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Unity or Distinction over Political Borders? 
The Impact of Mainstream Parties in Local 
Seat Majorities on Refugee reception

Kristoffer Jutvik*

This study exploits close elections in Sweden to assess the causal relationship between seat 
majorities for mainstream political parties and refugee reception policy. The study focuses on 
the two dominant mainstream political blocs, in a centre-right and a centre-left coalition, dur-
ing three waves of elections from 2002 to 2010. In doing so, the study makes a few contributions 
to current research: Firstly, besides addressing a current knowledge gap in the focus on main-
stream parties and refugee reception policy, this study investigates the impact of seat majorities 
which potentially have a more influential position compared to individual parties. Secondly, the 
study relies on an empirical strategy which allows comparison of comparable cases. Lastly, the 
study focuses on mainstream parties at the local level of government within one institutional 
context and thus addresses the obstacle of case comparability within cross-country studies. In 
conclusion, this study finds that the relationship between the mainstream political blocs and 
refugee reception policy is of an associative nature. In order to find significant estimates of seat 
majorities, the win margin for each bloc needs to be substantial. These results indicate that 
there is a unified political attitude over the mainstream blocs towards refugee reception and 
that other factors, and not political seat majorities, have contributed to the uneven distribution 
of refugees among municipalities in Sweden.

Introduction
Over the last decades, the varying level of refugee reception rates across 
the European Union (EU) has emerged from a peripheral position to the 
centre of the political and academic debate. The intensity of these debates 
came to a head following the rapid increase in asylum applications in 2015 
and 2016, during which several political leaders urged for solidarity in refu-
gee reception between European member-states. Recently, however, schol-
ars have noted that the uneven distribution of refugees exists not only at the 
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national level but also within nation-states between regional and municipal 
units (Caponio et al. 2010; Folke 2010; Lidén & Nyhlén 2014). In order to 
understand these differences, a growing number of studies have focused on 
the relationship between the governing political parties and the level of ref-
ugee intake, often measured in the number of admitted refugees within an 
election term (Folke 2010, 2014; Gudbrandsen 2010; Bolin et al. 2014).1

Initially, following the electoral success of anti-immigration parties 
across Europe, a large part of the literature has focused on how these par-
ties influence reception policies. However, it has also been noted that the 
focus on anti-immigration parties neglected the analysis of mainstream par-
ties and coalitions. Therefore, the relationship between mainstream parties 
and migration policy has been called a ‘blind spot’ in current research (Bale 
2008, 326; Bucken-Knapp et al. 2014, 557). The limited focus on mainstream 
parties is somewhat puzzling given the strong theoretical claims in existing 
studies suggesting that left-wing parties are more willing to receive refugees 
compared to their right-wing counterparts (e.g., Bale 2008; Gilljam et al. 
2010; Bucken-Knapp et al. 2014).

With the above in mind, this paper takes a different approach. Focusing 
on the local level of government in Sweden, this study investigates if seat 
majorities, consisting of mainstream parties in a centre-right and centre-left 
bloc, have an effect on municipal refugee reception policy during three 
waves of elections. From an international perspective, Sweden has often 
been associated with substantial refugee reception and an inclusive policy 
approach during the time frame of this study. However, although the influx 
of refugees has grown steadily on the national level, local governments 
embraced contrasting approaches to refugee reception during the same 
period. Insights from previous studies suggest that a few municipalities had 
greater involvement, while others have been less involved, receiving a low 
number or no refugees at all (Bolin et al. 2014; Folke 2014; Lidén & Nyhlén 
2014; SOU 2018:22). This study, therefore, addresses the following research 
question: Do local seat majorities for mainstream political coalitions affect 
refugee reception policy?

In doing so, this study brings a few additions to the current state of 
research. Firstly, the study adds knowledge on the influence of mainstream 
coalitions, in the form of centre-right and centre-left seat majorities, rather 
than the vote share of one individual (anti-immigration) party. The argu-
ment is not that the vote share for particular parties is less important, but 
rather that mainstream parties forming a majority may have a significantly 
influential position to realise politics, especially in multiparty systems (Bale 
2008). Sweden also constitutes an interesting case with regard to local 
refugee reception with significant disparities in municipal refugee intake 
(SOU 2018:22). Although several scholars maintain that the political map 
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in Sweden did consist of two stable blocs for a significant amount of time 
(Pettersson-Lidbom 2008; Folke et al. 2017), few studies have scrutinised 
their potential influence on refugee reception policy.

Secondly, this study relies on an empirical strategy that allows investiga-
tion into the causal effect of seat majorities on refugee reception in Regression 
Discontinuity Design (RDD). In essence, an RDD addresses the problem 
of omitted variable bias by comparing cases close to a known threshold. 
In this study, the threshold is set by the win margin to a seat majority for 
each bloc in the local council. By focusing on the cases close to the thresh-
old, the method allows identification of comparable cases. In doing so, the 
method attributes any potential difference in the outcome variable to the 
treatment. Given the varying character of Swedish municipalities in terms 
of, for instance, size, location, history of migration and housing availability, 
such a strategy seems fruitful.

Lastly, the study focuses on the local level of government within one 
nation-state rather than comparing localities across different national 
contexts within varying institutional settings (cf. Caponio et al. 2010). A 
local focus allows investigation into a larger number of units within the 
same political and institutional setting (290 municipalities in Sweden) and 
addresses the obstacle of case comparability within cross-country studies. 
This is a strategy that has been encouraged in previous studies (e.g., Bäck 
2003; Bolin et al. 2014; Lidén & Nyhlén 2014).

