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ABSTRACT 

This research investigates the ability of the Multiple Streams Framework (MSF) 
to explain the development of different refugee policy approaches of the 
Netherlands and Germany during the 2015 refugee crisis. This framework 
explains that abrupt change occurs when a problem, policy and political streams 
are coupled at a window of opportunity. When both countries were targeted by a 
high influx of refugees in 2015, the German government adopted a more 
welcoming approach, whilst the Dutch government maintained a restrictive 
approach. By comparing change to non – change windows, this research aims to 
strengthen the explanatory power of the MSF through a chronological 
reconstruction of events. The research concludes that even though the policy 
approaches developed into different directions and under different 
circumstances, the MSF disregards the same contextual and institutional factors 
to accurately describe this difference. In order to understand this difference, the 
MSF needs to consider the factors that facilitate stability, and the special 
circumstances of decision – making in crisis mode and within a multi – level 
structure. Furthermore, the model needs to take into consideration the 
consequences of the changing nature of policy entrepreneurship. It is also 
valuable to investigate the impact and consequences of interaction between 
different actors in all three the streams. Acquiring a good understanding of this 
interaction will give further insight into the influence of other participants in the 
policy – making process. 	  
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2. Introduction 
‘…When the winds of change blow, some people build walls, others build windmills’ 

~ Chinese proverb 

 

Migration management has been a historical as well a modern issue for the international 

community. Whereas globalization has resulted in some degree of international cooperation 

on a range of trans-boundary issues, the area of migration has been characterized by nation 

states protecting their sovereignty (Betts, 2011). States not only want to control who enters 

their territory, they also want to ensure and protect their economic competitiveness, national 

security and social cohesion (Betts, 2011). The European Union was faced with this 

protective character of states when 1.8 million people sought safety on the continent of peace 

and prosperity in 2015 (Frontex, 2016). The reason for people to cross the often-deadly 

Mediterranean Sea was to flee war – torn countries, continued terror and violence, oppressive 

regimes and/or poverty. The Dublin III Regulation – designed to create a system of 

responsibility in times of shared EU borders – failed to function in a more redistributive 

fashion. This resulted in wired fences, closing borders, violence against migrants, increasing 

pressure on national institutions and society and different refugee policy approaches across 

the Union.  

 My classmate Kathinka Gaess and I were triggered by the different policy responses of 

the Netherlands and Germany during the 2015 refugee crisis. Whilst both countries share a set 

of characteristics (historical development, economy, culture), they experienced different 

trajectories during the 2015 refugee crisis. First of all, Germany welcomed 890.000 refugees 

(1,113% of the population size) (der Spiegel, 2016), whilst the Netherlands received ‘only’ 

58.800 refugees (0,35% of the population size) (IND, 2016). Not only did Germany welcome 

more refugees than the Netherlands, but their attitude towards them also differed. Angela 

Merkel made the decision for Germany to positively welcome refugees, whilst the Dutch 

government aimed at discouraging refugees to apply for asylum.  

Understanding and explaining the development of the Dutch and German refugee 

policy approaches requires the analysis of policy change. A model that has gained significant 

attention and popularity for its explanation of policy change is the Multiple Streams 

Framework (hereinafter, MSF). Kingdon (1995) argues that three independent streams – 

problem, policy and politics – need to be coupled by policy entrepreneurs to open a window 

of opportunity in order for policy change to happen (Kingdon, 1995).  
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In the problem stream, a window of opportunity can open when negative feedback or focusing 

events draw attention to already existing issues (Kingdon, 1995). In the policy stream, 

solutions – formulated by policy communities – are linked to these problems (Kingdon, 

1995). In the political stream, political events and changes can open a window. Elections are a 

good example of this. When a window opens in the problem stream, political pressure can 

influence the outcome. These pressures can come from actors like the media, public opinion, 

political parties and interest groups (Kingdon, 1995). In turn, these streams need to be 

coupled by experienced policy – entrepreneurs and sold to policy – makers at the right time 

(Zahariadis, 2008). 

The model is credited because it includes many explanatory variables into the model 

and is able to create order in the chaotic and unpredictable world of agenda – setting in the 

policy making process (Hill, 2013; Zahariadis, 2008). To provide an accurate picture of the 

development of both approaches, the model will function as the basis for analysis. However, 

Zaharadias (2008) argues that the explanatory power of the MSF can be strengthened by 

looking into the windows of opportunity that didn’t result in policy change (Zahariadis, 

2008). Since the German and Dutch case present examples of change and non – change 

windows, the different refugee policy approaches are considered useful cases to contribute to 

the existing policy – making literature. Hence, this research is exploratory with an inductive 

and deductive dimension. On the one hand, it applies the MSF to understand the different 

policy approaches. On the other hand, the policy approaches are useful cases to strengthen the 

explanatory power of the MSF and subsequent policy – making literature.  

The main research question that derives from these preliminary findings and 

consultations is: ‘to what extent does the Multiple Streams Framework (MSF) explain the 

difference in the refugee policy approaches of the Netherlands and Germany in 2015?’ In 

order to answer the main question, the individual cases need to be analysed first. I will apply 

the MSF to the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach, and my classmate 

Kathinka Gaess will do the same for the German refugee policy approach.  

Since this paper will focus on the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach, the 

following sub – question is necessary: ‘to what extent does the Multiple Streams Framework 

(MSF) explain the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach in 2015?’  
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In order to accurately describe the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach, 

I will apply the MSF to three windows of opportunity in the second half of 2015. Since the 

Dutch government managed to pursue a restrictive approach during the crisis, it is difficult to 

apply the MSF to the events that generated change. Therefore, the MSF will be applied to the 

windows where change was most likely. These events are chosen on the basis that they 

generated most attention from civil society and government. The method that is used to apply 

the MSF is process – tracing. This is a method that identifies causes and effects ‘by tracing 

the links or the causal chain or the interactions of the elements of a mechanistic model’ 

(Toshkov, p. 150). Identifying the causal chain and the interaction is important, because the 

MSF considers many explanatory variables and policy development is not easily captured in 

place and time. Additionally, tracing the interaction in the MSF is important to unveil the 

influence that different actors had in the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach. 

 

Reader’s guide 

The remaining chapters of this paper are organized as follows: in Chapter 3 I provide 

necessary background information about the emergence of the refugee crisis in Europe, and 

zoom in on the specifics of the Dutch refugee crisis in 2015. In Chapter 4 I present the key 

elements of the MSF and review the literature that contributes and/or criticizes Kingdon’s line 

of thought. The assumptions made in the literature form the basis for the hypotheses. In 

Chapter 5 I elaborate on the empirical approach and operationalize the MSF for it to be 

accurately applied to the Dutch refugee policy approach. I will proceed with the application of 

the MSF through the chronological reconstruction of events in Chapter 6. In Chapter 7 I 

interpret the findings and critically assess the explanatory power of the MSF for the Dutch 

case. I will compare these results to the workings of the model in Germany in Chapter 8. The 

last chapter will summarize the research and present recommendations for future research.  
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3. Situation analysis 
In this chapter I present necessary background information about the emergence of the 

refugee crisis in Europe, and then zoom in on the refugee crisis in the Netherlands. I provide 

context to the restrictive policy approach by laying out the history of the Dutch asylum 

system. I proceed with the analysis of the main events during the 2015 refugees. This includes 

the responses by the Dutch government, but also the reactions and responses by other 

members of civil society. These findings function as a basis for the theoretical framework and 

hypotheses.  

3.1. The emergence of the 2015 European refugee crisis 
The massive influx of refugees in 2015 tested the strength and solidarity of the European 

Union. One could not read a paper or watch TV without seeing people crammed on unsafe 

boats in order to secure their life on the continent of peace and prosperity. Never did the 

European Union expect that so many people would be desperate enough to risk their lives at 

sea. The numbers speak for themselves: whilst it is estimated that over 1,8 million migrants 

arrived on the European continent in 2015, there were ‘only’ 280.000 migrants whom looked 

for safety in Europe in 2014 (Frontex, 2015; Frontex, 2016). Not every migrant arrived in 

Europe by sea: whereas roughly 1 million people came by boat, an estimated 500.000 people 

arrived in Europe through Turkey or Albania (Frontex, 2016). It is estimated that 3,770 

people did not survive this dangerous journey in 2015, turning the Mediterranean Sea into a 

graveyard (Frontex, 2016). The countries where most refugees came from were: Syria, 

Afghanistan, Iraq, Western Balkan countries, Libya, Turkey and the countries in the horn of 

Africa and West – Africa. Together they represented 90% of illegal border – crossing in 2015 

(Frontex, 2016).  

The reason many people fled in 2015 is because they realized that war, violence and 

terror wouldn’t come to an end in the near future. For example, Syrian people had already 

endured four years of war; a fifth was going to be too much. And even if war would be ended, 

it would take years before the country would be reconstructed (The Guardian, 2015). Another 

reason for the big leap towards the European Union was the instability and unfair treatment in 

neighboring countries, mostly in the Middle – East and Africa. For Syrian people it is difficult 

to be formally recognized as refugees in neighboring countries such as Jordan, Turkey and 

Lebanon.  
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They are not allowed to work and their children are often not accepted into schools (Human 

Rights Watch, 2016). These unresolved wars and the unequal treatment made the European 

Union a more attractive option. Another reason for the peak in asylum applications is the 

discovery of the Balkan Route, which most migrants used to arrive at the north – western 

European states, like Germany and Sweden. The communication of this route through social 

media further increased the influx of refugees (The Guardian, 2015).  

As mentioned before, the influx of refugees tested the strength and solidarity of the 

European Union. It could’ve shown the world the ability to deal with a crisis by operating 

with one voice. This was quite a challenge. The member states failed to uphold binding 

commitments as decided in the Dublin III Regulation, and were resistant to create a more 

coherent migration framework. The Common European Asylum System, which is based on 

the Dublin Regulations, has the goal of creating a system of responsibility in times of shared 

borders. This system was designed to prevent refugees from requesting asylum in multiple 

European member states. The country that played the biggest role in the applicant’s entry is 

responsible for the asylum claim. This is usually the country where the migrant enters. In 

2015, most migrants ended up in countries like Germany, Sweden or Hungary, whilst most 

people entered the EU at one of the Mediterranean countries (Frontex, 2016). This means that 

the Dublin system failed to function in a more distributive fashion. The absence of 

cooperation led for member states to take matters into their own hands. As mentioned before, 

this resulted in wired fences, closing borders, violence against migrants, pressure on national 

institutions and a ‘race to the bottom’ on migration standards. The latter means that states 

formulate less attractive standards than their neighbours with the purpose of guiding asylum 

seekers somewhere else.  

To deal with this issue, the European Commission proposed a redistribution key on the 

9th 
 

of September 2015. The purpose of the redistribution key was to relocate 120.000 

migrants across the Union, taking into consideration the following indicators: GDP, 

unemployment rates, population and asylum applications per capita in the past (European 

Commission, 2015). Unfortunately, member states failed to agree on the redistribution key. 

Countries like Hungary and Slovakia argued that these measures only increases the influx of 

migrants and damage their economic status (EurActiv, 2015). As a result, most migrants were 

relocated to Germany, France and Spain (EurActiv, 2015).  
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Besides the redistribution key, other proposals by the European Union to manage the refugee 

crisis included:  

• The Commission increased humanitarian aid resources by 200 million in 2015 in order 

to provide organizations like the World Food Program and UNHCR with resources to 

help refugees (European Commission, 2015).   

• The agreement with Turkey in March 2016, which allows for the European Union to 

send illegal migrants from Greece to Turkey. For every Syrian returned to Turkey 

from Greece, another Syrian was to be resettled from Turkey to the EU (Europa Nu, 

2016).   

3.2. The 2015 Dutch refugee crisis – characteristics, numbers and reactions 
The scale of the refugee crisis and the difficulty of reaching agreement in the European Union 

affected the Netherlands through a steady increase in asylum applications. The increasing 

influx of refugees into the Netherlands started in August 2015, and found its peak around the 

end of that same year. In 2015, 58,800 people applied for asylum in the Netherlands (IND, 

2016). Only the year 1994 came close to this unprecedented number. That year, 52,575 people 

sought safety in the Netherlands. The reason was the wars in Afghanistan, the former 

Yugoslavia and Somalia (Cahier, 2013). In order to grasp the scope of the 2015 migration 

crisis for the Netherlands, it is important to compare this to the years prior to 2015. This 

section not only presents the numbers, but also analyses the Dutch asylum system between 

2000 and 2012, 2014 and 2015. It will show that the Dutch refugee system has developed into 

an approach that discourages people to apply for asylum in the Netherlands.   

3.2.2. Asylum and migration situation: 2000 – 2012, 2013 and 2014 

The Netherlands has experience in dealing with waves of migration. The first big wave of 

refugees came from Indonesia after World War II. The second wave of increased asylum 

applications was between 1980 and 1990. As mentioned before, this increase was mainly due 

to the wars in Somalia, Afghanistan and Yugoslavia. The peak in applications in 1994 is not 

only due to wars. In 1992, the German government decided to tighten their migration 

standards. Historically, this means that the number of applications increases in the 

Netherlands. This is called the ‘waterbedeffect’ (Cahier, 2013). The period between 2000 and 

2012 was characterized by low numbers of asylum applications. This was because the Dutch 

government introduced a law aimed at reducing the number of migrants. This law is called the 

‘Vreemdelingenwet’ (foreigners law).  
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The purpose was to fasten the procedure for educated professionals wanting to migrate to the 

Netherlands, and make it harder for people from new European member states to work in the 

Netherlands (Cahier, 2013). On average, 16,500 asylum applications were submitted per year 

between 2000 and 2012 (Cahier, 2013). As a result, reforming the current asylum and 

migration framework became less important. The governments continued to pursue a 

restrictive approach during the 2010 – 2012 coalition government; VVD, CDA and PVV. 

Their policy framework was called ‘strict but righteous’ (Cahier, 2013). The most important 

reform included streamlining procedures with the purpose to prevent lengthy and time – 

consuming asylum procedures. Another important determinant of the 2015 refugee policy 

approach is the government agreement between PVDA and VVD in 2012. In this agreement, 

the coalition government outlines the approach they will follow during their four years in 

office. It continued to focus on strict but righteous application procedures. The government 

provides protection and essentials. In return the government expects that asylum seekers 

uphold Dutch norms and values and learn to speak Dutch quickly (VVD-PVDA, 2012).  

From 2013 onwards, the Netherlands experienced a steady increase in Syrian asylum 

applications. In 2011, 200 Syrians sought refuge in the Netherlands. In 2013, 2260 Syrians 

applied for asylum, multiplying the number of applications 5 times (Cahier, 2013). These 

numbers worried the government about more refugees in 2014 and 2015. The government 

claimed that the absence of a coherent European asylum system made it difficult to predict the 

number of future asylum applications (Cahier, 2013). At least, the Dutch government hoped 

that complying with EU regulation across the Union would reduce refugee waves in the near 

future (Cahier, 2013).  

Over 2014, an estimate of 30.000 refugees sought asylum in the Netherlands (IND, 

2015). The increase in asylum applications reflected the extra attention to reform. Not only 

did the government execute the streamlining procedures outlined before, but they also 

allocated extra resources to the IND1 and COA. The COA also became responsible to look for 

extra shelter after a period of closing unused centers (van der Helm & Brouwer, 2015). The 

government also considered an emergency plan for a possible migration wave, but remained 

confident that their close observations would warn them in time (van der Helm & Brouwer, 

2015). 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  The ‘Immigratie en Naturalisatiedienst’ (IND) is responsible fort he execution of the Vreemdelingenwet.  
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3.2.3. The characteristics, responses and reactions of the 2015 refugee crisis 

As mentioned before, in 2015 the Netherlands experienced the biggest refugee crisis ever. 

The sudden influx of refugees pressured institutions, which required governmental action. It 

also led to intense societal debate about whether the Dutch should shelter refugees. This 

section will present the most important events, responses and reactions to this refugee crisis 

from the period that most people applied for asylum in the Netherlands; from August 2015 to 

December 2015.  

In August 2015, the Dutch society slowly came to terms with the prospect that many 

people would seek refuge in the Netherlands. The media published more and more refugee – 

related articles. The central topic in these reports was the increasing number of boats crossing 

the Mediterranean Sea (De Volkskrant 08-08-2015; Algemeen Dablad 06-08-2015). 

