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Abstract 

This thesis examines the effect political trust has on voter turnout among foreign born citizens 

in Sweden. Economic theory is used as theoretical framework for this study and describes two 

types of rationale; rationale of voting and rationale of migration, which must be taking into the 

account when trying to understand the effect of political trust among foreign born citizens. It is 

from this argued that the incentives to vote for foreign born citizens are very low but that 

political trust is high due to an improved standard of living. Based on previous research on the 

positive relationship of political trust and voter turnout as well as the rationale behind it, 

hypotheses are constructed to be tested in statistical analysis. The hypotheses are that 

probability to vote increases with political trust, foreign born citizens have higher political trust 

than native citizens, but that the effect of political trust on voter turnout among foreign born 

citizens is weaker than for native citizens. The empirical data used for the study are gathered 

from the 2016 round of the European Social Survey. The statistical analysis supports the 

hypotheses that probability to vote increases with political trust and that foreign born citizens 

do have a higher political trust than native citizens. This support in combination with the 

knowledge that foreign born citizens vote to a lesser degree creates a paradox that would be 

solved by the last hypothesis, that the effect is weaker among foreign born citizens. However, 

this hypothesis cannot be completely supported, but there are reasons to believe that with better 

data the outcome would be positive. The study still reaches the conclusion that political trust 

among foreign born people is an important issue to take into account for policy makers and 

future research.        

 

Keywords: foreign born; voter turnout; political trust; rational choice theory; migration; voter 

behaviour; political legitimacy     
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1 Introduction  

Voting is usually recognized as the most important act in a representative democracy (Aldrich 

1993). It is the method in which citizens have the opportunity to elect and remove the leaders 

that are set to represent them. These leaders later decide on laws and set the agenda for the 

country on behalf of their voters. In other words, the legitimacy for ruling can be derived from 

the act of voting. 

However, Western democracies have on the lately been struggling with some kind of legitimacy 

problem according to some of its citizens. These citizens express feelings of not being properly 

represented or a distrust for a political system which they perceive as broken (Dalton 2004). 

The voter turnout seems affected as well, with a decline over the last few decades (IDEA 2017).  

Yet, in the 2014 Swedish national election the voting turnout was 85,8 % by all the eligible to 

vote, in international comparisons a pretty high percentage (SCB 2014). By many means a sign 

of a healthy democracy. However, differences between groups do exist. When divided between 

native and foreign born citizens the numbers are very different. For native citizens the voter 

turnout was 89 % whereas the foreign born citizens´ turnout was 72 % (SCB 2014). This is not 

something unusual, the lower voter turnout among foreign born is a common theme in 

democratic elections (Cho 1999)  

A higher voter turnout among foreign born citizens is usually argued to be of importance for 

democracy. Especially if the country has a high percentage of foreign-born citizens and a large 

immigration. Sweden, is such a country (Migrationsinfo 2017), and this has been examined and 

discussed a lot lately in the public debate. The Swedish Migration Studies Delegation (DELMI) 

recently released a large report on voter participation and political representation among people 

with foreign background and the editors of the report, Bevelander and Spång (2017), also wrote 

a debate article relating to the publication of their report. They argue that the question of voter 

turnout among foreign born is not mentioned enough in the debate regarding integration and 

that it is of considerable importance for democracy itself that citizens among minority groups 

are participating. If not, democracy runs the risk of losing legitimacy (Dagens Nyheter 2017).  

So why is it then that the voter turnout among foreign born are lower compared to natives? The 

most common explanations for lower voter turnout among foreign born citizens are 

socioeconomic ones; ranging from education, income, age and so on. But these do not give a 

complete picture, something that also the researchers from the DELMI report acknowledges 

(Bevelander & Spång (ed.) 2017). Different perspectives such as contextual explanations have 
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thus also been brought forward but I aim to complement previous research by bringing in a 

larger focus on economic theory in the discussion. A rather overlooked perspective when it 

comes to foreign born citizens´ voter participation. I found the inspiration to these ideas from a 

rather unlikely source: my father.  

My father, an immigrant from the Philippines, has been a Swedish citizen since 2005 and have 

had the opportunity to vote in three national elections: 2006, 2010 and 2014 – but he did not 

vote in any of them. This has always puzzled me (especially as a political science student) and 

therefore, last year in a methodology course assignment about interviews, I decided to examine 

this. I asked questions about voting behaviour, social pressure, democracy and political culture, 

and the answers were unexpected.  He felt well-integrated into Swedish society but was not 

interested in politics. He did not have any preference for either democracy or autocracy, the 

important thing was that the political system could guarantee the safety of his family. When 

asking about why he did not vote, the answer was that there are so many other people voting, 

so his vote would not matter. It would not even matter who got elected, since he thought the 

outcome of the politics would be the same and that everything already is working so well in 

Sweden. He also told me that he did vote back in the Philippines, because he felt more of a 

social pressure there to vote, but also that he experienced the corruption to be higher and 

therefore his participation was of more importance.1  

These answers raise quite a few questions regarding the subject. Initially the answer seems 

contradictory to one´s intuition. He trusts the political system so much that he does not feel the 

need to vote? A silent concession of the legitimacy? Conventional voter behaviour research 

might have some problem to understand this, but bringing in economic theory into the 

discussion could give us some insight about these concepts of political trust and political apathy. 

How does political trust affect the voter turnout? And regardless of level of political trust by 

any individual; are there still reasons not to vote?  

