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Abstract 
Two central mechanisms of representative democracy are A) the identification of the 
people’s will by elections and B) the process wherein elected representatives enforce pol-
icies preferred by the voters. This article demonstrates that municipal size is of vital im-
portance for how these two mechanisms function in Swedish local democracy. A prereq-
uisite for mechanism A is that voters are provided with a variety of political alternatives 
to choose from. If the political alternatives are limited, voters will have trouble deciding 
which parties or candidates reflect their political opinions. To interpret election results as 
a manifestation of the people’s will in such situations is highly problematic. The study 
shows that the manifestation of political alternatives in local politics increases significant-
ly with the size of the municipality. The results also show that the political knowledge 
and influence (in relation to national and local bureaucracies) of local political leaders 
correlate positively with municipal size. The conclusion is that the success of local politi-
cal leaders in their endeavour to identify and enforce the will of the people depends on the 
size of the municipality they govern.  
 
 
 
Introduction 
Municipal size is one of the most decisive institutional aspects of local politics. 
Size determines the scope of municipal activities in terms of economic revenues, 
infrastructure, service production and citizen participation. But how does the size 
of a municipality affect local democracy and the political leadership of elected 
representatives?  

      Local democracy in most Western countries is formed around the princi-
ple of representative democracy (e.g. Loughlin et al., 2010). In a representative 
democracy, the will of the people is transformed into realised policy by three 
major mechanisms (e.g. Bäck & Gilljam, 2006):  The first mechanism is the 
identification of the people’s will by elections and systems of political accounta-
bility. Policies proposed by election winners are assumed to reflect the will of 
the people. A prerequisite for this mechanism to work is that the democratic sys-
tem provides a variety of viable political alternatives for voters to choose from. 
Such alternatives are manifested in the form of political conflicts between candi-
dates, between parties and between the ruling majority and the opposition. The 
second mechanism is the process wherein elected representatives enforce the 
policies preferred by the voters. In order to accomplish this task effectively, po-
litical leaders need sufficient political strength and knowledge. The third and final 
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mechanism is the implementation of policies by public authorities. Successful 
implementation requires that authorities possess the expertise and resources 
needed for the job.   

The main aim of this article is to focus on the first two of these mechanisms, 
and to analyse the relationship between municipal size and 1) the manifestations 
of political alternatives and 2) the strength of local political actors and institu-
tions in Swedish local government. The importance of municipal size with re-
gards to the third mechanism, policy implementation, is a topic well covered in 
earlier research (e.g. Boyne, 1995; Houlberg, 2000; Blom-Hansen, 2005; Chris-
toffersen & Larsen, 2007). However, since the problems of this field mainly fo-
cus on economic and administrative logics rather than democratic processes and 
political leadership, this mechanism will not be included in this study. 
 

Size of demos and democracy  
The quest for the ideal size of demos is as old as the idea of democracy itself. 
From the city states of ancient Greece and onwards, the size of demos has lim-
ited the scope of possible democratic practices. The necessity of gathering all 
citizens in a single location in order to make decisions put severe restrictions on 
the maximum population size. Aristotle thought it necessary to know all of the 
people eligible for political office (Aristotle, 1998). The ideal of small-scale de-
mocracy remained connected to the idea of democracy over the centuries, and 
the forebears of modern democracy such as (Rousseau, 1762/1997) and Montes-
quieu thought of it as a requirement of good government. The latter insisted that 
the common good in larger republics ‘is sacrificed to a thousand considerations’ 
while in a small republic ‘the public good is more strongly felt, better known, 
and closer to the each citizen; abuses are less extensive, and consequently less 
protected’ (Montesquieu, 1748/1989:124). 

In later years, when the inventions of representative democracy and public 
elections went beyond the narrow limits of a possible demos, the romantic ideal 
of small-scale democracy remained in the minds of many democrats. Advocates 
of local democracy in particular have clung to the ‘small is beautiful’ ideal from 
the time of the city states. The position that local democracy seems to work bet-
ter in smaller municipalities has been proved repeatedly in studies on the subject 
(Mouritzen, 1989; Oliver, 2000.; Nielsen, 2001; Rose, 2002; Frandsen, 2002; 
Baldersheim, et al., 2003; Johansson, 2007). 

At the same time, it is apparent that the arguments about municipal size are 
by no means unambiguous. This is underlined in the classic study ‘Size and De-
mocracy’ (Dahl & Tufte, 1973), in which the term ‘system capacity’ is used to 
emphasise the ability of the political system to live up to the demands of citizens. 
The study shows that efficiency is not only an economic value; it is instrumental 
to the legitimacy of a democracy as well. The conclusion is that a demos cannot 
be too small if its political administration aspires to keep the long-term trust of 
its citizens.  
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It is not surprising that these two perspectives, the ideal of the small demos 
and the need for system capacity, have been central in the debates on municipal 
amalgamation reforms (e.g. SOU, 2007:10). An underlying notion has always 
been that gains in economies of scale and the legitimacy which an efficient or-
ganisation brings when local administrations are united should always be 
weighed against any losses with respect to democracy (Häggroth, 2005). 

In 2002 and 2003, Danish studies reached a remarkable conclusion: when 
controlled for a number of relevant variables, all the advantages of the smaller 
municipalities seemed to disappear (Larsen, 2002; Kjaer & Mouritzen, 2003). 
These reports also turned out to be pivotal in the process leading to the Danish 
amalgamation reform, which was finally completed in 2007 (Bundgaard & 
Vrangbæk, 2007) 

 In fact, studies indicate that the effects of municipal size on local democra-
cy could be evaluated very differently, depending on which democratic values 
are in focus (Johansson et al., 2007). In many instances, the local level is regard-
ed as the safe haven for participatory democracy, a form of democracy that for 
practical reasons is very hard to apply on the national and regional level; here 
democracy is instead based on elections and competition between parties (e.g. 
Gustafsson & Karlsson, 2010). In this view, municipalities should be the arena 
for active citizenship, participation and deliberations, not party politics and con-
flicts. However, in most western countries the institutionalised democracy on the 
local level is no less based on elections and party competition than national de-
mocracy. To evaluate the effects of municipal size on local democracy only in 
light of participatory values is therefore one-sided. The effects on the values of 
liberal representative democracy must be taken into account at least to the same 
degree.  

