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Abstract 

Given very low levels of working-class representation in most legislatures, this paper asks: what 

are the key barriers to working-class people taking office? I analyze the sparse comparative 

literature on this topic and employ a novel, exploratory data analysis to probe for further 

evidence. I then consider what the most effective policies or interventions might be to increase 

working-class representation, including exploring how the most effective approaches might vary 

across countries. Among the most promising, I argue, are policies aimed at alleviating the 

resource disadvantages and recruitment biases faced by workers, including redistribution, 

unionization, targeted financial supports, and specific recruitment and training efforts. 
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1 Introduction 

In two previous studies, I analyzed the consequences of the unequal descriptive representation of 

class, including class-based differences in legislators’ attitudes and behaviour as well as in policy 

outcomes (Hemingway, 2020a). Candidates and officeholders from business backgrounds hold 

less redistributive policy attitudes than their counterparts from the working class, and evidence 

from Finland shows that having a greater share of working-class representatives on municipal 

councils is associated with higher levels of social spending. These findings help solidify the 

emerging literature showing that the class backgrounds of legislators do matter across the range 

of developed countries, and that working-class legislators appear to think and act in a more 

economically left-wing manner than representatives from other backgrounds. 

The present paper engages in analysis of questions further back in the causal chain: relating to 

the causes of the unequal descriptive representation of class. Given the low levels of working-

class representation in most countries, and their distinctive attitudes and behaviour in office, this 

paper engages in an exploratory analysis of the following questions:  

1. What are the key barriers to working-class descriptive representation in legislatures?  

2. What types of policies or interventions might be most effective to increase their 

representation? 

3. How would we expect these barriers and potential interventions to vary across contexts? 

To address these questions, the paper begins by considering what we know about baseline levels 

of worker representation across jurisdictions and outlining the stages of selection that should be 

considered in understanding how workers are being “filtered out” of the political process. The 

subsequent sections consider barriers to working-class representation in comparative perspective, 



reviewing the relatively sparse existing literature and theorizing how these barriers may vary 

across contexts, as well as weaving in insights from data sets not previously used for this 

purpose: descriptive statistics from the Comparative Candidate Survey and PARTIREP surveys 

(CCS 2016; Deschouwer et al., 2014). The penultimate section considers what the most effective 

policies or interventions might be to increase working-class representation, including exploring 

from limited evidence how the most effective approaches might vary across countries. 

 

2 Baseline levels of working-class representation 

It has been long recognized that legislators tend to come from privileged backgrounds compared 

to the broader populations in their polities. Matthews (1984) cites an extensive early literature on 

this point, noting that the pattern held at national and subnational levels of government in the 

United States and in developed and developing countries around the world. He concluded that: 

“Almost everywhere legislators are better educated, possess higher status occupations and 

have more privileged backgrounds than the people they ‘represent’… Few generalizations 

have been more exhaustively supported by empirical research” (Matthews, 1984, p. 548). 

More recent research has continued to recognize the unequal descriptive representation of class 

as a characteristic of legislatures across countries (Best, 2007; Best & Cotta, 2000; Carnes, 2013; 

Carnes & Lupu 2014; Gaxie 2017; Norris 1997; Norris & Lovenduski 1995; Wüest & Pontusson 

2018). If anything, the pattern has become starker over time, including a decline in blue-collar 

workers and a rise in the professionalization of electoral politics (Best, 2007; Best & Cotta 2000; 

Evans & Tilley, 2017; Norris 1997; Norris & Lovenduski 1995).  



This paper adopts an occupation-focused operationalization of class, with a particular interest in 

the working-class category. While the unequal representation of class may be a near-universal, it 

does vary in extent across contexts. In the US, Carnes (2018) found that workers made up only 

2% of those in Congress, 3% at the state level, and 10% of city councillors, compared to 52% of 

the population as a whole. While not measured in occupation terms, Wüest and Pontusson (2018) 

find that lower income earners are underrepresented in Swiss legislatures, but seemingly less 

severely than in the United States, with 86% of national legislators having incomes above the 

median Swiss income. Carnes and Lupu (2014) find that working-class representation varies 

between 5-20% across Latin American legislatures, while the population shares of workers in 

these countries ranged between about 65% and 90%. Norris and Lovenduski (1995, p. 112), 

found that 15% of UK Labour MPs were from manual and clerical/sales occupations (compared 

to 83% of their voters), along with only 1% of Conservative MPs (compared to 64% of that 

party’s voters).  

Broadening the picture to a wider set of European countries, in the PARTIREP survey of largely 

European legislators analysed in Hemingway (2020b), 6% of the respondents in national office 

and 11% in subnational office were identified as workers.2 In the Comparative Candidate 

Survey, workers made up 12% of the subset of successfully elected respondents (and 15% of 

those not elected). In the Finnish municipal data set analysed in Hemingway (2020a), 21% of 

municipal councillors were identified as working-class. There are important measurement 

differences between these different data sets, and they are not directly comparable. But they 

illustrate in broad strokes the underrepresentation of workers, as well as some of the apparent 

 
2 Occupation descriptions were categorized from open-ended descriptions using a scheme adapted from Carnes 

(2013). The worker category includes manual, service industry, clerical and union jobs. The coding scheme used for 

both the PARTIREP and Comparative Candidate Survey are described further in Hemingway (2020b). 



variation between countries and at different levels of government. For example, subnational 

levels of government appear to have somewhat higher levels of working-class representation 

compared to the national governments.  

This paper’s aim of better understanding the causes of unequal class representation can be of use 

not only in explaining its variation across contexts, but also in pointing the way to policy 

solutions that could encourage more working-class representation. Indeed, this paper focuses 

specifically on identifying the barriers and potential solutions to increasing working-class 

representation. Therefore, more attention is paid to factors that are amenable to intervention, 

such as the cost of election campaigns and candidate recruitment practices, as opposed to other 

relevant factors such as long-term declines in the share of manual labourers in the workforce or 

the relative strength of social democratic parties.  

 

  



3 Stages of selection and election 

The existing literature on the descriptive representation of underrepresented groups is perhaps 

best developed in the case of gender and minority representation (e.g., Crowder-Meyer, 2013; 

Lawless & Fox, 2004; Lore, 2016; Sanbonmatsu, 2006), but recent work has also begun to 

directly address barriers to working-class representation (Carnes, 2018; Wüest & Pontusson, 

2018).  

This literature has developed a broad framework for thinking about the different stages of the 

political process at which barriers to group representation may arise. This paper distinguishes 

between the following stages: 1) self-selection of individuals to pursue candidacy; 2) party 

recruitment and nomination of candidates; 3) election of candidates to office. In his examination 

of working-class representation in the United States, Carnes (2018) adopts a version of this 

framework that he refers to as the Qualify-Run-Succeed (QRS) model, where “Run” largely 

corresponds to stages 1 and 2, and “Succeed” refers to stage 3. In Carnes’ model, “Qualify” 

refers to whether prospective candidates possess characteristics that voters say in polling are 

important qualities for political representatives, including being hard-working, personable and 

assertive. A similar set of stages are employed in the literature on gender representation (Lawless 

& Fox, 2004; Lore, 2016). 

Broadly speaking, the self-selection stage depends on whether prospective candidates are 

motivated, willing and able to run for office. The decision to run may depend on whether 

candidates from different groups have an interest in politics and pursuing office, judge that they 

have a reasonable chance to win, and possess the material resources to cover campaign costs and 

time off from work to campaign.  



The party stage refers primarily to the preferences that party elites and nomination decision-

makers may have about prospective candidates from different groups. The influence of the party 

may be informal in the case of the personal networks that party elites draw upon when they 

decide who to encourage and recruit as candidates, or formal in the case of official nomination 

contests, which may involve widely varying sets of decision-makers. As in the first stage, the 

material resources and time possessed by prospective candidates to compete in a nomination 

contest is again relevant to their likelihood of ultimately becoming candidates.  

Finally, at the election stage, if voters prefer candidates with different personal backgrounds, this 

may help determine the levels of descriptive representation for various groups including the 

working class. Party elites can also exert influence on outcomes at the election stage by choosing 

candidates’ positions on party lists in proportional representation systems and shaping which 

candidates are fielded in single member districts with decent electoral prospects for their party.  

Once again, the material resources and time that candidates possess in order to compete in the 

election are likely to be relevant factors at the election stage, including both personal and party 

resources. Indeed, resource disadvantages are a definitional characteristic of working-class 

candidates, and this set of potential barriers to office cascades across all three stages. Therefore, 

resource disadvantages receive special attention in the analysis that follows. 

These same stages can also be cast in terms of the supply of working-class candidates (self-

selection) and the demand for such candidates from party decision-makers and voters (Norris & 

Lovenduski, 1995). Moreover, each of the stages of selection is linked to the others. For 

example, party decision-makers would be expected to take into account their perceptions of voter 

preferences or biases (e.g., regarding candidates from different class backgrounds) and tend to 



choose candidates with characteristics that they think voters will view favourably.3 At the self-

selection stage, prospective candidates may take into account whether they anticipate being 

welcomed (or opposed) as candidates by party elites, as well as whether they believe voters are 

biased against their group. Indeed, what appears to be a lack of supply of candidates from a 

group like workers may in fact stem from demand-side biases of party elites or voters, correctly 

observed in advance by potential candidates who choose not to bother running at all (Ashe & 

Stewart, 2011). In short, there are difficult matters of measurement and inference in studying 

both supply and demand side explanations of descriptive representation.  

Notably, in the literature and indeed in the prospects for new data collection, knowledge is quite 

uneven across these stages. We know less about the broader pool of candidates than about 

elected officials, less still about those who compete for nominations but do not win them, and 

least of all about potential candidates who are not recruited or self-selected into the process of 

running for office in the first place, who are by definition difficult to identify and study. 

System-level and macro-social factors such as electoral institutions and levels of economic 

inequality, unionization or party polarization may affect how factors operating at each of the 

stages influence the descriptive representation of class. For example, levels of economic 

inequality may help determine the magnitude of resource disadvantages typically faced by 

workers, moderating the effect of this set of barriers. Moderators may exert effects across 

different stages, or they may primarily influence factors at certain stages. Table 3.1 summarizes 

the three stages and corresponding barriers to working-class descriptive representation examined 

in this paper, as well as key actors and moderating factors.  

 
3 Norris and Lovenduski (1995) call this “imputed discrimination.” 



Table 3.1. Summary of barriers to working-class descriptive representation by stage  

Stage: I. Self-selection II. Party recruitment and 

nomination 

III. Election 

 

 

Key actors: Workers Party elites, nomination 

selectors, workers 

Voters, party elites, 

workers 

 

Barriers: 
(relevant actors 

in parentheses) 

• Qualification, interest in 

politics, and ambition to 

run (workers) 

• Perceived chance to win 

(workers) 

 

• Class-biased recruitment 

networks (party elites) 

• Ideological preferences 

(party elites, selectors) 

• Perception of workers’ 

strength as candidates 

(party elites, selectors) 

• Attitudes to workers 

(voters) 

• Party list positions or 

districts assigned to 

workers (party elites) 

 

 

 
(Resource disadvantages extend across all three stages) 

 

• Resources and time to 

pursue office (workers) 

• Resources and time for 

nomination contest 

(workers) 

• Resources and time to 

campaign effectively 

(workers) 

 

Moderators:  

(Moderator impact on factors, with varying potential roles across stages) 

 

Inequality; union density; campaign costs; electoral finance rules; voter turnout by 

class; electoral system; party type; polarization; national vs. subnational government 

 

 

4 Barriers to working-class representation in comparative perspective 

What do we know about barriers to the descriptive representation of the working class? This 

section discusses findings from the modest comparative literature on this question and theorizes 

how barriers to working-class representation may vary across contexts. By far the best studied 

case is the United States, which Carnes (2018) recently treated in depth, but outside the US the 

existing literature is particularly limited. Informed by analysis of the literature, I also probe the 

Comparative Candidate Survey and PARTIREP data sets used in Hemingway (2020b) for clues 

that could shed further light on barriers to working-class representation and inform approaches to 

future research.  



