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This thesis pertains to political careers and how to study them. It introduces a new approach, in
which the theoretical focus is on micro-level1 career decisions instead of institutional dynamics. The
methodological focus is on individual level career data, rather than aggregated snapshots. In the lit-
erature, interest in the academic study of political careers dates back to social science classics such as
Weber’s essay (1919) ‘Politics as a Vocation’, andMills’ (1956) ’The Power Elite’, in which he scrutinises
the relationships betweenmilitary, corporate and political elites. Although influential, works follow-
ing this tradition have been criticised for remaining overly focused on macro-level observations (see
Patzelt 1999, Borchert and Stolz 2011 for a review). As a result, recently, to develop amicro-level under-
standing of political careers, scholars in the rational office seeking tradition - which is mainly popular
in the (US) - have started viewing career decisions as calculated decisions that are employed by politi-
cians to optimise their long-term political career payoffs (Kousser and Mackenzie 2014). However,
this US approach has so far focused on the career decisions of political candidates, and ignored those
of political gatekeepers (e.g. the selection committees of political parties). These political gatekeepers
are brought into the equation in this thesis by conceptualising careers as sequences of career transi-
tions. I focus on the careers of Dutch national politicians, and highlight how career transitions occur
only when two conditions are simultaneously met: political candidates must be interested in pursu-
ing a given position, and political gatekeepers need to approve of the specific candidate for the given
position. Political careers are sequences of career decisions that result from the micro-level decisions
of both actors. In this thesis, I present and test the procedures, data and theoretical framework needed
to study both the decisions of political candidates and political gatekeepers. Thereby, the key goal of
this PhD thesis is to answer the following three questions:

1. What should a newmicro-level decision-oriented approach to the study of political careers look
like?

2. What knowledge can the fields of sociology and political science gain from the application of
a new micro-level approach to the study of political careers?

3. What methodological and theoretical innovations are needed to make this new approach suc-
cessful?

The new approach suggested here focuses on micro-level career decisions instead of macro-level
institutions. Career decisions occur in a macro-level institutional context. For example, the decision
of an individual Member of Parliament (MP) on whether to rerun for office may be influenced by
institutions that may have been put into place to promote gender equality, such as gender quotas.
Such a context, however, is not the focus here. The goal is to gain insight into the mechanisms that

1The distinction between micro and macro processes is often used in sociology to describe the differences among
theories that are aimed at either describing social phenomena on the level of societies or organisations as a whole (macro-
level) or at describing individual level behaviour (micro-level).
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are responsible for the general patterns that have been brought to light by political career research so
far. Bynowweknow, for example, that parliaments havebecomeprofessionalised (Saalfeld 1997). The
next step will be to understand how, or why this has happened. An alternative approach could also
shed light on how, and under what conditions gender quotas increase the descriptive representation
of women. To answer such ’how’ questions, it is not sufficient to observe amacro-macro relationship
(e.g. the pattern that there are more women in parliament in countries where the majority of parties
have adopted a gender quota). Insight and understanding requires inquiries into why we observe
what we observe. For this, it is necessary to ‘describe (an) underlying mechanism(s) by which a given
phenomenon is brought about’ (Hedström 2005). In the case of political careers, patterns need to
necessarily result from career transitions. Transitions in turn result from career decisions. This
is why this PhD thesis suggests that career decisions should be moved to the centre-stage of political
career research.

For some time, the literature has reflected on the need for such a ‘micro-level turn’ or ‘behavioural
revolution’ in political career research (Putnam 1976 , Box-Steffensmeier and Jones, 1997 Patzelt 1999,
Cairney 2003, Krook and Mackay 2011). Realising this ambition, however, turns out to be difficult,
mainly due to a lack of detailed biographical political data and methods to collect and analyse these
data. Thanks to new (online) data sources and better software, this situation is now changing: in a
recent review article, Kousser and MacKenzie (2014) observe that a methodological and theoretical
shift towards themicro-level career decisions of political candidates has already taken place in research
on the US congress. As I outlined below - when extended to also take into account the decision of
political gatekeepers - this micro-level approach could help to deepen our understanding in a wider
variety of context and research topics.

As Iwill argue below inmore detail, there are twomainpillars to this new approach. The first con-
cerns the role of rational decision-making. Political selection can be understood as a rational decision-
making process, in which the political human capital of candidates plays a key role. As such, in line
with the US-focused rational office-seeking literature, I have conceptualised political career decisions
as rational. There ismuch at stake for both the candidates (politicians interested in a position) and the
gatekeepers (selection committees). Both can thus be expected to carefully weigh the costs and ben-
efits of the different career decision options they can choose between. Indeed, the decision to accept
or reject, or to offer or not offer a political position is a well-informed, consequential decision subject
to considerable scrutiny. Daniel (2015) goes as far as to call “career development [..] perhaps the most
rational of all individual calculations” (Daniel 2015, p. 2). There is indeed good reason to see a rational
actormodel as a “natural fit” (Kousser andMackenzie, 2014, p. 2912) to the study of legislative careers.

The second theoretical pillar of the new approach is the role that political human capital plays in
the decision making of both actors. Political human capital is the the acquired stock of skills, knowl-

2Kousser and Mackenzie call “micro-level models [..] a natural fit for studying legislative careers in the US, where
legislators face re-election trials at regular intervals and parties have relatively little influence over nominations”.
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edge, contacts and resources that enable access to political positions through an individual’s ability
to perform actions that produce political value (definition freely adapted from Becker 20093). For
candidates, an assessment of their political human capital is crucial, because it informs what political
position they can realistically aim for. For gatekeepers, the political human capital of candidates is like-
wise crucial, insofar as it defines the amount of political value (i.e. votes/ the successful realisation of
policy) that the candidate would be able to generate for their party if selected.

The core empirical case central to this PhD thesis looks at the careers of all Dutch parliamentar-
ians (‘Tweede Kamerleden’) between 1947 and 2012. In Chapter 4, sequence analysis and multi-level
logistic regression models are used to classify the complete pre-parliamentary career paths of Dutch
MPs, and show how they predict promotion to (junior) minister positions. In Chapter 5, the impact
of gender quotas is scrutinised through the use of a set of regressionmodels that compare the percent-
age of women, and the entry qualifications and future career opportunities of women that entered
parliament under a gender quota compared with those that did not. Chapter 6 scrutinises parliamen-
tarians’ decisions to retire from the Dutch national parliament, and shows that this decision must be
understood as dependent upon the alternative non-political career alternatives that DutchMPs have.

The Dutch national parliament is characterised by several interesting features which make it a
particularly fruitful terrain for test-driving a new approach to the study of political careers. First, over
the course of the observation period (1947-2012), the Dutch parliament transformed from a relatively
unprofessional parliament to a professionalised one with full-time parliamentarians. Similarly, at the
start of the observation period (1947), political selection was decentralised (i.e. organised at the level
of the election districts); however, it became centralised later (at the moment the national party de-
cided who ends up on the list in what order). Because of this, empirical results that are obtained in
the Netherlands over this time-frame are more generalisable than the results that would be obtained
in other contexts that are more stable in these two dimensions. Second, in the Netherlands, the gate-
keepers to parliament are primarily the selection committees of political parties. This comes with the
benefit that recruitment patterns can be cleanly attributed to their preferences. In this PhD thesis, I
leverage this relatively unique contextual characteristic. Third, because of the extensive and contin-
ued work - of initially the University of Leiden and later the Dutch Parliamentary Documentation
Centre (PDC) - a great highly detailed archive of political biographies exists. The quality and atten-
tion to detail in terms of career paths is, tomy knowledge, unprecedented. Thismeans thatmuch less
project energy needed to go towards collecting raw material. This energy could thus go elsewhere.
Finally, the Dutch national parliament is a multi-party context. Usually, more than five parties hold
seats in parliament. Moreover, there have been several new parties entering the arena and substantial
electoral shifts. This offers valuable variation in terms of the ideological and party level institutional
contexts in which parliamentarians operate. One example of this is the gradual role-out of gender

3Becker’s definition talks about the ‘stock of resources embodied in the ability to perform labour so as to produce
economic value’.
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quotas by different parties that is leveraged in the empirical analysis in Chapter 5. Together, these
factors make the Dutch context a great place to start.

To explore the value of a theoretical framework of political career dynamics that focuses onmicro-
level career decisions, and to provide guidance towards its adoption, the chapters of this thesis are
structured as follows. Chapters 2 and 3 are data-oriented chapters. To test micro-level theory, re-
searchers need micro-level data. To fulfil this need, in Chapter 2 and 3, I try to contribute to shifting
the aforementioned focus away from institutional macro-level data by showing how to extract, store
and retrieve micro-level political career data effectively. In Chapter 2, I present the issues encountered
in, and new solutions found for, the large-scale collection of political biography data. The reader can
use this chapter to plan their own extraction project formicro-level political career data. In Chapter 3,
I suggest a detailed relational comparative database-structure (i.e. a flexible format for interconnected
data tables) that the field of political career studies could adopt.

In chapters 4, 5 and 6, I present empirical studies that aim to investigate the value of the sug-
gested approach. Chapter 4 investigates the value of longitudinal individual level career data. Using
this data, I show what the career paths of influential politicians, such as ministers, look like. I also
talk about the risk of ecological fallacy4 when using aggregate career data. Finally, I investigate what
kind of political human capital is important for political promotion. Chapter 5 shows how to use
micro-level theory on political career dynamics to understand the impact of gender quotas. I use po-
litical human capital theory, (sketched here in the introduction chapter) to highlight the micro-level
assumptions that underlie key concerns in societal debates about the potential negative side-effects
of gender quotas. I also empirically investigate the validity of these concerns. In both of these chap-
ters (4 and 5), the theoretical emphasis is on the recruitment decisions of gatekeepers. Both chapters
investigate how gatekeepers make recruitment decisions, an aspect which is new to the political ca-
reer literature. Chapter 6 goes back to basics, focusing attention on the career decisions of political
candidates, and uncovering what we can still learn about this. I investigate how the accumulation of
side-functions in parliament affects when and how amember of parliament retires from political life.

