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1 Introduction 

It is commonly argued that European social life is changing faster than 
ever. The accelerating pace of the expanding and globalising information 
society is even held to exceed the already exaggerated pace of the industrial 
era that we are now leaving. In this context of change, there are concerns in 
many European societies that earlier, more stable ideals and models for 
social organisation are being challenged and reshaped under the pressure of 
processes of modernisation, individuation and restructured professional life. 
Across European polities, many governments fear that these processes are 
eroding and putting established patterns of social cohesion and solidarity at 
risk. In the diverse arguments that are raised in connection to this concern, 
one shared feature is the idea that the abandonment of the family as the 
primary unit of social thought and production could lead to possibly fatal 
ruptures in the social fabric of contemporary Europe. 

At the same time, falling nativity rates create increasingly unstable, top-
heavy demographic structures in Europe, that seem to make it difficult to 
maintain the welfare logic of earlier days. To keep future welfare policies at 
received levels of ambition is thus a great challenge to European societies, 
as the relative proportion of European populations active in the workplace 
decreases. As standard accounts note, this development may either force 
mature welfare states to give up all broad attempts to provide decent social 
conditions for those unable to obtain childcare, education, health care, elder 
care and other welfare services by other means or to retain the same overall 
policy aim, but incorporate a host of new modes and methods of provision 
in their welfare matrixes. In both cases, old patterns of social cohesion first 
seem to have to be broken down and ripped apart in order, hopefully, to be 
reassembled again later in new ways. An issue of some magnitude here is, 
to put it metaphorically: will the patient survive this operation? 

This study is an attempt to grapple with these broad questions of change 
in the social organisation of welfare by way of analysing Swedish childcare 
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and family policy. If European social life is changing at the believed pace, 
the issue of how we ought to approach and envision the politics of childcare 
and family welfare under these conditions becomes central in analyses of 
social policy. Will it be impossible to think comprehensively about patterns 
of welfare in the future? Is a hard choice between having and lacking wel-
fare structures inevitable for many European societies? Is there a choice at 
all? And how may the impact of changing social patterns in terms of the 
family’s role in the context of care and welfare be assessed? Is the fear that 
European societies are undergoing change in the sense mentioned above, 
jeopardising the density and texture of the social fabric, well founded? 

More precisely, the conducted study has two purposes and operates at 
two levels. The first is an investigation and elaboration on the logic of the 
Swedish politics of childcare from the 1930s – when childcare in the con-
temporary sense was first introduced – to 2002. To achieve this goal, we 
describe and discuss the political principles and institutional solutions char-
acteristic of this field of social policy, a field that in Sweden has developed 
in rather unusual directions compared with most other European countries. 
Since the current system is virtually comprehensive, it is something of an 
anomaly in the post-war liberal democratic context. The point of this first 
part of the study is to bring forth the historical and political logic of the 
system, and reflect on possibilities for policy development and political 
change, with one eye turned to the process of Europeanisation and the 
sometimes aired notion that the European process of integration will force 
traditional national social and family policies to adjust to a lowest common 
policy denominator in the European context.  

Our investigation suggests that this process of adaptation, at work in the 
Swedish system at least since the 1990s, should mainly be read as systems 
internal, and not to a similar extent as a fundamental challenge to the notion 
of comprehensiveness itself – which, in fact, still forms the basis of the 
system. It seems, furthermore, reasonably clear that the lines of influence 
between Swedish and other European approaches to social and family pol-
icy are complex and connect to more subtle and fundamental patterns of 
modernisation, individualisation and the restructuring of social life in 
Europe today. To predict the future development by extrapolating current 
trends is therefore a steep task indeed, in the field of social policy as well as 
elsewhere. It is of course possible that the European Union, in time, will set 
a clearer agenda for its social policy preferences, but today social welfare is 
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organised by each member country nationally. Sweden’s unusual approach 
to the relations between family and workplace, between working men and 
women, and the all but communitarian belief in the possibility of solving 
common social problems in an all-encompassing way would probably not 
be viable unless national independence was considered more important than 
European policy input. One intriguing question in this regard is whether the 
received balance between legislative clout at the EU-level and national poli-
tics will remain in the future. We have no answer to this question, but as-
sume that changes in the current national/European balance would rather 
strengthen the influence of Swedish childcare and family policy on other 
European countries than the other way around. It appears as though Sweden 
is considered a leading nation in this field of welfare. 

The second purpose and contribution of the book is an historical study of 
the contemporary state and performance of the Swedish childcare system. 
Here, we analyse the function and performance of the prevalent forms of 
childcare in two Swedish cities: Stockholm and Östersund. In each city, we 
investigate all primary forms of provision – i.e. municipal care, private for-
profit care (corporate or one-facility firms converted by the staff from an 
earlier municipal format) and co-operative care (all-parent, all-staff or a 
combination of the two). One intention of the study here is thus to critically 
elaborate on the conventional approach to the distinction between publicly 
and privately provided social welfare, like childcare. In the debate on the 
renewal on the Social Democratic welfare state, it is often argued that this 
dual view covers the possible logical and viable political options. As we 
will demonstrate, this is hardly the case. The heavy attention that has been 
paid by politics and social science alike to the decisive distinction between 
public and private per se, has obscured the fact that the latter category has 
enough nuances to warrant basic reconceptualisation.1 It makes little sense 
                             
1 Blomqvist argues, for instance, that the Swedish privatisation of welfare in the 1990s is a 
feature in a broad process of transformation that endangers the belief in and support for the 
tradition of social egalitarianism. 2003, p 140. She thus overlooks the untapped potential of 
the third sector to contribute to the renewal of social welfare thinking. This is perhaps partly 
occasioned by the fundamental socio-economic orientation of the conventional debate on the 
Social Democratic state. If the problem is assessed primarily in terms of financial structures, 
less attention is perhaps naturally paid to a systems variety that relies on volunteer labour by 
members/users of the service. In this sense, the co-operative approach clearly falls outside 
the corporativist political tradition, making it hard to discern from the inside of this tradition. 
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to equate, for instance, corporate with co-operative welfare production. As 
our study shows, the performance in terms of democracy and participation 
of the co-operative sector is generally more advanced than municipally 
provided care. Even in terms of organisation and economy private (but non-
for-profit) co-operative childcare appears to perform competitively, without 
lowering the high pedagogical and social standards it primarily shares with 
municipal provision. 

Whereas the first part of the study mainly draws on theoretical debates 
and political research, this latter part is primarily based on interviews with 
municipal political and administrative officials responsible for the running 
of the local system, with managers and staff of individual childcare facili-
ties, and with parents/users of those same facilities. On this level of the 
study the operation of the entire current variety of provision in the field of 
Swedish childcare is thus to a certain extent described and assessed. 

There is an aspect of substance as well as comparison at work in the 
overall approach of the study. Sweden’s approach to childcare may serve as 
a point of reference, we propose, for understanding social policy options in 
contemporary Europe. As states, polities, policy organisations and entre-
preneurs struggle to define and meet socially legitimate needs for social 
welfare in this and other fields, the notion of comprehensiveness is gener-
ally regarded as a model of the past. As will become apparent during the 
course of this study, however, non-comprehensive policy models do not 
seem to be the only ones able to cope with rapidly changing social patterns. 
There are two different dimensions or aspects of childcare that have to be 
kept apart and analysed separately. One aspect concerns institutional or 
policy regimes (that, in their own right, may perform better or worse); an-
other concerns policies that are actually chosen or in operation. These are 
different issues that call for different political and analytical considerations. 

What the Swedish example may convey is consequently the conditions 
for choice on the second, operational welfare level. In the Swedish context, 
the issue of whether or not to aspire for or implement a comprehensive 
childcare model is no longer on the agenda. It would therefore make little 

                                                                 
A similar omission is conventionally made of one-firm facilities that have been converted 
into limited companies, but were earlier run municipally. Again, it is very difficult to apply 
basically corporativist models of thought to this phenomenon. 
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sense for us to focus too strongly on this dimension, fundamental as it may 
nonetheless be. This question is hardly politically or socially salient today. 
Instead, we will concentrate on the logic and tensions within the system. 
The problem of how to organise social and family policy in contemporary 
European society thus has at least two dimensions. In a range of countries, 
the paramount question of whether or not to implement ambitious public 
welfare schemes still needs to be politically addressed and worked out. In 
other countries, the main current concern is, on the contrary, to decide what 
patterns of welfare differentiation to opt for. In the latter case, the Swedish 
example might remind us of one particular point: that politics, regardless of 
what policy patterns are eventually adopted, seems to matter a great deal. If 
there is a policy lesson to be gleaned from the analysis undertaken here, it 
is mainly that the fabric of society in part emerges as a consequence of hard 
political choices. As soon as policy structures are erected, they contribute 
heavily to the further unfolding logic and organisation of the social space 
itself. To organise welfare by other than public means – be it either on the 
level of financing or actual provision – is thus not to organise welfare in a 
non-political way. This is a false understanding. It is rather to set another 
political logic to work than the one that has been decisive for the Swedish 
tradition. 

The analytical set-up and scope of this study include issues of social co-
hesion and democracy, ways of organising welfare services, integration, 
diversity, and the relationship between particular childcare services and 
specific local spaces and social experiences. Given the comprehensiveness 
of the system, one key question is if a welfare structure of this kind is able 
to adjust to the specific demands and conditions that prevail in local areas 
and under different circumstances. The childcare system is the same 
throughout the whole country, but the Swedish regions, communities, and 
families it provides with care vary in any number of ways. A general con-
cern relevant to this analysis is therefore whether comprehensive welfare 
solutions of this kind are viable in fragmented, diverse and changing social 
contexts. The question becomes all the more pressing on the assumption 
that the current development towards social and cultural fragmentation is 
increasingly pronounced and rapid. In other words, can large-scale welfare 
continue to be conceptualised – let alone organised – in a comprehensive 
way, if the societies in which these large-scale policies are to be imple-
mented are not characterised by a corresponding structure of homogeneity? 
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Are the circumstances of the early 21st century requiring us to relinquish 
the notion that the good of welfare is possible to define communally and 
distributive in a legitimate and reasonably efficient way by public means? 
Or is the tradition of grand welfare obsolete?  
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2 The politics and history of Swedish 
childcare 

To analyse the politics of Swedish childcare through the post-war era is a 
daunting task, and a challenging one. As will become apparent below, the 
notion of a general welfare system has been strong from its very conception 
in the 1930s-40s. The Möller line (i.e. the inclusive and all-encompassing 
view on social policy named after the former Swedish Minister of Social 
Affairs, Gustav Möller) became a dominant mode for Social Democratic 
thinking at an early point in the party’s position at the head of government. 
A position that remained unbroken for more than four decades (1932-76).2 
Given this extraordinary period of political tenure, the development and 
logic of the Swedish approach to social policy must be regarded mainly as a 
Social Democratic affair. Swedish social policy patterns are thus part of the 
Social Democratic ideological legacy. Both social policy generally, and 
childcare especially, have been central elements in the construction and 
consolidation of the edifice of the Swedish welfare state – a project that, in 
turn, has been decisive for the definition of the Social Democratic political 
agenda.3 

Swedish childcare policy from the 1930s to the present 
Given this political dominance of the Social Democrats, the questions pur-
sued here will inevitably deal with the specifics of social policy patterns 
that are essentially Social Democratic. In the Swedish post-war case it 
                             
2 Cf Pierson 2004, pp 117-18. 
3 Erler & Sass observe that “for decades family policy was a political issue of the first prior-
ity” in Sweden. 1997, p 33. 
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makes little sense to approach the field of childcare as an open political and 
institutional field – i.e. as a situation where fundamentally different policy 
alternatives have been introduced and replaced in connection with party 
and institutional changes at the highest levels of government.  Until 1976, 
the dominance was massive, with the Social Democratic state more or less 
firmly controlling most aspects of social policy making. In a certain sense, 
this tied in well with the age-old centralism of the Swedish state, a political 
feature predating modern government. Even today, the edifice of classical 
Social Democratic social policy is, as many writers point out, very strong 
indeed, impeding radical constitutive change.4 Welfare debates have there-
fore been more concerned with interpreting and criticising what is essen-
tially a Social Democratic approach than with elaborating on structural or 
ideological alternatives to existing policies and institutions. Other political 
forces have simply enjoyed far less opportunity to influence legislation on 
the level of the Social Democrats. 

How, then, should the Social Democratic approach to social policy be 
interpreted? A heated discussion followed in Sweden on the publication of 
feminist historian Yvonne Hirdman’s 1989 study Att lägga livet tillrätta 
[Putting life right]. In her book (written within the framework of the 1980s’ 
official study of the economy and structure of power in Swedish society, 
Maktutredningen [the Power Audit], that delivered its final report SOU 
1990:44 in 1990), Hirdman argued forcefully that the Social Democrats’ 
approach to social policy had been thoroughly paternalistic. The party, she 
claimed, had always been rather deaf to any suggestions that people were 
not perfectly happy to have their lives planned, evaluated and organised by 
the state. This became particularly clear in social policy matters, where the 
party’s line of thought, Hirdman argued, was safely anchored in a robustly 
scientistic and rationalistic political sociology. The underlying argument for 
the benevolent state was always that it provided unequalled opportunity for 
the improvement of people’s living conditions. Using the state’s leverage, 
social reform schemes could be far more ambitious and far more effectively 
reach further into people’s ordinary day-to-day life circumstances than any 
other means would allow. 

                             
4 Cf Hajighasemi 2004, p 217. 
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The Hirdman account provoked a range of more or less sophisticated re-
sponses, many of which pointed to the gap between Alva and Gunnar Myr-
dal’s utopian approach to social policy, on the one hand, and the more prac-
tical one associated with Möller, on the other. The latter’s views were 
adopted to a far greater extent by the party (and thus also by the state) than 
the functionalist and modernist schemes elaborated by the intellectually 
brilliant couple Alva and Gunnar Myrdal.5 The debate on how to interpret 
Social Democratic social policy dogma, in terms of its ethical complexities 
and empirical realism, continued through the 1990s. As indicated in the 
preamble of her book, Hirdman’s own feelings toward the study are am-
bivalent. She senses that it might be used as ammunition for ideological 
attacks on the Social Democratic approach to social policy, saying she has 
no desire to take part in such an onslaught. She also expresses a sense of 
betrayal of her personal social and political history.6 

The attacks which were subsequently launched centred around the con-
cept of “social engineering”, a term conjuring up an ideological and politi-
cal movement purportedly working in the interest of social equality and 
progress, but in effect generating system-oriented modes of policy making, 
instead of life-oriented ones, as the early Habermas might have put it. In 
those system-oriented modes of thinking, the utopian plans for a well-
ordered society gained precedence over the regard for citizens’ individual 
interests, autonomy and human worth. Of course, Hirdman’s suspicions 
were accurate. Her instrumentalist-paternalist interpretation of the Social 
Democratic agenda in the field of social policy soon became standard rhe-
torical equipment for all critics of the party, as well as of the comprehen-
sive welfare state. 

We assume that it has played an inspirational role for the later critique 
of, for instance, the officially sanctioned policy of sterilising hospitalised 
and/or underclass women in effect for the perceived greater good of society 
up until the 1960s, or against other dark parts of the welfare tradition. The 
logic of the critique is in a way quite compelling. To set the goal of social 

                             
5 Björnberg argues that Alva Myrdal “was primarily responsible for formulating the ideol-
ogy behind public childcare in the 1930s”. 1997, p 122. Cf also Möller 1996, p 38; Hirdman 
2001, p 154. 
6 Cf Möller 1996, p 37. 
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welfare for all means to propose and define the width and substance of the 
conceptual category “all” – which is a very wide concept indeed. It is likely 
that it will never match the characteristics of any given social population. It 
thus holds together internally only at the cost of designating odd groups and 
people as alien to the core, making it easier to regard these as in need of 
special consideration and non-routine attention.7 Efficiency at the level of 
reform thus seems to require a certain insensitivity at the level of needs and 
identities. 

Later studies indicate, however, that the Myrdalian approach had less in-
fluence on social policy design and legislation than Hirdman suggests in 
her book. Since its main function was to be avant-gardist and ideational, 
critics argue that the early Social Democratic formulations of a political and 
ethical basis that was in time transformed into the comprehensive welfare 
state, should rather be analysed in terms of the policies that were actually 
implemented. As Rothstein and others emphatically claim, actual policies 
lay, on the whole, closer to the Möller line.8 According to such arguments, 
the Social Democrats have never had very utopian schemes for social re-
configuration. Instead, they are considered to be essentially politically re-
formist. But the rivalry between interpretations has not come to an end. 

One line of argument that needs to be noted in this context is, however, 
that the Swedish social policy model was originally not only a means to 
organise and deliver welfare universally. It was also – some argue: rather –
part of the early and defining Social Democratic ambition of keeping the 
wheels of production rolling. Being a socialist intellectual movement and 
tradition, it neither shares the conservative way of prioritising the family, 
nor the liberal commitment to atomised individuality. Instead, this tradition 
of political thought regards people as citizen-workers. It should be borne in 
mind that the workers’ movement, during the last decades of the 19th and 
first third of the 20th centuries, was only one of a number of large popular 
movements in Sweden. Other influential movements were the IOGT/NTO 
[temperance movements] and Christian revivalist movements. The early 
liberal movement was perhaps stronger a century ago than it became later, 
even if the parliamentary party had a peak during the 1960s-80s. But none 

                             
7 Cf Åmark 2004, p 7. 
8 Cf Rothstein 1985. 
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of these movements showed much interest in, or had much influence over, 
the development of childcare. The transition from family-based patterns of 
care and provision for small children has thus been unidirectional, and this 
has become possible because the Swedish centralist political tradition was 
gradually taken over by the Social Democrats as they ascended to power 
and consolidated their position.  

One salient point where the Swedish Social Democratic movement has 
been successful on a spectacular scale is in terms of its historical ability to 
transform its moment of radical political and social critique into stable state 
responsibility and governmentality – partly singling it out from comparable 
20th century movements. This has created the sometimes noted paradox that 
today, even liberal and conservative business and industrial interests that 
are in principle ideologically at odds with the Social Democratic view on 
social justice and organisation tacitly refrain from criticising the party or 
government too strongly, for fear that incumbent governments, although 
more in ideological harmony with these interests, might cause political and 
economic instability. The irony is, of course, that other parties have never 
had any opportunity to prove that they’re able to govern at superior levels 
of competence. In the post-war political history, the Social Democrats have 
developed a major talent for transforming basic ideological push into solid 
institutional competence. 

During the post-war era, one visible aspect of Swedish childcare politics 
has thus been its virtually linear pattern of development. It has evolved 
from fragmented initiatives and uncoordinated schemes – both publicly and 
privately provided – towards an increasingly firm and ambitious public 
responsibility. Since the second half of the 20th century, there has been no 
equivalent (following Esping-Andersen’s typology) to the continental or 
Anglo-Saxon models of large-scale provision of the good of childcare by 
non-public means – such as charity associations, corporations, religious 
institutions, or voluntary organisations. The perspective on childcare as a 
basically public matter has gained wide ideological and social currency. As 
will be shown here, even when new forms of provision were introduced in 
the 1990s, relying on other than public service providers, these new ven-
tures remained within the same legislative and financial framework as the 
public sector. 

A description of the childcare that was actually provided during the 
golden age of the welfare state, therefore, coincides with a description of 
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public political action and legislation in the field. The issues at the centre of 
the Swedish social and political stage are thus different from childcare-
related issues in many other countries, in that the Swedish issues are pri-
marily how to design this service, and how to adapt it to socio-economical 
and labour market needs. In the Swedish context, fundamental assumptions 
underlying existing attitudes, in the first place towards the breadth and 
depth of publicly provided services are hardly discussed at all, nor, for in-
stance, are the principle of equality in the work market, or the question 
whether policies for financial support and taxing should regard families or 
individuals as primary units. This general social transformation, has been 
underway since the 1960s. During this period, as Björnberg notes, “the 
Swedish family structure has changed from a predominance of the male 
breadwinner family to a predominance of the dual breadwinner family”.9 

This abandonment of the breadwinner model in Swedish social policy is 
an individualist development. The notion that the Social Democratic main 
orientation is uncompromisingly collectivist is thus more complex than 
what is sometimes assumed. The position that is now associated with the 
“traditionalist” side of social democracy embraces what Giddens and other 
writers today refer to as Old Left solutions, including the idea of a publicly 
controlled and all but comprehensive welfare state.10 Those who argue 
against this new traditionalism and in favour of non-public solutions to 
contemporary welfare needs by necessity advocate a more limited scope of 
public control. This is not inevitably a more liberal approach to individual 
autonomy in late capitalist, post-fordist society than the Social Democratic 
approach. 

As will be further described below, since the 1980s the debate about the 
future of the welfare state has mainly revolved around a search for non-
public modes of service provision and distribution. But the conventional 

                             
9 Björnberg 1997, p 116. A 2001 official government study identifies as the most important 
legislative changes in this context the passing during the 1970s of three sets of legislation: 
the 1971 law that made individuals, not families, the primary units for income taxation, the 
1974 law ensuring the right to parental leave of absence with newborn and young children, 
with economical compensation via social insurance systems, and the 1974 initiative making 
for general and expansive public provision of childcare. Ds 2001:57, p 144. 
10 Giddens 2000, p 28. On the same note, Pierson wonders: “Can, or indeed should, social 
democrats still strive to be ‘the party of the welfare state’?”. 2004, p 166. 
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view of welfare was still that it is a common and public good, the financial 
burden of which should be borne by the state, via taxation. Even if the wel-
fare systems required some decades to mature after the war, the view on 
childcare as a basically public and not private – certainly not commercial – 
affair, was never seriously threatened. As one study formulates it: 

Childcare that is characterized by high levels of legitimacy, quality and 
availability, and not least affordable fees, has more and more come to be re-
garded as an obvious ingredient of modern welfare society in Sweden.11 

This notion of childcare as an integral part of society is testified to by po-
tential parents’ answer to the question what is most important for them to 
consider having children. Most of them respond steady employment and 
secure incomes. Today, childcare issues hardly appear at all in these kinds 
of surveys.12 The most likely interpretation is that adequate childcare is 
taken for granted. 

How should this social policy pattern, unusual in an international per-
spective, be understood? One recent study notes that international childcare 
scholarship has often, tacitly or explicitly, assumed that participation in the 
labour market by women/mothers may have negative implications for chil-
dren. For fathers, on the contrary, unemployment has been construed as the 
major negative impact on children. Thus the negative consequences for 
children are sought in women’s work and men’s unemployment. It has been 
questioned lately if this gendered perspective is a fruitful basis of research. 
Instead, research patterns are suggested that leave such assumptions aside. 
“Work” then ceases to take on different intrinsic meanings for men and 
women.13 We concur with this view. There is no reason to reproduce the 
gendered views represented by the former standard account. 

Against this backdrop, to advocate non-public solutions to childcare 
must be done without the impression that they are part of a conservative or 
reactionary agenda. Polls usually indicate weak support for the argument 
that families should be economically and legally able to make what is put 

                             
11 Ds 2001:57, p 223 (all translations from Swedish to English by the authors). Cf SOU 
2001:52, p 255; Möller 1996, p 365; Hajighasemi 2004, p 255. 
12 Ds 2001:57, p 223f. 
13 Östberg 2001, p 133. 
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forth as “free” choices in the field of childcare for preschool children. On 
the political spectrum, these arguments generally originate from the more 
conservative side of the political right; that is, from Christian Democrat and 
conservative parties and social forces. Critics, in their turn, point to the fact 
that this freedom is strongly gendered and will probably result in the 
mother abandoning her career plans – given that the field were left open in 
terms of taxation and normative expectations. This means nothing less than 
to resurrect the breadwinner model – proponents for the universalist and 
public political tradition argue – a vision that has little coinage in today’s 
political debate. To argue that families should reassume a patriarchal inter-
nal organisation and that work in the public and private fields, respectively, 
ought to be re-divided along traditional gendered lines (either directly or 
indirectly) no longer seems to be a viable option. Even the main proponents 
of this alternative take great pains to steer clear of the argument’s norma-
tive and historical undertow. The discursive space does not seem to allow 
for such traditional family-oriented thinking. 

1930s – 1945 Early childcare structure 
For reasons of clarity, the remaining part of this chapter is divided into four 
historical parts. Of these, the first two periods, 1930s-1945 and 1945-
1960s, are dealt with more perfunctorily. Given that the main object of the 
study is to analyse the contemporary Swedish childcare system, this theme 
will occupy most of the space below. This choice testifies to the fact that 
the Swedish childcare policy experience prior to the 1960s is relatively 
unexceptional. On the contrary, the underdeveloped policy patterns and 
approaches visible in Sweden at this time resemble those in many other 
West European countries. The Swedish case is more interesting from the 
1960s onwards, especially when it comes to producing relevant knowledge 
for cross-European comparison. Special attention is thus paid to the two 
later periods: the 1970s-1980s and the 1990s-2002. 

However, childcare has been one of the central concerns of Swedish 
family policy and its welfare state, with debate and policy formulations 
dating as far back as the late 1930s and early 1940s. As one recent study 
remarks, from the 1930s on the state assumed a markedly greater responsi-
bility than before for citizens’ lives and well-being: 
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The growth of the people’s home [folkhemmet] presupposes a renegotiation 
of the roles and relationship between the citizens and the state. The [so-
cially] “closed”, “isolated” nuclear family is required to open itself up to the 
ideas of modern society, insofar as the benevolent state is to be able to assist 
its citizens with the social welfare that is purported to become one of Swe-
den’s future characteristics.14 

Prior to this phase, childcare (as well as other welfare provisions in the 
more ambitious post-war sense of the word) was available on a very limited 
scale. The childcare that did exist added only marginally to traditional pat-
terns of care for children by their families and kin (effectively meaning 
non-employed mothers). When available, childcare was mainly provided by 
non-governmental organisations, foundations, and societies, financed by 
charities, private donations and the like. 

When the responsibility for childcare was politicised and the state thus 
acknowledged its responsibility for organising matters pertaining to family 
structure, the idea was “that families who do not have enough resources of 
their own should have access to common resources at a community level”.15 
In this early phase the connection between childcare and labour market 
needs was still to be made. The reason why the government began to view 
family structure as a political issue was rather that they were alarmed by the 
poverty level and other social problems in Sweden at the time. The social 
and theoretical radicalism in influential intellectual and political circles 
found an outlet in the humanitarian task of improving life conditions for the 
majority of the people, a task close to the early core ideological agenda of 
the Social Democratic movement. 

But even as the main rationale was the improvement of living conditions 
for the poor, a welcome implication of the proposed reforms was that pub-
lic childcare facilities would also enable women to work. In relation to our 
introductory discussion, it is useful, however, to stress the difference be-
tween the two logics at work here. The primary acknowledgement that the 
state (for what are ultimately political, socio-normative reasons) should 
become legitimately involved in family structure regulation, legislation and 
policy, is different from the secondary issue of the nature and substance of 

                             
14 Gleichmann 2004, p 59. 
15 Björnberg 1997, p 122. 
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this involvement. The political form is different from its content. (There 
may be a point for readers unfamiliar with Swedish childcare politics to 
again stress that the primary logic has been fairly uncontroversial for a long 
time.) As pointed out above, arguments that the state should relinquish its 
role in Swedish family politics are seldom heard; instead, current debates 
rather concern different and innovative ways of organising childcare within 
a system that is ultimately considered a public responsibility. This may be 
read as a reflection of the role of the Swedish public tradition. 

This early acknowledgement of state sovereignty and the belief in state 
activism in the field of family politics no doubt made the situation less 
complicated than it might otherwise have been when, after the war, labour 
market needs provided an argument for the rapid expansion of public child-
care services. Since the role of the state was already defined in these terms, 
the project could be handled as an issue of the secondary order. Available 
political energy could thus be devoted to develop and consolidate the sys-
tems, and to design the services, rather than be spent on ideological battles 
about problems occasioned by state intervention in “private” affairs. This 
absence of fundamental ideational strife in the field of childcare is still 
obvious, as will be apparent below. 

Prior to the 1930s, public support for families with small children thus 
did exist, but primarily in the form of tax subsidies.16 The economic gain of 
families with higher incomes was greater than that of families with small 
incomes. To refer to this as a welfare system in the post-war sense of the 
term makes little or no sense. In 1941 there were 347 childcare institutions, 
tending to approximately 13,700 children. More than half of these institu-
tions were located in municipal (i.e. small-town) areas, but less than one 
tenth were run by municipal authorities. Instead, the operation of these 
early facilities was usually non-profit and idealistic. Subsidised childcare 
was introduced in 1944. By 1946 the number of children in different child-
care facilities had risen to 18,250. Around this time, facilities were basi-
cally of two kinds: barnkrubbor [nursery homes] and barnträdgårdar [kin-
dergarten].17 The first of these varieties was meant to provide childcare for 
poor women (often single parents) who needed to work for a living. The 

                             
16 Ds 2001:57, p 201. 
17 SOU 2001:52, p 242. 
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system was closely related in ideological as well as practical terms to the 
tradition of poverty relief institutions. The second variety was intended to 
provide part-time care for women who worked at home. 

Tax deductions for costs incurred for childcare were abolished in 1948, 
as the universal reform granting barnbidrag [children’s allowance] to all 
families was introduced. Other forms of indirect tax subsidies remained, 
but with a marginal effect, until 1991. 

1945 – 1960s Foundations of universalism 
After the Second World War, several parliamentary commissions renewed 
and carried on the public interest in childcare, as part of larger family assis-
tance programmes and a reconsideration of family policy. Given the unex-
pected and rapid economic recovery after the war, and the growing demand 
for labour in Sweden, women who were not wage earners were now begin-
ning to be construed as a previously undiscovered resource for the labour 
market. However, it soon became obvious that if more mothers of small 
children were to participate in the labour force, public day care schemes 
needed to be substantially improved and altered to suit the new needs. By 
1950, there were over 700 Swedish day care institutions for toddlers, with 
almost 30,000 children enrolled.18 Only about a third of these, however, 
were run by municipal authorities. Public subsidies to day care furthermore 
only covered about 10 % of the total cost incurred. 

Although more women entered the labour market due to the continued 
economic growth through the 1960s, an even greater number was prevented 
from working due to the shortage of childcare. Both the Confederation of 
Swedish Employers (SAF) and the Swedish Trade Union Confederation 
(LO), therefore, wanted to accelerate the expansion of day care facilities. In 
this allied struggle these organisations, traditionally political adversaries, 
joined forces to create the Women’s Commission of the Labour Market. 
This commission made an investigation of the need for day care, and pre-
sented its views to the government in 1961. During the 1950s, day care 
gradually developed into a municipal rather than a state concern, and few 
                             
18 Cf table 2.1 in Möller 1996, p 41. 
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private providers survived the 1960s. Towards the end of this decade a 
parliamentary investigation was commissioned once again to address and 
specify the need for a system of publicly run day care, which was subse-
quently confirmed. The commission called for a definition of the goals of 
childcare on theoretical-pedagogical grounds, and for an improved educa-
tion of the employees in terms of academic training. Numerous other re-
forms in favour – and always aiming to ease the reconciliation between 
family and work obligations – of families with small children were passed 
during the 1950s and 1960s. 

In an interesting twist of logic, the political momentum for the reform of 
the childcare system in order to meet the needs of families, where mothers 
were regarded as a labour reserve, did not peak until what may in retrospect 
be defined as the end of the fordist era. As is often pointed out, the post-war 
period of sustained high growth and economical development in the West 
peaked in the early 1970s, precisely when the Swedish welfare state began 
to see its large-scale, universalist attempts to resolve the manifest conflict 
between family and work obligations making an impact.19 Strangely, this 
means that the impetus to rearrange social and family legislation to enable 
both men and women to work – mainly a fordist measure – came at a point 
when this mode of production and social organisation was already rapidly 
declining. During the post-fordist period that ensued, social and productive 
conditions changed and intersected with the matrix of childcare at points 
and in ways that could not have been foreseen at the time of inception. The 
population of Swedish families then able to take advantage of the system 
was in a sense different than the population it was originally targeted for. 

1970s – 1980s Consolidation and growth 
The Swedish welfare state is thus often described in terms of its ambition to 
let both parents combine family and work responsibilities.20 Historically, 
the developments during the 1970s, when a number of reforms were im-
plemented, mark the defining moment of these welfare state initiatives. One 

                             
19 Pierson 2004, pp 59-60. 
20 Cf Esping-Andersen 1996; Stephens 1996. 
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recent study claims that the most reasonable explanation of the Nordic ad-
vantage in terms of childcare policy and equality in the labour market is the 
special mix of the welfare services provided:  

through a combination of high levels of female employment, low levels of 
unemployment generally, well functioning childcare systems and generous 
terms for taking time off from work to care for young children.21 

Judging by the occupational frequency of women 25-34 years of age, the 
impact of the 1970s’ childcare reforms was visible already in 1980, when 
81 % of the cohort was active in the labour market. In 1997, however, the 
number had risen only by a fraction, to 82 %, suggesting that the system’s 
early success in putting people to work had long since peaked, and that the 
function of childcare since 1980 had rather been to maintain an established 
system than to bring about further changes in established patterns of care 
and work.22 

The nativity peak in 1990 (simultaneously placing Sweden at the top of 
the European charts in terms of fertility and labour market participation) is 
conventionally explained by reference to a certain set of policies that favour 
families. The Swedish case is taken to illustrate a general trend in Europe in 
the 1990s, showing that high levels of women labour market participation 
correlate positively with high fertility rates.23 This is a reversal of the Euro-
pean situation in the 1970s, when high fertility rates instead correlated posi-
tively with low occupational frequency among women.24 What remains 
unclear, however, in this line of reasoning is why the 1990 peak occurred at 
that particular time, or why the rates soon afterwards fell dramatically, 
without equally drastic, simultaneous cuts in the relevant welfare systems 
(although some cuts were indeed made). It thus seems that the relationship 
between fertility/nativity and participation in the labour market is not such 
a simple matter to decipher. This doesn’t necessarily make the relationship 

                             
21 Ds 2001:57, p 141. Cf SOU 2000:3, p 48. 
22 Ds 2001:57, p 150, table 5.2. 
23 Cf Vogel, Joachim 2001: Uppskjutet föräldraskap bland Europas unga [Postponed par-
enthood among the young of Europe] Välfärdsbulletinen 2001:3. Cf also Hoem 2000, p 119. 
24 Cf Ds 2001:57, pp 154-55, diagram 5.3. 
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spurious. Instead, it could mean that it is predicated on underlying social, 
cultural and economic patterns.25 

One study does conclude that the major reason why nativity rates vary to 
this extent is the productivity cycle. In times of slow economic growth and 
lower levels of employment, quantitative analyses show that people are half 
as willing to have a first child as in good times, making this the single most 
comprehensive explanation.26 The same study points to a second aspect of 
this line of reasoning: the positive correlation between relatively high nativ-
ity rates and individual levels of income. The effect of a family’s having a 
first child on the income variable is very high.27 Another interesting aspect 
is that the inclination to have a second and third child varies in accordance 
with levels of education; the chances for more than one child are substan-
tially higher for people with an academic education.28  

In 1973 the Riksdag [the Swedish parliament] passed the first preschool 
law, which set high goals for the expansion of day care services during the 
next five years.29 Although the idea of expansion was widely approved by 
national and municipal authorities, fiscal constraints prevented this from 
taking place at a pace that could keep up with increases in demand. In 1974 
there were nearly 62,000 children enrolled in day care services nationwide, 
including approximately 30 co-operative facilities run by parents, providing 
service for nearly 300 children. Public efforts fell short by 40 % of the tar-
get goal of 100,000 new places in childcare by 1980. Under these circum-
stances new actors were encouraged to enter the stage. By 1985 266,000 
children were enrolled in Swedish day care facilities, including 1300 in 
nearly 100 parent co-operative day care centres. 

The early parliamentary childcare service audit, Barnstugeutredningen 
(SOU 1972:26; 1972:27), specified parental participation as a main goal of 
childcare and suggested several different forms for enhanced participation 
                             
25 Cf Ds 2001:57, p 103. 
26 Hoem 2000, p 128. 
27 Ibid., p 129. Cf SOU 2000:3, p 48. 
28 Hoem 2000, p 137, table 5. The correlation holds for both sexes through the educational 
system, with the blunt exception of postgraduate men’s and women’s inclination to have a 
third child. Here, men score very high on the chances for a third child whereas women score 
exceptionally low, suggesting the presence of structural gender inequalities in the academic 
career system. 
29 Defined in proposition 1973:136; betänkande 1973:SoU30; riksdagsskrivelse 1973:372. 
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and transparency, including regular discussions between parents and staff, 
open house activities, and extended periods of socialisation. Evaluations 
show, however, that in the public system, parents tended only to be invited 
to various activities as “guests” of the staff, and that they did not gain much 
more influence this way. One explanation that has been suggested was that 
parents might like to participate but were unable to do so due to long work-
ing hours. Shorter working hours for parents with young children was thus 
proposed by a later parliamentary investigation on public support for fami-
lies, Familjestödsutredningen (SOU 1981:25), suggesting that the working 
days of these parents should not exceed six hours. Parents with children 
between 4-12 years of age were also granted two days’ leave for visiting 
day care services or schools, covered by their public health insurance, a 
right that was withdrawn in the early 1990s and again reinstated at the end 
of the decade – in line with changes in government and accompanying 
ideological shifts. A concept of user or consumer influence was, further-
more, introduced by the official democracy audit (SOU 1985:28), which 
discussed increased possibilities for citizens to influence the welfare ser-
vices they used. In the context of day care this was primarily interpreted in 
terms of higher levels of parental influence over services. 

The pedagogical programme adopted by the Socialstyrelsen [the Na-
tional Board for Health and Welfare] for day care in 1987 stated that col-
laboration between the staff and parents was a central and natural part of 
professional day care work, and that it was the responsibility of the staff to 
promote constructive patterns of interaction. While it was the responsibility 
of day care services – viz. its staff – to facilitate and encourage such col-
laboration and develop the necessary forms, it was not specified how this 
new orientation could be achieved. The 1987 programme states that co-
operation between the staff and parents is a self-evident part of preschool 
activities:  

it is a precondition for continuity between the home and preschool and for 
activities that are based on the children’s experience and life conditions.30  

                             
30 Cf Björnberg, 1997, p 123. 
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Parental collaboration can be defined as the meeting between parents and 
the staff, both of an everyday ad hoc type, and in the form of organised 
discussions. However, staff opposition to parental participation, whether 
paid or not, appears significant. Few parents seem willing to engage more 
actively in the activities of their child(ren)’s municipal day care facilities, 
especially if they have to overcome resistance from the staff. 

The (re)appearance of co-operative day care caused a lively debate at the 
time. Many of the co-operative day care services operated by parents that 
were initiated in the late 1970s and early 1980s practised a special peda-
gogical philosophy – like Montessori, Reggio Emilia, Waldorf etc – un-
available at the standard municipal day care facilities. Or they arranged 
their activities around a certain theme, such as arts or outdoor life. These 
facilities often attracted parents who were not happy with the pedagogical 
philosophy (or what they perhaps considered a lack of philosophy) at avail-
able municipal services. This first wave of parent co-ops acquired the legal 
status of voluntary associations, and they were the only non-municipal day 
care providers qualifying for public financial support prior to 1985. 

In the 1980s, parents had begun to consider day care a right, a service 
they were entitled to, rather than as a municipally controlled privilege. The 
responsibility to produce childcare was accorded to municipalities in sup-
plemental childcare legislation of 1976,31 following the first law to formal-
ise childcare in 1975.32 The legislation was revised in 1995, when the pre-
sent law was passed. The demands on municipalities in the earlier law, 
formulated in rather vague terms, were more stringently worded in the new 
law. Under the 1995 legislation, municipalities are not only required to plan 
for childcare but are obliged to ensure that the real needs are met. Given 
that changes in local demand may alter fast, however, a waiting period for 
families of no more than 3-4 months is tolerated. The law covers all modes 
of care for children 1-12 years old and requires availability either on the 
grounds of parents’ or children’s needs. Introduction of this piece of legis-
lation forced an expansion of childcare facilities on all levels. 

