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Educational marketization the
Swedish way

Lisbeth Lundahl*, Inger Erixon Arreman*, Ann-Sofie Holm** & Ulf Lundström*

Abstract

Sweden has commonly been regarded as a striking example of a social democratic welfare-state

regime (Esping-Andersen 1996), characterized by strong state governance and active involvement

in welfare matters. In the last two decades, however, the Swedish public sector and education

system have been radically and extensively transformed in a neo-liberal direction, a move that was

preceded by extensive decentralization of decision-making from the state to municipalities and

schools. In this article the scope, character and some of the consequences of internal and external

marketization of Swedish education in the early 2000s are summarized, and the impact of

competition on the internal workings of upper secondary schools is highlighted in particular.

We conclude that the external marketization of education has proceeded a long way and Sweden

also fully embraces new public management, i.e. ‘inner marketization’, of education in most

respects. However, aspects of the older social democratic policy paradigm are still visible with

regard to the assigned functions, values and governance of education.
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Introduction

During the latter part of the 20th Century increasingly close connections were forged

between education and the economy in the whole OECD sphere; this occurred at a

stage of globalization commonly described as the knowledge economy or knowledge

capitalism. A general transition took place, starting in the 1970s, from Keynesian

welfare states aiming to maintain full employment and raise living standards for all

citizens, to Schumpeterian welfare states, actively seeking to raise competitiveness by

promoting innovation, enterprise and flexibility (Jessop 2006, Jessop et al. 2008,

Lauder et al. 2012, Rizvi and Lingard 2010). A range of sectors and activities that were

previously held at some distance from the economy, one example being education, are

now more directly involved. In their analysis of educational systems in 24 countries,

Stephen Ball and Deborah Youdell (2008) distinguish between endogenous and

exogenous privatization of public education. Internal privatization refers to the

application of ‘‘new public management techniques’’ to make schools business-like:

creation of semi-autonomous units with features including continuous evaluation

and assessment, high degrees of accountability and performance-related pay.
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Exogenous privatization refers to schools being opened up to business interests,

through commercialization, sponsorships, school�industry partnerships, contracts

and competition between private and public actors for students and resources. As Ball

and Youdell argue, this development, with its multitude of aspects, permeates and

affects education at all levels:

The tendencies this report describes are not just technical changes in the way in which

education is delivered. They provide a new language, a new set of incentives and disciplines

and a new set of roles, positions and identities within which what it means to be a teacher,

student/learner, parent etc. are all changed (Ball and Youdell 2008, p. 11).

We find Ball and Youdell’s (2008) distinction between internal and external

privatization useful for structuring purposes, but prefer the concepts external and

internal marketization, using Montin’s (2006) definition of market as a starting

point: a situation when several producers compete over public tasks and/or when

internal steering systems are developed with the market and industry as models

(Montin 2006, 7). In this article we will use the term marketization to denote the

direction of the change process, and quasi-markets when referring to the resulting

situation as this is not a market in the strict sense. In contrast to proper markets,

quasi-markets are characterized by being established and controlled by the state.

The relationship between buyers and providers of educational services is regulated

by contracts. Competition is based on aspects other than the price, since the service

is tax-financed, and Swedish students cannot be charged fees.

The widespread privatization/marketization trends are accompanied by a number

of problems and contradictions. Not least, they concern legitimacy: policy initiatives

have international reach, but simultaneously have to seem authentic and capable of

fostering a national identity (Lundahl 2007). It is not by chance that neoliberalism is

often paired with neo-conservatism; indeed, this odd pairing may mitigate such

contradictions (Apple 2004). Many aspects of internal marketization have been intro-

duced surreptitiously, in the guise of measures officially intended to raise educational

quality and develop schools, hence Ball and Youdell’s concept of ‘hidden privatization’.

Rizvi & Lingard (2010) correctly point out the danger of structural reification when

analysing and explaining local and national developments within the perspective of

globalization; agency and politics do play a decisive role in shaping a country’s

education and welfare system, and therefore it is important to understand how

globalization and marketization actually work by relating them not only to common

economic factors but also to local and national histories, cultures and power relations.

The case of Sweden

During the last 30 years Swedish welfare and educational policies have undergone a

far-reaching transformation, in many respects similar to the neoliberal trajectory
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that was taken in other OECD-countries from the 1970s onwards. However the

change in the social democratic welfare state of Sweden from having one of the most

centrally planned and uniform school systems in the OECD area into one of the most

liberal in terms of decentralization and market elements has been faster and more

radical than in many other places (Baggesen Klitgaard 2007, Bunar 2010, Lundahl

2002). Swedish independent schools, ‘free-schools’, now attract considerable

attention, and even admiration, internationally (see e.g. Erixon Arreman and

Holm 2011a, Lundahl 2011) � a ‘Swedish model’ of quite another kind than its

predecessor, which referred to consensual relations in the labour market and a

commitment to the goals of full employment and social equality (Fulcher 1991,

Lundahl 1997). Even if the emergence of large free-school companies is the most eye-

catching aspect of the marketization of Swedish education, it is far from the only one.