This study concludes that the relationship between seat majorities for 
the mainstream political blocs and refugee reception is of an associative 
rather than causal nature. Given the current situation in Sweden, where 
a few municipalities governed by centre-right majorities have distinguish 
themselves among municipalities that receive fewer refugees, it is import-
ant to conclude that these contexts constitute outliers rather than a general 
pattern. The association between the political blocs and refugee reception 
follows the theoretically expected patterns: municipalities with centre-left 
seat majorities have a higher rate of refugee reception. However, in order to 
produce significant estimates, the win margin for each political bloc needs 
to be rather substantial. More specifically, win margins larger than about 
10 percent or more for each political bloc yield significant estimates. It is 
important to keep in mind that as we move out from the threshold, we 
include potential omitted variables and can hence not attribute the change 
in refugee reception to the political blocs. All in all, the conclusions indi-
cate a unified political attitude over the mainstream parties towards refu-
gee reception and that other factors, and not political seat majorities, have 
contributed to the uneven distribution of refugees among municipalities in 
Sweden.

The article has the following structure: Firstly, it provides a theoretical 
argument as to why political parties would have an influence on policy 
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in general and on migration policy in particular. This section is followed 
by an overview of how mainstream parties position themselves regarding 
migration. After that, it provides a discussion about the institutional setting 
and the capacity of Swedish municipalities to control migration. Finally, the 
methodological strategy and the data are described, followed by the results 
and the conclusions of the study.

Theory and Institutional Setting
This section introduces the theoretical framework of the study. First, the 
partisan theory is described to define how political parties may influence 
migration policy. As noted in previous studies, in order for the theoretical 
assumptions to be valid, political parties must have diverging ideologies 
about migration and operate within entities with institutional capacity to 
influence refugee inflow. Therefore, these issues will be discussed below in 
sequential order.

The Impact of Political Parties: Theory and Critique
The question of whether the composition of political parties affects pol-
icy is a central issue within political science and other disciplines. Manfred 
Schmidt’s seminal work hypothesised that ‘a major determinant of variation 
in policy choices and policy output in constitutional democracies is the party 
composition of government’ (Schmidt 1996, 155). This hypothesis, referred 
to as the ‘partisan theory’, has encouraged a large number of studies related 
to the composition of political parties and their influence on policy regard-
ing, for instance, taxation (Pettersson-Lidbom 2008; Folke 2014; Fiva et al. 
2018), welfare (Han 2013), unemployment benefits (Hibbs 1977) and mi-
gration (Gudbrandsen 2010; Folke 2014; Han 2015). In essence, the partisan 
theory assumes that policy choices of political parties mirror preferences of 
different social constituencies. As all political parties are office-seeking, the 
incumbent parties’ main goal is to develop and implement policy in order 
to remain in office and satisfy the preferences of voters. Assuming that gov-
ernments can implement policies chosen by the parties in power, the parti-
san theory holds that there is a law-like tendency, both within and between 
nations, regarding policy that depends on the composition of parties within 
the government (Hibbs 1992, 362). In other words, the theory holds that 
changes in the party structure of governing assemblies cause a change in 
policy.

The link between political parties and policy has been corroborated in 
several empirical studies. For instance, Pettersson-Lidbom (2008, 1054) has 
suggested that left-wing governments employ more workers and increase 
taxes more compared to right-wing governments in Swedish municipalities. 
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Building on this research, Fiva et al. (2018, 27) have suggested that shifts 
in bloc majorities do cause a change in fiscal policies and welfare spending 
in Norway. These conclusions are further strengthened by evidence from 
Germany (Freier & Odendahl 2015, 325). Focusing on mayoral partisanship 
at the local level in the United States, Gerber and Hopkins (2011, 337) have 
suggested that cities that elect a Democratic mayor, spend less on public 
safety. Nevertheless, other scholars have criticised the theory, arguing that 
political parties may deviate from the theoretically expected policy choices 
following an alleged reduced capacity of governments to implement pol-
icy, changing values in the electorate, and other contextual factors (see 
Häusermann et al. (2013), for a review).

It is further important to note that migration policy contains some unique 
traits that differ from the policy types mentioned above. First, while general 
policy, such as fiscal or welfare regulations, is often targeted towards a com-
munity of citizens, migration policy focuses on a group of individuals that 
are not yet fully a part of, or even outside, this community. In that manner, 
policies regarding refugee migration are partly motivated by circumstances 
outside the host destination. Secondly, although existing studies make dis-
tinct theoretical assumptions about the behaviour of political actors and 
impact of structural conditions on migration policy, empirical evidence 
suggests that these assumptions do not always work as expected. Lastly, 
migration constitutes a policy area in which there is a discussion whether 
governments have the capacity to control the inflow of refugees. This discus-
sion is especially relevant with regard to local politics. In the Swedish con-
text, prior studies have suggested that local politics differs from the national 
level as party representatives often prioritise local issues and that the com-
position of the municipal committees [nämnd] must include politicians from 
the majority and the opposition that, potentially, has opposing views about 
migration (Bretzer 2017, 210–15).

