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Introduction
The last few decades have seen a trend toward enfranchising emigrated citizens in home 
country elections (Bauböck, 2005; Lafleur, 2013; Peltoniemi, 2018), and recent research 
shows that political parties are increasingly interested in connecting with emigrant 
voters (Østergaard-Nielsen & Ciornei, 2019a; Østergaard-Nielsen & Ciornei, 2019b; 
Kernalegenn & van Haute, 2020). The interest political parties take in emigrant voters 
indicates that transnational party ties are becoming increasingly relevant. Still, there is 
little research looking at this relationship from the voters perspective and how party 
preferences may have changed because of migration. The aim of this study is to examine 
how party ties with an ethnic party, measured in terms of individual party preference, is 
affected by migration.

Abstract 

Recent decades have seen a trend toward enfranchising emigrated citizens in home 
country elections. Political parties have also become increasingly interested in con-
necting with emigrant voters. That said, we still know little of what voters think of the 
parties in the home country and how party preferences may change because of migra-
tion. On the one hand, research shows that the experience of migration and the con-
text of the host country have a significant impact on the political behavior of migrants. 
On the other hand, party ties are known to be resistant to change. In this paper, we 
study how what is generally assumed to be the strongest of party ties, namely ties to 
an ethnic party, is affected by migration. Utilizing two highly comparable surveys of 
resident and non-resident citizens, we study how identifying with an ethnic minority 
party among Finland-Swedes in Finland, where they constitute a linguistic minority, 
compares with emigrated Finland-Swedes in Sweden, where they speak the major-
ity language. We find that party ties, even with an ethnic party, tend to be weaker for 
emigrated citizens. However, the difference is relatively small and only materializes after 
an extended stay abroad.

Keywords:  Party identification, Ethnic party, Migration, Minority, Political behavior, 
Ethnicity

Open Access

© The Author(s) 2022. Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits 
use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original 
author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third 
party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the mate-
rial. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or 
exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://​
creat​iveco​mmons.​org/​licen​ses/​by/4.​0/.

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Himmelroos and Vento ﻿
Comparative Migration Studies           (2022) 10:19  
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40878-022-00291-3

*Correspondence:   
staffan.himmelroos@helsinki.fi 
University of Helsinki, Helsinki, 
Finland

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9527-3137
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s40878-022-00291-3&domain=pdf


Page 2 of 20Himmelroos and Vento ﻿Comparative Migration Studies           (2022) 10:19 

Emigrated citizens diverge as voters from citizens living in their home country in two 
important ways. First, they are residing within a new social and political reality, and a 
growing body of research on migrants shows that the experience of migration and the 
context of the host country has a significant impact on the political behavior of migrants 
(Lafleur & Sanchez-Dominguez, 2015; Ghergina, 2016; Ciornei & Østergaard, 2020; 
Dahlberg & Linde, 2018; Escobar et al., 2015). Second, non-resident citizens receive dis-
tinctive and more limited information about the political situation in the home coun-
try, compared to those residing there (Turcu & Urbatsch, 2019). This affects the ability 
of emigrated citizens to understand the latest developments in home country politics 
and may result in a different perspective on home country politics compared to resident 
citizens.

Research on party ties has, nevertheless, established that party ties are resistant to 
change. Partisans tend to stand by their preferred party, even when the candidates and 
the issues change (e.g., Dalton, 2016; Dassonnville & Hooghe, 2017). We also know that 
some party ties are more durable than others. Ethnicity-based party ties are generally 
assumed to trump ties based on other political preferences (Chandra, 2011). This also 
raises the question concerning how party ties are affected by emigration, meaning which 
factors remain influential for party ties after migration. Hence, the aim of the study is 
not only to examine whether party ties change because of migration but also how they 
change.

To provide answers to these questions, we examine the party ties of a linguistic-ethnic 
minority, the Swedish-speaking Finns, also known as Finland-Swedes, a linguistic minor-
ity in Finland. More specifically, we look at Finland-Swedes who have migrated to Swe-
den, the most common destination for emigrating Finland-Swedes, and compare them 
to Finland-Swedes in Finland. There are two main reasons why Finland-Swedes emigrat-
ing to Sweden offer an interesting case for studying ethnicity-based party ties among 
emigrated citizens. First, two-thirds of the Swedish-speaking population in Finland vote 
for an ethnic minority party mainly based around Swedish language rights and language 
policy, the Swedish People’s Party of Finland (Bengtsson & Grönlund, 2005; Bengtsson 
et al., 2007). In other words, ethnicity plays a significant role for the party preferences 
of Finland-Swedes in Finland. Second, what makes the migration of Finland-Swedes to 
Sweden particularly interesting is that migrating from bilingual Finland (where Swedish 
is the second official national language) to monolingual Sweden elevates their mother 
tongue from a minority to a majority position. As Hedberg and Kepsu (2008) have 
pointed out, the hierarchy of identities changes as Finland-Swedes migrate to Sweden.

