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Abstract 

Although the number of women in politics is growing; women are still systematically under-

represented on the more influential positions in the political hierarchy. We investigate gender 

differences in political career length using combined ballot and register data for more than 30 000 

Swedish municipal politicians over five election cycles. The average woman is 7 percent less likely to 

be re-elected compared to the average man, of which only a small part can be attributed to differential 

family responsibilities or voter preferences. We propose a novel explanation for women’s 

disadvantage, namely that male entrenched elites have incentives to limit their career advancements, 

but that the opportunities to do so are limited by political competition. This hypothesis is supported by 

two sets of empirical results. First, there is essentially gender parity in re-election probabilities in 

municipalities with high political competition. Second, we use an exogenous enforcement of name 

alternation by gender on municipal party lists (zipper gender quota) to directly infer the presence and 

strength of male elites. The results show a much greater female career disadvantage in places where 

this quota had the largest numerical impact.  
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1. Introduction 

Female representation is an important democratic issue because gender is a divisor of both voter 

preferences and of the policy choices made by politicians.1 Over the past fifteen years we have also 

seen political parties in more than one hundred countries have adopted gender quotas to increase 

female representation (Krook, 2009). In many places, the share of women in parliament has increased 

substantially, and in the Nordic countries, parity in the number of men and women in political office 

has almost been achieved. But despite women’s advances, descriptive evidence abounds that female 

politicians are under-represented on positions of influence. Although it is a fact of political life that not 

all politicians can have the same degree of influence, a relative under-representation of certain 

socioeconomic characteristics at the more powerful positions indicates a democratic deficit. Election 

results are represented in numbers but not in substance.2   

 Seniority is a key determinant of political influence.3 In this paper, we provide the first 

empirical investigation of women’s relative political influence, using seniority as the main measure of 

career advancement. Our study is made possible by a unique dataset that combines ballot and register 

data for Swedish municipal politicians. Over five waves of elections in 290 municipalities, we have 

detailed background information on all politicians, regardless of whether or not they were elected.  

 We propose the novel argument that women’s political career advancements are restricted by 

male entrenched elites. In this paper, we do not develop our argument mathematically, but instead base 

the discussion of the formalization provided in Besley, Folke, Persson and Rickne (2011). We argue 

that the incentives for the entrenched (male) elite to restrict women’s numerical presence on party 

lists, as laid out in that model, is also applicable to the influence of elected female politicians. The 

basic idea is that the elite seek to protect its own leadership positions and policy rents by limiting the 

number of women. The model also shows that political competition comes in as a constraint on the 

elite’s by forcing it to cater to swing voters who prefer gender parity.  

 
1 Rehavi (2008) explores closely contested races in the US and finds modest effects of female legislators on 
spending priorities. Descriptive analysis of gender differences in legislative behavior in the U.S. Congress have 
shown that female representatives focus more on women’s issues, and (Welch, 1985; Vega and Firestone, 1995). 
For Swedish municipalities, Svaleryd (2009) finds a positive association between increased female 
representation in Swedish municipal councils and spending on childcare and education relative to elderly care. A 
number of papers also examine the policy consequences of a random assignment of female village leaders in 
India. Although the village setting differs greatly from the elected assemblies of parliamentary democracies, the 
studies find that the composition of public goods provided by women leaders was in closer accordance with 
village women’s preferences (Chattopadhyay and Duflo, 2004; Munshi and Rosenweig, 2008; Clots-Figueras, 
2009).  
2 Moving from explaining the women’s relative number (or mass) to explaining their relative influence is in line 
with the recent political science studies that focus on the presence of women as critical actors in the policy 
making process (Childs and Krook, 2009; Kittilson, 2010). 
3 Seniority is an important determinant of political appointments, such as committee positions, but also for 
achieving more substantial legislative accomplishments. This is shown for the U.S. Congress by Diermeier et al. 
(2005). Also see Nelson et al., (1969) for a historical background of the setup of the seniority system in that 
country. Brothén (2010) documents the high relevance of this principle of seniority in Swedish political parties. 
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 It is straightforward to assume that swing voters prefer parity not only in numbers, but also in 

the political influence. It is also likely that the elite’s maintained leadership is more threatened in the 

internal party election by the presence of more senior elements with differing policy preferences. As a 

consequence, we suggest that the male elite’s incentives for limiting women’s substantive 

representation are the same as for limiting their number, and that competition will work as a constraint 

on these incentives. It is important to stress that our hypothesis relates to party elites in general and not 

specifically to men. However, the gender divide is suitable for studying this issue in politics since men 

have historically held the vast majority of all political offices. 

 The analysis proceeds in two steps. First, we conduct benchmark estimations of women’s 

relative re-election probability. We then test the hypothesis that women’s relative disadvantage in 

political influence stems from the existence of male elites. This corresponds to testing the theoretical 

prediction that male elites are constrained from limiting female influence when there is more political 

competition. To substantiate the analysis, we then attempt to directly measure the existence and 

strength of these male elites. For this purpose we exploit the introduction of a gender quota with a 

zipper system placement mandate in Sweden’s largest political party in the early 90s. By forcing the 

local party groups to alternate males and females on their ballots, we argue that this quota stripped the 

male elites’ of their previous influence over the number of women on the party list. Based on this we 

argue that the municipalities where the adoption of the quota led to the largest increases in the share of 

women were the municipalities with the strongest elite presence.4  

 Our baseline estimates of women’s relative likelihood of attaining political seniority show a 

sizeable female disadvantage. After including extensive controls for personal and political 

characteristics, as well as gender differential effects of family size and voter bias, women are found to 

be roughly four percentage points less likely to be re-elected than men. These results are fairly robust 

to excluding candidates that leave their office between elections, thus indicating that our results are not 

driven by voluntary quits. They are also robust to using alternative measures of seniority, namely 

upward movements on the party list, and whether the politician attains either the highest list rank or a 

specific high-ranked appointment.  

 Testing the main theoretical hypothesis, we find strong evidence that women’s re-election 

disadvantage stems from municipalities with weak political competition. An increase of one standard 

deviation in our competition measure cuts the re-election disadvantage of women in half. This 

suggests that competition constrains male elites from limiting women’s substantive representation. 

These results also speak to the important issue of whether women’s shorter political careers can be 

 
4 The validity of this approach is confirmed by the fact that the post-quota share of top-ranked female candidates 
is about 50% higher in municipalities that we have defined as having less entrenched male elites.  
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explained by gender differences in the preference for working in a politically risky environment.5 

Rather than shying away from the competitive and risky political environments by leaving politics at a 

relatively faster rate, our findings show that women are more likely to stay on their jobs in those 

locations. 

 Next, our results for directly measuring the strength of the male elites using the quota 

introduction in the Social Democratic party gives further support for our hypothesis regarding the role 

of these elites in women’s disadvantage. The estimates show a strong and negative correlation 

between women’s relative probabilities of re-election and “bite” of the placement mandate quota. This 

suggests that although the quota efficiently increased women’s numerical representation, the presence 

of strong male elites in many municipal party groups had a continued and negative impact on women’s 

relative re-election probabilities.  

 A common criticism against gender quotas is that they reduce the quality of the elected 

representatives. Indeed, if the women who entered politics following the placement mandate of the 

Social Democrats left politics at a relatively faster rate because of weaker merits, our interpretation of 

the results could be faulty. This is an issue we can address. Our descriptive statistics allows us to 

examine standard measures of candidate quality – education and market income – for male and female 

politicians. Assessing the development of these measures over time shows that the “quality” of female 

politicians did not change noticeably, even in places where the quota had the largest bite.  

 A general caveat with our data is that we lack direct measures of the politicians’ career 

ambitions or their motivation for pursuing political office. If women are less interested in political 

careers, we could be wrongfully blaming male elites for women’s relatively slow advancement. 

Although is it likely to exist gender-related differences in desired career length, many of the common 

explanations for those differences are captured by our control variables. We account for many facets 

of family responsibilities, both in terms of family size and the timing of pregnancy and parenthood 

before and after leaving politics. We also account for moving away from the municipality and for the 

politician’s wage on his or her regular job. The latter controls for gender differences in career 

attainments on the non-political labor market and thereby, arguably, for gender-related differences in 

the willingness to actively pursue career advancement through bargaining.  

 Gender differences in the motivation for becoming politicians could explain our results if 

women with weaker career motivations enter into politics in less competitive and more male 

dominated contexts. If such a difference in motivations is driven by reluctance to join a work place 

dominated by a male elite, it is however not contradictory to our main result. Moreover, survey 

evidence from Swedish politicians has not given evidence of large gender differences in the 

motivations for entering political office. In particular, there was no systematic evidence that women 
 

5 Laboratory experiments have shown that women are more reluctant to enter into risky and competitive 
tournaments (e.g. Niederle and Vesterlund, 2007; Croson and Gneezy, 2009). 
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are more likely to view politics as a temporary job as compared to a career (as dichotomized by 

Diermeier et al., 2005).  

 The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides a literature review; Section 3 develops a 

theoretical basis for our main hypothesis; Section 4 describes the key political institutions of the 

Swedish municipalities and the parties; Section 5 contains a description of the data and key descriptive 

statistics; Section 6 gives the baseline results; Section 7 tests the predictions that competition favors 

gender parity in substantive representation and also examines the correlation between elite strength 

and deviations from parity. Section 8 provides concluding remarks and an outline of future work. 