The ability of nation-states and municipalities to control migration is a 
debated issue in the previous literature. Some authors have claimed that 
nation-states and municipalities can control the inflow of refugees by imple-
menting more or less restrictive policy measures regarding entry, asylum 
and welfare. Other scholarly camps have argued that governments, more or 
less, lack the capacity to control migration. In general, these studies argue 
that complex processes, such as globalisation and increased emphasis on 
multi-level governance, have excavated the steering capacities of govern-
ments and thus redirected influence over policy to other actors than parties 
(e.g., Schmidt 1996).

Other studies have suggested that post-industrialisation has altered the 
values of electoral constituencies (Joppke 2004; Häusermann et al. 2013). 
Following these changes, parties cannot be expected to advocate the same 
policies as in the industrial age. It has further been suggested that political 
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grievances regarding migration has diminished due to political, ideological 
convergence and the alleged failure of multicultural policies (Joppke 2004, 
244). As ideological differences between political actors supposedly dimin-
ish, so do the potential differences in policy.

Another strand of literature suggests that the institutional context and 
party competition influence the policy choices of parties. As described 
below, parties in Sweden operate within a proportional election system. As 
opposed to majoritarian election systems, political parties in Sweden oper-
ate in a multi-party system which demands coalition building to form a gov-
ernment (Folke 2014, 1361). Some authors have argued that there is stability 
in the formation of coalitions in a centre-right and a centre-left bloc and 
that the system therefore can be treated as a majoritarian two-party system 
(e.g., Pettersson-Lidbom 2008). Other scholars have suggested that the vote 
share of parties, transformed into seats in the governing assembly, influ-
ences their bargaining position and power within a coalition. As such, the 
vote share of individual parties has been used to evaluate partisan influence 
on policy development (e.g., Bolin et al. 2014; Lidén & Nyhlén 2014). Lastly, 
other scholars have highlighted that multi-party systems provide opportu-
nities to discuss and deliberate within committees and council meetings. In 
that manner, these authors argue that the seat share of individual parties 
play a less salient role compared to providing convincing arguments.2

In sum, despite the above critique, a large number of studies have sug-
gested a partisan influence on policy. However, there is a lack of empirical 
assessments of the causal influence of (mainstream) partisanship in the area 
of migration policy which motivates the approach in this study. In order to 
further motivate the expectation of a left-right divide, the next section sum-
marises the ideological positions of mainstream parties regarding migration 
in Sweden and elsewhere.

Mainstream Parties and the Migration Issue
How then do mainstream parties differ in their ideology and approach to 
migration? In general, existing studies hold that centre-right parties are 
more inclined to pursue a restrictive migration policy in comparison to  
centre-left parties (Bale 2003, 2008; Odmalm 2011; Bucken-Knapp et al. 
2014; Han 2015). Bale (2008, 319) has suggested that the position of right-
wing parties can be explained by an agenda set to preserve the cultural and 
socio-economic status quo rested in homogeneous societies which may be 
altered by a large influx of migrants. Other work has argued that the polit-
ical right is increasingly inclined to adopt restrictive policies or cooperate 
with anti-immigrant parties as a strategy to win back voters from the far-
right and expand the right political bloc (Bale 2003; Odmalm 2011). On the 
other hand, it is suggested that centre-left parties implement liberal policies 
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with reference to their ideological commitment to social justice, equality 
and multiculturalism (Han 2015).

There are several studies that complicate the position of the political par-
ties described above. Within the Swedish context, Dahlström and Esaiasson 
(2013, 359) have argued that mainstream parties largely dismissed restric-
tive migration policy as a strategy to hinder the legitimisation of the Sweden 
Democrats (SD) and other anti-immigration parties. In a cross-national 
study, Bale et al. (2010, 232) have suggested that social democratic parties 
across three nation-states choose to adopt restrictive approaches to migra-
tion due to the influence of the far-right, the behaviour of the centre-right 
and internal party conflicts. In a similar vein, Hinnfors et al. (2012) hold 
that the Social Democrats in Sweden developed a restrictive stance towards 
migration in national politics. It has been suggested that the varying posi-
tion of left-wing parties may be caused by diverging preferences in the con-
stituency between unskilled workers, having a negative attitude towards 
migrants and refugees (Mayda 2006, 526), and ideological liberals and eth-
nic minorities, with positive attitudes (Han 2015, 604).

In the Swedish case, the attitudes of the parties in the main political 
blocs towards refugee reception have been put under scrutiny in existing 
research (e.g., Gilljam et al. 2010; Demker 2013; Widfeldt 2015). In line with 
the expectations above, these studies have argued that the centre-right bloc 
is less favourable to refugee reception in general while centre-left parties 
are more favourable (Gilljam et al. 2010, 36; Widfeldt 2015, 413). Although 
the political blocs are more or less favourable to migration, these studies 
have also indicated that there are different views between the parties within 
the blocs: In the centre-left bloc, the Social Democrats position themselves 
as having the most restrictive stance. In the centre-right bloc, on the other 
hand, the Conservative party has been suggested as having the most restric-
tive view on migration (Widfeldt 2015, 413). Other studies have further sug-
gested that voters’ preferences on migration are strongly correlated with 
the position of the party they vote for (Demker 2013, 119) and that party 
representatives’ perceived views on migration fit with policy output in the 
subsequent length of office (Folke 2014, 1383).

