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ABSTRACT

The movement of political aides to the Finnish government between businesses or lobbyist organisations and government
roles—the revolving door—has been debated since the 2000s. That scrutiny has included political state secretaries. However,
little research has been conducted on the subject in Finland, though it has been examined in other Nordic countries. The study
is based on information on state secretaries (n = 83) working in the Finnish government between 2003 and 2023 and infor-
mation on their employment before and after their state secretary posts. A significant proportion (about 36%) of Finnish state

secretaries were employed by interest groups (businesses, business lobbying groups or trade unions) before their appointment to

the government role. However, most state secretaries move to the role from policymaking (27%), business (23%) or public sector
(20%) roles. Most state secretaries with an earlier background in politics transition to either the private or public sector after
their term of office. About half of the state secretaries change their sector of employment after as a state secretary, most of
whom move to the private sector. Six typologies of state secretaries’ professional profiles were identified: career political aides,
career civil servants, career politicians, between business and politics, trade union experts and leaders, and municipal leaders,

indicating the elite nature of the state secretary post.

1 | Introduction

The revolving doors literature examines transitions of politi-
cians and civil servants between policymaking, public-, and
private-sector roles. The literature focuses on the value of the
knowledge, skills, and networks the professional policymakers
possess, along with the possible issues presented by the
revolving-door concept (e.g. Hirsch et al. 2023; Blanes i Vidal
et al. 2012). While recent research has examined the revolving-
door concept in Sweden (Selling and Svallfors 2019; Tyll-
strom 2021), Norway (Askim et al. 2021), and Denmark
(Blach-@rsten et al. 2020; Blach-@rsten et al. 2017; Rasmussen
et al. 2021; Binderkrantz et al. 2023), the situation in Finland

remains underexplored.’ Recent studies have examined the ef-
fects of the evolving corporatist political systems of the Nordic
countries on politicians’ career trajectories. Since 1980s-1990s,
the institutionalised inclusion of interest groups has decreased
(Christiansen 2018; Rommetvedt 2017; Vesa et al. 2018;
Wuokko 2021), signifying ‘a shift away from democratically
governed organisations to ones marked more by professionals
specialised in politics and by dependence on monetary
resources’ (Svallfors 2016, p. 509). Lobbying, the privatisation of
politics, and the commodification of political influence have
established a foothold, resulting in the emergence of partisan
policy professionals and PR firms (Blach-@rsten et al. 2020;
Svallfors 2017; Tyllstrém 2013; Ylonen et al. 2022). Some
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commentators have noted a shift towards US-style lobbying
(Tyllstrém 2013). Indeed, in the United States, the revolving
door is often seen from a lobbying perspective (Blanes i
Vidal et al. 2012), emphasising conflicts of interest resulting
from hybrid political-public-private careers (Cain and
Drutman 2014). In this new Nordic market, policymaking
professionals are key players who provide expertise and net-
works to facilitate access to policymaking processes and pol-
icymakers (e.g., Blach-Orsten et al. 2020).

This study contributes to the research on revolving doors and
interest intermediation by examining the case of Finland, a
modern Nordic society, which has traditionally exhibited cor-
poratist traits. We examine the situation of Finnish state sec-
retaries, who offer an extreme case for revolving doors
research.” State secretaries often only serve single electoral
terms, as multiparty coalition governments often change in
composition every 4 years. Coalition changes lead to new
ministers and usually to new state secretaries. Until 2017, the
employment of state secretaries after they left government was
unregulated (see Tolpo et al. 2023), allowing them to take on
new private-sector roles immediately. As the highest-ranking
ministerial aides, their positions are influential, well-paid,
require trust, and grant access to insider knowledge and net-
works in ministries, making state secretaries attractive hires for
various interest groups. Lastly, as senior policy advisers, they
are well-positioned for continued high-level careers. Conse-
quently, in addition to providing a fresh Nordic perspective, the
case of state secretaries allows us to empirically examine
whether ‘privatisation of politics’ in the form of state secretaries’
movement to the private sector and PR firms is notable in the
cohort of senior Finnish policy advisers.

The secondary contribution of the study is to complement
Nordic studies on revolving doors, where Finland has been
underrepresented so far. We examine whether the career
pathways of high-ranking Finnish state secretaries differ from
those of their Nordic peers or junior policy advisers, and if shifts
towards the professionalisation of politics are visible. We for-
mulate four hypotheses from previous Nordic studies that en-
able a closer examination of how Finnish state secretaries
compare to the types of political aides who benefit from the
revolving door (henceforth, “revolvers”) identified earlier, ask-
ing: What employment roles do Finnish state secretaries occupy
before and after their appointment and how do the answers relate
to insights from international research on the revolving-door
concept as it concerns political aides and politicians?

Drawing on extensive data, we conclude that despite multiple
career paths, the Finnish revolving door retains corporatist
features that influence transitions between different sectors,
such as interest groups and the public sector.

