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Abstract

Since 1960, the number of people employed by Swedish municipalities has
increased more than tenfold (Blom 2019). The number of education
managers increased by 228 per cent between 2008 and 2023 (Hall 2025).
While research exists on chief education officers and their role in Swedish
education governance (Paulsen et al. 2014; Moos, Nihlfors and Paulsen
2016; Nihlfors 2003; Stahlkrantz and Rapp 2020), little is known about
middle managers.

I study the perceived autonomy and power of middle managers in local
education administrations, contributing to greater knowledge of the
various roles they play within the Swedish education governance system.
The research questions are: How do Swedish local governments organise
the governance of education, and is it possible to identify clear patterns of
organising across different local governments? If so, what do these
patterns look like? In which types of local governments are middle
managers, positioned between the chief education officer and principals,
incorporated into the organisational structure? How do middle managers,
chief education officers, and principals perceive middle managers’
autonomy and power? What roles do middle managers play within the
Swedish system of local education governance? How do institutional
structures and norms shape middle managers’ perceived autonomy and
power?

The analysis is guided by new institutionalism, offering nuanced insights
into public education and middle managers. The concepts of organising,
autonomy, and power are closely associated with new institutionalism,
supporting analysis also in the three published articles. The primary
method is semi-structured interviews with middle managers, chief
education officers, and principals in four local education administrations.
The results show that local governments organise education differently,
even when they appear similar, and reveal variations in autonomy,
perceptions of it among key actors, and factors that both promote and
restrict it. Middle managers also exercise power over, to and with others,
requiring regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive perspectives.
Overall, the study shows that middle managers operate with varying
degrees of autonomy and exercise different forms of power within the
Swedish system of education governance.

Keywords: middle manager, chief education officer, principal,
autonomy, power, organising, public administration
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Svensk sammanfattning

Sedan 1960 har antalet offentliganstillda i svenska kommuner 6kat mer
an tiofaldigt (Blom 2019). Antalet utbildningschefer okade med 228
procent mellan 2008 och 2023 (Hall 2025). Det finns forskning om
forvaltningschefer inom utbildningsforvaltningar och deras roll i
styrningen av svensk skola (Paulsen et al. 2014; Moos, Nihlfors and
Paulsen 2016; Nihlfors 2003; Stahlkrantz and Rapp 2020) men lite ar
kiant om mellanchefers arbete.

I avhandlingen studerar jag mellanchefers upplevda autonomi och makt
inom kommunala utbildningsforvaltningar och bidrar till 6kad kunskap
om deras roller i det svenska utbildningssystemet. Forskningsfragorna ar:
Hur organiserar svenska kommuner styrningen av utbildning och ar det
mojligt att identifiera tydliga organisationsmonster mellan olika
kommuner? Om s& ar fallet, hur ser dessa monster ut? I vilka typer av
kommuner ar mellanchefer, placerade mellan forvaltningschef och
rektorer, integrerade i organisationsstrukturen? Hur uppfattar
mellanchefer, forvaltningschefer och rektorer mellanchefers autonomi
och makt? Vilka roller spelar mellanchefer inom det svenska systemet for
lokal utbildningsstyrning? P4 vilka satt formar institutionella strukturer
och normer mellanchefers upplevda autonomi och makt?

Analysen vigleds av nyinstitutionalism, som bidrar med nyanser i
forstdelsen av offentlig utbildning och mellanchefer. Begreppen
organisering, autonomi och makt ar nira forbundna med
nyinstitutionalism och anvands i avhandlingens tre publicerade artiklar.
Metoden bestdr framst av semistrukturerade intervjuer med
mellanchefer, forvaltningschefer och rektorer i fyra utbildningsfor-
valtningar. Resultaten visar att kommuner organiserar utbildning pa olika
satt, aven nar de framstar som likartade, samt att det finns olika former
av autonomi, skilda uppfattningar om mellanchefers autonomi bland
centrala aktorer samt faktorer som bade framjar och begransar denna
autonomi. Darutover utovar mellanchefer makt over, att och tillsammans
med andra, vilket kraver inte bara regulativa utan dven normativa och
kulturellt-kognitiva perspektiv. Sammantaget visar studien att
mellanchefer verkar med varierande grad av autonomi och utovar olika
former av makt inom det svenska systemet for utbildningsstyrning.

Nyckelord: mellanchef, forvaltningschef, rektor, autonomi, makt,
organisering, offentlig forvaltning
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Introduction

Middle managers have become an established feature of Swedish local
government as administrative structures have grown increasingly
hierarchical. In his recent book examining the reasons behind the
expansion of public bureaucracy in Sweden, Hall (2025), drawing on data
from Statistics Sweden, demonstrates a striking 228 per cent increase in
the number of education officers between 2008 and 2023.

In the 2020s, chief officers account for approximately 5 per cent of
personnel in Swedish local governments, middle managers for 17 per cent,
and first-line officers for 78 per cent (Statistics Sweden 2022).
Interestingly, the growth in the number of officers has been greater in the
public sector than in the private sector. In the private sector, the number
of officers tends to increase in line with overall staff numbers. In contrast,
in the public sector, the rise in managerial positions follows a steeper
trajectory (Hall 2025). Between 1980 and 2016, the proportion of public
officers directly subordinate to a committee declined from 34 to 15 per
cent. Concurrently, the share of officers positioned as subordinates to a
chief officer increased from 33 to 48 per cent. In addition, the proportion
of officers reporting subordination to an officer below the level of a chief
officer doubled, rising from 18 to 36 per cent (Montin 2018).

The most substantial change occurred within education administration.
While only 6 per cent of officers in the 1980s reported that their daily work
was influenced to a very great extent by directives from a superordinate
officer, this proportion had increased to 39 per cent by 2016 (Montin
2018). Indeed, the number of public officers in local education
government has continued to increase. Between 2020 and 2024, the
number of officers within education rose by 4.2 per cent (Statistics
Sweden 2026). These are employed by local governments, which are
responsible for organising and day-to-day operations of pre-schools and
schools. Their work is subject to a dual system of governance: national
rules and regulations on the one hand, and local government goals, norms
and financial constraints on the other. Some of these local officers occupy
formally recognised positions, such as principals, who act under a legal
mandate and whose responsibilities are specified in national policy
documents.

However, the work and responsibilities of the vast majority of middle
managers at the core of local education administration remain undefined.



The following example illustrates why this lack of clarity may be
problematic.

In November 2024, ajournalist from a local Swedish newspaper contacted
a local government middle manager, a school area manager to be precise,
to request a comment on why a pupil had not received the necessary
support for a neuropsychiatric condition. The middle manager declined to
participate in a telephone interview and instead responded in writing,
stating that she was unable to comment on the matter as it did not fall
within her remit (Eriksson 2024, p. 6).

To the reader, this response likely placed the middle manager in an
unfavourable light. Why did the manager not comment on the situation?
Was she attempting to evade responsibility? And what implications might
this have for the pupil in need of support? The middle manager occupies
a position hierarchically above school principals; it is therefore
understandable that readers might assume that she holds decision-
making power in such matters.

In practice, however, the situation is more complex. Under the Swedish
Education Act (The Swedish Code of Statutes 2010:800), the principal has
both the power and the autonomy to organise the internal affairs of the
school. Formal responsibility for ensuring that pupils receive the support
they require thus rests with the principal, not with the middle manager.
From the readers’ perspective, it may nevertheless appear reasonable to
expect the middle manager, as the principal’s superordinate, to assume at
least some responsibility for the situation. Despite this, the manager
responded by stating unequivocally that responsibility lay with the local
principal and that she was therefore unable to ‘comment on the matter’.

Formally, the middle manager acted correctly. Had she intervened or
commented differently, she would have exceeded her mandate and
encroached upon the principal’s authority (see Adolfsson and Alvunger
2020). The middle manager thus found herself in a classic double blind:
she was compelled to choose between adherence to legal and formal
norms and conformity with informal expectations held by readers and the
wider public. Ultimately, this amounted to a choice between appearing
inadequate in the eyes of the public or acting improperly in the eyes of her
superordinates and the subordinate principal.

This straightforward example illustrates Magee and Fraiser’s observation
that ‘formal position can be a poor indicator of power’ (2014, p. 308).
While formal positions indicate an actor’s location within an
organisational hierarchy and confer certain powers, this alone does not
explain how expectations — that is, norms — shape middle managers’ roles.
This prompts the important question of what power and autonomy middle



managers, such as the one described above, actually possess within the
governance system of Swedish public education.

There is, however, no straightforward answer to this question. These
dynamics unfold within a decentralised system in which local
governments enjoy a high degree of autonomy. Swedish local
governments can, and do, organise their administrative structures in a
variety of ways. While some operate with multiple organisational levels
and a substantial cadre of public officers, others rely on a far leaner
structure. As a consequence, there is no comprehensive systematic
knowledge available of which local governments employ this type of
middle manager, such as school form managers and school area managers
positioned between principals and the chief education officer within local
education administrations, or of the responsibilities assigned to them. In
some cases, there may not even be a distinct local education
administration.

What is particularly noteworthy is that different categories of officers are
accountable to different governance levels. While skolchefer’ and
principals are regulated by law and therefore required to adhere not only
to the local level but also to the Swedish state (Gustafsson 2021; Krantz
2022; Larsson 2021; The Swedish Code of Statutes 2010:800; Osterlind
2003), middle managers — unless they have been formally delegated the
role of skolchef — are, in formal terms, accountable only to the local level.
This distinction is especially significant given the presence of conflicting
goals between the levels.

Public officers may therefore find themselves in complex situations
characterised by competing demands and expectations from different
stakeholders. In such circumstances, formally regulated actors, such as
skolchefer and principals, can turn to national legislation and regulatory
frameworks for guidance in interpreting their roles and responsibilities.
Middle managers, by contrast, often lack such points of reference.

As it may be unclear who bears responsibility for particular decisions and
actions, and on what mandate, questions of accountability may arise.
Exploring the perceived autonomy and power of middle managers,
therefore, contributes to a deeper understanding of their role within local
government and, more broadly, within the governance system of Swedish
public education.

1 The reasons for employing the Swedish word skolchef (pl. skolchefer) in this thesis are explained
on p. 55.



The middle managers examined in this study thus risk becoming
‘sandwiched’ between chief education officers and principals (see Gjerde
and Alvesson 2020). Regulation alone, however, does not determine how
perceived autonomy and power are exercised. Rather, perceived
autonomy and power arise organically through everyday interactions, in
which informal relationships and exchanges between individuals and
groups evolve. As a result, subordinate officers may in practice exert a
greater perceived influence on institutional performance than their
superordinates (Magee and Frasier 2014), or indeed than subordinates
holding strong formal mandates.

Hierarchical structures, as depicted in institutional charts, often fail to
capture the realities of day-to-day administrative practices. Certain
relationships may constrain an actor’s perceived autonomy and power,
while others may enhance it (see Adolfsson 2024), depending on how
roles are assigned, assumed, and negotiated within a particular
organisational context.

On this basis, I adopt a conception of role that extends beyond formal
position to include informalities, norms, values, perceptions,
expectations, and interrelations, all of which contribute to shaping the
role of a public officer. Accordingly, an administrative role within public
administration can be defined as ‘a cohesive set of job-related values and
attitudes that provides the public administrator a stable set of
expectations about his or her responsibilities’ (Selden, Brewer and
Brudney 1999, p. 175). It may also be understood as ‘informal stable and
taken for granted institutions/norms directed to a specific position, both
from the individual and from individuals in the surrounding’ (Niemann

2013, p. 23).

Aim and Research Questions

The aim of this thesis is to study the perceived autonomy and power of
middle managers in local education administrations, thereby contributing
to greater knowledge of the various roles they play within the Swedish
education governance system.

Research questions (RQs):

e RQ1: How do Swedish local governments organise the governance
of education, and is it possible to identify clear patterns of
organising across different local governments? If so, what do these
patterns look like?



¢ RQ2: In which types of local governments are middle managers,
positioned between the chief education officer and principals,
incorporated into the organisational structure?

¢ RQ3: How do middle managers, chief education officers, and
principals perceive middle managers’ autonomy and power?

e RQ4: What roles do middle managers play within the Swedish
system of local education governance?

e RQs5: How do institutional structures and norms shape middle
managers’ perceived autonomy and power?

In this study, the term middle managers is used to denote education
officers who formally supervise principals, or who supervise other middle
managers with responsibility for principals, while excluding those holding
the position of chief education officer.

Although the research interest is primarily empirically driven, new
institutionalist approaches are important in guiding the analysis. By
integrating various approaches of new institutionalist theory, a
perspective is offered to observe different potential outcomes. For
instance, these approaches help determine whether middle managers are
drivers of change, driven to change, or merely drifting within the system.
They also elucidate what enables middle managers to act in specific ways.
In the theoretical framework, this thesis draws upon a broad and, at times,
sprawling array of understandings within the field of new
institutionalism, with particular emphasis on the contributions of
sociological and normative institutionalism, which have proven especially
useful.

The term governance is used to denote steering as practice (see, for
example, Adolfsson and Alvunger 2020; Connolly and James 2022;
Paulsen et al. 2014), rather than as a theoretical framework for
understanding the evolving processes of governing (Stoker 1998; for
examples, see Homsy, Liu and Warner 2019; Wang and Ran 2023; Wirtz
and Miiller 2023). While historically synonymous with government,
governance is now understood as a distinct mode of governing that can
produce outcomes similar to those of traditional governmental
institutions (Rhodes 1996; Stoker 1998).



Previous Research on Local Organising of
Education in Sweden

Sweden’s 290 municipalities enjoy extensive local self-governance
(Johansson 2014; Ladner, Keuffer and Baldersheim 2016), which means
that local governments autonomously determine their organisational
structures. At the same time, scholars have noted an inherent tension
between local adaptation and national equity (Karlsson 2015; Leijon and
Moberg 2024). While local autonomy allows for considerable contextual
adaptation, it also leads to notable variation in policy and management
practices. One of the core responsibilities of local governments is
education. Educational provision is primarily managed at the local level
on the assumption that high-quality services can be provided across the
country (The Swedish Code of Statutes 2010:800). However, local
governments face significant contextual pressures, including obligations
and regulations imposed by the central government, and the differences
in local preconditions, such as economy and welfare, become increasingly
apparent (Granberg and Montin 2021).

Although ways of organising education can vary substantially, research on
how education is organised at the local government level in Sweden
remains incomplete. A study on de-sectorisation contributes to research
on the organising of local government committees (Johansson 2023).
Work on shared managerial structures and shared principalship has also
underscored the importance of organisational design, highlighting how
regulatory frameworks can constrain the allocation of tasks and
responsibilities (D66s 2015; Do6s et al. 2018; D66s and Wilhelmson
2024). However, research that specifically examines local government
organising with a focus on education is still limited. A notable exception
is Wermke et al. (2024), although their analysis concentrates primarily on
convergent organising patterns rather than divergences. With respect to
such divergences, previous research reveals a clear knowledge gap,
despite the early recognition that education in Sweden is not governed
uniformly across all 290 municipalities (see Jarl 2012). For example, there
is a lack of research on how education committees and administrations
are organised or, relatedly, the extent to which government officers are
present or absent within these organisational structures.

Beyond what has been established by Wermke et al. (2024), government
reports indicate variation in local government structures. Some
administrations include a layer of middle management to support
leadership, steering, and monitoring, whereas others adopt organisational
structures in which the only layer above the principal is the head of the
local government (Swedish Government Official Reports 2015:22). Many
administrations position middle managers between the chief education



officer and the principal (Blom 2019; Jarl and Rénnberg 2015). Indeed,
36 per cent of chief education officers in Sweden employ middle managers
(Johansson et al. 2016). Furthermore, research on chief education officers
and skolchefer consistently emphasises the importance of context
(Bredeson, Klar and Johansson 2011; Hall, Gunnulfsen and Jensen 2024;
Johansson and Nihlfors 2014; Stahlkrantz and Rapp 2020).

However, research on organisational arrangements in Swedish education,
particularly on the divergences that are likely to arise in a system
characterised by substantial local autonomy, remains insufficient. To
determine the local government contexts in which middle managers exist,
such knowledge is essential. Yet not only is research lacking, but there is
also no available register that contains this information. An inventory, as
well as contemporary research on the topic, is therefore required to
provide information on how education is organised within Swedish local
governments and to help reduce the research gap by contributing to the
broader field of local government studies.

Previous Research on Middle Managers’ Roles in
Relation to Governance in Public Administration

The roles of government officers have been the subject of prior doctoral
research. Such studies include investigations of officers operating at the
national level (Ehn 1998) and the local level (Bengtsson 2012; Bjork 2013;
Nihlfors 2003).

As the heading indicates, however, this section addresses previous
research on the roles of middle managers in public administration. Before
turning to this body of work, it is important to recognise that middle
managers are neither chief officers (Huang and Villadsen 2023; Hogberg
2007; Krantz 2022) nor street-level bureaucrats (Hill and Hupe 2009;
Jarl and Ronnberg 2019; Lipsky 2010) but embedded among these two
groups. However, the existence of a formal position or organisational
function does not necessarily mean that the office holder behaves in
accordance with it. A middle manager may, in practice, act in ways that
resemble either a chief officer or a street-level bureaucrat.

For example, research shows that chief officers work closely with
politicians, strategise and impact organisations' performance (Huang and
Villadsen 2023; Leach and Lowndes 2007). Middle managers may
similarly assume roles that entail comparable responsibilities. Moreover,
the term middle manager carries a range of connotations. Some of the
more critical interpretations depict these officers as part of “The tyranny



of bureaucracy’ (Fitzgerald, 2009). Middle managers have been described
as being ‘sandwiched’ (Gjerde and Alvesson, 2020) or acting as lynchpins
(Harding et al., 2014; Heyden et al., 2017; Kieran et al., 2020; Likert,
1961), reflecting their position within the organisation.

Middle managers are responsible for maintaining relations with
superordinates, subordinates, and peers (Beck and Plowman, 2009). They
report to managers above them in the hierarchy while supervising
managers below them (Jansen van Rensburg, Davis and Venter 2014;
Long et al. 2026).

As demands on chief officers have increased, the need for additional
support has intensified. Consequently, subordinate officers, namely
middle managers, are encouraged to prepare decisions and assume
leadership roles (Chen, Berman and Wang 2017). In the late 1990s,
scholars began to question whether local governments could in fact afford
to dispense with middle managers, arguing that they fulfil essential
democratic functions, not least by shaping understandings of what
constitutes adequate public service provision and by safeguarding
accountability in the delivery of those services (Morgan et al. 1996).
Ionescu (2024) shows that research on the role of middle managers
largely examines what the role comprises, what it ought to entail, the
factors that shape it, and how it has been transformed by ongoing systemic
changes since the 1980s. Previous studies also demonstrate that middle
managers play a distinct role, contributing in ways that differ from those
of chief officers (Gullmark, Salvato and Clausen 2026). During periods of
organisational change, for example, middle managers complement the
skills of chief officers. Whereas middle managers work closely with
employees and possess detailed practical knowledge, chief officers
contribute expertise in contextualisation and resource allocation (Heyden
et al. 2017). Moreover, rather than advocating alternative courses of
action, middle managers more frequently engage in synthesising
information (Chen, Berman and Wang 2017; Robinson, Anderson and
Walker 2023). They are also required to navigate the expectations and
demands imposed by chief officers while simultaneously protecting the
interests of those they supervise (Tyskbo and Styhre 2023). A recent study
further found that middle managers in the UK’s National Health Service
play a pivotal role in addressing and improving situations involving racial
discrimination, whether such behaviours are actively challenged or,
alternatively, allowed to continue (Long et al. 2026).