Parliament wanted to know how government intended to help the countries dealing with these 

boats. They also wanted to know whether the government was preparing for an increase in 

asylum applications. As a response, Secretary of State Klaas Dijkhoff wrote several letters to 

Parliament to explain how the government prepared for this. The government decided to 

allocate more resources to the IND and COA (Dijkhoff, Vreemdelingenbeleid, 2015). Prime – 

Minister Mark Rutte also addressed the refugee crisis for the first time in August. In his 

weekly press conference, he expressed the need to tackle the causes of migration through the 

European Union (Rutte, Ministerraad 28-08-2015). The reason for focusing on a European 

solution was the upcoming presidency of the Netherlands in the European Council. The goal 

of this presidency was to establish a common European asylum system (EU 2016, 2016). 

After these initial responses by Rutte and Dijkhoff, Jesse Klaver (GroenLinks) requested a 

debate with both Mark Rutte and Klaas Dijkhoff to discuss the situation in Greece and Italy, 

and the prospect of increasing asylum applications. This request was initially declined by 

Parliament, but reconsidered when a picture of a Syrian boy made the refugee crisis the 

dominant topic on the political agenda (De Volkskrant 02-09-2015).  

On the 2nd of September, a picture of a dead Syrian boy who washed upon a Turkish 

shore became the face of the refugee crisis. Within twelve hours, the picture of Aylan2 

reached the screens of 20 million people and was retweeted 30.000 times (Vis & Goriunova, 

2015).  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  His real name is Alan. Because he became known as Aylan, this paper will continue to do so as well.	  
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After the picture went viral on social media first, the Dutch mainstream media reported on the 

picture that same night. The picture triggered an unprecedented degree of mobilization in the 

Netherlands. Not only did Parliament reconsider the decision to organize a debate with Rutte 

and Dijkhoff, many Parliamentarians used the image of Aylan to express the urgency to find a 

solution for the refugee crisis. These solutions differed from committing to a more welcoming 

approach towards refugees, to closing the borders and military operations in conflict areas 

such as Syria (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 10-09-2015). But government was also 

quick to present their own solutions. Their approach was based on the solutions presented by 

Malik Azmani (VVD). It was a combination between tackling the reasons to migrate by 

increasing resources to the region, and creating a system of shared responsibility between 

member states through the redistribution key (Dijkhoff & Ploumen, 2015). These solutions 

overlapped with the public opinion. Surveys showed that 50% of the people agreed with 

government’s restrictive policy approach. This was mainly because they didn’t want to take in 

many refugees. According to the people questioned, this was unfair towards Dutch people 

who were unemployed and/or looking for housing (I&O Research, 2015). Although many 

voiced their concerns about the influx of refugees, the picture of Aylan also triggered a moral 

responsibility to help refugees. An unprecedented number of people registered themselves as 

a volunteer (De Volkskrant 03-09-2015), people set up their own initiatives or participated in 

one of the protests that called for a more humane and welcoming approach (Algemeen 

Dagblad 13-09-2015). However, mobilization for a more welcoming approach didn’t reflect 

in the polls. The only party that experienced growth was the PVV (Alle peilingen, 2016). This 

is the party known for his extremist right views. Party leader Geert Wilders was very clear 

about how the refugee policy approach should be organized. He said the following during one 

of the parliamentary debates: ‘the damage that is done by asylum seekers can’t be overseen. 

Enough is enough. We can’t let the Prime – Minister put our safety, freedom, culture, money 

and future at risk. We need to stop the Islamic invasion. We need to close our borders’ 

(Wilders, 2015, p. par. 15). This clear-cut language led for a growth in the polls, but 

government and parliament still decided to pursue the European solution.  

The European member states came together to formulate a strategy for the refugee 

crisis on the 14th of September. As mentioned before, the responsible ministers decided to 

increase resources to organizations like UNHCR and the World Food Program so that they 

could help refugees. However, they didn’t find agreement on the redistribution key. That is 

why another meeting was scheduled with the heads of state on the 23rd of September.  



	   13	  

The annual parliamentary debates served as the perfect opportunity to discuss progress on the 

European solution and the upcoming meeting with the heads of state. In these annual debates, 

the government and Parliament discuss government’s plans for the upcoming year. The topics 

on the agenda vary, but this year the debates were dominated by the refugee crisis. Whereas 

the first debate about the refugee crisis mainly served to discuss the European approach, the 

national situation became more and more important during the annual parliamentary debates. 

Not only because the European Union failed to agree on a redistribution key, but also because 

the opening of emergency shelter locations made society aware that it wasn’t just a European 

problem anymore. Media reported on all the various locations in the country that opened 

(Algemeen Dagblad 16-09-2015; De Volkskrant 15-09-2015; NOS Journaal 16-09-2015). It 

seemed like the responsible institutions were under pressure. This resulted in parliamentary 

questions. Parliament wanted to know if the institutions were able to manage the crisis. They 

also wanted to know how Mark Rutte intended to keep the nation together through this crisis. 

Where the opposition parties mainly wanted to discuss the national management of the crisis, 

the government diverged this topic by convincing Parliament that the only solution was the 

one that they had already proposed: increasing resources to the region and pursuing the 

redistribution key (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 16-09-2015; Tweede Kamer der 

Staten Generaal 17-09-2015). After two days of intense debating, the government wasn’t 

convinced that a new approach was necessary. This decision didn’t do the coalition partners 

PVDA – VVD any good in the polls. Especially the VVD had to give in. Whereas the VVD 

lost four seats, the PVV gained four (Alle peilingen, 2016). But not only the parties that 

favoured a restrictive policy approach gained seats. The parties that called for a more 

welcoming approach (GroenLinks and D66) also gained support. This division between a 

welcoming and restrictive approach also reflected in the public opinion. Whereas the number 

of volunteers for organizations helping refugees was still growing, anti – refugee movements 

popped up everywhere (De Volkskrant 18-09-2015, 2015). This happened after Geert Wilders 

called upon people to protest against the growing number of emergency shelter locations.  

The resistance towards refugees and emergency shelter locations reached its limit on 

the 2nd of October. This was the day that Klaas Dijkhoff forced the mayor of Oranje to shelter 

700 extra refugees in their village (Dijkhoff, Recente ontwikkelingen asielinstroom, 2015). 

The government was struggling to make sure that every new comer had a bed in to sleep at 

night, because the existing institutions and shelter facilities were full (Dijkhoff, Recente 

ontwikkelingen asielinstroom, 2015).  
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This decision made that Klaas Dijkhoff was harassed in Oranje. This incident was 

broadcasted by the news (NOS Journaal 06-10-2015) and later shared on different platforms. 

Although there were many other political protest movements in that week, the incident in 

Oranje generated most attention. This increased attention led for the refugee crisis to enter 

into yet another phase: one where the national situation couldn’t be ignored anymore. In a 

debate on the 10th of October – which initially concerned the discussion of another European 

Union summit - almost all the political parties addressed Oranje to explain the failure of the 

government to manage the refugee crisis. Opposition parties accused the government of 

focusing on the European solution too much, thereby neglecting the national situation 

(Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 14-10-2015). They also blamed Mark Rutte for the lack 

of leadership. It seemed like the public felt the same way. All the political parties lost seats in 

the polls, except the PVV. They had gained another 6 seats in three weeks (Alle peilingen, 

2016). The share of people that felt positive about sheltering refugees decreased. Whereas in 

August nearly half of the people preferred a welcoming approach towards refugees, after the 

incident in Oranje this was only 13% (SCP, 2015). The coalition partners were very serious 

about these developments. Two days after the incident in Oranje, Rutte and Dijkhoff 

consulted the representatives of municipalities and provinces to formulate a strategy to make 

sure Oranje wouldn’t happen again. In order to stimulate the flow from emergency facilities 

and real housing, they decided to create extra shelter facilities and agreed to build 10.000 

extra houses (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 14-10-2015). The increasing pressure on 

the institutions also led for the government to stop the negotiations about the redistribution 

key. Government’s new focus was a possible deal with Turkey, which was supposed to 

minimize new waves of refugees (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 14-10-2015). Rutte was 

also more visible in society. He held various press conferences where he explained his 

choices in order to calm the nation down. He also visited the places where there was 

resistance towards emergency shelter locations (Rutte, Ministerraad 9 oktober 2015).  

At times when the Netherlands continued to struggle with managing the ever – 

increasing number of asylum applications, another event was to be inevitably linked to the 

refugee crisis. On the 13th of November 2015, terrorists linked to Islamic State killed 130 

people in Paris. This event led to fear, which was directly linked to the influx refugees. Whilst 

many political parties demanded more attention to security issues on national and European 

borders, the PVV reopened the debate about closing the borders (Tweede Kamer der Staten 

Generaal 17-11-2015).  
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As mentioned before, the support for these views again reflected in a rapid increase of seats 

for the PVV in the polls (Alle peilingen, 2016). Whereas the incident in Oranje focused the 

debate on the national situation, the attacks in Paris redirected the discussion back to the 

European Union. The opposition became more and more resistant towards the government 

and their confidence in a European solution. However, in the debates about the refugee crisis 

after the Paris attacks, Parliament didn’t address the national management of the refugee 

crisis. They merely wanted to be informed about European progress (Tweede Kamer der 

Staten Generaal 17-11-2015). This was mainly because the negotiations about the Turkey deal 

entered into a new phase. It also seemed like attention for the natural situation calmed down 

after the government installed extra measures to manage the influx of refugees at the 

beginning of October.  

3.3. Concluding remarks 
Analysis of the Dutch asylum system shows that the Dutch government created a restrictive 

approach after a decade of international wars and unrest in 2000, which resulted in a wave of 

refugees. The combination of relative international stability and the restrictive approach made 

that the number of asylum applications decreased. When international unrest intensified in 

2012, asylum applications again increased in the Netherlands. The influx of refugees found its 

peak in the second half of 2015. Even when the Netherlands struggled with increasing asylum 

applications, the Dutch policy approach maintained its restrictive character. The responses by 

government and civil society indicate that there can be many factors that explain this stable 

character: difficulty to formulate a coherent European strategy, the power of government to 

control whether change occurs or not, lack of solutions and/or public’s resistance towards 

refugees. Understanding the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach requires a 

model that incorporates these explanatory factors, and provides the processes that are 

important to facilitate change.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   16	  

4. Theoretical framework 
In this chapter I elaborate on the key elements of Kingdon’s MSF and review the literature 

that either contributes or criticizes Kingdon’s line of thought.  Kingdon’s original ideas were 

set out in 1984, but further developed in 1995 with the creation of his book ‘Agendas, 

Alternatives and Public Policies’. The MSF is credited because it includes many explanatory 

variables. Furthermore, it is able to create order in the chaotic and unpredictable world of 

agenda – setting in the policy making process. There is an empirical and scientific motivation 

for the choice to focus on the MSF as a basis to study the Dutch refugee policy approach. 

Empirically, the inclusion of many explanatory variables can give insight into the 

development of the Dutch refugee policy approach. The scientific motivation for the choice of 

the MSF resides in the argument that comparing change to non – change windows can 

improve the explanatory power of the MSF  (Zahariadis, 2008).  Hence, the stable policy 

approach of the Netherlands is considered as a useful case to possibly contribute to the 

existing policy – making literature. 

4.1. The Multiple Streams Framework (MSF) 
When Kingdon presented his ideas, he felt little was known about why certain topics arrive on 

the agenda when other important topics remain unnoticed. He argues that existing models 

didn’t grasp the unpredictable and chaotic nature of the policy – making process. He refers to 

the models that explain change the rational way. According to this method, people make 

calculated decisions to arrive at a preferred outcome. In his views, the agenda – setting 

process is messier than the rational choice method. Therefore, the MSF is based on the 

Garbage Can Model (GCM) by March and Olsen. This model emphasizes that an organization 

is essentially an ‘organized anarchy’. An organized anarchy has three features: people in an 

organization don’t clearly state their preferences, they don’t understand the processes in their 

organizations very well and participants in the process change all the time (Olsen & March, 

1984). The latter describes that the process is heavily dependent on the participants that are 

involved. Through these organized anarchies flow four streams that evolve independently of 

each other: problems, solutions, participants and choice opportunities. March and Olsen argue 

that ‘solutions are linked to problems primarily by their simultaneity and relatively few 

problems are solved.  
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Additionally, choices are made for the most part either before any problems are connected to 

them or after the problems have abandoned one choice to associate themselves with another’ 

(Olsen & March, 1984, p. 746). This model looks nothing like anything rational. In this model 

there is no logical order: from a problem, to a solution and a decision. This model emphasizes 

that problems and solutions drift in a large pool. The popularity of the solution affects what 

problems occur on the agenda. Kingdon formulates a GCM that can be applied to a 

government setting. Since Kingdon aims to discover patterns in this setting he chose to focus 

on the organized instead of the anarchy. Through the analysis of the political agenda, he 

discovered three important streams instead of four: problems, policy and politics (Kingdon, 

1995).  

The problem stream explains how social problems are transformed into political 

problems. The latter is a problem that requires attention from government. Whether this 

transformation occurs depends on the amount of attention that a problem receives and the 

interpretation of the problem. Problems receive attention through focusing events or crises 

(Zahariadis, 2008). A focusing event is  ‘an event that is sudden; relatively uncommon; can be 

reasonably defined as harmful or revealing the possibility of potentially greater future harms; 

has harms that are concentrated in a particular geographical area or community of interest; 

and that is known to policy makers and the public simultaneously’ (Birkland, 1998, p. 54). 

Interpretation of the issue is important, because it determines the type of solutions that are 

linked to the problem. It might also affect the support for them. Not only do problems arise 

through events and crises. They might also occur because government officials or civil society 

complain about already existing programs (Kingdon, 1995). This feedback might result in 

policy change. Problems don’t stay problems forever. Kingdon specifies 5 conditions under 

which the attention for problems decreases: the problem is solved or might look solved, times 

of budgetary constraints, failure to solve a problem and the realization that solving a problem 

is going to require resources and action (Kingdon, 1995, p. 103).  

In the MSF, problems and policy alternatives float in a ‘primeval soup’. In the policy 

stream, the goal of policy communities is to formulate solutions away from political events 

and pressure (Zahariadis, 2008). When the right time comes, experienced policy – 

entrepreneurs link these solutions to existing problems. These solutions first need to be 

softened – up before they are presented to policy – makers (Kingdon, 1995). This means that 

the proposal is formulated, amended, and that they introduce the proposal to the public.  
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This way they can get used to their ideas (Kingdon, 1995). Failure to present a proposal or 

public resistance threatens the arrival of the problem on the political agenda.  

Independently from what happens in the community of specialists and the social issues 

that receive attention is another stream that influences the agenda. In the political stream, 

politically related events and changes have the power to bring topics on the agenda or push 

issues to the future. The most obvious event is elections. A new administration has new goals 

and objectives, which will reflect in the topics on the agenda. However, administration 

doesn’t have all the control over the agenda. There are several other political events and/or 

actors that can affect the political stream. First of all, the national mood3 can constrain the 

action government can undertake. Kingdon (1995) argues that government officials sense the 

national mood through meetings, media or other politicians and adjust their actions to it 

accordingly (Kingdon, 1995). Another actor that can influence the political stream are interest 

groups. As mentioned before, their influence depends on resources, visibility, the policy area 

and preference homogeneity. The mechanism through which actors can also gain influence in 

the political stream is through bargaining. Governments often need to build coalitions, and 

being part of this coalition in return for concessions is common practice in the political stream 

(Kingdon, 1995).  

 Kingdon elaborates on some of the actors that can influence the streams. However, he 

does emphasize the participants are independent of the streams because they can be involved 

in each stream. Kingdon (1995) makes another distinction between participants inside and 

outside of government. Inside government is the elected leader of the country, his staff, 

appointees and civil servants (Kingdon, 1995). The leader has considerable control, and 

whether he is dominant depends on his involvement. However, the leader and the 

administration have less influence over the alternatives that are generated. Outside the 

government are several actors involved that can influence the agenda (Kingdon, 1995):  

• Interest groups: their importance is determined by homogeneity among interest 

groups, the policy area at stake, their resources and visibility.   

• Academics, researchers and consultants: although some experts can be found in 

government, we find this group mostly outside government. This group can be highly 

influential, since they can be found through the entire policy – making process. They 

are busy with the generation of alternatives once a topic is already on the agenda.   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  Kingdon distinguishes between the national mood and public opinion. I don’t see a noteworthy difference 
between the two concepts, so I will use the national mood in the same sense as public opinion. 
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• The media: Kingdon claims that although media is a good indicator of public opinion, 

it doesn’t do more than merely reporting what is going on in government and magnify 

certain movements.   

