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Aspects of the Sustainability of the Swedish Welfare Model 

 

Much research interest has during the last 20 years been devoted to compare and 

explain the outcome of different types of welfare regimes. Politicians and researchers 

in the social sciences have turned to successful economies – not the least the social 

democratic versions of welfare states in the Nordic countries – to find inspiration or 

explanation how to develop welfare. Sweden, as one of the Nordic countries, has been 

a beacon of light for a long time to inspire welfare development and have lately been 

able to keep a high economic growth and still manage to keep unemployment, the 

inflation and the interest rates comparatively low. This is despite a rather wide 

variety of welfare challenges facing the continuation of welfare development in 

Sweden.  

The Swedish model that took off in the 1930s and 40s developed into an 

encompassing welfare system in the 1950s and 60s. It is a universal system that is 

characterised by high levels of social protection, a generous social policy with high 

levels of income replacement and low-income inequality. The model is associated 

with a political commitment to full employment, accompanied by an active labour 

market policy. It is based on a principle of generalized reciprocity where the costs for 

everyone, for instance by paying taxes, during peoples lifetime will balance out in 

relation to the benefits from contributing to the system (Sahlins 1972, Titmuss 1997 

[1970]).1  

The system is expensive and therefore based on high levels of income 

redistribution (high taxes), a low level of total unemployment and high levels of 

labour participation, especially among women, low poverty rates and social divisions 

between gender, generations and families with and without children (Korpi 2004). 

And all of these aspects of the Swedish welfare system are thought to interact and 

reinforce each other (Kautto, Fritzell, Hvinden, Kvist & Uusitalo 2001). 

Today states face several challenges to be able to keep and develop welfare 

provisions and the solidarity between different categories of people for the support of 

                                                
1 Reciprocity means that received benefits does not have to be repaid – in the long run all will 
benefit from the system (Kildal 2000). Sometimes referred to as distributive justice. 
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the welfare system, also the Swedish.2 The Swedish welfare system has changed in 

various ways – to become something different than what once was known as the 

Swedish model. In this paper I am going to argue that because of the recent changes 

there are two major types of challenges that the Swedish, and many other, welfare 

regimes are facing and that they are different in kind and as such address a 

combination of different measures to be tackled: these are to the state internal and 

external challenges. I will also discuss some of the changes – in the relationships 

between welfare producers and the citizens – the system has gone through and how 

attitudes and popular support for welfare regimes also changes as consequences of 

the systemic changes.  

My arguments are twofold: 1. Changes from a generalised reciprocity and 

universal welfare system towards a contract-like, residual system with strong 

conditionality will affect the public support for the traditional welfare systems as 

such, and 2. As a concrete result new, or the reinvention of old, forms of welfare 

production through the third sector, non profit organizations and philanthropy, is 

likely to find a space to increase its efforts.3  

To present these arguments I first describe the theoretical perspective lately 

developed by Svallfors (1996, 2004) and Mau (2004) within the wide scope of 

institutional theory and political sociology. Then a presentation of some external and 

internal changes and challenges that the Swedish welfare system has gone through 

in recent history will be discussed. In the last part I’ll present the arguments why 

welfare produced within the third sector is tending to increase in Sweden. Welfare 

produced within the non-profit sector and philanthropy will be used as a case of 
                                                

2 This is also a part of the consequences of globalization where privatization of social security and 
pensions, de-regulation of labor markets and a shifting of tax burdens from corporations to 
individuals seem to be a general trend (Vij 2007). 
3 There are a whole range of different organizations that works outside of the market and the 
state. In general they are called the third sector in Europe and non-profit organizations in the 
USA. Among these are mutuals, cooperatives, the voluntary sector, the independent sector, non-
profits, non-governmental organizations, civil society, charity, philanthropy, social movements; 
most of the concepts were created to define the third sector and was invented in the USA. In the 
USA the existence of faith-based organizations (churches) that also receives funds from the federal 
government for their welfare production is specific for the American case (Hacker 2002). A 
demarcation line is usually drawn between for-profit and non-profit organizations, but the concept 
“the third sector” is suitable to use for organizations focusing on generating collective wealth 
rather than a return on individual investment. 
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comparing values and norms concerning reciprocity and finally some tentative 

conclusions will be drawn. 

 

 

The Normative Capacity of Welfare Regimes 

It has been widely discussed and analysed how the organization of welfare 

production institutionally creates legitimacy, solidarity and support for a specific 

welfare model. For instance Svallfors (1996, 2004) and Mau (2004) have argued that 

people’s support of the welfare system does not depend exclusively on narrow self-

maximizing interests. They argue that the citizens also approve of the moral 

purposes of welfare state programs because of the form the welfare institutions have. 