A middle manager in public administration may assume distinct
strategising roles, including sense-making and sense-giving,
implementation, and monitoring and evaluation. Middle managers make



sense of strategies, often formulated at the national level, and interpret
and subsequently communicate them to subordinates (Beck and Plowman
2009; De Metz, Davis and Surju 2020; Robinson, Anderson and Walker
2023). Middle managers, moreover, blend strategic goals and individual
values (Ancarani et al. 2021).

In related strands of research, scholars have distinguished between
officers who operate as occupational professionals and those who
function as organisational professionals. The role of occupational
professionals is based on specialised knowledge, and their authority is
rooted in their professional experience. Their tasks typically focus on
relationships among groups within local school structures. Organisational
professionals, by contrast, focus upon those structures and how they
relate to different aspects of control, procedure, transparency,
governance, and leadership (Evetts 2009; Hall 2020). This group includes
generalist managers, economists, and communications officers (Hall
2020). Also, beyond school, the growing presence of such professionals in
public sector activities is seen as reflective of increasing political and
administrative pressures as well as rising demands for accountability
(Alamaa, Hall and Lofgren 2024; see also Ahlbick Oberg and Bringselius
2015). Relatedly, there are hybrid middle managers, individuals who draw
on their professional expertise alongside their managerial responsibilities
to negotiate compromises when implementing national policy
interventions at the local level (Cooper and Kitchener 2019).

Interestingly, middle managers often face challenges in establishing their
legitimacy, as they, in some respects, lack the formal authority required to
fulfil certain responsibilities (Ionescu 2024). Moreover, instability
surrounding the middle manager role frequently stems from ambiguous
role definitions and colleagues’ perceptions of management (Ruby 2021).

Previous Research on Middle Managers’ and
Chief Officers' Roles in Relation to Governance in
Local Education Administrations

Previous research on middle managers within local education
administrations remains limited. Consequently, the present section draws
on studies concerning both middle managers and chief education officers.
This approach is justified by the notable similarities between the two
groups: both are middle managers in local government and are
responsible for overseeing individuals who themselves manage other
professionals.



In Swedish local government, the chief executive officer is the highest-
ranking officer, positioning the chief education officer as a middle
manager (Grimm 2020; Paulsen et al. 2014). Principals are similarly
sometimes situated between a middle manager or chief education officer
and a deputy principal, and are therefore sometimes classified as middle
managers (Schartau 1993; Haug 2022).2 The ambiguity surrounding roles
in public administration reflects broader terminological and definitional
challenges in the field. Some scholars classify teachers as street-level
bureaucrats (Vedung 2015; Jarl and Ronnberg 2015), while others apply
the concept to principals (Ringarp and Rénnstrom 2021; Osterlind 2003;
Jarl and Ronnberg 2015). Middle managers, however, are not formally
street-level bureaucrats, as they do not constitute a direct link to citizens
(Lipsky 2010). Relatedly, some officers have been described as frontline
bureaucrats, who primarily interact with public and independent
organisations possessing substantial power resources rather than with
individual citizens (Johansson 2012). Although this concept resembles the
officers examined in this study, the term remote bureaucrats, referring to
local government officers with limited direct client contact, is more
appropriate (Jarl and Ronnberg 2019; Lundquist 1992).

Researchers have examined the roles assumed by officers and (what I refer
to as) middle managers within systems of education governance. As early
as the 1970s, a study on bureaucracy and politics underscored the
significance of the role of senior local authority education officers (Neve
1977). A decade later, Gillard (1987) analysed the extent to which the chief
education officer exercised authority over local educational provision, and
how developments during preceding decades had reshaped this role.
Research from the late 1980s also suggests that chief education officers
exert substantial perceived influence over school systems through the use
of various influence strategies (Musella and Leithwood 1988).

Already in the late 1990s, chief education officers in Wisconsin and
Sweden considered budget and financial management to be their most
important and time-consuming administrative responsibility (Bredeson
and Johansson 1997). More recent research highlights the expectations
school boards place on their chief education officers. The strongest
expectation is that they enact their leadership mission. They are also
expected to keep the budget in their work. By contrast, responsibilities for
academic results are considered less central (Rapp, Aktas and Stéhlkrantz
2022).

2 Some scholars use the term middle leader to describe leaders located between principals and
teachers (Lipscombe et al., 2021; Neerland Abrahamsen, 2019). Even teachers have been described
as positioned in the middle (Ingersoll, 2003).
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Chief education officers are regarded as key actors in promoting good
governance among school board members and the wider public. To do so,
they must adopt an influencer role. In this capacity, they are expected to
enhance board effectiveness, strengthen public confidence, and raise
expectations for effective democratic governance (Bridges, Plancher and
Toledo 2019).

The role of officers in the implementation of national goals within
education has been studied extensively (Bjork and Browne-Ferrigno 2016;
Hardy and Salo 2018; Johansson and Nihlfors 2014; Merchant,
Johansson and Arlestig 2020; Rapp, Aktas and Stihlkrantz 2022). In
Norway, chief education officers filter and reinterpret central aims
derived from accountability discourse, embedding these aims within more
traditional school development and pedagogical leadership discourse at
the local level (Paulsen 2014). Research further shows that chief education
officers have considerable opportunities to impact both local political
decision-making and school improvement. Notably, they can strengthen
the links between hierarchical levels within the school system (Stdhlkrantz
and Rapp 2020). Interestingly, in comparison, principals in Norway
operate under tighter local governmental control than those in Sweden
(Nordholm et al. 2024).

Education reforms have redefined the role of the chief education officer.
Whereas the role had traditionally been centred on managerial tasks, chief
education officers have increasingly taken on responsibilities associated
with managing and leading change initiatives; five distinct role types have
since crystallised (Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno and Kowalski 2018). Chief
officers tend to portray themselves as facilitators of professional learning,
with an emphasis on pupil-centred approaches (Paulsen et al. 2014). In
the late 1990s, chief education officers in Sweden considered themselves
supporters, managers, and delegators, rather than instructional leaders
(Bredeson and Johansson 1997). Changes in government systems in
Scandinavia and Finland appear to have had relatively little impact on the
role of chief education officers (Paulsen et al. 2014). Indeed, even before
the decentralisation of Swedish education in the early 1990s, education
committee representatives granted chief education officers varying
degrees of autonomy (Lidstrom 1991). Research further indicates that the
relatively recent regulation of the role of skolchef in Sweden (see also
Legal and Practical Foundations on p. 17) has not substantially altered the
everyday work of most incumbents. For some, however, it has resulted in
a strengthened mandate, clearer responsibilities, and a more clearly
defined commission (Roos, Johansson and Svedberg 2022).
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Following the trail of previous research, certain observations of what
middle managers do are available. In some local governments, chief
education officers directly supervise principals, while in others, one or two
middle manager levels intervene (Svedberg and Arlestig 2024). Middle
managers primarily assist chief education officers by alleviating
workloads, managing geographical areas, or overseeing specific school
types (Johansson et al. 2016). The typical oversight concerns seven to ten
schools (Merok Paulsen et al. 2016). Although no formal qualifications are
required for the position, many middle managers are former school
principals, which equips them with valuable insights into the thought
processes and actions of working principals. This enables them to act as
informed intermediaries between administrations and schools (Svedberg
and Arlestig 2024). Skolchefer often hold middle managers accountable
for structural conditions (such as budget and resource allocation), results
and outcomes (such as systematic quality work, knowledge achievements,
and goal attainment), for leading principals (Roos, Johansson and
Svedberg 2022), and for translating policy directives during
implementation (Nordholm 2016; Liljenberg and Andersson 2023).
Skolchefer act as a bridge between local councillors and principals
(Johansson and Nihlfors 2014).

In instances when middle managers assume the role of skolchef, they also
adopt a bridging function, serving as connectors between the chief
education officer and multiple principals. Systematic research into the
diverse forms of middle manager involvement in education governance is
lacking, underscoring the need to better understand their roles within
local education organisations and the autonomy and power they
potentially possess. This gap is particularly concerning given indications
that principals increasingly seek support from middle managers rather
than from chief education officers (Adolfsson and Alvunger, 2020). Yet
researchers have often conceptualised Swedish local education authorities
as unified administrative entities (Adolfsson 2024; Andersson and
Liljenberg 2020; Liljenberg and Andersson 2020), thereby overlooking
the distinct roles played by individual officers (except for Adolfsson and
Alvunger 2020). In particular, the roles of local government officers,
beyond chief education officers and principals, have received relatively
little scholarly attention (Johansson et al., 2016). I address this knowledge
gap by placing middle managers at the centre of the analysis and by
examining perceptions of their autonomy and power within the Swedish
system of education governance.
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Outline of the Study

This thesis comprises a summary chapter (kappa) and three articles. The
summary chapter is structured as follows: Initially, I set the scene through
an account of the Swedish education governance system. In the following
section, I present the theoretical framework encompassing new
institutionalism, focusing on organising, autonomy and power.
Subsequently, I provide an account of the choices regarding methods and
materials before presenting the appended articles and additional findings.
I conclude the thesis with a discussion.

Figure 1 provides a schematic overview. The five segments illustrate in
which article(s) each research question is addressed, the theoretical points
of departure, and the focus on either structures or actors. Importantly,
actors must be understood in relation to institutional structures, and vice
versa. This summary chapter also addresses the research questions.
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RQ1: How do Swedish local governments organise the
governance of education, and is it possible to identify clear
patterns of organising across different local governments? If so,
what do these patterns look like?

Article 1

Theoretical departure: Organising. Drawing on sociological
institutionalism through the use of isomorphism.

In focus: Structures

RQ2: In which types of local governments are middle managers,
positioned between the chief education officer and principals,
incorporated into the organisational structure?

Article 1

Theoretical departure: Organising. Drawing on sociological
institutionalism through the use of isomorphism.

In focus: Structures

RQ3: How do middle managers, chief education officers, and
principals perceive middle managers’ autonomy and power?

Articles 2 and 3

Theoretical departure: Article 2: Autonomy. Article 3: Power,
combined with regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive
perspectives from institutionalism.

In focus: Actors

Middle managers’ roles in local education administrations

RQ4: What roles do middle managers play within the Swedish
system of local education governance?

Articles 1, 2 and 3
Theoretical departure: See above
In focus: Structures and actors

RQ5: How do institutional structures and norms shape middle
managers' perceived autonomy and power?

Articles 1,2 and 3
Theoretical departure: See above
In focus: Structures and actors

Figure 1. Visualising the components of the thesis: Schematic overview
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Setting the Scene: The Swedish
Education Governance System

The Structure of the Education Governance
System

The Swedish education governance system is highly complex, nonlinear,
and continuously evolving. As will be elaborated on later in this section
(see Waves of Centralisation and Decentralisation), responsibility for the
governance of education has historically been shared between national
and local governments, although the balance between these levels has
shifted over time (Adolfsson 2024; Hakansson and Adolfsson 2021). The
national government generally sets overarching goals, while local
government determines how these goals are translated into policy and
implemented by local government officers (Jarl et al., 2024).

The system is characterised by a dualistic structure, with a relatively clear
division between politics and administration. Public officers consequently
enjoy a high degree of autonomy and may, at times, request clearer
guidance from the political sphere. This arrangement has endured in part
because autonomy serves the interests of different actors within the
system (Hall 2016).

Institutions at the national and local levels are interdependent. Figure 2
provides a basic overview of the institutions involved in the governance of
the Swedish education system. In the figure, political and administrative
structures are presented together. At the national level, the political
system comprises the parliament, the Committee on Education, the
government, the Ministry of Education and Research, and individual
ministers. The administrative system at this level is represented by the
national agencies. At the local level, the political system comprises the
local government organiser, council, board, and committees, while the
administrative system is represented by the education administration.
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The Government
Ministry of Education and Research
Ministers

The Riksdag (The Parliament)

Committee on Education
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Inspectorate, The National Agency
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Schools, The Sami Education Board,
and The Swedish Institute for
Educational Research)
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(e.g. joint stock company,

Local government council
Local government board
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co-operative association)
Board
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Group [of companies]
School

Education administration
School
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Figure 2. Illustrating the context: The central institutions in the governance of
the Swedish education system, an adaptation from Jarl, Stathammar Kjellgren
and Quennerstedt (2024)

The Structure of Local Governments

The Swedish local government system has broad responsibility for the
decisions, organisation, and implementation of a substantial share of the
welfare state’s functions. Among the largest expenditure areas are
compulsory schooling and upper-secondary education (Johansson 2023).
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Very interestingly, despite the tradition of local self-government and the
heterogeneity of local government structures, there are no systematic
overviews or registers that clearly document how local governments are
organised. What is evident, however, is that Swedish municipalities vary
substantially in size, from around 2,500 inhabitants to one million
(Statistics Sweden 2021). Larger municipalities typically have greater
financial resources, enabling the development of more extensive
institutional structures (Swedish Government Official Reports 2015:22).

It is known that most local governments in Sweden operate through a
range of committees specialising in different policy areas, including
education. A few dozen local governments have adopted an organisational
model that includes a preparatory body for the local government
assembly. Structures can vary depending on municipal size: larger
municipalities tend to establish committees to cover discrete
responsibilities, whereas smaller municipalities may form joint
committees to meet statutory obligations (Johansson et al. 2016).

We also know that some administrations are responsible for all school
forms, while others oversee only one or two. In certain local governments,
the local education administration manages upper-secondary schooling
and adult education, with other school forms delegated to geographically
defined area administrations (Johansson et al. 2016). Within local
education administrations, approximately 52-66 per cent of
municipalities have units overseeing programmatic and professional
matters; 75-84 per cent have units for administrative concerns; 69-77 per
cent have units for psychological and special education support; and 69-
74 per cent have leadership positions and certain office
management structures (Wermke, Freier and Nordholm 2023). Although
such studies provide pockets of insight, a comprehensive overview of how
local governments organise education remains absent. There is one
exception (Wermke, Freier and Nordholm 2023), but that study
highlights similarities in governing practices rather than examining the
considerable variation that exists.

Legal and Practical Foundations

As established, local government plays a significant role in the governance
of education. Local governments operate under the Swedish Local
Government Act, which mandates that all local governments have a
council (The Swedish Code of Statutes 2019:835). The act also requires
the council to appoint a local government board (The Swedish Code of
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Statutes 2017:725). Additionally, the council has considerable autonomy
in organising, appointing committees to carry out local government tasks
(The Swedish Code of Statutes 2019:835). All 290 local government
councils independently decide their committee and administration
structures, enabling various ways to organise work both in terms of the
physical structure of committees and administrations and the presence of
local government officers. The local education system often includes an
education committee consisting of local councillors and an education
administration of local government officers.

The Education Act (2010:800) mandates that all local governments have
a skolchef and a principal. The skolchef was reintroduced into the Swedish
education system in 2018 (Bavner 2018).3 The regulation states:

The organiser must appoint a skolchef to assist in ensuring that the
regulations applicable to education are adhered to within the
organiser's activities in the education system. The organiser may
appoint one skolchef for the entire unit or several skolchefer for
different parts of the unit (The Swedish Code of Statutes 2010:800).4

The role is state-regulated, possibly constraining the otherwise strong
local government autonomy (Swedish Government Official Reports
2020:28; The Swedish Agency for Public Management 2016). Often, the
role is held by the chief education officer, but it can be delegated to one or
more middle managers (Roos, Johansson and Svedberg 2022). Regarding
principals, the Education Act states:

A principal must lead and coordinate the pedagogical work at a
preschool or school unit. Specifically, the principal must work to
develop education. The principal title must be reserved for the person
employed in this role. A deputy may be appointed to assist the principal
(The Swedish Code of Statutes 2010:800).5

Middle managers have varied commissions and functions, and they work
with core educational processes, but do not have a mandate defined in law.
Unlike chief education officers and principals, who receive commissions
from both the Swedish state and local government, middle managers are

3 Historically, the role skolchef was defined by the state and carried a special state subsidy. This ceased
in 1985, and the definition of the position was removed from the Education Act in 1991, transforming
it into a local government position (Nihlfors 2003).

4 The original Swedish text reads: ‘Huvudmannen ska utse en skolchef som ska bitrdada huvudmannen
med att tillse att de foreskrifter som géller for utbildningen f6ljs i huvudmannens verksamhet inom
skolviasendet. Huvudmannen kan utse en skolchef for hela verksamheten eller flera skolchefer for
delar av verksamheten.” (The Swedish Code of Statutes 2010:800).

5 The original Swedish text reads: ‘Det pedagogiska arbetet vid en forskole- eller skolenhet ska ledas
och samordnas av en rektor. Rektorn ska sirskilt verka for att utbildningen utvecklas. Rektorn ska
bendmnas pa detta sitt. Bendmningen ska forbehallas den som har en anstéllning som rektor. En
stallforetradare far utses for en rektor.” (The Swedish Code of Statutes 2010:800).
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commissioned solely by the local government.® The Swedish Local
Government Act (2017:725) enables the middle manager function. The act
establishes how Swedish local governments shall be organised into
regulatory boards and committees. The local government council is the
organiser, and the delegation of authority allows the committee to
delegate to the board and the board to the chief education officer. The
chief education officer can further delegate decision-making to another
local government officer, such as a middle manager (The Swedish Code of
Statutes 2017:725). Delegation from a chief education officer holding the
skolchef role entails delegation from someone with a state mandate to
someone without a state mandate.

Waves of Centralisation and Decentralisation

The Swedish education governance system has undergone successive
waves of centralisation and decentralisation. At present, the system can
be characterised as decentralised and deregulated (Nordholm 2016), with
a strong emphasis on local self-government (Johansson 2014; Ladner,
Keuffer and Baldersheim 2016; The Swedish Code of Statutes 2019:835).
The previously centralised system was decentralised during the late 1980s
and early 1990s (Adolfsson and Alvunger 2020; Lundahl 2005;
Magnusson, Goransson and Lindqvist 2019). Nevertheless, local
governments and schools remain obligated to comply with national laws,
regulations, and mandatory directives (Nordholm 2016). One example is
the quality work regulated by the Education Act (2010:800).

Decentralisation has resulted in increasing self-governance grounded in
contractual thinking, providing schools and professionals with greater
authority and heightened accountability for their activities and outcomes
(Lundahl 2005). More recently, however, signs of re-centralisation have
begun to emerge (Adolfsson and Alvunger 2020; Jarl, Nordholm and
Wermke 2026; Madestam 2017; Nordholm and Andersson 2019;
Nordholm, Wermke and Jarl 2023), suggesting that the pendulum is now
swinging back. One mechanism through which this occurs is the issuing
of state mandates directly to officers, such as principals, thereby
circumventing local governments (Madestam 2017).

6 Middle managers have a state mandate if they have been delegated the role of skolchef.

19



Attempts to Govern Dispersed Subunits

States have reduced parts of their governing apparatus yet continue to
seek influence over dispersed components (Resh 2019). As previously
discussed, the Swedish education system, once more unified, has become
fragmented as a result of decentralisation. Public sector organisations and
processes have gained autonomy, thereby necessitating renewed forms of
state control (Jarl, Nordholm and Wermke 2026; Peters 2009). In the
2020s, state authority rests primarily on the control of resources and the
responsibility to safeguard the collective interest. The state coordinates
public and private resources (Pierre and Peters 2020), and the governance
of Swedish education is no exception. Since the turn of the century,
regulation and accountability systems have considerably shaped the
relationship between the state and local education administrations
(Adolfsson and Alvunger 2020).

