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Abstract
This article uses Swedish register data to study the labour market experiences of 
radical right-wing candidates standing in local elections. We look at different meas-
ures of economic insecurity (labour market participation trajectories, experience 
of unemployment in social networks and relative growth in the number of jobs for 
foreign-born workers vis-a-vis natives) and examine whether they are predictors of 
candidates running for the Sweden Democrats, the main radical right-wing party in 
Sweden, as opposed to running for mainstream political parties. We find that the 
labour market trajectories of such candidates are markedly different from those of 
mainstream party candidates. Those with turbulent or out-of-labour market trajecto-
ries are much more likely to run for the Sweden Democrats, as opposed to other par-
ties. The same is also true for candidates embedded in social networks with higher 
levels of unemployment, while working in a high-skilled industry markedly lowers 
the probability of running for the Sweden Democrats, especially for male candi-
dates with low educational attainment. We find mixed results for the ethnic threat 
hypothesis.
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The emergence and success of radical right parties in Western Europe is one of the 
most significant political developments in a generation. For a long time, Sweden was 
regarded as a country where radical right parties were excluded from mainstream 
politics. Historically, Swedish politics has been characterized by a high degree of 
class alignment, where low-skilled workers in manual occupations voted for left-
wing parties that they trusted to represent their economic interests. Starting in the 
2010s, the Sweden Democrats, a party which was initially limited to extremist cir-
cles in the 1980s and 1990s, surged in electoral support and in 2022 it emerged as 
the third-largest political party in the Swedish parliament. In contrast to established 
parties in Sweden, the Sweden Democrats have been increasing the number of their 
party members, reaching segments of the population which have not been active in 
politics before. This led some researchers to propose that Sweden Democrat politi-
cians constitute a new class of citizens’ candidates, where candidates provide a cred-
ible representation to disgruntled segments of the electorate that were previously 
excluded from politics (Dal Bó et al. 2023).

The idea of political representation is at the heart of democratic political systems. 
In her book, "The Concept of Representation", Hanna Pitkin traces the history of 
the concept of descriptive representation. She focuses on the degree to which a per-
son stands for others by being sufficiently like them and elaborates on the long his-
torical tension between those who viewed descriptive representation as a necessary 
requirement for political representation and those who favoured alternative selection 
mechanisms. Pitkin argues that effective representation requires a degree of descrip-
tive representation for representatives to understand the views and needs of their 
electorate (1967). Radical right-wing candidates provide an interesting exception to 
patterns of political entry where it is generally those with more education, affluence, 
and in white-collar jobs that are more likely to run for political offices (Carnes and 
Lupu 2015). Additionally, the labour market experiences of radical wing candidates 
also provide an insight into the descriptive representation of the electorate. Else-
where, researchers have documented a trend of increased professionalization of poli-
tics and a disjoint in the life experiences of politicians from parties that historically 
sought to represent the working class and their target electorate, a trend that does not 
necessarily reflect the electorate’s preference (Cowley 2012; Norris and Lovenduski 
1996; Carnes and Lupu 2016; Poertner 2022).

In this study of radical right candidates, we examine whether those who join the 
ranks of the Sweden Democrats are a different class of politicians than those run-
ning for established parties. Our data comes from longitudinal Swedish registers and 
allows us to look at the experiences of economic anxiety and status decline among 
the most dedicated supporters — political candidates. We adopt the economic inse-
curity framework and examine four different channels for economic marginalization: 
labour market participation trajectories, economic insecurity in social networks as 
well as the importance of the work milieu, and ethnic threat due to local differences 
in employment opportunities between native- and foreign-born workers. Since radi-
cal right-wing support and political entry are stratified by gender and education, our 
analysis is also stratified by these variables.

While numerous studies have looked at the influence of labour market experi-
ences and economic insecurity on radical right voting, their role in political 
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representation has only recently attracted researchers’ attention. We focus on unem-
ployment, a marker of economic insecurity often used in research on the between 
economic insecurity and radical right-wing support (Jackman and Volpert 1996; 
Lubbers et  al. 2002; Arzheimer and Carter 2006; Stubager and Ivarsflaten 2013; 
Sipma and Lubbers 2020). Additionally, we take a novel approach in that we look 
at employment trajectories over a longer period to study the impact of work life on 
the probability of standing as a candidate for the radical right. This approach, which 
rests on the use of sequence analysis, allows us to distinguish between different types 
of economically vulnerable trajectories. We find that turbulent and out-of- labour 
market employment trajectories are related to a higher probability of running for the 
radical right as opposed to mainstream parties. Overall, there is little evidence for 
ethnic threat competition, even when looking at trends in employment opportunities 
and wage patterns within local industries and local labour markets. Another finding 
relates to the impact of the work milieu where the same type of worker is predicted 
to have different probabilities of running depending on whether he or she works in 
a high- or low-skilled industry. Where we find significant effects, they tend to be 
for male candidates, which provides some support for the notion that other, non-
economic factors could be important for women who decide to enter politics.