Statistical data of attitudes compared between classes and between countries has 

been used to make general conclusions of welfare support, but it has been neglected 

just how the mechanisms of institutionalized norms are created. From contemporary 

research we know that the underlying ideas and the institutional design of welfare 

systems (partly) creates the opinion and attitudes towards welfare.  

Research shows that there are different support for and values behind the 

existing welfare organisation connected to different categories of people (Svallfors 

2007). For instance the attitudes towards child allowance, healthcare, parental leave 

and so on and the institutions that produce or administrate transfers or service to the 

citizens, varies depending on a number of factors. Among these factors are class 

belonging, level of education and category of work (Svallfors 1997, 2004). The 

support for welfare systems differs between higher middleclass (civil engineer), lower 

middleclass (public administrator in municipality), academics (physicist) and self-

employed (small business owners) and so on.4  

The institutional mix of welfare producers and the ideas that has created these 

decides to a large degree what experiences different groups in society have of welfare 

                                                
4 Those are groups that self evidently are not strongly dependent on welfare arrangements for 
their everyday wellbeing, since they are not marginalised or excluded groups such as poor, single 
households with children, unemployed or sick, that are otherwise widely studied. The marginalised 
groups carry hypothetically other values about welfare systems than other groups.  
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services and are decisive for what attitudes towards welfare production are 

dominating. The institutional preconditions for the redistribution of resources 

between rich and poor, sick and healthy and between generations decides what 

experiences people have of the welfare systems and ultimately the values they carry. 

For example Mau (2004) has shown that different expectations on what type of 

reciprocity the welfare-exchanges should contain – both from the population towards 

the state (and other welfare producers such as private firms, the third sector and a 

variety of public sector organisations) and from the state towards the public – are 

created differently depending on the institutionalised welfare mix. 

The character of the expectations is thus dependent on the configuration of 

different mixes of welfare producers, but mainly on the conditions that regulates the 

exchanges between producers and receivers – the reciprocity. In other words, the 

expectations on exchanges are created in the conditions that the provider or giver of 

welfare sets in concrete rules based on norms and values about how welfare shall be 

organised. Some welfare arrangements and services are open to interpretations of 

what reciprocity shall contain while others are based on different sorts of more 

specific moral assumptions and ideas on what reasonable expectations should be. 

Mau has from this line of logic suggested a taxonomy of welfare systems that are 

different from those that builds on the different institutions of welfare systems, what 

consequences they might have for different classes (population categories) or what 

costs they have. This taxonomy instead focuses what type of values different welfare 

systems generates. It is about what exchanges takes place in a welfare society and 

what moral values that underpins the exchanges. A specific set of welfare norms 

encourages or punishes expectations on what to be expected and what conditions one 

has to submit to, to get support. In that way new types of relations between the 

citizens and the welfare system are created. For example expectations motivates and 

legitimates the expectations why certain incomes (taxes) shall be shared with others 

and how the normative critique against the systems will look like. So, specific 

transferring systems, like child allowance or service, like healthcare, creates different 

demands for reciprocity. If a welfare system is highly conditioned people’s 

expectations will be specific about when, where and how to receive support, but also 
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what it takes from them to receive support. It’s a system that does not, to the same 

degree, build on equality or citizenship as a system that is weakly conditioned. The 

weakly conditioned systems imply rather insecure commitment and demands on 

reciprocity. 

Another dimension of welfare regimes is to what degree the citizens are 

covered – if they are universal or residual (selective, means-tested). The expectations 

and values will vary if it is a generous universal system that covers all, or a means-

tested system where only those who are categorised as in need of specific welfare 

service or economic support is included. We then get a model, which I have 

borrowed from Mau (2004), in the following manner: 

 

Figure 1: A Moral Taxonomy 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

(Source: Mau 2004) 
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categories of citizens. Depending on if the service or monetary compensation is about 

redistribution of incomes, collective goods (social wages), or more specific child 

allowance, healthcare, education and so on, will different groups of people be a part of 

the systems or not.  

This model points to the fact that different regimes produce different 

expectations and norms of reciprocity. In figure 1, Sweden historically has belonged 

to the ideal typical universal/weak conditionality quadrant and Anglo-Saxon 

countries like the USA ideal typically to the residual/strong conditionality quadrant.  

Reciprocity is a concept that helps us understand why and under what 

circumstances people are willing to accept collective welfare arrangements. The state 

can be regarded an arrangement of institutionalised reciprocity, and as such, people 

tends to refer to norms of mutual justice when they evaluate welfare exchanges 

(service or monetary compensation). A person who contributes to the system 

(through taxes or voluntary work) expects some kind of material or symbolic return 

for their efforts. What exactly this reward should be differs extremely between but 

also within welfare systems (Mau 2004).  

