequent public debate in the 
media in terms of argumentation, tone, and credibility dimensions

Timmermans Rutte Roemer Samsom

Pe
rf

or
m

an
ce

Argumentation used in performance
Total number of references
% of references to:
 – Logos
 – Pathos
 – Ethos

553

69%
12%
19%

484

77%
6%
17%

398

60%
15%
25%

885

74%
5%
21%

% of ethos argumentation referring to: 
 – Competence
 – Trustworthiness
 – Caring

54%
19%
27%

16%
15%
36%

50%
21%
29%

33%
13%
54%

Pu
bl

ic
 d

eb
at

e 
in

 th
e 

m
ed

ia

Newspapers

Total number of segments
% Tone of segments:
 – Competence
 – Trustworthiness
 – Caring

63

90%
2%
8%

225

77%
12%
11%

11

73%
18%
9%

65

65%
7%
28%

Total number of references
% References to credibility dimensions:
 – Competence
 – Trustworthiness
 – Caring

5

40%
40%
20%

52

77%
11.5%
11.5%

3

33.3%
33.3%
33.3%

22

68%
27%
5%

Tweets

Total number of Tweets
% Tone of Tweets
 – Neutral
 – Positive
 – Negative

3,994

55%
10%
35%

4,312

51%
6%

43%

1,523

49%
14%
37%

4,518

62%
2%
35%

Total number of references
% References to credibility dimensions:
 – Competence
 – Trustworthiness
 – Caring

1,804

59%
23%
18%

2,110

57%
27%
15%

782

80%
9%
11%

1,696

44%
33%
23%

enacTed compeTence: knowledgeabiliTy

Citizens and others in the public debate look for leaders who have the required 
knowledge and skills to deal with the problems at hand. They want to be convinced 
that leaders know what they are doing and that they have a plan. As a participant 
in the public debate in the media commented, “#CT with Frans Timmermans. I’m 
a fan. Clear language, also correct, and respectful. A man with an opinion. Very 
humane and competent” (@jwitlox, 14-03-2014). The performances of the four leaders 
provided at least one clue as to why Timmermans and Roemer were more successful 
in convincing others of their competence than Rutte and Samsom. All four leaders 
predominantly relied on logos argumentation to substantiate their claims (see table 
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9.1) – thus referring to causes and consequences, citing authorities (for example 
economists), and including numbers to make their case. However, what Rutte and 
Samsom failed to do is to provide a solution and specifics on how a problem was being 
handled, even though they were seen to represent the governing coalition. In response 
to the problem of youth unemployment, for example, Rutte stated in a TV interview: 

We work incredibly hard to ensure that, we cannot cure the economic disease 
overnight, that is not possible, therefore we need to take wise measures to further the 
delicately increasing growth and to make substantial changes in that structure. But 
specifically for youth unemployment we are now taking a whole range of measures to 
make sure that we with each other in politics are able to do, together with businesses 
– who are also very active in this area, corporations are very active and also see this 
problem. To ascertain that we tackle this problem as much as possible (Buitenhof, 
12-01-2014). 

This suggests that what leaders aim to achieve in the far future is not of prime 
importance, but what matters is what leaders are doing in the present to address 
problems. Doing their best or saying they are taking wise measures is too vague, 
and appears not to inspire the belief that leaders have a sound understanding of the 
nature of the problems at hand and what needs to be done (@FritsCordoba, 16-03-
2014; @_BDtE_ 12-01-2014). 

Timmermans and Roemer, in contrast, were clear about what they felt needed 
to be done in response to problems (although participants in the public debate did not 
necessarily agree with the proposed solutions). In their presentations, they offered an 
understanding of the problems at hand, for which they suggested specific solutions 
and detailed how they were (trying) to put these solutions into practice (in Knevel & 
Van den Brink, 26-08-2013; Één op één, 14-04-2014, among others). Timmermans, for 
example, was mostly asked to comment on international affairs and what the Dutch 
position was in these cases. In particular, the situation in Ukraine raised questions. 
In one of the regions in Ukraine – the Crimea – a legally invalid referendum to join 
Russia was organized, and Russia was increasingly extending its influence in the 
country. It was wondered whether the EU adequately responded to this situation: 
Were they not merely uttering threats instead of really doing something, and how 
would that be perceived in Russia? Timmermans responded in a TV interview: 

You presume that banging our fists on the table harder, that threatening with 
military intervention, whether that will make a difference in such a situation. (…) 
We need to force the Russians to negotiate, because in the end, and you see that 
more often, it will take a while with the Russians and they will not moderate their 
language just now, but in the end they also need to return to a workable situation. (…) 
They need to have a way out. And those ways out have to do with preventing loss of 
face for President Putin, with showing that they have been listened to, not by 
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giving in in terms of the territorial integrity of Ukraine, but by showing, if they for 
example say: “Yes, but the agreement of February 21st has been met insufficiently by 
the Ukrainian government”, come talk, show us where you feel this has not been the 
case and maybe we can do something about it (Nieuwsuur, 10-03-2014). 

In addition, because of their specificity in discussing how problems were being 
handled and what needed to be done, both Timmermans and Roemer were able to 
not only tell but also show audiences their knowledge. Consider, as just one example, 
how Timmermans evaluated the situation in the Crimea and how Europe should have 
dealt with Russia in the Nieuwsuur quote presented above. In telling what needed to 
be done, he showed his understanding of diplomacy, and his knowledge of Russian 
culture. 

enacTed compeTence: decisiveness versus poliTical sTraTegic 
qualiTies

In the public debate in the media, decisiveness matters in addition to knowledgeability 
for the enacted competence of cabinet ministers. Frans Timmermans and Mark 
Rutte referred to this quality relatively often: Of the 106 remarks they made in the 23 
analyzed television presentations on their competence, 53 related to their decisiveness. 
In a way, this believed importance of decisiveness makes sense: Cabinet ministers, 
and even more so the Prime Minister, are in charge of government, and in practice, 
they are in the lead to get things done. In their performances, however, Timmermans’s 
comments were more forceful and “in the moment” than Rutte’s, who illustrated 
his decisiveness with examples from the past. Hence, the analysis of Timmermans’s 
performance suggests he was more persuasive in showing that he was taking charge 
than Rutte. Consider, for example, the difference in the following two fragments. 

Timmermans: …we always demand that violence against diplomats abroad is 
investigated, and especially in this case I want it to be investigated and that the 
Russian authorities make clear who is responsible for this and what they are going to 
do to bring those responsible to justice (Nieuwsuur, 16-10-2013).   
Rutte: And if things are not going well there [in Europe], I first need to look to myself. 
And that is why I was so motivated to strengthen the financial discipline, to get 
Europe’s budget, which worked also because of the European Parliament, we have 
helped a lot to reduce the budget by 5 percent and the Netherlands got to keep its 
billion (Nieuwsuur, 18-05-2014). 

In the public debate in the media, moreover, Rutte was criticized for acting cowardly 
and for being naïve (@wendytebraak 18-09-2013; @DCorleone59, 12-01-2014; @
BartNijman, 18-05-2013). It is stated, for example, “Again Rutte is too scared to distance 
himself from Wilders’s statements #pauwenwitteman” (@GlennBerbee, 17-03-2014). 
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Timmermans was also often criticized (85 percent of the 305 tweets related to his 
decisiveness were negative), but the critique was more ambivalent. On the one hand, 
some participants in the public debate in the media felt that he was not decisive 
enough and that he should think and act more independently (@OllyAg 13-09-
2013; @zwarteaap 08-04-2014). On the other hand, some stated that Timmermans 
overestimated his rank in the world’s pecking order: Who did he think he and the 
Netherlands were in the world (@plasticarrow 18-09-2013; @hj_munneke, 10-03-
2014)? On the whole, however, this suggests that in the public debate in the media, 
participants were more convinced of Timmermans’s decisiveness, than of Rutte’s. 

For the two studied parliamentary party leaders, in turn, it was their political 
strategic qualities and their achievements that were relatively strongly emphasized 
in their television presentations and in the public debate in the media that developed 
in response to them. In part, this is due to the criticism they received. In a previous 
campaign, Roemer had made some important mistakes during debates and was 
therefore now asked to reflect on his debating skills (among others in Jinek, 23-02-2014; 
Knevel & Van den Brink, 21-01-2014). In the public debate in the media, his debating 
skills were criticized (@mw9439 18-05-2013; @jaapfluit 13-12-2013), but about 40 percent 
of the 117 tweets on Roemer’s debating skills were positive, suggesting that he had 
improved considerably. Samsom, was asked about his success in winning the support 
of citizens, as he was losing in the polls. He argued that he was perhaps doing badly in 
the polls, but that he had achieved many policy successes in the last year (Buitenhof, 
27-10-2013; Één op één, 10-03-2014; WNL op Zondag, 16-03-2014). Hence, he felt the 
low rating was undeserved and not due to poor performance. 

The question is, then, whether citizens actually saw the improvement: Did 
they see the Netherlands getting out of the economic crisis and did they experience 
a greater availability of jobs? The analysis of the public debate in the media suggests 
this was not the case. Participants in the public debate in the media mentioned, for 
example, “#samsom talks about 2 x 3500 additional jobs, while we have hundreds of 
thousands of unemployed: stop with downsizing the economy” (@nieuwsaddict 27-
10-2013). Moreover, in the polls of the upcoming local elections, the Social Democrats 
were not doing well, which was thought to reflect badly on Samsom (@warsdenker, 
14-02-2014; @Kobus1962 16-03-2014).

Paying attention to policy is important to parliamentary party leaders, 
especially if they are part of the opposition. In that way these leaders can show that 
they are capable of taking on governmental responsibility. By pointing to good election 
results in addition, Roemer in particular could “prove” that citizens also recognize 
this potential. Political strategic skills in the sense of organizing majorities and getting 
others to support your plans are useful as well. The difference between Samsom and 
Roemer was that Samsom stated that he was good at acquiring support for his plans, 
whereas Roemer provided evidence that he could get the necessary backing by giving 
an example of a past plan.
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enacTed TrusTworThiness: honesTy, sinceriTy, and consisTency

While leaders addressed trustworthiness least often of all credibility dimensions 
in their performances, in the public debate in the media it was a substantial area of 
concern (see table 9.1, which includes information on the relative attention paid to 
trustworthiness in leaders’ performance and the public debate in the media). Political 
leaders’ honesty, sincerity, and consistency in polity views and actions especially 
matter in this respect, as the analysis shows. 

Honesty and the consistency of views and actions are difficult to evaluate 
based on one television presentation alone, as an external point of reference is needed. 
To give an example, Mark Rutte was accused of lying when he stated that the large 
delegation to the Olympic Winter Games in Sochi had nothing to do with the release 
of the (Dutch) crew of the Greenpeace ship Arctic Sunrise that was boarded by the 
Russians (@AnnedeBlok 13-01-2014; @baspaternotte, 13-01-2014). The newspaper 
NRC Handelsblad had after all revealed the day before that such a deal existed 
(NRC Handelsblad, 2014). Similarly, Rutte’s consistency of views and actions was 
criticized when he decided not to participate in a debate on the upcoming municipal 
elections because he thought the topics related to national politics too much, while 
that same night he joined a current affairs program to talk about the same issue 
(@JeroenMirck, 17-03-2014; @PerrieHoekstra, 17-03-2014; @marczelfhier, 17-03-2014). 
Sometimes, however, no external point of reference is needed because leaders are 
explicitly asked to comment on a suspected lie or inconsistency in policy views or 
actions. Timmermans was, for instance, asked in response to the news that cabinet 
had decided to move forward with the Joint Strike Fighter (JSF): “But you suggested, 
or at least Mrs. Eijsink did that, but also on your behalf, to voters, ‘vote for us and 
the JSF will not be bought’ (…) Not just the suggestion. It was literally in the election 
program” (Pauw & Witteman, 18-09-2013). 

The perceived honesty of political leaders depends on the extent to which 
information from reliable others is in line with what leaders themselves argue. 
Moreover, political leaders show consistency in policy views and actions if they match 
what they have claimed or done in the past. Both Roemer and Timmermans showed 
in several of their television presentations that they stayed true to their principles 
without necessarily taking the easy road (Jinek, 23-02-2014; Collegetour, 14-03-2014). 
Roemer claimed in this respect that he has not sidelined himself by refusing to 
negotiate with the coalition on the planned budget cuts. After all, he argued, it would 
be weird for the Socialist Party to support right-wing Liberal policies, because those 
policies go against everything the Socialist Party stands for (Pauw & Witteman, 13-12-
2013). Samsom was, in contrast, accused of many inconsistencies, and of always being 
willing to exchange his views with those of the Liberal Party. On Één op één (10-03-
2014) he posed, for example, that he was worried about the upcoming decentralization 
of long-term care, whereas it was his Social Democratic Party that had made this 
decentralization possible (cf. @fvdstadt, 27-10-2013).
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The sincerity of political leaders relates – according to the analysis of the public 
debate in the media – to whether they are genuine: Do leaders mean what they say 
(@dinelecoeur, 17-09-2013; @sn0pp13, 19-09-2013; @msvdkl 13-12-2013)? There were 
various clues in the performances of the four studied political leaders on which 
participants in the public debate seem to have based their judgment. One of these 
clues was that dodging questions was not appreciated, as the public debate following 
Rutte’s performance suggests (@PaulvanSoelen, 12-01-2014; @ThereseBouwman, 12-01-
2014; @biancadenouter, 12-01-2014). Especially during a broadcast of Buitenhof, Rutte 
did not give straight answers to questions. When asked why he would, for example, 
support Guy Verhofstadt as the next chair of the European Commission, even when 
he was – in contrast to the general opinion in the Netherlands – in favor of more 
Europeanization, he stated: 

Well, maybe we should correct also there the misunderstanding that, uh, the Belgians 
always want more Europe, because they of course want to centralize a number of 
problems that Belgium has with its state structures to the European level as soon as 
possible (Buitenhof, 12-01-2014). 

This was not a direct answer to the question. In addition, participants in the public 
debate in the media also look for a performance that is not overrehearsed and in which 
leaders show they truly believe in their views and comments (@Pjotr_BD, 17-01-2014; 
@vetteviscom 17-01-2014; @FriedGod, 17-03-2014). Using the same type of wording 
time and again, as well as continuously repeating the same point, contributes to 
this impression. Samsom, for example, returned to the issue of healthcare time and 
again, arguing repeatedly that he wanted to have “community nurses who think 
independently instead of having to think about the forms and the stopwatch all the 
time” (Knevel & Van den Brink, 17-01-2014, cf. Jinek, 09-02-2014; WNL op Zondag, 16-
03-2014). Timmermans and Roemer, on the other hand, did not beat around the bush, 
and they used a diversity of formulations, even when talking about the same topic. 

While the high source credibility leaders – Timmermans and Roemer – were 
not immune to critique on their trustworthiness, they differed from the low source 
credibility leaders Rutte and Samsom in that the tone of the public debate about them 
in the media was less negative. In particular, they were less often accused of lying. 
In their performance, the high credibility leaders distinguished themselves from 
Rutte and Samsom in that they emphasized their reliability and stayed true to their 
principles. Moreover, they answered questions directly and refrain from overusing 
the same wording and examples. 

enacTed caring: relaTing To ciTizens’ concerns

In terms of caring, all four leaders stressed directly or indirectly that they act only in 
the best interest of citizens, and that they are interested in and familiar with citizens’ 
hopes and concerns. Timmermans and Roemer did this by sharing their personal 
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experiences to show that they could relate to citizens’ concerns, and they showed their 
interest in what is going on in the lives of citizens. Timmermans did this through 
Facebook and music, while Roemer went out on the streets outside election time 
without cameras as a way of life, like his party has always done. When describing 
citizens’ views, moreover, Roemer did not mention a specific moment when he heard 
a story, but he tended to use everyday language. He said for example that support 
for Europe is falling because European integration is “shoved down peoples’ and 
societies’ throats. People don’t understand that, people don’t want that” (Pauw & 
Witteman, 20-05-2014). In the public debate in the media that developed in response 
to their television presentations, participants noted both on Timmermans and Roemer 
that they could relate to them and that they could really see the people behind the 
leaders (@CreatieKracht, 14-03-2014, @FitsYourProfile 14-03-2014, @Callmevonne, 12-
03-2014, @Peterveghel 15-09-2013).

Interestingly, also Samsom claimed that he went out to neighborhoods and 
cities to learn what worried citizens. In his case however, these remarks seemed 
less convincing. Perhaps this was due to the sheer volume of references to his house 
calls, because the visits he referred to were all during campaigns, or because he used 
the same examples time and again in a limited way (namely that citizens’ primary 
concern is healthcare). Moreover, because people have told him something on the 
street, did that mean he really understood their concerns, or was it merely a campaign 
instrument? The public debate in the media suggested that Samsom’s approach did 
not resonate that well with a substantial group of citizens. On multiple occasions, 
participants commented: “If Samsom says ‘I spoke to a man/woman this week 
who…’ one more time, I’m turning off the TV #alwaysthesamestory #buitenhof“(@
annemiekevdaa 27-10-2013). Rutte, finally, took a more aloof position. He did not go 
into detail about the people he met, nor did he share many personal experiences. 
Rather, Rutte tended to refer to “people in the Netherlands”, “people on the street” or 
he merely stated “you notice that there is a lot of irritation and dissatisfaction” without 
clarifying who felt that way and how Rutte knew about it. It is perhaps therefore not 
surprising that remarks that Rutte had lost touch with reality were common in the 
public debate in the media (@GeertvanBoxtel, 17-09-2013; @hanslhattem, 17-09-2013; 
@MDHeeremans 12-01-2014; @NLTransparant 17-03-2014).

In the governing period that was the focus of attention, the major difference 
between the highly credible Timmermans and Roemer on the one hand and the 
relatively lowly credible Rutte and Samsom on the other hand is the extent to which 
pathos was used (see table 9.1 on the relative use of types of argumentation by the 
four leaders). Samsom mentioned extensively how much he was interested in and 
understood citizens’ hopes and concerns (Buitenhof, 27-10-2013; Pauw & Witteman, 
14-03-2014; WNL op Zondag, 16-03-2014). Saying that you understand your audience 
is, however, something different than showing them what also touches, frustrates, 
or scares you. While pathos arguments can make leaders’ views convincing because 
they inspires a certain emotion in people, it also suggests to citizens that their leaders 
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truly understand their hopes and fears because they share them as well (@soyyoaqui 
14-02-2014; @megasupernieuws 08-04-2014). Compare for example how Samsom spoke 
about the earthquakes in Groningen with what Timmermans said to Lavrov, the 
Russian Cabinet Minister of Foreign Affairs, on gay rights: 

Samsom: You saw everybody getting frightened. Inhabitants of Groningen of course, 
it is awful if those kind of earthquakes to which we are not used in Groningen or the 
Netherlands, all of a sudden shake through your house. In particular at night with 
children, I have heard many stories about that which are also really moving (Knevel 
& Van den Brink, 17-01-2014).  
Timmermans: I for example say against Lavrov, “You have signed the European 
Charter of Human Rights, which includes the rules of the game. You have to play 
by those rules in Russia; that is the deal.” He then says, “No, what you want is to 
force us to organize Gay-prides and that we allow men to marry each other. Well, 
we already have a shortage of births. If we allow men to marry, we will definitely 
get into trouble.” That is his response and then I say to him, ”No, don’t you twist 
the facts! Europe does not demand that you organize a Gay-pride, Europe does not 
demand that you allow gay marriage. You make a mockery of our position. Our 
view is that gays have exactly the same human rights as other people, and I want to 
take you up on that. We don’t demand that because of our values, but because you 
yourself signed the European Charter of Human Rights!” (Collegetour, 14-03-2014).

 
While Samsom stated he had heard moving stories about people who experienced 
gas drilling-related earthquakes, Timmermans showed what moved and frustrated 
him. This particular statement of Timmermans even led the interviewer to ask him: 
“Do you get as angry with him, like you are now with me?”

conclusions
Credibility is a highly instrumental asset for political leaders in contemporary 
democracies in being persuasive and to win citizens’ support, both during elections 
and while governing (Conger, 1998). Being considered credible is, however, not 
self-evident. In the literature, source credibility is the main concept used to study 
this phenomenon. While valuable to assess leaders’ credibility – their competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring – at a given time, it is less suited to learn about the process 
in which credibility is acquired. To answer the research question of how political 
leaders acquire credibility, the perspective of enacted credibility was therefore 
introduced. This concept focused on the process in which credibility was socially 
constructed, and pays attention to both the efforts of leaders and their audiences in 
the credibility relationship. Hence, source credibility and enacted credibility take 
different perspectives on the same issue, resulting in a more informed appreciation 
of how credibility comes about and how it can be won. 
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In the empirical part of this chapter, 43 television presentations of four political 
leaders – Timmermans, Rutte, Roemer, and Samsom – during a governing period, and 
the following public debate in 168 newspaper articles and 15,607 unique tweets, were 
closely analyzed. Relating the findings of political leaders’ impression management 
– their staging, framing, and scripting – to the framing of political leaders’ credibility 
in the public debate in the media revealed four differences in how the competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring of the high and low source credibility leaders was enacted. 
First, with regard to enacted competence it stands out that citizens look for leaders who 
understand what is going on and what needs to be done. Comparing the performances 
of Timmermans and Roemer on the one hand with the performances of Rutte and 
Samsom on the other hand suggests that when leaders show knowledge of the topic 
at hand and are specific about how problems are currently being handled, they can 
prove to their audience their competence. Second, apart from having the required 
knowledge and skills, decisiveness also matters for cabinet ministers, which high 
source credibility leaders show by taking charge and speaking up against injustice. 
For parliamentary party leaders, in turn, their (policy) performance and political 
strategic skills are of importance. High source credibility parliamentary party leaders 
show they have what it takes to bear governing responsibility.

Third, sincerity, honesty, and consistency of views and actions matter regarding 
enacted trustworthiness. To convince others of their sincerity, the high source 
credibility leaders were valued for not beating around the bush, and it was appreciated 
that their performance was not over-rehearsed. Using the exact same words and 
examples time and again, like the low source credibility leaders did, is something 
to avoid in this respect. Honesty and consistency in policy views and actions are 
difficult to assess based on a leader’s performance in an individual presentation, as 
an external point of reference is often required. What matters is that what leaders say 
does not contradict the information presented by reliable others, or the policy views 
or actions leaders’ have shown elsewhere. Enacted caring, finally, entails that leaders 
understand citizens’ concerns. By sharing personal experiences and by showing what 
scares, frustrates, or touches them personally with, for example, the use of pathos 
argumentation, the high source credibility leaders were better able to convince citizens 
and others in the public debate in the media that they understood what citizens were 
going through than were the low source credibility leaders.   

These four main differences in how the credibility of the four political leaders 
was enacted in their performances bring to light that in the process of establishing 
credibility, it helps if leaders are 1) specific, 2) consistent, and 3) relatable. Moreover, 
showing is perhaps more important than telling. When political leaders in the 
Netherlands merely claim to be competent, trustworthy, and caring, they are less 
convincing than when they show these qualities in their presentations, for example 
by sharing facts, giving specific examples of staying true to their principles, or 
by showing through their own frustration, anger, or hopes that they share and 
understand citizens’ feelings towards problems. In addition, the differences highlight 
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that political leaders should pay attention to two layers in their presentations that are 
closely connected, but distinct. To build a credible image, leaders need to think about 
how they present their responses to everyday affairs in politics (for example how to 
compensate victims of gas drilling related earthquakes), as well as to carefully craft 
the presentation of themselves (for example, showing compassion for the victims, and 
being decisive in taking action). Leaders continuously shift between these two layers 
and seamlessly tie them together, but both are needed to convince citizens of their 
competence, trustworthiness, and caring.

The results of this chapter add to the literature on political leadership in that 
they deepen our knowledge of credibility and how it comes about in the relationship 
between leaders, citizens, and others in the public debate in the media. The source 
credibility approach focuses on establishing the dimensions of the credibility 
construct and is predominantly used to assess the credibility of specific candidates 
at select moments in time (Hovland et al., 1953; Kouzes & Posner, 2011; O’Keefe, 1990). 
By combining this traditional source credibility approach with the perspective of 
enacted credibility, it was shown how political leaders acquire credibility, namely by 
being specific, consistent, and relatable. Consequently, the results also contribute to 
a more detailed understanding of what citizens expect of political leaders in terms 
of competence, trustworthiness, and caring. Moreover, the qualities that matter for 
political leaders in the eyes of citizens have predominantly been studied in an election 
context (Bittner, 2011; Glass, 1985; Kinder, 1986). Credibility is, however, also crucial for 
political leaders to get things done and to maintain the necessary support (’t Hart & 
Uhr, 2008; Fischer et al., 2012). Comparing this chapter’s findings to prevalent insights 
in the literature based on elections suggest that the setting matters to what makes 
political leaders credible. Previously it was found, for example, that during elections 
there is considerable debate on leaders’ visions for the future of society and how they 
plan to realize that vision (Benoit, 2014; Renshon, 1998; also see Chapter 7), while - as 
this chapter shows - how political leaders deal with today’s problems is of primary 
interest during governing periods.

