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Business as usual? Civil society organizations in a marketized
Swedish welfare state
David Feltenius and Jessika Wide

Department of Political Science, Umeå University, Umeå, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This article aims to examine the participation of pensioners’
organizations in a context of marketization within local elderly
care. The literature on New Public Management (NPM) points out
different views on the effects of marketization on the participation
of civil society organizations within the decision-making process.
One view states marketization implies less of participation by civil
society organizations since this stands in conflict with inherent
values of NPM, such as efficiency and the citizen as customer on a
market. An opposite view states that marketization does not cause
this effect, i.e., civil society organizations participate in the same
manner as before. The empirical investigation consists of results
from a questionnaire sent out to pensioners’ organizations in
Swedish municipalities with a marketized elderly care. The main
result is that marketization does not cause any major crowding
out effect on civil society organizations from the decision-making
process. However, according to the survey, there exists a variation
in this respect – participation varies between municipalities.

KEYWORDS
Civil society organizations;
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1. Introduction

The Swedish welfare state has recently undergone major organizational changes, model-
ling the market – a development referred to as marketization (Blomqvist, 2004; Pierre,
1995; Salamon, 1993; Sivesind & Saglie, 2017). The term marketization has been
defined as ‘the penetration of essentially market-type relationships into the social
welfare arena’ (Salamon, 1993, p. 17). Accordingly, the term closely relates to the term
New Public Management (NPM) with its emphasis on ‘efficiency’ and the view of the
citizen as a ‘customer in a market’ (Pollitt, 1990; Pollitt, van Thiel, & Homburg, 2007).

In Sweden, marketization is evident within primary and secondary schools where a
market has developed with public, private and voluntary schools (Thøgersen, 2017). In
elderly care, defined here as home care services, there is a similar development going
on.1 This is evident from the act on system of choice (lagen om valfrihetssystem, hereafter
referred to as LOV) which was introduced in 2009. Based on this law, the elderly have the
opportunity to choose their provider of home care services (Moberg, 2017). However, it is

© 2019 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

CONTACT David Feltenius david.feltenius@umu.se

JOURNAL OF CIVIL SOCIETY
2019, VOL. 15, NO. 3, 230–248
https://doi.org/10.1080/17448689.2019.1623452

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17448689.2019.1623452&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-07-17
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:david.feltenius@umu.se
http://www.tandfonline.com


not mandatory for the municipalities to adopt this freedom-of-choice system, but a
majority have chosen to do so (152 out of 290 municipalities in spring 2014) (Feltenius
& Wide, 2015; Wide & Feltenius, 2016).2

The marketization of the Swedish welfare state creates new conditions for civil society
organizations and their traditional functions. An important function of civil society organ-
izations is to act as a voice for the citizens’ values and interests to public decision-makers
(Hirschman, 1970; Wijkström, 1999). One of the particular organizations performing this
task in Sweden is the country’s pensioners’ organizations, which together organize about
43% of the population aged 65 years and older (Feltenius, 2008).

The two largest organizations are the Swedish National Pensioners’ Organization (Pen-
sionärernas riksorganisation, PRO) and the Swedish Association for Senior Citizens (SPF
Seniorerna).3 Together, they represent the interests of older people towards decision-
makers at the central, regional and local levels. At the local level, this task is usually per-
formed by pensioners’ councils (kommunala pensionärsråd, KPR) (Ahn & Olsson Hort,
1999; Feltenius, 2004). Pensioners’ councils are a common feature in local government
in many European countries (Walker, 1999).

In Sweden, pensioners’ councils have grown steadily over the years. In the 1970s, about
64% of the municipalities had pensioners’ councils. Now they occur in the vast majority of
municipalities in the country (Feltenius, 2004). They constitute a forum for deliberation
between the municipality (represented by politicians and civil servants) and the pen-
sioners’ organizations on all types of issues of concern to the elderly in the municipality,
such as elderly care (Feltenius, 2004; Feltenius & Wide, 2015).

The question is how a marketized elderly care affects the role of civil society organiz-
ations in the welfare state. More specifically, how does marketization affect the opportu-
nities for pensioners’ organizations’ participation within pensioners’ councils? One
scenario, referred to as ‘individual consumer choice’, is that deliberation between civil
society and local politicians stands in conflict with the underlying values of marketization,
such as efficiency and the citizen as a ‘customer’. As a ‘customer’, the citizen is supposed to
influence welfare policy by ‘exit’ rather than by ‘voice’ that is channelled through civil
society organizations (Hirschman, 1970). Accordingly, consultations between politicians
and pensioners’ organizations, within the councils referred to above, are removed from
the decision-making process.