The taxonomy above aims at revealing normative assumptions that defines the 

welfare arrangements and what values they create among the citizens. It shows that 

different regimes underlines different forms of reciprocity to legitimize welfare 

services and monetary compensations and makes them understood and accepted. The 

legitimacy rests therefore not only on the effects of redistribution, but also on 

accepted forms of reciprocity as part of institutionalised exchanges. That is, people 

support a certain welfare regime not just because it maximises their self-interests or 

minimises their risks, but also because the system in itself creates moral support for 

its own continuation or reproduction.  

The capacities of nation states to handle the challenges that welfare systems 

face are unevenly distributed. Some countries have more resources to prepare 

themselves and their citizens to mobilize a legitimate support for increased or 

decreased state intervention than others. The welfare mix between market, the third 

sector and the state and the configuration of supporting institutions are crucial to the 
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functioning of states capacity to create and improve welfare in these testing times of 

globalization. Among those resources public support for the welfare-systems is one. 

Solidarity or reciprocity is at the core of the ideas behind different welfare 

systems and what is expected from the state on their citizens, but also the 

expectations from citizens on the welfare system. In this view the organization of 

welfare production creates the pre-conditions for general reciprocity and solidarity. 

In the sense of how norms of reciprocity are created and changed over time depends 

to some degree on what needs are fulfilled by the state, the market and the third 

sector respectively. The welfare mix between these societal sectors determines how 

people’s attitudes towards the welfare system will be construed.5  

For instance Mau (2004) argues that the configuration of different mixes of 

welfare producing institutions make use of different reciprocity norms and that 

specific relations between beneficiaries and the benefactors affects our attitudes 

towards the welfare systems. It is the combination of normative notions that 

accompany welfare exchanges and the role institutions play in those exchanges that 

explain the attitudes towards welfare systems people from different backgrounds 

share.  

Welfare producing institutions coordinate social transfers vertically from rich 

to poor and horizontally from one generation to the next, from healthy to sick, from 

families without children to families with children. But, as argued above, the 

institutions also have a norm-setting and norm-stabilizing function (Rothstein 1998: 

                                                
5 The British historian Richard Titmuss ([1970] 1997) used the case of blood donating to discuss 
reciprocity and solidarity in relation to social policies. He asked the question why people 
seemingly donate blood without getting monetary compensation in return. It is a case of 
redistributing resources from the rich to the poor that does not have to do with monetary wealth. 
The effects of this procedure are an increase of equality and a universal integration of 
groups/classes and the givers are not judging against (excluding) the needy. Welfare in this view 
is not about how to take away the general welfare system the task of creating initiatives for the 
unemployed and poor to want to work (Deacon 2002) or to become employable (Garsten & 
Jacobsson 2004). For Titmuss’ welfare is an expression of altruism that through giving helps those 
that have a need. It is not the people who are in need that are to blame for their situation. The 
welfare system is thereby not to be seen as a channel for the expression of individuals maximizing 
their self-interests were people always are trying to improve their own situation. The welfare 
system is further more, not a mechanism for moral re-edification, even if one can look at the 
relation’s moral contents. The function of the welfare system as a provider of resources and a 
distributor of risks by temporarily giving are not dominating the perspective. All, whoever needs 
help at some time in their life, for whatever reason, can expect to receive gifts of welfare or social 
provisions. It is, however, neither an expression of governmental power that is the raison d’être.  
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135). Institutions give rise to certain interests and norms, which in turn either 

reinforce or undermine the original norm producing institutions. The inherent 

meanings of institutions provide motivations for individual’s actions and foster a 

commitment to the norms and values represented by the institution. Institutions, 

then, determine not only what people find to be a rational course of action, but also 

what seems to be justified and responsible from a moral point of view. When the 

system is changing, the norms are likely to change accordingly. The changes in 

norms will likely lead to a normative acceptance and increased legitimacy for the 

new system in the long run, even if there might be criticism and less legitimacy at 

the start.  

In the following sections the external and internal challenges for the Swedish 

welfare systems and development will be discussed and we’ll start with the external 

challenges.  

 

 

The external challenges for Swedish welfare development 

 

In the introduction I mentioned that there are two major categories of welfare 

challenges that Sweden and other welfare countries stands before. The first type of 

major challenge is external challenges that relates to what is happening in our 

surrounding world and as consequences of globalisation processes. The second broad 

type of challenge is to the state internal challenges – that exists more or less 

independently of what is happening in the world outside Sweden – and will follow in 

the next section.  

