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COORDINATING academics is often said to be like herding cats. As a student of public
administration, my first question as I began organizing this project was “how would
Weber have done this?” I was lucky enough to persuade ten colleagues to be editors of
the ten sections. Their commitment to the project has been a definite condition for its
success. I simply could not have done it without them.

A project of the magnitude of a Handbook involves a very large number of people,
each of whom is integral to its success. The list of contributors includes fifty individu-
als. Although they are all busy people, none declined the invitation to join the project. I
was impressed by the collegiality and professionalism with which the contributors and
Section Editors went about preparing their contributions, with Section workshops over
weekends or other meetings to get everything right.

At Oxford University Press, Dominic Byatt’s contagious enthusiasm and support have
been a major source of inspiration. Olivia Wells has sorted out numerous tricky issues
related to texts, tables, and figures; Saipriya Kannan has skillfully managed the project;
and Jess Smith has done an excellent job copyediting the entire text. My sincere thanks
to you all.

Gothenburg, June 2015
Jon Pierre
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INTRODUCTION
The Decline of Swedish Exceptionalism?

......................................................................................................

JON PIERRE

THis Handbook represents the outcome of an extensive research effort across the
Swedish political science community.! Early drafts of the chapters have been discussed
at numerous meetings and seminars. The assignment struck many of us as daunting. We
were trained to select cases for study based on theoretical analysis and to strive for com-
parison whenever possible. This project urged us to do exactly the opposite; to take case
selection as “a given”—a case we are extremely familiar with—and to write chapters that
helped make sense of that case to an international audience.

An initial step in that process has been to gauge the images of Sweden that the inter-
national audience of the book will have to engage. If asked to identify the features of
Swedish politics and society that stand out in an international comparison, most casual
observers of Swedish politics over the past several decades would probably mention the
dominance of social democracy; full employment achieved in part through a “historical
compromise” between capital and labor; a universal and generous welfare state redis-
tributing income and creating an exceptionally high level of equality while maintain-
ing international competitiveness; an active foreign policy defined by non-alliance and
international solidarity; exceptional levels of institutional and social trust; and a high
level of political mobilization defined primarily by social class. Some would also prob-
ably add consensualism, rationality, high taxes, and a big public sector to the list. This
portrait has been painted many times, sometimes with admiration and sometimes with
a cautionary finger raised (see, for instance, Childs 1936; Elder, Thomas, and Arter 1983;
Heclo 1974; Huntford 1971; Rustow 1957). To be sure, it is an intriguing image of a small,
industrialized country harnessing resources across its society to provide equal oppor-
tunity and well-being for all—and doing so in a consensual, rational, and deliberated
fashion.

This is a logical, coherent, and almost a tad romantic storyline of a country building
its wealth on industry and dispersing the fruits of its capitalism among all constituencies
in society. There is only one problem with this account of Swedish politics: it reflects, at
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best, times past when Sweden, according to some observers, stood out as an economic,
political, and social success story in any international comparison. As Bo Rothstein, one
of the contributors to this Handbook, recently argued, “the days of Swedish exceptional-
ism are over” (Rothstein 2014). Social democracy is weakened, inequality is increasing,
and taxes and public spending are more or less at par with most comparable countries.
Furthermore, Sweden as a member of the European Union has surrendered significant
parts of its sovereignty to a transnational institution; electoral behavior is decreasingly
explained by social class; and although difficult to measure, consensualism appears less
distinctive today compared to a few decades ago.

These profound changes in Swedish politics raise a series of questions with relevance
far beyond the Swedish case. To what extent are these developments outcomes of global
forces, structural changes in the Swedish economy, or of domestic policy choice (for
Sweden, see Pierre 2013; Steinmo 2012)? How can we understand political change and
political mobilization against the backdrop of society’s evolving into a postindustrial
economy? To what degree has the growing international embeddedness, de jure or de
facto, rendered policy objectives such as non-alliance and neutrality moot?

This Handbook is intended to serve a multitude of purposes. It presents state-of-
the-art accounts of all significant aspects of Swedish politics, institutional changes,
political decision-making, foreign affairs, and political behavior. The contributors also
share an ambition to review the Swedish case in a conceptual and theoretical context
and to provide not a case-based but a theoretical account of the trajectory of change
we observe in Swedish politics, broadly defined. Not least important, perhaps, the
Handbook aims to introduce the Swedish political case to an international audience of
scholars and practitioners to be considered either in its own right or as a case among
others in a comparative perspective.

Finally, these developments raise the question of what remains distinctive about
Swedish politics. As the chapters in this Handbook will argue, although Sweden stands
outless today than it did a few decades ago, the case it presents still attracts large numbers
of social scientists who are interested in a variety of issues, such as the transformation of
the Swedish welfare state, its changing political economy, or developments in regional or
local governments. While it is true that Sweden is less exceptional today compared to a
few decades ago, there are still core features of Swedish politics and administration that
make it a case well worthy of study. Given the deep institutionalization of welfare state
politics, social justice, impartiality and legal security of public administration, and other
fundamental societal values, changes in public policy and institutional arrangements
must be understood against the backdrop of those normative structures. Obviously,
these issues will be discussed in detail throughout the Handbook.

THE HISTORICAL BACKDROP

Once the texts in this Handbook have dispelled the common myths and stereotypes
about Swedish politics and society, pervasive and often politically charged as they may
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be, the reader will discover that Swedish politics is situated in a society undergoing
rapid and profound transformation. A small country (the population in early 2015 is just
below ten million; population density is about 22 people per square kilometer) situated
in northern Europe, Sweden developed into an industrial economy in the nineteenth
century. Along with industrial products, Sweden has long been an exporter of iron ore,
paper and pulp, and wood.

Industry soon became the economic backbone of the country. With the coming of
industry, urbanization followed, along with the emergence of the labor movement.
Democratization in Sweden was, comparatively speaking, late but swift once it got
underway, facilitated by liberalism, national unity, and legality. Perhaps most impor-
tantly, democratization was propelled by the growth and mobilization of the working
and lower middle classes opting for a reformist rather than a revolutionary strategy and
the Conservatives’ belief that accommodation rather than confrontation was the bet-
ter strategy as it would facilitate a smooth transition toward democracy. This is not to
suggest that democratization, i.e. extending the suffrage, was an altogether consensual
process. There was deep, potential conflict between the disenfranchised working class
and lower middle class on the one hand and the landowning aristocracy, the senior civil
servants, and the economic elite on the other. What is consensual is rather the absence
of manifest conflict (Rustow 1971).

With universal male (1909) and female (1921) suffrage in place and a parliamen-
tary model of government de facto established in 1918, Sweden had built a framework
for democratic governance. The King was increasingly detached from the exercise of
political leadership; he remained head of state and led the process of government for-
mation after general elections but other than that played mainly ceremonial roles. It
is noteworthy that all these developments—extending the franchise, introducing par-
liamentary government, and removing the monarch from all offices of any political
consequence—were undertaken without any significant constitutional reform. It was
not until 1974 that a new constitution came into force—a reform which in large parts
corroborated institutional and political developments that had taken place since the
previous reform (see Section 2).

The first half of the twentieth century saw a dramatic expansion of Sweden’s indus-
try (see Lewin and Lindvall and also Calmfors, this volume). Given the small domestic
market, bigger industries had to explore international markets in order to generate an
economy of scale and competitive prices. As what Katzenstein (1985) calls a “price taker”
rather than a “price maker,” the Swedish economy and its key corporate players had little
choice but to implement a wage development that ensured international competitiveness
while compensating the domestic labor force for its exposure to overseas competition.

More broadly, the combination of high trade dependency, a growing public sec-
tor, and strong unions created a rather peculiar model of political economy where the
state, unions, and employers all had a stake in the accommodation of interests while
at the same time thinking creatively about how to balance their interests against the
more long-term development of the economy (Milner and Wadensj6 2001; see Sections
9 and 10). With growing public sector employment that was set on a different wage
trajectory than that of private industry, economic policy and wage bargaining had to
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accommodate significant differences in wage levels and development between these two
segments of the labor force (Krantz 2008).

Politically, the first two decades of the twentieth century were characterized by relatively
short-lived and unstable minority governments (see Moller 2011). Following the 1932 gen-
eral elections, however, the Social Democrats ascended to power—a position they would
not surrender until 1976 (except for a three-month Agrarian Party government in the sum-
mer of 1936). Although this government was yet another minority government, the Social
Democrats successfully embarked on a radical new political agenda to attack soaring
unemployment, modernize economic policy, and address the need for social reform. The
Social Democrats governed in coalition with the Agrarians from 1936—9 and againin 19517
and led a war cabinet from 1939-45. Amazingly, during the party’s 44 years in power it con-
trolled a majority of its own in the Riksdag only between 1968 and 1970. The remainder of
its long tenure in office was secured either by coalition partners or by some other form of
collaborative arrangement with one or two parties. Table 1.1 presents the composition of
governments in Sweden from 1945 onwards (see also Back and Bergman, this volume).

Thus, Sweden from the 1880s or so onwards witnessed two parallel trajectories which
reshaped and modernized the country. One was industrialization and urbanization and

Table 1.1 Governments in Sweden, 1945-2014

Year Prime Minister Party (parties) in government

1945-6 Per Albin Hansson Social Democrats

1946-51 Tage Erlander Social Democrats

1951-7 Tage Erlander Social Democrats and Agrarian Party

1957-69 Tage Erlander Social Democrats

1969-76 Olof Palme Social Democrats

1976-8 Thorbjorn Falldin Moderates, Center Party, and Liberals

1978-9 Ola Ullsten Liberal

1979-81 Thorbjorn Falldin Moderates, Center Party, and Liberals

1981-2 Thorbjérn Falldin Center Party and Liberals

1982-6 Olof Palme Social Democrats

1986-91 Ingvar Carlsson Social Democrats

1991-4 Carl Bildt Moderates, Christian Democrats,
Center Party, and Liberals

1994-6 Ingvar Carlsson Social Democrats

1996-2006 Goran Persson Social Democrats

2006-14 Fredrik Reinfeldt Moderates, Center Party, Christian
Democrats, and Liberals

2014- Stefan Léfven Social Democrats and Greens
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the consolidation of a capitalist economy; the other was the consolidation of democratic
government and the mobilization of social class. These two processes soon became
closely linked. In the politically radical early post-Second World War years, nationaliza-
tion of industry was part of the labor movement’s “postwar program” but never made its
way onto the government’s agenda. Instead, what appears to have evolved was a “histori-
cal compromise” between capital and labor. In this compromise, the Social Democrats
recognized private industry’s need to make a profit and agreed not to seek to change the
structure of ownership in Swedish industry. Industrialists, in return, acknowledged that
there would be a transfer of wealth from corporations and high-income earners to a uni-
versal welfare state (Magnusson 2000).2

The compromise was more a way of accommodating differences than resolving them.
The conflict between left and right—that is to say between labor and capital—has been
a defining feature of Swedish politics for the past century. It was not until fairly recently
that other dimensions, such as the “green vs growth” dimension, have become salient in
shaping electoral behavior (see Section 4).

This very brief account of the historical trajectory of democratization and economic
modernization brings us into the present history. In addition, many of the chapters in
this Handbook, with obvious variation, provide brief historical accounts in their respec-
tive fields of study.

SWEDISH EXCEPTIONALISM?

We will now briefly further discuss the decline of exceptionalism thesis by way of intro-
ducing issues which will be addressed in detail in the subsequent sections in order to see
to what extent and in which specific areas Swedish politics still stands out as exceptional.
Is there still a distinct Swedish policy “style” (see Richardson 1982)? Does the welfare
state, despite cutbacks and marketization, still provide more comprehensive and gener-
ous social security than other comparable countries? Are there any distinctive features
of the party systems and political involvement?

Welfare State Politics

In the welfare state sector—perhaps the most obvious defining feature of Sweden from
an international perspective—it is not difficult to see that there has been a decline in
Sweden’s exceptionalism. Sweden’s performance on several key welfare measures is
down; among comparable countries Sweden now ranks twelfth in terms of poverty
rate (Eurostat Online Database 2013); tenth in NEET rate (Neither in Education nor
Employed; Eurostat Online Database 2013); sixth in Gini coeflicient (Eurostat Online
Database 2013); ninth in life expectancy (World Bank 2012), and fifth in preventing
infant mortality (World Bank 2012). So, overall Sweden’s performance in these areas
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could be regarded as good but not great, or perhaps great but not exceptional. Much
obviously depends on which benchmark you use. If we use the Scandinavian countries
and the Netherlands as a benchmark, it is clear that Sweden today has a less generous
and successful welfare state. That said, Sweden comes top in terms of gender equality
in parliament. Also, since the 2014 elections, the Social Democrat and Green coalition
has comprised 50 percent female cabinet members—to our best knowledge an unprec-
edented achievement.

Constitutional Design

In constitutional design, as Shirin Ahlback Oberg points out in her Introduction to
Section 2, Sweden presents an intriguing case of extensive reform of the modus operandi
of its democratic system, including introducing universal suffrage and parliamentary
government without any formal changes in the constitutional framework. Dankwart
Rustow (1971: 15) suggests that Swedes have a “deepseated devotion to legal rules”
While that may or may not be the case, Swedes apparently also master the art of taking
advantage of the elasticity in constitutional rules (see Ahlbidck Oberg, Introduction to
Section 2).

