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1. Purpose of the project

The project investigated the work of policy professionals. They consist of political actors who, 
although not elected to office, are nonetheless employed to affect policy and politics on a 
partisan basis. Through an analysis of the influence and power they wield, our project sheds 
light on how the growth of this group represents a major transformation of the organization 
of politics and policy-making in advanced democracies. Taking a comparative and longitudinal 
perspective, we examine a combination of qualitative and quantitative data from countries 
such as Sweden, the Netherlands, Ireland and Latvia in order to explore what skills policy 
professionals deploy, the motivations that drive them, and the demand and use for their skills 
in various organizations. We link this analysis to fundamental questions about the current state 
and future of democracy, demonstrating that the work of policy professionals is key to 
understanding how contemporary political influence and democratic accountability function. 

2. The three most important results of the project and what conclusions can be drawn
from them

1. Policy professionals, that is, people who work with politics and policy advice as employed
and not as elected, is a growing, increasingly important but understudied group of political
actors. They include groups such as political advisers, interest organization experts, political
consultants, lobbyists and think tankers. Their particular skills regarding politics include
framing political and social issues in a way that benefits their employers or customers,
knowing the details of political decision-making and how to approach political decision-
makers, and knowing where and how to access vital information. What policy professionals do
has a “glocal” character: what they do and how they do it is very similar across national
contexts, at the same time as they are highly dependent on their local networks and local
information.

2. Policy professionals are motivated both by a striving for influence, by a wish to be in the
centre of power and a will to retain control over one’s work. They rarely want to become
elected politicians, but prefer to influence without being highly visible and without being
ultimately responsible for decisions and actions. They almost always have an ideological
commitment and a strong loyalty to specific persons among the political and organizational
leadership

3. The skills of policy professionals are nowadays for sale in a politically defined labour
market, where their skills find buyers not least in the growing lobbying sector. At the same
time, they suffer from a “golden cage”-problem, in that their specific skills may be hard to
evaluate for organizations (including private companies) that are not directly involved in
political issues. Here, the public affairs-sector often works as a “bridge” to other private
companies and organizations.

The project highlights the often problematic democratic effects of the undertakings and 
careers of policy professionals, such as the diffusing of fundamental institutional boundaries 



(for example, between government and private business), and the strengthening of links 
between economic and political inequality. The results from the project has an immediate 
bearing on the questions of transitions between the public and the private sectors in this line 
of influence work. We argue that such transitions have to become more visible and subject to 
a more efficient regulation, in order to advance equality and democracy. 

3. The project’s contribution to the international research frontline

The results from the project concern three broad themes: the skills and resources of policy 
professionals, the motivations and attractions of life as a policy professional, and the careers 
and career considerations among policy professionals.  

We highlight the ‘glocal’ nature of policy professionals. Their skills are highly generic across 
contexts, but at the same time, the application of such skills and resources is very much locally 
dependent on access to relevant networks and information. The skills of policy professionals 
can be summarized as the ability to frame problems (describing contemporary society from an 
angle that benefits the values and groups that one represents, and to suggest possible policy 
solution), to know the game (knowing where in the complex political system decisions are 
made, who the key actors are, when you have to act in the policy process, and how you should 
best present your concerns to political decision makers), and to access information (to be used 
in the political battle).  

The key driving force of policy professionals is power, in its different guises. This includes 
power as agency, to be able to make a difference as a political actor; power as proximity, to be 
close to power and in the rooms where important decisions are made, and power as self-
determination, to be able to keep control over what one does and says and organize work as 
one sees fit.  

Most policy professionals have little desire to become elected politicians, but the reasons why 
they hold this view vary between national contexts. Swedish policy professionals emphasize 
the slow and boring nature of political careers combined with relentless media pressure; their 
Latvian counterparts detest the semi-corrupt, uneducated, and unseemly aspects of politics; 
Irish policy professionals are bothered by the needs for politicians to pander to the petty 
issues of local constituents; while their Dutch colleagues are bored by the hollow and 
personalized politics in a consensus-driven polity.  

Furthermore, policy professionals typically claim that they are not politicians. But a minority 
actually claim that they are politicians, and even among those who claim they are not 
politicians, attitudes are ambivalent. They are politicians in the sense that they affect political 
decisions and processes, but they are not politicians because they are not ultimately 
responsible for decisions and responsive to voters.  

In policy professional careers, it is power rather than money that is the main driving force 
behind decisions to remain in a position, to move to other policy professional positions, or to 
exit from the field. There are clear ideological barriers in the field; no one ever moves between 
political parties or between think tanks, and transitions between trade unions and business 
associations were extremely rare. There is considerable flux among different positions in the 
policy professional field, where the specific skills of policy professionals are in demand across 
a broad segment of employing organizations.  And yet, policy professionals face a ‘golden 
cage’ problem in that their true skills and abilities are hard to evaluate for employing 
organizations outside the policy professional field. Here, the PR and lobbying sector act as 
‘bridges’ to the world of private business. Very few policy professionals ever become full-time 
politicians.  



4. New research questions that the project has led to

The contributions of Joanna Mellquist and her PhD thesis highlights the role of policy 
professionals in civil society organizations in Sweden, Latvia and the Netherlands. This is an 
understudied topic and her thesis is as far as we know the first Swedish attempt to analyze 
this. Here, the tensions between the democratic character of member based organization and 
the professional skills and activities of policy professionals are in the focus. This is clearly an 
extension of the project as originally conceived.  

5. The contribution of the research to the knowledge of the Baltic Sea Region and
Eastern Europe

The project has highlighted the particular aspects and problems of policy professionalism in 
an environment characterized by small resources and low organizational density, Latvia. The 
fleeting nature of the political party system and the comparatively weak public administration 
imply both constraints and opportunities for policy professionals working in this system. They 
become much more flexible in terms of organizational positions and often combine several 
part-time commitments 

6. Dissemination of the results of the project within and outside the research community

The results from the project has been mainly targeted at the international research community, but we have also 
made presentations to policy makers and public authorities, as listed below. 
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