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Issue competition and the Danish 2019 election 

Studying the issue agenda of the Danish 2019 election is an essential part of explaining the 2019 

Danish election both in terms the actual outcome of the election and the political situation that 

follows from it. In this context, studying the issue agenda means two things. First are the issues 

that parties focus on. Second how do the parties position themselves on the issues.1 In a multiparty 

system like the Danish one, two considerations are important for parties in terms of which issues 

to focus on (cf. Green-Pedersen 2019). One is if they find issue electorally beneficial for them. 

The answer to this question is typically found in the notion of issue ownership. Also in the Danish 

context, stable patterns of issue ownership has been identified (Hjort 2017). Second, coalition 

considerations play an important role for Danish political parties. Simply put, Denmark is a bloc 

system divided into a red-bloc of parties supporting a Social Democratic government and a blue 

bloc supporting a Liberal government (Green-Pedersen & Kosiara-Pedersen 2020). However, 

though the parties within each bloc agree on the color of their preferred Prime Minister, they might 

disagree quite substantially on specific issues and this affects their incentive to focus on certain 

issues. Further, the party system agenda is not only determined by the strategic interaction between 

political parties. The development of “problems indicators” like the unemployment rate or figures 

on pollution levels play an important role. So does “focusing events” such as extreme weather 

conditions (Green-Pedersen 2019). 

 When looking at the long-term development of the issue agenda of Danish party politics, 

it resembles that of many other countries. Macro-economic issue have declined and a variety of 

                                                           
1 At this point in time, no data on parties issue emphasis from party manifestos, social media, press releases or 
media sources are available. The same goes for data on voter’s issue agenda.  The following is based on a 
perception of the election campaign through the media.  



new issues has grown in importance.  This is the case for welfare-state related issues like health 

care and education, but also for issues like immigration and the environment often characterized 

as “new politics issues”. European integration, however, is typically a minor issue. The major 

differences between the Danish party system agenda and that of West European countries is that 

immigration has been a much more central issue in Danish party politics from 1998 and until 2015 

(Green-Pedersen & Otjes 2019).  

 The issue agenda of an election does further not emerge out of the blue. The issue agenda 

of an election campaign emerges out of the agenda of the period since the last election, though 

factors like focusing events may suddenly push the issue agenda in the new direction. When the 

Danish 2019 election were called by Prime Minister Lars Løkke Rasmussen on May 7, a number 

of questions about the issue agenda immediately emerged, the answers to which helps explaining 

the outcome of the Danish 2019 election. 

 The timing of the 2019 election was unusual because the elections to the European 

Parliament would take place on May 26 in the middle on the campaign for the national elections. 

This raised some expectations that European Integration would become an important issue in the 

campaign. An expectation that gained further support by the substantial media attention to Brexit. 

However, like preceding elections, European Integration played a marginal role in the 2019 

campaign.2The major Danish parties, the Social Democrats and Liberals have too little incentive 

to compete on the issue (Green-Pedersen 2012).  

 Immigration was also potentially also a major issue in the 2019 election. The refugee crisis 

of 2015 has disappeared from the public debate. Still, broader issues about integration and the 

                                                           
2 How the national elections affected the elections to the European Parliament is a different question taken up by 
Jensen (2019) in this issue.  



number of asylum seekers coming to Denmark remained potentially important questions and so 

did for instance border control, a question that emerged out of the 2015 refugee crisis. From a bloc 

political perspective, the incentive structure was relatively clear. The blue bloc was quite united 

on a “tough” immigration and integration policy along the long lines pursued by the outgoing 

government. The Danish People’s Party is more extreme in some aspects, but the other three parties 

including the Liberals agreed on the broad elements of this policy. 

For the red-bloc the incentive structure around immigration is different. For the Social 

Democrats, the immigration issue has been seen as a central reason for its long-term electoral 

decline, especially because voters have defected to the Danish People’s Party. The long-term 

strategy of the party has been to move towards the position of the blue bloc on the issue (Bale et 

al. 2010), strategy that has even been intensified when the current leader, Mette Frederiksen, took 

over after the loss of power in 2015. The party has for instance supported most proposal for a 

tighter immigration policy put forward by the outgoing blue government. However, for the Social 

Democrats the situation is more complicated that simply convincing the electorate that its position 

on the issue is not much different from for instance the Liberals. The challenge is also to convince 

the electorate that a Social Democratic government based on the support of the other parties in the 

red-bloc will by and large pursue the same policy as the outgoing government. The other parties 

in the red-bloc, especially the Social Liberals and the Unity List campaigned on a very different 

immigration policy.  

Mette Frederiksen has met this challenge by long before the election declaring that the 

Social Democrats would govern alone, not with the Social Liberals, and that the other parties in 

the red bloc would get no significant influence on the immigration policy of a Social Democratic 

minority government. Such a government would follow the same policy as the previous blue 



government. The other parties in the red bloc obviously complained about this, but could do little 

about it. For the other parties in the red-bloc, toppling a Social Democratic led government is not 

a realistic option. The only change that can come of that is a blue bloc government. For the Social 

Democrats a central element of its election campaign strategy was to convince the electorate that 

this logic would apply despite the counter-argument of the blue bloc that a Social Democratic 

government would be in the pocket of especially the Social Liberals.  

Immigration was an important issue in the campaign. This was also due to the fact that two 

new radical right-wing parties, both clearly to the right of the Danish People’s Parties, had 

collected enough signatures to run for the election. However, the issue appears less central than in 

some of the preceding elections. Further, the election outcome would indicate that the Social 

Democratic strategy was at least partly successful. However, the blue bloc is surely going to test 

the new Social Democratic government on this point and any move in the direction of a more 

liberal immigration policy passed by the red-bloc will be interpreted by the blue bloc as a Social 

Democratic betrayal of the electorate.  