A source of inspiration for this approach is Kenneth Newton’s article: ‘Is 
small really so beautiful? Is big really so ugly? Size, effectiveness, and democra-
cy in local government.’ (Newton, 1982). Newton, who in his time was very 
much a lonely voice in this debate, tried to nuance the discussion by highlighting 
factors in older studies which did not support the superiority of a small demos. 
He especially questioned the premises of the field. For example, he asked why 
political conflicts, which are assumed to be more common in larger municipali-
ties, should necessarily be regarded as a bad thing. And he stated:  

The … antagonism towards large units of government derives from a 
strong preference for the kind of direct, individual participation 
which is possible … in small, face-to-face communities. Indirect, col-
lective participation via pressure groups and political parties is 
thought to be an extremely poor substitute for pronged, first hand po-
litical commitment. This biased, not to say intolerant, view of the 
world is not shared by most people, who want to be left alone to get 
on with the important things in life … For most people, politics does 
not warrant more than the odd attendance at a meeting, and allowing 
pressure groups and parties to defend their interests in between. 
(Newton 1982:205). 
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Newton made a strong argument, but unfortunately he did not carry out a study 
of his own to take his case farther. And his points do not seem to have much en-
couraged any of the later students on the subject of size and democracy. This is 
especially unfortunate in relation to the Scandinavian municipal model, where in 
fact the values of party-based representative democracy are the foundation of the 
political institutions. Instead, most indications of the ‘small is beautiful’ hypoth-
esis in earlier studies have continued to take a certain democratic ideal for grant-
ed: a communitarian ‘strong democracy’, where citizen participation between 
elections is high and the relationships between electors and the elected are close. 
If we value a system where it is a realistic expectation that a citizen will person-
ally know her elected representative, then a small demos is always preferable — 
for purely mathematical reasons. And almost all studies on size and local democ-
racy seem to have adopted a citizen-centred perspective. Studies taking such an 
approach automatically focus on the participatory aspects — because that is what 
citizen data can offer. But the situation for those who carry out on a daily basis 
the functions of local democracy – the elected representatives of the citizens – 
has not been taken into consideration.  
  
Liberal representative democracy in the case of Sweden 
The Nordic countries are unique in their level of decentralisation of public ser-
vices (Hesse & Sharpe, 1991; Loughlin, Hendriks & Lidström, 2010). Local ad-
ministration plays a central part in the daily lives of millions of Swedes. Munici-
pal politics deals with issues all over the political spectrum: general welfare pol-
icy, taxes, education, environment, culture, leisure, business development, com-
munications and infrastructure etc. The local election system and the roles of 
parties are analogous to those at the national level. Therefore, the case of Swe-
den is exceptionally well suited for a comparative local government study, in 
particular if we also wish to relate the results of the analysis to larger and more 
complex political systems.  

The discussion on size and democracy in Sweden has been ongoing since 
the creation of the modern municipal system in 1862 (Wallin, 1966; Wångmar, 
2003). During its first 90 years, the Swedish local government system consisted 
of about 2500 municipalities. During the 20th century, two major amalgamation 
reforms were implemented and today there are 290 municipalities in Sweden, a 
ninth of the figure for 1862 (Erlingsson, et al., 2010). During the same period, 
the number of Swedes more than doubled. Municipalities grew extensively, both 
in population and in terms of the services they provided. The responsibilities of 
the local authorities had been gradually increasing for decades, and this was, of 
course, the main reason behind the amalgamations (Westerståhl & Strömberg, 
1983). As the number of municipalities in the country decreased, so did the 
number of local politicians. But the expansion in municipal size also led to a 
dramatic increase in the number of politicians per municipality. In the aftermath 
of the reforms, some criticism suggested that the amalgamation had gone too far. 
Since the 1970s, in thirteen cases parts of municipalities have seceded and 
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formed new municipalities (Erlingsson, 2001; Nielsen, 2003). The introduction 
of neighbourhood committees as a sub-municipal political level in the 1980s and 
1990s could also be interpreted as a reaction to the amalgamation reforms (Bäck 
et al, 2001).  

    Since the 19th century, Swedish local democracy has been regarded as a 
place for citizen participation and an unpretentious school of democracy for the 
politically engaged (Kaijser, 1962). The discourse of local democracy as a com-
munitarian, consensus-seeking, less confrontational and ideological arena is con-
tinuously strong (Sanne, 2001; Bäck, 2003; Karlsson, 2003) and was confirmed 
by the Governmental Commission of Local Democracy (SOU, 2001:48). While 
participatory and electoral democratic practices are not necessarily exclusive, 
they reach for very different goals. From a communitarian and ‘strong democrat-
ic’ viewpoint, citizen participation is a crucial element in all democratic practic-
es. From a liberal perspective, it is at most secondary. Strong democrats claim 
that participation between elections not only improves the democratic process, 
but also that it has an intrinsic value, educating and empowering citizens 
(Barber, 1984). Liberal critics point to well-founded evidence that citizens who 
are engaged in participatory activities often belong to resourceful and well-
educated social groups (Verba, et al., 1995). Instead of realising goals such as 
inclusion and the spread of power, participatory democracy could lead to in-
creased segregation, giving well-situated citizens even greater influence over lo-
cal politics (Gilljam, 2003).  

The risk that local democratic institutions based on citizen participation 
could favour the local elite was apparent to Swedish liberals as early as the 
1860s. On that basis, they advocated the importance of elected bodies, arguing 
against their conservative opponents, who thought the electorate assemblies 
would better embody the sovereignty of the people (Palme & Lindberg, 1962). 
Since then, the debate on the pros and cons of participatory democracy has con-
tinued under the surface of the hegemonic strong-democracy discourse.  