                             
31 Law SFS 1976:381. 
32 Defined in proposition 1975/76:136; betänkande 1975/76:SoU28; riksdagsskrivelse 
1975/76:219. 
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Around 1985 a second wave of parent co-operatives started, when legal 
changes made it possible for parents to form economic associations and 
receive public financial support on terms similar to those enjoyed by mu-
nicipal day care services. By 1987 the number of parent co-operatives had 
nearly doubled, and three years later they were 500. The speed of this dra-
matic growth was contested at the time. It was then, and still often is, 
claimed that only “privileged” parents with higher education and better-
than-average abilities to articulate their needs were able to participate in, or 
initiate, such arrangements. By the trade union movement in general – and 
by the unions organising municipal employees in particular – this was con-
sidered a threat to the underlying ideal of solidarity between different social 
groups, creating a strong union reluctance to accept parent co-operatives as 
legitimate actors in the provision of social services.33 As one study shows, a 
similar reluctance on the unions’ part also comes to light in the profession-
alisation of child minders.34 

During the 1980s, however, to establish and operate private co-operative 
day care facilities was the only effective solution for many working par-
ents. With municipal facilities falling short of the demand for places, this 
was at least a way forward. Today, the situation has changed again, as mat-
ters of social and cultural value seem to come through more clearly. Some 
reports indicate that the quality of Swedish childcare is becoming more 
levelled, as co-operative (and some other) facilities have acquired an edge 
over publicly run care.35 

With increasing demand, it was often claimed in the early 1980s that 
municipal facilities were unable to provide childcare service on the scale 
needed. The stage was then set for the introduction of private, for-profit 
services. Although this addition to the landscape of care may be described 
in terms of an imbalance between supply and demand, ideological explana-
tions may also be applied. All through the post-war era, the primary Swed-
ish ideological dimension has been socio-economically grounded. This 

                             
33 Sigvard Marjasin, the Chairman of the Swedish Municipal Workers Union, SKAF, trav-
elled the country up and down debating parent cooperative day care with representatives of 
the consumer co-operative movement. He was strongly opposed, although he attended HSB 
day care himself in his early years. 
34 Jansson 2001. 
35 Cf Pestoff 1998. 
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left/right struggle – the clash between successive Social Democratic gov-
ernments and the non-socialist opposition – has defined Swedish political 
life to an extent that ought not to be underestimated. In terms of political 
economy, this has generated strong interest organisations on both sides of 
the main ideological divide. 

In the field of childcare and family policy, however, the consequences of 
this ideological divide are, to some degree, subtle and indirect. Although a 
major and stable political division of this kind exists, it has not spawned a 
corresponding differentiation in national government. The adopted policy 
patterns are thus disproportionately modelled on Social Democratic thought 
despite the ideological rift otherwise characteristic of Swedish society. This 
does not mean that the existing policy landscapes are deficient in terms of 
ideological structure or motivation, but it does indicate that the opposition’s 
access to arenas of hard policy formation has been constrained. There has 
been and still is ideological opposition in this sense, but in Sweden the step 
from mere ideological critique to social reform and new legislation has 
been unusually long and hard to take. 

Among the three non-socialist opposition parties represented in parlia-
ment for much of the post-war era – i.e. the Centre (former Agrarian), the 
Liberal (Folkpartiet) and the Moderate (former Right) parties – the rela-
tionship to the Social Democrats has, as will become apparent below, var-
ied a great deal. Together, however, these parties have made up the main 
political alternative ever since the Social Democratic ascendance to power 
in the 1930s. After the 1991 general elections, the Christian Democratic 
party (founded in the early 1960s) has joined the non-socialist side. The 
fifth non-socialist parliamentary party, the Greens (Miljöpartiet, founded in 
1982), first entered parliament in 1988. 

In the successive 1976 and 1979 general elections the Social Democrats 
lost their traditional dominant position and were unable to form a govern-
ment. This failure is often related to the influence of neo-liberal arguments. 
In this ideologically changed atmosphere, the traditional Swedish commit-
ment to a publicly regulated welfare system became weaker – the main 
ambition of a succession of non-socialist governments between 1976-82 
being in various ways to dismantle this tradition. This ambition, however, 
should perhaps not be taken too literally. Some writers argue that even the 
non-socialist governments during this period were by and large supportive, 
in theory as well as practice, of the notion of a generalist welfare model, 
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but always making the conventional point that it should be a bit slimmer, 
thinner and more efficient.36 

This ideological context contributes to explain the fact that the first seri-
ous contemporary attempt at providing childcare commercially was initi-
ated in 1984 by a large Swedish corporation: Electrolux, a company be-
longing to the industrialist Wallenberg family’s sphere of influence, with 
close links to employer interest groups. Under these circumstances, the 
motives for this venture into the field of childcare provision ought probably 
be interpreted in ideological rather than merely commercial terms. Consid-
ering (a) that childcare for profit was prohibited by a law (named after the 
new Electrolux subsidiary): Lex Pysslingen – passed by the 1982 reinstated 
Social Democratic government – and (b) that the initiative had no connec-
tion to the company’s regular fields of activity. A subsidiary Electrolux 
company known as Pysslingen AB [Ltd] was thus formed in order to pro-
vide day care services throughout the country. The initiative met with 
heavy political opposition, symbolically marking the end, as it were, of the 
tradition from the 1938 Saltsjöbaden agreement of tolerance between indus-
trial/employer and Social Democratic interests – or between leaders at any 
rate. 37 

The non-socialist municipality of Nacka, an eastern Stockholm suburb, 
subsequently set up two Pysslingen day care centres in 1986 without a 
commercial profit motive. Nacka devised a contracting-out agreement, with 
the manager employed by Pysslingen, whereas the rest of the staff were 
municipally employed. In 1989 four new Pysslingen day care facilities 
opened in Stockholm, following the victory of the non-socialists in the 
municipal elections the previous year. Returning to power in 1991, the con-
servative Carl Bildt government inhibited the contested Lex Pysslingen 
                             
36 Cf Rothstein 2002, p 28. In his 1996 study of user influence in childcare and care for the 
elderly, Möller notes that the political consensus behind the creation of an extensive public 
responsibility for welfare in both these service fields has been extraordinary. Möller 1996, p 
32. Sainsbury notes that “strong public involvement has characterized childcare in Sweden”. 
1996, p 95. 
37 The word “pyssling” is, incidentally, a noun referring to the little people/gnomes who live 
in the forest or in dark corners of barns, stables or other uncrowded buildings on farms, 
according to traditional Swedish lore. It is perhaps symbolical that family policies created 
for modern corporatist industrial society in this sense were toppled by a phantom from the 
backward rural woods. 
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legislation, paving the way for a wave of privately operated day care facili-
ties. By November 1994 there were 27 Pysslingen facilities in the capital 
and surrounding municipalities. In other parts of Sweden, however, public 
provision remained the norm, illustrating that the distance between Stock-
holm and other regions is not just geographical. Traditionally, the Stock-
holm region influences lines of conflicts and practice throughout the coun-
try, far beyond its physical perimeter. The main family and childcare poli-
cies implemented during this period are: 

 
• Föräldraförsäkringen [the parental leave insurance system] that 

replaced the earlier, less ambitious maternity leave insurance. Fa-
thers were now included as beneficiaries, with the same status as 
mothers.38 The compensation was, as a rule, 90 % of the ordinary 
income of the beneficiary. Under the new system, the compensa-
tion was also, in principle, given the same status as income from 
salaried work, i.e. taxable and included in the regular earnings as a 
basis for state pension. For the benefit of parents with low or no 
prior incomes, a smaller amount of the day total was set at a sec-
ondary level of compensation: garantidagar. The main compensa-
tion principle (a blueprint of the health insurance system) applied 
to the supplementary benefit that allowed parental leave to care 
for sick children, to accompany children to health controls, and to 
pay a visit to public childcare facilities with their children twice a 
year. Beneficiaries could also be those (mostly relatives) replacing 
sick parents to care for sick children. The benefits were rapidly 
expanded throughout the 1970s-80s, mainly by successive exten-
sions of the leave period, but also by greater flexibility for the 
beneficiaries. The insurance is in force from two months before 
the child’s birth until the child’s ninth birthday. 

• Särskild föräldrapenning [special parental compensation] was im-
plemented in 1978 and added three extra months of leave until the 
child’s first school year at secondary compensation levels. 

                             
38 The main, but not only, source here is Ds 2001:57, chapter 7. 
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• Havandeskapspenning [pregnancy compensation] was imple-
mented in 1980, granting pregnant women leave from work be-
tween the sixtieth and eleventh day before giving birth. 

• Flerbarnstillägg [multiple children compensation] was imple-
mented in 1982, raising the barnbidrag [children’s allowance, 
from 1948] compensation levels for parents with three or more 
children (on the argument that full-time work is hard to maintain 
with more than two children). 

• Faderskapspenning [fatherhood compensation] is made available 
to expecting fathers for ten days in connection with a child’s birth, 
to enable fathers to take part in the birth, connect to the baby, care 
for other children and do housework. 

• In the early 1990s, the right to use the föräldraförsäkring was di-
vided equally between the mother and father. The parents can 
choose between them who is to receive the benefit, with the ex-
ception of one month each, which cannot be transferred.   

 
 
 

1990 – 2002 Crisis and reconstruction 
During this most recent period, Sweden exhibits exceptional rates of pre-
school children in publicly financed day care. This is sometimes seen as a 
corner stone of the general “family friendly” policy that enables women to 
combine work and child bearing, generating the lowest comparable rate of 
poverty among families with small children. Some writers go so far as to 
claim that Sweden is a “child friendly”, or even “woman friendly”, society 
(but, by assuming that men by inclination are self-seeking paternalists, 
often fail to mention why these policies are not equally friendly to them).39 

Many writers seem to share this view.40 Compared to most other welfare 
systems, Sweden is noted for its commitment to providing equal access to 
the labour market for both genders. In these aspirations, childcare, as is 
apparent from our account, has played a vital role from the 1960s on, as it 
has increased such accessibility dramatically. But even as the system has 

                             
39 Leira 1993. 
40 Cf Eme, et al. 2000, p 15. 
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been quantitatively successful in this respect, its qualitative outcome is 
somewhat less impressive. As observed by Klausen, “gender segregation 
has increased as more jobs were added” 1970-93.41 This critical perspective 
is today shared even by the state itself, to some extent. One study reflects 
that the road to gender equality in the labour market is perhaps not perfectly 
smooth: 

Through the 1970s and 1980s women’s occupational frequency increased 
strongly, to almost match men’s in the 1990s. During this period, however, 
part-time work represented the larger share of the increase. Women largely 
shifted from wholly unpaid care-taking work to partly paid work of the 
same kind. The labour market was and is heavily sexually segregated. In 
1999 half of all employed women work in the fields of children and elder 
care, health and education. Eleven per cent of all employed men work in 
these sectors. In 1979 the right to a six hours workday was introduced for 
parents of small children, a right that has been predominantly utilised by 
women.42 

Traditionally, women and mothers have of course automatically been en-
trusted with the care for children. One aspect of the gendering of labour 
market and family relationships that has some bearing on Swedish child-
care patterns is the transformation of gender roles. During the 1990s, an 
ambitious government study was initiated to investigate what it referred to 
as the myth of Swedish equality and the rational labour market (SOU 
1998:6). One observation made by the study is that the internal family la-
bour division regarding children’s care has changed. Women still spend 
more time tending children than men do, but 

                             
41 Klausen 1999, p 269. Of course, Klausen’s view could be criticised for its selectivity and 
narrowness. It is not inevitably true that a given society in which labour market accessibility 
per se is radically gendered implies less overall social segregation than a society where the 
labour market itself is (even strongly) gendered. Surely, these situations are fundamentally 
different in a sense ignored by Klausen in the quoted passage. For any labour market to be 
able to hypothetically provide for gender neutrality in and across workplaces, one necessary 
condition seems to us to be that men and women have roughly equal access to it. In this 
sense, it is inadequate to compare (as is often done) dimensions of genderedness between 
societies characterised by a single breadwinner and dual-earner family norm. 
42 Ds 2001:57, p 145. Cf Björnberg’s conclusion: “Women and men in Sweden are highly 
segregated on the labour market”. 1997, p 117. 
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in the 1960s it was very unusual for fathers to spend time caring for small 
children. Merely one per cent of fathers occupied themselves with feeding, 
changing nappies, dressing and undressing their children. A larger percent-
age of fathers participated when they became a little older, but still the pro-
portion was very low at a mere 14 %. Today, 85 % of fathers take part in 
the children’s care.43 

An evolutionary perspective on citizens’ social rights, through the welfare 
state and the structural development of the labour market, evidently doesn’t 
suffice. The logic of the welfare state, and the reforms that are attributed to 
its ideological orientation, do not agree with the norms of feminist critics – 
or with the structurally differentiated life conditions experienced by men 
and women. The challenge here is to decide whom the welfare state serves. 
In this regard, spill-over of general economic growth has not proved a suf-
ficient argument for all feminist critics to embrace the conventional model 
of the welfare state with its individualist conception of citizenship. The 
contested issue is the nature of the relationship between the institutional 
welfare state project and progressive politics in the average post-war West-
ern state.44 

Between 1970 and 2000, the expansion of Swedish childcare has been 
dramatic. At the beginning of the period 70,000 places were available. At 
the end there were 700,000.45 Through the period of expansion a paradox 
was recurring: the more childcare was recognised as a generally available 
public social good (meeting certain standards of quality), the more demand 
for the service grew. During this period, the market seemed insatiable. Dur-
ing the 1990s, the state increased the pressure on the municipalities to de-
liver childcare at a rate that met the legal requirements for provision. As a 
result, today, coverage is virtually complete in all parts of the country. 
Three out of four children between 1-5 have a place in childcare and two 
out of three between 6-9 have use of the fritidshem, as do seven per cent of 
10-12 year olds. 

The principal form of non-municipal day care services during the 1990s, 
however, was parent co-operatives. Parents with children in co-operative 

                             
43 SOU 1998:6, p 49. 
44 Cf Eme et al. 2000, p 25. 
45 Ds 2001:57, p 227. Cf Bergqvist & Nyberg 2001, p 243. 
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care seem to prefer this form because it requires participation and influence 
on a scale unknown in and unsupported by municipal care.46 According to 
several parliamentary investigations, for instance, parents are expected to 
engage themselves in the internal activities of the operations.47 In this way, 
they are not only expected to get a clear insight into its operation but also to 
directly participate in, and thus be able to influence, its activities. 

Yet another parliamentary committee on reforming childcare presented 
its conclusions in Förskola för alla barn 1991. Hur blir det? [Preschool for 
all children by 1991. How will it turn out?] (SOU 1990:80). The recommen-
dations of this analysis was that the social service law be amended to in-
clude the legal right for all children between 18 months and school age (6-
7) to a place in a day care facility by the year of 1993. It is relevant to men-
tion here that preschool activities are of three kinds. The most common one 
is a day care facility, and a less common a professional child minder (or 
day care mother). Still another form of preschool that is not as well docu-
mented is three-family day care, where families take turns receiving chil-
dren in their own homes, for one week at a time. 

The number of children six years old or younger attending regular day 
care services increased six-fold from nearly 62,000 in 1974 to nearly 
362,000 in 1995, then declined to less than 320,000 by 1999. In terms of 
the proportion of Swedish 0-6 year olds, attendance increased from the 8 
per cent in 1974 to approximately 60 per cent in 1999. The number of chil-
dren nine years old and younger who attended the services provided by a 
professional child minder decreased from nearly 156,000 in 1990 to less 
than half that amount, or below 70,000 in 1999. This represents an addi-
tional 11 per cent of all preschool children that attend family home services 
provided by a child minder. However, the greatest increase during the 
1990s can be noted for children enrolled in after-school or fritidshem [lei-
sure facilities]. Enrolment in this type of care increased three-fold from 
nearly 110,000 in 1990 to nearly 335,000 in 1999. Approximately 40 per 
cent of all children 7- 9 years old now attend an after-school facility. 

In Sweden preschool activities for children 0-6 years old, and care for 
children up to 12 years old, refer to publicly financed and institutionalised 

                             
46 Pestoff 1998. 
47 Ståle 1995. 
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care. In theory it is available to all parents who work or study and have 
children below a given age. In the early 90’s a major institutional reform 
took place, when the age for starting school was reduced from seven to 
six.48 Many local school authorities responded to this change by introducing 
a “zero grade class” close to the school (often in the same building), like 
the school-related facility fritidshem mentioned above. Today, the zero 
classes and the fritidshem typically function in wrap-around fashion.49 In 
the pedagogical environment of the transitory zero class, the staff includes 
teachers from the lower grades as well as fritidshem staff: the categories of 
fritidspedagog and fritidsledare. Pedagogical activities generally combine 
these approaches, a combination reflected in their structure as well as their 
themes. After-school activities are available to children of working parents, 
both before and after school hours, until the age of 10 or 12. 

It can be noted that in the established approach to preschool childcare 
the teaching of skills in literacy and numeracy is not emphasised. Instead of 
primarily being understood as a teaching environment, it is generally con-
sidered a place and time where children should be given space for social, 
physical and psychological exploration. The promotion of children’s self-
knowledge, and their relational and emotional abilities, are given greater 
weight than tuition. Preschool pedagogical goals are in this way kept apart 
from those of the primary school system – a somewhat surprising aspect, in 
view of the transfer of responsibility for preschool childcare regulation and 
control from the Ministry of Social affairs to the Ministry of Education 
1996. National childcare goals are stated as follows in one official guiding 
document: 
                             
48 These changes make comparisons between various forms of childcare and their develop-
ment over time more difficult. In 1996 58 % of all children between 1-12 were enrolled in 
childcare activities of one type or another, and seven attended non-municipal services. Only 
one third of the children between 7-12 years old were enrolled in school-related after-school 
facilities, or fritidshem. Three fourths of the children between 0-6 attended some kind of 
preschool activity. Nearly all (97 %) six year olds attended some kind of preschool activity 
(ibid.). But, our focus is on day care centres and 43 per cent of children between 0-6 years 
old were enrolled in this form of preschool activity in 1996, while one out of eight attended 
non-municipal services. 
49 There are claims that the closer links in most respects between schools and the fritidshem 
have clouded the limit, making it impossible to define where one activity/facility ends and 
the other begins. This could, in turn, threaten the pedagogical integrity, particularly of the 
latter. Bergqvist & Nyberg 2001, p 248. 
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The social and pedagogical role of childcare has required that activities 
meet high quality standards, well-educated staff, adequate size and compo-
sition of children’s groups and suitable, well-functioning premises. The im-
portance of activities in contributing towards compensation for differences 
in the growing-up conditions for children from different parts of the popula-
tion and in creating places of interaction for children from different ethnical, 
cultural and social backgrounds has been emphasized. In recent years, the 
value accorded to the pre-school for educational policy, as part of “life-long 
learning” [det livslånga lärandet] has become more important. This has led 
to reforms to increase availability and lower fees. In the long run, the de-
clared goal is childcare wholly free of charge.50 

The national preschool instructions from the Skolverket [the National 
Agency for Education] stress that play is of great importance for children’s 
learning and development abilities. Regarding the primary social and moral 
values that should be promoted by preschools, one recent information leaf-
let distributed to all facilities states that: 

The basis for work in pre-school childcare is democracy. The children are 
expected to learn to respect people’s equal value. The staff will, in planning 
everyday activities, consider the children’s own opinions, interests and ex-
periences. Pre-school childcare will, furthermore, work against traditional 
gender roles and lay great weight on environmental questions. 

This overriding agenda is apparently well received by users of day care. A 
study of parents’ attitudes finds a remarkable resemblance between the 
fundamental goals for preschool childcare and parents’ expectations: 

The results suggest that parents find it most important that in childcare insti-
tutions their children should be given an opportunity to develop their per-
sonalities. Also of high priority was that the children learn to respect others 
and to feel and express love and tenderness. […] Generally speaking, par-
ents tend to emphasize the development of social skills and they attach less 
importance to creative skills such as constructing things and expressive ac-
tivities. The differences in attitude are slight, but men tend to attach more 
importance to creative skills, and women to expressive skills.51 

                             
50 Ds 2001:57, p 226. 
51 Björnberg 1997, p 124. 
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Municipal day care service is the dominant form for providing preschool 
activities, usually in premises housing one to four groups of 15 to 20 chil-
dren. Most day care centres are open from early morning until late after-
noon, five days a week. Professional child minders are approved by the 
municipal authorities to provide day care services in their own homes for 
between two and five preschool children. They often have young children 
of their own, and may receive compensation for caring for these too.52 
Many parents enrol their children in the services provided by a child 
minder while waiting for a place in a local day care centre. Some parents, 
however, prefer keeping their children with a child minder until they start 
school because of the small size and family-like atmosphere provided. This 
solution is more common in rural and provincial areas than in more densely 
populated parts of the country. 

The non-socialist government that carried the general election in 1991 
introduced new features to the day care system. As mentioned above, they 
first removed most of the previous restrictions on the free establishment of 
day care services of Lex Pysslingen, and from 1992 onward private com-
mercial firms could also receive public funding for running day care ser-
vices. Municipal authorities were given even greater freedom to arrange all 
types of social services in 1993. Rather than having funds earmarked for 
day care, schooling, youth activities, care of the elderly, and so forth, from 
the central government as earlier, they were given a lump sum for the 
whole array of social services for which they were responsible. The pri-
mary argument for the reform was that the old system was not adaptable to 
local needs, nor did it allow for creative solutions in terms of municipal 
social service production.53 

At present, municipalities are free to decide how best to spend the funds 
from the central government, without having to adapt to national regula-
tions about allocation for specific activities or needs. This boost of local 
political autonomy has lessened the possibilities for the national govern-
ment to influence and guide childcare services, in terms of availability, 
quality or development, through public funds. However, childcare is still 
funded by public means. 

                             
52 Jansson 2001. 
53 The law is defined in prop.1991/92:150. Cf Bergmark 2001, p 32ff. 
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The city of Stockholm introduced vouchers or “service checks” for day 
care, schools, and some other social services in 1993. This gave parents the 
right to choose the facility in which to place their children. This means that 
today all types of providers – municipal, co-operative and private – receive 
virtually the same compensation per enrolled child. The city of Gothenburg 
(the second largest Swedish city), on the other hand, decentralised its deci-
sion-making to a number of neighbourhood sub-units or wards, making 
each responsible for the provision of social services. This means that pri-
vate day care facilities receive different financial compensation for the 
same activities in different parts of Gothenburg.  

The city of Stockholm initiated a similar geographical decentralisation in 
1996. It was first divided into 24 neighbourhoods or wards and in 1998 re-
divided into 18 wards, each with its own stadsdelsnämnd [local ward ad-
ministration], and its own budget. Under this system, each local district and 
neighbourhood administration is now responsible for providing its residents 
with a range of social services, such as day care and care for the elderly. 
Each of these wards sets its own priorities, at least in principle, and sets its 
own fees or tariffs for the services it provides. However, following the in-
troduction of this administrative reform (it should be noted that it was pri-
marily administrative, without local representative bodies – the City Coun-
cil is still responsible for appointing sub-city political and administrative 
leaders), the situation for non-municipal day care services became so pre-
carious in Stockholm, that a special city-wide office was established in 
1999 to maintain contact with different types of non-municipal day care 
services.54 

This wave of decentralisation signifies a second step away from national 
government control of childcare on the local community level. Some critics 
claim that this has had serious consequences for the quality of day care 
services during the 90s. Under the increased pressure of fiscal restraints, 
staff/child ratios have fallen compared to those of the preceding period, as 
have other economically contingent dimensions of care, such as the size of 
children’s groups, the size of the premises, and extra resources for children 

                             
54 Since then, however, this office has been discontinued. 
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with special needs.55 (This downscaling did not just affect the childcare 
system but other social services as well.) 

Somewhat paradoxically, some local administrators find it increasingly 
difficult to effectively decide how to organise local social services. Instead, 
funds are allocated by the central government to Swedish municipalities, 
funds that are pooled with parts of the municipal tax revenue. These funds 
are transferred to the local community, where the political and administra-
tive options are few, by and large between cuts in different activities. Local 
administrators complain publicly that fiscal figures take precedence over 
social and pedagogical matters. The conventional Social Democratic atti-
tude in this context is that financing must be boosted (whether by means of 
taxation or not), whereas the non-socialist view, adopted for instance by the 
incumbent City Council leadership in Stockholm, is that the connection 
between quality and funding is complex. 

A democratic problem in this regard is that the local administration in 
the large cities runs day care (and other social services), but cannot be held 
politically responsible, other than indirectly, via the municipal elections. 
Municipal councils, on the other hand, don’t have to bear the brunt of citi-
zens’ frustration at lower standards of performance. This two-tiered system 
of decentralisation – if we disregard its democratic lustre – struggles with 
its own built-in paradoxes in terms of legitimacy and accountability. It 
seems reasonably clear that the political winner in this development is the 
municipal level, that has felt the grip from above slacken, since the ones 
carrying the heavier load today are local sub-municipal/ward administra-
tors. Thus the role of the municipal political level in the field of social ser-
vice production and distribution vis-à-vis the stadsdelsnämnd [sub-
municipal ward] resembles the role that the state used to play vis-à-vis the 
municipalities. Apparently, in this regard the locus of power in the munici-
pal welfare sector has shifted. 

The economic crisis and austerity of the 1990s forced many municipal 
authorities to introduce administrative reforms that affected the provision 
and quality of day care, and generally reduced expenditures on such activi-

                             
55 It is worth noting that some writers view the 1995 tightening of the legal demands on 
municipalities to actually provide childcare for parents in work or education as a re-
centralising move, partly countering the decentralising trend. Bergmark 2001, p 52. 
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ties. When the city of Stockholm initiated an earlier school start in 1993, 
the children starting school at six instead of seven, all six year-old children 
in Stockholm were transferred from day care facilities to school. This trans-
fer made for considerable savings in the municipal budgets. Rather than 
four to six children per day care employee, there were now 25 to 30 chil-
dren per two or three zero grade staff. In Gothenburg, by comparison, par-
ents could decide, with the advice of the teachers, whether to put their 
child/children in a zero grade at the age of six or to leave them in day care 
until primary schooling proper begins at seven. It is possible that these dif-
ferences in economic and administrative rules create regional differences in 
terms of the development of private and co-operative day care solutions. 

During the 1990s many municipalities also restricted the availability of 
day care services, in order to reduce costs. Previously, children of parents 
who stayed at home after the birth of a second or third child, could retain 
their place at the local day care facility and thereby maintain social contacts 
with their peers. During the 1990s this right was revoked in many munici-
palities. Parents who were either unemployed or students lost the option to 
have their children enrolled in municipal day care facilities as well. These 
austerity measures on the municipal level were directly related to the wid-
ening gap between state spending on childcare and the rising demand im-
plied by larger cohorts of children. As noted above, the pressure for more 
places in childcare was rising sharply during the 1990s. Government spend-
ing during the period, however, was almost constant. In 1990 the total pub-
lic cost for childcare for 1-12 year olds was € 3.78 billion.56 In 1994 it was 
3.61; in 1995 3.67; in 1996 3.78; and in 1997 3.81.57 

The only possible municipal response to these conditions was to de-
crease the staff/child ratio. In 1990 the average day care centre ratio was 
4.2; in 1993 5.2; in 1997 5.7; and in 2000 5.4.58 In addition, many munici-
palities curtailed services in other ways. Fees paid by parents were in-
creased in several ways. With the introduction of the maxtaxa [i.e. national 
system of maximum tariffs], conditions however changed again. 
                             
56 As exchange rates between SEK and € vary, conversions throughout this text have been 
made using a flat rate of 9:1. 
57 Ds 2001:57, p 232, table 7.4. Figures for preschool childcare only were not available from 
this source. 
58 Bergqvist & Nyberg 2001, p 257, table 4. 
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The Social Democrats introduced the idea of a maximum tariff for child-
care in the last stage of the campaign for the 1998 general election. Prime 
minister Göran Persson then made a promise to impose an upper limit on 
day care fees amounting to € 63 for the first child and € 45 for the second 
child. He also stated that the municipal governments would be fully com-
pensated for any loss due to the reform. The government hoped that by 
lowering the parent fees it could encourage more women to work full-time, 
as they would no longer be constrained by attendance-related fees.59 

In the period following the 1998 election the non-socialist parties op-
posed this proposal. The opposition has been strongest in municipalities 
governed by non-socialist parties, whose politics are characterised by low 
income taxes and high service fees. Many of them gave in reluctantly and 
introduced the new funding principle at the beginning of 2002. Two of the 
most recalcitrant municipalities are Österåker and Täby, both located in the 
relatively well-off, northern Stockholm area. For a long time Österåker was 
the only municipality to decide not to introduce a ceiling on tariffs. Täby 
was also visibly reluctant to follow suit, even though a local referendum 
indicated that voters were generally in favour of the reform.60 The munici-
pal leadership only eventually caved in to the pressure. Incidentally, Täby 
was also the first Swedish municipality to convert all of its municipal day 
care facilities to commercial establishments in 2001. One reason for Täby’s 
reluctance to accept the maxtaxa could possibly have been solidarity with 
the new entrepreneurs, whose economical options and margins for institu-
tional survival would decrease with the reform. 

Some opponents of the measure claim that the maxtaxa will force mu-
nicipalities both to increase income taxes and extend queues to day care 
services. Others say that the quality of the service will decline, as there will 
be more children spending more time, but with the same number of staff. 
Yet others claim that government funds will not cover all the increased 
costs and that municipalities will have to establish new priorities. This 

                             
59 All in all, the conclusion, particularly since the introduction of the maxtaxa, is that child-
care is heavily subsidised, making it realistically available to virtually all families, regard-
less of economic circumstances. Cf Jonsson 2000b, p 105. 
60 Dagens Nyheter, October 19, 2001. 49 % voted in favour, 39 % against, while 12 % were 
undecided or didn’t vote. 62 % of families with children were in favour, and 75 % of those 
with children below 6 years supported the idea of a maxtaxa. 
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could be detrimental to other sectors in need of financing – such as elder-
care, and the cultural and educational sectors. Another problem is whether 
alternative or non-municipal day care services will receive full compensa-
tion for their loss of income, as the funds are allocated through the munici-
palities. 

The Social Democratic move resulted in a bill that took effect at the be-
ginning of 2002. The maximum tariff for the first child was eventually set 
at € 103/month or three per cent of the parents’ combined taxable income; € 
68/month for the second child or two per cent of the combined income; and 
€ 34/month for the third child or one per cent of the combined income. The 
fourth child was free of charge. This added up to a total of € 205/month for 
families with many children in childcare. The government intended to 
compensate municipalities for the loss of income, and € 306 million was 
reserved for this purpose in the 2002 state budget. An additional 45 million 
was earmarked for extra costs incurred by the municipalities for the ex-
pected increase in demand for services by unemployed parents or those at 
home with a second or third new-born child. 

Another introduction in the field of childcare by the 1991 non-socialist 
government, relevant to the demand for public, institutionalised day care 
services, was the Vårdnadsbidrag [support for care-givers]. It provided 
approximately € 450 per month and child for parents who chose to stay 
home and care for their own children, rather than enrolling them in munici-
pal or other day care facilities. Given the relatively low compensation, it 
was mostly (intended to be) used by women, whose salaries are usually 
lower than men’s. The reform was a consequence of a demand made by the 
Christian Democratic party, and was first implemented in July 1994. As the 
Social Democrats were returned to power in the general election some 
months later, however, the legislation was annulled and the subsidy for 
parents to stay at home with their children abolished. 

By mid-2002, however, the consensus between the non-socialists about 
Vårdnadsbidrag came to an end, as the Centre and Liberal parties reconsid-
ered their support. (Both of these parties are seen as markedly less rightist 
than the Moderate/conservative and Christian Democratic non-socialists; 
since the last historical coalition between the Social Democrats and the 
Centre party in the 1950s, parliamentary deals have regularly been struck 
between one of those parties and Social Democratic minority govern-
ments.) The leader of the Centre party, Maud Olofsson, observed at the 
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June 2002 party convention that support among the citizens for this type of 
care is weak and decreasing, which makes a reorientation necessary for the 
party. 

Non-municipal day care services (known as alternativ drift [alternative 
provision] or enskild [private or separate] services in Swedish) expanded 
dramatically, as we have seen, after 1985. In 1988 there were slightly more 
than 500 non-municipal day care centres that met public requirements for 
state support, but by the end of 1995 the number increased to nearly 1900; 
an increase ratio of nearly four. The number of children enrolled in these 
non-municipal day care services increased from merely 8500 in 1988 to 
47,000 in 1999, a nearly six-fold increase. In 1999, an average of nearly 15 
per cent of all preschool children enrolled in day care facilities attended 
non-municipal services.61 Large variations can be noted, however, between 
different parts of the country: in Uppsala county, just north of the capital, 
nearly one fourth of all children attended non-municipal facilities, while in 
the sparsely populated Västerbotten region, in the far north, the correspond-
ing number was approximately one out of twenty.62 

Nearly two-thirds of the non-municipal day care facilities in operation in 
1995 were either provided by parent and worker co-operatives, or by dif-
ferent voluntary organisations. More than half of the non-municipal day 
care services were organised as parent co-ops in 1995, or 1016 in real fig-
ures. Worker co-operative day care was a new form, introduced at the end 
of 1991. From that year until 1995 the number of worker co-ops increased 
from 13 to 157. In 1995 there were 250 non-municipal day care centres and 
after-school facilities with a special pedagogics, e.g. Montessori, Reggio 
Emilia or Waldorf. They often call themselves parent co-ops but are usually 
legally organised as voluntary organisations or foundations. The parishes of 
the Swedish Church ran 47 day care centres in 1992, and there were, fur-
thermore, several parent co-ops affiliated with the Swedish Church, al-
though those are formally regarded as voluntary organisations. 

At the beginning of 1995 approximately 20 per cent of all day care was 
provided by private facilities in Stockholm, most of which were co-

                             
61 Cf table 8 in the appendix. 
62 Socialstyrelsen 1996. Cf Trydegård 2001, p 96. 
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operatives.63 In 1986 there were only 18 parent co-ops in Stockholm, but by 
1990 the number had grown to 140, and by 1995 there were about 200 par-
ent co-ops. During 1989 and 1990 parent co-ops represented most of the 
growth of day care in Stockholm. The reason for the expansion of this par-
ticular form is that it was often the only chance for parents to obtain a day 
care place. Municipal rules about sibling preference, and the over-heated 
labour market, meant that it was often hard to get a day care place for a first 
child in Stockholm.64 A total study of co-op day care in Stockholm in 1990 
and 1991 showed that parent co-ops were often small organisations (one or 
two units), that they arranged their own recruitment of children, and that 
they had shorter opening hours than municipal day care.65 Compared to the 
families using municipal day care, the families of parent co-ops had higher 
socio-economic status, consisted more often two parents, and had less often 
a foreign background. Parents chose parent co-ops because there were no 
municipal day care services close to their homes.  

The average size of municipal childcare facilities is twice the size of 
parent co-operative day care services, with an average of 42 and 20 chil-
dren, respectively. Worker co-ops are about 50 per cent larger than parent 
co-ops, while the size of private commercial firms providing day care ser-
vices approaches that of municipal services. Municipal day care services 
require more personnel than non-municipal ones, but parental participation 
partially makes up for the lower staff intensity in parent co-ops. 

By the end of 1995 the difference between the costs of municipal day 
care facilities and non-municipal services was 10 to 15 per cent. The aver-
age municipal funding of non-municipal day care services came to € 4628 
per child and year in 1995, while the total cost for running similar munici-
pal day care services were € 6328 per child and year. One reason for this 
discrepancy is parent fees, which are included in the latter figure, but not 
the former. They constitute 12-15 per cent of the total cost of all kinds of 
day care services. Another reason for the discrepancy is the work obligation 
in some types of non-municipal services. Yet another reason for the dis-
crepancy is that non-public day care facilities are exempted from contribut-

                             
63 Ståle 1995. 
64 Sundell et al. 1991. 
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ing to the expenses of the municipality or local community for maintaining 
this general social service. A part of the extra funds allocated to each public 
childcare institution is consequently deducted from the municipal source, 
which makes it seem as though the gap between the funds for public and 
non-public day care is fairly substantial. In principle, the same amount of 
money is allocated each individual child in any given municipality, regard-
less of which childcare facility the child attends. 

Nearly all (98 %) parent co-ops stipulate some kind of work obligation 
or other parental participation, e.g. administration (94 %), temporary relief 
for the staff’s leaves of absence (91 %), cleaning (74 %), preparing food 
(31 %). However, less than one-fifth (17 %) of the other categories of “pri-
vate” day care services require any parental involvement. Where they exist, 
parental responsibilities each month are on average 4.5 hours per child in 
parent co-ops, 0.8 hour per child in worker co-ops, and 0.3 hour per child in 
other private day care services. For each day care facility this means an 
annual average of 61 hours in parent co-ops, 13 hours for worker co-ops, 
and seven hours for other types of non-municipal day care services.66 Other 
differences in the provision of non-municipal day care services, for instance 
more engagement by the staff, can in part explain differences between the 
costs of municipal and non-municipal day care services. 

One observation that can be made in relation to the system of Swedish 
day care is that the main ideological divide seems to be that between the 
publicly run system of day care and the commercial system of care – even 
though it would be exaggerated to say that the difference is of great impor-
tance today. Few now argue that funding and quality concerns should be 
removed from state hands, given that practical provision of day care re-
mains open for different providers. In a sense, this is a reflection of the 
Swedish notion that the state is not always a major political problem. The 
Swedish political tradition is in this regard markedly less liberal than, for 
instance, the Anglo-Saxon. A phenomenon that is best linked to the Social 
Democratic appropriation of the state, and the central role of universalistic 
social policy reforms, since several decades on the party’s agenda. Com-
mercial day care is for this reason often interpreted as an aspect of the old 
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ideological aspiration by the right side of the right to undermine the Social 
Democrats. 

The parent co-operative day care system, however, does not accord with 
this pattern. Here, other forces seem to be at work. If we were to try to label 
these, we would point in the direction of social philosophy, rather than of 
social politics. At the beginning of the parent co-op wave during the late 
1980s, the Swedish day care system was characterised by severe shortage at 
the production end. Parents had few options, one of which was to get this 
kind of initiative. Parental co-ops could be described in terms of a politi-
cally motivated move(ment), but the ideological overtones at the time were 
perfunctory. Nor were these initiatives ideologically orchestrated. The ra-
tionale behind these particular developments, therefore, seems to have been 
motivated by the third sector at the outset. This orientation is still in place 
today. There are few rivals of this assessment of the continuing strong wave 
of co-ops. Earlier, co-ops could also compete with lower tariffs, since they 
didn’t have to carry the same burden of administration and legal responsi-
bility as the municipalities; they were able to use parents/members as la-
bour, and they could use local knowledge and contacts to negotiate rents. 
Following the maxtaxa reform, the gap between co-ops and the other two 
organisational forms has lost significance. 