 

2. Related literature 

In this section we cover the key strands of literature related to our study. First we review studies of 

candidate selection from a gender perspective. After this we turn to the quota specific literature, 

starting with the motivation for quota introduction, and then turning to party responses to quota 

introduction and the effects of quotas on candidate quality.   

 

2.1 Candidate selection: supply and demand 

The selection of a candidate for the placement on the party ballot can be seen as the outcome of a 

supply and demand system. The candidate supply consists of persons who wish to pursue a political 

career, while the demand side consists of party selectors and voters.  

 Consider first the issue of gender differences in the supply of politicians. Such differences can 

stem from access to resources (for example time, money and experience) and motivational factors 

(drive, ambition and interest). One of the major factors may be family responsibilities, which can 

affect both the motivation and time available for men and women to seek and maintain political office. 

It is well known that women have a larger uptake of parental leave and assume a greater role in child 

rearing and other domestic activities.  

 A substantial body of research has dealt with the issue of gender differences in ambition. Recent 

laboratory experiments have shown that women are more reluctant than men to put themselves in 

positions where they have to compete against others (e.g. Gupta et al., 2005; Niederle and Vesterlund, 

2007) and that they are more risk avert (see Croson and Gneezy, 2009 for a review). However, in a 

follow up study of women’s competitiveness, Niederle and Yestrumskas (2008) showed that the 

gender difference in joining competitions was strongly affected by the rules of the game. When 

improving the amount of feedback on performance, or reducing the need to commit to the hard task, 

women were not more reluctant to enter the competitions.  
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 In the political context, Fox and Lawless (2010) examine panel data on political ambition and 

recruitment among US citizens in “pipeline professions” (the most common professions for office 

holders). They show that women are less likely to be recruited, recruited intensely, and by multiple 

actors. Following individuals over time, they find that the gender difference in ambition can be fully 

explained by these differences in subjection to recruitment.  

 The demand side of women and men’s presence on party lists has also received attention. In a 

person’s political career, the first hurdle is to get a position on the ballot in the local election. The 

gatekeeper for these positions is the local party organization which recruits candidates and distributes 

the safe seats in the upcoming election. Within labor economics, a number of audit studies have 

documented a hiring bias against female applicants (e.g. Goldin and Rouse, 2001; Neumark, 1996), 

also when evaluated by other females (Bagues and Volart, 2010). In a survey of elite selectors of 

political candidates in the U.S., Niven (2010) shows that male selectors perceived male candidates to 

be more similar to themselves in attitudes, values and personality. They were also more likely to 

consider male candidates as “top candidates” when asked about their recruitment plans for future 

races.6 In a similar study of recruiters in six U.S. states, Sanbonmatsu (2006) found that recruiting 

networks and the choices of targets for recruitment were both highly homosocial.  

 In a list PR system, open or semi-open lists allow voter preferences to determine the electoral 

fate of male and female candidates that have been placed on the lists. Previous studies have found 

considerable variation in voters’ gender preferences across countries. A bias for men has been found in 

the cases of France (Fréchette et al., 2008), Australia and in Britain (Kelley and McAlister, 1984), 

while a bias for women have been found among Spanish (Volart and Bagues, 2010) and Canadian 

voters (Hunter et al., 1984). Descriptive research on U.S. Congressional districts has outlined factors 

that can predict the district’s level of “woman friendliness”, i.e. female candidate’s chances to get the 

majority of the popular vote. Typically, these districts are more urban, more ethnically diverse, and 

have higher education and income levels (Palmer and Simon, 2006). 

 

2.2 Quotas, strategic nomination, competition and quality 

Research on gender quotas have almost exclusively focused on the numerical effect of different quota 

types. Consensus in this literature is that a placement mandate is the most efficient type of quota in 

this regard (Norris, 2004; Dahlerup and Freidenvall, 2008). A large number of studies have shown that 

without such a mandate, political parties avoid increasing the share of elected women. Under softer 

types of quotas that impose only a restriction on the share of women, but no on their rank on the party 

 
6 In an earlier study, Niven (1998) examined political recruitment in four U.S. states to find that the majority 
women officeholders felt that party leaders discouraged women from running for office, partly by channeling 
them into low-profile political roles. 
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list, parties have been found to use strategic nomination by gender to place women on unelectable list 

positions.7 A recent report by the European Commission (2009) discusses the large discrepancy 

between the share of female politicians on party lists and the share of females getting elected for the 

lower parliamentary houses in the EU member states. It finds that because women were consistently 

placed on lower positions on the list, the chance of being elected for the average woman was only 72 

percent of that of the average man’s.8  

 Using Spanish ballot data, Volart and Bagues (2010) describe how parties’ nomination strategies 

changed with the 2007 gender quota law that required parties have a roughly equal share of men and 

women on their lists. Parties exploited the procedure of ordering candidates by alphabetical order, as 

well as the tendency of voters to vote for the top ranked candidate. By comparing the distribution of 

the last names on lists in various districts to the distribution in the general population, the study shows 

that after the quota adoption, women were increasingly allocated to lists on which their last name were 

less likely to qualify them for a safe seat. For example, women made up only 6 percent of the top 

ranked candidates in district in which the party expected to obtain only one seat.  

 Some related papers suggest that entrenched elites use “defensive strategies” to avoid sharing 

political power with women once they are elected. Heath et al. (2005) find a negative correlation 

between the share of female representatives and women’s presence on high status committees in Latin 

American countries.9 Hakesworth (2003) interviews African American Congresswomen to unravel 

tactics of exclusion used by other members of Congress, including the exclusion and marginalization 

from relevant decision making groups such as committees and subcommittees.10 Kathlene (1994) 

found that as the proportion of women participating in a legislative committee hearing increased, the 

men became more verbally aggressive and conversationally dominant. “Contrary to some scholarly 

expectations," she concludes, "the more women on a committee, the more silenced women became" 

(Kathlene, 1994, p.573). 
 

7 In extreme cases, however, even a placement mandate can be avoided. In Bolivia, selectors went so far as to 
change male candidates’ names to female names to circumvent the quota law.   
8 A similar experience is reported in the case of Argentina (Jones, 1998), where provincial quota laws were 
implemented in the early 90s, requiring the parties to place women on 30% of the electable positions on the 
closed party lists. Parties complied with the law to the minimal extent, namely by placing women on the lowest 
possible positions on the lists. 
9 The higher presence of female legislators on low-status committees dealing with social policies such as 
education, welfare, and health, and their smaller likelihood of serving on powerful or prestigious committees are 
stylized facts of men’s and women’s political appointments. It however remains an open question to which 
degree this distribution reflects women’s preferences, and to which degree it reflects marginalization and 
removal from power.  
10 The question of defensive strategies among male elites is closely related to research dealing with how 
women’s political behavior is affected by, for example, the share of women in the political assembly. The so-
called critical mass theory, originally developed in the context of the firm (Kanter, 1977a, 1977b) and later 
modified to fit political assemblies (Thomas, 1991), states that small shares of women (around 15 percent or 
less) are likely to conform to the male norms. As the share of women grows, the pressure for conformity can be 
overcome, and women are more likely to formulate and co-operate on a distinct legislative agenda. Arguably, the 
idea of a critical mass, or a “tipping point” in the relationship between presence and influence, has found little 
support in empirical studies (Dahlerup, 2006).   
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 Strategic nomination may not be an option under all circumstances. In particular, the degree of 

competition in local elections has been shown to affect the degree to which it is used. Estve-Volart and 

Bagues (2009) find that in Spanish senate races with more uncertain outcomes, parties did not select 

candidates based on last name in order to move women to lower positions on the alphabetically 

ordered party list. The authors interpret this as evidence that quality may have played a greater role in 

candidate selections for more contested races. Galasso and Nannicini (2011) compare candidate 

characteristics between closely contested and “safe” races in Italian parliamentary elections (single 

person majoritarian districts). Besides finding that contested races had a higher share of politicans with 

more years of schooling, higher market income and local government experience, the candidates were 

also more likely to be female. . 

 A common argument against quota policies is that they restrict the domain over which 

candidates are picked, resulting in a smaller candidate pool and lower candidate quality. Yet, few 

empirical studies have dealt with this issue.11 One exception is Murray’s (2010) comparison of work 

effort exerted by male and female parliamentarians in France. She finds no evidence that France’s 

quota law had an effect on the volume of parliamentary activity (including numbers of bills, reports, 

and questions introduced). In a behavioral laboratory experiment, Niederle et al. (2008) examine the 

effect of affirmative action in competition outcomes (letting contestants know that every second 

winner must be a woman), on entry and competitor quality. They argue that the effect of the 

affirmative action on competition entrants among men and women must be seen from the viewpoint of 

an inefficient starting distribution among these entrants. Because women were heavily under-

represented before the “quota”, the high-performing men who dropped out of the competition were 

compensated for by an increase in the number of high-performing female entrants. Thus, the total 

number of high-performing participants was unaffected. 

 

3. Male entrenchment and female careers 

To explain the career disadvantage for women we propose a simple argument that rest on a formal 

theoretical model developed in Besley, Folke, Persson and Rickne (2011). The model provides a 

theoretical explanation for the incentives of male entrenched elites to limit female numerical 

representation. It also shows that political competition is a driver of gender parity. An important 

feature of the model is that it does not rely on the assumption of a taste for discrimination. Instead, it is 

based on the idea that entrenched (male) elites have incentives to limit the political representation of 

the (female) newcomers in order to preserve their own access to political offices and, in turn, their 

 
11 For jobs in the private market, Holzer and Neumark (1999) found that women hired in U.S. firms with 
affirmative action programs did not show weaker performance or lower qualifications.  
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influence over policy. Even though the model relates to the numerical representation, its basic 

premises can also be applied to the question of substantive representation.  

