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Strong public support for the traditional Swedish welfare state
during restructuring and marketization1
Lennart Nilsson
Sammanfattning
Den svenska välfärden är starkt förankrad hos befolkningen. Efter år av omstrukturering och marknadsanpassning
har inställningen till privatisering under de senaste åren blivit allt mer negativ. Det gäller inte minst människors
attityder till ökad privatisering av skola, vård och omsorg. Ideologisk identitet och partisympati är viktiga
förklaringsfaktorer till skillnader i synen på privatisering och det förefaller ha skett en ökad splittring mellan olika
partisympatisörers åsikter i frågan. Samtidigt finns det ett brett och starkt stöd för att inte tillåta, eller åtminstone
starkt begränsa, vinstutdelning i välfärdsbolag. Denna uppfattning råder oavsett om individen själv är brukare av
privat vård och omsorg. Men trots en relativ enighet i befolkningen om att inte tillåta vinstutdelning, står många
partier långt ifrån sina väljare i denna fråga. Det gäller framför allt de liberala och konservativa partierna, där
sympatisörerna har en betydligt mer restriktiv hållning än politikerna.
Abstract
The Swedish people support the traditional welfare state with a strong public sector and the willingness to lower
taxes has decreased for a long period. After several years of restructuring and marketization during
conservative/liberal governments there is a negative feedback and criticism of privatization has grown through
the years. This applies especially to proposals to promote more private healthcare centers and schools as well as
to attitudes toward private elderly care and hospitals. These attitudes explains by ideology and party sympathy
with increased polarization between the parties. There is also strong support for a ban of dividends and limiting
the profits in the welfare sector. Even people using private alternatives in favor of freedom of choice support this
proposal. On the issue of profits in the welfare-sector, there is a big difference between the conservative/liberal
parties’ sympathizers and their elected representatives. However, the legitimacy of the welfare system is also
dependent on the capacity of the system to fulfill the political commitments.

Introduction
Welfare states have many nation-specific characteristics and they are classified in several different ways,
in terms of ideal types, characteristics of systems in countries of special interest or classifications of
countries/systems based on comparative statistical analyses. Classifying countries is complicated, primarily
because welfare programs include both transfer payments and service production, areas with many
different components. Despite these difficulties, the final groupings are strikingly consistent, and the
Nordic countries distinguish themselves with general welfare policies and a strong welfare state (EspingAndersen, 1990; Johansson et al., 2001; Lindbom, 2011; Svallfors, 2016).
The expansion of the Swedish welfare state during the 1960–70s was characterized as a public revolution
(Tarschys, 1978). Hovever, in recent decades, substantial changes have occurred in the Swedish welfare
state in the opposite direction. Welfare rests on three spheres: the family, the market, and the government.
Responsibility is distributed differently in welfare systems, the goal being to provide citizens security and
service (Esping-Andersen, 2002, 2009). What characterizes the welfare state is the central role played by
the public sector in providing social security for the population.
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In the 1980s the Thatcher and Reagan administrations in Great Britain and the United States, implemented
neo-liberal reforms strengthening market forces and reducing public sector influence with privatizations
and tax reductions. In a comparative study of Sweden, Japan and the United States, entitled Globalization
and Governance (2013), Jon Pierre found that globalization per se had not caused the changes in welfare
systems in the respective countries, but that internal factors had played a decisive role. However, as
consequence of the economic globalization the regional level has become more important in coordinating
the public and the private sectors in the field of economic development (Tsuchida, 2011). In Sweden, the
restructuring of the welfare state started in the beginning of the 1980s and the deep economic crisis around
1990 created a breeding ground for far-reaching changes inspired by neo-liberal ideas. Earlier freedom of
choice within the public sector, program budgeting and other experiments had been carried out by social
democratic governments but now fundamental changes of the Swedish welfare state were implemented
(Therborn, 2018).
During the Center/Right government 1991–1994, the public sector was reduced by tax cuts and
privatizations with commercial actors providing tax-funded healthcare, schools, elderly care and childcare.
The municipalities and the county councils had been responsible for almost all the publicly financed
services but now dramatic changes took place. In 2015, 42 percent of the primary care clinics were privately
owned, and in the Stockholm region 65 percent. The for-profit companies have expanded. The
development is similar but slower for education and social care (Svallfors & Tyllström, 2018). However, the
non-profit actors did not expand (Sandberg, 2014). Controversial public private partnerships were also
introduced (Sundström, 2018, 2019). In addition, changes of the social insurance systems were carried out
concerning pensions, unemployment benefits, and health insurances (Oskarson, 2013; Lindbom, 2016).
At the end of the 1980s the public finances were balanced with higher revenues than expenditures (see
Figure 1). However, during the economic crises in the beginning of the 1990s with decreasing GNP and
increasing unemployment expenditures grew dramatically resulting in a deficit record high in 1993. A new
budgetary process in 1997 gave the government a stronger position and with an improved international
economy, there was again a balanced situation a few years later.
Figure 1

