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Abstract 

 I analyse whether coalitions consisting of one or several parties from both political blocs have 

a causal effect on the following election results of the Sweden Democrats using election data. I find that, 

when the largest bloc is unable to reach a seat majority in a municipal assembly and forms a coalition 

with one or several parties from the other bloc, the Sweden Democrats increase their municipal vote 

share by on average 11.71 percentage points the following election. I interpret the result as support for 

the view that Swedish voters punish the established parties when they are perceived as becoming more 

similar in terms of policy and ideology. Moreover, my results show that the effect is only significant in 

municipalities where no small and/or local parties exist, indicating that the largest bloc in many 

municipalities prefer to form a coalition with these parties when the opportunity exists.  
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1. Introduction 

The emergence and growth of populist radical right1 parties have received immense attention 

in recent decades. In the Swedish setting, the recent success of the Sweden Democrats2 (SD) 

has changed the political landscape that was previously characterized by a power struggle 

between two relatively equal political blocs. At a national level, the parliamentary situation has 

been solved through broad agreements including most3 or some4 established parties from both 

blocs, with the main objective to keep the SD from influencing important decisions such as the 

budget. A similar pattern can be found in Swedish municipalities, where minority rules and 

coalitions consisting of one or several parties from both blocs (henceforth referred to as mixed 

coalitions) have become increasingly relevant, since it has become impossible for the largest 

bloc to reach a seat majority in many municipal assemblies (SALAR, 2018). At the same time, 

a growing body of research has shown that financial crises (Hopkin and Blyth, 2018), structural 

changes (Lockwood, 2018), ethnic backlash (Rydgren and Tyrberg, 2016), unemployment 

(Strömblad and Malmberg, 2016), economic distress (Dehdari, 2018) and to some extent 

immigration (Steinmayr, 2016) all seem to favour populist radical right parties.  

 This paper addresses the question of whether mixed coalitions in Swedish municipalities 

have a causal effect on the following municipal election results of the SD. My hypothesis is that 

mixed coalitions is a double-edged sword for the established parties. On the one hand, forming 

a mixed coalition will keep the SD from influencing important decisions in the short run. On 

the other hand, mixed coalitions can be interpreted as the established parties are so similar in 

terms of policy and ideology that collaborating across the bloc boundaries is not an issue. If 

voters perceive the established parties as becoming more and more similar, the SD can label 

the established parties as a united ‘establishment’ and argue that the result in terms of policy 

will be the same, regardless of which established party a voter may vote for. If they can further 

convince voters that the ‘establishment’ is working against the general will of the people and 

                                                 
1 I use the same definition of populist radical right parties as Mudde (2007). Here, the term radical is 

defined as opposition to fundamental values of liberal democracy, and right is defined as the belief in a natural 

order with inequalities. Populist radical right refers to a populist form of the radical right and is defined as an 

ideological feature. Here, populism is understood as a thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately 

separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’ and argues 

that politics should be an expression of the general will of the people.  
2 The Sweden Democrats is classified as a populist radical right party by Mudde (2007) and entered the 

parliament for the first time after the 2010 general election.  
3 In December 2014, the minority government (which consisted of the Social Democrats and the Green 

Party) and the main opposition (the Moderates, the Centre Party, the Liberals and the Christian Democrats) formed 

the so-called December agreement to ensure that a budget coming from the largest bloc will always pass. 
4 In January 2019, the minority government (again consisting of the Social Democrats and the Green 

Party) formed the so-called January agreement with the Centre Party and the Liberals, which consisted of a mix of 

left-, and right-wing policy.  
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that they are the only real opposition against it, they may even be able to attract voters who 

would otherwise not have seen them as a legitimate alternative. The argument that the 

‘establishment’ is one single entity is, however, much weaker when one of the two blocs is 

found in the opposition. Therefore, the prediction in this paper is that mixed coalitions have a 

positive effect on the following election results of the SD.  

 Although I am not the first to address this type of mechanisms (see for example Kováts, 

2018), I am, to the best of my knowledge, the first to use election data to estimate the causal 

effect of mixed coalitions on the following election results of populist radical right parties. I 

thereby contribute to the growing literature in economics and political science that sets out to 

explain the recent success of populist radical right parties in Western democracies, but also the 

more discourse-based literature in political theory and sociology that explains the effect of 

consensus solutions on social conflicts5. By combining elements from several fields of research, 

I am not only able to complement other empirical studies with the primary focus on populist 

radical right parties in election systems using proportional representation. I am also able to 

show empirically that the effect of factors that involve dissatisfaction and uncertainty on 

populist radical right parties increase when the established parties are perceived as becoming 

more similar in terms of policy and ideology. Since the recent success of populist radical right 

parties is a new and relatively unexplored phenomenon, however, where differences in 

institutional settings makes it hard to create a coherent explanation model, this paper should 

mainly be interpreted as a complement to other empirical studies.  

 At my disposal is a dataset that contains information about the mandate distribution in 

all Swedish municipalities and the municipal vote share of the SD during the 2002-2018 period. 

My analysis is based on four elections6, and my identification strategy relies on observing the 

exogenous variation found at the majority threshold7 in each municipality and election, using a 

fuzzy-regression discontinuity design (RDD). Assuming that the two blocs prefer to rule 

separately, and that there is no way to perfectly manipulate the mandate distribution, I can avoid 

the reverse causality found in a situation where the success of populist radical right parties has 

a positive effect on mixed coalitions, since the established parties may be forced to collaborate 

                                                 
5 For an extensive overview, see (especially chapter 2 in) Jørgensen and Phillips (2002). The main idea 

is that there are always several conflicting discourses at play and that the dominating discourse will always be 

challenged, since meanings are never completely fixed. When the dominating discourse is based on ‘objectivity’, 

however, (in our case, the thought that the SD should be excluded from all political influence) there is a large risk 

that the conflict will be antagonistic and played out in the moral register.  
6 General elections to the parliament (Riksdag), county councils and municipal assemblies were held in 

2002, 2006, 2010, 2014 and 2018 during my sample period. Outcome can only be identified during the 2002-2014 

period, however, since it is measured in the following election. 
7 With the majority threshold, I refer to 50% of the seats in a municipal assembly for the largest bloc. 
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outside the bloc boundaries in order to reduce the influence of populist radical right parties. 

Two different causal effects are identified. First, I estimate the effect of the majority threshold 

on the probability that a mixed coalition will be formed. Second, I estimate the effect of mixed 

coalitions on the following election results of the SD.  

 My main finding is that mixed coalitions have a positive and significant effect on the 

following election results of the SD, but only in municipalities where no small and/or local 

parties8 exist (henceforth referred to as my reduced sample). In the full sample, the average 

effect of the majority threshold on the probability that a mixed coalition will be formed ranges 

between 10.8 and 20.8 percentage points. In my reduced sample, the same effect ranges between 

32.7 and 41.3 percentage points, indicating that the largest bloc in many municipalities prefer 

to form a coalition with small and/or local parties when the opportunity exists. In the full 

sample, the average effect of mixed coalitions on the following election results of the SD ranges 

between 10.32 and 31.71 percentage points. The estimates are, however, only significant when 

the maximum bandwidth is used. In my reduced sample, the same effect ranges between 9.62 

and 14.75 percentage points. In my preferred estimation9, the average effect is 11.71, indicating 

that, when the largest bloc is unable to reach a seat majority in a municipal assembly and forms 

a coalition with one or several parties from the other bloc, the SD increase their municipal vote 

share by on average 11.71 percentage points the following election. As a point of reference, the 

average vote share of the SD in my reduced sample is 7.60 percent, indicating that voters react 

rather strongly to mixed coalitions at a municipal level, where voters are expected to know less 

about the ruling coalition10 and to have a greater acceptance towards the practical nature of 

policy making, compared to the national level.  

 The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: In the next section, I provide an 

overview of previous literature. Section 3 describes the Swedish setting and the new political 

landscape. Section 4 describes my theoretical framework. Section 5 presents my data and some 

descriptive analysis, followed by empirical strategy in section 6. I then present my empirical 

results in section 7 and some robustness checks in section 8. Finally, I conclude the paper with 

a short discussion in section 9 and conclusion in section 10.  

                                                 
8 With small parties, I refer to parties that have had some success at both a national and local level during 

my sample period. With local parties, I refer to parties that are specific to a single municipality.  
9 My preferred estimation includes municipal control variables and uses the optimal bandwidth selector 

to restrict the sample to observations close to the majority threshold.  
10 Single party rules do exist at a municipal level, but they are quite uncommon.  
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2. Literature Review 

In this section, I provide an overview of previous literature. It is fair to say that a consensus has 

not been reached in the literature regarding the main contributor(s) to the increased support for 

populist radical right parties, since it is a new and relatively and unexplored phenomenon, where 

differences in institutional settings makes it hard to create a coherent explanation model. The 

literature is, however, growing and spans over several fields of research including economics, 

political science, political theory and sociology.  