 Besley, Folke, Persson and Rickne (2011) consider the decisions by two parties to design their 

party lists. The agent within the party that puts together the list is the party leader. Without loss of 

generality, this leader can also be viewed as a decision-making elite.12 The elite is selected through an 

internal election among the party representatives. In order the maintain power, the elite therefore has 

an incentive to fill the party list with candidates that will support it in the internal party election. This 

follows from the assumption that a candidate is more likely to support a leadership of the same 

gender.13 

 Voter preferences enter the model as a constraint on the party elite. We assume that female and 

male swing voters have equivalent preferences: everything else equal, they prefer to be represented by 

politicians of their own gender. This preference structure makes it straightforward to use a standard 

probabilistic voting model to show that gender parity will be optimal in terms of winning elections. In 

the probabilistic model there is a group of swing voters without a clear party alignment that parties can 

target through specific policies or strategies. In this model, the parties can capture the swing vote by 

moving towards an even number of men and women on the party list. The larger the group of swing 

voters is relative to each party’s group of core supporters, i.e. the greater the degree of political 

competition, the more important gender parity will be for winning the elections. 

 The party elite faces a trade-off. On the one hand, it wants to surround itself with men in order 

to remain in the leadership position. On the other hand, capturing the rents associated with winning the 

election is dependent on pleasing the swing vote by moving toward gender parity. Ultimately, the 

share of women will be determined by the degree of competition. When its electoral prospects look 

very good, the elite has little motivation for nominating representatives from the opposite gender. As 

electoral competition increases and the electoral prospect look less certain, deviations from gender 

parity will however become more costly.  

 Although the model applies to the numerical representation of women, the arguments can easily 

be extended to women’s substantive representation. It is straightforward to assume that influence in 

internal party elections increases with political seniority. The male (female) party elite therefore have 

the same types of incentives for limiting women’s (men’s) tenure as they have for limiting their 

 
12 In this paper we thus apply the incentive structure for the leader in the model to our concept of the party elite. 
13 The prediction that the party elite prefers to surround itself with same-sex politicians can also be derived from 
the basic assumptions of the citizen candidate model (Osborne and Slivinsky, 1996; Besley and Coate, 1997). In 
this model, the politician’s utility depends on two factors, policy outcomes and holding political office. Under 
the condition that men have been over-represented in politics historically, the argument can depart from an 
uneven distribution of the sources of utility to their advantage. A second model assumption is that men and 
women differ in policy preferences (as shown by Edlund and Pande, 2002, and Miller, 2008, and as argued in the 
political science literature by Pitkin, 1967 and Phillips, 1995). This means that women entering politics threatens 
the preferential access to utility for the men, both in terms of seats and in terms of policy outcomes. The 
historical elites thus have the incentives to limit both the number and influence of the newcomers.    
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number. By having more senior politicians of their own gender in the party group, the chance of re-

election for party leadership will increase. Arguably, this second strategy for maintaining power – 

limiting women’s tenure – should become more important when gender quotas with placement 

mandates strip the elite of its ability to strategically exclude women from elected seats.  

There are two additional things to note about the model. First, it could be applied to cases where 

the entrenched elite is female rather than male. From an empirical standpoint, this is however not very 

relevant, which is why we in this paper equate the entrenched elite with a male entrenched elite. 

Second, the model is coherent with the empirical evidence on the different behaviors of party elites in 

limiting women’s part-taking in the political process. In the elite’s act of choosing the share of women 

for the party list, it may recruit women less intensively (Fox and Lawless, 2010; Niven, 1998; 2010) or 

simply discriminate against female candidates (Goldin and Rouse, 2001; Neumark, 1996). Another 

avenue could be to marginalize women from informal networks at the workplace which may induce 

them to quit (Kathlene, 1994; Hakesworth, 2003; Heath et al., 2005). We do not try to distinguish 

between these mechanisms in this paper.  

 

4. Background 

In this section we provide background on the institutional features of Swedish municipalities as well 

as on the candidate nomination procedures and gender quotas of the political parties 

 

4.1 Governance of Swedish municipalities  

Swedish politics take place at three geographical levels: the national, county (20), and the municipal 

(290). Municipalities differ widely in land area (from 9 to 19 447 square kilometers) and in population 

(from 2 558 to 780 817 inhabitants). The municipal level of politics is quite important in that 

municipal governments’ expenditures together account for about 20 percent of national GDP, whereof 

two thirds of the expenditures come from taxes levied directly at the municipal level. The political 

assemblies at this level also have large responsibilities in terms of policy, in particular in the areas of 

day care, education and care for the elderly.   

     Up until the election in 2010, seven parties dominated the Swedish political landscape, both at 

the national and municipal levels.14 In most localities, all seven of these parties are represented in the 

municipal council, which is the legislative body. Unlike on the national level, there is no explicit 

electoral threshold in the vote share to be represented in the municipal council. Instead, the effective 

threshold is decided by district magnitude, and many municipalities have some representation of one 

or several small local parties. 
 

14 In the 2010 elections, an anti-immigration party emerged as a medium size party in the parliament and in many 
municipal assemblies.  
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 The political power is concentrated in the council board. Its chair person is elected by the largest 

party of the governing coalition, and the remaining seats are distributed amongst all the parties to 

reflect the seat allocation of the full council. Specific policy areas are dealt with in subcommittees, 

which chairpersons are appointed by the governing majority.  

 Elections to the municipal councils are held every fourth year (every third year prior to 1994). 

Representatives are elected from multimember districts and the seats are allocated to each party 

according to its share of the total vote. A major change to this procedure took place in 1998 when the 

previously closed party lists were opened up for personal votes (one per voter). Following this reform, 

the seat allocation became a two-step process, which proceeds as follows. In the first step, seats are 

rewarded in accordance with the personal vote and irrespective of the candidate’s list placement. For a 

candidate to be elected in this way, it must receive i) more than 50 individually marked votes and ii) 

more than 5 percent of the party’s total votes in the electoral district. In the second step, the remaining 

seats are allocated according to the rank order of candidates on the party list. In the cases when a party 

has several lists, the number of seats allocated to each list is determined by that list’s share of the party 

vote. Having several lists per district is uncommon, but sometimes occurs in large parties. Concerning 

the number of districts, the election law dictates that they must be at least two if the municipality has 

more than 24 000 eligible voters, or a legislative council with more than 50 seats,15 About one third of 

290 assemblies has two or more districts.  

 Work as a municipal politician is almost always a side job. A survey carried out in 1991 showed 

that the average regular council member spent 8.3 hours per week on his or her political duties, while 

chairpersons spent 17.8 hours on the job. The payment is also modest. Typically, the only politician 

paid with a full time salary (about 450 000 SEK (~$70 000) in 2007) is the chairperson of the 

municipal council board. Of the remaining representatives, less than ten percent receive compensation 

that amounts to more than 40% of a standard full time job, and the vast majority receive only small 

sums.  

4.2 Nominating and electing politicians 

The formal process of becoming a municipal politician starts by winning a nomination to a party’s 

electoral list. In Figure 1 below, we illustrate the general process of how the pool of potential 

candidates (party members) is narrowed down to actual candidates, and how these candidates are 

ranked on the list.  

 First, a group of potential candidates are selected via internal nomination (the Left Party and the 

Social Democrats) or internal primaries (remaining parties16). The preliminary candidate list is then 

 
15 No less than 15 seats may be allocated via each district.  
16 In the case of the green party, internal primaries are only held in municipalities with a sufficiently large 
member base.  



forwarded to a nomination committee for consideration. Common to all parties is that substantial 

power is invested in this committee, which molds the preliminary list into an almost finalized version, 

including the task of assuring compliance with party’s internal policies for heterogeneity in 

representation such as gender quotas. In the parties that use an internal primary, it is hence important 

to note the results of that primary are not accepted prima facie but rather used to guide the committee’s 

selection and ranking work. Committee members are usually senior party members of good standing. 

Because of the focus on seniority, men are often overrepresented. The final approval of the party list is 

carried out by a membership meeting. Each position on the list is normally open for challenges, but 

few changes are normally made.  
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Figure 1. The process of municipal party list determination in Swedish political parties.  

 

4.3 Gender quotas in Swedish political parties  

Sweden has no legal mandate for the share of female legislators, but all political parties have assumed 

some form voluntary commitment to equal gender representation. These measures range from goals 

and non-mandatory recommendations (also known as soft quotas)17, to mandatory rules for the share 

of women (hard quotas) and to requirements for alternating male and female names on the party list 

(zipper system). A summary of the introduction years and basic characteristics of the parties’ quota 

policies is presented in Table 1.  

 The cross-party variation in quota types reflects the left-right divide commonly observed in 

other countries. Parties on the left have opted for hard quotas and zipper requirements. Parties with 

more libertarian ideological backgrounds have rhetorically emphasized the goal of equal opportunities 

and relied on soft quotas of targets supplementary party programs aimed at improving women’s 

opportunities for candidacy.  