Another scenario, referred to as ‘business as usual’, is that the structures developed for
promoting the participation of the elderly are compatible with a freedom-of-choice system
and contracting out of elderly care. According to this scenario, the specific institutional
context of each country is more likely to influence, rather than be influenced by, a devel-
opment toward marketization of the welfare state. Thus, a country with a strong tradition
of corporatism and consultation with organized interests is not likely to completely
abandon that model for another overnight (Pollitt et al., 2007; Premfors, 2009).

The purpose of this article is to analyse the opportunities of the Swedish pensioners’
organizations to participate in a marketized elderly care. Two research questions will be
dealt with: First, are there any opportunities for participation, or do questions concerning
a marketized elderly care only represent a matter for the municipality and the individual
regarded as a ‘customer’? Second, in this respect, is there any variation between munici-
palities and how could this be accounted for? By a marketized elderly care we refer in
this article to home care services governed by the LOV introduced in 2009.
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In particular, we are interested in the participation of pensioners’ organizations in the
following parts of the decision-making process within the LOV: (a) the decision by the
municipality to adopt the LOV, (b) the implementation and (c) the monitoring of the
LOV. We assume that, foremost, this participation has been taking place within the insti-
tutional framework of pensioners’ councils at the local level. Thus, by participation in the
decision-making process, we refer to the participation by pensioners’ organizations
through the pensioners’ councils.

The empirical investigation is carried out in the Swedish municipalities that had
adopted the LOV within home care services in 2014 (152 of 290 municipalities). In
those municipalities, a survey was sent out in the same year to members of the pensioners’
councils representing the two largest pensioner organizations, PRO and SPF. The survey
consisted of questions on the organizations’ involvement in the decision to adopt LOV as
well as in its implementation and monitoring.

Following the results of the investigation, we argue that, overall, a marketized elderly
care is compatible with the participation of civil society organizations in the decision-
making process. There are signs that pensioners’ organizations are participating in the
decision to adopt the LOV along with the implementation and monitoring of the act.
However, the survey shows variation in this respect throughout the country. In somemuni-
cipalities, pensioners’ organizations are clearly more involved than in other municipalities.

The content of this article is structured as follows. In the next section, the theoretical
assumptions about the participation of civil society organizations’ in a marketized
elderly care are elaborated in detail. In addition, the reader is introduced to the design
of the empirical study. In the third section of the article, a brief background is given of
current reforms of Swedish elderly care with the market as a model, and the results of
the survey are introduced and analysed. The article’s fourth and final section discusses
the results of the survey based on the theoretical assumptions that have been set. In
addition, the reader is introduced to topics for further research.

2. Civil Society Organizations in a Marketized Welfare State

2.1. Civil Society Organizations and the Welfare State

Many civil society organizations have developed in parallel with the expansion of the
welfare state. This is explained by welfare programmes’ creation of new identities
among citizens (Engberg, 1986). For instance, school, childcare and pension systems
create identities such as ‘parents’ and ‘pensioners’, which provide a basis for the collective
organization in civil society organizations. These organizations fulfil many important tasks
in society such as giving a ‘voice’ to the interests of their members toward decision-makers
(Petracca, 1992, 6–7; Wijkström, 1999).

The function of ‘voice’ includes organizations’ presenting members’ values and inter-
ests to decision-makers at the national, regional and local levels. Examples at the national
level include organizations’ participation in government agencies advisory councils, the
referral system and committees of inquiries (Elvander 1966; Hadenius 1977; Lundberg
2012, 2014; Micheletti 1994; Petersson 2016). At the local level, there are councils that
aim to provide a dialogue between decision-makers and certain groups of citizens, such
as youths, the elderly and the disabled (Gustafsson 1999; Wide & Gustafsson 2001).
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2.2. The Welfare State in Transition

In recent decades, the Swedish welfare state has undergone major changes. However, these
changes do notmainly concern the actual provision of welfare services nor themain ration-
ale behind it, such as a universalism (Beland et al. 2014). Sweden is still considered to have a
universal and generous welfare state, where welfare is broadly distributed to its citizens
(Feltenius 2017; Lindbom 2001). Instead, the changes mainly concern the actual governing
of important welfare tasks at the local level, summarized in terms of ‘marketization’ (Peter-
sen & Hjelmar 2013; Pierre 1995; Salamon 1993), which means ‘the penetration of essen-
tially market-type relationships into the social welfare arena’ (Salamon 1993: 17).

Originally, Sweden was considered as cautious and hesitant to reforms that use the
market as a model (Dunleavy 1997; Naschold 1996). However, this classification relies
on older data from the 1980s and early 1990s. Today, Sweden is considered to be one
of the Scandinavian countries with a particularly strong movement towards marketization
(Sivesind & Saglie 2017). Thus, Sweden differs from Norway and Denmark in terms of the
number of private providers within important welfare fields, such as elderly care (Meagher
& Szebehely 2013).

