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Introduction 

What type and level of rewards do people and politicians prefer, and what rewards do politicians 

actually obtain? The study of the rewards of high public office (RHPO) is not merely a question 

about politicians’ pay and pensions, but rather a study of one of the core questions in political 

science; namely, the contract between the politicians and the people. The aim of this project is to 

study both sides of the coin: The rewards citizens are willing to accord to politicians and the 

strategies and actual rewards linked to holding high public office (HPO). Work package 1 

investigates the preferences stated for different types and levels of rewards among people and 

politicians. Work package 2 investigates how politicians are actually rewarded by examining the 

size of different types of RHPO politicians obtain at different times. The knowledge produced in the 

two work packages forms the foundation for assessing and discussing the cleavages between the 

preferences stated by the people and the politicians and the actual positive and negative rewards 

earned.  

The rewards secured by those in HPO continue to be a central concern in democratic 

societies (Brans & Peters 2012; Hood & Peters 1994), and anyone following the media cannot fail 

to understand their political importance. But RHPO is not just a topic for the tabloid press. It 

concerns the core of the politicians–people contract. Seen from the perspective of the public, high 

rewards may be regarded as the abuse of the decision-making power with which politicians are 

entrusted. Seen from the perspective of the politicians, serving in HPO is a tough job (Damgaard 

1979; Jensen 1993; Weinberg et al. 1999; Weinberg & Cooper 2003), and like any occupational 

group, politicians expect to be compensated for their efforts. RHPO are of utmost importance 

because they might affect recruitment (Fisman et al., 2012; Harmon et al., 2015; Lazear & Gibbs 

2009; Lundqvist 2011). Thus, classical political thinkers put RHPO at the center of their thoughts 

on good government. The importance of adequate compensation to lift the public service was a 

central concern for Hegel (c.f. Avineri 1972:159-60), while Bentham (1962[1843]) placed pay and 

rewards at the center of his utilitarian philosophy of government, paying attention to keeping public 

salaries as low as possible. In contrast, Tocqueville (1949:143-6) feared that lower formal rewards 

would fall to the point where only the rich could afford to participate. Today, the same arguments 

are applied when discussing good governance. If HPO is undercompensated, a political system is 

likely to become corrupt, inefficient or turn into a de facto aristocracy; at the same time, however, it 

is important that the politicians ‘live like common people’ (Dekker 2013). In sum, the central focus 
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is on the contract between the public and the politicians; that is, what preferences do the citizens 

have? What preferences do the politicians have? And what do politicians actually receive when it 

comes to rewards, encompassing both costs and benefits, pecuniary as well as non-pecuniary 

rewards, and rewards in the short as well as long term? 

State of the art, contribution to state of the art and the research question 

The typology (see table 1) developed by Hood and Peters (1994) has been applied to study country 

level compensation patterns (Brans 1994; Christensen 1994; Derlien 1994; Hood 1994; King & 

Peters 1994; Klöti 1994; Lægreid 1994; Rouban 1994; Sjölund 1994), and progress has been made 

by updating and including more country studies (Hood et al. 2007; Brans & Peters 2012). 

Acknowledging the contributions made by rich and contextualized country studies, we attempt to 

take the field one step further and study the individual-level preferences for compensation, which is 

essentially the individual-level underpinnings in the country level studies. Combining insights from 

political science with methods from personnel economics, we conduct stated preference 

experiments on RHPO. First, we study which RHPOs are legitimate to the public and acceptable for 

politicians by asking: What are the preferences of the public and politicians toward different levels 

and types of RHPO? Recent scholarship has pulled the focus back to the effect that the size of the 

rewards politicians reap by occupying political office has on political recruitment based on strong 

research designs (Eggers & Hainmueller 2009; Fisman et al. 2014; Lenz & Lim 2009; Lundqvist 

2011; Peichl et al. 2013; Querubin & Snyder 2011). While the non-pecuniary rewards are often 

discussed, they are also acknowledged to be under-researched (Fisman et al. 2012; Geys & Mause 

2013:83). The project therefore contributes to the state of the art by focusing on pecuniary rewards 

(e.g. salary, pensions, severance pay) as well as non-pecuniary costs and benefits, such as power, 

health and well-being, stress and work-life balance, public exposure and harassment. We contribute 

with unique and novel data by utilizing the Danish register data and a unique elite survey 

supplemented with qualitative interviews focusing on the differences in different types of rewards 

during the time in office and after holding office. Second,we ask what pecuniary and non-pecuniary 

rewards do politicians obtain from HPO, both during and after holding office? 