• Election – related participants: includes political parties and public opinion. Political 

parties affect the agenda through the presentation of their ideologies. Public opinion 

doesn’t seem to set the agenda, but seems to constrain government.   

 

Just like in the GCM, these streams evolve independently of each other. The difference with 

Kingdon’s revised model is that experienced policy entrepreneurs couple the streams together 

when a window of opportunity opens (Zahariadis, 2008). A window is a chance for ‘behind 

the scenes’ policy entrepreneurs to push solutions and/or attention to decision - makers. Since 

it is very unpredictable when a window might open, policy – entrepreneurs have to be ready 

for it. When a window opens in the problem or political stream, policy – entrepreneurs couple 

their solutions to problems of the moment and link these to political goals and objectives 

(Kingdon, 1995). When a policy – entrepreneurs fails to couple the streams together, the 

chance to achieve policy change diminishes. Kingdon (1995) argues that this coupling results 

in the greatest policy changes (Kingdon, 1995). This is a counterargument to the incremental 

line of thought, which emphasizes that decision – makers take what is already there as a 

starting point, from which they make small adjustments. He also claims that if incrementalism 

explains the agenda, every once in a while there should be more attention for a problem. This 

is why incrementalism isn’t able to explain sudden changes. Kingdon (1995) argues that 

incrementalism is more able to explain the generation of alternatives (Kingdon, 1995). 

4.2. Literature review 
The MSF has gained much popularity and attention over the years. On the one hand, scholars 

perceive the MSF as a helpful toolkit to understand agenda – setting in many settings. They 

credit Kingdon for emphasizing ambiguity in agenda – setting, whilst at the same time 

incorporating many explanatory variables into one model. On the other hand, the popularity 

of the MSF has inevitably led to debate among scholars about the key features of the model. 

First of all, scholars argue the ability of the MSF to be applied to different institutional 

contexts. Secondly, scholars criticize Kingdon for only considering the factors that generate 

change and neglecting the stable character of policy. The review lays out the literature that 

claims government can uphold a policy approach through the active manipulation of issues. 
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Additionally, the modern crisis can be a facilitator of stability rather than change. Thirdly, 

scholars argue that Kingdon underestimates the influence of actors beside government 

because he doesn’t accurately describe the interaction between actors in the policy – process.  

4.2.1. Applying the MSF to different institutional contexts 

Kingdon’s original ideas are based on a national setting; that of the United States. When 

applying the MSF to the Dutch refugee policy approach, it is important that two institutional 

factors receive attention: the multi – level structure and the nature of the policy entrepreneur. 

Studying international influences in the policy – making process is important because the 

Netherlands operates within the system of the European Union. Therefore, it is important to 

consider the multi – level structure of the European Union when studying the Dutch refugee 

policy approach. Furthermore, the fact that the Dutch political system is organized differently 

makes it difficult to view a policy – entrepreneur as a distinct characteristic. This section 

elaborates on these difficulties.   

It is important to consider the multi – level structure of the European Union, because 

the European Union played an important role during the development of the Dutch refugee 

policy approach. The government aimed to agree on a coherent European framework to tackle 

the refugee crisis. This made that the policy – making process went back and forth between 

national and European institutions. The process of going back and forth between domestic and 

international institutions shows signs of a two – level game. The two – level game elaborates 

on the challenges negotiators face when trying to ratify an international agreement, whilst 

having to be accountable to domestic politics at the same time. One of these challenges entails 

the rejection of a tentative agreement. Reasons for the rejection of a tentative agreement can 

be domestic preferences and/or ratification procedures (Putnam, 1988). The consequence of 

rejection is that it reopens domestic negotiations (Putnam, 1988). This is what happened when 

the responsible ministers failed to agree on a redistribution key. This failed attempt resulted in 

reopening the negotiations during the annual parliamentary debates. The multi–level structure 

has two important consequences for the Dutch refugee policy approach. Not only does the 

multi-level structure of the European Union facilitate the opening of multiple windows. It also 

makes it more difficult to rely on the success of a European solution like the Dutch 

government did.  
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It is also important to discuss the nature of the policy – entrepreneur in order to 

understand the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach. Kingdon (1995) argues 

that experienced policy – entrepreneurs present clear-cut solutions to policy – makers at a 

window of opportunity (Kingdon 1995). Data from the situation analysis shows that these 

policy – entrepreneurs are largely absent in the Dutch system. The Dutch government either 

formulated their own solutions or amended the solutions proposed by Parliamentarians or 

interest groups. Hence, the Dutch government was a policy – entrepreneur themselves. 

Zahariadis et al. (2013) argue that it is important to reconsider policy – entrepreneurship as a 

behavioural pattern instead of a distinct characteristic (Zahariadis, Ackrill & May, 2013). This 

discussion has two consequences for the application of the MSF to the Dutch refugee policy 

approach. First of all, the fact that the Dutch government can choose their own solutions 

means that they have the power to control their own policy approach (Zahariadis, Ackrill & 

May, 2013). Furthermore, it is important to take into consideration that solutions can come 

from everywhere and anyone.  

4.2.2. Stability and change 

To understand the stable character of the Dutch refugee policy approach with the MSF, it is 

important to review the literature that elaborates on the mechanisms that facilitate stability 

rather than change. The previous section briefly touched upon this. The multi – level structure 

of the European Union might make it difficult to establish agreement. Furthermore, the fact 

that the decision – makers can be policy – entrepreneurs can give them the power to control 

their own policy approach. The following sections explain how the government can actively 

control a policy approach, and how active leadership can turn a crisis into a facilitator of 

stability rather than change.  

Whereas Kingdon chooses to focus on the periods of change, other scholars choose to 

focus on periods of stability and the occasional occurrence of change. Baumgartner and Jones 

(2009) use the term ‘punctuated equilibrium’ to explain the shift from stability to crisis 

(Baumgartner & Jones, 2009). However, they are more specific about the source of this crisis. 

Like Kingdon, they argue that feedback from policy decisions result in periods where there is 

demand for change (Baumgartner & Jones, 2009). Unlike Kingdon, they emphasize the stable 

character of policy - making and explain the circumstances under which abrupt change or 

stability occurs. Stability is achieved through a policy monopoly. This is a powerful 

institutional structure that limits access to the policy – making process by portraying a 

powerful image of the policy (Baumgartner & Jones, 2009).  
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Additionally, Lindblom (1979) argues that policy – makers will never consider big changes in 

case of a complex problem. Only in case of a simple problem they are willing to take a risk 

(Lindblom, 1979). Baumgartner and Jones (2009) argue that the only way to disrupt this 

policy monopoly is when advocates fail to communicate this image, and lose institutional 

control (Baumgartner & Jones, 2009). This gives opponents the chance to disrupt the policy 

monopoly, which in turn might result in abrupt change. For example, Parliament aimed to 

disrupt the policy monopoly when it called for a more welcoming approach. They did so after 

the picture of Aylan made it difficult for government to convince that their restrictive policy 

approach was the right solution for the refugee crisis.  

Another field of research that explains the stable character of the policy process 

specializes in crisis leadership. Contemporary research shows that treating a crisis as 

something that presses policy – making into change has become more difficult. Boin and ‘t 

Hart argue that ‘processes such as globalization, deregulation, information and 

communication technology, developments and technological advances have changed the 

nature and context of crises’ (Boin & 't Hart, 2003, p. 545). There are several consequences 

for the nature of the crisis as we knew it: (1) the modern crisis transcends national borders, (2) 

it affects more actors than ever before, (3) the periods of crisis are extended, (4) it is more 

difficult to retain control over the crisis. The popular notion is that the ambiguous, chaotic and 

shocking nature of crises threatens the existing policy settings. However, going from a crisis 

to reform is very uncommon nowadays. Boin and ‘t Hart (2003) argue that instead of 

exploiting the damage of a crisis to achieve reform, there is huge pressure for leaders to bring 

things back to how things were before (Boin & 't Hart, 2003). In order to achieve this, leaders 

reaffirm existing values, structures and policy settings (Boin & 't Hart, 2003). Mark Rutte 

practiced this when he addressed the refugee crisis for the first time. He understood that 

people wanted the government to formulate a strategy quickly after seeing images like those 

of Aylan. But he emphasized that there was no quick fix for the refugee crisis, and that it 

would take time to present the right solutions (Rutte, Ministerraad 28 augustus 2015).  

The literature shows that decision – makers can maintain a policy approach by 

portraying a powerful image of the policy approach (Baumgartner & Jones, 2009). This is 

especially important in times of crisis, when it is important that leaders tell a very important 

and convincing story to prevent other actors from convincing the public with another one 

(Boin & 't Hart, 2003; Kingdon, 1995).  
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Decision – makers can achieve this by actively engaging in issue definition. Issue definition is 

‘a process of image making, where the images have to do fundamentally with attributing 

cause, blame and responsibility’ (Stone, 2001, p. 282). In order to control a bad situation, 

political actors must locate the cause of the problem and provide solutions. Political actors are 

not quick to blame themselves for problems. They often externalize the causes of the problem. 

This can be a person, institution or an entire community. The goal is to instill fear or anger, 

and make the problem more concrete (Stone, 2012). Ultimately, pointing to something or 

someone as the source of the issue, gives certain actors the authority to fix the problem 

(Stone, 2012). An example of this is when the Dutch government claimed that the cause of 

migration was the lack of effective shelter in the region, and that the only solution was to 

tackle it on a European level.  

Political actors can also use symbolic devices to define an issue. Whereas Kingdon 

argues that a powerful symbol has the ability to influence and convince the public, Stone is 

more accurate about the source and consequences of these symbolic devices. Anything that 

represents something else is more commonly referred to as a symbol. Their impact depends 

on how it is used and interpreted (Stone, 2012). One of the symbolic devices that the Dutch 

government used in the development of the refugee policy approach was ambiguity. An 

ambiguous strategy can be interpreted in several ways. If actors interpret the strategy 

differently, collective action is more likely (Stone, 2012). Furthermore, it gives policy-makers 

more room for manoeuvre. Increasing resources to ‘the region’ is a good example of an 

ambiguous strategy. When the refugee crisis became the dominant topic on the agenda, the 

government claimed that increasing resources to the region was the best way to minimize 

influx of refugees. In the coming months, the region became the denotation of something that 

was never clearly defined. Nobody knew who the region was, but Parliament agreed to the 

proposal anyway. It shows that policy-makers can use ambiguity to secure their interests.  

In the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach, political actors also used 

these symbolic devices to disrupt the policy monopoly. First of all, Geert Wilders (PVV) used 

a ‘story of decline’ to convince the government and the public to close the borders. A story of 

decline is a narrative story that political actors use to show things were once better than before 

(Stone, 2012). Wilders argued that the influx of ‘terrorists and economic immigrants’ 

threatened the Dutch identity (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 16-09-2015), thereby 

claiming that society was better off without the influx of refugees. Secondly, several 

opposition leaders used a synecdoche to achieve governmental action.  
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A synecdoche is a ‘figure of speech in which a whole is represented by one of its parts’ 

(Stone, 2012, p. 168). An example of a synecdoche is clearly the picture of Aylan, who 

became the representative of all the refugees risking their lives crossing the Mediterranean 

Sea. Opposition leaders used this picture to call for a more welcoming approach. Another 

example is the incident in Oranje, which became the representation of resistance towards 

refugees. Opposition leaders used this incident to press government into action directed 

towards the national management of the refugee crisis.  

4.2.3. The interactive process between policy – makers and other participants 

The previous section mostly focused on the mechanisms that facilitate a stable policy 

character. It also briefly touched upon the activities that other political actors engage in to 

disrupt stability. The development of the Dutch refugee policy approach shows that there are 

other actors besides the government and opposition that influence the policy – making 

process. There are several examples to illustrate this. First of all, the refugee crisis became the 

dominant of the topic on the political agenda after the picture of Aylan went viral on social 

media and through mainstream media channels. Secondly, political protest in Oranje led for 

the government to propose new solutions for the national management of the crisis. In turn, 

political parties used these events to disrupt government’s policy monopoly. Government also 

pursued the solutions that overlapped with those favoured by the public. Thus, the public 

opinion might have been the determinant factor in pursuing the restrictive policy approach. 

Furthermore, interest groups representing municipalities and provinces played an important 

role in the creation of solutions that were adopted by the government after the incident in 

Oranje.  

Kingdon also analyses how these participants influence the agenda and achieve 

support for their ideas. Kingdon (1995) argues that the media is more often the reporter of the 

story than the creator of the story (Kingdon, 1995). He also argues that interest groups are 

more concerned with negative blocking than the active promotion of issues. And where the 

public opinion is said to have the power to bring issues to the political agenda, it usually 

doesn’t due to a lack of information on complex and/or technical issues. The power of the 

public is also limited because often the policy – making process happens outside of their 

reach (Kingdon, 1995). By assigning a relatively small role to these participants, Kingdon 

suggests that the policy – making process is a one - way street. One where governmental 

actors sense what civil society wants, then adjusting their actions accordingly. However, 

evidence from the situation analysis presented above suggests differently.  
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The development of the Dutch refugee policy approach shows that the media, public, political 

parties and interest groups all facilitated policy change in their own way. Be it by spreading a 

picture, using that picture as a symbol for change, creating protest movements or proposing 

solutions to government. Whereas Kingdon assigns a limited role to these participants, other 

scholars observe a more active role. This section sets out the debate about how and to what 

extent other actors influence the policy – making process.  

The media is one of the non-governmental actors that played an important role in the 

development of the Dutch refugee policy approach. The spread of Aylan’s picture on social 

media and mainstream media put the refugee crisis on the political agenda. Furthermore, the 

opening of emergency shelter locations and political protest in villages like Oranje shifted the 

attention to the management of the national crisis after the media drew extra attention to these 

issues. As mentioned before, Kingdon argues that the media mostly reports what is going on 

in government. He does agree that the media can magnify certain movements, but doesn’t 

explain if and how this results in policy impact (Kingdon, 1995). Kingdon is not the only 

scholar that fails to do so. Wolfe, Jones and Baumgartner argue that policy scholars often ‘fail 

to link the media to policy outcomes, policy change or agenda change’ (Wolfe, Jones, & 

Baumgartner, 2013, p. 1). The scholars that do elaborate on the impact on the policy – making 

process assign a more active role to the media. They argue that media has the power to give 

importance to events by framing it the right way. The active manipulation of events by the 

media might put issues on the political agenda (Birkland, 1998; Hill, 2013). Baumgartner and 

Jones (2009) even go as far to say that extra media attention never goes without policy impact 

(Baumgartner & Jones, 2009). Whereas Kingdon doesn’t think that the media can actively 

influence the government, he does argue that the media indirectly influences public opinion 

(Kingdon, 1995). In turn, the government senses public opinion through the media. This 

overlaps with the views of Boin et al (2005), who argue that media is part of a triangular 

relationship with government and the public (Boin, 't Hart, Stern, & Sunelius, 2005). The 

difference with Kingdon’s views is that Boin et al (2005) argue that influence is exerted in 

different directions, instead of just top – down (Boin, 't Hart, Stern, & Sunelius, 2005).  

This triangular relationship implies that the policy – making process is more 

interactive than Kingdon portrays it to be. Baumgartner and Jones (2009) argue that this 

interactive process is essential for understanding the difference between stability and change 

(Baumgartner & Jones, 2009). The fact that Kingdon doesn’t emphasize this interactive 

process might resonate to the time period that he conducted his research.  
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As mentioned before, processes like globalization and technological developments have 

changed the context in which policy is made. One of the consequences is that more actors are 

involved in the process (Boin & 't Hart, 2003). Furthermore, inventions like Internet and 

social media give many other participants a platform to share ideas, access information and 

meet like – minded people.  

Contemporary research has tried to find the best way to study these interactive 

processes and understand the consequences of these developments. An example of this type of 

study is discursive institutionalism. Discursive institutionalism studies discourses. Discourses 

do not only analyse the content of ideas, but also study the interactive process with which 

they are communicated (Schmidt, 2008). In the policy – making process, Schmidt (2008) 

observes two discourses: a coordinative and communicative discourse. In the policy stream, 

‘the coordinative discourse consists of the groups and individuals at the center of policy 

construction, who are involved in the creation, elaboration, and justification of policy and 

programmatic ideas’ (Schmidt, 2008, p. 320). Actors involved in this discourse may be civil 

servants, experts and organized interest groups. However, Schmidt also observes a 

communicative discourse in the political stream. In this discourse, actors from the policy 

sphere are involved ‘in the presentation, deliberation and legitimation of political ideas to the 

general public’ (Schmidt, 2008, p. 320). Discussion of these plans with the opposition parties, 

media, interest groups and social movements might lead to responses and/or modifications to 

policy. However, the general public also contributes through mobilization, elections and polls 

(Schmidt, 2008). Unlike Kingdon, Schmidt emphasizes that this discursive interaction can 

also be a bottom – up process (Schmidt, 2008).  

