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This article analyzes career paths and career considerations among 
policy professionals in Sweden. It builds on a longitudinal dataset  
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El señuelo del poder: trayectorias profesionales y consideraciones de los 
profesionales de las políticas públicas en Suecia

Este artículo analiza sendas profesionales y consideraciones sobre las 
carreras de profesionales de políticas públicas en Suecia, basándose en 
un conjunto de datos longitudinales que mapea las carreras y realiza 
entrevistas a lo largo de un periodo de seis años. Nuestros hallazgos 
fueron los siguientes: (1) destrezas tales como la habilidad de navegar 
el sistema político hicieron empleables a los profesionales de las 
políticas públicas; (2) consideraciones sobre diferentes aspectos del 
poder asumieron un papel central en sus decisiones de carrera; y (3) 
las barreras de su mercado laboral están relacionadas con compromisos 
ideológicos, lealtades y jerarquías de valor que los vuelven renuentes a 
ser llevados doquiera los lleven sus habilidades.

Palabras Clave: Profesionales de las políticas públicas, Asesores políticos, 
Sistemas políticos, Empleabilidad, Mercado laboral, Compromisos 
ideológicos, Lealtades, Jerarquías de valor, Suecia, Motivaciones, 
Habilidades, Destrezas.

权力的诱惑：瑞典政策专家的职业道路和考虑

本文分析了瑞典政策专家的职业道路和职业考虑。本文基于一项纵向
数据集，其中提供了长达六年时间的，有关政策专家职业和面谈的信
息。作者发现，（1）各项技能，例如政治体系的掌控能力，会让政策专
家可以在一系列组织机构中就业;（2）关于权力各方面的考量对政策专
家的职业决策至关重要;（3）政策领域方面的劳动力市场障碍与意识 
形态承诺、忠诚度、价值层次有关，这些障碍让政策专家不愿前往其因
自身能力而本可以选择的职业方向。

关键词: 政策专家, 政策事业, 政治顾问, 政治体系, 就业能力, 劳动力市场, 
意识形态承诺, 忠诚, 价值层次, 瑞典, 权力, 职业, 动机, 技能, 领域.

In this article, we analyze career paths and career considerations among a 
particular group of political actors that we call policy professionals (Garsten, 
Rothstein, and Svallfors 2015; Heclo 1978; Svallfors 2017a). These political 
actors are employed by various organizations to do advocacy, craft policy, and 
give political advice. They constitute a heterogeneous set of actors, including 
political advisors in government offices, political support staff  in parties, think 
tanks, interest organization experts, and political consultants of various stripes. 
What makes this category of political actors different from politicians is that 
they are not elected to office but are hired (on a short- or long-term basis) 
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to influence policy and politics. In contrast to civil servants and other public 
administrators, they are hired on a partisan basis to promote certain values and 
interests over others.

Democratic governance now includes many political actors who are 
professional employees rather than elected politicians, something that is often 
viewed with a certain apprehension since it raises concerns about accountability 
and legitimacy (Dahl 1989; Mancini 1999; Manin 1997). In this article, we 
focus on an aspect of this professionalization by analyzing the emerging labor 
market for policy professionals. We use this as a window to investigate the 
general modus operandi of  policy professionals and, ultimately, their role in 
democratic governance. This analysis zeroes in on their skills, which put them in 
demand, and their motivations, which shape their choices of destinations. Skills 
and motivation are inherently intertwined—it is difficult to make sense of one 
without considering the other—and this study examines both to understand the 
dynamics of this labor market.

With these starting points, we intend to answer the following empirical 
questions:

1.	 What special skills and motivations drive the careers of policy professionals, or 
more specifically their desires and opportunities to remain in their positions, 
to move to other positions in the policy professional field, or to exit from 
this field?

2.	 Are there specific barriers or hurdles in the policy professional labor market, and 
if  so, what do they consist of?

To explore these issues, we use a unique longitudinal dataset where policy 
professionals’ careers are mapped over a six-year period (2012-18), and several 
of them were interviewed both in 2012-13 and in 2018. The setting is Sweden, 
a historically strong corporatist system, where social partnership used to be the 
order of the day. Recently, this political landscape has been swiftly transformed 
in the direction of a more decentralized, quasi-pluralist, and network-based 
mode of interest articulation and political advocacy (Lindvall and Rothstein 
2006; Lindvall and Sebring 2005; Svallfors 2016b). In this transformed 
institutional setting, the role of various policy professionals has become more 
accentuated, and their numbers have increased substantially, both inside and 
outside government (Garsten, Rothstein, and Svallfors 2015).

The appearance of nonelected political actors in Sweden is not a 
recent phenomenon. Still, over the last three decades, the number of policy 
professionals has increased dramatically. For example, the number of political 
appointees in government has gone from 24 in 1975, to 109 in 1995, to over 200 
today (Dahlström 2009; Regeringskansliet 2018), and in parliament the ratio 
of political secretaries to Members of Parliament has gone from roughly 1:10 
in the early 1980s to roughly 1:1 today (authors’ own computations based on 
parliamentary statistics). At the same time, there has been an explosion of firms 
that provide political expertise to private business and organized interests. In 
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the 1970s, there were only two such firms. Today, this is an industry with around 
1,500 employees (Tyllström 2013), several hundred of which work primarily 
as contract lobbyists. Think tanks have also become a common feature of the 
Swedish political landscape. The total number of policy professional positions 
in Sweden is somewhere between 2,000 and 3,500, depending on how wide the 
net is cast (Garsten, Rothstein, and Svallfors 2015).

The rise of various professional nonelected political actors has received 
increasing research attention. However, most of this research focuses on the role 
of professionals in specific organizations. Research has, for example, studied the 
role of think tankers in spanning the boundaries between research and politics 
(Medvetz 2012b; Rich 2004; Stone 1996), the relations in government offices 
between political advisors and elected politicians and/or civil servants (Blick 
and Jones 2013; Connaughton 2010, 2015; Craft 2016; Eichbaum and Shaw 
2010; Yong and Hazell 2014), the influence of experts—including campaign 
specialists—in politics and policy making (Campbell and Pedersen 2011; 
Christensen 2017; Esterling 2004; Lindvall 2009; Plasser and Plasser 2002), 
and the activities of lobbyists and communication advisors (Baumgartner et al. 
2009; Tyllström 2013).

