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Abstract

In modern democracies, women make up a minority of the top policy makers in
both politics and the bureaucracy. While the existing literature mainly investigates
causes of women’s absence from the top of politics, this paper provides insights about
the other side of the coin, namely women’s absence from the top of bureaucracy by
studying the career progression of female civil servants. We propose that women’s
career trajectories in the bureaucracy depend on the ideology of the government in
office. Female civil servants will have improved career opportunities under left-wing
compared to right-wing government coalitions because of 1) ideology and 2) a de-
mand for preference alignment in the bureaucracy. We study this on a novel data
set of total universe of central government employees in Denmark measured quar-
terly from 1998 to 2019. As the Danish public sector is distinctively non-partisan
and holds strong meritocratic norms for bureaucratic promotions, it provides a hard
case for testing our propositions. Relying on a difference-in-differences (DiD) de-
sign, our results indeed suggest that left-wing governments increase the promotion
likelihood of female civil servants, whereas the opposite is the case under right-wing
government. The effect only exists for bureaucratic top positions, which is where
the political attention and discretion are strongest. Additional tests suggests the
effect to be driven mainly by a demand for preference alignment. Closer examina-
tion reveals that these effects are due to a general career disadvantage for female
civil servants following shifts in government, a disadvantage which is smaller if the
incoming government is left-wing rather than right-wing. The results highlight some
of the barriers for the career advancement of female non-elected policy makers and
increase our knowledge of the role of partisan politics in shaping the national civil
service.
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1 Introduction

In modern democracies, women make up a minority of the top positions in both politics

and the national bureaucracy.4 Consequently, women are involved disproportionately

little in the formulation of policies and exercise of government across modern states.

Only recently, researchers have started to systematically study which factors promote

or discourage the advancement of women to top policy maker positions. However, the

existing research has mainly focused on the political side, namely the career progression

of elected politicians (Besley et al. 2017; Folke and Rickne 2016a,b; Folke et al. 2021). For

top policy makers in the bureaucracy on the other hand, the causes of gender inequality

in career progression remain sparsely studied. An exception is Pierskalla et al. (2020).5

In this article, we remedy this gap, by studying the role of government partisanship

on the career progression of women in the bureaucracy. Partisanship is a classic yet

debatable determinant of policy differences within and between countries (Potrafke 2017)

which has, however, not received much attention in relationship to the gender inequality

in the top civil service.6 We expect left-wing government coalitions to promote the career

opportunities of female civil servants more than right-wing government coalitions due to

two mechanisms. First, because of party ideology, as gender inequality is a more salient

issue to left-wing politicians than right-wing politicians. Second, because ministers want

preference alignment among top civil servants and gender works as a cue for left-wing

preferences and hence female bureaucrats are promoted more under left-wing governments

while being stalled in their career advancement under right-wing governments.

To investigate these propositions we use difference-in-difference estimation on a novel

data set of the every Danish central government civil servant observed quarterly from 1998

to 2019. The Danish public sector is markedly non-partisan and holds strong meritocratic

norms for bureaucratic promotions, and hence the institutional setting provides a hard

4Men tend to occupy the majority of positions in government cabinets across political regimes (Nyrup
and Bramwell 2020) as well as top civil service. See data for proportion of women in the top civil service
in selected countries here https://www.womenleadersindex.com/data/

5See also Arrington et al. (2021) for the causes of the selection of female supreme court justices globally.
6However, see Kauder et al. 2021 for recent evidence on the role of ideology on wage inequality in the

public sector.
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case for our theoretical claims. Our results suggests that female civil servants increase

their likelihood of career advancement under left-wing governments. This effect is seem-

ingly caused by a substantial negative effect on the career opportunities of female civil

servants when a right-wing government comes into office. In contrast, female bureaucrats

career progression are neither boosted nor disadvantaged when a left-wing government

enters office. The effect only exist among top bureaucratic positions, where political con-

trol and attention are likely greater. Additional analyses of the mechanisms driving these

results suggest that these effects seems to be caused by the a government demand for pref-

erence alignment among the top civil service by partisan governments rather than purely

ideological preferences. Our results have implications for understanding the barriers that

women face in progressing into top policy-making positions, as well as the dynamics of

partisan policy making and how incumbent governments shape the national civil service.