Hence, we seek to examine the persistence of party identification based on ethnic 
identity by studying the party ties of emigrated minority group citizens in a context that, 
in principle, removes the rational choice based on language for identifying with an eth-
nic minority party. We make use of two recent and highly comparable surveys, one con-
ducted among a random sample of Finland-Swedes in Finland (in winter 2019), the other 
among a random sample of Finland-Swedes living in Sweden (in summer 2019). The 
two surveys present us with data that provide a rare perspective of party identification 
among non-resident citizens. Not least because representative survey data on migrated 
populations is scarce, and most studies of non-resident citizens rely on convenience 
samples (Ahmadov & Sasse, 2016).
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Party identification and ethnic parties

We approach the theoretical underpinnings of our study in two steps. First, we briefly 
discuss the nature of partisan ties and why ethnicity-based party ties are considered 
particularly unlikely to change. Second, in the next section, we discuss how migration 
and the context of the host country tend to affect political behavior. Together they pre-
sent us with an interesting interaction between a kind of political behavior that is fairly 
stable (party preference) and a circumstance where political behavior often changes 
(migration).

In general, a party tie is considered to be a long-term, affective attachment based on 
one’s social identity (see, e.g., Dalton, 2016). Partisan ties are known to develop at an 
early stage in life. Initial party ties, generally transmitted by the parents, are further 
reinforced by others from one’s social class, ethnicity, or region. Hence, party identity 
becomes enmeshed in a web of social identities that tend to persist through life (Dal-
ton, 2016). Nevertheless, research on partisanship based on long-term election studies 
in western democracies indicates that there has been a weakening of party identities 
taking place over the last few decades (Dalton & Wattenberg, 2000; Fiorina, 2002). Dal-
ton (2012) argues that the patterns of weakened partisan ties can be described as parti-
san dealignment, i.e., a persistent decline in partisanship among citizens. Others (e.g., 
Thomassen, 2005) have argued that it is more a question of realignment and that par-
tisanship is organized more along another dimension (the socio-cultural divide) than it 
used to be.

The increasing erosion in the linkages between voters and parties has also been seen 
as an indication that longer-term structural forces, i.e., social background and political 
values shaping partisanship and voting behavior, are giving way to shorter-term deter-
minants, e.g., evaluations of government performance and the image of party leaders 
(Dalton, 2012; Dassonnville, 2016). While the evidence supporting the latter part of the 
argument is mixed (Dassonnville, 2016; Söderlund, 2015), it seems as though longer-
term structural forces have become less important and that party ties have become more 
flexible over time. However, it is worth noting that they still are much more stable than 
political attitudes, which are notoriously unstable for large portions of the electorate 
(Converse, 1964/2006).

Despite a development toward more flexible party ties among voters in general, cer-
tain party ties are considered particularly durable. According to Chandra (2011, p. 153), 
it is widely assumed that ethnicity exerts an irresistible pull, i.e., ethnicity exerts a pull 
that is deeper than economic or other social preferences. Existing literature also sug-
gests that ethnic parties can boost political participation of the ethnic group they rep-
resent domestically (Jiglau & Ghergina, 2011; Ishiyama, 2009). In addition, ethnicity is 
often backed by societal institutions or even legal status, making it more well-grounded 
than identities based only on interests or values. Hence, party ties based on ethnicity are 
expected to be stronger and more durable than other social identities.

At the most basic level, two broad models of ethnicity-based party ties can be distin-
guished. The first model involves ethnic participation almost exclusively within the most 
popular existing center-left or liberal party of the state, while the second model involves 
ethnic groups forming political parties, i.e., ethnic parties that exclusively represent their 
interests (Koev, 2019). In this study we will focus mainly on the latter, as the data we rely 
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on concerns party ties with an ethnic minority party. An ethnic party derives its support 
overwhelmingly from an identifiable ethnic group and serves the interest of that group. 
However, an ethnic party does not have to be the exclusive party of that group, as the 
group might split its support among several parties (Ishiyama & Breuning, 2011). It is 
worth noting that the definition above is based on who supports the ethnic party. Ethnic 
parties can also be defined in terms of who they claim to represent. In this case, a party 
represents itself to voters as a champion of the interests of an ethnic group and makes 
such a representation central to its mobilizing strategies (Chandra, 2004).

Early literature on ethnic politics often assumed that ethnic identity was hardwired 
and its salience intrinsic (Rabushka & Shepsle, 1972), but more recent scholarship sug-
gests that political and socio-economic factors influence the salience of ethnic identities 
(e.g., Laitin, 1998). Being a nominal member of an ethnic group does not always lead 
someone to have a strong attachment to ethnicity. Nominal ethnic categories are a nec-
essary but insufficient condition for a strong ethnic identity (Chandra, 2012; Higashijima 
& Nakai, 2016). This suggests that Fiorina’s (1981, 2002) rational choice approach to par-
tisanship, where attachment to a party is treated as a running tally of accumulated parti-
san experiences, can also be applied to ethnicity-based party ties.

According to Fiorina (2002), partisanship is strongly shaped by early life socialization, 
but it is continuously updated by successive experiences. This represents a dynamic view 
of partisanship, where the connection with a particular party is likely to be strength-
ened over time as an individual supporting a party is further socialized into a partisan 
voter. However, it also allows party ties to change if this socialization pattern is broken 
for some reason. This could be the result of losing trust in the party one feels closest to, 
for whatever reason, or because their life has changed to the degree that their priori-
ties are substantially different from what they were, e.g., because of migration to another 
country and a new cultural context.

The impact of migration on political behavior

Research on homeland politics, i.e., the political activities of migrants or refugees per-
taining to political decision-making in one’s country of origin (Østergaard-Nielsen, 
2003), is a relatively recent phenomenon. However, there is growing interest in this field 
for several reasons. First, transnational mobility has increased in recent decades, and 
new communication technologies allow those who have emigrated to easily stay in touch 
with their kin and homeland. Second, emigrating citizens are increasingly likely to have 
extensive political rights in their homeland, e.g., the right to vote in homeland elections 
(Bauböck, 2005, 2015; Lafleur, 2013).