Theory and concepts 

A theoretical framework for studying such rewards is laid down, where RHPO is constructed as a 

social contract problem, see Table 1 (Hood & Peters 1994:9; Brans & Peters 2012). In a rational 

approach, assuming that HPOs prefer higher rather than lower RHPO and that citizens prefer lower 

rather than higher RHPO, the developments are likely to have a tragic bias towards cell IV. The 

politicians can choose an ‘open’ strategy, where rewards are transparent, or a ‘devious’ approach to 

rewards, where they are made less visible. On their side, citizens may choose between ‘trustful’ and 

‘distrustful’ approaches. Assuming that citizens remain trusting, politicians are better off becoming 
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devious and raising the less visible and higher rewards, moving to cell II. Assuming that HPOs 

maintain an open strategy, citizens are better off becoming cynical, so it pays for them to move 

from cell I to cell III. Less transparent rewards might possibly provoke a sense that HPOs are 

ripping of the system, and citizens might consequently become distrustful. Hence, a combination of 

opportunism, self-interest and myopia may push developments in the direction of cell IV. This 

typology is a highly simplified heuristic, which serves as a starting point for analyzing the 

preferences of citizens and politicians towards rewards. When studying rewards, it is key that we 

both have to study the overall size of the rewards (high/low) and type of rewards (visible/less 

visible) (Hood & Lambert 1994). Furthermore, political trust is seen as a key variable regarding the 

willingness of citizens to compensate politicians. 

Table 1: The politicians’ dilemma (see Brans & Peters 2012; Hood & Peters 1994) 

Strategy Open Devious 

Trusting I: RHPO: visible, moderate 

Legitimacy: High 

II: RHPO: less visible and higher 

Legitimacy: high 

Distrusting III: RHPO: visible and lower 

Legitimacy: low 

IV: RHPO: less visible and higher 

Legitimacy: low 

  

The theoretical framework lacks the incorporation of institutions, political ideologies and so forth, 

but little theoretical development has taken place since the original work. The project therefore aims 

to contribute to the theoretical development in terms of how institutional settings, political trust and 

political ideologies influence preferences for RHPO. An important theoretical point noted in the 

literature is that the rewards of HPO are not limited to the period of time in which the individual is 

actually holding office (Diermeier et al. 2005; Eggers & Hainmueller 2009; Lundqvist 2011:24). 

The revolving door metaphor has been used to describe the movement from HPO to private sector 

jobs (Cohen 1986; Freitag 1975; Gormley 1979), the central point here being that the rewards 

linked to holding HPO may be earned at a later point in time and possibly strongly linked to the 

personal networks established while holding HPO. This is found to be the case for lobbyists in the 

US (Blanes in Vidal et al. 2012), but empirical results regarding the post-career earnings of British 

politicians show that very few obtain positions and rewards in corporate boardrooms, but that there 

is an important heterogeneity linked to a few elite departments, such as defense and finance 

(González-Bailon et al. 2013). Thus, there is reason to pay attention to the rewards both while and 

after holding office (after de-recruitment), as well as the heterogeneity among politicians. 

WPI: Preferences for RHPO—expectations, method and data 

WPI contains two inter-related studies focusing on 1) Public preferences regarding politician 

rewards, 2) Politician preferences for rewards. A number of expectations can be raised following 

Table 1. Firstly, we expect individuals to be more willing to grant higher rewards to politicians they 

trust (e.g. national politicians over EU parliamentarians) and individuals who are trusting towards 
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politicians to grant higher rewards than less trusting individuals. Second, politicians prefer higher 

rewards as part of a devious strategy in which rewards are less open. Combining the groups, the 

match between rewards preferences among politicians and the people comes into focus, and ‘the 

politicians’ dilemma’ forms the third expectation; namely, that politicians have a stronger 

preference for less visible rewards than the public. 

Study 1A: Political trust and citizens’ preferences for the rewards of political office at the local, 

national and EU levels 

The first study focuses on the citizen’s perspective. Respondents in Epinion’s web panel stratified 

to be as representative of the Danish population as possible (citizens aged 18 and older) are asked to 

evaluate compensation packages for politicians at the local, national and EU levels. 

Methodologically, we use a discrete choice experimental approach, which is widely used within a 

wide range of scientific fields but has only recently been introduced to the field of political science 

(Hainmueller & Hopkins 2015; Hainmueller et al. 2014; Hansen et al. forthcoming). This approach 

allows us to estimate the value ascribed by citizens to the different attributes of a compensation 

package (Eriksson & Kristensen 2014; Andersen et al. 2012). Each respondent is randomly 

presented with packages, each comprising a series of attributes and asked to choose between the 

packages, which will vary according to the relative weight given to specific elements, including 

actual pay vs severance benefits, actual pay vs pensions, and actual pay vs fringe benefits. The 

random assignment of package characteristics assures the internal validity of the experiments, and 

the design therefore provides good causal estimates of the utility assigned by citizens to 

compensation levels and characteristics. As regards the external validity, Hainmueller et al. (2014) 

shows how the method closely matches the behavioral benchmark from a natural experiment based 

on a real referendum. A key theoretical variable is political trust, and we include a range of 

questions about the trust in politicians at different levels of government (Dietz & Den Hartog, 2006; 

European Social Survey 2012), as well as variables such as age, gender, education, political 

ideology and political interest. The collected data allows us to examine and publish three 

international articles on 1A.1) the relationship between political trust and the willingness to pay 

politicians, 1A.2) the willingness of citizens to pay politicians, where the focus is on variations in 

the type and level of rewards, and 1A.3) the willingness of citizens to pay politicians, where the 

focus is on variations in the level of government. 