If there are any exceptional features related to Swedens constitutional design, it
should probably be the early (eighteenth-century) formalization of freedom of infor-
mation and the idea that all government documents are public. When Sweden joined
the EU in 1995, there were concerns voiced that Sweden would have to surrender some
of that freedom in order to harmonize with the Union. The Swedish response was to
argue that one of its missions in the EU should be to increase transparency and open
government—a mission that is yet to be fulfilled. In fact, Sweden in 2014 had to accept
the EU’s liberalization of the rules exempting documents from public scrutiny (for a
critical account, see Funcke 2014).

The Party System

Turning now to the party system, the longevity of the Social Democrats in govern-
ment has clearly been a defining feature of Swedish politics (see Table I.1; Aylott, this
volume). Sweden is sometimes included in the small group of “one-party-dominant
democracies,” together with Japan, Israel, and Mexico. In these countries, the early post-
war period (or earlier) saw one of the parties securing a position of being more or less
continuously in power (Pempel 1990). Interestingly, in all four cases that dominance is
now broken and the previously dominant party is now more or less at the same level of
electoral support as its competitors. Again, while there are some historical exceptional
features to the Swedish case, Sweden now stands out less in international comparison.
In terms of changes to the party system, we should consider Seymour Lipset and Stein
Rokkan’s classic “freezing” hypothesis. Their argument was that “the party systems of the



INTRODUCTION: THE DECLINE OF SWEDISH EXCEPTIONALISM? 7

1960s reflect, with few but significant exceptions, the cleavage structures of the 1920s ...
the party alternatives, and in remarkably many ways the party organizations, are older
than the national electorates” (Lipset and Rokkan 1967: 50). As an ex post facto observa-
tion this argument is obviously difficult to dispute (see Mair 1997). What is more perti-
nent to the present discussion is the rapid “thawing” of the Swedish party system which
began in the 1980s. In the unicameral parliament that was set in place from 1970, the
electoral system has a 4 percent threshold for parties to enter parliament. This arrange-
ment probably helped keep the number of parties with parliamentary representation
steady at five for almost two decades. In 1988, however, the Greens gained parliamentary
representation (at first only for one election period but they returned to the Riksdag
after the 1994 elections).

Furthermore, in 1991 the “New Democracy” and the Christian Democrats made their
way into parliament, and in 2010 the Sweden Democrats also secured representation in
the Riksdag. “New Democracy, a right-wing party with a diffuse agenda albeit with an
anti-immigration orientation, remained in the Riksdag for only three years while the
Greens and the Christian Democrats have successfully defended their parliamentary
representation. Thus, the Swedish parliamentary party system in 2015 comprises eight
parties: the Moderates, the Liberals, the Center Party, and the Christian Democrats on
the center-right side of the political spectrum, and the Social Democrats, the Left Party,
and the Greens on the center-left side, and the Sweden Democrats, which although piv-
otal in the 2014-18 parliament have not been invited to any collaboration by either bloc.

The Sweden Democrats’ entry in Swedish politics is perhaps the most dramatic devel-
opment in the party system in recent years. In the 2010 parliamentary election they
received 5.7 percent of the votes and thus passed the 4 percent threshold with good
margin. In the 2014 election they more than doubled their support, receiving 12.9 per-
cent of the votes cast. The Sweden Democrats pursue a distinct anti-immigration and
EU-skeptic agenda. The bulk of their electoral support seems to come from former
Social Democrats and Moderates voters, primarily younger male voters. Seen as a racist
party by the other parties, the Sweden Democrats are left outside all discussions among
the other parties in parliament.

The emergence of the Sweden Democrats could be seen as one of the developments
that support the “decline of exceptionalism” argument mentioned earlier (Rothstein
2014). Right-wing, anti-immigration parties have existed for some time in all the other
Nordic countries and indeed across Europe. In Sweden, immigration as a topic of politi-
cal debate was kept off the political agenda for a long time, almost as a tacit agreement
among the established parties.

Thus, in comparison with the other Scandinavian countries, the only exceptional
aspect of the increasing fragmentation of the Swedish party system and the emergence
of anti-immigration parties is that it did not happen sooner. In Denmark the party
system changed dramatically in the 1973 “landslide election” when no less than ten
parties gained parliamentary representation. In Norway, too, the number of parties
in parliament has grown albeit in a less eruptive way than in Denmark. Furthermore,
both Denmark and Norway witnessed right-wing populist parties entering
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parliament in the early 1970s but it was not until 2010 that Sweden experienced the
same development with the Sweden Democrats passing the threshold to the Riksdag.
Thus, today all three Scandinavian countries have significant anti-immigration par-
ties in their national parliaments: the Danish People’s Party in Denmark, the Progress
Party in Norway, and the Sweden Democrats in Sweden. Again, notwithstanding
institutional differences, the main difference between Sweden and her neighbors is
the timeline.

Electoral Behavior

Needless to say, changes in the party system are ultimately driven by changes in electoral
behavior. The “frozen” party system, according to Lipset and Rokkan (1967) rested on
entrenched societal cleavage structures and the mobilization of social class. Voters were
for the most part strongly identified with a particular party—or at least committed to
either the socialist or non-socialist bloc of parties—and therefore not likely to change
preferences from one election to the next.

As the editors of Section 4 point out in their Introduction, the four chapters in their
section present “four studies of Swedish exceptionalism.” As the chapters also substanti-
ate, voting behavior is changing dramatically, and has been changing continuously and
consistently over the past several decades. Voting according to social class, although
still high in international comparison, is declining (see Oskarson, this volume), while
issue-based voting is increasing. As a result, electoral volatility increases and with that
the importance of the election campaigns (see Strombéck, this volume). If previously
elections campaigns served primarily to mobilize the party’s core constituencies, con-
temporary campaigns are essential to mobilizing marginal voters. There has been a
steady decline in party identification and today’s voters are much more likely to switch
party preference from one election to the next.

Again, it would appear as if Sweden’s political system is moving in a direction fairly
much in tune with the rest of Europe. The patterns we observe in Sweden are not unique
in any sense; if anything they may only be more marked and dramatic.

Public Administration

The structure and modus operandi of the Swedish public administration is another
example of Sweden’s development from previously displaying some unique features to
moving closer toward the international mainstream. Agencies were first introduced
during the era when Sweden was one of the leading powers in Europe. Indeed, some
agencies, like the National Board of Trade, date as far back as the seventeenth century.
Later, agencies became the preferred institutional arrangement to curtail the executive
powers of the pre-democratic monarchy. Constitutional arrangements ensured that the
king could not use agencies to harass individual citizens. This executive autonomy in
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relationship to other branches of government is the epitome of the “dualism” between
policy-making and administration which continues to shape public administration in
Sweden (see Biack and Larsson 2006; Jacobsson, Pierre, and Sundstrom 2015; Premfors
and Sundstrom 2007).

Such executive, autonomous agencies have been a defining feature of administrative
reform across the world for the past couple of decades (Pollitt et al. 2004). While there
are several important differences between the century-old agencies and the much more
recent public-management-style executive agencies, there are also important similari-
ties. However, in the early days of reform, Sweden was perceived as somewhat of a role
model in its organization of the executive branch of government.

The Swedish public sector has undergone major reform over the past couple of dec-
ades. Much of that reform has been cast in the New Public Management (NPM) format
although reform has been much less extensive than in countries like Britain, Australia,
or New Zealand. The objectives and pace of reform have been more similar to those seen
in Norway (see, e.g., Christensen and Laegreid 1998): gradual, piecemeal reform rather
than rapid, across-the-board changes.

Asaresult of this trajectory of reform in Sweden and overseas there is today a growing
resemblance between the Swedish model of public administration and those found in
most other developed countries. That having been said, Sweden still stands out to some
extent as a country with a history in a legalistic administrative tradition but now intro-
ducing more managerial objectives to its public sector.

Subnational Government

Local autonomy is exceptionally strong in Sweden. It is written into the Constitution to
safeguard local institutions from impositions by central government. Except for a few
stipulated types of actions, municipalities are essentially free to pursue their interests in
whatever way they choose. At the same time, however, local authorities are essential to
the implementation and delivery of central government services in a wide array of sec-
tors. Balancing these assignments against local autonomy has always been a problem for
local authorities.

The local and regional system of government has been reformed several times during
the past decades. Perhaps most importantly, from the 1950s into the early 1970s cen-
tral government implemented a comprehensive reform of merging municipalities into
fewer but bigger units. This reform was believed to be necessary to enable local authori-
ties to shoulder the responsibilities associated with delivering the growing number of
welfare-state-related services. Interestingly, the new, bigger local authorities had the
financial and organizational capabilities to take a tougher negotiating position vis-a-vis
central government. And the widespread concerns that the mergers would be detrimen-
tal to local democracy largely proved wrong; the new municipalities had a more vibrant
political and democratic life and were more attractive to media coverage compared to
the former, smaller municipalities (Stromberg and Westerstdhl 1983).
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International Relations

As a small country pursuing a policy of nonalignment, Sweden is not a major player in
international affairs in modern times. The intriguing question here is if there is any-
thing that would suggest that Sweden has, or has had, an influence on international poli-
tics which is disproportionate to its size or geopolitical location. Swedish foreign policy
emphasizes international law and national sovereignty. This stance has led the country
to criticize violations of small states’ sovereignty as happened for instance during the
Vietnam War, when Sweden was a leading international critic of the United States’ war
effort in Southeast Asia (Jerneck 1983).

Sweden furthermore has a distinctly internationalist profile in its foreign policy, sup-
porting the UN as an arena of international affairs and emphasizing global collabora-
tion, foreign aid, and international solidarity. In that spirit, former Prime Minister,
Fredrik Reinfeldt (Moderate) once described Sweden as a “humanitarian superpower”
(Dagens Nyheter 2014; see also Nilsson 1991).

As Ole Elgstrom argues in the Introduction to Section 7, Sweden’s strategy of combin-
ing nonalignment with an internationalist policy orientation “seems to be one example
of ‘Swedish exceptionalism’” This policy remains in place. At the same time, it is easy to
note that Sweden today is less of an international critic—a role that largely disappeared
with Olof Palme’s removal from the political scene in 1986 (Ekengren 2005). Instead,
foreign policy has been conducted more sotto voce, still underscoring international soli-
darity but also emphasizing common interests, a commitment to Europe and to inter-
national organizations. Thus, while there was exceptionalism in Sweden’s basic foreign
policy stance, that exceptionalism might be less conspicuous today compared to previ-
ous decades.

Sweden and the EU

Given her long history of nonalignment, some might see an inconsistency with
Sweden’s joining the European Union (EU) in 1995. But the EU was not a military
union; indeed, it was seen as a part of the postwar European peace project. Over
time, the EU has become increasingly vertically integrated and added portfolios to
the original areas of collaboration. While Sweden’s EU membership has provided
the country with access to an arena where it can promote global issues like increas-
ing foreign aid and human rights, the project of harmonizing the Swedish legislative
and regulatory framework with the EU rules has been an extensive process affecting
essentially all aspects of policy-making and administration (see Section 8; Jacobsson
and Sundstrém 2006). Indeed, Sweden has made an effort in being a “good European”
by harmonizing its legislation and regulatory frameworks to EU norms swiftly and
carefully.

Thus, the EU membership has meant a de facto concession on several aspects of
Sweden’s sovereignty. To some extent that development is indigenous to the idea of
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integration; as Vivien Schmidt (1999) points out, the more leverage you want to give to
transnational institutions and the more successful you want a transnational structure to
be, the more individual countries must be willing to surrender their sovereignty to the
collective project.

Sweden has conducted two referenda concerning EU membership. In 1994, a major-
ity supported the proposal to join while another majority in 2003 rejected the proposal
that Sweden should join the Eurozone (see Morth’s Introduction to Section 8). It is dif-
ficult to find anything “exceptional” about Sweden’s relationship with the EU, other than
perhaps the relatively smooth process in which a country professing neutrality and
nonalignment joined a transnational organization with extensive plans for its vertical
integration.

Political Economy of Swedish Governance

In Andrew Shonfield’s seminal book Modern Capitalism (Shonfield 1965) there is an
account of a British union representative asking a Swedish colleague how disagreements
with employers are settled in Sweden. The answer is “we has (sic) a meeting” (Shonfield
1965: 199; see also Introduction to Section 9). As several contributors to this Handbook
point out, Sweden is what Johan P. Olsen (1983) calls an “organized democracy” with
numerous organizations in all sectors of society. Decisions, as the Swedish union man
pointed out, are typically negotiated among collectivities.

This applies particularly to the labor market. We have already mentioned the evo-
lution of the Swedish political economy with regard to the relationships among labor
market organizations. Indeed, the autonomy of these organizations was significant;
although wage bargaining outcomes had a distinct impact on the economy, there was
a strong belief that the state should not interfere in the process in other respects than
providing mediation, if necessary. This was the essence of the Saltsjébaden agreement in
1938 which is still in effect. That said, government has on some occasions tried to make
for a smooth bargaining process, for instance by adjusting income taxes or using macro-
economic policy instruments to facilitate increased purchasing power without signifi-
cantly increasing nominal wages.

