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Abstract  

 

This paper examines possible determinants of per capita local government spending on culture 

and the arts in Sweden within the median voter framework. Here, our analysis is based on a 

cross-sectional data set consisting of all 290 Swedish municipalities in the year of 2016. The 

results obtained through OLS regression show that the variables Left-wing Parties, Education, 

as well as Senior citizens affect cultural spending decisions made by the municipalities 

positively, while the variable Median Income has a negative impact. Here, the share of 

mandates held by left-wing parties is found to stand out, as political orientation towards the left 

relates to a higher level of cultural spending, whereas the remaining three display rather small 

effects. Thereby, we conclude that the main reasoning behind cultural spending depends on the 

ideology of the political leaders, the median voter’s preference, whereby the aspect of a 

municipality’s location may be explored further.  
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1. Introduction 

  

With the slogan “curiosity and passion - the art of co-creation”, Umeå became EU’s 

northernmost capital of culture in 2014 (Political Steering Committee, 2014). The preparations 

leading up to this designation already began in 2005, with the vision to adopt a more culture-

driven strategy in the city’s overall long-term developments and plans. 

But what exactly motivates a municipality like Umeå to invest in culture and the arts? 

  

In their cultural policy program, Umeå sees culture as an opportunity to become a more 

attractive location with higher population growth as well as higher life quality, and a stronger 

participation of its citizens (Umeå Kommun, 2010). With one of the largest Theatre 

Associations in Sweden and a range of different cultural institutions such as museums and the 

opera house “Norrlandsoperan”, the city offers an active and developed cultural network 

(Political Steering Committee, 2014). And the citizens of Umeå seem to enjoy the creative 

urban space as SCB’s inquiry suggests, with Umeå being among the top Swedish cities for the 

last eight years regarding access to cultural events as well as overall satisfaction with Umeå as 

a city to live in (SCB, 2016). This commitment to provide cultural activities becomes evident 

in SCB’s report of 2016, where Umeå spent 2 686 SEK per capita in contrast to for example 

Solna and Täby with an expenditure on culture of 594 SEK per capita and 620 SEK per capita 

respectively (SCB, 2016). These results may imply benefit spillovers as some municipalities 

seem to free-ride on the cultural offerings of nearby cities such as Stockholm (Lundberg, 2001). 

  

In addition, other studies have found that creative and cultural sectors can stimulate economic 

growth through attracting population as well as contribute to a continuous socio-cultural 

development (Mellander et al., 2011). Hereby, these results suggest that cultural investments 

have the potential to be a benefit for the respective region rather than a tax burden (Mellander 

et al., 2011, p.16). This reasoning may be the driving force behind Umeå’s development 

strategy and cultural agenda. 

 

Already in 1956, US American economist Charles Tiebout argued that people choose to live in 

the community on the basis of their preferences for public goods. In his model presented in the 

article “A Pure Theory of Local Expenditures”, government services can be seen as a bundle 

with the taxes as their prices on which people base their decisions to maximize their utility 

(Tiebout, 1956). Along the same reasoning, Richard Florida (2009) suggests, in his book 
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“Who's Your City? : How the Creative Economy Is Making Where You Live the Most 

Important Decision of Your Life”, that urban environments with a focus on culture and 

creativity play a significant role in modern demographic developments and affect people’s 

choices of where to live. This connects to his propositions shared in “The rise of the creative 

class” of that a city succeeding to build on a strong creative class consisting of professionals 

and innovators subsequently benefits from attracting capital and economic growth in the region, 

as well as investments in, for example, education and infrastructure. Here, cities and 

municipalities essentially act as firms with the strategy of building a brand that attracts and 

retains creative people. (Florida, 2009) 

  

While cultural activities and projects may have positive effects on involved cities and regions, 

the question arises whether the decision to prioritize culture is the best way to go at times when 

the health and school systems are lacking resources. There seems to be a general discontent 

with municipalities’ spending decisions on culture among citizens, which was evident in 

Umeå’s preparations of the event of the Capital of Culture with the cost projected to be around 

MSEK 410 (Political Steering Committee, 2014). Additionally, looking at general ticket prices 

to various cultural activities in Umeå, it seems that the vision to provide cultural experiences 

rather addresses the rich middle-class instead of including all citizens. 

Here, it is important to consider that culture is a voluntary expenditure, compared to obligatory 

spending on mentioned health and education sectors (Finansdepartementet, 2008, p.10). For 

instance, according to the Library Act (2013:801), every municipality must provide a library 

which is accessible to all citizens and thus must be considered as a part of their budget.  

  

This brief introduction leads us to the question of who are the ones who decide on the extent 

and character of cultural entertainment and what factors ultimately influence local government 

expenditure decisions on culture. According to the median voter theorem, it is the median voter 

that decides the outcome in a majority voting system (Cho & Duggan, 2009), which forms the 

basis for our analysis.  

 

The main purpose of this study is to examine possible determinants of cultural spending on 

municipality levels across Sweden and whether there is a pattern among those with a stronger 

focus on culture as well as higher per capita cultural spending. Our approach is to incorporate 

the median voter’s demand for culture as the main premise. 
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This paper is structured as follows: Section Two presents the median voter framework as 

described in theory as well as specifies a general model; Section Three presents the chosen 

method, whereas Section Four describes the data set and the variables; Section Five summarizes 

the econometric results; finally, Section Seven gives an outline of the discussion and main 

conclusions. 

 

2. Theory 

 

This section is devoted to providing an overview and a deeper understanding of the framework 

that serves as the foundation of our analysis, namely the median voter theory. Here, we also 

intend to introduce a more explicit model on which we base our hypothesis. 

