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Introduction 

In Sweden’s larger cities, public schools1, especially at the upper secondary level, increasingly lose 

“market shares” to free schools. In the Stockholm region for example, according to recent 

statistics from The Swedish National Agency for Education, there are more students enrolled in free 

schools than by public schools. This development dates back to a governmental decision taken in 

1992 with the introduction of a tax voucher system to finance independent or free schools. The 

ambition was to implement a “quasi-market” environment (cf. Lund 2006, Bunar 2009) within 

the educational system. Proponents argued that competition would lead to necessary 

improvements within the entire school system. Those opposed, for example Englund (1996) 

countered such claims by arguing that this arrangement would form a radical blow to the 

fundamental values of the welfare system: public good was exchanged for private good. 

Education would be turned into a commodity to be traded, marketed and branded.  

During the first few years after the introduction of the free school system, the competition was 

hardly noticed. The free school system was primarily seen as an “interesting” complement to 

public schools, rather than a serious threat. Lately, however, the situation has been altered almost 

dramatically. Competition now, especially in larger cities and at the upper secondary level, is both 

fierce and likely to increase as the number of pupils in the Swedish school system decreases and 

new free schools open. Furthermore, the competitive situation is stirred up by ratings and “open 

                                                             
1
 Public schools are governed by a political board (committee) . Free schools are either owned by private 

persons or other companies or institutions (for example a religious congregation). However, both types of 
schools are financed by a tax voucher system.  
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comparisons” launched in daily newspapers, by professional agencies and research institutes. As a 

consequence, schools highly ranked will attract students, while schools with bad ratings lose 

them. A vicious circle is thus created. Social, ethnical and educational segregation present in some 

areas will be further intensified (Bunar 2009).  

Should public schools respond to the challenges posed by the free schools? If so, do public 

schools have access to needed resources? In the first part I deal with the following questions: as 

public schools lose market shares, is this loss due to inferior resources compared to those available 

within free schools? What do we mean by resources in the first place? The second part addresses 

the following question: If public schools were to invest in branding, what challenges and 

obstacles would such efforts face? Three types of potential obstacles are suggested. The first and 

most significant obstacle is organizational . The other two are the brand logic obstacle and the professional 

values obstacle. The chapter concludes with discussion and reflection.  

Public schools- inferior resources?  

Do public schools lose “market shares” because they have inferior resources compared to free 

schools? In order to answer this question the concept “organizational resources” has to be 

investigated. The discussion draws on a perspective within strategic organization theory labelled 

the “resource-based theory” (Barney 1991). This theory argues that the competitive strength and 

“market position” of an organization depends to a very high degree on the (internal) 

organizational resources available. Furthermore, the position power of, and the values produced 

within, an organization are also due to how different resources are combined. Intelligent and 

efficient blending of available resources can sometimes generate more values to “customers” than 

the size and character of resources per se.  

What is then meant by the concept “organizational resources”? Ahrne and Papakostas (2002) 

claim that all organizations are built from three main types of collective resources. Competitive 

power and status, as well as the legitimacy of the organization, depend on the character (amount 

and quality) and mixture of the three types of resources or as one also could say, “forms of 

capital”. The first type of resource that Ahrne and Papakostas (2002:20) mention is “material 

resources” - here renamed the structural capital of the organization. This form of capital includes 

both structural resources such buildings, access to computers as well as economic resources like 

the size of the budget. The second resource is the human resource/capital which relates to the 

ratio of teachers per pupil, or percentage of teachers with adequate training. Furthermore, this 

resource or capital also includes the quality of leadership and management. Such a factor is here 
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measured by the extent to which the principal and the assistant principals have received formal 

training from any of the accredited programs specifically designed for principals in Sweden. In 

the following discussion this resource is referred to as intellectual capital (cf. Stewart 1997). Thus, 

the higher percentage of educated teachers, the better the ratio of teachers per pupil and the 

more qualified management the higher the intellectual capital in the school, and presumably, the 

quality values that are generated. Within parentheses, it this type of capital The Swedish National 

Agency for Education consider most decisive when it comes to “delivering” quality, or as it is stated, 

“good education and fair grading”.2  

However, beyond structural and intellectual capital, a third type of capital has been identified. 