Literature review

Political entry

Radical right-wing support can manifest in various forms, and while the relation-
ship between economic insecurity and this support is commonly discussed in terms 
of electoral backing, it is important to recognize the difference between voting and 
political candidacy. Unlike voting, political candidacy is a rare event, a public act, 
which in the case of radical right candidates can result in social ostracism. Political 
candidates are not representative of their electorate—they tend to be drawn from 
more affluent segments of the population, with fewer women and minorities. In their 
work on political entry, Norris and Lovenduski (1995) present a supply and demand 
framework for political recruitment which distinguishes factors influencing the sup-
ply of candidates from factors influencing the demand of party gatekeepers in mak-
ing their selections. The first focuses on how social biases can arise in the supply 
of aspiring politicians. Even though the majority of eligible voters can also run as 
candidates, few make this decision. Constraints on resources (time, money, experi-
ence) and motivational factors (interest in politics, aspiration, drive) influence who 
passes the first stage of selection, from those eligible to run to those who aspire to 
become politicians. The biases at this stage emerge mostly because of differences 
in resources and motivation. The next stage is when candidates are nominated by 
party gatekeepers. Here, social biases in candidate selection reflect demand-size fac-
tors, that is the electorate’s direct and indirect discrimination where they are guided 
by whether candidates from, for instance, a manual working-class background, are 
evaluated as qualified or electable by their electorate. These biases represent a chal-
lenge to political representation and descriptive representation, i.e., the degree to 
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which politicians’ characteristics and life experiences correspond to those of the 
electorate (Pitkin 1967).

Importantly, Norris and Lovenduski also observe that supply-size and demand-
size factors interact, even at the first stage of candidate selection. An eligible candi-
date may become discouraged from pursuing a political career if she thinks that her 
background (sex, ethnicity, class) means that she would face discrimination. In the 
case of established parties, the experiences of economic insecurity and precarious-
ness in working life have not been presented as an asset that could boost chances 
for successful selection. With the rise of radical right parties and their anti-elitist 
rhetoric, a new type of concern has taken centre stage: whether a political repre-
sentative represents their electorate. The exclusion of certain segments of the popu-
lation from the political process, combined with a shift in the politics of established 
left-wing parties, has been cited as a catalyst for political grievances exploited by 
political entrepreneurs from radical right-wing parties (Kriesi et al. 2008). It is no 
coincidence that a key theme in their rhetoric is the notion that mainstream par-
ties are controlled by out-of-touch elites (Evans and Tilley 2017; Carnes and Lupu 
2016). Meanwhile, radical right parties often position themselves as better repre-
sentatives of those who feel left behind. In their recent study, Dal Bó and colleagues 
demonstrate that the pool of right-wing candidates in Sweden differs significantly 
from the pool of candidates of established parties, as individuals from economically 
marginalized groups are overrepresented in the former pool of politicians, including 
those with low labour market income and in occupations at risk of automation. The 
authors contextualize the trends among political candidates and voters by examining 
citizen-candidate models and the concept of descriptive representation (2023).

Individual economic insecurity

There are good reasons why candidates with experiences of economic insecurity 
could be seen as well-suited to represent the radical right electoral base. Unemploy-
ment and economic insecurity have been used as markers of economic insecurity 
in many seminal works on radical right support (Betz 1994; Jackman and Volpert 
1996; Lubbers et al. 2002; Arzheimer and Carter 2006) although some discussion 
continues, for instance with regard to the size of the contextual effect or the ways 
in which economic insecurity variables are operationalized (Sipma and Lubbers 
2020) Both factors are associated with an individual propensity to vote for the radi-
cal right (Lubbers et al. 2002, Abou-Chadi and Kurer 2021). Swedish studies report 
that unemployment is positively correlated with the share of the Sweden Democrats’ 
vote in electoral districts when controlling for immigration variables (which sug-
gests some role of ethnic competition at a local level) and that economic uncertainty 
in the form of layoff notifications among low-skilled native workers is associated 
with a boost in the share of the electoral district vote going to the Sweden Demo-
crats (Rydgren and Tyrberg 2020; Dehdari 2019). An issue that is often touched 
upon in the literature on the radical right next to unemployment or economic insecu-
rity is the economic decline. Arguably, to study this concept we need a longitudinal 
approach. Being unemployed or at risk of unemployment is different from being of 
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working age and out of the labour market for a long time. It is also possible that 
what matters for engagement with radical right-wing activism is not a trajectory of 
decline but instead a turbulent experience throughout working life.

H1  The probability of running as a candidate for the Sweden Democrats is higher 
for those affected by precarious employment histories, compared to the probability 
of running as a candidate for an established party.

Sociotropic effects of unemployment

Support for the radical right wing is geographically concentrated, especially in 
rural and post-industrial areas, which suggests that right-wing populism is rooted 
in regional differences in economic prosperity. Gidron and Hall (2017) note that 
regional decline seems closely coupled with cultural resentment; and the weakness 
of support for far-right populism in large metropolitan centres may reflect, not only 
relative prosperity but also the extent to which the experience of life within big cit-
ies promotes a distinctive cultural outlook. The consequences of unemployment can 
be far-reaching, not only at the individual level but also at the level of neighbour-
hoods, households, and larger social environments. Several studies suggest that peo-
ple worry more about the impact of immigration and unemployment on society than 
on their own economic prospects (Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014; Berg 2015) or 
their household constellations (Abou-Chadi and Kurer 2021). The perception that 
unemployment is worsening as a collective, regional or national problem may have 
a greater impact on one’s political behaviour than losing one’s job. While research-
ers often examine the impact of unemployment level in individuals’ residential areas 
(Sipma and Lubbers 2020) on support for the radical right, with register data it is 
possible to capture grievances over economic insecurity in social networks such as 
close and extended family members (Abou-Chadi and Kurer 2021) or middle-sized 
networks such as the workplace (Andersson and Dehdari 2021). The impact of soci-
otropic unemployment can also have an impact on supply-size explanations for can-
didacy, as these candidates feel most motivated to stand as candidates who represent 
the life experiences of those in their communities.