Public revenues and expenditures in relation to GNP, Sweden 1986–2018 (percent)
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Comment: The revenues and expenditures include the state, regions/counties, municipalities and social security funds
but not profit making organizations owned by the public. Until 1999, the Swedish state church was also included.
Source: Statistics Sweden (SCB).
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After 2000, the revenues and the expenditures have been around 50 percent of GNP with small variations
through the years and since 2015, there is a surplus in the public economy.
Analyzing different aspects of the restructuring of the Swedish welfare state over time is of central
importance, and the SOM survey offer opportunities to study developments in public opinion. Public
attitudes toward the Swedish welfare state will first be analysed in three respects: the size of the public
sector, taxes and privatizations. The citizens relate to the welfare state in different roles as voters,
taxpayers, employees and users of services (Nilsson & Westerståhl, 1999a). When analyzing the attitudes
towards the welfare state the focus is on the role of the voter and the long-term trends during changing
economic and political situations. A core problem is the balance between the public sector and the market
and the role of pro profit and non-profit organizations in the production of publicly financed services.
Therefore, the attitude towards profits in the welfare sector among different groups will also be analysed.
The empirical data for the analysis is collected from the national SOM survey carried out yearly during the
period 1986-2018. In 1986, the SOM Institute carried out its first study of the Swedish public’s attitudes
toward the public sector. 2 The following year the survey included items on privatization and starting in the
1990s views on taxes were added; since 2012 the survey makes it is possible to analyze the attitudes
towards profits in the welfare sector. The results from the national SOM survey will be comparison to the
results from regional SOM surveys (carried out since 1998). Furthermore, comparisons between the
population´s perceptions of profits in the welfare sector and the attitudes of the elected representatives
in Parliament are made (valforskning.pol.gu.se).
Citizens and the size of the public sector
Up until 1988, the Swedish population’s opinion on size of the public sector was relatively stable with about
as many wishing to maintain it as wishing to reduce it. However, in the late 1980s, popular support was
reduced and 1990 during the economic crisis, three times as many were in favor of reducing it as were
opposed to such a measure. Developments in Eastern Europe, including the fall of the Berlin Wall, were
also important factors underlying the dramatic opinion change in 1990, as was the right-wing wave
sweeping the Anglo-Saxon countries under Thatcher and Reagan – a wave that reached Sweden at a
relatively late stage (Hadenius & Nilsson, 1991).
After these developments followed a break in the trend; in 1993, the year in which the public sector
financial deficit was at its greatest, the SOM surveys showed for the first time that those who opposed
making further public sector reductions had an advantage over those who advocated it (see Figure 2).
During the following years, support for the public sector increased so that, in 1996, there was a deep rift
between those who wished to preserve the public sector and those who wanted to reduce it. With
improvements in the Swedish economy, the difference decreased continuously up to 1999. During the
subsequent ten years, public opinion remained essentially stable with a clear majority opposing reducing
the public sector, although there were small fluctuations from year to year. After 2010, support for the
public sector increased and twice as many oppose reducing it compared to those who advocate such a
measure (Bendz, 2014). However, in the election year 2018 the support decreased again.
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The question about reducing the public sector was first introduced in the 1982 election study (Gilljam & Nilsson, 1985).
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Figure 2

Attitudes to the public sector in Sweden, 1986–2018 (percent)
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Comment: The proposal was ‘Reduce the public sector’ and the response alternatives were ‘Very good proposal’, ‘Fairly
good proposal’, ‘Neither good nor bad proposal’, ‘Fairly bad proposal’, and ‘Very bad proposal’. The percentages include
all respondents except those who abstained from responding to the proposals in question. The proportion of respondents
who did not express an opinion was coded ‘No opinion’.
Source: The National SOM Survey 1986–2018.

Regarding this important left-right issue, the differences between the positions taken by sympathizers of
the political parties have been considerable, but variable over time. Throughout, Left Party sympathizers
have had the most positive attitude toward preserving the size of the public sector, whereas Conservatives
have had the most negative attitude.
During the period 1986–1988, opinions were essentially stable within the different parties as well.
Subsequently, the positions in all parties shifted to attitudes that are more negative. In 1990, dramatic
changes resulted in a negative opinion balance for all parties (see Figure 3). In particular, sympathizers of
left-wing parties, i.e., those who had the most positive attitudes toward the public sector, had come nearer
the negative positions of the conservative/liberal voters.
After 1990, attitudes towards the public sector again became more positive. The trend begun among Left
Party and Social Democratic sympathizers. Up until 1996/97, sympathizers of all parties had increasingly
negative attitudes toward the proposal to reduce the public sector. The changes were particularly great
among conservatives and liberals; it was only among Conservatives that the preponderance of opinion for
reducing the public sector remained. Subsequently, the opposition against reduction decreased somewhat,
only to increase again at the turn of the millennium, when Left Party sympathizers shifted further to the
left and Conservatives further to the right, thus resulting in an increased polarization.

4

Figure 3

Attitudes to the public sector among party sympathizers, 1986–2018 (balance of
opinion)
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Comment: For the proposal and response alternatives, see Figure 1. Balance of opinion is the proportion of ‘good
proposal’ minus the proportion of ‘bad proposal’ and runs from +100 to -100. The parties: Left party (V), Social
Democratic Party (S), Green Party (G), Center Party (C), Liberal Party (L), Christian Democratic Party (KD), Conservative
Party (M), and the Swedish Democratic Party (SD).
Source: The National SOM Survey 1986–2018.

In recent years, a pattern has emerged were Left Party sympathizers strongly oppose against reducing the
public sector. Among Green Party and Social Democratic sympathizers, there is a preponderance of opinion
for preserving the size of the public sector; sympathizers with the respective parties are close to one
another on this issue. Since 1994, Green Party sympathizers have been somewhat to the left of Social
Democrat sympathizers during election years; recently, this has been the case every year. For several years,
the Center Party, the Liberal Party and the Christian Democrats was a group, in which the proportion of
those who advocated cuts was essentially equal to the proportion wishing to maintain the present size. In
recent years, Center Party sympathizers have become more negative toward a reduction while Christian
Democrat sympathizers have come closer to the Moderate Party. In this left-right issue, the Swedish
Democrats have joined the conservative/liberal parties. Conservatives have continuously advocated
making cuts of the public sector, but support for this decreased after 2008. In the election year 2018 in the
bourgeois parties, those in favor of a reduction were the most numerous except the Center party
sympathizers.
There are limited differences between socio-economic groups as regards attitudes toward reducing the
public sector. There are small differences between age groups and educational levels although old people
and people with low education are more positive to reduce. Men are more positive than women are.
Differences are relatively small even with regard to citizenship and professional sector but people in the
private sector are somewhat more positive to cut down and entrepreneurs have more positive attitudes
toward a reduction of the public sector than blue and white collar workers. Place of residence, urban or
rural, are also of minor importance in this respect.
5

Taxes and services
At all times and in all countries, people have complained about taxes. Tax revolts have broken out; protest
parties have been established. However, there is no unambiguous relation between tax levels, protests,
and the balance between tax payments, and public benefits is important to analyze. In welfare states with
high levels of universal services and extensive transfer payments to households, the willingness to pay taxes
have been high (Peters, 1991; Rothstein, 2016). In the postwar period, a number of studies surveyed the
Swedish public’s attitudes toward taxes. The general opinion has been that taxes are too high, particularly
the marginal tax rates that existed prior to the great fiscal reform of the early 1990s. By the end of the
1960s, the majority of Swedes considered thought taxes too high even in relation to public benefits,
whereas in the 1980s and 1990s, the majority felt taxes were reasonable in relation to benefits (Vogel,
1970; Åberg, 1993). Results from the 1986–2010 Swedish Welfare State Surveys (SWS) show a high
collective and individual preparedness to pay for welfare measures (Svallfors, 2013, 2016).
Questions about taxes have been included in the SOM survey since 1994 (see Figure 4). During the 1994
election year, with budget deficits and increasing national debt, there was a greater will to increase taxes
rather than reduce public services. However, with the improved economic situation, support for tax
increases transformed into slight opposition to increase taxes in relation to public services four years later.
The question about increased taxes in relation to public services has been posed five times, and each time
the preponderance of opinion has been positive. 3
Figure 4