 

2.1 The median voter theorem 

 

The median voter theorem is a commonly known and used framework which constitutes a 

valuable foundation for analyzing political structures and election motives. Thereby, economic 

theory is embedded in the sphere of political science as previous literature connected economy 

and market concepts with political representation in the context of a democratic, majority-based 

voting system (Rowley, 1984). The origins of this model can be traced back to the 

comprehensive work and contributions of various economists presented in the following 

paragraphs.  

 

To begin with, as proposed by famous economist Anthony Down who specializes in public 

policy, politicians tend to act on the motives of winning elections and thereby try to appeal to 

as many potential voters as possible. Here, he denoted that political agents are driven by self-

interest as well as prestige and wealth that come with such a powerful position. Hence, they 

pursue policies that secure votes rather than focus on formulating such on the basis of the public 

interest once they are elected (Down, 1957, p.28).  
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The political market space as described in his book “An Economic Theory of Democracy” 

(Down, 1957), which is characterized by vote maximization, is subject to the following 

assumptions:  

 

“(1) All decisions are made by a central unit in the government which 

can look at all margins of possible   action. 

(2) At each margin, there are only two alternatives of action, M and N. 

(3) All government choices are independent of each other; i.e., the 

outcome of each decision has no bearing on the possible choices or 

outcomes of any other decision. 

(4) There are only two parties competing for control of the government, 

one of which is now in office. 

(5) Each party knows the nature of all the utility functions of individual 

voters, so that it can tell whether and by how much each voter prefers M 

or N for every choice it is considering. By this we assume intrapersonal 

cardinality of utility, but we say nothing about interpersonal 

comparisons. 

(6) Voters are informed without cost of all possible government decisions 

and their consequences, and they make voting decisions rationally.”  

(Down, 1957, p.28) 

 

Ultimately, these simplified conditions imply that in a majority voting system, political parties 

are bound to favor the majority’s preference on every subject in order to gain their vote. Thus, 

under these constraints, the median voter’s position is selected, and the outcome is a Nash 

equilibrium - a situation in which no agent or political party would be better off by changing its 

course away from the median voter (Black, 1948).  

 

This analogous link between political science and the utility and profit maximization approach 

in economic theory was already drawn by Harold Hotelling in 1929. In his article “Stability in 

Competition” (1929) he related the standardization trend among competing firms’ products to 

the tendency of political parties to converge and propose a similar position and stance rather 

than contrasting ones. The reasoning behind this phenomenon is that by adopting this strategy, 

political parties may appeal to a larger crowd of new voters without moving too far from their 

initial base of supporters.  

 

To summarize, based on these propositions, the median voter model is derived in a single 

dimension characterized by two alternatives between which voters choose their favorite one as 

they are assumed to have single-peaked preferences. In this simple illustration as shown below, 

the median voter situated right in the middle of the voter continuum, is implicitly decisive as 

she holds the powerful position to determine the outcome in an election. (Mathis & Zech, 1986)  
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Figure 1. Median Voter, Source: http://www1.udel.edu/johnmack/frec406/govt_failure.html 

 

 

Apart from its popular use in previous studies of various economic issues across concepts of 

macro- as well as microeconomics, the median voter model has become more relevant and 

frequently applied in the context of the provision of public goods on the local government level 

(Mathis & Zech, 1986). Thus, it is relevant considering our study of cultural goods and services 

and possible determinants of their provision.  

 

However, despite its popularity, the median voter framework must not be taken sacrosanct as 

there also has been criticism both regarding the empirical and theoretical level. Here, the 

theoretical drawbacks pointed out by most primarily referred to the assumptions that form the 

base for this model. More explicitly, the theorem is accused of painting a rather unrealistic 

picture of the political election process, as typically not all eligible voters actually do vote, and 

their preferences may not necessarily be single-peaked (Mathis & Zech, 1986). While these 

shortcomings have been accepted in previous studies, a more essential issue was taken up by 

Romer and Rosenthal. In their article “The Elusive Median Voter” (1979), they criticize the 

empirical utilization of the model as most researchers assume the median voter to be decisive 

and to ultimately be the individual with the median income in a community. Since it is 

practically impossible to identify said median voter, they mainly question the value of using 

median income and tax price as a representation of her position.  

 

Considering the drawbacks associated with the median voter theorem, as well as empirical 

evidence disclosed in the literature, we formed an approach most appropriate to us and our 

study which is further explained in the following sections of this paper.  

 

http://www1.udel.edu/johnmack/frec406/govt_failure.html
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2.2 The median voter model 

 

To begin with, we derive a demand function whereby the quantity supplied of the public good 

“culture” is equal to the quantity demanded by the citizen with median income. Accordingly, a 

utility function as well as a budget constraint are defined below, which ultimately determine 

the demand function. 

 

In the following fairly simple model, we assume a median voter facing a utility maximization 

problem: 

 

(1) u(xi,z) 

 

where xi denotes a bundle of private goods and z corresponds to a bundle of public goods. 

 

 

The limitation is represented by a budget constraint: 

 

(2) ym = xi + tym 

 

where ym denotes the income of the median voter and t her tax rate.  

 

Here, the median voter’s utility is affected by the provision of public goods including culture 

and thus we need to consider the municipalities’ budget constraints as well: 

 

(3) cZ = G + T 

 

where c represents costs associated with providing public goods, G corresponds state grants and 

T denotes tax revenues.  

 

Finally, on the basis of equations one to three, the median voter’s demand function for culture 

is derived as follows: 

 

(4) z = z(ym, p, o) 

 



7 
 

where z denotes the demand for cultural goods, ym the median voter’s income, while p 

represents the price level and o other characteristics which may affect the median voter’s 

demand for culture.  

 

3. Empirical Model  

 

In this section we discuss the chosen method and data sets, as well as highlight the reasoning 

behind the selected variables and final model in this study.  