Policy-Making

The search for accommodation of conflicting interests has been said to characterize not
only labor market decision-making but is also thought to be emblematic of how deci-
sions are made in the political sphere. Dankwart Rustow (1957) once saw Sweden as the
epitome of the “politics of compromise.” Similarly, Olof Petersson (1994: 33) notes that
“an emphasis on compromise and pragmatic solutions has led to the development of
a political culture based on consensus.” Elder et al. (1983) make a distinction between
consensus with regard to the rules of the political game on the one hand and consensus
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within the political process on the other, and find that while consensus remains in the
first regard it is less so in the second dimension.

While there is very little evidence indeed of a declining consensus in terms of the
rules of the political game, as demonstrated by the papers in Section 10, it would appear
that consensus-seeking behavior in the policy-making process is declining. With the
consolidation of a non-socialist and a socialist/green bloc in the party system, the politi-
cal discourse has become increasingly divided. The two blocs stand for rather different
ideas in terms of economic governance and the balance between “state” and “market” in
more general terms. Parliamentary behavior today follows party lines to an overwhelm-
ing extent.

Furthermore, as the papers in Section 10 show, policy-making in Sweden has tended
to adopt a rational approach to societal problems and the role and capacity of public
policy to address those problems. Sweden is probably not exceptional in this respect but
it is nonetheless a rather defining feature of how policy is made there. There is strong
belief, at least within the political system, in social engineering and the problem-solving
capacity of the state and therefore a lingering expectation on the state to solve all sorts of
societal problems (see Hirdman 2000).

WHY THE L0OSS OF EXCEPTIONALISM?

As this very brief discussion on the degree of Swedish exceptionalism in the sectors
covered in the Handbook suggests, Sweden today presents itself less as an “exceptional”
country and more as one country among others on the European continent. Each set of
issues that has been discussed here will obviously be scrutinized in detail in the ten sec-
tions of the Handbook.

For the present context, it is intriguing to speculate about what has caused the
decreasing exceptionalism of Swedish politics. We can see three potential explanations
to this pattern. In order of increasing agency, the three factors accounting for decreasing
Swedish exceptionalism would be the increasing affluence of the Swedish working class,
globalization, and policy choice. Let us inspect these three in turn.

The first potential explanation is related to changes in political and electoral behavior
and Karl Marx’s notion of embourgeoisment, i.e. the process through which the work-
ing class acquires middle-class ideas and values. The chapters in Section 4 show declin-
ing Social Democratic support among working-class voters who increasingly cast their
votes for parties on the center-right side of the political spectrum. The decline in class
voting (see Oskarson, this volume) has led the parties to alter their electoral strategies.
For instance, the previous focus on “workers” in Social Democratic rhetoric has gradu-
ally been replaced by references to “wage earners” or “the Swedish people”

The embourgeoisment hypothesis does not in any way suggest that poverty has been
eradicated in Sweden; in fact, as discussed earlier, there is today evidence of a grow-
ing poverty problem. Poverty remains closely related to work; the difference between
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today’s situation and the situation at the time when the labor movement emerged is
that today’s unemployed do not seem to have the same political efficacy or class aware-
ness as those who formed unions and the Social Democratic Party more than a cen-
tury ago. Today, those who are well established in the workforce, including conventional
working-class occupations in the public or private sector, are relatively well off in mate-
rial terms whereas those who are outside the workforce tend to constitute a new social
underclass; long-term unemployed people with limited prospects of returning to the
workforce, immigrants, people living on social welfare support, young people strug-
gling to find a way into the labor market, etc. This new underclass is not very politically
involved. This potential explanation for decreasing exceptionalism would thus state that
the growing middle class is less dependent on, and therefore reluctant to contribute to,
the welfare state. This would also explain the decline of the Social Democratic hegem-
ony in the postwar period.

The second hypothesis states that the decreasing exceptionalism can be attributed to
globalization which is sometimes said to drive a convergence among different countries
(for areview of this argument, see Pierre 2013). Convergence in terms of policy agendas,
policy procedures, and policy choice can be the outcome of numerous factors of which
globalization is but one. For instance, a growing number of countries today are expe-
riencing vexing problems coping with the demographic situation of a growing senior
population and therefore tend to apply similar approaches to that issue.

Convergence can also be the result of cognitive and anticipatory processes; for
instance, the political elite’s conviction that economic policy which deviates from that of
most other similar countries can be a dangerous strategy. After three decades of a con-
tinuous increase in public spending in Sweden, the 1990s saw increases in public spend-
ing significantly slowing down (see Tanzi and Schuknecht 2000). The country at that
time was in the midst of a deep financial crisis and public expenditure had to be funda-
mentally reassessed. A firm financial regulatory framework was put in place and new
ideas of governance and public management were explored. The country’s bad experi-
ence with overseas speculation against its currency in the wake of financial deregulation
helped put measures on the agenda which previously had been likely to be rejected.

In this perspective, the pertinent question is not so much why Swedish exceptional-
ism is decreasing but more why that decrease did not happen sooner. Sweden has in
many ways experienced globalization long before the deregulation of financial mar-
kets created the kind of globalization we see today. As a small trade-dependent coun-
try building much of its wealth on export revenues, Sweden has lived with the problem
of adjusting to international markets for almost a century. The welfare state expansion
took place against the backdrop of these contingencies.

A third explanation, finally, is policy choice. This hypothesis suggests that Sweden’s
becoming increasingly similar to the OECD average in political, social, and economic
respects is not so much the outcome of structural changes in the economy as it is a result
of policy choices. The cutbacks in welfare state support and the rearticulation of work
as the founding principle for public support which have been implemented during the
early 2000s are all, in fact, policy choices. These choices were articulated in policies and
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programs to induce the long-term unemployed to actively seek work, thus reducing the
number of people living on seemingly permanent public support, and thus facilitat-
ing tax cuts for people with employment. This policy model thus combined carrots and
sticks to reduce unemployment and the number of people living more or less entirely
on welfare state support. This is essentially a neoliberal approach to unemployment and
welfare spending not terribly different from the projects pursued by neoliberal govern-
ments in other countries. It is, however, different from the policy model which built
the welfare state and thereby also contributed to much of the “Swedish exceptional-
ism?” Perhaps a more correct way of describing the development would be to say that if
Sweden today is more similar to countries with a long experience of neoliberal policies,
it could be argued that Sweden previously was not very exceptional but in fact rather
similar to another family of countries (Esping-Andersen 1990).

THE ORGANIZATION AND THEMES
OF THE HANDBOOK

The Handbook is divided into ten sections centered round a specific aspect of Swedish
politics, each with an Introduction and four substantive chapters. By organizing the
Handbook into sections, the reader will find a coherent discussion among different
aspects of a particular area of Swedish politics with chapters that speak to and com-
plement each other. We also believe that the ten sections capture all the key aspects of
Swedish politics. One could argue that the Handbook should have been more focused
on a number of substantive policy areas but that would by necessity have meant less
attention to presentations and analyses of the framework of Swedish politics and typical
political and electoral behavior within that framework or Sweden’s behavior in interna-
tional arenas. For those readers who wish to acquaint themselves with Swedish politics,
the Handbook will serve as a gateway into exciting research areas; it will not, and cannot,
provide answers to all questions about Swedish politics.

NOTES

1. Tam grateful for comments on previous drafts from the Section Editors and Guy Peters.
2. Conventional corporate taxes have always been comparatively low in Sweden; instead,
employers have been charged a tax (“arbetsgivaravgift,” employer’s fee) related to wages.

REFERENCES

Bick, H. and Larsson, T. (2006). Den svenska politiken. Malmo: Liber.
Childs, M. W. (1936). Sweden: The Middle Way. London: Faber & Faber.



INTRODUCTION: THE DECLINE OF SWEDISH EXCEPTIONALISM? 15

Christensen, T. and Laegreid, P. (1998). “Administrative Reform Policy: The Case of Norway,”
International Review of Administrative Sciences 64: 457-75.

Dagens Nyheter (2014). “En 6ppenhjartlig Reinfeldt,” August 17.

Ekengren, A.-M. (2005). Olof Palme och utrikespolitiken: Europa och Tredje virlden [Olof
Palme and Foreign Policy: Europe and the Third World]. Umea: Boréa.

Elder, N., Thomas, A. H., and Arter, D. (1983). The Consensual Democracies: The Government
and Politics of the Scandinavian Countries. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

Esping-Andersen, G. (1990). The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.

Eurostat Online Database (2013). Brussels: European Commission.

Funcke, N. (2014). “Offentlighetsprincipen ar vdg att vittra sonder” [The principle of public
access is disintegrating], DN Debatt, March 10.

Heclo, H. (1974). Modern Social Politics in Britain and Sweden. New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press.

Hirdman, Y. (2000). Att ligga livet tillritta [freely translated: Organizing the Good Life].
Stockholm: Carlssons.

Huntford, R. (1971). The New Totalitarians. London: Allen Lane.

Jacobsson, B., Pierre, J., and Sundstrom, G. (2015). Governing the Embedded State: The
Organizational Dimension of Governance. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Jacobsson, B. and Sundstrom, G. (2006). Fran Hemvdvd till invéivd: Europeiseringen av svensk
forvaltning och politik [From Homegrown to Embedded: The Europeanization of Swedish
Administration and Politics]. Malmo: Liber.

Jerneck, M. (1983). Kritik som utrikespolitiskt medel [Critique as a Foreign Policy Instrument].
Stockholm: Dialogos.

Katzenstein, P. J. (1985). Small States in World Markets: Industrial Policy in Europe.
Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

Krantz, O. (2008). “Economic Growth and Economic Policy in Sweden in the 20th Century:
A Comparative Perspective,” in M. Miiller and T. Myllyntaus (eds), Pathbreakers: Small
European Countries Responding to Globalisation and Deglobalisation. Bern: Peter Lang,
39-64.

Lipset, S. M. and Rokkan, S. (1967). “Cleavage Structures, Party Systems, and Voter Alignments:
An Introduction,” in S. M. Lipset and S. Rokkan (eds), Party Systems and Voter Alignments:
Cross-National Perspectives. New York: Free Press, 1-64.

Magnusson, L. (2000). An Economic History of Sweden. London: Routledge.

Mair, P. (1997). Party System Change: Approaches and Interpretations. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Milner, H. and Wadens;jo, E. (eds) (2001). Gista Rehn, the Swedish Model and Labour Market
Policies: International and National Perspectives. Aldershot: Ashgate.

Moller, T. (2011). Svensk politisk historia: Strid och samverkan under 200 dr.
Lund: Studentlitteratur.

Nilsson, A. (1991). Den moraliska stormakten: En studie av socialdemokraternas internationella
aktivism. Stockholm: Timbro.

Olsen, J. P. (1983). Organized Democracy: Political Institutions in the Welfare State.
Bergen: Universitetsforlaget.

Pempel, T. J. (ed.) (1990). Uncommon Democracies: The One-Party Dominant Regimes.
Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

Petersson, O. (1994). The Government and Politics of the Nordic Countries. Stockholm: Fritzes.

Pierre, J. (2013). Globalization and Governance. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.



16 JON PIERRE

Pollitt, C., Talbot, C., Caulfield, J., and Smullen, A. (2004). Agencies: How Governments Do
Things through Semi-Autonomous Organizations. Basingstoke: Palgrave.

Premfors, R. and Sundstrém, G. (2007). Regeringskansliet. Malmo: Liber.

Richardson, J.J. (ed.) (1982). Policy Styles in Western Europe. London: Allen and Unwin.

Rothstein, B. (2014). “The End of Swedish Exceptionalism,” Foreign Affairs, September 18.

Rustow, D. A. (1957). The Politics of Compromise, 2nd edn. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

Rustow, D. A. (1971). “Sweden’s Transition to Democracy: Some Notes toward a Generic
Theory,” Scandinavian Political Studies 6: 9—26.

Schmidt, V. (1999). “Convergent Pressures, Divergent Responses: France, Great Britain and
Germany between Globalization and Europeanization,” in D. A. Smith, D. J. Solinger, and
S. C. Topik (eds), States and Sovereignty in the Global Economy. London: Routledge, 172-92.

Shonfield, A. (1965). Modern Capitalism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Steinmo, S. (2012). The Evolution of States: Sweden, Japan and the United States.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Stromberg, L. and Westerstahl, J. (eds) (1983). De nya kommunerna. Stockholm: Liber.

Tanzi, V. and Schuknecht, L. (2000). Public Spending in the 20th Century: A Global Perspective.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

World Bank (2012). World Development Indicators. Washington, DC: World Bank.



SECTION 1

..............................................................................................

THE POLITICS
OF THE
WELFARE STATE

..............................................................................................

SECTION EDITOR
BO ROTHSTEIN






CHAPTER 1

......................................................................................................

INTRODUCTION
The Politics of the Welfare State

......................................................................................................