This introduction provides the backdrop and theoretical grounding for this thesis. In it, I review
the state of the art of the existing political career literature and suggest a new overarching theoretical
framework. This introduction chapter consists of four parts. In part one, I outline the state of the
art of political career research. I also review the closely related political science sub-fields interested
in political elites, parliamentary professionalisation, gender representation and rational office seeking. I
discuss these five literatures because they engage with issues at the hearth of political career research.
I summarise their main (empirical) questions and puzzles, and their key challenges. In part two,
I identify the use of aggregate snapshot data as a common challenge for the reviewed literature. I
also present the rationale behind an alternative micro-level career decision-centered approach. After

4The trap of thinking that a characteristic of the whole parliament applies to all the members of this parliament.
For example, the thinking mistake that if a lot of politicians have a civil service background, then having a civil service
background must be important to become a politician.
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establishing the potential for a new approach in part three, I outline its contours. In part four, I
summarise the key results of the chapters that follow. I finally reflect on the extent to which this PhD
thesis has lived up to its ambition to catalyse the adoption of a new approach in the study of political
careers, and I suggest future lines of inquiry.

The academic study of political careers: overview of the existing
literature and key remaining challenges

In this section, I will outline the state of the art of the following five key literatures in sociology and
political science: 1) the study of political elites, 2) the parliamentary professionalisation literature, 3)
the women in parliaments literature, 4) political career research as a stand-alone topic, and finally, 5)
the rational office seeking literature. I will argue that all five topics stand to profit from the approach
to political careers that this PhD thesis promotes. First, however, we need an overview of these liter-
atures’ key research questions and theoretical principles as well as the challenges that they face.

Study of political elites, key questions and remaining challenges

One area that could profit from a micro-level approach to the study of political careers is the litera-
ture on political elites (e.g. Mills 1956; Putnam 1976; Kim and Patterson 1988; Dowding andDumont
2008) and political recruitment (e.g. Gallagher andMarch, 1988). Central to this literature is the ques-
tion of “who reaches and maintains positions of power, and how” (see Lasswell 1936). This question
bears significant scientific, as well as societal relevance. From extensive descriptive work on this topic,
our knowledge about the first part of the question, who reaches and maintains power, is relatively
extensive. However, the second part of this key question - the how - remains far more elusive.

Knowing who reaches positions of power but not how

Best and Cotta’s (2000) book on the legislative careers in Europe is illustrative of this research gap.
This book is - due to its scope and volume - widely recognised as a defining work in the field (Kousser
and Mackenzie 2014). The volume uses aggregate snapshot statistics to illustrate several long-term
trends in the composition of parliaments. Figure 1, taken from Best and Cotta (2002), for example,
shows the percentage of MPs in Western parliaments that worked as a civil servant before entry to
parliament. Data such as this shows how many politicians with a certain background made it to par-
liament and thus clearly answers the who part of the question about accession to positions of power.
However, the answer to the question of how people attain positions is unfortunately, much less sat-
isfying. In fact, the key explanation that Best and Cotta (2000) offer is the relative expansion of the
public sector. Arguably, however, this is a societal trend. It is not, as the authors suggest, a statis-
tic that provides insight into what groups “dominate the parliamentary arena” (Idem, p.501). The
claim that a certain group ’dominates’ would require a relative over-representation and not merely an
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increase. From this graph, we cannot know if it is, for example, increased supply or the changing pref-
erences of gatekeepers that are responsible for these trends. To answer that question, we would need
more detailed micro-level data. Such data would allow us to test if a civil servant - all else being equal
- is more likely to enter the parliamentary arena than a non civil servant. Recent work (e.g. Dowding
andDumont 2009; Kerby 2009; KamBianco; Sened and Smyth 2010; Jäckle 2013) has startedmoving
beyond the use of aggregated snapshot data. So far, however, this work has focused on the recruit-
ment of ministers. All in all, the state of the art of political elite studies thus provides much insight
into who reaches positions of political power, but as yet little information on the mechanisms and
dynamics responsible for this.

Figure 1: Percentage of MPs that worked in the public sector, from Best and Cotta 2000, p. 501 -
‘European Parliaments 1848-1999: public sector employees’

Parliamentary professionalisation literature, key questions and remaining
challenges

A second key literature that might profit from the adoption of a micro-level perspective on political
career dynamics is the literature on parliamentary professionalisation. The key focus of this literature
is the historical shift from (part-time) amateur politics towards the development of (full-time) profes-
sionalised parliaments (Secker 1995, Saalfeld 1997; Borchert 2001; Squire 2007; Daniel 2015; Allen and
Cairney 2007). Such a ‘professionalisation’ trend has been observed in many western parliaments.
Scholars in the closely related ‘multi-level careers’ sub-field (e.g. Borchert and Stolz 2001, Borchert
2001, Daniel 2015) are also interested in professionalisation. They have argued that professionalised
parliaments close themselves off from their surroundings, resulting in fewer cross-level career move-
ments. This has important consequences for the institutional development of the political system.
Saalfeld (1997) is illustrative of this: inspired by Squire 1992, this work studies developments of av-
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erage tenures, numbers of full-time staff, numbers of sessions, bills, etc., in the German parliament
between 1949 and 1994 to sketch a picture of the extent of this trend.

Central to both literatures is a core theoretical idea that originated with the US scholar Nelson
Polsby (1968), whereby political professionalisation results from a positive feedback loop5. On the
one end of this feedback loop, we find parliamentary tenure–the time politicians spend in parliament.
On the other end, we find the institutional development of the parliament and the amount of power
it has. The central idea here is that established groups of politicians will try to hold onto power by
closing off access to outsiders. Theywill also further ‘institutionalise’ the parliament. In thisway, they
increase the influence of that particular parliament–and through that, their ownpower (Borchert and
Stolz 2001, Borchert 2011, Daniel 2015).

The scientific relevance of studying parliamentary professionalisation lies in the democratic per-
formance of parliaments. High turnover negatively affects what has been called the ‘institutional
memory’ of parliaments. However, low turnover involves the risk of ‘concentrat[ing] power in the
hands of a few’ (Daniel 2015). As such, the literature implicitly suggests that an optimal level of profes-
sionalisation exists, yet so far little guidance has beenprovided onwhere this optimummight lie, or on
how to achieve it. In the following section, I will make a number of suggestions for how micro-level
career data might help solve this problem.

A positive feedback loop in need of empirical verification

One reason for the aforementioned knowledge gap is methodological. The professionalisation lit-
erature has so far mainly been focused on either transition rates (e.g. the number of people in the
European or national parliaments with a background in national or European politics, Daniel 2015),
or tenure/turnover (e.g. Secker 1995; Whitaker 2014)6. From these measurements, we know that the
collective profile of entire parliaments has shifted towards one where more representatives look like
professionals7. However, a major puzzle remaining for this literature is the question of whether the
dynamic responsible for this professionalisation is actually the positive feedback loop suggested by
Nelson Polsby (1968).

More specifically, one key reason why this puzzle remains unsolved is a measurement issue. Of-
ten, the level of professionalisation of a parliament ismeasured as the increased tenure of themembers
of this parliament. This however, only measures an outcome and not its root cause. Moreover, this
measure is somewhat tautological. We have observed that politicians tend to have longer episodes
(i.e. have higher tenure) in ‘professionalised’ parliaments. Yet, this is also how many researchers de-
fine professionalised parliaments. A second problem is that a variety of alternative mechanisms exist
which might increase the average tenure of parliamentarians. However, the literature rarely controls
for such confounders. In the Netherlands, for example, the supply of candidates changed drastically

5Polsby 1978 does not call this dynamic a positive feedback loop. This is, however, the core of the argument.
6Some other studies have also looked at the (non)political nature of jobs before (e.g. Alen 2012) parliament.
7see Secker 1995 for a nuanced image of the Netherlands.
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with regional and local political structures developing, and new parties emerging as Dutch society de-
pillarised (i.e. social division across religious lines were reduced). Such a trend is likely to affect the
relative attractiveness of political offices at different levels in the multi-level political system (Borchert
2011), which is in turn, likely to have an effect on parliamentary tenure. However, such alternative
explanations cannot be taken into account (i.e. be statistically controlled) when the research focus is
only on the tenure of parliaments as a whole. The third issue is theoretical. The positive feedback
loop central to this literature implicitly assumes that incumbents (those that already hold a political
office) are in fact successful in fighting off new candidates to this office. This is, however, not a trivial
task. The reason for this is that when the power that comes with a seat is increased, the supply of
interested candidates is also likely to increase.

For these three reasons, an alternative research approach seems desirable. To establish if the as-
sumed positive feedback mechanism is indeed responsible for the observed ‘professionalisation’, we
need statistical models that take individual politicians as the unit of analysis. These models should
predict the likelihood of a politician (not) experiencing a career transition on the basis of individual
characteristics, and their interplay with institutional factors. One key test for the professionalisation
literature would be to show that the likelihood of (re)hiring a political insider (i.e. a politician that
is currently in parliament) versus an outsider is higher in parliaments that have more institutional
power (e.g. have political control over larger budgets). We will see below that the US-centred ratio-
nal office seeking literature on renomination probabilities and term-limits has taken some important
steps in this direction, albeit in the pursuit of answers for other research questions. This thesis aims
to continue in this direction and thereby develop themeans to investigate professionalisation further.

Representation of women in parliament, key questions and remaining chal-
lenges

A third literature that is likely to profit from the proposed micro-level career perspective is the litera-
ture on the descriptive representation of women in parliaments (e.g. Lovenduski andNorris 1993, In-
gelhart and Norris 2003, Caul-Kittelson 2006, Wangnerud 2009, Krook and MacKay 2011). Scholars
in this tradition are focused on understanding variations in the number ofwomen across parliaments,
parties and time. The key theoretical interest here is the identification of the specific (mixture of) fac-
tors that lead to the increased representation of women in Western parliaments (Kittelson 2006, p.
52). Almostwithout exception8, work in this field has focusedononedependent variable: thepercent-
age of seats occupied by women in (national) parliaments. However, while the focus in this literature
has generally been on this single dependent variable, a multitude of independent variables have been
studied (see Waengnerud 2009 for an extensive review). Most of these measurements are state/coun-
try level variables, which can be classified into three rough categories. In the first category, we find
cultural/ideological explanations, such as the ‘civic attitudes’ of voters towards women (Ingelhart and

8Fox and Lawless 2004 use the self-reported ambitions of men and women to run for office.
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Norris 2003), the ‘welfare state type’ (Rosenbluth et al. 2006), ‘post-communist’ countries, and ‘party
ideology’ (Kittelson 2006). A second body of literature has studied the impact of the electoral system9.
Third and finally, there exist agentic explanations, such as the presence of awomen’smovementwithin
political parties (Lovenduski and Norris 1993), the impact of gender quotas (Dahlerup 2012, Krook
2016), or the (lacking) political ambitions of women (Fox and Lawless 2004). Despite this impressive
body of research, some key challenges remain, however.