H2  The probability to run as a candidate for the Sweden Democrats is higher for 
those who have higher levels of unemployment in their social networks, compared to 
the probability of running as a candidate for an established party.

Work milieu

Another way in which social context can impact radical right-wing candidacy is the 
composition of one’s work milieu. Education level continues to be one of the most 
robust predictors of radical right support. According to Bornschier (2018), edu-
cational cleavages have been the single most important factor fostering the emer-
gence of the radical right. This is because education affects a person’s position in the 
labour market and because it is related to characteristics such as openness to change 
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and tolerance. These traits, in turn, make individuals more accepting of multicultur-
alism and the changes that come with it (Kriesi et al. 2008) Stubager also argues that 
higher education instils universalistic values (2008). His analysis of Danish survey 
data suggests that the association between education and differences in authoritar-
ian-libertarian values is due to socialization and differences in the value sets trans-
ferred to individuals in different educational environments. Stubager concludes that 
the value difference between different educational attainment groups should be seen 
as arising because of a more fundamental value conflict and not as arising merely 
due to economic differences.

The educational setting is one domain, but if we develop Stubager’s idea further it 
is plausible that different work milieus can be associated with different propensities 
for endorsing radical right politics. Dividing labour market sectors into low-skilled 
and high-skilled, we expect that being part of a high-skilled sector would be associ-
ated with a lower individual propensity to support the radical right, on top of other 
characteristics. Workers with higher education have already been exposed to a more 
advanced educational milieu in the past, so we predict that the effect of being in a 
highly skilled work milieu would be highest for individuals whose skill level dif-
fers the most from their work environment—those with a basic level of education. 
An alternative mechanism giving rise to a similar pattern would be that of in-group 
conformity, where low-skilled workers adjust their political behaviour according to 
what is expected of them in a high-skilled work milieu.

H3  The probability of running for the Sweden Democrats would be lower for those 
working in high-skilled sectors, especially for workers with low educational attain-
ment, compared to the probability of running as a candidate for an established party.

Ethnic threat

According to Sipma et  al. (2022), the manual working class is more open to the 
radical right rhetoric because they see their labour market position as insecure due 
to threats from immigration and globalization. Responsiveness to demographic 
changes is the hallmark of a group threat response (Hopkins 2010) with the assump-
tion that members of the majority group react with hostility when minority groups 
challenge their dominant status. Many studies (Rink et  al. 2009; Savelkoul et  al. 
2017; Biggs and Knauss 2013; Valdez 2014) report that the radical right is more 
successful in areas with larger shares of immigrants; others report the opposite asso-
ciation or add additional conditions for when context becomes important. Contextual 
effects are one way to study ethnic competition, but occupation, firms or industries 
are other important contexts. Kunovich (2013) used US data to look at the num-
bers and shares of immigrants in different  occupations, taking into account  wage 
inequality, unemployment rate, employment growth and entry qualifications. A 
higher share of immigrant workers in an occupation was associated with a perceived 
group threat. Additionally, workers in growing occupations perceived immigrants 
as less of a threat. Kunovich argues that the association between attitudes and the 
share of immigrants in an occupation was largely spurious and arose because these 
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occupations had a higher representation of low-educated workers. In another study 
on ethnic threat and the labour market, Pecoraro and Reudin (2020) report that Swiss 
workers who are more exposed to competition with foreigners in their occupations 
were more likely to express negative sentiments towards foreigners. Additionally, 
Pecoraro and Reudin looked at occupational unemployment and compared this with 
the share of foreign-born workers, finding that occupational unemployment rate was 
associated with more negative attitudes towards immigrants. Andersson and Dehdari 
(2021) looked at the presence of immigrants in Swedish workplaces and found that 
the increasing share of immigrant co-workers makes natives less inclined to support 
the radical right. The authors also found that this relation was driven by contacts 
between workers within firms. Anti-immigration rhetoric is central to the core mes-
sage of radical right parties, and those who are at risk of unemployment or face high 
competition from immigrants are important target groups for these parties. Candi-
dates coming from sectors with a higher exposure to immigrant competition may 
be more motivated to run for office, as their personal experiences can resonate with 
voters who link their job insecurity to immigration.

H4  The probability of running as a candidate for the Sweden Democrats is higher 
for persons working in an industry where there is more competition from foreign-
born workers, compared to the probability of running as a candidate for an estab-
lished party.

Data and methods

Data

Swedish full-population register data provide longitudinal individual-level informa-
tion about the Swedish population. The registers contain socio-economic variables 
and information of whether individuals ever run in public elections. Our sample 
consists of the pool of candidates in the 2014 municipal elections, a total 53,594 
individuals. Note that between 2010 and 2014 Sweden Democrats experienced rapid 
growth in the number of running candidates (and in fact struggled to fill their party 
lists) which suggests that at this time point internal party screening procedures were 
less stringent and those who wanted to run as candidates were welcomed to do so. 
Our independent variable is running as  a candidate for the Sweden Democrats or 
not (i.e., running as  a candidate for another party). It is worth noting that this likely 
affects the notion of demand-side factors affecting political candidacy in Norris and 
Lovenduski’s framework of political recruitment. Consequently, in case of the 2014 
municipal election the supply of candidates likely had an even stronger influence 
for determining who became a candidate. We constructed variables for individual-
level labor market participation trajectories, job insecurity in social networks, work 
milieu, and changes in local work opportunities. In addition, we controlled for indi-
vidual demographic variables: age, sex, marital status, number of children in 2013.
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Electoral context in Sweden