While research on the voting behavior of non-resident citizens in home country 
elections (e.g., Lafleur & Sanchez-Domínguez, 2015; Ghergina & Tseng, 2016, Cior-
nei & Østergaard, 2020) has become more commonplace, there are still significant 
gaps in the research regarding political behavior among non-resident citizens. The 
way identification with home country parties changes as a result of migration repre-
sents such a gap. The formation and adaption of social identities are crucial for under-
standing homeland politics among migrants. As the migrant moves away from one 
‘home’ of identity to a different socio-cultural context, their identity is realigned both 
in relation to the country of residence and their home country (Hedberg & Kepsu, 
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2008). Political socialization theory also presents us with different expectations for 
how migrants adapt to a new political setting. According to White et al. (2008), some 
aspects of political life are more transferable than others. Political interest is highly 
transferable, while the transfer of partisanship is a more complicated affair.

To gain a better idea of how political attitudes and behavior change because of 
migration, several studies have relied on comparisons of migrants and non-migrants 
from the same home country population. Careja and Emmenegger (2012) use a large 
survey data set of Central and Eastern European respondents to compare political 
attitudes among return migrants and non-migrants. They find that while these groups 
have the same attitudes toward domestic politics, the return migrants are more likely 
to value democracy, participate in politics, and have a greater interest in EU and 
foreign politics. A study by Chauvet, Gubert, and Mesplé-Somps (2016) show that 
Malian migrants have different perceptions and political behavior than their non-
migrant counterparts. They also find that the host country’s institutional context mat-
ters for the adoption of political norms among migrated Malian citizens.

The latter finding is supported by research on a very different group of migrants, 
Swedes. Using a unique representative survey of emigrated Swedes, together with 
two cross-country surveys, Dahlberg and Linde (2018) investigate how a move from 
a context of high institutional quality to countries characterized by low institutional 
quality affects institutional trust and satisfaction with democracy. They find that 
Swedes living in countries with low levels of institutional quality display significantly 
lower levels of trust and support for democracy. Another study with similar find-
ings regarding the political behavior of migrants by Escobar et al. (2015) shows that 
Colombian expatriates’ electoral participation is greatly influenced by the variation of 
the local context in which the voters are embedded. This finding regarding variation 
in electoral participation based on place of residence is also supported by evidence 
from Peltoniemi’s (2016) study of Finnish non-residents in 6 different countries and 
by Ahmadov and Sasse’s (2016) research on electoral engagement among emigrated 
Ukrainians.

Together, these studies show that the host country context plays an important role 
in emigrated citizens’ political behavior. The results also imply that political behavior 
tends to change as people migrate from one country to another. However, none of the 
studies above examine home country party ties of migrated external voters. In a rare 
study of home country party ties among non-resident citizens, Turcu and Rubatsch 
(2019) examine whether Turkish migrants across 23 European countries show loy-
alty to the political parties that granted them enfranchisement. Their findings suggest 
that emigrant-enfranchising parties tend to garner lasting support among non-resi-
dent voters. While research on such diaspora policies gives us some idea of what the 
party ties of non-resident citizens may look like, it does not tell us very much about 
how established party ties are affected by migration. What we do know is that the tie 
to home country politics tends to weaken after migration. Not only is turnout much 
lower among external citizens (e.g., Ciornei & Østergaard, 2020), which partly can be 
explained by practical challenges related to external voting, but research also suggests 
that migrants tend to become less likely to vote in home country elections over time 
(Ahmadov & Sasse, 2016; Peltoniemi, 2016). While participation in elections cannot 
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be compared directly to transnational party identification, it suggests that engage-
ment in home country politics becomes weaker over time. In the next section, we 
take a closer look at a linguistic ethnic group and discuss the potential implications of 
migration on their party identity.

Party identification and migration among Finland‑Swedes

This study focuses on Finland-Swedes, Finland-Swedes that have emigrated to Swe-
den in particular. Due to the crucial role the case at hand has for our research design, 
it is paramount to have an understanding of the Swedish-speaking minority in Finland 
and what migration to Sweden implies for this ethnic minority group. Finland has two 
national languages, Finnish and Swedish. The majority of the population speaks Finnish 
as their native tongue, but around five percent of the Finnish population (approximately 
290 000) speaks Swedish as their first language (Statistics Finland, 2019). The relatively 
prominent role of the Swedish language in Finland today is explained by the fact that 
Finland constituted the eastern half of the Kingdom of Sweden for a period of six hun-
dred years, between the 13th and the beginning of the nineteenth century, and Swedish 
being the administrative language in Finland until the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury (Tandefelt & Finnäs, 2007). With Finland’s transition to universal suffrage in 1906, 
the Swedish-speaking population in Finland coalesced around the Swedish People’s 
Party in Finland (SFP1). The party was a result of the Swedish-speaking elite reaching out 
to the Swedish-speaking common people to mobilize in defense of the Swedish language 
in Finland. Apart from a few minor disputes between the language groups during the 
first decades of the twentieth century when the Finnish language was growing into its 
current role as the dominant language, the linguistic cleavage in Finland has remained 
comparatively uneventful (Karvonen, 2014).