 The Green Party and the Left Party were the first to introduce hard quotas in 1987. The Greens 

then sharpened their requirement of 40 percent female candidates to a zipper system (“give or take one 

person”) in 1997. In the Left Party, a mandate for 40% female candidates was replaced by a placement 
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17 As first formulated by Krook et al. (2006).  



13 

 

mandate requiring a minimum of 50% women on the party’s electoral lists. This was considered more 

progressive than a zipper system in that it would allow the share of women to exceed 50%.  

 Sweden’s largest party, the Social Democrats, was comparatively late to introduce a hard quota. 

Only in 1993 did the party adopt mandatory alternation of male and female names on its electoral 

ballots (zipper system). This policy change was propelled by the perceived failure of the party’s soft 

quota. Despite the commitment to “equal representation of the sexes”, the share of female 

parliamentarians fell from 38 to 33 percent in the 1991 general election. A vivid debate followed and 

sparked the threat from a feminist group, the “Support Stockings”, to start a pro-women’s party. This 

offered an opportunity for the social democratic women’s movement to push for a placement mandate 

(Freidenvall et al., 2006). 

 Parties on the right side of the ideological spectrum have used soft quotas. As early as 1974, the 

Liberal Party recommended all constituencies to place at least one woman on a safe seat. In the case of 

only one safe seat, it was recommended to place a woman either on first or the second position on the 

list. In 1988, the party went one step further by recommending a zipper system, but without mandatory 

compliance. The next right-block party to introduce a quota was the Christian Democratic Party, 

which in 1987 recommended party groups to place 40% women on their lists.  

 The last adopters of quotas, and also of the “softest” quota requirements, were the Conservative 

Party and the Center Party. In the Conservative Party, a big change occurred at the 1993 annual party 

congress where several motions addressed the issue of women’s under-representation. Mainly, the 

sponsors brought up the concern attracting the votes of “modern” women and meeting the democratic 

ideal of representativeness of the electorate were difficult in the absence of a quota policy. The party 

consequently decided on a goal of equal representation between the sexes, but did not make 

recommendations concerning the share of women, or their placement, on party lists. A highly similar 

process, resulting in the same goal statement, occurred three years later at the annual congress of the 

Center Party. 
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Table 1. Hard and soft gender quotas in Swedish political parties. 

Party Year Hard quotas Soft quotas 

Left party 1987 
Share of women at least equal 
to the female share of the 
constituency 

 

 1993 Minimum 40% of either sex  

 1997 Minimum 50% female  

Social democrats 1987  
Minimum representation of 40% 
women at all party levels 

 1990  Equal representation of the sexes 

 1993 50% zipper system  

Green party 1987 40%  

 1997 50%, plus minus one person  

Liberal party 1974  40% 

 1984  50%, zipper system 

Christian democrats 1987  Minimum 40% of either sex 

Center party 1996  Equal representation of the sexes 

Conservative party 1993  Equal representation of the sexes 

Source: Authors’ own classification based on Krook et al. (2006) and Freidenvall et al. (2006). 

5. Data and descriptive statistics 

5.1 Swedish municipal politicians 

 We use data from five waves of municipal elections (1991 to 2006). For each political party, we 

have background information for all candidates on the party lists in each electoral district. From each 

list, we know which candidates were elected, their list rank, and whether they were elected by personal 

votes. Additional background variables include the candidate’s income, education, marital status, 

number of children and place of residence. These data are available to us for the full 1991-2006 

period, meaning that we can follow individual politicians before and after they leave office. All data 

come from Statistic Sweden’s register. 

 Table 2 shows descriptive statistics for all elected politicians, of which there are about 13 000 in 

each election period. The share of women increased from 34.1 to 42.3 percent over the period, a 

change that was mainly driven by the introduction of zipper system quota in the Social Democratic 

party in 1993.18 Female and male candidates differ in several aspects. Men are on average two years 

                                                      
18 This reform catapulted the share of elected female social democrats from 36.9 percent in 1991 to 47.2 percent 
in 1994. 
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older and have higher incomes. They are also about 7 percentage points less likely to have attained a 

three year college degree or above, and less likely to be foreign-born.   

 

Table 2. Characteristics of elected politicians, full sample and by gender, 1991-2006.  

  All years 1991 1994 1998 2002 2006 

Women (%)  40.3 34.1 41.3 41.5 42.4 42.3 

Age Total 49 48 48 49 50 51 

 F 48 47 46 47 48 49 

 M 50 49 49 50 51 52 

Wage Total 2,179 2,057 2,028 2,090 2,298 2,433 

 F 1,935 1,739 1,721 1,842 2,081 2,258 

 M 2,344 2,222 2,244 2,656 2,457 2,562 

Higher education (%) Total 37 34 34 36 39 40 

 F 41 40 37 40 43 45 

 M 34 32 32 34 35 37 

Foreign born (%) Total 7 5 5 7 8 9 

 F 8 7 7 8 9 11 

 M 6 5 5 6 7 8 

Incumbent (%) Total 55  58 53 53 55 

 F 50  48 50 50 53 

 M 58  64 55 56 57 

Elected by personal vote (%) Total 22   26 22 19 

 F 19   22 19 16 

 M 14   16 14 12 

Observations  66,815 13,526 13,550 13,388 13,272 13,079 

Notes: Wages are measures in constant year 2000 prices and reported in SEK 100s (7SEK = 1 US$). Election by 
personal vote means that a candidate received i) >50 individually marked ballots, and ii) >5% of the party’s total 
votes in the municipality.  

 

Comparing women’s and men’s receipt of individual votes and their likelihood of being incumbents 

show two things. First, the average man is 16.4 percent more likely to be an incumbent than the 

average woman. Second, men are much more likely to have been elected by personal votes. But before 

interpreting this gender difference as a preference for male politicians among the electorate, it is 

relevant to observe that more than more than 70 percent of all lists have a man as the first name, and 

voters have a tendency to favour candidates at the top of the ballot (e.g. in the case of Australia, Kelley 

and McAlister, 1984; and for Spain, Montabes and Ortega, 2002). In our data, first-name candidates 

make up 56.9 percent of the persons elected by personal votes. A much smaller share, 10 percent (or 

552 persons) of those “elected” by personal vote are candidates that would not have been elected 
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through their list rank. Nevertheless, two thirds these 522 candidates were male, which indicates a 

preference for male candidates among those who cast a personal vote. 

 

5.2 Party characteristics and women’s relative political influence 

Sweden’s seven main political parties together won more than 95 percent of the municipal council 

seats in each of the elections between 1991 and 2006. In Table 3 we give a general outline of the 

relative political power of these parties and compare some characteristics of their elected 

representatives. In accordance with their weaker commitment to female representation in terms of 

gender quota policies, right wing parties have substantially lower shares of female representatives. For 

example, the average share of women in Social Democratic party delegations is 45 percent, while the 

Conservative Party delegations have, on average, a third. The statistics for the share of zipped lists 

also show substantial quota compliance in the Social Democratic party where 72 percent of the lists 

perfectly alternate male and female names.  

 The individual characteristics of the politicians differ more starkly within the left and right wing 

blocks than between the two blocks. Among right wing parties, representatives for the Conservative 

and Liberal Parties have a higher average market wage than the representatives for the Center Party or 

the Christian Democrats. The share of representatives with a tertiary degree is also much lower in the 

Center Party. In the left wing block, Social Democrats have the highest average wage level, but the 

lowest share of representatives with a tertiary degree. The gender wage gap is quite similar in all 

parties, and female politicians are, on average, more likely to hold a tertiary degree in all municipal 

party delegations except in the Green Party.    

Table 3. Characteristics of elected representatives and political representation, by party. 

 
Conservative 

party 

Christian 

democrats 
Liberal 
party 

Center 

party 

Green 

party 

Social 

democrats 

Left 

party 

Seat share (%) 18 7 7 14 4 40 8 

More than two seats (%) 95 54 61 86 25 100 61 

Female share (%) 33 33 37 37 44 45 44 

Zipped lists (%) 11 37 38 23 50 72 51 

Woman tops the list (%) 25 24 29 24 42 29 39 

Wage 2,310 2,136 2,404 1,880 1,712 2,365 1,929 

Gender wage gap 0.83 0.75 0.83 0.84 0.81 0.80 0.87 

Higher education (%) 49 49 54 31 59 25 46 

Gender education diff. 4 15 7 6 -1 9 20 

Notes: A list is defined as “zipped” if all the elected candidates from that list were alternated by gender, or, in the 
case of fewer than four elected candidates, that the first four names were alternated. Wages are measured in 
constant year 2000 prices and reported in SEK 100s (7SEK = 1 US$).  
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In this paper, our empirical analysis relies on the assumption that career length (seniority) translates 

into a more influential political appointment. In the descriptive statistics above, we noted that women 

were less likely than men to be incumbents, but it is highly relevant to also examine the link between 

gender, seniority and career advancements. In Table 4 we use data for appointments held by each 

municipal politician in 2006 to tabulate women’s presence and seniority on influential political 

positions. We clearly see that women are under-represented as chairpersons (27%) and as vice 

chairpersons (32%) compared to their share of seats in the municipal assembly (42%). In the 

subsequent rows we compare the average number of periods served by the politicians on these 

appointments. Despite having to truncate our seniority measure at a maximum of four elected terms, 

thereby understating the experience of the most long-standing politicians, the statistics clearly 

illustrate that tenure forgoes power. The average chairperson and vice chair person has spent more 

than one election period more in office than the average member of the municipal council.  