 Since the increased support for populist radical right parties is relatively unexplored, 

there are several papers that aims to explain it from a more general perspective. Hopkin and 

Blyth (2018) propose that the development of the neoliberal growth model eventually resulted 

in an increasing inequality and insecurity for a large group of the population – mostly middle- 

and lower-income individuals. Following the sudden decrease in growth after the last financial 

crisis, the authors suggest that the increased popularity of populist radical right parties acted as 

a demand for action from established politicians that was previously able to hide behind market 

forces and technocratic control. Lockwood (2018) explores the linkages between the populist 

radical right and the climate change agenda, suggesting that the rise of populist radical right 

parties may be explained by structural changes, driven by technological change and 

globalisation. These developments are believed to have decreased the income and status of a 

group – the so called ‘left behind’, who are further believed to be more easily drawn to populist 

radical right parties, compared to the rest of the population.  

 Spruyt et al. (2016) study the characteristics of the supporters of populism in the 

Belgium region of Flanders. Focusing on the consequences of the long-term social, economic, 

and political evolution in Western Europe, which have resulted in a growing share of ‘losers of 

globalization’ in the population, the authors conclude that populism is embedded in deep 

feelings of discontent, and that populism is strongest supported by stigmatized groups who face 

difficulties in finding a positive social identity. Expanding on the identification of populist 

supporters, Dal Bó, et al. (2018) study the effects of increased economic insecurity and rising 

inequality on the support for the SD from a demand (voters), but also a supply side (politicians). 

The authors identify two key economic events: (1) Policy reforms that widened the disposable 

income gap between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ on the labour market, and (2) the financial crisis 

that doubled the job loss risk for ‘vulnerable’ vs ‘secure’ insiders. They suggest that ‘economic 

losers’ decreased their trust in established parties and institutions. Some of them became SD 

candidates, while many more supported the party by voting.  
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 The more specific literature can be divided into two broad categories. The first category 

takes economic circumstances into account. Dehdari (2018) study the effect of economic 

distress on the support for populist radical right parties, concluding that layoff notifications 

among low-skilled, native-born workers in Sweden account for 31 percent of the increased vote 

share of the SD. An effect that is estimated to be larger in areas with a high share of low-skilled 

immigrants and a low share of high-skilled immigrants. Haaland and Roth (2017) study the 

effect of labour market concerns on the support for immigration using a controlled experiment. 

When providing respondents in the treatment group with research evidence showing no adverse 

labour market impacts of immigration, treated respondents updated their beliefs and became 

more supportive of immigration, indicating that labour market concerns have a causal effect on 

people’s support for immigration. Lastly, Dippel, Gold and Heblich (2015) study the effect of 

trade-integration on voting for extreme-right parties in Germany. The authors conclude that the 

vote share of extreme-right parties increase with import competition and decrease with export 

access opportunities. Two-thirds of the total effect is estimated to be driven by observable 

labour market adjustments – primarily changes in manufacturing employment. In areas where 

trade has a larger effect on the labour market, the effect of trade integration on voting is larger, 

indicating that voting for extreme-right parties is affected by trade-integration, mainly through 

its effect on the labour market.  

The second category focuses primarily on immigration. Steinmayr (2016) study the 

effect of immigration on the support for populist radical right parties using variation in housing 

availability in Austria as an instrument. He concludes that anti-immigrant sentiments increased 

in border communities that immigrants passed but decreased in communities that received and 

hosted immigrants. Rydgren and Tyrberg (2016) study the effect of immigration on the vote 

share of the SD in the 2014 Swedish general election, concluding that an increase is more 

important than the actual proportion of non-European immigrants when explaining the support 

for the SD. More specifically, their results indicate that an increase in non-European born 

residents is primarily correlated with the vote share of the SD in districts where the proportion 

of non-European-born residents is already high. Lastly, Strömblad and Malmberg (2016) study 

the effect of immigration on the support for populist radical right parties, concluding that an 

increased exposure of visible minorities has a positive effect on voting for the SD if the district 

level of unemployment is high. The authors also find that the effect may go in the opposite 

direction if unemployment is low, due to complex interaction effects involving aggregate 

education level.  
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3. Institutional Setting  

This section begins with a short description of the role of municipalities, how Swedish local 

elections work and which parties are the most influential. This is to provide an understanding 

of the institutional setting in which my empirical estimations take place. I then describe the new 

political landscape that has emerged in conjunction with the increased vote share of the SD in 

many municipalities, based on three studies published by the Swedish Association of Local 

Authorities and Regions (SALAR). How the established parties tackle this new political 

landscape is key for understanding my theoretical framework and hypothesis.  

 

3.1. The Swedish Setting  

Sweden has a long tradition of strong and autonomous local governments. There are two 

parallel layers of local governments: municipalities and counties, where the latter are primarily 

responsible for health care and public transport. Municipalities are responsible for supplying 

important welfare services including child care, schooling, care for the elderly and local 

infrastructure, which constitutes a substantial share of total public consumption. Municipalities 

finance their activities through a proportional income tax, intergovernmental grants and user 

fees, where the income tax is the most important source of revenue.  

 The municipal assembly is the municipality's highest decision-making body and decides 

on the municipality's direction, activities and finances. It also selects members and substitutes 

for the municipal board and committees. The municipal board leads and coordinates all work 

within the municipality and is responsible for the municipality's finances. The municipal board 

also sets the tax rate and the budget for the upcoming year. All parties in the municipal assembly 

are represented at the municipal board. However, a subset of parties typically forms an informal 

coalition and agree on the budget and other important policy decisions. The composition of 

these informal coalitions is what I refer to as different type of municipal rules11. While the 

municipalities must comply with the framework set by the parliament and government, the 

municipal autonomy gives the municipality the right to make independent decisions 

(Kommunallag, 2017:725). Citizens can influence and control how municipalities perform their 

                                                 
11 The reason why I refer to different type of municipal rules in my data and empirical strategy sections 

is because there are examples of rules consisting of one party in my dataset. A mixed rule is, however, per 

definition a coalition, and that is why a refer to mixed coalitions in the rest of this paper.  
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tasks by voting in general elections, but also via citizens' initiative12 (introduced in most 

municipalities) and referendum petitions13 (SALAR, 2019). 

 General elections to the municipal assemblies are held on the second Sunday in 

September every fourth year; the same day as the general elections to the parliament and county 

assemblies. The number of persons who are eligible to vote at a municipal level is determined 

based on the information contained in the population registration database on March 1, the same 

year as the election. This means that – contrary to the general elections to the parliament14 – 

foreign citizens over the age of 18 who have been registered in Sweden for at least 30 days 

(citizens of an EU Member State, Norway or Iceland) or at least three years (citizens from 

outside the EU) are eligible to vote at a municipal level if registered in that specific municipality 

prior to the election. Immediately after the vote reception at the polling station is concluded, a 

preliminary vote count is completed by the voting clerks. The county administrative board will, 

however, conduct the final vote count. The county administrative board will then distribute the 

seats between the parties and determine which candidates have been elected as assembly 

members and substitutes.  

 The seats in a single constituency15 municipality are distributed between the parties that 

received at least 2 percent of the votes in that municipality. In a municipality that is divided 

into two or more constituencies, the seats are distributed between the parties that received at 

least 3 percent of the votes in that municipality. The permanent seats (nine tenths of the 

constituency seats are permanent seats) for each election and constituency are distributed 

proportionally between the parties, based on the election result in that constituency. More 

specifically, the distribution is made through a comparative number calculation. The calculation 

is conducted by applying the adjusted odd-number method. This means that, if a party has not 

yet been allocated any seats, a comparative number is calculated by dividing the party’s number 

of votes by 1.2. When a party has received a seat, a new comparative number is calculated by 

dividing the party’s number of votes by 3. Thereafter, the process is continued in the same way 

by dividing the party’s number of votes with the next highest odd number for each new seat 

allocated (Vallag, 2005:837).  

                                                 
12 A person who is registered in a municipality has the right to raise matters in the assembly if the matter 

is within the municipality's area of responsibility. 
13 An advisory referendum should be held if at least ten percent of the voters are requesting it, unless two-

thirds of the members in the municipal assembly oppose it. 
14 Where only Swedish citizens are eligible to vote. 
15 If a municipality has 36 000 or more persons that are eligible to vote, the municipality may be divided 

into two or more constituencies.  
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 Sweden is a multiparty-system with largely the same parties at the national and local 

levels. These parties are the Social Democrats (S), the Left Party (V) and the Green Party (MP), 

which are typically considered left-wing parties, and the Moderates (M), the Centre Party (C), 

the Liberals (L) and the Christian Democrats (KD), which are typically considered right-wing 

parties. The SD is the newcomer in the group, who broke the 4 percent threshold and entered 

the parliament for the first time after the 2010 general elections. They are labelled as a populist 

radical right party by Mudde (2007). Further, a few small parties have had some success16 at 

both a national and local level during my sample period. Most notable is the Feminist Initiative 

(F!) and the Pirate Party (PP). Lastly, there are local parties, which are typically dedicated to 

one question, specific for the municipality where they are active.  

 

3.2. A New Political Landscape 

Up until the most recent elections, the proportion of municipalities where the ruling 

constellation have not had a seat majority in the municipal assembly have been relatively small. 