Sweden has a proportional representation electoral system with elections at three 
administrative levels (national, regional and municipal) held on the same day every 
four years. In this study, we focus on municipal elections. Municipal elections are 
characterized by low barriers of entry and are less competitive than parliamentary 
elections. In 2010 there were 52,000 people running for 13,000 seats in municipal 
elections. This translated to roughly 1:4 chance of success, compared to 1:17 for 
parliamentary elections. Municipal elections also have low formal minimum thresh-
old required to have candidates elected (2% or 3% of votes depending on whether 
given municipality consists of a single constituency) that encourages small and new 
parties to run. Being a local politician is rarely a full-time job and usually there is 
no salary for one’s service. A vast majority of the elected local politicians are the so 
recreational politicians, apart from fees and renumeration for attended meetings they 
do not receive a regular salary for their service (SCB 2020).

Labor market participation trajectories

To examine if precarious employment labor market participation (LMP) trajectories 
are associated with higher likelihood to run for the Swedish Democrats, we cre-
ated LMP statuses for each year from 2002 to 2012, i.e., ten years back from the 
time when the individuals registered as candidates for the 2014 election (November 
2013). Due to our longitudinal approach, we limited our analysis to individuals who 
were approximately working-aged throughout the 10-year period, i.e., those who 
turned 19 or more in 2002 (normative age for leaving upper secondary education 
in Sweden) and at most 60 in 2012 (before the first chance to claim earnings-related 
pension). This left us with 33,176 candidates. We used the following categories:

1.	 Employed (including parental leave and sick leave from work)
	   ∙ Has income from work, disposable income higher than 60% of the median 

income in the municipality
	   - Ignoring short gaps due to parental leave from work, sick leave from work, 

or unemployment for less than 3 months in a given year
2.	 Unemployed or underemployed
	   ∙ Unemployed for 3 months or more in a given year or employed but disposable 

income less than 60% of the median income in the municipality
3.	 Studies or education
	   ∙ Gaining study benefit above the median level in a given year
4.	 Living abroad
	   ∙ Not employed, underemployed, or studying full-time (categories 1, 2, and 3) 

in a given year and registers showing living abroad for at least 6 months
5.	 Inactive
	   ∙ Retired or not in any other category
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Underemployment and mainly unemployment states were combined due to the 
small number of candidates whose main activity was unemployment (more than 
6 months in unemployment in a given year). To study patterns in LMP trajectories 
we used sequence analysis (SA), a method concerned with analyzing ordered social 
processes and a holistic analysis of life course (Ritschard and Studer 2018). Com-
bined with cluster analysis, the approach is well suited for classification of complex 
life course trajectories such as LMP patterns as it allows for grouping trajectories 
based on different characteristics such as timing, duration, and order of labor market 
statuses or transitions. For example, we can differentiate between different types of 
precariousness including earlier and more recent career instability.

In short, using a suitable dissimilarity measure we calculated pairwise dissimilar-
ities between individual LMP trajectories and then used cluster analysis for group-
ing similar sequences together. Finally, we formed a categorical variable based on 
cluster memberships. More precisely, we used optimal matching between sequences 
of spells with an expansion cost of 1 (OMspell; Studer & Ritschard et  al. 2015) 
as the dissimilarity measure. We chose this measure as it is generally sensitive to 
sequencing (order) and timing of events and resulted in interpretable clusters.

The OMspell measure requires setting so-called substitution costs, which 
should reflect the (dis)similarity of the labor market statuses. These were chosen 
theoretically, based on being able to differentiate favorable and precarious LMP 
states  (Table  1). First, employment and self-employment were regarded as simi-
lar to each other but also similar to studies, as studies typically lead to more stable 
employment careers (substitution costs were set to 1; note that only the relations 
matter and the specific numbers are not meaningful). Second, un(der)employment 
and other reasons for being outside the labor market were regarded similar as both 
are unfavorable states in terms of stable employment histories (costs set to 1). Costs 
for comparing most dissimilar states was set to 3. The cost for comparing any state 
for being abroad was set to 2, since we have no information on LMP from these 
years. For clustering we used partitioning around medoids (PAM). For choosing the 
optimal number of clusters we used various measures of the quality of a clustering 
solution including average silhouette width and pseudo-R squared (Studer 2013) as 
well as the interpretability of the clustering solution.

Job insecurity in different social contexts

To test the social network hypothesis, we measured experiences of unemployment in 
different social contexts of the candidates:

Partner. We measure days in unemployment in 2009–2013 for a marital spouse 
(if married) or a cohabiting partner (if parent to common children—the only case 
where we can match cohabiting partners using register data).

Relatives. We measure days in unemployment in 2009–2013 among parents, 
children, siblings, aunts, uncles, and cousins, and calculate the average.

Neighborhood. Similarly, to relatives, but among the individuals living in the 
100 m by 100 m square around candidate’s residence in 2013.



	 S. Helske, J. Kawalerowicz 

Workplace. Similarly, to relatives, but among the employees in the candidate’s 
workplace in 2013.

In analyses, we show the results using a month (30 days) as the unit for easier 
interpretation.