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to get a better understanding of the lower voter turnout by foreign 

born citizens compared to native citizens, by examining Sweden´s voter turnout. As explained 

in the introduction, the study does not aim to provide new explanations for this phenomenon 

                                                           
1 The interview is found in the appendix  
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but rather to pinpoint an unfamiliar perspective that might have been overlooked in earlier 

research. Earlier research does exist on foreign born people´s voting behaviour and also on the 

effect that political trust has on voter turnout, but very few that combines these and even fewer 

that uses economic theory as theoretical tool. This perspective looks at how political trust by 

foreign born citizens affects their voter turnout. 

The study is continuing the current discourse regarding voter participation among people with 

foreign background which was discussed in the large report by the Swedish Migration Studies 

Delegation. Previous research on foreign born people´s voter behaviour will briefly be 

examined, as well as the concept of political trust and its effect on voter turnout, before 

introducing economic theory as the theoretical framework.  

The larger purpose for this study, is to provide a basis for future research on the subject. An 

understanding of the lower voter turnout by foreign born citizens is of importance for 

democracy itself. If large groups of minorities are not participating, democracy runs the risk of 

losing legitimacy. Especially considering that the share of foreign born people in Sweden is 

increasing. Therefore, an increase of the voter turnout should be a goal for politicians and 

scholars alike. The state of the democracy affects us all.  

 

Clarification of the usage of terms  

This study only focuses on the voter turnout in national elections. Since citizenship is required 

to vote in national elections, citizens are the ones intended when mentioning different groups 

and their voting behaviour. When using the terms foreign born, migrant, immigrant; foreign 

born citizens are the intended group. When using the terms natives; Swedish born citizens are 

the intended group.  

 

2 Previous research  

Foreign born people´s voting behaviour  

Research on voting behaviour is a popular subject and research on voting behaviour of foreign 

born are plentiful. The previously mentioned DELMI-report is one of the most recent ones, who 

thoroughly runs through the latest research on the subject with data from the 2014 election in 

Sweden (Bevelander & Spång (ed.) 2017).  The report walks through different arguments in the 
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subject as well as providing some new findings. Usually the explanations can be divided into 

two parts: socioeconomic ones and contextual ones.  

If we begin with the socioeconomic ones they mostly focus on the variables of income, 

education and age. The equation here is simple: the higher income, the higher education, the 

older the participant is; all generates in that individual being more likely to vote. Between 

groups this does not differ too much. This is a finding that is consistent with most research 

(Bevelander & Spång (ed.) 2017). 

In contextual explanations the concept of socialization is important. Socialization discusses 

how the surrounding environment affects the voting behaviour. For instance, earlier research 

has shown that participation in organisations affect the voting participation positively for 

foreign born immigrants (Berger et al 2004). On the other hand, living in an ethnically 

concentrated neighbourhood could influence the voting participation negatively (Togeby 1999). 

Underrepresentation of foreign born people in elected bodies also affects how they see 

themselves and their capability to participate (Verba et al 1995). The importance of citizenship 

itself is also a subject that is discussed within these questions. The line of thought here is that 

if an individual actively pursues and acquires citizenship, they also take the time to learn the 

benefits of this in the society they soon will become a citizen of. It also indicates that they are 

prepared to stay for a long time, which accelerates the socialization process (Bevelander et al 

2015). Naturally, research therefore also shows that the longer you have been living in the 

society, the higher are the probability that you will be voting (Bevelander et al 2015) 

The findings from the DELMI-report thus confirm a lot of these theories. Foreign born citizens 

do vote to a lesser degree than Swedish born citizens, and variables like income, education and 

age are large contributors to this (Bevelander & Spång (ed.) 2017). One of the new findings 

presented in the report is that region of birth seems to affect the voting participation as well. 

People who are born in Asia and Africa are the regions that are least likely to vote comparing 

to Swedes, but when neutralizing socioeconomic variables North America and Oceania are the 

least likely ones (Bevelander & Spång (ed.) 2017).  

 

Political Trust  

Previous research has showed varying results regarding the positive relation between political 

trust and voter turnout. Some researchers argue that there is a relation between political trust 
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and voter turnout (Citrin 1974) whether others argue that the relation is non-existent (Miller 

1974). This debate has been around for a while and has even got one researcher to conclude 

that political trust should not been seen as direct variable at all, but rather that political trust 

works as a mediating effect on civic duty which in its turn affect voter turnout (C-H. Wang 

2016).  

However, the strength of the positive relation might also be affected on how political trust is 

defined and measured. Grönlund & Setäla (2007) does a case for this when they interpret the 

mixed results of previous research to be more an issue of operationalisation. They argue that 

these results exist because too many variables have been used within the concept and especially 

regarding attitudes for incumbent governments. According to them it is important to distinguish 

between different kinds of political trust. On one hand political trust towards democracy as a 

system and on the other hand political trust towards political actors. When talking about 

democracy as a system, institutions as parliament, legal system and bureaucracy are usually 

thought about. Whereas political actors are politicians, political parties and incumbent 

governments. So, there is difference how these different trusts are perceived, but it is also 

important to understand that they do correlate in a way as well. Here Grönlund & Setäla have 

been inspired by Warren (1999) who defines the political trust for the system as a fulfilment on 

one’s normative expectations for the institutions, whereas the trust for political actors are more 

based on the output of responsiveness they are supposed to deliver. Of course, it also seems to 

be a correlation between the two.  If the parliament is mistrusted, the parliamentarians are likely 

to be mistrusted as well and of course it would follow the same pattern if it was the other way 

around (Grönlund & Setäla 2007). From these assumptions Grönlund & Setäla creates 

hypotheses which aim to clarify the differences in the strength of relation between political trust 

for the system, which is operationalised as the parliament; and political trust for actors, which 

is operationalised as the incumbent government. Political trust for the system has a clear 

positive correlation with voter turnout, whereas for political actors correlation is not as strong, 

but still positive (Grönlund & Setäla 2007).  