Towards a causal understanding of descriptive representation dynamics

The key challenge that remains for the women in parliaments literature is learning more about the
factors that generate the aforementioned patterns. In a review of the legislative research in Europe,
Patzelt (1999) concluded twenty years ago that “generally, European recruitment researchhas not been
marked by a special concern for theory-building or theory-testing”, and instead “categories like social
or political background, gender, age [..] have been treated as variables of self-evident importance”,
and that “the easy accessibility of data rather than theoretical relevance seems to have been the guiding
motive” (Patzelt 1999, p. 263). A decade later, Waengnerud (2006) comes to the same conclusion:
“macro-level variables still dominate research on women’s descriptive representation” (Wangnerud,
2006, p. 59). She identifies the “building of fine tuned models that specify relationships” (ibidem),
and studies that “explore causal mechanisms in more detail” (ibidem) as key challenges for future
research.

Now, another decade later, we are starting to see some first moves in this direction. Fox and Law-
less (2004), for example, ran a survey among citizens currently working in what they called ‘pipeline
professions10’, and found that women are less likely to report political ambition. Kittelson (2006)was
among the first to study descriptive representation while moving away from macro-level parliamen-
tary aggregates. Instead, she uses meso-level party level aggregates. Trip and Kang (2008) show that
there are more women in the parliaments of countries in which major parties have voluntary party
gender quotas11. O’Brien and Rickne (2016) studied local Swedishmunicipalities with a ‘difference in
differences’ design to investigate the impact of the introduction of a nationwide party quota by the
Swedish Social Democratic party. These studies all represent significant steps forward, yet research
that goes right down to the micro-level - to study the individual decisions of women to run or not
run for office (see Fox and Lawless 2004 andKanthak andWoon for two notable exceptions), and the
decisions on the part of party selectors to hire or not hire women - is still very scarce. I take a micro-

9From this literature, we know that proportional representation (i.e. systems in which the percentage of individuals
that voted for a certain party translates into an equal share of seats in parliament) systems typically elect more women (see
Norris 2006 among others).

10Lawyers, business leaders, college professors, public school teachers, those that work for interest groups.
11Unfortunately, however, they do not test the responsible hypothesised mechanisms, but only observe the cross-

sectional co-occurrence of quotas and higher numbers of women. It thus remains unknown if gender quotas are the
cause or the effect. It can also be the case that the observed relationship between quotas and the percentage of women is
spurious.
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level approach in Chapter 5, and study the impact of gender quotas using a newmicro-level theory of
political selection and micro-level data.

Political career research as a stand-alone topic, key questions and remaining
challenges

The chef proceeds to elaborate her culinary approach: good cooking, she says, amounts
to having the perfect ingredients, perfectly measured. Traditional cooks have stressed the
importance of cooking process itself, says the proprietor of The Modern Social Scientist.
As long as you have the correct ingredients and they are properly measured, she insists,
how, in what order, and for how long they are combined makes no difference. (Pierson,
2011. p.1)

This quote fromPaulPierson’s (2011) book ’Politics inTime’ reminds social scientists that political
processes happen at a certain point in time in a certain order. In some cases, understanding such
sequences can be crucial to understanding politics. It is here that political career research as a stand-
alone topic has something to offer.

The key interest among those that have studied political careers as a stand-alone topic (see Vercesi
2018 for some important reflections) has been to develop ideal types that capture the careers of elected
representatives. The core theoretical idea of this literature is that different ‘types’ of politicians ex-
ist, and that politicians of the same type are likely to behave similarly and that politicians of different
types shouldbehave differently. Early contributions in this field consist of studies conducted in theUS
context. For example, Matthews (1960), who develops a “group portrait” and “collective biography”
(idem p. 12) of the US senate. Other examples are Schlesinger’s (1966) work on the state backgrounds
of the US political elite, and Canon’s (1990) study of amateurs in the United States congress. Simi-
larly rough ideal-type categorisations about European politicians also exist. Van Den Berg (1983), for
example, describes the career backgrounds of Dutch MPs by referring to one ideal type: a politician
who has senior civil service experience and a long career in local politics. In this literature, we also find
Weber’s (1965) famous distinction between ’political careers’ (MPs that use political positions to boost
their private earnings) or ‘career politicians’ (professionalised politicians). In terms of their empirical
strategy, these contributions mix personal observations with aggregate snapshot data. Such studies,
for example, seek to identify the percentage of MPs in a certain parliament with a background in law
(Best and Cotta 2000), or the percentage of parliamentarians that held office in local politics before
entering parliament (Ibid).

Studies that use micro-level career data to empirically study the actual career patterns of politi-
cians are much more scarce. To my knowledge, there are currently four contributions that do this.
MacKenzie (2005) investigates the impact of electoral reforms on years spent in elected offices before
entering the US congress, for which he uses detailed individual level career sequence data. Manow
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(2013) has studied the impact of the ‘election list career’ (the order of list/district mandates in theGer-
manmixed electoral system) on the obtainment of specific committee seats in theGermanBundestag.
Ting (2016) investigates how the pre-parliamentary careers of British MPs affect their careers and be-
haviours in parliament. Ohmura, Bailer, Meissner and Selb (2018) used sequence analysis - a method
that is also used in Chapter 4 of this PhD thesis - to provide empirical insight into the different types
of pre-parliamentary careers followed by members of the German Bundestag. The key contribution
of these studies is that they use individual level career data to shed empirical light on what kinds of
ideal-type careers can actually be observed in the real world. Indeed, Ohmura et al. point out that it
has so far remained “far from clear [..] what career paths exist” (2018 p.172).

An agenda in search of theoretical relevance

Although this literature has successfully established the need to empirically test career ideal types, the
key challenge that remains is how to connect to research questions posed in other sub-fields. Intu-
itively and analytically, the importance of having an image of the career (motivations) of politicians
seems almost self-evident. Indeed, many other sub-fields make implicit or explicit assumptions about
politicians’ career paths and careermotivations. The standard rational choicemodels of parliamentary
behaviour, for example, assume thatMPs seek office (support in the party and/or votes). However, as
Borchert (2011) affirms, for such a theory, it is important to be able to identifywhat particular offices
MPS seek at what points in time. Indeed, a regional MPwith national ambitions is likely to act quite
differently to a politician that is content with their status quo (i.e. what Schlesinger (1966) calls ‘static
ambition’). However,much of the literature assumes the ambitions of politicians to be homogeneous
(Borchert 2011), and their career paths to be highly structured and standardised (Francis and Kenny
2000).

A related issue is that, as Pierson (2011) describes in his reflection on this issue in his book ’Politics
in Time’, political science in general has focused on “a snapshot view of political life” (Pierson 2011,
p.2). The result is that (implicit) ‘Markov-assumptions’ (i.e. the idea that the future state of a process
only depends on the current state of this process) lie at the core ofmuch of political science theorising.
This is even true for some of the exceptional cases where political career dynamics are studied with in-
dividual level data, for example, the rational office seeking literature12, which will be reviewed shortly.
This - some argue damaging (Pierson 2011) - theoretical simplification has made it hard for those in-
terested in temporal processes, such as the study of political careers, to gain a foothold in mainstream
political science.

When political career researchers are confronted with the task of, for example, describing how
exactly the ‘past or the future’ (Manow 2013) matters, finding a theoretical connection with other

12In the key contributionbyBox-Steffensmeier (1996), for example, which kick-started the ‘micro-level turn’ in political
career research in the US (Kousser and Mackenzie 2005), the importance of time varying co-variates is argued, but their
models have no history and only variables that are aimed at capturing the current parliamentary environment properly

18

Chapter 1



literatures is not easy. The problem here, to some extent, results from the theoretical foundation of
this literature. Political science theory is often grounded in a ‘Downsian’ paradigm (Downs 1957), in
which individual characteristics - such as careers - have been written out of the equation. It has be-
come increasingly clear, however, that individual differences do matter. Fox and Lawless (2004), for
example, have shown how men and women respond quite differently to the opportunity structures
they are presented with. For the study of political careers to gain recognition among common po-
litical scientists, it is up to career researchers to show that common political science theory needs an
understanding of political career dynamics. To achieve this, future research will need to demonstrate
that without this understanding, common political science theory is insufficiently complex to satis-
factorily explain other phenomena of interest. Currently, studies that reveal substantial increases in
explained variance as a result of including the ‘career variable’ are still pending. Finding a connection
with the general political science discipline will likely be one of the key challenges that political career
research has to tackle in the upcoming years.

Rational office seeking literature, key questions and remaining challenges

The fifth and final relevant literature is the study of rational office seeking. Within the context of this
thesis, this literature is special as it provides the starting point formy own theoretical framework. The
rational office seeking literature will thus be treated in more detail.

The career decisions oriented understanding of political career dynamics (i.e. the ‘behavioural
turn’, see Hall and VanHouweling 1995) that this thesis promotes has already been shown to provide
particularly fertile ground for US-focused research. (see Kousser and MacKenzie 2014 for a review).
My work builds on this framework, seeking to improve it by filling a key research gap from which
it suffers - that the rational office seeking literature has so far only focused on the career decisions of
individual politicians, and not on the decisions of the gatekeepers that select them. To some extent,
the existence of this gap is logical, becausewe know from the comparative study on candidate selection
procedures (e.g. Rahat andHazan 2001, Lundell 2004) that political gatekeepers, like political parties,
play aminimal role inpolitical careers in theUS.As a result, the key focus in thedevelopmentofmicro-
level political career theories so far has been on understanding the career decisions of representatives
(Kousser and MacKenzie 2014) and their campaign contributors (e.g. Jacoboson and Kernell 1982).
However, in most contexts outside of the US, the recruitment decisions of gatekeepers, in particular,
the selection committees of political parties, play a defining role in political careers. In fact, inmost
contexts, the career decisions of two key actors are crucial: those of the representatives, and those of
the people who select them (i.e. gatekeepers). What can be seen here is that a simplification thatmight
be valid in the US has left the micro-level understanding of the ‘other half of the coin’, i.e., what the
selection behaviour of gatekeepers looks like, severely underdeveloped.