A stream of research has taken a broader view of policy professionals (in the 
previous literature sometimes conceptualized as “policy entrepreneurs” or “policy 
specialists”) and their activities (Dahl 1989; Garsten, Rothstein, and Svallfors 
2015; Heclo 1978; Kingdon [1984] 2011; Svallfors 2017a). In this literature, there 
are findings concerning the skills and resources of policy professionals (such as 
access to relevant networks and the possession of expert political knowledge), 
the motivations in their line of work (often related to the exercise of political 
power), and the ambiguity of their roles in relation to politicians, civil servants, 
and organizational leaders. However, largely missing from these previous studies 
are systematic analyses of these professionals’ careers and trajectories across 
organizations. In the face of a broad professionalization of virtually all domains 
of politics and the emergence of a labor market for political expertise, such a 
perspective is needed, and it is the aim of this article to provide one.

Regarding policy professional careers, previous literature has mainly paid 
attention to the “revolving door” between government/parliament and lobbying 
(Blanes i Vidal, Draca, and Fons-Rosen 2012; Parker 2009; Parker, Parker, and 
Dabros 2012; Tyllström forthcoming). In this literature, “revolvers” are mainly 
seen as driven by financial considerations. Politics is the arena where certain 
skills and valuable contacts are acquired. These skills and networks can then be 
sold and transformed into economic gains. But since networks expire and skills 
depreciate, “revolvers” need repeated stints in politics to retain their market 
value. Consequently, they come across as quite similar to other temporarily 
hired skilled professionals who rotate into and out of various organizations—
and in doing so accumulate marketable experience (Barley and Kunda 2004).

However, the policy professional labor market includes many other 
transitions and trajectories besides the “revolving door.” It is our intention with 
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the present study to map and illuminate how this broader labor market works 
to show what constitutes policy professionalism as a field—a field that spans 
various organizations and organizational types.

The rest of the article is structured in the following way. In the next section, we 
outline some theoretical starting points for the analysis centered on the concepts 
of field and skills. The following section presents the longitudinal dataset and 
the associated methodological considerations. The first empirical section maps 
origins and destinations among different Swedish policy professionals from 2012 
to 2018. The next two sections build on the interviews and deal with motivations, 
skills, and career barriers. The concluding section summarizes the results and 
discusses some implications for democratic governance.

Fields, Skills, and Motivations

In this article, we uncover and describe policy professionalism as a field. 
This entails conceptualizing policy professionals as a heterogeneous boundary-
spanning category, invested with certain political skills, and driven by particular 
motivations. How do we understand these concepts?

Policy professionals inhabit a field. A field may be defined as a meso-level 
social order where actors interact on the basis of shared understandings about 
the purposes of the field and their actions within it, about what relations exist to 
other actors in the field, and about the rules that govern legitimate action in the 
field (Barley 2010; Fligstein and McAdam 2012, 9). As for policy professionals, 
their field is constituted by the purpose of changing society by political means; 
it contains multiple relations—to other policy professionals, politicians, and 
other political actors—and it is governed by a set of explicit and implicit rules 
(such as acting under the conditions of democratic governance).

Their field is related to other adjacent fields, such as journalism/media, 
profit-seeking enterprise, and public administration. In relation to these adjacent 
fields, and in the internal relations among organizations in their field, policy 
professionals appear as a boundary-spanning category (Medvetz 2010, 2012a). 
Their activities, networks, and careers span organizational boundaries both within 
and outside their field. Therefore, it is imperative to take an approach that does 
not remain confined to particular organizations or organizational types when 
trying to understand policy professionals as a category of actors. Their generic 
skills and motivations, which can be applied in diverse organizational settings, 
will only become visible when we apply a broad cross-organizational perspective, 
that is, a perspective that is not restricted to a particular type of organization.

These political skills could be defined as the ability to competently navigate 
the political system—as broadly conceived—to achieve the desired political results. 
Previous research has indicated that the three most pertinent aspects of these 
political skills are: framing problems (using research and other sources to frame social 
and political problems in advantageous ways); knowing the game (having first-hand 
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knowledge of how the political decision-making machinery works at various levels 
and in different respects); and accessing information (knowing whom to contact for 
fast and reliable information) (Svallfors 2017a). The exact composition of these 
three skill areas varies among positions and individuals, but they are all necessary 
ingredients for a successful policy professional action repertoire.

Regarding motivations we take our contrasting starting point in the 
literature on “public service motivations,” that highlight the specific motivations 
and value orientations among public sector employees (see Perry, Hondeghem, 
and Wise 2010; Perry and Vandenabeele 2015). This literature finds that public 
administrators are characterized by a strong commitment to public interests and 
express loyalty to duty and the government as a system. Commitment to social 
equity and to specific public programs also figure prominently. In all, public spirit 
and public interest seem to drive commitments among public administrators.

We add to this literature by asking to what extent the motivations of policy 
professionals differ from those of public administrators. As will become obvious, 
our case offers a contrasting view of motivations in politics and policy making, 
since the motivations among policy professionals are of a quite different kind 
from those of public administrators and civil servants. The appeal of political 
power, in its various guises, is fundamental in providing the most important 
motivation behind their work and their career motivations.

It is important to realize that skills and their application are inherently 
intertwined with the motivations of individual actors. It would be meaningless 
to speak of particular skills without considering the overarching purpose(s) they 
serve. Hence, the analysis in this article revolves around the motivations that drive 
career decisions and that constitute a fundamental part of what it means to be a 
policy professional—and, by extension, what their role is in democratic governance.

Data and Methods

Data on Swedish policy professionals were collected between 2012 and 2018. 
Six types of organizations constitute the policy professional field: (1) government 
offices; (2) parliamentary parties; (3) trade unions; (4) other major interest 
organizations; (5) think tanks; and (6) public relations (PR) firms. A 
comprehensive mapping of these organizations, in 2012, gave a total of 913 
individuals occupying positions that were nonelected and yet both partisan and 
policy relevant.1 The median age of the sample is 39, and 45% of the sample are 
women (Garsten, Rothstein, and Svallfors 2015).