This interactive governance is not new to Sweden, where decentralised
responsibility to local governments has long been a defining feature.
Interaction between political levels has historically been significant, with
interest groups influencing policy formulation. Today, a centralised state
governed by law remains in place, but it coexists with both market-based
and network-oriented forms of governance. The national level governs
through legislation, state funds, and action plans (Hedlund and Montin
2009). State institutions establish the conditions for governance and the
rules for actors who are linked through hierarchies as well as mutual
dependencies (Jessop 2016). The state is often considered ‘primus inter
pares’ within a network of actors at different levels (Jessop 2016, p. 17).
Despite changes in the 1980s and 1990s, the Swedish state continues to
seek oversight where possible, adjusting its ambitions to fit a new
educational landscape. Governing dispersed subunits, however, remains
a significant challenge, and the state struggles to exert comprehensive
power over education governance.

Although the Swedish education governance system appears complex on
paper, it is even more intricate in practice. The complexity is evident in
the relationship between the state and local government. While the state
retains means of control, local self-government is strong (Johansson
2014; Ladner, Keuffer and Baldersheim 2016), positioning local
governments as prominent actors in education. Frequently, the state does
not control the direct means of achieving its objectives; instead, local
government or independent (private) actors do, often possessing greater
knowledge of local conditions (Pierre and Sundstrom 2009). Thus, the
state is not automatically superordinate to local governments.
Municipalities differ considerably, and their power relations vis-a-vis the
state and others can vary. Local education administrations must ensure
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compliance with national goals, legal requirements, and ordinances
(Adolfsson and Alvunger 2020). At the same time, local councillors and
education officers must adapt national goals to local needs and conditions
(Campbell 2005; Jarl, Kjellgren and Quennerstedt 2018; Spillane 1996).
Central goals may not be fully realised in all municipalities, and central
norms may be absorbed into local norms and priorities.

Extensive national reforms can create difficulties for local governments in
smaller municipalities, which may lack the resources needed to adapt and
implement new policies. Nordholm (2016) argues that the national level
must provide system support if local governments are to function as
effective actors within the school system. The Swedish state also has
means of bypassing the local level. For example, it influences the training
of teachers and principals through the NAE, thereby shaping how these
professionals carry out their work (Jarl, Kjellgren and Quennerstedt
2018).

Over the last couple of decades, the Swedish Parliament has adopted
numerous educational reforms (Jarl and Ronnberg 2015; Johansson et al.
2016), reflecting a continued belief in governing through national political
decision-making (Jarl and Ronnberg 2015). These reforms have centred
on decentralisation, deregulation, liberalisation, strengthened national
inspection, and the expansion of the testing system (Johansson et al.
2016). However, governing school activities through reform has proven
difficult (Jarl and Ronnberg 2015). At the national level, formulating goals
is challenging due to the involvement of many actors, including political
parties, central education authorities, interest groups, local government
associations, and trade unions. Reforms are often the result of
compromises, producing broadly framed goals that can be difficult to
implement (Lindensjo and Lundgren 2014). Furthermore, because of
differing local contexts, national policymakers and local councillors
cannot regulate laws and regulations in detail.

Privatisation, Marketisation and Evaluation

Sweden has both public and independent education providers. The system
operates as a quasi-market in which providers are exposed to competition
(Hall, Mgller and Ronnberg 2024). Independent providers may take the
form of foundations, companies, associations, religious communities, or
private individuals (Friskolornas riksforbund 2023). In Sweden, 21 per
cent of children in preschool attend independent providers (The Swedish
National Agency for Education 2022a), while 16 per cent of pupils in
compulsory school (The Swedish National Agency for Education 2022c)
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and 31 per cent of pupils in upper secondary school attend independent
schools (The Swedish National Agency for Education 2022b).

The education sector is strongly shaped by objectives and outcomes (Moos
2017). Jarl and Ronnberg (2019) argue that the focus has shifted from
inputs to outcomes, with an increased emphasis on monitoring
effects. Reforms that have contributed to the marketisation of education
have also influenced teaching practices. Whereas legitimacy once rested
on principles of equality, inclusion, participation, and trust in teachers’
professional judgement, today the emphasis is placed on schools’ capacity
to produce measurable results. This shift has brought demands for
transparency in learning outcomes and expanded documentation
requirements, which, in turn, affect teaching methods. Detailed
regulations, national competence aims, expanded assessment and testing,
and increased monitoring of pupils’ learning all shape school practice. As
both the state and local governments exercise oversight, pressure is
amplified (Imsen, Blossing and Moos 2017). When multiple entities
govern simultaneously, those at the receiving end may experience cross-
pressure, confronted with conflicting signals and compelled to
compromise (Moe 1987).

The NAE evaluates the school system in its entirety. At the same time, the
Swedish School Inspectorate (SSI) conducts regular inspections and
oversees supervision, quality audits, investigations, and complaints and
issues permits for independent schools (Arlestig and Johansson 2020).
The SSI evaluates both public and independent schools (Jarl, Kjellgren
and Quennerstedt 2018), covering all levels from preschools to adult
education (Novak 2019). Local governments also conduct evaluations
within their jurisdictions, with local government auditors and organisers
conducting and documenting quality work (Jarl and Ronnberg 2015).
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A New Institutionalist Approach

In this section, I will present the theoretical framework as an approach to
contribute knowledge and understanding about autonomy and power
within institutional structures and among actors. I begin by focusing
overarchingly on new institutionalism and its significance for the thesis.
The concepts of autonomy and power, while related to new
institutionalism, are more explicitly addressed in subsections concerning
their presence within institutions and among actors.

A Combination of New Institutionalist Approaches

New institutionalism facilitates understanding of the autonomy and
power granted by institutional structures and used by actors. New
institutionalism recognises the importance of institutions, their design,
the social context, and the motives of individual actors (March and Olsen
1984). The very existence of institutions depends on their power to ‘affect
the behaviors, beliefs and opportunities of individuals, groups,
organizations and societies’ (Lawrence and Buchanan 2017, p. 2).
Institutions, shaped by regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive
elements, possess stabilising and meaning-making qualities. These
elements form the foundation that ultimately guides behaviour and resists
attempts at change (Scott 2014). Institutions affect actors and actors affect
institutions, making power relations bidirectional (Lawrence and
Buchanan 2017; Meyer 2010). Institutional contexts are complex, and
government officers must manage rules, norms and practices that can be
conflicting (Karlsson and Olsson 2018). Actors are considered agentic,
autonomous, bounded and purposive (Meyer 2010). Allegedly,
institutional studies have ‘a direct bearing on power relations’ as they can
be interpreted as an endeavour to shed light on the second and third faces
of power (Hall and Taylor 1996, p. 940f). I will return to the faces of power
later in this section.

I do not treat structures and actors as separate entities. Lundquist (1984)
critiques such a division, a position I adopt. Rather, an individual may
function as part of a structure when occupying a formal position and as an
actor when leading (Stdhlkrantz, 2019). Middle managers are not only
embedded in hierarchies but also contribute to their formation (Harding
et al.,, 2014). Structures exist at ‘different levels and in different
dimensions’, enabling or constraining the actions of government
officers (Rothstein 1988, p. 33; see also Long et al. 2026). For middle
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managers in this study, institutional structures encompass the local
governments, the education administrations, and colleagues within the
same school form or area.

New institutionalism is employed in public administration research
(Christensen and Lagreid 2021a; Olsson 2020; Pierre 2019), educational
leadership research (Hékansson and Adolfsson 2021; Adolfsson and
Alvunger 2020; Nordholm and Adolfsson 2024), and in combined studies
(Bjernholt, Boye and Hansen 2021). New institutionalism comprises a
range of approaches, each contributing nuanced understandings to the
dynamics of public administration and the reasons for institutional
behaviour. In the scholarly debate, for example, the logic of consequential
institutional analysis has been pitted against what has been termed the
logic of appropriateness (Christensen and Laegreid 2021b; March and
Olsen 1984). Another example is that formal institutional analysis has
been criticised in studies of institutional practices (Schmidt 2010; Scott
2008). As a result, new institutionalism as a theoretical field has evolved
into a set of parallel attempts aimed at understanding how and why public
institutions change, or in some cases, resist change. The approaches of
new institutionalism seek to explain the role of institutions in social and
political outcomes but differ in their view of the political world (Hall and
Taylor 1996). They also view autonomy and power differently, offering
complementary ways of understanding the manifestation of actors’
perceived autonomy and power.

New institutionalism comprises, for example, discursive, empirical,
historical, normative, rational choice and sociological institutionalism.
Discursive institutionalism regards institutions as defined by ideas and
communicated in the structure (Peters and Pierre 2020; Schmidt 2008).
In empirical institutionalism, institutional types are classified and
analysed to learn the practical impact on government performance
(Lowndes and Roberts 2013). Historical institutionalism centres on the
institutional design of government systems and how they impact decision-
making (Hall and Taylor 1996; Lowndes and Roberts 2013). In normative
institutionalism, norms, values, identities and informal rules shed light on
behaviour (Peters 2019; Peters and Pierre 2020; Olsson 2020). For
rational choice institutionalism, institutions are created to benefit the
relevant actors (Hall and Taylor 1996). The approach illuminates that
individuals can be self-interested, rational and utility-maximising (Olsson
2020). Additionally, actors have preferences, behave in a way that
maximises the attainment of preferences and do that strategically (Hall
and Taylor 1996). However, administrative effectiveness can be
challenged if the institution and the actor’s objectives differ. Lastly,
according to sociological institutionalism, structures are formed and
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become increasingly intricate as institutionalised myths proliferate
(Meyer and Rowan 1977). In the approach, cultural and historical settings
are used to make sense of individual choices and preferences (DiMaggio
and Powell 1991; Hall and Taylor 1996).

The approaches can help interpret how middle managers’ perceived
autonomy and power are granted and utilised. Historical, empirical, and
sociological institutionalism describe how institutions grant autonomy
and power. Historical institutionalism focuses on asymmetrical power
relations, noting that institutions distribute power unequally, giving some
groups more access to decision-making (Hall and Taylor 1996). Empirical
institutionalism suggests that the design of formal structures can change
institutional performance and individual behaviour (Peters and Pierre
2020). Thus, powerful groups have incentives to organise and shape
institutions (Sorensen 2017). For instance, public sector chief officers are
important in shaping structures that enable and control the workflow
(Huang and Villadsen 2023). Accordingly, beyond economic and social
conditions, political democracy relies on the design of political
institutions. Committees and administrations are places where opposing
social forces intersect, comprising procedures and structures that define
and protect values, norms, interests, identities, and beliefs (March and
Olsen 1989). The organisation and governance of work form the
conditions for professional collaborations (Parding et al. 2024).
Organising is a means of governance imbued with power, and has even
been argued to be ‘the government's most important means of governance
to achieve an oriented, sensitive and innovative administration.’
(Sundstrom 2016, p. 165; see also Rorrer, Skrla and Scheurich 2008).
Sociological institutionalism posits that institutions affect individuals'
strategic calculations and shape preferences and identity (DiMaggio and
Powell 1991; Hall and Taylor 1996). Many institutional forms and
procedures are regarded as culturally specific practices, comparable to
myths and ceremonies embedded within societies and integrated into
organisations (Hall and Taylor 1996; Meyer and Rowan 1977). The
transmission of cultural practices enhances the social legitimacy of the
organisation or its participants (Hall and Taylor 1996). Institutionalised
products, services, techniques, policies, and programmes serve as
powerful myths, and many institutionalised organisations ceremonially
adopt them as formal structures. However, these often clash with
efficiency, leading to a separation between formal structures and actual
work activities (Meyer and Rowan 1977). Sociological institutionalism
recognises institutional isomorphism, explaining how institutions can
become superficially homogenous (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). This
approach helps explain that autonomy and power may not be encountered
where first expected. However, it has been criticised for prioritising rules
over practices (Lowndes and Roberts 2013).
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Like sociological institutionalism, rational choice institutionalism favours
rules over practices (Lowndes and Roberts 2013). Both rational choice and
historical institutionalism assume that power is a function of position and
that actors’ interests stem mainly from their power and position (Schmidt
2010). Rational choice institutionalism could potentially contribute by
recognising the importance of self-interest. A guiding logic for this
approach is the logic of consequential institutional analysis, defined as:

Those who see actions as driven by expectations of consequences
imagine that human actors choose among alternatives by evaluating
their likely consequences for personal or collective objectives, conscious
that other actors are doing likewise (March and Olsen 1998, p. 949).

Self-interest can be interpreted in various ways. A government officer may
have a personal interest in a particular issue area. Broadly defined, self-
interest can encompass public interest (Olsson 2020). According to
rational choice, self-interest eventually leads to the costly growth of
administrative hierarchies, inefficiency, and unsatisfactory outcomes for
service users, making public officers a bureaucratic burden (Bohte 2001;
Veronesi, Kirkpatrick and Altanlar 2019). Individual actors have
heterogeneous preferences, and striving for autonomy and power could
prove irrational for some (Ostrom 2007).

Public officers cannot justly be described as a bureaucratic burden; rather,
they positively impact organisational performance (Meier and Bohte
2000; Veronesi, Kirkpatrick and Altanlar 2019). Not all actions are
determined by rules or rational actors. Over time, the regular pillar has
given way to the normative and cultural-cognitive pillars (Scott 2008).
Practices can counterbalance failures in formal institutions (Lowndes and
Roberts 2013). According to the normative institutionalism approach,
institutional values guide actors’ work, not their own ideas or self-interest
(Peters and Pierre 2020). Due to socialisation, actors subconsciously
follow normative patterns and adapt to norms to avoid sanctions,
effectively restricting certain actions (Lundquist 1984). Norms can ensure
that an actor’s goals align with the institution’s objectives, thereby
upholding administrative effectiveness. Moreover, norms are crucial to
understanding actors' perceived autonomy and power, as the actual
degree of autonomy can differ from what the institutional structure
grants. However, local-level autonomy, expressed through varying
interpretations and norms, risks generating fragmentation at the national
level (Liidddeckens 2026).
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Theoretical Means of Approaching Roles

The normative institutionalist approach places particular emphasis on
roles. In public administration, individuals are generally expected to act
in accordance with the expectations attached to their position, that is, the
norms embedded within it. Understanding how government officers
actually behave in public governance processes, therefore, requires
attention to their roles and the normative expectations that shape them
(Peters, Erkkila and Maravic 2016).

Rules specify what a role holder owes to other role holders (March and
Olsen 1989), and rules are manifested through the re-enactment of roles
(Leach and Lowndes 2007). Actors must navigate various influences and
commitments, adopting different roles depending on the institutional
context in which they are embedded (Peters, Erkkila and Maravic 2016).
Regarding the role of a government officer, March and Olsen (1989) state:

[TThe polity embodies a political community and the identities and
capabilities of individuals cannot be seen as established apart from, or
prior to, their membership and position in the community. For
instance, the role of civil servant is defined by shared assumptions
about what is due to occupants of other roles, like those of an elected
leader or a citizen. The political community is based on a shared history,
a valued way of life, a shared definition of the common good, and a
shared interpretation and common understanding embodied in rules
for appropriate behavior (March and Olsen 1989, p. 161).

The role of a government officer cannot be viewed in isolation from its
context, nor without acknowledging the roles of others in that context.
This perspective underscores the importance of shared values,
interpretations, and understandings. How a role is interpreted shapes the
extent to which autonomy and power are assigned and exercised.
Delegating tasks does not necessarily entail delegating power (Hall 2012);
rather, the relationships between actors influence roles (Ehn 1998), and
autonomy and power may, at times, reside with someone unexpected.

Attitudes and behaviours structured around rights, obligations, and
tasks associated with a specific societal position. A person’s role is
determined by the expectations of their attitudes and behaviours held
by those in their surroundings, as well as by their own interpretation of
the demands for attitudes and behaviours arising from the position
(Ehn 1998, p. 101).

Learning about individuals’ attitudes towards norms and proper
behaviour is one way to distinguish between roles (Peters, Erkkila and
Maravic 2016). Sociological and normative institutionalism endorse the
‘logic of appropriateness’, according to which:
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What is appropriate for a particular person in a particular situation is
defined by the political and social system and transmitted through
socialization (March and Olsen 1984, p. 741).

The logic of consequential institutional analysis centres on analysis and
preferences, while the logic of appropriateness is constructed around roles
and identities (Christensen and Laegreid 2021b; March and Olsen 1998;
Skoog and Svird 2023). Actors prioritise aligning actions and decision-
making with institutional values and norms before considering the
consequences (Christensen and Lagreid 2021b; March and Olsen 1984).
What is deemed appropriate varies between institutions, roles, and
situations (Christensen and Leegreid 2021b; March and Olsen 1989).
Following the logic of appropriateness, actors learn about an institution’s
ideas, myths, routines, and symbols (Pierre and Peters 2020) and adhere
to rules if they are considered ‘natural, rightful, expected, and legitimate’
(March and Olsen 2009). Actors strive to realise the institutions’ ethos,
practices, expectations, and obligations encapsulated in, for example, a
role or group (March and Olsen 2009).

As outlined in the introduction, an administrative role can be defined as
‘a cohesive set of job-related values and attitudes that provides the public
administrator a stable set of expectations about his or her responsibilities.’
(Selden, Brewer and Brudney 1999, p. 175) and as ‘informal stable and
taken for granted institutions/norms directed to a specific position, both
from the individual and from individuals in the surrounding’ (Niemann
2013, p. 23). Both Selden et al.’s and Niemann’s definitions are useful
because, taken together, they capture formality and informality;
institutions, norms and values; and perceptions, expectations and
interrelations. I subscribe to these definitions of role. A government
officer is characterised by neutrality and impartiality. An officer is shaped
by the position to which they are appointed and the expectations attached
to that position. Furthermore, the officer shapes the role depending on
how they perceive it (see Karlsson 2019a; Niemann 2013; Weber, Roth
and Wittich 1978b; Astrom, Olsson and Hysing 2022).

In local authorities, the division of roles typically involves negotiations
where both formal and informal rules are applied. The outcomes reflect
the participants' diverse power resources and the specific circumstances
of the authority in question. Understanding how changes in the formal
institutional structure of local government interact with established
informal conventions is essential for comprehending local leadership
(Leach and Lowndes, 2007).

The various approaches of new institutionalism contribute to this study in
different ways and to differing extents. Two appear particularly useful:
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sociological and normative institutionalism. Combined, these two
approaches can help explain perceived autonomy in institutional
structures and among actors. Sociological institutionalism helps explain
that autonomy and power may also reside in places where they are less
expected. However, this approach has been criticised for placing greater
emphasis on rules than on practices (Lowndes and Roberts 2013).
Normative institutionalism is a suitable complement with its focus on
norms and roles. Together, these approaches facilitate understanding
institutional structures, actors, roles, and norms. This is essential as
norms can provide more or less perceived autonomy than the formal
institutional structure permits.

The Scope of Roles

Government officers’ roles are complex and can encompass a range of
values, functions, and responsibilities. Government officers are
statespersons, rule-obeying and powerful due to their position as public
employees (Bergstrom and Eklund 2019; Downs 1967; Ostergaard Mgller
and Olofsdotter Stensota 2019). Government officers adhere to economic
values but must also consider democratic values particular to the public
sector, including the power of the people, constitutionalism, and public
ethics (Lundquist 2014).