Competition has been established between all schools at municipal, and in the case

of upper secondary education, even national level. Further, the work of schools is

now orchestrated by new managerialism, and school curricula and educational

assessment have been reformed in order to enhance employability, raise academic

performance and increase effectiveness. However, it would be incorrect to

characterize the present situation as a complete shift to a neo-liberal education

policy. In parallel with the strong discourse of excellence, performance and

competition, another, that of social inclusion and equality (A school for all), still

prevails, for example in national curriculum guides for preschool, primary and

secondary education (as discussed later).

Some of the rapidly growingwork on recent Swedish educational policies is referred

to in the following sections. First, it is noteworthy that such studiesmostly focus either

on effects of school-choice policies, i.e. what Ball and Yodell refer to as external

privatization, or new managerialism in education � educational measurements and

ranking, action plans, quality assessment and the like. Given the complexity and scope

of the phenomena concerned, this is hardly surprising. However, as a result, there is a

need for a more comprehensive overview of the present situation, and a discussion of

the extent to which older policy patterns still are visible. Secondly, few studies

highlight the fact that external marketization of Swedish education not only governs

the relationships between schools but to great extent affects schools’ internal work and

life. The research project Upper Secondary Education as a Market (2008�2011) that
is referred to in the current paper clearly illuminates this fact.

Several international-comparative studies indicate that Sweden has gone a long

way down the road of external and internal marketization. In his comparative study

of the scope of educational restructuring and new public management (evaluation,

assessment and reporting) in five European countries (the Czech Republic, England,

France, Germany and Sweden), Daun (2004) concluded that these trends had been

most radical in Sweden and the Czech Republic. Baggesen Klitgaard (2007)

compared school-choice policies in the USA, Germany and Sweden as prominent
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examples of three different welfare regimes (Esping Andersen 1996). He was

surprised by the lack of a direct relationship between welfare regimes and school-

choice reforms; e.g. he found that the liberal welfare state of the United States

displayed social democratic features, whereas social democratic Sweden displayed

American and liberal characteristics. Houtsonen et al. (2010) analysed the impact of

new public management, more specifically documentation and evaluation, on

teachers’ perceived autonomy and daily work in Sweden, Ireland and Finland, and

concluded that despite the similarities in the policies adopted, Irish and Swedish

teachers felt a greater influence of control and accountability procedures than their

Finnish colleagues. In a comparative project including Denmark, Finland, Scotland,

England and Sweden, Ozga et al. (2011) analysed quality steering based on

measurements and rankings, and the related emergence of a European education

agenda. Sweden fits well into the European pattern of increased use of quality

governance by numbers and comparisons, but, characteristically has the self-image

that it does not ‘import, borrow or copy ideas or models from anywhere, since . . .

Sweden is already very good at QAE [quality assurance and evaluation, authors’

remark]’ (Segerholm 2009). This reluctance to admit Swedish education borrowing

policies has also been found more generally (Lundahl 2007).

The aim of this article is to summarize the scope, character and some of the

consequences of internal and external marketization in general and in Swedish

upper secondary education in particular during the early 2000s. The central

questions addressed are as follows. How far has marketization gone? What aspects

of the previously dominant social democratic policy are still visible if we look at the

functions, values and governance of education?

In the following, some notes on the concept of education paradigms or patterns

are made, and empirical sources and methods are briefly presented. Based on our

own research and the work of other researchers, the major part of the article is

devoted to delineating the present state of the internal and external marketization of

Swedish education more generally, and in particular how external marketization

affects the inner life of upper secondary schools. In the final section, lingering

features of social democratic policy are discussed in terms of functions, value basis

and governance of education.

Points of departure

As reference points for the final discussion, we build on a model of ideal-typical

education systems developed by Hudson and Lidström (2002), here called policy

paradigms. ‘Policy paradigm’ may denote a cultural framework that governs the

policy process and regulates, for example, what is to be defined as a problem and

how the policy process is to be enacted, realized and evaluated (O’Sullivan 1999), or

a dominant view or master narrative of education and education policy (Metha

2013). Herein, the concretization of policy paradigms in terms of assigned functions
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of education, the value base of education, and education governance is broader but is

still situated within the sphere of culture or the dominant set of ideas.