Our analysis is reported in two phases. First, we present the
relevant description of state secretaries’ movement between
employment sectors before and after their appointment. Next,
we complement that snapshot analysis (Turner-Zwinkels and
Mills 2020) with a qualitative typologisation (Stapley et al. 2022)
of the state secretaries’ professional profiles. This way, we can
distinguish between different types of state secretaries’ careers
without placing too much weight on their employment just

before or after their post as a state secretary. That is significant
owing to the importance and high-trust status of the state-
secretary position, where political allegiances and long-term
embeddedness in politics are central (see Murto 2014; Turner-
Zwinkels and Mills 2020). It is thus unlikely that solely the post
occupied before the state-secretary role would be the most
important consideration when a person is under consideration
for such a post.

2 | From Corporatism to Networked Politics:
Nordic Context

The available research on the revolving-door concept indicates
that the employability of policymakers in the private sector is
based on their social networks with politicians and the public
sector, as well as their knowledge of the policymaking process
(Rasmussen et al. 2021; Blanes i Vidal et al. 2012; LaPira and
Thomas 2017). In the former case, the revolving doors are a
result of the connections possessed by former politicians and
civil servants, as this provides the new employer a potential
direct linkage to policymakers and officials (Egerod et al. 2024;
Mattozzi and Merlo 2008; McCrain 2018). The latter highlights
the importance of the revolvers' knowledge and experience with
the policy content and the policy process (Belli and Beyers 2024;
Blanes i Vidal et al. 2012; Esterling 2004).

In practice, both are important (Askim et al. 2021; Hjelmar
et al. 2022; LaPira and Thomas 2017). Svallfors (2017, 63, em-
phasis in the original) calls this knowing the game: advisers
gain knowledge of ‘where in the complex political system
decisions are really made, when you have to act in the policy
process, and how political actors think and act.” Personal rela-
tions contribute by granting direct links to information on the
policy process and issues at hand (Svallfors 2017) and serve to
‘certify’ lobbyist information (Bertrand et al. 2014; Hirsch
et al. 2023). Trust may be an important value contributed by
revolving-door lobbyists (Bertrand et al. 2014; Blom 2018).
However, in proportional representation parliamentary systems
like that of Finland, linkages to specific politicians are likely to
be less important than general knowledge of the policy process
(see Belli and Stevens 2024) and connections to ministries (see
Hjelmar et al. 2022; cf. McCrain 2018), as the proportional
representation electoral system often means the government
changes composition every 4 years (e.g., Paloheimo 2016).
Connections and knowledge of topical policy issues become
outdated over time, especially when the government changes
(Ylonen et al. 2022). Cooling-off periods further reduce the
importance of an adviser's connections to specific persons and
policy issues (Askim et al. 2021).

The Scandinavian countries and Finland have traditionally
been considered high-trust corporatist societies (Dahlen and
Skirbekk 2021; Ljiphart 2012), where business interest groups and
trade unions are institutionally included in policymaking pro-
cesses through hearings, committees and tripartite negotiations
between the state and private and trade union sectors (Vesa
et al. 2018; see Blom 2018), but also through individual-level
connections. Because of their corporatist characteristics, interac-
tions and networking between representatives of the private,
public, and policy sectors are normalised (Svallfors 2016).
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Scandinavian studies indicate that corporatist features inevitably
have consequences for the nature of revolving doors in the Nordic
countries (see Dahlen and Skirbekk 2021; Svallfors 2016). In the
context of policy advisers' career paths, the system's corporatist
nature is often visible in how aides and policy professionals cir-
culate between political aide and interest organisation positions. In
Finland, political aides (Blom 2018) and politicians (e.g., Tolpo
et al. 2023) often have affiliations with political parties, interest
groups, and businesses, and may transfer to jobs in those organi-
sations after holding political posts. However, the rise of lobbying,
resulting from the de-corporatisation of Nordic countries,
has reduced the importance of institutionalised negotiations
(Christiansen 2018; Rommetvedt 2017; Vesa et al. 2018;
Wuokko 2021; Svallfors 2016, p. 509) and given rise to a new
cluster of PR firms marketing political access (Tyllstrom 2013;
Ylonen et al. 2022). In this market, policy professionals are key
players who provide expertise and networks to facilitate access to
policymaking processes and policymakers (e.g., Blach-@rsten
et al. 2020).

Accordingly, today's political elite have ample opportunities to
develop their careers, since their skills and connections are in
demand (Anderson 2010; Wedel 2017). In Europe, the occupa-
tional mobility of high-ranking civil servants has generally
increased, and the differences between public- and private-
sector job traits and values are less pronounced today than
previously (Lapuente and Van de Walle 2020). Policymakers'
careers are thus increasingly boundaryless and not locked to a
single organisation or sector, where political aides may no
longer be as loyal to a single employer, but can be guided by
individual preferences and ambitions (Blach-@rsten et al. 2020).
From this perspective, state secretaries may depart due to the
highly stressful and burdensome nature of a political aide's job
(see Hjelmar et al. 2022). Other reasons for turnover among
aides include other roles offering opportunities to advance their
careers (Selling and Svallfors 2019), the pleasure of being
involved in the policymaking games (see Svallfors 2017), or
pursuing more prestigious or high-paying jobs (cf. Askim
et al. 2021; Blach-@rsten et al. 2020; LaPira and Thomas 2017).
Many such jobs may be in the private sector and public
relations.