Given that much of the literature is US-focused, would we expect early lessons from research on 

this case to extend to other jurisdictions? The US is an exceptional country, and there are 

certainly reasons to expect the dynamics of class representation to differ in other contexts. For 

example, compared to other developed countries, American election campaigns are notoriously 

expensive, economic rights are weak, unionization rates are low, and political parties are weak. 

As described above, the US also appears to have a particularly low level of worker 

representation. Therefore, any extrapolation to other contexts from US-based evidence must be 

made with caution. 

The first pair of subsections examines non-resource barriers to working-class candidates at the 

election stage, with a focus on voters’ attitudes towards workers. The second pair of subsections 

explores non-resource barriers to workers operating at the self-selection and party stages, 

including potential class biases in the recruitment networks and preferences of party elites. The 

third pair of subsections turns to a key set of disadvantages faced by workers: the material 

resources and time available to them.  

Resource disadvantages are a distinguishing feature of prospective working-class candidates, and 

the effects of these disadvantages span all three stages discussed above, which is why these 

factors are the focus of their own subsections. Each of the following pairs of subsections follows 

a similar structure: first, examining existing literature and outlining theoretical expectations 

about barriers, and, second, exploring the data sets used in Hemingway (2020b) for potential 

insights relevant to the many questions that remain to be answered in the literature. 

The use of new data in this paper should be understood as an exploratory exercise, with the 

limited aim of probing theoretical observations and comparing with findings in limited existing 



literature. In general, descriptive statistics and t-tests are presented based on pooling observations 

across the jurisdictions covered in CCS and PARTIREP surveys (except where otherwise stated). 

CCS surveys both elected and unelected candidates in national elections, and the analysis here 

includes responses from Australia, Belgium, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Norway, Portugal, 

Switzerland and the United Kingdom. Responses to various CCS survey questions are available 

in only certain countries, and as a result the countries covered and sample sizes change 

depending on the variable being examined.   

PARTIREP surveys only elected legislators, but it contains over 2000 MPs from more 

jurisdictions than CCS, including 15 countries and 73 national and subnational parliaments, 

better allowing some comparative hypotheses to be probed. The countries surveyed in 

PARTIREP are Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Netherlands, 

Norway, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Switzerland, and United Kingdom. In PARTIREP, which 

provides open-ended text descriptions of occupations, the “worker” category includes manual, 

service industry, clerical and union staff occupations. In the CCS data, the occupation variable is 

provided in the form of International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO) codes, and 

the “worker” category constructed here includes the combined occupation categories of “Trades 

and skilled manual” and “Clerks, service and sales.”4 The CCS and PARTIREP data sets are 

described further in Hemingway (2020b). 

 

 
4 Note that these two categories were left disaggregated in Hemingway (2020b), where the CCS data was used as 

part of a robustness check on the main results. 



4.1 Election stage and the role of voter attitudes 

This section examines the literature on non-resource barriers to working-class representation at 

the election stage, with a focus on voter attitudes regarding the class backgrounds of politicians. 

Key evidence in the literature comes from survey experiments. Evidence from real-world 

elections on the rates of electoral success of workers is also considered. Possible moderators of 

workers’ electoral success are examined, including party type, electoral institutions and levels of 

polarization. This literature-driven discussion is followed by exploratory data analysis in the 

subsequent section. 

Survey experiments on voter attitudes. In the US context, the overall body of evidence does 

not suggest there is voter bias against working-class candidates that would account for their 

underrepresentation. Survey experiments about hypothetical candidates suggest that Americans 

are as willing to vote for a factory worker as they are for a business owner (Carnes & Lupu, 

2016), and survey respondents are similarly indifferent between an ambulance driver and a 

cardiologist (Sadin, 2016). Indeed, in another study, Kevins (2019) finds that respondents are 

more likely to consider voting for a factory worker than a surgeon. Given these findings, Carnes 

(2018) largely dismisses the role of voter bias in considering potential barriers to working-class 

representation in the US. However, a recent survey experiment from Wüest and Pontusson 

(2019) finds that respondents distinguish between “routine” and “skilled” working class 

candidates, with occupations like hospital cleaner at a disadvantage in terms of vote preference 

compared to higher-skilled working-class occupations like paramedic, as well as compared to 

middle class occupations.  

The literature covering respondents outside of the US presents a similarly mixed picture. Kevins 

(2019) finds that British respondents tend to favour a factory worker candidate compared to a 



surgeon while Canadian respondents are indifferent between them. Notably, left-wing 

respondents in particular are likely to favour the factory worker in these two countries. Carnes 

and Lupu (2016) studied voters in Argentina and Britain along with their US findings described 

above. In all three countries, participants in the survey experiment were no less willing to vote 

for a factory worker than a business owner. In another survey experiment, Campbell and Cowley 

(2013) find that British respondents favour candidates with average incomes compared to high-

income ones, and this preference was stronger among working-class respondents.  

In the Swiss context, Wüest and Pontusson (2018) find in a survey experiment that respondents 

are biased against candidates from routine working-class occupations compared to skilled 

working-class and middle-class occupations. Specifically, the routine working-class candidate 

they use in the experiment is a retail worker with a low income, while the skilled working-class 

candidate has the same occupation but higher vocational training and income.5 However, 

preferences varied by the income of respondents, as well. Among respondents with lower 

incomes, the authors find no bias against routine working class candidates, but bias against 

upper-middle-class candidates. In their later study, Wüest and Pontusson (2019) also found that 

British respondents (and Americans, as discussed above) were less likely to favour routine 

working-class candidates compared to those from other occupations.  

In addition, Pederson and colleagues (2019) find that, in these types of experiments, voters’ 

preferences about candidates’ class can actually reverse themselves when candidates’ policy 

preferences are revealed. In this study, Danish respondents initially preferred a warehouse 

assistant to a lawyer as a candidate, but in conditions when both were revealed to have a left-

 
5 In their subsequent 2019 study, in contrast, class categories are defined only in occupational terms, instead of the 

combination of occupation, income and education used in this 2018 study. 



wing policy position (which was popular with respondents) they preferred the lawyer. This 

would seem to suggest that respondents were using class as a cue for policy position.   

Given these heterogenous results, the survey experiment literature does not strongly suggest an 

overall bias from voters either for or against working-class candidates. In this sense, consistent 

with Carnes (2018) conclusion, voter bias does not stand out as a prime barrier to working-class 

representation. At the same time, distinctions emerge from the literature that will need to be 

systematically integrated and combined into the design of future survey experiments on this 

question across contexts. These include distinguishing between routine and skilled working-class 

candidates, between respondents of different classes, incomes and ideologies, as well as 

consistently building the policy positions of candidates into the experiments.  

Evidence from real-world elections. Moving beyond survey experiments, let us now consider 

evidence from real world elections that may shed some light on voter preferences. Carnes (2018) 

finds that among members of the US Congress, workers tend to have similar margins of election 

victory to those from professional occupations. He also adduces evidence that at the national, 

state and local level, workers make up roughly the same share of officeholders as they do 

candidates. Along with the survey studies, this is taken as further evidence that voter bias is not 

primarily responsible for the underrepresentation of workers in office in the US. Of course, this 

evidence from real-world elections should be interpreted with caution, since it could be that 

workers who achieve office are discriminated against by voters on the basis of class, but these 

workers have compensating characteristics that improve their standing. That is, working-class 

candidates who win nominations may tend to be “higher-quality” on average, compensating for 

discrimination they may face (see Lawless & Pearson [2008] for an analogous argument in the 



gender representation literature). This would allow them to be competitive in elections, 

accounting for the observed vote margins and run-win rates.  

Controlling for candidate quality is not a straightforward affair, particularly in the case of class, 

as Carnes (2018) points out. Typical proxies for candidate quality, such as education or certain 

professional backgrounds, overlap substantially with class itself. Prior political experience might 

be a more viable proxy to include as a control in future analyses of workers’ vote shares.  

Conversely, workers might be favoured by voters based on their class, but for example tend to 

gain nominations in more difficult districts, which could also account for the overall pattern of 

real-world results. Still, based on real-world results combined with the survey experiment 

findings, Carnes (2018) concludes that voter bias is unlikely to be the driving force behind the 

underrepresentation of workers in the US.  

In contrast to the US case, Wüest and Pontusson (2018) note that the “misrepresentation” of class 

does seem to be happening more at the election stage than the candidacy stage in Switzerland. 

They find that 86% of those successfully elected to the Swiss Parliament have higher than the 

median income, but this is only true of 59% of the broader pool of candidates for office.6 As we 

have seen, this differs from the US, where Carnes (2018) finds that working-class candidates 

typically are not getting to the stage of candidacy to begin with, but that they are roughly as 

likely as others to be successful when they do run. For example, workers make up about 5% of 

both candidates and those successfully elected to US state-level office from 2012-14.   

 
6 Note in the case of this real-world candidate data, as opposed to the survey experiment in the same paper described 

above, they use only income and not occupation as the measure of class. 



What might account for this differing pattern across contexts? Voter bias against routine 

working-class candidates is one possible explanation for the Swiss pattern of lower-income 

candidates being less likely to win office. But Wüest and Pontusson’s (2018, 2019) survey 

experiments found a similar pattern of bias against routine working-class candidates among both 

Swiss and US respondents. Perhaps the very small pool of US workers gaining nominations are 

more likely to be higher-skilled workers than in Switzerland (or are otherwise strong enough 

candidates to offset possible voter bias against routine working-class candidates). The relative 

placement of Swiss workers on electoral lists by party elites is another possible explanation of 

the Swiss pattern, discussed further in subsequent sections.  

At the same time, one might also expect bias faced by lower-income candidates to be 

counterbalanced by the bias found among some voters against upper-class candidates. But as 

Wüest and Pontusson (2018) find in the Swiss case, bias against upper-class candidates is 

displayed only by lower-income voters, and this group has lower voter turnout. Indeed, as the 

authors note, class-based differences in voter turnout may interact with class-based differences in 

voter attitudes. That is, if more affluent voters have less favourable attitudes to working-class 

candidates, and they are more likely to actually vote than lower-income individuals, this would 

tend to decrease working-class representation. Conversely, the potential countervailing effects of 

bias from low-income voters against upper class candidates would be diminished by poor turnout 

from low-income groups. Thus, class-based heterogeneity among potential voters in both rates of 

voter turnout and in attitudes towards a candidate’s class should be investigated in future studies 

of this kind.  

Given the mixed and limited evidence on voter bias in the literature, one hypothesis to probe in 

the new data sets examined below will be whether workers appear to run and win at the same 



rate (as they do the US) or at very different rates (as in the case of low-income candidates in 

Switzerland).  

 

4.1.1 Moderators 

Party type. In terms of conditional effects, the literature described above also suggests some 

left-right or partisan differences in attitudes to working-class candidates, with voters on the left 

more likely to favour workers in survey experiments (Campbell & Cowley, 2013; Kevins, 2019). 

This raises the question, probed in the data below, of whether workers’ rates of success as 

candidates is moderated by party type, wherein we might expect more success when running 

under the banner of a party of the left rather than the right.  