Between 2012 and 2013, a total of 71 policy professionals, selected on the 
basis of position, gender, age, and political party affiliation, were interviewed. 
We used a semistructured interview format covering key aspects of their work 
and careers. A subsample of the interviewees from this first round were 
1 Selection criteria for organizations and positions are explicated in detail in the Appendix. Also 
see the Appendix for a comparison of the 2012-13 and the 2018 interviewees.
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re-interviewed in 2018 (N = 32).2 These interviews were again semistructured, 
but this time the focus was on the interviewees’ careers since 2012 and their 
considerations in this regard. The selection of re-interviewees was strategic to 
cover those who had remained in the same job since 2012, those who had moved 
to other policy professional positions in the field, and those who had exited 
from the policy-professional field.

All interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and coded for pertinent 
themes. The thematic analysis followed an abductive format, where sets of 
categories derived from the main research questions were subsequently revised 
in a stepwise fashion through confrontation with salient interview quotes and 
through input from research project members. The original categories were 
thus amended, collapsed, or split, and new categories were introduced to cover 
pertinent interview themes. The result of this exercise for the 2018 interviews is 
a 48-page thematic excerpt document (in Swedish, available from the authors), 
from which all quotes in this article have been selected and translated.

Apart from conducting interviews, we also quantitatively mapped the work 
trajectories of the 913 policy professionals between 2012 and 2018, resulting in 
788 complete career descriptions—most of the missing data can be attributed to 
retirements. All positions were recorded using a coding scheme that included 
organization and job title. This information was collected primarily through the 
websites of the organizations and LinkedIn profiles. Where needed, other web 
sources were used. Our first empirical section builds on this mapping.3

Trajectories in the Field

How have the careers of Swedish policy professionals evolved over the six-
year period from 2012 to 2018? Table 1 displays this for each organizational 
type. To simplify, the table only includes positions in 2012 and 2018, while any 
intermediary career steps are disregarded.

As shown in the table, policy professionals frequently move across different 
types of organizations, but there is also a large share that remains within the same 
organizational type. No one remains as a policy professional in the government 
offices due to the fact that political advisors go when their minister goes, and 
since the government changed hands in 2014 there was a complete overhaul of 
the political staff. The largest share remaining within the same organizational 
type is instead found among trade unions and other interest organizations, 
where about two-thirds remain in the same organizational type.

We also observe certain outflows that are less likely than others. There is little 
movement between trade unions and other interest organizations (a majority 
of which are associated with business interests) and between trade unions and 
PR firms. We also find that very few policy professionals become politicians, 
2 See the Appendix for a comparison of the 2012-13 and the 2018 interviewees.
3 See the Appendix for details.
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which confirms their expressed reluctance to move into elected positions 
(Svallfors 2016a, 2017b). Instead, the most common destinations outside the 
policy professional field are private companies (other than PR firms) and public 
administration, including civil service positions.

In Table 2, we summarize how many in 2018 remain in the same organization 
they were in as of 2012, how many have moved to other organizations of the 
same or different organizational types, and how many have exited from the 
policy professional field.

As shown in Table 2, there is considerable flux in the field when we look at 
the specific organizations people work for in 2018 compared to 2012. Rather 
consistently across all organizational types—except for the government—there 
is an almost even split between those who are attached to the same employer and 
those who have moved on to other organizations. PR consultants appear most 
mobile—60 percent have left the organization for which they worked in 2012—
while policy professionals in trade unions and other major interest organizations 
exhibit the strongest tendency to remain.

The table also shows that no one has moved between different political parties 
(indicated by the “0” for Parliament by Move within Organizational Type), 
and hardly anyone has moved between two think tanks. In addition to what is 
found in the table, our data reveal that only one person has switched between 
the main employers’ federation (Svenskt näringsliv) and either of the two main 
trade unions (Landsorganisationen [LO] and Tjänstemännens centralorganisation 
[TCO]) or their constituent member organizations. Furthermore, no one has ever 
moved from a think tank affiliated with the political left to one affiliated with the 
political right, or vice versa. This indicates that there are ideological barriers for 
moves within the field, something to which we will return later.

Table 2 also displays the propensity of policy professionals to exit from the 
field. This varies markedly across categories. Policy professionals from the 
government offices, interest organizations, and PR firms are most prone to exit 
(with private companies as the most common destination). It is interesting to 
observe that governmental political appointees, who belong to the innermost 
circles of power, are most likely to exit from the field.4 People working for trade 
unions, political parties, or think tanks are less likely to do so.5

4 One could suspect that the specific pattern of moves and exits from the government offices was 
because it was a right-wing outgoing government. However, a comparison with the exit of the 
Social Democratic Government in 2006 reveals almost identical patterns to the ones in Table 2 
(figures available from the authors).
5 The results presented in this section were roughly similar when split by gender. There are, 
however, a few minor differences between men and women. First, women were less likely to have 
remained in the same organization (31 percent of women, compared to 44 percent of men). 
Second, they were more likely to have moved into a different organizational type (36 percent, 
compared to 25 percent of men). These patterns hold across virtually all types of organizations. 
Third, even if  men and women exit at the same rate, the PR industry is an exception. Whereas 21 
percent of the men employed in the PR sector in 2012 had exited the policy professional field six 
years later, the corresponding figure for women was 32 percent. (Tables available from the authors.)
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The flux in the policy professional labor market indicates that the skills of 
these professionals are largely transferable between different types of 
organizations. However, there might be barriers other than ideology, namely, 
limitations on the kinds of positions attainable from which kinds of origins. To 
test this, Table 3 shows all movements between three broad functions among 
policy professionals: managers, policy officers, and communicators.6 In contrast 
to Tables 1 and 2, Table 3 includes all job changes between 2012 and 2018 to 
show which transitions are more likely than others.

We find in Table 3 that almost two-thirds of job shifts from communication 
functions go to other communication functions, while about half  of the job 
shifts from policy functions go to other policy functions. Managers’ job changes 
are more evenly spread between functions, even though the most common job 
shift is to another management position. So, in summary, results from Table 3 
suggest that there are also certain skill barriers in the policy professional labor 
market; these especially pertain to communication functions, which seem to be 
somewhat specialized and hence subject to within-function job shifts. We will 
return to this later, in the qualitative analysis.

The Appeal of Power

The analysis so far suggests there might be certain skill possessions and 
particular motivations that drive careers among Swedish policy professionals. 