Following the proposed positions of the political blocs, several studies 
have attempted to empirically assess the relationship between political par-
ties and refugee reception in Sweden. For instance, Folke (2014) has sug-
gested that party representation, measured in the share of seats in local 
assemblies, has a significant effect on refugee reception policy in Swedish 
municipalities. In particular, the seat share of the Liberal party has the larg-
est positive effect on the number of received refugees, while the seat share 
of the anti-immigration party at the time, New Democracy, has the largest 
negative effect (Folke 2014, 1381). The study further investigates the influ-
ence of bloc politics but finds no significant effect of shifts in seat majorities. 
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In another study, Bolin et al. (2014, 337) have argued that refugee reception 
is negatively associated with the vote share for the conservative party and 
that the vote share for the SD lacks significance for reception policy if the 
party does not hold the balance of power. Lidén and Nyhlén (2014, 561) 
have investigated the impact of both structural and political factors in an 
attempt to explain differences in refugee reception between municipalities. 
The authors do not find any significant effects for the vote share for neither 
the left nor the conservative party but hold that the vote share for the SD is 
negatively associated with refugee reception.

In sum, the main part of the literature above assumes an ideological 
left-right effect on migration policy. In the Swedish case, the position of the 
political parties has been questioned in several studies. However, in regard 
to the attitudes towards migration and the ideology of parties, the expec-
tation of a left-right divide across the blocs is more apparent, particularly 
in local politics (Gilljam et al. 2010; Demker 2013; Widfeldt 2015). This, 
together with the assumptions about partisan influence, indeed motivates 
the expectation of an effect of the main political blocs in Sweden on the 
local level. Such investigation is motivated not only by the lack of previous 
causal assessments but also to put the assumptions in the partisan theory to 
a critical test in the area of migration. Moreover, with the exemption of the 
study by Folke (2014), previous studies neglect the dimension of bloc poli-
tics and focus explicitly on the vote share of one or a restricted set of parties 
within the Swedish multiparty system. This study also takes into account the 
influence of the sum of individual parties within the traditional blocs when 
they do or do not form a government despite having a seat majority (see 
Figure 2a,b). In that manner, the study brings a novel contribution to the 
literature with the explicit focus on the relationship between seat majorities 
for the mainstream political blocs and refugee reception policy.

Swedish Municipalities and Refugee Reception
A prerequisite for partisan influence is that municipalities have at least 
some capacity to control migration. In general, such an assumption seems 
valid since municipalities in Sweden enjoy a high degree of local autonomy 
in an international comparison (Loughlin 2000, 25; Bäck 2003, 47). The 
local autonomy is protected by the Swedish constitution and enables local 
governments to develop and implement policy. By having the authority to 
collect taxes from its residents, municipal governments may allocate means 
to different societal spheres in accordance with their political agendas. This 
constitutional features provide local governments with a high degree of 
freedom and contribute to the notion of Sweden as a decentralised welfare 
state where the responsibility for welfare provisions rest at the regional and 
local levels (Montin & Wikström 2007, 36–44).
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Nevertheless, the municipal capacity to control migration is less straight-
forward. There are substantial inter-municipal variations in refugee recep-
tion at the local level: a few municipalities have received about 20 refugees 
per 1,000 inhabitants every year while others have received a significantly 
lower amount or, in some cases, none. The local disparities are further signif-
icant across municipalities with centre-left and centre-right seat majorities. 
Figure 1 plots the average number of received refugees per 1,000 inhabitants 
following the local elections in 2002, 2006 and 2010. Following the assump-
tions drawn above, the figure suggests that municipalities with centre-left 
seat majorities consistently had a higher reception rate compared to munic-
ipalities with centre-right seat majorities. Figure 1 further indicates that the 
differences have increased over time. The uneven reception at the local level 
has greatly contributed to a concentration of refugees and their families into 
certain geographical areas (Lidén & Nyhlén 2014; SOU 2018:22).

With regard to local refugee reception, municipalities do constitute 
important actors. During the time frame of this study, municipalities in 
Sweden could negotiate the annual number of received refugees (ABO-
category). Beside the negotiated quotas, refugees could also move to a 
municipality of their own choice, as long as they could find a housing option 
within that municipality (EBO category). Thus, there were two categories of 
municipal reception in negotiated (ABO) and self-selected (EBO) migration.

Figure 1. Differences in refugee intake between municipalities with centre-left and centre-right 
seat majorities. Source: Data from SKL (2018).
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Previous studies have treated these negotiations in different ways; while 
some studies have argued that they provided municipalities with a tool 
to influence local reception (Qvist 2012, 105), others have argued that 
they gave municipalities ‘large possibilities’ (Folke 2014, 1373) or even 
‘full autonomy’ (Lidén & Nyhlén 2014, 457) to control the inflow of ref-
ugees into their municipality. During the period of this study, it is these 
regulations that were pertained.3 Hence, the main focus here is the annual 
number of received refugees (per 1,000 inhabitants) in the negotiated 
reception.

Parties, Elections and Institutional Structure in 
Sweden
Sweden is a unitary state organised into 290 municipalities at the local level. 
Swedish municipalities are governed by local councils (kommunfullmäk-
tige) elected via a proportional representation rule every four years. The 
councils referred to as the ‘equivalent of the national-level parliament’ 
in previous research (Bäck 2003, 48) vary in terms of members, ranging 
from 31 representatives to 101 representatives depending on the size of the 
municipality. As a consequence of the proportional electoral system, the 
Swedish municipalities are multiparty systems. Each municipality also has 
executive committees (kommunstyrelse) having the mandate to prepare 
and implement all decisions taken in the local council. The members of the 
executive committee are elected by the local council, usually appointing the 
most central positions to politicians from the majority party or the majority 
bloc.