However, there are indications that the local politicians themselves are very 
critical of the ideals of participatory democracy. A comparative study with data 
from the early 1990s found that Swedish local leaders were more willing to en-
gage in political conflicts than might be expected bearing in mind the earlier re-
search on the topic. The study questioned what had, to that point, been the pre-
vailing interpretation of Sweden as a consensual democracy (Szücs, 1998). A 
few years later, another study found that Swedish local leaders believed that the 
best way for citizens to influence the political process was through institutions of 
representative democracy: party memberships and elections. The study also es-
tablished that, among several alternative party functions, Swedish politicians see 
the role of coalition building as the most important one, and the role of facilitat-
ing citizen inclusion as the least important (Szücs & Strömberg, 2006). The ten-
dency over time has been for local representatives to prefer the representation 
style of party soldiers rather than trustees or voter delegates (Bäck, 2000). Party 
loyalty as measured in this way is now stronger in local politics than in the na-
tional parliament (Gilljam, Karlsson & Sundell 2010).  
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In fact, when compared to their colleagues in other countries, Swedish local 
leaders are the very eager advocates of party-based electoral democracy in Eu-
rope, and – at the same time – among the strongest opponents of citizen partici-
pation between elections and outside of the parliamentary system (Karlsson, 
2006; Karlsson 2012).  

These results alone should be a sufficient motive for using the values of repre-
sentative democracy as an evaluative benchmark for local democracy in the dis-
cussion on municipal size. But even more important is the local ‘constitution’ it-
self. The Swedish local election system is built on the same principles as the na-
tional equivalent. The common election day of the local, regional and national lev-
els underlines the cohesion, and so does the fact that, in most municipalities, it is 
the traditional national parties that dominate the political scene. Practically all 
Swedish municipalities are run by informal coalitions of parties, and there is like-
wise a natural opposition from minority parties. The quasi-parliamentary system is 
now so well established that it must be regarded as an institutionalised part of the 
local constitution, if still not yet fully recognised by the Act of Local Government 
(Henry Bäck, 2006). As in other parliamentary systems, different parliamentary 
situations create variations in levels of conflict and influence patterns (Gilljam & 
Karlsson, 2012), and the parliamentary positions of councillors affect their political 
attitudes (Gilljam, Persson & Karlsson, 2012; Karlsson, 2010). 

 
Size and representative democracy: Two hypotheses  
This study will analyse the relationship between municipal size and 1) the mani-
festations of political alternatives, and 2) the strength of local political actors and 
institutions in Swedish local government.  

Will we then find higher degree of political polarisation and conflict in larg-
er or smaller municipalities? Earlier research gives us some clues: Danish studies 
have found that, when municipal size increases, citizens tend to abandon strate-
gies of individual participation and focus on collective action. Instead of trying 
to influence local politics through personal contacts, they join organisations 
(Mouritzen, 1991; Houlberg, 2003). Meeting greater numbers of organisation 
representatives rather than greater numbers of individual citizens is, in that per-
spective, a more effective way to keep in touch with many citizens in a larger 
locality. Earlier research has thus concluded that party-politicisation and con-
flicts are more prominent in larger municipalities (Dahl & Tufte, 1973; 
Westerståhl & Strömberg, 1983; Bäck, 2000; Karlsson, 2001). In a survey of lo-
cal councillors in 49 Swedish municipalities in 2006, local elections were to a 
higher degree perceived as dominated by party competition in larger municipali-
ties (Karlsson, 2007a). As Newton (1982) mentioned, it is likely that small 
groups and communities often suppress their disagreements because of lock-in 
effects; minority positions are outmanoeuvred. This is a clear disadvantage for 
smaller municipalities from the point of view of liberal representative democracy. 

On the basis of the cited earlier studies, the expected relationship between 
municipal size and the manifestation of political alternatives is that municipal 
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size has a positive effect on the degree of political alternatives and conflicts in a 
municipality (Hypothesis A). “Manifestation of political alternatives” is here de-
fined as the distance between political actors in a municipality, measured both as 
perceived differences and actual differences of opinion. If the hypothesis is cor-
rect, we would expect the political alternatives to be more varied in larger mu-
nicipalities.  

The second question examined in this study concerns the relationship be-
tween municipal size and the political strength of local political actors and insti-
tutions. “Political strength” is here defined as the capacity of local political rep-
resentatives and institutions to govern the municipality and to implement poli-
cies of their choice.  

Is the strength of political leaders stronger in smaller municipalities where 
the organisation they govern is more manageable, or are political leaders strong-
er in larger municipalities where the number of candidates for leadership posi-
tions is higher? Nielsen (2003) has shown that citizens in larger municipalities 
believe their representatives to be more competent. A larger constituency will, 
ceteris paribus, provide greater selection opportunities since the number of citi-
zens per position is higher. This thought is not new. John Stuart Mill wrote at the 
time of the first Swedish municipal reform: 

A mere village has no claim to a municipal representation. … Such 
small places have rarely a sufficient public to furnish a tolerable mu-
nicipal council: if they contain any talent or knowledge applicable to 
public business, it is apt to be all concentrated in some one man, who 
thereby becomes the dominator of the place. It is better that such places 
should be merged in a larger circumscription. (Mill, 1862: 294). 

The results from another earlier study show that in municipalities with fewer 
than 20,000 inhabitants, more than 60 per cent of the councillors agree that ‘it is 
hard for my party to find candidates for political office’. In municipalities larger 
than 80,000 inhabitants, only 21 per cent find recruitment to be a problem 
(Karlsson, 2007a). The chance of finding candidates among party members with 
exceptional qualities for top office should also be greater. It does not matter that 
small municipalities tend to have slightly higher levels of party members 
(Johansson, 2007); it is the nominal number of candidates that is crucial.  