This chapter is set in the context of the Dutch consensus parliamentary 
democracy, traditionally characterized by bridging-and-bonding leadership. Within 
this context, four specific political leaders were studied while Cabinet Rutte II was 
in office (in particular between August 2013 and June 2014): Rutte, Timmermans, 
Samsom, and Roemer. It is unclear, however, whether (and to what extent) being 
specific, consistent, and relatable is applicable to other leaders– operating in different 
positions and in different circumstances - to acquire credibility in their relationship 
with citizens and others in the public debate in the media. Future research that is 
aimed at replicating this chapter’s findings in other cases and settings would therefore 
be welcome. In particular, analyzing credible political leadership in majoritarian 
parliamentary democracies or presidential systems would help to determine the 
broader relevance of political leaders’ performance and the credibility expectations 
found in this chapter. In these settings, strong political leadership tends to be favored 
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(Hendriks & Karsten, 2014), meaning that a different enactment of credibility might 
be required for political leaders to own the stage.



CHAPTER 10  

grEat ExpEctations: thE crEdibility of 
cabinEt ministErs and parliamEntary 
party lEadErs44

To win citizens’ support, political leaders’ credibility – being competent, trustworthy, and 
caring – is crucial. However, what citizens expect of cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders when attributing credibility is unclear and is this chapter’s main question. 
The public debate on four Dutch leaders (Timmermans, Rutte, Roemer, and Samsom) was 
qualitatively analyzed. This analysis revealed that competence entails knowledgeability, 
decisiveness, performance, and political strategy. Trustworthiness includes keeping promises, 
consistency, honesty, and dependability. Caring means empathizing with citizens’ concerns 
without self-enrichment. However, the real-life manifestations and relative prominence differs 
for the two offices, suggesting credible political leadership is not a one-size-fits-all recipe, and 
remaining credible when moving to another position is not self-evident.

credible poliTical leadership: whaT is expecTed?
Whether we like it or not, and regardless of organizational and situational pressures, 
“at the end of the day it is down to” political leaders – for instance ministers or 
parliamentary party leaders - to provide direction and to get things done (’t Hart & 
Uhr, 2008, p. 3). In the relationship between political leaders and citizens, developments 
like partisan dealignment (Dunleavy, 2005) have not rendered parties obsolete, but 
combined with mediatized political communication (Hajer, 2009; Strömbäck, 2008), 
these developments necessitate an active role of leaders in acquiring citizens’ support 
for their views and plans, both during elections and while in office (Bennister & 
Heffernan, 2015; Langer, 2007). In the public and academic debate, however, concerns 
have been raised about citizens’ attitudes towards politicians. According to many 
citizens, politicians are dishonest, predominantly promote their self-interest, don’t 
listen to citizens, and are unable to solve problems (Hay, 2007). Despite citizens’ critical 
stance towards politicians, some individual political leaders succeed in acquiring 
support, for which their credibility is a crucial asset. After all, “if people don’t believe 
the messenger, they won’t believe the message” (Kouzes & Posner, 2003, p. XV). After 

44 A previous version of this chapter has been presented at the ECPR General Conference (2015), 
Montreal, 26-29 August, and the International Public and Political Leadership (PUPOL) conference 
(2016), Nijmegen, 7-8 April.
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losing the Brexit referendum, for example, Cameron was described as having lost all 
credibility as a Prime Minister, and many politicians and citizens felt he was right to 
resign: How could a nation that voted to leave the EU be represented by a leader who 
fiercely campaigned to stay (Riley-Smith, Mendick, & Morgan, 2016)? 

Research consistently found that being credible relates to being considered 
competent, trustworthy, and caring (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; McCroskey & 
Teven, 1999). What competence, trustworthiness, and caring mean to citizens in 
specific settings and situations is, however, open to debate. This issue is further 
complicated by the fact that parliamentary democracies include various leadership 
positions that each have a distinct role. Cabinet ministers, for example, develop policy, 
perform on the political stage, lead their department, and maintain relations with the 
public and the media (Marsh, Richards, & Smith, 2000). Parliamentary party leaders, 
especially of opposition parties, need to lead their parliamentary groups and are 
at the forefront of scrutinizing Cabinet and its decisions (Uhr, 2009). Institutional 
approaches to leadership highlight that each of the offices comes with a specific set 
of formal and informal rules (Grint, 2000; Hargrove, 2002). Consequently, what lends 
cabinet ministers credibility in the eyes of citizens might differ from what is expected 
from parliamentary party leaders (Hajer, 2009; Peck & Dickinson, 2009). If this is the 
case, it challenges the implicit assumption in studies singularly focused on Presidents 
or Prime Ministers that leadership qualities are universally relevant. For leaders who 
change offices during their careers – which is not uncommon – this implies it cannot 
be guaranteed that their credibility transfers with them to their new offices. 

To learn which qualities make political leaders in different offices credible in 
their positions, in this chapter it is asked which expectations are put forward in 
the public debate on cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders. Hence, it is 
explored which qualities are associated with the credibility dimensions of competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring, and how these compare for two different leadership 
positions. To this end, the public perception in response to the performance of four 
Dutch political leaders is studied by means of an extensive qualitative analysis of 
11,737 tweets and 1,987 newspaper articles published between August 2013 and June 
2014.

The Netherlands is traditionally not associated with ‘capital L’ leadership 
and therefore its leaders have remained understudied (’t Hart, 2005). It nevertheless 
provides an interesting case to learn about credible political leadership. As in many 
other Western countries (Mughan, 2000; Rahat & Sheafer, 2007), political personae 
have come to the fore in the Netherlands. Political leaders are highly visible and 
are politics’ main representatives (Hendriks & Karsten, 2014). Due to the Dutch 
multiparty system and prevailing practice of coalition cabinets, political leadership 
is highly dispersed, meaning that others aside from the chief executive also have an 
important role in governing. As the aim is to study the extent to which the qualities 
that make political leaders credible differ from one office to another, the Dutch case is 
instrumental. Four leadership cases in particular are analyzed: the cabinet ministers 
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Frans Timmermans and Mark Rutte (also Prime Minister), and the parliamentary 
party leaders Emile Roemer and Diederik Samsom. In a previous survey, these leaders 
were found to have been attributed contrasting credibility ratings (see Chapter 2), 
allowing us to compare what citizens and others in the public debate do and do not 
value in their political leaders.  

Answering the research question contributes to the literature on political 
leadership in three ways. First, this chapter extends our knowledge of what citizens 
and others in the public debate actually have in mind when they describe cabinet 
ministers and parliamentary party leaders as being competent, trustworthy, and 
caring. Second, while leadership studies have predominantly focused solely on 
chief executives (Marsh et al., 2000; Uhr, 2009), this chapter empirically compares 
cabinet ministers – including a Prime Minister – and parliamentary party leaders. 
Not only does this improve our understanding of credible political leadership in 
these two understudied offices, it also helps to scrutinize the universality of leaders’ 
credibility-related qualities. The third contribution is that by including Twitter and 
newspaper data in the analysis, an account is provided of how leaders are perceived 
in a real-life context in response to specific events. Instead of delineating qualities of 
(successful) leaders from surveys or psychological assessments (Bittner, 2011; Garzia, 
2011; Greenstein, 2002; Immelman, 2017), this chapter takes an inductive approach to 
learn which qualities associated with credibility are spontaneously discussed in the 
public debate on leaders in different offices. This helps to unravel what in political 
leaders’ performances draws the public’s attention and how that is evaluated. 

Below, the credibility concept is further explored, after which the research 
design and methods are explained. Next, the empirical analysis is presented. This 
chapter concludes with discussing the findings’ implications and their contributions 
to the literature on political leadership and credibility. 

credibiliTy and expecTaTions of cabineT minisTers and 
parliamenTary parTy leaders 
Credibility “refers to the judgments made by a perceiver (e.g., a message recipient) 
concerning the believability of a communicator” (O’Keefe, 1990, pp. 130–131). This 
means that credibility is relational: It is not inherent to political leaders’ personalities 
but it is something that needs to be awarded to them, and it is only in the eye of the 
beholder that credibility can emerge. Credibility therefore needs to be performed 
(Peck & Dickinson, 2009) – in case of political leaders, often in media-presentations 
(Strömbäck, 2008) – and it is citizens and others in the public debate who in 
“interactions” determine whether a leader is credible. In addition, the relational 
nature of credibility implies that it is dynamic. In the interaction between political 
leaders and citizens, the credibility perhaps once won needs to be confirmed time 
and again (Brissett & Edgley, 1975; Hajer, 2009). As such, leaders’ credibility can wax 
and wane. Consider, for example, Jimmy Carter’s rise in the 1976 election campaign 
and the public’s quick disillusion with his performance once in office (Hargrove, 
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1988), or the remarkable recovery as potential Prime Minister of Mark Rutte in the 
2010 Dutch parliamentary elections (Van Zuydam & Hendriks, 2018). The attribution 
of credibility in interactions raises questions about what constitutes credibility and 
what participants in the public debate expect. 

Communication research – mostly taking a factor-analytic approach – has 
consistently found since the 1950s that credible speakers are perceived as competent, 
trustworthy, and caring (Hovland et al., 1953; McCroskey & Teven, 1999; Perloff, 2010). 
Similarly, in studies on election candidates it has been established that voters look 
for competence and character (Bittner, 2011; Kinder, 1986). What these qualities entail 
has been described and studied in various ways (see table 10.1). Most of these studies 
are based on survey analysis (using both open and closed-ended questions) and 
psychological profiling, predominantly in Anglo-Saxon contexts (Bean, 1993; Bittner, 
2011; King, 2002; Miller, Wattenberg, & Malanchuk, 1986).

Competence refers to the skills, knowledge, and experience of political leaders 
that are fitting to their position, and that match the statements they make (Bittner, 
2011; O’Keefe, 1990; Perloff, 2010). The question is, whether their claims are appropriate 
in terms of what they know or are able to do, as well as whether their qualities are 
good enough for the position at hand. In literature on successful Presidents and Prime 
Ministers, a range of competence-related qualities are described, including (but not 
limited to) having vision to inspire people, an effective communicative performance, 
policy views that inspire action, being decisive, and having good judgment and the 
skill to process large amounts of complex information (Cronin, 2008; Garzia, 2011; 
Greenstein, 2002; Renshon, 1998). 

Trustworthiness refers to the extent to which an audience perceives a 
communicator as honest and not deceitful (O’Keefe, 1990). On the one hand, 
trustworthiness thus refers to considerations by citizens about the validity of leaders’ 
statements: Are they speaking the truth? On the other hand, the reliability component 
regards whether they are sincere. Of importance here is the extent to which leaders 
“walk the talk” (Gardner & Avolio, 1998; Kouzes & Posner, 2003). George Bush Sr.’s 
statement “Read my lips: no new taxes” in his speech upon accepting the Republican 
nomination for President in 1988 might not have helped his trustworthiness when 
as President he had to implement both tax increases and a new tax on recording 
devices and media (Marietta, 2009). Besides honesty and reliability, a number of other 
qualities related to trustworthiness are mentioned in literature on political leadership 
and the electoral success of candidates. These include integrity, stability of views 
(no flip-flopping), and authenticity (Cronin, 2008; Kinder, 1986; King, 2002; Miller & 
Miller, 1976).

Caring entails that the public needs to be convinced that political leaders are 
listening to them, that they have their interests at heart, and that they are – in the 
case of political leaders – not in politics for self-enrichment (McCroskey & Teven, 
1999). As such, caring relates to the warmth and empathy of leaders (Perloff, 2010). 
Of the three credibility dimensions, it is most closely associated with leaders’ intent 
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towards citizens. We tend to prefer leaders who are not only in politics to promote 
their own position. Rather, we want them to understand our problems and concerns. 
One way for leaders to convince citizens of this is to present themselves as being “one 
of them” and by taking citizens and their concerns seriously (Cronin, 2008). In his 
first presidential election campaign, former President Bill Clinton was, for example, 
thought to connect especially well with citizens’ concerns. Caring’s final aspect in the 
literature is that citizens look to their leaders for moral guidance: “We want leaders 
who, for example, remind us of our natural obligations, shared beliefs, and the ties, 
traditions, and trust that bind us together” (Cronin, 2008, p. 462).

Tabel 10.1: Credibility dimensions and associated qualities

C
om

pe
te

nc
e

Communicative performance i.a. Cronin, 2008; Garzia, 2011
Consistent policy views that inspire action i.a. Greenstein, 2000; Kouzes & Posner, 2003
Decisive / Tough / Bold / Determined / 
Strong

i.a. Miller et al., 1986; Marietta, 2009

Effective i.a. Gardner & Avolio, 1998; King,2002
Experienced i.a. O’Keefe, 1990; Kouzes & Posner, 2003
Good judgment & information processing 
skill

i.a. King, 2002; Cronin, 2008; Garzia, 2011

Independent i.a. Kouzes & Posner, 2003
Inner self-confidence i.a. Cronin, 2008
Inspiring i.a. Miller & Miller, 1976; Pancer, Brown, & Barr, 1999
Intelligent i.a. Miller et al., 1986; McCroskey & Teven, 1999
Knowledge / Expertise i.a. Pancer, Brown, & Barr, 1999; Perloff, 2010; Bittner, 2011
Self-disciplined & Emotionally Intelligent i.a. Greenstein, 2000; Kouzes & Posner, 2003
Skilled i.a. Miller et al., 1986; Perloff, 2010

Tr
us

tw
or

th
in

es
s Authentic i.a. Cronin, 2008

Dependable i.a. Miller et al., 1986; Kouzes & Posner, 2003
Fair-minded i.a. O’Keefe, 1990; King, 2002; Kouzes & Posner, 2003
Honest i.a. O’Keefe, 1990; McCroskey & Teven, 1999
Integrity i.a. Miller & Miller, 1976; Kinder, 1986
Principled / no flipflopping i.a. King, 2002; Kouzes & Posner, 2003; Marietta, 2009
Sincere i.a. King, 2002; Cronin, 2008; Perloff, 2010

C
ar

in
g 

Empathetic / knowing citizens’ concerns i.a. Pancer, Brown, & Barr, 1999; Kouzes & Posner, 2003
Give feeling of being ‘one of them’ i.a. Cronin, 2008; Garzia, 2011
Having citizens’ interests at heart i.a. Gardner & Avolio, 1998; McCroskey & Teven, 1999
Moral guidance i.a. Gardner & Avolio, 1998; Marietta, 2009
Taking citizens seriously i.a. O’Keefe, 1990; King, 2002; Perloff, 2010

research design and meThods
To study the meaning of competence, caring, and trustworthiness, four contrasting 
leadership cases were selected: cabinet ministers Frans Timmermans (Social 
Democrat) and Mark Rutte (also Prime Minister, Liberal), as well as parliamentary 
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party leaders Emile Roemer (Socialist) and Diederik Samsom (Social Democrat). This 
selection was based on 1) the office of each leader, and 2) the results of a previous 
survey that was administered three times between August 2013 and June 2014 (see 
Chapters 2 and 3). These surveys showed Timmermans and Roemer were most 
credible (scoring respectively 4.44/6 and 4.35/6 on the source credibility index), 
whereas Rutte and Samsom were among the leaders with the lowest credibility ratings 
(scoring respectively 3.61/6 and 3.50/6 on the same index).45 Selecting contrasting 
cases maximized what could be learned (Stake, 1995), as it enabled a comparison of 
what citizens and others in the public debate did and did not value in their leaders. 

To learn why citizens and others in the public debate understand their leaders 
to be more or less competent, trustworthy, and caring, tweets and newspaper articles 
published between August 2013 and June 2014 (matching the months in which the 
survey was administered) were qualitatively analyzed. These data sources have the 
advantages that they include spontaneously provided information by the public 
about how leaders are perceived in response to specific events, and that they are 
still accessible years later exactly as they were originally published. This means that 
compared to, for example, surveys which include open-ended questions (which also 
provide for spontaneous evaluations), there is no risk of citizens’ recollection of events 
being inaccurate (Bittner, 2011), and we are able to move beyond aggregate evaluations 
of political leaders to citizens and others’ specific reflections in situ. 

Tweets were collected by searching the database of Coosto - a company 
monitoring and storing all public Dutch tweets - using the keywords “rutte”, 
“timmermans”, “roemer”, and “samsom”. This initial search resulted in 123,067 
tweets combined for the four leaders. Next, irrelevant tweets applying to persons 
or organizations other than the four leaders were removed from the dataset. In 
addition, retweets were excluded to prevent double qualitative analysis of the same 
tweet. This resulted in a dataset with 10,755, 39,635, 2,737, and 11,943 unique tweets on 
Timmermans, Rutte, Roemer, and Samsom, respectively. To keep the data manageable 
for qualitative analysis, it was further reduced by selecting a random sample of 1,000 
tweets for each leader in each studied month. With a 99 percent confidence level 
and a 3 percent confidence interval, this sample can be considered representative 
of all collected tweets. In total, 11,737 tweets were analyzed, 3,000 for each leader 
with the exception of Roemer for whom in June 2014 only 370 tweets were available. 
Newspaper articles were collected by searching the parliamentary monitor of the 
Montesquieu Institute, which contains all Dutch national newspapers since 2002. 
The leaders’ names were used as keywords, resulting in a dataset of 5,018 newspaper 
articles. After removing the irrelevant results related to persons or organizations other 
than the leaders of interest, the dataset included 541 articles on Timmermans, 1,014 
articles on Rutte, 76 articles on Roemer, and 356 articles on Samsom. 

45 Detailed information on the survey is available in Chapters 1 and 3, and in Appendix 1. 
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In the subsequent analysis, the tweets and newspaper articles were thematically 
coded in AmCat (Amsterdam Content Analysis Toolkit) and Nvivo, which are both 
programs for conducting manual content analysis. First, the tweets and newspaper 
articles’ topics were coded to learn about the major events in reference to which the 
leaders were discussed. The upcoming Winter Olympic Games in Russia was for 
example a major topic. Furthermore, the data were coded on their tone to find out 
whether the references to the leaders were positive, negative, or neutral. Interest in 
this chapter lies with what is expected of leaders in terms of their credibility. These 
expectations can be delineated either from positive assessments or from negative 
evaluations of leaders, indicating whether something promotes or harms credibility. 
The coding of tone was exclusively based on the qualification of the leader. Newspaper 
articles and tweets about the war in Syria were thus not necessarily negative, while 
a tweet referring to “Rutte’s two-faced nature” was coded as such. Next, the positive 
and negative coded tweets and newspaper article fragments were re-examined to code 
inductively what quality of the leader was mentioned as well as to which credibility 
dimension this quality related. For instance, a fragment in which the writer challenges 
leaders to come down from their thrones to see how the unemployed, who are now 
merely numbers, are faring, was coded as “understanding what people go through” 
as part of “caring”. 

By triangulating the results of this qualitative thematic content analysis 
of the tweets and newspaper articles, clues were derived on what competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring mean, as well as how that compares for cabinet ministers 
and parliamentary party leaders. 

duTch cabineT minisTers and parliamenTary parTy 
leaders
The Netherlands is a consensus democracy (Lijphart, 2012). Governments consist of 
coalitions, and it is virtually impossible for parties to gain an absolute majority in 
parliament. Hence, cooperation between parties and political leaders is essential, as it 
is between election winners and losers (Andeweg & Irwin, 2005). The Netherlands is 
therefore not commonly associated with strong individual political leadership, even 
though political personae have come to the fore (Hendriks & Karsten, 2014). 

Heading their departments, cabinet ministers are the bridgeheads between 
politics and the implementation of policy by the departmental bureaucracy (Marsh et 
al., 2000). Dutch Prime Ministers are the first among equals and lead the General Affairs 
Department. While it is argued that presidentialization is also taking place in the 
Netherlands (Poguntke & Webb, 2005), compared to Prime Ministers in Westminster 
systems, Dutch Prime Ministers have relatively few powers. The appointment of 
cabinet ministers, for example, is part of the coalition negotiations and each party in 
the coalition puts forward their own names (that need to be acceptable to the other 
parties). Moreover, the Prime Minister is not in the position to reshuffle Cabinet to 
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assign different ministers to the various portfolios, nor can he independently oust a 
cabinet minister (Andeweg & Irwin, 2005). 

While the Liberal Mark Rutte was the Dutch Prime Minister, he was thus also 
a cabinet minister (albeit a special one). In the time period studied in this paper, Rutte 
was leading his second Cabinet – a coalition between the right-wing Liberal Party 
and the left-wing Social Democrats. This Cabinet started its term following the 2012 
parliamentary elections that were won by Rutte and his Liberal Party. Rutte’s major 
challenge in 2013 and 2014 was to deal with the consequences of the 2008 economic 
crisis in the Netherlands. Overall, citizens seemed to have mixed feelings about his 
performance, as Rutte was among the lowest rated cabinet ministers in terms of 
credibility. The Social Democrat and Foreign Affairs minister Frans Timmermans, 
on the other hand, was awarded most credibility of all cabinet ministers. He was 
well-known for his pro-European stance, as well as for his Facebook page on which 
he shared his professional and personal life “behind the scenes”, in addition to work-
related comments. In October 2014 he resigned from his ministerial post to become 
the European Commissioner for better regulation and the European Commission’s 
first Vice-President.

In parliament, parliamentary party leaders have an important role. They lead 
the parliamentary party, ensuring cohesion among its members. In addition, all 
parliamentarians – led by their leaders – have a role in holding Cabinet accountable, 
as well as in passing new legislation (Andeweg & Irwin, 2005). Nevertheless, an 
important difference exists between the leaders of governing parties and of opposition 
parties. More than the leaders of governing parties, opposition parties’ leaders 
have the additional role of representing their parties outside of parliament. They 
have to raise their parties’ profiles to gain support for their views and plans, and to 
perhaps win in the next general elections. Often, parliamentary party leaders are 
widely known by citizens because they are also their parties’ electoral party leaders. 
Moreover, especially in non-Westminster settings like the Netherlands, opposition 
leaders also tend to collaborate on governmental policy initiatives, to realize their 
ambitions as much as possible from outside the Cabinet (Uhr, 2009). 

The highly credible Emile Roemer led the Socialist Party, which is an opposition 
party that has never had governing responsibility, between 2010 and 2017. Diederik 
Samsom, led the Social Democrats between 2012 and 2016, and, in contrast, was among 
the lowest rated parliamentary leaders in terms of credibility. In addition, he was also 
one of Cabinet Rutte II’s architects. In the Netherlands, it is customary that (electoral) 
party leaders take a position in cabinet, but Samsom opted to stay in parliament to be 
less tied to Cabinet’s stance and more involved in voicing the Social Democrats’ views. 
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Figure 10.1: The average credibility rating on each dimension of Timmermans, Rutte, Roemer, and 
Samsom for the three waves combined (scale 1-6).

being credible as a cabineT minisTer or a 
parliamenTary parTy leader
Four general observations concerning the sentiment and main focus in the public 
debate in the media warrant attention. First, newspapers’ and Twitter’s stories on the 
leaders are remarkably similar, including the kind of expectations mentioned and 
the prominence of these expectations. Second, the majority of tweets and newspaper 
fragments about the four studied leaders were neutral, but if an evaluation was added, 
it was mostly negative. In regard to the lowly credible Rutte and Samsom, about a third 
of the newspaper articles (Rutte=28 percent and Samsom=37 percent) and half of the 
tweets (Rutte=51 percent and Samsom=46 percent) were negative. In Timmermans and 
Roemer’s case, 13 percent and 22 percent of the statements in newspaper articles and 30 
percent and 26 percent of the tweets were negative, respectively. While this negativity 
has previously been described in literature on social media and mediatization (Hajer, 
2009; Jungherr, 2014), the lack of positive references to the most credible leaders in 
tweets and newspaper articles is striking. 

Next, cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leader themselves do not 
account for peaks in attention in tweets and newspaper articles, but it is real world 
events – like the unrest in Egypt – that matter (cf. ’t Hart, 2014). Participants in 
the public debate in the media therefore tend to address how leaders respond to 
these events or how they should have responded. Finally, of the three credibility 
dimensions, competence receives most attention (tweets=52.5 percent, newspaper 
articles=67 percent), followed by caring (tweets=26 percent, newspaper articles=20 
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percent) and trustworthiness (tweets=21.5 percent, newspaper articles=13 percent). 
What this means in terms of cabinet ministers’ and parliamentary party leaders’ 
credibility and what expectations are put forward in the Twitter and newspaper 
debate, are discussed in the remaining part of this section.

compeTence expecTaTions

Four sets of qualities were found in the 1,796 tweets and 611 newspaper articles that 
related to competence: knowledgeability, decisiveness and bravery, performance, and 
political strategic qualities. The qualities’ exact meanings differ, however, for cabinet 
ministers and parliamentary party leaders, and the types of qualities emphasized vary. 
Knowledgeability was most prominent in the public debate on cabinet ministers (see 
figure 10.2). It was about whether they could read a situation, whether they correctly 
assessed the nature of problems, as well as whether they adequately handled those 
problems and had a clear idea of their policy consequences. Moreover, it referred 
to whether they have enough knowledge, of both the facts and of their portfolio. In 
contrast, cabinet ministers should not be naïve or gullible, for example, regarding 
what Dutch Jihadists do while in Syria and what they might do when they return. 
The necessity of having a clear and coherent vision differs notably in the expectations 
tied to Rutte versus those on Timmermans. It was mentioned in reference to Prime 
Minister Rutte, but not in reference to Timmermans. Considering that Rutte is also the 
Prime Minister, leading Cabinet, the importance of vision is therefore understandable. 