Revolving doors are not an entirely negative phenomenon.
Political aides should have career pathways beyond government
to ensure politics can be a lucrative form of employment
(Hjelmar et al. 2022). The movement of people possessing
knowledge from various societal sectors can benefit public and
private organisations (Egerod et al. 2024; McKay and
Lazarus 2023; Svallfors 2017). Policymaking processes can also
leverage advantages because pre-vetted lobbyists reduce the cost
of policymakers gathering relevant information (see Bertrand
et al. 2014; Hirsch et al. 2023). Governments might hire interest
group lobbyists as experts on specific policy areas to assist with
actions in defined policy sectors (Blom 2018). The practice has
both downsides and virtues from a democratic perspective, as it
may both grant interest groups a direct link to policymaking
highly relevant to them in the government, but also result in
more effective policies.

These perspectives speak to the fluidity of the careers of the
political elite: their skills are in demand by governments,

businesses, and interest groups. However, while theorising on
revolving doors anticipates revolvers will have an impact on
policy processes, the evidence is limited on ‘whether organised
interests can extract political favors by hiring revolvers,” and
their impact on such political favors may be limited to certain
phases of the policy process (Egerod et al. 2024, p. 326).

3 | Nordic Comparative Perspectives on the
Revolving Door

Scandinavian studies on ministerial advisers indicate that
career prospects beyond politics are attractive for political ad-
visers, with many leaving national politics and making the
move to public- or private-sector roles. Askim et al. (2021) show
that while most Norwegian state secretaries (74%) were
involved in national politics before being appointed as a min-
isterial adviser, only 49% worked in politics after their tenure as
state secretary. Blach-@rsten et al. (2020) Norwegian analysis
shows a similar movement from politics to other sectors. After
enjoying a significant remuneration package as part of the
government entourage, political aides likely aim to at least
match that level of income (see Askim et al. 2021; Blach-@Orsten
et al. 2020; LaPira and Thomas 2017). Selling and Svallfors
(2019) analysis indicates that Swedish policy professionals who
have held roles outside government or parliament are more
likely to remain in the same sector than to change sectors. This
suggests that it is mainly state secretaries with prior political
experience who move between employment sectors. We there-
fore propose:

H1. State secretaries who have previously worked in politics are
more likely to change their sector of employment than stay in the
same sector.

Askim et al's (2021) examination of Norwegian state
secretaries—a similar high-ranking political adviser role as in
Finland—shows that the change in the proportion employed by
the private sector after the state-secretary post was insignificant
(from 36% before to 33% after). The finding contrasts with the
more significant movement of more junior Norwegian minis-
terial advisers to the private sector (23% before to 40% after).
Indeed, evidence from Sweden indicates that private-sector
employment is attractive, as over half (55%) of the 143 policy
professionals employed by the Swedish Government in 2012
had switched to join a business, a business interest organisation,
or a PR consultancy by 2018 (Selling and Svallfors 2019).
Another more significant movement was from government
posts to the public sector (22%). Danish ministers and perma-
nent secretaries alike are likely to be employed by the private
sector after their tenures, with most (65%) permanent secre-
taries and nearly half (46%) of ministers securing a private
sector job (Rasmussen et al. 2021). While holders of civil servant
positions (permanent secretaries) seem more likely to be em-
ployed in the private sector sometime after their tenures than
ministers, ministers were more likely to transition to the private
sector immediately after their political tenure, likely because the
knowledge acquired from the ministerial post would quickly
become dated (Rasmussen et al. 2021). Similarly, Blach-@rsten
et al. (2020) research indicates that almost half (46%) of Danish
ministerial advisers find employment in the private PR sector
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after their tenure, specifically in public relations (up from 23%
before tenures). Also, most Danish special advisers seem to
change their field after their government tenures, with about
63% changing their field. Examining Danish political elites
(members of parliament, high-ranking civil servants, and lea-
ders of interest organisations), Binderkrantz et al. (2023) noted
that few representatives of the Danish elite rotate between elite
sectors. However, in cases where they do, the movement is
mostly from politics and civil servant positions to interest or-
ganisations. Furthermore, Ruostetsaari's (2022) longitudinal
research from Finland also indicates that a significant propor-
tion of the movement from politics and vice versa involves
labour market organisations and NGOs.

These results align with the discussions on the de-
corporatisation of Nordic policies and the professionalisation
of political influence and communications (Blach-@rsten
et al. 2020). However, previous research is divided: more sen-
ior policy advisers (e.g. the Norwegian state secretaries; Askim
et al. 2021) do not seem move to the private sector in significant
numbers, while policy professionals or policy advisers generally
seem to favour private-sector employment after their tenure
(Rasmussen et al. 2021; Selling and Svallfors 2019;
Ruostetsaari 2022). These notions inform H2-H4.

H2. Most state secretaries change their original sector of
employment after their state secretary tenure.

H3. Most state secretaries who change their sector of
employment after the state-secretary post are employed in the
private sector.

H4. A significant share of Finnish state secretaries are
employed in private-sector PR roles after their state-secretary
tenure.