I will here begin discussing the first challenge, that is, challenges relating to 

the impact of moving capital as a result of the globalization processes, convergence 

to international rules and regulations, migration flows, integration with the 

European Union and the current problems with the Euro (€) currency 

(Europeanization), the continuation of market liberalisation but also a reaction 
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against liberalisation were new roles of states are now brought back in (Johansson 

2008).6 

The economic forces of globalization have challenged the development of 

welfare state provisions at least since the end of the 1970s. Neo-conservative critique 

of the universal welfare system and the implementation of contracts between giver 

and receiver on a general level have mudded the long tradition of reciprocity in the 

welfare sector. It was after the fall of the gold standard that the first modern signs of 

a concerted planned and agreed upon politics of laissez faire started. The aftermath of 

the oil-crises in 1973 and the following deregulations, starting in the beginning of 

the 1980’s, showed the vulnerability of the nation states independency of the world-

economy. The results of the deregulation of finances and capital were, among others, 

increase in private ownership with the rise of mergers and acquisitions (even though 

this slowed down remarkably in 2001 and 2009), foreign direct investments, and a 

limited globalization of shareholding and portfolio investments (Simmons 1999). 

Those activities produce, to nation states, external challenges and sometimes shocks 

emanating from a world economy in which technologies, products and tastes 

continuously changes in unpredictable ways and affects the demands of welfare 

production (Hall & Soskice 2001). The general processes and actors of globalization 

are demanding welfare states to converge; especially in the areas of fiscal policy, 

financial security and stabile currency, that is keeping inflation rates low – 

something that has been accentuated after the latest financial crisis’s. 

Parallel to this, the negative social consequences for a large portion of citizens 

with the downsizing or retrenchment of welfare states and social provisions have 

increased the popular demand on welfare states to deliver high quality and adequate 

services – a situation that becomes more and more troublesome for individual nation 

states to handle.  

Economic growth is perceived as a precondition for the development of 

welfare. Economic growth facilitates resources to be distributed among the sick, 

                                                
6 Globalization processes also have positive consequences for welfare development. For instance 
increased convergence of rules and regulations like human rights, increased integration between 
people and states, expanded monetary markets and so on. I’m here mainly focused on the negative 
effects of globalization processes for welfare development.  
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poor, unemployed and the ones in need. In order for states to have a growing 

economy and a sound overall economic performance, it is argued, states have to 

follow the tendencies of deregulation and privatization with a result that national 

governments and parliaments will have a diminished role to play in the political 

economy. Some have even predicted that the national state will become obsolete and 

that government’s room for manoeuvre will be limited. Especially when nation states 

have to follow “best practice” in order not to loose their most successful companies to 

more profitable places of production, investment, and where to pay taxes – 

governments will abandon their “governmentability” (Hollingsworth & Streeck 

1994, Boyer 1996). Sweden is often looked upon as an example of a “third way” or 

“middle way” economy between capitalism and socialism, drastically reforming its 

social democratic institutions in the mid 1990s, and as such pointed out as an 

example of a process of convergence that is unstoppable (Boyer 1996).  

The role of the nation state, according to laissez faire politics is to protect 

intellectual and tangible property, to assure open, non-discriminatory access, to 

allow any investor to purchase or sell any asset or repatriate any profit anywhere in 

the world. It is also to remove and prevent subsidies and other distortions of the 

laissez faire pricing system and to dismantle what remains of government – industry 

relations. Thus, the remaining role for governments should be mainly to assist this 

laissez faire agenda. The states could, and should also have a residual role of 

subsidizing the education and training of workers; in cushioning periodic 

dislocations; in financing pre-competitive research, and in providing (reduced) forms 

of social income. The remaining state activities should be consistent with private 

sector implementation wherever possible and the tax levels to be low and flat. The 

state-led economic stabilization policies should be abolished except from the 

paramount goal to assure price stability. By referring to, for instance, the 

Washington consensus7 or the Basle committee on Banking Supervision8 a greater 

pressure on governments to improve the convenience for private business is the 
                                                

7 The Washington consensus refers to a tacit political agreement between the IMF, the World 
Bank and the US Treasury to rationalize global markets, according to Vij (2007). 
8 The Basle Committee set standards for banks and for agreements that would ‘harmonize’ the tax 
laws, competition policies, intellectual property regimes and other conditions of doing business 
across national borders 
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result. An increasing integration of product and financial markets, it is argued, will 

inevitable result in convergence of institutional structures, policy choices and 

economic performance (Kenworthy 1997). From a purely neo-classical perspective, 

economies that confront each other in direct competition on integrated product 

markets, only the types of firm structures, interfirm relationships, and government 

policy choices most conducive to successful performance will survive.  