The reform of the Swedish welfare state took place gradually starting in the early 1990s. It
gained momentum during the non-socialist government headed by Prime Minister Fredrik
Reinfeldt between 2006 and 2014. During Reinfeldt’s eight years in power, several important
decisions were made affecting the development in elderly care and health care. Behind those
decisions stand a particular governing philosophy referred to as ‘New Public Management’
(NPM) (Ferlie, Ashburner, Fitzgerald, & Pettigrew, 1996; Hood 1991, 1995).

The concept of NPM is broad and includes a number of reform efforts in public admin-
istration. These reform efforts include cost reductions, separating administrative functions
of providing and purchasing public services, decentralization of management authority,
reliance of market mechanisms’ instruments as steering tools, performance-based pay
for staff, more attention to performance monitoring and increased emphasis on values
of ‘quality’ and ‘customer satisfaction’ in public services (Boston 2011; Dunleavy &
Hood 1994; Ferlie et al., 1996; Hood 1991; Pollitt 1995).

Obviously, all the elements referred to above do not have to be applied in a public
organization governed by NPM. One or a few of them would be enough. Besides, there
is also variation between countries in the extent to which these elements are applied. In
some countries, NPM is foremost characterized by organizational decentralization,
while in other countries it is a matter of contracting out welfare services (Pollitt 1995).

In sum, this section startedwith a brief backgroundon the important role that civil society
organizations play as a voice for citizens’ values and interests in the Swedish welfare state.
Thereafter, a brief description was given of recent developments of the Swedish welfare
state towards marketization. Next, those two different tracks within the literature will be
combined by discussing the question of what happens to civil society in a marketized
welfare state. Can civil society be expected to perform their functions in the same way?

2.3. Consequences for Civil Society Organizations

It has been argued that NPM is in opposition to the corporatist model with regard to the
participation of organized interests in decision-making (Christensen & Laegreid 2002).
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For instance, Johan P. Olsen believes that the development in Norway during the 1980s
was marked by a transition from a ‘corporate pluralist state model’ to a ‘supermarket-
state’ (Olsen 1988). This trend toward market governance is, according to Olsen, a reac-
tion against the old corporatist regime. The old regime was considered to be rigid, sector-
ized and unable to quickly adjust to and cope with economic and technological challenges.
Also, interest organizations in the old corporatist regime were thought to pose a threat to
economic development and effective government control. The exercise of governmental
control requires distance in the state’s relation with organized interests, and critics of
the old regime argued, ‘The lines of responsibility between public authorities and orga-
nized interests should be drawn more clearly’ (Olsen 1988: 245). Thus, in a move
towards NPM as a mode of governing, or a ‘supermarket-state’, the organizations have
a much more distant role. This is also evident in countries that have made the most pro-
gress in reforming the administration towards NPM, i.e., the US, New Zealand and the
UK. In these countries, there is a more sceptical view towards the participation of orga-
nized interests in the decision-making process (Hood, 1995; Christensen & Laegreid
2002, 279, 2011). For instance, organized interests have been referred to in terms of the
advocates for narrow special-interest groups that push for cost increases in public
decision-making.

Other reasons for this incompatibility between civil society organizations and NPM can
be traced to central values of NPM such as ‘efficiency’. One expression of this is the view
held that management should be slimmed down and work towards quantifiable targets
that are constantly monitored and evaluated (Ferlie et al., 1996; Denhardt & Denhardt,
2000). According to Paul G. Roness, the strong emphasis on efficiency crowds out other
values such as participation: ‘Thus arguments about steering and efficiency are central
to NPM, while arguments about the democratic representation of interests are considered
irrelevant’ (Roness 2011: 296).

In short, deliberative, democratic processes do not have any place in an organization
governed by NPM. Deliberation only causes delays in the decision-making process.
Additionally, the administration’s top management loses its control over decision-
making if a deliberative process is being applied, which also constitutes an obstacle to
the inherent value of efficiency. Considering this strong emphasis on efficiency, concerns
have been raised regarding NPM and its implications for deliberative, democratic
processes:

‘So long as NPM and public administration itself are committed to this single value [i.e.,
efficiency], the possibility for genuine deliberation is in jeopardy and the further alienation
of the public toward government is assured’ (Timney & Kelly 2000: 567)

The message from M. Timney and Terrence P. Kelly is that public administration must
return to a management philosophy that puts democratic values back in the centre.
According to them, that is the only way in which all citizens’ interests can be genuinely
served and represented (Timney & Kelly, 2000).

Another core value of NPM is viewing individual citizens as a ‘customer in a market’
(Barnes & Prior 1995). The reason for this strong emphasis on the individual can be
traced back to neo-liberal ideology that emphasizes the individual’s own actions rather
than collective actions. Consequently, the concept of ‘citizen’ is regarded as cumbersome
and the concepts of ‘consumer’ or ‘customer’ are preferable (Pollitt 1990). This focus by
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NPM on the citizen as a customer in a market results, according to several analysts, in a
weakening of collective power and influence (Box et al. 2001; Clarke & Newman 1997,
128).