Attitudes to taxes, 1994–2018 (balance of opinion)
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Source: The National SOM Survey 1994–2018.
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In 2002, 2009–2010, and 2012, the issue related to an increase in municipal and county/regional taxes, which for the
large majority of wage earners today make up the bulk of their income tax. The 2016 survey, however, used the same
wording as in 1994–1998.
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Since 2009, the question of whether taxes should be reduced or not has been included as well. A majority
of the Swedish public advocated tax cuts in 1999–2001, that is without the linkage to service reductions.
When the economy improved, support for tax cuts grew for a few years. After 2005, however, the
preponderance of opinion favoring a reduction decreased, with some increase during the 2010 election
year. In 2013, the proportion who wanted to reduce taxes was record low and in the regional survey, more
respondents were opposed to a tax cut than advocated one. However, in 2017, national support for a tax
reduction increased again. Since 2015, a clear majority has been against the proposal to raise taxes.
The Swedish public has made these judgments against the background of far-reaching tax cuts (cf. Bendz,
2014). Since 2009, ‘reducing taxes’ has been advocated by fewer than those who wish to ‘increase
municipal/county taxes rather than reduce services’ (see Table 1). The latter tax proposal has enjoyed
support from all parties, but in 2016 among Conservatives and Christian Democratic sympathizers there
was a small preponderance in favor of tax reductions even if services is reduced. However, issues of
lowering or raising taxes clearly discriminate between the political parties.
Table 1

Attitudes to taxes among party sympathizers, 2016/2018 (balance of opinion)
V

S

MP

C

L

KD

M

SD

All

Reduce taxes (2018)

-56

-19

-55

+24

+29

+37

+61

+50

-13

Increase taxes (2019)

+42

-8

+19

-49

-58

-65

-80

-73

-38

Increase taxes rather than
reduce public services (2016)

+69

+62

+53

+13

+3

-5

-4

+9

+28

Comment: For response alternatives, see Figure 1. For party abbreviations, se Figure 3.
Source: The National SOM Survey 2016 and 2019.

Sympathizers of the Alliance parties (C, KD, L, and M) were clearly in favor of lowering taxes in 2018,
whereas sympathizers with the Red-Green parties (V, S, and MP) opposed tax cuts. Left Party sympathizers
clearly opposed tax cuts, instead favoring an increase. Green Party sympathizers had the same general view
but Social Democratic sympathizers, on the other hand, opposed a tax decrease as well as an increase. In
this regard, the Sweden Democrats conformed closely with the conservative/liberal sympathizers.
The taxes is a left – right issue but there are limited differences between socio-economic groups. Women
are less inclined to reduce taxes, as are people with higher education and those working for local
government while entrepreneurs are more positive. The entrepreneurs are also more negative towards
increased taxes as people working in the private sector. Those living in the countryside like those with lower
education are more negative towards higher taxes.
There is a strong link between attitudes toward the public sector, on the one hand, and toward taxes, on
the other. Those who wish to reduce the size of the public sector are also more inclined to reduce taxes
and conversely. The public sector and taxes constitute central issues in the political debate and ideology
and sympathy with political parties largely structures the opinions. Likewise, they have also been
important issues for policymaking bodies and in the political parties’ internal discussions, both on the
national level and in counties/regions and municipalities. In an international perspective, taxes are high in
7

Sweden but the tax structure with no taxes on capital, real estate, gifts and inheritance is favorable for
more wealthy people, which is an important factor explaining wealth cleavage which have increased
dramatically in Sweden and more than in other Nordic countries. Incomes has also become more unequal
(Therborn, 2018).
Public opinion on privatization
There is essentially two reasons to advocate privatization as a political strategy in welfare politics: to reduce
costs/increase efficiency and to offer individualized options and greater freedom of choice (EspingAndersen, 1996, 2002). The primary arguments against privatization are the risk that it may lead to more
inequality and segregation and that democratic control may decrease (Bendz, 2011; Kastberg, 2010). The
Freedom of Choice Act (SFS 2008:962) regulates what is to apply when procurement agencies expose
services to competition by allowing users to select among providers in a free choice system. New Public
Management with business perspectives also in the public sector has expanded in Sweden and
controversial neo-liberal public-private-partnership projects have been implemented (Therborn, 2018;
Sundström, 2018, 2019). There are two main dimensions of privatization production and financing. Here
focus is on the responsibility for production since the responsibility for financing – public or private – has
been discussed in relation to taxes.
Since 1987, the SOM survey have included items on privatization (Nilsson & Strömberg, 1988). In three
areas, shifts in opinion occur over a long period: healthcare, education and elderly care. Education and
elderly care are central municipal responsibilities, whereas health care is the main responsibility of the
counties/regions. The survey respondents were asked about their opinions on privatization in the sense of
a transition to a greater proportion of private production. Two of these proposals concern a shift toward
more private health care and independent schools but not necessarily a transition to a primarily non-public
model (see Figure 5). The remaining two questions concern allowing private elderly care and prevent
companies from running hospitals with profits. Special focus will be on privatization in education. The
Swedish system of private schools, introduced during the economic crisis of the 1990s, has developed into
a neo-liberal prototype project. Sweden allows profit-making enterprises to own tax-funded schools. In this
respect, Sweden has gone further than any other country. In international evaluations PISA et.al the
Swedish school system for a long period showed decreasing results with some improvement 2015 but
segregation continues to increase (OECD, 2018; UNICEF, 2018, Skolverket, 2018).
The shift in attitudes toward privatization follows the same basic pattern as for attitudes toward the public
sector as a whole. Opposition to privatization decreased during the period 1988–1990. In 1990, which was
an exceptional year there was clear support for privatizations within healthcare, whereas regarding schools
and elderly care, just as many were in favor of privatization as were against it. However, during the
economic crisis of the early 1990s, public support for private alternatives decreased considerably. In all
three areas, more were negative towards further privatizations, and this shift was particularly marked in
healthcare. During the period 1993–2006, opposition to privatization within healthcare and elderly care
diminished.
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Figure 5