However, some actions taken by government officers may conflict with the
principles of neutrality and impartiality. These officers have the potential
to be autonomous and powerful (Peters, Erkkila and Maravic 2016). For
instance, bureaucracy can influence agenda-setting (Baekgaard,
Mortensen and Bech Seeberg 2018; Bark 2021). More administrative
professionals positively affect the number of issues and the makeup of
local council agendas (Baekgaard, Mortensen and Bech Seeberg 2018).
Government officers at various levels are decision-makers (Bengtsson
2012; Holmqvist and Lantz Ekstrom 2024; Karlsson 2019b; Peters 2002;
Xia, Shen and Sun 2020), can be active policy-makers (Hill and Hupe
2009; Lipsky 2010; Lundquist 1998; Spillane 1996), and perform policy
actions (Adolfsson and Alvunger 2020; Peters, Erkkila and Maravic
2016). Yet, they are often treated as policy receivers.

Government officers implement and enact policies. Enactment involves
interpreting and translating policies by policy actors (Braun, Maguire and
Ball 2010). This process includes various roles, actions, and engagements
(Ball et al. 2011) and occurs in specific contexts and places (Braun,
Maguire and Ball 2010; Spillane et al. 2002). At the school level, policy
enactment examines connections and interdependencies. Positioned
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relationships mediate policies between government and local authorities,
local authorities and schools, and within and between schools (Braun,
Maguire and Ball 2010; Spillane et al. 2002).

Chief officers face increasing demands, and their capacities are restricted
by political decision-making. Consequently, lower-ranking officers are
encouraged to prepare decisions and assume leadership roles in
assessment and decision-making processes (Chen, Berman and Wang
2017). Middle managers are essential in shaping an organisation’s
interpretation of events. Their position, linking others, enables them to
partake in multiple conversations, enhancing this ability (Beck and
Plowman 2009). Moreover, middle managers synthesise information
more frequently than they advocate alternatives (Chen, Berman and Wang
2017). They synthesise information upwards and simplify commands
downwards (Robinson, Anderson and Walker 2023), becoming
facilitators or obstructors (Harding, Lee and Ford 2014). Middle
managers are receivers of organisational design, but can also actively
shape the system beneath their level (Livijn 2019). Furthermore, they
harmonise strategic goals and individual values (Ancarani et al. 2021).
However, they face challenges establishing their legitimacy, particularly
as strategists, due to the lack of formal authority to fulfil that role (Ionescu
2024). Furthermore, instability surrounding the middle manager role
often stems from unclear roles and insufficient preparation for those
roles, as well as colleagues’ opinions on management (Ruby 2021).

Even with rules and regulations, street-level bureaucrats (Lipsky, 2010)
enjoy autonomy in organising work. Beyond political rules, they interpret
rules, utilise professional knowledge, and assess citizens’ needs (Jarl and
Ronnberg 2019). They sometimes face situations without precedents or
clear norms, requiring them to interpret public policy. They realise policy
and make decisions to solve problems (Hill and Hupe, 2009).

Autonomy in Institutions and Among Actors

There would be no need for government officers if there were
unambiguous rules. Administrative tasks could be left to machines, and
the administration would serve as a passive tool for politicians. In
reality, the administration does not adhere to this norm. On the
contrary, it possesses considerable autonomy, often difficult to check,
within the framework of political governance, and [the administration]
sometimes acquires autonomy beyond [the frame formed by political
governance] (Lundquist 2014, p. 120).
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To meet the objectives of institutions, actors can be more or less
autonomous. An autonomous actor can shape a direction (Petersson
2003). The quotation conveys the argument that ambiguous rules
necessitate autonomous actors. Autonomy brings the freedom to act, but
increased autonomy also generates challenges. Increased decision-
making leads to added accountability. Eventually, decision-makers must
exercise self-restraint to mitigate the risk of poor decision-making
(Wermke et al. 2022).” Moreover, as society consists of many autonomous
individuals, actors must respect the autonomy of others (Petersson 2003).
Legal and public administrative systems, along with institutional factors
like administrative culture, influence the autonomy available (Hupe
2013). Structures can be limiting or enabling, and actors may exercise
varying degrees of autonomy over time (Finkelstein and Peteraf 2007).

Closely related to autonomy is the concept of discretion (Hupe 2013;
Lidstrom 1991). Autonomy can be understood as the broader concept
(Lidstrom 1991), referring to degrees of independence that range from
minimal to extensive, or from dependence to relative independence.
Discretion, by contrast, is never absolute. It presupposes a hierarchical
relationship in which a bounded form of freedom is granted by one body
or actor to another and exercised within defined parameters (Evans and
Hupe 2019). I understand autonomy as confined within a system, and
therefore as a relative rather than absolute condition. Actors in public
administration cannot possess absolute independence. Therefore, while
autonomy is broader, I do not explore beyond what discretion captures,
making the two synonymous here.

Multiple levels can engage in governance; in such instances, autonomy is
distributed within the state or beyond (Hooghe et al., 2023). The
education system grants autonomy to various actors (Nordholm, Wermke,
Jarl, 2023); for example, the autonomy of principals and teachers is
context-dependent (Salokangas and Wermke, 2020; Wermke et al.,
2024). More than constituting formal structure, institutions embody the
‘rules of the game’ in society (North, 1990, p. 3). Coordination is key in
studies on organisation and actors’ autonomy and power. Vertical
coordination can involve delegating issues to political bodies and
executives or transferring concerns to higher bodies and positions within
the administrative hierarchy (Bouckaert et al., 2010), while horizontal
coordination refers to the ability to navigate between different areas and
integrate them, particularly in contexts lacking a central locus of authority
(Hood and Lodge, 2006). This also occurs within sectors. For example,
chief education officers can exercise indirect instructional leadership,

7 The researchers use the example of principals and teachers, but the statement is also applicable to
middle managers.
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tightening connections between hierarchical levels in the school system
(Stahlkrantz and Rapp, 2020). Vertical coordination evokes notions of
authority, order, and regulation, yet can be enacted through reputation,
solidarity, and trust. Such coordination transpires within the central
government, with international organisations, or with local government
entities, while horizontal coordination occurs among organisations at the
same level (Christensen and Laegreid, 2008). Vertical coordination takes
place within local government or between officers within a local
government administration, alongside horizontal coordination among
officers at the same tier. In public institutions, vertical relationships exist
between superordinates and subordinates, and horizontal relationships
among peers. Interpersonal trust in vertical relationships can influence
horizontal relationships and vice versa (Hasche et al.,, 2021).
Relationships can function as a resource for action, yet they may also offer
a narrative that legitimises decisions that might otherwise conflict with
organisational or economic demands (Liiddeckens 2026).

A thesis predating the decentralisation of education in Sweden found
that even then, education committee representatives had different
confines for autonomy, allowing their chief education officers varying
degrees of autonomy (Lidstrom 1991). Following decentralisation, these
differences can be expected to be yet greater. A chief officer’s position is
wedged between politics and administration, a potentially powerful
position, but it also risks circumscribed autonomy since the officers’
conditions are largely established by councillors (Hogberg 2007;
Lundquist 1992). From this perspective, middle managers may be granted
power due to their position being closer to principals (Adolfsson and
Alvunger 2020). Bjork (2013) argues that managerial work in local
governments is largely governed by the formalities that constitute the
context, a context maintained by managers’ daily work practices.
Furthermore, a system based on management by objectives and outcomes
(Ahlback Oberg et al. 2016; Nordholm, Wermke and Jarl 2023) tends to
increase the perceived autonomy allotted to subunits in public
administration. National-level administrators, who cannot directly
control their subunits, instead grant subaltern officers autonomy and
focus on monitoring their performance (Wermke, Freier and Nordholm
2023). In public administration terms, government officers experience
varying degrees of autonomy since detailed regulation is impractical
(Rothstein 2023).

Institutions are the humanly created ‘constraints that shape human
interaction’ (North 1990, p. 3). Formal constraints include rules
formulated by individuals, while informal constraints include conventions
and codes of behaviour (North 1990; Rothstein 2018; Yesilkagit and Van
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Thiel 2008). Informal institutions create the ‘rules of the game’ but
constitute ‘socially shared rules, usually unwritten, that are created,
communicated, and enforced outside of officially sanctioned channels’
(Helmke and Levitsky 2004, p. 727). Indeed, formal autonomy does not
bolster actual autonomy. Yesilkagit and Van Thiel (2008) show that
organisations enjoying less autonomy have more political influence
regarding policy autonomy, while organisations enjoying more autonomy
have more societal influence on financial autonomy (Yesilkagit and Van
Thiel 2008). Moreover, informal institutions sometimes take precedence
over formal ones. Regardless of kind, institutions provide structures and
information about conduct, rules, routines and procedures. In so doing,
they frame institutionalised autonomy. Importantly, autonomy is always
present in a system, as detailed regulation is impossible to achieve
(Rothstein 2018). Research partly focuses on the autonomy granted to
institutions, such as agencies (Binderkrantz and Christensen 2009;
Verhoest and Wynen 2018; Ahlback Oberg and Wockelberg 2021), but my
primary interest is in actors’ autonomy. Actors are autonomous if they can
translate preferences into authoritative actions without limitations by
outer restrictions (Maggetti and Verhoest 2014; Maggetti 2007;
Nordlinger 1987). Accordingly, and in line with many before, I judge
institutional structures to regulate constraints and opportunities for
individual action (Friedland and Alford 1991; Thornton and Ocasio 1999);
they largely determine what ideals actors can implement in practice (Ek
Osterberg and Johansson 2019; Lundquist 1984) and can promote or limit
perceived autonomy. Importantly, though, institutional structures do not
determine actors’ behaviours but ‘provide the framework of
understandings within which actors identify, compare and select courses
of action’ (Leach and Lowndes 2007, p. 184). Accordingly, altering
institutions alters what actors deem possible and desirable (Leach and
Lowndes 2007). Sometimes, the importance of structures is downplayed.
Strandbrink (2019) maintains autonomy as practically independent of the
political situation and power structures. In his view, autonomy does not
entail a complete separation from political organisation, but independent
decision-making is emphasised (Strandbrink 2019). However, I consider
the characteristics of structures essential and autonomy as context-
dependent (Salokangas and Wermke 2020).

In the infancy of institutionalism, institutions were regarded as static
(Peters 2019). This view has changed, with calls to study the potential and
constraints of governing through purposely changing institutional
structures (Olsen 2010; Olsen 2016). Governing by organising, or steering
via institutional design (Jacobsson, Pierre and Sundstrom 2015), is a
governance means. Steering instruments include superordinate
authorities' tools and activities used to sway decisions and behaviour in
their preferred direction (Zonneveld 2020; for examples, see Christensen
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and Leegreid 2021a; Holttda and Rekild 2003; Kuhlmann, Bogumil and
Grohs 2008; Lundgren 2002). Organising institutions shape and impact
the members’ goals, actions, attitudes and values in political and education
systems (Johansson 2015). Individuals’ or organisations' actions are
institutionally constrained but not determined (Friedland and Alford
1991). Structures guide what ideals actors can implement (Ek Osterberg
and Johansson 2019; Lundquist 1984), but are dependent on the
interpretation of the structure made by the actor.

As described, actors are nested within power structures that shape and
restrict their prospects of leading (Lumby 2013). However, managers are
believed to use the autonomy they perceive to possess (Bjgrnholt, Boye and
Hansen 2021; Maggetti and Verhoest 2014).8 Many studies on leaders in
the education sector have centred on perceptions of autonomy (Liljenberg
et al. 2023; Wermke, Olason Rick and Salokangas 2019; Nordholm,
Wermke and Jarl 2023; Salokangas and Wermke 2020).9 New Public
Management reforms were intended to increase managerial autonomy, yet
perceived managerial autonomy has declined (Bjornholt et al., 2021).
From an institution’s point of view, an employee is considered a tool, and
the extent to which an employee meets the institution’s output needs is
referred to as managerial effectiveness (Fonceca, Raj and Anandan 2017).

Officers operate with varying degrees of autonomy — referred to here as
low-autonomy and high-autonomy officers, and elsewhere in the literature
as low-discretion and high-discretion managers (Finkelstein and Peteraf
2007; Karlsson 2019b). Finkelstein and Peteraf (2007) identify three
distinct factors that influence managerial discretion, which, in this thesis,
are referred to as government officer autonomy. These factors —
complexity, uncertainty, and observability — are analytically discrete and
do not necessarily co-vary. Specifically: the more complex a managerial
activity, the greater the autonomy the manager is likely to possess; the
greater the uncertainty surrounding the execution or outcome of a
managerial activity, the more autonomy is afforded the manager; and the
less observable a managerial activity or its outcomes, the higher the degree
of autonomy typically granted the manager (Finkelstein and Peteraf 2007).
High-autonomy officers exhibit a larger gap between written and
performed policy than low-autonomy officers (Karlsson 2019b). Even in
high-autonomy contexts, low-autonomy officers remain constrained,

8 Bjornholt et. al. focus on frontline managers, but the findings likely apply to other managers.
Similarly, a study on county councils in multi-level positions highlights that assumptions of autonomy
are not merely reflections of a unit’s formal powers (Lidstrom and Roos 2016). Note that the study
pertains to county councils in an intermediary position between upper levels of government and
municipalities, rather than individual actors such as government officers.

9 For additional studies on perceptions, see: perceptions linked to autonomy, roles, governance (Ford
and Thrke 2019; Wermke and Salokangas 2021), accountability (Benveniste and Mizrahi 2023), and
measuring capacity to perform across local government services (Bjork, Sziics and Harenstam 2014).
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while  high-autonomy  officers can act in low-autonomy
settings (Finkelstein and Peteraf 2007).

Power in Institutions and Among Actors

In shifting the focus from autonomy to power, it is important to
acknowledge the overlap between these concepts. ‘[R]elations of
autonomy and dependence’, in other words, power relations, are always
reciprocal. Even if one actor is considerably more powerful than the other,
the most autonomous actor is partly dependent, and the most dependent
is partly autonomous (Giddens 1979, p. 93). Autonomy and power can
coexist, be exercised independently, or be scarce. For example, in a
nondemocratic administration, junior officers may have limited
autonomy but significant power over others in their actions. Conversely,
an officer may enjoy a high degree of autonomy yet lack power due to other
constraints.

Actors are embedded within institutional structures of power that shape
and restrict their opportunities to lead (Blanco, Lowndes and Salazar
2022; Lowndes and Roberts 2013; Lumby 2013). Power is expressed
through rules and rights that govern activities and purposes, and this form
of power is inherently hierarchical. Institutions also have hierarchies of
institutional roles, each accompanied by rights and powers (Woods
2016).1° Sometimes, individuals may be granted informal authority
without receiving the formal authority required to exert substantive
power. While the concept of authority sometimes is discussed in the text,
my primary analytical focus is on power. Following Weber (1978a), I treat
authority as a particular source of power within a broader power
framework. Moreover, organisational structures can be configured in
ways that appear to enable participation in decision-making, while in
practice leaving decision-making power largely untouched (Weiner and
Lamb 2020). Political institutions grant power differently among actors,
and actors have different opportunities and motives to impact the
institution (Sundstrom 2006; Thelen 1999). To be powerful, autonomy
over resource distribution within a social system is important, including
financial, material, social, and knowledge-based resources (Magee and
Frasier, 2014). Additionally, government officers likely become more
powerful as complexity escalates (Carelli and Pierre, 2024; Lund, 2024)
and their power increases when administrative autonomy is far-reaching
(Carelli and Pierre, 2024).

10 Woods (2016) uses the term ‘authority’.
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The structure—agent debate centres on determining where power is
primarily located. Organisational charts commonly depict national and
local institutions, with the national level typically regarded as
superordinate and local governments and their administrations,
responsible for governing preschools and schools, viewed as subordinate.
However, illustrating institutions, their components, and their relations
in this way risks misleading observers, as such depictions may imply that
institutions are static. Democratic institutions are, in reality, dynamic and
characterised by varying degrees of autonomy and power.

The Swedish system is hierarchical, but this hierarchy is continually
negotiated. Descriptively, superordination and subordination are
organisational facts: the superordinate level is responsible for governance
and for making overarching decisions, while more detailed decisions are
left to the subordinate level. Normatively, however, different levels may
be assigned positive or negative values. This normative perspective allows
for questioning what is considered superordinate or subordinate, which is
valuable given that power relations are typically more complex (Eklund
2023). Owing to Sweden’s pronounced local self-government (Johansson
2014; Ladner, Keuffer and Baldersheim 2016), the national and local
government levels must operate in conjunction and are interdependent.

Furthermore, organisational charts frequently place committees above
administrations. Yet politicians or local councillors rely on the expertise
of government officers, whose knowledge informs political decision-
making. Officers are also integral to the implementation process. These
interdependencies illustrate that relationships between actors cannot be
overlooked.

Turning more explicitly to the concept of power, older definitions focus on
hierarchical institutional structures. Weber (1958, p. 245) claimed that
power ‘is the probability that one actor within a social relationship will be
in a position to carry out his own will despite resistance, regardless of the
basis on which this probability exists’. The term ‘position’ indicates that
the actor’s place in the hierarchy grants them power, making institutional
structures and organising important. Weber stresses domination rather
than power, a concept he defines as the likelihood that a directive will be
followed. Domination concerns, on the one hand, the hegemony of
economic resources, and, on the other, control by the authority of office
(Allen 2004). Dahl’s (1957, p. 203f) earlier definition of power states that
‘A has power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something that B
would not otherwise do’. In his definition, power over indicates a
hierarchical order established by an institution. Similar to Dahl, Wrong
(2017, p. 2) defines power as ‘the capacity of some persons to produce
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intended and foreseen effects on others’ (regarding power over, see also
Hogberg (2007), Pansardi (2012), and Pansardi and Bindi (2021)). The
community power debate (Bachrach and Baratz 1962; Baldwin 2021; Dahl
2005; Lukes 1974) sheds light on different forms of power. The debate
emerged in the shape of different ‘faces’ of power (Baldwin 2021). In the
first ‘face’, Dahl (2005) recognises that actors who successfully initiate
policy proposals are the most influential. The conclusion was pluralist,
where actors are influential depending on the issue area (Baldwin 2021).
The second ‘face’, by Bachrach and Baratz (1962), emphasises that a
person or a group holds power if they, consciously or not, prevent a policy
conflict from surfacing. Thus, the actor has the power to do something
(regarding power to, see also Hogberg (2007), Pansardi (2012), and
Pansardi and Bindi (2021)). Power over implies disunity and resistance
while power to does not (Bengtsson 2012). However, power over does not
have to be exercised oppressively; a superordinate may instead motivate
subordinates to develop (Skoldberg 2014). Actors can exercise different
kinds of power over and power to (Avelino and Rotmans 2009). First,
looking beyond the traditional definition of power over, it can entail
mutual dependence, one-sided dependence, or independence. Second,
actors possess various degrees of power, leading to relationships
characterised by cooperation, competition, or co-existence. Third,
different power exercises lead to actors a) working in synergy, b) being on
antagonistic terms, thus restricting, resisting or disrupting each other, or
c) being indifferent, that is, not affecting each other much (Avelino 2021).
Lukes provided a third ‘face’ of power by arguing that:

A may exercise power over B by getting him to do what he does not want
to do, but he also exercises power over him by influencing, shaping or
determining his very wants (Lukes 1974, p. 23).

The exercise of power through influencing, shaping or determining wants
signals a new way of interpreting power, one including norms and cultural-
cognitive traits. Lukes (1974, p. 24) also writes about shaping ‘perceptions,
cognitions and preferences’, further underlining the stance. However, not
only do superordinates impact subordinates, but also the opposite.