Before the national election in 2018, the formation of parties at the local 
level did correspond to the two-bloc organisation at the national level of 
government, in a centre-right and a centre-left coalition (Pettersson-Lidbom 
2008, 1039; Folke et al. 2017, 498).4 The centre-left bloc (de Röd-Gröna) con-
sisted of the Social Democrats, the Left party and the Green party while 
the centre-right bloc (Alliansen) consisted of the Conservatives, the Center 
party, the Liberal party and the Christian Democrats. In addition to these 
parties, there were also smaller local parties which hold about 4–5 percent 
of the total council seats (Folke et al. 2016, 6). The anti-immigration party, 
the SD, has gradually become an important political actor with no ties to 
the mainstream political blocs. The average vote share for the SD increased 
from 2.88 percent in the municipal election 2006 to 4.91 percent in the elec-
tion 2010 which made it increasingly difficult to form majority governments 
based on the traditional blocs (Wänström 2016, 6). Although the number 
of minority governments increased in the election 2010, the SD did not 
hold the balance of power in the municipalities with either centre-right or 
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centre-left seat majorities. This suggests that the SD had limited influence 
over policy in these municipalities.

In the three mandate periods between 2002 and 2010, the left-bloc 
obtained seat majorities in 355 (out of 870) municipalities while the  
centre-right bloc obtained seat majorities in 305 municipalities. But how 
often did seat majority lead to the formation of a governing coalition in 
these cases? Figure 2a,b visualises the percentage of governing coalitions 
consisting of parties in the two political blocs following a seat majority. The 
figures rely on two measurements provided by the Swedish Association 
of Local Authorities and Regions (Figure 2a) and the Kommundatabasen 
(Figure 2b). The first measure defines the government as centre-left or 
centre-right if one or more parties from each bloc formed a government 
following a seat majority whereas the second measure demands that all par-
ties in the centre-right bloc and at least two parties in the centre-left bloc 
formed a government. Figure 2a indicates that the centre-left bloc formed 
the governing coalition in 88.46 percent of all municipalities in which they 
gained seat majorities. The corresponding number for the centre-right bloc 
was 99.35 percent. Similarly, Figure 2b indicates that the centre-left bloc 
formed a government in 81.97 percent while the centre-right bloc formed 
a governing coalition in 87.91 percent of all municipalities in which they 
gained a seat majority. Thus, the parties tended to cooperate within their 
political bloc and seat majorities were strongly associated with government 
formation during the period of interest.

Methodological Approach
This study relies on Regression Discontinuity Design (RDD) to estimate the 
effect of local seat majorities on refugee intake. An RDD assigns each unit of 
observations with a continuous score, and treatment is then given to all units 
whose values of the score exceed a known threshold. Conversely, treatment 
is not given to units whose value are below the know threshold (Imbens 
& Lemieux 2008, 616). The score in this study, referred to as the running 
variable, is the win margin to seat majority for the political blocs described 
above. The RD approach has been utilised in several recent attempts to as-
sess partisan influence on different outcomes. So far, authors have used the 
method both to demonstrate causal effects, as in Lee et al. (2004) assessing 
the link between partisanship and voting, and refute causality, as in Ferreira 
and Gyourko (2009) investigating the influence of the mayoral party on 
different policy outcomes. As opposed to the two aforementioned studies 
which build on data from majoritarian election systems, this study focuses 
on a setting with proportional election rules. Therefore, this study follows 
the approach developed by Folke (Folke 2014; Folke et al. 2017) to apply an 
RDD in a proportional election system (cf. Pettersson-Lidbom 2008).
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Figure 2. (a and b) Two measures of governing coalitions and seat majorities. Source: Data from 
SKL (2018), Figure 2a, and Kommundatabasen (2018), Figure 2b.
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One of the benefits of an RDD is that it assumes that change in treatment 
assignment can be used to determine the treatment effect on an outcome. 
In this manner, the method makes strong causal claims between treatment 
and outcome. As long as sorting over the threshold is impossible, an RDD 
assumes that the observations just below the threshold are assumed to con-
stitute the counterfactuals for units just above the threshold due to their 
randomly assigned treatment status (Imbens & Lemieux 2008, 619). This 
feature of the research design is especially important given the different 
character, in terms of size, location, history of migration, housing availabil-
ity and inflow of self-selected migration across municipalities in Sweden. 
Housing availability (Myrberg & Westin 2016, 98) and self-selected migra-
tion (Myrberg 2017, 326) have furthermore been suggested to have a strong 
influence on local refugee intake in Sweden and could potentially obscure 
causal inference in alternative empirical approaches. However, in an RDD 
setup, it is assumed that observations close to the threshold are similar in 
all relevant aspects but their treatment status, that is, a centre-right or a  
centre-left seat majority in the local assembly.

There are, however, a few important aspects of the research design that 
needs to be discussed further. Firstly, a ‘sharp’ RDD assumes that all obser-
vations above the threshold are treated, that is, have a seat majority for 
either one of the traditional blocs. Although this is the case in this study, 
gaining a seat majority does not necessarily imply that the bloc with a major-
ity of seats form a governing coalition as indicated in Figure 2a,b. If one 
assumes that only governing parties can influence policy, it could be rele-
vant to consider a ‘fuzzy’ RDD approach, in which some observations above 
the threshold potentially fail to receive treatment and some observations 
below the threshold receive treatment. However, as discussed above, parties 
may also influence policy even if they are left out from a governing position. 
It is, therefore, valid to assume that centre-right and centre-left seat majori-
ties influence policy even if they fail to form a governing local government. 
Based on this assumption, the approach in this study indeed constitutes a 
‘sharp’ RDD. Nevertheless, the treatment in this study is seat majorities for 
the two main political blocs that may, as in the majority of municipalities 
included here, or may not form the governing coalition. These parties may, 
therefore, exert direct influence on policy from a governing position or indi-
rect influence from a position outside the governing coalition.