Attitudes to privatization of public services, 1987–2018 (balance of opinion)
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After 2006, there was a change in public opinion and opposition to privatization in these areas increased
again, particularly after 2010, culminating in record low support for privatization in 2013. However, even
after that year, public opinion has been negative with regard to all areas and the opinion is polarized. There
was a negative feedback on the increased privatization and the thermostat changed (Bendz, 2014).
In the spring of 2007, the Parliament voted to repeal ”the stop law against private hospitals” (Government
Bill, 2006/07:52). At the same time, public support for such a law increased; the past few years have seen
a clear preponderance of opinion in favor of not allowing for-profit hospital care. Concerning this issue,
there has been lack of agreement between voters and elected representatives, on both the national and
the regional level (Karlsson, 2013). Attitudes toward private elderly care have been consistently negative,
but gradually less so up to 2006, after which attitudes again become clearly negative.
The 1997 survey assessed attitudes to publicly funded efforts within the school system with private schools
using the item: ‘Strive towards more independent schools’. Support for independent schools has decreased
gradually. The public finds that the quality has decreased but the opinions divide, mainly due to the value
of the international large-scale assessments, ILSA. A cluster analysis shows that the public opinion on
schooling is fragmented and polarized with one group in favor of welfare schooling, reformistic defenders,
34 percent supported by Red and Green parties and one group of post-political restructionists who strive
for further restructuring of the school system 21 percent supported by mainly conservatives.
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Two clusters in between decentralizing reformists and uninformed skeptics, representing half of the
population, will be important for the future of the Swedish school system (Lindblad, Nilsson & Lindblad,
2018).
The overall effects of the considerable fluctuations in public opinion on privatization are also very clear if
we look at political party sympathy. The national survey reveal that during 1987–1999, the difference in
attitudes regarding the areas healthcare, education and social care between sympathizers with the Red
and Green vs. the other parties was cut almost in half, the reduced discrepancy resulting from both leftand right-wing party sympathizers moving toward the middle (see Table 2).
Table 2

Proposals for privatization and party sympathy, Sweden 2017/2018 (balance of
opinion)
V

S

MP

C

L

KD

M

SD

Tot

Increase privatization of
healthcare 2018

-82

-65

-58

-20

+3

+21

+19

-15

-29

Strive towards more independent
schools 2017

-77

-61

-42

-22

-18

+4

±0

-31

-35

Prevent companies from running
hospitals with profit 2018

+85

+54

+51

-16

-2

-9

-27

+12

+21

Let private companies assume
responsibility for elderly care 2018

-78

-69

-58

-11

±0

±0

+10

-17

-31

Comment: Balance of opinion is the proportion of ‘good proposal’ minus the proportion of ‘bad proposal’ and runs from
+100 to -100. The proportion of respondents who has not expressed an opinion was coded ‘No opinion’. For party
abbreviations, see Figure 3.
Source: The National SOM Survey 2017 and 2019.