We argue that different welfare regimes (Esping Andersen 1996) � in the Swedish

case the universalistic/social democratic regime � frame and form education politics

differently, and interact with global neoliberal influences in ways that are related to

the history and power relations of various countries. As is illustrated by Baggesen

Klitgaard (2007), however, this relationship is far from simple or direct.

Hudson and Lidström (2002, 56 ff) constructed a model of education systems

based on dimensions of ‘value’ and ‘instrumentality’, the latter referring to assigned

functions of education. Comprehensive versus market values constitute the poles of

the first dimension, social/cultural versus economic functions the poles of the

second. A model of four ideal education systems was constructed, two of which �
broad strategy education and economic élite education � correspond to what is

referred to as the social democratic and neoliberal education policy paradigms (or

patterns) below. We also include a third dimension of ‘governance’ (c.f. Archer

1985). It should be emphasized that the simple patterns described below are used for

analytical purposes; they do not constitute empirical descriptions of a situation at a

certain point in time nor do they refer to party ideologies or politics.

Instrumentality of education: In the social democratic policy paradigm there is a

stronger emphasis on social and cultural functions of education than there is in the

neoliberal paradigm, and education is expected to make a crucial contribution to

social inclusion and democratic citizenship. Schools and education are kept relatively

separate from the economy in order to serve the needs of the individual and society,

even if education is regarded as having crucial economic functions. In the neoliberal

policy paradigm far greater importance is placed on the economic functions of

education, which is regarded as a crucial instrument for fostering economic growth

and competitiveness at multiple levels, by supplying employable, flexible manpower

and providing targets for investment, marketization and commercialization.

Value basis: By regarding education as a common good, social democratic

education policy traditionally focuses on fostering equality, fairness and public

service. Providing equal educational opportunities is seen as crucial both for

promoting social justice and for enhancing economic, social and individual develop-

ment. Thus, free, high quality education should be provided, regardless of the

student’s background. Comprehensive education, with little streaming and tracking,

in socially mixed schools is generally favoured in order to promote social cohesion.

A key aim for education is to nurture socially responsible and active citizens. In

contrast, ideas of competition and achievement are prominent in the neoliberal policy

paradigm, and the links between education, the economy, and markets are much

more pronounced. Education is primarily regarded as a private good and diverse

kinds of public and private education, providing considerable space for choice, are

desirable. Performance, competition and individualism are core values. A wide choice
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of schools offering different options is supposed to stimulate development and raise

both educational quality and productivity, and a key goal for schools is to foster

responsible, self-governing, problem-solving and enterprising individuals.

Governance of education, initiation of change: Traditionally, social democratic

policy means that the state is largely responsible for steering and reforming the

education system, by issuing detailed regulations relating to curricula, teaching,

funding, and evaluation. The system largely follows a bureaucratic model, stressing

the importance of impartiality, rational rules and expertise. Based on the market as a

model, the neoliberal system of governance and change involves a range of actors

and interests interacting at different levels. Schools should be run as firms,

according to ‘new public management’ tenets, while responsibility and accountability

for outcomes should be delegated to local actors.

Methods and sources

In the following sections we refer to data and results from our research project

Upper Secondary School as a Market (2008�2011), funded by the Swedish

Research Council. This project aimed to map critically the rapidly expanding market

landscape of upper secondary education and, more specifically, to analyse the impact

of external marketization on the inner workings of schools; this was achieved by

listening to staff and students. We did not, however, aim to evaluate social inclusion/

segregation or academic performance effects of marketization, as have a number of

such studies been conducted by other researchers (see below). The project built on a

broad range of empirical data: (1) public statistics; (2) policy documents, web pages

of municipalities and schools, and articles in the news media; (3) two web surveys

distributed to school directors, principals and career counsellors in two regions,

including 60 municipalities and more than one hundred upper secondary schools;

and (4) individual and focus group interviews at eight upper secondary schools

(five municipal and three free schools) with varying degrees of exposure to

competition and from both urban and rural districts within the two regions.

In all, eight principals, 58 teachers, 13 career counsellors and 77 students were

interviewed.

Internal marketization

Swedish education shows almost all the characteristics of internal, ‘hidden’

privatization or marketization that have been observed in a number of other

countries (cf. Ball and Youdell 2008, Beach and Dovemark 2007). A process that

started in the late 1970s and culminated in several decisions in the late 1980s and

early 1990s led to extensive decentralization of decision-making to local authorities

and the introduction of governance by objectives and results. Especially in its early

stages, this process was driven by a perceived need to replace central steering and

control by local, democratic decision-making and a stated wish to increase space for
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the professionals in schools. Gradually, the neoliberal discourse of customer choice

and the professed need to break the so-called state-monopoly strengthened.1 It could

be argued that the decentralization paved the way, and was a necessary step, for the