Electoral institutions. Another set of factors that we might expect to moderate the relationship 

between voter attitudes and levels of working-class representation are electoral institutions. In 

Hemingway (2020b), I found that there appears to be more substantive differences (for example, 

in attitudes on issues like inequality) between legislators of different classes under certain 

electoral institutions that encourage personal votes: specifically, open list and division of powers 

systems (see Carey & Shugart, 1995; Lore, 2016). These institutional features tend to provide 

more incentive for competition between individual legislators within parties, particularly on 

issues that are not well-incorporated into inter-party competition (Lore, 2016).  

Might personal vote incentives also affect levels of working-class representation, by moderating 

the impact of any voter bias towards workers? That is, whatever biases voters may have towards 

working-class candidates (positive or negative) could be amplified where personal vote 

incentives are present and personal characteristics would therefore be weighted more heavily in 



voting decisions. This possibility is probed below using the PARTIREP data set, albeit without 

access to data on voter attitudes themselves.  

Polarization. Wüest and Pontusson (2018) also offer the suggestion that cross-national 

differences in polarization might moderate the effect of class on voter preferences. Specifically, 

they argue that where polarization is high, the salience (and therefore effect) of candidates’ class 

may be reduced among voters because they are more likely to be driven by ideological and 

partisan cues. In their Swiss survey experiment, they find that ideological distance between 

respondents and candidates trumps the observed effect of the candidate’s class, and they take this 

as suggestive evidence for the polarization hypothesis. Another approach to evaluating this 

hypothesis, which I consider below, would be to examine cross-national differences in 

polarization. By Wüest and Pontusson’s (2018) logic, if polarization is high, partisan cues should 

tend to dominate class ones. Therefore, if voter bias against workers is an important barrier to 

their representation, all else being equal, we would expect more workers in office in places with 

high polarization, with partisan cues swamping the class bias. However, all else is unlikely to be 

equal: polarization might go hand-in-hand with higher levels of economic inequality, for 

example (McCarty et al., 2016).  

Geographical distribution of workers. Particularly in Single Member Plurality (SMP) systems, 

the geographical concentration of workers may be important to their levels of representation. 

According to Jusko (2017), dispersed geographical distributions of the poor (in relation to 

electoral districts) undercuts incentives to substantively represent this constituency. We could 

also imagine that the geographical distribution of workers might plausibly affect levels of 

working-class descriptive representation in the same way. That is, as more credible 

representatives of the interests of working-class voters, the electoral prospects of worker-



candidates might increase in districts with high concentrations of workers. From a national point 

of view, in countries where workers tend to be relatively concentrated in certain districts, rather 

than spread very evenly across districts, they have more potential to be electorally pivotal, which 

might yield higher levels of working-class descriptive representation (Jusko, 2017; cf., Rodden, 

2018). These dynamics may also depend in part on both the size of districts and the overall size 

of workers as a group. This is not a set of hypotheses that I am able to test with my data but 

would be worth future consideration, perhaps using census occupation data. 

In summation, in the literature we have observed mixed evidence on possible voter bias towards 

working-class candidates. Survey experiments covering various countries run the gamut on this 

question, returning null results as well as biases both for and against workers. Key studies also 

show the need to make further distinctions based on the skill level of workers, the class of 

respondents, and varying candidate policy positions along with their class. Evidence from real-

world elections suggests that workers in the US gain enough voter support to win office at 

roughly the same rate as they run (which is to say, a very low rate), while in Switzerland winning 

races at the election stage appears to constitute the larger barrier to low-income representation, 

rather than reaching candidacy. The literature also points to potential moderating factors, 

including party type, electoral institutions, and polarization. In the next section, the PARTIREP 

and CCS data are examined to shed light on these issues.  

4.2 Exploratory data analysis: election stage 

What can we learn about from the PARTIREP and CCS data sets about non-resource barriers to 

working-class representation at the election stage?  



Run-win rate. In the CCS data, covering a range of European countries, workers made up a 

slightly smaller share of those successfully elected (12%) than they did of the pool of unelected 

candidates (15%), a difference that is statistically significant only at the p < 0.1 level in a t-test 

(all of the statistical tests presented are t-tests comparing group means, unless otherwise stated).7 

This is at least consistent with the parts of the comparative literature that find voter bias against 

some low-skilled working-class candidates. Of course, the magnitude of the class-based 

difference in “win rate” observed here is modest. Furthermore, we cannot conclude from this 

comparison of means that voter bias is the cause of the smaller worker share among the elected 

respondents. This could also be, for example, driven by class-based differences in levels of 

personal financial resources or party support made available to candidates, both possibilities that 

are discussed further in subsequent sections.  

4.2.1 Moderators 

Party type. When I divide the CCS sample along left-right lines, I find that working-class 

candidates in right parties are less likely to win office compared to candidates from other 

occupational backgrounds (statistically significant at the p < 0.05 level; see Figure 3.1). In 

contrast, there is no such occupational difference in the rates of running and winning office 

among the candidates in left parties. In other words, what is happening in the right-wing parties 

 
7 Tables with the full results of this and subsequent t-tests are available in Appendix C, where they can be found in 

the order presented in the main text. Note that Hungarian observations are not included in the CCS analyses 

presented, as they only have occupation information for successfully elected candidates, meaning occupation-based 

comparisons between the candidate pool and the elected pool are not possible. There also appears to be an 

idiosyncrasy in the original ISCO occupation coding for Hungary in this data set, where fully 48% of elected 

respondents are identified as workers, and most of these are have the ISCO code for “office clerk.” This is far out of 

line with other countries in this data set, and it sharply contradicts the 5% worker share I find for Hungary in the 

PARTIREP data (both data sets refer to the same 2010 election cycle in Hungary). 



drives the overall difference observed in the rate at which working-class candidates win office in 

the CCS sample.  



Figure 3.1. Worker share in right parties 

 
Note: Worker share among elected and unelected candidates in CCS data set. Lines are 95% confidence intervals.  
 

This is at least broadly consistent with the survey experiments reviewed above, some of which 

suggested that left party voters tend to be more favourable to workers. Nevertheless, in both left 

and right parties, we cannot conclude definitively whether voter bias is a barrier to workers 

winning their elections. After all, the observed patterns of candidacy and representation could 

also have to do with levels of party support, financial resources, or even an offsetting 

combination of these factors that varies by party types. For example, it is possible that in left-

wing parties voters are indeed biased against working-class candidates (e.g., those from 

“routine” rather than “skilled” working class backgrounds), but that this bias is offset by higher 

levels of union support (leading to the observation that workers run and win at the same rate). 



Electoral systems. The possible effect of electoral systems on voter bias and worker 

representation is another hypothesis we can begin to probe in the PARTIREP data. In this data 

set, there is no relationship observed between open versus closed list systems (nor division of 

powers versus fusion of powers systems) and levels of working-class representation in a 

parliament. Note that this analysis includes variation among both national and subnational 

parliaments in the PARTIREP data set.  

Still, this is a very indirect test, which cannot rule out the possibility that personal vote incentives 

may amplify any existing voter biases for or against working-class candidates. What is missing 

in the analysis here is data on voter attitudes towards workers in each of these jurisdictions. With 

voter attitude data of this kind, we could more directly test for a moderating role of electoral 

institutions on the relationship between voter attitudes and the descriptive representation of 

workers.   

Polarization. In the PARTIREP data (where there is comparative variation across 15 countries, 

more than in the CCS), I compared the share of workers among legislators in countries with 

different levels of polarization. Specifically, I used the rile_polarization variable from the 

Comparative Manifesto Project (Volkens et al. 2019), which is a jurisdiction-level measure of 

dispersion of parties from the mean left-right position, weighted by each party’s vote share.  

Dividing the PARTIREP countries into high and low polarization groups, I observed no 

significant or substantive difference in worker share based on polarization.   Of course, the 

comparative variation is quite limited here (N=15), and the share of workers among the 

legislators is a measure that may be affected by factors other than voter attitudes. This is also not 

a direct test of Wüest and Pontusson’s (2018) polarization hypothesis, which generates 



expectations about a reduced effect of class on voters’ attitudes as polarization rises, rather than 

expectations about a direct effect of polarization on levels of working-class representation. 

Again, data on voter attitudes toward workers across these jurisdictions would be needed to more 

directly test the hypothesis. 

On the whole, the limited comparative evidence tends to suggest that voter attitudes on class may 

have some role to play in shaping working-class representation, but they seem unlikely to be 

among the key barriers to workers taking office. There is some evidence in the literature that 

voters prefer working-class candidates, and other evidence that voters are biased against a subset 

of workers. Going forward, Wüest and Pontusson’s (2018) open up a potentially important 

avenue of inquiry into voter attitudes towards low-skilled working-class candidates, concluding 

that in the Swiss case, “bias against routine working-class candidates also appears to be an 

important factor in explaining the descriptive misrepresentation by social class” (p. 27). I have 

also considered possible moderating factors relating to voters’ class preferences at the election 

stage and probed the available data where possible, including the roles of electoral institutions 

and geographical distributions of working-class voters, as well as voter turnout by class and 

differences between parties of the left and right.  

The evidence we have reviewed on barriers to working-class representation at the election stage, 

from both the literature and this explanatory data analysis, is summarized in Table 3.2. 

  



Table 3.2. Election-stage barriers to working-class representation: summary 

 Literature Exploratory data analysis 

Key 

findings 

Voter bias survey experiments: 

- Mixed results, including null, 

preference for and against workers 

- Bias against “routine” but not 

“skilled” working-class candidates 

- Low income and left-leaning voters 

biased against affluent candidates 

Real-world elections: 

- US workers run and win at same rate 

- Low income Swiss candidates less 

likely to win their election races  

Moderators to consider: 

- Party type, since left voters more 

likely to prefer workers in surveys 

- Electoral institutions, polarization 

Run versus win rates: 

- Workers win less often than they run 

(CCS); may suggest voter bias, but 

inconclusive 

- Difference in right parties only (moderator) 

Electoral institutions (moderator): 

- No link between institution and levels of 

working-class representation (PARTIREP) 

- Need voter attitudes for more decisive test 

Polarization (moderator): 

- No link between polarization and levels of 

working-class representation (PARTIREP) 

- Need voter attitudes for more decisive test 

 

 

4.3 Self-selection and party recruitment and nomination factors 

This section focuses on the stages of candidate self-selection, recruitment and nomination as 

potential barriers to working-class representation. We begin by considering what the literature 

can tell us about workers’ interest in and self-perceived qualification for office, and then 

examine limited evidence on the attitudes of party elites and gatekeepers towards workers. 

Unions are considered as potential moderators of workers’ likelihood of success at these stages, 

followed by a discussion of other possible moderators including party type and the scope of the 

nomination selectorate. The subsequent section then probes the CCS and PARTIREP data sets 

for further evidence on these matters.   



Qualification and interest in office. In the US context, one of Carnes’ (2018) central findings is 

that workers are simply much less likely than those from other occupational classes to run for 

office in the first place, and they run at rates far lower than their share of the population. He 

rejects the possibility that this can be explained by a lack of interest or qualification on the part 

of workers. In support of this conclusion, he presents surveys showing that workers do not 

appear to perceive themselves as less qualified for public office or express less interest in the job 

(Carnes, 2018). Noting the subjective nature of concepts like “candidate quality,” Carnes gathers 

a set of characteristics that the public identifies in surveys as key qualifications for political 

candidates, which include being assertive, personable, honest and a hard worker. He then finds 

that US workers are as likely as those from other occupations to say they have these qualities.  