BO ROTHSTEIN

THE Swedish type of welfare state has been seen as a central part of what used to be
known as “the Swedish model” Although this “model” during its heyday contained
many other central features, such as the consensual model in industrial relations, cen-
tralized wage-bargaining, a culture of compromises in central political issues, and a
strong reliance on experts in policy-making, the specific characteristics of the sys-
tem for social protection and social services have been a central part. Generally, the
Swedish welfare state has been seen as the most typical of the social democratic wel-
fare states. In a comparative perspective, this means that it has generally been seen
as more encompassing, more universalistic, and more redistributive than other wel-
fare state systems. Whether or not this is still the case is currently a matter of intense
debate. The number of studies of the origin, characteristics, and political effects of
this welfare state is huge, and in this section only a small part of this literature can
be presented. Since this is a volume about Swedish politics, many aspects from other
disciplines such as economics, history, and psychology have had to be left out. The
chapters in this section try to answer four larger questions. First, Stefan Svallfors ana-
lyzes the shifts and particularities of support among the population for this system as
a whole and also for its various specific policies. Based on extensive and detailed sur-
vey research, Svallfors shows that the system has strong, stable, and lately also increas-
ing support among the Swedish population. Some of the results from this research
are quite surprising, for example the findings that support from the middle class has
increased and that people’s suspicions about overuse or abuse have diminished. This
is a remarkable result, especially in light of the fact that during this period, immigra-
tion to Sweden from outside the Nordic countries has increased substantially and that
Sweden now has quite a large anti-immigration party in Parliament which has put this
issue high on the agenda.

Since the Swedish welfare state has been singled out as the most typical social demo-
cratic welfare state, it is of course interesting to analyze what type of changes have taken
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place during the center-conservative government that came to power in 2006. Many
international observers expected extensive cuts, maybe to a degree that one could speak
about a systemic shift. In his chapter, Anders Lindbom analyzes this specific issue. Using
the theory about “feedback” mechanisms in which existent policies determine what is
politically feasible, Lindbom argues that while there have been incremental cutbacks
in some policies, the basic universal and encompassing features of the Swedish welfare
state are still in place. A surprising finding is that the cuts in the social insurance sys-
tem implemented by the Social Democratic government that ruled from 1994 to 2006
were more pronounced in some important areas that what has taken place after 2006
under the conservative-center coalition government. His conclusion is that the domi-
nant party in the center-right coalition has to a considerable extent changed its ideology,
moving away from neoliberalism as it has come to embrace the basic characteristics of
the universal welfare state.

A central feature of Swedish society is the importance of gender equality. In achiev-
ing its world-leading role in gender equality, Christina Bergqvist shows that many wel-
fare state policies have played an important part. She shows that when the foundations
of the Swedish welfare state were laid during the 1930s, issues about gender equality
were already important for the reformers. The shift away from the “male breadwinner”
model to the “dual-income-earner model” has been dramatic and came about with
a surprisingly high level of political agreement between the left and the center-right
political parties. However, Bergqvist also shows that despite the many policies that
have been put in place in this area, there is quite some disappointment about the
results. Women still work more part-time and carry more responsibility for domes-
tic duties than men, the labor market is still quite segregated, and despite doing very
well in the educational system, few women reach the highest levels in the occupational
sphere. Bergqvist also provides a detailed analysis of the politics of one of the currently
most discussed issues in Sweden in this area, namely what measures to use for increas-
ing the time fathers take from the internationally quite generous (16 months) parental
leave insurance.

The final chapter by Rothstein analyzes three issues. The first is the normative
foundations of the Swedish welfare state. Should it be characterized as a liberal
rights-based operation or is it to be understood as foremost a communitarian pro-
ject? He defines two lines in this debate—one inspired by Jiirgen Habermas’s view
of the welfare state as a state-led “colonization” of the private sphere and the other
inspired by Amartya Sen’s idea about “basic capabilities.” Coupled to this question
is the issue whether the Swedish welfare state should be seen as a result of a specific
Swedish (or Nordic) historically inherited culture or if it should be understood as
“designed” from above by the creation of specific political and administrative insti-
tutions. Lastly, he presents an analysis of why, contrary to what seems intuitive, a
universal welfare state where “everyone” pays taxes and receives benefits turns out
to be more redistributive than a residual one in which you tax the rich to give to
the poor.
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In sum, these four chapters analyze the Swedish welfare state through different the-
oretical lenses using a variety of methods. They answer important yet different ques-
tions about how this project should be understood; how political support for the system
works and has changed; what effects it has on redistribution between social groups as
well as between men and women; and what changes in the political landscape have
meant for its viability.
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INTRODUCTION

ANALYSES of attitudes to the Swedish welfare state were slow to get off the ground.!
Although election studies and other general surveys had occasionally surveyed
welfare attitudes from the 1950s onwards, more extensive and systematic research
did not take hold until the 1980s. When the doyen of Swedish welfare state research
Walter Korpi surveyed the state of the art in the late 1970s, in his classic study The
Democratic Class Struggle, he found that “social scientists have made few attempts
to describe public opinion concerning different aspects of the welfare state” (Korpi
1983:200).

Why was this the case? There were both internal scientific and external political rea-
sons. In social science, both Marxists and reformist social researchers came in the late
1960s to share a skepticism about the value of surveying attitudes. In the former case,
because such surveys were argued to be profoundly unable to capture the true beliefs
of people in their everyday lives, and hence would register only the “false conscious-
ness” implanted in the masses (Christiansson 1969; Fredriksson 1970). In the latter
case, because it was argued that an enlightened social reformism should rely on objec-
tive facts rather than people’s perceptions and evaluations of their situation. As put by
Robert Erikson, one of the chief architects behind the celebrated Swedish level-of-living
surveys:

The individual’s perception of his situation depends not only on his objective cir-
cumstances but also on his aspiration level, i.e. his assessment of what is his rightful
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due. The aspiration level may vary sharply between individuals and is contingent
upon their earlier experiences, so that persons who have lived under modest circum-
stances tend to have a lower aspiration level than those who have been better off.
From a subjective definition of welfare could follow that an individual who lives in
relative misery may well be regarded as enjoying more welfare than one who lives
in good circumstances, an inference that I find absurd. (Erikson 1974: 274; see also
Johansson 1973)

Neither the Marxist critique of attitude research nor the social reformist misgivings
about subjective data explicitly targeted welfare state attitudes. However, the result was
nevertheless a general and widespread feeling in the Swedish social science community
that attitude research was of little value. In such an intellectual atmosphere it took a long
time for Swedish social scientists to realize the need for surveying the legitimacy of pub-
lic institutions.

Politically, many achievements of the welfare state, and the continuing expansion
of welfare policies, were more or less taken for granted by a broad political spectrum
(Svallfors 1989: chs. 8-9). The attitudes and opinions about the welfare state among
the electorate were therefore seen as of less political interest. As long as the continu-
ous gradual extension of welfare policies was largely unquestioned in Swedish poli-
tics, political interest in public opinion about the welfare state remained lukewarm.
It took the political questioning of the welfare state, as articulated by neoliberals in
the 1980s, to make this public opinion a salient political issue. Now, the electorate
was suddenly seen by political pundits as increasingly skeptical about the further
expansion of the welfare state, with younger generations seen as the harbingers of
what was to come in terms of increased resistance against an overbearing welfare
state. But still little was known about the actual state of affairs when it came to citi-
zens attitudes.

THE SWEDISH WELFARE STATE SURVEYS

This was the background to the fielding in 1986 of the first survey in what was to
become the Swedish Welfare State Survey (SWS) series. This survey laid the first broad
ground for analyses of patterns of welfare attitudes, as well as for subsequent replica-
tions (Svallfors 1989). To some extent it also built on previous surveys and publications
by Hadenius and by Laurin, probing attitudes to taxes and social spending (Hadenius
1986; Laurin 1986).

In SWS, nationally representative samples of the Swedish population were asked their
opinions about spending levels in the welfare state, collective vs private financing, and
public organization of welfare policies, but also about their perceptions of abuse of wel-
fare policies (such as cheating with benefits). In later surveys, trust in the task perfor-
mance of the welfare state was added as an important factor.
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A set of key findings from the first welfare state surveys, and compilations of the few
then-existing single-indicator time series may be summarized as follows (the summary
builds mainly on Svallfors 1989, 1991):

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

Swedish attitudes were on the whole strongly supportive of an encompassing
welfare state. In contrast to the sweeping statements in the public debate about
generational processes leading younger generations away from support for
welfare policies, or about rising resistance against bureaucratic-administrative
intrusions, the early research in general showed the welfare state to be quite pop-
ular. Encompassing welfare policies, which are collectively financed and publicly
organized, proved to have overall support from the Swedish citizens.

However, early research also found a clear difference in support for comprehen-
sive and selective or targeted programs. Programs such as pensions and health
care received strong support, while more targeted or selective programs such as
housing allowances and social assistance received much lower support.

This research also found a clear difference between general and specific support
for the welfare state. General support, taking the form of attitudes toward objects
such as “the public sector” or “social reforms,” was shown to be more dependent
on changes in the public discourse and general ideological dispositions. Public
support was therefore more volatile at this level. Specific support for concrete
welfare policy programs, on the other hand, was shown to be more stable because
it was rooted in everyday life experiences.

The clear support for welfare policies coexisted with considerable ambivalence
regarding several aspects of welfare policies. Quite widespread suspicions
about welfare abuse and cheating, for example, and concerns about bureau-
cracy and inefficiencies in the public sector were important qualifications of
the overall support for the redistributive and risk-reducing aspects of welfare
policies.

The early research also confirmed the continuing importance of class and
“class-related” factors (such as income and education) as the most important
determinants behind welfare attitudes—in contrast to widespread arguments
about sector-related cleavages as the new main factors behind welfare attitudes
(Dunleavy 1980; Saunders 1986: ch. 8; Zetterberg 1985).

Although these first-generation analyses of attitudes to the Swedish welfare state were
severely restrained by the shortage of comparable time series, they form an important
backdrop to later developments. Simply by making welfare attitudes a topic for system-
atic social scientific research, instead of the object of political and speculative projec-
tions, they laid the ground for subsequent extensions and improvements (for a selection
of later analyses of the Swedish Welfare State Surveys, see Edlund 1999a, 2000, 2006;
Edlund and Johansson Seva 2013; Johansson Sevia 2009, 2010; Svallfors, 1995, 1996,
2004, 2011a).
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DIMENSIONS OF SUPPORT

What is the current situation when it comes to public support for the welfare state? To
begin, one could ask how an “optimal” public support for public welfare policies should
look. What conditions should be met in order for us to speak of a strong public support
for the welfare state? First, there should be trust that the welfare state can actually solve
its tasks (Meuleman and van Oorschot 2012). This trust could be expressed both as a
belief about the general task performance of the welfare state, and as a subjective feeling
of being protected against the vicissitudes of market exposure and life-course risks.

Second, because extensive welfare policies are expensive, there should be support for
high social spending and for taxes used for welfare policies. And since the welfare state
is a collective financial commitment, there should also be support for collective forms
of financing over private insurance and user fees for services. Third, there should be
trust in and support for public authorities as providers of care and services. If there are
widespread feelings that other service providers than public authorities are best suited,
there is a problem of support. Lastly, there should not be widespread suspicions about
cheating and “free riding” in the welfare state. If large groups of people believe there are
many others who abuse welfare policies, the legitimacy of the welfare state is threatened.

It should be emphasized that this support is “optimal” only in the sense of offering
as strong and underpinning support for extensive welfare policies as possible. In other
respects and from other perspectives such attitudes could well be regarded as com-
pletely dysfunctional. For example, when ingrained attitudes hinder necessary or desir-
able reforms of existing policies, or when they clash with other values and perceptions
(such as various forms of free-market ideologies).

This exposé of the optimal support for the welfare state also suggests that attitudes
toward welfare policies are best seen as multidimensional. People may well support
the welfare state in some respects but have less positive attitudes toward other aspects.
As already pointed out, early Swedish research on welfare attitudes indeed showed
that attitudes toward welfare policies were multidimensional. Other research, using
both simple interpretations and descriptive/exploratory methods (Svallfors 1991,
1995; Taylor-Gooby 1982, 1983, 1985) and more advanced confirmatory analyses (van
Oorschot and Meuleman 2012) point in the same direction. So there are strong reasons
to tap attitudes to the welfare state with a broad spectrum of questions. Trends are not
necessarily the same across different dimensions and aspects of the welfare state.

ATTITUDE TRENDS IN THE 1990S AND 20008

What do the Swedish attitudinal trends look like in these different dimensions of sup-
port? To describe this, we rely here on the replications of the SWS in 1992, 1997, 2002,
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and 2010. The survey questions cover (by length of the time series) (1) attitudes toward
welfare spending, (2) financing and (3) service delivery, (4) perceptions of abuse of wel-
fare policies, (5) welfare risk perceptions, (6) individual willingness to pay taxes for wel-
fare policies, and (7) perceptions about the task performance of the welfare state. The
actual figures that substantiate the summaries provided below can be found in Svallfors
(2011a: Tables 1-8).