external privatization to come (Lundahl 2002). Furthermore, New Public Manage-

ment (NPM) strategies increasingly permeated the work of Swedish schools in

similar ways to those seen in other countries, transforming schools into semi-

autonomous, result-driven units. In the early 2000s it was estimated that Swedish

schools had more autonomy in teaching hours, instructional contents and methods,

and class size than schools in most other countries (OECD 2002). Swedish principals

gained a high degree of autonomy in allocating resources and budgeting, planning

the work of the school, and staff administration (Jarl, Fredriksson and Persson

2012). Education has gradually become subject to closer scrutiny and evaluation, in

order to ensure that schools ‘perform’, ‘produce’ or ‘deliver’ sufficiently well, and the

role of the principal has, accordingly, changed from being a pedagogical leader to a

manager. Various control techniques have been introduced in the name of quality

assurance, including standards, assessments, audits, benchmarks and indicators,

and international comparisons of performance and outcomes have become increas-

ingly important. The focus of assessments is mainly on student or school

performance, but the individual teachers are also scrutinized (Daun 2004,

Houtsonen et al. 2010, Rönnberg 2012). Individual performance-related pay for

teachers and other school staff, introduced in 1996, is an important, but often

neglected, governance technique, which increases school leaders’ power to decide

what constitutes quality and performance at the expense of teachers’ professional

judgement and autonomy (Lundström 2012).

Sweden’s accession to the European Union in 1995 strengthened a global

discourse of lifelong learning, flexibility and performance. The need to maintain

competence features prominently in the new upper secondary school curriculum of

2011, and fostering enterprise is included in curriculum guides for both compulsory

and upper secondary levels. Like previous reforms of upper secondary education,

a major aim of the reform passed in 2009 was to improve the preparation of pupils

to meet rapid changes in working life (Lundahl et al. 2010). However, while previous

reforms linked education to long-term labour market needs, the new one focuses

rather on the current needs of firms and sectors. Before the reform the main

stakeholders � employers and higher education institutions � were actively involved

in defining educational contents that was supposedly relevant to employability, yet

another new core concept. Classification, referring to the boundaries, e.g. between

content and between programmes, has become stronger. In the 2011 upper school

curriculum, Vocational Education and Training programmes have a more pro-

nounced vocational focus than before, and now only the academic programmes give

students eligibility for higher studies. Renewed efforts have also been made to

introduce ‘modern’ apprenticeship training (Lundahl et al. 2010).
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External marketization

The complex relationship between public and private welfare services can be analysed

in terms of the actors who are responsible for provision, funding and decision-making

(Burchard et al. 1999). In Sweden, most elements of compulsory and post compulsory

education were traditionally provided as a ‘purely public service’ until the 1990s,

although provision of some services (e.g. cleaning), facilities (e.g. school cafeterias)

and goods (e.g. text-books and other material) was contracted-out long before then.

Preschools have been provided by the municipalities, but funded both by taxes and

parental fees, since they were first established. Following the massive expansion of

choice and marketization initiated in the early 1990s educational services are still

publicly funded, but there are numerous private providers, and individuals decide

whether or not to make use of private options. The resulting free-school quasi-market

is described in the next section. Parents and students however choose between all

preschools and compulsory schools within their municipality � public as well as free-

schools, and for upper secondary education, their choice is extended to the whole

country (see below). There are few examples of ‘pure private provision’ in education,

but companies offering help with homework, for example, have become more and

more frequent in recent years. Recently, a controversial opportunity to get tax relief

for this has emerged, using new legislation concerning tax-deductions for domestic

services (‘Rut-avdrag’).

Notes on the Swedish free-school sector

During the first decade of the 2000s, a boom in new, independent schools (‘free-

schools’) signified the rise of a highly competitive free-school quasi-market in Sweden

(Erixon Arreman and Holm 2011a, 2011b). Swedish ‘‘edu-business’’ (Ball 2007, 67),

with generous tax-funding and weak regulation, is unique in some respects, in

particular the opportunity for owners to generate and extract profits (Björklund et al.