If we with help of Grönlund & Setäla could argue that the positive relation with voter turnout 

to be found this takes us to the next question: What previous research has been done on political 

trust and immigrants voter turnout; and how has it been conducted?   

Previous research which seems to relate to political trust and voter turnout by migrants are 

Fennema & Tillie´s (1999) study on four different ethnic groups and their political participation 

and political trust in Amsterdam. They were examining to what extent Turks, Moroccans, 
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Surinamese and Antilleans were participating in the Dutch democracy and how it correlates to 

their civic engagement in different ethnic groups. They understand political trust as an 

important part for the legitimacy of democracy and they assume that higher political trust has a 

correlation with political participation, but it might also be curvilinear for some groups, who 

when not trusting political institutions participate to higher degree. Fennema & Tillie (1999) 

acknowledges that the relation between participation and political trust is complex and it is 

something they do not examine properly in their study, but nevertheless sees as an integral part 

of a high-quality democracy. Their conclusion is therefore not focused on political trust but 

rather on civic community and its importance for democratic participation, which they conclude 

that high levels of have a positive effect on voter participation (Fennema & Tillie 1999).  

As noticed, there is a difference between the study from Fennema & Tillie with the one I am 

conducting. First of all, they focus on political trust as the effect of political participation. The 

other difference is found in the aim and the scope of the studies. In the Fennema & Tillie (1999) 

one they examine the differences between different ethnic local participation and political trust 

in Amsterdam, whereas the focus for this study is on foreign born citizens and their political 

trust and voting behaviour in national elections.  

 

3 Theoretical Framework  

In this part I will discuss the main concepts of the theoretical framework and how it might affect 

the voter turnout by foreign born citizens. The main concepts I will introduce are something I 

call Rationale of voting and Rationale of migration. Based on the theoretical framework 

hypotheses will be formulated, which later functions as the basis for the analysis.   

 

Rationale of voting 

The inclusion of economic theory in this study is used in order to understand the logic behind 

voting or not voting. It will work as a base for the discussion about the rationale of migration.  

The father of economic theory in political action, Antony Downs (1957), argued in his An 

Economic Theory of Political Action in a Democracy that voting foremost must be seen as an 

irrational decision by an individual voter. This he bases on several assumptions about the aim 

of government and the cost by citizens to vote. His main assumption is that all actors act rational, 

something he describes with the following words:  
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“Every agent in the model – whether an individual, a party or a private coalition – behaves rationally 

at all times; that is it proceeds toward its goals with a minimal use of scarce resources and undertake 

only those actions for which marginal return exceeds marginal cost” (Downs 1957)   

This he explains, means that the government always acts to maximise the number of votes, 

whereas voters, also as rational agents, in an election will vote for the party which the voter 

believes will provide them with the highest utility income. The voter bases its choice on which 

party to vote by comparing the incumbent government´s performance (utility income it has 

received), to the opposition parties would be performance (utility income it would receive) if 

they were in power. Downs concludes this means that voters base their vote on facts rather than 

guesses. According to this then it should be easy for every individual to know which party it 

will receive the highest utility income from? Of course, this is not the case, because in reality 

we live in a world with imperfect knowledge and this Downs (1957) argue leads to the three 

following conditions:  

1. “Parties do not always know exactly what citizens want” 

2. “Citizens do not always know what the government or its opposition has done, is doing, or 

should be doing to serve their interest” 

3. “The information needed to overcome both types of ignorance is costly – in other words, that 

scarce resources must be used to procure and assimilate it” 

These conditions lead to a conclusion on voter participation, which can be formulated as 

following: It is rational to vote if the marginal return is larger than the marginal cost. Marginal 

return of voting would be the expected gain from voting “correctly” (the party that gives you 

the highest utility income). The marginal cost here would be defined as the scarce resources, 

especially time, to acquire the information to vote “correctly”. From here Downs comes up with 

his biggest paradox, that it is completely rational to not vote. Since the probability for an 

individual voter´s vote to actually decide an election is very small, it does not really matter if 

he/she voted “correct” or “incorrect”. In Downs ‘(1957) own words:  

“Therefore, the probability that any one citizen's vote will be decisive is very small indeed. It is not zero, 

and it can even be significant if he thinks the election will be very close; but, under most circumstances, 

it is so negligible that it renders the return from voting "correctly" infinitesimal. This is true no matter 

how tremendous a loss in utility income the voter would experience if the "wrong" party were elected. 

And if that loss is itself small – as it may be when parties resemble each other closely or in local elections 

– then the incentive to become well informed is practically nonexistent.” 
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Of course, this paradox of voting and that it would be irrationally to vote has been discussed 

heavily by theorists, for example Riker & Ordeshook (1968) who argues the variable of civic 

duty must be included in the equation, something that Downs also agree is the remedy for 

political apathy. Riker and Ordeshook (1968) even created a formula based on Downs theory 

named Calculus of voting. However, the theoretical part of the formula has been discussed and 

especially operationalisations of the different variables in it must be seen as a challenge (Aldrich 

1993). Based on this, the calculus itself will not be used in the actual analysis, but to instead 

use the concept of rational voting, the lens which we see through when examining the voter 

behaviour of foreign born citizens.   

 

Rationale of migration 

We already know that the group of foreign born citizens vote to a lesser degree compared to 

native citizens and that socioeconomic explanations plays a big part (Bevelander & Spång (ed.) 