Actors can work collaboratively to achieve outcomes or goals (Galie and
Farnworth 2019; Pansardi 2012; Pansardi and Bindi 2021) and make
decisions in processes marked by ‘dialogue, inclusion, negotiation, and
shared power’ (Berger 2005, p. 6). This form of power is termed power
with. Two adjacent aspects are relationships and loyalties. Relationships
matter for translation into true power. Communal power arises from
social relationships where close ties are formed, making actors more
readily accept requirements, advice, and direction. Norms and values
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materialise (Woods 2016). Moreover, the relationships between officers
play a crucial role in governance. Structures can be viewed as
relationships, where each is a relationship between a public officer and
others involved in the governing process (Feldman and Khademian
2002). Feldman and Khademian (2002, p. 543) argue that ‘governing
structures are relationships that structure interaction in the making and
implementation of public policy’ and that ‘public managers influence
these relationships and are responsible for their appropriateness’.
Viewing governance structures through the lens of relationships makes
them appear less static and linear, shifting the emphasis towards the
interactions that form these relationships. Public officers are crucial in
determining the nature of relationships (who participates and in what
way) and the quality of relationships (the influence of participants on
outcomes) (Feldman and Khademian 2002). Turning to loyalties, most
government officers function like spiders in a web, serving many masters
(De Graaf 2011). They must consider members of society, colleagues,
superordinates, elected politicians, and factors such as the organisation,
laws, professional norms, the public good, moral imperatives, and
economic efficiency (De Graaf 2011; Falkenstrom and Ahlbick Oberg
2023; Lundquist 2014; Madestam, Sundstrom and Bergstrom 2018). Only
ten per cent of chief education officers prioritise loyalty to principals over
the highest political and administrative leadership (Johansson and
Nihlfors 2014). Some middle managers identify with and are loyal to their
subordinates (Gjerde and Alvesson 2020). However, it is also argued that
they align more closely with superordinates, as they emphasise
management concerns (Hong 2021; Paoline 2003). Middle managers
must navigate the expectations and demands of chief officers while
maintaining amicable relations with subordinates and safeguarding their
interests (Tyskbo and Styhre 2023). If middle managers strive to be well-
liked by everyone, they may engage in role playing and distancing that
eventually becomes unfavourable (Gjerde and Alvesson 2025). Adjacent
to this, officers sometimes face the dilemma of choosing between
legislation and ethics, with two opposing schools of thought on the matter
(Lundquist 2014). Furthermore, power can be understood as being
continuously produced — particularly within institutions characterised by
ambiguous and open forms of leadership. In such settings, many actors
have the opportunity to initiate and lead initiatives (Woods 2016). Power
is enabling and restricting; enabling one group of actors restricts others
(Avelino 2021).

Only if members of an organisation consider an arrangement legitimate
will they accept and respect the use of power (Grimm, Norqvist and Roos
2021). In educational leadership, everyone contributes to who can
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exercise power and leadership (Woods 2016). When a mandate is vague,
actors may need to compensate by not necessarily holding authority, but
by being perceived as authoritative (Grimm, Norqvist and Roos 2021;
Haugaard 2018). Holding a position and formal mandate does not
guarantee power, as authority is constructed through interactions
between people, where some are accepted and others are excluded from
exercising power (Woods 2016).

Some officers exercise leadership without holding a formal position, while
officers in leadership roles are expected to demonstrate leadership
actively (Blom 1994; Yukl 2013). Management is formal, while leadership
can be informal or a combination. Middle managers in education serve as
formal leaders within the system. Formal leadership is associated with
legitimate, rewarding, punitive, and informational power. Middle
managers are sometimes more up to date on specific issues than the chief
officer, leading subordinates to consult them instead of the chief officer
(Magee and Frasier 2014). Additionally, expert power sometimes aligns
with formal leadership (Jensen 2022), for example, when a middle
manager has prior experience in the education sector. Some have a career
in the profession before assuming their role, while others do not. Officers
with a professional background are better equipped to assess the quality
of work carried out by professionals within the organisation — an ability
that is more limited among those lacking prior experience (Pollitt 1990).
A lack of such experience also increases the risk of divergent views
between officers and professionals regarding what constitutes valuable
work (Ahlbick Oberg et al. 2016).

The definitions and the community power debate show that different
forms of power can be granted and exercised. Norms are central to this
thesis, making the definition of power wide, encompassing the three faces
of power and three forms of power (over, to, and with).

Approaching the Roles of Middle Managers

A focus on governing processes enables the study of actors and their roles,
making visible how actions and interrelationships shape public service
(see Frederickson et al. 2015). The education system spans multiple
levels, requiring consideration of both state and local governments. New
institutionalism allows for a focus on the state and local governments,
including administrations. Narrowing it down, new institutionalism helps
illuminate steering through institutional design. If organising varies, the
approaches of new institutionalism have tools to help explain why. I focus
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specifically on the segment where the setting is a local education
administration or equivalent, and the actors are local government officers,
particularly middle managers.

In this thesis, the term middle manager refers to local government
officers who hold positions that are neither regulated nor specified by the
state, yet exist within the Swedish local education system. Middle
managers are situated between the strategic apex and the operating core
(Mintzberg 1989). In the Swedish local educational context, they are
positioned below the chief education officer and above principals (Montin
2016). Their responsibilities are primarily educational in nature,
excluding areas such as finance or human resources. The middle
managers examined in this study include school form managers and
school area managers employed by local government.

To contribute knowledge and understanding about middle managers, I do
not focus on a specific policy, as attention would not be directed to the
actors of interest. Instead, I focus on the autonomy and power that middle
managers potentially possess. Focusing on perceived autonomy and
power provides knowledge and understanding of the roles of middle
managers and their significance as actors within public administration.
New institutionalism sheds light on both the autonomy and power
conferred by institutional structures, and the autonomy and power that
actors themselves can exercise in their roles.

'Granted autonomy’, also known as 'discretionary room', describes the
extent to which actors are free to choose between different actions (Rutz
et al. 2017). In other words, autonomy and power can be granted by the
position. As evident from the definitions of role applied in this thesis, the
concept includes norms directed at the position by the individual, such as
the middle manager, and by those around them (see Niemann 2013).
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Figure 3. Operationalising concepts: The relationship between an actor's
position and role

Figure 3 illustrates a way of problematising the relationship between
position and role. The nested-doll metaphor suggests that, although
position and role are never identical, they overlap to varying degrees. A
distinction between the two is always present; however, its extent varies.
In some cases, the differences are minimal, while in others they are
substantial. Returning to the doll metaphor, there is always some space
between the larger and the smaller doll. This space represents the
difference between position and role: more space indicates greater
divergence, while less space indicates closer alignment.

Importantly, degrees of autonomy and power do not necessarily coincide.
Institutional structures, formal expectations, and institutional norms
shape this relationship. Those employed in an institution form
expectations based on established standards. In a role, an actor can move
beyond the position as:

[TThe very performance of actors within roles serve to constitute and re-
constitute the nature of the framework structuring such norms, means
that actions may go beyond or depart from the existing organization,
since man's actions result also from his interpretation of his experience
within his situation (Urry 1970, p. 36).

Middle managers are studied as individual actors operating within given
circumstances (see Ehn 1998). This is important because, in much
previous research, officers in local education administration have tended
to appear primarily as part of a collective unit. As observed earlier, chief
education officers and the managers within an authority have frequently
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been treated as a single entity (Adolfsson 2024; Andersson and Liljenberg
2020; Liljenberg and Andersson 2020), which has limited the possibility
of examining middle managers specifically. Approaching them as
individuals, rather than a homogenous group, allows us to explore
whether different middle managers assume different roles. It also enables
an assessment of whether context matters, provided that the middle
managers included in the study belong to different education
administrations. Each local education administration, and every actor
within it, operates under its own structural and formal expectations as
well as institutional norms. Such norms may emerge for various reasons;
for example, a newly appointed manager might be expected to emulate
their predecessor's behaviour. At the same time, each middle manager is
unique, bringing individual perceptions that influence the extent of
autonomy and power they exercise in their role (Bjernholt, Boye and
Hansen 2021; Maggetti and Verhoest 2014). In sum, the interplay
between structures and actors shapes the perceived autonomy and power
of middle managers, and ultimately defines their role.

The concepts of autonomy and power are means to approach the roles of
middle managers. Employing new institutionalism directs attention to
autonomy within institutional structures and among actors. I focus on
local education administrations, specifically local education officers and
principals. In education, autonomy is encountered in cognitive domains,
including educational, social, developmental and administrative
(Liljenberg et al. 2023; Nordholm et al. 2024; Salokangas and Wermke
2020; Wermke, Olason Rick and Salokangas 2019; Wermbke et al. 2024).
The domains are cognitive as they explore the thinking and reasoning
behind autonomy (see Antonsson 2025). Together, they address
institutional structures and relationships between actors.

The four domains have been used to study principals' and teachers'
autonomy (Nordholm et al. 2024; Liljenberg et al. 2023; Salokangas and
Wermke 2020; Wermke, Olason Rick and Salokangas 2019; Wermke et
al. 2024; see also Ingersoll 2003) but have never been applied to local
education officers. In the second article, I adapt the domains to suit
middle managers, particularly adjusting the social domain. Previously,
the domain referred to the construction of relationships (Nordholm et al.
2024; Salokangas and Wermke 2020; Wermke, Olason Rick and
Salokangas 2019; Wermke et al. 2024) and the role education and schools
play in the socialisation of students and in fostering students to adhere to
certain norms (Wermke et al. 2024). The modifications are shown in the
classifications in Figure 4.
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Educational domain

Activities and responsibilities
indirectly aimed at upholding and
improving teaching and learning
processes in schools according to
national rules and regulations.

Social domain
Relationships with professionals
and stakeholders in education.

Developmental domain
Activities and responsibilities
directly and/or indirectly aiming
at identifying needs and taking
actions to improve education
long-term.

Administrative domain
Activities and responsibilities
directly and/or indirectly aiming
to enable favourable conditions
for teaching and learning
processes in schools.

Figure 4. Illustrating the domains of autonomy: Adaptations for middle
managers in local education administrations (Antonsson 2025).

Institutional structures and relationships between actors are closely tied
to the domains. For instance, national rules and regulations, as described
in the educational domain, constitute a state institutional structure, while
the social domain focuses on actors and their relationships.

The cognitive domains are applied in the second article. In the third
article, I approach power from three distinct angles: power over, power
to, and power with (Hogberg 2007; Pansardi 2012; Pansardi and Bindi
2021). Power over concerns power over other human beings. Power to
refers to the ability to perform actions in general. Last, power with
involves collaborative efforts to achieve shared goals (Pansardi 2012;
Pansardi and Bindi 2021). In addition, regulative, normative and cultural-
cognitive institutional perspectives (Scott 2014) are employed to elucidate
the sources of power that legitimise middle managers’ exercise of power.
Another study has also applied these three institutional perspectives to
examine the roles played by middle managers, but in the healthcare sector
(see Long et al. 2026).

To conclude this section, when discussing the autonomy and power of
government officers, that is, non-elected officers, it is important to
consider the question of accountability. On the one hand, government
officers may expand their autonomy and power at the expense of
democratic accountability. Organisations that are effective and
governable, typically characterised by measurable goals, do not fully align
with democratic governance, which prioritises values that extend beyond
efficiency (Hall 2012). On the other hand, removing middle managers in
local governments may undermine accountability, as they play a role in
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ensuring that public services adhere to established standards (Morgan et
al. 1996). Regardless, as government officers are not democratically
elected, accountability remains a central concern. Accountability involves
a relationship between an actor and a forum in which the actor must
explain and justify their conduct and may face consequences as a result
(Bovens 2007). It is a core value in public service, encompassing ethical
values such as integrity and fairness, as well as democratic values
including the rule of law and loyalty (Alamaa, Hall and Lofgren 2024).
Organisational accountability concerns the evaluation of actors’
performance and the quality of institutions and processes (Lofgren,
Darrah-Morgan and Hall 2022). Because accountability systems and
quality assurance programmes differ across local governments, there is
also a risk of variation and inconsistency in how accountability is enacted
(Imsen, Blossing and Moos 2017).
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Materials and Methods

In this section, I first discuss the selection of cases and the data collection
process. I then address language choice and related conceptual
challenges, followed by a discussion of ethical considerations. The section
concludes with an account of the analytical approach.

Case Selection

In this thesis, the case (see Lund 2014) concerns how the roles of middle
managers in local education administrations in Sweden are perceived.
Local government middle managers are a case of local government
officers. A case and a setting are two distinct phenomena (Ackerly and True
2010). The local education administration in a local government is the
setting of the study, not the case itself. Importantly, institutional
structures can impact the role of middle managers. The middle manager
position is part of, and embedded in, the institutional structure, and the
expectations for this role are shaped by that setting.

Independent organisers are beyond the scope of this study. Although they
rely on local governments for funding, they are less dependent on the local
education administration than local government schools. The focus on
public organisers aligns with the disarticulated state approach, which
suggests the state has shed certain components of its governing body but
continues to exert control over the dispersed parts (Resh 2019). This
approach is relevant when local governments are responsible for
managing education. Public officers work under unique circumstances
and should be studied separately from non-public sector
actors (Bergstrom and Eklund 2019; Downs 1967; Lundquist 2014;
Ostergaard Moller and Olofsdotter Stensota 2019).

The first article required selecting local governments for the study. The
selection is based on the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and
Regions’ (SALAR) categorisation of Swedish municipalities (Swedish
Association of Local Authorities and Regions 2021). The English
classification is used here with minor adjustments (Swedish Association
of Local Authorities and Regions 2023). The categorisation comprises
three main groups (Table 1) and nine subgroups (Table 2), and the
selection was based on these groups. Large cities (A1) and Rural
municipalities with a visitor industry (C9) were excluded, as these
categories contain only a few municipalities with uncommon
characteristics. The aim was instead to achieve representation of the most
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common types of municipalities. All municipalities in subgroups A2
through C8 were therefore considered, allowing for variation where such
variation exists.

By selecting three municipalities from each subgroup (excluding A1 and
Co), a total of 21 municipalities were identified and included in the article.
The municipalities within each subgroup were ranked by population size,
and the largest, median®, and smallest were selected for closer
examination. This ensured representation of municipalities of different
sizes within each subgroup. The calculation is based on SALAR’s table on
population size in Swedish municipalities (Swedish Association of Local
Authorities and Regions 2021).

Table 1. Main groups categorised by the Swedish Association of Local
Authorities and Regions (2021)

Main Groups

A. Large cities and municipalities near large cities

B. Medium-sized towns and municipalities near medium-sized towns

C. Smaller towns/urban areas and rural municipalities

Table 2. Subgroups categorised by the Swedish Association of Local
Authorities and Regions (2021)

Subgroups Number of
municipalities

A1. Large cities 3

A2. Commuting municipalities near large cities 43

B3. Medium-sized towns 21

B4. Commuting municipalities near medium-sized towns | 52

u If the number is even, not odd, the local government with the larger number of inhabitants was
chosen. For example, in subgroup C8 Rural local governments, consisting of 40 local governments,
the local government ranked as number 20 was selected.
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B5. Commuting municipalities with a low commuting rate | 35
near medium-sized towns

C6. Small towns 29
C7. Commuting municipalities near small towns 52
C8. Rural municipalities 40
Co. Rural municipalities with a visitor industry 15

Some Swedish local governments have more than two local education
administrations, but none of the 21 local governments in the study
includes more than two. Including of the omitted subgroups, Large cities
(A1) and Rural municipalities with a visitor industry (C9), would have
shown a greater variation. The large cities are Stockholm, Gothenburg and
Malmo. The local governments of Stockholm and Malmo utilise three
education administrations (Malmo stad 2024; Stockholms stad 2019)
while Gothenburg utilises four (Goteborgs stad 2024). The education
administration in Stockholm constitutes the largest local government
administration in the country, regardless of sector (Stockholms stad
2023). Considering its size, Stockholm’s local government demonstrates
that a large city can maintain a limited number of administrations. The
local government of Gothenburg shows a greater variation in the number
of administrations.

The second stage of the project involved selecting local education
administrations from three local governments, chosen from the initial 21.
In my first article, I highlight differences between local governments, thus
informing the selection process. The number of local governments is
intended to strike a balance between variety and depth of knowledge.
Local governments were required to have at least one local education
administration with middle managers to qualify. Geographical diversity
was also considered. Each administration is unique, with distinct setups,
responsibilities, and autonomy. Understanding these differences is
crucial, as variations not covered here exist.

The subsequent selection involved local government officers. A middle
manager is defined as an education officer who is a formal superordinate
to principals or other middle managers, but not the chief education
officer. Middle managers are not informal leaders without managerial
power. The selection included middle managers responsible for school
forms or areas, excluding those without a direct focus on education, such
as controllers and development managers. School form and school area
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managers are included as they are expected to contribute to education
governance. This selection allows for problematisation. For example, a
former principal, now a middle manager for upper secondary schools,
may be expected to prioritise the interests of those schools, posing a
challenge in representing the entire local government. Conversely, an area
manager is expected to be a generalist but may struggle to gain legitimacy
if their experience differs from that of the principals. Such managers may
have closer ties to the administration.

To contribute knowledge and understanding about middle managers,
input from their superordinates and subordinates is essential.
Administrative roles emphasise expectations about responsibilities
(Selden, Brewer and Brudney 1999) and the institutions and norms
associated with a position, both from the officers themselves and those
around them (Niemann 2013). Understanding middle managers' roles
requires input from those who work closely with them, such as chief
education officers and principals (see Mamburu, de Metz and Davis
2024). Chief education officers lead the local education administration,
supervise middle managers, delegate tasks and maintain close contact.
Principals, as heads of schools, often have middle managers as their
primary administrative contact and are frequently their subordinates.

Table 3 provides an overview of the middle managers in the four local
education administrations studied. Many, but not all, listed middle
managers were interviewed for this study.

Table 3. Overview of the four local education administrations

Local
education
admini-
stration

Number of levels
between the
chief officer and
the principals

Middle managers
between the chief
officer and the
principals

The middle
manager is
skolchef

A1

One

Middle manager for
preschools

Middle manager for
preschools

Middle manager for
compulsory schools

Middle manager for
compulsory schools

Yes

A2

One

Middle manager for

upper secondary schools

Yes
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and upper secondary
adult education

B In two instances,
two, and in two
instances, one

First-tier middle
manager for preschools

Second-tier middle
manager for preschools

First-tier middle
manager for compulsory
schools

Second-tier middle
manager for compulsory
schools

Second-tier middle
manager for compulsory
schools

Middle manager for
upper secondary schools

Middle manager for
upper secondary adult
education

No

C In two instances,
one, and in two
instances, zero

Middle manager for
preschools

Middle manager for
compulsory schools?2

No

To conclude, research on middle managers within local education
administrations remains limited. In this study, I therefore seek to
contribute by presenting examples from local governments. Given the
structural differences between these administrations, as well as variation
in officers’ positions, some degree of diversity is to be expected. The
purpose of the study is to illustrate these differences rather than to make
generalisations. A key challenge lies in presenting the data in a balanced
manner: it is not possible to capture all existing variations, yet
acknowledging them is essential (see Swedish Research Council 2017).
The examples discussed should thus be understood as situated in specific

organisational contexts at particular moments in time.