2005; Baggesen Klitgaard 2008, Lubienski 2009). These are features that make the

system more market-oriented than, for instance, the U.S. system of charter schools

(Chubb 2007). By 2011 half of the upper secondary schools in Sweden were free-

schools, and on average more than a quarter of all upper secondary education

students attended them, rising to approximately 50 per cent in the big urban areas of

Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö. The expansion of the free-school quasi-market

has included both the opening of new schools and private acquisition of public

schools. Free-schools are tax-funded and should officially be open to all children. In

principle fees are not allowed. The free-schools are run by diverse private actors*
individuals, religious organizations, non-profit organizations and commercial

companies*which seek licensing from the National Schools Inspectorate. By the

end of the first decade of the 2000s, almost nine out of ten upper secondary free-

schools were run by providers that were entitled to distribute revenues to their
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owners (National Agency for Education 2010a). However, it should be noted that this

possibility is not exploited by all free-school companies. The surplus in the private

upper secondary sector is mainly generated by lower teaching costs per student

(National Agency for Education 2011), but lower costs for resources, e.g. premises,

also contribute.2 Hitherto, free-school companies have been more profitable than

businesses in other sectors, on average, while the associated risks and investment

costs are relatively low (Erixon Arreman and Holm 2011a, Vlachos 2011). This has

made them attractive targets for equity companies, whose motivation is to generate

profits for shareholders within a few years (Isaksson 2006). More generally, the free-

school quasi-market has become increasingly important for the Swedish business

sector (Prochazca and Bergström 2007). Swedish ‘edu-business’ has also extended

internationally; several of the large free-school companies have expanded abroad

or intend to do so (Erixon Arreman and Holm 2011b, see also Wiborg 2010).

Furthermore, three of the four largest Swedish companies in the upper secondary

sector were purchased within a few years by foreign equity companies, none of them

previously engaged in education. However, the quasi-market of upper secondary

education is currently in the midst of its first economic crisis, due to unusually small

youth cohorts and a surplus of schools. Consequently, some schools have to be closed,

and the free-schools, which are generally smaller and offer a narrower range of

programmes than the municipal schools, are the first to go.

Effects of external marketization on schools’ internal work

External privatization affects most Swedish municipalities, schools, staff and

students in numerous ways. The political and public debate about educational

matters has heavily focused on free-schools and their profit-making, while the fact

that all schools, public and independent, have to compete for students, vouchers and

reputation has generally received less attention. In our survey seven out of ten school

directors and principals of schools (the terms ‘principals’ and ‘school leaders’ are

used interchangeably here) in 60 municipalities estimated that the competition

between schools affected staff and students of their schools substantially. Two thirds

of all, especially respondents from municipalities that are highly market-exposed,

concluded that competition had affected the work of their schools in various ways,

such as contributing to the development of new programme profiles and changes in

instructional methods. However, this was at the expense of teaching and other

educational work, and only a minority (less than 25 per cent) of the respondents

reported that competition had raised student performance or well-being. Work had

become more intense and planning more difficult; marketing of the school was seen

as a particularly onerous and time-consuming new assignment. On average, 85 per

cent of all upper secondary schools were actively marketed, and more than half

invested considerable resources in marketing. A third of the public schools hired

advertising companies. Even more importantly, most of the principals and teachers
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were involved in marketing activities, often together with students and a range of

other actors, according to the respondents. In all probability, the time spent on

marketing was the major cost. Various channels were used to reach potential

students: open houses and school fairs, printed materials and advertisements in the

daily newspapers, the internet, radio and TV, mailshots, emails and text messages.

Special offers (laptops, cinema tickets, access to gyms etc.) were common.

The following sections are based on interviews with students, principals, teachers

and career counsellors at five public and three free schools concerning how the

competition impacts their work. While school staff perceive its effects more or less

daily, the students do so especially in grade nine of compulsory school, when they

make their choices from a veritable ‘jungle’ of upper secondary schools and

programmes. They often find it difficult to make the ‘right’ choices, which are not

just about finding a path to further studies and future work, but are also increasingly

important as signifiers of young people’s identities. This is undoubtedly a major

consequence of school competition. Because of the limited space here, we choose to

briefly illuminate the impact of marketization on the work of teachers and school

leaders.

School leaders as managers

As schools have shifted towards being competitive organizations, the role of school

leaders has become more similar to that of a business leader (Jarl et al. 2012, Holm

and Lundström 2011, National Agency for Education 2010b). Swedish upper

secondary principals are now responsible not only for ensuring that educational

goals are achieved and developing their schools, but also for actively profiling and

promoting their schools. Concepts like ‘business’, ‘profits’, ‘delivering results’ and

‘selling a product to 16-year-olds’ recur in the interviews. Due to the tremendous

increase in the numbers and variety of upper secondary schools, in parallel with

decreasing student cohorts, many school leaders have to struggle to ensure their

school’s survival. ‘‘It’s about eating or being eaten’’, one of them says. Losing

students may result in staff redundancies or closure of the school, prospects which

cause stress and anxiety among the principals. In addition, short lead times for

accepting students and increases in numbers of students who switch between

schools hamper long-term planning and co-ordination. The need to think and act

strategically and flexibly has grown. Marketing of schools has become a highly

prioritized task, and the need to adapt to the students’ desires has increased

accordingly, but the principals are uncertain about the best recruitment strategies to

apply. They describe dilemmas, such as the potential conflicts between collaboration

and competition, but most of them seem to handle the changed conditions in

pragmatic ways. As one of them puts it: ‘That’s the reality (. . .) we must learn to live

with the market forces and make the best use of them’ (Holm and Lundström 2011).
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Teachers’ new roles

The market demands have contributed to a profound change in teacher’s positions,

from relatively autonomous professionals to service-oriented workers in a quasi-

business environment. In particular in free-schools one can see the development of

market-oriented teachers �who ‘let the principal manage’, who actively promote the

mission of the school and are positive about marketing (Fredriksson 2009).