Ahrne and Papakostas (2002) call this the symbolic resource, exemplified by the brand of the 

organization. Some researchers within the field of branding argue that this type of resource is 

probably one of the most critical assets of an organization (Ind and Bjerke 2007). Symbolic 

capital is of central importance for shaping internal values, such as organizational identity, but 

also for the creation of external values like image and reputation.  

Symbolic capital has gained in relevance as the competition between companies has become 

increasingly subtle. Companies do not compete merely with what is called “commodity values” 

(for example the use value of product). Instead the competition is increasingly taking place within 

a “symbolic meaning space” where imagination, experience (Pine and Gilmore 1999), aesthetics 

(Aspers 2001, Strati 2008) and myth- making (Boje 1982) gain central importance. Ravasi and 

Rindova (2008:270) argue that scholars within different disciplines agree on the fact that 

“consumers are increasingly purchasing goods not only for their practical functions, but also for 

their meanings”. People look for symbolic value of a product because this value is “determined 

by the social and cultural meanings associated with it that enable consumers to express individual 

and social identity through the product’s purchase and use” (p.270). For example, people do not 

buy Nike running shoes merely because of the “object-character” (commodity or 

use/performance value) of the shoes. Instead, Nike shoes make it possible for the buyer to be 

part of an“imagery”. As argued by brand scholars (for example Arvidsson 2006), people use 

brands in the process of creating their own identity. Kornberger (2010:227) extends this 

argument by claiming, with a reference to ideas from Nietzsche, that the value of brands are 

especially important to realize since individual (and organizational) identities are never “fixed” 

rather they are merely fictitious. Both personal and organizational identities are as Kornberger 

                                                             
2 http:// www.skolverket.se/sb/d/3549/a/19262 
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argues, “constructed, deconstructed and reconstructed in the midst of power struggles. Today, 

brands are key players in this struggle as we make up our identities through them: ‘Brands 

provide an answer to our identity crisis by giving us meaning. They help us construct our social 

world”. So, therefore, a conscious choice of a specific school can thus be seen not merely as a 

choice of good education but also as a choice for being part of a process of meaning and identity 

formation. Heavily branded schools could even be seen as being involved in myth-business as 

well as education.  

Available capital/resources - public and free schools compared 

How do public schools and free schools compare if the three types of capital identified here are 

considered? First, when focusing on structural capital public schools could hardly be seen as 

inferior to free schools. Public schools fare better off when access to library, dining facilities, 

gym, school healthcare etc. are considered. At the school site, free schools mostly lack health care 

for pupils, library resources and sport facilities Therefore, the loss of attractiveness for public 

schools is unlikely explained by being inferior concerning structural capital and values.  

Regarding the second type of capital we can ask whether free schools have access to more. 

According to available statistics, public schools generally have a much higher proportion of 

formally trained and educated teachers compared with the free schools.3 Statistical data also 

shows that there are – generally - more teachers per student in public schools. Furthermore, from 

our recent survey study of principals in Swedish schools4, there are indications showing that 

public school principals to a higher degree are formally trained than free school principals5. It 

could also be added that teachers within the public school system more often than teachers from 

free schools, have accepted invitations to join different general educational training programs6 

financed by the state. In other words: it would now be fair to claim that public schools have 

access to far more intellectual capital than free schools have. In spite of these obvious 

disadvantages, pupils (especially in the city areas mentioned above) increasingly prefer free 

schools instead of public schools. How could such a “mystery” be understood?  

 

 

                                                             
3 http://www.skolverket.se/sb/d/3549/a/19262 
4 Gustafsson & Porsfelt, 2010 forthcoming 
5 (Principals Training Programs at university level).  
6 (cf “lärarlyftet”. Dagens Samhälle # 14, 2010 page 21.  

http://www.skolverket.se/sb/d/3549/a/19262
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The power of symbolic capital 

From what has been found so far, public schools should not, from a rationalistic point of view, 

be less attractive than free schools. In spite of this, pupils prefer free schools. How could schools 

with lower or at least not a least equivalent structural and intellectual resources be more 

attractive? My argument is that the “mystery” identified here could be explained by the degree to 

which symbolic capital and symbolic values (Ravasi and Rindova 2008) are available. As has been 

argued by Stephen Ball (2003) within his study on “Class Strategies and the Education market” 

people often make (school) choices apart from rational reasons. Ball says that it is “vital to 

recognize the role of non-rational aspects of choice and strategy” (2003:23). Ball goes on by 

claiming that:  