At the turn of the millennium, opinions polarized, with the Conservatives shifting to the right on all issues
and the Left Party sympathizers moving to the left. Less uniform changes occurred for the remaining
parties. Regarding healthcare and elderly care, there was considerable consensus among Social Democrats,
Green Party and Left Party sympathizers, who opposed privatizations in these areas and supporting a law
to stop pro-profit enterprises from running hospitals. Then Conservative/Liberal party sympathizers clearly
moved to the left. This was particularly apparent among Center Party sympathizers. Conservatives have
been least positive to privatization initiatives and was in 2018 the only party where there was a
preponderance in favor of private elderly care. However, in 2018 both Christian Democratic and
Conservative sympathizers were clearly in favor of more private healthcare. All Alliance parties were
against preventing companies from running hospitals with profit. Regarding privatization of healthcare,
schools, and eldercare/childcare, Sweden Democratic sympathizers expressed the same opinion as the
Red-Green parties, though their balance of opinion has been lower.
Where attitudes to private schools are concerned, the pattern has been somewhat different. Left Party
sympathizers have consistently been against more resources for private schools; even among Social
Democrats, there has been a clear, constant preponderance of opinion against such a measure. Green Party
sympathizers’ attitudes to independent schools have changed over time and since 2006, opinions on
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further independent schools have been clearly negative. This is also the results for the Center Party
sympathizers. In 2017, equal proportions of Christian Democrat and Moderate Party either supported or
did not support the proposal. When it comes to the schools, there is strong support in all parties for the
proposal to let the state take over responsibility from the municipalities; this support is strongest within
the Left, Social Democratic and Liberal parties.
The opposition against reducing the public sector through privatization is strong among sympathizers to
the Red and Green parties. Considering socio-economic groups, there are rather limited differences. Young
respondents are generally more uncertain and their balance of opinion is lower. People working in the
private sector, white-collar workers, and entrepreneurs are less negative towards private alternatives and
it is only within these groups we can find small preponderance for privatizations. People working within
the public sector are on the other hand generally more negative towards privatizations.
Profits in the welfare sector
In recent years, making profits on publicly financed welfare services has become a very ideologically
charged and debated political issue. Among political elites, the standpoints taken have been far from
crystal-clear across all parties. The Left Party has long insisted on a ban on profits, while Social Democrats
have decided that profits should be limited. The Contract for the Future, approved by the Social Democrats’
party conference in 2013, emphasized that profit making should not guide welfare services. Later, the
demand for limitations sharpened up, and limitations now comprise the welfare sector in its entirety, not
only the school sector (www.socialdemokraterna.se).
In 2012 three leading representatives of the Green Party apologized for the party’s previous policies in
relation to independent schools, emphasizing that ”It’s now necessary to do things right” and “This must
include getting profits out of the equation” (Ruwaida, Pertoft, & Amin, 2012). The Green Party has changed
its opinion on the issue of profits. However, it was not until after the 2014 election that the Red-Green
parties made a common statement on this matter in their Agreement on welfare without profits. Based on
this agreement, the Government appointed a commission for New rules for public funding of privately
provided services (Government Dir. 2015:22).
In his summer address in 2012, the Sweden Democrat party leader emphasized that the welfare sector is
not just any market, and that profits would have to be regulated more strictly
(www.sverigedemokraterna.se). However, the party changed its opinion on the issue after the election of
2014. Leading party representatives had been in contact with several business organizations (www.di.se,
September 2015). In March 2018, media revealed that the party had allowed venture capitalists to
influence its welfare policies and one of the party’s parliamentarians left the party (Aftonbladet and SvD,
March 27, 2018).
The Conservative/Liberal parties jointly emphasize that freedom of choice presupposes private alternatives
and profit making; they also emphasize that private enterprise promotes efficiency in the welfare sector.
In 2017, an article signed by the leaders of the Alliance parties advocated a long-term agreement on the
terms of the welfare sector, but without profit limitations (www.svd.se, April 2017).
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In spring 2017, The Welfare Commission presented its final report (SOU 2017:38). The proposals put forth
entailed a number of more rigorous rules concerning authorization, evaluation, and control. A new law on
freedom of choice was to replace the Law of Free Choice System (SFS 2008:962). Special rules for promoting
idea-driven activities were also included. The report did not imply a ban on dividends. To prevent excess
profits, however, it proposed a limitation of maximally seven percent of the operative capital above the
government borrowing-rate. There were also other critical reports asking for reconsideration (Molander,
2017). This aroused an intense debate, where the Alliance parties, the liberal and conservative press as
well as business organizations demanded a reject of the entire proposal.
A year later, the government put forward, despite criticism from the Council on Legislation, a bill on limiting
profits in the welfare sector (Government Bill, 2017/18:159). This was part of an agreement with the Left
Party. The proposals concerning education and social care stipulated that a special permit would be needed
to pursue publicly funded operations in these areas, and that such operations could only be pursued by
legal persons. Special rules would apply to idea-driven organizations. However, the Parliament (Riksdagen)
rejected the bill. The new political situation after the 2018 election with cooperation between the
government with Social democratic and Green party members and the Center Party and the Liberal Party
included agreement that a ban on profits in the welfare sector should not be introduced.
Concerning privatization in the welfare sector, Sweden has gone further than the other Nordic countries,
particularly regarding schools. Denmark has since many years had a large number of independent schools,
all of them non-profit. In recent years, non-profit independent schools have become more common in
Norway as well. Permitting pro-profit organizations to operate schools in Finland has not been on the
agenda (Mydske, Claes, & Lie 2007; SOU 2016:78). Today, Sweden is the only country in the world that
allows publicly funded, pro-profit providers, since Chile repealed the system introduced after Pinochet
assumed power. The School Commission proposed several measures to reduce segregation, including
regulation of school choice (SOU 2017:35) and several prominent researchers have demanded limitations
on profits for private education providers (Gustafsson, Sörlin, & Vlachos, 2016) as well as to “Stop school
profits” (Cannon et al., 2013).
Making profits on welfare services is thus a highly controversial political issue. Nevertheless, what are the
attitudes of the Swedish public and how do voters’ opinions relate to those of their elected
representatives? The question is of a great interest, as previous research has shown that there tends to be
good agreement of opinion between voters and elected representatives concerning issues linked to the
traditional left-right dimension.
Citizens’ attitudes towards profits in the welfare sector
Before comparing the opinions of voters and elected, we begin with a brief summary of what we have
found about the public opinion. The 2012 SOM survey comprised, for the first time, a general question
about making profits on welfare services: ‘Profit distribution shall not be allowed in tax-funded healthcare,
education and social care’. Thus, the question expressly concerned dividends from the three central areas
of tax-funded welfare. The wording describes a far-reaching alternative to the current situation, suggesting
an allowance of profit distributions. More than 60 percent of the respondents answered that profits should
not be allowed, whereas less than 20 percent held the opposite opinion. Barely one in five respondents
chose the alternative ‘neither good nor bad’, and very few had no opinion on the matter. It should also be
pointed out that approximately 40 percent choose the extreme alternative, ‘very good proposal’, which is
an expression of intensity.
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In the 2013 survey, five alternative measures were tested in a major experiment. This was to exclude the
risk that the wording used had given a biased representation of opinions on profits in Sweden. In one of
the 2013 questionnaires, the same question that was posed in 2012 resulted in seventy percent of
respondents advocating a ban on dividends. In another questionnaire, the wording was opposite:
‘Dividends should be allowed in tax-funded healthcare, schools and eldercare/childcare’. The results were
almost identical; approximately two thirds of the respondents thought it was a bad proposal and few
respondents regarded it a good proposal. A third question containing the item ‘Limit care enterprises’
opportunities to distribute profits’ resulted in a similar response pattern. A fourth instrument in the 2013
national SOM survey focused on two alternatives to municipal and regional operations, namely ‘for-profit
enterprises’ and ‘non-profit associations and organizations’. One third of all respondents had trouble
forming an opinion on this question, instead opting for the alternatives ‘neither good nor bad’ respectively
‘no opinion’. The outcome was nevertheless clear. Only one respondent in five favored for-profit
enterprises as an alternative to public organizations, whereas the majority opted for non-profit
organizations.
However, profits are not necessarily controversial as long as organizations re-invest them in the operations.
In the 2013 survey, we therefore raised the question of how profits should be used. Should, as is the case
today, the companies themselves decide on dividends, or should dividends not be permitted? In addition,
there were two intermediate alternatives: ‘Most of the profit should be reinvested in the business, with only
a small part being distributable as dividends’ and ‘Profits should only be allowed to be reinvested in the
business’.
Less than ten percent supported the current state of affairs: ‘It is up to the enterprises themselves to decide
on dividends’; 80 percent advocated limitations. At the same time, only one in five chose the alternative
‘Dividends should not be allowed’. However, the alternative ‘Profits should only be allowed to be re-invested
in the business’ implied that there should be no dividends; half of respondents chose this alternative in
combination with the proposal that dividends should not be allowed. Instead, respondents wanted to see
limitations on dividends, demanding that most of the profits be re-invested; nearly one third opted for that
alternative (Nilsson, 2014a).
Following the broad effort in 2013, some of the items have also been part of later national and regional
SOM surveys. This has allowed us to follow developments over time in certain areas. The item ‘Profit
distribution shall not be allowed in tax-funded healthcare, education and social care’ has been included in
the national SOM survey each year since 2012. It has also been part of the regional survey. After 2013,
responses returned to a pattern similar to that seen in 2012 and this has been essentially unchanged.
In the political debate as well as in the Parliament, clear block differences have formed the basis of political
decisions in this area. There has been considerable consensus among the Alliance parties, whereas the RedGreen parties have been more scattered. Among party sympathizers, however, the pattern is different. In
2012, the majority indicated that not allowing profits was a good proposal. In the following year, such a
majority existed within all parties, with 70 percent or more in the Red-Green parties and 50–60 percent in
the Alliance parties. 4