As a result, instead of consulting civil society organizations on the input side of the
decision-making process (i.e., expressing opinions on political proposals before decisions),
power has shifted to the individual on the output side. On the output side of the decision-
making process, the individual exercises influence through choosing a preferred school or
nursing home. By doing so, quality improves since poor schools are avoided and good
ones are chosen (Clarke & Newman, 1997).

However, influence is asserted not only by the individual citizen through ‘exit’, but also
through ‘voice’ (Hirschman 1970). In the latter case, it is about participation in customer
surveys and focus groups. These tools attempt to provide decision-makers with an idea of
the content and quality of services (Box et al. 2001: 615).

The implications of this development towards a stronger emphasis on the individual are
predicted to be dire for civil society organizations. Janet Newman and Evelina Tonkens
even go so far as to argue that the development is likely to lead to ‘the ultimate disowning
or even devouring of social movements’ (Newman & Tonkens 2011: 10). Jane Jenson and
Susan D. Phillips argue in a similar way based on experiences in Canada. They describe a
‘backlash against citizens groups’ and ‘efforts to hear individuals as individuals, not as
members of interest groups’ (Jenson & Philips 2001).

2.4. Varieties of NPM

The image of NPM as a unified reform movement in the public sector of the Western
world, with the same outcomes among different countries, has been questioned. NPM
is argued to not be a uniform movement with the same results, but rather involves a
myriad of national variants (Christensen & Laegreid 2002; Pollitt et al. 2007; Premfors,
1998). This criticism has been advanced by Christopher Pollitt who argues that the
image of convergence has been too dominant among important organizations such as
the OECD (Pollitt et al. 2007: 11).

The problem with the image of convergence is that it rests too heavily on the experi-
ences of countries like the US, Australia, New Zealand and the UK. According to
Pollitt, these countries belong to an ‘NPM core group’ in the practice of market-based sol-
utions in the public sector. Other countries; including Sweden, the Netherlands, Finland,
Italy, Germany and Belgium; belong to the group of ‘modernizers’. Within the latter
group, there exists a significant variation on which elements of NPM are being applied
and to what extent. In other words, NPM is not a ‘tidy, neat package that everyone
buys at the same moment’ (Pollitt et al. 2007: 20).

Critical to Pollitt’s argument is that NPM is applied in a particular institutional context,
unique to each country. This context may involve constitutional issues, administrative
culture and the recruitment of civil servants (Pollitt et al. 2007: 6-7). In Sweden, a
notable feature is strong civil society organizations with an involvement in public
decision-making (i.e., corporatism) (Trägårdh 2007). This involvement could take
several forms such as in the referral process, inquiry committees, boards and councils.
In addition, there is an informal presence that is certainly less visible, but according to
observers ‘very important’ (Premfors 2009). Although corporatism has decreased in
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recent decades (Lewin 1994; Lindvall & Sebring 2005; Rothstein & Bergström 1999), the
finding is that it is still strong in Sweden compared to other countries. For instance,
this is evident when it comes to civil society’s access to the remiss procedure (Lundberg
2014, 59; Premfors 2009, 76).

Arguing that NPM is embedded in and influenced by each country’s institutional
context opens the possibility to the existence of a variant of NPM in Sweden, with contin-
ued strong involvement of organized interests. Pollitt also makes this interpretation with a
direct reference to countries such as Sweden. He argues that the Nordic countries moder-
nized their public sector inspired by NPM, but with ‘a stronger citizen-oriented, partici-
patory flavour’ (Pollitt et al. 2007: 20).

This differs in comparison to countries belonging to NPM’s core group characterized
by ‘highly individualist cultures, with much less understanding of or patience for collecti-
vist and consensual practices than most continental Europe’ (Pollitt et al., 2007: 19).

In summary, from the results of previous research, there are at least two theoretical
scenarios about civil society organizations’ participation and influence in a marketized
welfare state. Those scenarios will be discussed in the following section. Each scenario
is described from the perspective of the executor of the welfare state at the local level,
the municipality. The municipality has, in practice, the power to invite or exclude orga-
nized interests to participate in public decision-making.

2.5. Two Scenarios

The first scenario, referred to as ‘individual consumer choice’, is when civil society organ-
izations do not participate in the decision-making process. The reason is assumed to be
found in the municipality’s focus on the individual citizen as a customer in a market. Con-
sequently, citizens are consulted individually through user surveys by the municipality.
This kind of direct consultation is considered the most effective way for the municipality
to receive an opinion from its citizens on welfare provision. Another example of individual
consumer choice is that the individual citizen exercises influence through ‘exit’, i.e., by
choosing the best school or nursing home. In this particular way, the municipality can
steer the quality of welfare provision through the invisible hand (Le Grand 2007).