After the 2002 election, the largest bloc had a seat majority in 248 out of Sweden’s 290 

municipal assemblies. In 2014, that number had decreased to 126.17 To address the new political 

landscape, SALAR has published three studies on the topic. The first study focuses on the 

increased number of minority rules to study the challenges, but also the opportunities and 

various strategies for managing the challenges associated with them. The main conclusion in 

the study is that the most important factor for a well-functioning minority rule is the 

preconditions for, and traditions of, broad political cooperation. In most of the municipalities 

studied, there was a well-established spirit of consensus, where political leaders were expected 

and accustomed to cooperating, regardless of whether the municipality formally had a minority 

rule or not. In addition, representatives of (mostly smaller) municipalities expressed that the 

need for political conflict is limited in their context and that political decision-making in smaller 

municipalities mainly is about finding pragmatic solutions to various problems. Several of the 

interviewees further felt that minority rules can form a good basis for a creative discussion 

climate, since the governing parties depend on the opposition and therefore cannot dismiss the 

opposition’s angles and ideas (SALAR, 2015).  

 The second study describes the challenges associated with adapting from a position 

where the political parties are expected to disagree, to a position of identifying possible 

                                                 
16 Even though neither entered the parliament.  
17 And although the seat share after the 2018 election is not in my sample, it decreased even further to 92.  
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collaborations across the bloc boundaries. Since there has been a tradition of the two blocs 

competing for power and an emphasis on the political differences between the two blocs in 

many municipalities, the transition is described as difficult for many involved. The culture and 

expectations that formed the basis of bloc politics remained in many municipalities, even when 

the parliamentary situation no longer supported it. The advice for politicians in the study is to 

focus on their own policies, rather than attacking traditional opponents to successfully navigate 

in the new parliamentary landscape. Another key factor is the ability to identify the issues that 

are the most important for that specific local or regional context. The study concludes that the 

main challenge when neither of the two blocs have their own seat majority in a municipal 

assembly is not to identify specific compromise solutions on individual issues. Instead, the main 

challenge is to create an acceptance among politicians, party members and voters for the 

challenges, needs and perspectives that arise with constant social change; and with them, new 

lines of conflict in local governments (SALAR, 2016).  

 The third study describes and discusses the conditions for coalition formation processes 

in the new political landscape. According to the study, previous experience of collaborations 

between different parties and politicians often characterize coalition formation processes in 

Swedish municipalities. With an established mutual understanding and trust between 

politicians, the process can go relatively quickly, even if the parties in question have never been 

collaborating before. If the trust and understanding between politicians is not strong, however, 

they may have to devote a lot of time to establish it to be able to create trustworthy 

conversations. Another option discussed in the study is to have strongly formalized coalition 

formation processes where the participants rely primarily on routines, rather than relationships 

during the coalition formation process. The study also emphasizes the importance of agreeing 

on the politics before distributing the leading positions in committees and boards. These kinds 

of agreements are said to not only generate formal guidelines – it also results in a greater mutual 

understanding of what is required for the cooperation to work. In this context, many of the 

interviewees further emphasizes the need for the parties to treat each other as equals, and that 

no party gets the role of a support party in practice (SALAR, 2018).  

 These studies are important to understand in the context of this paper, since they not 

only give an insight to the ongoing interactions that characterizes the daily work in Swedish 

municipalities and the guidelines provided by SALAR. They also give clarification on the 

different solutions regarding a situation where neither of the two blocs manage to reach a seat 

majority in a municipal assembly. While the interactions between parties and politicians are 

expected to be more practical and less ideological at a municipal, compared to the national 
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level, the approach to the new political landscape seems to be characterized by consensus, 

cooperation, understanding, compromises, trust, acceptance and practical solutions. Further, the 

studies show that the main solutions to the growing seat majority issue (apart from collaborating 

with small and/or local parties) are minority rules and mixed coalitions. In conclusion, the new 

political landscape has brought new challenges for the established parties and focus seems to 

be on soft values and practical solutions that may erode the established parties’ fundamental 

differences in terms of policy and ideology in the long run.  

 

4. Theoretical Framework 

This section starts with a brief overview of the theory of rational voting that is later expanded 

with expressive utility to better explain most real-world elections. I then introduce identity and 

social norms to the model to concretize expressive utility and explain why it may affect an 

individual’s decision to vote, but also what he or she votes for. After that, I break down demand-

side theories on why individuals vote for populist radical right parties into macro-, meso-, and 

micro-level explanations for a more intuitive way of distinguishing the different effects. Lastly, 

I take a discursive approach to complement my economic theory with a framework that predicts 

that consensus solutions might lead to social conflict. Since it is hard to measure consensus, 

this framework is mostly used in qualitative studies. In the context of this paper, however, it is 

important for understanding my hypothesis.  

 

4.1. The Demand Side 

According to the theory of rational voting, people vote to influence policy. Only implemented 

policy matters and it is rational for individuals to vote if the benefit from policy (if the preferred 

alternative is elected), 𝐵, times the probability of being the decisive voter, 𝑃, exceeds the cost 

of voting, 𝐶. Consequently, it is rational to vote if 𝐵𝑃 > 𝐶. The probability of being the decisive 

voter is, however, close to zero in almost all real-world elections. Still, a large share of the 

population that is eligible to vote do vote in practice. This paradox of voting (also called Downs 

paradox) was analysed by Downs in 1957 and will shatter the simple model’s predictions, even 

when there are small costs of voting, since the probability of being the decisive voter is almost 

always going to be close to zero. While there is empirical evidence that shows that the cost of 

voting influence voting turnout (Persson, Sundell and Öhrvall, 2014), that voters respond 

markedly to economic promises (Elinder, Jordahl and Poutvaara, 2015) and that education has 
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a positive effect on political participation (Dinesen et. al, 2016), it is reasonable to expand the 

simple model to better explain most real-world elections.  

 Therefore, it is common practice to add expressive utility, 𝐷, to the benefit-side of the 

model, so that it is rational to vote if 𝐵𝑃 + 𝐷 > 𝐶. In the expanded model, voting is not only 

an investment, it also has consumption value. While expressive utility yields fewer clear 

predictions regarding voting behaviour, compared to 𝐵 and 𝑃, it is reasonable to believe that 

whether individuals vote and/or what individuals vote for is part of an individual’s identity and 

will affect the individual’s utility according to Akerlof and Kranton’s theory of economics and 

identity (2000). In this theory, individual j gets utility payoffs from its own actions, other 

people’s actions, and identity, expressed in the following utility function: 

 

𝑈𝑗 = 𝑈𝑗(𝑎𝑗, 𝑎−𝑗, 𝐼𝑗) 

 

where 𝑎𝑗 is individual j’s actions, 𝑎−𝑗 is other people’s actions and 𝐼𝑗 is individual j’s identity. 

Individual j’s identity is defined as:  

 

𝐼𝑗 = 𝐼𝑗(𝑎𝑗, 𝑎−𝑗; 𝑐𝑗 , 휀𝑗 , 𝑃) 

 

where 𝑐𝑗 is the social category of individual j, 휀𝑗 is to what extent individual j’s own given 

characteristics match the ideal characteristics of j’s assigned category and 𝑃 is the appropriate 

behaviour for people in different social categories and situations.  

In this model, the act of voting affects an individual’s utility directly, but also via 

identity, which may help us understand the paradoxical outcome that arise when people choose 

to vote, even when the simple model predicts that it is irrational to do so. For example, the act 

of voting may affect an individual’s utility in a negative way if the cost-side outweigh the 

benefit-side in the simple model. But at the same time, it may affect the same individual’s 

identity in a positive way, since voting is usually seen as something good. If the appropriate 

behaviour for individual j’s social category is to vote, or to vote for a specific party or candidate, 

it is rational to vote if the utility gain from voting via identity exceeds the individual’s direct 

utility loss from performing the same act.  

 Therefore, putting the act of voting into a social context could explain why individuals 

vote and/or what individuals vote for. When social norms unravel, they may also explain 

changes in public opinion, which in turn could affect changes in voting behaviour. When testing 
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their model of strategic communication, Bursztyn, Egorov and Fiorin (2017) show that Donald 

Trump's rise in popularity and eventual victory increased individuals' willingness to publicly 

express xenophobic views and that individuals became less judged when they expressed 

xenophobic views in an environment where the view is popular. In the identity model, this 

translates to a change in the appropriate behaviour for people in different social categories and 

situations. If the appropriate behaviour for individual j’s social category becomes expressing 

xenophobic views and voting for populist radical right parties, he or she may experience a 

negative utility payoff via identity when deviating from this behaviour. Demand-side theories 

on why people vote for populist radical right parties are, however, almost as many as there are 

authors on the subject. Following Mudde (2007), I therefore divide the different theories into 

macro-, meso-, and micro-level explanations, as individual micro-level behaviour is often 

explained based on macro-level variables, and vice versa.  

 Demand-side theories on the macro-level mostly point to broad economic, historical and 

social processes that take place at the national, supranational, and sometimes even global level. 

As Mudde (2007) describes, their main strength is that they can explain similar developments 

in different settings. Their main weakness is, however, that they normally cannot account for 

different developments in similar settings. Common themes on the macro-level include 

structural changes, or modernization, that has created a group of ‘losers’ (who is assumed to be 

particularly drawn to populist parties), economic crises, which is linked to both dissatisfaction 

with current policy and economic circumstances, ethnic backlash, where populist radical right 

parties are interpreted as a response to a perceived ethnic threat, and authoritarian legacy, which 

is mostly relevant in more unexperienced democracies.  