In a next step, Carnes (2018) identifies the subset of respondents who say they themselves have 

at least four of six characteristics desirable for politicians, and he classifies these people as 

having “high potential” to be political candidates. He finds that among this “high potential” 

group, working-class respondents are just as likely as professionals to say that they feel qualified 

to run for office and to do the job of an elected official, and they are also just as likely to express 

interest in running for office. In contrast to these findings on class, the literature on gender 

representation identify a self-perceived lack of qualification among women (compared to men 

with the same objective qualifications) as one important barrier to women running for office 

(Lawless & Fox, 2013). Indeed, this is a gender-based finding that is replicated in Carnes own 

data when broken down by gender.  

While Carnes (2018) concludes that workers are as interested in office as others and see 

themselves as qualified, aspects of these findings are in tension with other literature that finds 

class differences in political interest and participation (Brady et al., 1995; Gallego, 2007; Walsh 



et al., 2004). These studies use different operationalizations of class than Carnes and tend not to 

directly address the issue of running for office, but they do suggest there is reason for 

interpreting his findings with some caution. Still, Carnes’ (2018) replication of findings from the 

gender literature add to the force of his findings on class, particularly since the same 

methodologies are used. Overall, we should keep an open mind about political interest and 

ambition as potential barriers to workers pursuing office, particularly outside of the US in the 

absence of evidence in other jurisdictions. 

A related question is whether workers judge their chances of successful election any less 

favourably than people from other class backgrounds. This would be consistent with workers 

being less likely to pursue a nomination, even if they are equally interested and see themselves as 

qualified. This possibility is examined in the data analysis below (in the literature, I am not 

aware of existing evidence on this question with respect to class). 

Recruitment and selection by party elites. Another key set of non-resource barriers to workers 

running for office in the US, as identified by Carnes (2018), relates to the recruitment practices 

of political parties. In surveys, US party leaders report recruiting relatively few workers and have 

lower opinions of their potential as candidates compared to those from other occupations (and 

these attitudes don’t seem to change much in safe compared to marginal seats; Carnes, 2018, ch. 

3). Among state legislative candidates, compared to those from professional backgrounds, 

working-class candidates report receiving less encouragement from incumbent local politicians 

(when asked in a survey who had encouraged them to run). Surveys also show that party 

gatekeepers with lower incomes themselves, or who have personal connections to workers, 

tended to have more favourable attitudes about the potential of workers as candidates (Carnes, 

2018, ch. 4).  



One of the few directly relevant observations from the comparative literature on party elites as 

potential barriers to working-class representation comes from Norris and Lovenduski (1995), 

though they do not provide the same data as Carnes (2018) on the explicit attitudes of party elites 

in their UK data. They find that overall the pool of those people applying to be candidates for a 

party generally had quite similar income compositions to those that the party actually approved 

as candidates. However, this did not hold among low income earners and workers. In the Labour 

Party, those making under £10,000 applied to candidacy at about twice the rate that they were 

approved (p. 149). While this group accounted for 16% of those applying for candidacy, they 

made up only 7% of candidates accepted by the party, and none of its MPs. Similarly, examined 

in occupational terms, manual and clerical/sales workers accounted for about 20% of those 

applying for candidacy in the Labour party, but were only 11% of those accepted as candidates 

(p. 112). The Conservative Party had too few low income and working-class people applying for 

candidacy in the data to examine the hypothesis of party elite bias in this way. 

One possible explanation for this pattern could be that Labour party elites are indeed biased 

against these lowest income prospective candidates, as Carnes (2018) finds in the US.  If so, on 

what grounds? This could be due to a mismatch in their ideological preferences, since the 

attitudes of workers tend on average to be to the left of other candidates in their party on 

economic issues, as we see in Hemingway (2020b) and the emerging literature. Alternatively, 

party elites may be reluctant to back or nominate workers if they believe they will be less viable 

candidates, either due to voter attitudes or a lack of financial resources and fundraising potential 

to help mount an effective campaign. In the absence of direct evidence about party elites’ 

attitudes, the exploratory analysis below examines whether working-class candidates are more 



likely to have prior party connections than their counterparts from other backgrounds, as well as 

whether these party connections are associated with how likely they are to win office. 

 

4.3.1 Moderators 

Unions. The role of unions in encouraging workers to run for office also stands out in Carnes’ 

account. Workers appear to run and win more often in state legislatures where states have higher 

unionization rates (Carnes, 2018; Sojourner, 2013). Furthermore, because this relationship holds 

even when controlling for factors like the levels of political participation and knowledge among 

workers, Carnes suggests that the relationship may be mediated by facilitating recruitment, 

noting:  

“as important players in electoral politics, moreover, unions often serve as a bridge 

between workers and political elites, getting talented blue-collar Americans involved in 

the kind of activism that connects them to party leaders, politicians, interest groups and 

other elite actors. In some states unions actively partner with candidate recruitment and 

training organizations… [and] even run their own candidate recruitment and training 

programs” (2018, p. 151-2). 

There are some indications from limited evidence that this relationship may hold in other country 

contexts. Norris and Lovenduski (1995) found that in the United Kingdom Labour Party 

candidates backed by unions were more likely to be manual workers (though this was a pattern 

that declined over time). In turn, union backing appeared to increase the likelihood that 

applicants would be selected for a nomination in the Labour Party.  



While Carnes (2018) emphasizes the role of unions in facilitating recruitment, increased levels of 

political participation and knowledge among unionized workers could also mediate the 

relationship between unionization and worker representation, increasing workers’ likelihood of 

self-selecting into politics. Mechanisms aside, in the exploratory data analysis below, we 

examine whether workers have more representation in places where unions are stronger. 

Party type. Viewed through the lens of party type, perhaps not surprisingly, Norris and 

Lovenduski’s (1995) data shows more representation of low- and middle-income people, as well 

as more workers, among the pool of approved Labour Party candidates than in the Conservative 

Party (though, as we saw above, workers applied for candidacy in the Labour Party at a higher 

rate than they were actually approved by party elites). Class representation and the potential 

biases of party elites may differ by party type. In contrast, Carnes (2013, 2018) finds that levels 

of working-class representation (measured in terms of occupation, not income) barely differ at all 

between political parties at both the national and state level. Indeed, party type and ideology are 

explicitly de-emphasized in his account of barriers to working-class representation in the US. 

Carnes (2013) also notes that Democratic congressmen have a lower average net worth than their 

Republican counterparts in the United States, but both groups are far wealthier than average 

Americans. To shed light on a broader set of countries, possible differences by party type in the 

data are examined in the exploratory data analysis below. 

One other finding in the comparative literature relevant to the role of parties comes from 

Gherghina and Chiru (2010), who find that Romanian parties tended to favour wealthier 

candidates in terms of party list position under the country’s closed-list proportional 

representation system, in a study of elections to the European Parliament. Although I do not have 

the data to do so here, a similar line of inquiry for future research would be to further examine 



the ordering of candidates on party lists across jurisdictions. That is, where parties have 

discretion over the ballot ordering of their candidates on electoral lists, we can observe the 

selective effects parties exert (e.g., disadvantaging or privileging working-class candidates). In 

an open list system, we could also observe voter preferences and more effectively separate out 

the preferences of the party and voters over the same set of candidates.  

Other potential moderators. The potential role of party gatekeepers as barriers to workers is 

probed in the exploratory data analysis, including examining whether a broader or narrower 

nomination “selectorate” (Best and Cotta, 2000) might be more favourable to workers reaching 

candidacy. For example, if party elites have different attitudes towards workers than a broader 

member-driven selectorate, this could be important. In addition, it has been observed in the 

literature on the descriptive representation of gender that women face more competitive 

primaries than men, and that this constitutes one of the barriers to their representation (Lawless 

& Pearson, 2008). Whether workers face a similar disadvantage in facing more competitive 

nomination contests is another possibility that is explored in the data analysis below. 

In sum, the literature provides evidence that, at least in the US, workers see themselves as 

qualified and express similar interest in running for office as those from other occupational 

backgrounds. Party leaders surveyed in the US also have lower opinions of workers compared to 

prospective candidates from other occupations and reported recruiting few of them. Evidence 

from outside the US is much sparser, though we observed that more low-income individuals and 

workers applied for candidacy than were approved by UK Labour Party. In terms of moderators, 

union strength in the US is associated with higher worker representation, and a role for unions in 

facilitating worker representation is also suggested in the UK. We also observed some suggestive 

evidence of party type as a moderator, as well as raised the potential roles of the nomination 



selectorate and the intensity of competition. On the whole, the literature is too sparse to say with 

confidence whether patterns of “filtering out” workers at the nomination stage are widespread, 

let alone what the specific drivers of this might be.  

 

4.4 Exploratory data analysis: self-selection and recruitment 

Informed by the literature, in this section the CCS and PARTIREP data are examined to for clues 

about barriers to working-class representation at the stages of self-selection, recruitment and 

nomination.  

Perceived chances of winning. Because our data only shine a light on those who have already 

become candidates, it is particularly difficult to find indicators that speak to the issue of self-

selection. As one indirect indicator, in the CCS data we can observe a trend that workers rated 

their own chances of winning as slightly lower than other candidates, but not at a level that is 

statistically significant at conventional levels. If workers did see their chances as poorer than 

others, this could be seen as consistent with the possibility that they would self-select out of 

pursuing candidacy in the first place. But here the data only refer to those who did choose to 

pursue candidacy and were successfully nominated, so it would not be possible to draw clear 

conclusions even if the difference were larger and statistically significant. 

Personal connections. While the data at hand cannot directly shine light on the attitudes of party 

gatekeepers towards workers, some indirect evidence can be examined regarding the relationship 

between party elites and workers’ success. One CCS question relates to whether workers were 

likely to have party connections, specifically by having previously worked for an MP or for the 

party itself. As we might expect, winning candidates of all classes were more likely than 



unsuccessful candidates to have these types of party connections. However, there is no 

relationship observed between class (workers compared to other occupations) and the likelihood 

of having such party connections.  

 

4.4.1 Moderators 

Party type. In terms of conditional effects by party, in the PARTIREP survey, workers made up 

a substantially larger share of legislators in left parties (12%) than in other parties (6%; p < 0.01). 

In the CCS data, workers also trend towards a larger share of successfully elected candidates in 

left parties (14%) compared to other parties (10%), but this difference is not statistically 

significant at conventional levels (p = .13). Among the full pool of candidates in the same data 

set, workers make up a larger share in left parties (15%) than in other parties (13%), though this 

result was only significant at the p < 0.1 level. Thus, as expected, we do generally observe a 

difference between party types in terms of worker representation, with more workers in left 

parties. The mechanisms driving these differences, including disentangling the possible roles of 

party elites and of their voters, are much less clear. 

Unionization. In the PARTIREP data, we can also observe a relationship between unionization 

and working-class representation. Splitting the countries into two groups, in the “high” union 

density countries, about 11% of the legislators responding to the survey were workers, compared 

to 5% in the “low” union density countries (p < 0.1).  Similarly, in the CCS data, we see a 19% 

worker share in high union density countries compared to 8% in low union density countries (p < 

0.1), albeit with a very small sample of countries (N=7). At an individual level, a larger share of 

working-class candidates (35%) in the CCS sample are union members compared to other 



occupations (29%), a difference that is statistically significant at the p < 0.01 level. In turn, 

individual candidates who are union members are also more likely to be successfully elected 

(17%), compared to those who are not members (14%; p < 0.05).  

There is also some indication that workers tend to get a bigger boost to their election chances 

from union membership than non-workers. In descriptive terms, 18% of worker-candidates who 

were union members in the data set were successfully elected, compared to 10% of workers who 

were not union members (p < 0.01). In contrast, among candidates from other occupations, 17% 

of those with union membership were successfully elected candidates compared to 15% of non-

union members (p < 0.1). However, this pattern should be interpreted with some caution, as 

when examined as an interaction between class and union membership in a regression, the 

interaction coefficient is not statistically significant at conventional levels. These patterns are at 

least consistent with the possible role of unions as recruiters and trainers of working-class 

candidates, as well as with their providing direct material support in nomination processes or 

elections. Further comparative research on the role of unions should examine these potential 

mechanisms more directly, as well as examine the possible moderating effect of different levels 

of linkages between parties and unions across country contexts. 