Research on the pathways taken by the political elite to obtain
their positions may also indicate the routes Finnish state sec-
retaries have taken to attain their positions. Binderkrantz et al.
(2023) identified that most Danish MPs (60%) followed a party-
political career track, with fewer coming from local government
(17%), the private sector (7%), and public-sector careers (7%).
The remaining 11% followed other routes. Turner-Zwinkels and
Mills (2020) study of the Netherlands, a multiparty system like
Finland, identified political and professional pathways to the
Dutch parliament. The most common pathways were local
politics (29%), business professionals (25%), political new-
comers (25%), civil servants (22%), party volunteers (20%),
public-sector communicators (13%) and trade unions (10%),
with other pathways representing smaller shares.® We expect to
find similar career profiles for Finnish state secretaries, com-
prising local and party-political careers, as well as private- and
public-sector careers, along with some from the PR field and
unions.

4 | Methods and Materials

The research is based on information on the state secretaries
active in all governments since the 2003-2007 Vanhanen gov-
ernment, until the end of the Marin government in June 2023.

This timeframe encompasses the introduction of the state-
secretary system on January 1, 2005, and therefore includes all
state secretaries who have served in the government during the
current system. The incumbent Orpo government (2023-) was
omitted from this examination as the current state secretaries
are still in service. A total of 83 different people served as state
secretaries between these dates. Table 1 illustrates the number
of individuals who served as state secretaries in each
government.

We began by extracting the names of state secretaries from the
Finnish Government (2024) online database. Next, we searched
online resources for publicly available information on their
professional history and categorised that with references in a
spreadsheet controlled by the main author. In certain special
cases, the following rules were applied in the categorisation.
First, if a person served as a ministerial aide in the same gov-
ernment to which they were appointed a state secretary, any job
held before the aide position was considered their previous
employment. The method was deemed appropriate because so
many (20 out of the 83) had acted as ministerial aides just
before being appointed as a state secretary. However, if some-
one was employed as a ministerial aide across several govern-
ments before becoming a state secretary, their prior role was
defined as that of a ministerial aide. Second, if a person held the
state-secretary position across multiple governments without
interruption, only the jobs held before and during the first term
and after the last term were categorised. If there were inter-
ruptions between a person’'s multiple state-secretary posts, only
their employment before and after the first post was cate-
gorised. The second author cross-checked the categorisation,
and any disputes were discussed and resolved between the
authors. Clear information on the employment of one state

TABLE 1 | The total number of state secretaries employed in each
government during its term in government between the years 2003
and 2023.

Number of state

Years Government secretaries
2003-2007 69. Vanhanen 13
2007-2010 70. Vanhanen II 19
2010-2011 * 71. Kiviniemi 12
2011-2014 72. Katainen 24
2014-2015 * 73. Stubb 14
2015-2019 74. Sipild 8
2019 75. Rinne 16
2019-2023 * 76. Marin 28
Total unique people as state 83
secretaries

Note: Due to personnel changes in the state secretary corps, the numbers refer to
the total number of unique state secretaries during each government, and the
number of state secretaries simultaneously in service may be lower. (Source: The
authors' compilation based on Finnish Government 2024, information).
*Governments marked with an asterisk are de facto direct inheritors of the
previous government, where a new government follows a change of Prime
Minister, who the government is always formed around (Section 61 of the Finnish
Constitution 731/1999). Therefore, governments 70 and 71, 72 and 73, and 75 and
76 were fundamentally the same, with the succeeding government adopting the
former's political agenda and ministerial cabinet.
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TABLE 2 | Data and sources.

Data and sources

Name of state secretary and government(s) served in
(Finnish Government 2024).

The state secretary's employer before and after their tenure
as state secretary (gathered from official government
websites, public institution websites, online encyclopaedias,
media reports, biographies, and periodicals).

Information on whether the person has

« acted as a political aide to a minister, a Member of the
Finnish Parliament (MP), or a member of the European
Parliament (MEP). Gathered from official government
websites, public institution websites, online
biographies, CVs, periodicals, and media texts

« been elected to a municipal council or a Wellbeing
Services County council before or after their role as a
state secretary since the 1996 municipal elections
(Statistics Finland 1996-2024) or 2022 regional
elections (Ministry of Justice 2022)

« been elected as an MP or a minister before or after their
role as a state secretary (Parliament of Finland 2024;
Finnish Government 2024)

« been elected as an MEP before or after their role as a
state secretary (Statistics Finland 1999-2017;
Rytsd 2009).

secretary was not available online; however, we could still
check that person's possible elected or aide positions. The data
used in the study are presented in Table 2.

In the second part of the analysis, a typology of the state sec-
retaries’ professional profiles was formed by adapting the
methodology described by Stapley et al. (2022). We began with a
comprehensive reading of the state secretaries’ professional and
educational backgrounds. That investigation also considered
the state secretaries’ professional backgrounds, reaching back
beyond one role before their state-secretary role. Though state
secretaries have different backgrounds, we aimed to simplify
their career paths into clear categories. Accordingly, we iden-
tified six ideal-type professional profiles and outlined them in
writing. Finally, the professional background of each state
secretary was re-checked by both authors against the descrip-
tions of the assigned professional profile and corrected
accordingly (see Stapley et al. 2022).