Starting with the issue for which the longest time series is found, there is a large
degree of stability in attitudes toward spending. Support for increased spending
grew substantially in the crisis of the 1990s—probably as a reaction to substantial
cutbacks in the public sector at that time. The current crisis has not prompted simi-
lar reactions. Now a more mixed pattern is found, in which somewhat fewer people
ask for increased spending on health care and schools, while more people want to
increase spending on social assistance and employment policies. The dividing line
between support for more comprehensive programs and for those aimed at ame-
liorating weak market positions has become somewhat less accentuated in the last
survey round. The weakening support for employment policies from 1981-2002
was reversed in 2010, although support for higher spending is still far from what
used to be the case in (the far better labor market situation) of the 1980s. In all,
there are no signs of any large shifts in attitudes toward spending for different pol-
icy purposes.

But does this general support for high welfare state spending combine with a stated
willingness to pay higher taxes oneself for these purposes? It is easily conceivable that
many people would like to increase spending but at the same time see themselves as
unable to pay more taxes (Edlund and Johansson Sevi 2013).

There are two remarkable findings in this regard. One is the sharply increased willing-
ness to pay more taxes between 2002 and 2010. While attitudes were very stable from
1997-2002, the share that is willing to pay more taxes for welfare policies jumps dramati-
cally between 2002 and 2010. The second is that for all listed policies, the share that is
willing to pay more taxes in 2010 is actually larger than the share that wants to increase
overall spending for that policy. This was clearly not the case in earlier surveys and is
indeed a surprising finding.

What about attitudes toward collective or privatized financing of care, services, and
social insurance? There is a large degree of stability in attitudes toward the financing of
care and services, in the share that chooses collective forms of financing before increased
user fees. The one important trend that may be detected is the gradually increasing sup-
port for collective financing of child care.

Stability and increasing support is also found when it comes to the collective financ-
ing of social insurance, even when respondents are presented with the prospects of
lower taxes. In fact, support for collective financing increased in 2010 for all three major
social insurances (pensions, sickness benefits, and unemployment benefits). The dete-
riorating support for unemployment insurance from 1992-2006 reverses, and the sup-
port for collective financing of sickness insurance and pensions increases substantially
from 2006 to 2010.
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What about delivery of care and services? Here we find the largest policy changes in
recent times in the Swedish welfare state (Bergh 2008a, 2008b; Bergh and Erlingsson
2009). While virtually all education, care, and welfare service provision is still publicly
funded in Sweden, the actual delivery of these services has changed quite dramatically
since the 1990s. By now, a substantial proportion of such care and services are provided
by non-public actors. In the early phases of private sector growth in these areas a sub-
stantial share of the non-public service delivery came from cooperatives and other non-
profit actors. Nowadays most of it comes from for-profit companies, in many cases large
shareholding companies that are sometimes not even based in Sweden.

Does the increased privatization of care delivery lead to increased support for other
instances than public authorities as best suited service deliverers? The findings show that
this is hardly the case. The share that chooses “state or local authorities” when faced with
a number of alternative service providers remains very stable. The single clear trend is
that support for public authorities as best suited to deliver child care increases over time
(at the expense of “family and relatives”).

Yet another issue for which there are a long-term time series concerns suspicions of
welfare abuse. One should emphasize that this issue does not cover only outright cheat-
ing, but also more general perceptions of dysfunctional adaptations of behavior and
“overconsumption.”

The interesting finding here is a clear decline in welfare suspicions, first in the crisis
of the 1990s, and then again in the last survey. Especially large changes are registered for
the question if the unemployed really want a job, and whether those who report them-
selves sick are really sick. Suspicions about welfare abuse are now at their lowest level
ever, and substantially different from what was the case in the mid-1980s. Fears that
increased ethnic heterogeneity would undermine welfare state support by increasing
suspicions that “the others” would act as free riders seem to receive little support from
these findings (Alesina and Glaeser 2004; Finseraas 2008).

These attitudinal trends are all the more striking since they coincide with a more
extensive political and media debate about welfare cheating and abuse (Johnson 2010;
Lundstrom 2011). Debate and reporting on welfare abuse increase, and yet suspicions
among the public go down. The worsening labor market situation and more stringent
conditions in the sickness insurance seem rather to drive perceptions in this regard.

Finally, how have risk perceptions and evaluations of task performance of the welfare
state changed? This question is of course prior to all the others, but is nevertheless the
one for which there are the shortest time series (1997-2010). We find a large degree of
stability in welfare-related risks from 2002-10. The most striking thing about this is that
figures are substantially lower in 2010 than in the last economic crisis (the 1997 survey).
It is clearly not the case that the current economic crisis has made Swedes feel much
more insecure in relation to their own sustenance problems.

But we also find an interesting mixture of increasingly positive evaluations of public
care and services, and decreasing trust in the task performance of social insurance. Since
the government after 2006 made spending on care and services a priority, and made
conditions harsher in the social insurances (stricter eligibility and qualifying rules, and
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increased individual costs for the unemployment insurance), figures show that this shift
is clearly recognized by the public. Trust in the task performance is especially low for
policies related to the elderly, something that is also reflected in the high level of per-
ceived risk in relation to one’s own pensions.

The trends of weakening trust in the task performance of the welfare state are espe-
cially pronounced among workers and marginal groups, such as those with severe
problems related to unemployment and sustenance (Svallfors 2011b). Furthermore, sat-
isfaction with social insurance has decreased most among supporters of the political left
(Oskarson 2013). It seems that those who are most dependent on the welfare state, and
among the traditional supporters of the welfare state, that dissatisfaction with the task
performance of social insurances is now particularly widespread.

IS SWEDEN DIFFERENT?

Comparative research on the question of whether inhabitants in different countries dis-
play different attitudes to the welfare state often take their starting point in the “worlds
of welfare” categorization famously introduced by Esping-Andersen (1990). A number
of studies have analyzed whether attitude patterns and group differences correspond to
the typology he suggested, and what might explain instances of non-correspondence.
Pioneering studies in this regard were Svallfors (1993) and Svallfors (1997), which com-
pared attitudes to redistribution in different Western countries, using Esping- Andersen’s
worlds of welfare as a frame for country selection and analysis. These studies were fol-
lowed by many others (Andress and Heien 2001; Arts and Gelissen 2001; Bean and
Papadakis 1998; Bonoli 2000; Edlund 1999b, 1999¢; Evans 1998; Gelissen 2000; Jaeger
2006; Larsen 2006, 2008; Matheson and Wearing 1999; Svallfors 2003).

The main findings of this “comparing-attitudes-in-regimes” industry are not com-
pletely clear-cut, since both conceptual and empirical problems abound. But there
seems to be agreement on the following set of findings: we do find substantial differences
among countries in overall public support for the welfare state, corresponding roughly
to welfare policy commitment. Support for equality, redistribution, and state interven-
tion is strongest in the social democratic regime, weaker in the conservative regime,
and weakest in the liberal regime. However, we do not find any clear regime-clustering
of countries. Differences and similarities between countries show interpretable pat-
terns, but they are too complex to be summarized as “worlds of welfare attitudes” An
important and still somewhat neglected institutional factor behind varying welfare state
support is the “quality of government” in terms of the efficiency and fairness of imple-
menting agencies (Svallfors 2013).

Furthermore, there are general similarities across countries in the impact of different
social cleavages: categorical differences along class, gender, or labor market status lines
show similar patterns across welfare regimes. Where interesting differences between
countries in the magnitude of categorical attitude differences were found, they did not
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at all follow the model suggested in the closing chapter of Esping-Andersen’s treatise.
Instead, they seem to follow the historical articulation of particular social cleavages in
different contexts. For example, class differences were especially pronounced in Sweden
and some other northwestern countries, reflecting the comparatively high salience of
distributive and class-related issues in the political programs and practices of these
countries.

Later research confirms that support for extensive welfare policies is stronger in the
Nordic countries than in continental Europe and liberal Britain. But it also shows that
support for a wide-ranging public responsibility is even stronger in southern and eastern
Europe (Svallfors 2012). These analyses have also confirmed the continuing, although
varying, impact of “class” and “class-related” factors (such as income and education and
various risk-related factors) on the structuring of welfare attitudes (see Cusack, Iversen,
and Rehm 2006; Edlund and Svallfors 2011; Kumlin and Svallfors 2007; Svallfors 2004,
2006). Class differences in attitudes toward the welfare state are substantial in many
countries, and patterns are fairly consistent across countries. Still, the magnitude of
these differences varies substantially among countries, although in a more complex pat-
tern than previous research suggested (Svallfors, Kulin, and Schnabel 2012).

One should be clear that commonalities in attitudes to the welfare state across Europe
are just as important as are differences. Strong support for an extensive welfare state, the
similarities in cleavage structures, and the similar value bases for the welfare state across
Europe are strong common elements and quite clearly contrast with attitudes in the US
(Brooks 2012; Svallfors 2012).

It should be emphasized, however, that comparative research on welfare attitudes is
restricted to fairly general survey questions from the European Social Survey and the
International Social Survey Program, and never posed at the level of detail provided by
the Swedish Welfare State Surveys. So little is known even now about the finer details
of whether and how Swedish attitudes to the organization and financing of the welfare
state differ from those found in other countries.

SumMING Up

In summary, what may be said about the trends in Swedish attitudes toward the wel-
fare state? First, there are virtually no signs of any decreasing public support for wel-
fare policies. Overall, there is a large degree of stability in attitudes, and where change is
registered, it tends to go in the direction of increasing support. More people state their
willingness to pay higher taxes for welfare policy purposes, more people want collective
financing of welfare policies, and fewer people perceive extensive welfare abuse in 2010
than was the case in previous surveys. Furthermore, class patterns change so that the
salariat and the self-employed become more similar to workers in their attitudes.

Hence it seems well founded to argue that the unprecedented loss of the Swedish
Social Democrats in two subsequent elections in the 2000s, and the rise of the Moderate
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(Conservative) party as a dominant party on par with the Social Democrats cannot be
explained by changing attitudes toward the welfare state. It is rather the Moderate shift
toward the political middle ground, and their embracing of the key aspects of the Swedish
welfare state, that have made their political fortune (see Lindbom’s chapter, this volume).

Explaining the recent electoral misfortunes of the Swedish (and European) social
democratic parties lies beyond the focus of the present chapter. But a key aspect seems
to be the failure to address rising and persistent unemployment in any convincing man-
ner. This is reflected in declining confidence in the competence of the Swedish Social
Democrats in the field of (un)employment, starting already in the 1990s (Davidsson and
Marx 2013; Martinsson 2009: ch. 5). Swedish voters care deeply about the welfare state,
but they care even more about employment, and when seemingly facing a trade-oft
between social protection and employment growth, voters often opt for the latter.

In a more long-term perspective, what is indicated by the surveys is the gradual inte-
gration of the middle class in the welfare state. The postwar Swedish welfare state was
always predicated on integrating large sections of the salaried groups in the core of the
welfare systems. But still this was always combined with substantial resistance from the
higher echelons of the class structure against higher taxes and the socialization of care
and services. What seems to have taken place in the last few years is that since their main
party—the Moderates—have embraced the core aspects of the welfare state, even the
higher salariat and the self-employed have increasingly become supporters of a collective
welfare state. The Social Democratic Party may be in dire straits electorally, but the social
democratic welfare state is more popular than ever. However, support for the welfare
state was no longer automatically translated into support for the Social Democrats, once
the Moderates shed their market-liberal leanings.

A few final conclusions regarding the broader aspect of welfare state development and
attitudinal change are also in order. One important observation is that the current crisis
has not made Swedes feel more insecure. Perceived risks and judgments about the task
performance of the welfare state show little change from 2002 to 2010, and Swedes feel
less exposed to risks themselves than was the case in the economic crisis of the 1990s.
This is in itself a powerful testimony to the cushioning effects of the welfare state. At the
same time, it may explain why the current crisis has not been translated into any decreas-
ing support for the government in power. Swedes feel on average no more insecure in
the midst of the crisis than they did previously; hence there is little reason to blame the
government.

At the same time, we should not forget that for some welfare state areas—especially
those related to old age—trust is not impressive. Swedes clearly feel that the task per-
formance of the welfare state leaves a lot to be desired in these respects. Whether this
is indicative of any long-term trends is impossible to judge since we have no such data;
the only thing we know is that this lack of trust has become neither worse nor better in
recent years.

Taking into account the institutional changes in the Swedish welfare state over the last
decade, where privatization of the service delivery of welfare policies has been substan-
tial, we can observe that this does not seem to have any clear-cut effects on attitudes to
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private vs public service delivery. Atleast not in the sense that we observe any shifts in the
aggregate views about who is the best service and care provider. Whether this is the result
of different people changing in different directions, so that overall changes cancel out, ora
true non-effect of the increased privatization is hard to judge. Nor do we find any tenden-
cies for increased support for private financing, so any ideas about “spillover” effects to
other aspects of the welfare state are unfounded. Neither the hopes of the market-liberal
right nor the fears of the political left get much support from these findings.

Hence, no corrosive feedback effects from changing welfare policies may be detected
in the Swedish public. It seems rather that the changes in institutional practices and
political rhetoric that have taken place in the 1990s and 2000s have further strengthened
middle-class support for the welfare state. In an ironic twist of fate, market-emulating
reforms of the welfare state and the changed political rhetoric of the political right-of-
center completed the full ideological integration of the middle class into the welfare state.
The electoral base for any resistance against a high-tax, high-spending, collective wel-
fare state now looks more or less eroded. At the same time, the working class and other
groups with weaker market positions display weaker trust in the social insurance system,
combined with their traditional support for the basic tenets of the model. Hence, we may
perhaps see the current Swedish welfare state as even more of a middle-class welfare state
than used to be the case.