The SFP can be described as a moderate protectionist ethnic party (de Winter 1998, 
Ishiyama & Breuning, 2011). Like most ethnic parties, it attempts to appeal to all, or at 
least most co-ethnic voters, and the party receives around 70 percent of the Finland-
Swedish vote in each election (Grönlund, 2011; Sundberg et al., 2005). While the party 
has an ideological outlook (liberal on social issues and leaning to the right on economic 
issues), the common denominator for SFP voters is the Swedish language (Djupsund & 
Carlsson, 2005; Sundberg et al., 2005).

The principal role of linguistic identity might sound self-evident. Still, one needs to 
keep in mind that the Finland-Swedes are quite a heterogeneous group. Despite being 
few in number, the Finland-Swedes are geographically fairly spread out along Finland’s 
coastal regions to the west and south (Hedberg & Kepsu, 2008, p. 97). As a group, Fin-
land-Swedes are both very urban, over-represented in the central parts of the capital 
city Helsinki, and very rural, residing in small municipalities along the coast of Finland 
(Finnäs, 2015; McRae, 1999). The presence of the Swedish language in Finland-Swedes’ 
daily lives is also very different, depending on where they happen to live in Finland. In 
multiple small towns in the countryside, Swedish is the majority language. In large bi-
lingual municipalities, like Helsinki and Turku, Swedish is the second official language, 

1  The Swedish-language abbreviation of the party, Svenska folkpartiet i Finland.
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but Swedish speakers make up only a small proportion of the inhabitants (Statistics Fin-
land, 2019). Despite these differences, support for the SFP among Swedish-speakers is 
relatively similar in all the bilingual areas in Finland (Bengtsson et al., 2007).

The factors mentioned above are essential to our understanding of Finland-Swedes 
and their relationship with SFP as an ethnic party. However, the emigration of Finland-
Swedes is interesting in and of itself. Finland-Swedes are a very mobile group of citi-
zens. According to Statistics Finland (2019), on average, 1500 Finland-Swedes emigrated 
from Finland every year during the last decade. This number may seem rather trivial in 
an international context, but it is the equivalent of 0.5 percent of the Swedish-speaking 
population in Finland emigrating every year. In fact, approximately 13 percent of all Fin-
land-Swedish voters live abroad (Harjula and Himmelroos (2020). Second, a large part 
of the Finland-Swedish migration goes in the direction of Sweden. As a result, 75 per-
cent of the non-resident Swedish-speaking Finnish citizens are living in Sweden. This 
migration pattern is largely explained by the fact that Sweden lies geographically close to 
Finland and that it is both linguistically and culturally close to the Finland-Swedes (Hed-
berg & Kepsu, 2008; Höckerstedt, 2000). Global migration patterns suggest that people 
prefer to move and settle down in a country that is close to the country of origin or has 
a significant population of the same ethnic group (Pedersen et al., 2008). Moreover, Fin-
land-Swedes emigrating to Sweden is also representative of a general global migration 
pattern, where the flows tend to follow a ‘network effect’ of people preferring to move 
to societies with an entrenched language and cultural population (Ivlevs, 2013; Pedersen 
et al., 2008).

Hypothesis

From the perspective of partisanship and party identification, migration presents the 
voter with a situation where long-term structures affecting party choice become more 
distant and potentially gain a different meaning. Considering this idea of identity ref-
ormation and drawing on the research on party identity and the effects of migration on 
political behavior discussed above, we formulate three main hypotheses. First, we expect 
that emigration and the change of linguistic context will result in a weaker party tie with 
the ethnic minority party since research on emigrated citizens repeatedly show that they 
differ substantially from resident citizens in their political behavior (Chauvet et al., 2016; 
Dahlberg & Linde, 2018) and the migration to Sweden represents a change in the hierar-
chy of identities for Swedish-speaking Finns (Hedberg & Kepsu, 2008).

H1  Identification with an ethnic (minority) party is lower for migrated citizens than 
for resident citizens.

Changes to party identification after migration are, nevertheless, unlikely to happen 
overnight. Especially considering that ethnic party ties generally are quite strong. How-
ever, research on resocialization (White et  al., 2008) and turnout levels among exter-
nal citizens (Ahmadov & Sasse, 2016; Peltoniemi, 2016) show that the relationship with 
political entities changes over time. There will likely be a hysteresis effect, i.e., a slowed 
adaption to a new system or context due to psychological factors and processes of des-
ocialization from the home country context and socialization into the host country 
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context. We expect party ties based on ethnic identity may start to diminish over time 
when one has lived in the host country for a longer period and become more integrated 
into the new context. Hence, creating a reaction with lag instead of a sharp disruptive 
effect.

H2  Identification with an ethnic (minority) party weakens over time for emigrated 
voters.

However, emigration also presents a situation where voters may experience a realign-
ment in accordance with new or previously suppressed preferences. Supporting a party 
based on ethnicity could mean having to set aside ideological preferences that would 
otherwise be pertinent to your vote choice. Hence, moving from a context where the 
ethnic identity is taken for granted to a context alien to that identity can potentially 
activate or amplify ideological preferences previously suppressed in an ethnic minority 
context. Following this logic, we expect that voters who have political preferences (e.g., 
on economic or social issues) which are less closely aligned with the political outlook 
of the ethnic party are more likely to experience dealignment. In our case, this would 
mean that more left-leaning or socially conservative voters who identify with SFP mainly 
because of the language issue would experience dealignment after migration. According 
to this assumption, the ideological outlook of the SFP, self-placement to the right, and 
being socially progressive should be more emphasized among migrated SFP voters.