2017), but an understanding of incentives in elections for foreign born citizens could illuminate 

it to an even a higher degree. Here we also find the connection to political trust. If we with help 

of Grönlund & Setäla (2007) before could argue that political trust in the system depends on 

the fulfilment of citizens normative expectations for the institutions, then what would be the 

normative expectations for foreign born people and how does that effect their voting behaviour?  

To figure this out, we first need to find common characteristics for foreign born citizens. 

Foreign born citizens must overwhelmingly be regarded as migrants who immigrated to their 

current nation in which they acquired citizenship. The question then is what the common 

characteristics for the countries from which they emigrated from have?  

A natural characteristic to begin with might be to try to understand the context of their previous 

country and perhaps also their reasoning behind emigrating from that country. Since this study 

has it focus on Sweden specifically, we will take a brief look from which countries most 

immigrants have emigrated from and the reasons behind it. We must also take into account the 

period of time it takes to require citizenship, which in Sweden under normal conditions stretches 

from a minimum of five years of residency in the country and four years if you are an asylum 

seeker (Migrationsverket 2017). A graph of the ten most common countries of birth for foreign 

born citizens in Sweden from beginning of the 21th century and forward looks like this: 
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The largest amount of foreign born people in Sweden are Finns. The majority of the Finnish 

born population immigrated before the 1980s (Migrationsinfo 2017). If taking that into account, 

the remaining countries (with the exception of Germany) are countries that for long periods of 

time seem to have been struggling with war, political instability or poverty. But of course, this 

only accounts for some group of immigrants and not for everyone. But is there a larger 

characteristic that can be made for the whole group then? Even for immigrants from developed 

countries, who does not have the same experience of instability from the political system?  

Thus, we need to examine the rationale behind migration. Here concepts of push factors – 

involuntary or forced ones such as war and poverty; and pull factors – voluntary moving 

because of aspirations or other desires – are used (Dorigo & Tobler 1983). Even these concepts 

can be dissolve into something more essential. The most basic logic with migration must be 

that you are better off somewhere else, then in your current location (Ravenstein 1876). 

Therefore, focus can not only be on the characteristics of the original country, but also on the 

new host country that the migrant is moving to. What characteristics does Sweden seem to 

possess? A high-performing democracy with a large welfare programme, strong rule of law and 

equal rights. This fact can be supported when taking a look at the yearly democracy index 

(Edited graph from Migrationsinfo 2017) 
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Freedom House, were Sweden constantly ranks among the top performers in the world together 

with its Scandinavian neighbours (Freedom House 2017).  

If we now then can assume, that migrants have the belief that the country they migrate to will 

make the migrants better off compared to the previous country, how does that effect the view 

of that country? One assumption must be that the view will probably be positive or at least 

hopeful. And for it to stay like that, would require quite little if the normative expectations for 

the political system is to provide the pull factors that made the move attractive, such as a higher 

standard of life. One way to look at it is like Maslow´s hierarchy of needs. The most basic things 

as food, safety and family are main priorities for a lot of people (Maslow 1943) and some 

struggle for long periods of time to maintain these needs. When moving to, for example, 

Sweden and after a while obtaining citizenship these absolute basic needs are presumably 

provided and probably even more than so. The normative expectation for political institutions 

would then be to keep on providing these goods for which the migrant moved there for. And as 

Grönlund & Setäla (2007) earlier concluded: If the normative expectations are fulfilled, the 

political trust appears to be high. But also like they concluded before, there is a strong positive 

correlation between political trust and voter turnout, and if the political trust is high among 

foreign born then, how come that foreign-born citizens vote to a lesser degree than native 

citizens? It would clearly be a paradox. How to solve it?  

If continuing the use of economic theory, an answer could be found in illustrating the law of 

diminishing marginal utility. The law of diminishing marginal utility states that if a person 

increases consumption of a product it will lead to a decline in marginal utility for the person 

from consuming each additional unit of that product (Rios et al 2013). It is an important concept 

to determine consumer preferences. If we apply this on foreign born and native citizens, we 

understand that because of the law of diminishing marginal utility the effect political trust has 

on voter turnout among the groups probably differs. The goods that are consumed are the “needs” 

we discussed before, the pull factors that made you move, such as higher standard of living, 

income, safety, equality and so on. The political system provides this to some extent. When 

time for electing the party(s) that decide the political system the incentive to vote would 

arguably be very different between foreign born and natives. Foreign born with experience from 

earlier country has already increased their consumption on these goods, these “needs”, and 

therefore any possible gain or loss from any of these parties will be very low. The parties will 

more or less “look the same” for these voters.  
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If we then again consider the costs of voting it is clear that the incentives are very low or non-

existent, exactly as Downs (1957) wrote in that last sentence: “And if that loss is itself small – as 

it may be when parties resemble each other closely or in local elections – then the incentive to become 

well informed is practically nonexistent.”.  

The rational reasons then for foreign born citizens to 

vote would be as suggested in previous research: a 

high sense of citizen duty (Fennema & Tillie 1999). 

Or that the upcoming elections are more polarized than 

usual with very extreme parties, which makes the 

stakes high and then incentive to vote high. The case 

is different for native citizens2. Because they do not 

have this experience of migration; a reference point of 

another political system, their standard level for the 

consumption of these goods starts on a lower level 

than foreign born citizens. Their marginal utility gain 

does not diminish as fast. Their possible gain and loss 

of voting for the “correct” party are higher in both 

aspects. There is still a difference for them between 

parties in an election.  

This theory also logically fits socioeconomic 

explanations that higher income, education and age 

increases the voter turnout. All these variables can 

probably be understood to increase the possible gain and loss for the citizens. Higher income 

means that policies regarding tax are large deal-breakers which will affect one’s gains and 

losses. Higher education makes the information gathering process less costly. Higher age 

probably correlates with both the other variables, presumably you earn more and learn more the 

older you get.   