The Data Set
The data set covers three waves of elections (2002, 2006 and 2010). The 
period in the study ends before the increase in refugee inflow, in 2015 and 
2016, and the subsequent implementation of the national dispersal scheme 
in 2016. The data have been organised in a manner where each variable 
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contains the municipal average in annual refugee intake during the years 
following an election. The outcome variable in the study measures the mu-
nicipal refugee reception across all 290 municipalities in Sweden. In order 
to construct a comparable measure, the variable reports the average number 
of refugees received within the negotiated reception (ABO-category) after 
each election at the municipal level (per 1,000 inhabitants).

The running variable, measuring the win margin to seat majority in the 
local assembly, relies on a measure developed by Folke et al. (2017). The 
measure allows definition of close elections in the Swedish system with pro-
portional representation (PR). In their approach, Folke et al. (2017) con-
struct a running variable, one for each bloc, which measures the closeness 
of an election by identifying the change in vote allocation that would cause 
the winning bloc to lose a seat majority or, on the contrary, the losing bloc 
to win. In other words, the variable should be interpreted as the percentage 
of votes that were needed to give or take the majority from each block in a 
specific election. The measurement is considered to be especially suiting to 
include in this study as it takes into account the varying size of electoral dis-
tricts in Sweden in which a shift in vote allocation from one bloc to another 
will have different implications depending on which party within each bloc 
that lost or won the vote. Another benefit with the measure is that it gives 
no sorting over the threshold (Folke et al. 2017).

In addition to the main variables specified above, this study also includes 
a number of control variables in the level of unemployment, the share of 
highly educated residents, the share of ageing population, the vote share for 
the SD and the number of self-selected migration (EBO category) in each 
election term.

Empirical Setup
This study performs a number of regression techniques in order to esti-
mate the effect of local seat majorities held by the mainstream political  
blocs. The regression estimates are found in Table 1. Firstly, in order to  
estimate the average treatment effect (ATE), that is, the effect among all 
included cases in the study (870 municipalities), column 1 reports the esti-
mate from a standard ordinary least squares (OLS) regression. The treat-
ment variables, Centre-left maj and Centre-right maj, are dummy variables 
for municipalities with centre-left seat majorities and centre-right seat  
majorities. As the variables are binary, the coefficient can be interpreted as 
the difference in means of the dependent variable (refugee reception) in 
municipalities in which the two political blocs gained or failed to gain a seat 
majority in the local assembly.

Secondly, three additional strategies attempt to estimate the local treat-
ment effect (LTE) in columns 2–6. With the underlying assumption of an 
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RDD in mind, namely that smaller margins closer to the threshold express 
the causal effect, these estimations are central to the analysis. The ‘close 
margin specification’ reports estimates from differential win margins, includ-
ing 5 percent and 1 percent of the windows on each side of the threshold. 
The ‘flexible polynomial specification’ adds a second-order polynomial of 
the running variable to control for non-linear patterns. In these estimations, 
a number of observations in the tails of the running variable are dropped. 
Third, the ‘local linear regression’ includes a local linear control function, 
which accounts for the relationship between the running variable and the 
outcome with a win margin of 5 percent on each side of the threshold. Lastly, 
column 7 reports the estimate relying on the optimal bandwidth suggested 
by the ‘rdrobust’ package to get a final estimate of the relationship.

Results
The following section provides the results of the study. First, the graphical 
evidence is presented, followed by the regression estimates. After that, the 
effect of seat majorities across different win margins and political contexts 
is considered and discussed.

Baseline Results - Do Centre-right and Centre-left Seat Majorities Affect 
Refugee Reception?

The results are presented with an initial focus on the graphical evidence 
and, thereafter, the regression estimates. Figure 3a,b plots the averages in 
local refugee intake (per 1,000 inhabitants) against the win margin to seat 
majority for the centre-right (in Figure 3a) and the centre-left political blocs 
(in Figure 3b). The graphs plot the binned average of municipal reception 
where each dot contains several observations.5 The dashed line in the mid-
dle of the graphs marks the threshold of winning or losing a seat majority. 
As seen in the Figure 3a,b, there is no clear jump at the threshold in any 
of the figures. Conversely, the level of reception is rather constant as the 
threshold is passed.