 The meso-level cover explanations between the macro- and micro-levels such as social 

contexts and learning. While the meso-level is the most neglected level of political analysis 

(Mudde, 2007), empirical evidence shows that informed individuals are more supportive of 

immigration (Haaland and Roth, 2017; Steinmayr, 2016), and that the effect of immigration on 

populist radical right parties is stronger in areas suffering from high levels of unemployment 

(Strömblad and Malmberg, 2015). Explanation models involving education, language and 

social structures are, indeed, a powerful tool when describing social change, which is why 

studies like Bursztyn, Egorov and Fiorin (2017) is likely to become increasingly important in 

the future. Since, if it becomes socially accepted to express xenophobic views when these are 

represented at the highest political level, it will become increasingly important to understand 

the underlying mechanisms.  
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Finally, theories on the micro-level cover the relationships found between individual 

attitudes and voting behaviour. While individual attitudes are often difficult to separate from 

social contexts and learning, Mudde (2007) identifies two main themes in the micro-level 

literature. The first theme is populist radical right attitudes that, although self-explanatory, 

initiates a discussion regarding the homogeneity of the populist radical right parties’ collective 

electorate. This ‘support thesis’, with the assumption that populist radical right parties are 

treated like other parties and that their voters hold populist radical right views can, however, 

only explain the emergence and not the growth of populist radical right parties in a convincing 

way. The question of whether voters for populist radical right parties mostly support the parties’ 

and the views they represent or protest the established parties is common in the academic field 

(see for example Hopkin and Blyth, 2018), but also the public debate. The most likely scenario 

is, however, that both supporters and protesters are represented in the electorate of populist 

radical right parties, and that smaller parties have a larger share of support voters, and larger 

parties have a larger share of protest voters. The second theme is insecurity. Empirical evidence 

shows that, when people become insecure about life aspects such as globalization (Lockwood, 

2018), immigration (Rydgren and Tyrberg, 2016), job security (Dippel, Gold and Heblich, 

2015) and political crises (Hopkin and Blyth, 2018), populist radical right can provide simple 

messages and promise a clear identity and protection against the changing world. Insecurity 

among the population is, however, not a new phenomenon, and while populist radical right 

parties have proven to be exceptionally good at taking advantage of people’s dissatisfaction, it 

might be more of a challenge for the established parties than a comprehensive explanation of 

the growing support for populist radical right parties.  

 

4.2. A Discursive Approach 

Following the collapse of the Soviet model (socialism as a legitimate alternative to capitalism), 

neo-liberalism has become an almost unchallenged hegemony in large parts of the Western 

political sphere, with the claim that there is no legitimate alternative to the existing order18. 

While the tendency of this ‘democratisation of democracy’ or ‘post-political vision’ is often 

described in positive terms, Mouffe (2005) warns of the serious risks that might come with it. 

Since, contrary to what one would expect from a political sphere where there is only one 

legitimate alternative, it seems like the political landscape has become increasingly fragmented 

                                                 
18 In the Swedish setting, the SD, but also V are often described as ‘extreme’ parties by representatives 

of (mostly) the other side of the political spectrum. When the two broad agreements were formed at a national 

level in 2014 and 2019, the parties were excluded, since they are said to represent ‘extreme’ values.  
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and that the tone used in a public context has become increasingly aggressive. According to 

Mouffe, the current development is no coincidence. When Western social democracy 

transformed into a variant of free market neo-liberalism (the Third Way19) in the mid-1990s, 

instead of challenging it, the left abandoned an important aspect of what made them so 

successful in the first place – namely being the opposition against capitalism and the ‘rich elite’. 

And since it can be argued that little to no fundamental difference now can be found between 

the established parties, Mouffe observes that the left has started to sell its policy by clever 

marketing, rather than ideology, which in turn is thought to have resulted in a growing 

disaffection of politics, and a drastic fall in political participation.  

 It is in these kinds of settings, where the established parties are perceived as becoming 

more similar in terms of policy and ideology as Mouffe notice that populist radical right parties 

thrive. One of the earliest and most striking examples of this sequence of events can be found 

in Austria, where the national conservative Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (FPÖ) successfully 

took advantage of the dissatisfaction towards the grand coalition20 between the social 

democratic Sozialdemokratische Partei Österreichs (SPÖ) and conservative Österreichische 

Volkspartei (ÖVP), growing from 5 percent of the votes after the 1983 general election to 26,9 

percent of the votes in 1999. While this is a rather extreme case, FPÖ was able to grow in a 

situation where the ‘establishment’ was very easy to rebel against. “Haider’s21 discursive 

strategy consisted of constructing a frontier between a ‘we’ of all the good Austrians, hard 

workers and defenders of national values and a ‘they’ composed of the parties in power, the 

trade unions, bureaucrats, foreigners, left-wing intellectuals and artists, who were all presented 

as impeding a real democratic debate” (Mouffe, 2005).  

 In other words, FPÖ was able to point at the ruling coalition that consisted of social 

democrats and conservatives, declare it a united ‘establishment’, convince voters that they were 

working against the general will of the people and present themselves as the main opposition 

against it. This is, obviously, not a comprehensive explanation of their electoral success. Some 

might even argue that Austria had not yet managed to get over its Nazi past. Nevertheless, 

Haider and FPÖ was very successful at building a ‘collective will’, a ‘we’ of the real democratic 

                                                 
19 For an extensive overview, see Giddens (1998). The third way states that the old class-based divisions 

of left and right are now redundant and that reformist governments can no longer rely on traditional statist 

programmes in the face of powerful global financial forces. Instead, political parties should generate significant 

consensual support by campaigning from the centre, while remaining committed to radical measures (The 

Guardian, 2003). 
20 A grand coalition is when the two largest political parties of opposing ideologies unite in a coalition 

government.  
21 The leader of FPÖ at the time. 
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forces, which can only be done by the creation of a ‘they’. And when the ‘they’ in this case was 

a grand coalition, it was much easier to point at and oppose, compared to a situation where the 

two parties were fighting against each other for power.  

 Let us translate this thought to the Swedish setting and to how the established parties 

approach the new political landscape. According to the three studies published by SALAR, key 

factors in dealing with the new political landscape include consensus, cooperation, 

understanding, compromises, trust, acceptance and practical solutions. Not the will of voters, 

ideology and democratic competition. If voters are satisfied with the current political direction, 

the established parties do not need to worry about another party that is trying to convince voters 

that they are all the same in terms of policy and ideology. We do, however, observe that factors 

such as structural changes, economic crises, ethnic backlash, insecurity regarding economic 

circumstances, and to some extent immigration all seem to favour populist radical right parties, 

and there are convincing arguments for the thought that this is no coincidence. Since, if the 

perception of voters is that there exist an ‘establishment’ that consists of all the established 

parties and only one opposition against it in the shape of a populist radical right party, a large 

share of the electorate will vote for the latter when they are dissatisfied with the former, despite 

the negativity that usually surrounds the populist radical right. Therefore, the prediction of the 

discursive approach is that the more similar the established parties are perceived, the more votes 

will populist radical right parties gather the following election.  

 

5. Data and Descriptive Statistics 

To test whether mixed coalitions in Swedish municipalities have a causal effect on the following 

municipal election results of the SD, I need to observe the mandate distribution in all municipal 

assemblies, municipal election results of the SD and confirmation of the actual rule in each 

municipality. Information about the mandate distribution and the SD vote share is taken from 

Statistics Sweden (SCB) and Table 1 includes some descriptive statistics of my political data. 

The table shows that the left bloc is, in general, larger than the right bloc, small and/or local 

parties have up to 52 percent of the seats in Swedish municipal assemblies, the seat share of the 

largest bloc ranges between 31 and 89 percent22, and the SD vote share ranges between 0 and 

35.3 percent during my sample period.  

                                                 
22 Distance to threshold is the seat share of the largest bloc minus 0.5. See chapter 6.1 for a more through 

overview of the variable definition. 
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Table 1. Political Data 

Variable  Obs  Mean  Std.Dev.  Min  Max 

 Left bloc share 1160 0.47 0.11 0.11 0.83 

 Right bloc share 1160 0.44 0.12 0.06 0.89 

 Other parties share 1160 0.05 0.07 0.00 0.52 

 Largest bloc share 1160 0.54 0.08 0.31 0.89 

 Distance to threshold 1160 0.04 0.08 -0.19 0.39 

 SD vote share 1160 7.80 6.19 0.00 35.30 

 

Figure 1 shows that the (mean) SD vote share in Swedish municipalities have increased in every 

election during my sample period. To complement the figure, Table 2 also shows that the SD 

is, in general, less successful at a municipal, compared to the national level. Possible 

explanations include difficulties for relatively new parties to recruit competent politicians at 

local levels, a higher share of foreign-born voters in local elections and a greater acceptance 

towards the practical nature of policy making, compared to the national level.  