Industry skill level and change in local work opportunities

We tested the work milieu hypothesis by comparing the probabilities for candidacy 
for the Sweden Democrats by industry skill level, education, and gender. Industry 
skill level was defined as a binary variable that separated between low-skill indus-
tries, where less than 30% of employees had tertiary education, and high-skill indus-
tries, where more than 30% of employees had tertiary education.

To test the ethnic threat hypothesis, we measured change in local work opportu-
nities by counting annual numbers of employees within 17 industries in each labor 
market area (LMA, as defined in 2012), separated by skill-level (low/high) and ori-
gin (Swedish-/foreign-born). We then calculated the change from 2002 to 2012 in 
the number of employees in each skill–origin category separately for each indus-
try–LMA pair. Finally, we categorized industry–LMA pairs into four categories 
where the number of employees (as illustrated in Fig. 1):

•	 grew for the Swedish-born and shrank or grew at a slower pace for the foreign-
born

•	 grew for both groups but faster for the foreign-born
•	 shrank for both groups
•	 shrank for the Swedish-born and grew for the foreign-born.

More precisely, we defined an industry “growing” in a specific LMA when the 
number of employees in that industry within the LMA increased by 5% or more 
between 2002 and 2012. Similarly, we defined “growing faster” as growth being 5 
percentage points (ppts) higher or more.

We matched individuals to their industries in 2012, or if they were not employed 
in 2012 or the information was missing, to the industry where they had last worked 
since 2002. We added a separate category for individuals who had no job in 
2002–2012 or for whom all industry information was missing. Finally, we coded a 
separate category for candidates that worked in an industry that had less than five 
employees in 2002 in their local LMA, because any changes in such low numbers 
would be related to huge percentual growth or decline. We studied the change in 
local work opportunities separately by industry skill level.
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Method

Initial analyses showed that candidates for the Sweden Democrats were in many 
ways distinct from candidates for mainstream parties.1 For this reason, we focused 
on a binary outcome of being a candidate for the Sweden Democrats or not (i.e., 
candidate for any other party). We estimated logistic regression models, present-
ing the results using average marginal effects (AMEs) that are easy to interpret and 
allow straightforward comparisons between estimates (Mood 2010). Because we 
assumed that the results would differ by gender and education, we estimated separate 
models by gender and education level (this is equivalent to introducing three-way 

Fig. 1   Change (in %) in the number of employees within an industry–labor market pair categorized into 
four groups (Swe = Swedish-born, fb = foreign-born)

1  Mainstream parties in the Swedish context include Social Democrats (S), Moderates (M), Center Party 
(C), Liberals (L), Green Party (G), Left Party (V) and Christian Democrats (KD).
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interactions between gender, education, and all other variables, but computationally 
simpler). Due to the small number of foreign-born candidates in the Sweden Demo-
crats, we limited our main analyses to Swedish-born candidates only. We explained 
the Sweden Democrats candidacy using individual LMP trajectories (more pre-
cisely, cluster memberships) and unemployment in different social contexts. We also 
used the interaction of change in local work opportunities and industry skill level. 
Finally, we controlled for demographic variables: age, sex, marital status, and num-
ber of children in 2013. All analyses were done with R (R Core Team 2019), and 
the SA part was done using the TraMineR package (Gabadinho et al. 2011) and the 
WeightedCluster package (Studer 2013) (Table 1).

Results

Descriptive statistics

Table  2 shows descriptive statistics on candidates running in the 2014 Swedish 
municipal elections. Among women, most of the candidates (57%) have tertiary 
education and only 5% have at most basic education. Among men, about equal num-
bers of candidates have gymnasium or tertiary education (45% each) while 9% have 
at most basic education. The median years of birth in each gender–education group 
range from 1959 (men with basic education) to 1967 (women with tertiary educa-
tion). The proportion of the Sweden Democrats candidates is the highest within 
the least educated groups for both genders (19% among men, 12% among women) 
and less common within the highest educated group (4% among men, 1% among 
women).

Labor market participation

We chose the eight-cluster solution as the most interpretable and suitable. It was 
successful in distinguishing stable (self-)employment as well as studies-to-work 
trajectories, long-term absence from the labour market, as well as earlier and 
later career breaks and “turbulent” employment histories (unemployed, under-
employed, or moving between several LMP states). We further combined two 

Table 1   Substitution costs 
for the OMspell measure 
for calculating pairwise 
dissimilarities

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

(1) Employment 0 1 3 1 3 2
(2) Self-employment 1 0 3 1 3 2
(3) Un(der)employment 3 3 0 3 1 2
(4) Studying 1 1 3 0 3 2
(5) Inactive 3 3 1 3 0 2
(6) Abroad 2 2 2 2 2 0
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clusters of studies followed by full-time employment since the main difference 
between the sequences in these clusters was the timing of the transition and this 
distinction was not regarded as important in the context of the study. Figure  2 
presents the LMP trajectories in the seven clusters.

Table  3 shows descriptive information by LMP cluster. Continuous 
employment (disregarding breaks due to parental leave and sick leave from work) 
was the largest cluster with about half of the candidates and out of the LM was 
the smallest. The continuously employed group had the smallest average number 
of transitions between different states (on average 0.2 transitions per trajectory) 
while the turbulent cluster had the highest number of transitions (4.8 transitions).