5 | Results

It is worth reiterating that the role of state secretary is an elite
position that is not open to anyone. Of the 83 people who were
state secretaries to Finnish governments between 2005 and 2023,
15 (18%) were former or future members of parliament, and seven
(8%) were ministers. Twenty-six (31%) were, or had been, elected
decision-makers on the municipal level, and three (4%) were later
elected to a council of a Wellbeing Services County. The majority
(57% or 47 people) had acted as political aides to a minister (see
Figure 1). Concurrent political mandates are likely to be shared

and overlapping, and a single person may have experience in
several of the above groups, which could increase the potential for
conflicts of interest (see also Autioniemi et al. 2022; Demmke
et al. 2021). The proportion of people who held at least one elected
position is 35%, and those who held any aide position account for
63%, both of which are rather high proportions.

Figure 2 presents the sectors of employment of state secretaries
before and after their duties as state secretaries. The two largest
employment sectors for state secretaries before assuming that
role were politics (27%, or 22 people), business (23%, or 19
people), and the public sector (20%, or 17 people). However,
following their stint as a state secretary, the number working in
politics more than halved to 12% or ten people (H1 is therefore
confirmed). At the same time, the proportion of people working
for businesses increased from 23% to 31%. The number working
for the public sector, international organisations, or associations
saw modest increases, while the number working for trade
unions decreased slightly from 11 to seven people.

Following their state-secretary role, roughly half of the state
secretaries continued to work in the same sector as they had
previously (48% or 40 people, indicating H2 is partially con-
firmed). However, roughly the same number of people changed
sectors (45%, or 37 people). Of those who changed, a business
trajectory seemed the most popular option (13 people, or 34% of
those who changed sectors, confirming H3). At the same time,
nine (24%) transferred to the public sector, which was the second
most popular option. Fewer transferred to politics (five people),
international organisations (three people), other associations and
funds (three people), municipalities (two people), and trade un-
ions (one person). Four retired or were not actively working after
their post, and information was not found for two.

The results confirm previous findings on the attractiveness of
employing revolvers in the private sector (Askim et al. 2021;
Rasmussen et al. 2021). The majority of those who change em-
ployment sector after serving as state secretaries move into the
private sector. However, unlike in the Danish case, the public
relations sector does not account for a significant share of state
secretaries’ new employment (Blach-@rsten et al. 2020), with
only 8% or seven persons choosing that career trajectory (H4
rejected, see Appendix 1). Overall, when state secretaries transi-
tion to new employment sectors after completing their govern-
ment tenure, they tend to move towards both the non-PR
business sector and the public sector. Of the 37 people who
changed to a sector different from any they had worked in before
their state-secretary post, those who went to work for businesses
and trade unions together accounted for 38% or 14 people.

We input information on the movement of state secretaries
between sectors before and after their posts onto a Sankey chart
(Figure 3) to illustrate transitions between employment sectors.
The chart shows that while most state secretaries continued to
work in the same sector after their state-secretary post, the
largest number of changes between sectors involved people
moving from politics to business (seven people), from politics to
the public sector (five people), and from public sector to business
and business to public sector, both with three people. The
movement is otherwise dispersed across sectors, with one or
two people entering a new sector.
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Elected positions

Aide positions

0 10 20 30 0 10 20 30 40 50
22 (27%) 47 (57%)
Municipal Council 11 (139 Aide to Minister 2 (2%
26 (31%) h
up I 11 (13%) 47 (57%)
15 (18%) I 11 (13%)
AidetoMP | 1 |1%)
12 (14%
o— RV 1
inister ()
7(8%) | / W 4(5%)
Aide to MEP/EU group 0 (0%)
I 1(1%
MEP | 1 %ng W 4 (5%)
2 (2%)
; I 2(2%
Wellbeing Services 0 [g% . Aldgtol.Speaker of 1 ((1%0])
County council (2022-) B 3 E4c%(ﬁ arliament | 1(1%)
m Before ® After ®Total m Before ® After ®Total

FIGURE 1 | The state secretaries' positions of responsibility as elec

ted politicians (left) or political aides (right). If a person has multiple state-

secretary tenures with pauses in between, the figures represent positions before and after the person's first state-secretary tenure. The data on
municipal council is based on elections 1996 to 2021; a possible position in a municipal council could not be confirmed for one individual. For MP
aide roles: the roles are junior and thus may not be listed in CVs; thus, data may be incomplete.
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FIGURE 2 |
secretaries were employed, by sector, is available in Appendix 1. For the
who, both before and after their tenure as state secretary, worked in the
an EU parliamentary group before their state secretary post.

State secretaries’ previous and subsequent employers

State secretaries have a wide range of professional backgrounds,
which could have several practical implications. International or-
ganisations are largely unrepresented. Previous research has
shown that international posts such as EU positions tend to
involve rigid career paths, which may offer a partial explanation

by sector. A more detailed description of the organisations in which state
category of international organisations, it was decided to include one person
cabinet of a European Commissioner, and one person who was employed at

(Coen and Vannoni 2016). Returning from international to
domestic duties may be an attractive career choice. Although the
position of state secretary is the highest-ranking political aide role,
it marks the final career stage for only a few people who are
retiring (two retired, two outside employment, totaling 5%, or four
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FIGURE 3 | Sankey chart of the change in the state secretaries’ employment sectors after the state-secretary post (N = 82). [Color figure can be

viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

people). The task can therefore be considered as ‘a stepping-stone
to careers in other occupational sectors’ (Askim et al. 2021, p. 550),
especially for those who previously worked in politics.