Contemporary research thus shows that Kingdon disregards the notion that the general 

public of citizens can facilitate policy change. Kingdon (1995) argues that the public can 

influence politicians through elections or if they pick up on social movements (Kingdon, 

1995). However, this still implies that the power lies with politicians. The MSF doesn’t create 

a scenario where governmental actors have to act because there is no way around the public. 

Like when political protests in Oranje resulted in national policy change, even when the 

government wanted to deal with the crisis on a European level. Or when suggested solutions 

in public opinion surveys were conveniently the same as the solutions that were later 

presented by the government. As mentioned before, Kingdon resonates the limited role of the 

general public in a lack of information and knowledge on complex issues.  
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Where the public might still be unaware of some complex issues, they do have access to a lot 

of information that can educate them. Furthermore, technological developments have given 

the public a platform to share ideas and meet other like – minded people. Especially in times 

of crisis, when the public is more interested in a specific issue, they are very capable of 

detecting misinformation and inconsistencies and act accordingly (Boin, 't Hart, Stern, & 

Sunelius, 2005).  

Political parties were also visible in the development of the Dutch refugee policy 

approach. Before the refugee crisis became the dominant topic on the agenda, parliamentary 

questions drew more attention to the problem. Furthermore, political parties used events to 

attach meaning to their message in order to disrupt government’s policy monopoly. Although 

the political parties might have drawn attention to the crisis, there is no real evidence that 

political parties facilitated policy change. This evidence largely overlaps with Kingdon’s 

views. Although he claims that political parties can influence the agenda, he also aruges that 

the power to propose solutions largely lie somewhere else (Kingdon, 1995). Furthermore, he 

doesn’t explain how political parties influence the agenda. Where there is a lack of evidence 

to show that political parties facilitated policy change, there is reason to believe that political 

parties impacted public opinion and subsequent social movements. During the annual 

parliamentary debates, Geert Wilders (PVV) called upon the public to protest after the 

government refused to close the Dutch borders (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 16-09- 

2015). This resulted in political protest and increasing growth for the PVV in the polls (Alle 

peilingen, 2016). Again, evidence suggests that the policy – making processes needs to be 

analysed by following the interactive process between different actors.  

Another actor involved in the interactive process during the refugee crisis was interest 

groups. Amnesty International called for a more humane policy approach after the picture of 

Aylan went viral, and municipal and provincial interest groups played an important role in the 

policy stream after the incident in Oranje. But just like with political parties, it is difficult to 

pinpoint whether their involvement resulted in policy change. Kingdon argues that their 

success depends on their visibility, resources, preference homogeneity and the type of issue 

they are fighting for. This observation might be valid for the influence of Amnesty 

International, but might not be applicable to the representatives of municipalities and 

provinces. This is because they were part of the coordinative discourse in this situation, whilst 

Kingdon originally places interest groups in the political stream.  
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Furthermore, the fact that the solutions by these interest groups were chosen by government 

doesn’t say anything about their institutional power. It could have easily been someone or 

something else. This is especially important in times of crisis, when decisions have to be 

made fast. 

4.2.4. A revised model and hypotheses 

Using the MSF will be helpful in explaining the Dutch refugee policy approach. It gives 

guidance in a chaotic and unpredictable setting, but leaves the interpretation of the model to 

the setting that is studied. It also includes many explanatory variables that can influence the 

policy – making process, which is important to understand the development of the Dutch 

approach. This research will also take into consideration the debates surrounding the MSF. 

First of all, it can be important to take into consideration the multi – level structure and the 

changing nature of policy entrepreneurs when applying the MSF to the Dutch case. Secondly, 

it is valuable to assess the active manipulation by political actors in order to understand the 

stable character of the Dutch approach. Furthermore, it is important to analyse the interaction 

between all the actors in the policy – making process to unveil the power that governmental 

and non – governmental actors have in the policy – making process. By doing this, it might 

shed light on the limitations on the model. This could eventually lead to insightful 

contributions to the MSF. The assumptions in the debates will serve as the basis for 

hypotheses. The hypotheses are formulated on the basis of the Dutch case study, and go as 

following:  

• Hypothesis 1: the MSF doesn’t explain the stable character of the Dutch refugee 

policy approach.  

• Hypothesis 2: the MSF doesn’t accurately describe the development of the policy 

approach because it fails to adapt to the multi – level structure in which the 

Netherlands operates. 

• Hypothesis 3: the MSF doesn’t accurately describe the generation of solutions, 

because it considers policy entrepreneurship as a distinct characteristic. 

• Hypothesis 4: the Dutch government was able to pursue the restrictive policy approach 

by exercising active leadership and presenting a strategy that assigned cause, blame 

and responsibility.  

• Hypothesis 5: discursive interaction is crucial to understand the development of the 

Dutch refugee policy approach. 
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o Hypothesis 5a: increasing media attention inevitably results in policy impact. 

o Hypothesis 5b: the general public can directly influence the policy – making 

process. 

o Hypothesis 5c: political parties indirectly influence the policy – making 

process through the public. 
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5. Data collection and research method 
In this chapter I elaborate on the empirical approach and operationalize the MSF for it to be 

accurately applied to the Dutch refugee policy approach. The model can be useful to 

understand the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach in comparison to the 

German policy approach. Additionally, testing the MSF to a window where no change is 

observed can help strengthen the explanatory power of the model. Hence, this research 

ventures into theory generation and theory testing. The goal is to systematically apply the 

MSF to the Dutch case in order to test the MSF. It will also pay attention to the assumptions 

made in the theory in order to better understand the development of the Dutch refugee policy 

approach, and to unveil the limitations of the model by doing so. In order to effectively apply 

the MSF, the model needs to be operationalized to the Dutch context. The following section 

elaborates on the elements that are researched in the different streams and the instruments 

used to study them.  

 

The problem stream  

In this stream I analyse through what mechanism (negative feedback, focusing event, crisis) 

the refugee crisis gained attention in the Netherlands. Since the Dutch case is a window where 

no abrupt change was observed, the research looks at the events where change was most 

likely. The MSF will be applied to three events that fall within the period of August and 

October 2015. The choice for this time frame resides in the fact that within this period there 

was a substantial increase in asylum applications in the Netherlands (as seen in Graph 1).  
 
Graph 1. The amount of asylum applications in the Netherlands between January 2014 and December 2015  

Source: (Vluchtelingenwerk Nederland, 2017)  
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The selection of the three events for the application of the MSF was done on the basis of 

search results on Google Trends. On a daily basis, Google takes 3 billion+ searches. When 

something happens, people go to Google to find out more about it. That is why I argue 

Google Trends to be a reliable instrument to measure attention for an issue. As seen in Graph 

2 below, there are several spikes in searches during August and December 2015. I have 

selected the three peaks that received the highest increase in search results. As will be 

explained later, these attention peaks relate to three windows of opportunity: the death of 

Aylan, the annual parliamentary debates and political protest in Oranje.  
 

Graph 2. Amount of search results on ‘vluchtelingen’ in the Netherlands between August and December 2015  

Source: (Google Trends, 2017)  

 

Since the literature suggests that interpretation of the issue can play a vital role for the 

outcome, the empirical research will analyze the actors that were involved in the generation of 

attention and the interaction between them. Additionally, I will analyze the figures of speech 

to indicate issue definition. I will do so by analyzing two Dutch newspapers, (de Volkskrant 

and het Algemeen Dagblad), the Dutch news agency NOS and two infotainment programs 

(De Wereld Draait Door and Pauw). Furthermore, the interpretation of the issue is also 

analysed in parliamentary debates and interviews given by government officials in the media 

and/or press conferences.  

 

The policy stream  

In this stream I will analyse the solutions that were linked to the refugee crisis. Applying the 

MSF to the Dutch context has several consequences for the nature of the policy stream as 

Kingdon describes it. First of all, the changing nature of the policy entrepreneur means that I 

need to look for solutions everywhere. Since the government holds the power of initiative in 

the Netherlands, I will mostly look for solutions in government documents and parliamentary 

debates.  
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I will pay extra attention to the individuals, communities and other actors on which these 

solutions were based. These proposals are often debated in parliamentary debates. 

Parliamentarians propose additional solutions, or try to amend government proposals. That is 

why the analysis of parliamentary debates will be essential for this stream. Another actor that 

can be important in the policy stream is the European Union. Since the Netherlands operates 

within a multi – level structure, it is valuable to analyze the solutions proposed by the 

European Union. Therefore, policy documents and press conferences from European 

institutions are also analysed.  

 

The political stream  

In this stream I will analyse several elements. First of all, I will look at political events that 

can influence the political agenda. These might include changes in administration, annual 

parliamentary debates and/or European Union meetings. Not only political events are 

included in the political stream. There are also political forces that limit or promote certain 

solutions. It is important to analyze these political forces in order to better understand the 

influence of actors besides the government in the policy – making process. One of them is 

criticism about solutions. This mainly comes from political parties. That is why parliamentary 

debates are also important for the political stream. Another important element of influence in 

the political stream is the public opinion. I will analyze the public opinion through polls and 

public opinion surveys. Furthermore, the public opinion can be sensed through political 

protest and public movement and/or initiatives. These will be measured through the media 

reports described above.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Policy	  
change	  

Problem	  stream:	  
• Focusing	  event,	  crisis	  or	  
feedback	  
• Interpretation	  of	  the	  issue	  
• Instruments:	  media,	  debates	  
and	  speeches	  

Policy	  stream	  
• Proposed	  solutions	  by	  actors	  in	  
and	  outside	  government	  
• Instruments:	  government	  
documents,	  parliamentary	  
debates,	  policy	  communities	  or	  
think	  tank	  publications	  

Political	  stream:	  
• Political	  events	  and	  criticism	  on	  
proposed	  solutions	  
• Public	  opinion	  (national	  mood)	  
• Mobilization	  
• Instruments:	  parliamentary	  
debates,	  polls,	  public	  opinion	  
surveys,	  media	  reports	  
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It is crucial that the research adopts a method that can unveil the causes and effects of 

processes and actors in the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach. The research 

method that is most applicable to achieve this is process – tracing. This is a method that 

identifies causes and effects ‘by tracing the links or the causal chain or the interactions of the 

elements of a mechanistic model’ (Toshkov, p. 150). It is also a useful methodology to test 

the MSF, because it includes several interaction effects (George & Bennett, 2005). Shedding 

light on the causal chain of interaction is also important because policy development is not 

easily captured in time and space. This paper will analyse what is said, where, when and how 

it was said and who said what to whom (Schmidt, 2008). This will unveil the causes and 

effects. Furthermore, this chronological reconstruction of events through the analysis of the 

three streams will give important insight into the interactive processes and actors that were 

important for the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach in the second half of 

2015. This is necessary in order to contribute to the literature on the MSF and agenda – 

setting and policy change in general.  
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6. Findings 
The goal of this chapter is to test the workings of Kingdon’s Multiple Streams Framework 

(MSF) by applying it to the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach during the 

2015 refugee crisis. The MSF explains that effective policy change is achieved when the 

problem, policy and political stream are coupled at a window of opportunity. This chapter 

analyses three windows of opportunity: the picture of the dead Syrian child Aylan, the annual 

parliamentary debates and violent political protests in Oranje. Analysing the three streams 

through a chronological reconstruction of events will create evidence about the processes and 

actors that were important for the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach in the 

second half of 2015.  

6.1. August: growing awareness about the influx of refugees 
The goal of this first section is to provide context before the analysis of the first event. In 

August 2015, the realisation that large refugee streams could become a big problem slowly 

reached the Netherlands. Although this issue already dominated the political agenda in other 

European member states, this wasn’t yet the case in the Netherlands. In August, Chancellor 

Angela Merkel gave her famous ‘wir schaffen das’ speech after violent political protest in 

Heidenau. In this speech she expressed that Germany was strong enough to protect the 

millions of people fleeing from war and destruction. Following these events, Angela Merkel 

and president Francois Hollande collectively expressed the urgent need for a common 

European migration strategy (De Volkskrant 24-08-2015).  

The fact that the refugee crisis didn’t dominate the political agenda in the Netherlands 

doesn’t say that it wasn’t perceived as a problem yet. The media started to publish more 

refugee – related stories around the beginning of August. On the 3rd of August, the Volkskrant 

published an article stating: ‘the refugee crisis can’t be ignored anymore’ (De Volkskrant 03- 

08-2015). Both the Volkskrant and the Algemeen Dagblad published daily reports on the 

number of people arriving at the shores of Italy and Greece. Even more popular were the 

articles that reported on the number of people that drowned on their journey across the 

Mediterranean Sea (De Volkskrant 08-08-2015; Algemeen Dablad 06-08-2015). Other events 

that caught the attention of the media were the refugee –related issues in Germany, closed 

borders along the Balkan Route and unrest in the refugee camp in Calais.  
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 A public opinion survey by I&O Research showed that the general public was also 

worried about the refugee crisis. Not only did 50% of the people actively follow the news on 

the refugee crisis, they also feared the influx of refugees into the Netherlands (I&O Research, 

2015). Almost half of the people (45%) expressed that they didn’t want the Netherlands to 

take in more refugees (I&O Research, 2015). Whereas more people felt empathy towards war 

related refugees, 75% of the people were against taking in economic migrants. Their 

reasoning: the Netherlands is full and that it is unfair to people that are unemployed and are 

waiting for housing (I&O Research, 2015). The people questioned felt most comfortable with 

a restrictive refugee policy approach, and favoured redistribution and shelter in the region. 

However, 52% of the people would agree with shelter in their neighbourhood ‘only if it was 

absolutely necessary’ (I&O Research, 2015). Klaas Dijkhoff said that this public opinion 

survey showed the complexity of the refugee problem. On the one hand, people were reluctant 

towards economic migrants. On the other hand, people were welcoming towards war – related 

refugees. However, he was pleased to see that the solutions favoured by the public overlapped 

with government proposals (De Volkskrant 15-08-2015).  

The images about people on unsafe rubber boats also didn’t go unnoticed by 

government officials. It even resulted in parliamentary questions. The Parliamentary 

Commission for Safety and Justice wanted information about how government intended to 

deal with increasing asylum applications. Furthermore, they wanted to know how the 

government intended to help Greece and Italy now that so many ‘boats’ arrived on their 

shores (Tweede Kamer Commissie voor Veiligheid en Justitie, 2015). The Commission 

expressed that the decision to request a debate depended on the answers given by the 

Secretary of State. On the 17th of August, Secretary of State Klaas Dijkhoff addressed these 

questions in a letter to parliament. This letter explained the following (Dijkhoff, 

Vreemdelingenbeleid, 2015):  

• The COA and IND got extra resources to deal with the increased pressure on the 

Dutch refugee system. Furthermore, COA became responsible for finding new shelter 

locations. Dijkhoff emphasized the sober character of the facilities in the shelters.   

• Although Dijkhoff explained that refugees would receive decent shelter and facilities, 

he also emphasized quick procedures and tackling the reasons to migrate. The only 

way to successfully achieve this according to him was a European solution. This 

European solution had to include: an action plan against smugglers, increased border 

protection, redistribution, increased funding for Greece and Italy and the ‘region’.  
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It wasn’t until the end of August that Prime – Minister Mark Rutte first spoke out about the 

refugee crisis. In his weekly press conference, he addressed the unrest at the borders of 

Europe by referring to the dramatic images of people dying at sea due to unsafe boats (Rutte, 

Ministerraad 28 augustus 2015). He emphasized the importance of quick return and decent 

shelter, but even more important: tackling the causes of migration. He argued that the failure 

of the Dublin system resulted in uneven responsibilities for Germany, the Netherlands and 

Sweden (Rutte, Ministerraad 28 augustus 2015). This is why the Netherlands needed to put 

their efforts in achieving a European solution (Rutte, Ministerraad 28 augustus 2015). 

Although the Prime – Minister clearly called for reform, a request from parliamentarian Jesse 

Klaver to discuss the European refugee crisis in a parliamentary debate was denied by the 

PVDA and VVD on the 29th of August (De Volkskrant 29-08-2015). On the 2nd of September, 

the coalition partners decided to accept the request for a parliamentary debate with Mark 

Rutte after all (De Volkskrant 29-08-2015, 2015). This inevitably was the result of the picture 

of the little Syrian boy Aylan, who died on his journey to Europe on the 2nd of September. 