The main remaining reason for families to choose this type of day care 
would therefore seem to be that it has a pedagogical and social edge, com-
pared to competing forms. The co-operative solution as a whole is thus 
possibly perceived by parents/users as a more secure and pedagogically 
rewarding environment for their children. And this is maybe easier to as-
sess for parents from wealthier socio-economic backgrounds, as they are 
prepared through their education to take advantage of the strength of the 
pedagogical and educational system. An interesting aspect here is that scar-
city of childcare seems to produce differentiation among users. When pub-
licly produced childcare was unable to meet demands in the 1970s and 80s, 
families with higher levels of income and education were over-consuming 
it, proportionally speaking. Academics, well-paid civil and private employ-
ees, white-collar workers, and the like, were over-represented during this 
phase. 
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But the expansion of the day care system between 1987 and 1995 was 
almost exclusively taken advantage of by children of parents with blue-
collar jobs, lower civil servants, or private employees.67 A possible interpre-
tation is that privileged families are more prone to identify, and gain from, 
different welfare systems. One broader comment of relevance here is that 
this can be seen as a general phenomenon in the consumption of welfare. If 
this is the case (and it could very well be), then policy makers should bear 
in mind that the more complex any given system of social welfare is, the 
more it works in the interest of privileged citizens/families.  To provide for 
an egalitarian social policy would thus be easier in direct proportion to the 
system’s degree of parsimony. If a great effort in terms of time, analysis, 
interpretation and the like is required to achieve an optimum performance 
of a system for given individual users, then those more able to up this in-
vestment will profit more than other users. 

If this is the case, the co-operative alternative could now be subject to 
the same mechanism of selection, which might in turn imply that it does 
indeed possess an edge, compared to other forms, under the condition that 
the group that has designated it as a higher quality service is in fact right. 
One study remarks that whereas earlier inequalities in terms of access to 
preschool childcare disappeared during the 1990s, new systems of differen-
tiation have appeared since then. Children of parents living together, of 
academics, of those of Swedish descent, etc, are over-represented in pri-
vately run, commercial and (particularly) parent co-operative day care cen-
tres, while children to single parents, parents with lower levels of educa-
tion, and non-Swedish background are over-represented in publicly run 
facilities.68 

The system of public day care for preschool children is thus an impor-
tant part of Swedish social life.69 The system is well established and the 
country now well covered, enabling both parents in families with small 
children to be active on the labour market to a large extent (with better 
coverage in urban areas which have a high frequency of people of both 
                             
67 Ds 2001:57, p 229. 
68 SOU 2001:52, p 275f. Cf SOU 2001:79, p 97. 
69 Cf Björnberg’s remark that the “expansion after the war of social citizenship rights in 
terms of material goods and services has created a basis for social identity in Sweden.” 
1997, p 135. 
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genders in professions). The acceptance and support for this Swedish social 
policy is strong among citizens. This is not surprising, if we bear in mind 
that the political support for the welfare state as a whole remained high 
even through the economically turbulent 1990s, when cuts in funding 
aversely affected the quality of a range of welfare services and sectors, 
including day care.70 Some economic recovery has, as one study concludes, 
now taken place, but: “the resources are still not at the level of the early 
1990s. Much indicates, however, that day care services still enjoy the con-
fidence of parents”.71 The system thus appears to be both legitimate and 
stable. 

At the moment, the debate seems to evolve in connection to political 
struggles to define the appropriate ambition for state spending in the day 
care (and general welfare) sector. The maxtaxa-system took effect in Janu-
ary 2002, and in November 2001 the Social Democratic party congress 
moved for a long term ambition to make day care for preschool children 
available free of charge.72 This will involve substantial economic input 
from the state, and the congress mentioned no date for the implementation 
of the suggestion. The former minister of education, Thomas Östros, has 
stated that in the light of the maxtaxa-reform, this step is logical. The max-
taxa is the first major social welfare reform following years of budget re-
strictions and cutbacks in service provision. It not only attempts to reinstate 
replacement rates that have been down-scaled, as in sick or unemployment 
insurance systems; it reverses the trend of higher parent fees for childcare 
that was very unevenly distributed across municipalities. This is an attempt 
to reinstate universalism, appreciated by middle-class parents. But the re-
form is possibly damaging for alternative providers of day care.73 The con-
cept itself, however, can be interpreted as a legislative reversal of the frag-
mentation of social services, supported by the non-socialist Bildt govern-
ment in 1991-94. 

Another intense discussion concerns how the welfare state may renew it-
self after the harsh 1990s. Sweden shares the predicament created by the 
                             
70 Svallfors 1996. 
71 Ds 2001:57, p 243. 
72 Between 1990 and 1999 the proportion of parent’s fees in financing day care rose from 10 
to 18 %. SOU 2001:79, p 97. 
73 Similar reforms are now planned for elder care. 
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period of austerity with a host of other European nations. If the Swedish 
Social Democrats will be able or willing to follow the examples set, for 
instance, by New Labour in the UK is unclear. Various propositions con-
cerning privatising the production of social services seems to be one major 
issue that has to be dealt with.74 Again, the Social Democratic legacy makes 
the state hesitant in this respect. There has been radical political change on 
this score over the last decade, but the welfare system as a whole remains 
politically and funding-wise in the hands of the state, even though organisa-
tional innovation abounds in the field of welfare production. For-profit, as 
well as non-profit and third sector driven solutions, have made substantial 
inroads into what was formerly a strongly publicly dominated social and 
political economy of care. The domination has lessened. 

Only to reiterate this point: in today’s Swedish childcare system the role 
of non-public funding is minimal. (And the same of course goes for most 
major social services, such as health care, primary, secondary and most of 
tertiary education.) Swedish childcare is maintained, regardless of provider 
or region, by the same funding principle: the municipal (and state provided) 
voucher to which every resident child is entitled. There may be a theoretical 
possibility that there be childcare facilities or schemes that function other-
wise, but these are not visible in the literature and of no consequence here. 
The 2002 reform of the maxtaxa effectively barred the only conceivable 
alternative funding channel: exorbitant tariffs. Small children not attending 
any of the forms of childcare under scrutiny here are thus generally to be 
found in their own homes, not in childcare settings other than those de-
scribed above. Erler & Sass’ 1997 conclusion that there “are very few 
forms of private childcare in Sweden – apart from care by one parent” thus 
continues to be correct.75 

                             
74 Giddens 2000. 
75 Erler & Sass 1997, p 45. Figures provided by Trydegård show the very low proportion of 
all childcare employees in Sweden 1993-2000 holding other than public employment. Of 
nearly 140,000 staff in 1993, more than 130,000 worked in public facilities. In 2000 the total 
number of employees was over 115,000, with about 10,000 employed in non-public facili-
ties (i.e. in both for-profit and non-profit facilities). 2001, p 91, table 1. In relative terms the 
proportion of non-public employees has increased between 1993-2000, from 4.1 % to 10.2 
%. Of these, those employed in third sector facilities, mainly co-ops, were in 1999 as many 
as all other non-publicly employed together. Ibid., p 92, table 2. 
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This group of, as it were, childcare absentees has not been studied rigor-
ously. Given, however, that the norm today is the two-earner family, it may 
be inferred that to remain at home is a less viable option for couples with 
incomes in the lower strata. For a family with one or more children to live 
on one income only (i.e. after the regular parental leave allowances and 
time frames have run their course) seems possible only if that income is 
very high indeed. Only a fraction of Swedish parents reasonably belong to 
this group. There are of course other parents, without these kinds of re-
sources, who opt for keeping their preschool children at home, living in a 
minimalist fashion. But again, there are no figures to tell, and the group is 
probably small, though we would guess that this could be an easier route to 
take for comparatively young parents, who still have low expenses. Follow-
ing this train of thought, a distinction that could be relevant – should sys-
tematic studies be undertaken to understand this category’s life style – 
would be between those who take the minimalist option for reasons of 
choice, and those who do it for lack of a current alternative. Surely, to keep 
small children at home – until they have to attend school at the age of seven 
– for ideological or religious reasons and therefore scrape by on meagre 
economic resources, is quite a different thing than to scrape by for the time 
being, with hopes that conditions may improve in the future. We would 
imagine that the latter evaluation is shared by parents of small children in 
areas where demand for childcare currently exceeds supply. 

Yet another inadequately mapped and analysed care context for the 
childcare absentees is the informal sector. We sense, however, that informal 
solutions are of less importance than the children who stay at home with 
one parent. The classical versions of informal day care would be to rely on 
grandparents or black labour. 76 Some groups who are reputed to work with 
black childcare are Baltic, Polish or other European/American women, 
either permanent residents or temporary visitors. We feel that it is safe to 
assume, however, that this is a fairly marginal phenomenon, at least in 
terms of any sustained substitution for childcare. To have a resident black 
au pair in your home who brings the children to and from an ordinary day 

                             
76 Cf for instance Svedberg’s remark that knowledge on the informal sector’s role in the 
Swedish welfare system is scarce and fragmented. 2001, p 141, footnote 2. The usual inter-
pretation is that this reflects the marginality of the sector itself. 
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care facility is perhaps a more common model, but even so the overall 
numbers of this practice can hardly be great. 

How to assess the feminist critique of the welfare state’s individualistic 
perspective on family and social policy is not only an empirical question. 
As we have seen, the day care system itself does not really differentiate 
between women and men as wage earners or receivers of care for their 
children. One discernible problem, primarily with parent co-op solutions, 
however, is that the very amount of everyday responsibility and participa-
tion required by members to some extent tends to shut single parents out, as 
they usually lack the extra logistical margins in everyday family life that 
are necessary for parents engaged in co-ops. Even if this form seems better 
equipped to promote social cohesion and community building (as well as 
offer care with less economic restrictions), parents’ life situations would 
clearly have a bearing on the practical availability of this kind of day care. 

At this point the categories of social class and sex/gender meet, indicat-
ing a presence of class as well as gender structures in the organisational and 
political economy of Swedish day care. One 2001 government study of 
concludes that it is “six times as usual that children whose parents have a 
tertiary education of three years attend non-public day care than children 
whose parents have only primary education”.77 Another study echoes the 
same theme in its conclusion: “if the difference earlier were between those 
who had access to day care and those who did not, today it is rather be-
tween those who have high quality and low quality care”.78 Swedish child-
care in today’s mature phase thus seems to be on its way to becoming yet 
another class differentiated social commodity. And as the classical empha-
sis on socio-economic equality of the Social Democrats might have to di-
minish in the wake of internal and external changes (at the same time as the 
party can no longer count on being automatically re-elected to power), so 
does childcare risk becoming subject to the same differentiating dynamics 
as do other (social) services and consumer goods. 
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Forces of change 
What are, then, the primary forces of change in today’s Swedish childcare 
system? A whole array of phenomena, developments and restraints are 
often pointed to in reply to this question. In the following we will briefly 
present what we consider to be the most central of these. 

The first is demographic change.79 The childcare system (as well as soci-
ety at large) has to cope with unstable birth rates. At the end of the 1980s 
and beginning of the 90s, as we have seen, nativity soared in Sweden. In 
1990, the woman/child ratio reached a level of 2.13 that is extraordinary for 
a European context. By 1999, however, it had fallen to a mere 1.5, a level 
actually not seen since 1809. The demand for places in childcare has there-
fore risen dramatically over the last decade. In 1980 a total of 408,000 chil-
dren were enrolled in care. Of these, 359,000 were preschool children. In 
1985 the numbers were 498,000/424,000, respectively; in 1990 
571,000/462,000; in 1995 725,000/515,000; in 1999 720,000/388,000.80 
This is the nativity peak from the years around 1990 moving through the 
system. Current estimates, however, indicate that the number of Swedish 1-
5 year olds will go down in the medium term. In 1993-95 there were over 
600,000 children in this age group. Prognoses for the next few years esti-
mate the figure to 450,000, a decrease of 25 %.  

This demographic change will require adjustments in the childcare sys-
tem. An observation here is that the increase in nativity rates during the 
1980s leading up to the peak in the early 90s was almost as dramatic as 
today’s expected decrease will be. The increase, as we have seen, caused 
massive growth in the childcare system, and deepened Sweden’s already 
strong reputation as an icon of universalist welfarism. This could hardly 
have been achieved if the patterns in nativity rates at the time had resem-
bled those likely to arrive in the coming years. An intriguing question is 
thus what this decrease will imply for the Swedish image. The changes are 

                             
79 This is also the first welfare policy challenge defined in the final report presented by the 
major Swedish welfare audit account committee led by sociologist Joakim Palme: SOU 
2001:79. Other main challenges that are highlighted in the broad social and welfare policy 
perspective of the committee are related to financing, internationalisation, inequality and 
legitimacy. 
80 Ds 2001:57, p 228, table 7.1. 
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very likely to generate new perspectives on the Swedish tradition of wel-
fare. 

At first glance, this decrease ought perhaps make for a consolidating 
phase in childcare, with organisational structures being adjusted down to 
meet decreasing demand, and staff and location needs therefore being met 
relatively easily. But the picture is more complicated than that. Part of the 
reason is the imminent retirement of large cohorts of workers in the sector 
(and across Swedish society). Another aspect is the nation-wide shortage of 
highly trained staff. Today, the leading childcare staff category – the för-
skolelärare – is often found on lists of very promising careers in the dec-
ades ahead. One problem, however, is that wages are often criticised for 
being inadequate. But improvements are to some extent made today, gener-
ated not least by growing professionalisation in the sector. Recent figures 
put the estimated proportion of staff with tertiary training in preschool 
childcare at 54 % (and in after-school facilities at 68 %).81 The same source 
concludes that the 1990s’ increasing professionalisation in the childcare 
sector is noticeable in the following ways: by the fact that the number of 
children in day care (where education levels are higher) has increased, 
compared to the number of children cared for by child minders (where edu-
cation levels are lower) and that the education of the staff of the childcare 
sector as a whole has been improved.82 

Reports today also indicate that at least in major urban areas the distribu-
tion of staff with lower and higher qualifications is uneven. In Stockholm 
the concentration of staff with tertiary education in this professional sector 
closely follows the division of the city itself in terms of socio-economic 
prosperity. In those suburban parts of the city where the population is less 

                             
81 Bergqvist & Nyberg 2001, p 258. 
82 At www.scb.se Statistics Sweden (SCB) hosts an official database covering most aspects of 
most sectors of the national accounts. It is very vast, user-friendly and publicly largely 
available free of charge. In the field of barnomsorg [childcare], for instance, an array of 
statistics concerning location and form of facilities, type of provider, level of staff education, 
children’s group size etc on the municipal, regional or national levels per year etc can easily 
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gory of förskolelärare. 25,343 people were in the category barnskötare, with secondary 
school level education. 569 people were in the category “other”, and 1140 staff untrained, 
nationally. 
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prosperous the recruitment of highly trained staff is a bigger challenge than 
in the centre and well-to-do suburbs. The same situation seems to apply to 
the whole system of schooling and care. 

Second, there is the issue whether the ideological and institutional uni-
versalism of the childcare system may have to be reshaped or even recon-
sidered, following the general development in EU-countries towards ethni-
cal and cultural diversification. This is a general trend today, and political 
and policy structures are under constant pressure to adapt to the changes 
that are expected to follow, for instance, the pattern of the consumption of 
social services. It is hard, however, to be very precise in the assessment of 
this trend. We feel that the phenomenon of socio-political multiculturalism 
is not addressed in an adequately sophisticated way today, at least not in 
terms of social policy, and at least not in Sweden. 

Third, there is change in family structure. As indicated above, the trans-
formation of those social values that have traditionally supported and nor-
matively embedded familialism has been going on for quite some time. The 
problem, however, of whether familialism should be restored or not is ab-
sent in today’s Swedish political debate. Interpretations of this development 
often stress that the requirements of the 1950s-60s for more labour made 
the old mode of thinking obsolete, and that processes of individualisation 
and social modernisation have gone unusually far in Sweden. This has cre-
ated a situation where family patterns have become more open to negotia-
tion, between partners that are fairly equal in economical and other terms, a 
negotiation that was hardly possible under familialism. Dismantling con-
ventional patterns in this regard is only done to a degree, however. Equal 
parenthood, adoption and family rights are not officially awarded to those 
living in gay and lesbian relationships. The direction of change in family 
structures is therefore peculiar in Sweden, compared to many comparable 
European countries. In this kind of setting, future family policy reform will 
by necessity be a matter of change starting from the dual career family pat-
tern, not going towards it. 

The growth of dual career families has thus been steady since the 1960s-
70s. Today, as mentioned above, the norm is that both parents work. This 
does not mean, however, that the system does not generate patterns of sex-
ual discrimination. Women work part-time far more than men and are also 
tacitly and individually discriminated in terms of wage levels. Employment 
levels have been very high in Sweden throughout the post-war era, and the 
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dramatic fall in levels during the early 90s constituted a major social and 
political shock. Today, unemployment levels have decreased, but are still 
far higher than before the shocking fall. One official analysis concludes, 
however, that in principle, this is a time when young Nordic women work, 
and family, child and social policies aim to support dual careers as power-
fully as possible.83 There is legislation in place today that theoretically pro-
hibits employers from investigating potential or present employees’ family 
or pregnancy plans. Pregnancy is not a valid ground for discharge from the 
work place, nor is parental benefits or leaves of absence. Admittedly, em-
ployers at times go to some lengths to find ways of cheating on the system 
in this regard. This is typically regarded by a majority of Swedes, though, 
as a rather offensive posture. 

The living conditions of Swedish children are, naturally, shaped by these 
socio-cultural patterns. One study conducted in 2000, presents a contrast 
between the vast majority of Swedish children who live with both parents, 
in relation to the family patterns of Swedish children with separated parents 
(i.e. 17-18 % of all the children).84 

 
• For children under 10 every second child sees the absent parent at 

least once a week.  
• Less than one out of ten have no contact at all. For these children 

the absent parent lives nearby in 30 % of the cases. 
• Children 0-9 years old live alternatively with both parents about 

half of the time in every second case. 
• In the same group, almost all children are with their mother at 

least one day/month, and 90 % with their father. 
• Almost one child out of five in the same age group does things to-

gether with both separated parents at least once a week and the 
parents of one out of two discuss matters that relate to the child 
each week. For adolescents, both figures decrease. 

Given these patterns, however, the study notes, many of these children live 
in a context supported by the social capital generated by both parents. In 
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terms of inter-generation confidence and trust, 85-90 % of all Swedish 
children perceive that their parents have enough time for them.85 It may be 
worth noticing that cohabitation is very common in Sweden. A 1995 statis-
tical report on rates of children experiencing divorce/separation during 
childhood or adolescence notes that a fairly consistent 76-87 % have grown 
up living with both their biological and adoptive parents.86 

A fourth aspect is the visible inroads made by fathers into the parental 
leave system. At the outset, this service was almost exclusively directed at 
and used by women/mothers. Women are still far ahead of men as users of 
this social service, but alterations are slowly taking place. In 1980, fathers’ 
use of the total number of days available for parental leave was 5 %, in-
creasing in 1990 to 7 %, and in 2000 to just over 12 %. Men’s use of the 
parental leave system correlates positively with higher levels of income for 
both parents.87 Second, child fertility rates for men who have taken parental 
leave with the first child are substantially higher than for men who have 
not, but there is also a tendency to use more days with the first child than 
with later children.88 When it comes to staying home to care for sick chil-
dren (using tillfällig föräldrapenning insurance benefits), the share of days 
used by fathers has been 30-40 % throughout the 1980s and 90s.89 

Most of these tendencies are open-ended and inconclusive. The question 
what forces of change are really at work today with regard to Swedish 
childcare is very hard to answer, partly because it is not merely empirical, 
but hinges on different theoretical conceptions of politics and the state in 
the first place. In our discussion we have given a number of independent 
interpretations that have seemed appropriate to us. Another, indirect way of 

                             
85 Jonsson 2001a, p 90. Cf the remark that even though the availability of absent parents is 
relatively high, the social resources enjoyed by children with step-mothers or -fathers is 
somewhat lower. Ibid., p 100. 
86 The age cohorts included in the study were women born 1949, 1954, 1959, 1964 and 
1969; and men born 1949, 1959 and 1964. SCB 1995:1, p 53, table 6.4. 
87 Ds 2001:57, p 215. 
88 Cf SOU 1998:6, p 52. Different explanations of why men’s and women’s respective use of 
the insurance system varies considerably are discussed at length in this study, carefully 
considering stereotypes, career implications and micro-negotiation strategies/patterns in 
different family contexts. We refrain, however, from going deeper into this theme, as our 
main focus lies elsewhere. 
89 Ds 2001:57, p 202. 
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assessing current tendencies is to study the approaches of the main political 
actors involved: the parliamentary parties. To be able to evaluate the pos-
ture and potential impact of these, one has to assume (a) that the views put 
forth by the parties are sincere and well grounded, (b) that the proposed 
reforms and changes are intended to be carried through the legislative sys-
tem, and (c) that the tables will not suddenly turn and the field change in 
unexpected ways. All of these assumptions are somewhat shaky. But a re-
view of the positions could at least provide the basis for some qualified 
guesswork. A modest speculation is that the future of Swedish childcare 
policy in the medium term perspective lies somewhere in between these 
partisan views and will be influenced by the direction of them over the next 
few years.90 Major pre-election proposals during the most recent national 
election campaign (i.e. 2002) by each Swedish party regarding family pol-
icy change were as follows: 

 
• The conservative Moderate party proposed to shorten the period 

of paid parental leave to care for new-born and small children 
from 480 to 360 days/child, maintaining present economical lev-
els (at 80 % of regular income, with a break-off point at € 
2132/month, which gives a highest possible benefit rate of € 
1706/month, before income taxation).91 The cut includes the 90 
days secondary insurance period, during which flat rate compen-
sation is given at the very modest level of € 162/month, and one 
regular support month. This is the specifically designated “fa-
ther’s month”, only available to the father of the child. The party 
furthermore proposed a general contribution of € 270/month to 
parents with 1-3 year olds, free of tax. This new contribution will 
decrease proportionally if the child attends public day care. An-
other plan was to introduce a modest tax deduction generating 
approx. € 36/month and child, as well as make parents’ costs for 

                             
90 As the system is constantly being revised changes are equally constant regarding, among 
other things, levels of contribution and compensation. Terminology also changes. Since this 
primarily is an historical overview, this suggests a certain descriptive vagueness in the text. 
Words and facts change, as does the relationship between them. We’ve chosen, however, 
not to dwell on this or trace the changes in detail. 
91 A compilation that’s been helpful here was printed in Dagens Nyheter on August 4, 2002. 
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day care up to € 2160/year tax deductible, making the moderate 
party the only one today to relate tax reductions to childcare. 

• The liberal party, Folkpartiet, proposed to maintain the 
barnbidrag (i.e. the flat rate allowance, originally set at € 86/child 
and month with increased levels for parents with more than two 
children) received by all parents. The party proposed to raise the 
break-off point of the föräldraförsäkring (making the highest pos-
sible net support level € 2274/month), but also to reduce the total 
length of it by one month. The party also wants to raise the lower 
levels of the contribution. Like the Moderates (and the Christian 
Democrats), Folkpartiet suggested a flat contribution per child to 
all parents, at levels just above those proposed by the Moderate 
party. A special proposition from the liberals was that remunera-
tion levels in the föräldraförsäkring should increase from 80 to 90 
% of the earlier income, on the condition that the right to paid 
leave is used by both parents (up until the more austere early and 
mid-1990s, this had been the regular remuneration level). 

• The non-socialist Centre party proposed to double the universal 
child allowance during the first five years of the child’s life; keep 
the föräldraförsäkring more or less intact, but raise both the 
break-off point (generating € 2501/month) and the contribution 
floors. This was the sole party in the non-socialist camp that did 
not advocate a general new child contribution. It also wanted to 
keep the economic incitement for fathers to make more use of the 
föräldraförsäkring, and extend the right to shorter working hours 
for those with small children from six to four hours a day. 

• The Christian Democratic party wanted a modest raise in the uni-
versal child allowance, specifically for 13-16 year olds. The party 
proposed to shorten the föräldraförsäkring to 360 days, raise the 
break-off point to an ambitious € 2814/month net and also raise 
the floor of the contribution. As in the Moderate proposition, the 
secondary period with a symbolic economic compensation is 
abandoned. The Christian Democratic approach was also ambi-
tious regarding the levels in the renewed proposition that parents 
should receive a universal allowance for each child. The party’s 
suggestion was € 7200/year for 1-3 year olds, free of tax; an 
amount that would surely go some way towards making ends meet 



 65

for an ordinary family, if there is a breadwinner with a decent in-
come present as well (in keeping with the party’s idea of vård-
nadsbidrag from 1994). It further proposed a right to three years 
leave of absence from work when children are small. 

• The Social Democratic party generally wished to keep the 
föräldraförsäkring, but extend it in the long run, primarily by in-
troducing more fathers’ months. The party has also stated that it 
wishes to curb employers’ discrimination of pregnant mothers 
(and parents on parental leave) by legal means, and to initiate par-
liamentary talks on individualised parental leave, i.e. to formally 
split the right to parental leave between both parents.92 It also pro-
posed a slight raise of the break-off point, making a € 2274/month 
net benefit level, as well as a raise of floor levels. A final proposi-
tion was to boost the child allowance and raise the relative benefit 
levels for families with more than one child (and not only for 
those with more than two). 

• The socialist left (earlier communist) party Vänsterpartiet,that en-
joyed an unprecedented success in the general elections of 1998, 
and that, together with Miljöpartiet, have since then supported the 
Social Democratic government in parliament during the period be-
fore and after the 2002 election, wanted to extend the 
föräldraförsäkring, but did not declare exactly by how much. 
They also proposed a raise of the break-off point (second only to 
the level proposed by the Christian Democrats) to € 2559/month, 
as well as a floor raise. Just like the Social Democrats, Vänster-
partiet wishes to extend the föräldraförsäkring in the long term by 
introducing more “father’s months”. 

• The green party, Miljöpartiet exhibited the most expansive view 
among the seven parties represented in parliament since 1998 
when it comes to the föräldraförsäkring. They proposed to 
lengthen the insurance period to as much as 540 days, with 80 %-
level benefits for 450 and 90 %-levels for 90 days, keeping the 
present break-off point and raise the compensation floors. It also 
wanted to reinstate a specific, extra contribution for parents who 

                             
92 Aftonbladet, August 25, 2002. 
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use the government student loan system – i.e. for parents primar-
ily in tertiary education. 

One thing that comes across clearly in this brief review is the desire of 
three of the non-socialist parties to introduce an ambitious new policy of a 
monthly benefit exempt from taxation, particularly for parents of 1-3 year 
olds. The effect of the reform would give an economic standard comparable 
to salaried work – at least compared to low paid or part-time work. Net 
contribution levels ranging between € 270-600 per month and per 1-3 year 
old child are, at least near the top end, close to low net wage levels. An 
aggressive scheme of this kind would potentially rival other means of con-
tributing to a family’s economic maintenance, given that there is a primary 
income in the family. With more than one child the situation becomes even 
more promising in terms of provision for the family. Given that the sugges-
tions are only aimed at families with 1-3 year olds, the time span is so brief 
that not many parents today are able to combine those benefits. Further-
more, compensation levels are hardly high enough to enable single parents 
to support themselves. 

Other aspects that become apparent are the parliamentary consensus to 
keep the maxtaxa and the lack of non-socialist consensus in family and 
childcare policy matters. There are three policy clusters. The first cluster – 
that wants to maintain and/or expand on the current system – consists of the 
Social Democrats and its two parliamentary support parties. The second is 
the left side of the right, occupied by the liberal and Centre parties (often 
referred to as the two mid-parties), who wish to keep the present childcare 
system intact but, in addition, boost the economy of families with children 
considerably. The third and final cluster is the far right, the Moderates and 
Christian Democrats, whose suggestions imply a different direction in rela-
tion to the current systems, at least for 1-3 year olds. Instead, the care of 
these young children should be chosen by each family, which is part of the 
greater economic freedom implied by the parties in their propositions. 

Not only did the pre-2002 election debate in Sweden thus indicate that 
no party is strongly opposed to the established childcare policy system; on 
the contrary, bids were made from right to left to impose restrictions on 
children’s group sizes in day care, and this in opposition to new municipal 
legislation that through fiscal measures tends to make it difficult to provide 
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small groups. In these regards, there seems indeed to be a consensus that 
the politics of Swedish childcare has been too austere for some time.93 

To bring this section to a close, we would at last like to make some gen-
eral remarks on the politics of childcare in Sweden. The first observation is 
that the system of publicly supported childcare has expanded dramatically 
since the 1970s, and has now reached comprehensive levels of national 
coverage. A second reflection is that serious opposition to the system is 
marginal, both politically and ideologically.94 The support for social ser-
vices of this kind in the field of childcare is generally high, as is the support 
for the dual-career labour market. There are no indications that Swedes in 
general want to challenge or replace this basic model. The domestic debate 
seems to concentrate on how the system should be honed further, rather 
than overhauled. A ready interpretation here could be that the extraordinary 
Social Democratic political influence during the 20th century has created a 
hegemonic situation in Swedish social policy matters. The material and 
literature on preschool childcare used in this text indicate that the system 
plays an important role in furthering social cohesion. There is hardly any 
indication of the opposite. 

A last observation that can be made is that the firmness of the state’s 
former grip over modes of childcare provision has lessened. Funding, as 
well as the safeguarding of quality standards, is still in firm public control, 
but a range of different organisational forms for care are now allowed, and 
viable. In terms of social cohesion, therefore, we perceive no distinct threat 
to the stability or inclusiveness connected to Swedish childcare policies per 
se. On the contrary, these policies seem to be interpreted by most Swedish 
families, as well as by the major political parties, as a fair contribution to-
wards the practical, economical and institutional support of what has be-
come the contemporary Swedish way of life for families with small chil-
dren. From a broader socio-political perspective the tensions inherent in the 
policy system are not acute, and there are no current indications of any 

                             
93 Sweden is of course not the only case in point here. Cf Lindbom 2002, p 312. 
94 Cf the observations provided by Erler & Sass that “public or state childcare is judged very 
positively by the parents”. 1997, p 45. They use an even stronger formulation at the last 
page of their article, where parents in Sweden “are extremely positive about the quality of 
day nursery care”. Ibid., p 46. Björnberg also uses the words “extremely positive”. 1997, p 
125. Cf Ds 2001:57, p 243. 
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constitutive changes, unless a fiscal (or other) crisis like the one during the 
early/mid-1990s should appear.95 

Consequently, the main challenges today rather concern the system’s 
ability to deal with non-conformist, non-presumed life styles and family 
patterns. A universalist model by aspiration, Swedish childcare policy will 
conceivably continue to exert a visible institutional and political pressure 
on Swedish families. 

                             
95 Cf Pierson’s view that the 1990s must primarily be understood in terms of structural 
adjustment. 2004, p 59. 
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3 The Swedish childcare system of the early 
2000s 

In the preceding chapter the historical and political complexities of the 
Swedish childcare system were highlighted and discussed at length. The 
following five chapters are devoted to case studies of the operation of the 
system in the early 2000s. The analysis is thus presented chronologically. 
This chapter, serving as an introduction to the empirical investigation, ad-
dresses issues of practical methodology and offers some theoretical consid-
erations. At the centre of attention is the question of how to approach and 
interpret a policy structure of this magnitude and scope without reducing 
the account unnecessarily. 

Let us begin this part by noting that the topic of Swedish family policy 
and childcare gained much acclaim at the “Progressive Politicians” meeting 
in London in July 2003. A few weeks later the Swedish Prime Minister, 
Göran Persson, pleaded for a yes vote in the September 2003 referendum 
on Swedish membership in the EMU. In an article in a leading Swedish 
daily newspaper, he made reference to the need to broadly address issues of 
family policy in Europe. He also presented a Social Democratic eight-point 
programme for the future of Europe. The Prime Minister’s main argument 
was that Sweden must participate forcefully in the modernisation of the 
European Union in a number of areas: full employment, the development of 
the welfare state model, and the extension of childcare. Under the heading 
“increased equality” he wrote: 

Sweden will forcefully promote the development of childcare [in the Euro-
pean Union]: at least 90 % of children three years and older should be en-
rolled in preschool facilities by 2010 and one-third of the children under 
three years age should have access to childcare. More women must get the 
possibility to participate in work life. The desire of both men and women to 
be able to combine an active family life with an active professional career 
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will promote a modern family policy. Greater participation in work life will 
be decisive for Europe’s possibility to deal with the challenges created by 
an aging population.96 

In the following, the provision of childcare in two cities will be investi-
gated: Stockholm and Östersund. In addition to presenting the result of 
independent empirical work, the study takes advantage of the large amount 
of academic and public evaluation and analysis available in Sweden. 

To choose to study childcare policy in two Swedish cities, Stockholm 
and Östersund, means that we have to account for a number of geographi-
cal, demographic and social dimensions, which will affect the analytical 
structure. However, given the universal and highly developed character of 
the Swedish childcare system, structural variations between the cases will 
not be as large as that found in most other countries participating in the 
TSFEPS project. The Swedish childcare system distinguishes itself by its 
high levels of national coherence and uniformity. The legislative frame-
work governs childcare services (as well as most other fields of social wel-
fare) provided at the local level. Such services tend therefore to be more 
homogenous than when they are open to local or regional initiatives. But 
even so, the system should not be regarded as completely uniform. As will 
become apparent below, the local landscapes of childcare in Östersund and 
the three sub-municipal wards investigated in Stockholm each have a num-
ber of specific traits, unlike those exhibited by the other cases. It is useful, 
we therefore suggest, to approach the “big” Swedish childcare system 
through two perspectives: one focusing on structural uniformity and large-
scale coherence, and one taking local small-scale style varieties into ac-
count. 

In Sweden municipalities are ultimately responsible for the provision of 
childcare and thus have some leeway for particular solutions in accordance 
with local needs, but always within the boundaries of the broader, state-
controlled and state-financed system. Most basic ideological, legal, finan-
cial or institutional issues concerning how childcare should be organised 
are not local matters. Childcare services in Stockholm will thus to a large 

                             
96 Dagens Nyheter, August 3, 2003. 
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extent structurally resemble those found in Östersund, as will the nature of 
provision across and between Stockholm’s sub-municipal wards. 

On the one hand, this implies that the difference between the policies of 
Stockholm and Östersund (some 600 km north) is bound to be modest. On 
the other hand, we consider it a challenge to systematically reflect on varia-
tions that occur despite this institutional and socio-political background. In 
Sweden, the debates on what type of childcare system should be adopted 
have been all but closed. Discussions today deal with fine-tuning rather 
than major changes in the field. In a sense Swedish society seems to have 
passed through the phases of formulating and adopting comprehensive uni-
versal childcare policies and made the corresponding sacrifices in terms of 
alternative social values.97 The overall political consensus about the direc-
tion and future of publicly financed childcare is possibly a unique Swedish 
pattern. Our contribution in this analysis will thus have to be in the direc-
tion of reflecting on childcare from within a universal system. However, it 
may be worth noting that day care services were often included in the 
broader public debate about the privatisation of social services during the 
1990s. Some proponents of private solutions went so far as to argue that 
there were no relevant differences between running a day care centre and 
managing a fast food franchise. 

Each Swedish municipality (there are 290 at present) organises childcare 
in accordance with the national structural norms. In this respect, the central-
ised tradition in Swedish political life comes across quite clearly.98 It should 
be kept in mind that Sweden is a unitary, not a federal state. Regional or 
county governments play no role in providing childcare services in Sweden. 
Therefore, a concept such as governance works differently in Sweden, than, 
for instance, in contemporary Germany or France. From a conventional 
                             
97 Note, however, the Christian Democratic Party promotion of the idea of a vårdnadsbidrag 
[parental allowance] for those parents (read: women) who prefer to stay home and care for 
their own children, rather than send them to municipal or private day care facilities or a 
nearby child minder service. 
98 It is worth reminding the reader here that there are other publicly supported forms of 
childcare apart from institutional day care. The main alternative is the familjedaghem [the 
institution of child minding], which amounts to the solution that a parent (almost invariably 
a mother) minds other children together with her own in her private home. The prevalence 
of this solution is marginal, however, and a 2003 article in a major daily paper offers the 
view that it ought to be phased-out within five years.  Dagens Nyheter, August 11, 2003. 
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point of view, the concept of governance implies that the powers of politi-
cal decision-making are not centrally controlled by the public sector. In 
countries with more fragmented and complex conditions it follows that new 
ways and means for controlling policy structures may develop. The process 
of Europeanisation is often considered illustrative of this fact. On a general 
note, higher levels of Europeanisation in the field of welfare may be better 
approached in terms of the subjectivity-weaker concept of governance. But 
as will become apparent below, in the field of Swedish childcare policy, 
this concept is perhaps less relevant in relation to this policy field than to 
other fields, or to other political contexts. The Swedish childcare system is 
apparently still, to a substantial degree, subjected to government in a rather 
subjectivity-strong and uniform sense. Our investigation indicates that 
Swedish social policy allows for some institutional variety, but not, for 
instance, in terms of financing or other decisive, “hard” policy issues. Here, 
the maxtaxa reforms that limit parent fees for day care services illustrate 
this point. The policy structure is clearly comprehensive and the system 
only modestly influenced by different non-public stakeholders or by any 
political or administrative levels other than central and municipal govern-
ment. 

Until the 1990s, local governments, however, did not wield much influ-
ence over the nature and development of childcare solutions in Sweden. 
Their role was to implement national goals rather than to reform or chal-
lenge established policy structures. As seen elsewhere, there is a spectrum 
of local providers of childcare, but the services offered by non-municipal 
providers of various kinds do not radically differ in their basic structures 
from those provided by most Swedish municipalities in terms of patterns of 
financing, professional and educational standards, staff recruitment, secu-
rity and insurance legislation, and educational and social goals. The main 
childcare staff categories are thus the same all across Sweden, regardless of 
local social variations, prevalent pedagogical programmes, and so forth. 
The leading staff category has the same academic teacher education (to 
which complementary training is often added). 

Variations in the Swedish landscape of childcare service thus concern 
the adaptation of the system to local demographic and social patterns, and 
local ideological differences in terms of public/private provision of per-
sonal social services. Today, legislation is indeed comprehensive, but of a 
“softer” kind than in the 1970s-80s. There are no legal obstacles to child-
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care initiatives from outside the public sector. The possibilities for this are 
instead fairly good. In this sense, the unified and strict character of tradi-
tional Swedish childcare politics, even at the level of practice, has changed. 
There is a connection here, we suggest, to the larger Swedish trend during 
the 1980s-90s to move from detailed policy-regulation to more overriding 
framework legislation, particularly in the social welfare sector. The state is 
now far less involved than before, for instance in how elder care, schools, 
preschools and other welfare institutions and solutions are organised. In-
stead, municipalities are charged with the full responsibility to provide 
these services under certain structural formats. 

Another element that needs to be mentioned is the fact that in Sweden, 
preschool childcare is designed to provide full day care for children be-
tween 1-5 years old. Generally speaking, the Swedish childcare norm is 
thus all-day attendance. This means that most children remain at their fa-
cilities from the morning (7-9 am) to the afternoon (3-6 pm), including 
meals, rest after lunch and a snack in the afternoon. Breakfast is also pro-
vided, if required by families with early schedules. Parents have the right to 
part-time care if they so desire, but in actual practice, the great majority of 
children in day care arrive in the morning and leave in the afternoon. There 
is thus no equivalent in Sweden to the part-time childcare structures with-
out meals, as may be found elsewhere in the European childcare sector. 

One important point that needs to be emphasised in this context is that 
children normally remain in the same facility throughout their preschool 
years, i.e. 1-5 years of age. Larger childcare facilities tend to be organised 
in two or three different age groups, whereas smaller facilities normally use 
the “sibling principle”, i.e. run an integrated group for all children. To our 
knowledge, there are no childcare centres that only admit preschool chil-
dren of a certain age span, such as 1-2, 2-3 or 4-5 year olds. Continuity in 
terms of children’s social and personal relationships is in this sense a defin-
ing mark of Swedish childcare, as is the lack of institutional seams. 