2 Theory

We propose a theoretical argument for understanding whether and why government par-

tisanship matter for the career opportunities of female civil servants. Our theoretical

argument rests on the assumption that, even in civil service systems without a significant

proportion of political appointees, incumbent politicians both have the ability and incen-

tive to (partly) shape the composition of the national civil service workforce, including

the gender makeup of the top civil service. This is in line with recent research which do

suggest that partisanship matter the characteristics of the national civil service and for

public sector pay policies (Fiva et al. 2021; Kappe and Schuster 2021; Kauder et al. 2021).

Concretely, we hypothesize that the career advancements of female civil servants

are greater under left-wing governments than right-wing governments, where female civil

servants might face more obstacles to career advancement. We argue that his might work

through three mechanisms:

First, there are ideologically differences between the left and the right with the respect

to gender roles. Right-wing political parties might hold more gender-traditionalist views

and should therefore be more hesitant to view women in leadership positions positively.
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On the contrary, left-wing parties are ideologically dedicated to gender equality and should

therefore wish to achieve better gender balance in the top civil service by promoting more

women relative to right-wing parties.

Additionally, right-wing and left-wing governments have different policy priorities

which shape their preference for specific type of civil servant experience when selecting

top civil servants. If there is gendered horizontal segregation (Blackburn et al. 2002)

among the civil service, that is; men and women differ with regards to the sectors and

occupations they tend to work in but do not differ in terms of average salary and lower-level

leadership experience, these priorities can potentially lead to differences in the likelihood

of male and female civil servants being promoted to higher position under different types

of governments. Since government ideology determine which type of experience is valued,

and men and women differ in their type of experience.7

Taking this perspective, right-wing governments should prioritize policy areas where,

in a horizontal (partly) gender-segregated labor market, men are more likely to have previ-

ous experience, expertise and (lower) leadership positions. Whereas left-wing government

should prioritize policy areas where women are more likely to be better represented and

have more experience. E.g., a left-wing government is more likely to look positively upon

experience from the educational and social sector when assessing the merits of a candidate

for a top civil servant position, such as permanent secretary, than a right-wing govern-

ment which might be more likely to look favorable upon experience from the defense and

security sector as well as the economy and finance sector, which are often heavily male-

dominated sectors.8 See Hallerberg and Wehner (2020) for evidence on partisan effects

on the background of top policymakers.

The third mechanism does not relates directly to partisan ideology but concerns

the demand for preference alignment between the cabinet ministers and the top civil

service. According to standard principal-agent concerns, partisan governments have a

7See Gram and Grøn (2020) for recent research on the background for male and female top civil
servants in Denmark.

8Gram and Grøn (2020) indeed find that male top civil servants in Denmark are more likely to have
started their career in the Danish Ministry of Finance than female top civil servants. However, their
study only deals with those already in top positions.
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preference for top civil servants whose preferences are aligned with their own. See Fiva et

al. (2021) on incumbents’ preference for political alignment in the civil service. However,

since career (non-partisan) civil servants’ political preferences cannot be directly observed,

cabinet ministers and other policy-making partisan elites rely on various cues to select

aligned civil servants to top leadership positions. Since women tend to hold more left-

wing political preferences than men in most modern democracies (Dassonneville 2021),

the gender of the civil servant can form a cue for left-wing preferences. This should be

especially true during periods of government takeover, where a new government might

want to (partly) reshape the national civil service after coming into office by merging or

splitting ministries and agencies, creating the need to promote new individuals, preferable

with aligned policy preferences, to top leadership positions within a very short time frame.

However, since the government has just come into office, this new government has very

limited knowledge of the ideological stances of potential top position candidates within

the national civil service and will thus be relatively more reliant on very crude forms of

cues and signals, including gender, when making promotion decisions.

Consequently, left-wing government should be more likely to promote women to top

civil servant whereas right-wing governments should be less likely to promote women to

top civil service positions.