 

Figure 1. Evolution of the (Mean) SD Municipal Vote Share  

 

 

Table 2. SD Vote Share by Level of Government 

  2006 2010 2014 2018 

Municipalities 2.6 4.7 10.0 13.8 

Parliament 2.9 5.7 12.9 17.5 
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Information about the actual rule in each municipality is taken from SALAR. The dataset is 

compiled from previously collected material and have been reviewed by all municipalities to 

ensure quality. SALAR defines a rule consisting of S and/or V as a left-wing rule, and any 

combination of M, C, L and KD as a right-wing rule. A rule consisting of a combination of 

parties from the left-, and right-wing is defined as a mixed rule. The remaining parties, including 

MP, may be included in all rule-types. Since I define MP as a part of the left bloc, I have 

manually recoded the variable when MP was coded as part of a right-wing rule to a mixed rule. 

Table 3 shows the distribution of the different rule-types, divided into whether the largest bloc 

reached a seat majority in the municipal assembly or not.  

 

Table 3. Majority and Rule-Type Data 

Majority 

Type of rule 

Right rule Mixed rule Left rule Total 

No 107 177 81 365 

Yes 288 162 345 795 

Total 395 339 426 1160 

 

To test whether municipalities close to the majority threshold are comparable in terms of 

observables, I have also collected a set of municipal controls. The variables are taken from SCB 

and Table 4 includes some descriptive statistics. The table shows that Swedish municipalities 

differ quite a lot in observables. As I show in section 8, however, the majority threshold is not 

significantly correlated with any of the municipal controls in the full sample and only correlated 

with voting turnout in my reduced sample.  

 

Table 4. Municipal Control Variables Data 

Variable  Obs  Mean  Std.Dev.  Min  Max 

 Surface (km2) 1160 1412.19 2452.12 8.69 19371.12 

 Density (inh./km2) 1160 134.16 462.55 0.20 5073.60 

 Population (inh.) 1160 32083.59 63419.92 2451 911989 

 Elig. voters (tot.) 1160 25028.79 49867.96 1968 715542 

 Turnout (/elig. vot.) 1160 80.49 3.99 57.80 92.00 

 Higher educ. (tot.) 1160 3991.62 12747.62 115 223494 

 Foreigners (tot.) 1160 4497.54 13829.33 68 213278 

 Movers in (tot.) 1160 1821.17 4278.66 0 68365 

 Movers out (tot.) 1160 1642.20 3788.10 0 61721 
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6. Empirical Strategy 

In this section, I present my empirical strategy used to test whether mixed coalitions have a 

positive effect on the following election results of the SD. To understand my empirical strategy, 

consider the following thought experiment. There are several municipalities, each holding 

general elections to the municipal assemblies. In these elections, there are political parties that 

prefer to rule alone with a seat majority in the municipal assembly. Since there are several 

parties, however, it is often impossible for a separate party to gain more than 50 percent of the 

votes. Therefore, the parties on the left side of the political spectrum have decided to rule 

together if neither of them reaches a seat majority, but the coalition does, and the parties to the 

right have decided to do the same. Further, there is a pariah party23 that tries to convince voters 

that all the other parties are the same in terms of policy and ideology and that they are the only 

real opposition. Since a significant share of voters in our elections likes what the pariah party 

stands for, it becomes impossible to get a seat majority in some municipalities, even when each 

of the two groups gather their seats in the municipal assemblies. And while the parties on the 

left and right side of the political spectrum prefer to rule separately, they rather rule with parties 

from the other side than with the pariah party.  

 Let us translate this thought experiment to the Swedish setting. First, the two groups 

that have decided to rule together if neither of the separate parties reach a seat majority in the 

municipal assembly, but the coalition does is the left and right bloc of Swedish party politics, 

and I will use the seat share of the largest bloc after each election as a measure of the probability 

that a mixed coalition will be formed. Second, the pariah party is the SD and I will use the 

party’s municipal vote share the following election as my measure of outcome. Finally, I exploit 

the quasi-random variation in the identity of the ruling coalition by implementing a close-

election RDD. Since the direction of the effect I aim to capture is ambiguous when the rule-

type is not assigned randomly, this design allows me to observe the difference in outcome 

between observations close to the majority threshold.  

 If the rule-type is not assigned randomly, observing a positive correlation between 

mixed coalitions and the following election results of the SD may be the result of inherent 

differences beyond the identity of the ruling coalition. For example, suppose that the support 

for the SD is always strong in some municipalities and that established parties from both blocs 

are forced to collaborate with each other when there is no other way of reaching a seat majority. 

Then, we would observe a positive correlation. Not because the argument that the established 

                                                 
23 A pariah party is a party that no other party wants to collaborate with.  
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parties are the same in terms of policy and ideology is stronger in the light of mixed coalitions. 

Rather, we would observe a positive correlation because the established parties will have no 

other choice than to collaborate with each other. Therefore, implementing an ordinary least 

squares (OLS) design to observe the causal effect of mixed coalitions on the following election 

results of the SD may be plagued by reverse causality, which I formally show in Table A.1 in 

the appendix. The table shows that all estimates are larger than the highest observed vote share 

of the SD, strongly suggesting that the effect goes in both directions.  

 

6.1. Close-Elections Regression-Discontinuity Design 

To implement my close-elections RDD, I start by constructing my running variable that 

measures the closeness of a municipal election. The running variable is calculated as follows: 

First, data on the mandate distribution and total number of seats for each municipal assembly 

between the years of 2002 and 201424 is collected, totalling 1160 observations. Second, the two 

blocs are defined as follows: The left bloc consists of the Social Democrats (S), the Left Party 

(V) and the Green Party (MP), and the right bloc consists of the Moderates (M), the Centre 

Party (C), the Liberals (L) and the Christian Democrats (KD). The relative size of these two 

blocs is then calculated by dividing their aggregate number of seats with the total number of 

seats for each observation. The distance of the largest bloc25 to reach a seat majority in a 

municipal assembly (the relative size of the largest bloc minus 0.5) is finally the value of my 

running variable (henceforth referred to as the winning margin).  

Figure 2 shows that the frequency distribution of the winning margin is slightly skewed 

to the right. This is to be expected, however, since the winning margin of the largest bloc is 

represented in each observation. The winning margin does not seem to jump discontinuously 

around zero, indicating that there is no systematic manipulation at the majority threshold. 

Running a formal McCrary test of the winning margin yields a statistically insignificant p-value 

of 0.27, further indicating that it is unlikely that the largest bloc can perfectly manipulate their 

seat share in the municipal assembly and that the identifying assumption of no systematic 

manipulation around the threshold is not violated.  

                                                 
24 During my sample period, general elections to Sweden’s 290 municipal assemblies were held in 2002, 

2006, 2010, 2014 and 2018. The choice of sample period is motivated by the outcome variable. Before the 2006 

election, the SD had little to no representation in any level of government. And since outcome is measured in the 

following election, 2014 is the last election with an observed outcome. 
25 The winning margin will always be the winning margin of the largest of the two blocs, since that 

constellation is assumed to have the greatest potential for ruling.  
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Figure 2. Histogram of the Density of the Winning Margin (Full Sample) 

 

 

Although there are examples of mixed coalitions at a municipal level when the largest bloc does 

reach a seat majority in the municipal assembly, my assumption is that the parties from the left 

bloc prefer to rule with other parties from the left bloc, and that the parties from the right bloc 

will follow the same pattern. At a national level, V and MP acted as support parties to the S-led 

government after the 2002 election, M, C, L and KD ruled together for two sequent terms after 

the 2006 and 2010 elections, and MP joined S in the government, supported by V, after the 

2014 election. Hence, the two blocs in Swedish party politics are well defined during my whole 

sample period. Mixed coalitions are, however, not the only solution when neither of the two 

blocs reach a seat majority in the municipal assembly. The largest bloc also has the possibility 

to rule without majority – trying to gain support in different questions from different parts of 

the opposition, and to create a majority rule with the help of one or several small and/or local 

parties. Therefore, I implement a fuzzy-RDD26, where the quasi-random variation found at the 

majority threshold is used as an instrument to predict the probability of a mixed rule being 

formed. The corresponding first-stage is as follows:  

 

𝑀𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 𝑟𝑢𝑙𝑒𝑚𝑒 =  𝜋0 + 𝜋1𝟏(𝑊𝑖𝑛𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑚𝑎𝑟𝑔𝑖𝑛𝑚𝑒 > 0) + 𝑓(𝑊𝑖𝑛𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑚𝑎𝑟𝑔𝑖𝑛𝑚𝑒) + 𝛾0
′ 𝑋𝑚𝑒 + 𝑢𝑚𝑒 

(1) 

 

                                                 
26 Instead of a so-called sharp-RDD, which would assume that the majority threshold is a perfect predictor 

of mixed coalitions.  
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where 𝑀𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 𝑟𝑢𝑙𝑒𝑚𝑒 is a dummy variable taking the value 1 when the rule in municipality 𝑚 

consisted of one or several parties from both blocs after election 𝑒, 𝑊𝑖𝑛𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑚𝑎𝑟𝑔𝑖𝑛𝑚𝑒 > 0 

is a dummy variable taking the value 1 when the largest bloc obtained a seat majority in 

municipality 𝑚 after election 𝑒 and 𝑓(𝑊𝑖𝑛𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑚𝑎𝑟𝑔𝑖𝑛𝑚𝑒) is a linear polynomial of the 

winning margin. 𝑋𝑚𝑒 is a vector of municipal control variables including surface, population 

density, total population, number of eligible voters, voting turnout, number of inhabitants with 

a higher degree, number of foreign-born inhabitants, total movers in and total movers out, and 

𝑢𝑚𝑒 is the error term.  