Out of the LM cluster had the oldest candidates (median birth year 1958) and 
studies-to-work cluster the youngest (median birth year 1976). The share of women 
was lowest in the cluster of self-employed (24%) and highest in the studies-to-
work cluster (56%). The share of foreign-born was the lowest in the continuously 

Table 2   Descriptive statistics 
for the 2014 municipal elections 
candidates

Gender Education N % within 
gender

Median 
year of 
birth

SD can-
didates 
(%)

Men Basic 1684 9 1959 19
Gymnasium 8444 45 1964 13
Tertiary 8467 45 1965 4
Missing 43 0.2 1966 26

Women Basic 665 5 1961 12
Gymnasium 5529 38 1963 5
Tertiary 8323 57 1967 1
Missing 21 0.1 1966 14

Fig. 2   Seven clusters of candidates’ labor market participation trajectories. The horizontal axis shows 
years (2002–2012) and the vertical axis the candidates. One row represents the trajectory of one candi-
date. The rows are ordered according to the first dimension of multidimensional scaling so that similar 
sequences are shown close to each other
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employed cluster (8%) and highest in the turbulent cluster (20%). The self-employed 
cluster had the lowest share of university-educated candidates (33%) while the stud-
ies-to-work cluster had the highest (83%). The number of the Swedish Democrats 
candidates was the smallest in the studies-to-work cluster (4%) and highest in the 
out of LM cluster (16%).

Unemployment in social environments

Table 4 shows percentiles for months in unemployment in different social contexts. 
The theoretical maximum number of months in unemployment is 60 during the five-
year follow-up, but in practice the maxima were between approximately 40 months 
(3.3 years, among relatives) and 49 months (4.1 years, among co-workers).

Most candidates (87%) had no experience of spouse’s unemployment during the 
five-year follow-up. In other social contexts, the median was close to one month 
in all cases. The variation was the highest among relatives where the middle 50% 
of average unemployment is located between 3 days and approximately 2 months. 
Among co-workers the corresponding figures were between 18 days and 1.8 months 
and among neighbours, between 0.3 days and 2.2 months.

Table 3   Descriptive statistics for LMP clusters

N Mean number 
of transitions

Median birth 
year

Women (%) Foreign-
born 
(%)

University-
educated (%)

SD 
candi-
dates 
(%)

Employed 16,082 0.2 1962 43 8 48 5
Self-

employed
2749 1.8 1961 24 9 33 8

Studies to 
work

4340 2.4 1976 56 14 83 4

Earlier break 2650 2.6 1965 45 13 47 8
Later break 2717 2.6 1964 46 11 46 9
Turbulent 2876 4.8 1967 46 20 47 12
Out of the 

LM
1762 1.9 1958 44 13 41 16

Table 4   Percentiles of average 
of months (30 days) in 
unemployment in each social 
context. The minimum is 0 for 
all groups

25% 50% 75% 90% 100% (max)

Spouse 0 0 0 1.30 47.33
Relatives 0.07 0.91 2.05 3.44 39.57
Organization 0.59 1.18 1.79 2.58 48.70
Neighborhood 0.02 1.00 2.20 3.78 44.27
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Change in local work opportunities

We also observed how the local labor market changed for candidates in different 
industries and skill levels. Figure 3 shows the distribution of the local work opportu-
nities. Most candidates (52–67% depending on gender and education level) worked 
in industries that were growing overall but faster for the foreign-born (it is good 
to keep in mind that the number of foreign-born residents was growing in Sweden 
overall). The second largest but a much smaller category was working for an indus-
try where the number of foreign-born employees was growing, and the number of 
Swedish-born employees was shrinking within their LMA.

Modelling candidacy for the Sweden Democrats

H1  Precarious employment.

Figure  4 shows the change in probability for candidacy for the Sweden Demo-
crats by labor market participation cluster, origin, and education level when com-
pared to continuous employment. The figures are based on the full model which 
accounts for covariates.

Fig. 3   Local work opportunities of candidates’ industry within their respective labor market area 
(Swe = Swedish-born, fb = foreign-born)
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We observed little variation by labor market participation trajectory among 
male candidates with tertiary education and no differences among similar women. 
The highest probabilities for the tertiary-educated were found among male can-
didates with turbulent histories and long spells of being out of the labor market 
(4–5 ppts). In general, the differences were small and/or not statistically signifi-
cant between candidates with continuous employment, continuous self-employ-
ment, and studies to work trajectories, irrespective of gender or education. Male 
candidates with less than tertiary education combined with an early career break 
had 6–8 ppts increase in the probability for candidacy for the Sweden Demo-
crats. Regarding later career breaks, we observed a stronger educational gradient: 
male candidates with tertiary education had an increase of less than 3 ppts and 
with gymnasium-level education 6 ppts while for the least educated there was 
an increase of as much as 17 ppts. This suggests that for the least educated men, 
more recent experiences of unemployment mattered more than more distant ones. 
Among women with gymnasium education, we observed a small positive increase 
(about 3 ppts) in the probability for candidacy for the Sweden Democrats for 
both career break groups as well as the studies to work group. For the least edu-
cated, the effects were negative, but not statistically significant. The largest differ-
ences were found among the turbulent trajectories and candidates who have been 
mainly out of the labor market for other reasons than studies or parental leave. 
For those with turbulent trajectories, the increases in men’s probability for can-
didacy for the Sweden Democrats were 17 ppts for the least educated, 7 ppts for 

Fig. 4   Average marginal effects and 95% confidence intervals for an increase in the probability of being 
a candidate for the Sweden Democrats (as opposed to other mainstream parties) by labor market par-
ticipation trajectory, separated by gender and education level and accounting for covariates. Reference 
category: continuous employment
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the gymnasium-educated, and 4 ppts for the tertiary-educated. Among women, 
the only statistically significant difference was observed among the gymnasium 
educated. For candidates outside of the labor market, the differences were 19 ppts 
for men with basic education, 17 ppts for men with gymnasium education, and 5 
ppts for tertiary education. For women the respective figures were 15 for basic 
education and 7 for gymnasium education. Highly educated women had no dif-
ferences in their probability for the Sweden Democrats by labor market partici-
pation history. As a conclusion, we found support for H1 in that the candidates 
with more precarious employment histories were more likely to run for the Swe-
den Democrats rather than other parties, and the probabilities changed according 
to gender and education level so that the low-educated male candidates had the 
highest probabilities.