Buildingon theoverviewof the rational office seeking literatureprovidedbyKousser andMacKen-
zie (2017), theUS-focused literature can be characterised as havingmuch the same starting point as the
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European political career literature, with a later ‘behavioural turn’ that has beenmuch less popular in
Europe. ManyUS-focused studies also focus onprofessionalisation as their key topic. Some of this lit-
erature has already been mentioned above. For example, Matthews’ (1960) ‘collective biography’ for
U.S. senators, or Schlesinger’s (1966) work, which revealed how that MPs from certain US states are
heavily overrepresented among the American political elite. On basis of this, he famously argues that
‘opportunity leads to ambition’. Polsby’s (1968) study on parliamentary professionalisation shows an
increase in the length of legislative careers in the US house, and talks about the consequences.

While earlierU.S. studies took an aggregated snapshot approach, laterwork does showan attempt
tomove towards the use of amore ‘micro-level’ approach13. Defining papers are those by Black (1972),
Rhode (1979), and Jacobson and Kernell (1982). These contributions take the theoretical starting
point - as I do in this thesis - that politicians are rational and will attempt to optimise their long-term
career payoff. Among the very first studies to develop and use such amicro-level theory of political ca-
reer dynamics is Black (1972). In this paper, he developed the ‘rational office seeker’ framework. Black
1972 elaborated Schlesinger’s idea that ‘opportunity structures ambition’ into a formalised frame-
work, Schlesinger showed that politicians from large cities are more likely to desire higher offices than
those from small cities. Rhode (1979) similarly investigated the individual conditions under which
members of the US house are likely to seek a Senate seat or governorship. He found that members of
the US congress are more likely to seek these two high status offices when the probability of winning
them is relatively high. Jacobson andKernell (1982) further consolidated this approach by integrating
the rational office seeking frame into a general model of the micro-level dynamics of congressional
elections. The US literature’s affinity with micro-level perspectives on political careers also expresses
itself in the more wide-spread use, and much earlier development, of an authoritative source holding
basic individual level political career data14. These studies form the foundations of the theoretical core
that I will elaborate for this thesis.

The theoretical core of the rational office seeker framework

At the theoretical core of the rational office seeker literature, is the idea that politicians are rational
office seekers who compare the costs and benefits of their career options and choose the option that
maximises their expected utility. There are some slight variations within the field. Black (1972), for
example, explicitly theorises about sequential decisions, while Box-Steffensmeier and Jones (1997) fo-
cus on ‘one shot’ decisions. All research assumes, however, that towards the end of the electoral term,
every occupant of a political office (e.g. an MP in parliament) faces two options. They either run
for re-election (S) or they retire from office (R), pursuing a career either in a higher political office, or

13In fact, in the aforementioned earlier studies, we can already see the theoretical developmentof concepts thatwill soon
enter the utility function of the micro-level models. Although he uses different words for it, Schlesinger, for example, is
already hinting at risks associated with seeking office and the benefits that come with these offices.

14The so-called ‘the Roster of United States Congressional Officeholders and Biographical Characteristics ofMembers
of the United States Congress’ has played a key role in this. This ‘Roster’, at the same time, does not contain pre- or
post-congressional career data.
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outside parliament. Rational decisionmakers will choose to ‘retire’ from parliament if their expected
utility of option R exceeds the subjective expected utility of running for re-election (S) or - following
the style of the literature15 - more formally:

R >> S, if U(S) < U(R) (1)

Three core ingredients affectMPs’ expectedutility (U(S)) of staying in office. The first core ingre-
dient concerns benefits fromparliamentary service. Early contributions have already highlighted how
parliamentarians tend to run for election when they expect higher benefits from their seat (Rhode
1979, Schlesinger 1966, Black 1972). The second ingredient is the probability of re-election, i.e. the
chance that running for a seat will actually be successful. Parliamentarians are assumed to weigh
the benefits from (continued) parliamentary service with the probability of experiencing these bene-
fits (Kiewiet and Zeng 1993, Rhode 1979, Ansolabehere and Gerber 1997, Stone, Maisel and Maestas
2004). This includes the notion that benefits can only be enjoyed when the desired career scenario is
realised. As a third key ingredient affecting the utility of running for re-election, the literature high-
lights that politicians consider the costs of running for a seat in the next parliament (Black 1972, Squire
1988, Atkinson and Dochery 1992, Hibbing 1982, Jacobson and Dimock 1993, Matland 2004). In the
US, this often entails substantial financial investment. In the European context, the costs involved are
time investments in terms of work/life balance, potential reputation costs, and the (political) oppor-
tunity costs imposed by the time needed to be spent on political campaigning.

Similar core ingredients define MPs’ expected utility of retiring (U(R)) from parliament for an-
other political office, or retiring from political life altogether. The expected utility of retiring from
parliament increases when an MP expects high benefits from their outside activities, and when these
benefits are highly probable. Furthermore, starting a career outside parliament comes at a cost, in
particular the cost of running an election campaign for another office, or the cost associated with
searching for a non-political source of income. It is worth noting that, in general, this right side of
equation 1 has, as yet, received much less attention and empirical scrutiny than the left side.

Recent work in the rational office seeking tradition

Substantive work has built on this rational office seekermodel. The papers that constitute the state of
the art of this tradition can be classified into roughly four categories. The first set of studies are those
focused on the decision to rerun/stay in office (e.g. Kiewiet and Zeng 1993) and strategic candidate
entry (e.g. Ansolabehere and Gerber 1997, Stone, Maisel and Maestas 2004). A second, smaller liter-
ature studies the decision of politicians to run for a higher office (Box-Steffensmeier and Jones 1997,
Tofias 2005). A third category includes studies interested in estimating the value of holding elected
offices in terms of labour market returns (e.g. Diermeier 2005, Parker 2009, Eggers and Hainmueller

15the other literatures do not have such core equations. For the rational office seeking literature, this single equation
summarises its content rather well.
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2009, Geys and Mause 2013). Finally, there is a large literature studying the impact of term limits in
US State legislatures on political careers, and the power relations between the legislative and the ex-
ecutive branch (Powel, Niemi and Smith 2007). Kousser and MacKenzie (2017) identify the latter
literature as an example of best practice when it comes to studying the interplay between institutions,
legislative careers and legislative behaviour in parliament.

Best practice, but only half the story: where is the gatekeeper micro-model?

Despite the sizeable body of accumulative knowledge within the rational office seeking tradition, one
key challenge remains for the literature: it has yet to develop its theoretical framework in such a way
that it ismore applicable to understanding career dynamics as they play out outside of the very specific
US context. Arguably, the key issue is that within the rational office seeker framework, the candidate
decisionmodel has been well developed, but that of political gatekeepers has not. In contexts outside
of the US, however, the ‘recruitment decisions’ by political gatekeepers - for example, the selection
committee of political parties (Norris 1997, Katz and Crotty 2006) - plays a crucial role. In such con-
texts, the decision of gatekeepers might actually be much more important than those of individual
candidates. Furthermore, the explanation that women may have less interest in political offices (e.g.
Fox and Lawless 2004) might not translate well in contexts like the Netherlands, where the decision
of political gatekeepers concerning who ends up in parliament is much more important than the de-
cisions of individual candidates. Thus, if its scope is to grow, the current US-basedmicro-level theory
of political career dynamics should seek to saymore about the career decisions of political gatekeepers.
An attempt to sketch the starting points for this theoretical extension is provided and tested through-
out this PhD thesis.

On the whole, when reviewing the state of the art of political career research, we see sub-field
specific issues, as well as common challenges. The following chapters zoom in on these common
challenges.

Macro level aggregated snapshot data and the scientific rationale
for an alternative approach

When taking stock of the political career literature, what stands out is the struggle to generate in-
sight into the mechanism responsible for observed patterns. Those studying political elites know
who reaches positions of power, but not how they do it. Professionalisation scholars have not yet
empirically verified the positive feedback loop at the core of their theorising. Those studying women
in parliaments have some ideas about the different political ambitions of women (e.g. Fox and Law-
less 2004), but still lack a complete causal understanding of descriptive representation dynamics - one
that also includes amodel of gatekeeper decisions. The standalone political careers literature struggles
to meaningfully identify where the career ideal types it observes come from. It is worthwhile explor-
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ing if their is any common-ground among these literature that might shed light on what has led to a
prolongation of this state of affairs.

The problem with using ’The Parliament’ as a unit of analysis

There are good reasons to blame the use of ‘the parliament’ as a unit of analysis as the key factor
behind the literature’s continued struggle to generate insight into the mechanisms responsible for
observed patterns. Variables measured at the level of parliaments occurs prominently across all of
the the reviewed literature. Parliaments are, however, not as theoretically meaningful as the literature
seems to suggest they are.

From an analytical point of view, aggregation is meaningful when the members of subgroups
share important theoretical characteristics. The problem with parliaments as a level of aggregation,
however, is thatwhen it comes to explaining howpoliticsworks, they actually lack shared theoretically
relevant characteristics. For example, looking at the percentage of women in a parliament does not
tell us much about why these women are there. While some women in this group may have entered
parliament a couple of months ago, others might have been there for 4, 8 or, sometimes, 20 years.
Hence, each of these women entered the grouping under very different conditions. It is thus not
particularly meaningful to treat these women as if they constituted one group.

More specifically, aggregation to the level of parliaments is particularly problematic from the inde-
pendent variable side. Looking at thepercentageofwomen inparliament is important for establishing
‘how far we have come’, but not ‘how we got there’. The only characteristic shared by members of
parliaments is that they find themselves in the same place at the same point in time. Such an aggre-
gation is about as meaningful as taking a snapshot of a busy train-station16. Indeed, as Pierson (2011)
states, “contemporary social scientists typically take a ‘snapshot’ view of political life, but there is of-
ten a strong case to be made for shifting from snapshots to moving pictures.” (Pierson, 2011, p. 2).
This is a warning that, given the heavily time-dependent nature of political careers, those studying
political career dynamics should take to heart.

Now the problem with using parliaments as a unit of analysis has been established, the question
now is what would more meaningful aggregations look like? Of course, a minimal form of aggrega-
tion is necessary: otherwise, we would be looking at single cases, not patterns. The point is, how-
ever, to not over-generalise. The leading principal here is that politicians can and should be clustered
together if they share theoretically relevant characteristics. One example would be to compare the
characteristics of a group of women that entered parliament when there was a gender quota with a
group that entered when there was no gender quota. This aggregation would be meaningful. Indeed,
the women within these two groups share a theoretically important characteristic (see Chapter 5).