Knowledgeability is also the most often mentioned competence-related 
quality regarding parliamentary party leaders (see figure 10.2). Again, this relates 
to the extent to which parliamentary party leaders are able to assess the nature of 
problems and know what needs to be done. Important in this respect is also whether 
they know what issues need prioritizing. Second, knowledgeability again includes a 
knowledge dimension, but this time it refers in particular to knowledge pertaining 
to the economy. As such, the knowledge and expertise required from parliamentary 
party leaders differs slightly from what is expected of cabinet ministers. Interestingly, 
qualities like vision and adequately addressing problems are also mentioned in regard 
to Samsom, but not in reference to Roemer. That Samsom was one of the architects 
of Cabinet Rutte II might be a way to understand this. By initiating and negotiating 
the outline of this Cabinet, he also shared a responsibility for its plans and results. 

The second set of qualities important for cabinet ministers’ competence relates 
to their will power. Cabinet ministers are expected to be decisive and brave: to take 
a firm stance, and to put their foot down. International and European matters call 
for action, for example, especially when human rights are violated or when Dutch 
interests are at stake (see figure 10.2). Nevertheless, they need to be realistic about 
their possibilities; the Netherlands is a small country and there is only so much its 
leaders can achieve. Decisiveness and bravery also imply that cabinet ministers need 
to think and act independently. They need to take a position themselves, and not, 
for example, blindly follow the US’s or Brussels’s dictates. This set of qualities is also 
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mentioned in the analyzed tweets and newspaper articles in regard to parliamentary 
party leaders, but less often than for cabinet ministers (see figure 10.2). If mentioned, 
it mostly relates to independent thinking and acting: independent from Cabinet 
as well as not blindly saying what they think citizens want to hear. Furthermore, 
parliamentary party leaders are urged to not only utter criticism, but also to act on it.

Figure 10.2: Competence-related expectations, their prominence, and examples from 
newspaper articles and tweets.

Cabinet ministers’ performance constitutes the third set of competence-related 
qualities: What do cabinet ministers actually get done and with what effect (see figure 
10.2)? If their actions do not help or even worsen a situation, it provides evidence that 
they lack the skills and knowledge to adequately address problems. During the 2012 
election campaign, Rutte gained support for his recipe to counter the (consequences of 
the) economic crisis: implementing budget cuts to get the state’s finances back in check. 
In 2013 and 2014, European countries were recovering; however the Netherlands was 
lagging behind. In addition, the Liberal Rutte had to consent to painful tax increases. 
Combined, it led to doubts about Rutte’s competence. 
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The parliamentary party leaders’ performance (as in their achievements) 
prominently include their successes in elections and election forecasts (see figure 
10.2). In addition to the national parliamentary elections forecasts, municipal elections 
are also considered to be a measure for how well parliamentary party leaders are 
doing. Poor election results are even expected to challenge the leadership positions 
of parliamentary party leaders, whereas winning elections and taking governmental 
responsibility (at the municipal level) is regarded as the national parliamentary party 
leader’s personal accomplishment. Interestingly, performance-related comments 
are more prominent in the discussion of the leaders with a low credibility rating as 
compared to the highly credible leaders. This suggests that performance might be an 
important point of evaluation when rating leaders’ credibility.

Political strategic qualities are the final set of competence-related qualities. On 
the one hand this refers to cabinet ministers’ debating and presentation skills: Cabinet 
ministers should be able to defend themselves against criticism, and eloquence is 
valued (see figure 10.2). On the other hand it relates to cabinet ministers’ actions 
to build support for their plans. Timmermans, for example, was appreciated for 
allowing diplomats to publically show their activities. He built the confidence of his 
civil servants, which paid off in terms of getting things done. Moreover, collaborating 
well with others-- for example involving others in plans -- is considered an asset. 

Political strategic qualities are however more important for parliamentary party 
leaders (see figure 10.2). Like cabinet ministers, these qualities include debating and 
presentation skills, but their meaning is slightly different for parliamentary party 
leaders. In media presentations, parliamentary party leaders need to make their 
presence known, and in debates they should display a fighting spirit. According to 
the public debate, they should not be too nice to their opponents, nor should they be 
easily confused. However, building bridges and showing a constructive attitude is also 
part of playing the political game. If parliamentary party leaders want to get things 
done, especially as the opposition, they cannot afford to oppose all of government’s 
actions. Parliamentary party leaders need to convince citizens that someday they can 
also bear governmental responsibility. 

Finally, a major difference compared to the political strategic skills required of 
cabinet ministers is the emphasis placed on the leadership qualities of parliamentary 
party leaders. Besides being their party’s main representative in parliament and in the 
media, parliamentary party leaders also lead their parliamentary factions. As such, 
support from other faction members is important. They wanted to feel welcome and 
useful, and they wanted their input to be valued. Hence, a dictatorial leadership style, 
taping parliamentary party group meetings to confront MPs with their statements 
later, and not involving others in major decisions – like Samsom did – was not valued. 
To the outside world, these type of actions conveyed the image of a leader not being 
in control. If leading a parliamentary party group is too much, people wondered, how 
can he be expected to lead an entire country?
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TrusTworThiness expecTaTions

Analyzing the 739 tweets and 117 newspaper articles in the dataset pertaining to 
trustworthiness suggests there are four sets of trustworthiness-related expectations for 
cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders (see figure 10.3). Trustworthiness’s 
first aspect relates to reliability and the extent to which cabinet ministers and 
parliamentary party leaders keep their promises. In the 2012 parliamentary elections, 
Rutte promised €1000 tax reductions for employees, but citizens felt he had clearly 
not delivered on this promise. Even in June 2014, this promise is still remembered 
and referred to by citizens. Moreover, people not only had a long memory, new policy 
initiatives – especially popular ones – were also met with skepticism: If he did not keep 
his previous promise, why would he keep this one? While overall, election promises 
receive the most attention, for Foreign Affairs Minister Timmermans, promises he 
made while in office were the ones mentioned most. This reflects the less prominent 
role of many cabinet ministers in elections.  

Cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders were also expected to be 
consistent in their policy views and acts (see figure 10.3). It is not valued if leaders 
seemingly change their opinions only for opportunistic reasons. As a member of 
parliament, for example, Timmermans opposed the Netherlands participating in the 
Joint Strike Fighter project – which was to modernize the current jet fighter fleet – but 
as the Cabinet Minister of Foreign Affairs, he was “suddenly” in favor of the project. 
In addition, being consistent also extends to acting the same in equivalent situations. 
How could a leader be outraged at the future ombudsman’s discriminatory remarks 
while in the past, that same leader (in this case Samsom) had said similar things?

The third set of trustworthiness-related qualities includes honesty and 
sincerity, and attracts most attention in the public debate as far as trustworthiness is 
concerned (see figure 10.3). These qualities refer to whether leaders speak the truth 
and whether they mean what they say. Lies during a governing period are associated 
with exaggerating a governmental policy’s consequences or misinterpreting cabinet 
ministers’ actions on purpose. Roemer, for example, raised the alarm about the 
consequences of limiting the old age pension of people who are living with others to 
share costs. Some argued that Roemer was clearly exaggerating and that that he was 
only causing panic. Sincerity refers to political leaders’ intentions with regard to their 
statements. Rutte was forced by parliament to speak with Putin on gay rights in Russia 
when visiting the 2014 Olympic Games. He responded that he would try to do so, but 
that he needed Putin’s cooperation to make it work. On Twitter, people suspected he 
never really intended to address the issue and that afterwards he would deny having 
had the opportunity to talk with Putin. 
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Figure 10.3: Trustworthiness-related expectations, their prominence, and examples from newspaper 
articles and tweets.

Visibility, finally, comprises the fourth set of trustworthiness-related qualities 
mentioned with regard to both cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders (see 
figure 10.3), and is needed to convince citizens that leaders are dependable: Leaders 
should not only be present when they want to be (re-)elected, but also afterwards 
to show what they are doing with citizens’ votes. In addition, people expect their 
leaders to be there both in good times and in bad. It is easy to lead when things go 
well, but the assumption is that leaders’ true colors show when things go wrong. 
Interestingly, the quality of being dependable is most prominently mentioned with 
regard to Rutte and Samsom, Cabinet Rutte II’s two architects. Perhaps more than 
others, these two leaders are responsible for this cabinet’s existence and as such, they 
are held accountable. In this light it is no surprise that Rutte was criticized for not 
responding to bad news about the Dutch economy (which was thought to be the result 
of Rutte’s harsh budget cuts), while he immediately responded to the death of Prince 
Friso. His response to the prince’s death was not the problem; problematic was that 
he apparently abandoned citizens earlier. 
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caring expecTaTions

There is a shared set of expectations regarding cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders’ caring-related qualities, but a closer look at the 895 tweets and 184 
newspaper articles related to caring nevertheless reveals substantial differences. 
Caring entails that cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders need to show 
empathy, and propose plans that have been formulated with citizens’ interests and 
concerns in mind (see figure 10.4) -- this means all citizens. Cabinet ministers should 
not only keep an eye on the happy few who can make it on their own anyway, but they 
have to show compassion with people who are vulnerable to setbacks. Parliamentary 
party leaders need to show that they represent the interests of all Dutch citizens 
when elected in government, not only those of their voters. This future-orientation is 
remarkable, because parliamentary party leaders have a clear incentive to promote 
their voters’ interests. Sometimes leaders have the opportunity to show their empathy 
directly, for example when talking to citizens on the street. Conveying the right image 
can be challenging, however. At one point, for example, Samsom was photographed 
with a crying woman, suggesting it was Samsom who made her cry because he refused 
to talk to her. In the public debate, this was explained as Samsom not caring about 
the consequences of the policy he supported for the daily lives of vulnerable citizens. 

The value of showing a concern for what is going on in society also means 
that leaders who are perceived as only acting in their own interest are not valued 
(see figure 10.4). Leaders’ actions should not be (exclusively) informed by the desire 
to stay in power or to improve their own positions. Trips abroad, for example, should 
be politically necessary, not because leaders feel like having a vacation. In this 
respect, Rutte attending the 2014 Olympic Winter Games opening ceremony, as well 
as Timmermans visiting Cuba, were, for example, frowned upon. In addition, leaders 
should not be arrogant or self-absorbed, but should take citizens’ views and opinions 
seriously. After all, this makes them forget that their true function in democracy is to 
represent citizens’ interests, it is believed. Nevertheless, the kind of self-promotion 
leaders are accused of being engaged in differs. Improving their position means for 
cabinet ministers that they are already looking for their next easy (paid) job, preferably 
in Europe. In parliamentary party leaders’ case, self-promotion entails trying to win 
voters over. Samsom’s sudden interest in the harm gas drilling has caused in the 
province of Groningen was, for example, interpreted as such. While compensation for 
the damage had never been an option for him, suddenly everything seemed possible.
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Figure 10.4: Caring-related expectations, their prominence, and examples from newspaper articles 
and tweets.

Moreover, in terms of caring, cabinet ministers are expected to stay true to their 
principles and to look beyond economic interests (see figure 10.4). Human rights are 
an important factor, and cabinet ministers – perhaps especially the Prime Minister 
and Cabinet Minister of Foreign Affairs – should show concern for the wellbeing of 
the disadvantaged in the world. As such, cabinet ministers are urged to be “pastors” 
as well as “merchants”. Parliamentary party leaders also need to stay true to their 
principles, but for them morality is connected to being clear on their ideological 
positions and to guide citizens in that respect. 

conclusion and discussion 
Credibility is a crucial asset for political leaders to earn citizens’ support (Kouzes & 
Posner, 2003). Competence, trustworthiness, and caring matter in this respect. What 
it takes to be considered as such, however, depends on political leaders’ offices, and 
was the main question of this chapter. Whereas cabinet ministers head a department, 
initiate policy, perform on the political stage, and maintain public relations (Marsh et 
al., 2000), parliamentary party leaders – especially of opposition parties – scrutinize 
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cabinet’s actions and lead their party factions within parliament (Uhr, 2009). By 
comparing tweets and newspaper articles on two Dutch cabinet ministers and two 
parliamentary party leaders, it was found that similar sets of qualities were tied to 
the two offices, but that both their real-world manifestations and emphases differed.

Regarding cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders’ competence, 
the analysis suggests that four sets of qualities can be discerned. For both cabinet 
ministers and parliamentary party leaders knowledgeability attracts most attention, 
but the major difference between them lies in the prominence of decisiveness and 
bravery on the one hand, and political strategic qualities on the other hand. For 
cabinet ministers it is considered important to take a firm stance, while effectiveness 
in playing the political game is emphasized for parliamentary party leaders. 

Cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders’ trustworthiness-related 
qualities are similar. It is stressed that leaders should keep their promises, that they 
should be consistent in their policy views, and that they need to act the same in 
equivalent situations. Honesty and sincerity refer to trustworthiness’s second aspect. 
Moreover, the quality of being dependable was discernible for Rutte and Samsom, 
and therefore transcends the divide between cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders. Rather than being based on the office, the quality of being dependable 
is associated with the two people responsible for negotiating the studied cabinet. 
Being visible as a leader in both good and bad times is in this respect considered a 
sign of dependability. 

Caring entails empathy, being concerned with citizens’ daily lives, and 
acting in their interest. Hence, it implies an allergy to leaders being (exclusively) 
motivated by their desire to maintain and extend their power. For cabinet ministers 
this relates to securing a well-paying job after leaving Dutch national politics, while 
for parliamentary party leaders it entails only being interested in citizens’ votes. 
Finally, cabinet ministers should promote values other than purely economic ones, 
and parliamentary party leaders need to show – besides staying true to the party’s 
values – that they are able and willing to act in the interests of all Dutch citizens. 

In the literature, the weight of competence, trustworthiness, and caring in the 
credibility construct is heavily debated (Funk, 1997). This chapter shows, however, 
that the public debate pays substantially more attention to competence than to 
trustworthiness and caring. It seems that leaders are considered trustworthy and 
caring until proven otherwise: It is hardly discussed if everything goes well, but flaws 
and mistakes are quickly noticed. Competence tests, in contrast, occur more frequently 
and leaders have to actively demonstrate their knowledgeability, decisiveness, 
performance, and political strategic qualities. All three dimensions therefore matter 
to credibility, but differences in their prominence in the public debate show that 
mechanisms of acquiring and sustaining competence, trustworthiness, and caring 
in one’s reputation differ. 

The findings’ second contribution is to complement and refine the existing 
literature on leadership qualities and credibility. Many studies on this topic are based 
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on survey analysis (using both open and closed-ended questions) or psychological 
assessments of leaders’ publicly expressed profiles (Bittner, 2011; Garzia, 2011; 
Greenstein, 2002; O’Keefe, 1990; Wisse, 2014). These studies have provided valuable 
insights, and especially the studies using open-ended survey questions leave room for 
spontaneous responses that shed light on how citizens evaluate leaders. This analysis 
of tweets and newspaper articles which comment directly on specific situations and 
political leaders underlines and substantiates the importance of previously identified 
qualities, but it also revealed some notable additions that had remained undetected 
in previous research.  

The literature does not reflect, for example, the attention in the data paid 
to political strategic qualities. It is not surprising, however, that in surveys and 
psychological personality assessments, this meta-quality does not surface. After all, 
these studies are aimed at finding citizens’ ideal leaders or understanding leaders’ 
successes, but they hide the more strategic qualities needed to survive in politics that 
are reflected upon in the public debate. It is not that these political strategic qualities 
have never received any attention (Bennister, ‘t Hart, & Worthy, 2014). Rather, they 
were not understood as qualities of intrinsic value to leaders’ credibility according 
to citizens. Next, with trustworthiness, keeping promises is more prominent in the 
public debate than in literature. Although analytically distinct, keeping promises 
can be considered a specification of consistency in policy views over time and across 
multiple occasions, and becomes visible due to the inductive analysis strategy in this 
chapter. Related to caring, “being one of them” is not as important in the data as 
was expected based on literature. Rather, the results suggest it matters above all that 
leaders understand citizens’ problems and concerns. As such, the understanding of 
citizens’ expectations of credible leaders is fine-tuned.

Furthermore, this chapter’s findings add knowledge to the political leadership 
literature on less often studied types of leadership offices. The usual focus on 
Presidents and Prime Ministers is understandable – they are prime leadership figures 
in democracies (Poguntke & Webb, 2005) – but political leadership is dispersed, and 
other offices also matter for policy outcomes (Marsh et al., 2000; Uhr, 2009). This chapter 
on two different offices highlights that there is not a one-size-fits-all recipe to gain (or 
lose) credibility. After all, decisiveness might be important to cabinet ministers, and 
they need to consider more interests than purely economic ones, but parliamentary 
party leaders have to show they can play the political game and represent all Dutch 
citizens’ interests. Moreover, there is no guarantee that a credible leader in one office 
will also be credible leading from another office, if only because it might be difficult 
for leaders to change their previously developed dispositions (Hajer, 2009). In line 
with Elgie’s call for an interactionist approach to leadership (1995), this means that 
we should be cautious to what type of political leaders our research results apply.  

Hence, also this chapter has limitations that call for further research. One, the 
selection of high profile cabinet ministers – the Prime Minister and the Minister of 
Foreign Affairs – and that of two left-wing parliamentary party leaders might have 
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impacted the results. Decisiveness’s prominence for cabinet ministers, for example, 
makes sense for the Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs, but does it also 
hold for cabinet ministers of smaller departments? Second, in this chapter focus was 
on citizens’ expectations of different political leaders that matter for their credibility, 
but this leaves unanswered why some leaders are more successful than others to 
build a competent, trustworthy, and caring image. While leaders cannot control 
the circumstances they face, they are certainly not helpless either in crafting their 
image (de Landtsheer, de Vries, & Vertessen, 2008). Finally, the studied leadership 
cases are situated in a consensus democracy that – despite recent calls for stronger 
individual political leadership (Hendriks & Karsten, 2014) – differs substantially from 
Westminster-style parliamentary democracies, for example in government-opposition 
relations (Lijphart, 2012). To learn if and how the great expectations found in this study 
extend to contrasting contexts, further research is indispensable.



CHAPTER 11  

conclusions & discussion

Credibility is a crucial asset for political leaders in today’s democracies. After all, 
without it, political leaders will not be given the time of day (Conger, 1998, p. 90). The 
dominant concept in the literature to study this phenomenon is “source credibility”. 
In this line of research it has previously been established that - irrespective of the type 
of democracy in which political leaders operate or their offices within that democratic 
system - political leaders are credible if they are perceived by their audience as 
competent, trustworthy, and caring (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; McCroskey & 
Teven, 1999; Perloff, 2010). However, what allows for political leaders to be considered 
as such in a consensus democracy remains underexplored. In this dissertation it was 
therefore studied what is required of political leaders in the Netherlands in terms 
of credibility during elections and while governing. Using both quantitative and 
qualitative methods, I focused on three types of offices in the Dutch democratic 
system: electoral party leaders, cabinet ministers, and parliamentary party leaders. 
The aim of this final Chapter is threefold. First is to answer the research questions. 
Next, it is explored what these conclusions teach us about the roles of political leaders 
and their public audience in the credibility relationship and how that relates to the 
requirements of political leaders’ offices. In this respect, attention is also paid to 
how the findings of the study presented here contribute to the literature on political 
leadership and credibility. Finally, a future research agenda is discussed in light of 
the limitations of this research project.

answering The research quesTion
The main research question guiding my study was the following: 

What allows for political leaders in the Netherlands to be considered credible by their 
public audience both during elections and while governing?

Based on the data acquired, it can be concluded that the source credibility of Dutch 
political leaders is faring relatively well. Notwithstanding differences between 
individual political leaders, a majority of electoral party leaders, cabinet ministers, and 
parliamentary party leaders in the Netherlands were considered credible by citizens 
during the 2010 parliamentary election campaign and between August 2013 and June 
2014, when Cabinet Rutte II was in office (Chapters 2 and 3). In the literature, citizens’ 
party preferences and their support for political institutions are considered “usual 
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suspects” to understand how citizens perceive politics, but - as shown in Chapter 
3 - these two factors are not the main drivers explaining political leaders’ source 
credibility. Rather, to understand what makes political leaders credible, attention needs 
to be paid to the process in which credibility is enacted in the relationship between 
political leaders, citizens, and others in the public debate in the media. After all, the 
social construction of credibility is a joint activity, and due to the mediatized nature of 
political communication, it is mainly based on the information provided in the media 
that citizens form their opinions about the credibility of political leaders (Garzia, 2011; 
Strömbäck, 2008). To this end, I introduced the concept “enacted credibility”. With use 
of this concept, it was found in Chapters 7 and 9 that being specific, consistent, and 
relatable in their performance helps political leaders to convince citizens they meet 
credibility expectations. 

However, political leaders are not fully in control when it comes to building 
credibility. The framing and reframing of their competence, trustworthiness, and 
caring in the public debate in the media can either highlight or hide their strengths 
and weaknesses, at least temporarily, thereby impacting the evaluation of their source 
credibility (see Chapter 8). Moreover, political leaders’ offices matter to the qualities 
that citizens and others in the public debate emphasize and expect, especially in 
terms of competence and caring. In Chapter 10 it was, for example, discussed that 
cabinet ministers are required to be decisive, whereas parliamentary party leaders 
need political strategic skills. Caring entails being empathetic to citizens’ concerns 
and acting in their best interests. For cabinet ministers, this includes promoting more 
than purely economic values, but for parliamentary party leaders it is key they are 
able and willing to act in the best interest of all Dutch citizens (instead of only in the 
interest of their parties’ supporters). In the sections below, the different elements of 
this answer to the research question are discussed in more detail. 

credibiliTy during The 2010 parliamenTary elecTion campaign 
& cabineT ruTTe ii
The first aspect of the main research question is how the credibility of political leaders 
in the Netherlands is faring, both during elections and while governing. Of special 
interest in this research project was the 2010 parliamentary election campaign, in 
which Job Cohen’s and Mark Rutte’s credibility developed in opposite directions, 
and approximately a year of the governing period of Cabinet Rutte II (August 2013 
and June 2014). 

For the 2010 parliamentary election campaign, only indirect measures of source 
credibility were available. In various public opinion polls, respondents were asked 
to indicate their preferred leadership candidate for the prime ministerial office, their 
trust in electoral party leaders, and the extent to which they valued these leaders. 
Previous research has found that citizens’ responses to these types of questions 
tend to be highly related to their evaluation of leaders’ source credibility (Abelson, 
Kinder, Peters, & Fiske, 1982; Bittner, 2011; Weisberg & Rusk, 1970). The results of 



247Conclusions & discussion

these opinion polls suggest electoral party leaders were evaluated reasonably well 
in the 2010 parliamentary election campaign, although even for the highest scoring 
leader, improvement was possible (see Chapter 2). On measures indicating the extent 
to which party leaders participating in the 2010 parliamentary elections were valued, 
for example, more than half of the participating electoral party leaders were graded 
between 5.5 and 6.6 on a scale of 1 to 10 (Synovate, 2010; TNS Nipo, 2010). Among 
party supporters, electoral party leaders scored substantially higher: the lowest grade 
leaders were awarded by supporters of their own party was 7.3 out of 10. This suggests 
that citizens’ party preference is a salient factor in their evaluations of political leaders 
during election campaigns. The data unfortunately did not allow for testing of how 
much of the variance in the evaluations of electoral party leaders could be explained by 
party preference (but see Chapter 3, in which this was explored for cabinet ministers 
and parliamentary party leaders). 

Electoral party leaders were doing reasonably well in terms of source credibility, 
but cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders were doing better between 
August 2013 and June 2014, the period under study of Cabinet Rutte II (see Chapter 2). 
Based on previously developed items measuring source credibility (Berlo, Lemert, & 
Mertz, 1969; McCroskey & Teven, 1999; Ohanian, 1990), a survey was designed that was 
administered three times to a sample of 3,295 members of the Longitudinal Internet 
Studies for the Social Sciences (LISS) panel of CentERdata (Tilburg University). Based 
on six individual items, a source credibility index ranging from 1 (not credible at all) 
to 6 (completely credible) was calculated for all cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders. Combining the results of the three individual waves showed that 
cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders were considered credible overall 
according to citizens. None of the cabinet ministers scored a source credibility rating 
lower than 3.5 out of 6 (the median score). Of the twelve parliamentary party leaders, 
only three were awarded scores below the median of 3.5 on the source credibility 
index. Citizens were most positive about cabinet ministers’ and parliamentary party 
leaders’ competence (rated, on average, 4.19 and 4.07 out of 6, respectively), followed 
by their trustworthiness (rated, on average, 4.11 and 3.97 out of 6, respectively). To 
conclude, caring was evaluated least favorably: Cabinet ministers scored, on average, 
3.72 out of 6, while parliamentary party leaders’ average score was 3.60 out of 6. 