  

Table 4. Gender composition and political experience for chairs, vice chairs, and members of 
municipal councils following the 2006 election. 

 
Chairperson of  

municipal council 

Vice chairperson  

of municipal council  
Regular council member 

Share of females (%) 27 32 43 

Political experience, males 2.80 2.56 1.4 

Political experience, females 2.54 2.40 1.20 

Notes: Political experience is defined as the number of election period served between 1991 and 2006. 

 

Another potential proxy for influence is the politician’s rank on the party list. Returning briefly to 

Table 4 we can examine the descriptive statistics for the share of women on the highest list rank, a 

position that almost invariably indicates more influence, in particular in large parties. The statistics 

show that for every party, the average share of females among the elected representatives by far 

surpasses the share of party lists with a first-ranked woman. In absolute numbers, the Left Party and 

the Green Party are the only parties where more than a third of the lists are topped by a woman.  

 

6. Women’s relative probability of re-election 

6.1 Baseline specification 

We examine women’s relative likelihood of re-election in a baseline specification that includes 

extensive background characteristics of each politician, as well as controls for child-related 

responsibilities and voter bias. The test equation can be written as  



 

 itmtptpititiitit PIwar   3211   (1) 

 

where the dependent variable  is a dummy for the re-election of individual i in the next time 

period. Our main parameter of interest 

1itr

1  is the differential in re-election probability of women 

( =1) relative to men ( =0). We divide our control variables into two groups, individual ( ) and 

political ( ).  

iw iw itI

itP

 Table 5 shows the results from estimating Equation (1) for nine different specifications, in 

which we gradually increase the number of controls. We first run the baseline specification without 

any controls to simply capture the difference in re-election probabilities between women and men 

(Column 1). In the second specification (Column 2), we introduce fixed effects for party ( p ), year 

( ), municipality ( m ) and interaction fixed effect between party and year. In the third specification 

we include the individual characteristics  to control for gender-related differences in characteristics 

associated with gender-differentiated re-election probabilities.

itI

19 While it is important to control for 

differences in election probabilities stemming from outside of the political arena, we should take note 

that several of these individual variables are measured “post treatment” and therefore risks introducing 

bias in our results.20  

 Next, we introduce the controls for political characteristics . A caveat with these controls is 

that we lack high quality data prior to 1998. To rule out that the effect on our main estimates from the 

added controls stems from the change of sample, we start by re-estimating specification three on the 

three most recent elections (specification four). In the fifth specification, we then include fixed effects 

for the candidate’s rank order on the party list. It is noteworthy that this approach controls for the fact 

that men tend to hold the highest list positions 

itP

21 

                                                      
19 Namely: dummies for age categories, a dummy for higher education (taking the value one for individuals 
having completed a three-year tertiary degree or above), a dummy for being an immigrant (defined as being born 
outside of Sweden) a dummy for having an additional, or first, child during the election period, the candidate’s 
number of children, log wages in constant 2000 prices and a dummy for having moved to another municipality.  
20 Consider the wage measure as the most prominent example. Labor market segregation implies that women 
generally earn less than men. If higher incomes are correlated with a greater probability of re-election, women’s 
relative re-election probability can become under-estimated. If, on the other hand, women are discriminated 
against in the labor market, and thus receive a lower wage, our control captures unwarranted wage differences 
due to discrimination. This will lead to an over-estimate of the women’s relative re-election probabilities. 

18 

 

21 With these fixed effects we aim to control for consistency in list placement between elections. They will 
capture a part of the greater likelihood of re-election for candidates with higher list placements. But arguably, the 
dummies can remove some of our variation of interest. Placing men on the top of the party list is the main 
mechanism that channels a male bias in political parties into higher re-election probabilities of male candidates 
in list (PR) systems (European Commission, 2009).  
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 Specification six adds controls for whether or not the politician is an incumbent and dummies 

for whether he or she has served a total of one, two or three terms in office (consecutive or non-

consecutive). This control aims to capture variation in both political experience as well as voters’ bias 

for incumbents.22  

 As noted above, Sweden’s system of semi-open party lists allows voters to express preference 

for one specific candidate. It is through this mechanism that voter bias could play a direct role in the 

disadvantage for women, which we control for in specification seven. Voter bias for male candidates 

could affect the outcome in two ways. First, it could signal popularity and trust for the candidate 

among the electorate, and parties could respond by promoting the candidate to a higher list position in 

the next election. We control for this mechanism by adding a dummy for whether a candidate was 

elected through the personal vote at time t.23 Secondly, personal votes may parachute candidates from 

unelectable positions on the party list.24 To account for this we exclude all candidates who were re-

elected through the personal vote at time t+1 and whose list placement would not otherwise have 

qualified them for a seat.25  

 To account for gender differential family responsibilities we introduce family size and 

parenthood controls interacted with the female dummy (specification eight). In specification nine we 

instead use the strategy of simply excluding all parents from the sample. 

 

6.2 Baseline results 

The results from Table 5 can be summarized as follows. Women have a lower probability of re-

election than men, and the difference is quantitatively important. The first specification, without any 

controls, shows that women are on average 3.6 percentage points less likely to be re-elected. Given 

that the overall re-election rate is roughly 50 percent, this point estimate translates into a 7 percent 

lower re-election probability for women compared to men.26 Another way of interpreting the result is 

 
22 These controls could, however, fall short of controlling for men’s average incumbency advantage to the extent 
that the truncation in the maximum number of periods served affects male candidates more than female. Survey 
data however indicates that this should not be a major source of bias. In a survey of all freshmen politicians for 
the 1998 municipal elections, the average length of membership in the political party did not differ between men 
and women (Nielsen, 2001)  
23 Note that this conclusion regarding the male preference assumes an equal “spread” of individual votes for men 
and for women. If the average woman elected by individual votes received a higher number of individual votes 
than the average male candidate, or if the average woman NOT elected by individual votes got a larger number 
of such votes than the average man not elected, our estimate would under estimate the disadvantage for women.  
24 It is important to note that nine out of ten candidates elected through the personal votes did not need these 
votes to secure their election. 
25 Defined as having a list ranking which is lower than the party’s number of elected representatives.  
26 Approximately, we can say that the likelihood that a man stays in office is 52% compared to 48.5% for 
women, a 3.5 percentage point difference. Thus, in percentage terms, men’s likelihood of re-election is 52/48.5 ≈ 
1.07, or 7 percent.  



20 

 

                                                     

in accumulated terms: if the average woman is seven percent less likely to be elected in each election, 

the gender difference in career length will magnify over numerous election cycles.  

 Introducing the fixed effects in specification two marginally increases our point estimate of 

women’s relative re-election disadvantage. Adding the individual controls in specification three only 

marginally reduces the point estimate. The estimates for the individual characteristics help us 

contextualize disadvantage of being a woman. For example, the advantage in re-election probability 

for men compared to women is of similar magnitude to the increased re-election probability from 

doubling a candidate’s income, or three times that of having a university degree.27 

 Before introducing the political controls, we repeat the estimation of specification three in the 

post-94 period. This increases the size of the point estimate for women’s re-election disadvantage to 

5.2 percentage points. This change is likely to stem from the introduction of stricter quota policies in 

the three largest parties prior to 1998. The introduction of the quotas increased the re-election 

probabilities of all women within the parties in question, regardless of background characteristics and 

list placement, and decreased them for all men.28 Arguably, measuring our outcome variable for the 

years 2002 and 2006 is more appropriate to get closer to women’s “true” relative likelihood of re-

election.  

 When we introduce fixed effects for list placement in specification five, the point estimate for 

being a woman decreases slightly. This shows that the disadvantage for women is not (fully) explained 

by men’s greater likelihood of being higher ranked on party lists. Similarly, adding the controls for 

previous political experience in specification six hardly affects the point estimate. The results for 

specification seven, where we control for voter bias expressed through the personal vote, show that 

this control explains about one tenth of re-election disadvantage associated with being a woman.  

 Finally, we introduce controls for differential family responsibilities. When we add interaction 

terms between our measures of family size and parenthood, and the female dummy (specification 

eight) women’s re-election disadvantage decreases by one fourth.29 If we instead omit all politicians 

with children the corresponding decreases is less than a tenth. What we can say from these estimates is 

that parenthood and family size indeed plays a differential role for the likelihood of a continued 

political career among female and male politicians.  