Regardless of their attitude to marketization and competition, most teachers are

influenced by their schools’ attempts to stay competitive. Increasingly frequently

(particularly following the contraction of the upper secondary school quasi-market)

their employment is directly dependent on the success of marketing and recruitment

campaigns. Marketing and benchmarking consumes time, money and energy at the

expense of the core activity of teaching, thereby intensifying teaching loads and

raising the need to show off their work to the outside world. School staff are

increasingly engaged in benchmarking, i.e. examining and relating themselves

strategically to competitors. The changed priority of work tasks is the most evident

example of a devaluation of professional values that many teachers describe. They

provide examples clearly showing that dispassionately applying professional judge-

ment becomes less important than satisfying and retaining students. The focus on

competition and ranking is contributing to grade inflation and an emphasis on easily

measurable teaching content (Wikström and Wikström 2005, Vlachos 2011).

Consequently, traditional core professional values*grading students as impartially

and objectively as possible and achieving comprehensive educational goals, e.g. the

development of young people as citizens and people*are threatened.

The overall complex of demands, norms and priorities varies according to the

ethos that guides the professionals’ actions and the dominant culture of their school.

For example, a new enterprise culture is strongly apparent in some of the schools,

including new terms of employment (e.g. time regulation, work tasks, bonuses), new

actors (e.g. shareholders and customers), new values and priorities. However,

neoliberal values and privatization have barely affected the internal culture of some

other schools, especially those in regions with few competing schools and those with

a consistently good reputation. Some teachers defend values based on the social

democratic orientation, which to a large extent has underpinned the traditional

professional culture, while others adopt the neoliberal policy. A third group of

teachers are ambiguous about, or indifferent to, the neoliberal trend. Free school

representatives tend to be more positive than teachers in public schools, and school

leaders tend to accept and adapt to the market situation more readily than their

co-workers. However, there seem to be few expressions of collective resistance

by teachers and other staff to the numerous forms of education’s marketization

(Holm and Lundström 2011, Lundström and Holm 2011, Lundström and Parding

2011).
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Impact of marketization at societal level

Whether school choice and competition between schools affect the results of schools

and students, and if so in what ways, are fiercely debated, controversial issues that

we do not explore in depth here. However, it is difficult to conclude that the general

level of academic performance has risen � a key tenet when school choice was

introduced in the early 1990s � as all evidence, e.g. from PISA and TIMSS, points in

the other direction (National Agency for Education 2010c).

The overall conclusion from international research overviews, for example by the

OECD (Musset 2012, Waslander et al. 2010) is that school choice tends to increase

differences in school performance and resulting social differentiation. Recent

Swedish studies have reported similar findings. In the early 1990s Sweden had

among the lowest variations globally in pupil attainments between schools and

between children, related to gender, ethnicity and social origin, but such variations

have increased over time. In particular, the performance of the children is now

increasingly strongly associated with the educational level of their parents. A number

of studies have unanimously found increasing social and cultural segregation of

students, and greater variations in their academic performance (e.g. National Agency

for Education 2010c, Östh, Andersson andMalmberg 2012, Trumberg 2011). A recent

report from the National Agency for Education (2012a) concludes that equality has

decreased in compulsory education since the end of the 1990s, a trend that is related

to decentralization and school choice reforms. The increased variation in student

performance between schools is the most tangible manifestation. Östh, Andersson

and Malmberg (2012) conclude that contrary to frequent assertions, residential

segregation does not necessarily lead to increased school segregation, but privileged

groups have increasingly used school choice to avoid contact with less privileged

groups. While most studies on school segregation target the compulsory level, other

studies focus on the choice of upper secondary programmes and schools and show

how these increasingly are based on students’ social, cultural and economic capital

(e.g. Lidegran 2009, Lund 2006).

How far has marketization gone? Final discussion

In the previous sections we have described internal and external marketization

of Swedish education, focusing particularly on the competition between upper

secondary schools for students and resources, and how external marketization

affects the internal life of schools. In this final section, we make some general

remarks about marketization and discuss the lingering features of social democratic

policy in terms of functions, values and governance of education.