With that, he became the global image and symbol of the refugee crisis.  

6.2. First window of opportunity: the death of Aylan 
The first window of opportunity in the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach 

opened in the problem stream. This section will show how a picture of a dead Syrian boy on 

the Turkish coast grew into a potential game – changer for the Dutch refugee policy approach. 

Furthermore, it will show how the Dutch government managed to control the solutions 

agenda, and managed to pursue its restrictive approach.  

 

Problem stream  

As mentioned before, Kingdon explains that in the problem stream a focusing event can draw 

attention to an already existing issue. On the 2nd of September 2015, a window of opportunity 

opened in the problem stream with a focusing event. This focusing event was the picture of 

the dead Syrian boy Aylan. At 08:24 AM, the Turkish news agency DHA first published the 

picture of the boy who was found dead along a Turkish coast. The picture was then picked up 

by a Turkish journalist and posted on Twitter (Vis & Goriunova, 2015).  Social media 

generated the first wave of attention. Within twelve hours, the picture of Aylan reached the 

screens of 20 million people and was retweeted 30.000 times (Vis & Goriunova, 2015). 
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The Netherlands generated 4% of the tweets, which made it the 7th largest contributor to the 

attention around the picture4 (Vis & Goriunova, 2015). After the picture went viral on social 

media, mainstream media created the second wave of attention. At 20:00 PM, the Dutch news 

first showed the picture. The news stated that the picture of Aylan had shocked the world and 

had given the refugee crisis a face (NOS 02- 09-2015). On the 3rd of September, popular 

Dutch infotainment programs discussed the picture. One of the people in the discussion 

explained the power of the picture with a quote by Stalin: ‘a single death is a tragedy, a 

millions death is a statistic’ (De Wereld Draait Door 03- 09-2015). Others called it ‘the 

picture of the day’ and having the potential to be a ‘game – changer’ (De Wereld Draait Door 

03-09-2015; Pauw 03-09-2015).  

If using the picture to define the issue can be called a game changer, the answer in the 

Dutch case is ‘yes’. The picture resulted in the decision to discuss the refugee crisis in a 

Parliamentary debate with the Secretary of State and Prime – Minister Rutte. As mentioned 

before, on the 29th of August, coalition partners VVD and PVDA didn’t see the need for a 

Parliamentary debate about the European refugee crisis. The day that the picture of Aylan 

went viral, PVDA changed their vote. This change made a Parliamentary debate possible (De 

Volkskrant 29-08- 2015, 2015).  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  Taking into consideration that many Dutch people speak English, and this might influence the amount of 
tweets in English	  

Window	  of	  
opportunity	  1:	  
the	  region	  and	  

the	  
redistribution	  

key	  

Problem	  stream:	  
• Social	  media	  generation	  
attention	  
• Picture	  is	  used	  in	  
Parliament	  

Policy	  stream:	  a	  
European	  solution	  
• Stategy	  comes	  from	  Malik	  
Azmani	  (VVD):	  only	  apply	  
for	  asylum	  outside	  the	  EU	  

Political	  stream:	  
• More	  empathy	  for	  refugees	  
• Criticism	  on	  govenrment:	  
pretending	  to	  solve	  issues	  
• More	  support	  for	  the	  PVV	  
(extreme	  -‐	  right)	  
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Not only did the PVDA change their opinion, they also used the picture of Aylan to convince 

Parliament that increased resources towards the region would’ve prevented him from crossing 

a deadly sea (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 10-09-2015). The picture of Aylan gave 

PVDA the opportunity to defend their proposals with an emotionally loaded image. Other 

Parliamentarians also used the picture to describe the desperation of people, and the urgency 

to find a solution. Arie Slob (ChristenUnie) said: ‘we have all seen the images of the little 

boy, giving this problem a face, but also sending us a message that we need to find a solution’ 

(Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 10-09-2015). Mark Rutte also addressed the boy in his 

press conference on the 4th of September. He understood that people wanted to see an instant 

solution to this problem after seeing the horrible picture of the drowned boy, but emphasized 

that it wasn’t a problem that was easily solved (Rutte, Persconferentie ministerraad 4 

september 2015). But he did say that he, the government and his international partners would 

maximize their efforts to tackle the different dimensions of the problem.  

 

Policy stream  

On the 8th of September, the government send a letter to Parliament. This letter expressed the 

ambition to achieve a European solution. The solutions VVD and PVDA proposed were based 

on the migration nota by VVD Parliamentarian Malik Azmani. He presented this nota in 

March 2015. Azmani (2015) argued that the current asylum system threatened social 

cohesion, failed to distinguish between economic migrants and refugees and failed to tackle 

human traffickers (Azmani, 2015). Azmani called upon Europe to come into action by 

establishing the same migration procedures. Furthermore, Europe needed to retrain control 

over the migration streams with the creation of a law making it possible to only apply for 

asylum outside of the EU. He also proposed for the EU to be more selective about whom to 

grant asylum (Azmani, 2015). The government proposal largely overlapped with Azmani’s 

ideas. The only difference was that the government didn’t emphasize the strict selection of 

asylum applications. Instead, the government was ready to accept the redistribution key. 

However, they would only do so if all European member states agreed with the redistribution 

key and increasing resources to ‘the region’ (Dijkhoff & Ploumen, 2015). Thus, the focus of 

the government was the redistribution key in combination with extra resources to the region. 

To achieve this, the government was largely dependent on the willingness of other European 

countries. During a debate with Parliament about the VVD – PVDA compromise, several 

Parliamentarians proposed other solutions.  
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These included (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 10-09-2015):  

• Sybrand Buma (CDA) proposed a military operation to tackle the causes of migration 

from Syria.   

• Jesse Klaver (GroenLinks) proposed new visa rules to make it easier to migrate to 

Europe and prevent people from undertaking illegal and dangerous migration routes.   

• Alexander Pechtold (D66) proposed to adopt Merkel’s welcoming attitude, because 

the Netherlands needed to do everything in their power to help people in need.   

• Geert Wilders (PVV) proposed to close the Dutch borders.  

 

Political stream   

The preferred outcome is influenced by several factors. Interpretation of the issue is 

important. Political forces also play a role in this process. If a window of opportunity opens in 

the political stream, elections and/or changes in administrative personnel can change the 

agenda. When the window of opportunity opens in the problem stream, political forces have 

the ability to promote or restrict issues on the agenda. In the first window of opportunity, the 

latter seems to be the case.  One of the forces that may have influenced the focus on a 

European solution is the upcoming Presidency in the European Council. The reason for 

focusing on a European solution was because the Netherlands would hold the Presidency of 

the European Council from January 2016 onwards. One of the four focus points of their 

Presidency was to achieve a common asylum and migration policy. The redistribution key 

also played a central role (EU 2016, 2016).   

Another important political force able to restrict certain solutions is criticism. In the 

Dutch case, a big source of criticism came from Parliament. Whereas the PVDA used the 

picture of Aylan to emphasize the importance of shelter in the region, the picture was also 

used to criticize government proposals. Arie Slob (ChristenUnie) used the picture of Aylan to 

criticize the unwelcoming attitude of the government. Alexander Pechtold (D66) and Emile 

Roemer (SP) criticized the government along the same line. He preferred the strong 

leadership and welcoming message of Chancellor Angela Merkel (Tweede Kamer der Staten 

Generaal 10-09-2015). Overall, opposition criticized the government for the lack of concrete 

solutions. They blamed the coalition partners for their paper approach; only trying to establish 

a paper agreement in order to ensure government survival instead of solving the actual 

problem.  
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Sybrand Buma (CDA) accused the coalition partners of pretending to solve problems by 

claiming that increased resources to the region would minimize illegal migration routes 

(Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 10-09-2015). In turn, Jesse Klaver (GroenLinks) 

emphasized that the region was already overwhelmed, and questioned how much more they 

could do. A more extreme line of critique came from Geert Wilders (PVV), known for his 

extremist –right views. He criticized the government for not closing the borders, thereby 

allowing an ‘Islamic invasion’. According to Wilders, it was allowing for ‘allahu akbar 

people’, terrorists and economic migrants to come into this country (Tweede Kamer der 

Staten Generaal 10-09-2015). Wilders feared the influx because of the consequences for the 

economy, the Dutch identity and cohesion.  

Another important restrictor of solutions is the public opinion. In August, research by 

I&O Research showed that almost half of the people questioned showed resistance towards 

refugees. Their reasons: the Netherlands is full and it is unfair to the people that are 

unemployed and look for housing (I&O Research, 2015). They favoured a restrictive policy 

approach, and were positive about increasing resources towards the region in order to 

effectively shelter people (I&O Research, 2015). This conveniently overlapped with 

government proposals. Since this research was conducted before the picture of Aylan shocked 

the world, it is valuable to observe public opinion after this event. One way to do this is by 

reflecting on the polls of the 7 biggest political parties (as shown in Graph 3 below). Whereas 

the coalition partners appeared steady in the polls, the PVV experienced the biggest growth. 

Furthermore, the SP lost one seat in the polls. This is the party that criticized government for 

not showing more empathy towards refugees. However, GroenLinks and D66 also expressed 

this, whilst not losing any seats. 

 
Graph 3. Expected seats in parliament as predicted by Maurice de Hond  

 25th of August 2015 7th of September 2015 
VVD 24 24 (+0) 
PVDA 9 9   (+0) 
GroenLinks 12 12 (+0) 
CDA 21 22 (+1) 
D66 18 18 (+1) 
SP 21 20 (-1) 
PVV 24 27 (+3) 
Source: Allepeilingen (2017) 
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Another way to measure public opinion is by measuring the level of mobilization for a 

specific issue. Mobilization in the form of political protest or the creation of public 

movements can make government officials aware of feelings within society. This may 

influence the agenda, interpretation of the issue and the preferred outcome. The picture of 

Aylan triggered an unprecedented degree of mobilization in the Netherlands. First of all, it 

changed the perception of people about the people risking the journey to Europe. As shown in 

the publication by I&O Research, migrants are mostly characterized as people who have 

economic incentives, whereas there was more empathy for war - related refugees. Before the 

picture of Aylan, Google Trends showed no difference in search results between migrants and 

refugees (5.2M vs. 5.3M) (Vis & Goriunova, 2015). After the picture of Aylan, people talked 

more of refugees (2.9M vs. 6.5M) (Vis & Goriunova, 2015). This indicates a change in 

perception, and thus a possible shift in empathy towards people coming to Europe. This 

change in perception is also reflected in the public opinion. In the days after the picture of 

Aylan, Dutch media was dominated by reports about initiatives to help refugees (NOS 02-09-

2015; Pauw 03-09-2015; De Wereld Draait Door 03-09-2015). The social media movement 

#refugeeswelcome was trending in a lot of countries, the Netherlands being one of them (Vis 

& Goriunova, 2015). The COA was overwhelmed by calls from people asking what they 

could do (De Volkskrant 03-09-2015), whilst other people took it upon themselves to set up 

initiatives (Pauw 03-09- 2015; De Wereld Draait Door 03-09-2015). There were also protests 

that called for a more humane and welcoming approach. On the 10th of September, Amnesty 

International laid down hundred doormats saying ‘welcome’ in front of Parliament (Algmeen 

Dagblad 10-09-2015). Three days later, 2000 people protested in Amsterdam to express their 

worries about the discouraging approach of the government (Algemeen Dagblad 13-09-2015). 

Not yet did the Netherlands experience any counter – mobilization movements. The reason 

might be that up until that point, the refugee crisis wasn’t reality in the eyes of many people. 

No visible change had occurred. That was all about to change two weeks later, when the 

second window of opportunity opened. This is when the first emergency camps were built 

across the country.  
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Outcome  

The chronological reconstruction of events shows that the picture of Aylan could have been a 

window for change. Social media and mainstream media channels generated a lot of attention 

for the picture. It mobilized society into protest for a more welcoming approach and volunteer 

work. Furthermore, opposition was able to use the picture  as a symbolic device for change.  

This resulted in a Parliamentary debate about the European refugee crisis. After heavy 

discussions during the Parliamentary debate on the 10th of September, Parliament agreed with 

government’s strategy to actively seek a European solution during a European Council 

meeting on the 14th of September (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 10- 09-2015). This 

solution contained the proposals brought forward by the coalition partners VVD – PVDA: 

achieve increased funding for the ‘region’ and a redistribution key. In this event, 

government’s solutions were chosen as the preferred outcome; giving them the ability to 

pursue its restrictive approach. Even when the picture of Aylan was portrayed as a call for a 

more humane approach, it failed to achieve a shift in government’s attitude. There could be 

several reasons for this. First of all, the fact that the Dutch government has the power of 

initiative gives them the ability to control their own policy approach. Secondly, the coalition 

partners chose am ambiguous strategy that successfully assigned cause, blame and 

responsibility. It indicates that the multi – level structure, the changing nature of policy 

entrepreneurship and active manipulation were important factors for the stable policy 

approach.  

 The public opinion might also be an important contributor for the stable policy 

approach. Even though many people called for a more welcoming approach through volunteer 

work and protests, there was still a large portion of the public that showed resistance. In the 

first event, this manifested in the polls and public opinion. The public opinion indicated that 

people supported the restrictive policy approach, and there was also increasing support for the 

extremist views of the PVV. The question is whether the government was just lucky that the 

restrictive policy approach overlapped with public opinion, or whether it is based on public 

opinion.  
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6.3. Second window of opportunity: annual parliamentary debates 
The second window of opportunity in the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach 

opened in the political stream. This window opened during the annual parliamentary debates. 

Every year, the government presents their plans for the next year on the third Tuesday of 

September. These plans are then debated in Parliament. Whereas there is a range of issues that 

can be discussed during these debates, the debates in 2015 were dominated by the refugee 

crisis. These debates coincided with a new phase in the refugee crisis; the search for and 

opening of emergency shelter locations. The analysis of this second window shows how the 

government managed to pursue their approach of discouragement by – again – emphasizing 

the importance of a European solution.  

 
Problem stream  

During the second window of opportunity, the reality of many people changed when the 

refugee crisis entered into a new phase. Already in August, the Secretary of State Klaas 

Dijkhoff had given the COA the task to look for new emergency shelter locations. Up until 

the 16th of September, the COA was still able to shelter people in the assigned asylum centers. 

That is why people didn’t experience a changing situation. On the 16th of September, 

however, the increased influx of refugees led for the mainstream asylum centers to be full.  

Second	  
window	  of	  
opportunity:	  
annual	  

parliamentary	  
debates	  

Problem	  stream:	  
• Opening	  of	  emergency	  shelter	  
locations	  
• Dominant	  media	  generates	  a	  
shift	  in	  issue	  deXinition:	  more	  
national	  

Policy	  stream:	  
• European	  solution	  was	  still	  the	  
main	  focus	  
• National	  approach	  became	  more	  
important	  

Political	  stream:	  
• No	  European	  redistribution	  key,	  
new	  summit	  with	  heads	  of	  state	  
• A	  growing	  division	  between	  
people	  pro	  and	  anti	  -‐	  refugee	  
• This	  is	  reXlected	  in	  the	  polls	  and	  
public	  opinion	  
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For the first time, emergency asylum centers opened in municipalities everywhere in the 

country. In an open letter to all Dutch municipalities, the VNG5 called upon all municipalities 

to help shelter refugees so that no person would have to sleep on the street (De Volkskrant 15-

09-2015). A municipality could receive a call from the COA in the morning, and have a group 

of refugees in a gym or another facility that same night.  

The opening of emergency asylum centers didn’t go unnoticed by the media. Whereas 

the Algemeen Dagblad reported about the opening of several emergency shelter locations on 

the 16th of September (Algemeen Dagblad 16-09-2015), the Volkskrant took it one step 

further. They decided to start a live blog on their website. This live blog updated their readers 

about every emergency center that opened during that day, and how many people every 

municipality sheltered (De Volkskrant 15-09-2015). The emergency shelter location that 

received the most attention was the one in Heumensoord, which was going to be the biggest 

emergency center in the country. On the 16th of September, local administration in 

Heumensoord held a press conference in which it presented the plans of the COA to built a 

tent camp for 3000 people in only a couple of days. Not only did both newspapers report on 

the decision to set up the tent camp, the NOS news also paid attention to the tent camp 

(Algemeen Dagblad 16-09-2015; de Volkskrant 16-09-2015; NOS Journaal 16-09-2015). 