Despite the highly cohesive political behavior of Finland-Swedes in the home country, 
we also expect that non-resident citizens originating from (smaller) municipalities with a 
Swedish-speaking majority are more likely to identify with SFP after migration. Migrants 
coming from smaller Swedish-speaking communities where SFP is the dominating party 
are less likely to have come in close contact with the politics and party organizations of 
other parties. Thus, they may simply have a less clear picture of the available options if 
the ethnic party starts to feel less relevant after migration. Based on these assumptions, 
we formulate three sub-hypotheses relating to central factors predicting support for the 
SFP.

H3a  Ideological self-placement to the right predicts identification with the SFP better 
among emigrated Finland-Swedes than among resident Finland-Swedes.

H3b  Socially progressive values predict identification with the SFP better among emi-
grated Finland-Swedes than among resident Finland-Swedes.

H3c  Emigration from a municipality where Swedish is the majority language predicts 
identification with the SFP better among emigrated Finland-Swedes than among resi-
dent Finland-Swedes.

Materials and methods
Survey data

The study relies on two highly comparable surveys carried out among two populations, 
the Finland-Swedes living in Finland and the emigrated Finland-Swedes, with random 
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samples of the populations. The survey among Finland-Swedes living in Finland was 
part of the 5th wave of the European Values Study (EVS). It included the full EVS ques-
tionnaire with a few additional questions relating specifically to the Swedish-speaking 
minority in Finland. The invitation to take part in the survey among the Swedish-speak-
ing Finns in Finland was distributed by mail to a random sample of 3,600 Finland-
Swedes together with a paper copy of the survey. There were, altogether, 1341 completed 
responses, resulting in a response rate of 37 percent.2

The survey among non-resident Finland-Swedes was also based on the EVS question-
naire, complemented with additional questions relating specifically to living abroad as a 
foreign citizen and a few related to the Swedish-speaking minority in Finland. The invi-
tation to participate in an online survey was distributed by mail to a stratified random 
sample of 4800 Finland-Swedes in 15 countries, drawn from the Digital and Population 
Data Services Agency registry on Finnish citizens living abroad. A reminder was sent to 
respondents who had not answered the survey within one month. There were 1971 com-
pleted responses or a response rate of 41 percent. However, for this study, we are only 
interested in non-resident Swedish-speaking Finnish citizens living in Sweden. More-
over, we only include Finnish citizens who have lived in Finland at some point during 
their lives (emigrants). We do not include citizens who have emigrated from the Åland 
Islands, as the party system in this autonomous region is different from the one in main-
land Finland. This leaves us with 708 emigrant respondents.

The mechanism of a language context mitigating the language minority group’s party 
identification is analyzed with logistic regression analysis. By combining the two data 
sets and treating Finland-Swedes in Finland as a control group, we can estimate the effect 
of emigration on party identification among the language minority group of Finland-
Swedes. We also conduct several post-estimates to test the robustness of the results.

The dependent variable

Our dependent variable measures identification with the Swedish People’s Party of Fin-
land. The variable is derived from the European Values Study survey question: “Which 
Finnish political party appeals to you most?”.3 The answer was given by choosing from 
a list of the parties represented in the Finnish parliament with the additional options 
“Other party” and “Don’t know.”

The dependent variable consists of a dummy capturing identification with the Swedish 
People’s Party of Finland. The “Don’t know” answer is included in the baseline category 
of identification with other parties so that we get a dichotomous variable on whether 
one identifies with the SFP or not. The “Don’t know” answer is included in the dummy’s 
baseline category because of the high share of responses on “Don’t know,” which means 
its exclusion would make the statistical models susceptible to the spurious effect.

Independent variables and covariates

Independent variables are factors that we, based on the theoretical framework, sug-
gest will explain the emigrated Finland-Swedes propensity to back the SFP compared to 

2  See Declarations for data statement and availability.
3  Translated from the Swedish original: Vilket politiskt parti sympatiserar du mest med?
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Finland-Swedes residents in Finland. On the other hand, covariates or control variables 
are known to have the potential to explain identification with a political party but are not 
theoretically of interest in the study. By controlling for these covariates in the analysis 
and comparing their effect to the independent variables, we can determine the relative 
effect size of independent variables and exclude alternative explanations to the observed 
phenomenon.

We measure Finland-Swedish identity with the question: “People have different views 
about themselves and how they relate to the world. How close do you feel to … [Swedish 
part of Finland]?” using a 4-graded item, where 1 equals very close and 4 not close at all. 
The operationalization meets the idea of social identity as in-group self-identification.

The rational choice explanation for Finland-Swedes’ identification with the Swedish 
People’s Party is securing welfare service in one’s native language. Skill in the majority 
language, Finnish, is an indicator for dependency on service in Swedish. Finnish lan-
guage skills are measured with the question “How good is your command of the Finn-
ish language?” on a scale of 1 to10, where 1 equals a complete lack of Finnish language 
skills and 10 excellent language skills. The variable has been inverted to allow for a more 
straightforward interpretation since we expect lower Finnish language skills to increase 
the likelihood of identifying with the SFP. The variable has also been normalized to vary 
from 0 to 1.

We also measure political orientation on a left–right scale to control for political ideol-
ogy as an alternative explanation for backing the Swedish People’s Party, which has tra-
ditionally been on the right of center in the political landscape. The measure is based on 
the question: “In political matters, people talk of ‘the left’ and ‘the right’. How would you 
place your views on this scale, generally speaking?” The political orientation was meas-
ured on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 equals ‘left’ and 10 ‘right’. In addition, the SFP stands 
for socially progressive values on questions of same-sex marriage or welcoming refu-
gees. As these immaterial values are not captured by the traditional left–right ideologi-
cal orientation, we measure the degree of conservative or liberal stance on social values 
with the question “Do you agree or disagree with the following statement? Homosexual 
couples are as good parents as other couples.” The respondents were asked to answer 
whether they agree strongly, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, or disagree 
strongly. The answers were coded as 1–5 and inverted so that 1 reflects the most con-
servative stance and 5 the most liberal stance of the respondents.