In a second stage, I estimate the effect of mixed coalitions on the following election 

results of the SD. The strategy identifies two additional causal effects. First, the effect of the 

majority threshold on the following election results of the SD is estimated in the reduced-

form27. Second, a local average treatment effect (LATE) is estimated, which is a ratio of my 

reduced-form and first-stage estimates. I.e. the average effect of the majority threshold on the 

following election results of the SD in municipalities where the largest bloc did not reach a seat 

majority in the municipal assembly and responded by forming a mixed coalition. I specify the 

structural equation that completes my fuzzy-RD model as:  

 

𝑆𝐷 𝑣𝑜𝑡𝑒 𝑠ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑒𝑚𝑒+1 = 𝛼 + 𝛿𝑀𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 𝑟𝑢𝑙𝑒𝑚𝑒 + 𝑓(𝑊𝑖𝑛𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑚𝑎𝑟𝑔𝑖𝑛𝑚𝑒) + 𝛾1
′ 𝑋𝑚𝑒 + 휀𝑚𝑒 

(2) 

 

where 𝑆𝐷 𝑣𝑜𝑡𝑒 𝑠ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑒𝑚𝑒+1 is the vote share of the SD in municipality 𝑚 after election 𝑒 + 1, 

𝑋𝑚𝑒 is a vector of the same municipal controls as defined above and 휀𝑚𝑒 is the error term. These 

are my main results, estimating the average effect of mixed coalitions on the following election 

results of the SD using the quasi-random variation found at the majority threshold as an 

instrument. Standard errors are clustered by municipality in all estimations.  

I report my regression results using three different bandwidths. First, I use the maximum 

bandwidth of 0.5. Second, I use a reduced bandwidth of 0.1. Lastly, I use the optimal bandwidth 

selector by Calonico, Cattaneo and Titiunik (2014) to restrict the sample to observations close 

to the majority threshold. I also report my results using two separate samples. First, I use the 

full sample of 1160 observations. Second, I use a reduced sample, including only municipalities 

                                                 
27 In my reduced-form regressions, I present my results using the same bandwidths as in my first-stage 

and fuzzy-RD regressions. Running the reduced-form regressions separately (as I would if the majority threshold 

was a perfect predictor of mixed coalitions) would yield different optimal bandwidths. As the results are mainly 

included for transparency, however, I force the bandwidths to be the same as in the other regressions.  
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where no small and/or local parties exist. The main reason for excluding these municipalities 

in my reduced sample is to restrict the possibility for the largest bloc to simply form a majority 

rule with one or several small and/or local parties28. Figure A.1 in the appendix shows that the 

frequency distribution of the winning margin in my reduced sample is even more skewed to the 

right, compared to the full sample. The winning margin does not, however, seem to jump 

discontinuously around zero. Running a formal McCrary test yields a statistically insignificant 

p-value of 0.84, further indicating that the largest bloc cannot perfectly manipulate the mandate 

distribution in my reduced sample.  

 

7. Main Results 

This section begins with a presentation of my first-stage discontinuities and regression results, 

estimating the effect of the majority threshold on the probability that a mixed coalition will be 

formed. Thereafter, I present my reduced-form discontinuities and results, estimating the effect 

of the majority threshold on the following election results of the SD. Lastly, I present my main 

results, estimating the effect of the majority threshold on the following municipal election 

results of the SD in municipalities where the largest bloc did not reach a seat majority in the 

municipal assembly and formed a mixed coalition.  

 Figure 3 shows that the probability of mixed coalitions jumps discontinuously around 

the majority threshold. The figure also suggests that the effect of the majority threshold on 

mixed coalitions is larger in my reduced sample, compared to the full sample, and that the 

reduced sample is a more precise predictor of the correlation, which I formally show in Table 

5. As briefly discussed in section 6.1, the most likely explanation for this is that the absence of 

small and/or local parties in my reduced sample restricts the possibility for the largest bloc to 

simply form a majority rule with one or several small and/or local parties when it is unable to 

reach a seat majority in a municipal assembly. Figure 3 also indicates that the majority threshold 

is far from a perfect predictor of mixed coalitions. In the full sample, there are more left- and 

right-wing rules than mixed rules when there is no seat majority and almost as many mixed 

rules when there is. Table A.2 in the appendix complements Table 3 and shows that mixed rules 

are more common than left- and right-wing rules when there is no seat majority in my reduced 

sample, which is in line with the visual results in Figure 3. 

                                                 
28 Also, the effect I aim to capture may be canalized towards these parties. While these parties may be 

populist radical right/anti-establishment by nature, however, they are more likely focusing on more practical 

issues, exclusive for that specific municipality.  
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Figure 3. First-Stage Discontinuities 

 

 

Table 5. First-Stage Regression Results 

Full sample 

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

VARIABLES Mixed rule Mixed rule Mixed rule Mixed rule Mixed rule Mixed rule 

       

Majority -0.208*** -0.208*** -0.124** -0.125** -0.108 -0.123 

 (0.0406) (0.0410) (0.0534) (0.0540) (0.0995) (0.0920) 

Controls No Yes No Yes No Yes 

F-statistic 26.36 25.72 5.36 5.39 1.18 1.77 

Bandwidth 0.50 0.50 0.10 0.10 0.038 0.043 

       

Observations 1,160 1,160 862 862 471 500 

R-squared 0.088 0.098 0.077 0.087 0.037 0.052 

Reduced sample 

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

VARIABLES Mixed rule Mixed rule Mixed rule Mixed rule Mixed rule Mixed rule 

       

Majority -0.409*** -0.395*** -0.335*** -0.327*** -0.413** -0.349*** 

 (0.0634) (0.0666) (0.0781) (0.0818) (0.178) (0.0849) 

Controls No Yes No Yes No Yes 

F-statistic 41.65 35.23 18.38 15.99 5.38 16.95 

Bandwidth 0.50 0.50 0.10 0.10 0.036 0.081 

       

Observations 587 587 412 412 204 387 

R-squared 0.163 0.179 0.166 0.185 0.136 0.180 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table 5 shows that the average effect of the majority threshold on the probability that a mixed 

coalition will be formed ranges between -10.8 and -20.8 percentage points in the full sample, 

depending on the inclusion of municipal controls and bandwidth used. In my reduced sample, 

the same effect ranges between -32.7 and -41.3 percentage points, indicating that the largest 

bloc in many municipalities prefer to form a coalition with small and/or local parties when the 

opportunity exists. The table also shows that the F-statistic is above 10 in all estimations 

including municipal controls in my reduced sample, indicating that the instrument of close 

elections is sufficiently strong in these estimations. In the full sample, the F-statistic seems to 

be more sensible to lower bandwidths, and the instrument is only sufficiently strong when the 

maximum bandwidth of 0.5 is used.  

Figure 4 shows that the following SD vote share jumps discontinuously around the 

majority threshold. The figure also suggests that the effect of the majority threshold on the 

following election results of the SD is larger in my reduced sample, compared to the full sample, 

and that the reduced sample is a more precise predictor of the correlation, which I formally 

show in Table 6. Overall, the visual results in my reduced-form discontinuities follow the same 

pattern as my first-stage counterparts, indicating that the majority threshold affects the SD vote 

share through the formation of mixed coalitions29.  

 

Figure 4. Reduced-Form Discontinuities 

 

 

                                                 
29 In the next section, I test whether the majority threshold affects the SD vote share only through the 

formation of mixed coalitions in my balance of covariates checks and regression results.  
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Table 6 shows that the average effect of the majority threshold on the following municipal 

election results of the SD ranges between -0.9 and -2.5 percentage points in the full sample. In 

my reduced sample, the same effect ranges between -4.0 and -5.3 percentage points, indicating 

that the effect of the majority threshold on the SD vote share is larger in my reduced sample. 

Also, the table shows that the estimates in the full sample are more sensitive to lower 

bandwidths, which is in line with my first-stage regression results.  