Selectorate size. Two further potential moderators identified in reviewing the literature can be 

examined in the CCS data. One is the scope or size of the selectorate in party nomination 

processes, which ranges from “all voters” to only the party leadership making nomination 

decisions. The size of this selectorate might be relevant if party elites have different attitudes 

towards workers than members or voters. Indeed, in the CCS data, candidates who were 

nominated by a broader selectorate (party members or voters) were more likely to be workers 

(21%) than those nominated by a narrower group (party conference or leadership; 16% workers, 



p < 0.01), which is suggestive of the possibility that party elites do constitute a barrier to worker 

representation.  

Nomination competitors. Another moderator is the competitiveness of nomination contests, an 

issue that arises in the literature on barriers to women’s descriptive representation, as discussed 

above. In the CCS data, we can observe that working-class candidates reported facing more 

competitors in nomination contests than their counterparts from other classes (p < 0.01). 

However, we do not have information in this data set on the pool of unsuccessful nomination 

seekers, and thus we cannot determine whether workers faced more contested nominations 

among this larger group. It is not clear why workers should face more contested nominations 

than their counterparts, but one possibility would be that party elites are less favourable towards 

workers and thus less likely to cohere in support around their candidacies when they run.  

It is worth reiterating that, as the literature on barriers to working-class representation continues 

to be developed, it will have to contend with how factors at various stages interact with each 

other. For example, if there is party gatekeeper bias against workers, this may cascade back to 

the stage of self-selection and discourage workers from pursuing nominations to begin with. The 

attitudes of party elites, in turn, will no doubt be influenced by their perceptions of voter 

preferences. As Ashe and Stewart (2011) point out, this blurs the lines between “demand” and 

“supply” side explanations of descriptive representation. 

Table 3.3. Self-selection, recruitment barriers to working-class representation: summary 

 Literature Exploratory data analysis 

Key 

findings 

Qualification and interest: Self-assessment of chances: 



- US workers express interest in and see 

selves as qualified for office; but this 

is in tension with other findings on 

interest and participation by class 

Recruitment and party elites: 

- Party leaders in US view workers less 

favourably, recruit fewer of them 

- In UK workers applying for candidacy 

less likely than other occupations to be 

approved by party (Labour) 

Unions’ role: 

- Higher union density associated with 

more worker representation in US 

- Unions back worker-candidates in the 

UK, increase chances of success 

 

 

- Workers assessed slightly lower chances 

of winning, but not significant (CCS) 

Unions (moderator): 

- More working-class legislators in 

countries with higher union density (CCS, 

PARTIREP) 

- Worker-legislators more likely in unions. 

Union members more likely to win (CCS) 

Party type (moderator): 

- Working-class legislators more likely to 

be found in left parties (CCS, 

PARTIREP) 

Other moderators: 

- Workers less common among candidates 

facing a narrower selectorate (CCS) 

- Workers report facing more competitors 

in their nomination contests (CCS) 

 

4.5 Disadvantages in material resources and time 

This section examines some of the defining characteristics of working-class status: disadvantages 

in material resources. This set of factors has the potential to pose barriers to working-class 

representation at each of the stages examined in this paper: self-selection, recruitment and 

nomination, and election by voters. We first review the relevant literature examining matters 

such as propensity to seek candidacy by income, resource barriers to running that workers 

identify in surveys, as well as variation in worker representation across jurisdictions with 

different campaign costs and inequality. Further evidence is then probed in a final set of 

exploratory data analyses in the subsequent section.  

Evidence from United States. A range of evidence suggests that resource disadvantages are key 

barriers to working-class representation in the United States. Carnes (2018) finds that working-



class people face important practical barriers that discourage them from running for office (a 

self-selection effect in the framework above). In particular, workers tend to have less job 

flexibility and economic security to be able to bear the forgone income and risk of taking time 

off work to run a political campaign. They also often lack the money to personally pay for 

expensive campaign costs, and they are less likely to have a network of well-heeled friends and 

colleagues able to contribute money to their campaigns. In short, resource disadvantages may 

exert direct effects at all stages, including on a worker’s likelihood to pursue candidacy, as well 

as their ability to mount competitive nomination and election campaigns. 

Evidence for these claims in the US comes from a mix of survey research and comparisons 

across jurisdictions within the country. The National Candidate Study found that political 

candidates themselves, when asked directly about barriers to working-class people in politics, 

identified lack of time and money the two largest issues (Carnes, 2018, ch. 3). In another survey, 

well-qualified working-class people identified “giving up my income or job to run for office” as 

a worry about running and did so significantly more frequently than professionals (Carnes, 

2018). The role of money and time as barriers to working-class representation in a wider set of 

jurisdictions is considered in the exploratory data analysis below, drawing on questions about 

campaign budgets and duration of full-time campaigning. 

Comparative literature. Given the unusual level of money in US politics, as well as the 

country’s high inequality and weak economic security, we should be cautious about drawing 

broader inferences from US evidence alone. There only appear to be a handful of non-US studies 

in the literature that address the role of material resources and time available as barriers to 

workers running for and taking office. As discussed above, Wüest and Pontusson (2018) find that 

in Switzerland, the pool of successfully-elected parliamentarians is more affluent than the typical 



Swiss person, with 86% of having incomes above the median Swiss, while the broader pool of 

candidates (elected and unelected) was much more representative with only about 59% above 

the median income. Thus, there appears to be a correlation between material resources in the 

form of personal income and winning elections in Switzerland, while in the US where workers 

tend not to reach candidacy in the first place.  

However, it remains unclear what causes this drop-off in class-based representativeness in the 

Swiss case at the election stage. Lack of financial resources might be playing a direct role in the 

less favourable prospects for lower-income candidates, weakening their ability to mount a 

competitive campaign. But there are many among other possibilities. The pattern could be 

accounted for by voter bias against routine working-class candidates observed in the same study 

(discussed in a previous section), since Switzerland has an open list proportional representation 

system where voters can express preferences for individual candidates. Party elites might also 

tend to place workers in less favourable positions on the party lists presented to voters (either for 

their own reasons, or anticipating voter bias), since in these Swiss elections parties control the 

list order and can also present the option to vote for certain candidates twice.  

Another comparative data point comes from Norris and Lovenduski’s (1995) study of political 

recruitment in the United Kingdom, which finds that “financial resources affect the supply of 

those who come forward to seek a Westminster career” (p. 148). Consistent with the authors’ 

overall conclusion, the biggest barrier to workers taking office that appears in their data is that 

lower-income people are not pursuing candidacy in the first place, more closely resembling the 

US than the Swiss case. In both the Labour and Conservative parties, lower income individuals 

are much less represented among parliamentary candidates and MPs than they are in the makeup 

of the parties’ voters.  



The data Norris and Lovenduski (1995) present show that those making under £10,000 per year 

made up 67% of Labour Party voters, but only 16% of those applying for parliamentary 

candidacy. In turn, this group made up only 7% of prospective candidates accepted by the party, 

and none of its MPs. In the Conservative party, this group made up 1% of applicants and 

candidates and none of its MPs (even though they constituted 42% of the party’s voters). Thus, 

for the most part, those on lower incomes appear to have been “filtered out” before they even 

pursued a candidacy. It is difficult to say from such limited data, however, what accounts for the 

observed pattern of differences across these countries.  

In interpreting their findings, Norris and Lovenduski (1995) make use the concept of "brokerage 

occupations” in a way that is broadly consistent with Carnes’ (2018) finding that money and time 

are important barriers to the supply of workers running for office. Norris and Lovenduski note 

that, 

“Parliamentary careers are facilitated by jobs which combine flexibility over time, 

generous vacations, interrupted career paths, professional independence, financial 

security, public networks, social status… they minimize the costs and risks of horizontal 

mobility from the economic to political marketplace” (1995, p. 110). 

The authors found in interviews with MPs that they often explicitly identified these occupations 

as facilitating their political ambitions, and some chose these career paths in part for this 

purpose.  

 



4.5.1 Moderators 

There are also moderating factors to consider, which could potentially help explain some of the 

patterns we have observed across a limited set of cases in the literature. For example, we have 

observed that the class makeup of the UK candidate pool seems to bear closer resemblance to the 

US than Switzerland. The UK and US share higher levels of inequality than Switzerland, and we 

can see in the literature (and in the exploratory analysis below) a correlation between inequality 

and worker representation, suggesting a possible role for material resources. The US and UK 

also share a single member district-based electoral system, but in the exploratory data analysis 

above, we observed no correlation between electoral institutions and worker representation. On 

the other hand, the UK’s party-controlled nomination contests contrast with the more open US 

system of primaries, and arguably bear somewhat more similarity to Switzerland’s powerful 

parties. From these patterns alone, and such a limited set of cases, needless to say we cannot 

determine the mechanisms at work with any clarity. 

There is more to say about moderating factors within the US. Comparing across states and 

congressional districts, Carnes (2018) finds that working-class people tend to become candidates 

and win office less often in places where campaign costs are higher compared to where they are 

lower. He also finds that workers are less likely to hold office in cities with more practically 

burdensome elections (i.e., where there is more ground to cover and more voters to contact), 

such as in citywide compared to district-based elections. In general, worker representation is 

higher in subnational governments compared to the federal government in the US. Moreover, 

Carnes finds that in US states where economic inequality is higher, workers are less represented 

among both candidates and officeholders. This could be as a result of sharper resource 

differentials between worker and other candidates.  



While these findings are suggestive, given some of the United States’ exceptional characteristics, 

we have to be careful about making extrapolations from evidence using this within-country 

variation. The possible moderating role of campaign costs, tier of government, and inequality 

levels across jurisdictions are explored further in the exploratory data analysis below. 

Finally, it bears emphasizing that the disadvantages of workers in terms of material resources 

and time may affect their representation at different stages of the political process. They may 

impact the likelihood of running in the first place, successfully winning a nomination contest, 

and being elected to office. The sparse literature is at least suggestive of possible effects at each 

stage. Anticipated barriers at a later stage may also exert effects at earlier stages of the process. 

For example, if workers tend to have fewer resources and less time to campaign in a general 

election (and fewer professional contacts to shore up those resources), then party elites may be 

less likely to support them for the nomination (over and above the direct material disadvantage 

workers face in the nomination contest itself). In turn, if workers anticipate that party elites will 

not consider them viable candidates, they may be less likely to bother pursuing a nomination. All 

of these possibilities may then be affected by contextual factors such as how resource-intensive 

political campaigns are in different jurisdictions, as well as how large are the economic 

disparities between prospective candidates from different class backgrounds.  

In brief, we have seen evidence that US workers explicitly identify resources and time as barriers 

to their running for office. This is at least consistent with the UK study examined, where low-

income earners applied for candidacy at a much lower rate than their makeup as a share of the 

party’s voters. In Switzerland, the pool of parliamentary candidates was relatively representative 

in terms of income, but low-income candidates were much less likely to actually be elected to 

office. The causal interpretation of these real-world data, however, is indeterminate. In US states, 



working-class representation is higher where campaign costs and inequality are lower, though 

there is little evidence on whether these patterns extend to other country contexts. Working-class 

representation also appears to be higher at the subnational level compared to the national level in 

the US, where politics is more resource intensive. 