In the scenarios described above, consulting citizens in collective form through dialogue
with civil society organizations becomes unnecessary. This applies to politics in general,
but the issue of the marketized welfare state in particular. Hence, advisory councils will
be abolished in a welfare state governed by NPM. If the councils do exist, after all, they
cannot be expected to deal with issues concerning a marketized elderly care. This particu-
lar issue is foremost a concern for the municipality and the individual citizen.

According to the second scenario, referred to as ‘business as usual’, civil society organ-
izations actively participate in the decision-making of the marketized welfare state. The
Swedish tradition with the participation of organized interests in the decision-making
process would rather influence, than be influenced by, changes in the welfare state with
the market as a model. Consequently, the municipality considers it to be natural that
civil society organizations are given the opportunity to also participate in a marketized
welfare state through pensioners’ councils. The key question is therefore not about
whether the interaction takes place, but how it is done.
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Further, following the literature on local civil society regimes, we can assume that the
two scenarios can have different relevance depending on the municipality (Arvidson et al.
2018; Johansson et al. 2015). According to this literature, there is a variation between
municipalities regarding grants and payments performed by civil society organizations.
This variation is explained only to a limited extent by differences in the ideological orien-
tation of the municipalities. Rather, it is an issue of urban versus rural characteristics and
population size. Hence, in our study, it is important to pay attention to the structural
characteristics of the municipalities when trying to explain variation in the relevance of
the two scenarios.

Finally, with regard to the terms ‘participation’ and ‘influence’, we assume that partici-
pation also results in the potential to influence decision-makers. According to Sherry Arn-
stein’s ‘A Ladder of Citizen Participation’, participation can take different forms and does
not always result in influence. In fact, Arnstein has a rather pessimistic view of the
relationship between participation and influence (Arnstein 1969). Our view is more opti-
mistic. We assume that participation implies possibilities of influence, which means that
actual influence might vary over time and across issues. Whether actual influence does
exist or not is of course an empirical question which is not being dealt with in this article.

2.6. Research Design

To be able to discuss the relevancy of each scenario and theoretical assumptions, we con-
ducted an empirical study. We investigated the participation of pensioners’ organizations
in a marketized elderly care, i.e., the decision, implementation and monitoring of the
Swedish LOV within home care. Pensioners’ organizations in Sweden have a long tradition
of participating in pensioners’ councils at the local level (KPR) (Feltenius, 2004). Those
councils consist of representatives from the municipal administration (municipal
officials), political bodies (municipal politicians) and pensioners’ organizations
(members of the organizations). The aim of the pensioners’ councils is not to make
formal decisions on any matter. Rather, the aim is to provide an arena for consultations
with the elderly prior to political decisions (Feltenius 2004).

The empirical study consists of a questionnaire survey given to the representatives of
pensioners’ organizations in the pensioners’ councils in municipalities with LOV in
home care. To identify the municipalities that have adopted LOV, we used the last avail-
able statistics on the adoption of LOV from the National Board of Health and Welfare.
This statistic was not completely up to date (2014), and we have therefore checked the
information against data from local government websites. We identified 152 municipali-
ties that have adopted the LOV, as of spring 2014, and applied it to elderly home care.

From the two largest Swedish pensioners’ organizations – the Swedish National Pen-
sioners’ Organization (PRO) and the Swedish Association for Senior Citizens (SPF) –
we received addresses for representatives of the organizations in the pensioners’ councils
at the local level. We sent the questionnaire to each organization’s contact person in muni-
cipalities that had adopted the LOV. We attached a cover letter stating that the question-
naire could be answered individually or together with other representatives from the same
organization with a seat in the pensioners’ council.

In total, 304 questionnaires were distributed (May 2014) of which 255 questionnaires
were returned: 130 from SPF and 125 from PRO. Thus, the percentage of answers was
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84%. In six municipalities, none of the organizations responded, in 37 municipalities only
one organization responded and in the rest of the municipalities both organizations
responded. In 27% of the cases, several representatives from the same organization
answered the questionnaire together (32% for SPF and 21% for PRO).

The survey consisted of 33 questions. We analysed a limited number of questions in this
article. The questionnaire focuses on organizations’ participation in regards to the
implementation, application andmonitoring of the LOV in home care services. In addition,
we asked questions about participation in other types of public procurements within care
for the elderly. With respect to the municipalities’ decision to implement the LOV, we
asked if the organizations were involved in the decision. If so, were they involved prior
to the decision or was it merely unidirectional information about a decision already made?

To grasp the next step in the process, namely implementation of the LOV, we asked if
the organizations were involved in the development of contract documents that firms
within home care services are obliged to follow. In the questionnaire, we also covered
the third and final stage of the process. We asked if the organizations have been involved
in the monitoring of the LOV. If so, which questions were targeted: Information about the
LOV from the municipality, mismanagement of duties among care providers or some-
thing else?