The results of the economic globalization, at least on the surface, are that the 

political economy of nation states tends to converge and that the effects will diminish 

the possibilities for governments to create their own welfare development. But this is 

only to a certain extent true. By using a perspective of neo-institutional theory it has 

been argued that nation states still have capacity, and to some degree has increased 

their capacity (Weiss 1998) to decide their own welfare development and that the 

civil society through the third sector, to a large extent will continue to develop non-

state organized welfare. The result of this will probably be divergence between states 

welfare development, not convergence.  

Within the political economy institutions are of crucial importance to 

understand the workings of economies and welfare development. The set of 

institutions in a state can explain the level of coordination of exchanges and the 

governability, in short the capacity for states to meet external shocks such as oil-

crises or currency speculation. Trade unions, social democratic governments seeking 

to preserve social programs and the receivers of welfare programmes are the ones 

that has acted out popular resistance against a converging development (Kitschelt et. 

al 1999, Hall & Soskice 2001). Despite the fact that states can control much of their 

own destiny from a formal point of view, there still are limits to welfare development 

through the state. For instance Sweden seems to have entered a dead end, at least 

temporarily, when it comes to developing state organized welfare production because 

of increased costs and a convergence to the global economic situation and to the EU. 

Transnational capital is threatening welfare development that leads to deregulations 

and tax-reductions. A new capitalistic logics have the effect that states can no longer 

implement policies without market consent and forces them to assume similar tax-, 

financial- and social policies.  
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Some of the consequences of globalisation for Swedish welfare development is 

that the public demands of welfare production has increased – no matter who 

produces them, the state, the market or the third sector – due to increased gaps in 

income between classes and gender, and health status between classes and 

ethnicities. The solidarity with the low paid, the women and ethnic minorities have 

been weakened. Cuts in the public sector, privatization and introduction of fees have 

also hit the vulnerable in society.  

There is a fiscal crises relating to the fact that the mobility of capital has 

become higher than the mobility of workers, which leads to a shift of power-relations 

in favour of capital. As the degree of individual groups have the ability to escape the 

re-distributional pressures grows, the solidarity for the system decreases. But during 

the last couple of years Swedish authorities have been successful in curbing the 

capital flight through extended contracts with other nation states’ tax authorities 

leading to more transparency and people and companies to return capital to Sweden.  

In general it has become increasingly harder for governments to use public 

debt to ease of the financial pressure in the social sector. The inflating tendencies 

that public debt unleashes induce the international financial and currency markets to 

lower the value of currency. Globalization of the economy makes fiscal policies more 

difficult to design and continued liberalization sanctions state interventions. In 

general there is a tendency that the negative consequences of globalisation creates a 

governmental and state crises of control and governability.  

Transnational capital is threatening welfare development and it has led to 

deregulations and tax-reductions. A new capitalistic logic makes states no longer 

being able to implement policies and forces them to assume the same tax-, financial- 

and social policy. That is, the pressures tend to create international convergence on a 

regulatory level. The negative social consequences of globalisation increases 

demands for more effective welfare and at the same time, globalization demands 

convergence on regulations that creates a dilemma for states. 

The description above makes up a part of the context that nation states have to 

take into consideration when taking on the internal challenges, which will be 

discussed next. 
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The internal challenges for Swedish welfare development 

 

The second broad type of challenge is to the state internal challenges – effected by 

the global processes, as they are, they can still be defined as relating to what is 

happening more or less independently in the world outside Sweden. Among those 

challenges are the financial issues such as how to finance increasing costs of welfare 

related goods and services, the risks of economic recession, the evading tax bases and 

the need for tax-reformations, increased popular demand on governments to improve 

health care, education, inclusion of different categories of people (for instance 

immigrants and homeless), fighting poverty especially among poor families with 

children, keeping the state deficits and inflation rates low, reduce unemployment 

levels of young citizens, and in the Swedish case, trying to keep a universal welfare 

system covering all citizens (Kildal & Kuhnle 2005, Kurian 2005).  

Even though Sweden and the other Scandinavian countries managed quite well 

to recover from economic problems in the early 1990`s, they still suffer from the 

heavy costs it brought along (Kunhle 2000). The changes did not necessary mean a 

rolling back or a retrenchment of the welfare state, but it did bring changes in 

financing of the welfare sector, for instance the introduction of fees and some 

income-tested social programs (Stephens 2005). But only small changes were needed 

and the high tax-burden consisted – even if it has been reduced during the 21st 

century. During the beginning of the 21st century the universal elements in 

education, health care, and social benefits, care of elderly and basic pensions survived 

the crises (Andersen 2004).  