4

There were also other proposals on profit limitations and bans on profits presented to the respondents, and the responding
patterns were similar. Sympathizers of the Red-Green parties significantly supported the proposals and there was a
widespread support among sympathizers of the Alliance parties too (Nilsson, 2014a).
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During the election year 2014, sympathizers with the Alliance parties united more behind their respective
party lines, whereas Red-Green sympathizers maintained their views on profits, as did Sweden Democratic
sympathizers. In the 2014 election, welfare issues were particularly important for choice of party, which
contributed to the setback experienced by the Alliance parties (Oscarsson & Holmberg, 2016).
Subsequently, the balance of opinion has been negative for the Alliance parties only occasionally. In 2018,
there was strong support for banning profits among Red-Green sympathizers. Also among Center, Liberal
and Swedish Democratic more sympathizers were in favor of the proposal and only among Conservative
sympathizers, there was a preponderance for profits (see Table 3).
Table 3

2018

Party sympathies and the proposal that Profit distribution shall not be allowed in taxfunded healthcare, education and social care, 2018 (balance of opinion)
V

S

MP

C

+79

+67

+69

+13

L
+29

KD
+1

M

SD

-13

+31

Total
+34

Comment: Balance of opinion refers to the proportion of ‘good proposal’ minus the proportion of ‘bad proposal’ and
runs from +100 to -100. The proportion of respondents who has not expressed an opinion about the item has been
treated as a ’no opinion’ category. For party abbreviations, see Figure 2.
Source: The National SOM Survey 2018.

Among the electorate, there is generally weak support for allowing profits. However, to what extent are
attitudes influenced by whether or not the respondents themselves use private services in healthcare,
schools, elderly care and childcare or if they have next of kin who use private alternatives? In 2013, users
of both public and private alternatives in healthcare and education were of the same opinion as the general
population, i.e., almost two thirds thought that profits should not be permitted. The difference between
those who attended municipal and independent schools was slight, as was the difference between those
who used the services of public versus private healthcare centers. The same response patterns appeared
among those whose next of kin used public versus private services in healthcare and education. Relatively
few used private alternatives in childcare and elderly care, but the results were similar for these areas as
well. The results concerning users’ attitudes toward dividends were essentially the same in the regional
studies (Nilsson, 2014a, 2016a).
There are limited differences between socio-economic groups as regards attitudes towards dividends
within tax-funded healthcare, education and social care (Nilsson, 2018). However, women are more
positive to a ban on profits than men are, and people working in the private sector are less positive. There
are small differences between age groups and educational levels although young people are more
uncertain. Differences are relatively small even with regard to citizenship and this applies to place of
residence, urban and rural. Stockholm County did not deviate in this regard, even though privatization has
gone further in the City of Stockholm and the Stockholm County than in other parts of the country
(Sundström, 2018). On the other hand, blue-collar workers are more positive to a ban. In 2017–2018, whitecollar workers and entrepreneurs constituted the only groups for which the balance of opinion was
negative.
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After initiation of the Welfare Commission in 2015, there was a very intense and extensive campaign
against restrictions on profits in the welfare sector, with business organizations playing very active roles.
With few exceptions media strongly opposed limitations and bans on profits. This, however, did not affect
public opinion as a whole; after 2015, entrepreneurs was the only group for which there was a clear
negative change in support of a ban (Nilsson, 2018).
Freedom of choice but no profits
What, then, do voters and users think about freedom of choice within childcare, schools, healthcare, and
elderly care? Our studies have shown very strong support for freedom of choice in all studied areas. Nearly
three quarters indicated that freedom of choice was important in healthcare and elderly care, and more
than two thirds expressed the same opinion in relation to childcare and schools. For healthcare and elderly
care, 40 percent stated it very important, and for childcare and schools, the proportion was one third. Only
one in five respondents held that freedom of choice was less important; almost all had an opinion on
freedom of choice within welfare services (Nilsson, 2014a).
The majority of respondents in all groups, except Left Party sympathizers, were of the opinion that freedom
of choice is important in education. The differences between parties has been considerable and ranges
from 40 percent among Left Party sympathizers to 70–80 percent among sympathizers with the
Conservatives/Liberals. Sympathizers with the Social Democrats, Green Party and Sweden Democrats
formed an intermediate group in this regard, with more than 60 percent indicating that freedom of choice
is important. For the other welfare areas surveyed – childcare, healthcare and elderly care – the response
patterns were similar.
Regardless of whether the respondents were a public or independent school user, the great majority felt
that freedom of choice was important. This was also the case regarding choice of a public or a private
healthcare center. The same basic pattern also applied to next of kin who have indirect contact with public
and private alternatives for education and healthcare.
To what extent, then, do attitudes to freedom of choice affect opinions on profits? Even among those who
emphasized that freedom of choice in education is very important, more than 60 percent supports a ban
of profits in tax-funded healthcare, education, and social care. Of those who did not consider freedom of
choice to be important, nine out of ten supports a ban of profits. For childcare, healthcare, and elderly
care, the basic pattern was the same, and the results for the remaining areas were similar (Nilsson, 2014a).
In the regional studies, the results were also the same.
Agreement of opinions between voters and elected representatives?
In his study of representative democracy in Sweden, Sören Holmberg analysed the relation between voters
and their elected representatives (Holmberg, 1974). Regarding left-right issues there was a basic, fanshaped pattern according to which parliamentarians display a greater range of opinions than did citizens
in general. In 2010, Left Party members of the Parliament were somewhat to the left of their sympathizers,
whereas the Social Democratic and Green Party Parliament members had about the same opinions as their
voters. The Parliament members from the Alliance parties were, as the Swedish Democratic
parliamentarians, to the right of their voters (Holmberg, 2014).
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The 2014 Parliament survey included, for the first time, the item: Profit distribution shall not be allowed in
tax-funded healthcare, education and social care. 5 This showed considerable differences of opinion on
profits among the Red-Green and the Alliance Parliament members. There was a great majority in favor of
the proposal among the Red-Green members, whereas the conservative/liberals’ attitudes were very
negative. The Sweden Democratic Parliament members placed themselves in an intermediate position.
A comparison of the Swedish people’s views on profits in 2018 and the opinions of the Parliament members
show great agreement between the Red-Green parliamentarians and their sympathizers, while, conversely,
the distance between voters and e8lected officials is highly pronounced for the others. Whereas in 2018,
one third to half of the Alliance parties’ sympathizers were of the opinion that not allowing profits would
be a good thing, this view was shared by only a few Parliament members from these parties. Almost 100
percent of conservative/liberal Parliament members felt it was a bad proposal. Among the Sweden
Democratic Parliament members, one third was in favor of the proposal, whereas the majority of their
sympathizers thought that banning profits in tax-funded healthcare, education and social care was a good
proposal. Figure 6 summarizes the differences and similarities between the voters and the elected
representatives 2018 regarding attitudes toward profits within the welfare sector.
Figure 6