3 Institutional setting: The Danish central govern-

ment civil service

The Danish central government civil service compromises various ministries with asso-

ciated agencies and various quasi-autonomous institutions (including universities) and

consists of a little under 200,000 individuals working both within general government

administration (including tax administration), (higher) education, defense, diplomacy,

policing, environmental protection as well as various cultural institutions. According to

collective agreement statistics,9 around one third of central government employees have

9Most central government employees are covered by collective agreements. However, these usually
allow for temporary and permanent bonuses at the discretion of the employer.
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Figure 1: The Evolution of Women in the Danish Civil Service.

the equivalent of higher tertiary education.10

While around half of the Danish central government employees are female, women

still tends to be underrepresented among the top leadership of the Danish civil service,

even as these gaps have narrowed over time, see Figure 1.

The Danish civil service is meritocratic to the very top and throughout the formal

hierarchy, civil servants are officially appointed solely based on merits11(Christensen et al.

2014; Gram and Grøn 2020; Salomonsen and Knudsen 2011). As such, civil servants from

entry level to the very top tend to be career civil servants with a degree in law, economics,

political science or other social sciences. Consequently, even senior civil servants are not

automatically replaced when a new government comes into office.

None-the-less, ministers (especially the prime minister) have a lot of formal and

informal influence over senior civil service appointments and general personnel policies

(Christensen et al. 2014). Top civil service appointments to positions such as permanent

secretary are (officially) made in a cabinet committee comprised of the senior cabinet

ministers (usually the prime minister and the minister of finance). Even at lower levels,

where promotion and hiring decisions are normally made by other civil servants, they

10Source: https://www.medst.dk/
11The cabinet ministers can only appoint a limited number of special advisors bypassing the ministerial

chain of command. The vast majority of cabinet ministers have only one of such special advisor, while the
ministers of the Prime Minister, Minister of Finance and Minister of Foreign Affairs (the most powerful
and prestigious ministries) are granted two or three special advisors.
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might feel a pressure to hire and make appointments in accordance with government

preferences (Ibid.).

Anecdotal evidence indeed suggest that Danish ministers shape the composition of

their top civil service, including by appointments and reshuffles.12 Anecdotal evidence also

suggest that policies concerning gender issues do shift between left-wing and right-wing

governments in Denmark, which could also affect the career prospects of women, including

in higher education. For example, the so-called YDUN program which sought to provide

funding for female researchers was introduced under a Danish left-wing government and

later abolished under an incoming right-wing government. Another example is the state-

sponsored feminist think tank (Kvinfo) which has tended to have its funding increased

under left-wing government and decreased under right-wing governments.

However, due to its’ strong meritocracy, the Danish central government service is best

considered a least likely case for partisanship to be a driver for gendered inequalities in

female promotions, and hence holds great potential of inference to other political systems

with a more formal politicization of the bureaucracy.

4 Data and analytical strategy

Through a special arrangement with the Danish Agency for Public Finance and Man-

agement, we obtained quarterly data on the universe of people employed by the Danish

central government. The data spans 1998 through 2019, during which Denmark had 10

governments of which four were left-wing and six right-wing.13 Table 1 shows the various

coalitions that have formed governments during the period of analysis.

The data contains information on a variety of background information, e.g. their

12For an example, in early 2020, Danish prime minister Mette Frederiksen appointed Barbara Bertelsen
as her permanent secretary in the Prime Ministers’ Office (the most senior Danish civil servant position).
Bertelsen had previously served a permanent secretary for Frederiksen when she was minister of Justice
in 2015.

13Two were single-party governments, one left-wing and one right-wing, and the rest coalition gov-
ernments but always containing only left-wing/center-left parties or right-wing/center-right parties and
hence having a clear ideological stance.
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Table 1: Governments during period of analysis

Start date End date Government name Coalition Parties Ideology
March 23 1998 Nov. 27 2001 Poul Nyrup Rasmussen IV Social Democrats and Social Liberal Party Left
Nov. 27 2001 Feb. 18 2005 Anders Fogh Rasmussen I Liberals and Conservatives Right
Feb. 18 2005 Nov. 23 2007 Anders Fogh Rasmussen II Liberals and Conservatives Right
Nov. 23 2007 Apr. 5 2009 Anders Fogh Rasmussen III Liberals and Conservatives Right
Apr. 5 2009 Oct. 3 2011 Lars Løkke Rasmussen I Liberals and Conservatives Right