Conclusion 1: The source credibility of the Dutch political leaders under study is 
faring relatively well. Overall, cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders are 
doing better in this respect than electoral party leaders.

undersTanding differences in aTTribuTed source credibiliTy: parTy 
preference & supporT for poliTical insTiTuTions

Knowing how much credibility citizens attribute to leaders in various offices is one 
thing. The next question is how these credibility evaluations can be explained. Citizens 
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are motivated reasoners: They are not only motivated to form accurate opinions, but 
also to form opinions that are congruent with their beliefs and attitudes (Taber, Lodge, 
& Glathar, 2001). Citizens’ party preference is in this respect one of the most commonly 
studied factors, and it is considered to act as “a perceptual screen through which 
the individual tends to see what is favorable to his partisan orientation” (Campbell, 
Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960, p. 133; cf. Garzia, 2011). Also, citizens’ support for 
political institutions matters in this respect. Continuously failing leaders might erode 
support for political institutions (Denters, Gabriel, & Torcal, 2007; Miller & Listhaug, 
1999; Newton, 2006), just like a negative stance towards parliament, government, or 
politicians in general might rub off on individual political leaders. Hence, citizens who 
generally support public officials are also more inclined to give incumbent political 
leaders the benefit of the doubt with regard to their competence, trustworthiness, and 
caring (Sigelman, Sigelman, & Walkosz, 1992). In Chapter 3, therefore, the effect of 
citizens’ party preferences and their support for political institutions on the attribution 
of credibility to cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders was explored. 

Both party preference and support for political institutions contribute to 
explaining the credibility that citizens attribute to individual leaders, but what is 
surprising in light of existing research is that the explanatory value of both factors is 
rather limited and differs between leadership offices (see Chapter 3). Party preference, 
and the closeness of that preference to the ideological background of the leader’s party, 
appears not to be a decisive factor for Dutch citizens when assessing the competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring of political leaders. The analysis presented in Chapter 
3 shows that party preference explained 2.9% of the 63.7% variance located at the 
leadership level in the case of cabinet ministers. For parliamentary party leaders, 
the explanatory value of party preference was slightly higher, as it explained 8.1% of 
the 88.1% variance in attributed source credibility that is due to differences between 
leaders. This suggests that at least during a governing period, party identification is not 
a salient factor in citizens’ minds when evaluating political incumbents. Nevertheless, 
during a governing period, some leadership positions are more political than others. 
After all, party preference appears to add more to understanding the credibility 
attributed to parliamentary party leaders – who are the primary representatives of 
their political party – than to cabinet ministers, who hold more of an administrative 
position. The notion that party preference shapes attitudes toward political actors 
(Bartels, 2002; Miller, Wattenberg, & Malanchuk, 1986) should therefore be nuanced 
with regard to credibility assessments. Party preference might matter to evaluations 
of political leaders’ credibility, but only in situations in which party competition and 
ideological closeness of parties is considered relevant. 

Also, support for political institutions was not found to be a prime driver 
of the credibility that is attributed to cabinet ministers and parliamentary party 
leaders. Of the 36.3% variance in credibility attributed to cabinet ministers located 
at the level of citizens, 50.4% could be explained by citizens’ support for political 
institutions. In the case of parliamentary party leaders, 11.9% of the variance in 
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attributed credibility was due to differences between citizens, of which 27.9% could be 
explained by their support for political institutions. While this contrasts with research 
that posits that support for political institutions carries over to shape evaluations of 
individual political leaders, and vice versa (Citrin, 1974; Easton, 1965; Hetherington, 
1998; Sigelman et al., 1992), it aligns with the notion that citizens differentiate between 
different levels of support (Norris, 1999). While there is a relationship, citizens appear 
to evaluate political institutions, politicians as a class, and individual political leaders 
relatively independently. As such, they might conclude that one particular leader is 
competent, trustworthy, and caring, whereas government or parliament might be 
performing poorly. As with party preference, however, it appears that it depends on 
the office at stake to what extent support for political institutions adds to explaining 
the credibility attributed to political leaders. It is a more important cue in evaluating 
the credibility of cabinet ministers than in evaluating parliamentary party leaders. 
Considering the more administrative and less political role of cabinet ministers (’t 
Hart & Wille, 2006; Marsh, Richards, & Smith, 2000), this finding makes sense and 
underlines that citizens – either consciously or not - take the nature of political leaders’ 
office into account when considering which attitudes of political leaders are relevant 
when assessing them. 

To sum up, party preference and support for political institutions are associated 
with the source credibility attributed to political leaders, but they are not the main 
drivers of these credibility evaluations. This suggests that the credibility of political 
leaders develops in interactions between leaders and citizens. In addition, party 
preference adds more to understanding the source credibility of parliamentary party 
leaders, whereas support for political institutions is more important with regard to 
the source credibility of cabinet ministers. Citizens – whether intentionally or not 
– therefore seem to differentiate in the criteria that are relevant for assessing the 
credibility of political leaders in various offices. 

Conclusion 2: Citizens’ party preferences and support for political institutions are 
not the main drivers of the level of source credibility that citizens attribute to cabinet 
ministers and parliamentary party leaders. This highlights that political leaders’ 
credibility is not set in stone or predetermined by citizens’ attitudes which are out of 
leaders’ direct reach.

enacTed credibiliTy for poliTical leaders: being specific, consisTenT, 
and relaTable

In Chapter 8, I introduced the concept “enacted credibility” to learn more about “the 
way in which the contextualized interaction” between a performer and an audience 
“produces social realities” (Hajer, 2009, p. 67), in this case, leaders’ credibility. Source 
credibility – the main concept used to study credibility in the literature – is, after all, 
valuable to assess leaders’ credibility at specific moments in time, but it is less suited 
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to help understand how credibility comes about in the relationship between leaders 
and their audience. Enacted credibility sheds light on the dynamics in the social 
construction of credibility and what happens in the periods between two assessments 
of source credibility. As such, enacted credibility and source credibility take different 
perspectives on the same phenomenon, resulting in a more informed appreciation of 
credibility, how it comes about, and why it changes. 

Situational factors, including the popularity of the leaders’ parties, real-world 
events like crises and (policy) problems, the theme that dominates the public debate, 
and the performance of leaders’ opponents, set the context with which they have to 
work. Such a context can make leaders’ job easier or more difficult, but the outcome 
is never a forgone conclusion. While the exact circumstances might be different for 
each leader, comparing the different leadership cases showed there are communalities 
between leaders in how credibility can be acquired. From the perspective of political 
leaders, and the role of their performance in the credibility relationship, the analysis 
of the five leadership cases presented in Chapters 7 and 9 pointed out three aspects 
that matter for acquiring credibility: 1) being specific, 2) being consistent, and 3) being 
relatable in their performances.

Being specific entails that political leaders refrain from indirect and abstract 
language, especially where their performed competence is concerned. The analysis 
suggests citizens want political leaders to know what they are doing, and to have the 
necessary skills and knowledge to deal with the problems at hand. By being specific 
about the nature of problems and the measures that are taken in response, political 
leaders can show their knowledge and can thereby convince citizens and others in the 
public debate in the media of their competence. Doing their best or saying they are 
taking wise measures is too vague, and appears not to inspire the belief that leaders 
are in control. In addition, by being specific, political leaders can substantiate their 
perceived sincerity – an important aspect of enacted trustworthiness (see Chapter 
10). It is appreciated in this respect if leaders’ don’t beat around the bush and if they 
avoid using the exact same words and examples time and again.

Being consistent provides a second means that helps to understand how 
political leaders acquire credibility. During elections, this helps leaders to build a 
coherent vision in which the underlying values tie the individual views together. 
In addition, consistency in policy views and actions can contribute to enacted 
trustworthiness. What matters is that what leaders say does not contradict with the 
information presented by reliable others or with leaders’ previous policy views and 
actions. The latter does not mean that leaders cannot change their opinion on specific 
measures, but they can do so only as long as they show they are staying true to their 
principles. Thirdly, being relatable is foremost relevant with regard to political leaders’ 
enacted caring. Leaders have to understand what is going on in society and have 
to act in the best interest of citizens. Saying that you understand your audience is, 
however, something different than showing them what touches, frustrates, or scares 
you. What the political leaders with high source credibility have in common in this 
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study is that they built an emotional connection with their audience by using pathos 
argumentation, everyday language, and by sharing personal experiences. This way, 
they could show that they were just like every other regular citizen.

Conclusion 3: To acquire credibility, it helps if leaders are 1) specific,  
2) consistent, and 3) relatable in their performances.

enacTed credibiliTy in The public debaTe in The media: framing and 
reframing of poliTical leaders’ compeTence, TrusTworThiness, and 
caring

Yet the performance of political leaders only tells half of the story of what makes 
them credible according to their audience. After all, credibility is co-produced in the 
interactions between leaders’ performances, citizens, and others in the subsequent 
public debate in the media. 

Due to the framing of leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring in the 
public debate in the media, some dimensions of credibility can become more salient in 
the public debate in the media than others (see Chapter 8). To remain credible, leaders 
need to be considered competent, trustworthy, and caring – but depending on the 
dominant framing, a deficiency on one (or two) dimensions can at least temporarily 
be compensated for. Therefore, the analyses suggest that during elections and while 
governing, political leaders should pay attention to being specific, consistent, and 
relatable, but they also should not forget that they are not fully in control. Political 
leaders are not helpless victims, but the framing and reframing of the three credibility 
dimensions in the public debate in the media impacts how the evaluation of their 
credibility develops. Analyzing enacted credibility therefore provides a means to 
understand the level of source credibility that citizens attribute to political leaders.

Citizens and others in the public debate in the media do not necessarily agree 
with each other on the appropriate evaluation of leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, 
and caring (and which of these dimensions should be emphasized) in response to 
leader’s performance. The framing and reframing of leaders’ credibility in the public 
debate in the media can therefore be considered a contest. This contest becomes visible 
when studying enacted credibility, as it draws attention to how the framing and 
reframing of leaders’ credibility develops in the public debate in the media.

Studying this enacted credibility both in an election context and during a 
governing period revealed that the public debate in the media, especially on Twitter, 
is rather negative. Although this is in line with findings of previous research (Hajer, 
2009; Jungherr, 2014), it is striking that it is not the positive remarks that make high-
source-credibility political leaders stand out compared to political leaders who 
are attributed low source credibility; it is rather the relative absence of negative 
comments. Moreover, not only leaders with low source credibility are criticized, but 
high-source-credibility leaders are also not immune to critique. This underlines the 
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relational nature of credibility, meaning that in the end, it is up to individual citizens 
to decide whether they feel an individual political leader is worthy of being attributed 
credibility. 

Conclusion 4: Credibility is the outcome of a framing contest between citizens 
 and others in the public debate in the media on leaders’ competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring that develops in response to leaders’ performances.

To deepen the understanding of what competence, trustworthiness, and caring entail 
according to participants in the public debate in the media, in Chapter 10 I studied 
what citizens and others valued in cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders 
regarding these three credibility dimensions. This analysis showed that for both 
cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders, there is overlap in the competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring-related qualities that were mentioned. 

With regard to competence, four sets of qualities can be distinguished based 
on the public debate in the media. Knowledgeability is the competence-related 
expectation that is discussed most often. It refers to leaders’ factual knowledge, their 
expertise on the issues they deal with, and their ability to correctly assess the nature 
of problems, among others. The other three sets of qualities are decisiveness and 
bravery, performance (in the sense of achievements), and political strategic qualities. 
In relation to these sets of qualities, it is valued if leaders take a clear stance, if they 
can show they have been able to get things done, and if they are apt at playing the 
political game. 

The trustworthiness-related qualities that were discussed in the public debate 
in the media included that political leaders should keep their promises and that they 
should be consistent in their policy views and actions. Political leaders’ honesty and 
sincerity were emphasized, as well as their reliability. Citizens and others in the 
public debate were looking for clues that political leaders would not bail on them 
when problems arose. Hence, being visible as a leader both in good and bad times 
was considered an important sign of political leaders’ reliability. Caring, the third 
credibility dimension, entails expectations related to empathy, being aware of 
what citizens go through in their daily lives, and acting in citizens’ best interests. 
Conversely, participants in the public debate in the media were weary of leaders who 
were perceived to be (exclusively) motivated by their desire to maintain and expand 
their power and who were mainly lining their own pockets. Finally, citizens and 
others in the public debate in the media look up to their leaders for moral guidance. 
Political leaders should therefore not only represent economic interests, but should 
also show concern for human rights issues, for example. 

The analysis showed that in the public debate in the media, competence-
related qualities attracted most attention, followed by caring and trustworthiness, 
respectively. This does not mean, however, that competence is necessarily considered 
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more important than the other two credibility dimensions. Rather, it appears that 
in the evaluation of the three dimensions, different routes are taken. It seems that 
political leaders are considered trustworthy and caring until proven otherwise: These 
dimensions are hardly discussed if everything goes well, but flaws and mistakes 
are quickly noted. In regard to competence, the burden of proof lies with the leader 
in question. Competence tests occur more frequently, and leaders have to actively 
demonstrate that they have what it takes. Hence, based on the analysis of the public 
debate in the media, all three dimensions of credibility matter, but the mechanisms 
for acquiring and sustaining competent, trustworthy, and caring reputations differ.

In Chapter 6, the traditional bridging-and-bonding nature of Dutch political 
leadership was discussed, in addition to the type of leadership that today is expected 
and valued in the Netherlands. There is not a full break with consensual practices, but 
some of the expectations fit with a more adversarial leadership style. The continuation 
of consensus-oriented practices can be seen in that parliamentary party leaders have 
to show others they are ready to take on governing responsibility, for example, by 
working together with the governing coalition on policy initiatives. The expectations 
of decisiveness and the focus on being consistent in policy views and actions are, 
in contrast, difficult in a democratic setting in which compromise and consultation 
prevail. Consultation and reaching compromises takes time, as well as that it asks 
political leaders to accept solutions that differ (slightly) from their original views. 
The credibility expectations expressed in the public debate in the media therefore 
align with how Dutch political leadership has developed post-Fortuyn, where the 
combination of backstage consensual governing routines and front stage adversarial 
political expectations presents leaders with a challenge.

Conclusion 5: In the public debate in the media, specific interpretations of 
competence, trustworthiness, and caring are valued.  
- Competence-related qualities that were mentioned included knowledgeability, 
decisiveness and bravery, performance, and political strategic qualities. 
- Trustworthiness-related qualities that attracted attention were keeping promises, 
consistency in policy views and actions, honesty and sincerity, and being visible. 
- Caring-related qualities that were considered important were empathy and a 
concern for citizens’ interests, selflessness and humbleness, and being ethically 
responsible.

The office-dependenT naTure of enacTed credibiliTy

The competence, trustworthiness, and caring-related qualities that are discussed 
in the public debate in the media in regard to cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders thus share similarities, but there are also important differences. These 
differences can be understood when taking into account the nature of the offices 
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of cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders in the Dutch democracy. As 
is discussed in great detail in Chapter 6, cabinet ministers head a department, 
initiate policy, perform on the political stage, and maintain public relations (’t Hart & 
Wille, 2006; Marsh et al., 2000), whereas parliamentary party leaders – especially of 
opposition parties – scrutinize government’s actions and lead their factions within 
parliament (Bale, 2015; Uhr, 2009). Electoral party leaders, in turn, are the main 
representatives of their parties, and try to win as many votes as possible. Each office 
thus has a distinctive role and position within Dutch democracy. 

In Chapter 10, I studied the way in which the expectations on cabinet ministers 
differed from what citizens and others in the public debate in the media expected of 
parliamentary party leaders. With regard to competence, this analysis revealed that 
the main difference between these two offices is the prominence of decisiveness and 
bravery on the one hand, and of political strategic qualities on the other hand. For 
cabinet ministers it is considered important to take a firm stance, while being able to 
play the political game is emphasized for political party leaders. In addition, what is 
considered “effective” performance differs for the two offices: For cabinet ministers, it 
is about policy success and getting things done, but for parliamentary party leaders, 
it predominantly relates to doing well in polls and winning seats in elections. 

Also on the dimension of caring, it was found that citizens and others in 
the public debate in the media held different expectations of cabinet ministers and 
parliamentary party leaders. Being power hungry and singularly interested in 
improving their own positions is not valued. For cabinet ministers this relates to 
accusations of securing a well-paying job in advance of their departure from Dutch 
national politics, while for parliamentary party leaders it entails only being interested 
in citizens’ votes. Another notable difference in regard to caring is that cabinet 
ministers are required to promote values other than purely economic ones, while 
parliamentary party leaders need to show that – besides staying true to their parties’ 
values – they are able and willing to represent the interests of all Dutch citizens, 
instead of the interests of only a select group.

These differences in credibility-related expectations on political leaders, in 
correspondence with the divergent roles of their offices in democracy, also impact 
what citizens and others are looking for in political leaders’ performances. It is valued, 
for example, if political leaders are specific about the nature of problems and show 
they have a solution in mind. During an election campaign, however, this requires 
something different from political leaders than during a governing period. In election 
campaigns, political leaders are required to present a vision for the future: What kind 
of society do they strive for and how do they aim to attain it (see Chapters 7 and 8)? 
When in office, as is shown in Chapters 9 and 10, focus is on how political leaders are 
handling problems in the moment. Hence, what political leaders need to convince 
others of by being specific, consistent, and relatable is steered by the expectations that 
are tied to their respective offices. 
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Conclusion 6: The credibility-related qualities emphasized and valued of political 
leaders by citizens and others in the public debate in the media varied in 
correspondence with the requirements of leaders’ offices.

lessons for (The sTudy of) credible poliTical 
leadership 
The conclusions on what makes political leaders – electoral party leaders, cabinet 
ministers, and parliamentary party leaders – credible according to their audience 
have broader implications for the study of credible political leadership. Based on the 
main conclusions of this study, six lessons and contributions can be distinguished.   

lesson 1 - The concerns raised abouT ciTizens’ aTTiTudes Towards 
poliTicians are noT warranTed in regard To The credibiliTy of 
individual poliTical leaders

In the public debate and in the academic literature, negative assessments of politicians 
are commonplace. According to a substantial group of citizens in various Western 
countries, politicians cannot be trusted: They promote their own interests, do not 
listen to their constituents, are not capable of solving problems, are dishonest, 
and are lacking in integrity (Citrin & Muste, 1999; Hay, 2007; Levi & Stoker, 2000; 
Tegenlicht, 2017). Moreover, qualifications of politicians as being power hungry or 
mostly interested in lining their own pockets are widespread (Brons, 2014; Den Ridder 
& Dekker, 2015, p. 62 ff.). In this respect, it is perhaps not surprising that political 
leaders’ caring is the lowest-scoring credibility dimension. This attitude towards 
political actors raises concerns about the legitimacy of democracy (Keane, 2009). People 
worry that leaders who constantly disappoint might harm evaluations of democratic 
performance and (in the long run) even the support for democratic principles (Denters 
et al., 2007; Miller & Listhaug, 1999; Newton, 2006). While research suggests this has 
not (yet) happened - citizens continue to hold high democratic aspirations - satisfaction 
with the performance of democracy is thought to be problematic (Hendriks, Van der 
Krieken, Van Zuydam, & Roelands, 2015; Norris, 2011). 

The data on the credibility of political leaders included in this study, however, 
suggest we need to be more specific regarding what in citizens’ attitudes towards 
politicians raises concerns. Both during the 2010 parliamentary election campaign 
and while Cabinet Rutte II was in office (of which approximately one year was 
intensively studied), the credibility of individual leaders was faring relatively well. 
Granted, especially the polls on electoral party leaders suggested there was room for 
improvement, but they were not as negative as one might expect based on the tone 
of the debate in academia and society on politicians as a class. This difference aligns 
with previous research, which has found that people use different standards when 
assessing abstract entities than when scrutinizing specific members of those entities 
(Citrin, 1974; Goodsell, 1994; Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 1995). In judging those abstract 
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entities, it is easier to refer to negative public discourse and generic attitudes, as actual 
experiences are not readily available (Bouckaert & Van de Walle, 2001). These actual 
experiences do, however, come to mind when citizens evaluate the source credibility 
of individual political leaders (see Chapter 3, but also consider for example Wisse, 
2014). Hence, when studying and discussing citizens’ attitudes towards political actors, we 
need to be precise with regard to what is being evaluated. After all, we might have to worry 
more about the negative tone in the debate on politicians as a class than about the credibility 
of individual leaders as such.

Moreover, the difference found in the credibility evaluations of political 
leaders during an election campaign and during a governing period adds depth to 
the literature in that it shows how the object and timing of evaluations impact the 
attribution of credibility. It is not just that individual political leaders receive more 
favorable evaluations than politicians as a class, but also that, depending on the 
circumstances, different citizens reach different conclusions about the same leaders. 
In public polls, not just in the Netherlands but also abroad, mostly indirect measures 
of credibility can be found (see Chapter 2, but also for example Bittner, 2011; Norris, 
2011). These surveys for example ask, “What grade do you give to ____ for his/her 
performance?’ (Synovate, 2010) or ‘do you approve or disapprove of the way ____ is 
handling his job as President?’ (Pew Research, 2016). Previous research has shown 
these types of questions are highly associated with evaluations of credibility-related 
qualities (Abelson et al., 1982; Bittner, 2007; Kinder, Abelson, & Fiske, 1979; Weisberg 
& Rusk, 1970). In this study, the ratings of electoral party leaders are lower than those 
of cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders. Taking into account the exact 
question that is posed to citizens suggests that citizens are more positive about the 
qualities that leaders are perceived to have (as measured in the survey on cabinet 
ministers and parliamentary party leaders) than about how these qualities are put to 
use at a given point in time (as was of interest in the public polls on electoral party 
leaders). Hence, leaders might be considered competent, trustworthy, and caring, 
but this does not necessarily mean that they performed adequately in a specific 
situation. Emile Roemer was, for example, considered competent, trustworthy, and 
caring between August 2013 and June 2014, but audiences did not always appreciate 
his performance in debates (see Chapters 4 and 9). 

With regard to the timing of the evaluations, it stood out that citizens’ views of 
political leaders’ credibility were more polarized during the studied election campaign 
than during the studied governing period, resulting in a lower average credibility 
rating. Intuitively this makes sense. After all, in Chapter 3 it was shown that party 
preference explains more of the variance in credibility attributed to parliamentary 
party leaders than it does to credibility of cabinet ministers. Taking into consideration 
that during a governing period, parliamentary party leaders have a more political role 
than cabinet ministers, it can be expected that, especially during an election campaign, 
party preference is a salient factor. While it was not possible with the available data 
to test to what extent citizens’ party preference accounted for the variance in these 
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evaluations, it is clear that party supporters rated leaders’ credibility substantially 
higher than non-supporters (see Chapter 2). Consequently, in studies and discussions of 
citizens’ attitudes about politics, we do not only need to be precise in terms of what is evaluated, 
but also in terms of when and on which aspects political leaders are evaluated. Although 
citizens can be highly critical, their attitude towards political actors is not completely 
negative. Indeed, what is neglected in the public debate as well as in the literature is 
that the credibility of individual political leaders is evaluated highly especially during 
governing periods. 

lesson 2 - enacTed credibiliTy complemenTs source credibiliTy, 
enabling researchers To pay aTTenTion To The process in which 
credibiliTy comes abouT

Although in various academic disciplines – including law, science and technology 
studies, and management – attention has been paid to the phenomenon of credibility, 
it has been most elaborately researched in the field of communication studies. It is 
also in this research domain that the dominant concept in the study of credibility 
has been developed: “source credibility”. Substantial energy has been devoted to 
establishing which qualities audiences look for when assessing the credibility of a 
source of communication (Hovland et al., 1953; McCroskey & Teven, 1999; O’Keefe, 
1990). This line of research has convincingly shown that to be considered credible, 
speakers (including political leaders) need to be perceived as competent, trustworthy, 
and caring, but it has remained underexplored how and on what basis those 
evaluations are formed. The concept of source credibility, and how it is limitedly 
understood in today’s liteature, is not well suited to answer these types of questions. 
It is instrumental to assess the credibility of speakers at a given point in time, but it is 
not suited to reveal why audiences feel a certain way about a speaker’s competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring, nor what happens in between the two moments in which 
source credibility is assessed.