Educational choices and strategies may well be invested with ‘a mixture of rationalities’ (...) 

and an element of the ‘fortuitous and haphazard’ (...). Choices are sometimes made, strategies 

undertaken for varieties of reasons, not merely to achieve advantage. (...) ...agents do not 

simply weigh courses of action in terms of the efficacy in achieving a desired goal, they 

evaluate the desired goals themselves in relation to a framework of personal values that is not 

reducible to personal utility (...) In other words, utility is not the only criterion for decision-

making (2003:23).  

Lund (2006:219) in his doctoral dissertation, argues a similar point asserting that “ pupils’ 

strategies of choice are not merely based upon a goal-related rationality”. Other, non-rational 

factors are in effect. In a study of “market effects” in suburban areas in larger cities, Nidar Bunar 

(2009) finds that pupils select schools to a very high extent on factors as rumour, image and 

reputation, for example, the ease by which grades are given (Bunar 2009:135). 

 It should also be noted that in our recent survey7, free schools are more active than public 

schools in branding and marketing. Free schools have made systematic and strategic efforts to 

create a specific brand. In other words, free schools have taken more conscious efforts in 

managing reputation than have public schools. Consequently, we can assert that free schools are 

“better equipped” than public school when it comes to symbolic capital. It should also be 

possible to argue that since branding builds on the organization’s identity, free schools also have 

been able to establish a specific or unique character.  

                                                             
7 Gustafsson & Porsfelt, 2010 forthcoming 
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From the discussion so far it is obvious that the third type of capital i.e. symbolic capital would 

be the most critical factor for public school management to engage. However such an argument 

contains several challenges. The obstacles discussed here draws on a work by Nils Brunsson and 

Kerstin Sahlin- Andersson (2000). They identify three types of challenges or obstacles. The first 

and most important is the organizational obstacle. Second is the brand logic obstacle. And third, the 

profession-obstacle.  

The organizational obstacle 

Building on a social constructionist perspective, Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson (2000: 721) 

claim that “[s]ocial science has a tendency to take its objects of study as given, seeing them as 

natural entitites of some kind. Individuals, organizations, states and other basic social units just 

seem to be there, waiting for the social scientist to study them (…). Based on constructionist 

thoughts the aspects of “organization (…) should be regarded as variables rather than 

constants;they can occur to a varying extent and in a variety of combinations in different 

organizations” (p.731).  

Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson argue that there are three “degrees” of organization: the actor, 

the agent and the arena. The most complete organization is the “actor”. Private companies, like for 

example, IKEA are actors. The least complete organization is labeled “the arena” e.g. the 

university and the hospital. Arenas are dominated by professionals (Dent & Whitehead 2002). 

Professionals (doctors, professors), according to this theory, are not really longing for more 

organization (read: administration),but rather less. At the same time, professionals do not feel 

strongly committed to the organization to which they belong. As Capleo (2007:29) suggests: 

“some staff work at the university, but not for it”. Professionals tend to identify more intensively 

with their own profession, than with their “work place” organization. Professionals strive for 

autonomy by “providing expertise not accessible to direct managerial control” (Dent & Whithead 

2002). Consequently, the ability to create an identity for a university or a hospital will be severely 

impeded. A remedy might be to transform the arena into an actor i.e. a more fully fledged 

organization (Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson, 2000).  

In between these two extremes, there is the “agency” which might be compared to a local 

community “verwaltung”. Here we find for example, the elderly care unit, the educational unit, 

the technical unit etc. The character of the agency is described by Brunsson and Sahlin-

Andersson (2000:722):  
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We will argue that traditional public services in many countries have lacked some of the key 

aspects of organization. They can be described, at the most, as conspicuously ‘incomplete’ 

organizations. 

What do public service “agents” then lack in order to become a fully fledged organization?  