FUTURE ANALYSES AND EXTENSIONS

Current research on attitudes to the Swedish welfare state has a relatively descriptive
bent. Although it relies on theoretical notions such as feedback effects and tries to
explain categorical patterns and changes in attitudes, it is to a large degree descriptive
rather than explanatory. In order to become more explanatory, there are a number of
points that should be addressed.

One point where more work is clearly needed concerns explanatory mechanisms.
Rather little is actually known about the mechanisms that tie specific locations in the
social structure with attitudes, or exactly what explains change and stability in such
attitudes. In the absence of clear-cut empirically based arguments, much research in
the field has been based on an explicit or implicit assumption that self-interest is the
mechanism that links social location and change with attitudes. However, this assump-
tion runs counter to much of what is now argued in widely different fields, namely that
self-interest has a rather limited role in the formation of attitudes, beliefs, values, and
actions. Hence, a broader conception of explanatory mechanisms and also new empiri-
cal indicators of such mechanisms are clearly needed, including values, beliefs, and
norms of reciprocity.

However, here we encounter a difficult problem. We run the risk of enter-
ing endogeneity problems; that is, the risk that some of the things we are trying to
explain—such as variations among social categories in attitudes—are so closely and
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almost by definition linked to some of the proposed explanatory mechanisms that
explanations risk becoming empty and self-evident. This seems to be an impor-
tant unresolved issue for this whole field of research, but one that should be tackled
head-on.

What is needed in order to better analyze explanatory mechanisms? Better indicators
in survey research, but also innovative method combinations. Although most would
agree that combining methods is a good strategy for this field, very little actual coop-
eration is taking place. This may have different explanations, but it truly hampers our
understanding of processes in the field. There is clearly a need to complement wide but
thin survey data with more intensive experimental and/or ethnographic data, in order
to study processes and mechanisms in more detail.

A second point where we also need more work is to get a better handle on the dynam-
ics of attitudes. In this respect, it seems researchers in the field have often been unduly
constrained by a mechanical application of “independent” and “dependent” variables.
Research would perhaps be better served by moving toward evolutionary stories, in
which the dynamics of attitudes are seen as coevolving with institutional and political
change, subject to mutual and recurring feedback loops. The challenge is to do this with-
out becoming speculative and empirically unfounded.

But dynamics are also relevant to take into account at an individual level.
Currently, there are no longitudinal datasets that allow us to analyze the develop-
ment of welfare attitudes along the life cycle, or even across an extended stretch
of time. Comparative longitudinal datasets do simply not exist, and even existing
national panels that to any extent include welfare attitudes tend to be either too
short term or too sparse to be of much use. Any move to address this shortage would
be most useful for the field.

Consequently and furthermore, we know little about the relative importance of
the past (that is, biography), the present (that is, the current position) and the future
(that is, anticipation) in forming attitudes. In particular, we know very little about
how anticipated futures affect present-day attitudes. We all live in the shadow of the
future, and the attitudes we hold are to some extent a function of what we believe
about alternative futures and their implications for our personal lives and soci-
ety at large. But very few surveys even include any questions about respondents’
views about the future. The latest Swedish Welfare State Survey (2010) has incorpo-
rated items related to conceptions of the future, but so far they have not been put to
analytical use.

So even if there is clearly scientific and sociopolitical value in replicating surveys of
attitudes to the welfare state and keeping up the descriptive time series, a more ana-
Iytical and explanatory approach would add even more value. By doing a better job at
explaining patterns and dynamics, by moving to more combinatory method strategies,
and by incorporating the future in explaining current attitudes, researchers of welfare
attitudes would move the field substantially forward.
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NoTE

! Sections of the current chapter have previously been published in Stefan Svallfors, “A
Bedrock of Support? Trends in Welfare State Attitudes in Sweden, 1981-2010,” Social Policy
& Administration 45 (2011): 806-25. They are reproduced here by permission of John
Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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POLITICAL PARTISANSHIP
AND POLICY FEEDBACK

The Swedish Welfare State after Eight Years
of Center-Right Government

......................................................................................................

ANDERS LINDBOM

POLITICAL PARTISANSHIP
AND WELFARE STATE EXPANSION

HisToRICALLY, the Social Democratic Party has been the dominant party in Swedish
politics. During the period 1932 to 2006, the party dominated the governments that
were formed for 66 out of a total of 75 years. But in 2006, a center-right coalition govern-
ment came to power in Sweden and ruled until 2014. How has this affected the iconic
Swedish welfare state?

Before presenting data that shed light on that question, the chapter describes the evo-
lution of comparative research on welfare state development and the most important
theories on the importance of political partisanship. This is followed by a review of the
empirical research on parties and welfare retrenchment. The bulk of the chapter con-
sists of an empirical study of the dominant party in the center-right government, the
Moderate Party. First, the changes it underwent in opposition are outlined, and then
the welfare reforms the center-right government implemented from 2006-14 are scru-
tinized. These changes are largely decremental, i.e. small but often yearly changes, that
however add up over time and hence are important, particularly in the case of unem-
ployment benefit. The importance of decrementalism (cf. Lindblom 1959) is then
illustrated by the recent proposals regarding taxation from the Social Democratic oppo-
sition which clearly has adapted to the policy legacy of the center-right parties. Last but
not least, the chapter presents data on how citizens’ attitudes to the public sector have
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developed in Sweden over the last 20 years of more or less permanent welfare auster-
ity: has the welfare state’s legitimacy been undermined?

The first wave of comparative (large-N) research of welfare expansion explained ris-
ing welfare state expenditures in the industrialized countries in a largely functionalistic
way. Public policy was seen as the product of large structural societal forces, whereas
politics was of secondary importance at the most. As agrarian societies eroded, support
based on kinship eroded with it and the unfortunates who could not sell their labor for
a wage became largely unprotected. As a consequence, new forms of social protection
were developed. Economic growth in combination with demographic change were seen
as the root causes of welfare expansion (Wilensky 1975), not politics.

The power resource approach (PRA) sees the efforts of the labor movement as the
cause of welfare state expansion. This approach was developed in opposition to the
functionalistic argument presented above, primarily by Scandinavian scholars, and
the Swedish case is the ideal typical example of the arguments (Korpi 1981; Esping-
Andersen 1985, 1990). Contrary to the functionalistic studies above, Esping-Andersen
(1990) contends that welfare effort should not be measured in terms of expenditure
if we want to study the importance of political partisanship for welfare expansion.
Rising expenditure has not been the goal of political welfare reform, but often an
effect. The political struggles have been fought over the welfare state’s effects on the
relative power between capital and labor in the labor market (decommodification), or
more concretely over policies like unemployment benefit, pensions, and the sickness
cash benefit that affect reservation wages. It is worthwhile pointing out that scholars
within the PRA approach—in spite of not seldom making reference to the “welfare
state’—focus heavily on social insurance schemes and rarely analyze welfare services
like health care, education, child care, or elder care. This separates it from the other
approaches presented here.

But the welfare state is also a key factor that affects which societal interests organize
and how they perceive their self-interest (stratification). Intuitively, we often think of
the opposite causal direction: interest groups are the driving force in the political pro-
cess. But where do their interests come from? Esping-Andersen (1990) is particularly
interested in the middle class, which is often the group that determines the results of the
political elections. What determines whether the middle class will see welfare expansion
as something positive?

Swedish political history, specifically the introduction of the supplementary pen-
sion (ATP) in the 1950s, is often used to illustrate the argument. Already at this point in
time, the Swedish Social Democratic Party was concerned that the working class, their
core voters, was decreasing due to the economic transformation Sweden was undergo-
ing into what we would today call postindustrial society. Their solution was to appeal
to white-collar employees by giving them income security at retirement by introduc-
ing an income-related pension scheme. After the introduction of the ATP, the Social
Democrats gained new supporters among middle-class voters and this helped them to
keep their political dominance (cf. Svensson 1994; Korpi and Palme 1998).!
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Despite their beliefin the welfare state’s effects on interest formation, Esping-Andersen
and Korpi and other researchers in the power resource approach believe that the forces
that drove the expansion of the welfare state also are necessary to maintain it. But exactly
on this point, the dominance of the PRA is challenged by the theory of The New Politics
of the Welfare State (NP) (Pierson 1994, 1996, 2001). Pierson argues that the political
situation today is fundamentally different from the situation during welfare state expan-
sion. The welfare state has created its own political support that makes it quite resilient
to retrenchment and hence, according to Pierson, a strong labor movement is not nec-
essary to preserve it. Pierson thus takes the analysis of stratification a step further than
Esping-Andersen himself did.

The basic logic of Pierson’s argument is that before generous public social insurance
such as pensions was introduced, many different policy solutions were possible. Today
the situation is different. During their working life, current seniors have based their
behavior on the expectation that the public pension system will take care of them when
they became old. If the welfare state had been organized differently, they would have
acted differently and saved up for their old age, but they cannot now change their his-
torical behavior. Unless a party is willing to make these citizens “penniless” and meet
the reactions that this action would entail, it is impossible to dismantle existing pen-
sion systems. Today the political reform agenda is therefore comparatively restricted.
This phenomenon is known as path dependence and is particularly apparent in the area
of pensions, but Pierson’s explanation of welfare state resilience is based on the same
basicidea.

To sum up, there is a general agreement in the current welfare literature regarding
the importance of the existing organization of the welfare state for the electoral sup-
port of the welfare state. But there is nevertheless a theoretical disagreement on whether
this means that the importance of political partisanship for welfare reform has declined.
One central issue in this debate concerns the character of party preferences.

EXOGENOUS OR ENDOGENOUS
PARTY INTERESTS?

The power resource approach essentially conceptualizes parties as class-based organi-
zations. However, confessional parties, such as the Christian Democratic parties on
the European continent, use the religious dimension to appeal to all classes including
the working class. While their welfare policies are designed to generate cooperation
between employers and employees, in Korpi’s (2006: 176) words: “to be credible the
confessional strategy for attracting workers’ votes had to place some limits on employ-
ers’ choices, limitations tending to give confessional parties a middling position along
the left-right continuum?” In Korpi’s conceptualization, the behavior of the Christian
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Democratic parties seems to be primarily strategic whereas in the more empirical and
detailed account of van Kersbergen (1995), Catholic ideology, e.g. subsidiarity and the
non-primacy of the market, seems to be important for policy.

Similarly, in order to win elections, secular center-right parties are expected to
try to attract the support of the median voter, i.e. to adapt to welfare state popularity
(Korpi 1981). This adaptation is however only strategic; their real preferences remain
unchanged. Korpi (2006) makes it clear that the PRA is deductive when it comes to
assigning preferences and interests to actors. Once center-right parties have won an
election, we should therefore expect them to implement radical cutbacks (cf. Korpi and
Palme 2003). But unless the center-right parties’ only aim to win occasional elections or
middle-class voters can be cheated time and again, this does not seem to be a reasonable
proposition.

Lindbom (2008) argues, on the other hand, that we cannot rule out the possibility
that the change of preferences is “real” He takes inspiration from Rothstein’s argu-
ment (1998) that what citizens view as rational as well as appropriate depends on their
context, and generalizes this proposition to political parties. Over longer time peri-
ods, generational change may lead to changing views of what is “natural.” For exam-
ple, the Moderates were generally hostile to public child care during the 1960s, but
the current leadership put their own children in such institutions. Whereas it was
considered unnatural to do so in the 1960s (a woman’s place was in the home), in the
twenty-first century it is not (Hinnfors 1992). That is, certain parts of the ideology
remain (largely) intact: the family is a central societal institution and the state should
not intervene in how the husband and wife organize family life. Other parts of the
ideology change, however: the belief that child care institutions are bad for children.
The example illustrates that ideology probably often changes in one respect but not in
others. It is reasonable to make a distinction between the core values on the one hand
and views regarding reality on the other (Tingsten 1941). Whereas the first largely
tend to be highly stable, the latter are probably much more volatile.

The supplementary pension (ATP) provides another example of changing prefer-
ences. The center-right parties’ proposals in the 1950s argued that the state should
only be responsible for providing basic security for pensioners. However, the Social
Democratic proposal that public pensions should also provide earnings-related ben-
efits prevailed. In the 1990s the pension scheme faced a crisis: it would go bankrupt if
changes were not implemented. However, the existing pension system had matured
and the center-right parties concluded that the path dependence of the pension scheme
meant that it could not be reformed to fit their preferences from the 1950s (Lindbom
2001). The point of the example is that the distinction between a real change of prefer-
ences and strategic change largely disappears in a highly path-dependent context. Once
a publicly financed earnings-related scheme has been institutionalized and crowded out
private alternatives, a significant proportion of risk-aversive center-right parties’ core
voters will be particularly affected if it is taken away (Baldwin 1990; Rothstein 1998;
Lindbom 2009).
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EMPIRICAL ANALYSES OF WELFARE
STATE RETRENCHMENT

Korpi and Palme’s analysis of welfare retrenchment (2003) suggests that political parti-
sanship remains important for welfare state generosity, even in a statistically controlled
welfare regime, but also that the cutbacks are larger in liberal welfare states than in uni-
versal welfare states. Others use similar data to confirm the result (Allan and Scruggs
2004). These analyses calculate the generosity of benefits for certain types of households
with average incomes, but only include certain aspects of the sickness cash and the
unemployment benefit. Hence large parts of the welfare state are left out of the analyses.
On the other hand, effects of tax cuts are included in the analyses. Other studies focus
on expenditures. Swank (2003) does not find a partisan effect on welfare expenditure
(controlled for unemployment etc.), but remarks that several significant independent
variables, e.g. corporatism, correlate with the variable political partisanship.