Figure 3a plots the average refugee reception in municipalities with  
centre-right seat majorities. As can be seen in the figure, there is no imme-
diate discrepancy around the threshold. In the 5 percent window, the level 
of reception is relatively stable. If any, and perhaps surprisingly, there is a 
minor discontinuation just above the threshold opposite of the theoret-
ical assumptions discussed earlier. On the contrary, the slight increase in 
Figure 3a suggests that municipalities with small positive win margins for 
the centre-right bloc have a slightly higher average in refugee reception. 
However, as the win margin increases, the level of reception drops gradually 
as expected, although the trend is rather constant.
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Focusing on municipalities with centre-left seat majorities, Figure 3b 
gives similar conclusions: there is no observable discontinuation around 
the threshold. Again, there is a slightly lower trend among municipalities 

Figure 3. (a and b) Plotting the win margins and municipal refugee reception (per 1,000 
inhabitants). Source: Data from SKL (2018).
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with centre-left seat majorities close to the threshold. As the win margin 
is increased, the level of refugee intake increases as expected. All in all, 
the graphical evidence points to very minor or non-existing effects close to 
the thresholds. Therefore, based on the graphical evidence, it seems that the 
local effects of seat majorities for the centre-right and centre-left blocs are 
insignificant although there is an apparent average treatment effect (ATE) 
in municipalities with larger win margins.

The regression estimates in Table 1 mirror the graphical evidence and 
give further credibility to a null effect. The first row in the table shows the 
estimates without control variables, while the second row includes a number 
of contextual and socioeconomic control variables. Starting from the right 
side of the table, the estimates from the OLS regressions are reported in 
column 1. These estimates indicate, in line with the theoretical assumptions 
outlined above, that municipalities with centre-right seat majorities receive 
fewer refugees. Including the control variables, the estimates suggest that 
municipalities in which the centre-right bloc gained seat majorities receive 
0,44 refugees less on average per 1,000 inhabitants compared to municipal-
ities in which they did not gain seat majorities. Conversely, municipalities 
in which the centre-left bloc gained seat majorities receive 0,36 refugees 
more on average compared to municipalities in which they did not gain seat 
majorities. In a municipality with 35,000 inhabitants, this implies 15 refugees 
fewer on average in municipalities with centre-right seat and 13 refugees 
more in municipalities with centre-left seat majorities if all observations in 
the study are included. However, as indicated above, in an RDD setting, it is 
the local treatment effect (LTE) that is of interest. The estimates aiming to 
assess the local treatment effect are found in columns 2–6 in Table 1. Turning 
to the effect close to the threshold, the estimates are insignificant. All spec-
ifications, ranging from a 1–5 percent window, produce insignificant results, 
with and without control variables, which indicate that there is no causal 
effect of seat majorities on local refugee reception during the investigated 
years.

Win Margins and Refugee Reception
Having shown that the LTE of seat majorities on local refugee reception 
is absent, a follow-up question that occurs is how large the win margin 
needs to be for each bloc in order to see a change in refugee reception. 
Considering the OLS estimates and the ATE found in the regression, any 
potential relationship across different win margins is highly interesting. In 
order to answer this question 4a and 4b plots the estimate size against the 
vote margin to seat majority for each bloc (Figure 4). Reflecting the results 
in the former section, the estimates are insignificantly close to the thresh-
old. However, moving out from the threshold reveals that vote margins of 
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12 percent or more yield negative and significant estimates for centre-right 
majorities. The corresponding vote margin for centre-left majorities is 8 per-
cent or more. Thus, in order to see significant relationships between the po-
litical blocs and refugee reception, the win margin needs to be rather large. 
However, as we move out from the threshold, we instead estimate the ATE 
and hence include potential omitted variables. Thus, we cannot attribute the 
change in refugee reception to the political blocs, but other variables not 
included in our model may influence the change in refugee reception.

Seat Majorities and Refugee Reception across 
Different Political Contexts
It is of further interest to investigate whether the political blocs under scru-
tiny change their behaviour with regard to refugee intake in different sub-
groups of municipalities. Is there, for instance, an effect of seat majorities in 
municipalities where the anti-immigration party, the SD, had considerable 
electoral success or in municipalities where there has been political stabil-
ity in the previous elections? There are arguments in existing studies which 
indicate that mainstream parties sometimes act differently than expected 
under specific circumstances. Several studies have suggested that main-
stream parties may adopt restrictive policies as a response to the electoral 
advancements of the far-right (e.g., Bale et al. 2010; Hinnfors et al. 2012; 
Dahlström & Esaiasson 2013). In general, these studies assume that main-
stream parties may move closer to the position of anti-immigration parties 
to regain lost electoral support (Dahlström & Esaiasson 2013, 346).

In order to test this assumption, the above analysis is performed in 
municipalities where the SD did have significant electoral success. Electoral 
success for the SD is defined as a larger vote share than 1 percent in the 
preceding election (this corresponds to the median value of all included 
municipalities.) Interestingly, the theoretically assumed patterns for both 
blocs are absent close to the threshold also in these municipalities. Instead, 
the analysis is almost identical to the baseline results. Hence, this study does 
not indicate that mainstream parties use increasingly adversarial strategies, 
that is, creating a more considerable policy distance on the specific issue as a 
means to distance themselves from anti-immigration parties (Meguid 2005, 
348; Dahlström & Esaiasson 2013, 346). Neither do the results give sup-
port to existing studies arguing that centre-left parties may adopt to more 
restrictive policies as a response to the electoral success of anti-immigration 
parties (Bale et al. 2010, 423; Hinnfors et al. 2012, 599). Instead, the results 
indicate that the attitude towards refugee reception is similar in munici-
palities with and without electoral success of the SD, which, in line with 
the results of Dahlström and Esaiasson (2013, 359), indicates a dismissive 
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Figure 4. (a and b) Win margins and estimate size for (a) centre-right and (b) centre-left seat 
majorities. Source: Data from SKL (2018).
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attitude to advancement of anti-immigration parties. The figures and regres-
sion estimates are found in the online Appendix.