Environmental policy has been an important issue in Danish party politics for decades, 

though not reaching the very top of the agenda since 2007 (Green-Pedersen 2019). However, 

environmental policy in the form of climate change was a central issue in the 2019 campaign. It is 

an issue with strong left-wing issue ownership and therefore likely to benefit the red bloc 

electorally (Hjort 2017).  It is also an issue where the parties in the red bloc are in close agreement. 

Public attention to climate change has been growing both nationally and internationally following 

extreme weather conditions and reports of melting ice-pols. This has led to climate strikes and 

demonstration. During the campaign, Greta Thunberg also participated in a climate demonstration 

in Denmark. Most Danish parties reacted with more focus on climate change. The Danish People’s 



Party was the only exception among the established parties. After its defeat at the EP election, the 

founding leader of the Danish People’s Party, Pia Kjærsgaard publicly declared that the party had 

been defeated by “climate loonies”, a statement that was immediately used by the other parties as 

evidence that the party did not care about climate change. The party acknowledged that it had not 

paid enough attention to the issue. 

The strong recovery of Danish economy after the financial crisis with low unemployment 

and public budget surplus put focus on alleged need for allocating more funds to the welfare state 

and welfare state issues were thus expected to be central to the issue agenda. Health care was an 

obvious candidate and in the spring of 2019, the blue government launched a major reform of the 

Danish health care sector, which was seen as a central element in its campaign strategy. The reform 

involved among other things an abolishment of the Danish regions, the administrative unit 

responsible for health care. This element was not particularly well-received because it was seen as 

yet another move in the direction of a centralization of the Danish public sector. The red-bloc was 

also opposed to the proposal. Perhaps due to the badly received reform proposal from the 

government, health care did in fact not become a particularly central issue in the campaign. Instead, 

the quality of Danish day care institutions emerged as an important issue. In the period just before 

the campaign, a new parent organization has organized demonstrations for more spending on day-

care institutions and during the campaign a documentary on national TV showing poor conditions 

in day-care institution in Copenhagen got substantial media attention. Better day-care services thus 

became party-system wide electoral promise and several parties within the red bloc made 

legislatively based minimum children/adult ratios in day care institutions a central campaign issue.  

One other welfare state issue also played an important role in the campaign, namely a more 

flexible retirement age. In 2006, a broad majority in the Danish parliament, including among other 



the Social Democrats, the Liberals and the Danish People’s party passed a reform of the Danish 

retirement system that among other things linked the retirement age to increasing life-expectancy. 

As the latter has been increasing, the retirement age has been increased to 68 with expectations of 

further increases. This has generated a debate about a more flexible retirement age with better 

possibilities for early-retirement for especially workers with physically demanding jobs. In the 

beginning of 2019, the Social Democrats announced that a new Social Democratic government 

would introduce a system with a right to early retirement for certain groups on the labour market, 

leaving the details open. The proposal had public support and put the government under pressure. 

As a result, the government launched its own proposal and negotiated a legislative deal about it 

with the Danish People’s party and the Social Liberals. The latter is important because it implies 

that the new Social Democratic government cannot pass its own proposal with the red-bloc 

majority. The focus on the question of early retirement was probably beneficial for the Social 

Democrats, but the defection of the Social Liberals to the blue bloc before the election also makes 

it challenging for the Social Democrats to deliver on the issue. The most likely strategy of the new 

social democratic government is to try to reach an agreement with the labour unions and the 

employer organizations which a majority in a parliament will find it difficult not to implement.  

What does this overview of the issue agenda during the Danish 2019 campaign tell us about 

the outcome of the election and the challenges facing the new government? An in depth analysis 

of this has to wait the availability of data on both party behavior and the reaction of the electorate. 

However, given the way, the issue agenda developed up to and during the campaign, the substantial 

victory for the red-bloc does not appear surprising. The red-bloc in Denmark is typically seen by 

voters in Denmark as most competent at handling issues like the environment/climate change and 

the welfare state, so an increased focus one these issues should, ceteris paribus, benefit the red 



bloc. Further, these are issues where the positional differences within the red bloc parties are 

manageable.  The Achilles heel of red bloc has for long been the issue of immigration, which was 

also an important issue in the 2019 campaign. As the Social Democrats have moved close to the 

blue bloc on this issue, the distance to the other parties in the red bloc has become considerable. 

Therefore, a major challenge for the Social Democrats has been to convince the electorate that a 

Social Democratic government would work with blue bloc when it comes to immigration. Perhaps 

because the Social Democrats early on announced that they would govern alone, not in a coalition, 

this strategy appears to have worked. For the blue bloc, the issue of immigration was perhaps the 

most promising issue. With the prospering economy, economic governance, an issue traditionally 

owned by the blue bloc (Hjort 2017), was not important on the issue agenda. Tax cuts had caused 

major disagreements within the blue bloc in the previous years and were, therefore, also not a 

winning issue for the blue bloc. Health care has historically been the welfare state issue where the 

blue bloc has most successfully challenged the red bloc, but as the proposal for health care reform 

just before the election was not well-received, the blue bloc was under pressure with regard to 

favorable issues.  

The way the issue agenda developed before and during the campaign will also set the scene 

for the coming years. The Social Democratic government has to show voters that it can deliver 

better day-care institutions, a flexible retirement age and a substantially unchanged immigration 

policy. The opposition will surely try to draw the conclusion for the electorate that the government 

is failing.  
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