The main contribution of this research project to the literature on credibility 
is therefore that I introduced the concept “enacted credibility”. In doing so, I aligned 
with a call for a more constructivist approach to credibility that was made as early 
as the 1970s, but which has not gained much attention in the credibility literature 
(McComas & Trumbo, 2001). Jesse Delia (1976, p. 366) asserted that the factor-analytic 
studies aimed at uncovering the dimensions of credibility take the resulting image as a 
given. In his opinion, the better question to ask when trying to understand credibility 
was how audiences come to their credibility evaluations. What requires attention 
in this respect is both how leaders present themselves and how citizens and others 
interpret and make sense of these presentations (McGraw in: Goodin & Tilly, 2006, 
p. 150). Enacted credibility provides a conceptual framework by means of which the 
joint activity of credibility construction can be studied. As it focuses on the way in 
which credibility is co-produced in the interaction between leaders’ performance, 
citizens, and others in the public debate in the media, it allows for deepening our 
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understanding of the process in which credibility comes about. It adds to the existing 
literature in that it presents a complementary perspective to the dominant perspective 
of source credibility, resulting in a more informed appreciation of credibility. 

In the case of Cohen, as well as in the cases of the two cabinet ministers and 
two parliamentary party leaders, enacted credibility has helped achieve a better 
understanding of the dynamics in leaders’ perceived competence, trustworthiness, 
and caring. It has for example shown that due to the framing and reframing of 
leaders’ credibility in the public debate, some dimensions of credibility can become 
more salient than others. Hence, at least temporarily, political leaders’ strengths 
and weakness can either be highlighted or hidden, thereby impacting the overall 
evaluations of their source credibility. As the framing of competence, trustworthiness, 
and caring shifted, also the attributed source credibility changed. Consequently, source 
credibility can be interpreted as the outcome of enacted credibility, meaning that to further the 
understanding of the credibility phenomenon, future research should take both perspectives 
into account.

lesson 3 – how To enacT sTraTegies of impression managemenT: 
poliTical leaders creaTe a favorable basis for evaluaTion by being 
specific, consisTenT, and relaTable in Their performances

Impression management is a well-studied concept (Burgoon, Birk, & Pfau, 1990; 
de Landtsheer, de Vries, & Vertessen, 2008; Mbennah & Schutte, 2000; Newman, 
1999), aimed at understanding the “process by which individuals attempt to 
control the impressions others form of them” (Leary & Kowalski, 1990, p. 34). In 
literature on political marketing, impression management is used to refer to the 
strategies political leaders can employ to craft as favorable an image as possible 
to further their self-interests (de Landtsheer et al., 2008; see for example Newman, 
1999). In social psychology, in contrast, impression management is understood to 
be an activity in which everyone engages when interacting with others (Brissett & 
Edgley, 1975; Schlenker, 1980). To communicate information accurately and without 
misunderstanding, people have to take their audience into consideration. Impression 
management is therefore not necessarily deceptive or beneficial, but it depends on 
peoples’ intentions. 

In the context of political leadership, different elements of a leader’s presentation 
require attention, and political leaders can employ various assertive and defensive 
strategies to manage their impressions. Building on the work of Goffman (1956), 
leaders can shape their performances by thinking about staging, framing, and 
scripting (Benford & Hunt, 1992; Gardner & Avolio, 1998). Together these elements 
cover the place where the performance takes place and what it looks like, the personal 
appearance of leaders, the general perspective from which information is presented 
and the extent to which this information is accepted, and the way in which leaders 
construct the dialogue and position themselves in relation to relevant others. In 
performing these elements, leaders can rely on exemplification, self-promotion, or 
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apologizing, for example, to convey the desired image (Gardner & Avolio, 1998; Schütz, 
1998). However, identification of these tactics does not reveal how they should be 
performed to build credibility. What this study therefore adds to this line of literature 
is that it shows how these elements of staging, framing, and scripting are enacted by 
various political leaders and the resulting effects on their credibility. After all, not 
any image suffices; what is required is an image that convinces audiences of a leader’s 
competence, trustworthiness, and caring. Although the premise of enacted credibility is 
that leaders are not completely in control of the impression they make, being specific, consistent, 
and relatable helps to create a favorable basis. 

Zooming in on the performance of political leaders on television, the analysis 
presented in Chapters 7 and 9 suggests that leaders can help build their credibility 
by being specific, consistent, and relatable. Combined, this means that in the process 
of establishing credibility, showing is perhaps more important than telling. Leaders 
are less convincing when they merely claim to be competent, trustworthy, and caring than 
when they also show this in their presentations. To this end, they can for example include 
references to facts, give specific examples of staying true to their principles, or show 
through their own frustrations, anger, or hopes that they share and understand 
citizens’ feelings towards problems. 

lesson 4 - undersTanding credibiliTy requires broadening The 
relaTionship beTween leaders and ciTizens To also include public 
debaTe in The media

The study of political leadership has advanced greatly since the great man theory was 
proposed in the 19th century (Brown, 2011; Peck & Dickinson, 2009). While a lot of 
research on leadership has remained leader-centered, in which leadership success is 
explained by their personal characteristics and life histories, over the years, alternative 
approaches have enriched our understanding of political leadership (’t Hart & Uhr, 
2008). The idea that leadership is above all a relational affair, for instance, is well 
accepted. This approach asserts that without followers, there are no leaders. Hence, it 
is argued, leaders’ fates are determined as much by followers as by leaders themselves, 
resulting in a vibrant research tradition on followership (Crossman & Crossman, 2011; 
Kellerman, 2008). In the context of political leadership, it is often citizens or voters 
that are of interest as followers (Bennister, Worthy, & ’t Hart, 2017; Kane & Patapan, 
2012; van Wart, 2003).  

What is overlooked in literature on credibility and political leadership that is 
focused on assessing leaders’ credibility with use of the source credibility concept 
is that attention to the role of the media is essential to understand how credibility 
is enacted in the relationship between leaders and citizens. Political communication 
is mediatized, meaning that leaders’ media presentations, as well as the subsequent 
public debate in the media, inform citizens’ evaluations of leaders (Hajer, 2009; 
Strömbäck, 2008). In the literature on political leadership it is acknowledged that media 
play ‘a central role in constructing and shaping public assessments of government’ 
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(Heffernan, 2006, p. 582), and political marketing research is mostly aimed at efforts 
of leaders and their teams to create as favorable an image as possible through their 
media presentations (Kaid, 2004; Newman, 1999). However, the relationship between 
leaders and citizens is more complex, as this study shows. Not only do leaders present 
themselves in the media, their presentations are subsequently discussed by citizens 
and others in the public debate, for example in newspapers or on Twitter. 

Hence, in alignment with previous media research, in particular on the 
effects of election debates (Tsfati, 2003), the findings suggest that this public debate 
in the media becomes part of the total information environment (Lenart, 1994) based on 
which citizens evaluate leaders’ credibility. This adds a new perspective to the element 
of interpretive journalism as a characteristic of mediatization, meaning that journalists do 
not only describe news, but also add an interpretation to it (Hjarvard, 2008). Analyzing the 
framing and reframing of leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring highlighted that 
source credibility is the result of a joint activity of leaders, citizens, and others in the public 
debate in the media (that is: enacted credibility). As such, broadening the understanding 
in research of the relationship between leaders and citizens to also include the public 
debate in the media is instrumental to understanding how credibility is co-produced 
and why it can change over time.

lesson 5 – ciTizens’ credibiliTy expecTaTions are sTeered by The role 
of poliTical leaders’ office in democracy  
In the literature on political leadership during governing periods, the (American) 
presidency and its parliamentary equivalent of Prime Minister have attracted most 
research attention (Elgie, 1995; Greenstein, 2002; Hargrove, 2002; Helms, 2005; 
Poguntke & Webb, 2005). Although these are highly visible and pivotal leadership 
positions in democracies, other leadership offices matter as well. In (multiparty) 
parliamentary democracies, for example, cabinet ministers and parliamentary party 
leaders have distinctive and important roles in shaping policy and the political debate. 
Notwithstanding the considerable literature on cabinet ministers, the dynamics 
of political leadership in positions other than the position of chief executive have 
remained underexplored, and various leadership offices are rarely explicitly compared 
in one and the same study (Helms, 2005; Uhr, 2009). 

As a consequence, the lessons drawn in the available literature are presented 
as being of universal importance and there is little attention for the differences in 
demands that might be placed on leaders, depending on their office. Having a vision 
and being an effective communicator, for example, are thought to matter regardless 
of a leader’s office (Bennister et al., 2017); all political leaders require competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring to be credible as well (Perloff, 2010). The findings of this 
study suggest that a leader’s office matters for what is expected in terms of credibility 
(see conclusion 6). As institutional approaches to political leadership assert, every 
office comes with its own ‘formal and informal rules for acquiring, consolidating, 
and losing public office, and the authority that comes with it’ (’t Hart & Uhr, 2008, 
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p. 12; cf. Elcock, 2001; Elgie, 1995). While respondents sometimes have difficulty in 
distinguishing one democratic institution from another in surveys (for example 
parliament from cabinet; Bovens & Wille, 2008), participants in the public debate 
in the media recognize the different role and position of cabinet ministers and 
parliamentary party leaders in democracy. The expectations that are voiced regarding 
leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring differ accordingly. In relation to 
cabinet ministers, for example, decisiveness is emphasized, whereas political strategic 
skills are considered important particularly for parliamentary party leaders. Another 
example is that policy performance is an indicator of cabinet ministers’ achievements. 
For parliamentary party leaders, in contrast, achievements is interpreted to relate to 
their success in the polls and in recent elections (see Chapter 10).

Taking into account the nature of the leadership office does therefore not only help 
to understand how the office impacts the way incumbents act, but it also brings to light the 
consequences of the expectations that citizens and others hold of their leaders. There is overlap 
in the qualities that make leaders credible, but citizens and others in the public debate 
emphasize different aspects of these qualities for cabinet ministers and parliamentary 
party leaders; the indicators of some qualities differ as well. Furthermore, including 
the nature of the leader’s office in our analysis helps to understand why a highly 
credible leader is not necessarily considered credible in another office as well. After 
all, a leader might be highly credible as a cabinet minister, for example because he is 
perceived to be very decisive and to have had many policy successes, but if he lacks 
the necessary political strategic skills, his credibility might wane quickly in the office 
of parliamentary party leader. By studying the expectations that citizens and others 
in the public debate voice with regard to cabinet ministers and parliamentary party 
leaders, this study therefore adds to the literature a better understanding of the impact 
of leadership office on why credibility is attributed to political leaders. 

lesson 6 – TwiTTer complemenTs TradiTional daTa sources – in-
cluding surveys and psychological profiling – To undersTand The 
dynamics of enacTed credibiliTy  
Social media, especially Twitter, have become an integral part of today’s political 
communication. In this research project, it is argued that public debate in the media – 
including social media – is part of the total information environment (Lenart, 1994; Tsfati, 
2003) based on which citizens assess the source credibility of individual political 
leaders. In this final lesson, I therefore want to reflect on the nature of debate on 
politics on social media and how it affects (the study of) political leaders’ credibility. 
In this respect, who is active on Twitter, as well as the content of their messages and 
the extent to which political homophily characterizes citizens’ interactions, warrant 
attention (Ceron, Curini, Iacus, & Porro, 2014; Jungherr, 2016; Park, 2015).

Citizens who are politically active on Twitter tend not to be representative of 
the population as a whole. In previous research, it has been established that Twitter 
users are generally younger, more highly educated, more politically interested, and 
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more strongly partisan oriented than the average citizen (Barberá & Rivero, 2015; 
Vaccari et al., 2013). Some nonetheless argue that Twitter is a useful data source 
because discussions on Twitter have a wider impact on the public debate in the media, 
if only because traditional media incorporate these comments in their news reporting 
(Anstead & O’Loughlin, 2011). Moreover, citizens tend to use Twitter to comment 
on politically relevant events instead of using the medium for political deliberation. 
Tweets therefore tend to include little conversation (Small, 2011), but provide a wealth 
of information on how political candidates and parties are perceived. My research 
shows that tweets are highly informative for researchers who are interested in citizens’ 
perceptions of political events “in the heat of the moment”. Analyzing tweets has made it 
possible – even years later - to track the development of Cohen’s credibility over time (Chapter 
8), and a new perspective was acquired on the qualities that citizens and others look for in 
political leaders, refining existing knowledge that was based on surveys and psychological 
profiling (Chapters 9 and 10). 

With regard to the content of tweets that comment on political leaders and 
parties, prior research shows that negativity prevails (Diakopoulos & Shamma, 2010; 
Hosch-Dayican, Amrit, Aarts, & Dassen, 2016; Jungherr, 2016; Park, 2015). The results of 
my research project underline this “negativity bias” in the Twitter debate. Evaluative 
judgments cast on political leaders are mostly negative – for leaders with both high 
and low source credibility. It has been suggested in the literature that the tonality of 
media reporting, including the tone of tweets posted, impacts how citizens evaluate 
political leaders (Balmas & Sheafer, 2010; Kleinnijenhuis, van Hoof, Oegema, & de 
Ridder, 2007). The present study adds to this line of research in that it shows that analogous 
to the “suspension of disbelief” in literature and theater, high source credibility attributed 
to political leaders is associated with a “suspension of negativity” on Twitter. Negative 
evaluations of political leaders on Twitter are mirrored in the perceptions of those 
leaders’ source credibility. In the case of political leaders with high source credibility, 
in contrast, the posted tweets are more often neutral and less often negative. This 
suggests that the absence of negativity perhaps does not indicate outright support, 
but it suggests at least a reasonable acceptance of political leaders’ performance 
and leadership. Moreover, the higher share of neutral comments (as compared to 
negative and positive comments) means that the public debate in the media provides 
citizens with a less clear-cut idea on how to evaluate political leaders, meaning that 
alternative sources of information – like political leaders’ presentations on television 
– gain importance in the total information environment, based on which citizens assess 
leaders’ source credibility. 

The rise of the Internet and social media has resulted in audience fragmentation, 
as a consequence of which citizens can pick and choose from a wide range of media 
outlets what they want to see, read, or hear (Webster & Ksiazek, 2012). This has led 
to concerns about citizens opting to selectively interact with others who share their 
views (Messing & Westwood, 2014; Sunstein, 2007). Users of Twitter tend to follow 
other users with the same political convictions, and people are more likely to retweet a 
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message if they agree with its content (Himelboim, Mccreery, & Smith, 2013; Jungherr, 
2016). Others have found, however, that interaction across party lines takes place on 
Twitter, and audiences of different media outlets overlap greatly, meaning that the 
idea of citizens forming enclaves of like-minded speech is not supported (Bruns & 
Highfield, 2013; Webster & Ksiazek, 2012). As such, what can be concluded is that 
citizens prefer information that aligns with their views, but that the information they 
encounter in the public debate in the media – including on Twitter – is more diverse 
than that. The consequences of this phenomenon are reflected in the study presented here. 
My results show how the public debate in the media can – at least temporarily - highlight or 
hide the strengths and weaknesses of political leaders’ performances. As citizens look for 
information that confirms their opinions, evaluations of leaders that do not align 
with those (positive or negative) opinions are initially discarded. Over time, however, 
this more diverse information might be hard to ignore, resulting in shifts in the 
source credibility attributed to political leaders. Consequently, individual instances 
of political leaders’ performance do not directly harm or promote their credibility. 
Change is possible, however, because a consistently poor or good performance can, 
in the end, not be pushed aside. The public debate in the media therefore impacts 
credibility evaluations, but it does not develop independently from what happens 
on the political stage. Credibility is co-produced, and leaders’ performance is just 
as relevant to understanding what makes political leaders credible as the media are. 

a fuTure research agenda for The sTudy of credible 
poliTical leadership
Apart from contributing to the literature, the main conclusions of this study also raise 
a number of questions that might be explored in future research. These research ideas 
relate to 1) learning more about the credibility concept and the relationship in which 
it is co-produced, and 2) extending the study of credible political leadership to other 
settings and contexts to complement and refine this study’s findings. 

deepening our undersTanding of The credibiliTy relaTionship

The first area for suggested research addresses the various elements of the credibility 
relationship. Credibility was conceptualized in this study as emerging in a triangular 
relationship between leaders, citizens, and the public debate in the media. Future 
research related to each of these three elements would be valuable. In addition, 
leaders’ authorizing environments (cf. Moore, 1995) consist of more actors than only 
citizens. Research could therefore analyze political leaders’ credibility in relation to 
fellow political leaders, civil servants, or actors participating in relevant governance 
networks, among others. 

The “media malaise” theory in the mediatization literature asserts that the 
media (negatively) affect citizens’ leadership evaluations. Although the findings are 
mixed (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997; Newton, 1999; Thomassen, Aarts, & Van der Kolk, 
2000), research suggests the tone of media coverage matters (De Vreese & Semetko, 
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2002; Mutz & Reeves, 2005). Kleinnijenhuis and others (2006), for example, have found 
that conflict-oriented news leads to distrust in party leaders, even when taking into 
account voter preference and other background variables like education. In this 
study it was found that the tone of the public debate in the media on both high 
and low credibility political leaders was predominantly negative. High credibility 
leaders distinguished themselves from low credibility leaders in that the sentiment 
in the public debate in the media was more often neutral, but they did not receive 
substantially more positive comments. The impact of the sentiment in the public 
debate in the media on the credibility of political leaders is therefore unclear. The 
findings of this study suggest that the relative absence of critique could contribute to 
a more favorable credibility evaluation. Either way, the negativity in the public debate 
in the media does not scare citizens from attributing credibility to (some) political 
leaders. That citizens also directly see their leaders perform, for example on television, 
provides an understanding for this phenomenon, but more is to be learned about how, 
on the individual level, citizens’ evaluations of credibility come about, in relation to 
the broader public debate in the media.

Understanding of the credibility concept would therefore benefit if future 
research would examine in greater detail how individual citizens derive and combine 
clues on political leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring from their 
performances and the subsequent public debate in the media. Tweets and newspaper 
articles give clues as to how leaders’ television presentations are valued, and indicate 
the credibility expectations that are raised in the public debate in the media. Although 
citizens take part in this debate, their comments are not necessarily representative 
of the views of the entire population (Jungherr, 2014). How do people at home, after 
watching leaders on TV and reading and hearing about them in the public debate, 
think about political leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring? What do they 
deem important qualities? Why do they evaluate a certain political leader as such? 
Cognitive mapping could be a helpful approach in this respect, as it is explicitly aimed 
at uncovering people’s beliefs (Axelrod, 1976; Van Esch, Joosen, & Van Zuydam, 2016; 
Young & Schafer, 1998), for example about what makes someone a credible political 
leader. Cognitive maps consist of concepts, the relations that exist between them, and 
their normative value, which together make up an actor’s belief system. Timmermans’s 
language skills, knowledgeability, and competence (as distinctive concepts) could for 
example be positively and causally related, according to citizens. The benefit of this 
approach compared to traditional methods is that the ideas and views held by large 
groups of citizens can be directly elicited, and citizens are free to connect the selected 
concepts any way they want. This way, a more detailed understanding of citizens’ 
considerations in attributing credibility to political leaders can be acquired.  

Apart from citizens, the authorizing environment (Moore, 1995) of political 
leaders consists of senior party officials, civil servants, trade union representatives, 
and fellow politicians, among others. Their support allows leaders to lead, and enables 
them to get things done (Bennister, ‘t Hart, & Worthy, 2014). This means it is not only 
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relevant that citizens attribute credibility to political leaders but that others in the 
authorizing environment do so as well. The question is, however, how credibility 
is co-produced in the relationships between leaders and these other actors, as well 
as what credibility expectations they express. Vis à vis citizens, political leaders are 
required to be decisive, consistent, and to build an emotional connection with citizens, 
among others things, to be credible (see Chapters 7 to 10). These demands are at odds 
with the policy-making practices in consensus democracies, in which consensus, 
compromise, and consultation are still valued. Moreover, in an age of network 
governance, the interdependencies between different actors mean that political leaders 
have to convince others to cooperate (Kjær, 2004; Rhodes, 1996). Consequently, the 
expectations that leaders need to meet in the policy arena might differ from citizens’ 
expectations. This would raise questions about how political leaders deal with the 
contrasting demands, while maintaining (or even gaining) credibility. After all, 
the politics of multiplicities means that the backstage of policy-making has become 
increasingly public and transparent, bringing possible discrepancies to light, and 
potentially harming, for example, leaders’ trustworthiness (Bovens, Goodin, & 
Schillemans, 2014; Hajer, 2009, pp. 45–46). Research on the demands that various actors 
in leaders’ authorizing environments pose, as well as how leaders tread the tightrope 
between the expectations of different audiences, would therefore be highly valuable.   

A final potentially fruitful direction for future research could be to differentiate 
in the types of cabinet ministers, parliamentary party leaders, and electoral party 
leaders that are studied to learn about credibility. Cohen, Rutte, Timmermans, 
Samsom, and Roemer could all be considered prominent leaders on the Dutch political 
stage at the time they were studied. Moreover, especially in regard to the cabinet 
ministers, the high profile nature of their portfolios could have impacted the kinds 
of qualities that were deemed important by citizens for their credibility. Decisiveness 
makes sense as a prominent quality for the Prime Minister (Rutte) and the Cabinet 
Minister of Foreign Affairs (Timmermans), but is it also considered important for 
cabinet ministers of less visible departments? Less prominent political leaders have, 
in addition, fewer opportunities to perform in television presentations. They are, for 
example, less often invited to talk shows to comment on current affairs, and attract 
less attention in the public debate in the media (NRC Handelsblad, 2014; Vos, 2014). 
This leads to questions on how their credibility is co-produced, and how these leaders 
convince citizens of their competence, trustworthiness, and caring. Broadening the 
scope of leadership cases could therefore complement and refine the findings of this 
study. 

exTending The sTudy of credible poliTical leadership To oTher 
conTexTs and seTTings

A second area of future research is to focus on how this study’s findings compare to 
credible political leadership in other contexts and settings, such as in Westminster-
style democracies and in local and regional governments. In addition, questions 
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remain about the extent to which the impact of citizens’ prior political attitudes 
on their credibility evaluations varies depending on the demands of the situation. 
Institutions and political culture matter for the kind of leadership that can flourish 
(Hargrove, 2001; Jacobs & King, 2010). This study was set in the context of the Dutch 
consensus democracy, traditionally characterized by bridging-and-bonding political 
leadership (see Chapter 6). Majoritarian parliamentary democracies, not to mention 
presidential systems, tend to be characterized by winner-takes-all electoral systems 
that foster strong political leadership (Hendriks & Karsten, 2014). In recent years, 
particularly post-Fortuyn, calls for stronger individual political leadership have been 
made in the Netherlands (Hendriks et al., 2015; Houtman, Achterberg, & Kemmers, 
2012), but there still are important institutional and cultural differences that might 
affect what makes political leaders credible in the eyes of their audience. Research 
could therefore study to what extent being specific, consistent, and relatable helps to 
acquire credibility in majoritarian democratic settings, and in what way. In addition, 
it could be relevant to study whether the expectations voiced by citizens and others in 
the public debate in the media match in different contexts: Is decisiveness, for example, 
as important in the UK as it is in the Netherlands for cabinet ministers? 

Political leadership, next, extends beyond and below the national level. Regional 
and local contexts provide their own constraints and opportunities that can impact 
political leaders’ credibility. One notable difference is that in stark contrast to the 
highly mediated nature of political communication at the national level, local political 
leaders work in small, discursive settings to acquire support from a whole range of 
actors, including citizens (Copus & Leach, 2014). On the one hand, there are fewer 
occasions on which citizens see their subnational leaders perform directly. In the 
Netherlands, for example, local television stations play only a limited role. Rather, 
citizens learn about subnational politics foremost through (online editions of) local and 
regional newspapers (Huysmans & de Haan, 2010). On the other hand, if citizens see 
subnational political leaders perform, it is mostly through face-to-face contact. Digital 
communication means have complemented this traditional form of contact between 
citizens and political leaders but not (yet) replaced it (Hanssen, 2008; Wennekers & De 
Haan, 2017). Apart from the question of whether citizens expect the same qualities of 
leaders in regional and local governments, this means the process in which credibility 
is co-produced in the relationship between leaders and citizens might also be of a 
different nature. Considering the important role of local and regional governance in 
policymaking processes, studying credible political leadership at the subnational level 
might be a topic that is worthwhile for scholars to address.

In addition to broadening our understanding of credible political leadership 
to different democratic contexts and levels of government, the circumstances under 
which credible political leadership is enacted requires more attention. In this study, 
the importance of citizens’ prior political attitudes in explaining the credibility that 
they attribute to political leaders could only be assessed for cabinet ministers and 
parliamentary party leaders. However, studying the impact of party preference on 
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credibility evaluations in an electoral context might be especially valuable as well. 
After all, it was found that party preference explains more of the variance in credibility 
attributed to parliamentary party leaders than to cabinet ministers. This difference 
could be understood as originating in the more political role of parliamentary party 
leaders during a governing period (Bale, 2015; Uhr, 2009). Polls during the 2010 
parliamentary election campaign indicate, moreover, that citizens evaluate leaders 
of their preferred party most favorably (see Chapter 2). The unanswered question then, 
is to what extent party preference accounts for the credibility attributed to electoral 
party leaders. The answer to this question has consequences for the debate on the 
personalization of politics (King, 2002; McAllister, 2007; van Holsteyn & Andeweg, 
2010). If (experimental) studies establish that citizens’ party preferences steer their 
credibility evaluations of political leaders, or if it is found that these two items are 
only limitedly related, it would suggest that citizens’ voting calculus is still largely 
partisan inspired. 

