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Titel
The Roles of Swedish Local Middle Managers: Autonomy and Power in a Decentralised
Education System

Sammanfattning
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; Ståhlkrantz 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.
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