Furthermore, the graph highlights the dichotomy in the career
trajectories of state secretaries. The shift to the business sector
reflects the fluidity of career transitions. Conversely, the public
sector remains an attractive option for many after their tenure
as state secretary. That may be due to the appeal of the roles
available, or it may indicate the entrenchment of career
bureaucrats within the system. In addition, the movement of
those with a background in politics to public sector posts may
be a symptom of the politicisation of bureaucracy, which can
blur the distinction between government and politics and lead
to the growth of political interests in bureaucratic processes.
Hence, the trend runs counter to the Nordic administrative
culture, according to which public service roles should not be
staffed through political appointments (Cooper 2021).

6 | Typology of State Secretaries’ Professional
Profiles

Six professional profiles were identified based on the qualitative
reading and typologisation of state secretaries’ professional
profiles: 1) Career political aides; 2) State secretaries between

business and politics; 3) Career politicians; 4) Career civil ser-
vants; 5) Trade union leaders and experts; 6) Municipal leaders.
The number and proportion of state secretaries in each category
of the typology are shown in Figure 4. State secretaries with the
career political aide professional profile or that of a career pol-
itician together accounted for 45% of the state secretaries,
highlighting the importance of a trusted political background
for a person to be appointed a state secretary.

Career political aides represent the largest group of the
typology, accounting for 22 people or 27% of the state secre-
taries. The group includes those with long careers in party
politics, who have often served as aides to MPs or ministers, or
held political adviser roles before becoming a state secretary.
Some have held elected posts (six people, or 27%, had been a
local politician, none had been an MP or MEP), and 18, or 82%,
of the state secretaries categorised under this professional pro-
file had served as a political aide to a minister or MP. Indeed,
before they were appointed state secretary, all but five of these
individuals had held party roles, including as aides, general
secretaries of their parties’ parliamentary groups, policy plan-
ners, or ministerial aides. A common factor among all state
secretaries in this group is allegiance to a party, for most as a
career aide, for some as an elected representative. Career
political aides were more likely to change sectors (15 or 68%
changed sectors) than to stay in their prior employment. Six
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FIGURE 4 | Number and share of state secretaries in each identified career typology (N = 82). One state secretary was omitted from the typology

due to missing data.

transferred to a business, three to the public sector, two to the
third sector, two to politics, and one to a trade union.

State secretaries between business and politics are the
second-largest group, representing 16 or 19% of the state sec-
retaries. The category encompasses those who mainly worked
in business lobbying organisations before being appointed as a
state secretary. Of those, 12 had worked for various business
lobbying organisations before their appointment as state sec-
retary, one for a communications consultancy (with back-
ground in journalism), one for a business lobbyist organisation-
affiliated research institution, and two for businesses directly.
Those grouped within the between-business-and-politics cate-
gory rarely changed sectors, with 81% (13 out of 16) continuing
in the private sector, and three making the transition to the
public sector. Most (11, or 69%) had served as political aides
before their appointment as state secretaries, and one had at
some point worked in the cabinet of a European Commissioner.

Career politicians include state secretaries who were mem-
bers of parliament, ministers, leading politicians in munici-
palities, or who held other influential political posts. Those
individuals may have had a background in politics, but at some
point in their careers, typically after serving as politicians, they
became state secretaries. All were MPs either before or after
their posts as state secretaries, and seven have even served as
ministers: four before their state-secretary post, and three after.
Career politicians are more likely to change their sector of
employment than not after their tenure; ten, or 67%, changed
sectors after their state-secretary posts. No clear movement to a
certain sector could be identified, and they were quite dispersed
to politics (three persons), international (two people), public

(two people), municipal sectors (two people) and businesses
(one person). One person retired.

Career civil servants typically have long backgrounds in the
public sector, working for a government agency, ministry, state-
owned enterprise, or university. Some have also had short stints
in businesses or interest organisations at some point in their
careers. Two people with career trajectories that encompassed
periods in the EU or EC institutions were included. Most career
civil servants (10 or 77%) continued to work in the same sector
as before their state secretary post, with two chaining to serve a
business. Information on subsequent employment was not
available for one person.

Trade union experts and leaders. All the people in this
category served as state secretaries to ministers from either the
Social Democratic Party or the Left Alliance, the two left-
leaning parties in the Finnish parliament. That reflects the well-
established links between those parties and trade unions in
Finland (Tiihonen 2015, 2016). Trade union leaders and experts
were roughly as likely to continue working in the same sector
after their posts as they were to change jobs (45% changed
sectors). Those who changed sectors went to work for a busi-
ness (two people), and one each went to an international or-
ganisation, the public sector, or the third sector.