But since the economic crisis in the beginning of the 1990s – to be further 

challenged in the financial crisis of 2008/9 – the recent governments in Sweden have 

implemented changes that have led to a contract-like relationship between citizens 

and the state similar to the ones existing in liberal states. The economy of Sweden 

has been growing slowly at the same time as tax cuts have made it more troublesome 

to finance the welfare system. Among the problems that state organized welfare is 

seeing is the ageing population and the increased costs for social insurances and 

welfare provisions: A situation that stretches the capacity of the welfare state.  
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Other internal challenges such as demographic changes include giving service 

and health care to a larger older (and healthier) population, combined with new types 

of families, especially increased number of single-parent households. These 

challenges are problematic both for the public finances and for the functioning of the 

labour market with employment mobility and activity. Yet another challenge is a 

crisis of trust and legitimacy: The public support, especially among well-off people, 

for the welfare system and social insurances diminish when they are reduced.  

A way to keep and even increase legitimacy for the universal welfare model has 

been to individualise welfare. Citizens have become users and consumers of public 

service and goods. The idea has been to decentralise decision making to engage 

citizens in their (free) choice of welfare producer, in order to increase legitimacy 

(Johansson 2008). This is one aspects of the “managerialism” or “new public 

management” philosophy that has swept through most of Swedish public sector, 

from hospitals to schools, from the 1980s onwards. It has also lead to the following 

changes: 1) an organisational separation of executor and client that facilitate the 

expansion of the private entrepreneurs in the public sector and the authorities 

control of executors. 2) Public economic resources are allocated based on 

performance. 3) Competition in all areas including welfare production that transfers 

governance from the state to the market. 4) Freedom of choice for the user citizen 

(Blomqvist & Rothstein 2000).  

This has led to a the budgetary responsibility has been delegated to the lowest 

possible level by creating “internal markets” within the public sector. More and more 

benefits are nowadays conditioned via participation in the labour market or to 

specific needs that are means tested. In that sense, the relationship between welfare 

benefits and the receivers (or between the state and the citizens, collective-

individual) has become a matter of contract where the idea is “no rights without 

responsibilities”.9 Those changes towards re-commodification have led to citizens to 

a larger degree have become dependent on the market – a job – for their wellbeing 

and their life chances (Svallfors 2000, 2002, 2007). In some cases it has led to 

                                                
9 A kind of distributive justice. 
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individuals becoming more dependent on the family and/or the third sector.10 The 

level of re-commodification is also seen clearly in the decline of union membership, 

institutions for collective wage bargaining and corporatist settlements that has led to 

increase in wage and income inequality (Svallfors 2007). 

Among the changes are a stronger dominance of international capital at the 

expense of national labour market regulations, increased insecurity of employments, 

increased income inequality, increased market orientation in public and private 

sector, increased relation between position in the labour market and resources 

(benefits) such as social insurance, housing conditions and access to service, gradual 

cuts in universal programmes that diminishes the adequacy of social services and 

transferring systems for established groups in society. These changes are coupled 

with more restricted eligibility and increased means tested housing benefits and 

social insurances, lowered income replacement levels and the implementation of fees 

for service. A major challenge that this leads to in the long run, it is feared, is that it 

leads to less legitimacy in the systems among well-off citizens (Svallfors 1999, 2000, 

2004).  

With these changes social issues such as insecurity and exclusion for people 

who are not eligible for social transfers creates new risks for new categories of people 

that have been meet with the solution of “workfare” (Kildal 2000). In Sweden the 

tradition is that, at least since the first (almost) universal pension scheme of scale was 

introduced in the 1960s, some social transfers are received without reciprocity from 

the receivers (Åmark 2005). Child allowance and basic pension are transferred 

without conditions. If you have one or more children or if you are above a certain 

age, you’ll get the benefits whether you are rich or poor. Benefits are connected to 

social rights and they are as such not to be repaid.11  

The public support for universal welfare has traditionally been strong in 

Sweden, also among the middle class. Sweden is known for having a strong state, but 

also a long tradition of having a strong civil society. But the effects of the changed 

                                                
10 The opposite of what Gösta Esping-Andersen (1990) has found to be the features of 
institutionalized welfare policies, the so-called de-commodification.  
11 This is in the vein of Marshall ([1950]1996) who early based welfare on the normative idea that 
all citizens shall have universal and equal status according to rights. 