12 Notably, there are no middle managers for upper secondary schools or upper secondary adult

education.
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Data Collection

Observations can provide valuable insights into the work of middle
managers by showing their actual activities, rather than what they report
doing (Halperin and Heath 2017). Although not part of the formal study,
I shadowed two middle managers for a day to better understand their daily
roles. Additionally, I engaged in informal conversations with a current and
a former middle manager. The current middle manager provided insight
into the position, while the former middle manager offered advice on the
interview guide and insight into what is at stake for middle managers.
These middle managers work in different local governments from those
included in the study.

Interviews are the primary data source for this study. Guided by
sociological and normative institutionalism, which focuses on cognitive
matters, interviews are an appropriate tool. They effectively investigate
individuals’ beliefs, incentives, and behaviours, and help make sense of
political events (Mosley 2013). Since the study relies on perceptions rather
than establishing a truth, interviews are more suitable than surveys, which
may not capture the nuances needed to understand the perceptions of
chief education officers, middle managers, and principals regarding
middle managers’ autonomy and power.

The initial stage of data collection involved obtaining organisational
charts (from websites, emails, or informant interviews) and conducting
brief informant interviews. At least one informant interviewee represents
each of the 21 local governments, and two officers represent more complex
organisations. Informants needed to be knowledgeable about the local
government's education organisation. Positions varied, including chief
education officers, school form managers, secretaries, and administrators.
For a complete overview, see the first article.

The informant interviews were conducted via telephone. The data
collected during this phase form the basis of the first article. The interview
guide was tailored to each local government context, with the version
included in Appendix 1 representing one of 21 similar guides. Table 4
provides a summary of the topics addressed.

Table 4. Topics addressed in the informant interviews

A focus on organising and the administrative and political context
of middle managers

The informant interviews centred on organisational matters. The questions
addressed institutional structures, with particular emphasis on education
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committees and education administrations. In the interviews, I also explored
the responsibilities of the administrations beyond the education sector, as
well as whether the administrations are subdivided and how these
subdivisions take form.

Additional areas of interest included identifying who holds the role

of skolchef, whether there is an assistant chief education officer, and what
other officers are present within the administration and in its proximity. I
also asked the interviewees about the number of hierarchical officer levels
within the administration.

The second stage involved longer, individual semi-structured interviews,
providing data for the second and third articles. Furthermore, the
information gathered in these interviews contributed partially to the first
article. Ten middle managers, four chief education officers, and four
principals participated. Figure 5 shows the local government to which
each individual belongs. In the local education administration featuring
two levels of middle managers, the superordinate managers are referred
to as first-tier middle managers and the subordinate managers as second-
tier middle managers. All interviewees have been assigned pseudonyms:
individuals in LEA A1 are called names beginning with ‘Ad’, in LEA A2
'Al’, in LEA B ‘B’, and in LEA C ‘C’.
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Figure 5. Visualising the four local education administrations, including the
chief education officers (CEO), middle managers (MM) and principals (P),
included in the study

Most interviews were conducted face-to-face in the respondents' own
workplace. This approach enabled the observation of interviewees'
reactions and provided insight into their working environments (Mosley
2013). For instance, I could witness interactions among colleagues — some
having adjacent or shared offices, while others worked in more isolated
conditions. Although a few informants were unable to participate in
person during the suggested week and instead opted for Zoom interviews
at a later date, I visited all municipalities.

I employ semi-structured interviews to explore perceptions, opinions,
(in)formal roles, and relationships (see also Halperin and Heath 2017).
These interviews blend structured and unstructured questions, allowing
for factual inquiries and flexibility. An interview guide serves as a starting
point, but the sequence of questions is adaptable, allowing for follow-up
questions (Halperin and Heath 2017). The interviews begin with an
introduction to the research, followed by easy warm-up questions, then
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the main questions of interest. Finally, informants can add information or
ask questions (Halperin and Heath 2017).

New institutionalism provides a useful framework for discussing what
institutions grant and what actors utilise. In the first article, I focus on
granted autonomy, with short informant interviews mainly addressing
institutional structures. In the second and third articles, I shift the focus
to actors and their use of autonomy and power, reflected in the questions
posed during the longer interviews. Table 6 summarises the topics related
to autonomy and power discussed in these extended interviews. Themes
covered include educational and professional background, organising of
local education administrations, function and mandate, workplace
relationships, autonomy, and governance and power. The questions also
relate to Figure 3, which illustrates the relationship between an actor’s
position and role. Through these questions, we gain knowledge and
understanding about the position, expectations attached, and role
perceptions. Chief education officers and principals provide information
on their perceptions and expectations of the role middle managers
(should) play, while the middle managers themselves describe how they
perceive their roles. The interview guides include similar questions for
officers, tailored to their roles as chief education officers, middle
managers, or principals. The appendix in the third article provides an
example of similar guides.

Table 6. Topics addressed in the longer interviews

A focus on autonomy and power

The longer interviews primarily focused on issues of autonomy and power.
The questions explored the organisation of local education administrations,
the distribution of responsibilities, interpersonal relationships, and the
presence of conflicting expectations. In the interviews, I also examined
perceptions of middle managers’ autonomy, situations in which greater
autonomy would have been advantageous, and instances where autonomy
was exercised beyond accepted boundaries. Additionally, participants were
asked whether tasks could be carried out in alternative ways or if that was not
allowed.

The discussions further addressed scenarios in which middle managers are
unable to act due to a limited mandate, as well as the types of knowledge
deemed essential for individuals in these roles. The impact of having middle
managers was considered, along with their position within the governance
chain. I asked the interviewees whether middle managers are viewed
primarily as managers or as leaders, and how they exercise power.

Moreover, participants were encouraged to disentangle the respective
impacts of the chief education officer and middle managers on the work of
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school principals, and to reflect on how governance might differ in the
absence of middle managers.

The longer interviews could have been conducted as focus groups, which
might have encouraged communication and elicited responses that were
not obtained in individual interviews, demonstrating how issues are
deliberated within a culture (Halperin and Heath 2017). However,
challenges associated with focus groups include the risk of dominant
participants and peer pressure (Mosley 2013). Grouping different local
education officers in focus groups would have been impractical due to
hierarchical dynamics. An alternative could have been to group middle
managers separately from principals, though unknown hierarchies might
persist. Consequently, I conducted individual interviews.

Language Choice and Conceptual Challenges

Language plays a fundamental role in academic work, as it both expresses
and shapes meaning (Van Nes et al. 2010). To begin with, I wish to
emphasise that the choice of language has been challenging.

The first article is written in Swedish. In this case, the choice of language
partly reflects the specificity of the empirical context. The Swedish context
is distinctive, characterised, for example, by strong local self-governance.
However, even when writing in Swedish, I have struggled to maintain a
consistent linguistic style. As education committees do not exist in all
municipalities, I have had to refer to ‘committees or their equivalents’.
Similarly, since education administrations are not always present, I have
written about ‘administrations or their equivalents’. Furthermore, as not
all officers responsible for education hold the title of chief officer, I have
referred to ‘chief education officers or their equivalents’. The list could be
extended further. In addition, the choice of Swedish reflects my intention
to reach practitioners. The first article may thus serve as a point of
departure for practitioners reflecting on how education is organised
within their respective local governments.

As the above illustrates, the use of English introduces an additional layer
of complexity, one that would have complicated matters excessively in an
article focused on organisational arrangements, but which I consider
manageable in analyses of middle managers’ autonomy and power.
Consequently, the remaining articles, as well as the summary chapter
(kappa), are written in English. This choice is also motivated by the

54



greater availability of suitable international journals and the opportunity
to reach a wider academic audience.

Despite writing most of the thesis in English, I have chosen to retain
certain Swedish concepts, such as skolchef (pl. skolchefer). This is because
no exact equivalent exists in English. The term refers to a role regulated
by Swedish law and carries specific institutional meanings that would be
difficult to capture through translation.

Finally, it should be noted that all interviews were conducted in Swedish.
The shift in language occurred only after the analysis, during the writing
of the articles. This approach aligns with recommendations to remain in
the original language for as long as possible in order to avoid influencing
the analysis (Van Nes et al. 2010). Given that Swedish is my first language
and that none of the interviewees were native English speakers,
conducting the interviews in English would have been inappropriate. It
would likely also have affected both the quality of the interviews and the
data collected.

Ethical Considerations

If ‘sensitive personal data’ is collected, a researcher must obtain approval
from an ethics review board (Swedish Research Council 2017). Since I do
not collect sensitive personal data, ethical approval was not sought from
the Ethical Review Authority. An application was prepared, but the
submission could not be completed. For an application to be submitted, it
must be demonstrated that the research addresses issues that may come
into conflict with matters falling within the authority’s regulatory scope
(Swedish Ethical Review Authority 2023; The Swedish Code of Statutes
2003:460). As this criterion was not met, a decision not to proceed with
the submission was made in consultation with my supervisors and the
director of doctoral studies. For this project, the most important issue to
consider is whether the third paragraph in the Swedish Code of Statutes
2003:460 would risk violation. The paragraph regards the processing of
personal data following Chapter II, Article 9.1. in the EU General Data
Protection Regulation.

Processing of personal data revealing racial or ethnic origin, political
opinions, religious or philosophical beliefs, or trade union membership,
and the processing of genetic data, biometric data for the purpose of
uniquely identifying a natural person, data concerning health or data
concerning a natural person's sex life or sexual orientation shall be
prohibited (Regulation (EU) 2016/679).
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This regulation often applies to political science research, especially in the
study of political opinions. However, this research focuses on public
administration, involving officers who are expected to be apolitical. The
aim and research questions do not require processing sensitive personal
data, thus not violating Regulation 2016/679.

Although the research does not require approval from the Swedish Ethical
Review Authority, it still benefits from ethical consideration beyond the
authority's scope. Additionally, employees at Swedish universities must
adhere to Swedish law, particularly the Act (2019:504) on Responsibility
for Good Research Practice and Examination of Misconduct in Research.
Ethical considerations will be discussed in the following sections.

Chief education officers act as gatekeepers in administrations. They were
contacted (Appendix 2) to gain permission to reach middle managers and
principals; this is a common strategy when approaching hierarchical
organisations (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2002, p. 81f). This approach
is preferred as it seeks support from the top early on, and chief officers
may be more confident in accepting participation (Cohen, Manion and
Morrison 2002, p. 83). I then emailed middle managers and principals
with interview requests (Appendix 3). Although participation was
voluntary, some may have felt pressured due to their chief education
officer's approval. At the same time, the potential interviewees were
informed that participation was voluntary, and not all agreed to
participate. The chief education officers were not informed about who
would be interviewed but could make assumptions based on the project's
scope and the limited number of middle managers. Additionally, the
proximity of their offices made confidentiality challenging. However, the
lasting impression from the visits to the municipalities was that the
interviewees were not hesitant to discuss their participation; on the
contrary, they actively engaged me in conversation with their colleagues.

Safeguarding participants' privacy is crucial, especially when the
information provided is sensitive (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2002).
The respondents in this study were interviewed in their professional
capacity. Principals and local officers, considered powerful people, are
accustomed to having their ideas recognised. They know how to answer,
to avoid questions, and to promote their roles favourably. This group is
familiar with academic research and the interview process. Importantly,
‘interviews pose little threat to their own positions’ (Walford 1994, p. 225).
Their professional capacity and authority make them less vulnerable than
many other research participants. The interview situation confirmed this,
as many appeared confident and accustomed to being interviewed.

The interviews conducted in this study are exclusively individual. While
focus group interviews offer advantages, such as exploring themes
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exhaustively and obtaining a collective view (Bryman 2012), they can be
inappropriate in hierarchical settings. In this study, respondents form
hierarchies with chief education officers at the top, followed by middle
managers and principals. Individual interviews have proven that most
interviewees are surprisingly outspoken. Focus group interviews might
have had the opposite effect, making some hesitant to speak their minds.

The interviewees' outspokenness has made handling the material delicate.
The interviewees may not have anticipated how their responses would
appear in print. For example, a middle manager has made a statement
countering the chief education officer, and chief education officers have
expressed doubts about middle managers' preparedness for certain
responsibilities or their effective use of available autonomy. Principals
have also made harsh remarks about superordinates. This data must be
treated with care, as it could be used against the interviewees (Halperin
and Heath 2017). Principals, as subordinates to middle managers and
chief education officers, could find themselves in a precarious situation if
sensitive information becomes public. The same applies to middle
managers subordinate to chief education officers or first-tier middle
managers. Additionally, since data is collected from various
municipalities, it may be difficult to identify the source, but suspecting
that a negative comment may refer to oneself can cause discomfort. Cohen
et al. conclude:

What this suggests, then, is that whilst codes and guidelines may be
useful in raising issues and orienting researchers, they cannot decide
what should and should not be done in a specific situation; that is for
individual researchers and their informed conscience to decide (2002,
p. 101).

Anonymity and confidentiality are crucial to protect interviewees.
Anonymity means an informant’s identity should not be revealed through
the information they provide. This is ensured by not naming informants
or providing identifying details. Confidentiality requires that a researcher
must not discuss any informant with others (Cohen, Manion and
Morrison 2002). Researchers must strike a balance between maintaining
anonymity and confidentiality and meeting the requirements of data
collection (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2002). Participants were
informed that data collection would take place in three municipalities and
were assured that no names would be published in either the articles or
the summary chapter. In the transcriptions, I removed all names and
locations to prevent identification.

Informed consent is considered and acted upon during the research
process. It involves voluntary participation and full information about the
research and its potential implications (Bryman 2012; ICMJE 2023;
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Swedish Research Council 2017; The Swedish Code of Statutes
2003:460). Participants received written information and a brief oral
description (Appendix 3) and were asked to fill out two forms: one
consenting to participation and the other related to GDPR (Appendices 4
and 5). The interviews were recorded and transcribed.

Analysis

I employ qualitative content analysis, an analysis well-suited to the study
of perceptions (Borets and Kohl 2018). The study is primarily based on
interview data, and content analysis is an appropriate method for
analysing large volumes of text, such as interview transcripts (Borets and
Kohl 2018).

In contrast to its quantitative counterpart, which focuses on manifest
meaning, qualitative content analysis places greater emphasis on latent
meaning and contextual interpretation (Schreier 2013). Given the study's
emphasis on perceptions and context, the choice was straightforward.
Over time, types of qualitative content analyses have emerged, for
instance, directed and conventional content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon
2005). These approaches are useful in distinct phases and complement
each other.

This thesis is guided by theoretical concepts, employing directed content
analysis in which coding themes are drawn from theory or previous
research and applied to textual data (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). This
approach is central to the analysis and involves deductive coding, where
themes are formulated prior to data collection (David and Sutton 2016).
The researcher uses concepts, ideas, or topics to code and interpret the
data (Braun and Clarke 2012). A key challenge with directed content
analysis is the risk of approaching the data with a predetermined bias
(Hsieh and Shannon 2005).

Given the limited research on middle managers, I find conventional
content analysis particularly useful for its neutral approach to textual
data. This method involves deriving coding themes from the data after
collection (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). Themes are developed post-
collection, emerging directly from the information gathered (David and
Sutton 2016). Conventional content analysis is commonly employed when
existing research is scarce or when theory is inadequate (Hsieh and
Shannon 2005). The main risk lies in overlooking key themes, which can
be mitigated by thoroughly familiarising oneself with the text before
identifying themes (Hsieh and Shannon 2005).
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I employ a combination of deductive and inductive coding (see Braun and
Clarke 2012). First, theoretical concepts guide the thesis. Second, it is
essential to remain open to insights emerging from the data. The
approaches of new institutionalism provide various analytical tools to
explain the findings and gain knowledge and understanding about middle
managers in local education administrations.

While main themes reflect the aspects that researchers aim to explore,
subthemes capture what is specifically expressed in relation to those main
themes (Schreier 2013). In the second article, I explore autonomy through
four domains, and data-driven themes are employed within these
domains to ensure all material is accounted for (Schreier 2013). Similarly,
in the third article, I focus on three kinds of power, which proved useful
in presenting the findings. Schreier (2013) suggests using concept-driven
main themes and data-driven subthemes, a recommendation I follow.

I operationalise the concepts of autonomy and power as codes. According
to Braun and Clarke (2012), codes should align with the research
questions and reflect the researcher’s conceptual framework. To analyse
the longer interviews, I use computer software to code the material into
four cognitive domains - educational, social, administrative, and
developmental — and three types of power: power over, power to,
and power with.
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Overview of Appended Articles

In this section, I summarise the contributions of the appended articles and
specify how each one relates to the thesis’s overarching research
questions.

I. Kommunal organisering av
utbildningsforvaltningar pa 290 olika satt?
[Local Organising of Education
Administrations in 290 Different Ways?]

In the article Kommunal organisering av utbildningsforvaltningar pa
290 olika sdtt? (Antonsson 2024), published in Statsvetenskaplig
tidskrift, I question and problematise the assumption that ‘all local
governments govern schools in the same way’ (Jarl 2012, p. 10).

In the article, I aim to enhance the understanding of how Swedish local
governments attempt to govern preschools and schools by the organising
of local education administrations. I describe and analyse variations in
how local administration organisations for education are shaped.

Organising is performed through the division of work into committees and
administrations (or their equivalents). Within each administration, tasks
are further divided in various ways. Organising can be achieved through
both horizontal and vertical specialisation. Organisational structures may
consist of units that are more or less autonomous, with either loose or
tight linkages between them (Christensen et al. 2024). Organisations can
be responsive to emerging trends and may adopt new organisational
forms and practices (Hedin 2022).

The study encompasses a broad mapping of 21 local governments, and I
examine three in detail, focusing on education committees,
administrations, and managerial functions.

The results show substantial variation in organisational arrangements,
even among local governments that appear similar. Differences are
evident both in formal structures and in practice. These findings suggest
that local government organisation is far from uniform.
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Local governments organise differently, and officers reason differently
about organisational design. Organising is influenced, but not solely
determined, by structural preconditions. The observed patterns are not
sufficiently coherent to fully explain the variation. Administrations also
differ in norms regarding the number of managerial levels, with chief
officers often holding strong views.

The findings call into question the appropriateness of referring to a single
‘education system’, given the considerable variations. They give rise to the
question of whether there is truly a single education system and a unified
system of governance.

Local government organising is not solely a result of structural
preconditions; rather, governance can be shaped by the design of the
formal organisational structure.

II. The Autonomy of Middle Managers in Local
Education Administrations: a Swedish
Viewpoint

In the article The Autonomy of Middle Managers in Local Education
Administrations: a Swedish Viewpoint, published in the Nordic Journal
of Studies in Educational Policy (Antonsson 2025), I address the limited
knowledge about middle managers’ autonomy. While middle managers
often serve as a link between school principals and local government
education administrators, their autonomy and motivations remain
underexplored. Furthermore, since politicians and councillors cannot
regulate every decision in detail (see De Graaf 2011; Proitz, Mausethagen
and Skedsmo 2021; Rothstein 2023; Svara 2006), organisational contexts
create pockets of autonomy for government officers.

In the article, I aim ‘to explore how middle managers, chief education
officers, and principals perceive middle managers’ autonomy as expressed
in the educational, social, developmental and administrative cognitive
domains’ (Antonsson 2025, p. 2). I focus on the relative autonomy of
middle managers within Swedish local education administrations.

To study this autonomy, I utilised a framework previously applied to
principals and teachers (Liljenberg et al. 2023; Nordholm et al. 2024;
Salokangas and Wermke 2020; Wermke, Olason Rick and Salokangas
2019; Wermke et al. 2024). This framework comprises educational, social,
developmental, and administrative domains. In the article, I adapted the
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framework to suit middle managers, making one of the article’s
contributions the modification and application of this framework.