6 A manager is a person who leads an organization. Typical job titles include managing director, 
chief  of staff, and head of office. Individuals who are developing policy proposals are classified as 
policy. Their typical job titles include policy advisor, research officer, and political director. 
Communication includes those whose primary responsibility is to disseminate information and 
maintain interpersonal relationships with media and politicians. Examples of this category are 
press secretaries, information officers, communicators, and public affairs experts. PR consultants 
have all been classified as “communication.” Although this is probably adequate in most cases, 
their job may still include some policy proposal work, depending on the specific mission and 
person. However, removing PR consultants from the table gives virtually the same results as those 
presented.

Table 3. Movements between Positions 2012-18

To

All Movements

Manager 
(%)

Policy 
(%)

Communication 
(%)

Other 
(%)

Total

From
Manager 34 20 33 13 139
Policy 14 46 29 11 336
Communication 13 13 65 8 381
Other 12 18 27 42 33
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Hence, the rest of the article is dedicated to an analysis of these motivations 
and skills. Based on our interviews with a selection of “remainers,” “movers,” 
and “exiters,” what could we say about the driving forces behind their career 
trajectories?

The whole field that policy professionals inhabit is imbued with political 
power, and previous research has shown that the desire to affect politics—and 
society at large—is the prime motivating force among policy professionals 
(Svallfors 2017a). In this sense, and in sharp contrast to the public service 
motivations that previous research has focused, it is to be expected that power 
would be a key concern for them when deciding whether to remain or move. But 
a closer look at exactly what power—and power over what—motivates career 
decisions reveals a less obvious picture.

What emerges from the interviews is that there are at least three different ways 
where power is central to the policy professionals’ careers. Policy professionals 
are typically motivated by all three aspects of power, although their relative 
weight varies substantially among individuals. One is power as agency, the 
ability to affect decisions and outcomes. Here, we find that what often motivates 
moves from one policy professional position to another is either a prospective 
power gain in a new position or an actual power loss in the previous position. 
But considerations about power as agency can also lie behind the decision to 
stay in a position because it offers power that cannot be matched elsewhere.

A research officer in a trade union is clear that the decision to stay in the 
current position is based on the fact that, “your influence grows because you get 
more experience-based knowledge. You know what buttons to push, you know 
which politician to approach, you know which committee you should target to 
influence politics.” In a similar vein, someone at the other end of the political 
spectrum explains the decision to move from PR to an interest organization as a 
way to increase power as agency:

If  you are interested in public opinion, if  you are interested in social issues, 
if  you have a political background, and a political outlook that tilts toward 
the liberal spectrum, as I have, and think that questions about market 
economy and entrepreneurship and open borders and integration through 
work are important and so on, then it’s hard to say no to doing this at an 
organization that above all has a very long-time perspective, and also some 
muscle and some resources.

Yet another person explains why leaving a trade union office for public 
administration made sense:

They reorganized, so the unit that I was responsible for—policy, politics, 
opinion, and influence—was incorporated into our huge negotiation 
department and got a somewhat different role, not as independent and 
not as much focused on public opinion… They moved the research to 
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the negotiation department and then they moved the PR bit itself  to 
communication and then you lost some of the things we had been building 
for some years and that I was a part of.

The loss of power can sometimes, in a slightly paradoxical way, be the result of 
success for one’s own political party. Once your own party gets into government, 
working in the parliament becomes less attractive since the important action 
will take place in the government offices. This political secretary explains why 
winning an election would be a reason for leaving parliament:

I wouldn’t like to stay in the parliamentary office if  we were in government. 
That is super boring. I have a hard time seeing that there would be anything 
there that I would think was fun. You become very much a marketing 
department, and that bit I don’t think is fun.

The second aspect is power as proximity, being close to power and to the 
spaces and circles where important decisions are made. The government offices 
offer the closest proximity to power, with all the ensuing buzz and excitement. 
This is often noticed most clearly by those who have been forced to leave because 
their party has lost the election, or their minister has resigned. Many people 
long to go back to the glory days in the government offices:

Maybe what I miss now is being in the midst of events. With all of these 
things happening… It is really a matter of life and death, almost. ‘This has 
to be solved.’ ‘Here is a proposal, we have to take a stand.’ It is fast, it is 
serious—‘This will decide Swedish politics here and now.’

The third aspect is power as self-determination, being able to define one’s 
own expressed standpoints, strategies, and daily work. This is conspicuous in the 
way many policy professionals argue about the importance of keeping control 
of what they say and do, as explained by this former political advisor who now 
works at an interest organization: “In the position I have, I have to do what I 
believe in myself… So, I have a great deal of freedom to act according to what I 
find right and reasonable.”

Power as self-determination often implies a trade-off  with power as agency. 
In the circles closest to power, it is often hard to achieve self-determination, as 
this advisor continues: “You cannot set your own calendar, you cannot steer 
your own thoughts, but you must stay within a given frame and you often have to 
push issues, or at least it happens that you have to push issues that you definitely 
do not like.”

Since power is so central to the policy professionals’ motivations, hardly 
anyone admits to having lost power through their choices or forced circumstances. 
They are helped by the fact that various aspects of power may substitute for 
others, for example, losing proximity to power can be counterbalanced by 
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gaining more self-determination. Furthermore, having strong personal influence 
in a less powerful organization may be substituted for less personal influence but 
in an organization that wields substantial power. This reluctance to admit a loss 
of power is a further indication of how important power is for the careers of 
policy professionals.

The lure of power is modified by policy professionals’ need to find personal 
financial security in their volatile labor market. Although many of them are 
adamant that salary is not an important factor in their decisions about career 
moves, others point to the need for, and problems with finding, future employment 
as one important consideration behind their career decisions. Furthermore, 
most would be unhappy to be paid less in a new position compared to the one 
they left.

The ambivalent attitude toward pay is clearly articulated in this description 
of a salary negotiation in the government offices:

They always have to ask what salary you want and then I had 35k, and I 
wanted 45k, and she was like ‘that is a 10k raise,’ and I was like ‘yeah…’ and 
then she started to babble on about how I should think about those who 
were the same age as me and worked at the party headquarters with the web 
and so on and that they would be envious…

But what if  she had said ‘no, 35k, you don’t get anything more,’ would you 
then have gone home and complained a bit and then still accepted it?