Municipal leaders include individuals with a background in
leadership roles in municipalities, cities, free associations of
municipalities (statutory regional cooperative arrangements
among municipalities), the Association of Finnish Munici-
palities (the lobbying association of Finnish municipalities),
municipality-owned enterprises or hospital districts.
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7 | Discussion and Conclusions

The state secretaries’ career history shows that the state-
secretary position is an elite one. They also have ample
opportunities to develop their careers in different sectors, as
evidenced by their moves into business. The typology presented
in this article is similar to studies on the career paths of political
elites in Denmark (Binderkrantz et al. 2023) and the Nether-
lands (Turner-Zwinkels and Mills 2020), where, in parallel to
the political path, communicative, economic, and public career
choices are relevant. As in these studies, the results indicate
that state secretaries often had political experience, such as
serving as political aides. Notably, in Turner-Zwinkels and
Mills' study (2020), political newcomers constituted a signifi-
cant proportion of MPs (25%). In contrast, state secretaries were
more strongly associated with policy expertise and seniority. A
shared characteristic across the Nordic countries appears to be
the prevalence of trade union backgrounds, particularly among
those affiliated with left-wing parties. Many state secretaries
also had career experience in public administration, ministries,
or state-owned enterprises.

7.1 | Systemic Traits of Corporatist Revolving
Doors

As part of the Nordic context, Finland embodies the corpo-
ratist form of revolving doors. While in the United States the
revolving-door phenomenon is emphasised as a lobbying and
conflict of interest phenomenon (Blanes i Vidal et al. 2012;
Cain and Drutman 2014), the corporatist revolving door is
often articulated in the interaction between political-
administrative elites and interest groups, for which there is
general institutional acceptance and societal consensus. But
what similarities and differences do the Finnish case reflect in
the Nordic context? The revolving-door phenomenon in Fin-
land can also be understood in terms of financial incentives.
Like state secretaries or political advisors in Denmark, Swe-
den, and Norway, most Finnish state secretaries who change
their sector of employment move to the private sector after
their term of office. However, around half of them stay in their
original sector of employment, and there is movement to the
public sector, too.

Also, Finland and the other Nordic countries share the phe-
nomenon of their state secretaries often having a background in
politics and with sectoral interest groups. However, differences
exist. Finnish state secretaries' rate of entry into PR and com-
munications agencies (8%, see Appendix 1) is significantly lower
than in Denmark, for example (Blach-@rsten, Mayerhoffer &
Willig, 2020). In Finland, moving to the private sector was the
most common option for those switching sectors; however, this
trend is less pronounced in Norway (Askim et al. 2021).
Moreover, international career paths were marginal. Never-
theless, of the four formulated hypotheses, two could be con-
firmed, one partially confirmed, and one rejected. The results
indicate that the Finnish revolving-door phenomenon shares
key features with corporatist systems in Scandinavia.

The interpretation of both similarities and differences can be
framed from a systemic perspective. For instance, corporatism

and interaction with interest groups may explain the significant
prevalence of interest group backgrounds among state secre-
taries. Corporatism may also make transitions to the private
sector or interest groups more broadly accepted in countries
where public trust is generally high. As in other Nordic coun-
tries, state secretaries have significant expertise in policy pro-
cesses and political networks (see Blach-Orsten et al. 2020;
Svallfors 2017). The results serve as an indication that during
the 2000s, and until the 2020s, interest intermediation in Fin-
land remains based on corporatist principles and channels, as
the role of trade unions and employer organisations was notable
in the careers investigated. Although previous research high-
lights a shift from corporatist systems towards more networked
forms of governance (see Ylonen et al. 2022; Svallfors 2016), this
was not reflected in transitions to PR or communications
agencies. However, it would be a bold claim to assert, for ex-
ample, that the influence of communications agencies is sig-
nificantly weaker in Finland. Instead, the high status of state
secretaries in Finland can lead to a situation where such a move
is not an attractive option but could be a step backwards in
career terms. Also, media attention to state secretaries' career
paths may deter them from immediately changing sectors after
leaving their state-secretary roles (cf. Pollack et al. 2018). It is
possible that interest intermediation still manifests more clearly
in institutional structures, at least at the level of senior political
advisers. Furthermore, the Finnish system does not appear to
support transitions to international career paths.* From a sys-
temic perspective, it is also important to note the relative youth
of the Finnish state-secretary system.

7.2 | Career Trajectories

Remarkably few state secretaries remained in politics after their
tenure ended. In Norway, political aides have cited reasons such
as ‘lack of opportunity, combined with a perceived lack of
political and legislative experience’ which ‘reduced advisers’
belief in the chance of advancing to, for example, cabinet
minister positions, instead, the post is often viewed as a final
stepping-stone to other fields than politics (Askim et al. 2021,
p. 550). As the position of state secretary is the highest-ranking
political aide, it is conceivable that individuals no longer see the
political arena as offering sufficient challenges or financial
incentives after their tenure ceases. Returning to party activity
may also be perceived as a career setback, particularly when
compared to the higher salaries available in the private sector
(Blach-@rsten et al. 2020).

The findings indicate the attractiveness of business and trade
union lobbyist positions for state secretaries after their tenure,
and the prominence of individuals who have worked in such
organisations before their state secretary posts. For instance,
lobbying firms often value revolvers for their knowledge of the
policy process (LaPira and Thomas 2017). Consequently, orga-
nised interests may prioritise that procedural expertise over
detailed knowledge of specific policy content to mitigate polit-
ical uncertainty. The proportional representation electoral sys-
tem in Finland elevates mastering the policy process as a
revolving skill, often prioritising it over cultivating connections
to specific politicians (Paloheimo 2016; Ylonen et al. 2022). This
might not pose a significant problem for the revolvers, however,
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since there is a lack of evidence on the priority of connections
for future employment (Miller et al. 2024).