But quantitative studies of the importance of party policy have certain weaknesses.
While it is possible to refine the analysis by making separate analyses of different geo-
graphical contexts, the number of countries studied then becomes so small that much
of the benefit of the statistical method is lost. Hence Lindbom (2008) suggests that
in-depth case studies provide a more fruitful approach to the question of the impor-
tance of partisan politics for welfare retrenchment than a more superficial analysis of
many, or at least more, countries.

Balslev’s case study (2002) of cuts in twelve Swedish social policies is based on budget
forecasts on the size of the cutbacks. The total cutbacks undertaken by the Social
Democrats (1994-8) are then found to be greater than the cutbacks of the center-right
government (1991-4). A study of Denmark and the Netherlands shows similar results
(Green-Pedersen 2002). Lindbom (2008) shows that the political conflict regarding
the Swedish welfare state since the 1980s has focused on compensation levels and on
whether to allow private alternatives in the welfare services, not on issues of disman-
tling the welfare state. In fact, the Social Democratic government (1994-2006) imple-
mented lower replacement rates than the “neoliberal” Moderate Party proposed during
the 1980s. Thus the hypothesis that a “universal” welfare state makes a “neoliberal”
party fairly moderate gains support even when tested under very unfavorable condi-
tions, i.e. in the most liberal Swedish party during its most neoliberal period. Hence
Lindbom (2008) cannot confirm the stereotype that all right-wing parties are more
or less disguised versions of Thatcher and Reagan’s neoliberal parties. A comparison
between the Moderates’ policy proposals and the legislative changes implemented by
the Conservative Party in the UK during the 1980s provides further evidence for this.

These conclusions receive some support from some statistical studies. Brooks and
Manza (2006) show that the varying policy preferences of the electorate tend to explain
much of the variation in social spending levels between countries—no matter which
parties are in government. Jensen (2010) even shows that the right-wing governments in
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the period 1980-2000 in the Nordic countries spent more on social policy than the left
parties during their time in government. In contrast, right-wing governments in coun-
tries that have traditionally right dominance tend to cut expenditure the most.

To sum up, there is mixed evidence regarding partisan effects on welfare retrench-
ment. How retrenchment is measured seems to matter a great deal for the empirical
results. Party politics seems to be better at explaining changes of net replacement rates of
important cash transfers than more general changes of welfare expenditures (including
expenditures for welfare services). But even if parties of the right tend to be less gener-
ous than parties to the left in the same country, this does not mean that all parties in the
same ideological tradition—e.g. conservative parties—but acting in different countries
strive to achieve the same replacement rates (cf. Swenson 2002).

In what follows, the ideological changes of the dominant party of the center-right
government—>Moderaterna—are presented, and then the measures of welfare reform
taken by the government (2006-14) are scrutinized. This analysis sheds light on the
restricted room for maneuver for a center-right government in a “universal” welfare
state (Lindbom and Rothstein 2004).

THE “NEW” AND MORE MODERATE PARTY

Reformulating the Party Platform in Political
Opposition (2003-6)

After the debacle of the 2002 election when the Moderates received only 15.2 per cent of
the votes, compared to 22.9 percent in 1998, the new leadership re-evaluated its propos-
als. They came to the conclusion that “the doubts of many voters that the Moderates’
proposals for tax cuts were compatible with a sound state of the public finances was one
reason that the party lost voters in the election in 2002” (Reinfeldt, Odenberg, and Borg
2004). As a consequence of this analysis, the party reformulated its core policy: prom-
ises of future tax cuts were reduced significantly, but tax cuts have also been retargeted
toward people with low or average wages.

Moreover, the party no longer proposes to cut state subsidies to local government,
since that might affect the quality of education, health care, and so on which are the
responsibility of the local governments. The quality of these services has been at the
forefront of recent elections in Sweden. It is clear that most voters want public spending
to increase—not decrease—in these areas (Svallfors 2011 and in this volume).

In a speech to the party congress in the autumn 2005, Reinfeldt (the party leader) put
a strong emphasis on the need to make policies trustworthy. Policy reform has to be
possible to implement, trustworthy, and appear to be “safe” to the electorate. Or as he
memorably put it: “I didn’t become a conservative because I believed in the idea of the
revolution” (Reinfeldt 2005). The new party leader wanted to be seen as pragmatic and
in favor of gradual change.
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In many ways, incremental reform seems to be one of the major differences between
the “new” Moderates and the party during the 1990s. The party used to take a very theo-
retical starting point: what type of (welfare) arrangements would economic theory sug-
gest? This way of thinking starts from a tabula rasa and constructs an “ideal” system
(irrespective of empirical context). Since 2003, the party has started rather from what it
conceives to be problematic with the actual situation in Sweden and tried to “patch” one
problem after the other (piecemeal engineering). Faith in theoretical models is much
lower than it was around 1990 when the party expected dynamic effects from tax cuts
and productivity gains from private competition in the production of welfare services in
its budget proposals to finance tax cuts (Lindbom 2008).

Apart from that, there are some indications that the party does not want to change the
existing welfare state in a fundamental way (i.e. toward a more liberal welfare state with
more means-testing and private insurance schemes). The tendency of means-tested
benefits to create poverty traps goes against the party’s ambition to increase the incen-
tives to work (Lindbom 2008).

The political conflict with the Social Democrats regarding social insurance is not
really about the fundamentals such as “universalism,” but is rather on how big the
self-risk should be for the insured. The Moderates wanted to increase the—or as they see
it rather create a—difference between income from working and living on a benefit, par-
ticularly for low-income workers. Both their tax cuts and their cutbacks fit this profile.

But the proofis in the pudding. What changes has the welfare state gone through dur-
ing the eight years of center-right government?

The Center-Right Government 2006-14

Welfare policies in Sweden come in two kinds: welfare services (e.g. health care, educa-
tion, child and elder care) and cash transfers. The resources for welfare services have
continued to expand since 2006 (Dagens Sambhiille 2014: 6) and hence this analysis will
focus on the cash transfers. Pensions are the dominating cash transfer, but no major
changes have occurred in this policy area.? Since 1998 there has been an agreement
between the Social Democratic Party and the four center-right parties that a consensus
among the five is necessary in order to make any changes to the existing pension system.

Instead this essay will focus on unemployment benefit and sickness benefit (cf. Korpi
and Palme 2003). The legislated replacement rate of unemployment benefit used to be
80 percent throughout, but the new government—ijust like it promised in the 2006 elec-
tion campaign—has lowered it for the long-term unemployed. After 200 days of unem-
ployment, the replacement rate decreases to 75 percent and after 300 days it is further
lowered to 65 percent.

But in comparison, in the US the replacement rate is around 50 percent for the ben-
efit’s entire duration whereas the contributory benefit in the UK is a very low stand-
ardized amount (£71/week if the client is aged 25 or more). Hence it is obvious that the
center-right government has not even been close to making the legislated replacement
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rate of the unemployment benefit as low as it is in the so-called “liberal” welfare states
(Esping-Andersen 1990; US Social Security Administration 2014).

However, the maximum benefit is also important for medium- and high-income
earners. In October 2006, the newly elected government nullified the raised maximum
benefit that the Social Democrats had implemented from July 1, 2006. On the one hand,
this is an important change since the maximum benefit had been increased by 7 per-
cent. But on the other hand, the fact that the increase had hardly been established before
it was taken away means that it had not yet become perceived as an established social
right. If the lower maximum benefit was politically correct Social Democratic policy in
June, it was difficult to argue that it was impossible to live on in October the same year.

The main change to the sickness cash benefit was not related to the replacement rates,
but to the duration of the scheme. The duration used to be unlimited, but the new gov-
ernment introduced a time cap of 2% years. If we compare this to the situation in other
countries, however, this change does not seem to be particularly neoliberal. A report
from LO (the blue-collar union) states that “(i)t is unclear whether any other country
than Sweden and Ireland lacks a limit in the duration of the sickness cash benefit” (LO
2007). In all the other Nordic countries, which are usually argued to have welfare states
that are very similar to the Swedish one, there are time limits that restrict the benefitto a
maximum of about a year (LO 2007).

To sum up, the legislative changes to unemployment benefit and sickness cash benefit
have been gradual or, as I prefer to call them, decremental. But by 2014 the basic character
of the unemployment benefit had been undermined. The two arguments are not contra-
dictory. The most important changes to the benefit have not come through parliamen-
tary decisions but through the lack of them. The maximum benefit for unemployment
has not been raised as much as the wage levels have increased for a very long time. The
consequence is that the income security of average wage earners has decreased substan-
tially. The following paragraphs will focus on this critical case: unemployment benefit.

The Hollowing Out of the Earnings-Related Character
of the Public Benefit

For unemployment benefit, the net replacement rate for an average worker has fallen
rather dramatically (13 percentage points) between 2005 and 2010, i.e. during the time of
the center-right government. The consequence is that the replacement rate is no longer
higher than the average level among seventeen comparable countries (Ferrarini et al.
2012). A large part of the decline registered by the PRA scholars is however the effect
of the EITC. Since the unemployed did not enjoy the tax cut but the employed did, the
unemployed relatively speaking became worse off, but in absolute terms their benefit
did not decrease.

Since the maximum benefit has not been adjusted to follow increasing wages, in
2013 today only 11 percent of full-time employees have incomes low enough to receive
the legislated 8o percent replacement rate. The rest will receive the maximum ben-
efit (680 kronor per day) (Arbetsloshetskassornas samorganisation 2013) so the sys-
tem has almost entirely stopped being earnings-related. During the 1990s, the Social
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Democratic governments had already allowed the maximum benefit of unemployment
benefit to be hollowed out. According to some estimations, this benefit was one of those
most targeted for cutbacks (Lindbom 2007). After the crisis, the maximum benefit was
raised in 2001 and then again in 2006. But in hindsight, the impact of the center-right
government’s nondecisions suggests that the Social Democratic Party made a consider-
able strategic mistake when it implemented the last raise of the maximum benefit as late
as in the last months of the election campaign. It seems fairly obvious that the idea was
that this would mobilize the core troops of the party in order to win the election, but
once it did not, it made the unemployment benefit very vulnerable.

As a consequence of the hollowing out of the earnings-related benefit, a new develop-
ment in the welfare mix has taken place. It is not so much a development in the direction
of a liberal welfare state with individual insurance as toward a corporatist one. Many
unions have institutionalized mandatory group insurance schemes for all members of
the union and the associated unemployment fund. The first group insurance for unem-
ployment was created in 2001 and by 2007 they had spread over large parts of the labor
market. Hence this implicit privatization of the earnings-related unemployment benefit
started before the center-right government came to power in 2006, but the more recent
developments have of course made it increasingly important.

Interestingly, the regulations of the group insurance are very similar to those of the
public scheme. The duration is however shorter (100-200 days), but most importantly,
the maximum benefit is higher and therefore many will actually receive 8o percent
replacement of their earlier income. Whereas the monthly maximum of the public
scheme is less than 15.000 kronor, the maximum monthly benefit in the white-collar
groups insurances varies between 50.000 kr and 100.000 kr whereas it is 35.000 kr for
the blue-collar workers unions (Rasmussen 2013).

Compared to a public scheme, the individual schemes redistribute about as much.
The varying risks of unemployment and wage levels between unions, however, affect
costs and/or benefits. Most importantly, whereas all white-collar unions are able to
offer group insurances, several blue-collar unions that have higher and more fluctuat-
ing unemployment risks cannot, e.g. the industrial workers union (Metall), the unions
for construction workers (Byggnads), and the union for employees in hotels and res-
taurants (Davidsson 2014). Whereas the first two represent relatively high-income
blue-collar workers, the members of the last have low incomes.

Universalism

In 2006, the center-right government decreased the public subsidy of the unemploy-
ment benefit scheme. The consequence was that membership fees had to be increased
and that around half a million people left the unemployment insurance. The proportion
of the labor force that are members of the insurance scheme fell from 81 to 72 percent
(Lindgren 2013). Sometimes it is argued that this shows that the center-right govern-
ment wants to change the universal character of the Swedish welfare state.

But as Bergqvist’s article “The Myth of the Universal Welfare State” (1990) makes clear,
Swedish unemployment benefit has never been universal, and the reason for this is a
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strong resistance from the labor movement.’ This is contrary to the common perception
that in Sweden, strong social democratic governments have created a universal welfare
state. She therefore argues that Esping- Andersen and Korpi (1987) confuse the descrip-
tion of Scandinavian real welfare states with the theoretical universal model. Ever since
1934, the Swedish unemployment insurance has had eligibility criteria: to qualify for the
unemployment benefit, an unemployed person must have been a member of an unem-
ployment insurance scheme and have satisfied certain work requirements.