 

3.1 Choice of method 

 

As the purpose of this study is to investigate possible determinants of cultural expenditure of 

local governments in Sweden, a cross-sectional data analysis seemed appropriate for comparing 

different municipalities and their cultural spending patterns. Here, we utilize the OLS (Ordinary 

Least Squares) method with a dependent variable and multiple regressors. For this to provide 

relevant results, there are three assumptions that must hold. Firstly, the conditional distribution 

of the error term given the explanatory variables is assumed to have a mean of zero; secondly 

the observations are assumed to be independently and identically distributed, large outliers are 

assumed to be unlikely; and finally, no perfect multicollinearity is assumed (Stock & Watson, 

2015, p.245-246). While we are aware of the risks of omitted variable bias as well as perfect 

multicollinearity, we specifically included the variables with, in our opinion, relevant effects 

on municipalities’ cultural spending, and thus did not see the need to adjust our model to 

eliminate said threats to the estimation process and its accuracy.  

 

3.2 Choice of variables 

 

Based on the median voter model framework, the variables tax price, median income as well as 

population size typically are included as regressors (Niskanen, 1978). In line with this, we chose 

to incorporate a range of additional variables. Defining culture as being a normal good on the 

ground of “Wagner’s law” regarding increasing public spending, we found it important to 

consider income in our model as we expect higher earnings to relate to a higher demand for 

cultural activities (Getzner, 2002). In addition, education and age may also play a role in 

people’s preferences towards culture and the arts, as well as their income levels. Here, the 
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income of the median voter is of special interest, as the political leaders in municipalities 

ultimately try to appeal to her preferences.  

   

In our model we also include current political parties in the municipalities’ executive boards in 

order to see if there is any relation between different political positions and cultural spending. 

Furthermore, the aspect of receiving grants may also influence municipalities’ decisions 

regarding voluntary cultural spending, as described by the so-called flypaper effect. This 

concept suggests that municipalities tend to increase their local spending more when they 

receive a grant compared to when they see an increase in their income (Fisher, 1982).  

 

4. Data 

 

The following section presents the data set more thoroughly by providing a comprehensive 

illustration as well as descriptive analysis of the variables used in our model.  

 

4.1 Descriptive analysis 

 

The data used in this paper were obtained from Statistics Sweden (SCB - Statistiska 

centralbyrån), widely considered as a reliable source, which consists of samples with data from 

all the 290 municipalities in Sweden with no missing information.  

Here, we chose to look at local government spending on culture and the arts in per capita terms 

as the dependent variable, with the focus on the year of 2016. A concise description of both 

dependent and explanatory variables is presented in Table 1 seen below.   

 

Table 1. Dependent and explanatory variables: A brief description 

Dependent variable     Description 

 

Local government cultural spending            Voluntary spending on culture and the arts  

(LGCS)     including provision of libraries, as a percentage  

      of total local government net expenditures 

 

Explanatory variables    Description 

 

Median income (M)    Median income in a municipality 

Tax Price (T)     Ratio of average income to median income 

Grants (G)     General grants including income and cost  

      compensation for municipalities received by the  
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      central government 

Left-wing parties (LWP)   Share of mandates of left-wing parties in the 

         municipality executive board   

Age  

Youth (Y)     Share of citizens in the age group of 0-25       .  

Adults (A)     Share of citizens in the age group of 25-64.  

  Seniors (S)     Share of citizens in the age group of 65-94 

Population (P)     Number of citizens in a municipality 

Education (E)     Share of citizens with a 3-year post-upper  

       secondary school education    

 

As described in the booklet published by the Swedish Government Office (2008), cultural 

expenditures are not part of the municipalities’ obligatory responsibilities such as health care, 

education, defense and library facilities but are included under voluntary spending among 

technical services, energy supply and infrastructure maintenance. For the purpose of this study, 

we define cultural and leisure activities as comprising music schools, festivals, as well as 

museums and opera facilities. Even though libraries are a compulsory segment, we considered 

it interesting to include them in our data set as the costs and expenditure associated with such 

facilities may provide insights into the importance different municipalities place on their 

cultural establishments.    

 

In 2016, public cultural spending by municipalities amounted to roughly SEK 11.3 billion while 

expenditure per capita varied greatly from SEK 584 in Lekeberg (region of Örebro) to a leading 

SEK 2 686 in Umeå (region of Västerbotten) with cultural expenditure accounting for 5.2% of 

its budget. Here, Lekeberg with about 7 636 inhabitants may benefit from Örebro’s cultural 

offerings. In reference to this, the average in that year was around 1 090 SEK per capita. As 

displayed in Figure A1 (see Appendix), municipalities that are located within the urban areas 

of Gothenburg, Malmö and Stockholm show below average spending on culture. The same 

holds for Umeå and its neighboring communities, implying spillover effects from the cultural 

offerings from the larger municipalities to the surrounding smaller ones. The findings 

summarized in Table 2, as shown below, also support this hypothesis as five of the ten 

municipalities with lowest cultural spending per capita are situated nearby Stockholm. 