Furthermore, Heumensoord was a trending topic on Google Trends on the 16th of September.  

The opening of emergency shelter locations changed the way the refugee crisis was 

interpreted. Whereas the refugee crisis was still mainly a European problem before the 16th of 

September, it also became a Dutch problem more and more. Administration could permit to 

speak of a European problem when the Dutch institutions were still able to manage the influx 

of refugees. The realization that the system was now struggling to manage this influx changed 

the debate. This shift became clearly visible during the annual parliamentary debates on the 

16th and 17th of September. On the 16th of September, Parliament was still mainly interested in 

the progress that the government made to achieve a European solution. On the 17th of 

September, Parliament also wanted to know how government intended to provide decent 

shelter and prevent polarisation at the same time.  

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  The organization representing and protecting the interests of all Dutch municipalities on a national level.  
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Right after Mark Rutte voiced his opening statement on the 17th of September, Emile Roemer 

(SP) interrupted him and asked him the following: ‘how does the Minister – President intend 

to find solutions for the people who need shelter, but also show empathy for the people who 

will see a tent camp in their backyard within two days? How will he be the president of all 

Dutch people?’ (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 17-09-2015, p. par.47). Also Jesse 

Klaver (GroenLinks) asked Mark Rutte how he intended to keep the Netherlands together. At 

one point, Jesse Klaver even used a media report about a new emergency shelter location to 

show the urgency of talking about the national approach (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 

17-09-2015). Parliamentarians were not only worried about Mark Rutte’s leadership skills. 

The realisation that the refugee crisis had reached the Netherlands also raised budgetary 

questions. Parliament was worried that the focus on Europe would result in a lack of national 

resources to shelter and integrate refugees (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 16-09- 2015).  

 

Policy stream  

In the first event, the policy stream was mostly dominated by international and European 

solutions. However, the opening of emergency shelter centers resulted in a shift. The 

discussion about the national approach became more and more important. During the annual 

parliamentary debates, finding a balance between the European and national approach proved 

to be a challenge. On the one hand, there was a need to discuss the European situation after 

the EU Council meeting on the 14th of September. During this meeting, member states 

decided to increase funding to the region, but the member states couldn’t agree on the 

redistribution key. On the other hand, there was an urgent need for a more coherent national 

approach after the emergency shelter locations opened and caused unrest in society.  

Analysis of the annual parliamentary debates shows that where the coalition parties 

mainly aimed to pursue the European approach, opposition parties worried about the national 

approach. Halbe Zijlstra (VVD) complimented the government on achieving extra resources 

for the region during the EU Council meeting on the 14th of September. He emphasized the 

importance of continuing to work on a common European strategy, but stressed the 

importance of increasing border control in the mean time. He even wanted Mark Rutte to stop 

Angela Merkel from pursuing her welcoming attitude (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 

17-09-2015). Coalition partner PVDA found another way to defend the coalition agreement. 

Diederik Samsom (PVDA) expressed his disappointment about the failure of achieving a 

redistribution key.  
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However, he still believed that a European solution was the only way to solve the refugee 

crisis. He also thought that Europe was the only way to fight unrest and polarisation in the 

country (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 17-09-2015). Mark Rutte was the only one who 

discussed the national approach with the opposition. In his opening statement, he emphasized 

that the current approach consisted of two parts: the first part included providing decent 

shelter, quick procedures and quick return. The second part involved the region (Tweede 

Kamer der Staten Generaal 17-09-2015). Whereas redistribution used to be a key part of this 

focus, the failure to achieve this had led for a shift. Procedures in the national approach were 

now part of this focus.  

This doesn’t say that redistribution wasn’t on the table anymore. Rutte simply decided 

to not bring up the redistribution key. With every attempt from opposition to discuss the 

national approach, Mark Rutte emphasized the importance of achieving a European solution. 

For example, when Geert Wilders (PVV) proposed to close the borders (and leave Schengen 

and the EU), Mark Rutte emphasized that a European solution would indirectly close the 

borders and decrease the influx of refugees (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 17-09-2015). 

And when Emile Roemer (SP) asked Rutte how he was going to lead the country now that 

there was so much unrest, he answered that he merely wanted to solve the problem. Again, he 

emphasized that this problem had to be solved in the European Union. Not only Parliament 

accused Rutte of not answering questions. In an interview with Ron Fresen, political 

journalist for the NOS, he argued that Rutte’s best trick is to circumvent difficult questions 

(Fresen, 2017). He used the example of the refugee crisis. Fresen asked Rutte: ‘are refugees 

welcome in the Netherlands?’ Fresen said that he saw him thinking: ‘if I say yes, the VVD 

will be angry, and if I say NO, there was the possibility of a coalition crisis with the PVDA’. 

That is when, again, he gave an answer about the ‘AND-AND-AND approach’. This 

included: decent national shelter, redistribution and better shelter in the region. Afterwards, 

Fresen asked Rutte why he didn’t just answer the question. That is when Rutte replied: 

‘because you would have aired it’ (Fresen, 2017). When Rutte did answer a question about 

the national situation, he defended the restrictive approach. This happened when Alexander 

Pechtold (D66) expressed his worries about resources for integration. Whereas the 

government emphasized that integration needed to happen only after they had successfully 

gone through the asylum procedure, Pechtold argued that it was important for refugees to start 

integration from day one.  
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Otherwise people wouldn’t do anything for months, which would only cost more in the end. 

Rutte said that the government had no intentions to start integration before people’s asylum 

application was accepted. He did the same when again Sybrand Buma (CCD) proposed a 

military operation to tackle the cause of migration (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 17- 

09-2015).  

Recent events and two days of extensive parliamentary debate didn’t result in the 

creation of alternative solutions. Even though parliament attempted to make government 

realise that a more coherent national approach was needed in reaction to unrest and 

emergency shelter locations, the coalition partners were confident that a long – term solution 

was more resources to the region. Also, a short – term solution was still to be found in 

cooperation with the European member states.  

 

Political stream  

As mentioned before, the second window of opportunity opened in the political stream with 

the annual parliamentary debates. Every year, the government presents its plans for the 

coming year. These plans are discussed in Parliament. In 2015, these debates were held on the 

16th and 17th of September. After the first day, NOS news reported that the debates were 

dominated by the refugee problem (NOS Journaal 16-09-2015). This wasn’t only due to the 

emergency shelter locations and subsequent unrest. Parliament was also supposed to be 

informed on what happened during the European Council meeting on the 14th of September. 

The intention was to increase funding towards the region and achieve a redistribution key. 

During the Justice and Home Affairs (JHA) meeting on the 14th of September, the responsible 

ministers of member states decided on the following: increased funding to UNHCR, 

relocation of 40.000 refugees from Greece and Italy and the creation of hotspots in Greece 

and Italy to improve registration (European Council, 2015). However, the responsible 

ministers failed to find agreement on the redistribution of an additional 120.000 refugees 

across the Union. The day after this failed attempt, Angela Merkel asked the Council of 

Europe to facilitate a meeting with the heads of state (De Volkskrant 15-09-2015, 2015). Her 

aim was to discuss the lack of solidarity and responsibility among European member states. 

On the 17th of September, Donald Tusk – head of the Council of Europe – decided to go along 

with the request of a summit on the 23rd of September. Unlike Merkel, Tusk did aim to find 

agreement on a redistribution key.  
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Rutte had his doubts about this meeting, because he guessed the chance that European leaders 

would find unanimous agreement close to zero (De Volkskrant 15-09-2015). Now that this 

meeting was going to happen right after the annual parliamentary debates, several issues 

needed to be discussed: the conclusions from the meeting on the 14th of September, the 

pressure on the Dutch refugee system and the upcoming summit with heads of state on the 

23rd of September. The annual parliamentary debates on the 16th and 17th of September almost 

perfectly coincided with these political events.  

Although Rutte was hesitant about agreement in the Council of Europe, he did view 

the redistribution key as a short – term solution to the refugee crisis (Tweede Kamer der 

Staten Generaal 17-09-2015). During the annual parliamentary debates, parliament criticized 

government for this strategy. Alexander Pechtold accused the government of postponing these 

urgent issues to the future by solely focusing on the European approach. He wanted for the 

government to look at Merkel’s strategy instead of merely ‘staying on course’ (Tweede 

Kamer der Staten Generaal 17-09-2015). Also Jesse Klaver (GroenLinks) and Sybrand Buma 

(CDA) blamed the government for the lack of leadership and pretending to solve issues 

(Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 17-09-2015). They also argued that the compromise 

between coalition partners resulted in neglecting the national situation (Tweede Kamer der 

Staten Generaal 17-09-2015). As mentioned before, Geert Wilders (PVV) asked the 

government to close the borders. He accused the government of not thinking about its own 

citizens (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 17-09-2015). He argued that the influx was 

threatening our society, welfare and safety. He called upon the people to mobilize against the 

emergency shelter locations. He called for non – violent protest, everywhere in the country 

(Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 17-09- 2015). Wilders also blamed Parliament for not 

representing the public opinion, calling them a ‘fake parliament’. In this statement, Geert 

Wilders (PVV) referred to the polls (as shown below). In the month that the refugee crisis had 

dominated the country, the PVV had gained 3 seats in the polls. In between the picture of 

Aylan and the annual parliamentary debates, the PVV gained 4 seats. It seems like they stole 

this seats from the VVD, who lost 4 seats during that time. A possible explanation for this 

could be the reaction of people to the lack of political leadership from Mark Rutte (VVD). 

Geert Wilders proposed solutions that appealed to the insecurities and worries of Dutch 

people about refugees. Mark Rutte was largely absent; not able to mobilize society to become 

part of the solution and not able to provide the answers to calm people down.  
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He also positioned himself like this during the debates; merely wanting to solve the problem 

instead of becoming emotionally involved. Not only the PVV grew in the polls. Both D66 and 

GroenLinks gained two seats. These were the two parties that were both calling for a more 

humane and welcoming approach from government. Both parties asked government to adopt 

Merkel’s approach, and requested more resources for integration of refugees. Both the parties 

that expressed pro and anti – refugee statements experienced growth in the polls.  

 
Graph 4. Expected seats in Parliament as predicted by Maurice de Hond 

 25th of August 2015 7th of September 

2015 

28th of September 

2015 

VVD 24 24 (+0) 20 (-4) 

PVDA 9 9   (+0) 10 (+1) 

GroenLinks 12 12 (+0) 14 (+2) 

CDA 21 22 (+1) 21 (-1) 

D66 18 18 (+1) 20 (+2) 

SP 21 20 (-1) 19 (-1) 

PVV 24 27 (+3) 31 (+4)  
Source: Alle peilingen (2016) 

 

This also reflected in the public opinion. In a public opinion survey by Ipsos (commissioned 

by the NOS), 28% of the questioned agreed that the Dutch government should close the 

borders. 80% of these people said to vote PVV (Ipsos, 2015). Half of the people questioned 

expressed that the influx of refugees made them feel negative and fearful of the future (Ipsos, 

2015). Furthermore, 50% of the people felt most comfortable with a redistribution key and 

resources to facilitate shelter in the region (Ipsos, 2015). The division between the people pro 

or anti refugee was also visible in the movements that emerged after the annual parliamentary 

debates and the opening of emergency shelter locations. NGO’s like the Red Cross and 

Vluchtelingenwerk Nederland still experienced a high number of volunteer applications. In 

the week after the annual parliamentary debates and the opening of emergency shelter 

locations, the Red Cross saw the number of volunteers grow with 6500 applications per day 

(De Volkskrant 22-09-2015).  
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Unlike before, anti – refugee movements also grew. After Geert Wilders had called for 

mobilization against the emergency shelter locations, and there was a possibility that people 

were going to be confronted with refugees within their own community, anti – refugee 

movements popped up everywhere. One of these anti – refugee movements was called ‘AZC-

Alert’. This organization aimed to represent the people worrying about the influx of refugees 

by showing resistance at local gatherings and press conferences (De Volkskrant 18-09-2015). 

According to the head of the SCP – a scientific bureau – these movements were motivated by 

a lack of information from government. In an interview, he argued that people felt like 

government didn’t listen to their worries, and were kept away from participating in the search 

for a solution (Putters, 2015). This statement overlaps with the accusations from Parliament 

about the lack of leadership from Rutte, and the reasoning behind the increased growth for the 

PVV.  

 

Outcome  

After the European member states failed to secure agreement on the redistribution key, the 

annual parliamentary debates provided for the second window to open in the development of 

the Dutch refugee policy approach. The government and opposition could have discussed a 

more coherent European strategy, but the changing national environment made this difficult. 

The opening of emergency shelter locations created unrest in society, and resulted in less 

empathy towards refugees. The media played an important role, because their continued 

reports about the emergency shelter locations generated a lot of attention. Whereas the first 

event was an opportunity for a more welcoming approach, the second window could have 

resulted in a stricter policy approach. The opening of emergency shelter locations and the call 

for more protest by Geert Wilders led to increased public protest movements. The call for a 

more restrictive approach also reflected in the polls and public opinion surveys.  

However, two days of intense debate didn’t result in a policy shift. The government decided 

to stick with their initial approach: more resources to the region, and achieving a 

redistribution key.  

There can be several explanations for the stable policy character in this event. Just like 

in the first event, the government used the ambiguous strategy that successfully assigned 

cause, blame and responsibility. Even after the member states failed to secure agreement, the 

government convinced opposition that it was the only way to tackle the refugee crisis.  
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Secondly, the fact that the PVV grew in the polls doesn’t necessarily mean that they agreed 

with his standpoints about the national approach. A lack of leadership from government can 

also explain the increasing support for the PVV. Although half of the people in the 

Netherlands agreed with the solutions the coalition partners provided, they didn’t feel like 

their voices were heard. Geert Wilders voiced people’s fears, insecurities and opinions about 

the influx of refugees. It indicates that leadership in crisis is vital to secure support.  

6.4. Third window of opportunity: political protest in Oranje 
The third window of opportunity opened in the problem stream. This happened after the 

asylum system came under so much pressure that Secretary of State Klaas Dijkhoff had to 

overrule a municipality that refused to shelter refugees. The decision to overrule a 

municipality led for the national situation to be the sole focus of attention, which led for the 

government to refrain from pursuing their initial focus.  

 

 
Problem stream 

The third window of opportunity opened in the problem stream. The refugee crisis had 

dominated the political agenda for a month now. Whereas the first window put the refugee 

crisis on the political agenda, the second window redirected attention to the Dutch situation. 

With the opening of the third window, the refugee crisis entered into yet another phase: the 

phase where the national situation couldn’t be ignored anymore. The amount of asylum 

applications kept increasing.  

Third	  window	  
of	  opportunity:	  

political	  
protest	  in	  
Oranje	  

Problem	  stream:	  
• In	  Oranje,	  Klaas	  Dijkhoff	  was	  
harrassed	  after	  overruling	  
mayor	  
• Oranje	  became	  the	  symbol	  of	  an	  
unmanageable	  situation	  and	  a	  
lack	  of	  leadership	  

Policy	  stream:	  
• Agreement	  with	  VNG	  and	  IPO:	  
more	  housing	  and	  self	  -‐	  care	  
arrangements	  
• Negotiations	  about	  a	  Turkey	  
deal	  
• Other	  solutions:	  stricter	  refugee	  
policy,	  integration	  procedures,	  
closing	  borders	   Political	  stream:	  

• Rutte:	  more	  willingness	  to	  show	  
leadership	  after	  criticism	  	  
• All	  parties	  besides	  PVV	  lost	  
seats	  in	  polls	  
• Public	  opinion:	  only	  13%	  is	  
welcoming	  towards	  refugees	  	  
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As can be seen in Graph 1, October was the month most refugees applied for asylum in 2015. 

It became more difficult for the Dutch institutions to manage the influx of refugees. The 

existing shelter locations were full. The flow from these locations to normal housing wasn’t 

happening due to a lack of housing. Conclusion: the system got stuck (De Volkskrant 27-11-

2015). To make sure that the new comers had a bed to sleep in at night, Secretary of State 

Klaas Dijkhoff had to act fast. There was almost no time to consult local administration and 

the public (Dijkhoff, Recente ontwikkelingen asielinstroom, 2015). Entire communities felt 

like government didn’t care about their worries. These feelings resulted in a number of violent 

protests around the country. In Woerden, angry inhabitants stormed the emergency shelter 

location to show their discontent with the arrival of refugees (NOS Journaal 24-10-2015). In 

Enschede, those who were angry about the plans for a new emergency shelter location 

threatened local administration. In Steenbergen, an informative meeting with administration 

and citizens escalated (NOS Journaal 24-10-2015). However, there was one protest movement 

that changed the game.  