Functions of education

If we look, in particular, at upper secondary and tertiary levels of education, we find

a strong emphasis in contemporary policies on serving economic functions by
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promoting employability, flexibility and enterprise, and a consequent diminishment

of the importance of other educational functions. However, it would be misleading to

argue that the economic focus originated in the 1990s or 2000s and is exclusively

connected to the neoliberal movement. Taking upper secondary education as

an example, the primary functions during the period of 1960�1990 were both to

provide equal opportunities, social security and citizenship education, and to

promote economic growth by delivering competent practitioners (Lundahl et al.

2010). If fostering employability and entrepreneurship have become key features of

current education policies, matching manpower to the needs of industry were the

historic central aims. If we look at education as such, the difference is primarily

about the changed balance between social/cultural functions and economic ones.

As described above, schools and education, however, were also allocated additional

and important commercial functions when they were transformed into quasi-

markets, and today they constitute big business in Sweden. This is a distinctive

difference compared to the situation before the 1990s.

Value basis

In this paper we have provided numerous examples of how neoliberal values

underpin recent education policies in Sweden � not least the strong belief in

competition as a positive driving force in school and quality development and school-

choice as a right and duty of the individual. We have paid little attention to the

lingering universalistic and egalitarian features of the social democratic educational

policy, but nevertheless they are significant.

The social democratic policy paradigm is probably most clearly expressed in the

inclusive and democratic value basis of the Education Act and the formal national

curriculum guides. Like its predecessor, the new Swedish Education Act (2010)

states that education should be designed in accordance with basic democratic values

and human rights, such as the inviolability of human life, individual freedom and

integrity, recognition that all people have equal value, equality between women and

men, and solidarity between people. The need for compassion and understanding of

others is stressed. Education should be equivalent, regardless of location, but

adapted to every child’s individual needs, and schools have a legal responsibility to

provide special support for children who require it to attain appropriate educational

goals (Education Act 2010:800).

The requirement to provide equal educational opportunities, thus, has the same

central position in the Education Act as it did in the 1970s and 1980s � and it is

telling that some of the arguments behind the introduction of free-schools were

about securing high quality education for students from less advantageous back-

grounds, i.e. invoking a social democratic policy discourse.

If we look at how the above intentions of the Education Act are concretized, it is

first important to note that free access to education is a non-contested issue;
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all children and young people in Sweden receive free education from primary to

upper secondary level, and even tertiary level education is free. Parents have to pay

preschool fees, but they are income-related and cannot exceed a certain level. The

municipalities are obliged to provide three-year upper secondary education to all

young people, as far as possible in line with their wishes. All students are also

entitled to a range of services, including special education (if needed), counselling,

school libraries, school transport, free healthcare and free school meals of high

standards. Unlike many other countries, there are no such things in Sweden as

school meal tickets, which distinguish the poorest children from the others.

There is still little tracking or streaming of students (e.g. into ability groups) in

their nine years at comprehensive school and students with special needs are mostly

integrated into ordinary classes. There have been some efforts to introduce so-called

elite classes, but to date they have been met with rather limited interest. However

the social segregation mechanisms of school choice and the resulting diminishing

opportunities for children from diverse backgrounds to encounter each other in

school have hitherto received rather little attention in the political and media debate;

the positive aspects of freedom of choice continue to be emphasized.

According to international-comparative studies, democracy education in Sweden

and Scandinavia can be broadly defined as teaching about, for and through

democracy, with a strong emphasis on student participation (Lister et al. 2007,

Lundahl and Olson 2013). The 2011 curriculum guide for upper secondary education

still includes clauses about fostering democratic citizens who are willing to contribute

actively to extending democracy in work and social environments; these clauses are

very similar to those in equivalent documents from the 1970s. The only substantial

difference concerns schools’ responsibility to prepare students for entrepreneurship,

enterprise and innovation.3 However, in schools that are heavily affected by

competition, ‘voting with the feet’ is emerging as an important means for students

to exert influence, and the strong focus on performance and goal-attainment

overshadows less visible and rewarding aspects of the curriculum, e.g. democracy

teaching and learning. Finally, students are expected to act as school ambassadors,

and to avoid giving negative impressions of their schools (Lundahl and Olson 2013).

Fredriksson (2009) talked about market-oriented teachers, and it seems as though

we are also increasingly witnessing the emergence of market-oriented students.

At least rhetorically, resting on the old value basis could be interpreted as a slow

adaptation to changing external conditions, but it could equally well be interpreted

as a means of legitimizing privatization and decentralization among parents,

teachers and other actors. We would argue that adherence to the professed aims

to promote equality and universalism is not a relic of a recent past; on the contrary it

has been essential in facilitating the rapid spread of the market system. Given the

strong Swedish history of equal educational opportunities, it would have been very

difficult to legitimize marketization in Sweden without allowing free access to the
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free-schools. Even the high taxation level (in international terms) has been an asset

in this respect, as it has enabled public funding of a huge number of rather small and

costly upper secondary schools.