 

Being a complete organization 

What are the requirements for being a complete organization? Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson 

(2000:723) identify three requirements: identity, hierarchy and rationality. The argument here is that 

as being agents, public school managers and principals face challenges in all areas. Focusing on the 

first requirement; Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson (2000:723) argue that “Seeing something as an 

organization means endowing it with an identity. This in turn, means emphasizing its autonomy 

and defining boundaries and collective resources.” Identity is thus formed by being unique. 

Through an identity organizations also command the opportunities to enter and exit (cf Ahrne 

1990). Beyond autonomy and the control of boundaries a further requirement for developing an 

organizational identity is to have access to collective resources as for example, structural, intellectual 

and symbolic resources.  

The second requirement needed to be considered a complete organization is a unifying hierarchy 

which refers to the ability to co-ordinate and control activities. “Co-ordination is achieved by an 

authoritative centre that directs the actions of the organization members. In other words, there is 

an element of unifying hierarchy within the organization” (ibid 2000: 726). It is of vital importance 

that the organizational centre should have a high degree of independence, i.e. freedom of choice 

“when it comes to forming the organizational identity and to shaping organizational action” 

(ibid).  

Co-ordination and control of resources are management related issues. As Brunsson and Sahlin-

Andersson (2000) argue, “The authoritative centre of an organization should consist of 

‘managers’ who are assumed to exert control and bear responsibility for the organization, its 

action and results (…) A board can give general directions but the manager is responsible.” By 

controlling resources a manager has the opportunity to “transfer operative results” (profits) from 

one year to another. This will grant management increased strategic options. Investments can be 

directed towards especially critical areas, for example, to increase competitive strength (e.g. 

marketing and branding).  
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The third requirement for being a complete organization is the presence of rationality. Brunsson 

and Sahlin-Andersson (2000: 727) argue that “Organizations are assumed to be ‘intentional’, in 

the sense that they work towards specific goals or purposes (Thompson 1967, Weber 1968). 

Organizations are assumed to be rational; executives are expected to systematically forecast goals, 

objectives and preferences as well as action alternatives and their consequences and then to allow 

comparisons between these factors to determine their choices of action” (p 727). However, 

public-services have problems when it comes to setting goals and objectives. As claimed by 

Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson (2000:728): ”A recurrent complaint in recent reviews of public-

sector services is that they embrace several tasks and objectives, which to some extent contradict 

one another”. Corporations, for example, have few overarching and not contradictory goals. 

 Public school, merely agents not complete actors 

Being part of a bureaucratic structure, a public school is merely an agent lacking some of the 

requirements for being a complete organization. A public school is not autonomous and not in 

full control of their resources and boundaries. It is even argued that agents neither have a value 

of their own right, nor interests of their own:  

The survival of an agent is not a legitimate interest. Agents are instruments for solving certain 

tasks, and have no value in their own right (Weber 1968). Nor is an agent expected to have 

interests of its own. If an agent actually strives for survival and growth, it is considered to be 

dysfunctional” (…).  

Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson (2000:732) furthermore argue: “If we regard something as an 

agent, we attribute qualities to it other than those we ascribe to an actor-organization. An agent 

has an unclear or weak identity”. Such a weakness is related to the lack of control of the flow of 

resources at the operative level. Most strategic decisions on the allocation of resources are taken 

at higher levels within the bureaucracy. Regarding staffing the organization, teachers within 

public schools are hired not by the specific school but within the system. This impedes the 

chances of building a specific organizational identity as the recruitment of members may be 

highly important when trying to build a unique identity. A public school must, as being part of 

the general welfare system accept all pupils, not a few selected. A key concept within public 

schools is equivalence. All public schools should offer the same type of education, at least not 

being too different, too unique. This runs contrary to fundamental aspects of branding. Branding 

builds upon being different and having a unique identity.  
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Brand logic and the culture of public schools 

The main reason for dealing with branding is about finding a specific position within a social 

space. And positioning relates both to having a distinct identity, in other words being different. 