Larger municipalities might have fewer politicians per citizen, but those they 
have work harder. Karlsson (2007a) also showed that councillors in the largest 
municipalities spend twice as many hours on their political work as do their col-
leagues in smaller municipalities. One consequence of this is that they manage to 
meet more people. In particular, they have more contacts with journalists and 
representatives from other municipalities, and considerably more interactions 
with political colleagues in their own municipality. In smaller municipalities, it 
is more likely that a citizen will have contacted a politician recently, but that 
does not mean that politicians in larger municipalities are isolated from the peo-
ple. Between small and large communities, there is no real difference in the 
number of citizens a councillor has contact with. Nor are politicians’ individual 
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meetings with those employed in local administration related to municipal size. 
But since there are many more councillors in larger municipalities, the total 
nominal number of citizens and employees in contact with the politicians is con-
siderably higher in larger municipalities (ibid). 

On the basis of the results of earlier research, the expectation is that the 
strength and knowledge of local political actors and institutions will be higher in 
larger municipalities and lower in smaller municipalities (Hypothesis B).  
 

The variable ‘municipal size’ and sources of data 
In this study the definition of ‘municipal size’ will be the number of inhabitants 
in a municipality. The average population of a Swedish municipality is 32,700 
inhabitants (2011). However, this number is skewed by a few very large cities 
such as Stockholm (864,000), Gothenburg (520,000) and Malmö (303,000). The 
median municipality of Sweden has about 15,200 inhabitants. Municipal size is, 
however, not such a distinct variable as one might think. For example, in many 
cases the number of people inside the geographic area of a municipality varies 
between day- and night-time. People live (and vote) in one municipality but they 
work and spend the day in another (Lidström, 2006; Karlsson, 2007b). But in the 
end, the multicollinearity problem would be insurmountable if we were to in-
clude multiple versions of municipal size in the same analysis. We will have to 
make do with the formal population size — and that is after all what most people 
refer to when speaking of municipal size.  

In general, the effect of municipal size on various dependent variables is not 
proportional, since the marginal effect of an increase in population size could in 
most cases be expected to decrease. In the analyses in this article, a logarithmised 
version of municipal size is therefore used. A logarithmised size variable also re-
duces the consequences of outliers in the form of a few very large municipalities. 

Since one purpose of this article is to provide a new perspective on the size 
and democracy question by adapting the viewpoint of the politicians, the main 
source of data will be a survey directed to all councillors in the 290 municipalities 
in Sweden between October 2008-February 2009 (Gilljam, et al., 2010; Gilljam, et 
al., 2011). The survey was answered by 9103 councillors. This number represents 
70 per cent of the 13,004 non-vacant council seats in Swedish municipalities. The 
response rate was below 50 per cent in only 7 of the 290 municipalities, the lowest 
result being 42.2. When using data from this survey in this article, the respondents’ 
answers are aggregated to the municipal level. This means that N in all analyses is 
290 municipalities, where the value of each municipality is based on the answers 
of 13 to 70 (on average 31) councillors. For general socio-economic data and elec-
tion statistics in this article, the source is Statistics Sweden.  
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The dependent variables  
Political alternatives  

The first hypothesis (A) is that municipal size has a positive effect on the manifes-
tation of political alternatives in a municipality. “Manifestation of political alterna-
tives” is here defined as the distance between election alternatives in a municipali-
ty, measured both as perceived differences and as actual differences of opinion. If 
the hypothesis is correct, we would expect the conflicts to be more prominent, and 
the political alternatives thereby more dispersed, in larger municipalities.  

Three indicators (A1-3) will be used in order to measure the manifestation of 
political alternatives in the municipalities. The first indicator (A1) measures the 
perceived degree of party conflict (A1) in a municipality. The indicator is based 
on the councillors’ response to the following question: “How would you describe 
political affairs in your municipalities: Are they characterised primarily by con-
sensus or primarily by party conflicts?”. In this variable, the responses are coded 
on a scale from 0 (primarily consensus) to 100 (primarily party conflicts). The 
degree of conflict in each municipality is measured as the mean value of the 
councillors’ answers. The mean value among all municipalities is 46 and the 
municipalities with the highest and lowest perceived conflict were Älvdalen (87) 
and Ydre (14).  

However, while perception of political conflicts is probably a good indicator 
for the political culture or atmosphere in a municipality, it is not necessary a relia-
ble indicator for the actual scope of political differences (e.g. Karlsson, 2003). The 
second indicator (A2) is an absolute deviation index representing the degree of di-
vergence among councillors in different political issues. A2 is therefore a more 
objective measure of the degree of actual political discord in a municipality than 
A1. The absolute deviation index (A2) was constructed on the following grounds: 
in the questionnaire, the councillors answered ten questions regarding local politi-
cal issues. The questions are cited in Table 1. If all councillors in a council had 
unified views on each issue, the absolute deviation value would be 0. If the council 
was divided in half, with one side favouring the extreme view for every issue, and 
the other half the other extreme view, then the value would be 50. The mean value 
among all municipalities on A2 is 23 and the municipalities with the highest and 
lowest values were Staffanstorp (29) and Arjeplog (18).  

The indicators A1 and A2 are based on different level of analysis: relation-
ship between parties (A1) and relationship between individual councillors (A2). 
However, the most important conflict relationship in a liberal representative de-
mocracy is that between the ruling majority and the opposition. When a voter is 
holding the political leaders accountable on election day, he or she must be able 
to identify the opposition as a viable alternative to the ruling majority. If there 
were not a distinct political distance between majority and opposition, election 
could not be used by voters as an instrument for changing the political course. 
The third indicator (A3) is therefore an index based on the degree of political 
disagreement between the ruling majority and the opposition. The index is based 
on the same ten survey questions as A2. In each municipality, all councillors 
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were grouped into two categories as either members of the ruling majority or 
members of the opposition in a municipality. For each of the ten questions a 
mean value for both groups of councillors is identified, and the mean differences 
between the two groups in all ten questions determine a municipality’s value for 
A3. If all majority members are united in an extreme view for each question and 
all opposition members hold the other extreme view, the index value of the mu-
nicipality would be 100. If the mean values of the majority group and the minori-
ty group are the same for all ten questions, the index value would be 0. The 
mean value among all municipalities for A3 is 29 and the municipalities with the 
highest and lowest values were Degerfors (45) and Höganäs (7).  