In fact, during the 1970s and the early 1980s, the percentage of the workforce that were
members of an unemployment fund was comparable to now, i.e. around 70 percent.
Coverage gradually increased and peaked during the Swedish economic crisis (87 per-
cent in 1998). Once the crisis was over, membership declined. At the time of the center-
right government’s induced increase in the fees for membership, the ratio had declined
and was back at about the same level as before the crisis (81 percent) (Lindgren 2013).
Since 2008 the number of members has been increasing somewhat (AEA 2012).

But which groups stopped paying membership: those with a low risk of becoming
unemployed or those who earn so little that they could not take the cost increase? If it
was the latter group, it would register in increasing costs of the social assistance scheme.
While social assistance spending (in constant prices) was almost 25 percent higher in the
middle of the financial crisis in 2010 than in 2006 when the center-right parties formed
the new government, spending was still 17 percent lower than in 1997 when the Social
Democrats were in power. The costs have remained fairly stable thereafter (National
Board of Health 2013).

Summing up, decremental change has occurred within the sickness cash benefit and
unemployment benefit. The center-right government has not tried to legislate on radical
changes that would change the Swedish welfare state into a liberal one. By non-decisions
they have, however, allowed the long-term hollowing out of the maximum benefit of
public unemployment insurance to continue, and the power resource approach suggests
that this may produce large feedback effects in the future (Korpi and Palme 1998).

Moderate Room for Maneuver?

Were the changes of the Moderate Party’s political rhetoric from 2003-6 real or were
they deceiving the voters? My answer is that: (1) in the short term the party can only
hope to achieve incremental change and it realizes this; but also (2) in the long term, the
party does (eventually) change society. The goal does not seem to be a residual welfare
state, but they still want to reduce taxes (cf. Lindbom 2008).

However, the argument stressing path dependence should not be taken too far. As
Pierson (1994) stressed, there are the possibilities of decremental (and blame-avoiding)
reforms and of systemic reform that weaken political support for the welfare state and
hence open future opportunities to reform it. One interpretation of the center-right gov-
ernment’s changes to unemployment benefit is that they had a systemic character: (1) the
reduction of public subsidies led to higher membership fees and thus reduced the
incentive to be a member of unemployment benefits, and/or member of the union; and
(2) reducing the maximum benefit may make unemployment benefit less interesting to
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the middle class and hence make it more vulnerable in the future. Another interpreta-
tion is however also possible: the center-right parties had to finance their tax cuts and
they used the same methods to reduce spending as the previous Social Democratic gov-
ernment had successfully used (Lindbom 2007, 2011). The two explanations are moreo-
ver not mutually exclusive.

A counter-argument to the “systemic retrenchment” interpretation is that the
center-right government also could have changed the legislation regarding job secu-
rity (LAS) if it wanted to weaken the unions, but it chose not to do so. The difference
between the LAS and the change in unemployment benefits is that only the latter results
in decreased public spending. Furthermore, the subsidy for the unemployment benefit
scheme has been increased again and reforms to health insurance increase the incentive
to join the unemployment insurance (Parliamentary proposal 2008/9: 1). The criticized
differentiated fees for unemployment funds were abolished which entailed a cost of
almost 3 billion kronor (Dagens Arbete 2014), and this will obviously increase the incen-
tives to join the schemes.

How DECREMENTAL PoLicy CHANGES
STILL MATTER: THE SOCIAL DEMOCRATIC
OPPOSITION IN 2013-14

The argument that policy changes tend to be incremental is sometimes misunderstood
as implying that the changes are not important. But in order for the incrementalist argu-
ment to be consistent, the next government will tend to make only incremental policy
changes as well. That means that if a government has had eight years to make benefits
less generous and to lower taxes, it is likely that it will take the next government many
years to raise them back to where they were to start with.

The situation of the current Social Democratic Party leadership in Sweden can illus-
trate this argument. The center-right government has implemented income tax cuts
(EITC) five times over. In the view of the Social Democrats, these changes add up to
a considerable drainage of public finance and they have opposed all five waves of tax
cuts. However, they are not promising to nullify the tax cuts. Instead they only propose
to diminish the tax cuts just for people with a very high income, i.e. on the margin. The
reduced tax income for the state after the first four tax cuts has been estimated at 70 bil-
lion kronor and the Social Democratic clawback has been estimated to take only 2.5 bil-
lion of those back (cf. Lindbom 2011).

In a television interview the party’s leader, Stefan Lofven, has argued that “Every new
government has to accept the situation at hand. Reinfeldt’s government has not dis-
mantled all the policies that they disfavored while they were in opposition” Lofven also
argued that households have adapted their consumption to their new level of income and
that for this reason a new government cannot restore the earlier tax levels (Agenda 2013).
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To sum up, the leadership of the Social Democratic Party argues that the center-right
government’s tax cuts have decreased its freedom of maneuver. The argument has been
illustrated with the EITC, but the same is true for tax deductions for household services
(RUT), the abolished real estate tax, and the increased market share of independent
schools etc. Atleast some of the party activists do not want to acknowledge these restric-
tions, but the party leadership is relatively autonomous when it comes to deciding on
policy proposals (cf. Katz and Mair 1995 and 2009).

THE FUTURE OF THE SWEDISH
WELFARE STATE

In theory, the Swedish welfare state is largely designed to provide income security, i.e.
even people with relatively high incomes should not have to drastically change their way
of living in case they are between jobs or are sick and unable to work for a couple of
months. But as we saw above, the reality of Swedish unemployment benefit has become
very different from the theory. The trend in sickness benefit is the same, but it still pro-
vides most clients with an 8o percent replacement rate (Lindgren 2013).

Both the theoretical approaches that this chapter has focused on place significant
importance on feedback mechanisms. With the changes to the Swedish welfare state that
have been described above in mind, they give different forecasts, however. The power
resource approach expects the legitimacy of the welfare state to be undermined by the
declining replacement rates over the last 20 to 25 years (Korpi and Palme 1998) whereas
the New Politics approach would not expect citizens’ attitudes to change, at least not in
the short term.

SOM-data provides a long yearly time series (1986-2013) for the question “Would
you like to diminish the Swedish public sector?”. If we combine that data with yearly
data on the replacement rate of the unemployment benefit for an average worker’s wages
(CWED data), then we get the graph presented in Figure 3.1.

In the year 1990 negative opinion regarding the public sector reached its maximum
and a majority (56 percent) agreed with the statement that the public sector should be
diminished. The replacement rate of the unemployment benefit also reached its maxi-
mum that year. After 1990, the share of the population that wanted to diminish the pub-
lic sector decreased, and from 1995-2009 it was relatively stable at around 30 percent.
There seems to be no effect produced by the center-right government’s decision to make
the unemployment benefit less generous (c.5 percentage points) in 1993, nor by the rais-
ing of maximum benefit in 2001/2002 (increasing the benefit around 10 percentage
points). And when a center-right government again decreased the replacement rate in
2007 (by 5-6 percentage points) it does not register either. Since 2010 however, the share
of people that agree that the public sector should be diminished has been decreasing
and in 2012 the share that agreed was only 21 percent. In short, the pattern in Figure 3.1
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FIGURE 3.1 The replacement rate of the unemployment benefit and citizens attitudes toward
the public sector.

Sources: Top line: Scruggs et al. (2014). Lower two lines: Nilsson (2014).

suggests that the higher the replacement rate of the unemployment benefit, the more
negative the public opinion regarding the public sector (r=0,77***).4

As mentioned before, the development of sickness benefit follows the same general
direction as unemployment benefit, but the changes are not as accentuated. The results
also remain the same if we use other indicators of welfare state legitimacy. Svallfors
(2011) concludes that support for a collective financing of social insurances is strong and
increasing. Moreover, the perception that social insurance schemes work well and that
they should be publicly financed is much more common among white-collar workers
than blue-collar workers.

While at first it seems like the PRA has gotten the effect all wrong, a revised version
which allows for a lagged and weaker effect may perform better. Maybe the effect is
mediated by citizens’ knowledge of the situation, and it takes considerable time for this
knowledge to establish itself.

But it is quite clear that the data is more in line with the New Politics approach.
Pierson’s argument was however rather unclear regarding the exact nature of the
long-term feedback mechanism. In the thermostatic public response model (Soroka
and Wlezien 2010), people’s preferences are assumed to be shaped by policy in such
a way that they for example react to a decrease in policy by increasing preferences for
more of that policy (cf. Bendz 2013 and 2015). But while the immediate reaction may be
that citizens want to spend more, in the long run it would seem to be irrational to stay
willing to contribute to a system that is considered inefficient (Kumlin 2007).

If we switch focus from understanding change over time to understanding the level
oflegitimacy of the Swedish public sector, it appears to be likely that legitimacy is rather
connected to the universal welfare services, e.g. education and health care, than it is to
social insurance like the unemployment benefit. The explanation of positive welfare atti-
tudes then is less the self-interest of the middle class and more citizens’ perceptions of
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procedural justice (Kumlin and Rothstein 2005). Larsen (2008) points out that unem-
ployment benefit raises questions about deservedness which makes the policy less pop-
ular among citizens, and this may partly explain why this benefit is relatively easy to
target for retrenchment (Vis 2009).

This would also provide a partial answer to why the center-right government man-
aged to win the election in 2006 and be re-elected in 2010 in spite of having implemented
cutbacks in unemployment benefit and sickness benefit. The center-right government
has argued that the reforms were implemented to strengthen the incentives of proper
behavior of the clients of these programs and that they would lead to an increase in
employment which will help to provide the “core of the welfare state,” the welfare ser-
vices, with enough resources in the future.

CoNCLUSION: REINFELDT Is NoT THATCHER

This chapter presents the debate within welfare research regarding the importance of
partisanship for welfare state reform in times of permanent austerity. In contrast to
the power resource approach, a version of the New Politics approach is developed that
argues that the importance of political partisanship has declined in Sweden because of
the specific context of the “universal” welfare state specific context. There are strong the-
oretical reasons to believe that the center-right parties’ preferences have changed over
time and in line with the changed preferences of a significant portion of the electorate.®

The Moderate Party’s primary concern is that the (potential) income from work
should be higher than the (potential) income from social insurance schemes. It believes
that this is both fair and that it has desirable effects (provides incentives to work). The
exact level of compensation is not determined by that point, but the varying proposals at
varying times are influenced both by what is politically possible and how reality is per-
ceived (e.g. the unemployment level and its trend).

This theory suggests that parties primarily propose gradual (incremental) changes
in the existing political institutions to address perceived problems (cf. Lindblom 1959).
But incrementalism does not mean that politics is unimportant. Although the Moderate
leader Reinfeldt is not Thatcher, he is not a Social Democrat either. The political right
and left perceive various things as social problems and their ideologies tend to give rise
to various proposals on marginal changes. For this reason there will probably always be
conflict about marginal issues regarding the welfare state.

In the long run, more dramatic changes to the welfare state can be made. But just as
it took decades to build the current welfare state, it will probably take decades to fun-
damentally restructure it. The political implication of the analysis is that the “univer-
sal” welfare state’s general political resilience is far stronger than the power resource
approach claims. This mechanism where the popularity of the universal welfare state
creates a pressure on right parties to promise that the welfare state is safe in their hands
should be expected to be important in all the Scandinavian countries and probably
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in many other European countries as well. A neoliberal party has restricted room for
maneuver.

However, the political context in the 2010s has partly changed due to the incre-
mental changes that the Swedish welfare state has gone through during the period of
center-right rule. The Social Democratic party leadership does not think it can attack
the implemented tax cuts head-on. Hence this party is now experiencing the feedback
effects of the center-right policies, just like the center-right parties were forced to do
during the long period of Social Democratic reign.

NOTES

1. This explanation differs from the cultural explanations, which argue that Sweden is a Social
Democratic welfare state because the Swedes—unlike, for example, Americans—are pre-
disposed to love equality and hence the welfare state. Instead, Esping-Andersen sees the
welfare state as the result of a long historical process in which the outcome could have
been different.

2. The earned-income tax does not benefit the retired, which has clearly upset many of them,
but this reform is nonetheless not an example of welfare retrenchment.

3. The unions see voluntarism as necessary to keep administrative powers over unemploy-
ment benefit, which in turn provides a selective incentive for the employed to be union
members (Rothstein 1992).

4. Recently, certain researchers have started to question whether the empirical relationships
found by Korpi and Palme hold over time (Kenworthy 2011; Marx et al. 2013).

5. Itisalso quite possible that they have come to see large parts of the welfare state as condu-
cive to economic growth. In an interview with the Minister of Finance, he repeatedly made
such remarks (see Lindbom 2008). According to the Varieties of Capitalism argument,
different types of capitalism can be effective and enjoy broad political support, which
again questions the assumption often made by the PRA that all conservative parties are the
same irrespective of the context (Hall and Soskice 2001; Korpi and Palme 2003).
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