In addition, childcare in Sweden comes under the auspices of Skolverket 
[the National Board of Education], rather than being divided into age cate-
gories and supervised by two or more different public authorities, such as 
health authorities for the 0-3 year olds, and education authorities for the 3-6 
year olds. Neither do county or regional authorities have any substantial say 
in Swedish childcare policy nor service provision, as is often the case in 
other European countries. 
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Methodology and local units of analysis 
The comparison between Stockholm and Östersund touches on a range of 
differences in the Swedish political and social landscape. Stockholm is the 
country’s major urban area with the largest population, whereas Östersund 
is a medium-size municipality in the sparsely populated central part of the 
country. Whereas Östersund is close to the geographical centre, Stockholm 
epitomises the national centre in terms of politics, culture, administration 
and economy. For Stockholm, being the centre of social and economical 
power is a real condition of public life – as well as part of its identity. In the 
minds of its inhabitants, Stockholm’s problems and issues are thus often 
confused with those of Sweden. The municipality, including the local 
economy, is by far the largest in the country. The distance to the state and 
central government is relatively short. In Östersund, the distance to the state 
is in most respects much greater, and local issues are rarely treated in terms 
of national importance or general interest. Being part of the political pe-
riphery, a local notion of defiance is sometimes taken to be cultivated there. 

The Stockholm polity also has to cope with the difference between meet-
ing high-status inner city needs and more diverse suburban needs. The so-
cial and cultural fabric is more complex. Gentrification is increasing in the 
city as well as in parts of the more affluent suburban departments and mu-
nicipalities, whereas problems concerning integration, unemployment, wel-
fare and social needs seem to vary within the greater Stockholm area. In 
Östersund, there are relatively few equivalents to these structural patterns 
and challenges, qualitatively or quantitatively. Neither issues of housing, 
nor integration, nor education, for instance, pose similar problems here. For 
cities in the central and northern parts of the country, the most pressing 
political cause is traditionally to stem the currents of depopulation and deal 
with national centralisation – in economical, industrial, social, political, 
cultural and demographic regards. 

The labour markets of the two cities also differ, but the main point of 
relevance for this study is that the sheer size of Stockholm gives many so-
cial and political issues quite a different momentum. Stockholm is a more 
cosmopolitan and politically complex part of Swedish society, compared to 
Östersund’s slower pace and smaller scale. In terms of size, as can be sur-
mised from table 1 below, Östersund compares to one of Stockholm’s 18 
sub-municipal wards. 
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Stockholm is thus the capital of the country and the main population 
centre of Sweden. Approximately 1.7 million of the country’s approxi-
mately 9 million residents live in the greater Stockholm area, and about 
750,000 in the actual primary city. The city is administratively divided into 
18 wards, responsible for administering local welfare needs, including pre-
school childcare. However, given the size of the city and the wards’ lack of 
political independence, at the time of this study there was also a central 
municipal educational administration dealing both with non-municipal and, 
to a lesser extent, municipal childcare and schooling. Needs concerning 
municipal facilities tend to be evenly distributed and can thus be attended 
to at the sub-municipal ward level. But non-municipal childcare is more 
sparsely and unevenly distributed across the city, which makes it harder to 
achieve equal consideration of the needs of non-municipal facilities for 
childcare and schooling, making it reasonable to create a central function of 
this kind.99 

The political structure of the city of Stockholm thus influences the logic 
of this part of the case study. In Stockholm, we have modelled the three-tier 
analysis on the city’s structure, compared to the two-tier structure of cities 
of Östersund’s size. In Stockholm, we have opted to interview public offi-
cials responsible for childcare provision and supervision both at the city-
wide educational administration and at three stadsdelsnämnder [sub-
municipal wards]: Maria-Gamla Stan, Skärholmen and Bromma. 

For the part of the study that concerns Stockholm, we have chosen to 
study three facilities in two of the wards: Maria-Gamla Stan and Skärhol-
men. In each of the wards we describe and analyse one municipal facility, 
one non-municipal parent co-operative facility, and one non-municipal 
facility run on a commercial basis. For each, interviews have been con-
ducted with one user family. In the ward of Skärholmen, interviews have 
also been conducted with the managers of the three facilities. One difficulty 
in terms of comparison in this respect is the fact that single-facility manag-
ers are becoming exceptions in the municipal world of childcare. Instead, 
intermediate unit or area managers have increasingly assumed the manag-
ing responsibility for a greater number of facilities. Following this devel-

                             
99 This administration has, however, as we mentioned in the foregoing since this study was 
concluded been abolished. 
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opment, the management function in municipal childcare is today dealt 
with on the central ward level. The ability for municipal facilities to make 
autonomous and individual decisions, based on the activities, has de-
creased. As shown in the study this is partly acknowledged at the service 
level, a fact that has given some providers an argument to leave the mu-
nicipal fold. 

From the level of the sub-municipal administrative ward down, the 
structure of the Stockholm study thus mirrors the Östersund study, with the 
important exception that the ward level in Stockholm is merely an adminis-
trative function, indeed a branch, of the city level, whereas in Östersund, 
the corresponding level is identical to the political level of the municipality. 
In Stockholm, the ward level does not have much independence in terms of 
political action. In this context, the ward ought mainly be regarded as a tool 
for administrative implementation. A primary purpose of the reform on the 
city level was to decentralise power and decision-making. In the field of 
childcare, this aim seems not to have been fulfilled, which might be a re-
flection of the character of the Swedish childcare system. Legal parameters 
are rather strict.100 

Table 1. Demographic and childcare facility data for the local units of analysis 
(2002) 

Total 
population 1-5 year-olds101 Childcare 

facilities 
Non- 

municipal Co-ops   Ward/ 
municipality 
 

 total number per cent of 
population total number per cent

of all 
per cent 

of all 
Bromma 59,059 3433 5.8 110 26 10 
Skärholmen 31,410 1914 6.1 43 19 2 
Maria- 
Gamla Stan 64,048 2512 3.9 69 68 26 

Östersund 58,000 2626 4.5 55 18 18 

The three Stockholm wards differ in several regards. An introduction to the 
socio-economic, demographic and welfare character of each unit is pro-

                             
100 Cf Almqvist 2001, pp 42-43. 
101 For Stockholm city and Greater Stockholm, the age span in this column is 0-5. 
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vided in the following. In table 1, some basic case data are supplied.102 For 
easy comparison, the non-Stockholm unit of Östersund is also included in 
the table. 

Table 1 shows the population, the number of children, and the number of 
childcare facilities in the three administrative wards chosen for study in 
Stockholm and in Östersund. It also includes the percentage of the popula-
tion that is between 0-5 years old, as well as the percentage of all childcare 
facilities that are either non-municipal or co-operative. Here we can note 
that the Stockholm ward of Maria-Gamla Stan has the smallest proportion 
of 0-5 year olds, only 3.9 %, and Skärholmen has the highest, 6.1 %, while 
Bromma and Östersund fall between these two. On the whole, the propor-
tion of 0-5 year olds is greater in both Stockholm City and Greater Stock-
holm, where it reaches 6.4 % and 7.0 % respectively. In terms of the pro-
portion of non-municipal childcare facilities Maria-Gamla Stan leads with 
68 % while both Skärholmen and Östersund are at the low end, with below 
20 % each. In terms of the proportion of parent co-ops, Maria-Gamla Stan 
leads again with 26 %, while Skärholmen has barely 2 %, but all of Öster-
sund’s non-municipal facilities are run as parent co-operatives. 

Of the investigated Stockholm cases, the Bromma ward is situated on 
the western brink of the inner city. It is the most central and most socially 
and economically well-to-do of the five wards situated west of the central 
city. This ward rates relatively low in terms of social and cultural heteroge-
neity. Skärholmen is a southern suburb, at some distance from the central 
city, nesting up against the municipal boundaries. This part of Stockholm 
was incorporated into the municipality relatively recently and contains nu-
merous vast public housing projects from the expansive 1960s-70s, still 
known today under their original name: “the million programme”.  (The 
connotations of this concept, however, have become markedly more dismal 
today than they were at the time.) The area scores relatively high in terms 
of social and cultural heterogeneity, but below average levels in terms of 
affluence. Maria-Gamla Stan, lastly, is one of the inner city’s five wards, 
mostly made up of half of the large island of Södermalm, but also of the 
smaller, and in this context less significant, historical old town [Gamla 
Stan] district. Södermalm island was only populated on a massive scale 
                             
102 Most official municipal data is available at www.stockholm.se.  
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during the beginning of the 20th century, making this one of the historically 
more recent of the inner city additions. As it became urbanised, the island 
predominantly received poorer sections of the labour population and indus-
trial overflow from the more central northern parts of the city, as these had 
begun to fill up. 

The topography of Stockholm does not provide conditions for the city to 
sprawl. The main city is built on 14 islands at a place where the great lake 
to the west, Mälaren, has a narrow outlet into the Baltic Sea and the exten-
sive archipelago eastwards.103 For this reason, urbanisation on any scale has 
to be suburban and extend towards the north or the south. In neither case is 
a seamless continuity with inner city structural, urban or social landscapes 
possible to maintain. Urban expansion, therefore – particularly during the 
20th century – took place in what could be described as planned leaps, 
rather than organically and incrementally. Today, the working-class and 
industrial heritage of the island of Södermalm, however, is mythologised, 
and (as in the rest of the inner city) gentrification is moving fast. Its two 
wards are reasonably affluent, with fair levels of socio-cultural heterogene-
ity, for the inner city percent figures indicate that the rate of childcare en-
rolment in the entire city of Stockholm today is 93 % of all 1-5 year olds. 

Östersund, on the other hand, is the regional centre of the county of 
Jämtland and has about 58,000 inhabitants. The municipality is geographi-
cally quite large and covers the city and a number of small surrounding 
villages. Most people work in the city, and the main working areas are care, 
trade and communication, manufacturing and mining, as well as electricity 
generation. About 25,000 people are employed by different municipal 
branches, out of the total number of 35,000 gainfully employed in Öster-
sund. 

There are about 45 different childcare centres run by the municipality of 
Östersund and about 10 parent co-operative facilities in the city. These are 
the only two kinds for parents to choose between in this area, there being 
no private, commercial facilities. The childcare centres are evenly distrib-
uted throughout the municipality, but with a larger concentration in the city 
area. The reason for this could be that many parents work in the central city 
and the facilities are placed nearby for their convenience. The total number 
                             
103 This is often considered the reason for the city’s original location in the 13th century. 
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of children between 1-5 years with access to childcare centres is 2626, and 
out of these, about 2200 (i.e. 84 %) children are enrolled in a childcare 
centre.104 

There are about 150 children enrolled city-wide in official child minding 
homes, usually run by a mother with children of her own, caring for a few 
children (no more than five) in her home. These facilities usually operate 
longer hours and often have a higher level of flexibility, giving parents with 
longer or more irregular working hours a possibility to use the city’s child-
care. As one of the underlying aims of childcare is to ease the combination 
of work and family responsibilities, the introduction of the maxtaxa enables 
more parents to work full-time. This means that more children are present 
in the childcare system, which in turn requires more staff. Another conse-
quence is that pedagogical groups are getting larger. The usual staff-to-
child ratio is about 18 children in a group with three preschool teachers. 89 
% of all Östersund children 1-5 years old attend childcare in one form or 
another. 

While the mother, or the father, stays at home with a sibling, the older 
child is entitled to 15 hours/week at a childcare centre. This is a way to let 
the children retain their place at the centre and a possibility for them to stay 
in the group of children that they are familiar with. In addition to this, the 
local Swedish church in Östersund has for the last 30 years provided a ser-
vice called Kyrkis or Kyrkans barntimmar [the Church’s children hours]. 
This is a way for 3-5 year-olds to spend some time at church for a few 
hours every week with other children (the amount of time differs between 
churches but is four hours/week on average). There is also an employee 
from the church present. Parents are not required to remain with the chil-
dren during the sessions, and there is no fee. In Östersund, about 50 chil-
dren are enrolled in this activity each term. 

 

                             
104 Most official statistics is available at www.ostersund.se.  
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Table 2. Set-up and structure of the studied childcare facilities 
 Number of

children 

Number of
children’s 

groups 

Full-time
pedagogic 

staff 

Children / 
pedagogic 

staff 

Full-time 
kitchen

staff 

Parent
resource 

Municipal, 
Östersund  90 5 15 6 1.25 - 

Co-op (1), 
Östersund 18 1 3.15 5.7 - 1 

Co-op (2), 
Östersund 35 2 6.25 5.6 1.75 1 

Municipal,  
Maria-Gamla Stan 54 3 3 6 - - 

Co-op, Maria- 
Gamla Stan 15 1 3 5 - 1 

Table 2 describes in greater detail the set-up and structure of some of the 
investigated childcare facilities.105 Normally, a facility with more than a 
certain number of children will be divided into a number of sections, with 
about 15-18 children in each. Of the facilities in the table we see that the 
municipal one in Östersund is the largest, with 90 children divided into five 
sections, while the parent co-op in Stockholm is the smallest, with only 15 
children, followed closely by the parent co-op in Östersund, with 18 chil-
dren. It is common for parent co-operatives to be small, normally only 
comprised of one section or 15 to 18 children, while municipal day care 
centres are often made up of four or five sections, or up to 100 children. 
There are separate rooms for each section in the municipal day care centres, 
but they may share playgrounds and cooking facilities. The child/staff ratio 
is slightly greater in the municipal facilities compared with the co-ops. 

As we have discussed elsewhere, the logic of the Swedish childcare sys-
tem is today not generally challenged. There is a universal childcare system 
in place that enjoys very high levels of support and legitimacy amongst the 
Swedish population. The state of research in the field is also fairly exten-
sive. Particularly for the city of Stockholm, that runs its own Office for 
Research and Statistics [Utrednings- och Statistikkontoret; USK], which is 

                             
105 Information on the setup has neither been available to us for the remaining for-profit 
facility in Maria-Gamla Stan nor for the three studied facilities in Skärholmen. 
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continually producing and analysing data on the municipality’s areas of 
responsibility. This work is conducted both by in-office analysts and com-
missioned to academic institutes and social scientists in disciplines such as 
public economy, political science, cultural geography, statistics, demogra-
phy and sociology. 

In the field of childcare implementation, two major city-wide survey 
studies have been conducted by this office during the late 1990s, which tie 
in well with the empirical agenda of this effort (Ivarsson 1996, “What par-
ents think of childcare in Stockholm” [USK-report 1996:3] and Ivarsson 
1999, “Preschool care in Stockholm 1999 – what parents think, a compari-
son with 1996” [USK-report 1999:2]). The aim of the 1999 report is to ana-
lyse changes in user views of the field, particularly in light of the 1990s 
ward reform. The Stockholm part of our investigation draws on the most 
recent of these surveys. The main reason for this is that these investigations 
(and other analyses conducted nationally) provide more elaborate, and 
quantitatively more extensive, results than we are able to accomplish within 
the present analytical framework.  

The logic of Stockholm’s childcare system makes it reasonable to divide 
the analysis between the levels of the municipality and the wards. This 
means that the following four chapters are dedicated to the city level and 
the three investigated wards, respectively. The study’s penultimate chapter 
on Östersund then wraps up the empirical case study. Interviews have thus 
been conducted both with the municipal officer responsible for the central 
coordination of childcare city-wide and with the responsible administrative 
officers at the wards studied: this means four in-depth interviews with 
Stockholm administrators, one at the central city-level and three at the dif-
ferent wards. At the intermediate local managerial level (a phenomenon 
that seems to be in the process of being abandoned as individual childcare 
facilities in Stockholm today do not necessarily employ local managers 
responsible only for that one particular facility), three interviews have also 
been performed in the Skärholmen ward. A set of personal interviews have, 
additionally, been conducted both in the Maria-Gamla Stan and the 
Skärholmen wards with parents of children enrolled in municipal, co-
operative and commercial childcare, respectively. All interviews are com-
piled in table 3. 

We would like to remind the reader, however, that in Stockholm as well 
as in most other larger cities that have commercial childcare, there are two 
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main varieties of this kind of childcare. One is corporate (which is also the 
term we have chosen for it here). This means that childcare is provided by a 
large corporation that is often active in this as well as other social welfare 
fields, such as primary and secondary education and care for the elderly. To 
this sub-category belongs the pioneer private company Pysslingen, but also 
other corporate players, like Ask & Embla and Vittra.106 

The second for-profit service type bears little resemblance to these cor-
porations except in terms of its legal form. Individual facilities of this kind 
were earlier usually operated municipally, but later taken over by the staff 
and converted to small private firms, often on the initiative of local politi-
cians. The resemblance is marginal between care of this kind and corporate 
childcare. These small one-facility firms instead often work very much 
along the same lines and with the same goals and aspirations as regular 
municipal facilities do. The one non-municipal, for-profit facility included 
in the Skärholmen section of the study belongs to this latter category. 

The final empirical chapter thus contains the Östersund case study. Here, 
interviews have been conducted with the Social Democratic chairman of 
the Committee for Children and Education [Barn- och utbildningsnäm-
nden] on the local political level. On the service level, we have interviewed 
one manager of a municipal childcare centre just outside the centre of the 
city, one manager of a parent co-operative centre situated in a small village 
outside Östersund, and one manager of a Reggio Emilia-inspired parent co-
op in the central city. Additionally, one parent of a child at each of these 
three facilities is interviewed.107 Seven interviews have thus been conducted 
in Östersund and thirteen in Stockholm. 

                             
106 The parent of a child in for-profit care interviewed in the Maria-Gamla Stan section has 
been a user of the childcare services of the latter one of these companies. 
107 All Östersund interviews were recorded and transcribed. In Stockholm, notes were taken. 
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Table 3. Set of interviews conducted for the study 
 City level Ward level Managers Parents Σ Chapter 

Stockholm 1    1 4 
- Maria-Gamla Stan  1  3 4 5 
- Skärholmen  1 3 3 7 6 
- Bromma  1   1 7 
Östersund 1  3 3 7 8 

Total number 2 3 6 9 20  

All parents interviewed in both cities were promised anonymity. In the 
empirical section below, the Stockholm parents in Maria-Gamla Stan will 
be referred to as parents A, B and C, the ones in Skärholmen as G, H, I, and 
the Östersund parents as D, E and F. In this way, the integrity of these 
childcare users is not compromised.108 We believe that this makes the con-
ditions more favourable to get frankly and openly stated views of the ser-
vices used. 

All five empirical cases are organised and analysed under the following 
thematic headings: goals, diversity, financing, access, service quality, inte-
gration and participation. For the city of Stockholm and its three wards, the 
political and institutional logic of the field implies that even though all of 
these headings are present at the outset of the analysis, their presence as we 
move further down the road becomes more irregular. This is connected to 
the fact that in a universal childcare system like Sweden’s, the conditions in 
terms of, for instance, goals, financing, or professional set-up are all but 
identical across the field. It would therefore be meaningless to repeat the 
identical observations under each heading time and time again, unless there 
be obvious local variations impossible to neglect.  

                             
108 A listing of all interviews is appended after the text. 
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4 The City of Stockholm 

This initial empirical chapter is devoted to the analysis of the municipal 
city-level in Stockholm. Given the decentralised character of the Stockholm 
social service system, the analysis deals with the structural organisation 
rather than with practical childcare experience or performance. We describe 
the local institutional picture, using the same subheadings as in the follow-
ing four chapters. 

Goals 
As concluded by the major public evaluation of the state of the Swedish 
welfare state during the last decade, for a long time the main national goals 
in Swedish childcare have been to stimulate children’s development 
through pedagogical work: to counter and balance social differences in 
family and upbringing conditions between children from different parts and 
segments of the population; and to ease the conciliation of work/educa-
tional and family responsibilities.109 

Beside these overriding childcare goals, a new activity plan for Stock-
holm’s childcare was adopted in the fall of 2003, specifying local goals and 
other parameters. As expressed in this plan, the main legal bases for child-
care in Stockholm (and throughout the country) are the School law, the 
United Nations’ children’s convention and the regulations laid down by the 
National Agency for Education [LPFÖ 98; Läroplan för förskolan] adopted 
in 1998, following the shift of responsibility for the childcare sector from 

                             
109 SOU 2001:79, p 96. 
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the Ministry of Social Affairs to that of Education. The city’s main speci-
fied policy goals are:110 

 
• to decrease the size of pedagogical groups by an average of two 

children 
• to give all children the opportunity for language development  
• to ensure the stability of the staff and opportunity for skill devel-

opment  
• to make it possible for parents to influence activities 

According to the city audit, the currently most pressing current problems 
for Stockholm’s childcare provision are (a) maintaining quality standards in 
times of less affluence (b) coping with shortage of trained staff, in particu-
lar academically graduated teachers/educators [i.e. förskolepedagog]. Our 
interviewee in the central city estimates that childcare funding has fallen by 
25 % on average in real prices over the last decade, raising, among other 
things, the ratio of staff per child proportionally.111 There is a consensus in 
the city, however, that the size of children’s pedagogical groups should not 
be allowed to grow. Instead, efforts should be made to return to the average 
ratio levels of the early 1990s. 

In Ivarsson’s USK-reports of both 1996 and 1999, participating par-
ents’/users’ satisfaction with the size of their children’s pedagogical groups 
rates far lower than all other aspects of childcare, except two: fee levels – 
considered too high – and staff density – considered insufficient. The intro-
duction of the maxtaxa reform in 2002 has possibly removed some discon-
tent with the previous fees. As the second problem basically amounts to 
another semantic version of the same theme – i.e. staff per child ratio – it is 
conceivable, or even plausible, that this issue is the main source of user 
discontent today, regardless of whether it is formulated in terms of the size 
of pedagogical groups or the number of academically educated staff. 

In 1996, the relative dissatisfaction with staff density in Stockholm’s 
childcare system was 33 %, in 1999 36 %. However, user satisfaction was 

                             
110 Budget och verksamhetsplan för Skärholmens SDN 2003 [Budget and activity plan 2003, 
Skärholmen ward], p 16. 
111 Cf Ivarsson 1999, p 7. 
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reported to be substantially greater. In 1996 51 % were happy with staff 
density, in 1999 47 %. As indicated in table 4, ratings were similar for both 
measured years regarding the size of pedagogical groups: 36-37 % dissatis-
fied, and 53 % satisfied or very satisfied. 

Considering the high levels of satisfaction with the service, it is possible 
that parents may have been unable or unwilling to admit, even to them-
selves (let alone to social researchers trying to evaluate the childcare they 
use) that their children attend badly functioning, or poorly organised care. 
This relates to the image of good parenting in contemporary society. What 
kind of a parent am I, if I willingly allow my child to spend so much of her 
or his early, formative time in a place where standards are not the highest 
conceivable? In this perspective, the corresponding low levels would be all 
but impossible to gauge. We have no time to pursue this question here, but 
if this is a reasonable assumption about a psychological background to par-
ents’ and other welfare users’ assessments, it may be used as an interpreta-
tive framework to analyse the very high and stable levels of support for the 
general state of welfare in Sweden. As we have observed elsewhere, 
Swedes appear to take pride in this structure. This pride seems to be a pre-
requisite for being a good Swede, just as excellent Swedish parenting im-
plies taking pride in a supposedly high quality childcare. Of course this 
doesn’t preclude the possibility that the welfare services or national struc-
tures in question are of an extraordinary, premium quality, but neither does 
it make that conclusion inevitable. 

There are thus built-in theoretical problems in the conventional method 
of approaching social service quality through levels of stated user satisfac-
tion. The prospects of getting an accurate image of service quality at a local 
facility in this way are not necessarily promising. If, for instance, parents 
are indifferent to the issue per se, or have modest, even negative, expecta-
tions, scores may still be high, but very difficult to interpret; they might 
even be meaningless. There are strong reasons to question the superficial 
view of the rationally evaluating parent in this sense. It is partly worrying 
that this approach has gained such a dominant position in welfare evalua-
tion. Regarding families who just settled here, with no previous experience 
of the Swedish comprehensive welfare solutions, another problem would be 
an uncertainty about the truthfulness of their replies. “Real” service quality 
levels should thus (if they can be evaluated at all) maybe be assessed by 
other methods, with a greater degree of participation. But in this context it 
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is difficult to be specific regarding this. We will briefly discuss the topic 
further below. 

Table 4. User satisfaction with Stockholm’s childcare conditions 1996 & 1999 (per 
cent; ranked according to degree of dissatisfaction) 
 Very satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied No opinion 

 1996 / 1999 1996 / 1999 1996 / 1999 1996 / 1999 

Professional competence of staff 49 / 52 34 / 33 4  / 3 13 / 12 

Nutrition and meals 44 / 47 38 / 38 5 / 5 13 / 10 

Opening hours 61 / 65 27 / 26 6 / 4 6 / 15 

Attention given own child 42 / 45 38 / 37 6 / 4 14 / 14 
Pedagogical materials and play 
things 34 / 36 44 / 43 8 / 8 14 / 13 

Children’s safety 22 / 28 41 / 45 9 / 7 31 / 20 

Group constellations 27 / 27 43 / 45 11 / 12 19 / 16 

Internal space 24 / 28 44 / 46 15 / 14 17 / 12 

External surroundings 31 / 36 40 / 38 15 / 15 14 / 11 

Level of staff turnover 33 / 40 29 / 30 17 / 12 21 / 18 

Fee levels 14 / 13 24 / 24 34 / 38 28 / 25 

Staff density (ratio staff/child) 18 / 20 29 / 31 35 / 33 18 / 16 

Size of children’s groups 21 / 19 32 / 34 36 / 37 11 / 10 
 

Table adapted from Ivarsson 1999, tables 16-17 

Another side of childcare analysed in the 1996 and 1999 investigations is 
the ability of service providers to meet demands for parental participation. 
In table 5, this part of Stockholm’s childcare is described. 
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Table 5. User satisfaction with levels of information and ability to influence 1996 
& 1999 (per cent; ranked according to degree of dissatisfaction) 
 Very satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied No opinion 

 1996 / 1999 1996 / 1999 1996 / 1999 1996 / 1999 

Info about excursions  
and plans ahead 51 / 54 36 / 35 5 / 4 8 /  7 

Meetings between  
parents and staff 41 / 43 37 / 36 7 / 7 15 / 14 

Staff’s ability to meet  
personal demands 39 / 40 37 / 37 7 / 8 17 / 15 

Parents’ abilities to  
influence care 29 / 28 34 / 33 10 / 11 27 / 28 

Daily info concerning  
your child 35 / 36 40 / 40 13 / 13 12 / 11 

 
Table adapted from Ivarsson 1999, table 18 

It is clear from table 4-5 that user attitudes towards childcare in Stockholm 
are fairly stable between the two points of measure. As mentioned above, 
the major point of dissatisfaction or worry amongst users concerns decreas-
ing funding, which induces larger pedagogical groups and fewer staff. No 
other preconditions or aspects of childcare seem to generate comparable 
levels of dissatisfaction. The issue of service quality, however, is notori-
ously hard to approach directly. Parents’ views of the service are often used 
as an indirect tool to assess the quality of the service. Two interesting per-
spectives in relation to the extreme levels of user satisfaction above, how-
ever, are that the deterioration of childcare standards has (a) not been as 
radical as is generally assumed, or (b) have a spurious causal relation to the 
issue of funding. A third critical interpretation is that parents have other 
reasons than those commonly assumed for answering the way they do. 

As indicated in the tables, user dissatisfaction with Stockholm childcare 
appears somewhat marginal; satisfaction levels score very high both years. 
Read at face value, this is somewhat surprising, considering the common 
argument that Swedish childcare suffered heavily during the early and mid-
1990s. One explanation could be that these blows hit around 1996, so that 
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user critique may not have gathered momentum at that point in time. In 
1999, however, 15 % of all parents taking part in that year’s survey re-
ported that preschool childcare had improved during the last year, 28 % 
indicated deterioration and 57 % either held no view or considered condi-
tions unchanged.112 Parents’ views in 1999 thus reflect the conviction, evi-
dent both in the municipality and the wider public debate, that the main 
childcare issue from then on has been funding. In the current public debate 
the staff-child ratio and concerns with funding overshadow all other con-
siderations. Very few positive or negative comments are voiced publicly 
concerning the way childcare actually works in a pedagogic, day-to-day 
sense. Citizens and government alike seem to think of this as a non-issue. 

To understand these sentiments, it helps to note that in Sweden, as al-
ready mentioned, the national childcare system is the object of some civic 
and political pride. In a recent survey published by the Stockholm School 
of Economics, the preschool system ratings are far ahead of all 25 other 
specified businesses and services in terms of user satisfaction. In the sur-
vey, the preschool system was firmly fixed at the top of the list with a satis-
faction index of 75.3 on a 1-100 scale, followed first by a gap and then by 
the satisfaction levels with the national system of pharmacies. (Trailing at 
the bottom end was satisfaction with the police authority, some distance 
below privately operated equity and life insurance services.)113 

Diversity 
The city-wide administrative childcare co-ordinator, our interviewee Berg, 
notes that there are no serious obstacles to alternative (i.e. non-municipal) 
ways of providing childcare in Stockholm. As implied by table 1 above, 
public childcare predominates, but other modes of provision are also read-
ily available, under the same legislation and public sources of funding. The 
legislation that prohibited commercial childcare solutions was removed in 
                             
112 Ivarsson 1999, p 28. In the 1999 survey on which tables 4-5 are based, a relative propor-
tion of 11,500 out of Stockholm’s approximately 29,000 families with children in childcare 
were included. In five Stockholm wards all the relevant families were included; in the rest 
selections were made. The overall reply frequency was an excellent 81 %. 
113 Dagens Nyheter, February 3, 2004. 30,000 Swedish residents participated in the survey. 
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1991. Now, the norm seems to be that any mode of provision is acceptable, 
as long as it remains within legal parameters. The point, Berg points out, is 
that parents should have a wide range of options in terms of childcare solu-
tions. In densely populated central parts of Stockholm, this freedom of 
choice seems to be fairly real. In most sub-municipal wards in central 
Stockholm parents are able to choose between different forms of provision, 
different local settings and different pedagogical styles. But the variety is 
not as large in less central areas. 

Financing 
As in the rest of the country, childcare in Stockholm is financed by a sys-
tem of municipal childcare vouchers [barnomsorgspeng]. Each Swedish 
municipality receives funds for childcare from the state at a cost level that 
covers expenses for provision in the local area. The state funding is mar-
ginally adapted to account for local cost variations, but is virtually the same 
everywhere. In Stockholm, the municipality then either, in the case of mu-
nicipal facilities, transfers the corresponding funds to the sub-municipal 
wards, which transfer them to each local unit monthly or, in the case of 
non-municipal facilities, have the central coordinative administration trans-
fer the funds directly to the individual childcare centre accounts. 

Current legislation for this taxation-financed solution has been in place 
since 1992 (when it replaced earlier legislation to the same end). There are 
minor differences between the net amounts transferred to municipal and 
non-municipal childcare providers in the city. For municipal facilities, the 
city keeps a certain percentage of the funds to cover administrative costs 
generated by the system. For non-municipal facilities, this is not intended 
to be the case. Arguments concerning the status of this part of the state 
funding sometimes arise between municipalities and childcare facilities.114 

                             
114 For non-municipal care in Stockholm, this administrative “tax” or overhead cost is only a 
few per cent. In Östersund, it is a great deal heavier, about 25 per cent. This level can hardly 
be considered motivated, we suggest, but the local non-municipal childcare sector has so far 
been unsuccessful in trying to make the gap more moderate. 
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After the introduction of the maxtaxa in January 2002, the ability of in-
dividual childcare facilities to supplement public funding by fees has de-
creased.115 Before the reform, there were two main options for facilities to 
improve their economical situation. They could either charge higher fees or 
rely on unpaid work contributions by members or users. Today, the first of 
these possibilities has disappeared. The national standard set by the max-
taxa does not allow for fees above a certain limit. Since the introduction of 
the limit in 2004, it remained at SEK 1140 – approximately € 127 (at a 9:1 
conversion rate). As we point out elsewhere this has made childcare afford-
able to the vast majority of Swedish families, particularly given the falling 
cost to be enrolled in the publicly financed care system both for preschool 
and 0-6 grade school children for each successive child after the first one. 
For the second child the original maximum fee was SEK 760 (€ 84) and for 
the third SEK 380 (€ 42). From the fourth child on there was and is no fee.116 

It is worth repeating here that the official long-term aspiration of the So-
cial Democratic party is that all childcare be free of charge. In current 
rhetoric, childcare is described as being, ideally, a citizenship-based social 
and political entitlement. The party has taken a first step in this direction by 
initialising legislation in which 4-5 year olds with a maximum use of child-
care of 15 hours weekly are exempted from charge. Within the maxtaxa 
system, there is also regulation in place that reduces fees for 1-3 year olds 
using childcare less than 30 hours/week; for 4-5 year olds in care over 15 
hours weekly; and for school children up to 6th grade in wrap-around child-
care in the early mornings and late afternoons on regular school days. 

Earlier, fee levels could thus be used to deal with altering economical 
circumstances, or to maintain operational standards that would otherwise 
have been difficult to achieve. This option was, however, mainly used by 
non-municipal care givers. Today, this possibility is marginal. Variable fees 

                             
115 The two linguistic parts of the concept “max-taxa” are etymologically derived from an 
abbreviation of the Swedish [or, more precisely: Latin] word maximal [maximum] and the 
word taxa [fee or tariff]. 
116 The primary system is designed for children 1-3 y/o attending childcare full time, i.e. for 
more than 30 hours/week. It does, however, not merely refer to absolute prices. As is 
pointed out above, parents are not required to pay the maximum fee if their incomes are too 
low. The relative cost of the fees for children 1-3 must not exceed 3, 2 or 1 %, respectively, 
of the family’s combined taxable income. 
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are still legally allowed, but may not exceed the limits imposed by the max-
taxa system.117 The second alternative mentioned above, i.e. to use the un-
paid work of childcare users, or of members of the staff, or of parent co-
operatives, still plays a role in the organisation of Swedish childcare: 
though mainly at co-operatively run facilities. As indicated below, co-
operatives are able to use this means to maintain an edge over municipal 
facilities. In the latter, this solution is rare. It is not completely unheard of, 
but cases are few and far between. The main reason appears to us to be that 
the municipal mode of organisation has no natural way of incorporating 
this kind of regulated, irregular user participation. Publicly provided wel-
fare services are in this sense defined by a bureaucratic rather than a par-
ticipatory ethos. The public state or municipal logic is hard to combine with 
voluntary labour contributions – at least today in Sweden.  

Access 
As indicated above, the extension and coverage of the childcare system in 
Stockholm today is good. Accessing care for preschool children generally 
involves little cost or effort for families. In this sense access appears to be 
adequate.118 The legal pressure on Swedish municipalities to provide child-
                             
117 Nor are sub-municipal wards in, for instance, Stockholm permitted to increase fees with 
the use of any local additions to the maxtaxa’s stipulated fees. In September 2003, however, 
the new Swedish national budget for fiscal year 2004 heralded a 10 % rise in the maxtaxa’s 
cost ceiling, from SEK 1140 to 1260. There is one other aspect that deserves mentioning 
here, though. Individual non-municipal co-ops have the right to require members to pay a 
membership fee yearly to the association. This membership fee, however, must not be large 
enough to risk being considered a regular financial contribution to the running of the ser-
vice. Common membership fee levels are in the interval of SEK 500-1000 [€ 55-110]. Non-
municipal facilities are also able to require that parents/users pay for their child’s nappies 
and similar consumer goods, within reasonable limits. 
118 The city of Stockholm adheres to the following principles when admitting children to 
municipal care: (a) siblings have priority to slots at facilities that their brother(s) or sister(s) 
already attend, (b) children who have left a certain facility for a period on grounds of paren-
tal leave have a right to return to the same facility prior to other applicants, (c) age is deci-
sive; older children are admitted first and other slots are distributed equally at the regular 
autumn admittance time on grounds of age to children without a slot or who require transfer 
from one facility to another, (d) children in need of special support are granted a stronger 
right to a slot than specified by the general “guaranteed-place” policy, (e) consideration is 
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care was tightened in 1995, when new legislation was adopted requiring 
that all families were to be offered care for children in the 1-12 age span 
without undue delay.119 The relocation of the legal regulations on (as well 
as the political responsibility for) childcare from the social to the educa-
tional sector can partly be interpreted as a shift intended to increase the 
availability of care. As the educational aspect of childcare was emphasised 
more strongly than before, the argument for general accessibility gained 
ground. The historical link between childcare access and parents’ paid work 
was thus weakened. Under this legislation, childcare was seen rather as a 
political and social entitlement for all families, regardless of occupation or 
various aspects of social conditions. In 2000, the 1995 legislation was fur-
ther strengthened, making the right to care even more general and strict. 

Other aspects of access are whether there are systematic differences in 
accessibility between different social strata or whether families with spe-
cific needs can be accommodated within the system. Here, our analysis is 
partly inconclusive. We find no major indications that the local childcare 
system as a whole should be unable to provide childcare for children from 
different social backgrounds or with special medical or socio-psychological 
needs. If the child is able to attend childcare at all, the (legally required) 
means in terms of extra staff and pedagogical support or supervision for the 
facility are available in the municipality. 

At the time of the present study, there has been no substantial public de-
bate concerning discriminatory practices or treatment in this field. Children 
with special functional conditions are thus generally cared for within the 
ordinary childcare system. It is conceivable that tasks of this kind may even 
be actively sought after by individual facilities, particularly, we assume, if 
the child’s needs are in the lower part of the needs scale. An effect of the 
extra staff/support could then be increased staff density, which could be 
favourable for the whole group. But such considerations are possibly a 
marginal phenomenon, even if they do exist, both in the preschool and the 
primary school system. 

                                                                 
given to the composition of pedagogical groups, and, finally, (f) at autumn admittance, 
applications submitted from August 1st to September 30th are considered equally. 
119 SOU 2001:79, p 96. 
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Concerning the issue of social differentiation or segregation in the con-
text of childcare there are no indications that the system actively differenti-
ates between different social groups or families from different back-
grounds. Such explicit behaviour would not only be out of the legal bounds 
of childcare, but would also threaten its universalist ideological founda-
tions. Service is to be provided to citizens and legal residents who demand 
care, without exception. Of course, these legal ramifications do not in 
themselves warrant equal access to the childcare system for families from 
different social strata. In fact, the figures show that – even though there was 
an increase in the number of 3-6 year olds in childcare nationally during the 
1990s from 64 to 82 % – it is apparent that the system is used in a rather 
non-conformist manner by different social groups. Given this general note, 
however, parents of Swedish descent, with higher educational levels, higher 
professional positions, stronger private economies and stronger social net-
works, are proportionally less inclined to use municipal services than par-
ents from other groups in the population.120 This ties in with our observa-
tions in preceding chapters. 

Interestingly these observations seem to contradict the official policy 
goal of creating meeting places for children and families from different 
social, ethnic and socio-cultural strata. A relevant question in this context, 
however, is whether the childcare system should be interpreted as a pro-
ducer or reproducer of these broader patterns. It seems clear that not even 
the expanded Swedish universal childcare system provides bars against 
social segregation per se. But does it improve or worsen the situation? To 
assess this, contra-factual reasoning would be necessary. At present, we are 
unable to provide any definitive reply to the question. Both scenarios are 
conceivable. On the one hand, it seems plausible that the formal universal-
ism of the childcare system does contribute to decreasing social segmenta-
tion. Were it not for the fundamentally egalitarian ambition of the system, 
to make childcare available to families and children from all social groups, 
the situation could possibly be worse than it is now. To give up on the am-
bition of social levelling and adopt a different policy goal creating specific 

                             
120 Cf SOU 2001:79, p 97. In Stockholm, our central level interviewee states that the munici-
pality takes a liberal view on parents’ geographical childcare desires. But generally, parents 
want childcare in the close vicinity of their homes. 
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childcare solutions for particular groups would surely, if anything, be a far 
weaker challenge to the development of social differences. 