 

4.6 Exploratory data analysis: resource and time disadvantages 

Time spent campaigning. Do working-class candidates have less time available to dedicate to 

campaigning than those from other occupations? One relevant question in the CCS data relates to 

how far in advance of elections candidates get their campaigns underway. Workers reported 

organizing their campaigns later than their counterparts from other occupations (p < 0.01), and 

they also reported undertaking full-time campaigning later (p < 0.01). These differences hold 

among both the overall pool of candidates and the subset of those who were successfully elected. 

This is at least suggestive of workers having less time available to dedicate to campaigning, 

which could help explain their lower levels of electoral success (and potentially their lower 

likelihood of running for office). Of course, there are other possibilities. For example, it could be 

that the working-class candidates were part of campaigns with less realistic prospects of victory 

and therefore sensibly dedicated less time to their campaigns. Indeed, we noted in a previous 

section that working-class candidates in the CCS data trended towards judging their chances of 

winning as slightly lower than those from other occupations, though this difference was not 

statistically significant at conventional levels. 

Campaign budgets. We also expect working-class candidates to be at a disadvantage in terms of 

campaign budgets. Does this bear out in the CCS data set? Indeed, the average campaign budget 



reported by working-class candidates in the survey was lower (€7,583) than candidates from 

other occupations (€11,378; p < .05). Among the smaller subset of candidates who were 

successfully elected, the class difference in campaign budgets remained substantial (€14,332 for 

workers, compared to €20,794 for others; p < .05). The relationship also holds when campaign 

budget is regressed on the disaggregated occupation categories along with control variables 

including a left party dummy variable, country dummies, and elected status (with standard errors 

clustered by country; see Figure 3.2).8 Thus, workers were less resourced than their counterparts 

from business and most other occupations. The data also show that, not surprisingly, election 

winners were much better resourced than unelected candidates. Still, we cannot definitively 

conclude that there is a causal relationship between these resource disadvantages of workers and 

their levels of representation. 

Figure 3.2. Estimated class-based differences in campaign budgets (Euros) 

 
8 Regression results can be found in Appendix Table C.26. 



 
Note: Lower scores correspond to lower campaign budgets compared to the reference category (CCS data). Dots are 

coefficients and lines are 95% confidence intervals. Business is the omitted reference category for occupation.  

 

Staff team size. Another complementary measure of campaign resources found in the CCS data 

is the size of a candidate’s campaign staff team. Again, working-class candidates trended 

towards having smaller campaign teams compared to other occupations (but not reaching 

statistical significance at conventional levels; p = 0.11), as well as getting fewer campaign 

staffers provided by the party itself (p < 0.05). Among the smaller subset of elected candidates, 

these trends hold in both cases but are not statistically significant at conventional levels. 

However, the samples available for analyses of the staffing variables are particularly limited, 

covering only Austria, Germany and United Kingdom for overall campaign staff, and only 

Germany for party-provided campaign staff. Perhaps not surprisingly, successfully elected 

candidates have a larger campaign teams and more staffers from their parties compared to the 

pool of unelected candidates. 



These findings in the CCS data show that working-class candidates had fewer campaign 

resources in terms of both budget and staff. They do not establish a causal relationship between 

material resources and working-class representation. However, they are at least consistent with 

the possibility that workers’ lower levels of material resources are a contributing factor to their 

lower levels of electoral success. Among the possible alternative explanations, voters and/or 

party elites might be biased against workers, and this bias could be reflected in both lower levels 

of electoral support and lower levels of financial support that appear in their campaign budgets. 

Distinguishing between these and other mechanisms should be an important goal of future 

research in this area.  

Furthermore, because the CCS data only covers those who have already become legislative 

candidates, they cannot show us to what extent material resources may be a barrier to workers 

pursuing candidacies in the first place, which Carnes (2018) identifies as the most important 

stage at which workers are “screened out” of political representation. More information needs to 

be collected on the earliest stages self-selection, recruitment, and nomination, and in particular 

on those potential working-class candidates who are filtered out of the running before reaching 

the stage of candidacy (most of the currently-available data covers only this stage or later). 

4.6.1 Moderators 

Resource-intensity. We can also look at the resource-intensity of politics as a potential system-

level moderator, aggregating the CCS sample by country and comparing the four countries with 

the highest average campaign budgets and the four countries with the lowest campaign budgets. 

However, with only eight country observations this comparison provides little statistical power. 

We can at least note that the “high campaign budget” countries trend towards a smaller share of 

working-class candidates of 14.4% compared to the “low campaign budget” countries with 



17.8% (t-test does not approach significance at conventional levels), consistent with 

expectations. 

Level of government. As mentioned above, Carnes (2018) finds that working-class 

representation is higher at subnational levels of government in the US than federally, taking this 

to be, in part, a consequence of less materially-demanding elections at lower levels of 

government. This pattern bears out in the countries covered by the PARTIREP survey, where 

working-class representation is substantially higher in the regional compared to the national 

legislatures surveyed (p < 0.05; see Figure 3.3). 

  



Figure 3.3. Working-class share by level of government 

 

Note: Worker shares in PARTIREP data set. Dots are group means and lines are 95% confidence intervals.  
 

Income inequality. Carnes (2018) also observed that fewer workers in the US ran for or held 

office in states with higher levels of income inequality, suggesting that this pattern may be owing 

to high levels of resource imbalances by class among prospective legislators. I observe a similar 

trend in the PARTIREP data when splitting the countries into high and low inequality halves, 

based on the OECD’s P90/P10 ratio.9 The higher inequality countries have a lower share of 

working-class legislators among those surveyed (6%) than the lower inequality countries (9%), 

but the pattern is not statistically significant at conventional levels (this is with weak statistical 

power, N=15). In the CCS data, we see that high inequality countries tend to have a marginally 

 
9 The ratio of incomes at the 90th percentile compared to the 10th percentile in each country. 



lower share of workers among the successfully elected candidates (13%) compared to lower 

inequality countries (16%), but this result also does not approach statistical significance at 

conventional levels and is based on a very small sample (N=7).10  

While neither of these underpowered analyses provides statistically significant findings, the 

trends combined with Carnes’ (2018) prior findings suggest it is worth continuing to examine the 

possibility that inequality moderates the effect of resource disadvantages on working-class 

representation. Furthermore, since the effects of resource disadvantages may extend across the 

stages of self-selection, party recruitment and nomination, and election by voters, the impact of 

potential moderators like inequality may, too, cascade across these stages. Of course, levels of 

working-class representation may also be among the determinants of inequality levels, 

dovetailing with the findings of Hemingway (2020a) and others. Indeed, there is reason to 

imagine that causation might flow in both directions. 

In sum, the US and sparse comparative literature, along with the additional data points from the 

CCS and PARTIREP surveys, provide some reinforcement to the proposition that material 

resources and time may be important barriers to working-class representation, even across 

country contexts. There is also suggestive evidence that system-level moderators of these effects, 

including inequality and the resource-intensiveness of elections, are worthy of further 

examination in future research.  

  

 
10 The same pattern holds among the narrower pool of successfully elected candidates in the CCS data, again not 

approaching conventional levels of statistical significance. 



Table 3.4. Resource barriers to working-class representation: summary 

 Literature Exploratory data analysis 

Key 

findings 

Self-assessment of barriers: 

- Loss of income/job identified by US 

workers as key barriers to running 

Candidacy rates by income: 

- UK study: low-income earners rarely 

reach candidacy, let alone office 

- Swiss study: incomes of candidates 

typical of population, but incomes of 

elected officials well above average 

Moderators (US only): 

- More workers reach office in states 

where campaign costs are lower 

- Fewer workers reach office where 

levels of inequality are higher 

- More workers at subnational than 

national level (resource-intensive) 

Time campaigning: 

- Workers get later start on full-time 

campaigning than candidates from other 

class backgrounds (CCS) 

Campaign costs (individual): 

- Working-class candidates and legislators 

have lower campaign budgets (CCS) 

Moderators: 

- More working-class candidates in countries 

with lower than average campaign budgets 

(non-significant trend; CCS) 

- Higher inequality associated with lower 

worker representation (non-significant 

trend; CCS and PARTIREP) 

- Higher worker share at subnational than 

national level (PARTIREP) 

 

5 Policy solutions and interventions 

The unequal representation of class has observable consequences in the representation of policy 

priorities (Carnes, 2013; Hemingway, 2020a). Like the underrepresentation of women and 

racialized minorities in most legislatures, the underrepresentation of workers can also be seen as 

a social problem in itself. Having examined the literature and probed two new data sets, in this 

section, I consider what the limited body of evidence suggests can be done to actively improve 

and equalize working-class representation in legislatures.  

As we have seen, albeit still from limited evidence, workers’ disadvantages in terms of material 

resources seem to be one of the important barriers they face in running for and winning office. 



We have seen indications that their access to resources and time may leave workers at a 

disadvantage while competing in election and nomination contests. Resource disadvantages may 

discourage them from pursuing candidacy to begin with. Therefore, I first examine various 

approaches to addressing the resource disadvantages faced by potential working-class politicians.  

Second, I consider more direct approaches to recruiting workers into politics. In the US case, we 

have seen evidence that workers are rarely being recruited to run for office, even if they prove to 

be capable contenders when they do run. While the evidence is limited and more mixed in other 

jurisdictions, there are certainly indications that workers are failing to self-select or be recruited 

into candidacy. Practical mechanisms to actively recruit more workers into political life may 

constitute another key set of potential solutions to address low working-class representation. 

I draw in particular on a set of solutions considered by Carnes (2018) in the US context, critically 

examining how these might travel to other jurisdictions and proposing other possible solutions.  

 

5.1 Addressing resource disadvantages 

To address resource disadvantages faced by workers, one avenue to pursue would be large, 

structural change in a country’s political economy to achieve a significant redistribution of 

income and wealth. In the US context, Carnes (2018) identifies the prospects as dim for 

significant redistribution of economic resources, at least anytime soon, given the institutional 

barriers such policies would face, and he dismisses the redistributive approach to increasing 

worker representation as a “long shot.” That may be a plausible assessment, but it is notable that 

aggressive redistributive proposals are rapidly moving into the political mainstream even in the 

United States. The types of wealth taxes recently proposed by Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth 



Warren in the 2020 Democratic primary enjoy overwhelming public support, including 

majorities of Republicans (Casselman & Tankersley, 2019). Similar redistributive proposals also 

enjoy strong support in public polling in other countries including Canada and the United 

Kingdom. Across the developed world, the bounds of economic debate seem to be in substantial 

flux, and the range of politically realistic redistributive policies could change quickly.  

Therefore, as a means of alleviating the resource disadvantages that seem to help keep workers 

out of office, redistribution should not be dismissed. In countries with fewer institutional barriers 

to change than the United States, this might be particularly true. Other broad-based reforms that 

strengthen the economic security of workers might also enhance their ability to bear the costs 

and risks of pursuing public office. These could include changes like higher minimum wages, 

stronger protections from dismissal, shorter working hours and longer holidays, more union 

representation, as well as (particularly in the US context) guaranteed like health care not tied to 

an employer.  

We have already seen that US states with lower levels of inequality tend to have more worker 

representation (Carnes, 2018), and there is some modest but suggestive evidence of a similar 

pattern in other contexts in the PARTIREP and CCS data sets. In terms of increasing worker 

representation, we might expect the efficacy of incremental redistribution and stronger economic 

security to vary comparatively. For example, from a baseline of low inequality and strong 

economic security for workers, further enhancements in these areas may have a weaker effect on 

promoting their representation. Conversely, in country contexts with high inequality and weak 

economic security, enhancements in these areas might be expected to have a stronger effect on 

worker representation by easing what amount to more severe resource disadvantages faced by 

workers aspiring to office.  