Other studies have suggested that parties in general are office-seeking 
(Strøm 1990, 566–67). As such, parties in municipalities without political 
stability, that is, a consistent political government over election terms may 
adopt more centrist approaches to refugee reception in order to maximise 
votes. On the contrary, coalitions in municipalities with political stabil-
ity may act more in accordance with their core ideology. In order to put 
this assumption to the test, an analysis is performed in municipalities with 
re-elected centre-right and centre-left seat majorities.6 Similarly, as above, 
this analysis mirrors the base line results. The regression estimates and the 
figures, found in the online Appendix, support a null effect also in munici-
palities with political stability.

Conclusions and Further Discussion
Existing research has suggested that there are notable discrepancies in ref-
ugee intake not only between nation-states but also within nations at the 
local level. In order to understand these variations, several studies have 
pointed to the influence of the political composition, suggesting that left-
wing parties are more favourable to refugee reception. Yet, existing research 
has also argued that the impact of mainstream parties on migration policy 
remains understudied in current research. This study has attempted to add 
knowledge on this issue, investigating the effect of local seat majorities for 
the mainstream political blocs on refugee reception policy in Sweden. In 
order to do so, close elections in municipalities have been exploited across 
three waves of elections from 2002 to 2010.

This study concludes that the relationship between seat majorities for 
the mainstream political blocs and refugee reception is of associative 
rather than causal nature. Given the current situation in Sweden, where a 
few municipalities governed by centre-right majorities have distinguished 
themselves among municipalities that receive fewer refugees, it is import-
ant to conclude that these contexts constitute outliers rather than a general 
pattern. The association between the political blocs and refugee reception 
follows the theoretically expected patterns: municipalities with centre-left 
seat majorities have a higher rate of refugee reception. However, in order to 
produce significant estimates, the win margin for each political bloc needs 
to be rather substantial. More specifically, win margins larger than about 
10 percent or more for each political bloc yield significant estimates. It 
is important to have in mind that as we move out from the threshold, we 
include potential omitted variables and can hence not attribute the change 
in refugee reception to the political blocs. All in all, the conclusions indi-
cate a unified political attitude over the mainstream parties towards refugee 
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reception and that other factors, and not political seat majorities, have con-
tributed to the uneven distribution of refugees among municipalities in 
Sweden.

These results of this article open the way for different interpretations 
about the behaviour of mainstream parties across political contexts. 
However, the investigation here does not indicate that mainstream parties 
behave differently over political contexts. Instead, the effect of seat majori-
ties on policy is absent in municipalities with and without political stability 
as well as in municipalities with electoral advancement of anti-immigration 
parties.

A potential explanation to the above results may lie in the political con-
text in Sweden, in which several scholars have pointed to a few distinctive 
characteristics of the party system. For instance, the largest party in the 
centre-left coalition, the Social Democrats, has been categorised as hav-
ing a somewhat restrictive stance towards refugees (Hinnfors et al. 2012). 
Similarly, the centre-right coalition in Sweden consists of several liberal par-
ties that are less conservative when it comes to refugee reception (Gilljam 
et al. 2010). The absent effect reported in this study is further in line with 
previous work (Folke 2014), which argues that parties in the centre-right 
bloc in Sweden have a positive attitude towards refugee reception.

In sum, in a similar vein as Häusermann et al. (2013), the conclusions 
derived here indicate that the traditional theoretical assumptions about 
party politics and migration policy need to be reconsidered. In doing so, the 
conclusions in this study point to a couple of new venues for future research. 
Given the complex relationship between causes and policy, one promising 
direction for future studies is to perform in-depth studies in cases with dif-
ferential historical policy approaches to refugee reception as a means to 
produce new hypotheses about their emergence. Secondly, with the rather 
low number of observations included in this study in mind, it may also be 
relevant to extend the period included here to add more observations in the 
close elections to further test the relationship. Lastly, as this study concludes 
a unified attitude towards refugee reception across mainstream parties, it 
may be relevant to further map attitudes towards refugee reception at the 
local level of government as well as to perform similar investigations into 
the relationship between mainstream parties and refugee reception policy 
in other national contexts.
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NOTES
1. Note that the reception policy focused on in this article targets refugees that have re-

cently been granted protection in Sweden. These individuals are neither asylum-seekers 
nor citizens, but individuals that just started the naturalisation process. This category is 
defined as newly arrived refugees or refugees throughout the article.

2. See Fiva et al. (2018, 8–9) for an extended discussion of these matters.
3. In 2016, following the high number of asylum-seekers in 2015 and 2016 and large dispar-

ities in local reception, the Swedish government introduced a dispersal law, forcing mu-
nicipalities to receive refugees in accordance with set quotas. See: ‘Lag om mottagande 
av vissa nyanlända invandrare för bosättning’ [Act on the reception of certain newly 
arrived migrants for settlement] (SFS 2016:38).

4. After the election in 2018, the blocs described here dissolved in the national parliament 
as a result of the election result. In January 2019, the Social Democrats and the Green 
Party formed a minority government supported by the Centre party and the Liberal 
party (formerly in the centre-right bloc).

5. Each bin contains 18 observations on the left side of the threshold and 15 observations 
on the right side of the threshold in Figure 3a. In Figure 3b, each bin contains 19 ob-
servations on the left side of the threshold and 23 observations on the right side of the 
threshold.

6. Municipalities with three consecutive terms with the same political government from 
2002 to 2010 have been categorised as having political stability.
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