Attitudes to the proposal Profit distribution shall not be allowed in tax-funded
healthcare, education, and social care among members of the Swedish Parliament in
2014 and the Swedish people in 2018 (percent good proposal)

Elected
(2014)

100 %

Voters
(2018)

100 %

Comment: For party abbreviations, see Figure 2.
Source: The national SOM survey 2018 and Riksdagsundersökningen 2014 [Parliamentary survey].

The lack of agreement on this proposal within the center-right alliance parties was extreme and clearly
greater than for other left-right issues. The fan-shaped pattern frequently seen did not apply to the issue
of profits. It points to an asymmetrical representation concerning the party sympathizers and elected
members of the Parliament: The Red-Green parliamentarians reflected the opinions of their voters quite
5

The response rate was 88 percent. However, the Sweden Democrats made an exception with a response rate somewhat
lower than 80 percent.
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well, whereas the elected representatives of the Alliance parties were very far from their sympathizers
when it came to the issue of making profits on welfare services. In the 2014 election, welfare issues were
the most significant factor for choice of party while the question of making profits on welfare services took
eleventh place (SVT/VALU, 2014). However, for voters who left the Alliance parties for the Red-Green
parties, the dimension public–private, followed by the welfare dimension, was the most important reason
for moving from the one bloc to the other.
In the new political landscape after the Swedish election 2018, the Liberal parties (L and C) cooperate with
the Social Democrats and Green Party (S and MP) in government and the former Alliance does not exist
any longer. On welfare issues, the Liberal parties are more in agreement with the Red and Green parties
than Conservative parties (M and KD) are.
The Swedish public and the elected representatives on the restructuring and marketization
of the welfare state
There is strong support for the traditional welfare state among the Swedes and in most socio economic
groups, but class is still important (Svallfors, 2016; Therborn, 2018). Support for the public sector is quite
considerable, and willingness to lower taxes has seen a decreasing long-term trend. At the same time,
criticism of privatization has grown through the years. This applies to the proposal to promote more private
healthcare centers and schools as well as to attitudes toward private elderly care and hospitals. These
attitudes are marked by ideology and party sympathy with increased polarization between the parties.
However, the legitimacy of the welfare system is not only dependent of the support of the people but also
on the capacity of the system to fulfill the political commitments. When citizens evaluate public services,
users are most satisfied and those without direct or indirect contact with the services are less satisfied
(Nilsson & Westerståhl, 1999a, 1999 b).
The results are in accordance with the conclusion drawn by Stefan Svallfors, based on the Swedish Welfare
State Surveys (SWS) 1986–2010, that support for the welfare state is unwavering. It is the view of the
Swedish population that the state and the regions/municipalities are the most appropriate providers of
healthcare, schools, and social care (Svallfors, 2013, 2016). However, as we have seen, there is a great
difference in opinion between voters and their elected representatives.
Several alternative measures confirm the wide support for limiting profits and for banning dividends within
tax-funded healthcare, education and social care. At the same time, two thirds of the public perceive
freedom of choice as important. However, even most supporters of freedom of choice favor a ban of
profits. This also applies to groups of people who themselves, or whose next of kin, use private alternatives.
The Swedish public does not primarily want to see pro-profit organizations as alternatives to municipalities
and counties/regions; they would prefer non-profit, idea-driven organizations. Regarding agreement on
profits between voters and their elected representatives, survey results show considerable agreement
between Red-Green voters and the representatives they elect, but not between Alliance voters and their
representatives. Parliamentarians representing the Alliance parties have had opinions quite different from
those of their sympathizers although welfare issues have been important in the elections.
How could these profound changes of the welfare system take place in Sweden the Welfare State with
strong public support for the traditional welfare state? Svallfors and Tyllström analyze the strategies of the
business organizations in the welfare sector in the article ‘Resilient privatization: the puzzling case of forprofit welfare providers in Sweden’ (2018). Based on interviews with strategic actors the study shows that
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influencing the perceptions, organizing actors and facilitating communication are most important. 6
Representatives of business think tanks and lobbying groups also frequently publish articles on editorial
pages in the Liberal and Conservative media. These strategies have been very successful in promoting the
pro-profit welfare policies although widespread negative attitudes in the society. It has been argued that
that difference on the question of profits in welfare has uncovered a problem in democracy and created a
business corporative system (Widmalm, 2017).
The changes in welfare policies have distanced Sweden from other Nordic countries in various respects
(Kroll & Blomberg, 2013). This concerns the increase of pro-profit enterprises’ responsibility for welfare
services, whereas the operations of idea-driven non-profit organizations remain very limited. It also
concerns venture capital enterprises’ activities within the welfare sector. The recent new directions in
welfare policy in Sweden mean that, at present, the public sector plays a less central role in the Swedish
welfare state than it did previously and greater importance is attached to the market although strong public
support for the traditional welfare state.