To gain knowledge and understanding of middle managers' autonomy, I
conducted interviews with middle managers, chief education officers, and
principals from four local education administrations in Sweden.

The results indicate that middle managers’ autonomy is both fostered and
limited within all four domains. There is variation in the use of relative
autonomy, both between middle managers across different local
education administrations and within the same administration.
Moreover, chief education officers, middle managers, and principals hold
differing perceptions of middle managers' autonomy. The ongoing
struggle over who holds autonomy in cognitive domains is evident.

In conclusion, organisational structures condition autonomy but do not
fully determine it. For instance, autonomy is shaped ‘from above’ (by chief
education officers) and ‘from below’ (by principals). Autonomy is further
conditioned by cognitive factors, as reflected in the domains, and by
administrative interactions, such as whether a middle manager depends
on coordination with others to be able to handle administrative matters.
Variations in perceptions of the officers included in the study likely impact
middle managers' autonomy, as they operate in environments
characterised by diverse interests.

ITI. (Not) Just Another Brick in the Wall: How
Middle Managers in Swedish Local Education
Administrations Exercise Various Forms of
Power

In the article (Not) Just Another Brick in the Wall: How Middle
Managers in Swedish Local Education Administrations Exercise Various
Forms of Power (Antonsson 2026), published in the Scandinavian
Journal of Public Administration, I address the fact that middle managers
have come to play an important role in local public administration in
Sweden; yet little is known about the forms of power they exercise.

In the article, I aim to ‘describe and analyse the power exercised by middle

managers within four local education administrations across three
Swedish municipalities’.
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I draw on institutional theory, specifically regulative, normative, and
cultural-cognitive perspectives. These perspectives coexist to varying
degrees, depending on the specific context, thereby shaping the extent of
administrative power that middle managers can exercise. In addition, in
the analysis, I conceptualise power in three forms: power over, power to,
and power with.

I conducted interviews with middle managers, chief education officers,
and principals affiliated with four local education administrations,
focusing on their perceptions of the power of middle managers.

The findings indicate that middle managers exercise three distinct forms
of power: power over, power to, and power with. The regulation of
principals and skolchefer has, in part, strengthened state control, with
local implications. At the same time, the emergence of, at times, powerful
middle managers has added complexity to local governance structures.
Many municipalities have introduced such roles to make education
governance more manageable, despite, or perhaps because, these roles are
not formally regulated by law.

In the article, I conclude that the combination of considerable power and
the absence of a clearly defined legal mandate raises concerns about
accountability.

The role of middle managers represents both a challenge and an
opportunity for local governments. When utilised in ways that support
organisational objectives, they may constitute a valuable asset. In the
article, I outline four points of practical relevance for local government
organisers, through which I seek to provide modest guidance on how this
role can be approached. Specifically, I argue that:

1. The way in which local government organisers articulate the local
government mandate of middle managers is crucial, not least
considering the state mandate assigned to school principals.

2. This local government mandate can be operationalised through
formal instruments, such as job descriptions and delegation
systems.

3. Power and responsibility must be aligned; that is, decision-making
power should be clearly connected to defined areas of
responsibility.

4. Establishing a local government mandate for middle managers
within the administration is not sufficient. Local government
organisers must also actively cultivate these managers’ legitimacy
in the eyes of school principals (Antonsson 2026).
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Concluding Discussion

In this thesis, I set out to study the perceived autonomy and power of
middle managers in local education administrations, thereby contributing
to greater knowledge of the various roles they play within the Swedish
education governance system. To reach the aim, I posed five research
questions: RQ1: How do Swedish local governments organise the
governance of education, and is it possible to identify clear patterns of
organising across different local governments? If so, what do these
patterns look like? RQ2: In which types of local governments are middle
managers, positioned between the chief education officer and principals,
incorporated into the organisational structure? RQ3: How do middle
managers, chief education officers, and principals perceive middle
managers’ autonomy and power? RQ4: What roles do middle managers
play within the Swedish system of local education governance? RQ5: How
do institutional structures and norms shape middle managers’ perceived
autonomy and power?

In this concluding discussion, I address the research questions and what
implications the answers might bring about. Subsequently, I discuss how
I have contributed to greater knowledge of the various roles middle
managers play within the Swedish education system. Finally, I offer
suggestions for future research.

However, to begin with, I would like to address the role theory has played
in the writing of this thesis. In the first article, I drew on sociological
institutionalism, in particular the concept of isomorphism. From this
perspective, I demonstrate that local governments are responsive to
prevailing trends and tend, at least superficially, to adopt new ways of
organising. The interview material provides evidence of completed,
ongoing, and planned organisational changes. By contrast, in the third
article, a normative institutionalist approach helped illuminate how
formal regulations may position middle managers above principals, while
informal norms can invert this hierarchy in practice. This finding
highlights the importance of analysing both positions and roles.

Many actors comply with institutional rules, but some diverge, thereby
weakening institutions' exploratory capacity and prompting us to consider
norms for answers. In the second and third articles in particular, I
conclude that the perceived autonomy and power of middle managers are
shaped not only by organising and the rules, routines and hierarchies that
follow, but also by prevailing norms, as middle managers are at times able
to navigate and negotiate the constraints imposed upon them.
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Indeed, new institutionalism has informed and deepened the
understanding of the study area. The analysis highlights both the
strengths and limitations of this perspective: while some findings
corroborate elements of the theory, others challenge its
comprehensiveness. In this study, I draw on multiple strands of new
institutionalism, primarily sociological and normative institutionalism.
Reliance on a single new institutionalist approach proved insufficient;
instead, a combination of complementary perspectives is necessary to
interpret and fully understand the findings. Although each approach
offers valuable insights, none alone captures the complexity of the
empirical material. Given that public administration is inherently
fragmented, both organisationally and in terms of actor roles, the study
benefits from such theoretical pluralism. This became increasingly
evident as my engagement with the data progressed.

How Local Governments Organise the Governance
of Education

In this section, I discuss how Swedish local governments organise the
governance of education, and whether clear patterns of organisation can
be identified across municipalities; and if so, what these patterns look like.
I have challenged the assumption that education governance is uniform
across Sweden (see Jarl 2012), demonstrating instead that there are
significant differences in how local governments organise education.
Swedish public administration comprises a range of local government
institutions, providing diverse institutional contexts. This diverges from
Wermke et al. (2024), who argue that clear patterns in organising can be
identified.

I argue that governance is exercised through the modelling of institutional
structures within public administration. This is an important finding with
several implications. First, organising shapes administrative positions.
They also influence actors’ expectations of middle managers. For example,
an area manager is expected to assume a different set of responsibilities
from those of a school form manager. Moreover, a middle manager who
has been delegated the state mandate of skolchefholds dual mandates, one
derived from the Swedish state and one from the local government, unlike
those who only hold mandates from the local government. Accordingly,
both expectations and responsibilities vary across positions.

Furthermore, ways of organising affect prioritisation, including the
allocation of economic resources and strategic focus. Different ways of
organising may benefit different interests. For example, the choice to
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appoint school form managers rather than area managers may benefit
preschool, which otherwise risks being marginalised as resources and
attention are absorbed by compulsory schooling.

Contemporary Swedish schools face a range of challenges, including youth
delinquency, the implementation of digitalised national standardised
tests, and the maintenance of a calm and orderly learning environment.
Organisational structures are likely to influence how such challenges are
addressed.

Given the decentralised nature of the Swedish education system, there is
no single national education institution; rather, there exists a constellation
of local institutions. Institutions provide relatively stable, although not
immutable, frameworks within which processes unfold. Autonomy and
power are embedded at multiple levels within local government structures
and are distributed among education councillors and administrative
officers. Some of this autonomy and power is inherent to specific positions.
Consequently, the processes of organising, defining positions, and
assigning responsibilities are themselves exercises of power. In turn, the
positions that are established confer both autonomy and power on those
who occupy them.

Middle Managers Across Different Types of Local
Government

In this section, I discuss which types of local governments incorporate
middle managers, positioned between the chief education officer and
principals, into the organisational structure.

Middle managers are present in some local governments but absent in
others. Importantly, their presence is not associated with any particular
type of local government. Moreover, where middle managers do exist, they
are granted varying degrees of autonomy and power, as they operate
within institutional structures that differ significantly.

From the Swedish state's perspective, there is no formal level of
responsibility between the skolchef and the principal. What is striking
about the Swedish system is that, despite the absence of state regulation,
middle managers nonetheless wield power and assume responsibility, not
due to state expectations, but in response to those of the local government
organiser.

The very existence of middle managers constitutes a governance paradox.
In seeking to assert control over education governance, the central
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government has introduced regulations directed at both principals and
skolchefer. At the same time, the local level has responded by appointing
additional officers, who are not subject to state regulation, to oversee
governance processes and to carry out the necessary work.

This dynamic becomes particularly salient when accountability for
specific actions is required. Politicians are held accountable through
elections, and public opinion also exerts pressure. In the event of a serious
incident, it is typically the chief education officer who appears in the
media, risking scapegoating and potential dismissal. While the chief
education officer, as the superior, can hold middle managers accountable,
this usually occurs only after the damage has been done. Taken together,
responsibility may not always be assigned to the actor most suitable for
the task. Middle managers who hold considerable power often remain less
visible within the organisational structure. To hold them accountable,
there must first be a clear understanding of the roles they occupy.

Previous research suggests that the removal of middle managers from
local government may weaken accountability, as they play a crucial role in
ensuring that public services comply with established standards (Morgan
et al. 1996). However, the presence of middle managers within local
education administrations, in fact, complicates public accountability. The
distribution of power is often opaque, and both ambiguity and the
proliferation of officers contribute to this challenge.

Furthermore, there is a risk that middle managers are delegated
responsibility without being granted sufficient autonomy or power to fulfil
it adequately. When chief education officers with stronger formal
mandates relinquish responsibility, middle managers may struggle to
assume full control, thereby creating potential accountability gaps. In
such situations, middle managers risk becoming organisational
bottlenecks rather than effective intermediaries between schools and the
upper administrative level.

It may be argued that middle managers who exercise considerable
autonomy and power contribute to greater variation in the governance of
education across local governments. To start with, there are great
differences between local governments, their organising and their way of
working. Moreover, in some instances, middle managers within those
governments could, by exercising autonomy and power, further increase
the differences within the local government, for instance, between
different areas or school forms, as well as between the different local
governments.
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How Middle Managers, Chief Education Officers
and Principals Perceive Middle Managers’
Autonomy and Power

In this section, I discuss how middle managers, chief education officers,
and principals perceive middle managers’ autonomy and power. Overall,
the findings suggest that middle managers are relatively autonomous and
powerful in their roles.

I have argued that educational, social, developmental, and administrative
domains simultaneously promote and constrain middle managers’
autonomy, and that the extent to which they utilise their relative autonomy
varies. I have further explained that perceived autonomy is always shaped
by organisation, cognition, and administrative interaction. Drawing on
previous studies, I have found that experience and expertise can generate
a broader scope of autonomy and, potentially, greater power (see
Mutereko and Chitakunye 2015). Thus, middle managers attain autonomy
in part because of the complexity of education governance and the
uncertainty experienced by chief education officers, principals, and fellow
middle managers (Finkelstein and Peteraf 2007). Woods (2016) also
demonstrates that, in institutions where leadership is ambiguous, various
actors may initiate and lead initiatives, thereby enhancing the officers’
influence (see Figure 6).

Importantly, I have emphasised that, since middle managers’ autonomy
is primarily grounded in the perceptions and interpretations of various
actors rather than in formal regulation, it becomes subject to an ongoing
struggle over the possession of autonomy. Where perceptions and
interpretations are particularly salient, the characteristics of individuals
and their surrounding relations become more consequential. Personal
factors, such as confidence, insecurity, and underlying intentions, gain
importance. In practice, this means that a middle manager may, in some
instances, be more influential than a chief education officer, while in
others, they may be weaker than the principals.

Regarding power, I have shown that regulative, normative, and cultural-
cognitive institutions play a significant role in both expanding and
constraining power. The institutional dimensions may at times co-exist
harmoniously and at other times come into tension, with implications for
middle managers’ power. When regulative, normative, and cultural-
cognitive institutions align in ways that favour the middle manager, they
can enhance the manager’s power. Conversely, alignment may also occur
in ways that constrain the manager, rendering them comparatively
powerless. Moreover, misalignment, where one or two institutional pillars
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conflict with the others, can challenge the middle manager’s position in
practice. This raises questions about the limits of such organisational
manoeuvring: for instance, to what extent is it legitimate to rely on
cultural-cognitive institutions while disregarding regulative ones?

The Roles Played by Middle Managers

In this section, I discuss the roles that middle managers play, and can be
expected to play, within the Swedish system of local education governance.

To begin with, middle managers occupy an intermediary position within
the organisational hierarchy. They are subordinated to a political
committee or board responsible for education, while simultaneously
acting as superordinates to principals (see Paulsen et al. 2014). In this
respect, their role resembles that of chief education officers. However,
middle managers are neither chief officers nor street-level bureaucrats;
rather, they constitute a distinct organisational layer situated between
these roles. The empirical material indicates that middle managers may,
in certain situations, assume responsibilities akin to those of chief officers,
exercising considerable autonomy and power. In other cases, however,
their exercise of autonomy and power more closely resembles that of
street-level bureaucrats. This duality is significant, not least because
research suggests that managers and street-level bureaucrats tend to
prioritise differently (Lipsky 2010).

Second, in the course of this research, it has become evident that middle
managers function as superordinates. Where a single chief education
officer is responsible for a large number of principals, sustained direct
supervision becomes difficult. The introduction of middle managers as an
intermediary layer helps to address this challenge by creating more
manageable spans of control and by enhancing principals’ access to
support. It has also been emphasised that, from a work environment
perspective, this arrangement is important, as it is not feasible for a single
superordinate to assume responsibility for an excessively large number of
subordinates.

Third, middle managers often function as the primary point of contact for
principals. Compared to chief education officers, they are better
positioned to provide day-to-day leadership, and principals typically face
a lower threshold when initiating contact. During data collection, it was
noted that this arrangement enables chief education officers to prioritise
more strategic responsibilities. At the same time, the empirical material
suggests that the introduction of an additional organisational layer may
slow the flow of information. From this perspective, maintaining direct
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contact between chief education officers and principals could strengthen
the relationship between principals and the political committee.

Fourth, middle managers serve as important organisational links. In my
empirical material, they are described as strengthening the relationship
between the local education administration and school principals.
Without such an intermediary layer, the connection between
administration and schools appears at risk of weakening. Moreover, my
data indicate that, because middle managers maintain more frequent
contact with principals than chief education officers typically can, they are
better positioned to represent principals’ perspectives within the
administration and to fulfil key interpersonal functions.

Fifth, middle managers can function as organisational anchors. The
findings of this study show that their close familiarity with individual
school units enables issues to be developed in greater depth before
reaching higher levels of administration. In doing so, they provide richer
contextualisation to matters that might otherwise appear superficial,
thereby helping to ensure that decisions rest on a more robust foundation.

Sixth, middle managers often develop specialist expertise. The findings
indicate that they tend to cultivate expertise within particular sectors or
areas, expertise that chief education officers, with broader
responsibilities, cannot reasonably acquire to the same extent. Similarly,
second-tier middle managers may possess more detailed knowledge of
individual schools than first-tier middle managers. This differentiation
contributes to a more nuanced and context-sensitive understanding
within the local education administration.

Seventh, middle managers may act as custodians of key responsibilities.
The empirical material in this study indicates that they can function as
safeguards for equity by facilitating coordination among principals. In
their absence, coordination appears likely to weaken, as some principals
may collaborate while others operate more independently, potentially
resulting in uneven governance. However, the extent to which middle
managers actually promote equity remains uncertain. They may even, in
some cases, reinforce disparities across geographical areas or between
different types of schools. In this respect, an increased number of actors
involved in governance may risk undermining coherence — echoing the
old adage that too many cooks spoil the broth. By contrast, a single chief
education officer could, at least in principle, ensure a more uniform
approach to governance.

Taken together, these findings suggest that it is not meaningful to speak
of a single, clearly defined middle manager role. Rather, the role is shaped
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by institutional structures, expectations, and contextual conditions.
Middle managers may, at times, hold substantial autonomy and exercise
significant power, or the reverse. They may also possess autonomy
without corresponding power, or vice versa. Furthermore, the role is
influenced by the presence or absence of state regulation. Unless middle
managers have been formally assigned the role of skolchef, they are not
bound by the Education Act. If the middle manager position were
regulated by the Education Act (The Swedish Code of Statutes 2010:800),
their mission would likely become clearer. However, such regulation
might also reduce organisational flexibility.

Finally, the roles that middle managers play, and the extent to which they
can exercise them, depend on organisational acceptance. Unless members
of an organisation perceive a given arrangement as legitimate, the exercise
of power is unlikely to be accepted or respected (Grimm, Norqvist and
Roos 2021). Given the strong mandate held by principals, gaining their
acceptance is particularly important. In line with Avelino (2021), the
empowerment of one group of actors inevitably constrains others. Middle
managers, therefore, face significant challenges in attempting to govern
principals, whose position is both strong and clearly defined. My results
seem to align with what Tyskbo and Styhre (2023) note, namely that when
middle managers are perceived as operating alongside rather than above
their followers, the hierarchical chain of command is disrupted, and the
boundary between leaders and followers becomes blurred. Principals,
who are legally responsible for internal organisation, may perceive
themselves as powerful, sometimes even more so than middle managers,
despite the latter’s formal hierarchical superiority. As shown in this thesis,
chief education officers occasionally report that middle managers struggle
to exercise strong leadership. Consequently, middle managers in local
education administrations may face cross-pressure (see Moe 1987), as the
expectations of chief education officers can clash with the views of
powerful subordinate principals, whose position is reinforced by state
regulation. Although this relationship formally reflects a superordinate-
subordinate structure, the subordinate principal constitutes a particularly
powerful actor. Swedish principals also experience less oversight from
regional and local government levels than their Norwegian counterparts
(Nordholm et al. 2024). Rather than facing uncertainty (see Finkelstein
and Peteraf 2007), principals benefit from a strong statutory mandate
under the Education Act (The Swedish Code of Statutes 2010:800),
particularly regarding internal organisation, which may complicate the
work of middle managers.
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How Institutional Structures and Norms Shape
Middle Managers’ Perceived Autonomy and Power

In this section, I discuss how institutional structures and norms shape
middle managers’ perceived autonomy and power. The four local
education administrations analysed in this study, together with the actors
within them, exhibit distinct organisational structures, expectations, and
normative frameworks. Differences in organisational structures afford
middle managers varying degrees of autonomy and power. In this thesis,
I have shown that the problem under investigation requires both
regulative and normative perspectives. Structural factors alone are
insufficient to account for the differences observed in organising.
Moreover, if middle managers conform to the expectations formed within
the institution, the institution remains intact, even fortified (see Lawrence
and Buchanan 2017). At the same time, the distinctive institutional norms
of local governments guide actors in different directions, thereby
increasing variation between local governments. The findings mirror
Leach and Lowndes' (2007) understanding that institutions shape what
actors perceive as possible and desirable.