Oct. 3 2011 Feb. 3 2014 Helle Thorning-Schmidt I
Social Democrats, Social Liberal Party
and Socialists People’s Party

Left

Feb. 3 2014 June 28 2015 Helle Thorning-Schmidt II Social Democrats and Social Liberal Party Left
June 28 2015 Nov. 28 2016 Lars Løkke Rasmussen II Liberals Right

Nov. 28 2016 June 27 2019 Lars Løkke Rasmussen III
Liberals, Conservatives
and Liberal Alliance

Right

June 27 2019 N/A Mette Frederiksen I Social Democrats Left

job type, and which organization in the central government they are employed with.

Importantly for our purposes, it also contains the bureaucrat’s gender and salary level.

In the Danish central government, all employees get a base salary corresponding to

their salary level. Employees who enter into government service with no prior experience

start at a salary level of one, the lowest level. Upwards movement in salary level is partly

determined by seniority, and in particular at the lower levels, advancement in salary

levels happens automatically. However, top management positions come with a certain

salary level, and a junior public servant cannot move beyond the 47th salary level. When

bureaucrats reach the 48th level, they have reached a management position to which they

must be appointed.14 Furthermore, level 50 corresponds to Deputy Permanent Secretary

(”afdelingschef”), the lowest rank among senior management (‘afdelingschef’) and the

top level, 55, is reserved for the permanent secretaries (”departementschefer”). All job

openings in the civil service most be posted publicly and formally senior positions must

be processed by the government’s board of appointments (Gram and Grøn 2020).

Our analytical strategy exploits this regularity in the salary system for Danish central

government employees, as we can examine 1) whether women and men progress in salary

level at different pace, and 2) whether they are more likely promoted into management

positions under left-wing government. We investigate this by implementing the following

fixed effects strategy:

14Very often managers are appointed to their positions before they reach the top junior level. By com-
parative standards, Danish central government managers are young, as many civil servants are promoted
to their first manager positions in their early 30s. This is also reflected in the very top management.
E.g., Martin Præstegaard, former permanent secretary at the Danish Ministry of Finance, was 38 years
old at the time of his appointment.
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SalaryLevelit = β(Femalei · LeftGov′tt) + γi + ωt + εit (1)

Where SalaryLevelit corresponds to the salary level (∈ [1,55]) of bureaucrat i at

quarter-of-year t. LeftGov′tt is a binary indicator, taking the value 1 during spells of left-

wing government, and Femalei is an indicator of whether the bureaucrat, i, is a woman.

γi is a bureaucrat fixed effect, ωt is time fixed effect, and εit is an idiosyncratic error

term. The identifying assumption is that salary levels among women would have evolved

parallel to men’s if a left-wing government had not been elected into office. Importantly,

the bureaucrat can by definition not manipulate the salary level nor the partisanship of

government, which makes it plausible that this assumption holds. We also add controls for

the bureaucrat’s age and the length of their central government career in some estimations.

Recent advances in the methodological literature has shown that two-way fixed effects

may be bias downward when treatment timing varies between subjects and treatment

effects vary over time, because the estimator makes previously treated people enter as

the control group for the newly treated (Goodman-Bacon 2021). To deal with this, we

estimate an additional set of models, where we exclude bureaucrats who either served

under a previous left-wing government or served their full career in the current left-wing

government.

5 Results

Table 2 shows the results of a number of fixed effects regressions. Importantly, we focus on

bureaucrats employed by the central government bureaucracy (‘centralstyrelse’ in Danish),

as they maintain close contact with the political leadership—thus any effect should be

concentrated with them.15 In the first column, we show the results from a bivariate

regression, indicating that women progress almost 2 salary levels faster than men during

left-wing government. The coefficient is very large compared to the standard error, and

we can easily reject the null.