6

The nine strategies implemented divides into three categories: influencing perceptions (select favorable facts, establish
quality criteria and show good examples), organizing actors (mobilize their own, persuade the indifferent and select
friends), and facilitating communication (represent public sentiments, choose channels and customize messages to policy
makers) (Svallfors & Tyllström, 2018).
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Appendix
SOM-undersökningarna genomförs varje år sedan 1986 av SOM-institutet vid Göteborgs universitet. Syftet
med undersökningarna är att kartlägga svensk opinion och belysa hur svenska folkets vanor och attityder
förändras över tid. SOM-institutet är en centrumbildning vid Institutionen för journalistik, medier och
kommunikation (JMG), Göteborgs universitet och har sin bakgrund i ett långvarigt samarbete mellan de två
grundarinstitutionerna Statsvetenskapliga institutionen och Institutionen för journalistik, medier och
kommunikation (JMG). Sedan 2017 är SOM-institutet även inrättat som en fakultetsgemensam
forskningsinfrastruktur vid samhällsvetenskapliga fakulteten, Göteborgs universitet. Den nationella SOMundersökningen genomförs i samverkan med forskare från olika discipliner, främst inom
samhällsvetenskap.
SOM-undersökningens rapportserie står för en betydande del av resultatredovisningen av SOMundersökningarna. Resultat publiceras även i form av presentationer och fördjupade analyser i de
återkommande forskarantologierna. Alla publikationer finns tillgängliga för nedladdning på SOMinstitutets webbsida www.som.gu.se. En utförlig metoddokumentation från den nationella SOMundersökningen 2018 finns tillgänglig på hemsidan 7.

Den nationella SOM-undersökningen 2018

Fältarbetet för den nationella SOM-undersökningen följer i huvudsak samma upplägg från år till år. 2018
års SOM-undersökning använde en undersökningsdesign som kallas blandad datainsamling (mixed mode)
vilket innebar att data primärt samlades in via postenkäter, men respondenterna gavs även möjlighet att
fylla i enkäten på internet.
Undersökningen skickades ut till ett systematiskt sannolikhetsurval av den svenska befolkningen.
Urvalsramen innefattade alla svenska och utländska medborgare som har sin primära adress i Sverige och
som är mellan 16 och 85 år. År 2018 ingick 21 000 personer i det totala urvalet. Den totala urvalsstorleken
delades in i sex jämnstora grupper till vilka olika editioner av SOM-undersökningen 2018 skickades till.
Samtliga formulär innehöll 12 sidor med frågor varav ett antal sidor är fyllda med projektspecifika frågor
vilka varierar mellan formulären.
Svaren samlades in mellan den 25 september och 31 december 2018. En stor andel av svaren inkom tidigt
och 30 dagar in i fältarbetet hade närmare 75 procent av de slutgiltiga svaren kommit in. Under
fältperioden genomfördes en serie påminnelser via post, telefon och SMS.

Svarsfrekvens och representativitet

Av det ursprungliga urvalet på totalt 21 000 personer var det 10 796 personer som besvarade och skickade
in formuläret vilket motsvarar en nettosvarsfrekvens på 53 procent 8.
Vilka som svarar och vilka som inte svarar på en frågeundersökning har betydelse för tolkningen av
undersökningens resultat. Om en viss grupp är underrepresenterad och samma grupps svar tenderar att
skilja sig från övrigas blir studiens resultat mindre giltiga för populationen som helhet. Trots att knappt
hälften av respondenterna inte svarar på enkäten är den demografiska representativiteten i svarsgruppen
god i de flesta avseenden. I figur 1 görs det däremot tydligt att en lägre andel i de yngre åldersgrupperna
svarar på SOM-undersökningarna. 2018 fick respondenterna för andra gången en belöning i form av
skraplott eller värdecheck efter inskickat svar. Det gav en positiv effekt på svarsfrekvensen och förbättrade
de yngre åldersgruppernas representativitet.
7

https://som.gu.se/digitalAssets/1724/1724688_2.-metodrapport-den-nationella-som-unders--kningen-2018.pdf
I nettosvarsfrekvensen har det s. k. naturliga bortfallet definierats bort. Till naturligt bortfall förs personer som är fysiskt
eller mentalt oförmögna att svara på enkäten, personer som är avlidna, bortresta under större delen av fältperioden,
emigrerade, har språksvårigheter eller inte alls talar svenska. Sammanlagt 726 personer, motsvarande 3,5 procent, har
räknats bort som naturligt bortfall.
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Figur i

Svarsfrekvens i olika åldersgrupper 1996–2018

Träffsäkerheten i attitydfrågor om politiska förslag och bedömningar av ekonomin är hög trots variationen
i svarsfrekvens mellan olika åldersgrupper. Frågor där det existerar större generationsskillnader,
exempelvis nyhetskonsumtion, påverkas däremot något mer av att delar av befolkningen har en lägre
representation i svarsunderlaget 9.

Procentskattningar och felmarginaler

SOM-undersökningarna bygger på ett slumpmässigt urval av den svenska befolkningen 16-85 år. Resultat
från sådana urvalsundersökningar är alltid förknippade med en osäkerhet som kan uttryckas i form av en
felmarginal. Med hjälp av en felmarginal går det att beräkna ett konfidensintervall kring till exempel en
procentskattning. Vi kan förvänta oss att procenttalet för hela populationen befinner sig inom
konfidensintervallet i 95 fall av 100 i en tänkt situation med många upprepade mätningar. Att vara
medveten om felmarginalen gör att vi lättare undviker att dra slutsatser om förändringar eller
gruppskillnader som enbart beror på slumpen. Tabellen nedan ger några exempel på hur stor felmarginalen
är vid olika gruppstorlekar och procentskattningar.
Tabell i
Skattning
50 procent
30 procent
10 procent
6 procent
2 procent

Lathund för procentskattningar vid olika gruppstorlekar (felmarginaler och
procentenheter)
100
±9,8
±9,0
±5,9
±4,7
±2,7

200
±6,9
±6,4
±4,2
±3,3
±1,9

400
±4,9
±4,5
±2,9
±2,3
±1,4

800
±3,5
±3,2
±2,1
±1,6
±1,0

1 000
±3,1
±2,8
±1,9
±1,5
±0,9

2 000
±2,2
±2,0
±1,3
±1,0
±0,6

Elias Markstedt (2014) Representativitet och viktning. SOM-rapport 2014:20, SOM-institutet, Göteborgs
universitet.
9
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