Table 1 presents the mean value among the 290 municipalities for each of 
the ten questions used in A2 and A3, and the table also presents the absolute de-
viation values and the majority-opposition distance values for each question.  
 

Table 1 Divergence of political opinions on ten local political issues.  
 

 Mean 
(0-100) 

Difference of opinion among 
councillors and majori-

ty/opposition 
 

 A2. Absolute  
deviation 

A3. Majority- 
opposition 
distance 

Support businesses that wish to establish in 
the municipality 

83 15 7 

Intensify the local efforts in order to achieve 
gender equality  

75 17 15 

Give more resources to local cultural ser-
vices 

64 19 14 

Uphold a more restrictive local alcohol poli-
cy 

62 20 11 

Receive more refugees in the municipality 60 19 14 
Increase the use of consumer choice in local 
services 

59 26 41 

Allow private entrepreneurs to be responsi-
ble for a larger part of local services 

57 30 50 

Raise the local tax rate rather than reduce 
local services 

54 25 32 

Introduce a child-care allowance for children 
age 1-3 years  

42 35 57 

Give more resources to private schools 39 29 48 
Mean of all questions  23 29 

N 290 290 289 
Comments: Answers to all questions were reported on a five grade scale (0=Very bad pro-
posal, 25=Rather bad proposal, 50=Neither bad nor good proposal, 75=Rather good pro-
posal, 100=Very good proposal). The unit of analysis of the table is the municipality, where 
the value of each municipality is based on 1) the mean value of each question among all 
members of the council, 2) the absolute deviation (the mean difference) from the median 
response in the council, and 3) the difference between the mean values of majority and op-
position councillors in the council. Proposals are ranked in order of popularity.  
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Table 1 reveals that the political issue on which political disagreement is largest 
in Swedish municipalities concerns child care allowance. Child care allowance 
[Swedish: Vårdnadsbidrag] is a policy especially supported by Christian demo-
crats. The policy is fervently opposed by parties on the left, and many liberal 
councillors are sceptics as well. Traditional left-right issues regarding privatisa-
tion, consumer choice and taxes are also divisive, while disagreements on issues 
such as business support, gender equality, reception of refugees, culture policy 
and alcohol policy are smaller. 
 
Political strength 
The second hypothesis of the study (B) is that municipal size has a positive ef-
fect on the political strength of local political actors and institutions. “Political 
strength” is here defined as the capacity of local political actors and institutions 
to govern the municipality and to implement policies of their choice. If the hy-
pothesis is correct, we would expect the political competence of local political 
institutions, as well as the political actors’ ability to influence local affairs, to be 
higher in larger municipalities and lower in smaller municipalities.  

In this study, the degree of political strength will be measured by three indi-
cators (B1-3). The first two indicators concern the influence of local political ac-
tors in relation to bureaucracies. The first indicator, B1, measures the influence 
of national authorities over local political affairs. Each municipality is assigned 
a value on this indicator based on how its councillors perceive the situation. In 
the questionnaire, the councillors were asked the following question: “In your 
opinion, how influential are [national authorities] over local political affairs”. 
The responses were coded on a scale from 0 (very large influence) to 100 (no 
influence at all). A higher value thus indicates a higher political strength in a 
municipality. The mean value among all Swedish municipalities was 41 and the 
municipalities with the highest and lowest values were Norrköping (53) and 
Dorotea (28).  

The influence of national authorities over local affairs limits the scope of ac-
tion of local politicians and local administrators alike. B1 is thereby a measure of 
the degree of political strength in relation to higher tiers of government. Howev-
er, the influence of the local bureaucracy in relation to local political actors also 
varies among municipalities. Therefore, the second indicator (B2) measures the 
influence of local political actors in relation to the local bureaucracy. This indi-
cator is an index based on the same set of survey questions as B1. Among the 
actors mentioned in the question on influence over local affairs were three cate-
gories of politicians/political institutions: “The Executive Board”, “The Chair of 
the Executive Board” (i.e. the Swedish Mayor equivalent) and “Other politi-
cians”. The mean value of the perceived influence of these three actors is here 
regarded as a measure of the relative degree of influence of local politicians in a 
municipality. A fourth actor group mentioned in the question was “Local admin-
istrators”. A municipality’s value on the B2-index is the difference between the 
mean value for the three political actors on the one hand and the mean value of 
the local administrators on the other hand. If all politicians were perceived as 
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having very large influence by all councillors, and all councillors agreed that lo-
cal administrators had no influence at all, then the index value of a municipality 
would be +100. If the opposite was true, the value would be -100. If the mean 
value regarding the perceived influence of the administrators and the politicians 
was the same, the index value would be 0. The mean value among all municipal-
ities for B2 is +10 – indicating that politicians in general have a somewhat high-
er degree of influence than administrators. However, in some municipalities the 
value for B2 is negative, indicating that the influence of administrators super-
sedes the influence of politicians. The municipalities with the highest and lowest 
values for B2 were Norberg (+25) and Vaxholm (-7).  

The Executive Board is the political elite of a municipality, and it is com-
prised of leading members of both the ruling majority and of the opposition. The 
third indicator (B3) measures the perceived political knowledge of the Executive 
Board. B3 was based on the survey question: “In your opinion, how much do 
[the Executive Board] know about political affairs in your municipality?”. The 
responses are coded on a scale from 0 (no knowledge at all) to 100 (very good 
knowledge). The mean value among all municipalities is 71 and the municipali-
ties with the highest and lowest values were Överkalix (84) and Gullspång (54) 
respectively.  
 