To analyze whether migration matters for party identification, we measure migration 
with a dummy variable of 0 for living in Finland and 1 for living in Sweden. Further, to 
explore if time spent in the new context affects party backing, we measure time lived 
abroad from the official register data of the respondent’s emigration date. The variable is 
coded with Finnish-based respondents as 0, 0–10 years lived abroad as 1, and 11 years or 
more as 2.

Interest in politics is also treated as a covariate to control how general interest in poli-
tics affects identifying with the Swedish People’s Party or other parties regardless of the 
ideology or cause. It is measured with the question “How interested would you say you 
are in politics?” on a 4-graded item. These covariates have also been normalized to vary 
from 0 to 1.
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Further, we control for party membership since it is connected to the strength of the 
party tie. Party membership is measured with the statement: “Please look carefully at the 
following list of voluntary organizations and say which, if any, you belong to… [Political 
parties or groups].” We also include interest in following Finnish politics on social media, 
measured with the question: “How often do you follow Finnish politics… […on social 
media (for example, Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, Instagram, etc.)]?” Following politics 
on social media indicates an awareness of the political, social, and economic reality in 
the home country (Grad et al., 2020), and these information channels are accessible to 
migrated and resident citizens alike.

Socioeconomic status, which is known as a powerful explanation of party identifica-
tion (Kroh & Selb, 2009), is controlled for by including dummy variables on education 
(higher education or not), employment (full-time employed or not), and household 
income (high earner or not) as covariates. Demographics are controlled for with age and 
sex from register data. The degree of urbanization is controlled for with a dummy vari-
able on municipality size according to population size on the scale 0–10 000, 10 001–30 
000, 30 001–100 000, 100 001–500 000, and 500 000+. The degree of urbanization is 
used to control the varying presence of the Swedish language in different geographic 
locations, i.e., a majority language in some smaller towns but a minority language in 
other larger bilingual cities. Language environment is furthermore controlled for on the 
macro-level with variables on official municipal language status; monolingual Finnish-
speaking, bilingual with a Finnish-speaking majority, or bilingual with a Swedish-speak-
ing majority (see the description of the geographical concentration of Finland-Swedes 
and legal framework for official language status in the section Party identification and 
migration among Finland-Swedes). Descriptive statistics for all variables can be found in 
the “Appendix”.
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Fig. 1  Share (%) of Finland-Swedes in Finland and in Sweden identifying with different parties in Finland
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Results
We begin the analysis with a more descriptive look at the party ties of emigrated Finland-
Swedes before moving on to the more in-depth explanatory analysis. In our descriptive 
analysis (Fig. 1), we compare the party preferences of Finland-Swedes in Sweden to the 
party preferences of Finland-Swedes living in Finland. The results suggest that the two 
groups are highly similar when it comes to which parties they identify with. The Swedish 
People’s Party is the dominant party in both groups, albeit slightly less so among those 
having emigrated to Sweden. There are generally very small differences between the two 
groups. The most noteworthy difference is that a larger share of respondents among the 
emigrated Finland-Swedes answer ‘don’t know’ when asked about their party prefer-
ence. Other minor differences include a slightly smaller percentage identifying with the 
Social Democratic Party and a somewhat larger group identifying with the Green league 
among Finland-Swedes residing in Sweden.

In our next comparison (Fig. 2) of party ties, we look at emigrated Finland-Swedes liv-
ing in Sweden and the extent to which their party identification differs based on their 
length of stay abroad. In this comparison, the difference in identification with the Swed-
ish People’s Party, between resident and non-resident citizens, is slightly larger than for 
the comparison between those residing in Finland and Sweden in general. The most 
notable difference in this comparison is related to the ‘don’t know’ answers to the ques-
tion used to measure party ties. The respondents who had lived abroad for more than 
10 years were twice as likely to not know which Finnish party they identify with. Identifi-
cation with the Green league is also markedly higher among the more recent emigrants.

In the second part of the analysis, we employ several logistic regression models to test 
our hypotheses further. The two data sets, with Finland-Swedes living in Finland and 
in Sweden, have been pooled for these analyses. In the first model (col 1), we examine 
the difference in identification with the SFP between Finland-Swede emigrants and resi-
dents of Finland while controlling for the influence of the other variables. The expatriate 
dummy is statistically significant and shows expatriated Finland-Swedes to be only 66 
percent as likely to identify with the SFP as Finland-based Finland-Swedes. This is in line 
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Fig. 2  Share (%) of short-term and long-term emigrants in Sweden identifying with different parties in 
Finland



Page 13 of 20Himmelroos and Vento ﻿Comparative Migration Studies           (2022) 10:19 	

with our first hypothesis (H1), suggesting that emigrated Finland-Swedes are less likely 
to identify with the Swedish People’s Party than those residing in Finland. Since the find-
ing contradicts our previous finding in the descriptive part of the analysis, it underlines 
the importance of considering the differences between the populations we examine. 
We also see that ethnic identity measured as a sense of belonging with Swedish Finland 
increases the likelihood of identifying with the SFP by 19 times. Similarly, right-leaning 
political orientation on the traditional left–right axis greatly increases the odds of iden-
tifying with the SFP, as do liberal views in social questions. These findings are all in line 
with existing knowledge about SFP voters.