Yes.

You would have?

I would have, yes

For most policy professionals, however, power is much more important 
than money, and some of them even left much better-paid positions in private 
companies to be able to wield influence. At the same time, bills need to get 
paid, and some stress the uncertainty of their positions and the need to find 
employment before their skills start to depreciate, as explained by a former 
political advisor:

Immediately I guess I felt a small nagging worry. Had I been completely 
unaffected by that, I don’t think I would have taken [the last job], but you 
never know. Your human capital degenerates, after all. You wouldn’t be 
able to be on leave for two years and then get a decent job. Actually.

This is also a consequence of the fact that people get accustomed to certain 
lifestyles and may be reluctant to compromise these, even if  money is not the 
most important consideration.

So, in sum, power in its various guises is the most important motivation behind 
policy professionals’ career decisions, even if  this is tempered by motivations 
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related to material rewards and security. But often, no strong trade-off  has to be 
made since the most powerful positions also tend to be comparatively well paid.

Avenues, Barriers, and Exits

What makes policy professionals employable in a large variety of 
organizations is the set of skills, described in a previous section that provides 
them with knowledge of the political system. This knowledge is hard to acquire 
anywhere other than in policy-related positions, and it has limited marketability 
outside the policy professional sphere, mostly confined to the public affairs 
divisions of large companies and, to a smaller extent, various public agencies 
(Allern 2011; Svallfors 2016a). But in the policy professional labor market, these 
skills are quite fungible across a variety of organizations and positions (Parker 
2009).

The fungibility of their political skills could in principle result in career 
patterns that stretch equally across all kinds of positions and organizations. 
Still, as we showed in Tables 1‒3, some career moves are far less common than 
others. A reason for this has to do with ideological barriers. However, there 
might be other barriers as well, such as those related to skills.

In the previous section, it was revealed that two-thirds of the switches from 
communication led to other positions in communication, while half  of those 
who worked with policy moved on to other policy functions. Is this indicative 
of two largely separate career tracks and, if  so, what is the underlying reason? 
A political advisor in the government offices describes considerations about the 
next job:

Should I confess that it is communication I am good at and seek jobs 
as a communication strategist and head of communication, with the 
risk of getting stuck there, or should I try to branch out into policy or 
something where I can work with analysis? The risk is that you end up 
in the communication fold. For example, it is very rare that the chief  of 
communication [for a party] becomes a government minister, because you 
become part of the “those-who-just-deal-with-the-surface gang” instead of 
those who deal with content.

While a skill barrier might somewhat separate communication from policy, 
many interviewees acknowledge that a policy professional needs to be good at 
both and that their future careers are not limited to one or the other. Rather, it 
is the preference for one over the other that constitutes the barrier. As put by a 
former political advisor who used to work with communication:

A totally central aspect of Swedish politics, or politics in general, is to be 
able to formulate yourself  in a way that is punchy and helps your superiors 
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to communicate their message in punchy ways. I wish I did not have to do 
that… I do not want to become a communication advisor, and I do not see 
myself  as a communication advisor… I do not think the work tasks are as 
interesting. They do not reach the same level of originality and the career 
tracks are less interesting.

Apart from preferences for certain functions, there are three barriers that 
influence the policy professional job market: ideological commitments, loyalties, 
and value hierarchies. The ideological commitment as a career determinant has 
already been discussed in the quantitative analysis. Since a certain political 
outlook is usually what brought policy professionals into their line of work in 
the first place, it is no surprise that this commitment features prominently in 
their later career decisions. A former political advisor explains: “I am deeply 
bourgeois, and I believe in liberal and liberal-conservative values, but what 
engages me most of all is getting the right politics and the right policy.”

Ideological commitment is tightly linked to various types of loyalties. Here, 
we may make a distinction between loyalty to specific persons and loyalty to 
specific parties or organizations. Many policy professionals in the government 
and party offices voice a strong personal loyalty to “their” leading politician, as 
expressed by this former advisor: “I work for [this particular minister] and no 
one else… I do not work for someone I do not like.”

Others are more loyal to specific organizations, as this political advisor of a 
struggling party recounts:

Then she [the head-hunter] came back with a different offer without the 
disadvantages I had identified earlier, but I still said no. Then I realized 
that I actually wanted to take this the whole way. That I felt a loyalty and 
that I didn’t want to leave when the polls looked so bad. I did not want to 
betray them.

Ideological commitment and specific loyalties are important not only to policy 
professionals but also to the organizations that hire them. No party or other 
organization would hire someone whose ideological commitment and loyalty 
could not be trusted, which would often be the case if  they had ever worked 
for ideological opponents (Svallfors 2016a, 66). Conversely, proven loyalty and 
ideological commitment increase the market value of policy professionals within 
their ideological camp.

Loyalties and commitments are also the basis for value hierarchies regarding 
jobs and positions. In particular, many policy professionals express reluctance 
to work for the PR industry. PR is a stigmatized line of work precisely because 
of lack of commitment, loyalty, and transparency: “No one can really be held 
accountable because they are not responsible for the issues, but they charge a 
fee for conducting a mission and then they do not have any responsibility any 
longer.”
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The stigmatization of PR and lobbying is also evident in the negative 
reactions some policy professionals express regarding (some aspects of) our 
previous book on policy professionals (Garsten, Rothstein, and Svallfors 2015). 
Some of the political advisors, research officers, and political directors feel 
clearly contaminated by being lumped together with the PR consultants under a 
common label. As one political director at a trade union put it:

I do not feel like a threat to democracy. I am pretty open about what I do. 
I work on behalf  of our members; I do not have any secret financiers. My 
financiers are membership fees. Others have also talked about being lumped 
together with a whole profession… Yes, like KPMG or Kreab, who will not 
disclose their financiers or their clients and blah blah blah. It is weird. I 
do not feel I am there at all. I have no secret clients; we are completely 
transparent. I think these are different things. We are not a PR firm!

At the same time, many PR consultants clearly express and enact an 
ideological commitment in their work. Many of them actively search for clients 
that may finance projects to which the consultants themselves are ideologically 
attached, and they are far from “guns for hire” for any and all causes (Tyllström 
and Murray forthcoming).