 

Table 6. Reduced-Form Regression Results 

Full sample 

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

VARIABLES SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

       

RD Estimate -2.519*** -2.240*** -1.719** -1.247 -1.761 -0.944 

 (0.699) (0.678) (0.832) (0.775) (1.315) (1.078) 

       

Controls No Yes No Yes No Yes 

Observations 1,160 1,160 1,160 1,160 1,160 1,160 

Eff. Nu of obs (l) 365 365 334 334 203 215 

Eff. Nu of obs (r) 795 795 528 528 268 285 

BW Loc. Poly. (h) 0.50 0.50 0.10 0.10 0.038 0.043 

Order Loc. Pol. (p) 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Reduced sample 

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

VARIABLES SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

       

RD Estimate -5.035*** -4.285*** -5.264*** -4.028*** -4.576** -3.985*** 

 (1.042) (1.072) (1.262) (1.234) (2.071) (1.303) 

       

Controls No Yes No Yes No Yes 

Observations 587 587 587 587 587 587 

Eff. Nu of obs (l) 99 99 98 98 63 96 

Eff. Nu of obs (r) 488 488 314 314 141 291 

BW Loc. Poly. (h) 0.50 0.50 0.10 0.10 0.036 0.081 

Order Loc. Pol. (p) 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Table 7 shows that the average effect of the majority threshold on the following municipal 

election results of the SD in municipalities where the largest bloc did not reach a seat majority 

in a municipal assembly and formed a mixed coalition ranges between 10.32 and 31.71 

percentage points in my full sample. In my reduced sample, the same effect ranges between 
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9.62 and 14.75 percentage points. The estimates using the full sample are, however, only 

statistically significant when the maximum bandwidth of 0.5 is used. While the F-statistic in 

these estimations is above 10, the estimates turn insignificant when lower bandwidths are used, 

which is likely due to the possibility to form a majority rule with one or several small and/or 

local parties in many municipalities. In my preferred estimation (column 6, using my reduced 

sample), the effect is 11.71, indicating that, if the largest bloc in a municipality with no small 

and/or local parties is unable to reach a seat majority in the municipal assembly and forms a 

mixed coalition, the SD increase their municipal vote share with, on average, 11.71 percentage 

points the following election. The F-statistic in this estimation is 16.95, indicating that the 

instrument is sufficiently strong, and to restrict the sample to observations close to the majority 

threshold, the optimal bandwidth selector is used.  

 

Table 7. Fuzzy-RD results 

Full sample 

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

VARIABLES SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

       

RD Estimate 12.73*** 11.30*** 17.35 12.41 31.71 10.32 

 (4.409) (4.002) (13.56) (10.57) (67.21) (15.55) 

       

Controls No Yes No Yes No Yes 

Observations 1,160 1,160 1,160 1,160 1,160 1,160 

Eff. Nu of obs (l) 365 365 334 334 203 215 

Eff. Nu of obs (r) 795 795 528 528 268 285 

BW Loc. Pol. (h) 0.50 0.50 0.10 0.10 0.038 0.043 

Order Loc. Pol. (p) 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Reduced sample 

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

VARIABLES SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

SD vote 

share 

       

RD Estimate 12.87*** 11.65*** 14.75*** 11.83*** 9.615* 11.71** 

 (3.732) (3.801) (4.922) (4.502) (5.101) (4.718) 

       

Controls No Yes No Yes No Yes 

Observations 587 587 587 587 587 587 

Eff. Nu of obs (l) 99 99 98 98 63 96 

Eff. Nu of obs (r) 488 488 314 314 141 291 

BW Loc. Pol. (h) 0.50 0.50 0.10 0.10 0.036 0.081 

Order Loc. Pol. (p) 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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8. Robustness Checks 

In this section, I start by testing whether municipalities above and below the majority threshold 

are comparable in terms of observables to investigate whether the majority threshold affects the 

SD vote share only through the formation of mixed coalitions. Thereafter, I test whether 

municipalities in my reduced sample are comparable to municipalities where small and/or local 

parties exist to verify that my main result using my reduced sample not driven by differences 

in observable characteristics. Lastly, I test whether the two blocs are comparable in terms of the 

effect of the majority threshold on mixed coalitions.  

 Figure 5 shows the averages for the municipal controls used in my first-stage and fuzzy-

RD regressions, calculated in bins of 1% of the winning margin alongside fitted values from a 

local linear regression30. In general, municipalities above and below the majority threshold 

seems to be comparable in terms of most observables, with only population density showing a 

notable jump at the majority threshold in the full sample.  

 

Figure 5. Balance of Covariates Checks (Full Sample) 

 

                                                 
30 The variables are standardized to have zero mean and unit variance for ease of interpretation.  
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Table 8 shows that the majority threshold has no statistically significant effect on any of the 

municipal controls. The table also shows that the R-squared in all estimations are close to zero, 

further indicating that the majority threshold explains a very small proportion of the total 

variation in the different variables, and that the majority threshold most likely affects the SD 

vote share only through the formation of mixed coalitions. The bandwidth used in the balance 

of covariates regressions is the same as in my main estimations using the optimal bandwidth 

selector31, which is equal to 0.043 in the full sample.  

 

Table 8. Regression Results for the Balance of Covariates (Full Sample) 

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

VARIABLES Surface 

(km2) 

Density 

(inh./km2) 

Population 

(inh.) 

Elig. voters 

(tot.) 

Turnout 

(/elig. vot.) 

      

Majority 0.0770 -0.0304 0.260 0.258 -0.0902 

 (0.103) (0.234) (0.165) (0.164) (0.178) 

      

Observations 500 500 500 500 500 

R-squared 0.001 0.003 0.004 0.004 0.008 

 (6) (7) (8) (9)  

VARIABLES Higher educ. 

(tot.) 

Foreigners 

(tot.) 

Movers in 

(tot.) 

Movers out 

(tot.) 

 

      

Majority 0.162 0.154 0.170 0.174  

 (0.175) (0.175) (0.165) (0.168)  

      

Observations 500 500 500 500  

R-squared 0.002 0.002 0.002 0.003  

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Figure A.2 in the appendix shows the balance of covariates checks for my reduced sample. In 

contrast to Figure 5, the visual results indicate notable jumps at the majority threshold for all 

variables, except surface and population density. Table 9 shows, however, that the majority 

threshold only has a statistically significant effect on voting turnout, indicating that the 

threshold has a negative effect of 42.1 percent of a standard deviation on voting turnout in my 

reduced sample, which translates to 1.57 percentage points in absolute terms32. This means that 

voting turnout is 1.57 percentage points higher in municipalities where the largest bloc is unable 

to reach a seat majority, compared to municipalities where the largest bloc does reach a seat 

                                                 
31 Including municipal controls, since these are the estimations I mainly draw my conclusions from.  
32 The standard deviation of voting turnout in my reduced sample is 3.73. 
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majority. This might be a concern regarding the interpretation of my main results. On the one 

hand, if voters in municipalities to the left of the majority threshold is more likely to vote, and 

the whole difference choose to vote for the SD, 1.57 percentage points of my preferred estimate 

would be an effect of differences in voting turnout and not because Swedish voters punish the 

established parties when they are perceived as becoming more similar in terms of policy and 

ideology. On the other hand, if we assume that dissatisfaction with the political system is 

negatively correlated with voting participation and positively correlated with voting for the SD, 

we would expect municipalities to the left of the majority threshold to have a smaller share of 

SD voters, compared to municipalities to the right of the threshold. The effect of differences in 

voting turnout on the vote share of the SD is therefore ambiguous. I cannot, however, dismiss 

the possibility that differences in voting turnout is driving up to 1.57 percentage points of my 

preferred estimate.  

 

Table 9. Regression Results for the Balance of Covariates (Full Sample) 

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

VARIABLES Surface 

(km2) 

Density 

(inh./km2) 

Population 

(inh.) 

Elig. voters 

(tot.) 

Turnout 

(/elig. vot.) 

      

Majority 0.304* 0.389 0.477 0.476 -0.421** 

 (0.163) (0.262) (0.297) (0.297) (0.163) 

      

Observations 387 387 387 387 387 

R-squared 0.018 0.011 0.011 0.011 0.042 

 (1) (2) (3) (4)  

VARIABLES Higher educ. 

(tot.) 

Foreigners 

(tot.) 

Movers in 

(tot.) 

Movers out 

(tot.) 

 

      

Majority 0.435 0.375 0.448 0.457  

 (0.313) (0.306) (0.301) (0.303)  

      

Observations 387 387 387 387  

R-squared 0.009 0.007 0.010 0.011  

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Table 10 shows that municipalities in my reduced sample are comparable to municipalities 

where small and/or local parties exist in terms of most observable characteristics, where only 

two variables seem to differ significantly. The first variable is surface, which could be explained 

by the influence of local parties in the most northern33 municipalities of Sweden. In my reduced 

                                                 
33 Which are, in general, the largest municipalities in Sweden.  
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sample, the mean surface is 1205.97 km2, while the mean surface in municipalities where small 

and/or local parties exist is 1623.45 km2. It is, however, reasonable to believe that surface will 

not have any impact on the following election results of the SD. The second variable is, again, 

voting turnout. In my reduced sample, the mean voting turnout is 80.78 percent, while the mean 

voting turnout in municipalities where small and/or local parties exist is 80.19 percent. The 

interpretation of this resembles the discussion above. If voters in my restricted sample are more 

likely to vote, and a large share of the difference choose to vote for the SD, voters in my reduced 

sample are, everything else equal, more likely to vote for the SD. On the other hand, if we 

assume that dissatisfaction with the political system is negatively correlated with voting turnout 

and positively correlated with voting for the SD, voters in my restricted sample are less likely 

to vote for the SD. Again, the effect of voting turnout on the vote share of the SD is ambiguous. 

The mean vote share of the SD in my reduced sample is 7.60 percent, while the mean vote share 

of the SD in municipalities where small and/or local parties exist is 8.01 percent, indicating that 

voters in my reduced sample are not more likely to vote for the SD. I cannot, however, dismiss 

the possibility that a large share of voters that vote for small and/or local parties would vote for 

the SD if these parties would not exist in their municipality.  