The second model (col. 2) shows the same relation when also controlling for the dura-
tion of living abroad. Here we see that a shorter stay of up to 10 years is not changing the 
odds ratio for how likely one is to identify with the SFP. However, a more extended stay 
of over 10 years means the Finland-Swede is only half as likely to identify with the SFP. 
Thus, in line with our second hypothesis it seems that identification, even with an ethnic 
party, fades over time. The largely similar effect sizes of the other independent variables 
compared to Model 1 indicate the results without considering time spent abroad were 
quite robust (Table 1).

The third to fifth models (col. 3–5) test whether political orientation, social values, or 
majority language in the municipality of residence in Finland explain identification with 
the SFP when moderated by living abroad or in Finland. However, we find no evidence 
supporting our sub-hypotheses (H3a-c) regarding a realignment of party preferences 
after migration.

Among control variables, political party membership, education, and age are corre-
lated with identification with SFP, but the effects are smaller than those of the independ-
ent variables. The geographical controls ‘municipality size’ and ‘official language’ have a 
somewhat larger effect size. Respondents living in or originating from the larger cities 
are less likely to identify with the SFP than their small-town peers, and Finland-Swedes 
from bilingual Finnish majority municipalities are more likely to identify with the SFP.

Since regression analysis is often insufficient for ruling out endogeneity even when 
controlling for alternative factors, the analysis is complemented with additional robust-
ness tests (Additional file 1). Treatment effect analysis relying on entropy balancing and 
Mahalanobis distance matching together with regression analysis using the weighed 
covariates, provided very similar results to logistic regression model 1. These findings 
lend further support to the analysis made based on the initial model.

Conclusions
This study set out to shed more light on how emigration affects the party identity of 
ethnic minorities. Focusing on the Swedish-speaking linguistic minority in Finland, we 
examined how party identification with ethnic-minority is affected by migration to Swe-
den. We expected that identification with the ethnic minority party, the Swedish People’s 
Party in Finland (SFP), would be lower among emigrants since the minority identity is 
less relevant in the Swedish context (H1). We also expected that this would be a lagged 
effect, i.e., that identification with the ethnic party would wane over time (H2). Our third 
and final hypothesis (H3a-c) was that the composition of the voters identifying with an 
ethnic party would be different among emigrants than among resident Finland-Swedes.
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Table 1  Logistic regression of language-ethnic identity’s effect on party tie between emigrant and 
non-emigrant Finnish-Swedes

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Variables Pooled data Over time Interaction I Interaction II Interaction III

Independent variables

Emigration 0.662* 1.184 0.956 1.060

(0.113) (0.866) (0.343) (0.427)

Years abroad 0–10 1.008

(0.244)

Years abroad 11 +  0.516***
(0.0995)

Municipality language: bilingual, Finnish 
majority

3.392** 3.220** 4.293** 3.415** 3.417**

(1.283) (1.238) (1.973) (1.298) (1.293)
Municipality language: bilingual, Swedish 
majority

2.188 2.168* 2.545 2.188 2.196

(0.890) (0.887) (1.223) (0.893) (0.894)

Political orientation (left–right) 11.07*** 12.55*** 11.095*** 16.07*** 11.13***
(3.414) (3.939) (3.430) (7.203) (3.435)

Social conservatism-liberalism 4.263*** 4.860*** 4.261*** 4.389*** 5.491***
(1.183) (1.379) (1.182) (1.226) (1.874)

Interaction terms

1.emigr#Municipality language: bilingual, 
Finnish majority

0.514

(0.383)

1.emigr#Municipality language: bilingual, 
Swedish majority

0.610

(0.462)

1.emigr#c.Political orientation (left–right) 0.513

(0.295)

1.emigr#c.Social conservatism-liberalism 0.539

Controls (0.259)

Belonging with Swedish Finland 19.47*** 18.38*** 19.719*** 19.53*** 19.52***
(6.073) (5.815) (6.181) (6.102) (6.088)

Finnish language skills (inverted) 1.273 1.472 1.273 1.248 1.276

(0.339) (0.403) (0.339) (0.332) (0.340)

Interest in politics 0.625 0.656 0.627 0.646 0.617

(0.178) (0.188) (0.179) (0.185) (0.176)

Political party membership 1.642 1.564* 1.665* 1.625 1.648*
(0.416) (0.406) (0.424) (0.412) (0.418)

Finnish politics on social media 1.019 0.995 1.023 1.007 1.036

(0.152) (0.151) (0.153) (0.151) (0.155)

High education dummy 1.653** 1.610** 1.636** 1.638** 1.675**
(0.252) (0.249) (0.251) (0.251) (0.257)

Employment dummy 1.069 1.132 1.074 1.065 1.074

(0.162) (0.175) (0.162) (0.161) (0.163)

High household income dummy 1.137 1.154 1.149 1.151 1.147

(0.166) (0.170) (0.168) (0.168) (0.167)

Age (years) 1.022*** 1.028*** 1.022*** 1.022*** 1.023***
(0.004) (0.005) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)

Sex (male) 1.176 1.134 1.176 1.173 1.183

(0.176) (0.172) (0.177) (0.176) (0.178)

Municipality size 10 001–30 000 0.908 0.892 0.911 0.909 0.905
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Based on our analysis, we find relatively robust support for the first two hypotheses. 
There is indeed less support for the SFP among the emigrated Finland-Swedes (H1). 
We also find that the party identity is lower among Finland-Swedes who migrated 
to Sweden more than 10 years ago, whereas those who had emigrated more recently 
show no difference to resident Finland-Swedes when it comes to identifying with the 
SFP. Hence, it appears that dealignment is mainly a result from a hysteresis effect, 
where attitudes, values, and habits change slowly in a new system (H2). We were, 
however, less successful in teasing out the rationale behind the diminishing support 
for the SFP among Finland-Swedish emigrants in Sweden. There were no meaningful 
differences between emigrated citizens and resident citizens regarding identification 
with the Swedish-speaking region in Finland or political orientation (left–right and 
liberal-conservative) to explain identification with the SFP.