But there is also a kind of circularity to this redistributive approach to enhancing worker 

representation. If the descriptive representation of workers matters in large part because of the 

substantive positions they tend to take on redistributive issues (Hemingway, 2020a), then we are 

essentially talking about simultaneously addressing both the descriptive and substantive halves 

of the equation. Indeed, evidence that fewer workers are found in office where inequality is 

higher could be indicative of causation in either or both directions (or, of course, represent a 

spurious correlation). That is, inequality may pose a barrier to working-class representation by 

intensifying workers’ resource disadvantages in seeking office; and/or low working-class 

representation may shape economic policy in a way that ultimately increases inequality. While 

the limited evidence must be interpreted with caution, it is consistent with the possibility that 

incremental advances in redistribution may enhance worker representation, which could in turn 

increase redistribution in a self-reinforcing process.  

Public financing of elections is a more intermediate-level policy approach to address resource 

imbalances and increase worker representation.  If a lack of campaign funds is a barrier to 

working-class candidates, then providing public funds, or indeed regulating and limiting overall 

spending levels, may plausibly help level the playing field. In the US context, though, Carnes 

(2018) shows only a quite small positive relationship between various heterogenous public 

campaign financing schemes at the state level and the rates of worker representation. He argues 

that, while public financing may ease fundraising pressures, it does not ease the personal 

financial costs and risks workers face when they interrupt their jobs to run for office. In other 

words, it does not reduce the overall difficulty of running a campaign that workers report they 

face in surveys of state legislative candidates. Notably, party recruiters also do not report 

recruiting more workers in states with public financing of elections. As Carnes notes, a weakness 



of this approach is that public campaign financing is not targeted specifically at workers, but 

rather it benefits all candidates, though surely the relative benefits are different.  

However, from a comparative view, the US is an extreme case in terms of the cost of running 

elections and the weakness of regulation of campaign spending and donations, which means that 

private money can still swamp all but massive infusions of public financing. Therefore, it may be 

a particularly hard test for the potential of public financing of elections to improve worker 

representation. In jurisdictions where private money plays less of an outsized role, it is possible 

that public financing may have more of a realistic chance to help equalize opportunities for 

perspective working-class candidates.  

In other words, public financing of a given magnitude may have a larger proportional impact 

where elections are cheaper and private political donations are more tightly regulated. Under 

these conditions, public financing could help create a spending floor that helps ensure that 

resource-disadvantaged candidates reach a threshold of viability. We have already seen above 

indications in the CCS data that workers had smaller campaign budgets than their counterparts 

from other occupations, and that successful election winners tended to have larger budgets. If 

public financing helped reduce campaign budget disparities in these lower cost contexts, it is 

plausible that it could help increase working-class representation more substantially than seen in 

the US research. Even in the US, it is possible that more aggressive forms of public financing 

might get traction, and these are possibilities that should be explored in future research 

comparing the effects of public financing across jurisdictions.  

Another approach identified by Carnes (2018) in the US context is the idea of boosting working-

class representation by increasing legislators’ levels of pay. If money is a barrier to workers 



running for office, then it seems reasonable to expect that ensuring the job itself pays a good 

salary might help. However, he finds no such relationship among US states, and indeed some 

indication that working-class representation is lower in states with higher levels of legislator pay. 

This would seem to be because legislator pay does not alleviate the costs and risks of running 

and is only helpful after one succeeds in taking office. Still, it might be the case that some 

minimum level of legislative pay is needed to make running for office viable for workers, but 

that pay is not a binding constraint where other barriers to running for office already abound. 

Indeed, it seems likely that a combination of interventions at different stages of the political 

process may be required to effectively address resource barriers to working-class representation. 

The issue of legislative pay and class representation should be examined further, particularly in a 

comparative context where there is currently little evidence to draw upon. 

A further and complementary approach would be providing workers with targeted campaign seed 

money. Carnes (2018) identifies seed money for working-class candidates as one of the most 

promising interventions in the US context, suggesting efforts of the kind that EMILY’s List 

engages in for women. The logic is straightforward: seed money provides early funding to help 

promising campaigns get off the ground and is meant to help attract additional donors with this 

early show of strength. Seed money can also be attractive to party recruiters concerned with 

candidates’ fundraising abilities. In the same spirit, newer organizations in the US like Justice 

Democrats and Brand New Congress provide funding and volunteer support to the largely 

working-class candidates they endorse.  

The practicality of the seed money approach may vary substantially across context. For example, 

in jurisdictions where only individuals (and not organizations) can donate to political candidates, 

this approach may be more difficult to implement. However, in such cases, organizations could 



serve a similar purpose by using other tactics to draw the attention of individual donors and party 

elites to promising candidates, such as developing a slate of endorsed candidates. The payoff of 

the seed money approach would also depend in part on the resource-intensity of political 

campaigns, including the state of campaign finance regulations, and thus vary across 

jurisdictions. Where campaign costs are high and large amounts of private money are already 

flowing through the political system, seed money targeted at workers may be particularly 

effective by helping to level the playing field. Candidates that align with the interests of well-

heeled donors may already be, in effect, accessing “seed money” from them in these types of 

systems. In contrast, where tighter regulation of private political financing is possible, regulation 

may be a more desirable starting point and seed money for workers a “second-best” option.  

A related approach to addressing the resource disadvantages of prospective working-class 

candidates is “political scholarships” specifically targeted to this group (Carnes, 2018). The key 

distinction here is that scholarships would provide money to ease the personal expenses of 

working-class candidates. This would provide some financial cushion against the lost income 

and economic risk that may be necessary to mount an effective political campaign. A similar idea 

is to grant unemployment insurance benefits for the period of a campaign to those pursuing 

public office, as recently proposed in the Canadian context (Nayler, 2019). In theory, this type of 

reform could be targeted to potential working-class candidates by income-testing it. A 

complementary proposal would be changes to labour laws that require employers to allow 

employees unpaid (or even paid) leave from work to pursue public office, reducing employment 

risk for workers. Again, we would expect the effectiveness of these reforms to vary across 

contexts. For example, where economic security is weak and inequality is high, political 



scholarships might be particularly promising as a way to bolster workers’ effective ability to run 

for office without untenable loss of income or risk of job loss.  

A key advantage of the seed money and political scholarship approaches proposed by Carnes 

(2018) is that they are (or could be) targeted specifically to prospective working-class candidates. 

There are also complementary with other approaches like public financing of elections or 

redistribution more broadly, and a combination of efforts would likely be necessary to address 

resource barriers to working-class representation in legislatures. 

 

5.2 Recruiting workers to candidacy and office 

Recruitment and training programs specifically designed to encourage working-class candidates 

to run for office are an approach to increasing worker representation emphasized by Carnes 

(2018) in the US context. This follows from his conclusion that a key barrier to working-class 

representation is that workers tend not to self-select or get recruited to run for office in the first 

place, even though they seem to perform similarly well in US elections when they are advanced 

as candidates. He adduces some systematic and anecdotal evidence that these types of training 

and recruitment programs are effective, while also arguing that they are relatively easy to set up. 

For example, he finds a statistically significant increase in worker representation in New Jersey 

after the opening of the New Jersey Labor Candidates School in 1997, noting that labour groups 

in other states such as Maine and Nevada also set up programs aimed at emulating the New 

Jersey model.  

The Pipeline program of the Working Families Party is also identified as employing a similar 

candidate recruitment function (Carnes 2018). In the past few years, Justice Democrats and 



Brand New Congress have also emerged as organizations in the US with the aim of electing 

candidates from the “working class” and “regular working people,” according to their websites. 

Justice Democrats famously helped Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez win the Democratic primary and 

House of Representatives seat in New York. Carnes even set up a candidate recruitment and 

training program himself, and he found that its working-class participants went on to run for 

office at the same rate as other participants. The key, from this view, appears to be to get workers 

in the door in the first place. Since the main requirement to set up a successful program is to have 

ongoing contact with working-class people (and some modest financial resources to cover costs), 

organizations like unions are well-positioned to launch these types of programs.  

Broockman (2014) ran an experiment providing evidence that personalized candidate recruitment 

efforts do have an effect in encouraging recipients to run. Using thousands of emails to advocacy 

organization members, he found that receiving a recruitment request personalized to the 

individual significantly increased the interest they expressed in running for office. Broockman’s 

survey of the literature also found that candidates frequently cite recruitment efforts and 

encouragement as among the top reasons that influenced their decision to run for office.  

An area that requires further investigation is how the effectiveness of civil society recruitment 

and training efforts may differ across jurisdictions and contexts. For example, how successful 

might such efforts to encourage workers to run for office be in jurisdictions with selection 

processes that are less open than US primaries? Training programs might have potential in single 

member district systems where local party selection processes are relatively open, even if 

member-based, but less likely to succeed where nominations are more subject to backroom 

negotiations or driven by the central party. They may also be more likely to succeed at the 

municipal level, where political parties play much less of a role in certain jurisdictions like 



Canada. Where party insiders play a large role in determining candidacies such as closed list 

proportional systems, a different approach may be necessary.  

Another consideration is whether parties could be induced to systematize efforts to recruit 

working-class candidates in recruitment and nomination efforts. For example, the New 

Democratic Party in British Columbia has set a type of gender quota in its candidate nomination 

practices when incumbent legislators step aside (Schreck, 2011), and a similar class-based screen 

could be considered. While quotas for the recruitment of working-class candidates may not be a 

realistic goal at a governmental level, it may be within reach as a matter of political party policy. 

Although, if class-based recruitment was made a prominent enough issue to win an explicit 

policy within a party, this might be enough to significantly improve recruitment practices even in 

the absence of a strict quota. This would depend in part on whether party elites are ideologically 

at odds with workers, judge their electoral prospects as poor, or simply fail to recruit them 

because of lack of contact with workers in their personal networks.  

Quotas and other efforts to recruit workers may have different effects across electoral systems, 

such as in closed versus open list proportional representation systems where voters get their say 

more directly. This may in turn depend on whether voters (or party elites) are biased in favour or 

against (or are indifferent to) the class backgrounds of candidates, which remains an open 

question in the literature. The interdependencies and moderating effects relating to these 

solutions are potentially complex. 

Relatedly, Carnes (2018) identifies increasing unionization rates as another “long shot” solution 

to facilitate recruitment and increase worker representation in government. As discussed in 

previous sections, unions may play a role in offsetting the resource disadvantages of workers 



pursuing office by supporting their candidacies, as well as by recruiting and training them to run 

(not to mention also by helping to raise wages and promote redistribution). Like significant 

economic redistribution, revitalizing the labour movement would be difficult and represent a 

substantial level of social reorganization in most societies. Notably, there could another be a self-

reinforcing dynamic at play, wherein if unionization helps facilitate stronger working-class 

representation among legislators, this might then help create a political environment conducive 

to further unionization (see Bartolini, 2000).  

In the US case, Carnes (2018) argues that unionization is too sweeping a goal to focus on 

particularly if the intention is to increase worker representation in the short-term. Yet increasing 

unionization seems no less plausible than broader efforts at redistribution to reduce the resource 

disadvantages of workers. Like the case of redistribution, the potential efficacy of trying to 

increase unionization to enhance worker representation would also depend on current levels of 

union strength in a given country. That is, an increase in unionization of a given magnitude may 

have a larger impact when starting from a lower base than in places where unions already play a 

strong role. The role of unions in effectively bringing workers into candidacy would also likely 

depend on the level of institutional and personal linkages between unions and political parties in 

each jurisdiction, particularly where nomination contests are relatively closed.  