Many policy professionals cannot envisage a career outside their current 
field, but some do choose to exit from the field. Some of these exiters clearly 
articulate fatigue with the demanding world of policy professionalism and with 
the stressful life it entails. For those who exit from the policy professional field, 
elected office is rarely the destination. Being a politician is seen as even harder 
work than being a policy professional, and as less fun. Instead, they opt for 
public administration or private companies, which offer better pay for less work 
and less pressure.

In summary, despite the broad avenues that open up to policy professionals 
because of the specific skills they possess, there are (partly self-placed) hurdles, 
or even barriers, related to skill varieties, ideological commitments, loyalties, and 
value hierarchies. These factors govern the careers of policy professionals. Even 
if  the majority of policy professionals choose to stay within the field, because it 
offers power, interesting tasks, and relatively good financial compensation, the 
world of politics is stressful and demanding, including for policy professionals. 
This is why some of them choose the exit ramp to private companies or public 
administration.

Conclusion

In this article, we have described the field of policy professionalism through 
an analysis of Swedish policy professionals and their careers. We found that job 
hopping happens quite frequently. Less than half  of the policy professionals 
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remained in the same organization after six years. This demonstrates that there 
is a job market for policy professionals. Subsequently, the aim was to understand 
what skills, motivations, and barriers govern the policy professionals’ careers.

First, it is clear that their skills are fungible and make them employable across 
a broad set of organizations in their field. This is also clearly the perception 
among the policy professionals themselves, in that they see themselves as 
possessing specific political skills that are hard to acquire outside of the real 
world of politics, policy advocacy, and policy making.

As for motivations, we found that considerations regarding different aspects 
of power were central: power as agency, power as proximity, and power as self-
determination all figured in decisions to remain, move, or exit. At the same time, 
the lure of power was tempered by the need to find security in a volatile labor 
market and by an unwillingness to earn less in a new job. For exiters from the 
policy professional field, the perception that politics is stressful and demanding 
also figured. Hardly anyone wants to move or has moved, to elected positions 
because of the high demands that are placed upon elected representatives.

In their motivations, policy professionals therefore come across as quite 
different from public administrators, whose motivations have been subject 
for substantial research efforts (see previous section). The strongly partisan 
orientation of policy professionals and the appeal of power in their motivations 
are radically different from those espoused by public administrators. 
Furthermore, their loyalties are to specific causes, persons, and organizations 
rather than to a public system, and they are driven less by considerations of 
public interest than by a desire to change society according to their ideological 
commitments. Policy professionals are just as much political animal as elected 
politicians, although of a different kind.

Our next question related to specific barriers, or at least hurdles, in the policy 
professional labor market. We saw that policy analysts and communicators 
to some extent follow separate labor market paths. The main reason for this 
has less to do with different skill sets and is more connected to a preference 
for one over the other. Instead, the strongest barriers are different ideological 
commitments, personal and organizational loyalties, and value hierarchies that 
make policy professionals reluctant to move anywhere their skills could take 
them. No one ever shifts between the political left and the political right, or even 
between different political parties within the same ideological bloc. Many policy 
professionals are reluctant to move to the PR industry because of its perceived 
lack of personal commitment, loyalty, and transparency. For example, hardly 
anybody moves between trade unions and PR firms.

In conclusion, we would like to highlight three different implications 
of our findings for the broader question of what the appearance of this 
category of political actors and the field they inhabit mean for democracy 
and political power. The first implication concerns the fact that there is now 
a fairly extensive labor market where political skills are bought and sold. This 
indicates a more thorough professionalization of politics than the one related 
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to elected politicians becoming full-time employees rather than part-time 
laypersons. Policy professionals typically possess large quantities of human 
and social capital associated with politics and policy making. This contributes 
to political inequality by enlarging the skill gulf  between ordinary citizens and 
party/organization members on the one hand and the professionalized political 
stratum on the other.

But since these specific skills have a comparatively small market outside 
the policy professional field, policy professionals face certain labor market 
problems. For example, who will hire a recent exiter from the government offices 
for a reasonably exciting and well-paid job? These labor market problems are 
alleviated by the rise of a large PR sector and by the growth of public affairs 
divisions in large companies. Profit-oriented actors have a great incentive to 
track and affect political decision making. Therefore, they need politically 
savvy employees, regardless of whether these are hired on a temporary basis 
through a PR firm or are permanently employed in-house. Hence, the rise of 
policy professionals also implies a blurring of institutional boundaries between 
government, civil society organizations, and private business, and makes 
financial resources even more important for political success.

The second implication of our research concerns the barriers related to the 
professionalization of politics and policy making. It is simply not the case that 
policy professionals have morphed into a specialized corps that can and will take 
any job where their skills might be in demand. Their field is permeated with loyalties, 
commitments, and value hierarchies that substantially affect their career paths 
and decisions. In sum, we should perhaps speak of a semi-professionalization of 
politics since it is circumscribed by factors other than the supply of and demand 
for specific skills. Hence, some of the democratically dubious implications of 
their rise are ameliorated by the fact that policy professionals are politically 
committed and divided, like the individuals and organizations they serve.

The last implication we want to highlight concerns the dispersion of 
political skills to new arenas and actors. What we are witnessing is the policy 
professionalization of not only the political world but of adjacent fields as 
well. Knowledge of the political system and specific political skills become keys 
to success not only in the policy professional field but in any organization or 
activity that is affected by political decisions—that is to say, most organizations 
and activities. When policy professionals move into organizations outside their 
own field, they bring with them their typical modus operandi. In this process, 
they spread these to organizations (such as profit-oriented companies or public 
administration) whose primary raison d’être is different from political influence-
making. This is yet another way where the boundary-spanning characteristics of 
policy professionals contribute to blurring institutional boundaries in perhaps 
unwanted and democratically problematic ways.

Any strong conclusions of our research must, of course, be tempered by 
the fact that we have only studied policy professionals in one specific country. 
In this regard, we may think of Sweden as an interesting test case of how the 



Selling / Svallfors / Policy Career Paths in Sweden  |  1003

policy professional field is set up and functions in a postcorporatist country with 
strong interest organizations and long-standing political parties and divisions. In 
future research, this could be compared, for example, to long-standing pluralist 
and yet highly organized settings (say, the Netherlands), to more rudimentary 
and fleeting organizational landscapes (such as those found in many Eastern 
European countries), or to more personalized political systems (such as those 
found in many Anglo-Saxon countries). Such institutional and organizational 
factors affect the policy professional field and are therefore likely to also affect 
career opportunities, motivations, and trajectories among policy professionals.

