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Summary 

This report examines the extent to which the hiring, departures and 
rehiring of municipal directors in Sweden are shaped by 
politicization. In other words, it investigates whether these career 
outcomes indicate that politicians seek to strengthen their influence 
over municipal administrations by appointing civil servants who are 
expected to act in line with their political preferences. The analyses 
draw on two datasets covering municipal directors and political 
leadership in Swedish municipalities between 1973 and 2024. 

The issue of politicization reflects a central dilemma faced by all 
modern democracies: how to balance political responsiveness with 
administrative autonomy. Few would dispute that administrations 
must be responsive enough to allow elected politicians to implement 
their policies. At the same time, a long tradition of political thought 
has emphasized the importance of protecting bureaucratic 
independence, shielding public officials from political pressure and 
ensuring impartial implementation of policy. If political 
considerations determine who holds public administration 
employment, this separation between politics and administration is 
weakened. Over time, this may make the administration less 
effective, less impartial, and perceived as less legitimate. Mapping the 
extent of politicization is therefore crucial for understanding the 
conditions that allow public administration to fulfill its role in 
democratic governance. 

Swedish public administration has a strong tradition of staffing 
based on professional merit rather than political affiliation. At the 
national level, the Swedish state administration is often ranked 
among the least politicized in the world. Yet there is evidence that 
this tradition has been eroded over the past half-century, particularly 
in the highest positions of the state administration. However, our 
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knowledge is much more limited at the municipal level, where we 
know far less about the prevalence of politicized appointments. 

There are several reasons why municipal directors deserves 
special attention. These officials play a central, yet complex, role in 
Swedish municipal governance. They lead and coordinate municipal 
operations in line with political goals, carry broad strategic and 
operational responsibilities, and are often described as the link 
between politics and administration. They work in a highly political 
environment but are expected to act impartially and professionally. 
This complexity is amplified by the weak formal regulation of the 
boundary between politics and administration in municipalities, 
where responsibilities often overlap in practice. The combination of 
proximity to political leadership, broad responsibilities, and weak 
regulation makes the appointment of municipal directors especially 
significant for the balance between political responsiveness and 
administrative autonomy. 

Another reason lies in the gap between what the law formally 
permits and what is considered appropriate. Municipal politicians 
face few legal constraints when it comes to hiring or dismissing 
directors. At the same time, there is a strong normative expectation 
that these positions should be marked by continuity and 
impartiality. This ambiguity makes it difficult to determine what 
counts as legitimate political influence. It also means that 
politicization can take place quietly, behind the scenes. In the 
absence of clear rules, empirical research is crucial for assessing the 
extent to which political considerations actually affect 
appointments. 

Our study provides such an empirical investigation. We 
investigate different types of ties between directors and political 
leaderships and examine whether such ties influence where directors 
are appointed, as well as their likelihood of resigning, or being 
rehired. By covering several phases of the staffing process among 
municipal directors, the study provides a comprehensive picture of 
how politicization affects their careers. The results reveal clear 
patterns. Directors who have previously run for office for the same 
party that governs a municipality are more likely to be hired there, 
compared with those who have not run for office. Political shifts also 
increase the likelihood that directors that were hired under the 
outgoing leadership leave their post. Similar, though smaller, 
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increases appear following turnover of the municipality’s top 
politician – the municipal executive chairperson – without a change 
in party control. Finally, directors who leave their post and are later 
rehired tend to return to municipalities governed by the same party 
that previously hired them. 

Additional analyses show that these patterns are usually more 
pronounced for the more recent cohorts of municipal Chief 
Executive Officers (kommunchefer) compared to their predecessors, 
the so-called chief administrative officers (kanslichefer). This 
suggests that politicization has become more prevalent as the role 
has evolved from being purely administrative in the 1970s to the 
present strategic leadership role closely tied to politics. 

As with any empirical study of complex social phenomena, there 
are uncertainties and limitations attached to our study. The results 
are accompanied by some diverse set of municipalities and do not 
necessarily reflect the situation in each individual context. Neither 
should the results be interpreted as politicization being the most 
important factor affecting decisions surrounding the staffing of 
municipal directors. While our methods are well-suited for this type 
of question, they are at best quasi-experimental, which limits our 
ability to make strong causal claims. Still, the consistency of our 
results across different analyses increases confidence in their 
robustness. 

The study advances our understanding of politicization in 
municipal administration. While suspicions of politicization have 
long existed – not least due to media coverage of directors leaving 
after political shifts, alongside surveys suggesting rising conflicts 
between directors and local politicians – ours is the first systematic 
study based on actual career data. It complements prior research 
showing political influence in the appointment of national-level 
director generals and thus adds an important piece to the 
understanding of politicization in Sweden. 

While a certain degree of political control over public 
administration is necessary for realizing the will of the electorate, 
previous research highlights risks associated with excessive 
politicization. Empirical evidence tends to show that politicization 
is linked to weaker institutional quality, even if exceptions exist. 
Appointing administrators on political grounds risks undermining 
the public administrations’ autonomy, expertise, neutrality, and 
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continuity which, in turn, may lead to inefficiency, corruption, and 
abuse of power. 

Against this backdrop, our findings highlight the need for greater 
transparency around the appointment of municipal directors. Since 
these officials occupy a pivotal position in the gray zone between 
politics and administration – yet operate under weak formal 
regulation – politicized appointments risk shifting the balance 
between the two spheres in ways that go beyond what is inherent in 
municipal governance. Directors appointed for political reasons may 
be more inclined to act in line with the ruling majority, whether out 
of loyalty, shared views, or a changing sense of role expectations. 
Such a shift could trickle down in the organization through norms 
and expectations of loyalty, gradually altering the balance of power 
between politics and administration. 

In a system with limited legal regulation and few clear guidelines 
on legitimate political influence, transparency should therefore be 
regarded as essential. Our study should thus not only be viewed as a 
mapping of politicization but also as a contribution to the broader 
debate on how municipalities balance political control with 
administrative independence. 

Finally, our results raise important questions for municipalities. 
There is a strong case for more openness around how directors are 
appointed and how responsibilities between politics and 
administration are defined. Municipalities could, for example, 
consider a practice of refraining from dismissing directors during the 
first year of a new political term, especially following shifts in power.
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