Most of the questions were closed-ended, but with the possibility to leave comments
connected to each question. The comments gave us the opportunity to conduct a
deeper analysis and understanding of the answers from the organizations. In the following
section, we analyse the results of the questionnaire by descriptive statistics. We used cross-
table analysis to test whether the variation is dependent on the organization (PRO and
SPF), political majority in the municipality or population size in the municipality.4

3. Participation in a Marketized Elderly Care

3.1. User Choice in Home Care

Elderly care in Sweden has undergone major changes in recent years, using the market as a
model. In the early 1990s, a revised Swedish Local Government Act (kommunallag) was
introduced, which gave greater freedom to municipalities to decide on their own organiz-
ation. An example is the ability of municipalities to contract out welfare services (Prop.
1990/91: 117). This freedom was expanded through yet another government bill a year
later (Prop. 1992/93:43). It is important to consider that the changes were carried out
in different years and by different governments – both socialist and non-socialist
(Antman 1994). However, those changes in the early 1990s did not result in any drastic
increase in private providers across the country.

In 2009, the major change was introduced within home care for the elderly by a new
piece of legislation – the act on system of choice (LOV). Instead of contracting out
welfare services as previously done, all providers who meet the criteria required by each
municipality receive permission to establish their services. Thus, by implementing the
LOV the municipality creates a market of different providers of home care services. There-
after, in the next stage, the elderly, who are entitled to home care, can choose a provider. A
requirement is that the elderly have a favourable local option that targets the care needs of
the elderly and to a specific extent (i.e., number of hours) (Prop. 2008/09: 29).
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To sum up, roughly half of Swedish municipalities have chosen to adopt the LOV
within home care services. Next, we will discuss whether this affects the participation of
civil society organizations in the decision-making process in those municipalities.

3.2. Pensioners’ Councils in LOV Municipalities: Form and Function

In Sweden, it is not compulsory for a municipality to have a pensioners’ council. However,
the municipalities interpret a section in the Swedish Local Government Act (kommunal-
lagen) as support for such councils. According to this section, municipalities shall work to
promote consultations with those who utilize their services (Local Government Act:
Chap. 8 section 3). In our survey, 96% of the respondents state that a pensioners’
council exist in their municipality.

This figure is in accordance with a previous study, which shows that 97% of all munici-
palities in the country, regardless of the adoption of the LOV, have a pensioners’ council
(Gilljam & Jodal 2005: 4). Thus, the prevalence of pensioners’ councils is at about the
same level in municipalities who have adopted the LOV as in those municipalities that
have not. An additional similarity is in the annual number of meetings in the pensioners’
council. Previous studies show that the average number of meetings was four times per
year (National Board of Health andWelfare, 2000), which is also the case in the municipa-
lities that have adopted the LOV. In our survey, 69%of the respondents state that the council
meets three to four times per year; another 23% states there arefive to sixmeetings per year.5

In order to function as expected, it is important who represents the municipality in the
pensioners’ councils. For instance, the possibility of the pensioners’ organizations to reach
an agreement might be impaired if municipal politicians do not participate in the council.
According to the survey, politicians do participate in the councils. According to the
respondents the following categories of politicians participate in the council: Chairperson
of a municipal committee (72%), member of a municipal committee (57%), chairperson of
the municipal executive board (37%), member of the municipal executive board (42%) and
member of the municipal council (32%).6 In many municipalities, several types of poli-
ticians participate.

The municipal administration is mainly represented by municipal officials responsible
for elderly care (64%) and heads of the administration for a specific policy sector (41%).
Thus, it is evident from the survey that pensioners’ organizations are represented in the
councils along with representatives from both local government politics and
administration.7

We can conclude that pensioners’ councils do exist in the municipalities that have
adopted the LOV in elderly care, that the councils meet on a regular basis and that
both politicians and municipal officials represent the municipality. Those findings
suggest that pensioners’ organizations do have an opportunity to participate in the
decision-making process. The question now is, does this also apply to specific matters con-
cerning the LOV within elderly care?

3.3. Implementation of LOV

The Swedish parliament approved the LOV in November 2008. It went into effect in
January 2009. However, the adoption of the act is not mandatory for the municipalities.
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Consequently, a process started in the municipalities concerning whether or not to adopt
the LOV. The discussion of this question in the pensioners’ councils is shown in Figure 1.

It is evident from the figure that the pensioners’ organizations have been involved.
About 48% of the respondents state that the pensioners’ council discussed the question
prior to the final decision by the municipal council. Another 28% of the respondents’
state that the council discussed the question, but under the impression that the municipal
council had already decided. If so, the possibility for the organizations to exert influence
on the decision was, of course, limited. There is a small yet significant difference between
the answers from the two different organizations. Respondents from SPF stated, to a
higher degree than respondents from PRO (56% and 44%; V = .185, sig = .046), that this
discussion took place before the political decision. However, we consider it most impor-
tant that SPF and PRO agree that the discussion had taken place at all (88% and 84%),
regardless of when it happened.