A more pessimistic interpretation, on the other hand, is that the univer-
salist principles underpinning childcare make discriminatory social patterns 
harder to discern and thus address politically. We suggest, however, that 
the former hypothesis is somewhat more plausible. In this study, we have 
found no clear indications that the childcare system in itself is a main cause 
of the social demography visible within the system. We would rather as-
sume that the causes of these patterns are external and of a more general 
kind. The official policy aim to make availability and access as equal as 
conditions allow is clearly visible in the Stockholm case. Accordingly, it is 
more likely that the system promotes equal social relations than that it gen-
erates hierarchical and segregational practices autonomously. Even if this 
seems to be the general social and political thrust of childcare, the issue 
should no doubt be considered seriously. Let us make one last remark con-
cerning the contextual question. 

How should one, then, interpret the empirical relationship between the 
childcare system and its social setting, given the actual differences between 
the Stockholm wards in terms of institutional and social patterns? The most 
ready answer is that the local logic or character of prevalent childcare solu-
tions to some extent corresponds with local social, cultural and political 
patterns. In inner city middle-class wards, childcare seems to be more im-
bued with the values and needs prevailing in this group. In less socio-
economically privileged parts of Stockholm, the local childcare system – 
illustrated, for instance, by a lower relative proportion of parent co-ops and 
academically trained staff – seems to cater less to needs and demands of the 
kind associated with middle-class values in the sector. Childcare could thus 
be assumed to generally mirror and reproduce its own social context. 

But even this may be too simple an answer. The parameters of this in-
vestigation prevent us from drawing clear conclusions about this issue. It is 
conceivable, however, that the idea of a mirror-relationship is misleading. 
One way to provide a firm ground for this notion, would be to analyse a 
larger number of middle-class inner-city wards. It is possible that this 
would uncover differences in style between different but similar demo-
graphic and social contexts. One paradoxical element of Stockholm’s 
childcare system is that families in generally less liberal or conservative 
parts of the city (such as the culturally and intellectually left-leaning Maria-
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Gamla Stan ward) to a greater extent turn to untraditional, non-Social De-
mocratic welfare solutions than families from more liberal or conservative 
parts do. As will be shown below, the number of non-municipal facilities in 
Maria-Gamla Stan is exceptionally high. This may be interpreted as an 
expression of lower confidence in traditional Swedish welfare solutions. 

Yet the local area in itself is hardly reputed for its devotion to the neo-
liberal privatisation agenda challenging the notion of a publicly run welfare 
system. The supremely affluent Östermalm ward (which is not included in 
this study), however, relies on traditional childcare options to a far greater 
extent. Here, the investment of private time in co-operative childcare, for 
instance, is not so attractive. In both settings ideology and everyday-life 
choices thus seem to be somewhat at odds with each other. 

Service quality 
The service quality of childcare in Stockholm has been touched on in part 
in tables 4 and 5 above. We have also pointed out that the share of aca-
demically trained staff employed in day care tends to be above average 
national levels. This could be interpreted as an indication of better quality 
of service. Another aspect that should be mentioned here is the continuous 
supervision by municipal officers of local childcare facilities – both mu-
nicipal and non-municipal – conducted to ensure that educational, curricula 
and social standards are upheld. Physical facilities are also inspected regu-
larly by fire, health and safety inspectors. In 2000, all Stockholm’s child-
care facilities were required by the central municipal administration to tem-
porary install technical equipment to monitor air quality. Properties housing 
childcare facilities are subject to the same yearly legal controls of ventila-
tion and air quality as other real estate properties. 

As mentioned above, however, the main indirect indicators of service 
quality in the sector are often considered to be (a) staff to child ratio and (b) 
level of staff’s education. In neither case does Stockholm’s performance 
appear to be exceptionally poor. During the 1990s the child to staff ratio in 
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childcare increased nationally from 4.2 to 5.4.121 These indirect factors took 
a turn for the worse during the 1990s, but the more precise impact on child-
care quality – in terms, for instance, of families’ impression that they are 
provided with excellent care – is hard to assess independently (as is also 
pointed out by the government’s official 2001 analysis of the whole Swed-
ish welfare sector). Again, tables 4 and 5 above seem to at least point in the 
direction of fair levels of satisfaction amongst parents in Stockholm with 
the service they are given. The city’s childcare coordinator – our inter-
viewee – notes that levels of reported satisfaction with different modes of 
provision are highest for families using child minding homes (the main, but 
marginal alternative to day care), but that the real difference in satisfaction 
levels is very small. 

As touched on above, there are three professional categories working in 
the Swedish childcare system: preschool teachers holding an academic 
degree [förskolepedagog], preschool assistants [barnskötare] with secon-
dary education and unqualified staff (often young people, particularly 
women, who see this as a temporary job comparable to other unqualified 
health/care-related work). In Stockholm, the city is sponsoring preschool 
assistants with secondary education to study for an academic preschool 
teacher degree. Candidates for this scheme do not have to run up student 
loan debts, but are instead paid 80 % of their regular salary for the three 
years of the academic programme. The city considers this a way to not only 
raise the professional competence and status of the staff, but also to indi-
rectly boost service quality levels in childcare practice.122 

In 2003, the Swedish minister Lena Hallengren, in charge at the time, 
suggested that serious thought should be given to the idea of creating a one-
year academic programme specifically designed to raise the professional 
                             
121 SOU 2001:79, p 98. The overall financial conditions of the childcare sector during the 
decade did not, however, change dramatically. A similar amount – about SEK 40 billion (€ 
4.4 billion) – was spent on this service both in 1990 and 1999. Ibid., p 97. 
122 The cost for the city is not modest. Recent estimates put the price tag in the area of SEK 
660,000 (€ 73,333, at a 9:1 exchange rate) for each person going through the programme. 
The number of students is 30-50 each term in Stockholm and the length of the course is six 
terms. This puts the maximum cost span for the city at the peak of the reform at million SEK 
118.8-198 (million € 13.2-22). The argument for this hefty investment is that the shortage of 
academically educated preschool staff is expected to reach serious proportions in the me-
dium term – not only in the capital, but nation-wide.  
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competence of preschool assistants in childcare employment. But no major 
steps towards a reform of this kind have yet been taken.123 Critics argue that 
such a step would instead devalue the degree, and thus indirectly the pro-
fession. One connected problem is that the professional field of this group 
of employees has widened since the shift of all six year-olds from pre-
school to the school system. Preschool teachers are now able to find regular 
employment in both these sectors. To invest in competence-raising meas-
ures for non-academically educated preschool staff thus does not necessar-
ily mean securing qualified staff for the preschool system. With basic aca-
demic preschool teacher qualifications, this group may also choose to work 
at the introductory levels of the primary school system. By adding a rela-
tively modest extra effort in addition to their basic degree, they can qualify 
as regular teachers up to grades 3-4 or higher in the nine-year primary 
school, or even continue on to the secondary school level. At this point it is 
debatable whether preschool pay levels will be able to match the going 
average levels in primary or secondary education. On the whole, this makes 
the (very costly) Stockholm initiative politically interesting. It is not quite 
clear if or to which degree it will serve its purpose. 

Integration 
The main issue in this section is whether the character and logic of the uni-
versally available childcare system in Sweden is helpful or detrimental to 
social integration. In relation to Stockholm city, our material gives little 
information in this issue. One conclusion that can be drawn, however, is 
that in times of scarcity of childcare, varying accessibility could conceiva-
bly be of importance. As indicated by other European analyses of the sec-
tor, the question of who receives childcare is often related to issues of so-
cial integration. It is in many cases obvious that the availability of care is 
unequally distributed between families with different social, economical 
and cultural backgrounds. Resourceful middle-class families often seem to 
be more successful when it comes to using these (and probably other) so-

                             
123 Dagens Nyheter, October 7, 2003. 
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cial services to their advantage. This is surely an integration/segregation-
related phenomenon. 

In this regard, the Swedish experience is somewhat peculiar. When cov-
erage is nearly complete, and availability all but sufficient, integration 
problems relating to bare accessibility seem to fade from focus. The ques-
tion then rather becomes how childcare practice per se connects to patterns 
of social segregation/integration. Among immigrant Swedes, for instance, 
this aspect of childcare needs to be systematically addressed. Policy-wise, it 
is difficult to see how care could be interpreted as particularly conducive to 
segregation. As we have seen, one of the central aims for childcare (as well 
as primary schooling) is to provide a place where children and families 
from different backgrounds can interact. The marginal role played by pri-
vate primary and secondary schools in Sweden is related directly to the 
long-standing Social Democratic commitment to non-separatist modes of 
welfare and education. However, given that local areas in Stockholm ex-
hibit different demographic patterns, we suggest that the childcare system 
tends rather to mirror local social characteristics, than function as an arena 
for integrationist policy implementation. In the end, local facilities have to 
cater to local needs, i.e. enrol local children, and different local areas are 
not built up in the same way. Socio-economical and geographical segrega-
tion are thus facts of life in the greater Stockholm area, as indicated by our 
choice of wards. 

The central Stockholm childcare coordinator notes, however, that city-
wide, different social groups do not seem to choose different forms of care 
on the basis of their social situation. It is more a matter of choosing a style 
of pedagogy than being tacitly connected to different modes of provision on 
brute socio-economic or ethnic grounds. The question then becomes: how 
is this visible in local childcare? We will return to this issue below. 

Participation 
Participation is a wide and complex concept, with many possible interpreta-
tions. In this investigation we have chosen to divide the concept of partici-
pation in the following three parts: social, political and economical partici-
pation. Social participation indicates the interrelation and interaction be-
tween childcare and social context. In Stockholm, as in the rest of Sweden, 
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the main institutional form of childcare provision is municipal. Often, a 
substantial majority of available facilities for childcare at any given loca-
tion are municipal. The question then is to what extent these facilities inter-
act with the local context and allow for parents to take active part in the 
operation. 

Generally speaking, the main institutional format performs rather weakly 
in this sense. There are neither any strong traditions, nor incentives, for 
individual day care centres to interact continuously or systematically with 
any other local civil interests or welfare institutions – particularly non-
municipal. There is, however, substantial interaction primarily within this 
municipal welfare sector, but also to some extent across this and other sec-
tors. What broader social interaction that does exist mainly seems to take 
place “within the family”. This is hardly surprising, since municipal child-
care in principle belongs to one and the same organisational and institu-
tional structure. Regulations, improvements, incentives, policy styles and 
institutional characteristics valid for one Stockholm facility are more or less 
directly valid for all others as well. Reform in the sector concerns the whole 
sphere. 

Similarly, co-operative facilities seem to interact mainly within their 
own family or sphere – where contacts and channels for cooperation and 
synchronisation are present between childcare facilities as well as across 
this and other co-operatively managed services. In greater Stockholm there 
is even, as mentioned earlier, an organisation designed specifically to cater 
for and safeguard the interests and needs of the co-operative sectors: the 
SEFIF. This organisation is a main tool for the sector to influence the mu-
nicipality, but activity levels are not very high. There are, however, regular 
reference meetings between different SEFIF-partners and between the or-
ganisation and the municipality. Workshops on various aspects of non-
municipal welfare provision are also organised for members. But today, 
there are no rallies, campaigns or mass mobilisations. 

This other “world” is thus set somewhat apart from the municipal wel-
fare sector. Here, social participation and energy is significantly stronger, 
but mainly manifested in the form of parents’ participation in the daily 
running of individual childcare facilities. In broad contextual terms of so-
cial participation, the situation seems to us to resemble that of municipal 
services. Extensive neighbourhood involvement – either of local childcare 
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facilities in other aspects of local life or the other way around – is very 
rarely developed even in the co-operative sector in Stockholm. 

The non-municipal for-profit sector is yet another separate world, con-
necting, when at all, mainly to other levels or institutions of the market 
sphere. Social participation in this sense seems to occur mainly vertically 
and vary somewhat across the different worlds of provision, but the differ-
ences are usually fairly modest, except for the special involvement required 
by families with children in co-ops. It should be noted that a secondary 
issue applies to the structure of sphere-organised participation. If it mainly 
occurs within each “family” of services, then we must ask ourselves how 
these spheres in turn are each organised in terms of promoting the social 
good of participation. It appears (as will be further discussed below) as if 
the for-profit sphere of social welfare is the obvious low-performer. Re-
garding the remaining two spheres, however, we would suggest that both of 
them are hypothetical high-performers. 

The co-operative sphere naturally emphasises and revolves around the 
value of social participation, and expects high levels of input from users. 
One problem here, though, is the relative marginality of the sector itself in 
society. Strictly speaking, the economy of welfare is not social in this way. 
Under these circumstances, the co-operative sphere is unable to function as 
a main force towards promoting social participation. In order to strongly 
increase social participation in welfare production by way of supporting the 
co-operative sector, the sector first has to expand its scope considerably.  
For the municipal sphere, the opposite is true. The scope and centrality of 
this sector is not an issue. The municipal sphere defines the applied field of 
social welfare in contemporary Sweden. But even though there seems to be 
a growing emphasis on social participation, the municipal sphere cannot be 
compared to the degree of user participation in the co-operative sector. 
Thus, it appears reasonable to suggest that both of these spheres could be 
used as starting-points for any serious attempt to strengthen this aspect of 
social welfare production. The co-operative sector can surely offer ways to 
accomplish this, whereas the municipal sphere is in a situation to provide 
the required institutional clout. In neither case, however, is there any record 
of (or hope for?) more developed social participation in a horizontal, local 
neighbourhood sense. 

The image of economic participation appears rather homogenous 
throughout today’s Swedish childcare system. As we have seen, funding for 
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the service is provided by the national, central government through the 
means of taxation. After the introduction of the maxtaxa, the minor finan-
cial contributions from parents and other non-state sources have become 
almost symbolic. Participation on this level is thus not particularly signifi-
cant. It is not possible to use financial means to promote involvement or 
“participation” in today’s Swedish childcare system. There are no legal 
provisions for alternate schemes in this sense, regardless of provider. As 
noted, all childcare services are integrated in one and the same national 
funding system, and the system covers this entire welfare service sector. 
Parents do, however, contribute their unpaid time to co-operative childcare, 
and no doubt receive better service in return. 

Political participation, lastly, comes in different shapes across different 
types of service providers. The municipal sector is effectively a part of the 
Swedish political structure. Childcare provided municipally is thus in a 
sense already politically orchestrated. The aims and logic of municipal care 
are manifestations of local and national policy goals. It should be noted 
here that in Stockholm, and most other parts of Sweden, the municipal po-
litical landscape mirrors the national scene. The same parties are involved 
in the same ideological struggle on both levels. (In Sweden, there are no 
strictly separate regional political bodies like in many other European coun-
tries. There is a regional council level, but constitutionally these councils 
are referred to as “secondary municipalities” – i.e. besides the 290 primary 
municipalities. The same party structure organises this political level as 
well with, however, a certain presence of independent local activist policies 
and visions.)  

Given the universal nature of Swedish childcare, in order to exert a real 
influence on the operation of childcare, political initiatives and incentives 
would have to be made through national political structures. As we have 
seen, municipalities have limited scope for independent action. Voting for a 
certain party (and indirectly the views and visions it entertains for this sec-
tor) in the municipal elections does not translate too readily to political 
influence. At this point in time, it is difficult for municipalities to funda-
mentally alter or redesign local childcare practices. Change can be accom-
plished (and has indeed occurred in some non-Social democratically gov-
erned well-off suburban municipalities around Stockholm – like Täby, 
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Solna and Nacka), but in such cases always within legal parameters and in 
line with the aims provided nationally.124  

These changes have therefore concerned the structural balance of provi-
sion in the field, rather than the way childcare works. Even in municipali-
ties with a non-Social Democratic majority, the primary conflict has con-
cerned public or private provision of care, and not the quality of care.125 
This illustrates the fact that this substantial aspect of care is not a bone of 
political contention in Sweden today. One reason for this is perhaps that the 
conventional argument for the abolishment of municipal provisions of wel-
fare is efficiency. Productivity, the standard market argument claims, in-
creases on all fields of production if market mechanisms, ceteris paribus, 
are allowed to do their work. But market thinking is perhaps harder to es-
tablish in the field of social welfare services than elsewhere. As implied 
above, it is difficult to offer a relevant definition of the important issue of 
measuring quality and productivity. The system is thus organised from the 
top down. Does this make it monolithic? Today, we would claim that this is 
not the case, not to the same degree as earlier. Municipalities appear to be 
sensitive to public charges of childcare being badly run or overcrowded. 
The overall impression is that they pride themselves on well functioning 
care and seem strained and defensive when the local system falters. Given 
the national legal requirement that childcare should be generally available, 
lack of success in the field is both morally deplorable and even vaguely 
criminal, although legal sanctions are absent. 

It would, in a similar vein, be difficult to claim that the central govern-
ment is insensitive to families’ and children’s care needs. On the contrary, 
we interpret childcare as a main locus for the state’s attention. Nor are we 
able to discern any indications that this is undergoing any process of fun-
damental change. In every Swedish election campaign in the last decade, 
                             
124 As touched on above, in the northern municipality of Täby, for instance, all municipal 
provision of childcare was abolished in the 1990s on ideological grounds, to the dismay of 
the national Social Democratic minority government. The support for this radical move 
amongst the local electorate was and is, however, varied. 
125 Again, this main ideological difference is a function of the corporatist nature of the main 
structural divide in Swedish post-war politics. This divide does not make for a reasonable 
level of recognition of the fact that non-public provision must not be market-driven in the 
commercial sense. It is by and large blind to the co-operative alternative, because of its 
position outside the division between labour and capital.  
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the rhetorical improvement of the welfare fields health, schools and 
(child)care have been central political elements. All contending parties 
have had to deliver systematic thinking and reform (which generally equals 
“maintenance”) strategies for this sector of society. In Sweden, this is a 
highly visible political rallying-point. 

Some remarks on the City of Stockholm 
In conclusion of this chapter, there is no simple way to avoid the observa-
tion that, organisationally speaking, Stockholm seems to be running a tight 
ship. In the following three chapters, we will have the opportunity to inves-
tigate whether the picture we have painted here of the central municipal 
level of childcare provision corresponds to operational and user experience. 
It can, however, be worth pointing out before we continue that the political 
set-up of the city of Stockholm, by virtue of its sub-division into wards, 
makes for a different approach to childcare policy than in smaller Swedish 
municipalities. Here, the main question seems to be to what extent the mu-
nicipality is able to channel and adapt national legislation and policy struc-
tures to a relatively greater variety of social needs and conditions. 

Given the political organisation of welfare, the City Council is thus less 
practically involved than could be expected in what is purportedly a mu-
nicipal system of care. This reflects the structure of the contemporary 
Swedish government in an interesting way, with a number of formally in-
dependent state agencies responsible for monitoring and supporting particu-
lar political sectors and social activities. Reformulating a current social 
scientific catchphrase, this could be described as soft government. Simi-
larly, the Stockholm City Council has little influence over ward provisions 
for care. The system is structurally unified only in “hard” policy matters, 
not in terms of applied problem solving or handling of specific cases. Let 
us now turn to the specifics of childcare.      
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5 The Maria-Gamla Stan ward 

This first chapter on micro-level childcare practice in the ward of Maria-
Gamla Stan in central Stockholm partly serves as an introduction to the 
actual practice of every-day care in today’s Sweden. In this chapter, we will 
hear the different voices of both the local ward authority and users of local 
care services. In order not to fragment the narrative unnecessarily, chapters 
5 through 8 will primarily be descriptive and our main conclusive argu-
ments will be elaborated in the final chapter 9. Given the focus of the text 
on the nature of Swedish childcare, we also feel that too heavy a weight 
should not be placed on the analysis of each particular local case as such. 
We are rather interested in the broad patterns that evolve from the overview 
of the different cases. 

Goals 
The overriding pedagogical, educational, developmental, cognitive, social 
and political structure of goals for Swedish childcare cover, as indicated 
elsewhere, the entire sector, regardless of who provides the care or how 
operations are in fact run. Local facilities can only develop or alter goals 
within the basic national parameters. 

One aspect that deserves to be elaborated here, though, is that the intro-
duction, in the late 1990s, of the intermediate zero-grade for six year-olds 
between preschool and primary school has led to a more coherent institu-
tionalisation of pedagogical goals. The national preschool educational pro-
gramme LPFÖ 98 adopted by the National Agency for Education has shifted 
the attention from preschool matters only to the integration of preschool 
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and primary school perspectives in the statutes.126 The political ambition is 
to provide a comprehensive body of policy that treats children’s develop-
ment as continuous and ongoing all through childhood, not as consisting of 
radically different phases that should be seen as separate entities, subject to 
different modes of thinking or dealt with in isolated professional and insti-
tutional contexts. One implication of the new mode of goal formulation is 
that greater stress is placed on the educational agenda of childcare, com-
pared to the traditional approach, which made a point of childcare’s non-
educational, sensu strictu, nature. As we shall see, however, the value of 
this change is disputed. There are those who hold that (some) children may 
not be mature enough for this change to make sense. Critics note that the 
reform may also (or, indeed, ought primarily) be interpreted as economi-
cally motivated. 

Diversity 
The argument, according to our interviewee for this case study, the Maria-
Gamla Stan ward’s administrative official Anita Keuter, in favour of having 
different forms of childcare provision is the same as on the city level (and 
indeed as in the rhetoric on all levels of government): to ensure alternatives 
of choice for families who desire childcare. In this inner city ward, this has 
surely also been achieved. Keuter describes this in terms of preferences 
concerning location, ideology and pedagogical styles. 

In 1999, the proportion of non-municipal childcare facilities in Maria-
Gamla Stan was exceptionally high, almost 50 %. In 2002, the rate had 
decreased to a more conventional 36 %. The availability of different forms 
of childcare in the ward is thus in line with the goal of full and variable 
childcare coverage.127 Our interviewee, Keuter, points out that a very large 

                             
126 Cf Ivarsson 1999, p 12. 
127 Cf Ivarsson 1999. In 1985, the Swedish parliament passed legislation requiring full cov-
erage to be available no later than 1991. The following real expansion was somewhat 
slower. Swedish municipalities had substantial difficulties in keeping pace with the soaring 
reproduction rates during the late 80s and early 90s. 
It may be worth mentioning here that the central parts of the Maria-Gamla Stan ward (i.e. 
without the later addition of the adjacent former Hornstull ward) scored an exceptional 99 % 
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proportion of the ward’s facilities are situated in one particular residential 
area built in the 1980s on industrial grounds around Södra station (the 
South Stockholm railway station).128 During the 1990s, this area had a high 
concentration of young families. The children of these families have 
reached adolescence today. The need for childcare has thus fallen steadily 
since 1997. Keuter reports that since then the number of places provided in 
childcare has dropped by 700. This change appears dramatic, compared to 
the 2002 1-5 y/o children cohort of 2512 children in the ward. Many of the 
disappeared facilities/places have been municipal, but this is also a possible 
explanation for the relative decrease of non-municipal centres between 
1999 and 2002. It seems as if the proportion of non-municipal facilities 
taken out of operation could be even larger. 

In theory, there is no waiting time in the ward to get a place in childcare, 
but in practice waiting may still occur since families “have become used to 
having a facility right outside their doorstep”. As Keuter points out, how-
ever, distances within the ward are very modest. In the most extreme cases, 
parents may have to travel 2-3 kilometres from their homes to reach their 
respective facility. But normally, distances are much shorter. The ward has 
excellent public transportation means: buses and underground. This ten-
dency amongst some families to prefer waiting for a slot at a first-choice 
facility near the home could be interpreted as an access or diversity prob-
lem. In reality, however, the difficulties should not be overstated; it does 
not necessarily require great sacrifices on the family’s part. 

Moreover, the parental insurance scheme can be helpful for parents with 
children waiting for a place in care, since it is very flexible. It requires no 
planning ahead. Every two weeks parents claim the benefit report, indicat-
ing to what extent they want to use it (how many days during each week 
and how large a part of each day), to the local public insurance office. With 

                                                                 
in terms of childcare enrolment in 1998/99 (Ivarsson 1999: 4), making this the highest-rater 
in Stockholm at the time. This can partly, we suggest, be explained by the demographic 
change wrought by the production of a new large residential area, Södra station, during the 
mid/late 80s in the ward. 
128 At this point, Stockholm’s childcare system had not yet expanded to today’s scope, 
which also sheds a good deal of indirect light on the large amount of non-municipal child-
care in the ward into the 90s. There were simply nowhere near enough facilities to cope 
when demand dramatically went up. So parents went into private childcare production on a 
massive scale. 
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some foresight, parents are thus able to keep the window of opportunity for 
childcare admittance open for quite some time. Half a year is not an exag-
gerated period. Should admittance be given early, the remaining insurance 
days can be saved and spent until the child’s eighth year. It is easy to see 
how this makes for certain flexibility on the part of families’ choice of date 
for enrolment of their children in care, given that employers are happy to 
live with the same flexibility. 

Another change in the overall conditions for childcare of conceivable 
importance here is the introduction of the maxtaxa-system. As mentioned 
earlier, the logic of this reform effectively removed one of the competitive 
tools formerly used by different forms of non-municipal childcare: to – in 
the co-operative case – offer fees lower than municipal tariffs, and make up 
for the loss of funding by using parents’/members’ unpaid labour or – in 
the for-profit case – finance higher quality standards with higher fees. Both 
of these alternative methods to finance childcare provision were forced to 
conform to the change, and facilities have no doubt been discontinued un-
der the pressure of this tightening of financial conditions. Locally in Maria-
Gamla Stan, however, the main reason for changes over the last decade in 
the childcare system is surely demographic. 

Another aspect of the diversity-availability theme pointed out by Keuter 
is the uneven distribution of ability and willingness in different forms of 
childcare provision to cope with children with special emotional, cognitive, 
pedagogical, psychological and social needs. She reports a marked increase 
in the number of children in this group over the last decade. But the main 
part of the group does not necessarily include children with clinical disor-
ders. Instead, Keuter gives the impression that the number of children be-
tween those clinically defined and those functioning well has increased. It 
is not possible for us to assess this argument independently. Keuter primar-
ily links the change to altered economical circumstances for childcare in 
general, and mainly to the fact that during the 1990s a larger number of 
children were attended to by fewer staff. But she also offers the interesting 
interpretation that staff in municipal childcare “today work a lot more con-
sciously with taking care of each individual”, hinting that improvements in 
professional approach has made it possible to give each child more atten-
tion. The pedagogical approach to the way children function, both person-
ally and socially, is thus believed to have developed strongly during the 
1990s. 
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The group indicated by Keuter consists of children who have difficulties 
adjusting to the social and pedagogical day care environment and children 
with unusually high levels of stress, worry or otherwise “nervous” behav-
iour. These children, as well as those with clinically diagnosed develop-
mental disorders, are to a larger extent cared for in municipally run child-
care. Municipalities are obliged to care for all children, as opposed to non-
municipal facilities. Of course, there are no formal obstacles to the enrol-
ment of these children in co-operative and other non-municipal care, but in 
the end, it seems as if the municipal sector is more practically open in this 
sense. This suggests that there may be quality-related differences between 
municipal and non-municipal facilities, given the greater pedagogical bur-
den carried by the former in this regard, though this difference is hardly 
more significant than the quality difference caused, say, by the ability of 
co-operative childcare facilities to call in members/parents to replace staff 
on sick leave. This is a formidable asset. In municipal day care, the conse-
quences during the harsh 90s of staff being sick and unfit for work were 
more often than not temporarily understaffed groups or facilities. In non-
municipal forms of childcare this contingency may be handled without 
sudden losses of pedagogical density. 

Financing 
Childcare in Maria-Gamla Stan is part of the national financing system. 
Keuter reports that there is a financial difference between different forms of 
provision, with, as we mention above, the municipal sector being slightly 
worse off than the non-municipal. If non-municipal facilities are able, for 
instance, to dramatically cut costs (for rents, food, commodities, activities, 
wages, pedagogical materials etc), they can use the surplus to change the 
staff/child ratio, maintain smaller children’s groups or make extra activities. 
Keuter assumes that parent co-ops have the best position in this sense, with 
their ability to use unpaid pedagogic labour. She notes that the aspiration 
and ongoing effort of the ward is to minimise these differences, but is un-
able to be more precise in terms of how this should be brought about. 

The prevailing political logic seems to be an impediment to bridging this 
gap. It is not politically viable today to legally or economically favour mu-
nicipal solutions in this field of social welfare (even if this without doubt 
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was the case earlier). And the main way to improve infra-structural condi-
tions for municipal childcare, is through legislation or funding hikes, meas-
ures that any facility could take advantage of. These solutions cannot be 
tailored to fit municipal care exclusively. Logically speaking, it appears as 
if this difference between the different sectors has little to do with political 
provisions made for the childcare sector in general. Non-municipal and 
non-public solutions are rather able to use what amounts to extra-political 
resources according to their different logics. Associational organisations 
may use resources related to their own sphere, and market-oriented solu-
tions are able to draw on market-related resources and maybe a more flexi-
ble, cost-effective approach. Municipal facilities are unable to compete in 
any of these fields, whereas alternative facilities are free to immediately 
and fully take advantage of any accommodations that are introduced for the 
whole sector. Competition is in this regard tilted in favour of non-municipal 
solutions. In Stockholm, finally, approximately 20 % of the total municipal 
revenues go towards financing childcare. 

Access 
As mentioned above, access to childcare in Maria-Gamla Stan is ready and 
easy. No waiting time is required today to get a place in local care. Of all 
Stockholm wards in 1999, childcare users/parents in Maria-Gamla Stan 
(which then still consisted of two wards) received medium/above medium 
ratings in terms of adjusting opening hours to family needs.129 Our inter-
viewee Keuter notes that in the ward parents may demand municipal child-
care for any period and amount of time between 6.30 am and 6.30 pm. The 
ward also manages a night-open childcare facility seven days a week for 
parents working nights and/or weekends. 

A problem implied by the fluctuating demand for childcare (cf above) in 
the ward is that the number of required physical facilities constantly 
changes. Given the shrinking size of the local childcare sector over the past 
few years, the situation in the ward is good in terms of available leases on 
proper facilities. As the number of small children in the inner city parts of 
                             
129 Ivarsson 1999, appendix 3:18. 
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Stockholm is now increasing, however, and as the municipal policy goal is 
to reduce the size of each pedagogical group at the rate of approximately 10 
%, new facilities will be needed. Keuter envisages that this will be a chal-
lenge for the ward. The municipal policy is that the cost of individual leases 
should be paid with the regular funds received by each facility, under a 
certain (fairly high) commercial limit. If leases for day care centres (regard-
less of provider) that incur costs over this level are contracted, extra fund-
ing may be applied for from the municipality. 

There is thus an incitement for the city to have a certain amount of con-
trol over how leases are contracted. Even many co-operatives sub-rent their 
facilities from the city, which controls the first-hand lease. Historically, this 
has been a convenient solution, not least because Swedish municipalities 
have traditionally run their own real estate and housing companies, owning 
large amounts of primarily residential property. It has thus been fairly easy 
to make general or individual agreements between these two municipal 
areas of responsibility regarding leases for childcare facilities. In the past, 
relatively speaking, a larger number of childcare centres were located in 
municipal properties. During the last non-Social Democratic City Council 
period 1998-2002, radical measures were taken to sell off much of this 
property, which is claimed, among other things, to have made it substan-
tially harder to procure facility leases. In this – as well as other welfare 
sectors such as care for the disabled, elderly or mentally ill – private prop-
erty owners in central parts of Stockholm are markedly less eager to ar-
range favourable (if any) contracts with the city or the wards. 

This corresponded well with the earlier non-Social Democratic munici-
pal coalition’s goal that social welfare should not necessarily be conceived 
of as a public matter. As things stand in Stockholm today, however, it 
seems clear that a private housing sector is less prone to contribute to gen-
eral social welfare needs in this particular sense. Since the Social Democ-
rats together with their coalition partners – the left and the greens – re-
gained municipal power in 2002, the trend has been to stop and maybe 
revert this development in the local housing sector and real estate market. 
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Service quality 
As already observed, it is difficult to provide a simple definition of the 
concept of “service quality” in this field of social welfare. We therefore 
address this issue by indirect means. In Maria-Gamla Stan, according to 
Keuter, the level of academically trained pedagogical staff in 2003 stands at 
53 %. This seems like a reasonable level, not least in quality terms – given 
that there is a positive correlation between higher levels of education and 
quality. As a high-status inner city ward, Maria-Gamla Stan has a relatively 
strong professional market pull in the sector, which may explain this high 
level. 

As non-municipal facilities are non-publicly provided, the level of su-
pervision differs between the two modes of care. Municipal care is regu-
lated by political structures that are in turn transparent. Even so, discontent 
amongst users is, as shown above, very limited. In terms of quality, mu-
nicipal facilities may have a slight edge, due to the fact that they are sup-
ported by a larger municipal framework of institutions. It is therefore likely 
that the specialised help needed to handle difficult situations will be more 
readily available. Professional psychological, clinical, social work and/or 
educational assistance is comfortably present for this sector in a way that 
one can not expect in non-municipally run care, partly for reasons of vol-
ume and partly because these lack the width of municipal social service 
provision obligations. 

However, one role played by the central municipal administration for 
non-municipal childcare and schools is to provide exactly this kind of assis-
tance.130 In addition, there are also non-public resources for these tasks 
available for non-municipal care facilities. In the end, the difference may 
not be significant. It is also conceivable that the structural edge of munici-
pal care in terms of permanent special resources is less obvious today, after 
many years of economic downscaling in the public sector. Whether prob-
lems of this sort are more effectively solved with permanent institutional 
means like these or by momentary mobilisation, individualised psychologi-
cal efforts etc is another issue. Our material provides no information on 
these matters. Nor is there any debate that brings these things to the public 

                             
130 Again, this body has since been abolished. 
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mind. We therefore find little reason to suspect any relevant differences 
between different forms of provision in this area. 

Integration and participation 
One aspect of institutional integration in childcare in Stockholm is the re-
cent reform of the school-preparatory zero-grade for six year-olds. These 
children, who were earlier part of preschool childcare, have now been inte-
grated into the school system. This has brought the introduction of new 
pedagogical and educational modes of thought designed to care for this 
threshold age group. The zero-graders now attend school instead of pre-
school, but possibly more in terms of where they spend their time than what 
they spend it on. The educational dimension of zero-grade schooling is very 
preparatory and rather indirect. In a sense, this could be interpreted as a 
softer model for transition than what was possible when there was a more 
radical institutional difference between preschooling and schooling proper. 
The change in environment for each individual child thus occurs a year 
earlier, but the step is reasonably shorter and less emotionally and socially 
dramatic. 

In terms of social integration, little evidence for discriminatory practices 
can be found in our material. Given the fact that childcare is universally 
available in the Maria-Gamla Stan ward, it seems far-fetched to suggest 
that it is unequally distributed. The policy problem does not effectively 
arise. It seems inevitable to conclude that virtually all families requiring 
care have excellent possibilities of finding a satisfactory solution to their 
need for care. There is still a preponderance of provision catering to parents 
with conventional office work hours, but even in this regard, the local 
framework is fairly accommodating.131 As the basic system stands, the cost 
and effort involved for parents or other interested parties to meet demands 
of this kind are not prohibiting. The legal framework itself presents no ma-
jor obstacles to initiatives in this vein. 

If there are any systematic differences between different population 
segments’ relations to childcare in the ward, these social patterns should be 
                             
131 One potential criticism could be that opening hours should be more flexible. 
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interpreted as indirect. Being a high-status, and relatively affluent ward, 
Maria-Gamla Stan is not representative of the demographic or socio-
economical set-up of the entire city. But the provision of local childcare 
rather exists under these conditions, than creates them. In an indirect sense, 
this is illustrative of the criticism that the group that primarily benefits from 
a universal and comprehensive welfare regime is the well-educated and 
well-positioned middle-class. We have no possibility to further explore the 
mechanisms behind this phenomenon here. Suffice it to mention, however, 
that ever since the public childcare system began to be perceived as a self-
evident and widely accessible part of Sweden’s welfare system in the late 
1960s and early 70s, the middle-class has generally been the first group to 
use it to its advantage.132 

According to Keuter, there are numerous ways for parents to participate 
in and influence the way in which childcare is provided. Like schools, all 
municipal childcare facilities have regular meetings with parents for discus-
sion and exchange of views regarding how care ought to be organised. Par-
ents at a day care centre also usually organise a parental board to articulate 
families’ views and represent them in contacts with both the facility man-
ager and staff and the municipality. Keuter stresses that there is also a fo-
rum for exchange of views on a municipal level, where municipal politi-
cians and ward administrative officers meet with parent representatives.133 
After the municipal and national elections in 2002, such meetings have, for 
instance, taken place to discuss the yet unfulfilled election campaign prom-
ise that the size of children’s pedagogical groups should decrease. 

In terms of interaction of different types of facilities with the local social 
context, nothing substantial can be added here to what is already conveyed 
under the corresponding heading in the previous chapter. The same goes for 
the issue of participation. One aspect of the ward’s ability to function well 
emphasised by Keuter, however, is the fact that all social service branches 
relating to children and children’s needs are located in the same building. 
In-house knowledge of the conditions of the ward’s 1-20 year-olds is there-
                             
132 As Möller notes in the mid-90s, the system, regardless of provider, had by then acquired 
an obvious orientation towards this group’s social trait and values. 1996, p 41. 
133 On a more abstract organisational level, there is a corresponding forum for exchange of 
views between officials and bodies like the SEFIF, i.e. national and local interest organisa-
tions in the sector. 
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fore unusually comprehensive. She stresses that this arrangement both 
makes it easier to follow up on the development of individual chil-
dren/adolescents and radically shortens the distance between different 
branches of welfare. This could, we feel, be conducive to a more integrated 
approach to children’s needs throughout their early years. As the coordina-
tor rightly points out, it is better not having to move families between dif-
ferent bureaus at different places in the ward. 

One last aspect of social integration for local childcare – in terms of so-
cial interaction – mentioned by Keuter is that both police and fire brigade 
officers regularly visit facilities to discuss safety issues and how to respond 
to different types of crises with the children. As this, as far as we know, is a 
tradition throughout the country it does not, however, set Maria-Gamla 
Stan apart. The same practice exists in the other local cases. 

User experience of municipal childcare in Maria-
Gamla Stan 
The parent/user interviewed for this section has one child of three who is 
attending a regular municipal childcare facility in the second year, and who 
has earlier been enrolled at a for-profit centre.134 The working name of this 
interviewee is parent A.135 For the three local parent interviews in Maria-
Gamla Stan (as well as for those in Skärholmen), we have chosen to focus 
on some primary aspects relevant from a parental point of view: service 
quality, access, participation and, partly, changing conditions. 

Regarding service quality levels, parent A is very content with the care 
provided. The facility has three departments, with up to 17-18 children in 
each one. The group of child A is organised according to the “sibling-

                             
134 Technically, the facility in question does not belong to Maria-Gamla Stan, but to the 
adjacent  Katarina-Sofia ward. This choice of interviewee and facility was, however, more 
convenient for us to make. Both the physical and political distance is minute, which makes 
the exception quite reasonable. 
135 The identities of parents A-C (as well as D-F and G-I) are known only to the project’s 
researchers. All parents will, for reasons of simplicity, be referred to as ‘she’, but this lin-
guistic practice will not necessarily be a reflection of the interviewee’s gender. Nor will any 
social or cultural traits be unnecessarily disclosed. 
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principle” – i.e. age-integrated – and there are three employees.  The group 
of staff is very stable. Two of these women have been working together for 
fifteen years, and the third joined the other two eight years ago. Parent A 
considers the staff very competent. She is not quite sure, but guesses none 
is a preschool teacher. She wonders, however, at the work ambition and 
loyalty in the group, considering the very modest pay levels in the profes-
sion. She estimates that these employees earn in the vicinity of SEK14,000 
[€ 1556] a month (a figure that indeed indicates that it would not be a ques-
tion of preschool teachers). The manager of the facility, with its three peda-
gogical groups, is also the manager of two or three other facilities and pre-
sent at this particular one only once a week. Parent A cannot recall that any 
of the staff has been ill or absent since the family enrolled at the facility. 
The need for temporary staff thus appears marginal. We have no informa-
tion on what would happen if the need were to be more pronounced.  