The results of this study contribute to understanding how political leaders’ 
credibility comes about, but as the avenues for future research indicate, much more 
can be learned about this elusive phenomenon. While substantial attention has 
been devoted to studying credibility, we still do not have a full understanding of 
how credibility is won and lost by political leaders in various offices and by those 
functioning in different democratic settings. What we do know based on this study 
is that paying attention to leaders’ performance(s), the subsequent public debate in 
the media, and citizens’ evaluations provides a promising start for understanding 
credibility. After all, the credibility challenge of political leaders lies in the enactment 
of competence, trustworthiness, and caring in the relationship between political 
leaders, citizens, and others in the public debate in the media (the total information 
environment). 
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Credibility is an instrumental asset for political leaders. After all, it “is the cornerstone 
of effective persuading; without it, a persuader won’t be given the time of day” 
(Conger, 1998, p. 90). Discussions on the alleged democratic deficit and legitimacy 
crisis underline the importance of political leaders’ credibility. Support for politicians 
as a class tends to be low, and characterizations as being self-serving and power 
hungry are common (Hay, 2007; Den Ridder & Dekker, 2015). This persistent critique 
on the performance of politicians might carry over to citizens’ support for democracy 
as a system. The other way around, deteriorating support for politicians as a class 
might negatively affect citizens’ judgments of individual political leaders. Either 
way, political leaders’ credibility is essential to building and maintaining legitimacy. 
These political leaders themselves, in turn, are important in democracies, because 
in elections, evaluations of political leaders are an integral part of citizens’ voting 
calculus. While governing, moreover, political leadership is needed to provide 
direction and to get things done (Aylor 1998; ‘t Hart & Uhr, 2008). 

Political leadership in democracies is dispersed: Leadership is exercised in 
various offices within presidential and parliamentary systems. Each office has a distinct 
role and function in the political process. In this dissertation, the credibility of electoral 
party leaders, cabinet ministers, and parliamentary party leaders in the Netherlands 
is analyzed in depth. Electoral party leaders are the primary representatives of their 
party, and they have a special responsibility for winning as many votes as possible. 
During governing periods, prime ministers and cabinet ministers are part of the 
executive and are therefore responsible for the development and implementation of 
policy (Marsh, et al., 2000). Parliamentary party leaders, in contrast, are part of the 
legislative branch. Their task – together with other parliamentarians and especially 
if they are part of the opposition – is to scrutinize cabinet’s decisions and propose 
policy alternatives (Uhr, 2009).

source credibiliTy & iTs dimensions
In the literature, credibility has gained most attention in the field of communication 
studies. Source credibility is the dominant concept in this discipline used to study 
this phenomenon, which is described as “the judgements made by a perceiver (e.g., a 
message recipient) concerning the believability of a communicator” (O’Keefe, 1990, 
p. 130-131). This definition highlights that credibility is a relational and dynamic 
construct. It is not inherent to someone’s personality, but it is attributed by an 
authorizing audience. Depending on the situation and over time, these audiences 
can judge differently, resulting in the waxing or waning of credibility. Since the 1950s 
it has been established that to be considered credible, speakers need be perceived 
as competent, trustworthy, and caring (Berlo et al., 1969; McCroskey & Teven, 1999; 
Perloff, 2010). Competence relates to whether speakers – including political leaders 
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– have the necessary knowledge and skills to substantiate their claims and actions. 
Trustworthiness refers to whether an audience believes that speakers are reliable and 
honest. Caring relates to the intention of speakers towards their audience and covers 
whether, for example, political leaders have citizens’ interests at heart. 

conTribuTion To The sTudy of credibiliTy and 
poliTical leadership
This dissertation aims to contribute to the study of credibility and political leadership 
in three ways. The first aim is to provide a diagnosis of how the credibility of 
individual political leaders is faring. In doing so, we can pinpoint more precisely 
the nature of citizens’ critiques of politicians, and it allows us to determine to what 
extent the fear that individual political leaders are not attributed credibility merely 
for being politicians is true. 

The second aim is to study the process in which credibility is co-produced in 
the relationship between leaders and citizens. To this end, I introduced the concept 
“enacted credibility”, which focuses on “he way in which the contextualized interaction 
between performer and audience produces social realities” (Hajer, 2009, p. 66; cf. Metze, 
2010; Hendriks, 2013). Whereas the strong suit of the source credibility approach is 
to assess leaders’ credibility at specific moments in time, enacted credibility allows 
us to study how this credibility comes about. In this process, the role of the public 
debate in the media cannot be side-stepped. After all, following the mediatization 
of politics, media are an important source of information for citizens to learn about 
politics (Strömbäck, 2008). Journalists, citizens, and other politicians in traditional and 
new media report on a leader’s performance, but they also influence and reconstruct 
its meaning. Their framings of political leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and 
caring become part of the total information environment (Lenart, 1994) based on which 
citizens attribute source credibility. 

The third aim of this dissertation is to contribute knowledge on a wider variety 
of democratically relevant offices of political leadership than only the office of the 
chief executive. It has been argued that what it takes to be considered credible differs 
depending on the function of a speaker (Cronkhite & Liska, 1976). Consequently, 
competence, trustworthiness, and caring might matter to all, but what is exactly 
required to be considered as such might vary from one office to another. After all, 
each office has a distinct role in democracy and is tied to a different set of formal and 
informal rules (Elcock, 2001; Elgie, 1995). 
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research quesTions
The central research question is therefore defined as: What allows for political leaders in 
the Netherlands to be considered credible by their public audience, both during elections and 
while governing?

This question is addressed from four different angles in various substudies. 
In these studies, leaders’ performance, the public debate in the media, and citizens’ 
attitudes are systematically explored to learn what is needed for political leaders to 
be considered credible. Translated to specific research questions, this study aims to 
answer:

1. How credible are electoral party leaders, cabinet ministers, and parliamentary 
party leaders?  
2. To what extent do citizens’ party preferences and support for political institutions 
account for the credibility attributed to cabinet ministers and parliamentary party 
leaders?  
3. How can the credibility attributed to political leaders be understood when taking 
into account how these leaders perform in their television presentations, as well as 
how the framing and reframing of leaders’ credibility in the public debate in the 
media develops in response to these presentations?  
4. What credibility expectations of cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders 
are put forward in the public debate in the media?

research design and meThods

The neTherlands as a Telling case of credible poliTical leadership

As the Dutch democratic system is not particularly sensitive to strong and individual 
leadership, the study of its leadership has received only limited attention. This is a pity 
because while backstage practices of consensus democracy have remained in place, 
front stage political personae whose credibility is regularly discussed in the Dutch 
media debate have come to the fore. The backstage practices of consensus democracy 
and the front-stage focus on individual leaders therefore presents political leaders with 
the challenge of how to combine them in such a way that they can win and maintain 
credibility. Moreover, the Netherlands is instrumental in studying credible political 
leadership due to the highly dispersed nature of political leadership. Indeed, the prime 
minister is a prime leadership figure, but other cabinet ministers have influential roles 
as well (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014). Similarly, due to the multiparty electoral system, 
the pool of participating electoral party leaders is relatively large and there is not one 
clear leader of the opposition in the Netherlands. Also, parliamentary party leaders 
of coalition parties are highly visible (albeit some more than others). 
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The credibility of five political leaders was studied in depth: Job Cohen, Mark 
Rutte, Frans Timmermans, Diederik Samsom, and Emile Roemer. This selection was 
based on 1) their leadership offices, and 2) their contrasting ratings of source credibility. 
In the 2010 parliamentary elections, Cohen lost a substantial amount of credibility, 
whereas Rutte was able to make up arrears and became the next prime minister. 
During Cabinet Rutte II – in particular between August 2013 and June 2014 – Cabinet 
Minister Timmermans and parliamentary party leader Roemer were attributed most 
credibility by citizens, whereas Rutte as Prime Minister and parliamentary party 
leader Samsom were among the lowest scoring political leaders. Comparing the 
contrasting credibility evaluations of these five leaders maximized what could be 
learned about the process in which credibility comes about in the relationship between 
leaders, citizens, and others in the public debate in the media.

meThods of daTa collecTion and analysis

Survey data was used to assess the source credibility attributed to political leaders 
during elections and while governing, and to analyze the impact of citizens’ 
party preferences and support for political institutions on the source credibility 
attributed to cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders. As interest in the 
2010 parliamentary election campaign was originally sparked by the contrasting 
credibility developments of Mark Rutte and Job Cohen, opinion polls had to be 
used, albeit indirectly, to assess the source credibility attributed to electoral party 
leaders. In these polls, respondents were asked about their preferred prime ministerial 
candidates, their confidence in party leaders, and the extent to which they considered 
party leaders to be competent. For a more precise assessment of cabinet ministers’ 
and parliamentary party leaders’ source credibility, a survey was designed. It was 
administered in August 2013, January 2014, and June 2014 to 3,295 respondents who 
participated in the Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences (LISS) panel 
of CentERdata (Tilburg University). After professing familiarity with the leader in 
question, six Likert-items covering competence, trustworthiness, and caring were 
presented to respondents. Based on these items, a source credibility index was 
constructed, ranging from 1 (no credibility) to 6 (full credibility). Multilevel analysis 
was used to assess the explanatory value of citizens’ party preferences and their 
support for political institutions for attributions of source credibility.

Television presentations were analyzed to learn what in political leaders’ 
performances could help to understand the level of credibility they were attributed. 
For the five studied leadership cases combined, 64 different television presentations 
that were broadcasted during the two studied episodes in Dutch politics were 
analyzed. Only television shows in which the leaders made a substantial appearance 
were included. The verbatim transcripts of these television presentations were coded 
with the dramaturgical framework of staging, framing, and scripting in mind, and it 
was explored which credibility dimensions were at stake. By comparing the television 
presentations of the five leaders, patterns were found in the dramatization of their 
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image. These similarities and differences were connected to the leaders’ images in 
the public debate in the media to learn what makes political leaders credible in the 
eyes of citizens. 

In addition to leaders’ television presentations, also newspapers and tweets 
provide citizens with information about their leaders (Huysmans & de Haan, 2010; 
McNair, 2011). The newspaper articles on the five selected leaders were collected using 
LexisNexis and the Parliamentary Monitor of the Montesquieu Institute. The tweets 
were gathered using Twitter’s search tool and by searching the database of Coosto. 
Political leaders’ last names were used as keywords, and the search was limited to the 
two episodes in Dutch politics under study. This resulted in a dataset of 3,341 relevant 
newspaper articles and 34,668 tweets. These were thematically coded on aspects like 
their tone with regard to the leader in question and the credibility dimension that 
was at stake. This way it could be analyzed how their performance was perceived and 
discussed. In addition, this analysis helped to uncover what participants in the public 
debate in the media expected of political leaders in terms of credibility. 

observing The source credibiliTy of poliTical leaders 
during The 2010 parliamenTary elecTion campaign & 
cabineT ruTTe ii
The credibility of political leaders in the Netherlands was faring relatively well during 
the studied periods. In the 2010 parliamentary election campaign, the polls showed 
that the average report card grade of the various electoral party leaders ranged 
between 3.9/10 (Verdonk, May 31, 2010) and 6.6/10 (Cohen, March 18). About half of 
the electoral party leaders were consistently graded a 5.5 or higher by citizens. Political 
leaders scored their highest grades among their parties’ supporters: A 7.3/10 was the 
lowest average grade given by supporters to their electoral party leaders. The ratings 
of electoral party leaders’ trustworthiness ranged between 2.9/10 for Geert Wilders 
and 5.9/10 for Job Cohen. Again, respondents were most trusting of the electoral party 
leader of their preferred party. The polls on the most preferred prime ministerial 
candidate reflect the fight over the premiership between Cohen and Rutte. At first, 
Cohen was the most preferred candidate, but over time, Rutte won support. Other 
electoral party leaders, including the incumbent Prime Minister Jan-Peter Balkenende, 
and Geert Wilders, were quickly out of sight as potential next prime ministers. 

The survey administered between August 2013 and June 2014 showed that 
cabinet ministers scored on average 4.0 out of 6 on the source credibility index. 
Citizens attributed most source credibility to Frans Timmermans, the Cabinet 
Minister of Foreign Affairs (score: 4.45/6), whereas citizens think least favorably in this 
respect about Stef Blok, the Cabinet Minister of Housing and the Central Government 
Sector (score: 3.54/6). Hence, all cabinet ministers managed to score higher than the 
median score of 3.5 on the constructed source credibility index, indicating they were 
considered credible. Parliamentary party leaders scored on average 3.9 out of 6 on 
the source credibility index. Emile Roemer (SP) was evaluated most favorably, with a 
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score of 4.35 out of 6. Geert Wilders (PVV) received the lowest credibility attribution 
(3.13/6). Of the eleven parliamentary party leaders in office between August 2013 
and June 2014, eight were attributed a credibility score of 3.5 or higher (the median). 

credible cabineT minisTers and parliamenTary parTy 
leaders: The explanaTory value of parTy preference 
and poliTical supporT in The neTherlands
Overall the credibility of political leaders in the Netherlands was faring well in the 
studied periods, but what explains the source credibility that citizens attribute to 
political leaders? Citizens’ party preferences and their support for political institutions 
are in this respect usual suspects in the literature. Citizens are after all motivated 
reasoners: They are not only motivated to form accurate opinions, but also to form 
opinions that are congruent with their prior beliefs and attitudes. Citizens’ party 
preferences can be considered to act as “a perceptual screen through which the 
individual tends to see what is favorable to his partisan orientation” (Campbell et 
al., 1960, p. 133). With regard to citizens’ support for political institutions, it has been 
found that citizens who are generally supportive of politics and its actors also tend 
to give incumbent political leaders the benefit of the doubt (Sigelman et al., 1992). 

The analysis revealed that citizens’ party preference and support for political 
institutions are associated with the source credibility attributed to political leaders. 
However, they are not the main drivers explaining political leaders’ credibility. This 
suggests that the credibility of political leaders develops in interaction between 
leaders and citizens. Moreover, the relative effect of these two factors differs 
between cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders. Whereas citizens’ party 
preference explains a larger share of the variance in source credibility attributed to 
parliamentary party leaders, citizens’ support for political institutions has a greater 
relative importance for the source credibility of cabinet ministers. This finding aligns 
with the more administrative and less political role of cabinet ministers compared 
to parliamentary party leaders (’t Hart & Wille, 2006; Marsh et al., 2000). Citizens – 
whether intentionally or not – therefore seem to differentiate in the criteria that are 
relevant for assessing the credibility of political leaders in various offices. 

credibiliTy enacTed: undersTanding The meaning of 
credible poliTical leadership in The duTch 
parliamenTary elecTion campaign of 2010
In the 2010 parliamentary election campaign, Rutte’s image evolved from one of a 
collegiate boy and eternal bachelor to being considered the next prime minister - a 
smart, well-informed debater who would take care of citizens’ (economic) concerns. 
Audiences’ perception of Cohen, contrarily, transitioned from a period of Cohenmania 
– in which his reputation as a statesman and his consensus building qualities were 
emphasized – to a man who has not been able to live up to expectations. To understand 
this transformation process and how it affected their credibility, their television 
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presentations were dramaturgically analyzed. From a dramaturgical perspective, 
leaders can shape their performances by thinking about staging, framing, and 
scripting (Goffman, 1956; Gardner & Avolio, 1998). Together, these elements cover 
the place where the performance takes place and what it looks like, the personal 
appearance of leaders, the general perspective from which information is presented, 
the extent to which this information is accepted, and the way in which leaders 
construct the dialogue and position themselves in relation to relevant others.

The dramaturgical analysis revealed three differences in Rutte’s and Cohen’s 
performances of their respective visions that shed light on what is expected of electoral 
party leaders. To persuade audiences of their competence, trustworthiness, and 
caring, electoral party leaders first of all have to be able to reroute critique that might 
otherwise stick to their images. This can be done by providing counter evidence and 
by staying away from the language of those uttering the damaging critique – language 
that would affirm the opponent’s problem analysis. Second, electoral party leaders 
need to take the lead. In answering questions, they have to take initiative to connect 
their answers to the underlying frames and values to build a coherent vision. As such, 
leaders can show they understand what is going on and why, as well as what needs to 
be done. Third, politicians have to show clarity. By using direct everyday language, 
and by providing concrete examples, leaders can clarify their views and make them 
more tangible for their audiences. 

making poliTical leaders king: enacTed credibiliTy in 
Times of elecTions
To include the role of audiences more specifically in the credibility relationship, I 
introduced the concept of “enacted credibility”. This concept focuses on the way 
in which credibility (leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring) is framed 
and reframed by leaders, citizens, and others in the public debate in the media. 
The construction of credibility is explicitly considered a joint activity. Whereas the 
traditional source credibility concept is instrumental to assess leaders’ credibility at 
specific moments in time, enacted credibility allows to study how the contextualized 
interactions between leaders and audiences produces credibility (Hajer, 2009; cf. Metze, 
2010; Hendriks, 2013). Source credibility and enacted credibility thus take different 
perspectives to the same phenomenon, resulting in a more informed appreciation of 
credibility and why it changes. 

Studying enacted credibility in the case of Dutch Social Democratic leader Job 
Cohen showed there was an ongoing frame contest in the public debate in the media 
in response to his performance. After announcing his candidacy in the parliamentary 
elections, there was a period of “Cohenmania” in which Cohen’s trustworthiness and 
caring were emphasized in newspapers and on Twitter. At that time, an undercurrent 
of critique on Cohen’s competence was discernable, but it did not yet gain ground. 
The situation was the other way around in the final episode of the election campaign 
labelled “expectations not met”. The balance shifted, pushing the interpretations of 
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Cohen as a trustworthy and caring leader to the back, and the framing of Cohen as 
lacking competence dominated. Opinion polls that indirectly measured his source 
credibility reflected this shift: Over time, citizens’ confidence that Cohen would do 
a good job declined. 

Source credibility can therefore be interpreted as the outcome of shifts in the 
framing of leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring by citizens and others in 
the public debate in the media. In this framing contest, some dimensions of credibility 
can become more salient than others, impacting the overall evaluation of leaders’ 
source credibility. As such, leaders have to be considered competent, trustworthy, 
and caring to remain credible, but depending on the dominant framing, deficiencies 
on these dimensions can be (temporarily) compensated. 

owning The sTage: undersTanding The enacTed 
credibiliTy of cabineT minisTers and parliamenTary 
parTy leaders
Enacted credibility was also studied during a governing period, in the cases of 
Timmermans, Rutte, Roemer, and Samsom. Analyzing their television presentations, 
as well as the subsequent public debate in the media, revealed four differences in 
how these leaders with high and low source credibility enacted their competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring. 

First, with regard to enacted competence it stands out that citizens look for 
leaders who understand what is going on and what needs to be done. When leaders 
show knowledge of the topic at hand, and are specific about how problems are being 
handled right now, they can prove their competence. Second, for cabinet ministers 
also their decisiveness matters. High source credibility leaders show this by taking 
charge and speaking up against injustice. For parliamentary party leaders, in turn, 
their (policy) performance and political strategic skills are of importance. Third, 
sincerity, honesty, and consistency of views and actions are of interest for enacted 
trustworthiness. The high source credibility leaders were considered sincere because 
they did not beat around the bush and their performances were not overrehearsed. 
Using the exact same words and examples time and again, like the low source 
credibility leaders did, is something to avoid in this respect. In terms of honesty 
and consistency in policy views and actions, it matters to audiences that leaders do 
not contradict themselves or the information presented by reliable others. Enacted 
caring, finally, entails that leaders understand citizens’ concerns. By sharing personal 
experiences and by showing – for example with the use of pathos argumentation – 
what scares, frustrates, or touches them personally, the high source credibility leaders 
were better able to convince citizens and others in the public debate in the media 
that they understand what others are going through than the low source credibility 
leaders.   

Hence, it helps if leaders are 1) specific, 2) consistent, and 3) relatable. Moreover, 
showing is perhaps more important than telling. Merely claiming to be competent, 



276 Summary

trustworthy, and caring, is less convincing than when leaders also show these qualities 
in their performances, for example by sharing facts or giving specific examples of 
staying true to their principles. 

greaT expecTaTions: The credibiliTy of cabineT 
minisTers and parliamenTary parTy leaders
Next, it was explored what competence, trustworthiness, and caring entails according 
to leaders’ audiences. The analysis suggested that the qualities tied to the offices of 
cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders shared similarities, but that both 
their real-world manifestations and emphases differed. 

Regarding competence, the analysis suggests that four sets of qualities can be 
discerned: knowledgeability, decisiveness, performance, and political strategic skills. 
The main difference on this dimension is that for cabinet ministers, it is considered 
important to take a firm stance, while effectiveness in playing the political game is 
emphasized for parliamentary party leaders. Trustworthiness, as stressed for both 
cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders, entails that they should keep their 
promises, that they should be consistent in their policy views, and that they need to 
act the same in equivalent situations. In addition, honesty and sincerity are valued. 
Being dependable was considered important for Rutte and Samsom, which transcends 
the divide between cabinet ministers and parliamentary party leaders. It is associated 
with the two people responsible for negotiating the studied cabinet. Being visible 
as a leader both in good and in bad times is considered a sign of dependability. 
Caring entails empathy, being concerned with citizens’ daily lives, and acting in their 
interests. Hence, it implies an allergy to leaders who work to above all maintain and 
extend their power. For cabinet ministers this relates to securing a well-paying job 
after leaving Dutch national politics, while for parliamentary party leaders it entails 
only being interested in citizens’ votes. Finally, cabinet ministers should promote 
values other than purely economic ones, and parliamentary party leaders need to 
show that they are able and willing to act in the best interests of all Dutch citizens. 

In the public debate, substantially more attention is paid to competence than 
to trustworthiness and caring. Leaders are considered trustworthy and caring until 
proven otherwise. Competence tests, in contrast, occur more frequently and leaders 
have to actively demonstrate what they are worth. Although all three dimensions 
matter to credibility, the mechanisms of acquiring and sustaining competent, 
trustworthy, and caring reputations differ. 

six lessons for credibiliTy and poliTical leadership
Combined, the results and conclusions presented above answered the main research 
question of what makes political leaders credible, both in elections and while 
governing. Six lessons were drawn:
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1. The concerns raised in the public debate and academic literature about citizens’ 
attitudes towards politicians do not parallel the findings on the credibility of 
individual political leaders. After all, the credibility of individual political leaders 
was faring relatively well during the studied period. This finding aligns with 
previous research that suggests that people use different standards when assessing 
abstract entities than when scrutinizing specific members of those entities (Bouckaert 
& Van de Walle, 2001; Citrin, 1974; Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 1995). Actual experiences 
are less readily available for evaluating abstract entities than for judging specific 
political leaders, making it easier to rely on the negative public discourse and 
generic attitudes. This means that we need to be more specific as regards to what in 
citizens’ attitudes towards political leaders is problematic. We might have to worry 
more about the negative tone in the debate on politicians as a class than about the 
credibility of individual leaders.

 
2. The most important theoretical contribution of this dissertation to the literature 
is that it introduces “enacted credibility” to study the process in which credibility 
comes about. This concept aligns with a call for a more constructivist approach to 
credibility that was made as early as the 1970s (Delia, 1976), but which so far has 
not gained much attention in the credibility literature (McComas & Trumbo, 2001). 
The strong suit of source credibility – the dominant concept in the literature on this 
phenomenon – is to assess the credibility attributed to political leaders at specific 
moments in time, but it does not reveal why audiences feel a certain way about 
leaders’ competence, trustworthiness, and caring. Enacted credibility provides a 
framework to study this by focusing both on how political leaders perform and 
on how their performances are framed and reframed in terms of competence, 
trustworthiness, and caring by citizens and others in the public debate in the media. 

3. The finding that political leaders can create a favorable basis for the evaluation of 
their credibility by being specific, consistent, and relatable in their performance adds 
to the literature on impression management in that it shows how staging, framing, 
and scripting are enacted by various political leaders and with what effect on their 
credibility. The current literature discusses tactics for impression management, 
but not how they should be performed to build credibility. After all, not just any 
image suffices; what is required is an image that convinces audiences of leaders’ 
competence, trustworthiness, and caring. 

4. It is acknowledged in the literature on credibility and political leadership that 
media matter for public assessments of government (Heffernan, 2006), and political 
marketing research is aimed at efforts of political leaders and their teams to create as 
favorable an impression as possible through their media presentations (Kaid, 2004; 
Newman 1999). However, what is overlooked is that political leaders’ presentations 
are subsequently discussed by citizens and others in the public debate, for example
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 in newspapers or on Twitter. The findings of my study suggest that this public debate in 
the media becomes part of the total information environment (Lenart, 1994) based on which 
citizens evaluate leaders’ credibility. As such, broadening the relationship between leaders 
and citizens in research to also include the public debate in the media is instrumental to 
understand how credibility is co-produced and why it can change over time.