However, the area enclosing the municipality of Arjeplog shows a different picture as it is 

characterized by above average cultural expenditure despite Arjeplog’s elevated level of 

cultural spending. This might stem from to the long distances that need to be travelled between 

the different communities as opposed to the ones in Southern Sweden’s urban regions.  
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Table 2. Top/Bottom 10 Swedish municipalities by cultural expenditure in 2016 (per 

capita terms) 

Highest cultural spending in SEK/capita     Lowest cultural spending in SEK/capita 

 

Umeå   2’685,8   Lekeberg  583,7  

Emmaboda  2’042,1   Solna   593,5 

Storfors  1’957,5   Täby   620,3 

Arjeplog  1’898,5   Högsby  625,2 

Trollhättan  1’886,6  Huddinge  652,1 

Haparanda  1’826,6  Munkfors  670,7 

Härnösand  1’822,3  Sollentuna  680,3 

Skinnskatteberg 1’816,7  Filipstad  682,3 

Vara   1’815,6  Salem   682,4 

Orsa   1’719,1  Götene   686,9 

 

In our analysis, we furthermore assume that the median income can be attributed to the median 

voter whose preferences and earnings are a crucial factor in determining municipalities’ 

expenditures on culture. As shown in Table A1 (see Appendix), the median income among 

Swedish municipalities in 2016 is estimated to be on average between a minimum of SEK 211 

700 and a maximum of SEK 364 200 per year with a total average of about SEK 261 000 per 

year. Here, Umeå is placed first among the top ten municipalities regarding cultural spending 

with an average of SEK 274 500, while Haparanda showed the lowest average of SEK 222 500 

in the list. In the bottom ten, Högsby has the lowest average with SEK 215 300 compared to 

the highest amount of SEK 315 200 in Täby. Interestingly, Stockholm’s surrounding 

municipalities all show relatively high median income with an average of above SEK 300 000 

(see Tables A2b, Appendix).  

 

In order to place mentioned median income in the context of the average income, we include 

the tax price which is defined as the ratio between the two. Consequently, a tax price of one 

corresponds to the median and mean income being equal. Here, the average tax price among 

Sweden’s municipalities is approximately 0.940 ranging from a minimum of 0.678 in Danderyd 

to a maximum of 0.996 in Gislaved. Compared to these two municipalities, Umeå showed an 

average of 0.958 with the majority of both top and bottom groups being around the Swedish tax 

price average.   

 

As mentioned earlier, state grants are of interest as they may affect the municipalities’ spending 

patterns on voluntary expenditures. There are different types of grants ranging from general to 

more specific ones as for example for the compliance of the LSS (1993:387) - the Law 
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regulating support and service to persons with certain functional disabilities and so-called 

matching grants, whereby it is most appropriate in this analysis to include the general grants 

comprising income and cost compensations (Regeringskansliet, 2017). The average grant per 

capita received in 2016 amounted to SEK 9 878 with Danderyd having to repay about SEK 16 

782 and Bjurholm collecting the maximum of SEK 27 068. Here, the difference between 

municipalities is rather large with a spread of about SEK 5 648 per capita.  

 

On the basis of the median voter theorem, we also investigate the political spectrum regulating 

and affecting the local government spending patterns regarding culture and the arts. Following 

the city council elections of 2014, the three political parties Social Democratic Party, Moderate 

Party the Left Party received the majority of support with respectively 36.75%, 16.29% and 

13.07% of all votes in the municipality of Umeå (Umeå Kommun, 2014). Regarding our model, 

we considered the share of the left-wing mandates as a variable comprising the Social 

Democratic Party, the Green Party and the Left Party. As seen in Table A1 (see Appendix), the 

left-wing parties on average account for about 46% of the mandates among all municipalities 

in Sweden with their lowest share of 13% in Danderyd and their highest of 77% in Degerfors. 

Referring to Table A2a and A2b (see Appendix), the left-wing parties have the majority of 

mandates in the top seven municipalities by cultural spending, while they make up the minority 

in eight of the ten municipalities with lowest cultural expenditure in Sweden.  Here, we believe 

that the political groups have different views on culture and its importance. While the left-wing 

parties may regard culture as a public good to be provided and made available to everyone by 

the local authorities, the more conservative parties may see it rather as a private good to be paid 

for by those who wish to consume it.  

 

Sweden’s age structure in 2016 shows a peak for people born in the 1940s as well as for those 

born in the 1960s and in 1990 (SCB, 2016), implying that the majority of the population is 

middle-aged with 63% being between 15 and 64 years of age. More specifically, the share of 

young people in municipalities, as defined between the ages of 0 and 24, lies on average around 

28%, while the age group of 25 to 64-year-olds accounts for about 49% and seniors between 

the age 65 and 94 make up approximately 23%. The standard deviations thereby indicate that 

the different municipalities do not vary by much regarding these groups. 

 

In regard to Sweden’s population, the greater number of people live in cities with about 86% 

inhabiting Sweden’s metropolitan and urban areas (World Population Review, 2018). The 
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population in municipalities is on average about 34 466, ranging from a 2 454 in Bjurholm 

(region of Västerbotten) and 935 619 in Stockholm, with a rather wide spread of about 71 179. 

This draws a picture of great differences considering population between municipalities in 

Sweden. Here, looking at the top ten municipalities regarding cultural spending, only Umeå and 

Trollhättan have a number of inhabitants above average (see Table A2a, Appendix). In contrast, 

in the bottom ten the four municipalities Sollentuna, Huddinge, Täby and Solna, all located 

close to Stockholm, lie above average (see Table A2b, Appendix).  

 

As higher education plays to a growing extent a vital role in Swedish society and the majority 

acquires secondary schooling, we chose to focus on secondary upper education. According to 

SCB’s report about one fourth of Sweden’s population has a record of higher education with 

the County of Stockholm and more metropolitan areas accounting for the largest component 

(SCB, 2017). Here, the natural explanation is that more urbanized cities typically attract 

industries with the demand for a highly educated labor force. With 24 400 inhabitants between 

the age of 24 and 65 completing at least a three-year post-secondary education in 2016, Umeå 

is placed among the bigger communities such as Stockholm, Göteborg, Malmö and Lund. In 

comparison, the average share of citizens with a secondary upper education in Sweden lies at 

10%, with a minimum of 6% in Filipstad and a maximum of 29% found in Danderyd. 

Interestingly, among the bigger and well-known university cities in Sweden - all with shares of 

citizens with secondary upper education ranging from 17% to 28% - only Stockholm and 

Uppsala show per capita cultural spending below average.  

