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My research agenda focuses on party competition, is interdisciplinary in nature, and consists of 
multiple research lines. 

 
First and foremost, I am an expert on issue competition. Issue competition is a perspective on 
agenda-setting that was originally developed in the United States (US). According to this 
perspective, utility-maximising politicians play the most essential role in determining the 
relative attention for political issues (e.g., the EU, immigration, etc.). When a party can 
strategically benefit from an issue, it will emphasise the issue. Likewise, it will downplay the is-
sue when politicisation threatens the party. According to the issue competition model developed 
against the backdrop of the US two-party system, the current party in government is expected 
to keep focusing on the issues that brought it into power, while the opposition attempts to 
mobilise issues that do not reinforce existing patterns of party competition and most likely 
divide the governing party. 

 
The overarching research question of my dissertation was to what extent the aforementioned 
insights from the US issue competition model can be extended to more complex multiparty 
systems. In so doing, I focused on four different strategies capturing the essence of issue 
competition, namely whether/which parties will: 1) emphasise issues over which their poten-
tial electorate is divided, 2) engage in dialogue on issues that threaten the stability of party 
systems (e.g. European integration), 3) mobilise wedge issues that divide (a coalition of) govern-
ing parties, and 4) emphasise different issue frames than competitors. These four questions 
are addressed in the four empirical chapters of my dissertation, which have also been pub-
lished in internationally peer-reviewed journals (Journal of Politics, West European Politics and 
Party Politics), or are currently under review at West European Politics (R&R). 

 
I study these research questions by means of an interdisciplinary approach combining insights 
from the party competition literature, behavioural economics and psychology. Within my field 
this can be seen as quite an innovative approach. To give an example, regarding the question 
when established parties will engage in dialogue with anti-immigrant or Eurosceptic parties, the 
current literature argues that established parties will do so when benefits supersede costs. 
Hence, whether an established party finds itself in government or opposition fails to matter. 
Rather than making the assumption that mainstream parties are perfectly knowledgeable and 
choose tactics that will maximise their utility, however, I contend that parties are boundedly ra-
tional. Engaging in dialogue with anti-immigrant or Eurosceptic parties in an attempt to gain 
ownership over their issues is conceptualised as a risk. Behavioural theories (i.e., prospect theo-
ry) suggest that under uncertainty actors are only likely to adopt new strategies when their per-
formance is below a certain reference point. I extent this argument to political parties by argu-
ing that established parties in opposition are risk acceptant and will be inclined to engage in 
risky electoral strategies like issue trespassing. Conversely, government parties are risk averse, 
and will stick to the issues that brought them into power. Also after finishing my PhD, I am 
committed towards developing a greater understanding of how theories stemming from behav-
ioural economics and psychology can help explain the behaviour of parties. In a recent re-
search project with Gijs Schumacher, Barbara Vis and Michael Baggesen Klitgaard we use pro-
spect theory and the endowment effect to explain why parties with little office experience be-
come risk acceptant (i.e., inclined to change their election manifestos) when in government, 
while parties that are used to being in office become risk acceptant when in opposition. This 
article has been accepted for publication in the American Journal of Political Science. 

 
This interdisciplinary approach also becomes apparent in my second research line on party 
births and party deaths, which I have started with Floris Vermeulen and Joost Berkhout. In this 
project, which should result in multiple journal articles, we seek to combine insights from organi-
sational sociology, the density-dependent model, with the party competition literature. Party 
birth and party death are not only under researched phenomena, but current explanations in the 



party competition literature are also limited to electoral institutional causes (e.g., district magni-
tude) and the structure of social conflict. We are particularly interested in how competition 
within and across ideological niches (e.g., left, centrists and right) accounts for party birth and 
party death. One of our arguments is that higher density within a niche (e.g. a higher absolute 
number of parties of a similar ideology) will inhibit party birth and foster party death within 
that niche. Besides the absolute number of parties within a niche, we also test the influence of 
alternative indicators of niche density such as the percentage of voters that can be placed in a 
particular niche and the slack in the issue agenda. In a second step, we intend to link issue com-
petition and issue ownership with party birth and party death. 

 
Besides these two ongoing research lines, I also have several ideas about new topics. Amongst 
others, I would be interested in developing a project on how media influence electoral out-
comes, as they set the stage in elections debates. By deciding which party leaders are pitted 
against one another on which issues, media formats exert a considerable effect on electoral 
outcomes. These ideas could be tested for instance by studying the effects of televised debates 
on changes in issue ownership. The latter refers to the perceived competence/association of 
parties on/with particular issues by voters. Second, all chapters of my dissertation focus on 
the politicisation of the EU issue in national parliaments. Considering the ever increasing im-
pact of the EU on its member states, I expect that the EU will remain one of the most im-
portant topics in Western European politics and the academic literature for years to come. 
Therefore, I would like to further develop my research agenda in that direction. Research ques-
tions that line up with my current research agenda could include the question of when main-
stream parties – who generally tend to endorse the European integration project – become 
more Eurosceptic? Or to what extent do politicians in the European parliament represent the 
attitudes of their electorates? 

 
In the next year, my efforts will be directed towards publishing my ongoing research endeavors 
in internationally peer-reviewed journals. Eventually, this should result in an application for a 
VENI grant in either the 2015 or 2016 round. 