The competence and professional dedication of the staff is obvious in the 
way activities are structured. Each day in the week, parent A observes, is 
thought through. There is a model for what children should work with and 
how each week should be spent. There are, for instance, regular outdoor 
activities. Wednesday is excursion day. This day, the children have to be 
dropped-off at a certain time, and may not arrive at any point during the 
morning, which is ordinarily optional. The staff’s views on acceptable 
dropping-off and picking-up behaviour is flexible. There is a willingness, 
parent A feels, to adapt to changes in time schedule, even at short notice.  

The children, parent A states, always have something new they have 
worked with to bring home in the afternoon. The days seem to be spent in 
different creative areas, such as drawing, building, making music, painting, 
using natural materials, water etc. The facility is located in its own separate 
building. It is next to a park area with a manned, municipally run play-
ground [parklek] with live animals and a barbeque, and, in the other direc-
tion, Stockholm’s great lake Mälaren is situated a couple of hundred meters 
away. On Wednesdays, these two are both popular places for excursions. 
Many stories are told of how the ducks and swans in the lake have been fed 
with crumbs. But the private yard of the facility is also very functional and 
has its own playground. In the winter, there is sleigh riding in the small 
hills at the back of the facility, on the way to the parklek – which also has a 
great slope for the older children. 
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This kind of municipal playground/park touches on an element of the 
Swedish childcare system not discussed before. A digression is therefore 
perhaps motivated here. At the particular parklek mentioned above, there is 
also a branch of the öppna förskolan (the open preschool). We have so far 
left this aspect of care out of the analysis, since it is of a completely differ-
ent kind than regular childcare. Open preschool facilities are generally – 
but not always – connected to the old public institution of the municipal 
parklek. Here, younger preschool children (generally 0-3 years old) who do 
not attend childcare are able to take part in preschool-resembling activities, 
like playing and singing with other children of the same age. Open pre-
schools are municipally staffed and usually operate for a few hours in the 
morning, often outdoors at the adjacent, always available parklek. In 
Stockholm, this is a popular meeting place for those on parental leave. 
There are about 40 of these establishments in Stockholm today. At the peak 
of the system, there were about 200. 

The style of these open preschools is rather laid-back. There are no ap-
plication systems or waiting lists, no registrations to attend are necessary 
beforehand and there are no fees. They are simply there for people with 
children of the right age. As they are generally located at parks where there 
is a parklek, parents and children are able to hang out and have coffee, 
cakes and ice-cream at non-commercial prices. Technically speaking, nei-
ther the parklek nor the open preschool are parts of the childcare system as 
such. There is no national legislation regulating operations but the threat to 
have the service shut down or reduced in times of economical hardship 
regularly creates uproars in local opinions. Families seem to be very appre-
ciative of these places in Stockholm. They ought maybe rather be seen as a 
general, supplementary welfare service for families with young preschool 
children. In Östersund, however, this is also a field for the involvement of 
churches and other social actors in the broader childcare sector. In Maria-
Gamla Stan, for instance, there are a few open preschools of this kind or-
ganised by the local Swedish church, as well as by other confessional orien-
tations. But we are unable to assess the relative proportions between mu-
nicipal and other open preschool providers. Since there is no registration 
for this service, we also lack figures concerning the amount of families 
taking advantage of it. 

The municipal staff and facility studied in Maria-Gamla Stan, our inter-
viewee parent A points out, is open to parents’ views. In the afternoon, she 
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goes on, there are excellent possibilities to get an account of what the indi-
vidual child and the whole group have been up to during the day. Commu-
nication is clear and direct and no members of staff appear to feel threat-
ened by parental engagement or curiosity. Parent A assumes this has to do 
with the group of staff feeling secure in their professional identity. There is 
no question that each child is seen and his or her needs adequately recog-
nised by the staff. Relationship patterns between staff and children seem to 
be reliable and stable. The only real criticism of the facility parent A volun-
teers is that the size of the pedagogical groups could be smaller. At a level 
of, say, 15 children (instead of 18-20) in the group, conditions would 
probably be ideal. 

Apart from the ongoing every-day discussions, there are also the con-
ventional meetings between all parents and staff once every term. Our in-
terviewee considers these meetings to be held in a constructive and relaxed 
manner. Views are never ignored. In the spring, there is a traditional picnic 
excursion with all the families at the facility. Each child also has an indi-
vidual “development and assessment plan”, that is defined together with the 
parents and followed-up on regularly. Participation levels are thus, we feel, 
as ambitious as can be expected from a non-co-op. There is little interac-
tion, however, between this facility and the local environment (as in all 
other modes of Stockholm childcare, showing how the world of childcare is 
a world unto itself, or maybe rather: three differently sized worlds unto 
themselves). 

Our interviewee, finally, has no way of assessing if any structural 
changes have affected this facility’s childcare performance over recent 
years. As a municipally employed schoolteacher in the Maria-Gamla Stan 
ward herself, though, she has some insights into the system. She is thus 
aware of the overriding quality-securing programmes that apply to the en-
tire municipal welfare sector and assumes that these work for the facility as 
well. 

As a recent user of for-profit childcare in Maria-Gamla Stan for the 
same child, she is also able to compare these two modes of provision. Her 
criticism of the first solution is severe. Her discontent with the poor ambi-
tions and low standards at the facility where the child spent a year is wide 
and scorching. She even refers to this as an “underclass” establishment. 
One year’s enrolment was more than enough for the family. Concerning the 
present facility, parent A, however, senses that the socio-demographical 
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patterns of this part of the city come across fairly clearly. There is a ten-
dency for parents to be of Swedish origin and reasonably well-off. As 
pointed out above, this clearly reflects the composition of the ward. 

User experience of co-operative childcare in Maria-
Gamla Stan 
The parent interviewed here is referred to as parent B. This parent has been 
a user of the same parent co-operative facility for six consecutive years 
with two children. In terms of service quality, she feels that the staff is phe-
nomenal: no doubt the best in the world. What quality levels are possible to 
maintain, however, primarily hinges on the group of member parents at any 
given time. In this regard, she says, parent co-ops are vulnerable. At her 
particular facility, the group has not always been stable enough for things to 
work smoothly. Luckily, the practical consequences for the children have 
been small, because parents at this particular co-op do not normally con-
tribute with pedagogical work. Instead, all parents have cooking weeks. So 
the quality, our interviewee points out, of the service given to the children 
has been remarkable throughout these years. 

The facility enrols 15 children and employs a staff of three. Its opening 
hours are 8 am to 4.30 pm. This implies that the service is not accessible to 
families with different working hours. Our interviewee notes that this cer-
tainly creates a basic kind of segregation, adding to the general impression 
that nuclear families have least trouble fulfilling the facility’s member obli-
gations. The food is excellent and prepared in the kitchen by the parent on 
duty. The children tend to spend a large amount of time outdoors. Our in-
terviewee feels that there has been a reorientation over these years from 
more structured and visibly thematic pedagogical approaches to more un-
predictable ways of organising the children’s time. The idea now seems to 
be to allow the directions and inclinations to grow in the group and maybe 
not impose day-to-day goals quite as much as before. 

In terms of access, our interviewee senses that the staff is very forthcom-
ing and active when it comes to adapting to parents’ needs. There is visible 
flexibility in the views of what is considered legitimate habits for dropping 
children off and picking them up. Parents’ needs and children’s security 
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take precedence at the facility over staff convenience. “If you’re in a great 
hurry in the afternoon, you’re able to call them and ask them to dress the 
child for you and wait in the hallway.” This is not considered over-
stretching the norms for appropriate levels of service. Parent B (who herself 
works as an academic social scientist) reads this as an example of collective 
mothering, which in turn hinges on a hetero-normative conception of moth-
erhood. In these terms, the facility culture does strike her as very conven-
tional. 

Regarding participation, our interviewee notes that the co-operative so-
lution requires that a lot of work is put in by members of the co-operative. 
At this facility, pedagogic work does not, however, belong to the tasks re-
quired. The staff prefers to have parents stay on the outside of the daily 
care. Temporary teachers to fill in for sick staff are hired directly by the 
manager, using private and official contacts. The manager may also ask 
parents if they are able to fill in at the level of pedagogy. The reasons for 
the choice of candidates, however, are only the manager’s business. All 
temporary staff are thus hired at the manager’s own discretion. 

Besides cooking and being responsible for the running of the entire op-
eration, parents are organised in work-groups with different tasks. Deci-
sions are reached at meetings with all members of the co-operative and 
must be unanimous. There is no board. Our interviewee observes that the 
amount of active fathers in the co-operative has decreased since her first 
child was enrolled. She offers no explanations why, but suggests it could 
have to do with increased work-life or socio-economical pressure, which 
requires men in particular to work longer hours. Another notion is that it is 
symbolic of a gentrification-related backlash for gender equality. 

The facility is located in a part of the ward with a more suburban, than 
urban spatial structure. The block is built openly around a common central 
court and there is a park (with the usual parklek-open preschool combina-
tion, as described in the preceding section) nearby. There are a few other 
co-ops in the same local area and between these, everyday and pedagogical 
bonds are strong. There are, for instance, common schemes for the 5 year-
olds from all the block’s co-ops during their last preschool year. The man-
agers also cooperate tightly, not least when it comes to influencing the 
common (municipal) landlord about ways to improve the court’s play area 
and court. 
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One recent change in the structural environment of this facility, parent B 
notes, is that fees have fallen sharply since the introduction of the maxtaxa 
in 2002. Today, they are a fair bit lower than the conventional maxtaxa-
levels, mainly, she assumes, because of the modest rent levels in the block. 
Another possible explanation is the absence of a cook. 

User experience of corporate childcare in Maria-Gamla 
Stan 
The parent interviewed here is referred to as parent C. The main themes 
addressed in the interview are the same as in the foregoing two sections. 
This parent has been a user of for-profit childcare (and primary schooling) 
provided by the same major company in the sector for six years. 

Parent C starts out by observing that quality levels in the preschool ser-
vice she has been using have not been very impressive. Conventional qual-
ity agenda issues – such as the staff to child ratio – have hardly appeared in 
the company’s rhetoric or on its list of priorities. There is an impressive 
educational vision – comprehensive and systematic – for care and school-
ing elaborated in the brochures and at meetings directed to interested par-
ents. The arguments are very persuasive, and the level of competence and 
integrity of the company formally seem impeccable. The level of practice, 
however, is a completely different story. Throughout parent C’s user years, 
the childcare facility in question has suffered heavily under the strain of 
shrinking resources, huge turnover of staff, and a chronic shortage of regu-
lar, as well as temporary, staff. The atmosphere thus seems to have created 
a certain social and relational insecurity for the children, as well as a no-
ticeable indifference to continuity in parents’ or children’s relationship to 
the service. This, parent C observes, has been a main characteristic of the 
service and evolved into a major problem for her as a parent using it. 

Parent C describes herself as inadequately informed at the original time 
of choice of this childcare solution. If she had known then what she knows 
today, she would have opted for a co-operative facility. Now, she sees that 
her choice had a clear political dimension, but at the time she was unaware 
of this. As the corporation has expanded over the years, the character of the 
individual facility and service has, moreover, changed. The hierarchic na-
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ture of the organisation has become more and more pronounced. It is obvi-
ous, she says, in this kind of care that those working “on the floor” have no 
say over how activities should be planned or carried through, even at the 
remotest local level. Instead, standards and goals travel down the hierarchy. 
Our interviewee feels that, over these years, the consolidation and “corpo-
rativisation” of the company has been obvious. The distance is increasing 
between the managerial level and what goes on in the children’s day-to-day 
lives. This may suit some people, but parent C is indeed no more one of 
them. She considers this form of care inferior to both the other main op-
tions: municipal and co-operative care, and mainly for organisational rea-
sons. She acknowledges, however, that there are people who in fact support 
this mode of provision both for pedagogical/quality reasons and on ideo-
logical grounds.  

One serious consequence, she argues however, of the corporate structure 
is that hiring temporary staff to fill in for sick regular staff generally does 
not happen. The guiding principle is that the work should be possible to 
perform also when someone is absent. In reality, she remarks, this is im-
possible without grave practical implications. The main idea is instead to 
cut labour costs. The unavoidable implication of this approach is that oth-
erwise ambitious staff is often physically unable to maintain more than 
minimal levels of activity and pedagogical control. At these not so rare 
times, the service ought to be described more in terms of looking-after, than 
caring-for the children and helping them to develop their personal abilities 
in a professional way. 

As we have noted, the quality issue is often connected to the size of 
children’s groups. In this mode of provision, the rule is maximum group 
sizes. As far as our interviewee is aware, the company never refrains from 
enrolling enrollable children. Throughout her years as a user of the service, 
there were never, she feels, any doubts about the priorities of the company. 
Productivity in this sense seems to be the company’s key policy goal. 
Pedagogy thus generally came across as a rhetorical, rather than a real pa-
rameter. In the advertising material provided by a similar, competing major 
educational corporation the point is made, rather explicitly, that the com-
pany’s childcare views are flexible in terms of pedagogy. This does not 
appear to be a profile issue in the corporate, for-profit sector. The core mo-
tivations for the entire enterprise are of a different kind. Of course, this 
does not mean that high educational, institutional or pedagogic standards 
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cannot in principle be met by corporate welfare providers, but in this case 
the revenue priority seems to have been very strong, and would possibly 
partly explain the comparatively poor overall practical performance visible 
in this particular variety of childcare provision. 

Regarding patterns of access, the facility has been rather flexible. Par-
ents’ requirements for individual time-schedules were recognised and often 
adapted to, parent C observes. There were also individual assessment and 
development plans for each child in care. The plans were discussed at regu-
lar meetings with the parents each term and seriously dealt with. The staff 
thus entertained satisfactory levels of tolerance and receptivity. 

In terms of parental participation, however, our interviewee stresses that 
her corporate facility was extremely underdeveloped. There were no chan-
nels for user influence and no routines in place to cope with views from 
parents engaging themselves anyhow. Parent C describes how she thus at 
one time was directed up from one level to another in the corporate struc-
ture and ended up discussing a trivial problem concerning her child’s daily 
routines with the acting director of the entire company. 

The same regular meetings between staff and parents that take place eve-
rywhere in the Swedish educational system are, however, part of this world 
as well. Our interviewee describes these meetings as peculiar. Starting out 
as a user of this service, she expected these meetings to be constructive and 
reciprocal, a primary forum, as it were, for stakeholders to exchange views. 
But she soon experienced that any view put forth from the parent level was 
considered a potential threat. The usual staff reaction was that, in the end, 
parents had no knowledge of pedagogy or of service provision. It took 
some time until she had digested the managerial style, but after some terms 
as a user she had a clear enough idea, she argues, to be able to assess what 
was happening more freely. 

She describes some of the observations she was then able to make at our 
interview. One of these is that the staff in charge (i.e. the manager of the 
facility) of these meetings had a consistent, clearly visible style of discour-
aging parents from organising themselves in groups regarding any of the 
topics addressed. All points and arguments made by the parents were con-
sidered as isolated phenomena, unrelated to other views and reflections. 
Discussions generally ended, parent C conveys, with the manager asking 
the person in question to “send me an email on this”. Another issue related 
to the theme (if not reality) of participation was the presence, after all, of a 
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parent’s committee to channel and make use of latent user involvement. 
This committee, however, in which parent C was active for a brief time, 
had all the trappings of committees of the same kind in municipal and other 
care or primary schooling, but almost immediately turned out to be some-
thing quite different. At the first meeting, the local manager and the com-
pany representative stressed that from now on, this engaged group of par-
ents was to consider itself local “ambassadors for the company”. These 
parents were encouraged to take advantage of information material pro-
vided by the corporation and work to spread its message in different ways. 
Again, the function of this purportedly participatory body was clearly not to 
encourage participation, but rather to secure and increase revenue levels. 

Our interviewee states, lastly, that this mode of childcare service and 
provision overall did not lack dimensions of integration. But they were of 
one kind only: the in-company and corporate-consolidating kind. She also 
points out that the shrinking resources in the sector were clearly visible and 
reflected on the level of practice during her six years as a user of this mode 
of care. 

Some remarks on the Maria-Gamla Stan ward 
In conclusion, the childcare service structure in Maria-Gamla Stan seems 
rather consolidated. Access and social cohesion levels create no grave or 
insurmountable difficulties for the provision of the ward’s care. One distin-
guishing local factor, however, is perhaps the efficiency by which the local 
administration has dealt with fluctuating service demand through the 1990s. 
A sharp decline of volume has followed on very rapid growth without seri-
ous deterioration of service accessibility or quality. This capacity for insti-
tutional adjustment is perhaps not intuitively associated with heavy-handed 
municipal welfare service provision. To some degree, this chimes in with 
the professed social policy approach of the government, inasmuch as the 
national legislative norm leaves to local forces to guide and implement 
policy solutions that fit local demands. In this case, this approach appears 
to have been successful. 



 127

6 The Skärholmen ward 

In this chapter, the second Stockholm ward is investigated. As will become 
apparent, the local childcare experience in Skärholmen differs somewhat 
from that in the other three cases, as the local demographic set-up is partly 
of a different character. Similar patterns of social heterogeneity do not ob-
tain in any of our other cases. On this score, this setting is perhaps the most 
challenging for a universalist welfare system of the Swedish kind. A fair 
amount of the analysis of this case will thus dwell on the impact of this 
greater social differentiation on the field and structure of childcare service 
provision and orientation. 

Goals 
Besides the all-encompassing national and city goals described at length 
above, the Skärholmen ward’s professed activity goal is that “preschool 
children and their parents feel welcome to our preschool facilities and par-
take in a stimulating and developing preschool activity”. The ward assumes 
a direct responsibility to offer preschool slots for all children whose parents 
so desire; to offer a good environment for the development of children’s 
language and knowledge skills; and to create good conditions for parents’ 
participation in and influence over the local preschool system. This gener-
ates a range of practical priorities that we will return to in the following. 
The administrative official responsible for the ward’s overall social welfare 
for children, families and young people, our interviewee Anna-Bella Kraft, 
stresses unequivocally that the language goal is the main priority for the 
municipal childcare sector. Given the many different non-Swedish first 
languages of the children enrolled in municipal care in the ward, strength-
ened Swedish language skills has to be accomplished before it becomes 
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possible to address many other issues. Consequently, the ward places much 
emphasis on this aspect of care. 

Diversity 
Together with some wards to the northwest of the city, Skärholmen in the 
southwest has one of the most socially and ethnically heterogeneous popu-
lations in the entire city of Stockholm. Approximately 80 % of all children 
in care in the ward are of non-Swedish descent. Social diversity levels are 
thus great.136 The levels of institutional diversity in childcare provision, 
however, are modest. The overwhelming majority of facilities is municipal. 
As indicated in table 1, there is only one parent co-op in the ward. This care 
format amounts to “inner city-solutions to inner-city needs”, declares our 
interviewee. Nor are there any corporate commercial facilities. The non-
municipal childcare facilities in Skärholmen are virtually all of one kind: 
separately run companies converted from former municipal facilities. This 
is an institutional reflection of the ideological agenda of the non-Social 
Democratic city councils 1991-94 and 1998-2002 to privatise social wel-
fare, preschooling and schooling. During these periods, employees were 
encouraged to take over their municipal facilities/work places. It should be 
noted that in Skärholmen, virtually all of these facilities are located in the 
same local area: Sätra. Kraft considers this mainly a spill-over effect. When 
some facilities started to convert, others suddenly recognised that this was 
realistic and possible, and decided to follow suit. In Skärholmen, there are 
thus no equivalents to the corporate providers of non-public care to be 
found, for instance, in Maria-Gamla Stan. 

One direct consequence of the legal changes made in the 1980s-90s in 
order to allow for different childcare providers, our interviewee observes, 
has been a massive increase in the shaping of a facility’s profile. Today, 
most facilities have qualities of their own that they often stress publicly to 
attract families. Earlier, the need to argue for certain kinds or orientations 

                             
136 The amount of children with another first language than Swedish has increased by 30 % 
since 1995. A 2002 estimate numbers 74 languages as spoken in the ward. The largest of 
these languages are: Arabic, Kurdish, Somalian, Spanish and Turkish. 
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of care was marginal indeed. Now, in Skärholmen and elsewhere, it is more 
or less expected that individual facilities elaborate on the specific unique 
advantages of the service offered. If this rhetoric is matched by a true spe-
cialisation at the level of local pedagogic practices, we are unable to say. 

Financing 
The financing of childcare in the ward follows the same model as else-
where. One aspect highlighted by our interviewee and the ward’s 2003 
budget and activity plan, is that the local policy emphasis on the develop-
ment and strengthening of Swedish language skills for preschool children is 
followed-up financially, and not only rhetorical. Additional funds are avail-
able on top of the regular state/municipal contribution to the ward.137 The 
point that early development of these skills is necessary for later social and 
educational progress, is thus implemented institutionally by providing each 
childcare facility with resources to strengthen the pedagogical competence 
in this field. The additional funds are meant to help create conditions fa-
vourable both for the development of children’s first and second language 
(i.e. Swedish). Models for language development as well as for the evalua-
tion of the policy itself are worked out during 2003 by the teams responsi-
ble for this welfare level in the ward’s four sub-areas. The ward’s 2003 
budget for the welfare of children, families and young people is given in 
table 6.138 

One observation that can be made here concerns the relative overall cost 
for preschool childcare in the ward. The figures set it at 43% of the cost for 
primary schooling. Its share of the total welfare budget is almost 24% 
(compared to the 20% reported for the ward of Maria-Gamla Stan). This is 
evidently an economically major policy field for Swedish municipalities. 

                             
137 The average contribution level to the regular funding system by this addition is 9 %. 
138 Budget and activity plan 2003, Skärholmen ward [Budget och verksamhetsplan för Skär-
holmens SDN 2003], p 15. 
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Table 6. Welfare budget 2003, Skärholmen ward, million SEK [million €] 

 Cost Fees etc Net cost 

Care for families and individuals 73.6 [8.2] 1.2 [0.1] 72.4 [8.0] 
Preschool childcare (1-5 y/o) 129.9 [14.4] 5.7 [0.6] 124.2 [13.8] 
Wrap-around school care (6-11 y/o) 33.4 [3.7] 4.4 [0.5] 29 [3.2] 
Primary school 301.2 [33.5] 19.4 [2.2] 281.8 [31.3] 
Other modes of care 10.0 [1.1] 0.2 [0.02] 9.8 [1.0] 
Total budget 548.1 [60.9] 30.9 [3.4] 517.2 [57.5] 

 
Budget and activity plan 2003, Skärholmen ward 

Access 
Patterns of access in Skärholmen resemble those in the other wards. The 
same citywide “guaranteed-place” policy applies here. The ward is able to 
keep up with demand, and intends to do the same in the future. The city’s 
Office for Research and Statistics (USK) estimates an increase in the ward 
by 400 preschool children until 2010. This is noted in the 2003 budget and 
activity plan, and no indications are given that these children should be left 
without care, even if specific plans are too early to make. 

Our interviewee notes that one effect of the demographic set-up of the 
ward is that new children are admitted into childcare throughout the year, 
as new families with preschool children arrive to settle in the ward. The 
ordinary childcare admittance cycle has a large input at the beginning of 
each autumn (the start of the educational year) and supplemental admit-
tance at the start of the spring term in January.139 In Skärholmen, the cycle 
is not as regular. Or rather: the introduction of new children is going on 

                             
139 The Swedish educational system is divided into two terms per year: August-December 
and January-June. The main Swedish holiday month is July. But preschool childcare is 
generally provided throughout the summer for those requiring it. The municipal sector ra-
tionalises this operation by directing all families to only one or a couple of local facilities 
from late June to early August. There is also a winter break around Christmas time. 
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evenly throughout the year. At the end of 2002, 86 % of all local preschool 
children were enrolled in childcare. 

This connects to the language issue. Skärholmen is the largest receiver 
of newly arrived refugees and asylum seekers in Sweden. As from January 
2003, preschool children in families in these groups are entitled to the same 
childcare provision as other residents. As is readily understood, Swedish 
language skills for these children is generally the first and main issue that 
has to be dealt with. The strong language development emphasis in the 
ward touched on above thus makes practical sense. There is some distance 
between this experience, however, and the average Swedish childcare sys-
tem. But it is still the same system, which in Skärholmen shows surprising 
levels of social adaptation. Kraft notes that one interesting consequence of 
the local linguistic and ethnical patterns is that a number of parents – both 
in the primary school and preschool system – try to get their children into 
childcare facilities or schools/classes where Swedish is the predominant 
language.  

Another issue here that we have not had reason to address above, but 
which springs to mind in Skärholmen’s particular context is that in the city 
of Stockholm today, preschool childcare is compulsory for families/parents 
who lack the means to support themselves economically. Families with 
preschool children, Kraft points out, who have no regular incomes from 
paid work, unemployment insurances or the like, are thus in effect barred 
from keeping their children at home. The main argument for this is that 
people in this group have to be considered as looking for work and should 
on these grounds (in the same way as other job seekers) be available to the 
labour market on short notice. With preschool children at home, this time 
flexibility would surely be impossible, the argument goes. This municipal 
norm implies, however, that families with major social problems (such as 
drug abuse, alcoholism, petty criminality etc, but whose children are not in 
the actual custody of municipal authorities) also have to make use of the 
childcare system. This policy could be read as a strategy to better reach (out 
to) these families/children and indirectly to understand and assess the care 
and social conditions provided (and required) for them in a better way. 

In a certain way, this policy may be read as indicative of an aspiration to 
further cohesion in the ward, as it attempts to involve otherwise potentially 
alienated families and children in the local social web. This piece of policy 
thus seems to open for the interpretation that the state and/or municipality 
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may indeed work rather offensively as a prime supporter of denser social 
bonds in a given local setting. Now, if childcare in Sweden were not as 
readily obtainable as it actually is, and the group of potentially alienated 
families was substantially larger than at the time of this study, it would be 
possible to envisage a situation in which the state used the web of different 
social welfare services systematically in order to strengthen social cohe-
sion, in a manner similar to the one adopted by the Skärholmen ward today. 
Historically speaking, this interpretation has some bearing on the politics 
and development of Swedish welfare service patterns. One hypothesis that 
we want to put forth here is that, regardless of the intentions behind, and 
historical contingencies that characterise the growth and consolidation of 
the sector, a consequence has clearly been precisely this: support for social 
solidarity between citizens and between citizens and the state. It seems 
apparent that the structures of childcare have been adopted and expanded 
with the primary aim of making life easier for Swedish families in late capi-
talist society. It is a reasonable guess that this has not weakened the faith of 
these families in the public concern for their welfare. So, trust in this sense 
seems like one obvious effect of the historical development, intended or 
unintended. 

Another manner in which the childcare system is consciously used in 
Skärholmen is as a channel for communication with newly arrived families. 
Our interviewee points out that refugees often arrive in Sweden with very 
rough experiences behind them. The childcare facility in these cases works 
both as an introduction to the workings of this new social setting for these 
families, a separate support system for their children, and as a way for the 
ward to reach them and provide what social, psychological and other kind 
of aid that may be necessary in each case. Since childcare coverage is fairly 
comprehensive even for this group, this is often a good means to establish a 
confidence-based relationship between families and the ward. This is par-
ticularly the case for unemployed newcomers, who lack access to the other 
main route into Swedish society: the workplace. 

Service quality 
In the Skärholmen ward, the city’s overriding quality policy provides a 
basis for the work to maintain and improve quality levels in childcare. One 
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difficulty is the issue how to transform general and thus rather vague policy 
goals to specific tasks that are possible to implement in day-to-day prac-
tices. How is the abstract transformed to the concrete? The main method 
here is to specify the main dimensions of care – such as “security”, “teach-
ing and development” and “influence”. Then each facility is required to 
report back to the ward administration the means and strategies that will be 
used to accomplish the goals. We have no way to independently assess the 
degree of success for this model, or if there are alternative means for this 
task. But it seems like a reasonable method. 

One of the indicators of service quality that has been discussed above, 
however, is the relative proportion of academically trained staff employed 
in the local childcare system. In this regard, this southern suburban ward 
exhibits a different pattern than the other two analysed Stockholm cases. 
Preschool teachers/educators are not as many in Skärholmen as elsewhere 
in Stockholm. In January 2003, the local proportion in municipal childcare 
facilities of this category was 22 %; hardly an extremely low figure. The 
impact of this group on practical care, however, can be assumed to be lower 
than the figures suggest.  

In the public sector, as we have already pointed out, facilities containing 
only one pedagogical group, following the “sibling-principle”, are rare. In 
the ward, the share is about 10%. The academically trained staff almost 
invariably combines her (men less frequently work as preschool teach-
ers/educators) time between administrative and pedagogic work. Multiple 
units are generally managed by one preschool educator, who is then unable 
to actually work with the children to a proportional degree. When units 
consist of three, four or even five groups, the time available for pedagogic 
work for this senior group of employees is minimal. Increasing the size of 
units thus decreases the likelihood that the most highly qualified staff cate-
gory is present in day-to-day work, although, even in Skärholmen, this does 
not necessarily amount to making the group totally absent. The data indi-
cates that there are active preschool teachers working pedagogically at most 
facilities in the ward. The ward administration does, however, consider the 
levels too low and actively works towards raising them. 

One observation that can be made here is that if the proportion of pre-
school educators in childcare is a valid criterion of service quality, the con-
clusion must be that to boost the numbers is a potentially powerful means 
to improve childcare. One main problem at this particular juncture is eco-
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nomical: highly qualified staff is more expensive to hire. Today, supply 
does not meet demand. Nor would, however, the economical conditions of 
most Swedish municipalities allow for extremely high proportions of aca-
demically educated staff in childcare. The challenge thus seems to us to be 
to strike a constructive balance between structural economic conditions and 
pedagogic excellence, given that there are no clear principles to validate an 
optimal balance between different categories of staff, or different tasks. 
These matters are essentially disputable. 

One last issue that deserves to be indicated in terms of service quality is 
that the model for how to structure children’s days at the childcare centre is 
comprehensive. The idea is that every element in day-to-day life may be 
approached pedagogically. Children in Skärholmen (and elsewhere) thus 
spend all of their time in a pedagogic environment, be it indoors, at excur-
sions, at the local playground, at mealtimes or in the bathroom. There are 
no breaks, in this sense, in the staff’s pedagogic relationship to the children. 
There is a continuous structure and activity plan at each childcare centre. 
This is generally seen as one of the main relative advantages of day care 
over child minding solutions. In this latter, more private care model, the 
possibilities to provide well-structured, professional care are possibly not as 
good. The arguments for child minding are, on the other hand, the closer, 
more home-like environment and lesser scale of the service.140 

In Skärholmen, heavy resources are thus invested in professional devel-
opment for those employed in the sector. The main reason for this is the 
character of the ward. Given the linguistic pluralism amongst the local 
population, the first issue that has to be dealt with is the children’s devel-
opment of working Swedish. As stated officially, skills to work with small 
children’s linguistic development are necessary and central. Given that “the 
meeting between the staff and the child decides the quality of preschool 
care”, good communication is vital, and hinges on Swedish language skills 
for non-Swedish children. To achieve such skills, competent education is a 
necessary precondition. The element of cognitive development is also 
                             
140 28 % of all children in preschool care in Skärholmen in November 2002 attended child 
minding homes. This is the highest proportion in Stockholm. It is possible that this connects 
to the unfamiliarity on the part of many new-coming families with the style of Swedish 
childcare. It is perhaps easier to intuitively make sense of the idea of child minding than of 
day care, if you lack previous experience of this welfare solution. 
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stressed by the ward. The goal is for children to understand and speak 
Swedish adequately, through well structured teaching, skills that are essen-
tial to improve and fulfill the children’s possibilities later in life.  

The options for municipal employees to develop their professional com-
petence during 2003 almost exclusively concern different linguistic aspects 
of childcare and tuition, as suggested by this passage from the budget and 
activity plan: “this year’s professional development programme is exten-
sive and primarily consists of opportunities for linguistic education. Two 
competence-raising programmes, one for staff with secondary education 
and one for non-trained staff, supervision for the four geographical team 
coordinators and pedagogical leaders [academically trained staff, i.e. för-
skolepedagog] will take place.” 

Another local initiative likely to increase quality levels, our interviewee 
Kraft reports, is a major extra input of resources during 2003-04 to twelve 
groups of 1-3 year olds at selected facilities. Here, staff will get salary 
hikes, and pedagogic groups will be smaller. An important aspect of this 
initiative is a strong emphasis on documentation and individual develop-
ment plans for the children at these facilities. Two functional goals have 
been specified: providing conditions for more excellent childcare and 
boosting the – sometimes questioned – status of the professional field. 

Integration and participation 
As we have seen, integration and participation are at least rhetoric goals of 
Skärholmen’s (as well as Stockholm’s) childcare system. Our interviewee 
observes, however, that the levels of parental participation are actually very 
low in the ward. It is impossible, Kraft points out, to encourage newly ar-
rived families to attend evening meetings at their child’s facility and take 
part of parental information and discussions. Oftentimes, she assumes, 
there is no readiness to understand that this is a conventional dimension of 
Swedish childcare and schooling. The policy point of these meetings – i.e. 
to become involved in, reflect on and generate impetus concerning the care 
that is provided for the children – is seldom appreciated by families from 
this group. As in many other aspects of Swedish childcare, activism of this 
kind seems, to a certain extent, to be a prerogative of the more established, 
socially resourceful and generally well-to-do. Does this mean that childcare 
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in the ward is less than excellent? We hesitate to draw this conclusion, feel-
ing that it is perhaps too simplistic. 

The issues at stake here are complex: the question is how to interpret a 
situation where parents are happy with the service provided, and thus re-
main silent about what could be done to make it better. It is no doubt possi-
ble to regard this silent consent as a basically rational attitude. In this con-
text, however, we can only mention this. On the whole, however, it seems 
to us as if the main participatory and integrative patterns in Skärholmen are 
similar to those exhibited by the other two Stockholm wards: i.e. modest at 
best. As there are very few parent co-ops in the ward, the relatively stronger 
patterns of participation connected to this form of childcare provision can 
make no material difference in the Skärholmen case. 

Local managerial level in municipal childcare in 
Skärholmen 
Goals 
Our interviewee at the local managerial ward level in municipal childcare 
in the ward, Despina Gramenidis, is one of four intermediate managers 
responsible for roughly one fourth each of the ward’s care. When asked 
about the ward’s childcare goals, she refers to the national preschool educa-
tional programme. The United Nation’s convention on the right of the child 
provides general guidelines, according to Gramenidis, and the central City 
Council provides more specific rules. As for her personal visions as an area 
manager, she emphasises diversity and multi-cultural experiences. Her 
main priorities for the Skärholmen/Vårberg sub-sector of the ward are to 
develop language training and parent networks. 

These goals demand special qualities from the staff, according to Gra-
menidis. She says that a profound interest in multi-cultural life is a basic 
requirement for staff; one should see the multi-cultural environment as both 
an asset and a challenge. Gramenidis’ ambition is to hire both older and 
younger employees, as long as they are interested in the multi-cultural so-
cial thematic. 

Gramenidis also shares some thoughts on preschool pedagogy. “Few 
children are very mature at age six”, she says, and argues that it is unfortu-
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nate that school pedagogy is gaining ground at the expense of preschool 
pedagogy. Gramenidis does not approve of the new system of preparatory 
classes for six-year olds at school, but holds that children of that age should 
develop through play and not by going to school. Gramenidis feels, how-
ever, that the focus is slowly shifting back to the preschool from the regular 
school. The government and political elite, she remarks, are beginning to 
recognise preschooling’s special role and circumstances. Efforts are pres-
ently being made, she notes, to provide the preschools with extra money for 
raising the wages of the staff in the groups for small children. The purpose 
is to raise the status of the profession through higher wages and supplemen-
tary education. 

Diversity 
Gramenidis recognises private provision of childcare as being of sufficient 
quality but she does not see that there is any real need for alternatives: 
“There is already so much flexibility in the municipal system that there is 
no need for private actors, at least not for this reason”, she says. She does 
not think it is right to run preschools privately, but states that “preschools 
are part of the educational system and education should not be privately 
run”. When asked why she thinks private actors do participate in the institu-
tional provision of childcare as well as schooling, she answers “to make 
profit”. She believes that some parents choose private alternatives “because 
of the prestige, it is considered classy to use private preschools”. Grameni-
dis is also asked why she thinks there are less private childcare alternatives 
in the Skärholmen ward. “Parents are not as interested here, not in that 
way”, she says. Parents of non-Swedish descent are not very well informed 
about different alternatives, she says, “The municipal preschools feel safer 
for them”.  

Gramenidis is asked why traditional Swedish families opt for private al-
ternatives more often than families with non-Swedish backgrounds. “Lots 
of people make that decision because there are too few Swedish children 
here”, she answers. Swedish parents are aware of the socio-cultural set-up 
of the municipal preschools and look for alternatives, according to our in-
terviewee. 

Gramenidis is furthermore confident that the municipal preschools are 
very serious alternatives in their own right. They have the best education 
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programmes for the staff, and are in the forefront of the pedagogical devel-
opment in the childcare area. Educated people in the childcare sector there-
fore tend to favour municipal employment. “Many of the ones that leave us 
for private alternatives come back because of the job security here”, our 
interviewee says. Since this is a different thing than favouring municipal 
employment because of its superior possibilities for professional develop-
ment, we assume that this latter remark refers to other than the senior staff 
category 

Gramenidis additionally offers some reflections on the years of lib-
eral/conservative city government in Stockholm. According to her, the City 
Council exerted heavy pressure on the wards to privatise preschools. “I 
almost had to hide from them some days,” she states, referring to officials 
at the city level. Relatively few preschools where actually privatised in the 
Skärholmen area, something Gramenidis is happy about. “I’m really glad 
we stood up to them”, Gramenidis says, in a way offering a slightly uncon-
ventional interpretation of administrative activist resistance than most other 
sources and analyses do. The pressure to privatise completely has waned, 
however, since the Social Democrats regained municipal power in Stock-
holm in 2002. Gramenidis even talks about the liberal-conservative years in 
power as an ordeal that is now over. 

Financing 
The local municipal preschools are part of the same public financing sys-
tem as all other preschools, but Gramenidis observes that the public pre-
schools have received more funding lately. She has the impression that 
politicians are becoming more attentive and responsive to the sector’s 
needs. The Skärholmen/Vårberg area is also receiving extra funds because 
of the special needs here. It is a challenge, she continues, to keep the right 
number of employees in a business with rapidly changing basic conditions. 
The number of children varies and thus also the demand for childcare. “We 
try to be flexible and adjust to the demand”, she says. 

The introduction of the maxtaxa has not greatly affected municipal 
childcare, according to Gramenidis. The one effect she is able to think of is 
that parents who already used public childcare now demand longer hours. 
But the difference is marginal. The reform has not had a real impact on the 
economy of care; the municipal sector gets its funding regardless. 
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Access 
Demand for childcare is greatest in the spring, our interviewee notes. Ac-
cess is always readily available, in compliance with the general Stockholm 
three-month rule. Nor is there any significant waiting time for a slot in the 
area or ward. Gramenidis does, however, point out that public childcare in 
the ward and area will have to expand. The ward is in preparation for this. 
New preschool facilities are being planned. The increase in demand is thus 
expected and will, Gramenidis estimates, be adequately met. 