Appendix 

Sampling
In 2012, we created a complete roster of Swedish policy professionals. To 

do this, we started by selecting relevant organizational types. We then identified 
six “habitats” for policy professionals: government offices (Regeringskansliet), 
parliament (Riksdagen), trade unions, other major interest organizations, think 
tanks, and PR firms (lobbying firms). Note that this selection does not include 
in-house corporate lobbyists and representatives of smaller interest groups. 
Although they may be considered policy professionals for all intents and 
purposes, their organizations were deemed either too narrow or too peripheral 
to warrant inclusion.

In the second step, we cataloged all organizations of these six types (see Table 
A1 for a complete list). We started by surveying the member associations of LO, 
SACO, TCO, and the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise—the three Swedish 
trade union federations and the main employers’ organization in the country. As 
for PR and lobbying firms, the trade association of the PR and communications 
consultancy sector, PRECIS, publicly discloses its member companies.7 Last, we 
tracked down think tanks through extensive web searches. To ensure full 
coverage, we analyzed participation at the Almedalen Week, an annual political 
event that has become the most important public forum in Sweden. In 2012, 
close to a thousand organizations attended the Almedalen Week.8 This list of 
attendees served as a cross-check and revealed that no relevant organization had 
been omitted.

In the last step, we identified the policy professionals by accessing the websites 
of the organizations. For a person to be included in the population, three criteria 
had to be fulfilled: (1) the person is not elected into office but employed; (2) his 
or her main task is to craft and/or communicate policy; and (3) this is done on 
a partisan basis to promote certain values and interests over others. Examples 
of such positions are communication strategist, public affairs manager, lobbyist, 

7 Additional information can be found at http://www.precis.se/list-of-membe​rs/
8 Additional information can be found at http://progr​am.almed​alsve​ckan.info/12444​

//www.precis.se/list-of-members/://www.precis.se/list-of-members/
//program.almedalsveckan.info/12444://program.almedalsveckan.info/12444
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Table A1.  Selected Organizations

Government offices (Regeringskansliet)
Prime Minister’s Office Ministry of Employment Ministry of Health and  

Social Affairs
Ministry of Culture Ministry of Enterprise,  

Energy, and  
Communications

Ministry of Justice

Ministry of Defence Ministry of the Environment Ministry for Rural Affairs
Ministry of Education and 

Research
Ministry of Finance

Parliament (Riksdagen)
Centerpartiet Miljöpartiet Vänsterpartiet
Folkpartiet Moderaterna Centerpartiet
Kristdemokraterna Socialdemokraterna
Trade unions
Akademikerförbundet  

SSR
IF Metall SACO

Byggnads JUSEK SEKO
Civilekonomerna Kommunal ST
DIK LO Sveriges Ingenjörer
Fackförbundet ST Läkarförbundet TCO
Finansförbundet Lärarförbundet Transport
GS Facket Lärarnas Riksförbund Unionen
Handelsanställdas  

förbund
Naturvetarna Vision

HRF
Other major interest organizations
Aktiespararna Hyresgästföreningen Skogsindustrierna
Almega KFO SPF, Sveriges 

Pensionärsförbund
Almega (Vårdföretagarna) Livsmedelsföretagen Svensk Handel
Almega IT-Telecom LRF Svenskt Näringsliv
Fastighetsägarna Plast- & Kemiföretagen Sveriges Byggindustrier
Företagarna PRO Transportgruppen
Handelskammaren 

(Stockholm)
Skattebetalarnas Förening Villaägarnas Riksförbund

SKL
PR and lobbying firms
Agenda PR Halvarsson Nordic Public Affairs
Andréasson PR Hill & Knowlton Paues Public Affairs
Aspekta ISAK Prime
Burson Marsteller JKL Progress PR
Coast Communications JMW Rud Pedersen Consulting

(Continued)
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press secretary, political appointee, policy expert, and political advisor (see Table 
A2 for a full list of associated titles). In 2012, a total of 913 individuals met our 
inclusion criteria.

Data Collection
We obtained information on age, gender, and education for each of  these 913 
individuals. During the spring of  2018, their occupational trajectories between 
2012 and 2018 were coded via extensive web searches. We were able to map the 
complete trajectories of  788 policy professionals. The remaining 125 have 
either retired or no information could be provided. The primary source of 
data was LinkedIn, the world’s largest professional network with more than 
562 million users.9 On this online platform, people publish their resumes. 
These were downloaded and coded. In cases of  missing data on LinkedIn, we 
followed their careers by means of  press releases, news articles, websites of 
organizations, and personal websites. This is also the method by which we 
sought to cross-check the information disclosed on LinkedIn. Whenever 
somebody joined another organization or changed positions within the same 
organization, a new record was created and inserted into the database. This 
record stores information on position, organization, and employment 
commencement date.

A guiding principle throughout this coding was to retain as much information 
as possible while enabling the aggregation into larger categories. To do so, we 
first devised codes representing types of organizations. These do not merely 
encompass the six types of organizations but cover all possible destinations for 

9 Additional information can be found at https​://about.linke​din.com/

Cohn & Wolfe K-Street Rådhusgruppen
Diplomat  

Communications
KREAB Scantech Strategy Advisors

Geelmuyden-Kiese Lotsen Kommunikation Springtime
Grayling Mix PR Veritas
Greatness PR Narva PR Westander
Gullers NavPR
Think tanks
Arbetarrörelsens 

tankesmedja
Global Utmaning Ratio

Arena idé IHE Sektor3
Captus IFN SNS
Fores Liberala Ohlininstitutet Timbro

Notes: The Ministry for Foreign Affairs is excluded due to its particular structure; no information 
is available for Swedish Democrats.