Governance of education

As already mentioned, a wave of extensive decentralization occurred in the 1980s

and early 1990s. In contrast to many other countries, powers were largely

transferred to the municipal policy level in the first step (c.f. Hudson and Lıdström

2002), meaning that the discretion of already relatively autonomous municipalities

increased. In a second step, schools were given increased freedom to develop their

work within the broad framework of the national curriculum objectives and other

legislation, but still the local political authorities have considerable power to set

educational strategies and priorities locally, and this may be seen as a characteristic

of the social democratic policy pattern. Decentralization has, however, and in stark

contrast to previous policies, resulted in large differences between municipalities

with regard to educational costs, e.g. in recruiting and retaining suitably qualified

teachers and other school professionals, and distributing resources. In other words,

local investments intended to deliver A school for all, and other educational

obligations, vary tremendously and the diverse school market does not improve the

situation. In order to reduce such differences, signs are now visible of a wish to ‘bring

the State back in’ (c.f. Weir and Skocpol, 1985) in order to reduce the large and

growing variations between schools and students. The government has thus

appointed an investigator to evaluate the effects of the decentralization of education

to the municipalities (Dir. 2012:84), and the Minister of Education and several other

important actors advocate the re-centralizing of education. However such a reform

would not necessarily (or even probably) mean a confrontation with the neoliberal

policy paradigm. As many researchers have concluded, the state has taken on new

functions vis-à-vis the economy in the era of knowledge capitalism; reducing some of

the obviously problematic consequences of the current market-orientation of

education is one of them. We have already witnessed efforts to reduce the

undesirable effects of aggressive competition over students and the resulting

plethora of schools and programmes, e.g. by introducing common legislation for

public and free-schools and tougher evaluation of applications to start new schools.

Finally, internal market orientation in the form of new public management of

schools is still very strong in Sweden and is rarely questioned.

Concluding remarks

Like several other researchers (c.f. Ball & Yodell 2008, Daun 2004), we conclude that

Sweden has gone a long way down the road of external marketization of education,

and also fully embraces new public management, i.e. ‘inner marketization’, of

education in most respects. However aspects of the older social democratic policy
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paradigm are still visible with regard to the assigned functions, values and governance

of education. We even argue that lingering components of the social democratic

model, such as equal funding of schools and absence of tuition fees, may contribute to

makemarketization of education appearmore legitimate. More generally, the popular

support of school-choice and quasi-markets in the welfare sector appears as

ambivalent; on the one hand social democratic education policies gave birth to a

large, affluent middle-class who seems to favour individual freedom and choice more

than values such as solidarity and collective action, and does not feel threatened by the

negative sides of marketization. On the other hand most Swedes are still willing,

loyally, to pay even higher taxes than today if they benefit welfare services such as

education and medical care (cf. Kulin and Svallfors 2011), and eight out of ten Swedes

are negative to profitmaking in the welfare sector; they hence take a more radical

stand against this expression of marketization than almost all the political parties.

Predicting the future of educational quasi-markets in Sweden is therefore not easy,

but most probably we have not seen the last attempts to tame the marketization genie

that has been let out of the bottle.
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has a background as a teacher and principal in upper-secondary school and holds a Ph.D. in Educational Work. His research

examines the teaching profession, evaluation and education policy. He is currently engaged in three research projects

examining: how inclusion aims can be paired with competition on a school quasi-market, how evaluation is enacted in

comprehensive school, and local safety policy. Email: ulf.lundstrom@edusci.umu.se

Lisbeth Lundahl et al.

512



Notes

1 In addition, the European Convention on Human Rights, especially the article enshrining parents’ right to ensure that their

children receive education conforming with their own convictions, was used to bolster decisions to extend school choice and

establish independent (‘free’) schools in the first half of the 1990s (Wahlström 2009).

2 Until the 2011 Education Act came into force, the legal regulation of free-schools was far more liberal than that of public

schools, e.g. with regard to providing formally qualified teachers and other staff, and some facilities such as school libraries.

The 2011 Education Act introduced a common legal framework in these respects. However, the regulation of public and

free-schools still differ in other important respects; for example the latter are private and excluded from requirements to

allow public scrutiny of financial transactions and relationships among the different schools, ownership affiliations and

companies (Erixon Arreman & Holm 2011a).

3 See National Agency for Education (2012b) for an overview in English of the new upper secondary education system and its

steering documents.
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studies in Human Geography 6, In Swedish with a summary in English. Örebro: Örebro
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