16A single snapshot is potentially meaningful as an independent variable but not as a dependent variable. In the case
of the train-station example, it might help us if we need to decide how many toilets to build; however, it does not teach
us anything meaningful about how these people - all travelling on their different routes - happened to come together at
this specific intersection.
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Another example would be to compare those politicians that worked as professional communicators
before their parliamentary career (e.g. journalists, public relations professionals) with those that did
not to investigate the importance of communication skills for cabinet promotion (see Chapter 4).
Such aggregations do, however, require individual level data.

The scientific rationale behind an individualmicro-level career decision-centred
approach

The need for amicro-level understanding of political career dynamics results not only from the prob-
lem with aggregated snapshot data on the level of parliaments, but also from a more fundamental
scientific rationale: the idea that it is valuable to break down observations into the processes that gen-
erated them (e.g. Hedström 2005). Why did this approach gain popularity in the US? Why should
we care about extending it with a decisionmodel for gatekeepers to give it applicability outside of the
US context? The short answer to this question is that we are likely to build better theory by apply-
ing this approach. Indeed, Patzelt (1999) argues that the European recruitment research has shown
“a neglect of empirically grounded theory-building and [an] absence of a common theoretical frame-
work” (Ibid, p. 261), and suggests that “concepts focusing on rational choice [..] could [..] easily be
integrated into the emerging European framework of supply and demand-analysis”. This is exactly
the goal of this thesis. Kousser andMacKenzie furthermore state that “micro-level choice models can
provide more rigorous hypothesis tests of relationships between causes and outcomes” (Ibid, p. 291).
The idea that a micro-level theory of political career dynamics has something extra to offer is thus
already quite well established.

The idea that it is valuable to break down observations into the processes that generated them
(i.e. to apply a ‘micro-level perspective’) rests on epistemological considerations about good social
science research practices in general. More specifically, this thesis follows what is known as a ‘struc-
tural individualist’ (see Wippler 1978 and Hedström 2005 among others) strategy to social science
theory building. This means that in order to understand the phenomenon of political career dy-
namics theoretically, I will attempt to break political career patterns down into the individual level
behaviours that generate them, while, at the same time, seeking to resist a naive form ofmethodologi-
cal individualism, in which all outcomes are explainedwith reference to the individual alone. Instead,
the approach proposed by Hedström and others is to follow the principle of ‘sufficient complexity’
(Lindenberg 1977), orwhatWhitmeyer (1994) calls a ’multi-levelmodelling approach that involves [..]
the construction of unitmodels of key processes at all levels of aggregation’ and ’requiring thosemod-
els to cohere with each other’ (Whitmeyer 1994, p. 158). A contribution, for example, that refers to
the observed relationship between a certain electoral system (e.g. proportional representation) and a
certainmacro-outcome (e.g. more women) would not pass the test these authors set. It would fail be-
cause such an observation leaves the causal chain (i.e. unit models) through which this pattern comes
about unspecified and untested. Lawless and Fox’s (2004) investigation into the different responses
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of men and women to political career opportunities would pass this test. Their theoretical model
specifies the context, behaviour and the aggregated outcome. The description of the causal chain is
thus complete. Such contributions have the advantage that they offer a more complete story of the
causal chain/mechanism. They create a theory that describes “plausible frequently observed ways in
which things happen (Elster 1989”. They offer ‘complete’ theories (Tacq 1986), while avoiding un-
necessary theoretical details or complications when they can be avoided (Lindenberg 1977). This is
why the development of a micro-level theory of political career dynamics could be beneficial: it has
the potential to generate a better, deeper, yet not unnecessarily complex, theoretical understanding
of career dynamics.

Atwo-sidedmicro-level theory of political career dynamics: some
first steps

So far, in part one of this introduction, the focus has been on the key literatures that political career
research talks to, and their key challenges. Part two revealed how the common issue of aggregated par-
liamentary snapshot data underlies these key challenges. I also outlined the epistemological rationale
behind a career decision-centred approach. These issues, and their proposed solution are the focus
of the chapters that follow. These chapters will provide theoretical details, and will show the applica-
tions of the proposed theoretical perspective. Before doing so, however, it is important to shed some
light on the similarities and differences between this proposed new perspective and already existing
ones. Here, I focus on possible ingredients: theoretical ideas that can be integrated into the proposed
perspective.

Existing theoretical frameworks to consider

Ingredient 1: Rational office seeking

The first key theory I build on is the ‘rational office seeker’ framework from the rational office seeking
literature outlined above (see Equation 1). The theoretical perspective I apply throughout this thesis
builds heavily on this framework to talk about the decision model of political candidates. One key
addition to the framework, however, is that I suggest that ’political human capital’ plays a key role
in the expected utility of running for offices (U(R)), as it strongly affects the probability (PS) of
successful (re)election.

Ingredient 2: Norris’ supply-and-demand framework

The second framework, which Kousser and MacKenzie (2005) in fact identified to be the most dom-
inant perspective among European scholars interested in political careers, is the supply-and-demand
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framework by Norris (1997) and Best and Cotta (2000). This framework conceptualises political re-
cruitment as resulting from “the interplay of supply-side factors that determine who seeks legisla-
tive office and demand-side factors that influence the choices of party organisations” (Kousser and
MacKenzie 2005, p. 299). Patzelt (1999 p. 265) reflects on the state of European political recruitment
research, and mentions that “the categories of rational-choice models, which are so widely employed
in American recruitment research, are nearly absent.” (ibid, p. 265). He also suggests that “concepts
focusing on rational choice [..] could [..] easily be integrated into the emerging European frame-
work of supply and demand-analysis.” Indeed this is what I try to do in this PhD thesis by providing,
alongside an already generally agreed upon candidate decision model, a model of the of recruitment
decisions of gatekeepers.

Ingredient 3: (political) human capital theory

Although important studies of the effects of human capital in the market sector can be
expected, I anticipate that the excitement will be generated by studies of its effects in the
non-market sector. (Becker 1964. p.10)

The third key theoretical idea that this thesis will further develop is the role of ‘political human
capital’ in the (self)selection of candidates for political office. This framework has received little at-
tention in the political science literature (see Norris 1997, p.13 and Donohue and Holland 2012 for
notable exceptions), but it is well established in labour market sociology (e.g. Becker 1964, 2009). At
the core of political human capital is the idea that an acquired stock of skills, knowledge, contacts and
resources that mediate access into (political) positions through an individual’s embodiment of the ability
to perform actions that produce political value. Chapter 4 develops this idea in some detail. It outlines
how the study of political careers stands to profit from this perspective, because it provides a struc-
tured way of thinking about politicians performing politically valuable actions and thus, crucially,
their value as perceived by gatekeepers. As such, the political human capital of a candidate impacts
both the likelihood of their selection, and their willingness to run for a certain political position.
It thus influences both the candidate’s own decision, and the decisions of gatekeepers.

Related ideas: ’follow the leader’, Borchert’s multi-level career framework and the literature
on candidate selection procedures

In terms of existing theoretical perspectives on (political) career dynamics, three other related theoret-
ical ideas or traditions in the political careers literature are worth mentioning. The first is interesting
because of its theoretical simplicity. This is the idea that politicians will simply follow the career path
of successful politicians ’in front of them’. We can call this the ’follow the leader’ framework17. This

17In behavioural game theory terms, this idea can loosely be seen to be playing a kind of ‘best response’: a strategy
to potentially optimise one’s long-term payoff by simply following the strategy with the highest payoff in the last game
round without the need to/assumption that politicians are making detailed well informed utility considerations.
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idea occurs quite prominently, in thework ofDaniel (2015)18, Norris (1997)19 and Schlesinger (1966)20.
However, what renders this idea unsatisfactory as a theory is that it predicts that political career path-
ways will homogenise towards increasingly more similar political career ladders across time, which is
not consistentwith the persistent diversity of pathways to power that can be observed empirically (e.g.
Norris 1997, Borchet and Stolz 2001, Ohmura et al 2018). This idea is furthermore unsatisfactory as
a theoretical model because it does not feature any claims about how political actors would respond
to contextual variation (e.g. quotas, voting systems, party organisation). It as such does not pass the
structural individualist’ test of offering a complete causal chain.

A secondalready existing framework thatneedsmentioning isBorchert’smulti-level careers frame-
work (Borchert 2003, Borchert 2011, Borchert and Stolz 2011). Key to this framework is the idea that:
“the fact that a political institution at a given level of government is staffed by people who typically
might hold some other office concurrently, who generally have held some (particular) office before,
and who expect to hold yet another office in the future cannot remain without implications, neither
for these people’s behaviour nor for the institutions affected” (Borchert 2011, p. 118). The crucial dif-
ference between this framework and the framework suggested in this PhD thesis, is what they seek
to explain. Borchert’s framework is focused on institutional dynamics, while the theoretical model
applied in this thesis focuses on career decisions in a political context. Following the rational office
seeking tradition closely, Borchert’s framework outlines how the ambitions of politicians are influ-
enced by their opportunity structure. It suggests conceptualising the political opportunity structure
as resulting from the availability (e.g. the number of seats available at different levels in the system),
accessibility (how easy it is to obtain a specific office) and attractiveness (immediate and long-term pay-
offs) of different offices across the different levels of a political system. In terms of theorising about
the dynamics that surroundpolitical careers, Borchert’s framework richly describes the consequences of
certain career patterns, but is much less developedwhen it comes to explaining the causes of these pat-
terns. Arguably, a complete (macro > micro > macro) theory about political career dynamics should
not only address the choices, but should also speak to the macro-level- consequences, and contexts in
which these choices are made. The framework this PhD thesis explores, and Borchert’s framework
are thus complementary.

Finally, there is the literature on candidate selection procedures. The key concern of this sub-
literature has been to classify candidate selection procedures (e.g. Rahat and Hazan 2001) and un-
derstand their consequences (Spies and Kaiser 2012). Gatekeepers play a crucial role in this literature.
However, in contrast to the work presented in this PhD thesis, this literature seeks to mainly gain

18Daniel (2015) talks about the career path as an institution in itself when he claims that ”a desired professional outcome
is reachedmost easily by ascertaining and replicating the pathmost travelled— the institutional career path” (Daniel 2015,
p. 14).