 
27 There point estimates of the control variables are not shown due to the space constraint, they can however be 
provided by the authors upon requests. 
28 Representatives from the Social Democrats made up 36 percent of the sample in 1991, and the share of elected 
women in that party increased by 11 percentage points in the 1994 election. 
29 The results are not sensitive to changing the specifications of the child variables. For example, if only use the 
interacted dummies between being a woman and having children, the point estimate on this variable is negative, 
statistically significant. The parameter shows that women with small children are three percentage points more 
likely to be ousted compared to men with children. The estimated (lower) re-election probability is unaffected. 
Adding an additional control and interaction term for having an additional child in the next election period (t+1) 
does not change the point estimate for women’s relative re-election probability. 
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Table 5. OLS estimation results of women’s relative re-election probabilities, 1991-2006. 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Woman -3.72*** -3.82*** -3.63*** -4.97*** -4.70*** -4.47*** -4.01*** -3.12*** -3.73*** 

 (0.43) (0.43) (0.41) (0.56) (0.57) (0.56) (0.56) (0.74) (0.87) 

          

Individual Controls    x x x x x x x 

Political Controls      x x x x 

Personal Vote Controls       x x x 

Child Interaction        x  

Parents omitted         x 

          

Year FE   x x x x x x x x 

Party FE  x x x x x x x x 

Municipality FE  x x x x x x x x 

Year*Party FE  x x x x x x x x 

List rank FE     x x x x x 

Election Sample 91-02 91-02 91-02 98, 02 98, 02 98, 02 98, 02 98, 02 98, 02 

          

Observations 53,674 53,674 53,416 26,464 26,464 26,464 26,286 26,286 14,402 

R-squared 0.00 0.04 0.13 0.14 0.17 0.17 0.17 0.17 0.17 

Notes: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. The dependent variable is a dummy for re-election in period t+1. Controls are measured for elected politicians in period t. 
The coefficients are scaled up with 100 to let point estimates be interpreted as 1.0 = 1 percentage point. The political controls include dummies for age categories, 
a dummy for higher education (taking the value one for individuals having completed a three-year tertiary degree or above), a dummy for being an immigrant 
(defined as being born outside of Sweden), a dummy for politician who move to another municipality at the time of the next election (t+1) or after, and log wages 
in constant 2000 prices. The political controls include incumbency, political experience (one, two or three terms), a dummy for personal votes above the cut-off-
value, and fixed effects for the candidate’s rank order on the ballot. Robust standard errors clustered at municipality level are in parentheses. 
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6.3 Robustness Checks 

 We control the robustness of the baseline results various ways. First, we estimate our specifications 

separately for each election cycle to rule out that specific periods drive our main result. This exercise 

shows that women’s re-election disadvantage becomes slightly larger in the latter periods. 

 A relevant aspect of our results is whether they are driven by a gender difference in voluntary 

quits. We address this by accessing survey data for council members who left their offices before 

finishing their term. This data is only available for the 2002-2006 election period, but the “defectors” 

make up a non-negligible 15 percent of those elected. A 2001 survey of defectors self-reported 

motives showed that 52 percent politicians quit primarily for personal reasons and 26 percent for 

political reasons. Among the given alternatives, the most common private reasons were work 

conditions (36%), moving (32%) and family concerns (21%). Among the political reasons, the most 

common were the feeling of pointlessness and lack of influence, as well as a perceived lack of 

discussion of political issues (Nielsen, 2001). Against this backdrop, it is arguably so that our baseline 

variables control for the most common reasons for voluntary quits that are not implicitly linked to 

marginalization.  

 Excluding the defectors is associated with an important measurement problem. Because women 

drop out prematurely to a (slightly) larger extent, there will be more vacant seats for women under a 

hard gender quota. This means that the women remaining on the lists will have an inherent advantage, 

which will put a downward bias on the estimate of average woman’s disadvantage. With this concern 

in mind, we proceed to comparing the restricted sample result to our baseline findings for 

specifications: number one without any controls, number seven with the full set of individual and 

political controls, and number eight with the controls for gender differential family responsibilities. 

 The results, see Table 6, show that the defections are responsible for a substantial share of 

women’s disadvantage in the benchmark findings. Without control variables, compare columns 1 and 

2, differential defections between men and women actually account for half of women’s disadvantage. 

However, as we include the controls, compare columns 3 and 4, this difference is cut to a fourth, and 

as we control for differential family responsibilities, compare columns 5 and 6, the difference 

disappears completely. As such, the results strongly support that we are able to control for the factors 

that account for differential defections between men and women in the baseline specification. In the 

limited sample, where the size of the baseline re-election disadvantage of women remains largely 

intact, we would thereby be left with a gender difference in involuntary quits.  
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Table 6. OLS estimation results of women’s relative re-election probabilities, a sensitivity 
analysis for defectors. 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Woman -4.18*** -1.98** -3.70*** -2.57*** -2.02** -2.02* 

 (0.76) (0.82) (0.80) (0.87) (1.01) (1.09) 

       

Individual Controls   x x x x 

Political Controls   x x x x 

Child Interaction     x x 

Defectors omitted  x  x  x 

Observations 13,241 11,086 13,065 10,955 13,065 10,955 

R-squared 0.00 0.00 0.18 0.14 0.18 0.14 

Notes: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. The dependent variable is a dummy for re-election in period t+1. 
Controls are measured for elected politicians in period t. The coefficients are scaled up with 100 to let point 
estimates be interpreted as 1.0 = 1 percentage point. The political and individual controls are the same as in the 
baseline specification. The sample is restricted to 2002. Robust standard errors clustered at municipality level are 
in parentheses 

. 

An alternative method to control for voluntary quits could be to also drop the candidates that do not re-

appear on the party list at t+1. Here we are however likely to also pick up an even greater share of 

involuntary quits. Because moving persons down on the list involuntarily is highly sensitive, 

involuntary quits are likely reflected in failures to re-appear as well as in downward list-movements. 

Indeed, carrying out this robustness check reduces the point estimate substantially, showing that our 

results are mainly driven by candidates who do no re-appear on the party lists.  

 We could also be concerned about measurement error in our key variables. First, our market 

income variable can mis-measure gender differences in labor market success if women and men are 

segregated across sectors and jobs. Including interaction terms between the wage variable and 

dummies for the ten main occupational sectors however leaves our results unaffected. Second, our 

crude education measure could under-estimate men’s education level if they are over-represented 

among those with graduate studies of more than three years. But replacing the education variable with 

dummies for each of the forty six education categories listed in the register data is trivial to our results.  

  We could also be concerned that gender segregation across occupations creates gender 

differences in learned skills that make candidates better politicians. Such unobserved skills could 

contribute to a higher valuation of male politicians and hence explain our results. To control for this, 

we include a dummy for each of the eight hundred occupational categories in the Swedish register 

data. We do not get any noticeable impact from adding these controls.  
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 Finally, we can conclude that the precision and size of our baseline point estimates are not 

affected by changing the estimation method from OLS to Probit. If anything, the Probit estimates 

suggest a larger disadvantage for women. 

 

6.4 Alternative outcomes 

There are other ways to measure the relative political influence of female politicians. In our main 

specification we only focus on the access to seniority itself. Another dimension is the access to 

specific positions of influence. We use three alternative outcomes to capture gender differences in this 

dimension: whether the politician moves up to a higher list ranking, if he or she becomes the top 

ranked candidate on a list, and finally, if he or she is appointed as the chair, or vice chair, of the 

municipal council or a committee. Below we will apply our baseline set of specifications to each of 

these outcomes, and discuss the intuition of our results, but in the interest of space we abstain from 

reporting the detailed analysis.  

 Politicians placed higher on party lists generally have more political influence. We re-define our 

dependent variable as dummy variable taking the value one if a candidate either i) moves up the party 

list in election t+1, or ii) remains in the top rank between t and t+1. Running the estimations gives us a 

slightly smaller point estimate for the female dummy compared to the baseline specification, but the 

estimated disadvantage remains substantial and is statistically significant across all specifications. 

There are however two caveats with specification. First, list rank is an imperfect measure of influence 

to the extent that mandatory alternation of male and female names on the list disrupts the correlation 

between tenure and rank. Also, since women are more likely to leave the list, either voluntarily or not, 

the women that remain are more likely to move up in order to fill the vacant positions that may or may 

not require a female candidate. We can address the first problem by omitting parties with zipped lists, 

an exclusion that gives a substantially larger estimate for women’s disadvantage in the likelihood of an 

upward movement on the list. Nevertheless, we cannot say whether this change in estimation results 

stems from the sample restriction or from reducing the mis-measurement of women’s relative 

influence in our measure of rank movement. 

 A more suitable measure of influence that is also based on list rank is to only count the instances 

when a candidate reaches the top ranked position on the list. For this definition, it does not matter if 

we have zippered lists or if women are more likely to be mechanically move up into vacated positions. 

Running our estimations using this definition of influence gives us essentially the same relative 

disadvantage for women compared to men as found in the baseline specification, even when we 

control for the current list placement of a candidate. This means that, conditional on the current 

position (and all other observables), women have a much smaller probability of moving into a top 

ranked position compared with their male colleagues. 
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 Our third and final alternative outcome takes the value one if a politician obtains the chair 

position, or a vice-chair position, of either the municipal council or of one of the committees. Since we 

only have this outcome for 2006 we cannot examine the career path for reaching a chair position. 

Nevertheless, we can still use the 2006 data to examine if women are less likely to hold a chair or a 

vice chair position conditional on all the observables we include in the baseline specification. Here it 

is important to note that our most restrictive specifications even control for list placement. Because 

men are more likely to be ranked in high positions on the party lists, controlling for placement will 

capture some of the gender difference in influence. But despite this negative bias on women’s 

disadvantage, our results show an even greater gender difference in the probability of holding a chair 

or vice chair position than our baseline difference in the likelihood of re-election. In each pair wise 

comparison with the equivalent baseline specification we find a larger negative point estimate for the 

female dummy. Thus, if anything, our baseline specification underestimates the disadvantage for 

women in terms of holding influential positions. All in all, the results for the alternative outcome show 

that our results are not sensitive to how we me define our outcome variable. 

  

7. Male entrenchment: competition and quota introduction 

Our simple arguments derived from the formal model in Besley, Folke, Persson and Rickne (2011) 

suggests that entrenched (male) elites have incentives to protect the sources of utility associated with 

their political jobs by limiting the access to seniority of (female) newcomers. More entrenched elites 

should be more successful in this endeavor, and we test the hypothesis regarding the male elites by 

creating two cross-municipality measures of the degree of entrenchment.  