Nevertheless, the typology we presented suggests that there is no
single trajectory for state secretaries, that they have a variety of
backgrounds and paths to choose from, and that state secretaries
do not necessarily follow the career trajectory towards high-paying
roles in the private sector. As Miller and colleagues (2024, p. 1)
highlight, ‘organized interests prefer lobbyists who share their
political ideology’, which suggests that future employers value not
only the procedural expertise and networks, but also the state
secretaries’ specific set of values and principles. Additionally,
individual preferences and ideological motivations may influence
the career decisions of state secretaries.

Path dependencies in career development constrain the fluidity
of the revolving door. While the position of state secretary can
be a significant career move, individuals may retain their initial
sectoral choice after the post. Indeed, the initial choice of sector
can become a self-reinforcing process (Dlouhy and
Biemann 2018). Just under half of the subjects remained in the
same sector (48%). Particularly those who worked in the public
sector, business, trade unions, and international organisations
before their appointment as a state secretary often exhibit
strong path dependency, continuing to work in the same sectors
after their state-secretary posts. As stated above, those who have
worked in politics are more likely to find work in another
sector. However, it would be an exaggeration to claim that the
career choices of state secretaries are static, as is the case, for
example, between EU institutions and businesses (Coen and
Vannoni 2016).

State secretaries often held overlapping political mandates,
which is unsurprising. In Europe, overlapping political man-
dates are a fairly common practice, and Finland is among the
countries where this occurs most frequently (Autioniemi
et al. 2022; Sandberg 2013). From a revolving-door perspective,
multiple political mandates can provide revolving-door in-
dividuals with both broad networks and the ability to navigate
policy processes in different contexts. Revolving-door in-
dividuals' involvement at different decision-making levels con-
fers an advantage in understanding policy processes. That
attribute offers an appealing prospect for prospective employers.

7.3 | Limitations and further Research

Last, it is important to record some points on the reliability of
our methodological approach. First, our approach relied on the
reliability of online information. We addressed the reliability
concern by choosing reputable sources, such as official gov-
ernment websites. A comparable approach has been discussed
in earlier research (e.g. Blach-@rsten et al. 2017). We have not
been able to confirm the employment details from the subjects
themselves, and thus, there is always a small possibility of
factual inaccuracy or human error in data collection and cod-
ing. Additionally, if something was not published online or not
included in the sources we curated carefully, it may have gone
unnoticed. Second, some information on prior responsibilities
(e.g., membership of a municipal council) could have been
missed, for example, if a state secretary changed their name

(e.g. upon marriage). Despite its drawbacks, the chosen data
collection method provided better coverage than a survey and
made it possible to investigate a larger number of state secre-
taries across governments.

In addition, the data used in this study is mainly based on the
state secretaries' employment just before and after the state
secretary post: no long-term analysis of the development of
their careers after the state secretary posts was made. Still, we
presented a qualitative typology of careers that have led the
state secretaries to their posts, and thus, analysed their pre-
appointment careers in the longer term. A more detailed ex-
amination could indicate whether state secretaries’ careers have
progressed to higher-ranking posts after their tenures.

Finally, this article has examined only a high-ranking subset of
Finnish political advisors—state secretaries—rather than the
more numerous and often more junior ministerial advisor roles.
Depending on the context and individual, ministerial advisors
may play significant roles in various policymaking processes
within the government (Murto 2014), meaning that they are
potential ‘revolvers’ like their Nordic counterparts. Future
research should also examine the career pathways of Finnish
ministerial advisors and the revolving door, as these roles are
distinct and their career trajectories are likely to differ. As
Askim et al. (2021) and Rasmussen et al. (2021) indicate, more
junior policy advisors may more frequently transition to the
private sector or PR agencies, whereas such movement among
the state secretaries examined here was limited.
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Endnotes

'Though research on revolving doors in Finland has been published,
much of this is in Finnish (e.g. Blom 2018; Takatalo 2018; Ylonen
et al. 2022), meaning that insights from the Finnish context are
currently not present in international and Nordic scholarly discourses
on revolving doors.

*While state secretaries are high-ranking ministerial advisors, it is
unclear whether it is more junior ministerial advisors or the more
senior state secretaries who hold more power in daily policymaking.
The relative importance and influence of a ministerial advisor or a
state secretary depends on the person and the tasks given to them
(Murto 2014). We thank Tuomas Kuoppala for pointing out some of
these open questions about the Finnish state secretary system. Still,
the state secretary position is a high-ranking one: state secretaries
enjoy high salaries and are often considered ministries' most high-
ranking civil servants along the more nonpolitically appointed per-
manent secretaries. This justifies their examination as separate from
the ministerial advisors.
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*In Turner-Zwinkels and Mills' (2020) study, each MP was categorized
by both political and professional pathways; thus, the sum of per-
centages exceeds 100%. The pathways presented here are the most
common ones across both groups.

“Indeed, general concerns on the underrepresentation of Finns in the
EU civil service have been presented (Pekkala et al. 2023), which may
be reflected here.
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