15Consequently, this data excludes higher education, the armed forces, the majority of government
agencies and other parts of the central government which is not part of the central ministerial bureaucracy.
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Table 2: Center-Left Government and the Promotion of Women in the Civil Service

Dependent variable:

Salary Level

(1) (2) (3)

Center-Left X Female Civil Servant 1.950∗∗∗ 1.472∗∗∗ 3.574∗∗∗

(0.112) (0.093) (0.196)

Estimator Two-way FE Two-way FE Stacked OLS
Bureaucrat FE? Yes Yes Yes
Year-Quarter FE? Yes Yes Yes
Controls? No Yes No
Observations 822,909 748,309 561,810
Residual Std. Error 6.348 6.229 6.933

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Next, we include controls for the bureaucrat’s age and her time spent working in the

central government – both included with first and second order polynomials to account for

non-linear effects. The former adjusts for the natural ebbs and flows in career progression

throughout the bureaucrat’s life. The latter adjusts for the fact that progression in salary

level is partly automatically determined by time the length of a central government career.

The results maintain.

Finally, estimate a so-called stacked fixed effects regression, where for each change

in government, we prune away bureaucrats that were employed under the previous gov-

ernment of the same partisanship. E.g. for all transitions into left-wing government, we

we prune away bureaucrats that were employed under the previous left-wing government.

The coefficient increases dramatically in size. While this throws away information, it

dispenses with an inbuilt source of bias in the fixed effects models, and constitutes an

important check on the results in columns one and two. Most importantly, we verify that

the bias in the fixed effects regression does not cause sign-reversal.

Summing up, we find substantial evidence in favor of our central hypothesis. Female

civil servants careers opportunities are substantially affected by government partisanship,

9



with left-wing governments providing more advancement opportunities for female civil

servants relative to right-wing governments.

5.1 Exploring the mechanisms

Next, we explore the mechanisms behind our previous findings in a number of ways.

First, in Table 3, we investigate whether the source of the effect is increased likelihood

of promotion for women under left-wing government or increased likelihood of promotion

for men under right-wing government. We do so by splitting the dataset in two, contain-

ing respectively transitions into right-wing and left-wing government. We run a stacked

OLS regression on each and present the results in columns one and two. Importantly, we

uncover a negative effect on female promotion when right-wing parties are in government,

while the effect is almost exactly zero for transitions into left-wing government. This

suggests that left-wing parties do not have any particular ideological preference for the

advancement of female bureaucrats when coming into office, but that right-wing govern-

ments however seem to promote significantly fewer women to higher civil service position

when they hold the political power.

Next, we use the Callaway and Li (2019) quantile difference-in-differences estimator

to investigate heterogeneous effects across the distribution of salary levels.16 This can

examine whether a gender ideology mechanism is part of the explanation behind the

differences promotion of female bureaucrats. If the effect were driven by (gender equality)

ideology, i.e. a desire to promote gender equality in the bureaucracy we would expect it to

be present in the full distribution of salary levels. On the other hand, if it were driven by

preference alignment, we would expect it to be located on the management levels. Recall

that the first management position is located at salary level 48. Thus, the results indicate

that while there is an effect on mid-level bureaucrats, the promotion effects are strongest

at the verge of management positions. Hence, no promotion effect seems to exist among

16This estimator invokes two assumptions, 1) so-called distributional difference-in-differnces and 2) the
copula stability assumption. In appendix A we elaborate on these and show that they appear be met.
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Table 3: Differential Impact of Right and Left-Wing Takeover on Female Careers

Dependent variable:

Salary Level

(1) (2)

Right-Wing Gov’t Takeover −2.628∗∗∗

(0.153)

Left-Wing Gov’t Takeover −0.049
(0.042)

Estimator Stacked OLS Stacked OLS
Bureaucrat FE? Yes Yes
Year-Quarter FE? Yes Yes
Controls? No No
Observations 699,500 219,300
Residual Std. Error 6.660 1.523

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

the lowest ranked half of civil servants, while the effects are strongest among top civil

servants, which is likely a place where both political attention as well as political control

are greater.