Study 1B (Ph.D. project): Attracting politicians to political office—compensation packages 

The aim of this study is to investigate politicians’ preferences for rewards. The method and 

approach are in line with study 1A. We collect data ourselves via two web-based surveys using 

SurveyXact of a) local councilors (see Dahlgaard et al. 2009; Pedersen et al. 2013 for experience 

with response rate from this group), b) members of the party youth organizations. As the number of 
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parliament members is relatively low, a survey of this group could lead to a problem of low n for 

this part of the analysis. We therefore choose to survey party youth organization members. This 

group is particularly interesting, because they potentially can be attracted to different political 

careers—already having selected in to the target group of potential politicians, as they have 

demonstrated their willingness to become party members. In line with study 1A, local councilors 

and youth politicians are asked to evaluate compensation packages at the local, national and EU 

levels. The online questionnaires are sent to the official e-mail addresses. The objective is, firstly, to 

test the expectation that politicians prefer higher rewards than the public and substitute from visible 

to less visible rewards in their attempts to fulfill this goal (see Table 1). Second, it is possible to use 

compensation packages as a tool to analyze how rewards should be designed in order to attract 

individuals to political office and variations in the individuals who are attracted by different pay 

schemes. Three international articles will be based on this: 1B.1) How do compensation packages 

influence attraction to high political office? 1B.2) Who prefers which types and levels of rewards 

(variations across individual and party characteristics)? 1B.3) Junior politicians and political 

recruitment. Finally, a fourth article will be written based on IA and IB: 1AB.1) Is there a mismatch 

between the politicians’ expectations regarding compensation and the willingness of the public to 

pay them?  

WPII: Pecuniary and non-pecuniary rewards while holding HPOs and afterwards—

expectations, method and data 

WPII contains two interrelated studies employing two different sources of data: 1) register data on 

elected politicians at the national and local levels and 2) survey and qualitative data on the political 

and administrative elite in HPO at the national and local levels. In accordance with the theoretical 

focus on the revolving door, we pay special attention for all outcomes to the temporal dimension, 

specifically as to whether rewards rise or fall after de-recruitment. The central expectation is that, 

while holding office, rewards are discounted in return for rewards obtained after de-recruitment. 

Study 2A (Post doc.): Register study of time variation and heterogeneity in positive and negative 

rewards linked to HPOIn this study, Danish public register data containing data on a broader range 

of life outcomes than income and wealth (Eggers & Hainmueller 2009; Lundqvist 2011) is linked to 

data provided by Statistics Denmark (in anonymous form) on individuals running for office in 

Danish municipalities in 1993-2013 elections and in the Danish national parliament in 1990-2015. 

The data does not allow us to make a strong causal design—such as a regression discontinuity 

design—as identification of the individuals elected on the margin is not allowed in the Danish 

registers. The matching design employed is the second best but contributes substantially with 

detailed description of the rewards earned, including more types of rewards over a lengthy time 

horizon. When describing rewards, we use within-party matching where elected politicians are 
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matched with individuals running for office but not elected. It is possible to create relevant groups 

for comparison due to the precision of the socio-demographical information in the registers. 

Pecuniary rewards have been studies in detail, also employing strong causal designs (Eggers & 

Hainmuller 2009; Lundqvist 2011). Thus, the contribution of this study is to expand the scope of 

the outcomes studied also to non-pecuniary rewards and to describe pecuniary and non-pecuniary 

rewards during the time in office as well as after de-recruitment. First, we examine whether those in 

HPO differ in their labor market outcomes, such as income, unemployment and employment sector, 

compared to those not elected comparing the periods before, during and after holding office. 

Second, we examine private outcomes such as divorce, mobility and fertility (no. of children). A 

question of special interest is whether the private costs or benefits are disproportionately relevant 

for female councilors relative to male councilors, since findings from the private labor market imply 

that this is the case for leadership positions in general. Thirdly, we look at a range of health 

outcomes, such as visits to the family doctor, hospital admissions and prescription drug use 

(especially anti-depressants and other stress-related medication) (see Bhatti et al. 2015). The 

literature on legislator health is very scarce but indicates that serving may be associated with stress 

(Weinberg et al. 1999; Weinberg & Cooper 2003), which in turn may influence objective health 

outcomes. Three international articles will be based on this study: 2A.1) Rewards from high public 

office, 2A.2) gender differences in private life outcomes for local politicians and 2A.3) health 

rewards for local politicians while in office and after derecruitment. 