19Norris (1997) suggests that “politicians are socialised into the familiar routines of the corridors of power” (ibid, p. 4).
20Schlesinger (1996) refers to this as the ‘circularity of human behaviour’ that leads to a situation where “if lieutenant

governor have become governor in the past, than men [sic] who want to become governor will first seek to become lieu-
tenant governor” (ibid, p.9).
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insight intowho the gatekeepers are. The focus of this thesis is instead on how gatekeepers in general
(actually somewhat independent of who they are) make selection decisions. These two perspectives
are again complementary. Future works might attempt to integrate them more closely.

Political career transitions as a two-actor decision

This chapter has now established the rationale behind a new micro-level theory of political career
dynamics, and has reviewed existing theoretical works that such a framework would need to speak
to. In what follows, the contours of this new theoretical perspective are sketched. One key premise
of this new perspective is that we can only understand political career transitions when we see them
as a two-actor decision. This means that if we want to understand who obtains a position and who
does not, we need to know both what motivates a politician to try for a post, and what factors are
responsible for the selection of specific candidates. Both questions concern decisions, and one of the
central aims of this thesis is to develop the first steps of a simple, yet sufficiently complex, theoretical
model about how these decisions are made.

Figure 2: When career transitions happen

Figure 2 outlines the proposed decision process and the context in which these decisions oper-
ate. The suggested perspective proposes that two conditions are necessary and sufficient for a career
transition to occur. First, the candidate needs to consider the utility of accepting or running for a po-
litical position at a given point in time to be higher than the utility of all other behavioural alternatives
(e.g. staying in the current position, accepting another position). The second condition is that polit-
ical gatekeepers need to perceive the utility of selecting this candidate for this position at the same
point in time as being be more attractive than all other behavioural alternatives (e.g. not selecting
this candidate, or selecting another candidate). A transitionwill only occur when both conditions are
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simultaneously satisfied. In some electoral systems21, votes have very little influence when it comes to
which specific individuals are selected. Voters in the Netherlands, for example, typically only control
howmany politicians from a particular party are selected, notwhich particular individual politicians.
In such a context, we do not need to concern ourselves much with the decisions of voters. In other
contexts, this might be different, however. These alternative circumstances will be discussed in the
following section.

Decision model for candidates: rational office seeking weighing political hu-
man capital

The suggested decision model for political candidates has been outlined above (see equation 1). This
thesis uses this framework, but additionally proposes that political human capital affects (Ps) - the
probability of re-election of a candidate. It suggests that a candidate with more (or less) political
human capital (i.e. a politician that is more capable of generating political value in terms of votes
and policy) is aware of their (dis)advantage. This means that candidates that have relatively large
amounts of political human capital (i.e. skills, knowledge, contacts and resources) will estimate their
probability of being selected for a certain political office to be higher, and will hence be more likely to
run for a given office and/or accept it when it is offered22.

Decision model for candidates: rational office seeking, with political human
capital

The decision model for gatekeepers is much less developed in the literature. It thus deserves more
attention. The suggestion I develop in this PhD thesis is to conceptualise candidate selection as the
’optimisation of selected political human capital’. My theoretical starting point here is the simple no-
tion that, when faced with the decision of whom to pick as candidates, gatekeepers typically select the
people they believe to be the most valuable. This idea is explicitly theoretically grounded in human
capital theory (Becker 2009), and is grounded implicitly in political elite research (Mosca 1939; Mills
1956; Hillebrand 1992; Keane and Merlo 2010; Galasso and Nannicini 2011). The key factor that gate-
keepers take into account when making a political recruitment decision is the political capital of all
available candidates. On the basis of this idea, we can define a general utility function for gatekeepers.
More specifically, when considering a candidate for a certain vacancy, for example, a ministerial post,
or a certain list position on an election list, gatekeepers will select candidate ‘i’ when the following

21Like closed list electoral systems or open list electoral systems in which voters hardly use their preferential votes, like
in the Netherlands.

22In some situations, for example, attempts at a seat in theUS house, the decision for political candidates will be to run
for an elected office or not. In other situations, for example, the recruitment to cabinet positions, politicians will have to
decide whether to accept a position that is offered. In the latter case, the costs associated with this decision are probably
lower as they do not include campaign costs anymore. There are, however, still other costs, such as personal costs in terms
of work/life balance and opportunity costs induced by the need to forfeit alternative career opportunities.
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condition is met:

Ucandidatei > max(Uall.other.available.candidates) (2)

We can furthermore consider the subjective expected utility of selecting candidate ‘i’ to be a func-
tion of their political human Capital (Ci).

Ucandidatei(Ci) (3)

This model has several implications that are the subject of the following chapters. In Chapter 4, I
investigate the basic premise of the theory that candidates withmore political human capital aremore
likely to be hired for political positions. In Chapter 5, I outline how this baseline model can be used
to understand gendered selection dynamics and the impact of party level gender quotas on the gender
composition of Dutch national parliaments and its members.

Summary of the chapters and their implications

Summary of Chapter 2 and 3: data production and storage

Testingmicro-level theory on the dynamics that shape political careers requires individual level career
data. However, “European recruitment research [has shown] a neglect of the gathering of data on in-
dividuals” (Patzelt 1999, p. 262). In an attempt to change this state of affairs, Chapter 2 and 3 illustrate
ways to extract, store and retrieve micro-level political career data effectively.

Inspired by similar efforts on the part of survey researchers to develop structured knowledge on
how to produce reliable data from primary sources, chapter 2 argues the need to develop more struc-
tured knowledge on how to produce reliable data from secondary sources. The key goal of this PhD
thesis is to help accelerate the adoption of of an approach to studying political careers that involves
the use of micro-level data. With this goal in mind, Chapter 2 describes the conceptual framework
and methodological tools needed to collect such data. I use the data collection that was needed for
this this thesis as an illustration of these tools. I furthermore present an overview of common issues
encountered in the collection of such data, as well as some potential solutions to these issues. More
specifically, I identify seven issue dimensions: raw material access, information-point identification,
source diversity, coding volume, sample stability, structural complexity and output diversity. Raw ma-
terial access is the effort required to obtain access to (representative) raw material. Information-point
identification refers to the level of effort required to identify a data-point (a discrete unit of informa-
tion/a single fact) in a raw data-source. Source diversity refers to the number of differently formatted
raw sources that need to be combined to form the envisioned data-set. Coding volume describes the
amount of manual coding/labelling required. Sample instability refers to the frequency of change
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in the target population, and the information points within it. Structural complexity refers to the
number of different units of analysis in the data, and the complexity of the relationships between
them. In terms of solutions, the chapter can be read as an encouragement to social scientists to use
several well-known ‘off-the-shelf’ IT solutions. The chapter specifically emphasises the value of reg-
ular expressions, naturally occurring identifiers, semi-automated coding algorithms, and the use of a
relational database structure and SQL (Structured Query Language23).

Chapter 3 presents the observational data set containing Dutch political career data which is cen-
tral to all the analyses in this thesis. This relational database contains ten linked dataframes (i.e. ta-
bles in which the rows represent cases and the columns represent measurements) that contain non-
redundant relational information on four main entities (politicians, parliaments, parties and fac-
tions), and six supportive entities (resumeentries, parliamentary episodes, partymembership episodes,
election districts, election lists and election list entries). Given the elaborate nature of this database
and its relational character,mypresentationof this data goes substantively beyond simple flat data files
with their accompanying codebook. Instead, the successful use of the political career data gathered
requires the creation of a flexible data structure that can be used to query data in several different for-
mats suitable for different research topics. The database that is presented in this thesis at themoment
contains only Dutch data. It is, however, explicitly designed to allow for the inclusion of political ca-
reer data from other countries24. Chapter 3 provides the rationale behind this database and speculates
about its long-term potential as a universally applicable data-standard that can be used to effectively
store and retrieve political career data in a multitude of contexts (e.g. countries, political levels and
political systems).

These two methodological (i.e. ‘data-management’) chapters provide a backdrop to the chapters
that follow. They may also serve as a guide for researchers wishing to design their own micro-level
political career data-oriented research project. The content of the first three chapters of this thesis
was developed with the Dutch case as inspiration, but the ideas presented there apply to political
career research as a whole beyond the Dutch border.

Summary of Chapter 4: pathways to ministerial power in the Netherlands

The last three chapters of this thesis are concerned with the empirical application of the research
framework introduced above. All chapters focus on the Dutch national political context. Chapter
4 explores how political human capital theory and individual level career data can be used to study
the pathway to ministerial power. A sequence analysis with fuzzy clustering reveals eight Dutch ca-
reer paths in both the professional and political domain, and finds that the pre-parliamentary career

23SQL is a language developed in the 1980s with the specific aim to facilitate the extraction and manipulation of data
in relational databases. See Chapter 2 for more details.

24The Parliamentary Careers in the Comparison project (see parlcc.net for more details) has already extended this
database with the data from Germany, Switzerland and Ireland. Although I am a member of this project, those data
that fall outside of the scope of this thesis are thus not given further attention here.
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paths of Dutch parliamentarians are considerably more diverse than the literature suggests. The im-
plication of this is that simple typologies, such as the distinction between partisan ‘political insiders’
and the non-partisan ‘expert outsiders’ (Blondel and Tiebault 1991), require revision. This chapter
also shows that pathways to parliament rarely follow the local to regional to national pattern that
the literature has often assumed. The empirical analysis in this chapter reveals that only 2% of Dutch
MPs fit this ’aggregated snapshot data-inspired’ ideal type. A logistic regression analysis that uses
these career-paths as predictors shows that prominent occupations and communicative experiences
do not constitute the pathway to ministerial power, but a university education and national political
experience do. Typically, the literature has assumed that having an occupational background in com-
munication professions is important for minsters, yet, Chapter 4 shows this not to be the case in the
Netherlands, and even suggests a small effect in the opposite direction. Chapter 4 furthermore em-
phasises the risk of aggregated snapshot data, and scrutinises the potential value of using an alternative
political human capital perspective.

Summary of Chapter 5: do gender quotas work?