  Page 17 (25) 

 

welfare systems and services described above, I argue, has led to changed attitudes 

and diminished support of the universal, generalized reciprocity based welfare 

system. The extension of expenditures and overall changes within the welfare system 

has also led to an increase in the third sector.  

 

 

Handling the challenges: The return of the third sector 

 

There is an extended and on-going debate on how the challenges described in 

previous sections could be resolved. Continued trade liberalization, globalization or 

Europeanization of the tax base, the implementation of more value added tax and 

direct taxes and even increased income and property taxes have been suggested – 

some of these suggestions goes against the grain of recent political reforms.  

Other suggestions include increasing states capacity to help firms and to ease 

of “external shocks” have been proposed. The new roles of states includes adapting to 

new challenges with the use of policies, strategic partnerships, innovations, research, 

financial and infra-structural support seems to be increasing also in times of crises. 

But based on empirical findings, the informal, non profit economy – the third sector 

and the reliance on the family – is growing and has become increasingly important 

for the production of welfare related services and sometimes income replacements.12 

In this section I will focus exclusively on the tentative tendencies of the third sector 

and its roles for welfare development in Sweden.  

The third sector has been viewed as embedded in an intermediate area between 

a system of the market, state and informal communities and households. Each of the 

sectors are organized around the predominance of one overarching principle: either 

the market principle of maximization of profits or minimization of costs, 

redistribution of taxes and other resources by the state or the reciprocity of goods 

and services given and received by individuals or families. The market economy is 

today usually considered the most important principle in the hierarchical system, “… 
                                                

12 Recent studies (Ferrera 2005) shows that 95 % of European Union citizens thinks that “helping 
others” is extremely important and that they expect help from others when they are in need, even 
though who the “others” are is not defined. 
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the non-market economy is supplementary and the non-monetary as residual” (Evers 

& Laville 2004: 20). 

When the first fragments of a welfare state developed in the end of the 19th 

century, the provision of welfare was upheld by civil society – especially families, 

mutuals, non-profit organizations, churches and other benefactors such as social 

clubs oriented to charitable activities. Many of the third sector organizations started 

to handle the problems of work disability, sickness and old age on the basis of 

solidarity. The roots to the third sector in Sweden are related to the history of social 

and popular movements. The labour movement (the union, leftists and the social 

democratic party), the consumer cooperatives, the temperance movement, and so on, 

all are democratic organizations consisting of ordinary citizens. They are strong and 

active locally and with a national coordination. The popular movements were not 

isolated organizations but often networks of cooperating movements reinforcing 

each other (in most cases). They also considered themselves being protest 

movements against bureaucrats, clerics, aristocrats and capitalists that dominated in 

the nineteenth and early twentieth century.  

But Swedish social policy since post World War II has been dominated by 

government support for social services and communities have relied on the public for 

healthcare, education, social welfare, and retirement. From 1940 and onwards when 

the Swedish welfare system developed the third sector organizations did not get an 

independent role as welfare producer. The state took on the responsibility for 

people’s welfare on its own by building public institutions (Lorentzen 1998). In that 

sense, the third sector organizations from the point of view of the state was seen as 

means to reach public goals and only in a limited way having an intrinsically value. 

And, the government has been reliable to provide with the services demanded ever 

since – until recently.  

However, as was mentioned earlier, it is becoming increasingly difficult for the 

government to uphold the level of service. In effect we may see as one of the 

consequences of state retrenchment a return to similar demands on welfare 

production from the third sector in a similar way as before the modern welfare 

society.  
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There has been a steady rise in philanthropy and third sector organisations in 

modern societies in recent decades (Salamon & Sokolowski 2004). The Nordic 

countries, (together with Canada) have since the 1970’s had the highest levels of 

membership in voluntary associations, well ahead of, for instance, USA. In Sweden 

nine out of ten adults claim one or more memberships in voluntary organizations 

(Pestoff 2004).13 Generally Salamon & Sokolowski (2004) argues that gifts of money 

are less important than gifts of time in terms of volunteering (people working 

without pay for the organizations). About 60% of private giving takes the form of 

volunteering and it turns out to be particularly high in countries such as the 

Netherlands, Sweden and the other Scandinavian countries, as well as some 

developing countries.  

 The expansion of the third sector in Sweden is connected to the ideologies of 

public intervention.14 Much of the Swedish third sector has generally been less 

dependent on public support and more self-sufficient than in most other countries. 

Historically politicians have been more likely to see private provision through 

philanthropy as a sign of state failure and as complementary to state action. And, as a 

result, the Swedish third sector has traditionally been relatively weak in areas such 

as health care, higher education and social activities, but strong in sports, leisure, and 

cultural activities and in adult education, as well as housing cooperatives and in the 

labour market.  