Study 2B: The political and administrative elite 

While study 2A is based on register data, 2B is based on a unique elite survey and qualitative elite 

interviews, 16 of which were carried out in 2015, covering ministers, party group chairmen, 

secretary generals, mayors and city managers (Bhatti et al. 2015a; 2015b). The response rate of the 

2015 survey was above 70%, as the analysis was commissioned by the Folketing, for instance, 19 

out of 20 ministers participated. The survey contained the detailed registration of working hours 

together with items on work–life balance, public exposure and harassment. The present project will 

analyze the data for academic purposes and carry out follow-up qualitative interviews in 2018 with 

those who participated in the 2015 survey (after the 2015 national elections and 2017 local 

elections) to study the effects of de-recruitment on RHPO. We carry out 16 interviews with former 

ministers and 16 interviews with former mayors, which will be transcribed and analyzed in Nvivo. 

The interviews vary in a two-by-two according to age (labor market active vs non-labor market 

active) and voluntary vs non-voluntary exit from politics. Four interviews are carried out in each 

cell. The original data allow us to study RHPO in the form of working conditions across office 

types (ministers vs. mayors) and across politicians and civil servants. Furthermore, the original data 

in combination with the follow-up interviews will allow us to investigate qualitatively whether 
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working conditions are specific to the positions in questions or continue after de-recruitment. Thus, 

the study will allow us to examine the psychological impact of being de-recruited from some of the 

highest offices in the country; that is, if there are ‘phantom pains’ in relation to no longer being 

close to the power center. Thus, the qualitative interviews also aim to uncover the negative political 

rewards linked to losing HPO. Two international articles will be based on this study: 2B.1) The 

work life of HPOs, 2B.2) the afterlife: What happens when elites are derecruited? 

Project management, working responsibilities of Ph.d./P.D. and international cooperation 

Lene Holm Pedersen (LHP), CBS will be the principal investigator. Yosef Bhatti (YP) and Nicolai 

Kristensen (NK) are senior researchers, and Jens Olav Dahlgaard (JOD) has been selected as the 

post-doc. due to his aptitude and experience working with stated preferences, register data and 

survey data. Please see the attached CV for details. The Ph.D. is NN, as international recruitment 

procedures will be applied. The Ph.D. project is to undertake the studies of preferences stated in 

WPI.b. and writing articles no. 1B.1 + 1B.2 and co-authoring 1AB.1. The P.D. is to undertake the 

matching studies in WPII writing articles no. 2A.1 + 2A.2 and co-authoring 2A.3. An advisory 

panel will be formed (see the attached declarations of interest in participation, co-publication and 

raising additional funding) consisting of ‘the founding fathers’ C. Hood, B.Guy Peters,  J.G. 

Christensen as well as younger scholars e.g. Jostein Askim. Additionally, participation and 

involvement in international conferences secure both the contribution to the international research 

community and the internal synergies in the project; please see the plan below for details. 

Table 2: Milestones, criteria of success, division of work and work plan 

M
ilest. 

Criteria of success: a) renewal of the international research agenda and network on 

RHPO, b) publication of 10 in high ranking journals such as JPART, BJPS, PA, 

EJPR, Governance c) Spillover to the democratic debate on RHPO. 

Comp-

leted by 

WPI criteria of success a) education of Ph.D. undertaking WPIb, b) five international articles 

1 Recruitment of Ph.D. 01.02.17 

2 6 Surveys to citizens, councilors and members of political youth parties, data 

analysis 

01.01.18 

3 Conference papers presented at PMRA, IRSPM, APSA 01.01.19 

4 Ph.D. (art. no 1B.1 + 1B.2 + 1B.3 and 1AB.1 with NK, YB, LHP, JOD co-auth. 01.02.20 

5 Submission of articles no 1A.1 + 1A.2 + 1A.3 (co-authored by NK, YB, LHP) 01.02.20 

WPII criteria of success a) education of P.D. undertaking WPIIa, b) five international articles 

1 Recruitment of P.D. 01.02.17 

2 Register data set established, derecruitment interviews with ministers 01.01.18 

3 Derecruitment interviews with mayors 01.08.18 

4 Conference papers presented at PMRA, IRSPM, ECPR, APSA 01.08.19 

5 Submission of 2A.1+2A.2(JOD), 2A.3.(YB, JOD, LHP) and 2B.1+2B.2 (YB, LHP) 01.02.20 
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