5. In the literature on political leadership during governing periods, the (American) 
presidency and its parliamentary equivalent of the prime minister have attracted the 
most research attention (Elgie, 1995; Greenstein, 2002; Poguntke & Webb, 2005). As 
a consequence, there is little attention to the differences between offices of political 
leadership. In this study it is shown that participants in the public debate in the 
media recognize the different role of cabinet ministers and parliamentary party 
leaders in democracy, and that the expectations that are voiced regarding leaders’ 
competence, trustworthiness, and caring differ accordingly. Citizens’ credibility 
expectations are thus steered by the expectations of political leaders’ offices in 
democracy. Furthermore, including the nature of the leader’s office in the analysis 
helps to understand why a highly credible leader is not necessarily considered 
credible in another office as well. After all, a leader might be a highly credible cabinet 
minister, for example because he is perceived to be very decisive, but if he lacks the 
necessary political strategic skills, his credibility might wane quickly in the office of 
parliamentary party leader.

6. The final lesson is that Twitter complements traditional data sources in studying 
the dynamics of political leaders’ enacted credibility. Social media have become an 
integral part of today’s political communication. Analyzing tweets has enabled me 
to retrospectively track the development of leaders’ credibility over time, and a new 
perspective was acquired on the qualities that citizens and others look for in political 
leaders, which refined existing knowledge based on surveys and psychological 
profiling. Prior research suggested that negativity prevails on Twitter in comments 
on political leaders and parties, and that this tonality impacts how citizens evaluate 
these political leaders (Jungherr, 2016; Balmas & Sheafer, 2010). The present study 
adds to this line of research in that it shows that analogous to the “suspension of 
disbelief” in literature and theater, high source credibility attributed to political 
leaders is associated with a “suspension of negativity” on Twitter. 

The rise of the Internet and social media has led to concerns about citizens opting 
to selectively interact with others who share their views (Sunstein, 2007). Research 
confirmed that citizens prefer information that aligns with their views, but has also 
found that the information they encounter in public debate in the media – including 
Twitter – is more diverse than that (Bruns & Highfield, 2013; Jungherr, 2016). The 
results of my study illustrate the consequences of this phenomenon. They show 
that the public debate in the media can – at least temporarily - highlight or hide the 
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strengths and weaknesses of political leaders’ performances. Consequently, although 
a consistently poor or good performance is in the end hard to ignore in the public 
debate in the media, an individual instance of a political leader’s performance does 
not directly affect his credibility. The public debate in the media does therefore not 
develop independently from what happens on the political stage. Credibility is co-
produced, and leader performance is just as relevant to understand what makes 
political leaders credible as the public debate in the media is. 
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samEnvatting

Geloofwaardigheid is cruciaal voor politiek leiders. Het is immers de hoeksteen 
van effectief overtuigen (Conger, 1998, p. 90). Dit belang van geloofwaardig politiek 
leiderschap wordt nog eens onderstreept door het debat over het (vermeende) 
democratisch tekort en de daarmee samenhangende legitimiteitscrisis. Classificaties 
van politici als “baantjesjagers” en “machtsbelust” zijn niet van de lucht en er is weinig 
steun voor politici als beroepsgroep (Hay, 2007; Den Ridder & Dekker, 2015). In het 
publieke en wetenschappelijke debat wordt gevreesd dat deze aanhoudende kritiek 
op het optreden van politici ertoe leidt dat de steun van burgers voor de democratie 
als systeem afneemt (Norris, 2011). Politiek leiders zijn tenslotte belangrijke spelers in 
een democratie: in verkiezingen zijn ze aan zet om burgers van de ideeën en plannen 
van hun partijen te overtuigen. Tijdens regeerperioden is politiek leiderschap nodig 
om richting te geven aan beleid en zaken gedaan te krijgen (Aylor 1998; ‘t Hart & 
Uhr, 2008). Omgekeerd wordt ook opgemerkt dat de teruglopende steun voor politici 
als beroepsgroep het oordeel van burgers over individuele politiek leiders negatief 
kan beïnvloeden (Easton, 1975; Hay, 2007). Kortom: dit debat veronderstelt dat de 
geloofwaardigheid van politiek leiders en de legitimiteitscrisis van de politiek met 
elkaar verband houden.

Politiek leiderschap is op verschillende plekken in democratieën zichtbaar: 
in verschillende ambten binnen presidentiële en parlementaire systemen wordt 
leiderschap uitgeoefend. Elk ambt heeft zijn eigen rol en functie in het democratisch 
systeem, waardoor de geloofwaardigheidsvereisten ook kunnen verschillen. In dit 
proefschrift is de geloofwaardigheid van lijsttrekkers, ministers en fractievoorzitters 
uitgebreid onderzocht. Lijsttrekkers zijn de primaire vertegenwoordigers van hun 
partij en ze hebben een speciale verantwoordelijkheid om zo veel mogelijk stemmen 
te winnen. De premier en ministers zijn onderdeel van de uitvoerende macht en zijn 
in die hoedanigheid verantwoordelijk voor het ontwikkelen en uitvoeren van beleid 
(Marsh, et al., 2000). Fractievoorzitters daarentegen zijn onderdeel van de wetgevende 
macht. Het is hun taak om – samen met andere Tweede Kamerleden en zeker als 
ze in de oppositie zitten – de besluiten van het kabinet onder de loep te nemen en 
beleidsalternatieven voor te stellen (Uhr, 2009).

source credibiliTy & haar dimensies
Geloofwaardigheid heeft de meeste aandacht gekregen in de 
communicatiewetenschappen. Source credibility (geloofwaardigheid van de bron) 
is daarin het meest gebruikte concept om dit fenomeen te onderzoeken, wat ook 
wel omschreven wordt als de oordelen van een ontvanger over de mate waarin een 
spreker het geloof waard is (O’Keefe, 1990: 130-131). Deze definitie brengt naar voren 
dat geloofwaardigheid zowel een relationeel als een dynamisch concept is. Het is 
niet inherent aan iemands persoonlijkheid, maar het wordt toegekend door een 
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autoriserend publiek. Afhankelijk van de situatie kan dit publiek anders oordelen, 
resulterend in een toename of afname van geloofwaardigheid. 

Onderzoek, uitgevoerd sinds de jaren ’50, laat keer op keer zien dat een 
publiek geloofwaardigheid toekent aan sprekers die zij als bekwaam, betrouwbaar 
en betrokken ervaren (Berlo et al., 1969; McCroskey & Teven, 1999; Perloff, 2010). 
Bij bekwaamheid draait het om de vraag of sprekers – inclusief politiek leiders – 
de benodigde kennis en vaardigheden hebben om hun claims en handelen te 
onderbouwen. Betrouwbaarheid heeft betrekking op de vraag of een publiek gelooft 
dat ze van sprekers op aan kunnen en dat ze eerlijk zijn. Betrokkenheid gaat over de 
intentie van sprekers richting hun publiek. Stellen leiders bijvoorbeeld de belangen 
van burgers voorop? 

biJdrage aan onderzoek over geloofwaardigheid en 
poliTiek leiderschap
Dit proefschrift draagt op drie manieren bij aan het onderzoek naar geloofwaardigheid 
en politiek leiderschap. Het eerste doel was te diagnosticeren hoe het met de 
geloofwaardigheid van individuele politiek leiders is gesteld. Door de aard van 
de kritiek van burgers op politici vast te stellen, kon worden bepaald of de vrees 
werkelijkheid is geworden dat individuele politiek leiders niet meer geloofwaardig 
worden gevonden simpelweg omdat het politici zijn.

Het tweede doel van deze studie was te onderzoeken hoe geloofwaardigheid tot 
stand komt in de relatie tussen leiders en burgers. Hiertoe introduceerde ik het concept 
“enacted credibility” (geloofwaardigheid in actie). Dit concept richt zich op de manier 
waarop sociale realiteiten worden geproduceerd in de gecontextualiseerde interactie 
tussen performer en publiek (Hajer, 2009, p. 66; cf. Metze, 2010; Hendriks, 2013). Waar 
het traditionele source credibility sterk is in het vaststellen van de geloofwaardigheid 
van leiders op specifieke momenten, maakt enacted credibility het mogelijk om te 
onderzoeken hoe leiders en burgers geloofwaardigheid coproduceren. De rol van 
het publieke debat in de media kan hierin niet terzijde worden geschoven. Als gevolg 
van de mediatisering van de politiek, zijn de media voor burgers een belangrijke 
bron van informatie over de politiek (Strömbäck, 2008). Journalisten, burgers en 
andere politici doen in traditionele en nieuwe media verslag van het optreden van 
leiders, maar daarmee beïnvloeden en reconstrueren zij ook de betekenis ervan. Hoe 
zij de bekwaamheid, betrouwbaarheid en betrokkenheid van politiek leiders framen 
is onderdeel van de “totale informatie-omgeving” (Lenart, 1994), op basis waarvan 
burgers vervolgens de source credibility van leiders bepalen.

Dit proefschrift had ten derde tot doel bij te dragen aan de kennis over een 
variëteit aan leiderschapsposities. Premiers, presidenten en kanseliers zijn uitgebreid 
onderzocht, maar andere ambten blijven onderbelicht in de literatuur. In eerder 
onderzoek is betoogd dat geloofwaardigheidsvereisten functieafhankelijk zijn 
(Cronkhite & Liska, 1976). Bekwaamheid, betrouwbaarheid en betrokkenheid zijn 
voor iedereen belangrijk, maar wat het precies vraagt kan verschillen per ambt. Elk 
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ambt heeft immers een eigen rol in de democratie en is daarmee gebonden aan een 
andere set van formele en informele regels (Elcock, 2001; Elgie, 1995). 

onderzoeksvragen
De centrale onderzoeksvraag luidde daarom: Wat maakt dat politiek leiders in Nederland 
geloofwaardig worden gevonden door hun publiek, zowel tijdens verkiezingen als tijdens 
regeerperioden?

1. Hoe geloofwaardig zijn lijsttrekkers, ministers en fractievoorzitters?  
2. In hoeverre wordt de aan ministers en fractievoorzitters toebedeelde 
geloofwaardigheid bepaald door de partijpolitieke voorkeur van burgers en hun 
steun voor politieke instituties?  
3. Hoe kan de aan politiek leiders toebedeelde geloofwaardigheid worden begrepen 
wanneer rekening wordt gehouden met de manier waarop deze leiders optreden 
op televisie, evenals hoe de framing en reframing van hun geloofwaardigheid zich 
ontwikkelt in het publieke debat in de media in reactie op deze optredens?  
4. Welke verwachtingen ten aanzien van geloofwaardigheid worden in het publieke 
debat in de media naar voren gebracht voor ministers en fractievoorzitters?

onderzoeksdesign & meThoden

nederland: een krachTige casus voor geloofwaardig poliTiek 
leiderschap

Het Nederlandse democratische systeem is niet bijzonder sensitief voor sterk en 
individueel leiderschap (Hendriks, 2010) waardoor het leiderschap in dit systeem 
slechts beperkte onderzoeksaandacht heeft gekregen. Dat is jammer. Achter de 
coulissen zijn de praktijken van consensusdemocratie wellicht intact gebleven, maar 
in de politieke arena staan politieke persoonlijkheden op de voorgrond en hun 
geloofwaardigheid wordt regelmatig besproken in het Nederlandse mediadebat. Dit 
brengt voor politiek leiders een uitdaging met zich mee: hoe kunnen zij de regels van 
politiek achter de schermen op een dusdanige manier verbinden met die van voor de 
schermen, dat ze geloofwaardigheid winnen en behouden? 

Daarnaast maakt de uitoefening van politiek leiderschap in verschillende 
ambten dat Nederland een nuttige casus is om geloofwaardigheid te onderzoek. 
Natuurlijk, de premier is een belangrijke leiderschapsfiguur, maar ook de 
andere ministers hebben een invloedrijke rol (Andeweg & Irwin, 2014). Door het 
meerpartijensysteem is bovendien de poule van lijsttrekkers relatief groot en er 
is niet een duidelijke leider van de oppositie in Nederland. Fractievoorzitters van 
coalitiepartijen zijn eveneens zeer zichtbaar (hoewel sommigen meer dan anderen). 
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De geloofwaardigheid van vijf leiders is in het bijzonder onderzocht: Job Cohen, 
Mark Rutte, Frans Timmermans, Diederik Samsom en Emile Roemer. Deze selectie is 
gebaseerd op 1) hun ambt en 2) hun contrasterende geloofwaardigheidsbeoordelingen. 
Tijdens de campagne voor de Tweede Kamerverkiezingen in 2010 verloor Cohen 
een substantieel deel van zijn geloofwaardigheid, terwijl Rutte zijn achterstand 
inliep en premier werd. Tijdens kabinet Rutte II – onderzocht tussen augustus 2013 
en juni 2014 – vonden burgers minister Timmermans en fractievoorzitter Roemer 
het meest geloofwaardig, terwijl Rutte als premier en fractievoorzitter Samsom 
tot de laagst scorende leiders behoorden. Door deze vijf leiders met contrasterende 
geloofwaardigheidsevaluaties te vergelijken kon veel worden geleerd over het proces 
waarin geloofwaardigheid tot stand komt in de relatie tussen leiders, burgers en 
anderen in het publieke debat in de media. 

meThoden van daTaverzameling en -analyse

Op basis van survey data is vastgesteld in hoeverre burgers geloofwaardigheid 
toedeelden aan politiek leiders in verkiezingen en tijdens regeerperioden. 
Daarnaast is deze data gebruikt om de impact van de partijvoorkeur van burgers 
en hun steun voor politieke instituties op hun geloofwaardigheidsoordeel 
over ministers en fractievoorzitters te analyseren. Aangezien de interesse in de 
Tweede Kamerverkiezingen van 2010 was ontstaan door de tegenovergestelde 
geloofwaardigheidsontwikkeling van Mark Rutte en Job Cohen, kon de 
geloofwaardigheid van de verschillende lijsttrekkers alleen indirect worden 
vastgesteld op basis van opiniepeilingen. Respondenten werden in deze peilingen 
gevraagd aan te geven wie hun favoriete premierskandidaat was, hoeveel vertrouwen 
zij hadden in lijsttrekkers en de mate waarin zij lijsttrekkers waardeerden. 

Om de source credibility van ministers en fractievoorzitters preciezer te kunnen 
meten is een enquête ontwikkeld. Deze is in augustus 2013, januari 2014 en juni 
2014 uitgezet onder 3.295 deelnemers aan het LISS-panel van CentERdata (Tilburg 
University). Nadat respondenten aangaven een leider te kennen, kregen ze zes Likert-
items voorgelegd over de bekwaamheid, betrouwbaarheid en betrokkenheid van de 
leider in kwestie. Op basis hiervan is een source credibility index geconstrueerd. Deze 
schaal loopt van 1 (zeer ongeloofwaardig) tot 6 (zeer geloofwaardig). Met multilevel 
analyse is bepaald in hoeverre de partijvoorkeur van burgers en hun steun voor 
politieke instituties verklaart hoeveel geloofwaardigheid zij aan leiders toekennen. 

Tv-optredens waren een belangrijke bron van informatie voor wat in het 
optreden van leiders helpt om de aan hun toebedeelde geloofwaardigheid te begrijpen. 
Voor de vijf leiderschapscases gecombineerd zijn 64 tv-optredens geanalyseerd, die 
zijn uitgezonden in de twee onderzochte politieke perioden. Alleen tv-programma’s 
waaraan leiders een kwartier of langer actief deelnamen zijn meegenomen. De 
verbatim transcripten van deze Tv-optredens zijn gecodeerd op de manier waarop 
staging, framing en scripting was uitgevoerd, en welke geloofwaardigheidsdimensies 
ter discussie stonden. Deze analyse bracht patronen aan het licht in hoe de vijf leiders 
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hun imago dramatiseerden in hun de Tv-optredens. Deze patronen zijn vervolgens 
vergeleken met de reputatie van leiders in het publieke debat in de media, om te leren 
wat maakt dat politiek leiders geloofwaardig zijn in de ogen van burgers. 

In aanvulling op de Tv-optredens van politiek leiders, geven ook kranten 
en tweets burgers belangrijke informatie over hun leiders (Huysmans & de Haan, 
2010; McNair, 2011). De krantenartikelen over de vijf geselecteerde leiders zijn in dit 
onderzoek verzameld met behulp van LexisNexis en de Parlementaire Monitor van 
het Montesquieu Instituut. De tweets zijn vergaard via de zoekfunctie van Twitter 
zelf en door de database van Coosto te doorzoeken. De achternamen van de politiek 
leiders waren de zoektermen, en de zoekopdracht was beperkt tot de twee voor dit 
onderzoek geselecteerde perioden in de Nederlandse politiek. Dit resulteerde in een 
dataset met 3.341 relevante krantenartikelen en 34.668 tweets die allen thematisch 
zijn gecodeerd, onder meer op hun toon ten aanzien van de leider in kwestie en de 
geloofwaardigheidsdimensie die ter discussie stond. Op deze manier kon worden 
achterhaald hoe de optredens van de leiders waren ontvangen en besproken. 
Bovendien gaf het zicht op wat de deelnemers aan het publieke debat in de media 
verwachtten van politiek leaders in termen van geloofwaardigheid. 

de source credibiliTy van poliTiek leiders TiJdens de 
verkiezingscampagne van 2010 en gedurende cabineT 
ruTTe ii geobserveerd 
In de twee onderzochte perioden waren de verschillende politiek leiders relatief 
geloofwaardig. Tijdens de verkiezingscampagne van 2010 lieten de peilingen zien dat 
het gemiddelde rapportcijfer voor de verschillende lijsttrekkers varieerde tussen 3,9/10 
(Verdonk, 31 mei 2010) en 6,6/10 (Cohen, 18 maart 2010). In elke meting kenden burgers 
aan ongeveer de helft van de lijsttrekkers een 5,5 of hoger toe. Politiek leiders scoorden 
het beste onder de achterban van hun eigen partij: het laagste cijfer dat kiezers aan 
de eigen partijleider gaven was een 7,3/10. De scores voor de betrouwbaarheid van 
lijsttrekkers lagen tussen de 2,9/10 voor Geert Wilders en 5,9/10 voor Job Cohen. Ook 
hier vertrouwden respondenten de leider van hun eigen partij het meeste. De peilingen 
over de meest gewenste premier weerspiegelen de strijd over het premierschap tussen 
Cohen en Rutte. Eerst werd Cohen als de meest favoriete premierskandidaat gezien, 
maar na verloop van tijd won Rutte steun. Andere lijsttrekkers - inclusief Jan-Peter 
Balkenende en Geert Wilders – verdwenen al snel uit beeld als potentiële toekomstige 
premiers. 

De enquête die tussen augustus 2013 en juni 2014 driemaal was uitgezet, liet 
zien dat ministers gemiddeld een 4 scoorden op een schaal van één tot en met zes. 
Burgers deelden het meeste geloofwaardigheid toe aan Frans Timmermans – de 
minister van Buitenlandse Zaken (score: 4,45/6) – terwijl burgers in deze periode 
het minst positief waren over de geloofwaardigheid van Stef Blok, de minister van 
Wonen & Rijksdienst (score 3,54/6). Alle ministers wisten dus hoger te scoren dan 
de mediane score van 3,5 op de door mij geconstrueerde source credibility index, 
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wat aangeeft dat ze allen als geloofwaardig werden beschouwd. Fractievoorzitters 
scoorden gemiddeld 3,9 uit 6. De geloofwaardigheid van Emile Roemer (SP) werd 
het meest gunstig beoordeeld (score: 4,35/6), terwijl Geert Wilders (PVV) de laagste 
geloofwaardigheidsscore kreeg toebedeeld (score: 3,13/6). Van de elf fractievoorzitters 
die tussen augustus 2013 en juni 2014 in de Tweede Kamer zaten, kregen acht een score 
van 3,5 of hoger (de mediaan). 

geloofwaardige minisTers en fracTievoorziTTers: 
de verklarende waarde van parTiJvoorkeur en 
poliTieke sTeun in nederland 
Door de bank genomen ging het dus goed met de geloofwaardigheid van politiek 
leiders in de onderzochte perioden in Nederland, maar wat verklaart de source 
credibility die burgers toedelen aan politiek leiders? In de literatuur krijgen de 
partijvoorkeur van burgers en hun steun voor politieke leiders veel aandacht. Burgers 
hebben in zekere zin een “dubbele agenda”: ze zijn er niet alleen op uit een mening 
te vormen die klopt met de feiten, maar ook om een mening te vormen die aansluit 
bij hun bestaande overtuigingen. Partijvoorkeur werkt als een bril die maakt dat 
burgers vooral geneigd zijn te zien wat bij die voorkeur past (Campbell et al., 1960, p. 
133). Eerder onderzoek heeft daarnaast vastgesteld dat burgers die in hoge mate de 
politiek en zijn actoren steunen, ook geneigd zijn om individuele politieke leiders het 
voordeel van de twijfel te geven (Sigelman et al., 1992).

De analyse liet zien dat zowel de partijvoorkeur van burgers als hun steun 
voor politieke instituties samenhing met de source credibility die zij aan politiek leiders 
toebedeelden. Deze twee factoren zijn echter niet de drijvende krachten achter de 
geloofwaardigheid van politiek leiders. Dit suggereert dat de geloofwaardigheid van 
politiek leiders zich vooral in de interactie tussen die leiders en burgers ontwikkelt. 
Daarbij verschilt het relatieve effect van partijvoorkeur en politieke steun op 
geloofwaardigheid tussen ministers en fractieleiders. Waar de partijvoorkeur van 
burgers een groter deel van de variantie in de aan fractievoorzitters toebedeelde 
geloofwaardigheid verklaart, is de steun voor politieke instituties relatief van groter 
belang voor de source credibility van ministers. Deze bevinding is in lijn met de 
meer bestuurlijke en minder politieke rol van ministers in vergelijking met die van 
fractievoorzitters (’t Hart & Wille, 2006; Marsh et al., 2000). Burgers lijken daarom – 
bewust of onbewust – onderscheid te maken in de criteria die relevant zijn voor het 
beoordelen van de geloofwaardigheid van politiek leiders in verschillende ambten.

geloofwaardigheid in acTie: begriJpen waT 
geloofwaardig poliTiek leiderschap beTekenT in de 
nederlandse Tweede kamerverkiezingen van 2010 
In de verkiezingscampagne voor de Tweede Kamerverkiezingen van 2010 ontwikkelde 
Rutte’s imago zich van een studentikoze jongen en eeuwige vrijgezel tot een kansrijke 
premierskandidaat – een slimme, goed geïnformeerde debater die de (economische) 
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zorgen van burgers weg zou kunnen nemen. De publieke opinie over Cohen 
veranderde daarentegen van een periode van Cohenmania – toen zijn reputatie als een 
staatsman en zijn bruggenbouwenkwaliteiten werden benadrukt – naar de opvatting 
dat hij niet in staat was gebleken aan de verwachtingen te voldoen. Hoe dit kon 
gebeuren en welke gevolgen dit had voor hun geloofwaardigheid is onderzocht met 
een dramaturgische analyse van Tv-optredens. Vanuit dit perspectief kunnen leiders 
hun optredens vormgeven door na te denken over staging, framing en scripting 
(Goffman, 1956; Gardner & Avolio, 1998). Deze elementen gaan over de plaats waar 
het optreden plaatsvindt en hoe die ontworpen is, het uiterlijk van de leiders, het 
bredere perspectief van waaruit informatie wordt gepresenteerd, de mate waarin deze 
informatie wordt geaccepteerd en de manier waarop leiders de dialoog opbouwen en 
zij zichzelf positioneren ten opzichte van relevante anderen. 