In sum, time appears to be the most important factor for explaining dealign-
ment among Finland-Swedes. The longer a migrant has spent outside the linguistic 
minority context in Finland, the less likely they are to identify with the Swedish 
People’s Party. This is likely the result of the naturally slow process of partisan reso-
cialization (e.g., White et  al., 2008), and it suggests that even strong party identi-
ties based on ethnicity will weaken over time among emigrated citizens. And even 
though the effect is small and change is slow, the pattern seems to fit Fiorina’s 
(1981, 2002) assumptions about accumulated partisan experiences, where partisan-
ship is expected to decrease if the socialization pattern is broken. However, based 
on the findings from our analysis, the weakened partisan identity seems to be less 
due to a realignment (Thomassen, 2005) according to new values and more due to a 
dealignment (Dalton, 2012) from home country politics. There is a notable increase 
in the number of emigrants who do not identify with any of the home country polit-
ical parties when comparing those who have lived abroad for less than 10 years to 
those who emigrated long ago.

Table 1  (continued)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

(0.186) (0.185) (0.187) (0.186) (0.186)

Municipality size 30 001–100 000 0.624 0.665 0.625 0.622 0.623

(0.204) (0.221) (0.206) (0.204) (0.204)

Municipality size 100 001–500 000 0.346** 0.361** 0.347** 0.343** 0.345**
(0.114) (0.120) (0.115) (0.113) (0.114)

Municipality size + 500 000 0.313** 0.318** 0.314*** 0.313*** 0.306***
(0.104) (0.106) (0.104) (0.104) (0.102)

Constant 0.00229*** 0.00152*** 0.00209*** 0.00186*** 0.00185***

(0.00156) (0.00108) (0.00152) (0.00132) (0.00130)

Observations 1205 1190 1205 1205 1205

Odds ratio and standard errors reported. Significant odds ratios and standard errors bolded. Note: Sympathy with Swedish 
People’s Party as dependent variable

seEform in parentheses

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05
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It should also be noted that even though the party tie is loosened somewhat over 
time, it is still highly resilient. While the party tie may not be as strong as for those 
residing within the minority context in Finland and more recent emigrants, the con-
nection to the ethnic minority party remains surprisingly strong even among the 
migrants who emigrated more than 30 years ago. All in all, our findings suggest that 
even life-changing events, such as emigration will not radically undermine strong 
partisan ties. However, it is worth noting that due to the geographical proximity of 
Finland and Sweden, maintaining a connection with the home country is easier than 
in many other cases of migration. This could partly explain why Finland-Swedes iden-
tifying with the Swedish People’s Party do not experience greater dealignment despite 
the radical change to their hierarchy of identities migrating to Sweden would imply.

At the outset of this article, we mention that most research conducted on the 
relationship between political parties and external citizens has focused on how par-
ties try to connect with external citizens (Østergaard-Nielsen & Ciornei, 2019a; 
Østergaard-Nielsen & Ciornei, 2019b; Kernalegenn & van Haute, 2020). Based on 
the findings from this study, it seems the SFP would benefit from engaging with 
Finland-Swedes abroad, as they still identify strongly with the party after having 
migrated. Especially if we consider that the decidedly lackluster turnout among 
external Finnish citizens may be improving with the recent introduction of postal 
voting from abroad.

It should also be pointed out that this study is based on a single case and, there-
fore, contains certain limitations when it comes to generalizability. The mechanism 
of diminishing identification with an ethnic party over time can be assumed to have 
a more general bearing for migrating populations, especially for similar cases where 
the basis for identification with a party may have little relevance outside the country 
of origin. However, it is less clear that the same pattern can be found for individuals 
identifying with a social democratic or conservative party, i.e., parties that exist in 
most multi-party systems. Perhaps a question that future research on party identi-
fication and migration can help answer. The findings from this study would benefit 
from being analyzed comparatively with other similar ethnic groups from multi-
lingual countries, such as Canada or Switzerland, in the future. This would help us 
understand whether the explanatory factors revealed in this study indeed present a 
more general mechanism for how (ethnic) party ties are affected by migration.

Appendix
See Tables 2 and 3. 

Table 2  Descriptive statistics for independent variables

Emigrated Finland-Swedes Finland-Swedes in Finland

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev Min Max Obs Mean Std. Dev Min Max

Belonging with Swedish Finland 701 0.776 0.245 0 1 1105 0.783 0.232 0 1

Political orientation 664 0.565 0.262 0 1 937 0.584 0.239 0 1

-Social conservatism-liberalism 661 0.832 0.255 0 1 1002 0.668 0.299 0 1

Finnish language skills 696 0.517 0.325 0 1 1112 0.719 0.272 0 1
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