 

Table 10. Two-Sample T-Test 

 Obs Rest Obs Full Mean R Mean F Diff St_Err p-value 

 Surface  587 573 1205.97 1623.45 -417.48 143.54 0.00 

 Density  587 573 149.27 118.68 30.59 27.16 0.26 

 Population  587 573 32252.18 31910.89 341.30 3726.01 0.93 

 Eligible vot.  587 573 25246.85 24805.40 441.44 2929.80 0.88 

 Turnout 587 573 80.78 80.19 0.59 0.23 0.01 

 Higher educ.  587 573 4058.16 3923.46 134.70 748.93 0.86 

 Foreigners  587 573 4323.60 4675.73 -352.13 812.43 0.67 

 Movers in  587 573 1802.66 1840.13 -37.47 251.38 0.88 

 Movers out  587 573 1634.01 1650.60 -16.58 222.56 0.94 

 

Table 11 shows that the left bloc is, in general, more likely to form a mixed coalition when it is 

unable to reach a seat majority in a municipal assembly, compared to the right bloc. The average 

effect of the majority threshold on the probability that a mixed coalition will be formed for the 

left bloc ranges between -24.5 and -24.8 percentage points. For the right bloc, the same effect 

ranges between -21.0 and -21.5 percentage points. The differences are, however, relatively 

small, and the separate effects are in line with the corresponding estimates in Table 5. Therefore, 

the two blocs are relatively comparable in terms of the effect of the majority threshold on the 

probability that a mixed coalition will be formed.  
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Table 11. Separate First-Stage Regression Results 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

VARIABLES Mixed rule Mixed rule Mixed rule Mixed rule 

     

Left Majority -0.245*** -0.248***   

 (0.0469) (0.0473)   

Right Majority   -0.215*** -0.210*** 

   (0.0465) (0.0473) 

Controls No Yes No Yes 

F-statistic 27.25 27.57 21.43 19.59 

Bandwidth 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 

     

Observations 1,160 1,160 1,160 1,160 

R-squared 0.028 0.046 0.028 0.038 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

9. Discussion 

In this section, I discuss potential validity implications that are related to my research question 

and empirical strategy. Regarding internal validity, a potential threat to the interpretation of my 

main results is the possibility that mixed coalitions might perform worse than left- and right-

wing rules, and that Swedish voters punish bad performances and not that the established parties 

are perceived as becoming more similar in terms of policy and ideology. SALAR (2016) 

explains that the culture and expectations that formed the basis of bloc politics remained in 

many municipalities, even when the parliamentary situation no longer supported it. If parties 

from different blocs choose to focus on their differences in a mixed coalition and it affects the 

coalition’s overall performance, voters may punish the ruling parties by voting for the SD the 

following election. To test whether mixed coalitions perform worse than other rule-types, I have 

collected survey data from The National SOM Surveys (2008, 2012 and 2016) on how satisfied 

individuals are with the way democracy works in their municipality on a scale from 1 to 434. 

Table A.3 in the appendix shows that the effect of mixed coalitions on democracy satisfaction 

is small and statistically insignificant. A possible explanation for this is that most surveys are 

answered in late September to late January the next year. Since I have collected the survey data 

in election years35, a significant share of the respondents may not have had the time to form an 

opinion on the performance in their municipality at the time of answering the survey. Therefore, 

                                                 
34 Where 1 is very satisfied and 4 is very dissatisfied. 
35 General elections are held on the second Sunday in September.  
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I cannot fully dismiss the possibility that mixed coalitions perform worse than other rule-types, 

although Table A.3 indicates that they do not.  

 Somewhat related to the performance of mixed coalitions, another potential threat to the 

interpretation of my main results is the possibility that the SD might put more effort into their 

following election campaigns in municipalities with mixed coalitions. I identify two main 

reasons for this to be the case. First, municipalities with mixed coalitions could be interpreted 

as ‘weakened’, compared to municipalities with left- and right-wing rules. Since the main 

reason for the decline in municipalities where the largest bloc reaches a seat majority in the 

municipal assembly is the recent success of the SD, the party may treat a mixed coalition as a 

win and be motivated to gain even more votes the following election. Second, the argument that 

the ‘establishment’ is one single entity is stronger in municipalities with mixed coalitions, 

which might have a negative effect on the SD election campaigns in municipalities with other 

rule-types. In this paper, I assume that no party or bloc can perfectly manipulate the mandate 

distribution and that all parties try to get as many votes as possible in all elections. I cannot, 

however, fully dismiss that motivation has an impact on election results, or that the SD is more 

motivated in municipalities with mixed coalitions.  

 In terms of external validity, it is worth addressing that my preferred estimate is based 

on 387 out of 1160 observations. Out of these 387 observations, there are 96 in which the largest 

bloc did not reach a seat majority in the municipal assembly, and only 64 resulted in a mixed 

coalition. Therefore, my preferred estimate is based on the outcome of about 5.5 percent of my 

total number of observations, and although the instrument in my preferred estimation is 

sufficiently strong and my preferred estimate is statistically significant at the 5 percent level, 

the number of treated observations is small. What is reassuring, however, is that all significant 

estimates using my reduced sample ranges between 11.65 and 14.75 percentage points, and that 

the two estimates in the full sample that are statistically significant shows an average effect of 

11.30 and 12.73 percentage points, indicating that my preferred estimate of 11.71 is not an 

outlier in the context of my fuzzy-RD estimations. Therefore, based on the significant fuzzy-

RD estimates, I feel comfortable suggesting that my preferred estimate is externally valid in 

Swedish municipalities during my sample period.  

 Regarding the national level, it is hard to predict how generalizable my main findings 

are. On the one hand, Table 2 shows that the SD have been more successful at the national level, 

compared to Swedish municipalities during my sample period, which have been characterized 

by broad agreements including most or some established parties from both political blocs. On 

the other hand, Sweden has not had a formal mixed coalition since the 1950s, and it is very hard 
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to predict how Swedish voters would respond if one was formed. What is clear though is that 

populist radical right parties and candidates have been very successful all around the Western 

political sphere, and that the theoretical framework on which I build my main hypothesis on 

was created with a national setting in mind. Therefore, I predict that mixed coalitions will have 

a positive effect on populist radical right parties in institutional settings that are comparable to 

the Swedish. The size of the effect is, however, expected to vary, depending on the different 

institutional settings.  

 

10. Conclusion 

In this paper, I have analysed whether mixed coalitions in Swedish municipalities have a causal 

effect on the following municipal election results of the SD, using the quasi-random variation 

found at the majority threshold as an instrument. I find that, when the largest bloc is unable to 

reach a seat majority in a municipal assembly and forms a coalition with one or several parties 

from the other bloc, the SD increase their municipal vote share by on average 11.71 percentage 

points the following election. I interpret the result as support for the view that Swedish voters 

punish the established parties when they are perceived as becoming more similar in terms of 

policy and ideology. Moreover, my results show that the effect is only statistically significant 

in municipalities where no small and/or local parties exist when lower bandwidths are used, 

indicating that the largest bloc in many municipalities prefer to form a coalition with these 

parties when the opportunity exists.  

 To the best of my knowledge, I am the first to use election data to estimate the causal 

effect of mixed coalitions on the following election results of populist radical right parties. My 

sample is, however, limited in size and restricted to Swedish municipalities within a relatively 

short time span. Therefore, this paper should mainly be interpreted as a complement to other 

empirical studies in similar settings. I have shown that practical consensus solutions such as 

mixed coalitions can be a double-edged sword for the established parties. On the one hand, 

mixed coalitions will reduce the influence of populist radical right parties in the short run. On 

the other hand, mixed coalitions may erode the established parties’ fundamental differences in 

terms of policy and ideology. And since there are few signs indicating that the vote share of 

populist radical right parties is going to be less relevant in the upcoming future, I hope that this 

paper will inspire future researchers to investigate the effect of political consensus solutions on 

populist radical right parties in other institutional settings.  
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Appendix 

Table A.1. OLS Estimations 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

VARIABLES SD vote share SD vote share SD vote share SD vote share 

     

Mixed rule 3.045*** 0.521** 2.571*** 0.373 

 (0.483) (0.253) (0.463) (0.245) 

Fixed effects No Yes No Yes 

Controls No No Yes Yes 

     

Observations 1,160 1,160 1,160 1,160 

R-squared 0.050 0.885 0.262 0.895 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Figure A.1. Histogram of the Density of the Winning Margin (Reduced Sample) 

 

 

Table A.2. Majority and Rule-Type Data (Reduced Sample) 

Majority 

Type of rule 

Right rule Mixed rule Left rule Total 

No 16 66 17 99 

Yes 182 95 211 488 

Total 198 161 228 587 
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Figure A.2. Balance of Covariates Checks (Reduced Sample) 

 

 

Table A.3. OLS Estimations (Satisfaction) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

VARIABLES Satisfaction Satisfaction Satisfaction Satisfaction 

     

Mixed rule 0.0311 -0.0193 0.0157 -0.0154 

 (0.0212) (0.0277) (0.0205) (0.0258) 

Fixed effects No Yes No Yes 

Controls No No Yes Yes 

     

Observations 11,274 11,274 11,274 11,274 

R-squared 0.000 0.052 0.010 0.054 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 