One last issue to address before moving on to the hypotheses is the question of the level of 

political trust by foreign born citizens. One might object that because of discrimination and 

social alienation trust cannot possible be high or higher than native citizens. This assumption 

might be based on the definition of immigrants as one large group, which includes 1st generation 

                                                           
2 Graph 2 illustrates the law of diminishing marginal utility for both groups. TU = Total Utility, MU= Marginal 

Utility, Fb=Foreign born, Nat=Natives. 

(Edited graph from Economicsmicro 

2017) 
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and 2nd generation immigrants. The 2nd generation who are born and raised in the country, might 

perhaps have been born into segregation and experiences discrimination. But they are of course 

not included in the term foreign born citizens. But the 1st generation immigrants, their parents, 

are. They most likely choose to migrate, concluded that they were better off in the new country 

compared to their previous one, therefore their political trust in the new country would arguably 

be quite high. This will be examined from now on.  

 

Hypotheses  

The concepts of political trust, rationale of voting and rationale of migration have been 

presented in their relationship to voter turnout. The main assumption from all the previous 

information is that the effect political trust has on voter turnout differs between foreign born 

citizens and native citizens. Because foreign born citizens´ experience of migration their 

marginal utility diminishes earlier than native citizens, which make the incentive to vote very 

low. In order to test this assumption following hypotheses are formulated: 

H1: Probability to vote increases with political trust  

H2: Foreign born citizens have higher political trust than native citizens  

H3: The positive effect of political trust on voting is weaker among foreign born citizens 

 

4 Data and Method 

The data that are used in this study are gathered from European Social Survey (ESS) and 

examines the answers from Sweden in the 2016 edition. It is the same data source as the one 

that Grönlund & Setäla used in their study with the difference of course being the year they 

used, which was the 2002 edition. The hypotheses are of course also completely different to 

Grönlund & Setäla (2007) who are examining both trust and satisfaction for politicians and 

parliament separately. Nor do they have any focus on any comparison between groups, but 

instead between countries. 

The first hypothesis will only examine political trust defined as trust for the parliament, which 

has the closest resemblance to something as the political system. This will be conducted with 

logistical regression and controlled for other variables. For the second hypothesis the arithmetic 

mean will be calculated between the groups of foreign born and natives. The important thing 
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here is not the average trust level but the differences between the groups. A t-test will be used 

to test significant of the difference. For the third hypothesis foreign born citizens and native 

citizens will be examined separately regarding their political trust and voter turnout in a 

logistical regression again and controlled for other variables. 

The European Social Survey is used in this thesis because of its high level of reliability. 

Questions are asked in interviews, face to face. Participants are chosen randomly but within 

representative groups. It has since its start at 2002 been conducted every other year. It also has 

great prospects to conduct further research on the topic, because of the range of different 

countries they conduct the field work in, but also the consistency in same questions over the 

years. This makes it very beneficial for comparisons between countries and for differences 

between years. The variables and questions that are examined in this thesis are also compatible 

with the ones found in the ESS data. They conduct questions on most issues, ranging from 

socioeconomic variables, politics, country of birth and so on (ESS 2017).    

In the ESS 2016 edition 18 countries are surveyed with a total of 34 797 observations, but since 

the main scope for this thesis is Sweden, that of course excludes everyone else. In the Swedish 

dataset there are 1551 observations. The ESS-question to measure the variable of voter turnout 

in the questionnaire is “Did you vote in the last national election?” (ESS 2017). The variable of 

voter turnout in the data therefore is directly connected to the last national election in the 

country, in contrast to a question which hypothetically asks: “If there was an election today 

would you vote?”. This way of measuring probability for voter turnout have both pros and cons. 

First and foremost, one must know the actual date of the national election conducted in the 

country. In Sweden the last national election was held the 14th of September 2014 (SCB 2014). 

But I am not using the 2014 round of ESS, because of that the field work period for the survey 

in Sweden was conducted between 1st of August 2014 to 30th of January 2015 (ESS 2015). I 

could therefore not be sure that the respondents in that survey was having the 2014 election in 

mind when answering the question. That however we can be sure of when using the 2016 round. 

But the problem on the other hand is that the circumstances that determine the level of political 

trust might be different between these two years and it might not exactly correspond. Although, 

it must still be argued to be the better choice between the two rounds.  

Before moving on I also need to address the case for examining national elections instead of 

local ones. Previous research such as Fennema & Tillie´s (1999) had a focus on the local 

elections as well as studies by Bevelander et al (2015). This because they had a focus on civic 

duty and the effect of citizenship respectively, which in their cases was easier to study in local 
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elections. The aim of this study is focused only on citizens, on why it is a difference between 

different groups of citizens, namely foreign born and natives. This could also be examined in 

local elections but the argument here would be that the national election is seen as the more 

important one since the outcome will have the bigger effect on national policies. The national 

parliament therefore also have stronger resemblance to the political system as a whole. Local 

elections do also have very low numbers of participation in general (Bevelander & Spång (ed.) 

2017) which for this study would not be of interest for understanding the reason not to vote 

when the majority does. 

The preconditions that the Swedish electoral system have for voter turnout is also worth 

mentioning. Sweden have a parliamentary system with proportional representation 

(Valmyndigheten 2017). In contrast to a presidential system and majority rule, people are more 

likely to vote due to a broader representation of opinions and also that parties will be gaining 

seats in the parliament as long as they pass the election threshold (Blais & Dobryzynska 1998).  