Lastly, we estimate three interaction models, in Table 4. In our previous specifica-

tions, we focused only on bureaucrats in the central government bureaucracy (‘central-

styrelser’), as they work in closer proximity to the ministers. In Column 1 of Table 4,

we include the full universe of central government employees and thus marshall the full

extent of the data for this model, including almost 14 million observations.17 The inter-

action reveal that the effect of left-wing government on the career advancement of female

civil servants is larger for the central part of the bureaucracy rather than for all central

government employees but it does not account for the full effect.

Next, in Column 2, again focusing on the central government bureaucracy, we in-

vestigate whether the preference alignment mechanisms is (partly) behind our previous

results. We test this by looking at whether having been employed with the previous

left-wing government increases the effect. Specifically, we measure the number of years

17Consequently, this data also includes employees of all central government agencies, all Danish insti-
tutions of higher education, the armed forces etc.
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the bureaucrat has spent in the service of previous left-wing governments. If the effect is

driven by preference alignment, ministers should prefer promoting people they know and

trust. The results indicate that this is the case.

Finally, we estimate an interaction with the gender of the prime minister.18 The

results suggest that the effect of being female on promotion is smaller, when a woman is

in office.

Table 4: Observable Implications

Dependent variable:

Salary Bracket

(1) (2) (3)

Center-Left X Female X Central Gov’t Employee 0.656∗∗∗

(0.113)

Center-Left X Previous Career under Center-Left 0.593∗∗∗

(0.179)

Female Bureaucrat X Female PM −0.337∗∗∗

(0.088)

Estimator Two-Way FE Two-Way FE Two-Way FE
Bureaucrat FE? Yes Yes Yes
Year-Quarter FE? Yes Yes Yes
Controls? No Yes No
Observations 13,880,471 748,309 822,909
Residual Std. Error 7.209 6.236 6.360

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Summing up, we find that the relative positive effect of left-wing government par-

tisanship on the career advancement of female civil servants, seems to be driven by a

substantial negative effect for the career advancement of female civil servants of incoming

right-wing governments. These partisan effects seem to be driven by a demand for pref-

erence alignment among the top civil service rather than an ideological preference based

on views on gender (in)equality.

18Denmark had two female prime ministers during this period both of them from left-wing parties.
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6 Conclusion and discussion

In this article, we have explored the effect of government partisanship on the career

advancement of female civil servants. Using quarterly individual level data for the full

universe of Danish central government employees, we find that female civil servants seem

to have better opportunities for promotions under left-wing governments. This effect

seems to be caused by a substantial negative effect for the career opportunities of female

civil servants during right-wing government takeover. Further investigations show that

the effect is concentrated among the very top of the civil service, where political attention

and control is presumably greater. Furthermore, these analyses suggest the effects to

be driven by a demand for preference alignment among the top civil service by partisan

governments, where gender, in a system with non-partisan civil servants, can be used as

a cue for political preferences, rather than ideological preferences for gender (in)equality.

These results suggest that government partisanship plays a non-trivial role for the

gender equality among top non-politician policymakers even in systems without formal

political appointments. However, the results also suggest that it is more general political

concerns rather than ideological preferences for gender (in)equality which is driving the

results.

The finding that the effect seems to be driven by a substantial promotion penalty

for women during periods of right-wing government takeover which is not reversed during

periods of left-wing government takeover raises the question about whether the dynamics

of partisan government provide female civil servants with a general career disadvantage

compared to men? Future research could dig deeper into the specific mechanisms be-

hind the difference in gender-based policies and outcomes under right-wing and left-wing

governments.

The results also raises the question about the extent to which the effects found in

this article would be stronger or weaker in systems characterised by greater levels of direct

political appointments among the top civil service. Such a system could exacerbate the

partisan effects found in this article. However, if the reason for the partisan effects found

in this article is the active use of gender as a cue for political preferences, then being able
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to screen candidates for top civil servant positions for ideological preferences should lower

the partisan effect on the gender composition of top civil servants.19 Future research

could fruitfully engage with this question as well as further investigating partisan and

other factors influencing gender (in)equality among senior civil servants.

19To take an example, the first female appointed to the US Supreme Court was done under the Reagan
administration. However, this justice, Sandra Day O’Connor, had a history of association with the
Republican Party.
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A Test for Copula Stability Assumption

The quantile DiD rests on the Copula Stability Assumption. We test for this by...
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