The behaviours and expectations of chief education officers influence
middle managers’ perceived autonomy. Previous research has shown that
actors in public administration are expected to act in accordance with the
expectations associated with the position of government officer (Peters,
Erkkila and Maravic 2016). Moreover, Huang and Villadsen (2023)
demonstrate that officers play a significant role in shaping structures that
facilitate and control workflow. The present study indicates that this also
includes norm-setting. Prevailing norms sometimes enhance middle
managers’ power in their relationships with principals. Conversely,
despite their formally superordinate position, some middle managers’
own interpretations of their roles may constrain their exercise of power.

I have also shown that chief education officers adjust their behaviour over
time, occasionally granting more autonomy and at other times restricting
it, thereby altering middle managers’ roles (revisit Figure 3, where the
space between position and role may expand or contract). Middle
managers possess more detailed knowledge of their areas, which may
work in their favour, as complexity often contributes to expanded
autonomy (Finkelstein and Peteraf 2007).

What distinguishes middle managers is their embedded position as
intermediaries within the local education system. They are somewhat
removed from both the holders of formal power, such as local councillors,
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and actors at the frontline, namely, pupils and children. Although not
directly exposed to these pressures, achieving their objectives requires
skill in coalition-building. As this thesis shows, middle managers are not
always superordinate to other managers within the education
administration, whether formally or informally, and must therefore rely
on cooperation to carry out their work; without it, their capacity to act is
limited.

In my study, it has become evident that relationships between actors
shape the conditions under which middle managers operate. One
illustrative example from the empirical material is the relationship
between the chair of the education committee and the chief education
officer, which appears to exert influence on middle managers’ work within
local government. Notably, this is a relationship in which middle
managers are not directly involved; thus, it demonstrates how
relationships external to their immediate sphere nevertheless affect their
conditions. This case exemplifies a relationship between superordinates.
What is particularly significant here is that it involves both a senior
political representative and the highest-ranking officer in the
administration; it is therefore not merely any organisational relationship,
but one situated at the intersection of politics and administration. Middle
managers often lack direct and close interaction with the political branch,
yet this example clearly illustrates how such political-administrative
dynamics shape their work. It also underscores that local education
administration constitutes a politically governed institutional context, as
distinct from independent education organisers.

The various contexts are accompanied by expectations rooted in
institutional norms. From a sociological institutionalist perspective,
institutions are understood to influence not only individuals’ strategic
calculations but also their preferences and identities (DiMaggio and
Powell, 1991, Hall and Taylor, 1996). The findings in this thesis
corroborate this theoretical claim. Notably, norms and perceptions of
appropriateness differ across local education administrations: an action
considered appropriate in one context may be regarded as inappropriate
in another, depending on the position and expectations involved.
Furthermore, it seems that finding one's place and not straying too far
from the institutional frameworks, position, and expectations is crucial.
The observed behaviours are consistent with Lukes’ (1974) concept of the
third face of power, whereby power is exercised over others by influencing,
shaping or determining wants. These findings also resonate with previous
research on chief education officers, which shows that their work varies
by context, culture, and politics (Johansson and Nihlfors 2014), and that
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leadership is shaped by interactions and relationships within certain
contexts (Bredeson, Klar and Johansson 2011).

I have demonstrated that tensions and problems are likely to emerge
when a formal position, the expectations associated with it, and the
middle manager’s own perception of the role become misaligned. This is
particularly the case when the misalignment exceeds what institutional
norms permit. Within the context of local education governance, it is
unsustainable for middle managers to neither adhere to the expectations
associated with their formal position nor align with prevailing local
institutional norms. While deviation from one of these dimensions may,
in certain circumstances, be manageable, disengagement from both
simultaneously is not viable. Under such conditions, colleagues' capacity
to exercise governance becomes severely constrained, approaching
impracticability. Consequently, as actors embedded within a broader
institutional system, middle managers must remain attentive to
prevailing norms when exercising their roles. In some instances, middle
managers have extended their autonomy beyond what is considered
legitimate within their institutional context, leading to consequences such
as dismissal.

Contribution

In this concluding discussion, I have so far outlined what I have learned
in seeking answers to the research questions. Drawing on findings related
to organising and middle managers’ perceived autonomy and power, I
contribute a piece to the puzzle concerning the roles they play within the
Swedish education governance system. This contribution is grounded in
the assumption illustrated in Figure 3 (reproduced below as Figure 6),
which highlights the relationship between an actor’s formal position and
the role they play.
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Figure 6. Reiterating the operationalisation of concepts for analysis: The
relationship between an actor's position and role

The Swedish state cannot maintain comprehensive oversight of how local
governments organise education, as these arrangements are subject to
continual change across localities. Moreover, given variation in municipal
preconditions, local governments must be afforded the flexibility to
organise in ways that reflect their specific contexts and needs. In other
words, the state cannot always keep up-to-date knowledge of how local
governments organise to govern education. Not only do organisational
forms differ, but variations in norms and organisational cultures further
complicate efforts to monitor what is actually occurring in practice.

As discussed earlier in this thesis, the Swedish state has sought, through
regulation, to reassert control over the governance of education. However,
the absence of regulation concerning middle managers may create a
potential loophole. This could be exploited by local governments to
circumvent state intentions, but it may also represent an area that the
state could seek to regulate more explicitly.

This raises a number of questions: Would it be possible, and desirable, to
regulate middle managers in such a way that only certain positions with
specified responsibilities are permitted? Who would benefit from such
regulation? Could the number of hierarchical layers of middle managers
be limited, and would this be advantageous — and if so, for whom? Might
it also be feasible, and desirable, to restrict the tasks that can be delegated
to them? Again, who would stand to benefit? Relatedly, there is currently
a proposal to introduce eligibility requirements for skolchefer (in the form
of a higher education diploma) into the Education Act (Swedish
Government Official Reports 2026:4).
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On the basis of this thesis, these questions may, in principle, be answered
in the affirmative. However, a further issue is whether such measures
would result in substantive changes in practice. While the state may seek
to strengthen its steering capacity, it risks missing its intended target, as
local governments retain autonomy and power to effectively reposition
that target.

Preventing middle managers from serving as skolchefer may, however,
prove impractical. In some cases, the chief education officer may be the
one most suitable to assume the role of skolchef. Yet, in this thesis, I have
demonstrated that middle managers may possess more specialised
knowledge of education, particularly within specific school forms, and
could therefore be better suited to assume responsibilities associated with
this role.

What distinguishes middle managers from skolchefer and principals is
that, unless they have been formally assigned the role of skolchef, they are
local officers without a direct legal mandate from the Swedish state. As
demonstrated in this thesis, they exercise varying degrees of autonomy
and power, and do so in different ways. This lack of national regulation
may be problematic. In the absence of such regulation, middle managers
lack clear guidance regarding expectations, and there are limited means
to ensure that they act in accordance with them. Furthermore, the
existence of 290 local governments, effectively 290 institutional contexts,
alongside independent providers, further compounds this complexity.

The actions of local education officers influence how both state and
municipal governance are realised in practice. When middle managers act
independently, and thus diverge from intended governance, they may
either weaken or reshape its effects; whether this is beneficial or
problematic depends on how autonomy and power are exercised. This
phenomenon is not unique to middle managers. Previous research shows
that chief education officers and principals may deviate from formal
procedures in order to respond more effectively to local needs (Hall,
Gunnulfsen and Jensen 2024).

At the same time, it is possible that middle managers who also serve as
skolchef may be more inclined to comply with legal requirements. In such
cases, state governance may, in fact, benefit from the role of middle
managers.

As outlined in this concluding discussion, middle managers may assume
a range of roles, including acting as superordinates to principals, serving
as principals’ immediate points of contact, and functioning as
organisational links, anchors, experts, or custodians of key
responsibilities. As discussed, how these roles are exercised has important

76



implications. Viewed from a broader education governance perspective,
the practices of middle managers in these roles ultimately form part of
how education governance is conducted. The unregulated and
unspecified, yet influential, middle managers problematised, analysed,
and discussed in this thesis therefore merit further attention.

Further Research

During the process of thesis writing, other adjacent areas worthy of study
naturally emerge. While not all can be incorporated into a single thesis,
they can serve as avenues for future research. I have focused on school
form and school area managers. A shift in focus could enhance our
knowledge and understanding of the autonomy and power of other middle
managers in local education administrations, such as HR managers,
economy managers, and IT managers. Additionally, the managers in this
study operate within public administration. Future research would benefit
from examining the organisation within independent entities and the
perceived autonomy and power of middle managers affiliated with
independent education organisers. As previously described, being a public
officer entails different prerequisites compared to managers outside the
public sector (Bergstrom and Eklund 2019). A public officer must be loyal
to the state or society (Downs 1967), adhere to specific rules (@Ostergaard
Moller and Olofsdotter Stenséta 2019) and uphold democratic values
(Lundquist 2014). The perceived autonomy and power of managers
appointed by independent organisers could differ. Managers employed by
independent education organisers are required to adhere to the same
policy documents and their underlying values, while simultaneously
responding to the requirements, expectations, and potentially distinct
value frameworks of the organiser. This invites further inquiry into how
the middle manager role is shaped when different sets of demands create
administrative tension.

Future research would also benefit from exploring other sectors. In this
study, I have focused on Swedish local education administrations;
similarly, it would be valuable to gain knowledge and understanding of
other local government administrations, sectors subject to state
governance but primarily under local responsibility. These are contexts in
which competences are shared and where local autonomy remains
relatively extensive. Given that a middle administrative layer exists across
sectors, an important question is whether similar challenges can be
observed elsewhere or whether distinct challenges emerge in these
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contexts. As chief education officer Alice emphasises, the education sector
appears to entail particular challenges:

I reflect on how the distribution of power looks [...] I have been a middle
manager at all levels within the state and at the highest level in local
government, but I have never encountered a challenge comparable to
that posed by the Education Act.

This observation invites further empirical scrutiny. In other sectors,
middle managers may not operate within environments structured by
such a comprehensive and detailed regulatory framework as the
Education Act (The Swedish Code of Statutes 2010:800). This difference
may, in turn, shape their opportunities to exercise autonomy and power.

Another possibility would be to compare education organising across
administrations in the Nordic countries or to examine the perceived
autonomy and power of local education officers in other Nordic countries.
Is their autonomy conditioned in the same manner as that of Swedish
middle managers? Are norms equally significant in their exercise of
power? While this thesis provides intermittent Nordic outlooks, the
complexities involved in undertaking such a comparison systematically
should not be underestimated. Education systems are, by their very
nature, deeply political institutions.

The suggestions made thus far are all examples of how the scope of this
thesis could be broadened. An alternative approach would be to engage
more deeply with existing research, building on established findings to
generate further insights. Also, the local governments examined could be
subjected to further scrutiny over time. Additionally, rather than solely
focusing on the perceptions of actors, greater attention could be given to
their practical actions through observations and the study of
documentation. In this thesis, I employ a combination of new
institutionalist approaches to guide the study. Given the diversity of such
approaches to public administration, another option might be to conduct
sequential studies, adapting one approach at a time, to better discern their
unique contributions. By way of conclusion, however, I remain convinced
that unregulated and unspecified positions and roles in public
administration should, first and foremost, be objects of empirical study.
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Appendices

This summary chapter includes five appendices: an interview guide for
informant interviews, an email sent to chief education officers, a missive,
a consent form for participation, and a form relating to GDPR. The

interview guide used for the longer interviews is available in the third
article.
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Appendix 1: Interview Guide for Informant
Interviews

The interview guide was utilised to gather data for the article Kommunal
organisering av utbildningsforvaltningar pd 290 olika sdtt? This guide
represents one of 21 similar guides. The questions were posed in Swedish
but have been translated into English.

Description

e My name is Linn Antonsson, and I am a PhD student in political
science at Umea University.

e Iam calling because I am interested in how education is
structured in various local governments, mainly how education
administrations are structured and what officers work there.

Questions

e Ask if the information I have is correct. Do you have an education
committee and an education administration?

e Are there more areas assembled within the administration
besides education?

¢ From what I understand, there is a division within the
administration into subdivisions. What does it look like?

e Does the chief education officer hold the skolchef role?
Is there an assistant chief education officer?

e What other managers are there in the administration or among
those working closely with the administration?

e How many layers of managers are there within the
administration?

Other

e Note if there is something that stands out.
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Appendix 2: Email Request for Participation

As outlined in the section on ethical considerations, the chief education
officers in the four local governments were approached with a request to
participate in the study. Participation involved not only the officers
themselves, but also required their permission to contact middle
managers and principals within the municipality. The following email was
sent to one of the chief education officers; similar messages were sent to
the other three. The email was sent in Swedish but has been translated
into English.

Subject line: Participation in a research project on middle managers in
local education administrations

Dear [Name],

My name is Linn Antonsson, and I am a PhD student at Ume& University.
I am writing to request your participation in a research project focusing
on middle managers in local education administrations.

The study forms part of my doctoral thesis and aims to contribute to the
understanding of middle managers in local education administrations.
While there is substantial research on skolchefer as well as on principals’
leadership and headship, there remains a notable gap concerning the
officers who operate between chief education officers and principals.
These individuals play a crucial role in addressing core educational
concerns. My objective is to describe and understand their leadership and
headship, and to explore how their roles vary across different local
education administrations.

I plan to conduct interviews with middle managers, as well as with chief
education officers and principals, in order to gain a comprehensive
understanding of the functions and roles of middle managers. I am
reaching out to you specifically because, following an overview of
organising in approximately 20 Swedish local education administrations,
[Municipality] stood out as particularly interesting for further
investigation.

Participation involves a one-on-one interview lasting approximately 60 to
90 minutes. I will arrange the appointments and, for practical reasons,
aim to schedule all interviews within the same week. However, if the
proposed week is not suitable, there is the option to participate via Zoom.
I am available to visit [Municipality] during week 17 (24—28 April) or week
21 (22—26 May).
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If you have any questions or queries, please feel free to contact either me
or my supervisor (contact details below). Participation is entirely
voluntary.

For more information, see the attached missive.

Kind regards,
Linn Antonsson, PhD student in Political Science
Katarina Roos, main supervisor and supervising researcher

Contact details

linn.antonsson@umu.se and 090-786 71 30
katarina.roos@umu.se and 090-786 95 43
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Appendix 3: Missive

All interviewees, as well as some individuals who declined to participate,
received a letter containing an invitation to take part in the project, along
with information about the project and what participation entails. This
letter is included in Appendix 4. The original version was written in
Swedish and has been translated into English.

Missive
I would like to invite you to take part in a research project. This document
outlines the details of the project and explains what participation involves.

Information on the Project and Participation

While substantial research exists on skolchefers and principals’ leadership
and headship, a significant gap remains regarding other officers within
Sweden’s local education administrations. This study aims to explore
governance in Swedish local education administrations, focusing on the
role and influence of middle managers.

In this study, a middle manager is defined as a position on the
organisational chart situated below the chief education officer and
oriented towards working with principals. This includes, for example,
school form managers or school area managers.

In addition to interviewing middle managers in your municipality, the
chief education officer and several principals will also be interviewed. The
purpose of speaking with middle managers is to gain insight into how they
themselves perceive their role. Meanwhile, the interviews with the chief
education officer and principals aim to explore their perceptions on the
role of middle managers. Another key area of interest is identifying the
factors that enable middle managers to influence the governance of
schools.

You are invited to participate in this project in your capacity as a chief
education officer, middle manager, or principal affiliated with the local
education administration in [Municipality]. The chief education officer in
your administration has been informed about the study and is aware that
I am contacting a selection of middle managers and principals to request
their participation in an interview.

The principal institution for this project is Umea University. In this
context, the term "principal’ refers to the organisation responsible for the
project.
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Mode of Procedure

Participation involves a single interview lasting approximately 60
minutes. The duration may be shorter or a bit longer, but it will not exceed
90 minutes.

In connection with the study, you will be asked to complete a consent form
for participation, as well as a separate form for the processing of personal
data. Both forms are attached for your reference; however, formal
signatures can be provided at the time of the interview. I will bring printed
copies with me.

Possible Consequences and Risks of Participation
Participation in the study is not expected to involve any risks.

Collected Data
The project will collect and register information about you.

The purpose of the interview is to speak with you in your professional
capacity as a chief education officer, middle manager, or principal, not in
a private capacity. However, some personal data will be collected,
including your name, place of work, and email address. This information
is gathered for practical purposes, such as enabling me to contact you with
follow-up questions if necessary. Personal data will not be published in
any academic articles or the thesis.

Data will be collected through interviews with chief education officers,
middle managers, and principals working within local education
administrations in several municipalities. During the interviews, notes
will be taken and the conversation will be recorded as an audio file. If the
audio files are sent to a third party for transcription, they will be de-
identified beforehand.

Personal data, audio recordings, and interview transcripts will be handled
in accordance with GDPR. Data will be stored using Umeda University’s
tool ‘Protected documents’, to which only authorised individuals will have
access. Interviews will be coded, and the code lists will also be stored
within ‘Protected Documents’. Audio files will be stored on an external
hard drive. The interviews and audio recordings constitute primary
research material. This material will be archived for a minimum of ten
years, after which it may be securely disposed of unless deemed to be of
particular value or significant public interest.

Your responses and results will be handled in such a way that no
unauthorised person will have access to them.



Umea University is responsible for the processing of your personal data.
Under the EU General Data Protection Regulation, you have the right to
access, free of charge, any personal data about you that is processed as
part of this project. You also have the right to request correction of any
inaccuracies. In addition, you may request that your data be deleted or
that the processing of your personal data be restricted. However, the right
to deletion and restriction does not apply if the data are necessary for
conducting the research. If you wish to access your personal data, please
contact Linn Antonsson (linn.antonsson@umu.se and 090-786 71 30).
The Data Protection Officer can be reached at pulo@umu.se. If you are
dissatisfied with the processing of your personal data, you have the right
to lodge a complaint with the Swedish Authority for Privacy Protection,
which operates as the supervisory authority.

The Result of the Project

You will have the opportunity to access the results of the project through
the forthcoming doctoral thesis and scientific articles. However, you will
not be able to access your individual data, as participants in the interviews
will not be identified in the publications.

Compensation

No financial compensation will be provided for participation.

Voluntary Participation

Your participation is entirely voluntary, and you may choose to withdraw
from the study at any time. You are not required to provide a reason for
choosing not to participate or for withdrawing.

If you wish to withdraw, kindly reach out to the individual responsible for
the project.

Responsible for the Project

PhD student: Linn Antonsson
Supervising researcher: Katarina Roos, main supervisor

Place of work: The Department of Political Science and Centre for
Principal Development, Umea University.

Contact details
linn.antonsson@umu.se and 090-786 71 30
katarina.roos@umu.se and 090-786 95 43
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Appendix 4: Consent to Participate in the Project

All interviewees were asked to complete a consent form to confirm their
willingness to participate in the project. The original form was written in
Swedish and has been translated into English.

Consent to Participate in the Project

I have received oral and/or written information about the study and have
had the opportunity to ask questions. I am entitled to keep the written
information.

e Iconsentto participate in the project Governance in Swedish Local
Education Administrations: The Autonomy and Influence of
Middle Managers

Place and date Signature

Printed name
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Appendix 5: Consent to the Processing of Personal
Data

All interviewees were asked to complete a consent form confirming their
agreement to the processing of their personal data. The original form was
written in Swedish and has been translated into English.

Consent to the Processing of Personal Data

I have received written information about the storage of personal data!s
and have had the opportunity to ask questions. I am entitled to keep the
written information.

e I consent to Umea University processing my personal data in
accordance with current data protection legislation (GDPR) and
the information provided.

Place and date Signature

Printed name

13 The information is provided in the missive.
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