H2  Social networks.

Figure 5 shows results for candidates’ experiences of unemployment in different 
social contexts: partner (immediate family), relatives (extended family), workplace, 
and immediate neighborhood.

All in all, effect sizes were much smaller than for candidates’ own experiences of 
precarious employment. For basic-educated men, we observed statistically signifi-
cant differences in the probability of candidacy for the Sweden Democrats for longer 
unemployment spells for partners and relatives (0.6 and 1.3 ppts increase per month, 
respectively), but not for co-workers or neighbors. For men with gymnasium edu-
cation, we observed statistically significant differences for partners’, relatives’, and 
neighbors’ unemployment (0.4, 1.3, and 0.8 ppts per month, respectively). For men 
with tertiary education, we observed statistically significant but small differences 
for partners’, neighbors’, and co-workers’ unemployment (0.2, 0.2, and 0.3 ppts per 
month, respectively). For women, the only statistically significant differences were 

Fig. 5   Average marginal effects and 95% confidence intervals for the increase in probability of being a 
candidate for Sweden Democrats (as opposed to other parties) per one month’s increase in average unem-
ployment in different social contexts by gender and education level. The results are from the full models 
that adjust for covariates
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found for the gymnasium-educated, where we observed an increase of 0.6 ppts per 
month for relatives’ unemployment and 0.3 ppts for unemployment in the neighbor-
hood. Effect sizes were larger for the least educated women regarding unemploy-
ment in the workplace and among relatives, but these were not statistically signifi-
cant. In conclusion, we found limited support for H2: many of the estimates were 
statistically significant, but the effect sizes were modest and there was variation by 
gender and education level.

H3  Work milieu.

Figure  6 shows the differences between working in a high-skill industry as 
opposed to a low-skill industry by gender and education. There was a clear educa-
tional gradient for men: similarly educated candidates working in high-skill indus-
tries had lower probabilities for candidacy for the Sweden Democrats in compari-
son to candidates working in industries with mainly low-skilled employees. The 
difference by industry skill level was the largest among those with the lowest edu-
cation level themselves: the probabilities of candidacy for the Sweden Democrats 
decreased by 9 ppts for the basic-educated, 6 ppts for the gymnasium-educated, and 
3 ppts for the tertiary-educated in comparison to candidates working in low-skilled 
industries. For female candidates, the estimates were also negative but small, and 
the only statistically significant difference was found among the gymnasium-edu-
cated (about 2 ppts). In conclusion, we found clear support for H3 for men, but not 
for women.

H4  Ethnic competition.

Figure 7 presents results for changes in local work opportunities for Swedish- and 
foreign-born employees by origin and industry skill level for men. For women, the 

Fig. 6   Average marginal effects and 95% confidence intervals for the probability of being a candidate for 
Sweden Democrats (as opposed to other parties) by industry skill level, separated by gender and educa-
tion. Reference category: Working in a low-skill industry (where less than 30% of employees had tertiary 
education)
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numbers of candidates for the Sweden Democrats in different education-industry 
combinations were so small in the 2014 election that unfortunately we were not able 
to perform reliable analysis.

Generally, the effect sizes were consistently positive in the low-skill industry 
group and negative or zero for industries with more high-skilled employees as com-
pared to working in industries where the job opportunities were growing faster for 
the Swedish-born. However, only two of the differences were statistically signifi-
cant: an increase of 4 ppts in the probability of candidacy for the Sweden Democrats 
for gymnasium-educated male candidates working in low-skill industries that were 
growing overall but faster for the foreign-born employees, and a decrease of 9 ppts 
for gymnasium-educated male candidates working in more high-skill industries 
where the Swedish-born were losing jobs but the foreign-born gaining. As a conclu-
sion, we found no convincing support for H4: the only (barely) statistically signifi-
cant difference was found among men in upper secondary education, and even there 
the effect size was relatively small.

Discussion and conclusion

It has been argued that an important aspect distinguishing the radical right from 
established parties is that their politicians can be described as citizens’ candidates, 
whose life experiences provide a closer match to  their voters. A recent paper by 
Dal Bó and colleagues shows that the disgruntled sections of the population who 
experienced economic insecurity due to economic transformations not only vote 
for the party but also join the party and run as candidates. They discuss economic 
models of citizenship candidates and argue that radical right-wing candidates appear 

Fig. 7   Average marginal effects and 95% confidence intervals for the increase in probability of being 
a candidate for Sweden Democrats (as opposed to other parties) by change in local work opportunities 
in 2002–2012 for Swedish-born men, differentiated by candidates’ education (colors) and industry skill 
level (panels). Low-skill industry refers to working in an industry where less than 30% of the employees 
had tertiary education. Reference category: The number of Swedish employees grows, and it grows faster 
than the number of foreign-born employees (Swe = Swedish-born, fb = foreign-born)
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credible to their electorate precisely because of their shared socioeconomic traits 
and experiences (2023). Our study finds a broad confirmation of the argument that 
local radical right-wing candidates represent a new and markedly different profile 
of aspiring politicians. While our findings are in line with results reported by 
Dal Bó et al., our study offers more insight into longer-term work life trajectories 
as we apply a novel approach of looking at labour market trajectories of political 
candidates.