De verschillen in de manier waarop Rutte en Cohen in hun optredens hun 
visies onder woorden brachten, laten zien wat van lijsttrekkers wordt verwacht. Om 
hun publiek van hun bekwaamheid, betrouwbaarheid en betrokkenheid te overtuigen 
moeten lijsttrekkers ten eerste in staat zijn om de kritiek te adresseren die anders aan 
hun kan blijven kleven. Dit kan worden gedaan door tegenbewijs aan te dragen en 
door weg te blijven van het taalgebruik van diegene die de beschadigende kritiek 
uit – taal die immers de probleem analyse van hun tegenstander zou bevestigen. Ten 
tweede moeten lijsttrekkers initiatief nemen in hun optredens. Bij het beantwoorden 
van vragen moeten ze de vrijheid nemen om hun antwoord te verbinden met hun 
onderliggende frames en waarden, zodat een coherente visie ontstaat. Zo kunnen 
leiders laten zien dat ze begrijpen wat er aan de hand is en hoe dat komt, evenals wat 
er gedaan moet worden. Ten derde moeten politiek leiders helder zijn. Door directe 
en dagelijkse taal te gebruiken en door concrete voorbeelden te geven, kunnen leiders 
hun opvattingen verduidelijken en ze herkenbaarder maken voor hun publiek. 

poliTiek leiders die koning spelen: enacTed credibiliTy 
Ten TiJde van verkiezingen
Om de rol van het publiek in de geloofwaardigheidsrelatie beter inzichtelijk te 
maken, introduceerde ik het concept “enacted credibility” (geloofwaardigheid in actie). 
Dit concept is gericht op de manier waarop geloofwaardigheid (de bekwaamheid, 
betrouwbaarheid en betrokkenheid van leiders) wordt geframed en gereframed door 
leiders, burgers en anderen in het publieke debat in de media. De sociale constructie 
van geloofwaardigheid is bij uitstek een gezamenlijke activiteit. Waar het traditionele 
source credibility concept nuttig is om de geloofwaardigheid van een leider op 
een specifiek moment vast te stellen, maakt enacted credibility het mogelijk om te 
onderzoeken hoe leiders en het publiek in interactie geloofwaardigheid produceren 
(Hajer, 2009; cf. Metze, 2010; Hendriks, 2013). Source credibility en enacted credibility 
bieden dus een verschillend perspectief op hetzelfde fenomeen, wat resulteert in een 
beter begrip van geloofwaardigheid en waarom het kan veranderen.
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Het onderzoeken van enacted credibility in de casus van de Nederlandse PvdA-
leider Job Cohen liet zien dat in het publieke debat in de media een framingstrijd 
gaande was in reactie op zijn optredens. Nadat Cohen zijn kandidaatstelling voor het 
lijsttrekkerschap aankondigde was er een periode van ‘Cohenmania’ waarin vooral 
zijn betrouwbaarheid en betrokkenheid werden benadrukt in kranten en op Twitter. 
Op dat moment was er al een onderstroom van kritiek op zijn bekwaamheid, maar 
deze had nog geen voet aan de grond. De situatie was precies andersom in de laatste 
fase van de verkiezingscampagne, die in dit onderzoek de fase van “niet waargemaakte 
verwachtingen” is genoemd. De balans verschoof, waarbij de interpretatie van Cohen 
als een betrouwbare en betrokken leider naar de achtergrond werden gedrukt en 
de framing van Cohen in termen van tekortschietende bekwaamheid domineerde. 
Peilingen waaruit de source credibility van Cohen indirect kan worden afgeleid 
weerspiegelen deze verschuiving: na verloop van tijd waren burgers er steeds minder 
van overtuigd dat Cohen het goed deed. 

Source credibility kan daarom worden gezien als de uitkomst van de 
verschuivingen in hoe burgers en anderen in het publieke debat in de media de 
bekwaamheid, betrouwbaarheid en betrokkenheid van leiders framen. In deze 
framingstrijd kunnen de drie geloofwaardigheidsdimensies een verschillende 
nadruk krijgen, met gevolgen voor de algehele source credibility die aan leiders 
wordt toebedeeld. Leiders moeten dus bekwaam, betrouwbaar en betrokken 
worden gevonden om hun geloofwaardigheid te behouden, maar afhankelijk van 
de dominante framing kunnen tekortkomingen op deze dimensies (tijdelijk) worden 
gecompenseerd. 

regeren op heT podium: enacTed credibiliTy in heT 
geval van minisTers en fracTievoorziTTers 
Enacted credibility is ook in een regeerperiode onderzocht, waarbij de cases van 
Timmermans, Rutte, Roemer en Samsom centraal stonden. De analyse van hun Tv-
optredens en het daaropvolgende publieke debat in de media, legde vier verschillen 
bloot in hoe deze leiders hun bekwaamheid, betrouwbaarheid en betrokkenheid in 
de praktijk lieten zien. 

Bij bekwaamheid valt ten eerste op dat burgers op zoek zijn naar leiders die 
begrijpen wat er aan de hand is en wat er gedaan moet worden. Door hun kennis van 
het onderwerp te laten zien en specifiek te benoemen hoe op dit moment problemen 
worden aangepakt, kunnen leiders hun bekwaamheid bewijzen. Ten tweede, voor 
ministers is ook hun daadkracht erg belangrijk. Timmermans (die een hoge source 
credibility werd toegekend) liet dit zien door het heft in eigen handen te nemen en zich 
actief tegen onrecht uit te spreken. Voor fractievoorzitters zijn hun (beleids)prestaties 
en politiek strategische vaardigheden belangrijker. 

Oprechtheid, eerlijkheid en consistentie in opvattingen en handelen zijn 
essentieel voor het in de praktijk brengen van betrouwbaarheid. Timmermans en 
Roemer werden als oprecht beschouwd omdat ze niet om de hete brij heen draaiden en 
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hun optreden niet te veel als ingestudeerd overkwam. Steeds opnieuw exact dezelfde 
woorden en voorbeelden gebruiken, zoals Rutte en Samsom deden, is iets om in dit 
opzicht te vermijden. Bij eerlijkheid en consistentie in opvattingen en handelen, gaat 
het erom dat wat leiders zeggen en doen overeenkomt met wat ze in het verleden 
zeiden of deden, evenals met de informatie die door betrouwbare anderen wordt 
gepresenteerd. 

De in praktijk gebracht betrokkenheid, ten slotte, houdt in dat leiders de 
zorgen van burgers begrijpen. Door persoonlijke ervaringen te delen en door te laten 
zien – bijvoorbeeld met behulp van pathos argumentatie – wat hen persoonlijk bang 
maakt, frustreert of raakt, konden Timmermans en Roemer burgers en anderen in 
het publieke debat er beter van overtuigen dan Rutte en Samsom, dat zij begrijpen 
wat anderen doormaakten.

Kortom, het helpt als leiders in een regeerperiode 1) specifiek, 2) consistent en 
3) herkenbaar zijn. Bovendien is ‘laten zien’ misschien wel belangrijker dan alleen 
vertellen. Alleen stellen dat je als leider bekwaam, betrouwbaar en betrokken bent is 
minder overtuigend dan wanneer leiders deze kwaliteiten laten zien in hun optreden, 
bijvoorbeeld door feiten te delen of specifieke voorbeelden te geven van wanneer ze 
ondanks weerstand trouw bleven aan hun principes.

groTe verwachTingen: de geloofwaardigheid van 
minisTers en fracTievoorziTTers
Vervolgens is verkend wat bekwaamheid, betrouwbaarheid en betrokkenheid 
inhouden volgens burgers en anderen in het publieke debat. De analyse liet zien 
dat er overeenkomsten zijn in de eigenschappen die voor het ambt van minister en 
fractieleider nog werden geacht, maar dat zowel hun manifestatie in de praktijk als 
de nadruk die ze krijgen verschilt.

In de analyse konden vier sets van bekwaamheidsgerelateerde eigenschappen 
worden onderscheiden: deskundigheid, daadkracht, presteren en politiek-strategische 
vaardigheden. Het grootste verschil tussen ministers en fractievoorzitters bij deze 
dimensie is dat het voor ministers belangrijk wordt gevonden dat ze duidelijke 
standpunten innemen, terwijl effectiviteit in het spelen van het politieke spel voor 
fractievoorzitters wordt benadrukt. Voor zowel ministers als fractieleiders geldt dat 
betrouwbaarheid betekent dat zij hun beloften moeten nakomen en dat ze consistent 
moeten zijn in hun opvattingen en handelen. Bovendien worden eerlijkheid en 
oprechtheid gewaardeerd. Voor Rutte en Samsom kwam daarnaast ook aan de orde 
in hoeverre mensen van hen op aan konden, wat het onderscheid tussen ministers en 
fractievoorzitters overschreed. Deze kwaliteit leek vooral belangrijk te zijn voor hen 
omdat zij beiden verantwoordelijk waren voor de totstandkoming van het onderzochte 
kabinet Rutte II. Zichtbaar zijn zowel in goede als in slechte tijden werd hierbij gezien 
als een teken van vertrouwenswaardigheid. Betrokkenheid betekent empathie, dat 
leiders zich bezighouden met het dagelijks leven van burgers en dat zij in het in 
het beste belang van burgers handelen. Dit impliceert een allergie voor leiders die 
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vooral gericht zijn op het behouden en uitbreiden van hun macht. Ministers doen dat 
wanneer zij het veilig stellen van een goed betaalde baan voor na hun politiek carrière 
voorop stellen, terwijl het voor fractievoorzitters wordt ingevuld als zieltjeswinnen 
bij verkiezingen. Tot slot wordt van ministers verwacht dat ze voor meer dan alleen 
economische belangen opkomen en fractievoorzitters moeten laten zien dat ze in het 
belang van alle Nederlanders kunnen en willen handelen.

In het publieke debat wordt substantieel meer aandacht besteed aan 
bekwaamheid dan aan betrouwbaarheid en betrokkenheid. Tot het tegendeel is 
bewezen worden leiders als betrouwbaar en betrokken gezien. Bekwaamheidstesten 
komen daarentegen veel vaker voor en leiders moeten actief bewijzen wat ze waard 
zijn. Hoewel alle drie de dimensies belangrijk zijn voor geloofwaardigheid, verschillen 
dus de mechanismen voor hoe een bekwame, betrouwbare en betrokken reputatie 
verkregen en behouden kan worden. 

zes lessen voor geloofwaardigheid en poliTiek 
leiderschap
De hierboven gepresenteerde resultaten en conclusies beantwoorden samen de 
onderzoeksvraag wat maakt dat politiek leiders geloofwaardig zijn, zowel tijdens 
verkiezingen als in regeerperioden. Op basis van dit onderzoek kunnen zes lessen 
worden getrokken. 

1. Als het gaat om de geloofwaardigheid van individuele politiek leiders zijn de 
zorgen die er zijn over de houding van burgers richting politici niet gegrond. Zij 
zijn immers behoorlijk geloofwaardig, naar het oordeel van burgers die individuele 
politiek leiders bezien. Deze discrepantie is in lijn met eerder onderzoek dat laat zien 
dat mensen andere criteria gebruiken wanneer ze een abstracte entiteit beoordelen, 
dan wanneer ze specifieke leden van die entiteiten onder de loep nemen (Bouckaert 
& Van de Walle, 2001; Citrin, 1974; Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 1995). Concrete 
ervaringen zijn moeilijker te herinneren als naar abstracte entiteiten wordt gevraagd, 
zoals politici in het algemeen, dan wanneer specifieke politiek leiders het onderwerp 
zijn. Hierdoor is het aantrekkelijk om bij het evalueren van politici als beroepsgroep 
af te gaan op het dominante discours in bijvoorbeeld het publieke debat. Dit betekent 
dat we preciezer moeten zijn als het gaat om welke opvattingen van burgers over 
politiek leiders problematisch zijn. We zouden ons wellicht meer zorgen moeten 
maken over de negatieve toon in het mediadebat over politici als beroepsgroep, dan 
over de geloofwaardigheid van individuele leiders. 

2. De meest belangrijke theoretische bijdrage van dit proefschrift aan de 
literatuur is de introductie van het concept “enacted credibility” om het proces 
waarin geloofwaardigheid tot stand komt te onderzoeken. Dit concept komt 
tegemoet aan een oude oproep voor een meer constructivistische benadering van 
geloofwaardigheid (Delia, 1976), maar die tot nu toe nog weinig navolging heeft 
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gekregen in de geloofwaardigheidsliteratuur (McComas & Trumbo, 2001). Source 
credibility – het dominante concept in de literatuur over geloofwaardigheid – is vooral 
sterk in het vaststellen van de geloofwaardigheid die op een specifiek moment aan 
politiek leiders wordt toegekend, maar maakt niet duidelijk waarom een publiek op 
een bepaalde over de bekwaamheid, betrouwbaarheid of betrokkenheid van leiders 
denkt. Enacted credibility biedt een analytisch kader om dit te onderzoeken, door 
zowel aandacht te besteden aan de manier waarop leiders optreden als hoe hun 
optreden wordt geframed en gereframed door burgers en anderen in het publieke 
debat in de media in termen van bekwaamheid, betrouwbaarheid en betrokkenheid.

3. Ten derde, de bevinding dat politiek leiders een gunstige uitgangspositie 
kunnen creëren voor de evaluatie van hun geloofwaardigheid door specifiek, 
consistent en herkenbaar te zijn in hun optreden, draagt bij aan de literatuur 
over impressiemanagement. Ik laat zien hoe staging, framing en scripting door 
verschillende politiek leiders in de praktijk worden gebracht en hoe dat relateert 
aan hun geloofwaardigheid. In de literatuur worden verschillende tactieken voor 
impressiemanagement besproken, maar daarbij komt niet aan de orde hoe ze kunnen 
worden ingezet om geloofwaardigheid te verwerven. Niet elk imago voldoet immers. 
Wat nodig is, is een imago dat een publiek ervan overtuigd dat leiders bekwaam, 
betrokken en betrouwbaar zijn. 

4. In de literatuur over geloofwaardigheid en politiek leiderschap wordt erkend dat 
media belangrijk zijn voor het publieke oordeel over overheden (Heffernan, 2006) 
en onderzoek op het terrein van politieke marketing is gericht op de pogingen van 
politiek leiders en hun teams om in hun mediaoptredens een zo’n positief mogelijke 
reputatie te creëren (Kaid, 2004; Newman 1999). Wat echter over het hoofd wordt 
gezien is hoe het optreden van politiek leiders vervolgens wordt besproken door 
burgers en anderen in het publieke debat, bijvoorbeeld in kranten of op Twitter. 
De resultaten van mijn onderzoek suggereren dat het publieke debat in de media 
onderdeel wordt van de “totale informatie-omgeving” (Lenart, 1994) op basis 
waarvan burgers vervolgens de source credibility van leiders evalueren. Om te 
begrijpen hoe geloofwaardigheid wordt gecoproduceerd en waarom het door de tijd 
heen kan veranderen, is het daarom nuttig om in onderzoek de relatie tussen leiders 
en burgers uit te breiden met het publieke debat in de media. 

5. Het (Amerikaanse) presidentschap en het parlementaire equivalent van 
de minister-president hebben in de literatuur over politiek leiderschap in 
regeerperioden de meeste onderzoeksaandacht gekregen (Elgie, 1995; Greenstein, 
2002; Poguntke & Webb, 2005). Als gevolg daarvan is er weinig oog voor de 
verschillen tussen ambten. Dit onderzoek laat zien dat deelnemers aan het publieke 
debat in de media de verschillende rol van ministers en fractievoorzitters in 
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de democratie herkennen, en dat de de bekwaamheids-, betrouwbaarheids- en 
betrokkenheidsverwachtingen van leiders overeenkomstig verschillen. De 
geloofwaardigheidsverwachtingen van burgers zijn dus ambtsgebonden. Door in 
analyses rekening te houden met de aard van het onderzochte ambt kan daarom 
beter worden begrepen waarom een hoog geloofwaardige leider niet per definitie 
net zo geloofwaardig is in een ander ambt. Een leider kan bijvoorbeeld een heel 
geloofwaardige minister zijn omdat hij als zeer daadkrachtig wordt gezien, maar 
als hij de benodigde politiek-strategische vaardigheden ontbeert, kan hij zijn 
geloofwaardigheid snel verliezen in het ambt van fractievoorzitter. 

6. De laatste les is dat Twitter de meer traditionele databronnen aanvult, om de 
dynamiek in de geloofwaardigheid van politiek leiders beter te begrijpen. Sociale 
media zijn een integraal onderdeel van hedendaagse politieke communicatie. 
Het analyseren van tweets maakte het mogelijk om de ontwikkeling van 
geloofwaardigheid van een leider in een periode in het verleden te onderzoeken 
en het leidde tot een nieuw perspectief op de kwaliteiten die burgers en anderen 
waarderen in politiek leiders. Hierdoor kon de bestaande kennis op basis van 
enquêtes en psychologische profielen verder worden verfijnd. 

Eerder onderzoek heeft laten zien dat op Twitter negativiteit de overhand heeft 
in opmerkingen over politiek leiders en partijen, en dat deze toon gevolgen heeft 
voor hoe burgers deze politiek leiders evalueren (Jungherr, 2016; Balmas & Sheafer, 
2010). Mijn onderzoek voegt hieraan toe dat, naar analogie van “de opschorting van 
ongeloof” (suspension of disbelief) zoals dat in de literatuurwetenschappen en in het 
theater wordt gebruikt, een hoge source credibility van politiek leiders samengaat met 
de “opschorting van negativiteit” op Twitter. 

De komst van Internet en sociale media heeft tot zorgen geleid over de 
neiging van burgers om vooral contact te zoeken met gelijkgestemden (Sunstein, 
2007). Onderzoek heeft inderdaad bevestigd dat burgers de voorkeur hebben voor 
informatie die bij hun opvattingen past, maar dit onderzoek heeft ook laten zien 
dat de informatie die burgers in het publieke debat in de media – inclusief Twitter – 
tegenkomen veel diverser is (Bruns & Highfield, 2013; Jungherr, 2016). De resultaten 
van mijn onderzoek illustreren de consequenties van dit fenomeen. Het publieke 
debat in de media kan – in ieder geval tijdelijk – de sterkten en zwakten van het 
optreden van een politiek leider onderstrepen of verbergen. Hoewel een consistent 
goed of slecht optreden uiteindelijk moeilijk te negeren is, heeft het optreden van 
politiek leiders niet per sé direct gevolgen voor hun geloofwaardigheid. Tegelijkertijd 
ontwikkelt het publieke debat in de media zich dus niet onafhankelijk van wat er 
op het politieke podium gebeurt. Geloofwaardigheid ontstaat in coproductie en het 
optreden van politiek leiders is net zo relevant als het publieke debat in de media om 
te begrijpen wat politiek leiders geloofwaardig maakt.
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appEndix 1: QuEstionnairE itEms

In August 2013, January 2014, and June 2014, 3,295 respondents of the LISS panel 
(CentERData, Tilburg University) were presented a survey in which they were 
among others asked to evaluate the source credibility of the 24 cabinet ministers and 
parliamentary party leaders active at that time. In addition, a number of items of the 
LISS panel’s core study on politics and values were used (see Chapters 2 and 3). This 
appendix includes an overview of the items in each of the waves of the survey, as well 
as the items of the core study that were used in this research project. 

credibiliTy iTems

Name Leader
Political party

Portfolio within cabinet (only for cabinet ministers)

1. Have you ever heard of this cabinet minister/parliamentary party leader?
 a.  Yes
 b.  No

If yes:
To what extent do you agree with the following statements?

Totally 
disagree

Totally agree Don’t 
know

1. This cabinet minister is reliable 1 2 3 4 5 6

2. This cabinet minister is competent 1 2 3 4 5 6

3. This cabinet minister cares about me 1 2 3 4 5 6

4. This cabinet minister is honest 1 2 3 4 5 6

5. This cabinet minister has the necessary knowledge 1 2 3 4 5 6

6. This cabinet minister also sticks up for me 1 2 3 4 5 6

Picture leader
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parTy preference in The 2012 parliamenTary elecTions & lefT-righT 
orienTaTion poliTical parTies

2. For which party did you vote in the parliamentary elections of 12 
September 2012?
 a.  VVD (Liberal Party)
 b.  PvdA (Social Democratic Party)
 c.  PVV (Freedom party)
 d.  SP (Socialist Party)
 e.  CDA (Christian Democratic Party)
 f.  D66 (Liberal Democratic Party)
 g.  ChristenUnie (Christian Union)
 h.  GroenLinks (Green Left)
 i.  SGP (Christian Reformed Party)
 j.  Partij voor de Dieren (Party for the Animals)
 k.  50Plus (Fifty plus party)
 l.  Other party
 m.  Blank
 n.  I prefer not to say
 o.  I don’t know

In politics people sometimes talk about left and right. Would you please indicate 
the degree to which you think that a party is left or right? If you don’t know a party, 
please feel free to say so. Where would you place [Party]? 0-10 (Left – Right), don’t 
know, don’t know party, refusal

TrusT

3. Can you indicate, on a scale from 0 to 10, how much confidence you personally 
have in each of the following institutions?

No confidence at all Full confidence

Dutch government 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Dutch parliament 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Politicians 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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saTisfacTion

4. How satisfied are you with the way in which the following institutions operate in 
the Netherlands?

Very dissatisfied Very satisfied

Dutch government 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Dutch parliament 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Politicians 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

age

5. Age in years household member

sex

6. Sex of respondent

 a.  Male
 b.  Female

highesT compleTed educTaTion

7. Highest completed education by respondent (in Statistics Netherlands categories)

 a.  Elementary School
 b.  Intermediate secondary education
 c.  Higher secondary education
 d.  Intermediate vocational education
 e.  Higher vocational education
 f.  University
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appEndix 2: rEfErEncEd data sourcEs

In the chapters presented in Part III of this book (Chapters 7 to 10), political 
leaders’ credibility has been studied by analyzing television presentations, 
newspapers, and/or Twitter. This appendix includes the full references of the 
presentations, articles, and tweets referenced in these chapters.  

chapTer 7: credibiliTy enacTed: undersTanding The meaning of 
credible poliTical leadership in The duTch parliamenTary elecTion 
campaign of 2010

referenceD televiSion preSentationS
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Carre Debate. (2010). Job Cohen on Carre´ Debate, May 26. Retrieved March 3, 2012, from http://www.

rtl.nl/xl/#/u/ee6e235b-ba0b-3a1a-8e0a-35610a39b4b0/
Miljarden Gezocht. (2010a). Mark Rutte on Miljarden Gezocht. May 13. Retrieved March 3, 2012, from 

www.uitzending.net/gemist/40448/RTL-7/Miljarden_Gezocht_rtlz.html
Miljarden Gezocht. (2010b). Job Cohen on Miljarden Gezocht. May 20. Retrieved March 3, 2012, from 

http://www.rtlxl.nl/!/miljarden-gezocht-rtl-z-226080/8ab9773d-d849–3cebbd32–5e2fa541275c
NOVA Politiek. (2010). Mark Rutte on NOVA Politiek. June 4. Retrieved March 3, 2012, from http://

player.omroep.nl/?aflID=11024545
Party conference speech. (2010). Speech Mark Rutte at Liberal Party Conference, April 24. Retrieved 

March 3, 2012, from http://nos.nl/video/153021-devolledige-toespraak-van-mark-rutte-op-
het-vvdcongres.html

Paul Rosenmöller en. . . (2010). Mark Rutte on ‘Paul Rosenmöller En. . .’ May 31. Retrieved March 3, 
2012, from http://www.ikonrtv.nl/uitzendingDyn.aspx?lInt-Type=36&lIntEntityId=681

Pauw and Witteman. (2010a). Job Cohen on Pauw and Witteman 1. March 12. Retrieved March 3, 
2012, from http://pauwenwitteman.vara.nl/Uitzendingdetail.113.0.html?&tx_ttnews[tt_
news]=15402&cHash=ad04a5448ee21878e24db1e3d3a85a85

Pauw and Witteman. (2010b). Job Cohen on Pauw and Witteman 2. May 5. Retrieved March 3, 
2012, from http://pauwenwitteman.vara.nl/Uitzendingdetail.113.0.html?&tx_ttnews[tt_
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Prime Ministers’ Debate. (2010). Job Cohen on Prime Ministers’ Debate. May 23. Retrieved March 3, 
2012, from http://www.rtl.nl/components/actueel/rtlnieuws/miMedia/2010/week21/Mon01.
premiersdebat-hele-uitzending.xml

referenceD newSpaperarticleS 
Metro. (2010a, May 3). Cohen krijgt alleen van links een zes.
Metro. (2010b, May 27). Garantie tot aan de deur. 
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Telegraaf. (2010a, March 13). Wil daadkracht tonen ‘multiculti-knuffelaar’; ‘softe’ burgemeester Job 
Cohen moet PvdA redden.
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Telegraaf. (2010c, May 7). Job Papadopoulos.
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Telegraaf. (2010f, June 10). Stemmingmakerij opiniepeilers; Kogelvrije vest Wilders hét moment van  

de verkiezingscampagne. 
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Volkskrant. (2010b, March 13). Dit is een meesterzet van de PvdA.
Volkskrant. (2010c, April 3). Weer geliefde wonderboy; Wederopstanding (1) Mark Rutte. 
Volkskrant. (2010d, May 8). Vaders moeten weer opvoeden; Ondertussen op http://vk.nl/opinie.
Volkskrant. (2010e, May 19). Het volk heeft een corrigerende werking: Interview historicus Henk 

Te Velde. 
Volkskrant. (2010f, May 25). Debat. 
Volkskrant. (2010g, June 5). Allemaal liberaal; Onderzoek Kamerverkiezingen. 
Volkskrant. (2010h, June 7). Lijsttrekkers duiken weg voor harde waarheid. 
Volkskrant. (2010i, June 10). De leider die oogt als een staatsman. 

chapTer 8: making poliTical leaders king: enacTed credibiliTy in 
Times of elecTions
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