 

5. Econometric Model 

 

Our regression model is defined as follows: 

 

ln(LGCS)i = 0 + 1*ln(M)i + 2*ln(T)i + 3*ln(G)i + 4*ln(LWP)i + 5*ln(A)i + 6*ln(S)i + 

7*ln(P)i + 8*ln(E)i + ui 

 

As scatterplots of the variables indicated nonlinear relationships, we chose to specify a 

nonlinear regression function using the natural logarithm of both dependent and independent 

variables, referred to as a log-log model. The use of this type of regression specification 

expresses the changes in variables in percentage changes. (Stock & Watson, 2015, p.315-320). 

The index i is used for the different municipalities in the data set, where the main purpose is to 
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estimate cultural spending on the local government level as determined by the variables 

presented earlier (see Table 1).  

 

In our model, we expect all variables to have a positive effect on cultural spending. In line with 

the median voter theorem, the median income is the crucial factor in determining policies 

influencing the level of municipalities’ expenditures on culture. Therefore, as we assume 

culture to be a normal good, a higher median income is expected to be associated with an 

increased demand for culture. In addition, as shown by the promise to introduce free admission 

to state museums prior to the election in 2014 (Socialdemokraterna), left-wing parties see 

culture as an important public good. The main reasoning behind this standpoint is that culture 

is associated with educational benefits and should be invested in as well as made available to 

all citizens.  

 

6. Results 

 

As was stated in the introduction to this paper, the main purpose is to examine what determines 

local government spending on culture and the arts across Sweden and to identify potential 

patterns among municipalities. In this section we present the results obtained through the OLS 

regression model, as well as give a more detailed description of our findings regarding the 

research question of this study. Here, the last section also briefly discusses an alternative 

regression model and possible effects on the results.  

 

A general White’s test for heteroskedasticity was conducted, which led to the rejection of the 

null hypothesis of homoscedastic error terms on a 95% significance level. The presence of 

heteroskedasticity may stem from major differences among the municipalities in the data set 

regarding geographical and demographic aspects. Consequently, we chose to use robust 

standard errors to control for mentioned risks. Moreover, as Table A3 (see Appendix) shows, 

correlation problems were not present. Next, we consider the parameters obtained in the 

regression model, Table 3 summarizes the given results. 
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Table 3. Determinants of local government spending on culture in Sweden 2016 - OLS 

results  

Dependent variable 

 

Local government cultural spending 

 

Explanatory variables 

 

Intercept   12.68873 

    (5.41) 

Median income  -0.70187** 

    (-1.90) 

Tax price   0.60292 

    (0.64) 

Grants     -0.4091 

    (-0.93) 

Left-wing parties   0.24980*** 

    (3.39)           

Adults                0.5898 

     (0.82)  

Seniors     0.33258* 

     (1.73)   

Population                               0.02102 

 (0.84) 

Education     0.22069** 

     (2.48)  

R-squared   0.1295 

 
Notes: (a) *** significant parameter in 1%; ** significant parameter in 5%; * significant parameter in 10%, (b) t-

statistics in parentheses   

 

 

To begin with, the coefficients show the expected signs, apart from the one for Median Income. 

We observe that only the variables Education and Left-Wing Parties are significant on a 95% 

and 99% significance level, while the variable Median Income shows a borderline significant 

trend close to a 95% significance level. The variable Seniors is significant on a 90% significance 

level. Thus, in these cases, the null hypothesis that there is no effect on local government 

cultural expenditure can be rejected, whereas the contrary holds for the remaining variables. 

Moreover, the results depicted in Table 3 show rather low coefficients of determination with an 

R-squared value of 0.13. One reason behind this low value could be that municipalities in 

Sweden differ greatly in size, regarding both population and land, as well as in distances 

between more urban areas. Thereby, so-called spillover effects need to be considered and 

accounted for in a more specialized model. Along the same reasoning, previous studies 
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examining spillovers, such as “A Spatial Interaction Model of Benefit Spillovers from Locally 

Provided Public Services” conducted by Johan Lundberg (2001), have found that benefit 

spillovers between Swedish municipalities play a key role in the provision of cultural and 

recreational goods. 

 

Next, we examine the results in more detail. Contrary to our assumption, the parameter for 

Median Income has a negative sign and is borderline significant on a 95% significance level. A 

possible explanation for this negative relationship could be that municipalities with relatively 

high-income levels are located close to bigger cities, and thus may benefit from spillover 

effects. In addition, a higher income could be associated with a tendency to vote for right-wing 

parties as they promote lower tax rates. However, the effect of an increase in Median Income 

on local government cultural spending is rather small: An 1% increase in median income leads 

to a decrease in cultural expenditure per capita of just about 0.7% on average. One possible 

explanation for such a small impact could be that the assumptions presented in the theory 

section forming the base of the median voter theorem are rather unrealistic and thus may not 

hold in practice. Furthermore, we cannot be certain that the median income represents the 

income of the median voter.  

 

The parameter for Tax Price is not significant on a 95% significance level. Recalling that we 

define tax price as the ratio of median income and average income, no municipality showed a 

median income higher or equal to the average income.  

 

Regarding Grants, the corresponding parameter is not significant which, contradicts the results 

expected considering the flypaper effect. According to this theory, an increase in state grants 

leads to higher municipality spending - including on cultural activities. Municipalities may 

follow different strategies with the focus on various other sectors and developments, and among 

these, culture may not be a priority for all. Thus, the decision to invest in culture and the arts 

may be a question of ideology. 