Control variables – party structure and socio-economic factors 
To isolate the effect of municipal size on the manifestation of political alterna-
tives, analyses must be made under control for several relevant factors. One such 
factor is the party fragmentation of the council. If one party dominates the politi-
cal scene, it is likely that its members will perceive the degree of party conflict 
to be limited, and the absolute deviation of political attitudes will probably be 
narrower when many members belong to the same party. It is almost self-evident 
that the political alternatives increase with the number of parties. Parties repre-
sent different points of view and more parties ought to increase the absolute de-
viation of political attitudes present in the council.  

An indicator for political fragmentation that incorporates both the domi-
nance of single parties and the number of parties in an elected assembly is the 
Herfindahl–Hirschman Index1 (HHI) wherein higher values signify a lower de-
gree of party fragmentation in a parliament: 

HHI = 𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦  𝑠ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑒  !!  
!

!!!

 

For example, if a council consists of three parties with 50, 30 and 20 per cent of 
the mandates, the HHI value would be 0.52+0.32+0.22=0.38. If all mandates in a 

                                                
1 The index, named after Orris C. Herfindahl and Albert O. Hirschman (Hirschman, 1964), was orig-
inally a measure of the size of firms in relation to their industry and an indicator of the amount of 
competition among them. It has since been widely used as a measure of party fragmentation (or ra-
ther party concentration). 
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council belong to the same party, the HHI value would be 1. If the mandates in-
stead were dispersed among an infinite number of parties with exactly equal 
shares, the HHI value would be 0 (this is, of course, impossible). The Swedish 
municipality with the lowest party fragmentation after the 2006 election (i.e. the 
highest HHI value) was Vellinge (0.53) while the highest party fragmentation 
was found in Hörby (0.17). The median value (.,24) was held by several munici-
palities, among them Bengtsfors.  

Earlier results have indicated that political conflicts may be somewhat high-
er in municipalities with minority rule (Gilljam and Karlsson, 2012). This factor, 
as well as the left-right bias of the council (measured as the percentage of Social 
democrat and Left party councillors), will also be included among the party 
structure control variables.  

Furthermore, in order to ensure that effects of municipal size are not spuri-
ous due to intercorrelation with the social-economic characteristics of a munici-
pality, four control variables are included the analysis: Education level (per cent 
with higher education among adult inhabitants in 2008), Economic strength (tax-
able income per inhabitant in 2008), Employment (per cent unemployed among 
adults in December 2007) and Demographic development (per cent population 
change 2000-2009). 
 

Analysis  
The analysis will proceed as follows: First, the bivariate relationship between 
municipal size and the six dependent variables A1-3 and B1-3 will be estab-
lished. Secondly, the effect of municipal size will be studied by multiple OLS 
regression analyses. In these analyses, the effect of municipal size will be sepa-
rated from the effect of party fragmentation and controlled for effects caused by 
party structure and the socio-economic structure of the municipality.  

Starting with the bivariate relationship between municipal size and the de-
pendent variables, Table 2 presents the mean values for the six indicators for all 
municipalities and for six groups of municipalities of different sizes. The table 
also presents the bivariate correlation (Pearson’s r) between municipal size (log-
arithmised) and the dependent variables.  

In order to confirm hypothesis A, i.e. that the manifestation of political al-
ternatives in a municipality increases with municipal size, we would expect sig-
nificant positive correlations between municipal size and A1 (Subjective percep-
tion of party conflicts), A2 (Absolute deviation of political opinions among 
councillors) and A3 (Degree of difference in political opinions between ruling 
majority and the opposition). In order to confirm hypothesis B, i.e. that the polit-
ical strength of a municipality increases with municipal size, we would expect 
significant positive correlation between municipal size and B1 (Perceived influ-
ence of state authorities over local affairs) to be negative and the correlations 
with B2 (Perceived influence of local politicians vis-à-vis local administrators) 
and with B3 (Perceived political knowledge of Executive board).  
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Table 2 Manifestation of political alternatives and strength of local political 
actors in municipalities by size (mean and correlation values) 
 A. Political Alternatives B. Political Strength N 

Municipal size 
(inhabitants) A1 A2 A3 B1 B2 B3  

A. 0 – 5,000 34 20 24 35 -38 66 13 

B. 5,000 – 10,000 46 22 26 39 0.9 68 60 

C. 10,000 – 20,000 43 23 27 40 3 71 98  

D. 20,000 – 40,000 47 24 31 42 16 72 65 

E. 40,000 – 80,000 51 25 32 43 7 74 33 

F. 80,000 - 54 26 36 46 11 76 21 

All municipalities 46 23 29 46 23 29 290 

Correlation with munic-
ipal size (Pearson’s r)  0.24*** 0.56*** 0.40*** 0.47*** 0.17** 0.47***  

Comment: The values of the table represent mean values (grand mean) for political alternatives 
and strength in the 290 municipalities of Sweden). One of the 98 municipalities in the size 
group 10,000 – 20,000 had an unclear parliamentary situation at the time of the survey and its 
councillors are excluded from the analysis of indicator A3. The final row of the table presents 
the correlations (Pearson’s r) between municipal size (logarithmised) and the six indicators.  
P-values: ** P<.01 *** p<.001. 
 

Table 2 shows that the bivariate correlations between municipal size and the six 
independent variables A1-3 and B1-3 are all significantly in line with what the 
two hypotheses predict. The correlation is entirely linear with regards to indica-
tors B1, B3, A2 and A3, and the  correlation values between municipal size and 
these variables all supersede 0.4. Regarding A1 (Subjective perception of party 
conflicts) it seems like the conflicts are perceived to be slightly higher in the 
group with 5,000 – 10,000 inhabitants than in the group with 10,000 – 20.000, 
and the correlations values between A1 and municipal size is therefore lower, 
but still significant on the 0.001-level (r = 0.24). The weakest link in this analy-
sis is the correlation between municipal size and B2 (Perceived influence of lo-
cal politicians vis-à-vis local administrators) since the correlation value, signifi-
cant on the 0.01-level, is only r = 0.17. The bivariate relationship between B2 
and municipality size seems to be somewhat curvilinear since politicians are per-
ceived to have the highest relative influence in middle sized municipalities 
(20,000 – 40,000 inhabitants). However, there is a threshold effect: the smallest 
municipalities have much lower values on B2 than medium sized and larger mu-
nicipalities. In municipalities with fewer than 10,000 inhabitants, the local ad-
ministrators are perceived to have more influence than politicians, while the op-
posite is the case in municipalities with more than 10,000 inhabitants.  