A key test of the suggested approach is the extent to which it is possible to derive meaningful hy-
potheses for example, about how the composition of parliaments (e.g. the percentage of women)
came about in specific institutional contexts. With this goal in mind, Chapter 5 applies the proposed
methodology and theoretical perspective to the controversies that surround the implementation of
gender quotas for election to political office. It focuses on three key controversies. The first concerns
the extent to which gender quotas increase the presence of female politicians, or are a result of it.
Second, there is the idea that gender quotas might reduce the qualifications of selected politicians.
And third, some fear quotas harm the future careers of women. In Chapter 5, I use political human
capital theory to understand these three controversies, and I carry out a detailed empirical assessment
of each. More precisely, I present a more specified theoretical model that deduces how political gate-
keepers should behave when they have multiple positions to fill which cannot be occupied by the
same candidate. The underlying idea remains that candidate selection is political human capital op-
timisation under constraints. In Chapter 5, I deduce from this theoretical starting point that gender
quotas are ’needed’ to ensure gender-balanced selection as soon as recruitment pools contain more
men than women: this holds even under the condition that men and women in the recruitment pool
are equally qualified. I also scrutinise under which conditions quotas could lead to the selection of
less qualified candidates through the sub-partitioning of recruitment pools. I finally theorise about
the role political human capital plays in the contested relationship between quotas and future careers.
The results in this chapter suggest that gender quotas in the Netherlands had an impact on the pres-
ence of women. Importantly, the results also suggest that gender quotas do not harm the average
qualifications of the selected candidates, and neither do they harm the future careers of women that
are selected to parliament as members of a party with a gender quota. Unexpectedly, the findings in
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Chapter 5 also indirectly suggest that gender quotas might increase the size of the female recruitment
pool (i.e. the number of women interested in occupying political office). Theoretically, the plau-
sible negative effects of gender quotas seem to be offset by an increased supply of qualified female
candidates. By confronting a detailed micro-level theoretical model of political career decisions with
detailedmicro-level data, Chapter 5 provides new insights into how and when the implementation of
gender quotas is likely to generate desirable outcomes.

Summary of Chapter 6: Non-political career alternatives and retirement

Chapter 6 follows in the footsteps of the US-based rational office seeking perspective. I identify how
existing research using this perspective has so far primarily demonstrated that the costs, benefits and
risks that parliamentarians are exposed to inside parliament play a significant role in the career deci-
sions made by parliamentarians, but has neglected incentives from outside parliament. The rational
office seeking literature has long identified the lack of data on politicians’ career options outside par-
liament as being the main obstacle to studying non-political outside incentives. Building on the data
outlined in Chapter 3, Chapter 6 overcomes this barrier. More specifically, I test several key hypothe-
ses - all of which are based on Black’s (1972) and Jacobsen et al.’s (1981) seminal rational office seeking
theory - about the impact of non-political career alternatives on political career decisions. The em-
pirical results in Chapter 6 show that the likelihood of retiring is about 8% higher among MPs with
outside options. Interestingly, having an unsafe seat does not predict retirement, which is consistent
with earlier findings, but still surprising given the context of the Dutch national parliament.

Conclusion and discussion

In the previous section, I outlined the ambition of this thesis to ’help accelerate the adoption of a
new andmore sophisticated approach to the study of political careers’. The question then arises as to
what extent the presented approach is helpful for answering concrete substantive research questions.
As we have seen above, the approach provides specific answers in the topics of cabinet recruitment
(Chapter 4), gender quotas (Chapter 5) and the role of non-political career alternatives (Chapter 6).
It is, however, worthwhile also exploring the utility of the research approach suggested in this thesis in
more general terms: why should political career researchers care about the suggested approach? Does
the suggested approach help to answer interesting research questions? Does the research presented in
this PhD thesis make doing political career research easier?

The academic value of the suggested theoretical approach in practice

In this introduction chapter, I have argued for the analytical value of the suggested approach in theory,
yet, how does it perform in practice? In general we can see it performs well in answering concrete re-
search questions. However, some of the applied empirical chapters support this claim more strongly
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than others. Chapter 4 and 6 mainly give empirical support to the suggested theoretical framework.
The results in Chapter 4, for example25 suggest that MPs can compensate for lacking political human
capital in one domain (a university education) with political human capital in another domain (net-
work connections with the national party). Theoretically speaking, however, the work outlined in
Chapter 4 also makes it apparent that rather specific dynamics seem to be at work when it comes to
the ’sub-categories’ of political human capital (e.g. contacts or communication skills). This point,
in particular, challenges the theoretical value of understanding the selection behaviour of gatekeep-
ers in the Dutch national cabinet as being guided by one abstract, underlying dimension of political
human capital. Following the famous distinction by the sociologist Robert Merton (1949) between
grand and middle range theory, the results in chapter 4 of this PhD thesis suggest that political hu-
man capital theory might feature aspects of a ’grand theory’ and with that, grand theories’ associated
problems. The key problem is the risk of developing overly general theoretical categories. The reflec-
tions in Chapter 4 suggest that maybe a ’middle range’ version of this theory has the most potential.
According such an alternative approach we can keep political human theory in the back of our mind,
yet aspects of political human capital should also be studied separately.

A different picture emerges from Chapter 5. In fact, in this chapter, the basic premises of seeing
candidate selection as ’the optimisation of political human capital by gatekeepers under constraints’
allows for a set of valuable deductions and thus more directly supports the notion that a political hu-
man capital perspective is valuable theoretically. The work in Chapter 5 suggests a newway of under-
standing the impact of political selection requirements (e.g. a minimal number of women, the desire
to represent certain expertise, regions or religious ‘blood types’). Building on political capital theory
this chapter develops that idea that such constraints lead to a ‘sub-partitioning’ of recruitment pools:
the partitioning of a general recruitment pool into smaller separate selection pools whose members
only compete with other members within their sub-partition. Another benefit of applying political
human capital theory that emerges in Chapter 5 is in the way that it helps us understand patterns that
at first seem contradictory. The results in Chapter 5 show that gender quotas simultaneously lead to
the selection of more women, and also increase the quality of the women that are selected. This leads
to a testable follow-up hypothesis that gender quotas increase the number of qualifiedwomenwilling
to stand for office.

Finally, the contributionofChapter 6 is againmainly empirical. It shows, tomyknowledge for the
first time, that an interplay between political career options (i.e. re-election probabilities) and non-
political career options (outside options through interest group ties) exists. This interplay indeed
behaves as the rational office seeking framework would predict: Chapter 6 gives empirical support to
the candidate decision part of this theoretical approach.

Thus, taken together, the chapters illustrate that the suggested theoretical approach not only has
25it also establishes the problem with using aggregated snapshot data and considers education and connections to the

national party as important for the selection of DutchMPs to the cabinet and suggests communication skills to not be as
important.
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academic value from an analytical/theoretical perspective, but also demonstrates a level of value in
practice when applied to concrete research problems.

Reflection on the ‘catalysation’ value of this thesis

A second key aspect of this thesis lies in its attempt to be a valuable catalyst: does the presented work
increase how doable it is to adopt a micro-level approach to the study of political careers? This is
arguably amain contribution of this thesis. Those interested in studying political careers withmicro-
level career data will find guidance throughout this PhD thesis on how to do so successfully. Chapter
2 shows how to effectively collect, store and retrieve political career data. Chapter 3 suggests a flexible
relational database that can be used to generate political career data in any desired format. Chapter 4
illustrates how to meaningfully use sequence analysis to study political careers. Chapter 5 illustrates
how to understand the institutional dynamics of a gender quota as resulting from individual level be-
haviour. Chapter 6 and 5 show that it is feasible to study the careers of politicians in their entirety, not
just career snapshots. Thus besides seeking to demonstrate its potential value, the presented studies
illustrate how to successfully go about studying political career dynamics at the micro-level. Neces-
sarily, however, many questions still remain untouched, particularly when it comes to how well this
suggested approach will travel to other contexts.

Theoretical implications and required extensions to the theoretical frame-
work

The empirical results fromchapters 4, 5 and6have anumberof theoretical implications for the further
development of the presented micro-level career decision framework, and point towards directions
in which the suggested theoretical framework could develop. In particular, two areas of potential
development are identified: 1) the development of better insight into sub-partitioning dynamics and
2) better integration with electoral theory to widen the predictive scope of the suggested theoretical
framework.

Sub-partitioning: how much room for political human capital?

This thesis applies human capital theory to political selection. Througout this thesis it became appar-
ent that additional theory is needed to put human capital theory to good use in the political domain.
One such quirk concerns sub-partitioning dynamics. It became clear to me that political selection,
muchmore so than normal recruitment, also involves a (re)distribution of political power. Arguably,
gatekeepers not only select the ’best (wo)men for the job’ but also try to come up with an overall as-
signment of individuals to seats that are able to meet a variety of demands from relevant powerful
actors. Chapter 5 suggests that the optimisation problem that confronts gatekeepers does not just
entail an overall optimisation of political human capital, but also involves optimisation under sub-
partitioning constraints. Gatekeepers try to optimise the total political human capital that they
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will select. However, they also need to ‘tick certain boxes’, which can constrain the role of political
human capital. If they, for example, need to select at least one economist, they are bound to select
the best economist available, even if he/she actually has relatively low levels of political human capi-
tal. Such dynamics could become quite dominant. This might occur for example in the case of small
Dutch parties, where gatekeepers know that, realistically speaking, only a couple of the candidates
the select will also be elected. In this case, the number of required sub-partitions can even be larger
than the number of seats. A small green-oriented party, for example, will probably strive to have an
equal amount of men and women (i.e. the sub-partitioning studied in Chapter 5), but will also want
at least one candidate with a somewhat more radical green profile (say an ex-activist), at least one per-
son specialised in macro-economics, and somebody that has an ethnic profile. Taken together, one
might argue, just getting these boxes ticked might already represent a significant challenge, and po-
litical human capital considerations might become secondary26. However, when multiple candidates
tick the same box, their quality will still come into play. As such, political human capital theory still
has something to offer here. Nevertheless, developing a deeper understanding of sub-partitioning dy-
namics constitutes a key direction for further research. Moving in this direction implies a theoretical
complication to the model in which political gatekeepers are first sub-partitioned into nonmutually
exclusive27 recruitment pools. The key challenge facing such a theory probably lies in its informa-
tion requirements: required sub-partitionings are likely to be somewhat party specific. The extent
to which a form of somewhat universal sub-partitioning exists, for example, on the level of party
families, will largely define the capacity of such a theory to generate some what geneally applicable
theory andmeaningful hypotheses without needing substantial a priori empirical information about
the preferences and constraints of the specific political gatekeepers in the recruitment process under
investigation.