 

The Left-Wing Parties parameter has a positive sign and is significant on a 99% significance 

level, which indicates its importance in explaining cultural expenditure among Swedish 

municipalities. Here, an 1% increase in left-wing mandates is associated with an increase of 

0,25 % in local government cultural spending per capita on average. This positive relationship 

implies that left-wing parties see culture as a public good to be provided by the municipalities, 
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which also ties in with their decision to abolish entry fees to state museums in Sweden. In 

comparison, right-wing parties seem to have a different perspective on culture and the 

responsibility of providing cultural services and goods. In an interview, conducted by Lars 

Anders Johansson for the Swedish think tank “Timbro” (2018), the Chair of the Committee on 

Cultural Affairs, Olof Lavesson (Moderate Party), expresses that the funding of the cultural life 

should be equally shared between the state, local government as well as the private sector. The 

ideology behind this statement implies that right-wing parties regard culture rather as a private 

than public matter, whereby the focus lies on the private sector’s initiative and responsibility.  

 

Furthermore, the parameter for Seniors, as illustrated above, has a positive sign and is 

significant on a 90% significance level. This result ties in with the generally noted findings of 

previous international studies, which suggest that a higher share of people above the age of 60 

is associated with higher public expenditure. Thereby, increased public spending may also 

include higher spending on culture and the arts. However, the main reason for the elderly to 

vote for left-wing parties may also stem from a generally weak economic position that senior 

citizens have in society rather than from their demand for cultural activities. In contrast, the age 

group parameters for Adults and Youth do not display significance on a 95% significance level. 

This could stem from the aspect that cultural expenditure may not necessarily depend on the 

composition of age groups, but instead municipalities may focus on using their cultural 

spending budgets to specifically address the age groups represented by the median voter.  

 

Moreover, the Population parameter is not significant. One reason behind this result could be 

that local government cultural expenditure does not depend on the number of inhabitants per 

se, but on a municipality’s location and surrounding area. This can be observed in for example 

Arjeplog which has a low population and a substantially large land area and is located far away 

to any bigger city. Together with the municipality of Haparanda, which shares this 

characteristic, they both are placed among the top ten municipalities regarding per capita 

cultural spending in 2016. The contrary can be seen in Munkfors and Högsby, which have a 

low population and relatively small land areas but are located close to bigger urban areas and 

appear among the bottom ten municipalities considering per capita cultural spending in 2016. 

These observations once again indicate that spillover effects may be present. 

 

Finally, the parameter for Education is significant and has a positive sign, which was expected. 

As the results show, an increase of 1% in three-year post-secondary education is associated 
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with a 0.22% increase in cultural expenditure per capita on average. This observation ties in 

with the propositions made by Richard Florida and Charlotta Mellander, that culture and the 

arts attract educated people and consequently create wealth and foster growth. However, the 

dilemma of which came first may generate causality problems. It is difficult to see whether 

people with a higher education choose to move to areas that offer a variety of cultural activities 

or whether an active cultural sector is created through a higher share of educated citizens.  

 

This paper has so far focused on local government spending on culture in per capita terms. In 

the following section we briefly present an alternative model which specifies cultural spending 

as the share of municipalities’ total expenditures. Hereby, a different aspect is highlighted, as 

the decision to dedicate a higher share of their total spending may signal a stronger commitment 

to cultural activities of the respective municipalities. The major differences in comparison to 

the per capita model in the top and bottom ten municipalities regarding cultural spending can 

be seen in the Table below; a more detailed illustration is given in Tables A4a and A4b (see 

Appendix).   

 

Table 4. Top/Bottom 10 Swedish municipalities by cultural expenditure in 2016 (share of 

total expenditure) 

Highest share of total expenditure   Lowest share of total expenditure  

 

Umeå   0.0518   Överkalix  0.0111   

Emmaboda  0.0418   Torsås   0.0115 

Vara   0.0367   Gullspång  0.0117 

Trollhättan  0.0353   Lekeberg  0.0118 

Storfors  0.0339   Filipstad  0.0119 

Skinnskatteberg 0.0329   Timrå   0.0120 

Arjeplog  0.0322   Munkfors  0.0128 

Härnösand  0.0321   Huddinge  0.0129 

Orsa   0.0316   Lysekil  0.0130 

Haparanda  0.0315   Munkedal  0.0132 

 

While the municipalities with the lowest cultural expenditure per capita are clearly 

characterized by spillover effects, because the majority of municipalities are located near a 

bigger city, the model in terms of share of total expenditures does not show the same pattern 

for the bottom ten municipalities. Instead, we see that eight out of ten municipalities are rather 

small and located further from bigger urban areas in the southern part of Sweden, apart from 

Timrå and Överkalix situated in the northern regions.  
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As far as the regression results of this alternative model are concerned, we chose to include the 

same set of variables, except for tax price whereby a tax price specifically for cultural 

expenditures would have to be utilized instead. It is important to note that only the variables 

Grants and Population are specified in logarithm terms, as we assume nonlinear relationships 

between state grants as well as population and cultural spending. Overall, the variables show 

the expected signs, except for state grants which, contrary to the previously mentioned flypaper 

effect, is negative. We also observe that the parameters for Left-Wing Parties, Median Income, 

Grants are significant on a 95% significance level, whereas the parameter for Education is 

significant on a 90% significance level (see Table A5, Appendix). To summarize, this approach 

may account for the major differences between Swedish municipalities in terms of population 

density. For instance, municipalities with a high number of citizens may show rather low per 

capita spending on culture and the arts, despite cultural activities being a large part of their total 

expenditures. Considering the time frame for this paper, we could not explore this alternative 

model further, but see it as providing an important and interesting perspective to be scrutinized 

by future students.  

 

7. Concluding Remarks 

 

To begin with, we estimated possible determinants of cultural spending among Swedish 

municipalities within the median voter framework. As the results presented in the previous 

section show, only the four variables concerning Left-wing Parties, Education, Median Income, 

as well as Seniors are statistically significant. Among these, the median income and ultimately 

the political aspect seems to be the crucial part in explaining local government spending on 

culture in Sweden. As our data suggests, municipalities with high cultural expenditures often 

have a majority of left-wing mandates with the ideology that culture is to be available for 

everyone and thus is to be provided by public institutions. Along the same reasoning, a higher 

median income in a municipality is often associated with a right-wing majority of mandates. 