In the next step, the bivariate results will be tested by multiple OLS regres-
sion analysis in order to secure that the effects are not spurious due to intercorre-
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lation between municipal size and other characteristics of municipalities. Special 
attention will be paid to the effects of party fragmentation measured by the HHI-
index as explained above. Party fragmentation is a likely source of political con-
flict and it is also possible that it could weaken the local political system and 
thereby the strength of political leaders.  

Furthermore, it is feasible that the parliamentary situation in a council could 
affect the results in other ways, and hence two variables are introduced as con-
trol variables: majority or minority rule and left-right tendency (percentages of 
socialist parties in council). A bivariate analysis shows that there is a weak but 
significant correlation between municipal size and party fragmentation (r = -
0.19) and with left-right tendency  (r=-0.16). Party fragmentation is slightly low-
er and socialist parties are somewhat larger in smaller municipalities. There is no 
significant correlation between municipal size and minority rule.  

The regression analysis is carried out in three steps: First, the effects of biva-
riate regression are identified with the indicators A1-3 and B1-3 as dependent 
variables and municipal size and party fragmentation as independent variables. 
Second, municipal size and party fragmentation are introduced into a multivari-
ate model with the addition of parliamentary situation control variables (“Model 
1”). Third, the socio-economic factors are also added as control variables 
(“Model 2”).  

In order to confirm hypothesis A, i.e. that the manifestation of political al-
ternatives in a municipality increases with municipal size, we would expect the 
effect of municipal size on A1 (Subjective perception of party conflicts), A2 
(Absolute deviation of political opinions among councillors) and A3 (Degree of 
difference in political opinions between ruling majority and the opposition) to be 
significantly positive in all models.  

In order to confirm hypothesis B, i.e. that political strength increases with 
the size of a municipality, we would expect the effect of municipal size on B1 
(Perceived (lack of) influence of state authorities over local affairs), B2 (Per-
ceived influence of local politicians vis-à-vis local administrators) and B3 (Per-
ceived political knowledge of Executive board) to be significantly positive, in all 
three models. 

The results in table 3 confirm that all effects are in line with hypothesis A, 
i.e. that municipal size has positive effects on the manifestation of political alter-
natives. This is especially evident in relation to A2 (Difference of opinions 
among councillors) and A3 (Majority-opposition distance), where municipal size 
alone explain 32 and 16 per cent respectively of the variation in the dependent 
variables. The effects of size on the two indicators remain undiminished and sig-
nificant in the multivariate models. In the case of A1 (Subjective perception of 
party conflicts) the effect is weaker, and significant only in the bivariate analysis 
and in Model 1. In Model 2, where socio-economic factors are accounted for, the 
effect is still positive but no longer significantly so.  
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Table 3: Effects of municipal size on manifestation of political alternatives 
and political strength. Multivariate OLS regression. (B-values and stand-
ard errors). 
 A. Political Alternatives B. Political Strength 
 A1 Subjective perception of party 

conflicts (0-100) 
B1 (Lack of) Influence over local 

affairs: state authorities   
(0– 100) 

 Bivariate Model 1 Model 2 Bivariate Model 1 Model 2 
Municipal Size 
(log) 

9.1*** 
(2.2) 

7.5*** 
(2.2) 

2.1 
(3.6) 

6.1*** 
(0.69) 

6.2*** 
(0.84) 

5.3*** 
(1.2) 

HHI (0 high -1 
low party frag.) 

-66.5*** 
(17.3) 

-50.0* 
(19.7) 

-55.8** 
(20.9) 

3.6 
(6.2) 

5.9 
6.4 

3.2 
(6.9) 

Parliamentary 
situation 

 CF CF  CF CF 

Socio-economy   CF   CF 
Adj R2 0.06 (size) 

0.05 (HHI) 
0.09 0.10 0.21 (size) 

0.00 (HHI) 
0.21 0.22 

 A2 Difference of opinion among 
councillors (absolute deviation) (0-

50) 

B2 Influence over local affairs: poli-
ticians vis-à-vis bureaucrats 

(-100 –  +100) 
 Bivariate Model 1 Model 2 Bivariate Model 1 Model 2 
Municipal Size 
(log) 

3.2*** 
(0.3) 

2.9*** 
(0.3) 

3.1*** 
(0.5) 

2.4 ** 
(0.,8) 

2.7*** 
(0.84) 

3.1 * 
(1.4) 

HHI (0 high -1 
low party frag.) 

-12.9*** 
(2.5) 

-6.8** 
(2.5) 

-7.5** 
(2.6) 

14.8* 
(67) 

22.0* 
(7.6) 

18.1* 
(8.1) 

Parliamentary 
situation 

 CF CF  CF CF 

Socio-economy   CF   CF 
Adj R2 0.32 (size) 

0.08 (HHI) 
0.36 0.36 0.03 (size) 

0.01(HHI) 
0.05 0.06 

 A3 Difference of opinion: Majority-
opposition distance 

(0-100) 

B3 Political knowledge of Executive 
board  

(0– 100) 
 Bivariate Model 1 Model 2 Bivariate Model 1 Model 2 
Municipal Size 
(log) 

7.8*** 
(1.1) 

7.3*** 
(1.0) 

7.9*** 
(1.7) 

6.0*** 
(0.76) 

6.6*** 
(0.76) 

6.9*** 
(1.3) 

HHI (0 high -1 
low party frag.) 