Service quality 
In the area, municipal preschools have a relatively lower ratio of academi-
cally educated staff. Gramenidis observes that it is very hard to find prop-
erly educated staff today but that they make every effort to guarantee the 
quality of the staff. All educated preschool teachers are offered an exten-
sive complementary course. The year-long, part-time course focuses on the 
special need for preschools in areas with many non-Swedish children. The 
course is organised in the workplace. All academically educated preschool 
teachers must take this course sooner or later, but they are free to initiate 
their studies at any time the course is given. Gramenidis also believes that 
the way the staff feel about the workplace is of great significance for ser-
vice quality. “We try to work with staff issues in a long term perspective”, 
Gramenidis declares and continues: “We try to think about what kind of 
employers we want to be”.  

In the municipal childcare facilities under Gramenidis’ responsibility, 
children’s groups are fairly small. The average group has 14-15 children, 
but there may sometimes be as many as 16-17 in one group. The number of 
staff per group is always high because all positions are planned as full-time, 
which makes for high density of teachers throughout the entire day. 

As noted above, municipal childcare in the ward is divided in four sub-
areas. Each area (or team) has one unit manager like Gramenidis, and three 
or four deputy managers. Each team is responsible for about 8 preschools 
with 20 departments. The municipality also employs pedagogical leaders 
that supervise two or three preschools each. These pedagogical leaders are 
intended to compensate for the relatively low ratio of preschool teachers, 
and to ensure that adequate pedagogical standards are met. 
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Gramenidis thinks that a large public organisation like the municipality 
has a far better chance of providing high quality childcare than small non-
public actors are able to do. A large organisation can be more effective by 
having some functions provided by experts common to 25, or so, pre-
schools. Our interviewee refers to an economics of scale. She argues that 
bigger units have greater flexibility in that spare resources are always at 
hand. There are always substitute teachers, when needed, since the work 
pool is substantial. Temporary preschool teachers are always available 
when regular staff is ill or absent. The economy is also generally better, she 
says.  

Integration and participation 
Integration and participation are two significant issues in the ward. Gra-
menidis says that there is a major tradition of language pedagogy in the 
municipal childcare system. On top of this, local additional methods have 
been developed to meet special needs there. These local methods concern 
development of everyday skills, such as learning the new language in every 
possible situation at the preschool, not just in specially designated slots. 
Gramenidis thinks it is important to read to the children, but even more 
important is to let the children talk among themselves and develop at their 
own pace. 

The municipal employees have special meetings, where the unit man-
ager informs them about changes in the organisation. Employees are then 
expected to share their opinions with the management. There are also cen-
tral meetings for the ward’s entire managerial staff once a month and regu-
lar meetings at the different preschools, also once a month. Gramenidis 
notes that they don’t get many suggestions from the employees; she would 
like to see more. She is, however, confident that the organisation works in 
this respect – which may be reflective of the fact that she has been involved 
in developing it herself. 

Parental participation is a complicated issue in a ward like Skärholmen. 
There used to be a system with regular meetings with parents. But this did 
not work very well, according to Gramenidis. This form of parent participa-
tion did not seriously recognise or address some of the difficulties in a cul-
turally diverse community such as Skärholmen. Now, there is instead a 
case-based method where staff sit down with parents and talk about educa-
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tion and raising children from the parents’ own perspective. The important 
part is to establish contact with the parents, Gramenidis says. It is all about 
getting the parents involved. Cultural difference is another topic often 
brought up in discussions with the parents. Gramenidis says that they try to 
meet and interact with parents in many different ways. Sometimes there are 
parties, sometimes staff talk with parents about the children’s work, or 
watch videotapes of preschool activities. Taping what the children do is a 
popular way to give the parents insight into what goes on at the preschool, 
which is especially important, Gramenidis observes, when it comes to non-
Swedish parents who otherwise may have difficulties relating to everyday 
childcare life. 

Another method is to let the children make collages with their parents. 
They can make personal exhibitions about themselves, their families, pets 
and so on. These works are framed and exhibited at the preschool, so that 
the children have something to show the group when trying to express who 
they are and where they come from. Gramenidis tells the interviewer a 
story about one particular father who came to the preschool and found that 
some of the other children had more pictures than his son/daughter in their 
collage. The proud father brought his son’s/daughter’s collage with him 
home and sent it back the next day with twice as many pictures in it. Gra-
menidis uses this story to show how this technique works to make parents 
involved in their children’s care. 

User experience of municipal childcare in Skärholmen 
Our first Skärholmen user interviewee, parent G, is very happy with the 
care received by her daughter at a municipal preschool in the ward. She 
now has her second daughter attending childcare; the elder one has moved 
on to primary school. Parent G was first offered a place in child minding, 
but she preferred to have her daughter attend regular, public day care. 

Parent G declares that she chose municipal childcare because she wanted 
her children to be in a larger group of children and staff. “I think it is better 
for [the daughter] to meet more people”, she says. Parent G does not seem 
to share the usual preference for small groups, but instead feels it is good 
for the child to get accustomed to a lot of people, and municipal childcare 
provides a good opportunity for this. “She can develop more there”, parent 
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G explains. The family originally had to wait for four months to receive 
care at a municipal facility in the ward, which exceeded the three-month 
limit to waiting time. Parent G knew about the three-month limit and 
brought up the exceedingly long waiting herself during the interview. 

Parent G had her children attend childcare already before the maxtaxa-
reform and says that it made a real difference for the family’s economy. 
Before the maxtaxa, the family paid in excess of 2000 SEK [about € 222] 
per month for their two daughters. With the system in place, they pay a 
total of 1260 SEK [€ 140] for childcare and after-school care, for the older 
girl. “It makes a big difference”, parent G says. She does think, however, 
that people are taking advantage of the current maxtaxa system. In her 
opinion, people are using the system to consume more childcare than they 
actually need. “People who used to have childcare on a part-time basis are 
now using it full-time”, parent G says. 

The economic situation has become worse over the last years, according 
to parent G. She senses that municipal funding of childcare is less generous 
today than during her first spell in the system, and offers this illustration: 
“there were less gifts and candy for the children at this year’s julgransplun-
dring” (“Christmas-tree plunder”, i.e. the traditional Swedish Christmas-
farewell party, when the tree is robbed of its sweets and literally thrown out 
in the street). Parent G would also like to see more activities for the chil-
dren but guesses that “there is no money for that”. Conditions do, however, 
seem to vary between different preschools. She contends that some munici-
pal preschools apparently fare worse economically than others. 

Parent G is not aware of any forum for parents to influence the way the 
preschool is run. Meetings are, however, held twice a year between staff 
and parents. There are also some social events, like an international potluck 
once a year, to which all the parents bring traditional foods from their coun-
try of origin. Other than that, parent G does feel that she can talk with the 
staff about things that concern her, when dropping off and picking up her 
daughter. 

When asked what she likes about her preschool, parent G immediately 
responds: “the teachers”. She is really happy with the teachers and she feels 
good about the fact that her daughter runs off and hugs her teacher every 
morning when she is dropped off at the preschool. “She sometimes doesn’t 
want to go home”, parent G says, half jokingly. The wonderful teachers 
contribute to make her impression of the preschool very favourable. She 
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thinks that she might be lucky to have found this particular municipal pre-
school. She has heard of other places where the situation is not as good. 
“Some preschools have lots of substitute teachers”, parent G says who is 
happy with the fact that she always meets the same staff at her daughter’s 
facility. But she has no particular affection for the municipality itself: “they 
just want to save money”, she says. 

Parent G says that she has recognised one general trend during her years 
as a mother of children in municipal childcare. “When my oldest daughter 
went to preschool there were many more Swedish children there, now there 
is just one at the entire preschool”, parent G says and adds: “we are also 
foreigners”, referring to herself and her family. When asked why she thinks 
this is so, she answers “I guess it is that kind of an area”.  She would wish 
that there were a more even distribution of children, with both Swedish 
children and children of foreign descent. 

Parent G has gotten the impression that there is an especially high ratio 
of children of foreign descent at municipal preschools. She suspects that 
this has to do with lack of information. Families arriving from other coun-
tries do not know of the different options or are uncertain about what they 
imply for their children. Parent G uses her own family as an example: “I 
was introduced to a Montessori preschool but I did not know anything 
about it”, she says and continues: “I know it is really common here in Swe-
den but I didn’t know what it meant, so I picked regular childcare”. 

Local managerial level in co-operative childcare in 
Skärholmen 
Goals 
Our interviewee at the co-operative Skärholmen facility, Bodil Steen, refers 
to herself as the co-operative’s senior employee, not its manager. In terms, 
firstly, of goals, Steen argues that Björken (Swedish for “the birch tree”; the 
name of the facility) specifies no pedagogical goals other than those stated 
in the national preschool educational programme (LPFÖ 98). All three em-
ployees have, however, extensive experience from different kinds of peda-
gogical schools. Steen mentions the major well-known orientations: Mon-
tessori, Waldorf and Reggio Emilia that have been mentioned above. 
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“We’ve picked the bits we liked best in different schools”, she says. Ac-
cording to Steen, the employees have in their previous careers come to 
understand what works and what does not, and at Björken they adjust their 
work accordingly. She does not feel any great need to affix a certain peda-
gogical label on Björken, but instead stresses flexibility and attentiveness to 
the children’s needs. 

Steen summarises the basic philosophy at Björken in the following way: 
“every child must feel equally important, everybody must be recognised. 
Every child must learn to show respect for people around them”. Björken 
favours outdoor activities and Steen talks proudly about the wild piece of 
rocky nature behind the preschool, where the children spend lots of time 
every day. Björken is located in an earlier school building and its 15 chil-
dren can roam playgrounds designed for a much larger group of children. 
“Sätra [the local neighbourhood] is a beautiful area with great possibilities 
of outdoor life and we have decided to take advantage of this”, Steen says. 

Diversity 
Björken was originally founded as a parent co-operative; it was in other 
words already up and running when Bodil Steen was employed nine years 
ago. At first, Björken built on loose cooperation between parents who were 
baby-sitting each other’s children. The organisation of the co-operative was 
developed from this practice. Steen is one of the three employees that con-
stitute the backbone of everyday business at Björken. Parents are responsi-
ble for some of the everyday work; they are scheduled to work on three 
Tuesday afternoons out of four. As in other co-ops, parents are also respon-
sible for the general management of the preschool and do a lot of unsched-
uled work at the facility, in three different work groups. All significant 
decisions concerning the running of Björken are taken at special board 
meetings, where both parents and employees are represented. Parents also 
fill in when regular staff is absent because of illness, vacations or for other 
reasons. 

Steen thinks that the parent co-operative model has more benefits than 
disadvantages. She has previously been employed in municipal childcare 
and likes the co-operative workplace better. She says she is happier here 
and feels better about going to work in the morning. “It is a wonderful 
place to work”, she declares. “It is cosier than in municipal childcare, a 



 145

better atmosphere, you get closer to the parents”. She regards the parents as 
friends and appreciates the closeness she feels towards them, something she 
has not experienced at any of the municipal preschools where she has 
worked before. “The parents are really sweet” she says, and continues, 
“they take care of us [the staff], they provide money for preventive health 
care and recreation”. 

When asked if she can think of any less favourable things with parent 
co-operatives as a form of provision of childcare, Steen brings up two 
points. The first problem is that there is both an upside and a downside to 
the fact that all the parents are part of the running of Björken. She feels that 
it is great to have such active parents, people that the children know and 
trust. But parents’ familiarity also causes some problems. Everybody feels 
so much at home that they tend to treat the place as a second home rather 
than a regular workplace, Steen notes. Everybody has their own keys and 
they sometimes go there to borrow things and let their children play there 
after hours. It is also a problem that parents remain at the location after 
their scheduled care hours, just to hang out and have the children play out-
side Björken, together with children who are still formally in care. “Some-
times I must find nice ways to tell the parents to get themselves together 
and go home after they have picked up their kids”, Steen reports. This prob-
lem did not exist at the municipal facilities she worked at earlier. There, 
none of the parents would think of staying on at the premises after picking 
up their child. 

Another problem concerns parents in management positions. “Members 
of the board only stay on for one year” Steen says, and goes on: “when they 
leave the board, they are just beginning to learn how things are run, it takes 
a long time to learn everything”. The positions at the co-operative’s board 
are refilled so often that there is no continuity, which in turn creates a cer-
tain lack of business knowledge among board members at any given time. 
“A lot of time is spent on informing the parents how to do things, time that 
could be spent with the children”, Steen says and continues: “then we have 
to start all over again with the new parents the following year”. The par-
ent’s lack of information ranges from not knowing in which drawer to find 
certain things, to not knowing how to handle staff recruitment. This testi-
fies to one aspect of co-operative care that has not been touched on before: 
its varying degrees of organisational professionalism If the major advan-
tages of this solution are its tightly controlled environment and the extraor-
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dinary levels of social participation, the main drawback is perhaps that it is 
normally run by amateurs. At times this probably creates administrative 
problems of varying degrees. 

Even though Steen stresses that she really likes the parents and appreci-
ates their trust and companionship, she still speculates about the possibili-
ties of running Björken as a staff co-operative, without parents in manage-
ment positions. She has no plans, however, to actually work for a solution 
of this kind. Steen believes that non-public forms of childcare have an edge 
over municipal ones, but is not completely certain to what extent the parent 
co-operative is the best non-public alternative. “It means a lot of extra 
work”, she says, adding that she would rather spend time talking with the 
parents about the children than about how to do this and that. 

Steen also touches on the fact that Björken – as a parent co-operative – 
does not have a manager, something she thinks might be a bad ting.141 At 
times it could be good to have someone making everyday decisions without 
having to ask the board. This, however, is no significant issue to her. “It is 
not easy to change things in these organisations” she says, and continues: 
“it takes a long time until all the people involved in the management recog-
nise changes”. Steen brings up the facility’s menu as an example. If the 
staff realise that the children do not approve of a certain item, they might 
want to change it. Even if the board accepts the change in the menu, it still 
takes a long time until all the parents are informed about the change. Some 
parents might continue with the old menu although the board has approved 
of the new one.  

Steen generally thinks that the mode of provision of childcare is less 
significant for the quality of care and that the quality of the staff is what 
really matters. At a parent co-operative like Björken, the quality of the co-
operation amongst the parents is of vital importance. This varies as parents 
enter and exit the association. 

Steen has not experienced any uncooperative behaviour from the City 
Council. The City Council has a special department for privately run child-
care and, as far as Steen knows, the cooperation with this department has 
been excellent.142 “Someone from the City Council comes out to see us 

                             
141 This, however, is not the rule for parent co-ops. Practices vary. 
142 Again, this department has since been abolished. 
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once a year and they are always supportive”, Steen says. She does not feel 
that Björken is being treated better or worse than the municipally run facili-
ties where she has been working before. She does feel, however, that they 
are a bit isolated at Björken, and that, being such a small facility, that they 
could need to come out and meet children from other facilities. Björken has 
therefore initiated cooperation with another co-operative for the oldest chil-
dren; the five-year-old group.  

Steen can only think of one instance where Björken has been treated dif-
ferently than the municipally run preschools. One of the parents at Björken 
had heard of an event for children’s arranged at the Skärholmen ward and 
suggested to the staff that they bring the children to this event. Once they 
got there they were informed that only children from municipal preschools 
were allowed. Steen thinks that this was a petty distinction, since Björken is 
run on taxpayer’s money and follows the same regiment as all of the mu-
nicipality’s preschools. The only relevant difference she can think of is that 
“the municipality offers continuing education to its staff, but that offer does 
not apply to us, of course”. 

Financing 
Björken receives public financing, just like all other preschools. It used to 
be a low cost alternative until the introduction of the maxtaxa, Steen says. 
The idea was that you as a parent contributed with some work and therefore 
paid a lower parent fee than in other modes of provision. The maxtaxa 
made all the other forms of childcare as affordable as the parent co-
operative, but without obliging parents to work. “I do not understand it”, 
Steen says, referring to the maxtaxa. “Why do we need it, the ones that 
needed financial help to pay for childcare got it anyway”. She cannot see 
any point in giving the people that can pay the same cut in expenditures. 

The maxtaxa has, however, not affected the finances at Björken. “We 
feared that it would get much worse”, Steen admits. There has been a 
steady flow of new children even after the reform, when the alternatives 
seemed to offer the same fee but without the parental work obligation. This 
indeed suggests that people have other motives than strictly economic ones 
when they choose (co-operative) care for their children.      
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Access 
Steen senses that it is the buyer’s market when it comes to childcare. 
Björken is dependent on a steady flow of children. But the flow of children 
fluctuates, which gives an element of uncertainty to the planning at 
Björken. At times the co-op has feared that it would not get enough chil-
dren to make ends meet, but so far it has always managed to reach the nec-
essary numbers in the end. “I even got notice once, because we did not 
have enough children” Steen says. On that occasion, as on all others, they 
managed to enrol enough children in the end.  

Steen thinks that the difficulty to find children, which happens occasion-
ally, might be due to local demography. She suggests that the high ratio of 
people of non-Swedish descent might hamper the general interest in parent 
co-operatives. The special information needs that exist with parent co-
operatives are perhaps hard to meet when it comes to newly arrived resi-
dents. “Maybe it is hard for them to understand the concept”, Steen says. 
She illustrates her argument with the opinion that parent co-operatives are 
much more common in other parts of the Stockholm area, where there are 
fewer non- or new Swedes. 

Steen also suspects that a lot more people would be interested in enroll-
ing their children at Björken if they could provide better opening hours. But 
Björken is too small and has too few employees to offer long opening 
hours. Access to Björken is readily available (at the time of the interview, 
there was one family waiting for a place). The only access problem would 
be that it is too readily available, meaning that the staff at Björken has to 
worry about finding new children while parents are guaranteed care within 
three months. 

Service quality 
Björken has a high proportion of educated staff. Two out of the three em-
ployees are academically educated preschool teachers. The third employee 
is an educated caregiver. Our interviewee Bodil Steen is thus one of two 
preschool teachers. Some of the actual care, however, is provided by par-
ents, who generally lack any formal education in the area of childcare. But 
as Steen points outs, parents are only present in regular care on Tuesday 
afternoons, three weeks out of four. The rest of the day-to-day care is per-
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formed by the three employees. And they are very experienced. The labour 
addition of the parents is thus marginal, quantitatively speaking. It seems 
far-fetched to argue or suspect that its impact might jeopardise the peda-
gogical environment, even if one were to assume that all parents with chil-
dren in co-operative care were potential social disasters. At Björken, there 
are 15 children in one group. But sometimes there are as few as 11-12, 
which is too few – and sometimes there are more than 15. Steen says that 
they try to give all the children proper attention and she feels they can man-
age this with three teachers on 15 children. 

The staff must, however, spend some of their time cooking and doing 
the dishes. Steen would rather spend all of the time with the children but 
she must spend hours every day with other things. This leaves the group of 
15 children with two or even one member of the staff while the others are 
performing duties that are done by extra non-pedagogical staff at most 
other preschools. Steen regards this as another result of Björken’s modest 
size; it has very limited resources. Steen is not happy about having only 
three full-time employees. She thinks that it might have been more effec-
tive to have more part-time employees. The staff sometimes take courses in 
various educational and policy fields. Lately, she notes, there has been rec-
ommendations from the City Council to educate the staff in language 
analysis, something especially important in this local community. 

When it comes to service quality, Steen emphasises the homogeneity of 
the group. The small group is like an extended family where all the children 
know all the parents. She willingly admits to one problem with service 
quality; the less than perfect building of the facility. Björken is located in 
the old library of an earlier primary school. The older children have no 
problems with the building but it is obviously not built with the needs of 
the smaller children in mind. The staff, for instance, has to climb a set of 
stairs to get the children to the bathroom. 

Integration and participation 
The social integration is not such a big issue at Björken, at least not pres-
ently. It is suggested by the interviewee that it is a special kind of parents 
who choose parent co-operatives. This rarely includes immigrants. Steen 
says that only one family at present is of non-Swedish descent at Björken, 
which is a poor reflection of the demography in the local area. “We do not 
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have as many as they do in municipal childcare”, Steen reflects. Björken is 
thus a very homogenous preschool facility. 

However, the co-operative has the experience and knowledge necessary 
to deal with the special needs of children from non-Swedish families. Steen 
practices a special kind of language analysis where the children’s speaking 
patterns are analysed so that efforts can be made to improve on their com-
munication capabilities. The children are taped, and the tapes analysed 
according to special methods. 

Parental participation is of course significant at a parent co-operative. 
The parents are the employers and make all major decisions, even if they 
do so after consultations with the staff representative at the board. Steen 
points out that the staff has all the necessary information about how to run 
the co-op. Judging from Steen’s general description, participation from 
parents as well as staff is nearly complete, possibly at the expense of man-
agement efficiency. The most important decisions are often made by people 
who do not have all the know-how, according to Steen. 

User experience of co-operative childcare in 
Skärholmen 
To turn from the managerial to the parent level, the first thing our inter-
viewee parent H has to say is that it is the parents who are running things at 
the Björken co-operative. Parent H is both mother of a child at the co-op 
and head of personnel. She makes clear that she likes the co-operative way 
of running things; she likes that she is allowed to get really involved in her 
son’s childcare. “It is a lot of work”, she says. She explains how all parents 
have to participate in one of the three work groups or the board, which is 
also in this sense regarded as a kind of work group. The groups are the 
fixing group that deals with chores outside the everyday routine, the food 
and cleaning group that does all the shopping and the heavier cleaning, and 
the recruiting group that tries to ensure that there are always new children 
coming in when old ones leave. Then there is the board, where two parents 
serve for one year. Parent H is an exception to this rule; she has done two 
and a half years on the board. 
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When asked why she chose a parent co-operative, parent H admits that 
she picked Björken because there was a majority of Swedish children there. 
“It is really mixed at other places”, she says. She doesn’t live nearby 
Björken, but in her mind it is worth the effort to drive a little further in the 
morning if you like a particular preschool facility. She tried municipal pre-
schooling before, but found that too much effort was put into language-
training and other elements that she did not believe were beneficial to her 
son, whose needs were different than those focused on at the municipal 
facility. “They had pictures everywhere on the walls so that the children 
could communicate by pointing”, parent H says and although she thinks 
this is fine for children who do not speak Swedish, it is not what she wants 
for her son. Parent H thinks that time is better spent for her son if he does 
not have to go through the same stages as relatively newly arrived children. 

Parent H did a lot of research on childcare in the area, before deciding 
on Björken. She looked everywhere, both close to home and in other parts 
of town. She says that most other parent co-operatives had very long wait-
ing times. There is not a great demand for parent co-operatives here, she 
says. Björken is one of the few that exist but there still isn’t much of a wait-
ing time. She thinks that local families generally just want to drop their kids 
off in the morning and not have to worry until picking them up again at 
night. 

Parent H can think of a number of things that make this form of provi-
sion especially attractive to her. One is the fact that there is always enough 
staff. Staff is replaced in case of sickness. Her experience from the munici-
pal sector is that sick employees are not always replaced; sometimes it has 
no substitute preschool teachers. At Björken, they can always call in parents 
to take care of business. “There is a feeling of security in that”, parent H 
claims. 

Parent H also likes the fact that she gets to know the other parents, 
something that would not happen at a municipal preschool, according to 
her. There are different kinds of people among the parents at Björken, with 
academic as well as non-academic backgrounds, artists and workers and so 
on. There are also a few non-Swedish parents, which parent H finds posi-
tive. She feels good about being a part of her son’s care during the days, 
even though she has to go to work. “You know that he is in a good place”, 
she says. “It feels good to know what happens to my son during the day”. 
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Parent H is also very happy with the staff. She says that the different sets 
of parents are very important to the way things are handled at Björken. The 
quality of the cooperation between parents and staff also varies with differ-
ent parents. Right now they have a great set of parents, parent H says. 
When asked about what is less good about a parent co-operative, parent H 
admits that “it can be a bit of a chatter at times, but there are no real prob-
lems. You get used to it”, she says. She is also less than satisfied with the 
building.  

Parent H stresses that one family makes the difference between what is 
economically viable and what is not, at a small non-public preschool like 
Björken. It used to be easy to get a slot in care at Björken, she says, but 
since the fall of 2003 it has become much harder. This might be because 
families from other parts of Skärholmen move children to the local sub-
area, which is regarded as a somewhat more respectable part of the ward. 

Parent H feels that she plays (at least) double roles at Björken, with 
partly conflicting interests at times, being the head of personnel and em-
ployer/manager at the same time. This means that she has to represent the 
staff’s interest towards, amongst others, herself. She senses, however, that 
she has learned to handle this situation fairly well. “We all know each 
other’s positions”, parent H says. This is a very small preschool and every-
body is able to make their opinion known to the others. 

Local managerial level in for-profit childcare in 
Skärholmen 
The second studied facility in the Skärholmen ward is called Förskolan 
Femtiettan (Preschool number fifty-one), which refers to the street number 
of its location. In the account, it will be referred to as Femtiettan, i.e. 
“Number fifty-one”. Our interviewee Ulla Hedberg is CEO. 

Goals 
The goals for Femtiettan are all assembled from the national preschool 
educational programme, LPFÖ 98. While following the general guidelines in 
the national educational programme, Femtiettan has also used it as an inspi-
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ration for the preschool’s special profile. Hedberg says that the nine, later 
eight, co-founders read the document and sat down to discuss which spe-
cific segments in the national preschool programme they considered to be 
the most essential. These segments provided the foundation to Femtiettan’s 
own pedagogical programme. Key words in the facility’s own programme 
are: happiness, safety, development, self-confidence, empathy, playfulness, 
responsibility and cooperation. 

Hedberg argues that there is a clear development towards more school-
like pedagogies in Swedish childcare today, something she does not ap-
prove of. Femtiettan embraces the “classical Swedish childcare ethics”, 
which emphasises the pedagogical value of playing games and developing 
freely as a child. Hedberg points to a division between school and pre-
school pedagogy in Swedish childcare today. “We are on the play-side”, 
she declares proudly, meaning that children enrolled at Femtiettan are ex-
pected to play, rather than attend school-like education. She also recognises 
a problem in the fact that preschools now tend to be situated together with 
or actually in regular primary schools and even share some activities. The 
schools are so much bigger and so influential, she argues, that the special 
needs for preschoolers are set aside in favour of school pedagogy and the 
needs of older children. 

As for other goals, Hedberg especially stresses the health and environ-
mental ambitions in the facility profile. Femtiettan is certified to use the 
KRAV-label for environmental sustainability, a stamp of approval from the 
KRAV-association, which is a key player in the market for environmentally 
friendly and organic products in Sweden.  

Diversity 
As far as our interviewee is able to tell, there are few or no real differences 
in the actual childcare provided by different childcare givers. She holds that 
there are thus no substantial differences between Femtiettan and the 
neighbouring facilities run by the ward – at least not in the general ap-
proach to children. The main difference, Hedberg attributes to the staff, and 
not to the organisational structure. Femtiettan was earlier municipally run. 
Hedberg illustrates the importance of the staff by pointing to the fact that 
all families at Femtiettan chose to remain after it was reorganised as a for-
profit preschool. She says that the parents do not care about the organisa-
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tional structure as long as they are pleased with the staff, or as long as the 
chemistry is right between parents, staff and children. 

Hedberg protests (somewhat oddly) against the notion, supplied by our 
interviewer, that Femtiettan is in fact a private childcare solution. “We are 
not really private” she argues, referring to the fact that Femtiettan is run 
along the same guidelines and follows the same regulations as the munici-
pal preschools. She also reminds the interviewer that the only real source of 
income is from the national financing system and with the maxtaxa in 
place, the financial freedom of Femtiettan is minimal. The only differences 
between Femtiettan as a municipal preschool and today’s for-profit Femti-
ettan are that the staff is more loosely associated with its employer, at least 
in a legal sense, and that the for-profit Femtiettan establishment has a 
somewhat higher degree of freedom in deciding its pedagogical orientation. 
Apart from that, “the municipality and the educational board at the city 
level decide everything”, Hedberg declares. She even goes so far as to say 
that “this is basically a municipally run preschool”. So why did she and the 
other co-founders go through the trouble of transforming Femtiettan to a 
for-profit preschool?  

“I was dead tired of the municipal organisation” Hedberg says, describ-
ing a situation in which she was called to one meeting after another to re-
ceive the latest instructions from a distant, anonymous, municipal adminis-
trator. That policies changed a lot with the change of civil servants, eroded 
her confidence in the municipal organisation. Hedberg willingly admits that 
she also “wanted to decide more myself”. The decision to break free of the 
municipal organisation was a way to gain power over everyday decisions. 
“I like to be in control over the decisions that concern me”, Hedberg says. 

But there is also another reason why Femtiettan was transformed into a 
for-profit establishment: pressure from the City Council to try alternative 
forms of provision for childcare. According to Hedberg, the lib-
eral/conservative City Council of 1998-2002 was aggressive in its efforts to 
increase the share of private alternatives to the municipal childcare in the 
Skärholmen ward. Femtiettan was thus strongly encouraged to shift to pri-
vate management. They were provided with education, information and 
professional help from consultants, free of charge, from the Council. The 
Council’s efforts were maybe less successful in Skärholmen than in other 
parts of the city, but Femtiettan did decide to privatise in the year 2000, 
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since they were tired of the municipal organisation, and since the backing 
from the then Stockholm City Council was unconditional.  

These favourable conditions changed when the Social Democrats gained 
power in 2002. The positive attitude towards the new for-profit Femtiettan 
was replaced with a more neutral stance from the city. In some respects the 
attitude even became slightly hostile. Hedberg mentions one example. Fem-
tiettan pays rent to the city of Stockholm. Recently there has been a change 
of status in their contract with the city; they are now considered a “for-
profit organisation” which means that the rent has doubled. Hedberg notes 
that this has put enormous strain on the facility and indirectly on the mem-
bers of the staff that put up the money when establishing the preschool. 
Conditions have, in other words, changed considerably with the political 
shift of power in the City Council. 

With the benefit of hindsight, Hedberg today offers a more sceptical 
view in terms of why the City Council once pushed them so hard to priva-
tise. “They wanted to collect more taxes” she says and explains that a for-
profit preschool must pay value added tax. Even though they are compen-
sated to some extent for this, Hedberg is quite certain that more is paid in 
taxes than is received in VAT-compensation. 

Hedberg briefly touches on how the municipal preschools reacted on the 
establishment of for-profit actors in the field of childcare. Many of the mu-
nicipal employees reacted with distrust towards the changes, according to 
Hedberg. She argues that the long tradition of municipal welfare solutions 
for childcare has established a sense of self-righteousness among municipal 
actors. “They are stealing our children,” was the kind of reaction Hedberg 
faced from the municipality, even though she does not claim to have heard 
those exact words from any municipal official.  

“Non-municipal operators don’t have the same safety net as municipal 
ones do”, our interviewee concludes. She holds that the non-municipal 
actors are much more exposed to the economic and political reality of the 
day. During periods with fewer children they experience economic hard-
ship, and if there should ever appear a surplus in the budget, this would be 
needed as a buffer fund for the next downturn.  
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Financing 
The nine founders (all former employees from the time when Femtiettan 
was run by the ward/municipality) founded Femtiettan on a system of equal 
size stock investments. Hedberg has since acquired one more of the 9 
shares, now holding two, one more than all the others. Since the first year 
of for-profit management (2001) generated a SEK 300,000 (about € 33,333) 
surplus, some of the investments have been repaid as yields. The second 
year Femtiettan gave a profit of SEK 80,000 (€ 8888). The first two years of 
the new establishment, earnings were above expectation. “The accountant 
usually brings pleasant surprises”, Hedberg says. The book-keeping is done 
in a down-to-earth manner. “I do most of the work with the economy back 
home on my couch”, remarks Hedberg. 

A for-profit preschool such as Femtiettan is supposed to generate a 
profit but this is hard to achieve when the only source of income is taxpayer 
money, Hedberg says. She also feels that it is somewhat awkward to seek 
profit in a business such as childcare. She makes very clear that economic 
gain was not a motive for privatising Femtiettan. 

The number of children at the preschool is vital for the economy. Femti-
ettan is permitted to care for fifty children. More is paid for younger chil-
dren and children with disabilities. They therefore welcome young children 
and try to recruit children for the spring term especially, since this maxi-
mises earnings. 

With the transition, Hedberg and Femtiettan simply took over the mu-
nicipality’s bills. In fact, they still share utility bills with a municipal pre-
school facility next-door and pay half of these. The biggest expense is the 
monthly rent, which has recently been doubled by the City Council, from 
SEK 25,000 (€ 2777) to SEK 50,000 (€ 5555). 

The maxtaxa-reform had little effect on the facility’s budget, Hedberg 
notes, since fees were already, at the time of the reform, kept roughly in 
line with the municipal fees. The maxtaxa only meant a minor loss of in-
come, for which Femtiettan was to a large extent compensated. It did, how-
ever, impose more severe limits on the economic flexibility of the estab-
lishment, according to our interviewee.  

The economy is a source of great concern and uncertainty for the staff at 
Femtiettan. It is seldom known just how many children there will be the 
following year, which makes economic prospects hard to ascertain. There is 
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now a very slim margin but, for the time being, it is possible to make ends 
meet. Hedberg is unable, however, to say if Femtiettan will face bank-
ruptcy in a not too distant future. Still, she thinks that today’s uncertainty is 
easier to bear than the feeling of being controlled by uninformed civil ser-
vants during the municipality years. 

Access 
Access to Femtiettan fluctuates somewhat but there is usually no problem 
getting a slot within a reasonable amount of time. Parents generally do not 
have to wait the specified period anyway, Hedberg explains. The three-
month waiting limit is a legal standard that in her interpretation prohibits 
longer queues. She prefers to have a time of notice before accepting a child, 
so that he or she can be properly introduced, but occasionally children have 
been enrolled as early as two weeks after first contact was established. 
Femtiettan accepts children with disabilities and has a special group with 
fewer children to care for those with special needs. 

Service quality 
Femtiettan has a low ratio of academically trained pedagogical staff, as 
only one out of eight staff members holds an academic degree. The rest of 
the eight have lower level childcare training, but all of the employees have 
extensive experience, Hedberg notes. The average age among the staff is 
relatively high. At times, Femtiettan employs temporary staff to cope with 
increased workloads. Recently, three younger people have been hired, one 
educated in the field and two without formal education. Femtiettan also 
employs two part-time cooks who do all the cooking. 

Ulla Hedberg is currently seeking an academically educated preschool 
teacher, but these are hard to find, she says. The interviewer asks if she 
thinks a for-profit preschool has a special disadvantage in competing for 
skilled staff. Hedberg answers, “yes, maybe”. The municipal preschools 
can offer better job security and social benefits that a for-profit preschool is 
unable to match. “Once you get employment in the municipality, you are 
certain to have a position for a long time somewhere in the municipality” 
Hedberg says, and continues: “We are too small to offer such job security”. 
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In other words, skilled childcare staff is generally hard to find and possibly 
especially hard to find for non-municipal actors. 

The pedagogical groups at Femtiettan are somewhat smaller than in 
most comparable municipal preschools. The ideal number is 15 in each 
group of children, according to Hedberg. Sometimes there are as few as 10 
or 12 children in one group, but this is not economically viable. At other 
times they are forced to jam 16 or even 17 children into one group, but this 
is pedagogically very bad and groups of that size are avoided if at all possi-
ble. 

Integration and participation 
Social integration concerns come naturally for any practitioner of childcare 
in the ward (Femtiettan is located in the Sätra neighbourhood), because of 
the high levels of ethnic and social heterogeneity in the local community. 
Hedberg regards the many ethnic groups as an asset for the preschool, in 
which about 50 % of the children are of non-Swedish background. Hedberg 
remarks that immigrant families at first pressure her to get their children 
into pedagogical groups with many other immigrant children. They usually 
reconsider these demands later on, however, and request to have their chil-
dren in groups where the other children speak fluent Swedish. 

The language issue is important at Femtiettan. Activities are designed to 
provide natural language training in a calm environment. There is a read-
ing-session every morning where stories in Swedish are read and explained 
to the children. Femtiettan also uses a lot of music and nursery rhymes. All 
of the staff sing with the children and one of the employees with a musical 
education accompanies on the piano, according to Hedberg. “Some children 
learn to sing in Swedish before they know the meaning of the words”. Hed-
berg believes in the importance of a peaceful and reassuring setting where 
the children can develop their language abilities at their own pace. 

The most important decisions for the facility are made at board meetings 
where all the shareholders/employees participate. Everyday decisions are 
taken at the daily planning session during the 9.30 am coffee breaks. At 
these informal meetings, activities for the different groups are decided. 
“Sometimes I do informal inquiries among the staff before taking a deci-
sion, sometimes I just decide by myself”, Hedberg says. Femtiettan has no 
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formal participation by parents in the running of the preschool, but Hedberg 
stresses that the staff tries to be open to wishes from the children’s parents. 

User experience of for-profit childcare in Skärholmen 
Parent I is the mother of one of the 50 children at Femtiettan. Her son is 
two years old and thereby in the lower age span that Femtiettan favours 
because of the higher revenues generated by younger children. 

Parent I was recommended Femtiettan by a relative. The relative’s son 
already attended Femtiettan and the family had only positive things to say 
about the preschool. The outstanding quality of the staff was one particular 
point that was made. When parent I’s family decided to move to Sätra, 
Femtiettan was a natural choice. The quality of the staff is a recurring 
theme during the interview. Parent I had previous experience from munici-
pal childcare and she finds that the staff at Femtiettan is much more ac-
tively involved with her child. They simply seem to care more, she feels, 
for the welfare of the children. 

Parent I had no problem to get a position for her son at Femtiettan, but 
recognises that she probably was lucky to get a slot so smoothly. The fam-
ily was notified in April that the child was welcome after the summer. An-
other two-year-old boy had left, and this opened a vacancy.  

As for parental participation, parent I knows of no formal function that 
would allow her as a parent to influence how things are run. During parent 
I’s earlier experience with a municipal preschool, she had some possibility 
to contribute in a special parent council. She is not aware if there is such a 
council at Femtiettan, but she has not heard of any such channel there. She 
has not, however, felt the need for a special parent council since the staff is 
so receptive to parental views and suggestions. “I really feel that I can talk 
to the staff”, parent I states. She also receives a weekly newsletter from 
Femtiettan. This contains the latest information on what goes on at the fa-
cility. Parent I exemplifies with a notice by Hedberg that Femtiettan is 
about to modernise and improve the kitchen area in a recent issue. 

Parent I is not completely sure of in what organisational form Femtiettan 
is run. She seems aware of the fact that it is not a municipal preschool but 
the interviewer is the one who to her surprise informs her that Femtiettan is 
a for-profit business. This could be consequential of Hedberg’s philosophy 



 160

that Femtiettan is “not really private”. It should be noted, though, that the 
child of parent I at the time had only attended Femtiettan for a few months 
and that the organisational structure of the preschool might not be one of 
parent I’s greatest concerns when the child is obviously being well cared 
for. It could also be mentioned that, curiously, no one our interviewer inter-
acted with in the Sätra local area seemed to be aware of the fact that Femti-
ettan was a for-profit venture, which does suggest that it is not regarded as 
a merit for a preschool to be run as a company locally. Another aspect that 
may be illuminated here is that, for newcomer families, there are no very 
obvious traits distinguishing small-scale for-profit care from care that is 
provided by the municipality. Generally speaking, this is logical in an insti-
tutional field of the Swedish kind, where, as stressed repeatedly in this text, 
the same standards apply to all providers of childcare. 

Parent I thinks that the relatively small pedagogical groups are positive, 
although she is aware that her son attends an especially small group. Parent 
I also admits that a child of this young an age might not put the quality of 
the care at Femtiettan to any real test, and that there might be deficiencies 
that she could not know about yet. The relative of the family that originally 
recommended Femtiettan, however, has an older boy attending a special 
group for five-year olds and, as far as parent I knows, that family is very 
pleased with the care provided there. 