Despite this, the work of organizations, like mutual aid societies, have helped to 

generate social security systems. An institutional mix between the third sector, state 

authorities and public policies has resulted in a broad and stable area of welfare 

services often combined and shared between sectors. It has become politically more 

accepted to use philanthropy to bolster the shortcomings of public spending and the 

informal economy and the third sector has become increasingly important as a 

                                                
13 Although American research on the non-profit sector excludes cooperatives and mutual aid 
societies on the basis that they distribute a limited part of the surplus to their members. 
14 Evers & Laville (2004) comes to the conclusion that European third sector is different from the 
American because the labor movement and political and economic ideas were stronger in Europe 
than in USA, a precondition for creating mechanisms for the production of wealth and welfare 
other than market exchange and state protection. 
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provider of personal social services.15 For instance, the government has changed the 

tax law in 2010 to favour gifts of capital to charity and has increased the donations. 

Tax-relief does not, however, automatically lead to higher giving. Despite 

similarities in for instance British and American tax system it is expected that 

American wage earners be enrolled in payroll giving, but a very low number of 

Britton’s are enrolled. This reflects differences in attitudes towards giving. It is 

sometimes considered an impropriety, and the feeling of uneasiness, for wealthy to 

compete to demonstrate public generosity. 

The arguments for why the third sector is expected to continue to increase in 

the future are varied and complex. First, it has been suggested (Bielefeld 2000) that 

in the sector are likely to increase because third sector organizations are providing 

for middle- and upper income patrons as well as needy clients, the number of wealthy 

in the ageing population has increased and the amount of bequests has also increased. 

A wealthier community will have a larger proportion of third sector organizations 

providing so-called amenity services such as education and arts. For needy clients 

third sector organizations provide welfare services and the likelihood of an increase 

in these is getting higher as the number of people in need increases. Another is that 

the generosity after devastating catastrophes around the world has fuelled 

philanthropy and the work of the organisations within the third sector.16  

 

 

Concluding discussion 

 

Earlier studies have concluded that the Swedish (and Nordic) welfare models have 

shown signs of convergence with European welfare systems, but mainly by other 

countries catching up to the standards of the Nordic countries (Kautto, Fritzell, 

Hvinden, Kvist & Uusitalo 2001). But they have also concluded that the Nordic 

countries have responded quite differently to the common challenges and pressures 

                                                
15 While in USA the donors believe that they can spend money more effectively than the state.  
16 For example 9/11 2001, and the storm Katrina in New Orleans and the surroundings and the 
Tsunami catastrophe of South East Asia brought charities into the spotlight in many countries of 
the world. 
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on the welfare systems and in that way have tended to diverge in their respective 

development.  

The Swedish welfare system has gone through rather dramatic changes in the 

last 30 years. Returning to the model of Mau and the Moral Taxonomy we can say 

that the Swedish welfare system has moved from the universal system with weak 

conditionality (upper left quadrant in figure 1) – characterised with generalised 

reciprocity, motivated with solidarity between social classes, generations and so on, a 

shared collective responsibility and extended social rights – to the universal system 

with strong conditionality (lower left quadrant in figure 1) – Balanced reciprocity, 

private insurances have become more common, expectations on returning  and in the 

long run equivalence. Even though Sweden still has a distinct universal system it has 

changed from being an encompassing system to becoming a more decentralised, 

individualistic, market oriented contract like system. Some aspects of the welfare 

system, especially social provisions and income replacements have become more 

selective and means tested. And the conditionality, the level of reciprocity, from the 

citizens has increased. 

The research performed by Svallfors (1996, 2004) and Mau (2004), among 

others, show that the attitudes towards and the legitimacy for the welfare system are 

still very positive but that the disparity between different social categories has 

widened. The well off categories is more prone to accept and like the changes that 

have occurred. I would argue that these changes of the system itself has had an effect 

on the way different categories of social groups perceive and support the welfare 

systems. It has become more acceptable, especially for the well of citizens, to adapt to 

those changes. But as a result we can find some tendencies that the third sector 

organisations has found a place to expand their actions in the welfare-producing 

field. 

Sweden has, comparatively, a rather good capacity to handle the general 

challenges facing the continuation of welfare development. The state, regional and 

local authorities still seem to have the capacity to find ways to develop welfare 

within the changed system and budget restrictions. Despite consequences of 

globalisation processes and internal challenges there seem to be resources that 
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facilitate the reorganisation of the welfare mix of welfare institutions and 

organisations. What the outcomes for the welfare quality and social divisions will be, 

only the future will tell.  
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