-19.4* 
(9.4) 

8.5 
(9.5) 

5.7 
(10.1) 

19.0** 
(6.6) 

28.5*** 
(6.9) 

27.3*** 
(7.3) 

Parliamentary 
situation 

 CF CF  CF CF 

Socio-economy   CF   CF 
Adj R2 0.16 (size) 

0.01 (HHI) 
0.21 0.21 0.17 (size) 

0.02 (HHI) 
0.23 0.23 

Comment: The values of the table represent b-values and standard errors. Adjusted R2 values 
are presented for the bivariate effects of municipal size and HHI, as well as for the multivari-
ate models 1 and 2. Units of analyses in all models are the 290 municipalities of Sweden. One 
municipality had an unclear parliamentary situation at the time of the survey and its council-
lors are excluded from the analysis in Model 1 and 2 (where parliamentary situation is a con-
trol variable).  Parliamentary situation includes the variables Majority or minority rule, and 
Left-right bias. Socio-Economic control variables included Education level, Economic 
strength, Unemployment and Demographic development.CF=Controlled for.  
P-values: * P<.05, ** P<.01, *** p<.001. 
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The results also show that party fragmentation is of significant importance in 
explaining perceived party conflicts (A1) and the difference of opinions among 
councillors (A2). Higher party fragmentation is most definitely a source of con-
flict in these instances. Regarding A3 (Difference of opinions between ruling 
majority and opposition) party fragmentation has a significant bivariate effect, 
but the effect becomes insignificant in the multivariate models.  

Table 3 also shows that the effect of municipal size on political strength is 
positive and remains significant when controlled for party fragmentation, par-
liamentary situation and socio-economic characteristics of the municipality. The 
bivariate effect on B1 (Local political strength in relation to national authorities) 
is slightly weakened in Model 2, while it is strengthened in the multivariate 
models regarding B2 (Influence of politicians in relation to local bureaucracy) 
and B3 (Political knowledge of the Executive Board). The results also show that 
Party fragmentation (HHI) has significant effects on B2 and B3. A higher degree 
of party fragmentation decreases the influence of politicians in relation to local 
bureaucrats and the political knowledge of the Executive board is perceived as 
lower where party fragmentation is higher.  

In conclusion, the analyses have shown that the effects of municipal size are 
in line with hypothesis A (manifestation of political alternatives increases with 
municipal size) and hypothesis B (political strength increases with municipal 
size). The analyses have presented significant bivariate correlations between 
municipal size and six different indicators of political alternatives and strength. 
The effect of municipal size is confirmed in multiple OLS regression analyses, 
where models control for party fragmentation and parliamentary situation. The 
effect also remains significant for five of the six indicators when the socio-
economic characteristics of the municipality are introduced into the model, the 
only exception being the A1 indicator (Subjective perception of party conflicts) 
which remains positive but not significantly so when controlled for socio-
economic factors.  

 
Conclusion and discussion  
This study has analysed the importance of municipal size in relation to the ideals 
which are the foundation of the Swedish constitution and election system on 
both the national and local levels: liberal, party based representative democracy.  

 The article started by recognising the elections as the first fundamental 
mechanism of representative democracy. In representative democracy, the poli-
cies proposed by election winners are the approximation of the will of the peo-
ple. However, if the political alternatives on election day are limited or unclear, 
it will be difficult for the voters to find parties or candidates that reflect their po-
litical opinions. To interpret the election result as a manifestation of the people’s 
will is very questionable in this situation. The analyses in this study have indis-
putably shown that the manifestation of political alternatives in local politics in-
creases significantly with the size of the municipality. Referring to the index-
values used in Table 2, the results show that divergence of opinion between in-
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dividual councillors and between the ruling majority and the opposition is 30 to 
50 per cent higher in municipalities with more than 80,000 inhabitants than in 
municipalities with less than 5,000 inhabitants. These effects of municipal size 
remain undiminished when controlled for party fragmentation, parliamentary sit-
uation and socio-economic characteristics of the municipality. The perceived de-
gree of party conflict is also higher in larger municipalities, but the effect of size 
is reduced and does not remain significant when controlled for other variables. 
An interpretation of this latter result is that perceived degree of conflict and ac-
tual policy differences are two very different things. Where the former may be 
more of an indicator of political culture, the latter is an objective measure of 
opinion differences. In relation to the functionality of the democratic mecha-
nism, it is the scope of actual political alternatives, not the degree of squabble, 
which is crucial. 
     The results have also clearly indicated that the second mechanism of repre-
sentative democracy – the elected representatives’ ability to enforce their poli-
cies – is positively correlated with municipal size. The perceived political 
knowledge of the political leaders in the Executive Board is significantly higher, 
and the influence of state authorities is lower, in larger municipalities. In general, 
the effect of municipal size on the influence of representatives vis-à-vis the local 
bureaucracy is weaker. But this analysis has identified a threshold effect: in mu-
nicipalities with fewer than 10,000 inhabitants, political strength in relation to 
local administrators is seriously weakened.  

This article has noted results from earlier studies showing that in larger mu-
nicipalities, parties find it easier to recruit candidates for political office and that 
representatives spend more time on their political work and have a wider net-
work of contacts. It is therefore not surprising that representatives in larger mu-
nicipalities, who are recruited amidst greater competition and have found more 
time to engage in their political work, feel empowered in relation to the local and 
national bureaucracy. Party organisations in larger municipalities are bigger and 
more well-equipped for competitive elections and more principled political de-
bates (e.g. Karlsson, 2007a).  

    Earlier studies have predominantly evaluated the democratic effects of 
municipal size solely in relation to communitarian, strongly democratic values, 
and these studies have generally concluded that smaller municipalities offer bet-
ter conditions for local democracy in terms of participation, trust, political 
knowledge and citizen involvement. Nothing in this study contradicts these re-
sults. However, when the main principle of government in municipalities is lib-
eral, representative democracy other values must be taken into consideration. 
This study has indicated that the democratic organisations which enable the 
mechanisms of local representative democracy are undoubtedly more robust in 
larger municipalities. The success of local political leaders in their endeavour to 
identify and enforce the will of the people depends on the size of the municipali-
ty they govern.  
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