On the 6th of October, Klaas Dijkhoff had to impose the decision to shelter refugees in 

Oranje. He felt the need to do this after the mayor had denied his request to locate an extra 

700 refugees op top of the 700 that were already there. In a letter to Parliament, Klaas 

Dijkhoff said the following: ‘in order to make sure that everybody has a bed to sleep in at 

night, I can’t always wait for administrative approval. That is why I have informed the mayor 

of Oranje that the COA can use the 700 unused spots in the recreational park’ (Dijkhoff, 

2015, p. 3). This meant that there were now 1400 refugees in a small village of 140 people 

(NOS Journaal 06-10-2015). When Dijkhoff imposed this decision, the mayor told him: ‘you 

can come here and explain this yourself’. When Dijkhoff arrived in Oranje to inform the 

people about his decision, the situation escalated. Dijkhoff was forced to leave the scene, but 

was stopped by angry people standing in front of his car. At that moment, the security team 

had no forcefully remove a woman who was standing in front of the car (NOS Journaal 06-

10-2015). The image of the woman lying on the ground was broadcasted on various media 

channels. NOS news first published the video on their website (NOS Journaal 06-10-2015). 

That same night, PAUW invited two inhabitants from Oranje to talk about the incident. They 

told Jeroen Pauw that the village felt ignored and neglected by the government (PAUW 06- 

10-2015). In the days after the incident, Oranje became the symbol of opposition in the 

Netherlands. How did such a small village acquire so much attention when there were other 

protests receiving less attention?  
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First of all, it was the first time that a municipality was overruled by government. This 

showed that there was a real urgency to find shelter. It also showed that the institutions were 

overwhelmed, and that extraordinary measures were necessary. Secondly, the incident 

received attention due to its violent and unusual character. 1400 refugees on 140 inhabitants is 

a noteworthy story. Furthermore, the incident was already the centre of attention in 2014. On 

the 24th of September 2014, the former Secretary of State Fred Teeven asked the former 

mayor of Oranje Jan whether he would shelter 1400 refugees in the empty recreational park 

(De Volkskrant 07-10-2015, 2015). After heavy protest by the 140 inhabitants of Oranje, a 

new deal was made. The mayor of Oranje and Fred Teeven agreed that the recreational park 

would never shelter more than 700 people (De Volkskrant 07-10-2015). This agreement was 

violated when Klaas Dijkhoff decided to shelter the extra 700 people.  

Opposition used the incident in Oranje to portray how unmanageable the crisis was 

during a debate about the European Council meeting on the 14th of October. Jesse Klaver 

(GroenLinks) said that all the problems regarding the refugee crisis became visible in Oranje, 

and wanted to know if the government was able to manage the crisis (Tweede Kamer der 

Staten Generaal 14-10-2015). Alexander Pechtold (D66) said that the national situation 

needed to acquire full attention from government after it broke promises with municipalities 

and Diederik Samsom (PvdA) said that the media had managed to show just how divided 

society was with the images of Oranje (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 14-10-2015). 

Sybrand Buma (CDA) took it one step further and said that Oranje was the symbol of chaos 

and a lack of leadership (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 14-10-2015). Not only the 

opposition expressed their concerns about the incident in Oranje. Dijkhoff himself 

acknowledged that it went terribly wrong in Oranje. Also Mark Rutte addressed the incident 

in his weekly press conference. He said the following: ‘the topic that occupies everybody this 

week is the refugee problem. What happened this week in Oranje, shows how complicated it 

is to manage the migration streams effectively. On the one hand, we need to protect real war 

refugees. We need to use emergency shelter locations for this purpose, although you might 

want to do it differently. On the other hand, people are worried. People are angry and 

confused. This is understandable. As for Oranje; it couldn’t be done any other way. What I do 

want to emphasize; you can be angry, but nobody should be violent’ (Rutte, 2015). It was the 

first time since the refugee crisis erupted, that Mark Rutte aimed to calm down the nation.  
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Policy stream  

In the first and second event, the solutions in the policy stream focused on a European 

solution. After the emergency shelter locations opened, government launched the ‘AND- 

AND-AND approach’: providing decent national shelter, achieving a redistribution key and 

increased resources to the region. The incident in Oranje resulted in a total shift towards the 

national situation. The proposed solutions reflect this shift. The goal of the proposed solutions 

was to make sure that government didn’t have to overrule local administration again. As 

mentioned before, the problem was the lack of flow from refugees in the mainstream shelter 

locations to real housing. Klaas Dijkhoff and Mark Rutte knew that they needed full support 

from the provinces and municipalities to solve this. That is why, on the morning of the 9th of 

October, they met up with the representatives of Dutch municipalities (VNG) and provinces 

(IPO). They agreed on the following (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 14-10-2015):  

• The creation of a new shelter facility in between emergency shelter and the 

mainstream shelter. This type of facility was called a ‘self-care arrangement’. Up until 

that point, the rules only allowed refugees to stay in emergency shelter locations for 

72 hours. The self-care arrangements allowed for longer periods of shelter. 

Furthermore, the facilities in the self-care arrangements were better, but still sober.   

• The creation of large – scale emergency shelter facilities to cope with future influx of 

refugees. Not only large – scale facilities were considered. Whereas the government 

was initially against small – scale emergency facilities (due to costs), the parties 

involved agreed to allow more of these small – scale shelter locations.   

• The government, provinces and municipalities agreed to the development of 10.000 

new housing facilities in order to improve the flow from mainstream shelter to real 

housing.  These solutions were not formulated after the incident in Oranje. VNG had 

already proposed the self-care arrangements to Klaas Dijkhoff on the 15th of 

September of 2015 (Dijkhoff, Recente ontwikkelingen asielinstroom, 2015). Only 

after the incident in Oranje, VNG’s proposal was considered. The only difference 

between the proposed solutions and the agreement was the decision to realise 10.000 

new houses.   

The agreement with municipalities and provinces wasn’t the only set of solutions that were 

proposed after the incident in Oranje. In a debate with Parliament about the European summit 

on the 15th and 16th of October, Rutte and Dijkhoff presented additional solutions to manage 

the refugee crisis.  
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First of all, Dijkhoff told Parliament that the redistribution key was off the table because the 

Netherlands had already taken in a lot of refugees. There was only one condition under which 

the government would accept the redistribution key: the hotspots6 along the Mediterranean 

Sea had to be realised (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 14-10- 2015). The unmanageable 

national situation led for government to turn away from the redistribution key, whilst this was 

originally a key focus point in the government’s approach. However, another idea was 

presented that had the capacity to replace the redistribution key. During the same debate on 

the 14th of October, Mark Rutte presented ideas that would become the future ‘EU-Turkey 

deal’. He said that the EU had started negotiations with the Turkish president Erdogan about 

more effective border control and building camps to shelter 2 million refugees in Turkey 

(Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 14-10-2015). Rutte expressed his optimism about these 

developments. Parliament also proposed solutions to manage the refugee crisis after the 

incident in Oranje:  

• On the 10th of October, Halbe Zijlstra (VVD) presented his own plan to manage the 

refugee crisis in Algemeen Dagblad. His plan consisted of several elements 

(Algemeen Dagblad 10-10-2015, 2015):  

o Amending the ‘Vreemdelingenwet’ so that temporary refugees don’t get the 

same privileges as permanent refugees.  

o Refugees don’t get a house before the Dutch people on the waiting list, but will 

be provided with different sober housing facilities.  

o Refugees in the Dutch system only get the medical assistance that is of 

absolute importance.  

• The scientific bureau of the VVD also published a report about how to manage the 

refugee crisis. The conclusion of the report was that the best solution would be to send 

Syrian refugees back to the first safe country they arrived in (De Volkskrant 10-10- 

2015, 2015).   

• Emile Roemer (SP) suggested building 100.000 new houses, a weapon embargo and a 

financial embargo against Islamic State (IS) (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 14- 

10-2015)   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  This term was used for the places where refugees arrived on the European continent; mainly in Italy and 
Greece. These hotspots needed effective registration desks to deal with the influx of refugees.  
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• Alexander Pechtold (D66) proposed more effective language analysis to speed up the 

asylum procedures and integration efforts from day one (Tweede Kamer der Staten 

Generaal 14-10-2015).  

• Sybrand Buma (CDA) proposed a distinction between permanent and semi – 

permanent status holders (Tweede Kamer der Staten Generaal 14-10-2015).   

• Geert Wilders (PVV) again requested the government to close the borders (Tweede 

Kamer der Staten Generaal 14-10-2015).  

 

The political stream 

Government was quick to provide solutions after the Oranje incident. Although Dijkhoff send 

a letter to Parliament about possible solutions to manage the national situation, he didn’t wait 

for Parliament’s confirmation. Without having analysed the political stream, it is clear that the 

incident in Oranje was the catalyst for policy impact. However, political factors could have 

influenced the direction or the extent of policy impact.  Kingdon (1995) argues that an 

important contributor to change is the political willingness to do so (Kingdon, 1995). This 

willingness became clearly visible after the Oranje incident. Before the political protests, the 

government wanted and managed to pursue a European approach. It was also convinced that 

the national situation was effectively managed through the existent procedures and 

institutions. Government was criticized for staying on this course when it was clear that the 

national situation also deserved their attention. Several actors in – and out of government 

criticized the absence of Rutte and the lack of leadership. In the week before the incident in 

Oranje, the saying ‘where is Rutte?’ became a popular slogan to address this. In the debates 

leading up to the political protests, several opposition leaders already addressed the lack of 

leadership with Mark Rutte. The media used the slogan. In an opinion article in the 

Volkskrant, Rene Cuperus said the following about the absence of Rutte: ‘where is the 

government, and where is Mark Rutte with a great mobilizing appeal on society?’ (Cuperus, 

2015, p. par.11). Not only did the incident in Oranje shift the focus to the national situation, it 

made Mark Rutte aware that his visibility was more important than he initially anticipated. As 

mentioned before, Mark Rutte spoke to the public in his weekly press conference on the 9th of 

October. It was the first time that he explicitly addressed the worries that people in the 

country had about the influx of refugees (Rutte, Ministerraad 9 oktober 2015).  
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He was also the first one to condemn the storming of the emergency shelter location in 

Woerden after he visited the municipality to show support to both sides.  It was the first time 

that he publicly visited an emergency shelter location since the refugee crisis erupted. Now 

that the government expressed willingness to discuss the national management of the crisis, 

the debate on the 14th of October was dominated by the national situation. Whereas the debate 

was arranged to discuss the upcoming European summit on the 15th and 16th of October, the 

incident in Oranje and unrest in society were considered a priority (Tweede Kamer der Staten 

Generaal 14-10-2015). Although Rutte was more present in society, most opposition leaders 

couldn’t let the opportunity pass by to criticize the lack of leadership (Tweede Kamer der 

Staten Generaal 14-10-2015).  

Another motivation for Rutte to be more visible and emotionally involved might have 

been the polls. As mentioned before, a reason for the increasing support for Wilders was the 

lack of information and empathy from government. Wilders voiced the worries of people 

when Rutte failed to do so. The same happened after the incident in Oranje. The PVV grew 

with another 6 seats, whilst all the parties that helped protect refugees or called for a more 

human and/or welcoming approach lost support (as shown in Graph 5).  

 
Graph 5. Expected seats in Parliament as predicted by Maurice de Hond 

 25th of August 

2015 

7th of September 

2015 

28th of 

September 

2015 

23rd of 

October 

2015 

VVD 24 24 (+0) 20 (-4) 19 (-1) 

PVDA 9 9   (+0) 10 (+1) 10 (+0) 

GroenLinks 12 12 (+0) 14 (+2) 13 (-1) 

CDA 21 22 (+1) 21 (-1) 19 (-2) 

D66 18 18 (+1) 20 (+2) 17 (-3) 

SP 21 20 (-1) 19 (-1) 17 (-3) 

PVV 24 27 (+3) 31 (+4)  37 (+6) 
Source: Alle peilingen (2016)  

 

It seemed like the incident in Oranje resulted in a total loss of empathy for refugees. The 

public opinion survey by SCP in October confirmed this observation. People saw the refugee 

crisis as the biggest threat to society.  
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From the people that were questioned, only 13% was disappointed with the unwelcoming 

attitude of government (SCP, 2015). People were mostly afraid of rising unrest in society due 

to refugees, but they also disagreed with the privileges refugees received. Furthermore, some 

people were afraid that there would be terrorists among the refugees (SCP, 2015). The 

increasing visibility of Rutte might have been an attempt to turn this around. He wasn’t the 

only one attempting to stop the growing support for PVV. Since Rutte had to compromise 

with coalition partner PVDA, he couldn’t merely push the VVD agenda. The proposed 

solutions by Halbe Zijlstra (VVD) and their scientific bureau shows what the policy approach 

could have looked like without coalition partner PVDA. If it were up to the VVD, the 

approach would have been stricter.  

Another interesting political choice was the decision to stop focusing on achieving a 

redistribution key. As mentioned before, the reason for having focused on the European 

solution all that time was because the Netherlands would hold the Presidency of the European 

Council from January 2016. One of the four focusing points of their Presidency was to 

achieve a common asylum and migration policy, in which the redistribution key was central 

(EU 2016, 2016). When agreement on a redistribution key failed, it was important that the 

Netherland actively looked for a new solution. Instead of the redistribution key, the 

government chose to focus on a possible deal with Turkey.  

 

Outcome  

The third window presented another window to direct change into a more restrictive 

approach. People mobilized through political protest because they were angry. They expected 

the government to focus on the management the national situation instead of solely relying on 

a European solution. This was emphasized by the media and Parliament, who portrayed 

Oranje as a symbol of chaos and a lack of leadership. Since the institutions were so 

overwhelmed, the government took immediate action. Without consulting Parliament, the 

government adopted several proposals in cooperation with interest groups representing 

municipalities and provinces. It suggests that the public, media and political parties played an 

important role in lead up the adoption of these proposals. However, this situation also shows 

that analysing the interaction between actors is important to understand the influence that they 

have on the policy – making process. One actor’s influence can’t go without the other. It also 

suggests that interest groups have more influence than Kingdon suggests.  
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It is difficult to assess this, because it can easily be the different institutional context that 

facilitates this influence. It does mean that the consequence of changing policy 

entrepreneurship is that solutions can come from anyone.  

 Since the government made small policy changes, one could argue that the policy 

monopoly was disrupted after the incident in Oranje. Not only did the government install 

measures to deal with the increasing influx of refugees, they also refrained from taking part in 

the redistribution key. Further analysis of this policy change shows that the government 

actually managed to pursue their restrictive approach. The crisis measures were designed to fit 

in the restrictive approach, and the government decided to focus on a deal with Turkey instead 

of the redistribution key. By doing so, they were able to pursue a solution in the European 

Union. It shows that the government used the multi – level structure and their power to 

initiate to pursue their approach. Another reason for pursuing the restrictive approach was to 

prevent a coalition crisis from happening. The VVD presented plans that aimed for a more 

restrictive approach, but the PVDA didn’t agree with them. Thus, the compromise was a 

facilitator of the stable policy character. Furthermore, to counter the growing support for the 

PVV and mobilize society, minister – president became more communicative towards the 

public and was more visible in society. It is difficult to assess the impact of active leadership 

on the stable policy character. The VVD and PVDA still lost seats in the polls. However, the 

impact of active leadership could have been more successful if the government exercised this 

from the beginning.  
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7. Discussion 
This chapter presents the main conclusions about the ability of the MSF to explain the 

development of the Dutch refugee policy approach during the 2015 refugee crisis. It argues 

that the MSF is a useful starting point to research the policy – making process, because it 

explains increasing attention to an issue. It can also describe the actors that influence the 

policy – making process to a certain extent.  However, the MSF fails to explain the 

development of the Dutch refugee policy approach because it doesn’t capture some important 

institutional and contextual factors. First of all, the MSF fails to explain stability. This is 

because it underestimates the power of active manipulation, the multi – level structure in 

which the Netherlands operates, the multi – party system and the consequences of the modern 

crisis. The MSF also fails to capture the interaction between different actors involved in the 

policy – making process. Furthermore, application of the MSF suggests that we need to 

reconsider the role of policy communities and policy entrepreneurs.  