 

5 Analysis 

The first thing we need to study is the positive relation between political trust and voter turnout 

in Sweden. Political trust is the independent variable and voter turnout the dependent one. 

Important to remember is that the voter turnout in the data sample will differ from the actual 

voter turnout which was 85,8 % (SCB 2014). The voter turnout variable is as earlier explained 

operationalised as voted in last election with answers “Yes” or “No”, excluding those who were 

not eligible, namely underaged and foreign born without citizenship, as well as the irrelevant 

answers of “Don´t know”, “Refusal” and missing values. The data set then leaves us with 1455 

observations and a voter turnout of 93.3 % for the whole population. 7.5 percentage higher then 

the actual voter turnout. The same pattern of course appears when dividing it to natives and 

foreign born. Natives have 95.5 % in the data set and 89 % in the actual election, whereas for 

foreign born it is 73.4 % in the data set 72 % in the real one (SCB 2014). An explanation to the 

much higher voter turnout in the data set could be a “social desirability bias”, that it would be 

more socially correct to vote than not vote, therefore prompting more people to answer “Yes” 

in the survey (Esaiasson et al 2012).  

Political trust is operationalised as trust in country´s parliament and on scale from 0-10 (No 

trust at all – Complete trust). It is operationalised as trust in parliament because it best represents 

the political system as a whole, as earlier argued (Grönlund & Setäla 2007). Here we also 
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Figure 3. Variables 

exclude the answers that are irrelevant and the same goes for the control variables that are used 

in the regression generating in some loss of observations.  

In the table below, descriptive comparison between voters and non-voters are found. On the left 

side of the table it is also shown how the different variables are coded. 

 

Voted (No=0, Yes=1) Voters: 93.3 % Non-Voters: 6.7 % 

Political Trust (0-10) Mean: 6.0 Mean: 5.1 

Gender (Male=0, Female=1) Male 49.2 %  

Female 50.8 % 

Male 51.5%  

Female 48.5 % 

Age (As reported. Above 18) Mean: 54 years Mean: 38 years 

Education (High school or 

below=0, University or above=1) 

 

Lower education: 51 % 

Higher education: 49% 

Lower education: 64.6 % 

Higher education: 35.4 % 

Income (1st -10th percentile) Mean: 6.4  Mean: 5.0 

 

It is also good to know that of the eligible citizens in this data set, foreign born citizens are only 

9.4 % of the sample, 128 observations.  

Since the dependent variable of voting is a bivariate variable, logistic regression is used to test 

the first hypothesis that probability to vote increases with political trust in parliament. The 

results are presented as odds ratios, which means the probability to vote divided by the 

probability not to vote. It is formulated as: P(v) / (1-P(v)).  
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With 1355 respondents (a loss of 100 observations due to missing values) we clearly see a 

positive relation with an odds ratio of 1.156, which can be interpreted as 15.6 % higher odds to 

vote for every step up on the scale of trust in the parliament. This is statistical significant at a 

level of α=5%, which is the standard used in social sciences (Box et al 1978). Even on a stricter 

test of α=1% it is significant.  

Here H1 seems supported but we also need to control for other variables that might affect voter 

turnout and see if the correlation still exists. The control variables added to the logistic 

regression are the socioeconomic variables that are the usual explanations for a higher voter 

turnout: age, education, gender and income.  

 

 

From this regression we see that political trust in parliament still have a positive correlation and 

with significance at α=5%, but the effect has weakened a bit to an 11,3% odds per step on the 

scale. Age and income also has significant with 5% and 16 % odds respectively and at α=1%. 

Education and gender does however not give any significance here. The fact that gender does 

not get any significance is perhaps not very surprising, considering that Sweden is one of the 

most gender equal countries in the world (WEF 2017). For education it is trickier to understand, 

but it could be that income correlates with education and that the stronger effect of income then 

“consumes” the effect of education. It could also have something to do with the traditionally 

strong mobilisation of the working-class in politics in Sweden (Rothstein 1990). 

Anyways, this leads us to the support of the first hypothesis that political trust in parliament 

have, as previous research has showed us, a positive effect on the voter turnout.  
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The graph pinpoints this positive correlation more visualised, but we should not read too much 

into it. It is a positive correlation, but the share of voters is already quite high with 91% and 

only rises to 96%.  

If we move on to H2, in which it was argued that foreign born citizens have a higher political 

trust in parliament than native born citizens, a different way to test the hypothesis is needed. 

This since we need to measure two groups´ mean value against each other. The group of native 

citizens have on 0-10 scale for trust in parliament a mean value of 5.9. Foreign born citizens 

have on the same scale a mean value of 6.3. Already here we see a higher political trust for 

foreign born compared to natives, but the observations of foreign born is also much smaller. 

Therefore, to test for significance we use a t-test.  
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The t-test gives us a result that is significant at level α = 5% (0.04), and therefore also support 

for the second hypothesis. Of course, a question can be raised whether 128 observations is 

enough to really be representative. A large sample of foreign born citizens would be preferable 

to further strengthen this hypothesis.  

The last and third hypothesis to test is that the effect of political trust on voting is weaker among 

foreign born citizens compared to native citizens. Logistic regression is again used but with the 

difference being measuring the groups of foreign born and natives separately. The results are 

the following with natives first presented:    
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Not a large difference here compared with the main sample, which of course is not unexpected 

since it mostly consists of native citizens. The odds here are 17.5 % higher for each step on the 

scale of political trust and with significance. But this increase compared to the 11.3 % for the 

whole sample is a first indicator for the hypothesis. Political trust seems to have a stronger 

effect on voting, when excluding foreign born citizens. A smaller effect is found for age and 

education, whereas income and gender are not significant. All variables showcase a positive 

correlation with voter turnout and education now being the strongest variable with 135,6 % 

increased odds from having lower education compared to higher education. For foreign born 

citizens the logistic regression is as follow: 

At first glance we see that the effect of political trust is lower for foreign born citizens with only 

13 % increased odds per step on the scale. However, the effect is not significance on α = 5%. 