3.4. Criteria

After the decision to introduce the LOV, the municipality agreed on the criteria that care
providers must meet in order to be included in the freedom-of-choice system. This tender
document is central to procurement according to the LOV, since it gives the municipality
the ability to control the care providers to some extent. For example, the criteria could
require that care providers must ensure that their employees have a specific minimum-
level of competence or should be entitled to full-time employment and collective agree-
ment. Normally the municipality revises the tender document regularly. The question is
if pensioners’ organizations have the opportunity to participate in the process of formu-
lating these criteria.

Figure 1. Discussions of introducing the act on system of choice (LOV). Percentage of all responses.
Note: The question was asked to respondents that stated the occurrence of a pensioners’ council in
the municipality (N = 240). No significant correlation with neither pensioners’ organization nor the
municipalities’ population size or political majority.
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The figure shows that half of the respondents stated that the council has discussed the
criteria while the other half answered the opposite. Accordingly, some councils discuss the
question while others do not. There are no significant differences between the councils
based on the political rule in each municipality (Figure 2).

3.5. Monitoring LOV

The LOV is a relatively new phenomenon in many municipalities. Thus, we assumed that
there would be continuous follow-up and evaluation of the function of the law in home
care services. Therefore, we also asked if the pensioners’ organizations are involved in
this monitoring work.

The survey shows that in some cases, the pensioners’ council seems to be involved in
the monitoring of the LOV (39%), but it is more common that this is not the case (49%)
(Figure 3). There were not any significant differences between the councils based on the
political rule in the municipality. In the questionnaire, we also included a close-ended
question of what the discussions about the monitoring of the LOV concerned. The
most common answer was ‘general routines for the control and enforcement of the
care providers’ (81% of respondents in councils where monitoring had been discussed).
The councils also discussed the municipalities’ information about the LOV to users and
relatives (66%), individual cases of negligence or malpractice by the care providers
(37%) and shortcomings in the municipality’s specifications of the criteria for the
LOV (12%).

Figure 2. Discussions of the tender document’s criteria in the pensioners’ council. Percentage of all
responses. Note: The question has been asked to respondents that state the occurrence of a pensioners’
council in the municipality (N = 240). No significant correlation with neither pensioners’ organization
nor the municipalities’ population size or political majority.
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3.6. Assessment of Influence on LOV

In the survey, we also wanted to make an overall judgement of the respondents’ perception
of their participation and influence on issues related to the LOV and procurement pro-
cedures within elderly care.

The answers showed mixed results (Figure 4). One group of respondents is satisfied,
while another group is not. It is evident that SPF tends to be more satisfied than PRO
(62% and 35%; V = .231, sig = .001). An explanation is that, at the central level, SPF
(belonging to the right on the political left––right scale) has overall been more in
favour of freedom-of-choice systems and marketization. In contrast PRO (belonging to
the left) generally has a more negative attitude towards marketization. This pattern is
also evident at the local level. In our survey, we asked the respondents if the organization
at the local level overall was positive or negative towards the LOV within home care ser-
vices. From SPF, 39% answered that the organization was in favour of the LOV to a high
degree, while the corresponding figure for PRO was only 6%.

4. Conclusions

This article aimed at analysing the participation of Swedish pensioners’ organizations in a
marketized elderly care. We asked the questions: (1) Is there any participation by pen-
sioners’ organizations, or are issues concerning this type of elderly care reserved for the
municipality, the providers and the individual ‘customer’, and (2) Is there any variation
in this respect between municipalities and how could this be accounted for? The research

Figure 3. Discussions of monitoring of the act on system of choice. Percentage of all responses. Note:
The question has been asked to respondents that state the occurrence of a pensioners’ council in the
municipality (N = 240). No significant correlation with neither pensioners’ organization nor the munici-
palities’ population size or political majority.
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questions were guided by two scenarios concerning participation. According to the first
scenario, referred to as ‘individual consumer choice’, civil society organizations do not
participate in the decision-making process. According to the alternative scenario, ‘business
as usual’, civil society organizations actively participate in the decision-making process of
the marketized welfare state. Each of these scenarios was further developed in section two
of this article.

In order to discuss each scenario, an empirical study was conducted consisting of a
questionnaire to representatives of pensioners’ organizations in 152 municipalities. All
the included municipalities had decided to implement the LOV within home care services.
Overall, the results of the investigation show that a marketized elderly care is compatible
with the participation of civil society organizations in the decision-making process; i.e.,
marketization does not consistently crowd out participation by such organizations.

There are several indications of this, which supports the ‘business as usual scenario’.
First, almost all municipalities with the LOV still have a pensioners’ council where poli-
ticians and municipal officials meet representatives of the pensioners’ organizations.
There are about four meetings per year in those councils, but in some cases even more.
Second, in the councils, the pensioners’ organizations have the opportunity to meet
those directly responsible for decisions on elderly care in the municipality – municipal
politicians. Third, in many councils, pensioners’ organizations have also been able to par-
ticipate in the decision, implementation and monitoring of the LOV within home care ser-
vices. Fourth, many respondents answered that they were overall satisfied with the
opportunity to influence decisions related to the LOV and other procurements within
elderly care.