Integration with electoral theory for wider applicability

There is a second quirk which emergedwhen applying human capital theory to political recruitment.
Although it is less the case in the empirical context of this thesis (the Netherlands), in many other
contexts, elected positions have two gatekeepers: the electorate (i.e. voters) and the selectorate (i.e.
the selection committees of political parties). In this PhD thesis, which focuses on the Netherlands,
I capitalised on the fact that the leadership of Dutch parties strongly controls the political selection
process (Norris 1997, p. 220). Dutch voters only affect how many candidates of a certain political
party are elected, and not who is elected. However, this is not typical. In the US, for example, the op-

26It should also be recognised here that without further specifications (see point about potential over-generalisation
above), one could also decide that ticking such boxes itself might be considered political human capital. Labour sociology
has developed some handles on this issue by distinguishing between general and specific human capital (Becker 2009). So
far, general political human capital has been at the core of my reasoning.

27A candidate can be a member of multiple sub-partitions at the same point in time, for example, be both female and
have a radical activist profile.
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posite condition applies, and the role of political parties as gatekeepers to political office is relatively
minimal. In such a case, the voters also play a gatekeeping role. Furthermore, this means that candi-
dates and party gatekeepers have to bear in mind the probability that they/their preferred candidate
will be elected. A complete theory of political career dynamics that also applies to this wider range of
contexts should include amore specified image of how the preferences of voters feed into the political
(s)election equation.

Methodological implications

This thesis also has several methodological implications for the study of political careers. These fall
into three categories. The first methodological implication relates to the importance of using micro-
level career data. Chapter 4, for example, highlights how a career and event sequence approach can
be used to uncover unknown patterns and produce new knowledge. Chapter 5 introduces, to my
knowledge, a new regression design that scholars interested in studying the selection of women can
use. This design disentangles quota induced effects from important confounding factors, such as time
and (political) ideology. Finally, there is a third, more general, set of methodological implications,
which I will turn to briefly now.

I believe that this PhD thesis provides twokey generalmethodological lessons. First, the presented
studies show the value of applying computer science practices to social science research at all stages of
the research process. Firstly, it applies to the collection of data. Here, without the advanced search
language developed by computer science (i.e. ’regular expression’), the data extraction required for
this project would have been impossible. Regarding data processing, machine learning techniques
(i.e. the ‘CodeThing.net’ software thatwas developed for this thesis project)were essential for labelling
(i.e. categorise/quantify) the political resumes of the politicians in the analytical sample within a
reasonable research time-frame. Finally, computer science techniques are used in the analysis: in the
three applied chapters of this thesis alone, a total of seven different dataframes were necessary to run
the desired statistical models. Without a relational database and structured query language (SQL),
this again would not have been possible. For the quantitative study on micro-level political career
data, the application of computer science techniques turned out to not be a luxury, but a necessity.

The second general methodological lesson is the importance of measuring meaningful theoreti-
cal categories. Indeed, the desire to stick closely to often used categories is tempting. In Chapter 4,
for example, I use micro-level career data that has been coded to a high level of detail, yet I did not
manage to resist the temptation to aggregate these careers into general categories such as the ’public’
and ’private’ sector, but Chapter 4 shows that the explanatory value (i.e. explained variance) of these
categories for recruitment to the cabinet is low. It thus becomes apparent that although this thesis
presents the means to measure more meaningful theoretical categorisation of political career stages,
I have not yet fully answered the question about what these categories are. There is certainly still
room for improvement when it comes to the development of meaningful career-stage classifications
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in political career research.

Future directions for political career research

This thesis touches upon several opportunities for future research. Chapter 4 suggests an alternative
way to measure communication skills, and this introduction itself has already discussed a number
of research avenues that are currently left unexplored. I have, for example, argued that the study of
parliamentary professionalisationwould profit from the proposed approach. Time and resource lim-
itations, however, mean that a detailed investigation of these research avenues is beyond the scope of
this book. Future work should probably also include the two suggested extensions of the proposed
theoretical framework: to increase the framework’s applicability to awider variety of contexts, wewill
need to look at sub-partitioning, and the role of voters. Moreover, two further general directions for
future research warrant explicit mentioning. The first would be to carry out a comparative investi-
gation of multipe countries. The second would be to combine the career decision-making model for
gatekeepers and political candidates into one model.

Political careers in a country comparative perspective

There are several arguments for including cross-national data in future studies of political careers.
Indeed, even the micro-level study of political careers could still profit from adopting a comparative
approach. One simple argument for this is generalisability. Chapter 4 suggests that communication
skills are not as important for ministers as is commonly assumed. But is this true beyond the Nether-
lands? We do not yet know. Similarly, Chapter 5 shows that in the Netherlands, gender quotas are
successful in achieving increased gender parity, while we donot find empirical support for two poten-
tial pitfalls of gender quotas; reducing candidate quality, and harming the future careers of women.
But does this mean that more German parties28 should start adopting quotas? We need more data
from other contexts to verify the general applicability of the findings included in this thesis. A second
reason to study political careers in a comparative perspective is sample size. This is particularly clear
in the study on women’s descriptive representation (Chapter5). The empirical analysis there suffers
from relatively low statistical power. I learned from this that there are simply too few women in the
target population of single countries to be able to investigate in detail how quotas, individual char-
acteristics and (party) context interact, and this is the case despite the study having already adopted a
relatively long time-frame. A third reason to adopt a more comparative perspective is the connection
with political science literature on this topic. That literature is traditionally comparative and focused
on institutional dynamics. Extending the study of political careers across more countries will allow
researchers that are interested in the comparison between countries to answer research questions that
they will find interesting.

284 out of 7 national parties in Germany at the moment (May 2019) have a gender quota.
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The behaviour of gatekeepers and candidates combined

A final, but unrealised, ambition is to explore the interplay between the behaviour of gatekeepers and
candidates in more detail. The proposed theory suggests that a political career transition only occurs
when both gatekeepers and candidates simultaneously decide that it should happen. Both decisions
receive attention in this thesis, yet they do so separately. Chapters 4 and 5 focus on the decisions of
gatekeepers. Chapter 6 focuses on the decision of candidates. The focus in these chapters is reason-
able as a first research step. Indeed, both actors impact the process, and this should thus influence
outcomes in a measurable way. However, a study that considers the decisions of both actors simulta-
neously would arguably present a more complete theoretical image. Not only would political science
benefit, but labour market sociology in general also might. Theoretically, the study of gender quota
dynamics lends itself well to such a ’two actor’ investigation. Indeed, as briefly mentioned already,
the results of Chapter 5 indirectly suggest that gender quotas might not only change the gatekeeper
calculus, but also that of (female) candidates.

General practical implications: understanding micro-level career dynamics
to inform policy decisions when needed

[..] on balance, European political scientists have been much better in the analysis of what
is, or what has been, than in empirically grounded suggestions of what can and what
should be done if we want to improve the mechanisms and results of political recruitment.
(Patzelt, 1999. p.266)

The societal contribution of this thesis can be summarised in terms of three aspects. The first is
to respond to the need for more insight in order that better policy interventions may be designed.
The second is that increased insight can help to predict potentially unforeseen consequences of new
policies. Thirdly, themethods suggested in this thesis provide the opportunity to ’test’ policy aspects,
even of policies that have not yet been implemented.

First, we need to have at least a minimal understanding of the dynamics responsible for certain
outcomes if we want to empirically design interventions. Interventions aim to change undesirable
outcomes into desirable ones. For example, the results fromChapter 5 show howwe can improve the
representation of women in parliament. Whenwewould like to promote such desirable outcomes, it
is nice to knowwhich buttons to push and knobs to turn. Social scientists can play a role in such a pro-
cess as informed honest knowledge brokers (Pielke Jr. 2007). However, as outlined in Chapter 5, our
field has not yet built a clear analytical understanding of themicro-level dynamics that are responsible
for the continued under-representation of women in political offices. The empirical results presented
in Chapter 5 show that gender quotas do increase the numbers of women elected to office. They also
suggest that gender quotas do not hurt the quality of selected candidates, nor the future careers of the
women that are selected under their influence. This chapter thus illustrates how a micro-level theory
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of political career dynamics can be used to design empirically informed interventions.
There is a second,more practical, reasonwhy amicro-level understanding of political careers is im-

portant. Detailed understanding helps us to foresee unexpected consequences of new policies. When
tested on the institutional level, we can find out if a policy is - through basic trial and error - effective.
However, when we lack an understanding of the micro-level processes responsible for its effective-
ness, we cannot foresee other, potentially less desirable, consequences. For example, we currently do
not know where the extra women that enter parliament because of gender quotas come from. An
unforeseen consequence of gender quotas might be that they draw women away from regional and
local parliaments. Policies oftenhaveunforeseennegative consequences, and so our capacity to foresee
side-effects is not a luxury. Of course, policies can also have unforeseen positive consequences. That
gender quotas might increase the supply of qualified womenwilling to run for office (Chapter 5) is an
example of this. The idea thatmore qualifiedwomenmight come forward as a result of gender quotas
is currently not part of the gender quota debate. Such positive, as well as negative, consequences can
be better foreseen with a deeper micro-level understanding of political career dynamics.

A third, final and fundamental point is that when there is a lack of micro-level theory about a
certain phenomenon, this reduces the role of quantitative social scientists in this area to a conserva-
tive one. If we only test the effects of existing interventions on the macro-level, we reduce our role
to insight in hindsight. An institutional analysis can only test what has already been implemented,
but it does not provide guidance on how to go about achieving change in a scientifically informed
manner. Gender quotas are again a good example of this. The first political parties implemented gen-
der quotas several decades ago, yet only in the last couple of years has the first quantitative empirical
evidence about the effects of gender quotas emerged. The need to wait for data-points has played a
key role in this delay: one observation roughly every four years per country does not offer an awful
lot of information toworkwith. The alternative promoted in this thesis is to usemicro-level data and
micro-level theory. We can use these insights to provide a causal understanding of the tools or build-
ing blocks (i.e. scientifically informed ideas of how desirable outcomes can be achieved) to design
new policies. Good, empirically grounded micro-level models can be used to conduct a theoretical
scenario analysis of what would happen if institutional rules were changed. Such a ’theoretical simu-
lation’ approach allows institutional designs that have not yet been implemented to be tested. We can
draw inferences about plausible future scenarios based on empirically established theoretical knowl-
edge ofmicro-level processes and how they aggregate tomacro-level outcomes. With such empirically
based ’what if’ scenarios, interventions can, to some extent, be tested before they are implemented.
However, such an approach is not yet commonplace. Because of this, social science contributions to
political career discussions have so far been conservative. Focusing onmacro statistics, means missing
the opportunity to inform policy debates with the insight needed when it matters.
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