Table A1. (Continued)

//about.linkedin.com/://about.linkedin.com/
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Table A2.  Titles of Policy Professionals

Organizational Type Titles

Government offices 
(Regeringskansliet)

Statssekreterare, Stabschef, Planeringschef, Politiskt sakkunnig, 
Talskrivare, Pressekreterare, Mediasamordnare, Presschef

Parliament  
(Riksdagen)

Kanslichef, Chef, Verksamhetschef, Stabschef, Chef/ 
ansvarig för policyområde, Politisk sekreterare,  
Politiskt sakkunnig, Ekonomisk rådgivare, Talskrivare, 
Handläggare (Kristdemokraterna, Moderaterna), 
Valkretssekreterare, Utredare, Chefsekonom, Budgetchef, 
Pressekreterare, Presskontakt, Informatör, Kommunikatör, 
Informationssekreterare, Online campaign manager, Strategic 
Advocacy—Digital Media

Trade unions Förbundsdirektör, Generalsekreterare, VD, Kanslichef,  
Vice-VD, Chef/ansvarig för policyområde, Utredningschef, 
Samhällspolitisk chef, Policyexpert, Näringspolitisk expert, 
Sakkunnig, Näringspolitisk sakkunnig, Politisk sekreterare, 
Talskrivare, Utredare, Analytiker med politisk inriktning, 
Chefsekonom, Ekonom, Seniorekonom, Opinionsbildare, 
Public Affairs, Public Affairs-ansvarig, Lobbyist, Projektledare 
opinionsbildning och påverkan, Pressekreterare, Presskontakt, 
Informatör, Kommunikatör, Informationssekreterare, 
Informationschef, Presschef, Kommunikationschef/strateg

Other major interest 
organizations

Förbundsdirektör, Generalsekreterare, VD, Kanslichef, 
Vice-VD, Chef/ansvarig för policyområde, Utredningschef, 
Samhällspolitisk chef, Stabschef, Policyexpert, Näringspolitisk 
expert, Sakkunnig, Näringspolitisk sakkunnig, Politisk 
sekreterare, Talskrivare, Utredare, Analytiker med politisk 
inriktning, Omvärldsanalytiker, Chefsekonom, Chefekonom, 
Ekonom, Seniorekonom, Opinionsbildare, Public Affairs, 
Public Affairs-ansvarig, Lobbyist, Ansvarig politikernätverk, 
Ansvarig för politisk strategi, Projektledare opinionsbildning och 
påverkan, Senior policy advisor, Pressekreterare, Presskontakt, 
Informatör, Kommunikatör, Informationssekreterare, 
Pressansvarig, Informationschef, Informationsansvarig presschef, 
Kommunikationschef/strateg

PR and lobbying firms Managing director, President, CEO, VD, Juniorkonsult, 
Seniorkonsult, Konsult, Partner, Key account manager, Account 
Director, Ägare, Grundare, Senior Partner, Projektledare, 
Utredare, Medarbetare, Advisor, Senior Advisor, Rådgivare, 
Senior Rådgivare

Think tanks Chef, Direktör, VD, Generalsekreterare, Kanslichef, Utredningschef, 
Samhällspolitisk chef, Programchef, Programansvarig, 
Forskningsledare, Policyexpert, Näringspolitisk expert, 
Sakkunnig, Näringspolitisk sakkunnig, Politisk sekreterare, 
Projektledare, Utredare, Forskare, Omvärldsanalytiker, 
Pressekreterare, Presskontakt, Informatör, Kommunikatör, 
Informationssekreterare, Informationschef, Informationsansvarig, 
Presschef, Kommunikationschef/strateg
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policy professionals—including but not limited to: the private sector, public 
agencies, media, European Union, interest organizations (not part of the 
sampling frame), and universities and research institutes.

Next, we created an occupational classification system. If  multiple titles were 
identical for essentially the same occupation, they were registered under the 
same code. For example, the role of both policy experts in organizations and 
political advisors in the government is to formulate policies. In a similar vein, 
press secretaries, media relations officers, and information coordinators—no 
matter which organizations they work for—received the same occupational 
code. It is important to acknowledge that titles can be misleading. Therefore, 
when in doubt, we read job descriptions to ensure that the designated code 
truly reflected the nature of the employment. This is also how we established 
whether a change of title was merely a formality or if  someone was indeed 
assigned new responsibilities within the same organization. Only if  the day-to-
day responsibilities changed did we add a new record. Ultimately, this system of 
codes allowed us to split and aggregate policy professionals according to their 
organizations and their functions and to observe the flows into, out of, and 
within the policy professional field.

Data Overview
In Table A3 we see that, between 2012 and 2018, the 913 policy professionals 
identified as of 2012 held 1,802 positions. This means that each one, on 
average, switched jobs once. Table A4 displays how these 1,802 observations are 
distributed among the six organizational types. Here, we can see that they are 
roughly equally distributed, with the exception of think tanks.

Out of  the occupational codes, five generic roles are derived. These generic 
roles are labeled manager, policy, communication, politician, and miscellaneous. 
Manager is a person who leads an organization. Policy is someone who 
develops policy proposals. Communication includes those who disseminate 
information and maintain interpersonal relationships with the media and 
politicians, for example, press secretaries, communicators, and public affairs 
experts. A policy professional either works in management or with policy or 
communication. A politician, on the contrary, holds a full-time elected office at 

Table A3.  Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive Score

Number of people 913
Number of records 1,802
Number of movements 889
Men (%) 56.1
Women (%) 43.9
Average year of birth 1970
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the national, regional, or municipal level, and miscellaneous covers positions 
that are neither partisan nor political, such as bureaucrat and management 
consultant. As Table A5 details, a large share of  the 1,802 observations are in 
communication and policy. This is not surprising since policy professionals, 
by definition, develop policies, work with political communication, or oversee 
political organizations. The smallest category is politician. Only in 24 instances 
did a policy professional assume full-time elected office. As shown in Table A6, 
the gender distribution of  the interview sample in 2018 is very similar to the 
one in 2012-13.

Table A4.  Records across Organizational Types

Organization Number of Records

Government 262
Parliament 271
Trade unions 226
Employers’ associations 310
PR firms 323
Think tanks 87

Table A5.  Descriptive Statistics of Functions

Function Number of Records

Manager 285
Policy 696
Miscellaneous 81
Communication 716
Politician 24

Note: Miscellaneous descriptive statistics.

Table A6.  Descriptive Statistics of Interviewees

Round of Interviews

First (2012-13) Second (2018)

Men 54% 53%
Women 46% 47%
Total 71 32
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