In addition, there are two solutions that Carnes (2018) dismisses nearly without comment in the 

US context: explicit quotas for working-class representatives in legislatures and the idea of 

Athenian-style lotteries to select legislators. Both indeed seem far-fetched and unlikely to be a 

realistic solution in almost any country anytime soon. Having said that, the use of deliberative 

mini-publics employing random recruitment, such as citizens’ assemblies, might be considered 

as more tractable means to encourage a different but substantive form of political participation 



by workers (Goodin & Dryzek, 2006). Citizens’ assemblies have been used to address issues as 

diverse as electoral reform, reproductive rights, and contentious local planning debates. If the 

more regular use of deliberative mini-publics allowed for ongoing, deeper political participation 

by some workers, this could conceivably help recruit more to run for legislative office, as well as 

normalizing worker participation in difficult questions of governance. Of course, since 

participation is voluntary and potentially time-consuming, mini-publics may suffer from their 

own difficulties in recruiting workers, even when the initial invitations are distributed randomly. 

This tendency could be offset with measures like participation stipends or using sortition to 

explicitly ensure proportionate representation by economic class in the assemblies.  

Finally, through not specific to recruitment, one other large, society-level measure to increase 

worker representation in legislatures would be to increase the typically lower voter turnout levels 

of low-income people. We have seen some evidence that low-income voters in particular are 

biased against affluent candidates (Wüest & Pontusson, 2018), so increasing their turnout may be 

a relative advantage to working class candidates. This solution might be most immediately 

relevant in contexts in which workers are running for office but not winning (as appears to be the 

case in Switzerland), but such a change could also encourage more workers to run in the first 

place and increase the likelihood of party elites to recruit and support them. Of course, as with all 

of the potential structural solutions identified in this section, increasing voter turnout among any 

demographic would be no small feat. 

 

6 Conclusion 



From the limited existing evidence, we have attempted to glean some insights and observe 

patterns regarding barriers to working class representation at different stages of selection and 

election. This has also included an exploration of potential interventions to increase the 

representation of workers, as well as how barriers and effective interventions may vary across 

countries. This paper reviewed and analyzed the limited literature to date, while bringing some 

new data to bear in the descriptive statistics presented from the Comparative Candidate Survey 

and PARTIREP. Disadvantages in terms of material resources would appear to be among the key 

factors discouraging them from running for office, though much more evidence is needed 

particularly outside of the US. Another important factor may be a disconnect between workers 

and party elites, who often do not have many workers in their typical recruitment networks and 

appear to view workers as less viable candidates, at least based on evidence in the US context.  

Efforts at redistribution, increased unionization, financial supports for workers, and targeted 

recruitment and training efforts emerge as among the most promising interventions to increase 

worker representation, though this is based on limited evidence. Comparative research on these 

issues remains particularly sparse, but we have reviewed some of the possible ways the factors at 

play may vary across jurisdictions (which is to say, likely with considerable complexity). Levels 

of inequality and the cost of elections, as well as party and electoral institutions, emerge as key 

moderators to explore in future research on barriers to working-class representation.  

Understanding and addressing the barriers to working-class representation could be of real 

consequence. As the emerging literature shows, the class backgrounds of legislators help shape 

their attitudes and behaviour in office regarding economic and redistributive issues. Moreover, 

just as there is a normative imperative to equalize the descriptive representation of gender and 

race, there is arguably such an imperative with respect to the representation of the working class, 



which has long been severely underrepresented in numerical terms in legislatures around the 

world. Matters of class identity and inequality appear to be a significant point of contention the 

volatile contemporary politics of advanced democracies, which should add urgency to pursuing 

this line of inquiry. 
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C: Supporting materials  

Table C.1. T-test of working-class share by elected status (CCS) 
       

 Unelected N Elected N Diff P-value 

Workers .1503759 3724 .1212121 660 .0291638+ .0505179 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.2. T-test of working-class share by elected status (CCS; right parties only) 
       

 Unelected N Elected N Diff P-value 

Workers .147651 1341 .097166 247 .050485* .0355208 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.3. T-test of working-class share by elected status (CCS; left parties only) 
       

 Unelected N Elected N Diff P-value 

Workers .1514382 2364 .1365854 410 .0148529 .4360708 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.4. T-test of working-class share by electoral institution (PARTIREP) 
       

 Closed list N Open List N Diff P-value 

Worker .1112661 35 .100558 32 .0107081 .6763233 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.5. T-test of working-class share by electoral institution (PARTIREP) 
       

 Fusion N Division N Diff P-value 

Worker .1128418 43 .0877769 29 .025065 .3098951 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.6. T-test of working-class share by country polarization level (PARTIREP) 
       

 Low pol. N High pol. N Diff P-value 

Worker .0785628 7 .0750263 8 .0035365 .9095911 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.7. T-test of worker share by selectorate scope (CCS) 
       

 Broad N Narrow N Diff P-value 

Workers .2087912 728 .1597908 1721 .0490004** .0034762 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

  



Table C.8. T-test of party connections (past employment) by class (CCS) 
       

 Non-worker N Worker N Diff P-value 

Party 

connection 

.1770439 3694 .1843854 602 -.0073415 .6624887 

Indicates share that previously worked for party or MP. + p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.9. T-test of level of contestation of nomination by class (CCS) 
       

 Non-worker N Worker N Diff P-value 

Contested 

nomination 

1.581388 3385 1.683656 569 -.1022671** .0057315 

Higher number indicates more contested. + p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.10. T-test of self-assessed chances of winning by class (CCS) 
       

 Non-worker N Worker N Diff P-value 

Chances 1.938637 4563 1.86514 786 .0734969 .1171168 

Higher number indicates greater chance. + p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.11. T-test of working-class share by party type (PARTIREP) 
       

 Other N Left N Diff P-value 

Worker .0642919 1151 .122449 931 -.0581571** 3.98e-06 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.12. T-test of worker share by party type (CCS; elected only) 
       

 Other N Left N Diff P-value 

Workers .097166 247 .1365854 410 -.0394194 .134913 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.13. T-test of worker share by party type (CCS) 
       

 Other N Left N Diff P-value 

Workers .1310924 2380 .1465983 3513 -.0155059+ .0926878 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.14. T-test of working-class share by country union density level (PARTIREP) 
       

 Low union N High union N Diff P-value 

Worker .0515107 8 .1054377 7 -.053927+ .0640628 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.15. T-test of worker share by country union density (CCS) 
       

 Low union N High union N Diff P-value 

Workers .0755953 3 .1862079 4 -.1106126+ .0698026 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

  



Table C.16. T-test of union membership by class (CCS) 
       

 Not worker N Worker N Diff P-value 

Union 

member 

.2944456 4843 .3478774 848 -.0534318** .0017735 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.17. T-test of elected status by union membership (CCS) 
       

 Non-union N Union N Diff P-value 

Elected 

status 

.1421438 3004 .1734694 1176 -.0313256* .0109601 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.18. T-test of elected status by union membership (CCS; workers only) 
       

 Non-union N Union N Diff P-value 

Elected 

status 

.1004785 418 .1808511 188 -.0803726** .0056646 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.19. T-test of elected status by union membership (CCS; non-workers) 
       

 Non-union N Union N Diff P-value 

Elected 

status 

.1488786 2586 .1720648 988 -.0231862+ .0870021 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.20. T-test of campaign starting time by class (CCS) 
       

 Non-worker N Worker N Diff P-value 

Early start 3.549793 3625 3.834131 627 -.2843377** 7.14e-06 

Higher number indicates a later start. + p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.21. T-test of campaign starting time by class (CCS; elected only) 
       

 Non-worker N Worker N Diff P-value 

Early start 3.317204 372 3.928571 56 -.6113671** .0058082 

Higher number indicates a later start. + p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.22. T-test of full-time campaign starting time by class (CCS) 
       

 Non-worker N Worker N Diff P-value 

Early full-

time 

4.28021 3244 4.428826 562 -.148616** .006372 

Higher number indicates a later start. + p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

  



Table C.23. T-test of full-time campaign starting time by class (CCS; elected only) 
       

 Non-worker N Worker N Diff P-value 

Early full-

time 

4.002688 372 4.528302 53 -.5256137** .0098396 

Higher number indicates a later start. + p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.24. T-test of campaign budget by class (CCS) 
       

 Non-worker N Worker N Diff P-value 

Campaign 

budget 

11377.98 2626 7583.094 432 3794.884* .0211132 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.25. T-test of campaign budget by class (CCS; elected only) 
       

 Non-worker N Worker N Diff P-value 

Campaign 

budget 

20793.96 358 14331.91 47 6462.04* .0474333 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

 

  



Table C.26. Regression model relating class to campaign budgets (CCS) 
 (1) 

 Campaign budget 

Business sector --- 

  

  

Technical professionals (incl 

nurses) 

-1801.8 

 (1607.8) 

  

Agriculture and fisheries -4461.5+ 

 (2267.3) 

  

Lower-level professionals -395.5 

 (3095.0) 

  

Politics/military 553.1 

 (2848.3) 

  

Teachers and university 

professors 

-3864.5* 

 (1444.0) 

  

Workers (clerks, 

service/sales, manual 

-4617.6* 

 (1423.7) 

  

No occupation info -4403.9+ 

 (1831.9) 

  

Left party -4583.0* 

 (1353.2) 

  

Not elected -13273.1** 

 (2978.6) 

  

Elected 1341.4 

 (4708.4) 

  

No data on elected status --- 

  

  

Switzerland --- 

  

  

Germany 2350.9** 

 (544.5) 

  

Ireland 13901.0** 

 (3062.8) 

  

Greece -658.2 

 (1567.4) 

  

Portugal -6376.0** 

 (1403.6) 



  

Norway 149593.1** 

 (2841.5) 

  

Italy -2251.6** 

 (413.9) 

  

Constant 23540.3** 

 (3231.4) 

Observations 3970 

Standard errors in parentheses 
+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.27. T-test of campaign staff size by class (CCS) 
       

 Non-worker N Worker N Diff P-value 

Campaign 

staff 

12.95358 1605 8.453125 192 4.500458 .1115317 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.28. T-test of campaign staff size by class (CCS; elected only) 
       

 Non-worker N Worker N Diff P-value 

Campaign 

staff 

32.5272 239 16.16667 24 16.36053 .3336424 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.29. T-test of party-provided campaign staff size by class (CCS) 
       

 Non-worker N Worker N Diff P-value 

Party staff .7710728 522 .3404255 47 .4306473* .0121567 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.30. T-test of party-provided campaign staff size by class (CCS; elected only) 
       

 Non-worker N Worker N Diff P-value 

Party staff 1.225 140 .75 12 .475 .2113504 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.31. T-test of worker share by country campaign expense (CCS) 
       

 Low budget N High budget N Diff P-value 

Workers .1778654 4 .143928 4 .0339374 .6200249 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.32. T-test of working-class share by elected status (PARTIREP) 
       

 National N Subnational N Diff P-value 

Worker .0630342 936 .1121495 1177 -.0491153** .0000901 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

Table C.33. T-test of working-class share by country P90/P10 inequality level (PARTIREP) 
       

 Low ineq. N High ineq. N Diff P-value 

Worker .0924919 8 .0586022 7 .0338897 .2647533 



+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.34. T-test of worker share by country P90/P10 inequality (CCS; elected only) 
       

 Low 

inequality 

N High 

inequality 

N Diff P-value 

Workers .1573541 3 .1248887 4 .0324654 .6506215 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

Table C.35. T-test of worker share by country P90/P10 inequality (CCS) 
       

 Low 

inequality 

N High 

inequality 

N Diff P-value 

Workers .1730066 5 .1341627 5 .0388438 .4655971 

+ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

 