We find that candidates for the Sweden Democrats in local elections have dif-
ferent labour market participation trajectories than mainstream candidates; their 
employment histories are to a higher degree marked by experiences of unem-
ployment and underemployment as well as being out of the labour market. These 
employment histories also show by far the largest effect sizes because for some con-
figurations (men with basic education), precarious employment histories were asso-
ciated with an increase of nearly 20 ppts in the probability of running for the Sweden 
Democrats as opposed to running for other mainstream parties. Additionally, candi-
dates running for the Sweden Democrats are embedded in social networks that are 
more marked by experiences of unemployment. Here, the effect of unemployment is 
small and most visible for networks of the extended family and for lower educational 
levels. For women, the effect sizes were small and mainly statistically insignificant, 
although it should be noted that the number of female candidates running for the 
Sweden Democrats was relatively low in the 2014 elections. This finding stands in 
contrast to the notion that unemployment necessarily undermines political participa-
tion (Marx and Ngujen 2016). At the same time, it should be emphasized that we 
observed almost no long-term unemployment among the candidates. So even though 
the candidates were negatively selected within the full population of the candidates, 
they seemed to be positively selected among their peer group.

The second largest effect sizes were found for the work milieu hypothesis, where 
we found a sizeable decrease in the probability of a candidate running for the Swe-
den Democrats, especially for male candidates with low education levels who were 
working in high-skilled industries. What could be happening here is either due to 
selection or social influence. The social influence could be an extension of that 
described by Stubager (2008), where industries with different skill levels instil dif-
ferent values among workers. Alternatively, this effect could be observed because 
running for the radical right is a public act, which could be met with sanctions, espe-
cially in environments with more highly skilled co-workers. The social ostracism 
has been documented by Art (2011) in his interviews with members of the Sweden 
Democrats, who mention fears of losing jobs as one of the obstacles to becoming 
activists. Therefore, an alternative interpretation is in-group conformity that pre-
vents low-skilled workers from openly supporting the radical right.

Lastly, applying the ethnic competition hypothesis to explain candidacy for the 
Sweden Democrats yielded mixed results. One explanation for this is provided by 
contact theory, which proposes that meaningful inter-group interaction leads to a 
reduction in prejudice (Allport 1954). It is also possible that what matters more than 
trends in employment and competition for foreign-born workers is the industrial 
skill level that candidates are employed to use. Indeed, we observe that there are 
diverging probabilities for radical right candidacy for those employed in low- and 
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high-skilled industries, and these results resemble our findings on the work milieu 
hypothesis. Additionally, we see that working in a high-skilled industry is associated 
with twice as large a reduction in the probability of running for the Sweden Demo-
crats when compared to working in a low-skilled industry. The finding that the right-
wing candidates are those who worked for industries that were growing overall but 
faster for the foreign-born could be related to the view that it is not those at the bot-
tom of the economic hierarchy who are more supportive of the far right. According 
to Gidron and Hall, support for radical right parties is more common among those 
who have some status to defend (2017).

Regarding the potential limitations of this study, it is important to stress that this 
paper is not aiming to present a causal view of candidates’ recruitment. It is, there-
fore, plausible that the Sweden Democrats’ leadership could select candidates that 
accept the radical right-wing rhetoric of economic grievances, even though the fact 
that the party experienced a shortage of candidates wanting to stand in the 2014 
elections makes this assumption somehow less likely. Second, our results may not 
be generalizable outside the context of local elections and Sweden. The threshold 
to becoming a candidate and especially a candidate for the radical right was low in 
2014 as the Sweden Democrats had difficulties attracting enough candidates to fill 
all the seats that they gained (Jungar 2016). The payoff from holding an office is 
lower than in higher-order elections such as parliamentary elections where success-
ful candidates receive a salary. At the same time, there are certain issues that set the 
Swedish context apart. For instance, it is known that those who are economically 
vulnerable have a higher chance of engaging in politics, even at the local level, when 
they can rely on the welfare state safety network (Swank and Betz 2003). Sweden 
has relatively generous welfare provisions and even for those with precarious labour 
market histories, there is a higher level of economic security than for those in a simi-
lar labour market position in liberal welfare regimes. Secondly, the professionaliza-
tion of politics, especially at a local level where elections are less competitive, may 
be less of an issue in Sweden than for instance in the UK or the US. Beckman in 
his analysis of Swedish cabinets between 1917 and 2004 concludes that even at the 
top level of politics “the evidence does not support the thesis of an ongoing pro-
cess towards increasing professionalization of the cabinet” (2007). We believe that 
the issue of descriptive representation is more acute in countries like the US or the 
UK where researchers have documented how the working class had been gradually 
excluded from political representation (Cowley 2012; Norris and Lovenduski 1996; 
Carnes and Lupu 2016). At the same time, the limited welfare safety network or the 
higher threshold for political entry that exists in other contexts can limit opportuni-
ties for entering politics for those with limited economic resources.
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