We cannot argue that there is a positive relation between political trust and voter turnout for 

foreign born citizens when controlling for other variables. The significance here only applies 

for age and income. But it does not confirm our hypothesis even though there is significance 

for natives and insignificance for foreign born for the positive relation. The insignificance here 

must be interpreted that the odds ratio could be anything smaller, equal or higher than one if we 

picked another sample. The margins of error give us a hint about that as well. For natives the 

margin goes from 1.04 to 1.32 and for foreign born it goes from 0.92 to 1.38. A reason for this 

result can be explained by the fact that the odds differs not very much between the groups, or 

because of the small sample of only 128 observations for foreign born citizens. Therefore, our 

H3 cannot be supported, but it could in principle be supported in future research with a larger 

number of observations for foreign born citizens.   
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To summarize: 

H1: Is supported 

H2: Is supported 

H3: Not supported. But possibly in future research with better data 

Political trust has an effect on voter turnout when examining for the whole sample and with 

control of other variables. Foreign born citizens do have a higher level of political trust than 

native citizens, but this is however not affecting the voter turnout as much. Variables such as 

age and income seem to have a larger impact here.  

 

6 Conclusion 

This thesis was based on the fact that foreign born citizens have a lower voter turnout than 

native citizens. Earlier research has shown that socioeconomic variables such as age, education 

and income play a big part in this. However, a perspective on the rationale behind voting for 

foreign born citizens have not clearly been presented before. Nor the levels of political trust 

that foreign born citizens express. Therefore, a focus on these issues has been examined. 

First, I examined earlier research on political trust and voter turnout which have shown that 

political trust, defined as trust in the national parliament, have a strong positive correlation to 

voter turnout. In the argumentation I described two types of rationale; rationale of voting and 

rationale of migration, which must be taking into the account when try to understand the lower 

voter turnout. With these as the theoretical framework it can be argued that the incentives to 

vote for foreign born citizens are very low. Voting itself can be seen as irrational and migrating 

to a new country with increased standard of living could emphasize this irrationality.       

When testing these arguments in the statistical analysis the results are mostly convincing. 

Higher trust in the national parliament leads to an increased probability to vote, even when 

controlling for other variables. Foreign born citizens arguably have a higher trust in the national 

parliament than native citizens. But the difference of the effect by political trust on voter turnout 

when comparing foreign born citizens and native citizens cannot with statistical significance be 

supported, even though there are reasons to believe that with better data, this could be the case.   

With these results we can draw a few conclusions. If political trust effects voter turnout 

positively, foreign born citizens have a higher political trust than natives, but vote lesser than 
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them, we found ourselves a paradox. This paradox could be solved by using economic theory 

with the focus on the rationale of voting and migration, but this has to wait until the third 

hypothesis can be supported. However, there are few other important things to point out from 

this thesis.  

Foreign born citizens have high political trust. This matter seems quite unrecognized by the 

general public. Therefore, also unutilized. In a country such as Sweden, with an increasing 

foreign born population this is valuable information. Trust in the political system gives 

legitimacy to it. But there must be a way to convert this trust into participation, to activate these 

citizens. Perhaps to lower the cost for participation or to incite a sense of civic duty. Internet 

voting could be one way. Focused education on these issues another one. Political parties would 

also have to turn their attention to this. Because if the trend continues with much lower 

participation the legitimacy problem will endure. Perhaps even aggravated if this increasing 

amount of foreign born citizens´ opinions are not represented. Then their political trust in the 

longer run might deteriorate as well.  

For future research I hope I have made my case strong to further examine these issues. The next 

step would be to extend these ideas to other Western European countries with large foreign born 

population. Sweden might be an extra strong case, but the pattern of high political trust among 

foreign born people could possibly be distinguished in other countries with similar political 

characteristics. Even research on the difference between different migrant groups would be 

useful to further understand the importance that their country of birth has for their voting 

behaviour. It could also be interesting to look at these questions from a timeline perspective to 

see how it has been altered during the years. Nevertheless, political trust should from now on 

be a factor to take into account when examining the democratic participation by foreign born 

people.   
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8 Appendix – The Methodology Course Assignment Interview with my father 

Moment 7 – Intervjuer  

Nico Mira  

Metod B – VT 2016 

Den andra söndagen vart fjärde år i Sverige vankas det val och då brukar det flesta människor röra sig 

mot valurnorna för att stödja sitt politiska parti. Sverige har med 85,8 % i det senaste riksdagsvalet 

2014 ett väldigt högt deltagande i det nationella valet i jämförelse med många andra länder3.  

Att rösta ses ofta som ens demokratiska plikt och är en norm som inte många avviker från. Om man 

uppger att man inte röstar så kan det ibland mötas med förakt och med visst stigma i en del kretsar. 

Ett socialt tryck, ett normbärande kan förmodligen vara en faktor i förklaringen till att 

röstdeltagandet är så högt.  

Om vi däremot tar en titt på procenthalten av valdeltagandet bland utrikesfödda så ser vi andra 

siffror. I det senaste riksdagsvalet från 2014 var valdeltagande bland de utrikesfödda 72 %; det vill 

säga drygt 14 procentenheter lägre än bland inrikes födda4. Hur kommer det sig? Är det också en 

fråga om just socialt tryck eller kan det vara andra faktorer som utbildningsnivå eller politiskt 

intresse? 