7.1. The failure to explain stability 
The MSF is a useful starting point to study policy change. This is because it explains 

increasing attention for an issue. In the Dutch case, the windows of opportunity opened after 

focusing events or political events directed more attention to the refugee crisis. This extra 

attention resulted in the formulation of a strategy to tackle the refugee crisis in the policy 

stream, whilst forces in the political stream tried to influence the outcome. Whereas Kingdon 

believes that coupling these streams results in sudden or abrupt change, the Dutch case shows 

that this isn’t always the case. After the picture of Aylan became the symbol of the refugee 

crisis, the government decided to focus on a European solution. The decision to go into this 

direction doesn’t mean that this was actually going to happen. Furthermore, the government 

emphasized that it would manage the national situation with the existing institutions and 

procedures. The government merely installed crisis measures to relieve existing institutions. 

They did this to make sure that everybody had a bed to stay in and to show protestors that 

they were doing something. In both events, the restrictive policy approaches functioned as the 

basis for decisions.  So, although the MSF is useful to explain increasing attention to an issue, 

it is unable to explain the stable character of the restrictive approach.  
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The data presents three factors that do explain the stable character of the Dutch 

refugee policy approach: active manipulation of an issue, the multi – level structure in which 

the Netherlands operates and the consequences of the modern crisis. First of all, Kingdon 

underestimates the power of active manipulation. The data illustrates that the Dutch 

government successfully assigned cause, blame and responsibility to gain support for their 

preferred outcome. The Dutch government repeatedly used the European solution as the only 

way to tackle the refugee crisis, even when political parties urged the government to focus on 

the national management of the crisis. This strategy externalised the causes to the region, and 

made the European Union responsible to tackle the issue. By doing this, the government 

pretended to actively solve the issue. It gave the Dutch government space to pursue their 

restrictive approach. In reality, the success of this strategy was insecure. The second factor 

that facilitated the stable policy approach is the fact that it operates within the multi – level 

structure of the European Union. The policy-making process went back and forth between 

national and European institutions. The result of the multi – level structure is that the refugee 

crisis was discussed on numerous occasions, but agreement was still difficult to achieve. The 

MSF doesn’t incorporate these international influences, whilst it is important to understand 

the policy – making process. Another contributor to stability is the fact that the Netherlands is 

always governed by a coalition. During the refugee crisis, PVDA and VVD formed a coalition 

government. Since these parties are ideologically very different, it was difficult for both to 

govern the way they saw fit. There is always a compromise, which makes it very unlikely that 

abrupt change happens. Another limitation of the MSF is that it approaches a crisis as a 

window for change. Whereas Kingdon argues that a crisis can function as a focusing event, 

contemporary research suggests that in the modern crisis leaders want to get things back to 

normal (Boin & 't Hart, 2003). When the refugee crisis became the dominant topic on the 

political agenda, Mark Rutte emphasized that it was important not to take hasty decisions 

(Rutte). Instead, he wanted to take the time to formulate a strategy that would tackle all the 

different dimensions of the refugee crisis. This suggests that the modern crisis is a facilitator 

of stability rather than change. Furthermore, the government also became increasingly aware 

that active leadership was necessary to gain support for their strategy. They only exercised 

active leadership when the government had already lost many seats in the polls. There is 

reason to believe that active leadership slowed down support for the PVV, but there is not 

enough evidence to conclude this.  
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7.2. Discursive interaction 
The MSF is a useful model to study the policy – making process, because it includes multiple 

explanatory variables. It explains the processes that influence the policy – making process. 

Kingdon also elaborates on the various actors that can influence policy – making. Although 

Kingdon assigns different roles to these participants in the policy – making process, he tends 

to argue that their main role is to promote or constrain issues. The data illustrates that 

Kingdon underestimates the power of these actors. One of these actors is the media. In all 

three events, the media played a crucial role. For example, the media was the catalyst for 

putting the refugee crisis on the Dutch political agenda when it spread the picture of Aylan 

around the world. The data also suggested that the public tried to indirectly influence the 

political agenda. There is reason to believe that the government sensed the public opinion, and 

adjusted their actions accordingly. The public opinion always overlapped with government 

proposals. When government sensed that they lost support from the public, they engaged in 

active leadership. Whereas Kingdon accurately explains how public opinion constrains 

government action, he can’t explain how the general public can directly influence the agenda 

without political actors wanting them to. Like when the public mobilized through political 

protest, which resulted in increased attention for the national situation and subsequent 

government action. The data observed another interesting relationship. The one between 

political parties and public opinion. Whereas the opposition didn’t influence government 

proposals, it did influence public opinion. Their interpretation of issues, proposed solutions 

and criticism had a strong influence on the polls. This resulted in a change of government 

action in several situations.  

 These examples show that one actor’s influence can’t go without the other. However, 

it is still difficult to establish a causal relationship between them. This is because the MSF 

fails to capture the interaction between actors in the policy – making process in the different 

streams. In order to understand the influence of these actors in the policy – making process, 

the MSF needs to analyse their impact in every stream.  
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7.3. Policy communities and policy entrepreneurs 
Kingdon explains that solutions are often formulated in a policy community, away from 

political events and pressure. He also explains that once the right time comes, policy 

entrepreneurs present these to decision – makers. Application of the MSF to the development 

of the Dutch refugee policy approach has several implications for the nature of the policy 

stream as Kingdon describes it. First of all, the policy community was less important in the 

development of the Dutch refugee policy approach than Kingdon suggests. There are two 

explanations for this. On the one hand, it suggests that in times of crisis, decision – makers 

don’t have time to consult policy communities. On the other hand, the fact that government 

holds the power of initiation can have consequences for the policy community. According to 

Kingdon’s line of thought, experienced policy – entrepreneurs pick solutions that are 

formulated by policy communities. They then push these solutions to decision – makers. In 

the Netherlands, the Dutch government is both a policy – entrepreneur and a decision – 

maker. It gives them the power to push solutions that suit their own approach. For example, 

the solutions that were formulated during the refugee crisis came from Parliamentarian Malik 

Azmani (VVD), interest groups VNG and IPO and the European Commission. The additional 

consequence is that solutions can come from anywhere, instead of just policy communities. 

However, this institutional difference makes it difficult to assess the power that some actors 

have. It looks like interest groups have more influence than Kingdon suggests because their 

proposed solutions were adopted by government. In reality, their solutions were picked 

because they suited the approach the government aimed to pursue. The overall conclusion is 

that it is important to consider policy entrepreneurship as a behavioural pattern rather than a 

distinct characteristic.  
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8. Comparison 
Previous chapters solely focused on the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach 

during the 2015 refugee crisis. To conclude whether the MSF explains the different refugee 

policy approaches it was important to apply the MSF to the individual cases first. Now that 

the data has illustrated the ability to explain the policy approach in the Netherlands, it is time 

to compare these results to the workings of the model in Germany. Kathinka Gaess, who 

applied the MSF to the abrupt policy change in Germany, collected the German results. This 

comparative chapter argues that the MSF is unable to explain the different refugee policy 

approach. Although the policy approaches developed under different circumstances and into 

different directions, the MSF fails to explain similar contextual and institutional factors that 

were important for the development of both. This chapter reflects on these similar factors, but 

also presents the different explanatory factors if necessary.  

 For both the German and Dutch policy approach, the MSF is a useful tool to study 

increasing attention for the refugee crisis. Kingdon accurately describes how the problem 

stream - through focusing events, crises and/or policy feedback - creates willingness among 

actors to tackle an issue. Even though the direction of change differed, this increasing 

attention set something in motion. It resulted in careful formulation of strategies in the 

Netherlands, whilst the pressure on institutions and aid structures in Germany (due to a higher 

influx of refugees) forced the government to act fast. Furthermore, the model helps to create 

order in the ambiguous environment of policy – making by presenting a range of actors that 

aim to influence the agenda. Although the data illustrates that some actors are more important 

than others, it provides a good starting point for the analysis of the policy – making process. 

Whereas the problem stream was effectively applied to reality, it was difficult to apply the 

rest of the model to the development of both policy approaches.  

 In both cases, the model failed to capture the mechanisms that explained the direction 

of change. Since the model argues that coupling of the streams results in policy change, we 

expected that coupling was more successful in Germany than in the Netherlands. However, 

the MSF fails to explain the policy change in Germany because Kingdon disregards the 

consequences of decision – making in a crisis mode (Gaess, 2017). Due to the heavy pressure 

on the German institutions and aid structures, decisions were mostly made by individuals 

under severe time constraints. Policy communities, where proposals are supposed to be 

formulated and debated, were not consulted (Gaess, 2017). So, the policy stream became an 

irrelevant process in the German case.  
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This suggests that the MSF is more suitable to apply to slow policy – making. This seems to 

be true in the Dutch case. Since the pressure on Dutch institutions was less significant than in 

Germany, the streams evolved like Kingdon predicted. Increasing attention resulted in the 

formulation of strategies, and political forces aimed to influence these strategies through 

discussion and mobilization. Although the streams developed accordingly, no abrupt change 

occurred. The Dutch policy approach maintained its restrictive character. The MSF fails to 

understand this stable policy approach because it doesn’t account for the factors that 

facilitated it. The most important factor that Kingdon underestimates is the power to control a 

policy approach by assigning cause, blame and responsibility and exercising active 

leadership. The Dutch government pretended to actively solve the issue by externalizing the 

causes to the region, and made the European Union responsible to tackle the issue. It gave the 

Dutch government space to pursue their restrictive approach. Although the data presented 

enough evidence to suggest that issue definition plays an important role in upholding a policy 

image, it was difficult to assess the influence of leadership on the development of the policy 

approach. This was because the Dutch government only exercised active leadership in later 

stages of the crisis. Although the German policy approach developed into a different 

direction, the German data presents evidence that active leadership influenced the 

development of the policy approach more than Kingdon suggests. Gaess explains that Angela 

Markel made excellent use of her leadership platform from the beginning of the 

crisis.  Angela Merkel tried to actively convince the public by giving meaning to the crisis 

through the ‘Wilkommenskultur’ (Gaess, 2017). This resulted in increasing support from the 

public, which in turn legitimized Merkel’s actions during the crisis (Gaess, 2017). Kingdon 

also fails to explain the necessity of maintaining stability in the Dutch case. The Dutch 

government always consists of multiple parties, which means that political parties with 

different ideologies have to cooperate. Abrupt change can have serious consequences for the 

future of a government, which coalition governments usually want to avoid.  

 Secondly, the MSF doesn’t explain the difference in policy – change because it fails to 

capture the multi – level structure in which both countries operate. This multi – level structure 

was important for the development of both policy approaches. In the Netherlands, the 

European Union wasn’t only used as a symbolic device to assign cause, blame and 

responsibility. It was definitely important for the Netherlands to achieve a European solution, 

because it aimed for a coherent European asylum system during their upcoming Presidency in 

the European Council.  
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For Germany, it was important to achieve a European solution to decrease the pressure on 

their institutions and aid structures. However, in both cases, intergovernmental procedures 

made it difficult to establish agreement. Strategies to tackle the refugee crisis went back and 

forth between national and European institutions, without reaching final agreement.  The 

difference lies in the consequences of no – agreement. In the Netherlands, the consequence of 

no – agreement was limited. Since the Dutch institutions weren’t yet overwhelmed, no – 

agreement made them able to pursue the restrictive approach. However, no - agreement in 

Germany resulted in the influx of more and more refugees (Gaess, 2017). 

Thirdly, the MSF fails to explain the generation of solutions and subsequent decision – 

making. As mentioned before, it was difficult to account for change in Germany because the 

model doesn’t accurately describe decision – making in a crisis mode. The policy stream 

became an irrelevant process because individuals were forced to make decisions. It was 

difficult to apply the policy stream to the Dutch policy approach as well, even though the 

Netherlands experienced lower levels of crisis. There was more room for consultation and the 

formulation of strategies. Still, there was no policy community that formulated these 

strategies. And just like in the German case, decision – makers became policy – entrepreneurs 

themselves. The reason is that the institutional framework of both Germany and the 

Netherlands differs from the American framework. Kingdon emphasizes that the people 

behind the scenes push solutions to decision – makers at the right time. The officials with this 

distinct characteristic were not present in both Germany and the Netherlands. It confirms that 

it is important to consider policy entrepreneurship as a behavioral pattern instead. The 

consequence is that policy – making research shouldn’t only look for solutions in policy 

communities, because solutions can come from everywhere and anyone. An additional 

consequence is that one should be careful to conclude that some actors have more power than 

Kingdon suggests.  

  Lastly, it was difficult to explain the development of both policy approaches with the 

MSF because it fails to capture the interaction between different actors in the policy – making 

process. Both in Germany and the Netherlands, actors beside the government influenced the 

policy – making process to a greater extent than Kingdon suggests. Studying the discursive 

interaction in the development of these two policy approaches illustrates that increasing media 

attention corresponds with policy impact. Furthermore, both cases find evidence of the 

general public directly or indirectly influencing the actions of government.  
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Kingdon underestimates the power of these actors, because he doesn’t study the interaction 

between these actors. Only when we study the actions of these actors and how they impact 

each other in all three the streams, we can determine their influence on the outcome. In both 

cases, interaction was most visible between the media, government, political parties and the 

general public (Gaess, 2017). Although there is reason to believe that the influence of these 

actors in the policy – making process depends on their interaction, this research hasn’t been 

able to establish strong causal relationships. This is because Kingdon argues that actors beside 

the government only exercise influence in the political stream, whilst reality suggests that 

they aim to influence the policy – making process in every stream. Furthermore, Kingdon 

views the three streams as a basis for analysis, instead of the interaction between participants. 

That is why both case studies argue that further research is required to study the impact and 

consequences of discursive interaction in the policy – making process.  
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9. Conclusion 
The goal of this research was to explain the different development trajectories of the Dutch 

and German refugee policy approaches during the 2015 refugee crisis. Whereas the German 

government adopted a welcoming approach during the 2015 refugee crisis, the Dutch 

government managed to uphold a restrictive approach. There was an empirical and scientific 

motivation for the choice to focus on the MSF as a basis for analysis. Empirically, the main 

question required the analysis of policy change. The MSF proved to be the most suitable 

model to study this policy change. It explains that abrupt change occurs when three streams 

are coupled at a window of opportunity. Since the model argues that coupling of the streams 

results in policy change, we expected that coupling was more successful in Germany than in 

the Netherlands. The scientific motivation for the choice of the MSF resides in the argument 

that comparing change to non – change windows can improve the explanatory power of the 

MSF.  Hence, the different refugee policy approaches were considered useful cases to 

possibly contribute to the existing policy – making literature. In order to conclude whether the 

MSF explains the different refugee policy approaches it was important to apply the model to 

the individual cases first. 

The application of the MSF through the chronological reconstruction of events showed 

that the model failed to accurately describe the development of the Dutch refugee policy 

approach. Although the model was useful to explain how the refugee crisis came and stayed 

on the political agenda, it failed to explain the stable character of the Dutch approach. This is 

because the model doesn’t incorporate the multi – level structure and multi – party system in 

which the Dutch system operates and disregards the power that the government has to control 

a policy approach through active manipulation. Kingdon also doesn’t consider a crisis to be a 

facilitator of stability rather than change. Furthermore, it was difficult to apply the model to 

the Dutch approach because solutions didn’t develop like Kingdon predicted. Kingdon argues 

that solutions develop in policy communities, which are then pushed to government by 

experienced policy entrepreneurs. In the Dutch case, these policy communities were not as 

important as Kingdon suggests and in all three events the government became a policy – 

entrepreneur themselves. He also doesn’t accurately describe the influence actors besides 

government had in the development of the Dutch refugee policy approach. Whereas Kingdon 

argues that other actors mainly promote or constrain issues in the political stream, reality 

presented evidence that they are active in every stream.  
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Kingdon fails to capture the interaction between actors. The result is that he underestimates 

the power that actors like the media, general public and political parties have in the policy – 

making process.  

The comparison confirmed that the MSF fails to understand certain mechanisms to 

explain the development of a policy approach. Even though both policy approaches developed 

in different directions and under different circumstances, the MSF disregards the same 

contextual and institutional factors to accurately describe this difference. In order to 

understand this difference, the MSF needs to consider the factors that facilitate stability, and 

the special circumstances of decision – making in crisis mode and within a multi – level 

structure. The model also needs to consider policy entrepreneurship as a behavioral pattern 

instead of a distinct characteristic. The consequence is that future research needs to take into 

consideration that solutions can come from everywhere and from anyone. It is also valuable to 

investigate the impact and consequences of interaction between different actors in all three the 

streams. Acquiring a good understanding of this interaction will give further insight into the 

influence of other participants in the policy – making process.  
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