As stated earlier, the right-wing parties regard culture as a private good which may explain why 

we see rather low per capita cultural spending in municipalities with right-wing leadership.  

 

Regarding the role of education in municipalities’ cultural expenditure, we see a relation 

between areas with a higher share of educated citizens and higher per capita spending on 

culture. This connects to previously mentioned theories by Richard Florida and studies made 

by Charlotta Mellander, whereby cultural regions seem to attract a “creative class” of highly 
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educated people as well as stimulate economic growth. It is plausible to think that municipalities 

such as Umeå seem to have adopted this idea as an underlying strategy considering their plans 

of growth both in population as well as economic sectors. However, the question of causality 

remains, because it is difficult to determine whether culture attracts educated people or whether 

more educated citizens create and demand more cultural areas. Consequently, it would be 

interesting to examine how cultural expenditure by municipalities changes over time, as well 

as investigate whether economic growth has an effect on their spending decisions regarding 

culture. 

 

In addition, our data indicate potential spillover effects among municipalities located close to 

bigger cities, as for instance municipalities surrounding Stockholm having relatively low per 

capita cultural expenditures in Sweden. The difficulty thereby is to make the distinction whether 

spillover effects are present, or whether these areas, which are characterized by higher average 

income levels, are more inclined to vote for right-wing parties and therefore have lower per 

capita spending on culture. Hence, we suggest the use of a spatial model as well as the inclusion 

of dummy variables for municipalities situated close to bigger cities, in order to capture 

mentioned effects.  

 

Finally, we acknowledge that our study is rather specific as it is limited to Swedish 

municipalities, which may restrict the generalizability of its results. Thus far, little research has 

been done in this particular research area and hence it is difficult to make comparisons as well 

as place our results into a broader context. As mentioned in the introduction section, our 

intentions are to provide useful insights into why municipalities across Sweden may differ in 

their choices regarding cultural spending, as well as their perception of the importance of such 

expenditures. Our hope is that this subject will be investigated further, as to provide possible 

answers to the controversial question of whether municipal spending on culture and the arts is 

an investment for the future or just a waste of tax money. 
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Appendix 

 

Table A1. Descriptive Statistics 

Variable    Mean  Std. Dev. Min          Max 

 

Local government    1 090  277  584           2 686  

cultural spending (LGCS)  

 

Median income (M)   261 005 27 240  211 700         364 200  

 

Tax Price (T)    0.939  0.031  0.678            0.996 

   

Grants (G)    9 878  5 648  -16 782           27 068 

      

Left-wing parties (LP)  0.46  0.10  0.13  0.77 

        

Age      

  Youth (Y)     0.28  0.03  0.21  0.36 

 

  Adults (A)     0.49  0.02  0.43  0.60 

  .  

  Seniors (S)     0.23  0.04  0.13  0.33 

 

Population (P)    34 466  71 179  2 454  935 619 

    

Education (E)     0.11  0.04  0.06  0.30 

 

Table A2a. Top 10 Swedish municipalities by variables in 2016 

Municipalities  Median Income Tax Price Grants         Left-wing Parties 

  

Umeå   274 500  0.96    2 131         0.57 

Emmaboda  241 400  0.95  10 638         0.54 

Storfors  240 800  0.94  13 627         0.59  

Arjeplog  256 100  0.95  15 597         0.62 

Trollhättan  259 300  0.93  10 909         0.57 

Haparanda  222 500  0.93  14 013         0.54 

Härnösand  248 400  0.94  10 926         0.63         

Skinnskatteberg 240 000  0.92  12 781         0.48 

Vara   251 600  0.96  11 512         0.94 

Orsa   234 700  0.95  15 695         0.35 
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Municipalities  Youth  Adults  Seniors Population  Education 

 

Umeå   0.32  0.52  0.16  122 892  0.21 

Emmaboda  0.26  0.42  0.26      9 348            0.08 

Storfors  0.25  0.48  0.27      4 046            0.06   

Arjeplog  0.24  0.49  0.27      2 786            0.08 

Trollhättan  0.31  0.50  0.19     57 753           0.13 

Haparanda  0.26  0.47  0.27       9 864           0.07 

Härnösand  0.27  0.47  0.25     25 269  0.13 

Skinnskatteberg 0.25  0.46  0.28       4 429  0.07 

Vara   0.28  0.49  0.23     15 778           0.07  

Orsa    0.26  0.48  0.26       6 861           0.09 

 

Notes: (a) Median Income and Grants given in SEK, (b) Population given in number of citizens, (c) Remaining 

given in shares 

 

 

 

 

 

Table A2b. Bottom 10 Swedish municipalities by variables in 2016 

Municipalities  Median Income Tax Price Grants         Left-wing Parties 

 

Lekeberg  271 800  0.96  10 913         0.34 

Solna   315 900  0.94  -7 387         0.44 

Täby   351 200  0.82  -6 660         0.21 

Högsby  215 300  0.94  20 974         0.43 

Huddinge  291 000  0.92    6 756         0.44 

Munkfors  223 500  0.95  16 673         0.64 

Sollentuna  325 800  0.84  -1 488         0.31 

Filipstad  219 800  0.94  19 344          0.51 

Salem   313 400  0.92    6 036          0.32 

Götene   268 800  0.99    9 404          0.44 
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Municipalities  Youth  Adults  Seniors Population  Education 

 