Intervjusyftet i denna promemoria är alltså att försöka förstå hur en utrikesfödd som inte har röstat 

har för uppfattning om normer gällande valdeltagande? 

Val av intervjuperson är en utrikesfödd man i 40-årsåldern som har bott drygt halva sitt liv i Sverige. 

Han kommer från ett sydostasiatiskt land med demokrati. Jag valde honom eftersom han är en 

bekant till mig och jag visste att han trots ett långt svenskt medborgarskap aldrig har röstat i något 

svenskt riksdagsval. Därav skulle han ge mig ett perspektiv till det intervjusyftet som jag eftersöker. 

Begränsningen av mitt val av intervju är uppenbar. Som med alla metoder där underlaget är litet så 

är det så klart problemet med generalisering som är den allra störa begränsningen. Han kommer från 

ett specifikt land, med dess specifika kultur och sina specifika upplevelser. Att kunna göra någon 

form av generalisering kan då bli svårt. Däremot så kan man argumentera för att det heller inte är 

huvudsyftet i enstaka intervjuer, utan att det då är en större förståelse över hur en människa kan 

tänka och fundera som är det viktiga5. En styrka med just detta val av person kan vara att hans 

hemland är demokratiskt, vilket kan påvisa eventuella skillnader i sitt valdeltagande där och i Sverige.  

Eftersom vi bor på olika orter så genomfördes intervjun via ett videosamtal över Skype. Intervjun 

varade i ca 20 min och hade alltså formen av en semi-struktur, vilket menas att man har förberedda 

frågor men att spelrum för följdfrågor finns6. Frågorna som jag ställde behandlade upplevelser kring 

ens valdeltagande, den sociala pressen runtomkring det samt generella frågor kring om demokrati 

och länders politiska kultur. 

De första frågorna jag ställde rörde sig om intervjupersonens politiska intresse7 samt åsikt om 

demokrati8. Svaren jag fick var faktiskt en aning överraskande. Han förklarade att han inte var politisk 

                                                           
3 Statistiska Centralbyrån 2015 ”Ökat valdeltagande bland unga och äldre” 
4 Ibid. 
5 Esaiasson et.al. 2012. Sid 253. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Fråga: ”Är du politisk intresserad?” 
8 Fråga: ”Har du någon åsikt om demokrati?” 
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intresserad eftersom det enda han brydde sig om i det stora hela var att han och sina nära och kära 

hade det bra, sedan hade inte så mycket övers till vad som skedde annars. Angående demokratin så 

var det även liknande svar där som gavs, att demokrati eller diktatur för honom inte spelade så stor 

roll, så länge det i alla fall kunde garantera säkerheten kring de närmsta. Med en sådan inställning till 

demokrati så tycks det uppenbart att han inte bryr sig mycket om någon ”demokratisk plikt” och 

därför inte röstar, vilket explicit var min nästa fråga9, tillsammans med varför10, och om svaren skiljde 

sig gentemot valdeltagande i hans hemland11. Svaren här var också förbryllande på sätt och vis. 

Naturligtvis förklarade han att han inte hade röstat och det berodde på att ”Det är så många andra 

som röstar ändå, så tror ändå inte min röst spelar någon roll. Sen så spelar det ingen roll vem som 

blir vald, det kommer ändå bli likadan politik, för allt fungerar så bra här i Sverige”. Han berättade 

också att han röstade i sitt hemland innan han flyttade till Sverige och på följdfrågor gällande det 

sociala trycket på att rösta12 så förklarade han att i Sverige inte brydde sig som det sociala trycket, 

men däremot att han kände av det starkare i sitt hemland. Och ändå så svarade han på efterföljande 

frågor13 att visserligen känner sig integrerad i Sverige men att ”det inte känns helt hemma” samt att 

de är helt två olika länder politiskt; i hans hemland upplever han att det är mycket mer korruption än 

i Sverige och därmed är hans engagemang viktigare där.  

Om vi försöker sammanfatta kort så kan vi börja med säga att intervjupersonen inte på något vis ska 

ses som representativ för gruppen, han kan inte hjälpa oss att finna någon generalisering, men kan 

dock få oss att förstå hur en tänker kring dessa frågor. Uppenbarligen så är den politiska kulturen 

med den stora korruptionen i hans hemland en stor faktor som både har givit honom en misstro till 

demokratin, men samtidigt i kontrast till Sverige, givit honom en sådan stor tilltro att inte ens känner 

det nödvändigt att rösta. Angående det sociala trycket så spelar det tydligen roll i valdeltagande 

beroende på hur starkt kopplad han känner sig till landet och människorna, vilket naturligtvis verkar 

logiskt.  

Den tydligaste nackdelen med en semi-strukturerad intervju är den starka intervjuareffekt som 

medföljer i följdfrågorna, som ibland kan bli lite för intuitiva14. Dock är det också i spontana 

följdfrågorna som är lite av styrkan eftersom det öppnar upp för en mycket friare, mer nyanserat 

perspektiv på vissa frågor.  

Eventuella förändringar med min intervju till en framtida uppsats är främst att försöka utöka 

intervjuantalet för att få bukt med generaliserbarheten. Det skulle också lösa problemet med att 

tvingas välja ut specifika intervjuobjekt som riskerar att ge både forskarfråga och uppsats i sig alldeles 

för speciell karaktär.  
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9 Fråga: ”Har du röstat i något val i Sverige?”  
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12 Fråga: ”Känner du något socialt tryck från vänner och familj att rösta”? 
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