 

7.1 Political competition   

Based on Besley, Folke, Persson and Rickne (2011) we propose that gender parity will always be an 

optimal election strategy. The more competitive the electoral environment, the more costly it will be 

for the entrenched elite to depart from gender parity in substantive representation. Thus, political 

competition should generate more equal opportunities to accumulate political seniority for men and 

women. Under the condition that parity in substantive representation is a vote-winning strategy, the 

same intuition can be derived from the standard Becker (1957) assumption that competition makes it 

more costly for entrenched elites to limit access to seniority based on non-productive variables such as 

gender.  

 Sweden’s political parties are traditionally divided into two ideological blocks. The Left wing 

block comprises the Social Democrats, the Left Party, and the Green Party, and the Right wing block 
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consists of the Conservative Party, the Center Party, the Liberal Party and the Christian Democrats.30 

We use this left-right divide to construct a crude measure of competition, c, as a three year moving 

average of the difference in the vote shares won by the two blocks in the municipal elections. 

Although we would argue that this measure captures the main axis of political competition in the 

Swedish political landscape, deviations may exist. For example, parties from the center of the political 

spectrum sometimes govern together.  

 In Table 7, we report the result from adding an interaction variable between the measure of 

competition and the female dummy to our baseline specifications. The specifications follow the basic 

pattern of i) no controls (specification one), ii) individual controls (specification two), and iii) the full 

set of individual and political controls (specification three). Note here that a greater block difference 

equals less competition. Thus, support for our prediction that competition constrains the male elite 

from limiting women’s relative seniority is implied by a negative estimate for the interaction between 

the competition variable and the female dummy. 

 Unobserved municipality characteristics may be correlated both with competition and with other 

factors that affect the women’s relative probability of re-election. Such characteristics would not be 

fully accounted for by the municipality fixed effects. As a robustness check, we introduce interaction 

terms between key municipality characteristics and the female dummy, as well as the un-interacted 

characteristics (presented in the fourth specification in Table 7). These include measures of the 

municipalities’ i) population share with above-high school education, ii) average income level, and iii) 

and population (both in linear and log form).  

 Finally, in specification five and six, we conduct a sensitivity analysis by restricting the sample 

to the 2002 election period and omitting all candidates that deflect from their position during the 

election period. For this exercise we re-estimate our most restrictive specifications, namely 3 and 4. 

 In all specifications, the results yield negative and significant estimates for the interaction term 

between the measure of competition and the female dummy. The point estimates range between -10 

and -15. One way to interpret this result is by first noting that over our sample period, the average 

difference between the two blocks across all municipalities was a 19 percentage points, with a 

standard deviation of 14 percentage points. Hence, our point estimate of -15 means that increasing the 

degree of competition by one standard deviation (14 percentage points) would increase the relative re-

election probability of women by 2 percentage points. These results are not dependent on calculating 

competition as a moving average of the block difference. Using instead the absolute block difference 

at time t yields highly similar results. 

 

 
30 Including the Green Party in the left block follows the approach by Svaleryd and Vlachos (2009). Instead 
following Pettersson-Lidbom (2008) and exclude it from either block does not affect our results.  



27 

 

Table 7. Competition and women’s relative re-election probability, 1991-2006.  

 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Woman -1.77** -0.02 -0.09 -8.53 0.61 -17.43 

 (0.76) (0.81) (1.04) (9.55) (1.45) (15.34) 

Woman * Block difference -10.84*** -12.18*** -15.50*** -14.27*** -13.58*** -13.76*** 

 (4.18) (3.49) (4.35) (4.72) (5.89) (6.47) 

Block difference 18.05** 13.24* 8.14 0.15   

 (7.72) (7.20) (16.49) (17.11)   

       

Individual controls  x x x x x 

Political controls   x x x x 

Municipal control interaction    x  x 

Defectors omitted     x x 

Election sample 91-02 91-02 98, 02 98, 02 02 02 

Observations 53,581 53,325 26,195 26,105 10,906 10,870 

R-squared  0.04 0.13 0.17 0.17 0.14 0.14 

Notes: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. The dependent variable is a dummy for re-election in period t+1. 
Dummy variables are coded as 0 or 100 to let point estimates be interpreted as 1.0 = 1 percentage point. The 
difference between the left and right wing political blocks is measured in percentage points and is calculated as a 
three year moving average. All estimations include fixed effects for municipality, party, year, and interaction 
fixed effects for party and year. The political and individual controls are the same as in the baseline 
specification, Due to the use of only one election period for the estimates in columns 5 and 6, the municipality 
fixed effects are omitted from these specifications.  

 

Although our empirical analysis does not address the mechanisms through which competition affects 

women’s probability for re-election, the result is in accordance with our basic theoretical framework. 

By interpreting competition as a larger share of swing voters, it forces the male elite to cater to the 

swing vote in order to win the election. Because the swing voters prefer parity, the career opportunities 

of men and women become more equal when these voters make up a greater share of the electorate, 

which is what precisely what our results show.31  

 Note that our interpretation ignores sorting by gender into more or less competitive political 

environments. If this type of sorting would explain our results, it would require that less career 

oriented women, compared to men, enter politics in when political competition is low. If anything, the 

previous literature would make us believe that sorting would work in the opposite direction. A 

relatively greater reluctance among women’s for competing and risk taking are standard findings in 

                                                      
31 But we could also imagine other mechanisms. For example, competition could have an intermediate role in 
propelling high quality selectors to the party top. These selectors could then be more prone to provide men and 
women with equal career opportunities. Similarly, competition may trigger changes in the gender composition of 
the selectors. A greater presence of females in that group could provide mentorships and social networks to 
junior female politicians which could increase the career opportunities of this group relative to men.  
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laboratory experiments. This would give a relatively faster drop-out rate for women in municipalities 

with more competitive political contexts. The fact that our results show the exact opposite situation 

(improved female careers under competitive conditions), indicates that gender based sorting does not 

explain our results. If anything, the results indicate that a relative aversion for a risky political career is 

not a major driver of women’s lower probability of re-election. 

 From the result of specification four we can add the insight that women’s lower probability for 

re-election in less competitive municipalities is not driven by the underlying municipality traits of 

population, income or education level. The point estimates for the interaction term between the female 

dummy and our proxy for competition are only marginally affected by the inclusion of the additional 

interaction terms between the female dummy and the control variables for municipal characteristics. 

Nor are the results sensitive to excluding those candidates that defect during the election period. 

 Our result adds a potentially important insight to the literature that relates political competition 

to the characteristics of elected representatives. Compared to previous studies that have showed a 

positive correlation between the share of elected women and competition, we show that women are 

also more likely to gain influence over political outcomes in competitive political contexts. By raising 

women’s relative probability of re-election as compared to men’s, competition could level the 

seniority playing field between the genders. In turn, women should be more likely to efficiently affect 

and implement a policy agenda geared to their interests.   

 

7.2 Quota introduction  

We now proceed to our attempt to directly measure the existence of male elites and, in turn, how the 

entrenchment of those elites affects women’s likelihood of re-election. A measure of the elite’s 

entrenchment in each municipality is derived by examining the impact of a change in the gender quota 

policy of Sweden’s largest political party, the Social Democrats. In 1993, the its central party board 

replaced the previous soft quota with a hard quota with a zipper mandate (as previously detailed in 

Section 4.3) Because this policy change was negotiated on the central level and imposed on the 

municipalities it forced reluctant male elites at the municipal level to relinquish seats to females. This 

enables us to use the share of women in the party group at the prior to the quota adoption as a measure 

of the strength of the male elite. There are several advantages of this approach. Social Democrats 

make up roughly 40% of all elected municipal politicians in our dataset. Using a policy change in a 

specific party also allows us to abstract from the problem that a party’s quota policy is correlated with 

unobserved party characteristics that affect women’s political careers, such as the internal legitimacy 

of the quota tool.   

 To provide a more intuition for our measure of male entrenchment, we divide all Social 

Democratic municipal party groups by the median share of women elected in the 1991 election, just 



prior to the introduction of the placement mandate. Figure 1 shows the trends in the share of women in 

these two groups. In the municipalities with the fewest women, the trend line is flat before the 

adoption of the placement mandate, indicating that the soft quota did not prevent the male elites from 

strategic nomination of women to non-electable positions on the party lists (or from at all nominating 

women). Furthermore, the sharp increase in the share of women at the time of the quota adoption 

shows that the policy was indeed imposed exogeneously on these municipalities.  
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Figure 1. Share of elected women (%) in Social Democratic municipal party groups with 
below the median share of women in 1991 (solid line), and above the median share of 
women in 1991 (dotted line) . 