Bourdieu (1998) makes a similar point: 

The main idea is that to exist within a social space, to occupy a point or to be an individual within a social 

space, is to differ, to be different (Bourdieu 1998;9[1994]) (in Schultz et al 2005:58)  

Difference is a key word when the American Marketing Association (AMA) defines a brand 

accordingly: “A brand is a name, term, sign, symbol or design, or a combination of them, 

intended to identify the goods and services of one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate 

them from those of competition” (Keller et al 2008). Consequently this will cause problems to 

public schools as being agents (c.f. Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson 2000). As agents are weak on 

identity they may also be weak on “making difference”. Being part of the welfare system public 

schools encompass other types of values generating public good, not private (Englund 1996). For 

free schools however, the raison d´etre is to emphasize and capitalize on difference. Free schools 

offer something not found in public schools for example smaller classes, other teaching methods, 

free laptops for all pupils, travel abroad, a mentor system etc. The attitudes and values of teachers 

could also be different. Some free schools may even claim to offer a creative and supportive 

ambience.  

Professional values and branding 

In the earlier referred survey (Gustafsson & Porsfelt 2010), several respondents reacted 

negatively to using branding in a school context. As stated by some: ” Branding is not for schools 

as schools are not companies”, “We do not produce products, we are an institution for creating 

bildung and knowing”. “Branding belongs to the business world, not the schools. Schools do not 

operate on markets”. “I don’t like this type of language, these concepts should be kept out of the 

educational sphere”.  

Another finding is that the higher degree of fully trained teachers (having the required academic 

degree), the less acceptance for the branding discourse. Schools with a lower degree of fully 

trained teachers are more positive to branding and “brand thinking”. In other words one could 

claim that the more fully trained and educated professionals there are within a school, the less 

interest in the branding discourse (Gustafsson and Porsfelt 2010).  
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Comparing public schools with free schools our study helps confirm the notion that public 

schools employ fully educated and trained teachers to a much higher degree (about 85-90 

percent) than free schools (about 50 percent). Furthermore, the principals within public schools 

are trained within formal principal training programs which is not typically in free schools. In 

other words, we here find a clash of values; between professionals’ values and market or business 

values.  

Conclusion 

Two main questions were posed in this chapter. First, as public schools lose market share to free 

schools, is this loss due to inferior resources? The answer is, as we suggest, that free schools are 

superior only when it comes to symbolic capital i.e. brand value. Public schools are superior in 

structural and intellectual capital. The second question was: if public schools were to invest in 

symbolic capital or branding, what kind of obstacles would be present? Three types of obstacles 

were identified. The first and major obstacle is called the organizational obstacle. Public schools 

are merely agents, not complete organizations. By being an agent public schools operate within a 

rather complex and multifaceted hierarchy. Strategic decisions on allocation and size of resources 

are taken at a level above the principal’s. Furthermore public schools like all public services also 

face the problem of contradictory goals. Finally, and most importantly, public schools are weak 

on identity. This weakness will severely impede the possibility to form a specific brand.  

Still another predicament concerns the logic of branding. Branding is about creating as much 

difference and uniqueness as possible. However such a stance runs opposite to the public sector 

welfare values of the public good. Free schools on the other hand, are created out of difference. 

By being a private organization, free schools are in a better position regarding the formation of a 

specific identity. Free schools also have advantages regarding control of boundaries and 

managing resources. To exemplify; free schools can rent facilities instead of being locked to a 

fixed arrangement. This leads to a greater flexibility in cost allocation. At the end of the day, this 

will also make it possible for many free schools to generate profits. The third obstacle identified 

here concerns the claimed difference between professional’s values and business values. Teachers 

are primarily trained within the ideals and values of the welfare system. These values and ideals 

are strongly institutionalized and hard to change. Furthermore, they are often strongly opposed 

market or business values.  

The message in this chapter may sound dismal for public schools and I think it would be too 

simplistic to argue that the situation is easily handled. The main problem as I see it is that public 
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schools are not inferior concerning quality values but within the area that seems to the most 

decisive when pupils and their parents make their choices: symbolic capital. Symbolic capital 

relates to identity and also meaning making. As has been argued by Kornberger (2010) brand 

value (i.e. symbolic capital) is used by many people in order to construct their own identity. 

Therefore, in times described by Beck & Beck-Gernsheim (2002) as increasingly individualistic 

the search for identity and meaning gains increased importance. Therefore offering symbolic 

values of the types mentioned here, free schools are seen as more attractive in spite of the fact 

that public schools may be able to deliver high quality “commodities”. Thus the power of 

symbolic capital.  
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