Lekeberg  0.30  0.49  0.21     7 636  0.10 

Solna   0.25  0.60  0.15    78 129  0.27 

Täby   0.32  0.49  0.19     69 386  0.23 

Högsby  0.28  0.47  0.24     6 080   0.07 

Huddinge  0.34  0.53  0.13  107 538  0.16 

Munkfors  0.25  0.47  0.28      3 738  0.06 

Sollentuna  0.33  0.51  0.15    71 023  0.22 

Filipstad  0.28  0.46  0.26    10 960   0.05 

Salem   0.35  0.50  0.17    16 615  0.14 

Götene    0.28  0.48  0.24    13 275  0.09 

 

Notes: (a) Median Income and Grants given in SEK, (b) Population given in number of citizens, (c) Remaining 

given in shares 

 

Table A3. Correlation matrix 

 

 LGCS M T G LWP Y A S P E 

LGCS 

 

1.0000 
         

M -0.0962 1.0000 
        

T -0.0459 -0.1181 1.0000 
       

G -0.0179 -0.7669 0.3933 1.0000 
      

LWP 0.2378 -0.1350 0.1545 0.1424 1.0000 
     

Y -0.1289 0.6124 0.0225 -0.3908 -0.1423 1.0000 
    

A 0.0136 0.5273 -0.0212 -0.4443 0.0661 0.6097 1.0000 
   

S 0.0705 -0.6466 0.0499 0.4688 0.0659 -0.8996 -0.8713 1.0000 
  

P 0.1201 0.4535 -0.2463 -0.5085 0.0570 0.5519 0.6583 -0.6604 1.0000 
 

E 0.0939 0.6710 -0.3880 -0.6849 -0.1056 0.5151 0.5634 -0.6265 0.7285 1.0000 
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Table A4a. Top 10 Swedish municipalities by variables in 2016 (share of total expenditure) 

Municipalities  Median Income Tax Price Grants         Left-wing Parties 

  

Umeå   274 500  0.96    2 131         0.57 

Emmaboda  241 400  0.95  10 638         0.54 

Vara   251 600  0.96  11 512         0.94 

Trollhättan  259 300  0.93  10 909         0.57 

Storfors  240 800  0.94  13 627         0.59  

Skinnskatteberg 240 000  0.92  12 781         0.48 

Arjeplog  256 100  0.95  15 597         0.62 

Härnösand  248 400  0.94  10 926         0.63 

Orsa   234 700  0.95  15 695         0.35 

Haparanda  222 500  0.93  14 013         0.54          

 

Municipalities  Youth  Adults  Seniors Population  Education 

 

Umeå   0.32  0.52  0.16  122 892  0.21 

Emmaboda  0.26  0.42  0.26      9 348            0.08 

Vara   0.28  0.49  0.23     15 778           0.07 

Trollhättan  0.31  0.50  0.19     57 753           0.13 

Storfors  0.25  0.48  0.27      4 046            0.06   

Skinnskatteberg 0.25  0.46  0.28       4 429  0.07 

Arjeplog  0.24  0.49  0.27      2 786            0.08 

Härnösand  0.27  0.47  0.25     25 269  0.13 

  

Orsa    0.26  0.48  0.26       6 861           0.09 

Haparanda  0.26  0.47  0.27       9 864           0.07 

 

Notes: (a) Median Income and Grants given in SEK, (b) Population given in number of citizens, (c) Remaining 

given in shares 
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Table A4b. Bottom 10 Swedish municipalities by variables in 2016 (share of total 

expenditure) 

Municipalities  Median Income Tax Price Grants         Left-wing Parties 

 

Överkalix  238 400  0.93  16 905         0.67 

Torsås   230 900  0.95  14 381         0.37 

Gullspång  222 100  0.93  14 284         0.45 

Lekeberg  271 800  0.96  10 913         0.34 

Filipstad  219 800  0.94  19 344         0.51 

Timrå   268 000  0.96    9 497         0.59 

Munkfors  223 500  0.95  16 673         0.64 

Huddinge  291 000  0.92    6 756         0.44 

Lysekil  256 700  0.93    7 401         0.35 

Munkedal  243 900  0.95   13 021        0.40 

   

Municipalities  Youth  Adults  Seniors Population  Education 

 

Överkalix  0.21  0.46  0.33     3 378  0.07 

Torsås   0.25  0.47  0.27     7 063  0.09 

Gullspång  0.24  0.46  0.29     5 307   0.07 

Lekeberg  0.30  0.49  0.21     7 636  0.10 

Filipstad  0.28  0.46  0.26    10 960   0.05 

Timrå   0.28  0.49  0.23    17 992  0.08 

Munkfors  0.25  0.47  0.28      3 738  0.06 

Huddinge  0.34  0.53  0.13  107 538  0.16 

Lysekil  0.25  0.47  0.28    14 570  0.11 

Munkedal  0.28  0.48  0.24    10 361  0.08 

 

Notes: (a) Median Income and Grants given in SEK, (b) Population given in number of citizens, (c) Remaining 

given in shares 

 

 

 



28 
 

Table A5. Determinants of local government spending on culture in Sweden 2016 - OLS 

results  

Dependent variable 

 

Local government cultural spending (share of total expenditure) 

 

Explanatory variables 

 

Intercept   0.02111 

    (0.79) 

Median income  -0.00007** 

    (-0.64) 

Grants     -0.00200 

    (-2.31) 

Left-wing parties   0.08028** 

    (2.36)           

Adults                0.04448 

     (1.37) 

Seniors     0.01323 

     (0.71)   

Population                               0.00375 

 (0.71) 

Education     0.27512* 

     (1.80)  

R-squared   0.1339 

Adj R-squared   0.1113 

 

 

Notes: (a) *** significant parameter in 1%; ** significant parameter in 5%; * significant parameter in 10%, (b) t-

statistics in parentheses   
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Figure A1. Municipal expenditure on culture per capita in 2016, Source: Kulturanalys, Samhällets utgifter för kultur 2016 

(2017). 