 

A continuous measure of male entrenchment is calculated based on the share of men in the Social 

Democratic party delegation of each municipality in the election before the quota.32 To make gender 

parity the baseline in the estimations, we define this measure as the difference between the share of 

men and gender parity (50% men). Our prediction is that more entrenched elites (a larger share of 

men prior to the quota) are more successful in limiting women’s relative seniority. We introduce an 

interaction variable between our proxy for entrenchment and the female dummy in the empirical 

specifications used in the competition tests in the previous section. If women’s re-election 

disadvantage is associated with male elite entrenchment, we expect the coefficient on this interaction 

variable to take a negative sign.  
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32 To allow for a meaningful measure of the share of men, we drop municipalities with less than six elected 
Social Democrats. Because of the large size of the party, this restriction has virtually no impact on the sample 
size.  
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Table 8. OLS estimates of women’s relative re-election probability contingent on male entrenchment. 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Woman -2.65** -0.34 0.64 -10.51 2.17 -10.29 

 (1.15) (1.23) (1.43) (16.05) (2.31)  

Woman * (Share men 91 - 50%) -13.12* -11.83* -17.13*** -12.63 -20.44 -15.15 

 (7.43) (6.87) (7.80) (8.80) (12.99) (14.17) 

Share of men in 1991 - 50% 2.84 1.27 -0.62 0.27 -1.03 -3.23 

 (5.85) (5.56) (6.30) 6.80 (8.99) (9.66) 

       

Individual controls  x x x x x 

Political controls   x x x x 

Municipal control interaction    x  x 

Defectors omitted     x x 

Election sample 94-02 94-02 98, 02 98, 02 02 02 

Observations 16,123 16,089 9,985 9,954 4,344 4,332 

R-squared 0.00 0.12 0.15 0.15 0.11 0.10 

Notes: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. The dependent variable is a dummy for re-election in period t+1. 
Dummy variables are coded as 0 or 100 to let point estimates be interpreted as 1.0 = 1 percentage point. The 
political and individual controls are the same as in the baseline specification.  

 

The results presented in Table 8 show a strong relationship between male entrenchment and the 

electoral disadvantage of women. The interaction variable between the female dummy and the degree 

of male entrenchment has large and negative point estimates. The size of this parameter is almost -20 

when we use the full set of controls (specification three). This can be interpreted as a 10 percentage 

point higher male representation prior to the introduction of the quota being associated with a 2 

percentage point lower re-election probability for women relative to men after the quota introduction. 

In terms of our hypothesis this implies that it is in the places with the most entrenched male elite 

presence where we also see the largest re-election disadvantage for women. The results for the un-

interacted female dummy also show that in those municipalities where gender parity in representation 

was achieved prior to the introduction of the hard quota, there was essentially no disadvantage for 

women over the subsequent elections. This implies that the we find no disadvantage for women in the 

places where we do not observe the presence of a male elite.  

 The results of specification four show that the results are slightly sensitive to municipality 

characteristics. Thus, there seems to exist some municipal characteristics that are related to both the 

disadvantage for women in politics and male entrenchment. Moreover we find that the results are not 

sensitive to restricting the sample to the 2002 election period and excluding the deflectors, but due to 

the reduction in sample size, the estimates are not statistically significant in this specification.   



Alternative explanation: Quotas and quality. A common argument against the use of affirmative 

action is that it reduces the quality the employees by circumscribing the candidate pool. A potential 

concern with our study could be that municipalities that needed to increase their share of women 

dramatically could not find enough suitable candidates. Our finding of a faster drop-out rate in these 

municipalities could then, arguably, be explained by the quality shift rather than by the existence and 

incentives of a male elite. Drawing on our detailed background information about each politician, we 

can address this concern by examining trends in the characteristics of male and female politicians.   

 We divide the sample by the median share of women prior to the quota introduction (c.f. Figure 

1) and focus on two standard measures of candidate quality, namely education and market income. 

Arguably, they capture variation in the acquisition of formal human capital and skills, market success 

and the candidate’s general ability (Galasso and Nannicini, 2009).33 Figure 2 shows the share of 

representatives with higher education and the gender difference in educational attainment by 

municipality group and gender. The trend lines show that both male and female Social Democrats in 

municipalities with more entrenched elites were less likely to hold a tertiary degree. In these places, 

we also note a reduction in the gender difference in educational attainment with the introduction of the 

quota. This change was driven by an increase in men’s average education level rather than a reduction 

of women’s, indicating that a below-average educational attainment among the outsted men.  
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Figure 2. Share (%) of female (dotted lines) and male (solid lines) elected politicians 
having attained a college degree of above in municipalities with strongly (black) and 
weakly entrenched male elites (gray). 

                                                      
33 Education is the most commonly used indicator of politician quality in empirical studies, and it is also argued 
to be the most objective measure (Besley and Reynal-Querol, 2010). Among politicians, education has been 
found to contribute to less opportunism (Besley at al., 2005), and in more general studies, it has been found to 
instill civic values (Dee, 2004; Milligan et al., 2004).  
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Next, we examine the development of market wages. Figure 3 shows parallel trends in the wages of 

men and women in the half of municipalities there the least women entered politics in the quota year 

(gray lines). In contrast, we see a widened wage gap in the municipalities where the quota led to the 

largest increase in the share of women (black lines). This comes from a reduction in the average wage 

for the female politicians, suggesting that the quota did lead to the selection of women with somewhat 

lower wages. However, by 1998 the wage gap is back at the initial level. This is important for 

interpreting our results. If the disadvantage of women in places with strong male elites had been 

driven by a reduction in candidate quality, as measured by their relative market wage, we should 

observe a reduction in the relative disadvantage of women as the wage gap narrowed. This is in fact 

opposite to our results which showed that the relative disadvantage for women in places with a strong 

male elite actually increased over time.  
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Figure 3. Wages of female (dotted lines) and male (solid lines) elected politicians in 
municipalities with strongly (black) and weakly entrenched male elites (gray). 

 

In sum, the data thus shows that at large, the dramatic rise in the share of female representatives did 

not coincide with a drop in average candidate quality.  

 

7. Concluding remarks 

This paper examines gender differences in the main criteria for establishing a political career and 

influencing public policy, namely the event of being re-elected to a political position. We find that 

women are on average seven to ten percent less likely to be re-elected than men. This difference 

shrinks slightly when we control for gender differences in family size, the timing of parenthood, and 

voter preferences expressed through casting a personal vote for a particular candidate. Although the 
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differential family responsibilities are not the focus of this paper, our results speak to an important 

challenge. To allow women the same career opportunities and influence as men within politics, this 

issue needs to be addressed, both regarding the differential effects of family size and pregnancy.  

 The gender difference in the probability of re-election is robust across numerous alternative 

specifications and to excluding candidates who left their elected offices before the completion of the 

election term. Using alternative measures of political influence, namely whether politicians move to 

higher positions on party lists or reach specific influential positions in the municipal political 

hierarchy, also gives further evidence of a systematic disadvantage for women’s in reaching higher 

political offices.   

 We draw on the theoretical model developed in Besley, Folke, Persson and Rickne (2011) to 

understand the origins of women’s disadvantage in political career length. It argues that entrenched 

(male) elites have the incentive to limit the numerical – and substantive – representation of (female) 

political newcomers. We find support for the model’s main mechanism for increasing gender parity, 

namely political competition. An increase in our measure of competition by one standard deviation 

cuts the relative re-election disadvantage of women in half. This result supports the model assumption 

that competition pushes the entrenched male elites to yield policy influence to women there is a 

greater cost of not catering to voter preferences. The result is also interesting because it shows that 

political competition not only propels gender parity in seats (Volart and Bagues, 2009, Galasso and 

Nannicini, 2011), but also improves the relative career advancements of the elected women. 

 We attempt to measure male elite entrenchment directly by exploiting the enforcement of 

mandatory gender alternation of candidates on the party list of Sweden’s largest political party. 

Because this quota removed the entrenched elite’s influence over the number of elected women, we 

can deduce the strength of the elite from the quota’s numerical impact. Our results show a strong 

correlation between this impact and women’s re-election disadvantage in subsequent elections. This 

finding further support our idea that women’s systematically slower career advancements stem from 

the existence of entrenched male elites. 

 Importantly, our results do not support the idea that gender parity in substantive representation 

will automatically evolve over time. Even though we see that women’s access to seats and influence 

gradually improved in some places, their disadvantages remained the same – or even worsened in 

others. Similarly, our findings on the impact on women’s representation from the zipper system gender 

quota are not fully optimistic. The quota led to a large increase in women’s numerical representation, 

but this was not (automatically) accompanied by an equivalent rise in relative influence. This indicates 

that parties may need to address deeper power structures to assure that groups with socioeconomic 

characteristics that differ from those of the elite are granted representation not only in numbers but 

also in substance.   
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 Our robustness checks further contribute to the literature on gender quotas by providing unique 

descriptive evidence on the effect of quotas on candidate quality. When the gender quota was adopted, 

the women who entered politics were more qualified, as measured by educational attainment, both 

compared to the female and male incumbents. Thus, the quota went beyond its stated goal of a greater 

female representation in providing an increase in the average education level of the legislative body.  

 We do not claim that the existence of male party elites is the sole explanation for women’s 

career disadvantages in politics. In fact, our results show that family size, becoming a parent and 

leaving the municipality impacts disproportionally on women’s advancements. Women are also over-

represented among those that leave their elected office before the completing the election term. Future 

work could attempt to unravel more mechanisms behind women’s relative career advancements. For 

example, women’s movements may play an important role in pressuring parties and mobilizing the 

electorate to improve women’s say in the political process. The role of party leaders could also be 

further explored to trace out effects of recruitment, mentoring, role-modeling or promotion policies 

(Athey et al., 2000; Bell, 2005; Kittilson, 2006). Another avenue of research could be to further 

explore the role of the family unit in women’s and men’s career choices. Women’s lower bargaining 

power in the household could yield differential opportunity costs for political work and, over time, 

generate highly diverse career patterns across genders. In an effort of this kind, the scope of the 

present study could be widened to include all levels of government and politician’s moves between 

those levels.  
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