However, the support for the ‘business as usual’ scenario is far from unanimous. The
survey also suggests the existence of a group of pensioners’ councils with a low degree
of participation on marketization issues. In the survey, some representatives reported

Figure 4. Satisfaction with possibilities of influence on LOV. Percentage of responses in total and by
pensioners’ organization. Note: The question has been asked to all respondents (N = 250). No signifi-
cant correlation with neither the municipalities’ population size nor political majority.
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that the council had not been involved in the decision to adopt the LOV, and neither had
the council been involved in the implementation or monitoring of the act. Also, there was
a group of respondents that were not satisfied with their abilities to influence decisions
relating to the LOV.

How can this variation in participation be accounted for? When analysing this research
question it needs to be stressed that the conclusions are drawn from a survey of represen-
tatives from different pensioners’ organizations. It might therefore be the case that the
variation detected is between pensioners’ organizations, not municipalities. However, a
statistical test shows that there was no statistically significant correlation in this respect.
The only exception is in the overall satisfaction of the opportunity for participation and
influence.

We might, therefore, expect that the variation could be explained by the municipal
context. Accordingly, we have included structure-oriented variables such as political
orientation (left/right) and population size of the municipality. None of these variables
showed any statistically significant correlation with the degree of participation.

Therefore, we suggest that the variance detected might be explained by attitudes and
interpretations among politicians and officials regardless of the political orientation of
the municipality. For instance, there could be different interpretations of marketization
among politicians and officials. In some instances, there might exist an interpretation of
marketization close to the scenario of individual consumer choice. This would imply
that the focus is on the individual citizen as a customer. Hence, deliberations with civil
society organizations are superfluous and do not add anything of importance. In other
instances, the understanding might be the opposite among politicians and officials (i.e.,
close to the ‘business as usual’ scenario).

Another explanation could be found in a general lack of interest (i.e., attitude) among
politicians and officials to give priority to the council and its work. Previous research (con-
ducted before the expanse of marketization) shows that organizations’ opportunity for
influence was more favourable in some pensioners’ councils than in others. A low
degree of participation may not be solely restricted to marketization issues but to other
issues as well, such as accessibility, planning, culture and transport.

The explanations are tentative and more research needs to be done to enhance our
understanding of the variation. Our statistical analysis has only provided us with partial
answers. We would, therefore, suggest more qualitative-oriented investigations consisting
of interviews with representatives of pensioners’ organizations, politicians and officials.

It is essential to proceed with questions concerning civil society organizations’ partici-
pation and influence in a marketized welfare state. In a historical perspective, it is reason-
able to say that marketization represents an important landmark in the development of
Scandinavian welfare states. The social democratic welfare model, which has been a dis-
tinguishing feature of Scandinavian countries, is in transition. In the development of a
welfare state that takes more inspiration from private markets and companies, it is of
vital importance to ask what happens to core democratic values such as transparency,
accountability and the participation of civil society organizations.

These questions are not only relevant for the Scandinavian welfare states, but in other
settings too. The results of this study do not suggest that marketization poses a severe
threat to the participation of civil society organizations in the public decision-making
process. This might, however, be true in other settings. In countries with a weaker
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tradition of participation by civil society organizations, marketization might have a more
negative impact on consultative procedures. Another important aspect to consider is tra-
ditions of local self-government. In the Swedish case, there is a strong local government
with independent powers of taxation, which makes the local level a powerful and interest-
ing arena for civil society when trying to influence policy-making.

Notes

1. Home care services refer to care-related activities, or services such as cleaning, carried out in
the home of the elderly person.

2. Currently, in 2018, the number of municipalities with the LOV within home care services is
159. This is according to the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions, SALAR
(2018).

3. SPF Seniorerna belongs to the right on the political left–right spectrum and PRO to the left.
4. ‘Population size’ is logarithmised to avoid extreme values. ‘Political majority’ is constructed

as a dummy variable based on the occurrence of the Social Democrats in the political rule of
the municipality. Data from Statistics Sweden.

5. The question was asked to respondents that stated the occurrence of a pensioners’ council in
the municipality (N = 240).

6. The municipal council is directly elected by the citizens of the municipality. It fulfils the func-
tion as the municipality’s highest decision-making body. The municipal executive board is
indirectly elected by the municipal council. The municipal council also elects the municipal
committees. The number of committees varies between the municipalities. The committees
are responsible for different policy fields such as elderly care and school.

7. The numbers refer to the share of respondents belonging to an LOVmunicipality with a pen-
sioners’ council (N = 240).
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