Parent I is, additionally, asked about the many different ethnic identities 
among the children at Femtiettan. She considers this positive; she was 
aware of the fact that there would be many children of non-Swedish de-
scent. She finds it interesting to meet parents from other cultures. On the 
same note, Femtiettan sometimes arranges social events for parents and 
children, after regular business hours. Parent I mentions a potluck to which 
families from a range of countries contributed with traditional foods from 
their country of origin. This was highly successful, she says. 

Parent I’s overall impression with Femtiettan is, as can be surmised, 
very positive. She recalls the information leaflet she was handed at the in-
troduction. This contained the preschools keywords (cf CEO Hedberg’s 
enumeration above) and parent I does feel that every one of those keywords 
is practiced in the actual care given at Femtiettan. She seems to imply that 
the staff at Femtiettan deserves praise for making it such a great preschool. 
In this perspective, our interviewee unambiguously seems to indicate that 
the mode of organisation be of lesser importance. 
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Some remarks on the Skärholmen ward 
As in Maria-Gamla Stan, the provision of childcare in the Skärholmen ward 
seems to function well in most senses addressed by this investigation. One 
feature worth stressing here, however, is the relative lack of challenge to 
the main municipal mode of care. The organisational set-up of the ward’s 
entire childcare sector thus comes across as less diversified than in inner 
city wards. This is somewhat paradoxical, since the demography of the 
ward is far more heterogeneous than all the other studied cases. Is this an 
adequate way to meet the needs of the local population? On the one hand, it 
may be argued that the superior cumulative welfare resources available for 
municipally run care are necessary in order to cope as well as possible with 
a multi-layered and non-conformist setting of this kind. On the other, that 
the patterns of social heterogeneity ought perhaps more clearly be reflected 
by institutional diversification in systems designed to deal with social needs 
that must likewise be interpreted as heterogeneous. If the main policy goal 
thus is large-scale normalisation and integration of newcomers, then the 
former approach would perhaps be more effective. But if other values were 
to be pursued instead – like cross- or multi-cultural recognition/autonomy – 
then the picture becomes more complex.  

The ultimate issue here seems to be if and to what extent heterogeneous 
needs/demands can be sensitively met by large-scale municipal institutions. 
The local administration seems quite aware of the challenge, and obviously 
mobilises to respond as pro-actively and specifically as possible. But even 
so, the question remains. It is not inconceivable that a more varied structure 
of the organisational level of provision would be even better equipped for 
success in this regard than the ward currently is. 

Another aspect that deserves to be brought up in the Skärholmen context 
is the report from the management of the converted for-profit facility of the 
heavy political pressure that was applied by the earlier City Council on the 
ward to shift from municipal to private forms of care. This pressure was 
apparently felt strongly even at the level of individual childcare facilities. 
As similar views have not been reported from our other cases, the question 
springs to mind whether the Council’s attitude at the time was similar to all 
wards in the city. We have no way to independently assess if this was the 
case, but one notion – if the Council approach indeed varied – could be that 
this was occasioned by the social demography of the different city wards. 
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One hypothetical scenario could then be that socially less well-to-do parts 
of the city were considered easier targets for an offensive ideological 
agenda of reform. Another possibility is that the reform was considered a 
more effective means to promote and confirm patterns of social cohesion in 
less homogeneous wards, like Skärholmen. We can, however, only point 
out these questions here, and have no way of answering them. 

However, given the repeated observation in this study that alternative 
childcare seems more compatible with the values characteristic of more 
well-to-do segments of the population, it interestingly opens for the idea 
that the earlier urge on the part of the City Council to privatise municipal 
care was motivated by an ambition to make childcare service provision in 
Skärholmen (and, possibly, other less affluent wards) more diversified. The 
underlying notion would then be to introduce or foster middle-class value 
patterns and social welfare demands through organisational reform in these 
wards. By diversifying provision, the desired values of participation and 
engagement would possibly end up being strengthened. Whether this (if the 
general account of the motives behind the pressure is indeed correct) was or 
would be a viable strategy is impossible to ascertain. As indicated above, 
however, one thing that can be asserted for the Skärholmen case is that a 
striking result of the earlier, modest wave of conversion has been to drain 
the municipal childcare system of a number of sorely needed Swedish-
speaking children. In the end, it seems as though the reform contributes to 
an already segregated system.  
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7 The Bromma ward 

This third empirical chapter deals with childcare provision in the Bromma 
ward, on the western brink of the inner city. The local set-up, emphases and 
general experience, differ somewhat from the ones in the Skärholmen and 
Maria-Gamla Stan wards, but as in all four geographical cases covered by 
the study, structural formats for provision are the same. 

Goals 
Apart from the national goals, Bromma has defined two goal levels for 
childcare. One kind has to do with directions to reach quantifiable stages; 
the other concerns more general, policy-dimensions of care. According to 
Monica Ullvede, an official of the Bromma ward who is responsible for 
childcare, an illustration of the first level this year is that all employees in 
the municipal sector should have a satisfactory work environment by 2003. 
At the end of each fiscal year, the presentation of the ward’s financial and 
other results include assessments of this goal level. At the second level, 
another goal for childcare is to teach the children to relate democratically 
and fairly to each other in their peer-groups. The issue of children’s sociali-
sation thus constitutes a basic aspect of the ward’s intentions. In this sense, 
it reflects the preoccupation with democratic values at the central level of 
the Swedish state. 

Diversity 
In the ward, some 30 % of all childcare facilities are non-municipal. The 
conditions for this group in Bromma mirror the conditions for the group 
citywide. The coordinator points out that the ward (just as other Stockholm 
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wards) only has indirect control and influence over this sector. As indicated 
in the discussion above, a central administration for non-municipal pre-
schools and schools was in place at the time of the study. This implied a 
lesser level of direct municipal supervision, but, our interviewee stresses, 
the ward has no indications that quality or operational standards are lower 
for the alternative providers than for the municipal sector. 

In terms of reproducing, producing, or simply coping with patterns of 
social diversity in Bromma, the situation seems to us to be similar to that of 
most other Stockholm wards. There are such local patterns, but the system 
itself is not necessarily a main cause of these. Both in purpose and practice, 
it tends to follow the national priorities for preschools that have been men-
tioned above. Neither this nor any of the other wards could get away with 
handling local childcare needs in any blatantly discriminatory way. 

Financing 
Financing structures and patterns are the same in Bromma as elsewhere in 
Stockholm. Our interviewee concurs with the dominant interpretation that 
non-municipal facilities maintain a slight economical edge over municipal 
providers since they do not carry the same administrative burden. In this 
sense, small-sized, decentralised solutions could be read as a more effective 
means of provision than the traditional large-scale system is able to offer. 
The question, however, is complex. Superficially, this theory seems to hold 
water. But from a broader perpective, one could argue that private provid-
ers of different kinds benefit from a legal-institutional superstructure in the 
field of welfare that they have to assume very little responsibility for. If, for 
instance, the financial structures were not already established, the non-
municipal sector would play a completely different game than it does now. 

The empirical indications thus fit with the general notion that non-
municipal childcare is slightly ahead of the municipal sector in terms of 
financial structures. This advantage can often be converted to better care, 
but the causal relationship here is not clear. It would be misleading to as-
sume that there is a direct a relation between financing and quality. Social 
context and other structural dimensions would seem to play a prominent 
role as well. It could be argued that general service levels and characteris-
tics to a great extent mirror the local context. A socio-economical context 
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like Bromma’s would thus seem to generate a certain attitude and culture in 
the field of childcare, broadly speaking, regardless of the mode of provi-
sion. 

Access 
Bromma is covered by the same “guaranteed-place” provision as other 
parts of the city. In practice, parents may not be able to get a place in child-
care right on their doorstep, but this aspect aside, supply meets demand. 
Ullvede notes that some families decline the place they’re offered, because 
it is not at the location they would like. But throughout the ward, only some 
25 children do not attend preschool childcare. The main reasons for this 
voluntary abstention from using the system, according to the coordinator, 
are one unemployed parent or that the family hires a nanny. 

A strong impression conveyed by our interviewee is that parents do not 
choose facility on grounds of the family’s socio-cultural or economical 
circumstances. Instead, the choice is practical. Families want childcare to 
be convenient, i.e. fit well with everyday work and commuting patterns. 
The demand for childcare places in the ward is steadily on the increase. The 
ward recognises that local expansion in the sector will have to take place, 
even though the central city’s view is that the overall number of available 
places in Stockholm should rather decrease. The area is already densely 
inhabited, and there is some worry that the expected volume of new resi-
dent families will put too great a strain on the provided childcare (as well as 
schooling). There is scepticism as to whether the “guaranteed-place” strat-
egy will be possible to uphold in the coming years, particularly considering 
the ambition of the city to make pedagogical groups smaller. 

One accessibility dimension highlighted by Ullvede is that family pat-
terns are different than they used to be. For children who divide their life 
between two separated parents at different addresses there is the option to 
use two different childcare facilities half-time, one according to the choice 
(and in the vicinity) of each parent. This is not considered as an ideal alter-
native, but if needs can be met in no other way the ward is flexible. This 
solution can be required or demanded for other reasons as well. 

There is no night-open municipal care facility in the Bromma ward. In-
stead, a system is provided where a caretaker spends the night in the child’s 
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home as parents work. This is a rare solution, subject to a complex screen-
ing process, where other conceivable ways to deal with the situation are 
first investigated and discarded. Main alternatives are to have children 
minded by relatives or friends of the family, and to consider the option for 
parents to get other jobs. If the former alternative is viable, it is possible to 
apply for remuneration from the municipality. Grandparents may thus, for 
instance, get paid to care for their grandchildren. (A similar solution has for 
a long time been in place when it comes to personal assistants for disabled 
people who live in their own or their families’ homes. Care for this group is 
often provided by their own kin, but paid for and professionally regulated 
by the public welfare sector, either at the primary or secondary municipal 
level.) 

Non-municipal facilities differ from municipal ones for instance by the 
fact that they independently control admittance. This gives more influence 
over whether siblings should be kept together in the same pedagogical 
groups. As shown earlier in the analysis, another dimension here is that 
parent co-ops, for instance, tend to be smaller in size. This means that the 
“sibling principle” is a less prominent phenomenon in facilities run munici-
pally. There, groups often have to be restructured and reshaped to adjust to 
population changes in the area. Since the municipal services have to be 
accessible to everyone, as a system they cannot protect themselves from 
demographic effects and focus only on social and pedagogical continuity as 
their competitors are free to do. Ullvede observes that non-municipal ser-
vices, all in all, can keep activities more coherent. The same staff is gener-
ally present through the day and children’s groups are more actively formed 
by the facility. Care can thus to a greater extent be cast in formats that suit 
the preferred ideas of childcare. 

One piece of additional information supplied by our Bromma inter-
viewee, however, is a feeling that parents who make an “active” choice of 
childcare are more inclined to carry a greater burden in various regards than 
others. 

Service quality 
In the ward, a “psycho-social” inspection round, including every municipal 
facility, is arranged each year. At this point, Ullvede meets with each local 



 167

facility manager for an assessment of the state of the complete facility. The 
current working of the facility and potential goals and directions for the 
coming year are discussed at these meetings. 

Ullvede also stresses that the ward’s quality work has improved radi-
cally over the last decade. It is now more conscious and systematic than 
before. This has both caused and resulted in a stronger emphasis on the 
continuing professional development of the staff. Today, there is a collegial 
network for local municipal facilities where various issues can be handled. 
One problem here, however, is that there is not always sufficient time to act 
on the insights reached in this way. The network certainly produces crea-
tive views and solutions, but implementation is not always adequate; be it 
on the level of the facility, the ward or the municipality. Time and re-
sources are limited. 

One issue highlighted by our Bromma (as well as Maria-Gamla Stan) 
administrative interviewee is that overall quality levels in childcare have 
risen over the last decade. Staff is now able to focus harder on children with 
“special” psychological and other needs. The main interpretation is that 
average stress levels in today’s families are high – and may have increased 
in the course of the 1990s. Conceptually, Ullvede claims that the general 
trend has gone from emphasising the “faults” to stressing the capabilities of 
individual children in the zone where social, cognitive and other difficulties 
are clearly above average. The higher level of professional competence 
today is repeatedly stressed by the coordinator. As in Maria-Gamla Stan, 
the ambition to work for comprehensiveness in the social welfare sector is a 
main priority for the ward’s administrators. The increased professionalism 
is visible when it comes to coordinating and adjust to the complexity of the 
spectrum of social needs amongst local residents. Again, the levels of in-
house competence and overview seem to have benefited from Stockholm’s 
ward reform in this respect. 

Gaps between municipal and non-municipal services in terms of quality 
are reportedly very hard to see in the ward. Standards of performance are 
not the same in all facilities, but do not seem to co-vary with the type of 
provider. It is stressed, however, that non-municipal services allow greater 
margins for flexible solutions. Opening hours may be designed to fit spe-
cific demands and can be adjusted as circumstances change, as long as a 
minimum eight hours of availability is provided. As indicated above, the 
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standard opening hours for municipal facilities in Stockholm are 6.30 am to 
6.30 pm.  

Integration and participation 
The situation in Bromma concerning integration and participation resem-
bles that of most other Stockholm wards (even if the local social set-up is 
far less heterogeneous than, for instance, in the Skärholmen care). There is, 
however, a “family centre” in the ward, where parents on parental leave 
and others may spend time, relate to other parents, and solicit support from 
the ward’s resources. The centre organises a range of courses for parents 
where different aspects of child rearing and family life are discussed. And a 
non-public, educational organisation [bildningsförbund] arranges other 
courses, on cooking, nutrition, and everyday skills for parents, in the same 
building. 

Some remarks on the Bromma ward 
This third and final investigated Stockholm ward appears rather mainstream 
and similar to the initially described ward of Maria-Gamla Stan. In contrast 
to the situation in Skärholmen in the preceding chapter, there is again a fair 
diversity of provision in place, dealing with the care needs of local families. 
With a far less heterogeneous demographic set-up, the tensions between 
reasonably diversified supply and demand patterns are very modest. Again, 
this at first comes across as paradoxical. But the image alters if one moves 
beyond the mechanical notion that high levels of organisational diversity 
are (or ought to be) built up primarily to cope with social diversity. As 
pointed out in the foregoing, this interpretation is too simple, although its 
logic might seem compelling at first. 

Instead, it appears from our Stockholm study that highly varied patterns 
of care provision are more likely to exist where the local population is or 
has been actively seeking alternate modes of care. This in turn seems to be 
connected to levels of socio-economic prosperity and stability – at least up 
to a certain point. Diversification thus seems to be a prerogative of the so-
cially able and powerful. 
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8 The City of Östersund 

Our aim in this final geographical case is to study the provision of childcare 
in the municipality of Östersund.143 Since the municipality both consists of 
the city and a number of surrounding villages, we have chosen to study one 
municipally run facility, and one parent co-operative centre, both located in 
the centre of the city, and another parent co-operative in a village just out-
side the city. One of the parent co-ops was selected on grounds of peda-
gogic style and the other for its location. Of the studied facilities, the parent 
co-op in the small village is situated in the most socially and economically 
well-to-do area. The families living in this area are often married, em-
ployed, and own their own house, all indicators of social stability. The 
other co-op is also located in a well-to-do area with high levels of social 
homogeneity. 

The municipally run childcare facility is located in an area from the 
early 1970s. Originally many families with small children lived in the area, 
and when the children grew up and moved to other places the parents 
stayed on. Very few new families with small children have since then 
moved to this area. Now there are mostly elderly and some single parents 
who live in the neighbourhood. Because of the lack of local children in this 
area, this municipally run childcare centre is a transitory or buffer childcare 
facility [buffertförskola], attended by children from all over the city. This 
implies that the children enrolled come from different socio-economic ar-
eas, and also that if they were offered a place in a centre closer to home, 
they would probably accept it and move their child. One direct conse-
quence of this is that some of the children stay for only a short period of 
time in this particular facility, which in turn means that it becomes harder 
to work with the group in a pedagogically developed and developing way. 
                             
143 Nina Seger is the main original contributor to this empirical section. 
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Östersund: city-level 
Goals 
Our interviewee at the central municipal level in Östersund, Mrs. Svaleryd 
– who is the administrative head of the city’s childcare provision – de-
scribes the goals of the municipal childcare as set at two different levels of 
the organisation. The more general goals originate from the political level. 
These include local quality goals and criteria, establishing minimum stan-
dards for childcare provision within the municipality. Mrs. Svaleryd em-
phasises that the goals set up at the municipal preschools reflect the wishes 
of the personnel: “Of course the staff is involved in that process as well”, 
she says. Setting up goals based on the wishes of the staff is, however, 
somewhat problematic: 

If you ask the staff, they would say that it is hard because of all the different 
interests and of course that creates conflicts. The politicians say that we 
have to meet goals and have this quality but we do not get enough money to 
do it. 

Municipal childcare normally offers parents to participate in a parent com-
mittee, meeting twice yearly. These meetings are, however, information 
meetings rather than real channels for influence at the preschool. Details on 
how each of the public childcare facilities runs are worked out by the staff 
at individual preschools, in accordance with political guidelines. 

Diversity 
The distribution among municipal providers of childcare is dealt with by a 
policy of complete equality, at least judging from the description given by 
Mrs. Svaleryd. All the municipal services get the same administrational and 
economical support, Mrs. Svaleryd says. She would, however, like to see 
that every individual childcare centre starts its own local board. “That 
would really be good”, she states and adds, “both for them and for us”. 
Mrs. Svaleryd seems to be of the opinion that the co-operative providers of 
childcare could act as role models when it comes to democracy in the pre-
school organisation. They already have the kind of local boards she wishes 
for the municipal preschools to get, which, supposedly, would make them 
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better equipped to deal with diversity. “To develop democracy in the child-
care services is important and a lot remains to be done”, Mrs. Svaleryd 
notes.  

The municipal strategy for democracy in the childcare services is fairly 
diverse in itself. The municipality has one explicit plan for equality, another 
for environmental control, a third for how to tend to children with special 
needs, and so on. The municipality’s rules and criteria are, in other words, 
split up between many different policy areas. They are, however, the same 
for all the childcare centres in the municipality.  

Financing 
The municipality uses the same national resources to fund childcare in 
Östersund as in Stockholm and elsewhere in the country. It does, however, 
retain a substantially larger portion of the state’s funding meant for non-
municipal services for local administrative needs than is the case in Stock-
holm. Municipal 2003 statistics furthermore indicate that municipal child-
care is more costly in Östersund than the national average. That year, the 
total cost (including overhead) per child was SEK 101,000, compared to 
95,900.144 

Access 
The municipality is obliged to offer a place in a public childcare service to 
parents within six months, compared to only three months in Stockholm. 
The municipality has no obligation to provide a place in childcare close to 
where the families live. Preschools do not, in other words, have to be in the 
immediate vicinity of a family’s home. The six-month rule only regulates 
the right to be offered a place in childcare somewhere in the municipality 
within that period of time. These, rather relaxed, regulations imply that 
parents may have to travel with their children for quite some distance, in 
order to leave them in the morning and to pick them up after work. This is 
justified by a consideration of the service quality, according to Mrs. 
Svaleryd. She argues that it is better to concentrate resources to a few loca-
                             
144 Statistics are available at www.ostersund.se. 
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tions than to stretch them too thinly over many small day care centres, even 
if it means that transportation to and from the services becomes more diffi-
cult: “This is something we have to do, it is better to shut a smaller centre 
down so that we can maintain our good quality, but of course there is a 
problem for the parents”, she says.    

Service quality 
Mrs. Svaleryd stresses that the municipal preschools are regularly moni-
tored and that their quality levels are controlled every year. It is up to each 
one of the preschools to undertake a yearly control of quality, which in-
cludes both staff and parents. The municipality collects the results from the 
different preschools and any failure to maintain the desired service quality 
is followed up. The findings from the different preschools are compared to 
the goals that are set in the rules and regulation described above. This way, 
the municipality claims, they can confirm that they have reached all the 
goals for any given year. Given, however, that there are no independent 
quality assessment methods, we assume that these monitoring process re-
sults perhaps run the risk of being slightly unreliable. 

Integration and participation 
The more detailed plans for how preschools should be run in the municipal-
ity are designed politically on the municipal level. Policies on such matters 
as integration and environment apply to all forms of childcare provision, 
not only the public kind. The co-operative preschools have their own local 
boards whereas the municipal schools only have the municipal plans as 
guidelines. Participation in the shaping of these is, thereby, closely associ-
ated with political involvement in the municipality 



 173

Local managerial level in municipal childcare in 
Östersund 
Goals 
The municipal preschool, where our interviewee, Mr. Johansson, is the 
manager, is run in accordance with the curriculum of the National Plan For 
Education, the LPFÖ 98, just as all other preschools in Sweden. The LPFÖ 98 
is designed to provide a high minimum standard for Swedish preschools 
and lays the foundation for the managerial goals at Mr. Johansson’s facility. 
Exactly how the plan is implemented differs from year to year, however, 
depending on which parts managers like Mr. Johansson choose to empha-
sise any given year. The guidelines in the LPFÖ 98 are general and they 
leave room for each manager to develop a special profile for their pre-
school. At the time of the interview, Mr. Johansson was promoting mathe-
matics and language in his particular municipal preschool in Östersund. 
The preschool is also focused on outdoor activities. Children spend a lot of 
time outside, Mr. Johansson says, regardless of weather conditions. This is 
saying a lot in a northern town like Östersund, where weather conditions 
during the winter can be quite severe. The preference for outdoor activities 
is illustrated and possibly inspired by the large garden and the playground 
that surround the preschool. The immediate surroundings, thereby, logi-
cally influence the shaping of the goals for the preschool. 

Diversity 
The childcare provision in Östersund shows relatively low levels of diver-
sity among providers. As shown by previous studies, diversity among pro-
viders is generally greater in the major cities than in smaller towns like 
Östersund. There are no for-profit providers in Östersund. There are, how-
ever, several co-operative preschools in the area, even if the municipal so-
lution still constitutes the norm. The manner in which the preschools handle 
the general diversity in society is another aspect of the question of diver-
sity. Mr. Johansson’s preschool handles this aspect according to the LPFÖ 
98 and the municipal plans in the area, which regulate the work with diver-
sity in greater detail. The municipality has official plans for equality as well 
as for the care of children with special needs, which provide the guidelines 
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for Mr. Johansson’s preschool. The question of diversity is closely associ-
ated with a more general discussion of democracy. The municipal pre-
schools do not have local boards for discussing urgent matters with parents 
at the preschool, as do the co-operatives. 

Financing 
Financing of childcare in Sweden is completely dominated by public fund-
ing. This is, of course no less true for the preschools in Östersund. Both 
municipal services and the co-operatives are funded municipally. Mr. Jo-
hansson’s preschool receives a larger sum than the co-operative preschools, 
as do the other municipal facilities. The larger sum for the municipal pre-
school is about € 6000 per child and year, varying with the age of the child, 
the remuneration for younger children is somewhat higher. The € 6000 
should, however, cover all the major expenses for the child, such as rent, 
staff, food, pedagogical materials and so on. Mr. Johansson claims that this 
sum is basically insufficient. There is a possibility for each preschool to 
apply for supplementary funding for special events other than the usual 
day-to-day activities. Mr. Johansson has done this in the past and he senses 
that there is an element of competition to such applications, not unlike the 
funding of non-public events: “Maybe one should try to get some sponsor 
money,” he says half jokingly. The parent fees are not a viable source of 
additional funding. As mentioned above, the introduction of the maxtaxa 
has made the municipalities conform so that the parent fees are now in-
come-related. Before the reform, Swedish municipalities themselves could 
decide on local tariffs more directly in line with local economical and po-
litical circumstances. 

Access 
As mentioned above, the municipality in Östersund is obliged to offer a 
place in childcare services, somewhere in the municipality, within six 
months. The preschool where Mr. Johansson works as manager is a “buffer 
facility”, which means that children from all over the city are enrolled 
there. The idea is to guarantee service quality by centralising care provision 
to a few preschools with a sufficient number of children. Mr. Johansson’s 
facility clearly reflects this strategy. The area where the service is located 
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used to have many families with small children. Now demography has 
changed and more families with older children and elderly people live 
there. The immediate effect for Mr. Johansson’s preschool is a low atten-
dance and uptake rate which made that particular preschool well suited as a 
“buffer-facility” where the children enrolled come from far and wide within 
the municipality.  

Service quality 
The managers in the municipal childcare system have procedures for qual-
ity assessment of their service. The procedure involves the staff at each 
preschool, which jointly makes an assessment of the development of ser-
vice quality. One interesting finding from these surveys, which seems to be 
common among preschools, is that the maxtaxa has lowered stress levels 
among the children. The reason for this is that now parents don’t have to 
rush to and from the preschools, as they did before. Since the maximum 
cost for their childcare is set, they don’t have to fear being charged extra by 
the preschool, if they exceed their children’s time limits. The children can 
arrive a bit earlier in the morning and stay on somewhat later in the after-
noon without parents having to think about it costing them any more. This, 
in turn, means that the children and the parents can take the time to finish 
what they are doing before they leave. Mr. Johansson finds this develop-
ment very positive, especially with regards to the parent’s involvement in 
their children’s care. The parents spend more time talking to the staff about 
what has happened during the day: “Now they ask more about the kid, and 
not only what we had for lunch”, Mr. Johansson reflects. 

Integration and participation 
The interview with Mr. Johansson suggests that the general level of parent 
participation at his establishment is very low. Parents are virtually absent 
both from the running of the preschool and all actual decision-making. 
Parents are neither very involved in the day-to-day activities, nor in the 
decision-making or organisation of the facility. Participation at his munici-
pal preschool is largely limited to family committee meetings twice a year. 
These are, however, information meetings rather than real fora for democ-
ratic discussions and decisions, which limits the element of real participa-
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tion. Mr. Johansson suggests that most parents, according to his experience, 
do not want to participate in the work at the preschool. This can be ex-
plained by the fact that most parents work full time and when it comes to 
their children they are content as long as the child appears to be cared for in 
a satisfactory manner during the days. Previously, parents were allowed to 
use the parental insurance scheme twice a year, to spend time at the pre-
school with their child, however. This opportunity was not used by many 
parents and at least some of those who used it were parents who possibly 
would have taken time off to do it anyway. In Mr. Johansson’s mind, there 
are two categories of parents: First, there is a group that really cares about 
the child and what she or he is doing all day. These parents usually stay on 
an extra half hour every day, asking questions not only about their own 
child but also about the whole of the group, plans for the future pedagogic 
work, etc. Second, there is a group consisting of parents who work full-
time and who don’t feel that they have any extra time for asking questions 
about how things are going at the preschool. These parents show up each 
term at the regular parent and staff meeting, but that is all, Mr. Johansson 
concludes. 

The generally speaking low level of participation at the municipal pre-
schools might also reflect the low level of independence for the municipal 
childcare facilities. Mr. Johansson claims that control over every preschool 
is exercised by politicians at the central municipal level, and not at the pro-
vision-level of the organisation. Managers have little say, according to Mr. 
Johansson. Everything from staff issues to the size of children’s pedagogi-
cal groups is controlled from the municipal level and neither staff nor par-
ents have any chance to influence any basic decisions. This fact does, of 
course, affect the enthusiasm towards parent committee meetings and the 
parents’ willingness to become involved negatively. The meetings do not 
stand out as a forum for influence for the parents. Parents who have issues 
they want to deal with usually bring these up directly with the staff. 

User experience of municipal childcare in Östersund 
Our interviewee at the municipal preschool in Östersund, here called parent 
D, wants the facility to take care of her child during the day and she wants 
her child to learn to communicate with the other children in the group at the 
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preschool. She also sees the preschool as an important introduction into the 
school-environment, even if she wants the preschool to be mainly a place 
for play and fun. It is also very important that her child has an opportunity 
to establish stable friendships and relationships. Parent D does not exercise 
any real influence on how the preschool is run, but rather leaves that up to 
the municipality. The major issue for her and the preschool in general today 
seems to be lack of funding and financial problems. The economic difficul-
ties lead to larger groups, less staff per child, which in the end, adds up to 
less time for activities with the children as well as lower levels of attention 
to each individual child. Parent D expresses concern that she has little con-
trol of the service quality at her child’s preschool. She can, and often does, 
tell the staff what she thinks of the contents of the provided care, but she 
feels that they in turn have little or no say in these matters. Parent D even 
senses a kind of indifference towards the parents’ views and the concerns 
of the parents. “The staff always know best”, parent D says. 

Parent D does not, however, seek full control of her child’s care during 
the day. She falls rather somewhere in between the two groups described by 
Mr. Johansson. She does not want full control as in co-operative day care 
but she does care about how the childcare facility she uses is run and men-
tions that she often stays a bit longer when dropping off and picking up her 
child, just to ask how her child is doing. Her main concerns are what the 
children had for lunch on each particular day and how her child gets along 
with the other children. Parent D mentions, however, that the staff do not 
always find the time to talk to her.  

Local managerial level in co-operative childcare in 
Östersund 
Due to the similarity in views and experience of the managers of both par-
ent co-operative day care facilities in Östersund, they will be presented 
together. One co-op is located in central Östersund, while the other is found 
in a town outside the city. Mrs. Rydstedt is manager of the first and Mrs. 
Hedberg of the other. 
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Goals 
The general theme in Mrs. Rydstedt’s and Mrs. Hedberg’s goals for their 
co-operatives is that care should feel comfortable and natural for all parties. 
The co-operative’s goal is to be a natural part of the child’s day, which 
means that some parents are always present and engaged in the daily activi-
ties. Mrs. Rydstedt as well as Mrs. Hedberg find that the continuity in staff-
ing helps the children to feel at ease. The familiarity with the different par-
ents makes the children feel more secure and embedded in a continuous 
social space. Here, both interviewees touch on the values that are thought 
of as leading principles at the co-operatives and conclude that respect and 
understanding towards each other is always very important. The facilities 
formulate their general orientations once every year in a special activity and 
orientation plan. All parents are involved in designing this yearly orienta-
tion, which comes naturally since all parents are active in the day-to-day 
running of the co-operative.  

Diversity 
As mentioned above, diversity among providers in Östersund is less sig-
nificant than in a major urban area such as Stockholm. Yet, there is a con-
siderable presence of popular parent co-operatives. The interviews with 
Mrs. Rydstedt and Mrs. Hedberg provide little indication that co-operative 
day care would have encountered special hardships because of its position 
as an “outsider” in a largely municipal childcare system.   

At the co-operative, the parents themselves largely do the planning for 
how to deal with diversity among the parents and children. While the mu-
nicipal preschools arrange their work with diversity, according to the mu-
nicipals plans for such different areas as environment, accessibility for dis-
abled children/families and equality, the co-operative simply meets chal-
lenges as they come. The co-operatives create their own plans. It is up to 
each individual facility to decide what is important, within the parameters 
of national and municipal goals. 
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Financing 
Mrs. Rydstedt’s and Mrs. Hedberg’s co-operative day care facilities are 
funded the same way as other preschools. There is, however, not an equal 
distribution between the two kinds of provision. At the time of this study, 
municipal childcare facilities in Östersund received about € 6000 per child 
and year, while co-operatives received only € 4500 per child and year. The 
co-operative managers resent this discriminatory financing system, which 
causes problems for their preschools. The people involved in co-operative 
childcare spend a lot of time and effort to protest this inequality and they 
have tried to lobby for a reduction in the gap between the two forms of 
funding. However, these efforts have been largely unsuccessful. In spite of 
the economic inequalities, co-operative day care facilities still have a better 
financial performance than the municipal facilities. This is achieved even 
though they, on top of everything else, provide special services for the staff, 
such as continuing education. 

Compared to the total cost for Östersund’s municipal day care in 2003, 
official statistics indicate that co-operatives actually may only be receiving 
as little as 62 % of the funding of these.145 One explanation of this gap (if 
interpreted correctly) could be that the non-municipal sector in Östersund is 
weaker politically. Another that the competition on the level of practical 
provision – the local “market” of childcare – is very limited. As indicated 

                             
145 SEK 65,000, compared with 101,000. Official figures are available at www.ostersund.se. 
The main explanation for the discrepancy that is offered is that the municipality is obliged to 
maintain buffer-centres, departments for children with allergies and special needs, and that 
rents are substantially higher for municipal facilities. Still, it is hard to avoid the conclusion 
here that the gap is very significant indeed. 
It should be noted that two sets of information exist regarding levels of remuneration in the 
material. There is the € 4500/6000 information provided by our interviewees in 2003, and 
the SEK 65,000/101,000 (€ 7222/11,222) figures in the official statistics for that same year. 
The only reasonable explanation (if both sets are correct) is that the difference is attributable 
to municipal overhead costs. (This is also perhaps more likely, considering that the two sets 
of information have different sources. The former is provided from the receiving “floor”, the 
latter from the central municipal office.) If that is the case, however, one mathematical 
consequence is that Östersund “taxes” its municipal facilities at higher levels than it does 
non-municipal childcare. Municipal care retains 53 % of the overall cost per child; non-
municipal care 62 %. Still, this hardly changes the disproportionate relationship between the 
sectors in absolute terms. 
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in foregoing sections, the gap between the funds received by public and 
non-public establishments to our minds ought to lessen.  

As seen in the Stockholm segment of this study, the maxtaxa affected 
co-operatives especially. With the introduction of the maxtaxa in Swedish 
childcare in 2002, parent fees for a first child were limited to a maximum of 
3 % of the family’s combined taxable income. This is a substantial differ-
ence from the financing system in use before. In the old system, parents had 
to make sure that their child did not receive more than 40 hours of care 
every week or else they would have to pay extra. This is no longer the case, 
since the maxtaxa puts a ceiling on the maximum amount each family pays 
each month. The parents at the Östersund co-operative day care facilities 
pay less since the maxtaxa was introduced. They pay between € 45-65 a 
month but they also provide unpaid labour to the preschool. 

Perhaps this partly explains the reluctance on the city’s part to lessen the 
funding gap between municipal and co-operative care. As indicated, among 
other things, by the ability to retain such low fees, it does appear as though 
co-operative childcare in towns like Östersund already have a substantial 
economical edge over other providers. Were the City Council to refrain 
from having co-operatives contribute to the funding of the entire system at 
the reported level, the already visible difference in performance between 
the different providers would perhaps risk becoming extreme. Now, in a 
universalist welfare system, this would possibly be entirely unacceptable. 
According to this interpretation, it would jeopardise the legitimacy of the 
system to allow alternate providers in Östersund to get a fairer share of the 
state funds, since people might disapprove of such a difference. It would 
doubtlessly be hard to reconcile a situation of this kind with a reasonably 
egalitarian vision of social welfare. 

Access 
It is clear from the interviews with Mrs. Rydstedt and Mrs. Hedberg that 
the co-operative day care facilities in Östersund have little problem filling 
the empty slots at their preschools. There seems to be a steady demand for 
the co-operative alternative to municipal care. Therefore, co-operatives 
have long waiting lists and have had so for many years. It often takes a year 
or more for a family to get a place in a co-op. However, the co-operative 
form of provision might be less accessible for single parent families. The 
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work obligation requirements for parents at co-operatives cause a tacit se-
lection where single parent families are less inclined to choose the co-
operative form. One such requirement is the cleaning and service that is 
performed during evenings, after regular work hours. Single parent families 
sometimes have little choice other than to bring along their child, which 
means that these children spend both all day and sometimes part of the 
night at the preschool. Co-operatives therefore have few single parent 
member families. There is, according to both Mrs. Rydstedt and Mrs. Hed-
berg, usually only one or two of them at any given time and it is not un-
common that they drop out after a year or so. Mrs. Rydstedt reflects on the 
situation for the single parent families:  

No matter how much they want this, in the long run it is too much [work] 
for a single parent. They have to be engaged and enthusiastic all the time 
and they have nobody to share [the work] with. That can be too burden-
some.  

Another observation made in the study in regard to access is that parents in 
Östersund tend to choose childcare facilities in the vicinity of their work-
place rather than their home, something that doesn’t seem to be the case in 
Stockholm. 

Service quality 
Both Mrs. Rydstedt and Mrs. Hedberg run a yearly process of quality self-
assessment, just as other preschool managers in Östersund. The co-
operative evaluations and plans for service quality differ inasmuch as both 
the staff and the parents are involved, rather than only the staff, as the case 
is with the municipal preschools. In our view, this evaluation method ap-
pears more reliable than the one preferred in the municipal sector. One 
finding in these assessments corresponds with that of the municipal pre-
schools, namely that children tend to experience less stress since the max-
taxa was introduced. Just as in the municipal preschool, parents tend to take 
their time when visiting the facility, which provides a less stressful and 
more secure atmosphere for the child. 
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Integration and participation 
One of the key elements of a co-operative preschool is, of course, parental 
participation. In a co-operative, like the ones Mrs. Rydstedt and Mrs. Hed-
berg manage, the parents understand the organisation and make decisions 
about virtually everything. Their participation also extends to the daily 
routine activities, since they have to work an average of one week every 
year in addition. Every parent is involved in the board of the preschool at 
some time during their time at the co-op. Work on the board includes at 
least one meeting a month. The meetings between parents and regular staff, 
however, generally occur more often. There is a lot of time that has to be 
put into the preschool with the week of regular daytime work that is re-
quired by each parent. The work means, however, that many questions that 
arise among the parents can be addressed right away, during the daily ac-
tivities. Many parents at Mrs. Rydstedt’s preschool say that they would not 
want it any other day. At co-ops parents thus, in other words, are in control 
of the proceedings. They work as a board and, within the legal parameters, 
they actually decide everything themselves. Both of the co-operative man-
ager interviewees claim that they are receptive and tolerant in situations of 
conflicts and problems. They purport to try to deal with every kind of situa-
tion right away. 

One unexpected aspect of the co-operative day care facilities in Öster-
sund was that they have been involved in a European Reggio Emilia-
network for the past two years. They have visited different childcare facili-
ties inspired by Reggio Emilia, both in Norway and Italy to learn more 
about the pedagogic style. There is, however, no formal cooperation be-
tween the different co-operative services in the municipality and almost no 
common activities among them. 

User experience of co-operative childcare in Östersund 
The interviewed parents at the co-operative day care facilities – referred to 
as parent E and F – had very similar expectations on their children’s pre-
schools, compared to the views expressed by parents at municipal pre-
schools. Of course, they both want the childcare service to take care of their 
children during the day. They also want the child to learn social skills, 



 183

which is an important introduction into the school environment. Parent E 
talks about the special requirements for parents at co-operatives. She has to 
work for one to two weeks a year in the co-operative and she also has to put 
in extra time for meetings at least once a month. The requirement for extra 
time is usually quickly filled by those engaged on the board. Parent E ar-
gues, however, that even if she has to put in a lot of time, taking time off 
from work, it is still worth it since she has superior control and gets an 
overview of the childcare quality, environment and pedagogy, compared to 
parents of children in municipal services. Parent E expresses this thus:  

[I] get to see my child more, when it is my turn to work in the co-operative 
we go there together and leave there together and we do things together all 
week. We share something [together].  

The parents are more than just a supplementary human resource pool at the 
co-operative preschools, however. They are in charge at the facilities, 
which is emphasised by the interviewed Östersund parents. In the co-ops, 
parents themselves decide on goals, staff, intake, and so on. They have 
basic control over the staff per child ratio (within limits given by the cur-
rent economical circumstances), how many children that are enrolled in 
each age and pedagogical group, the formulation of specific pedagogical 
goals for the facility and so on. 

Openings for a slot in co-operative day care are fewer than in municipal 
childcare. As mentioned above, parent E waited over a year for a place. It is 
quite common among parents to let their children attend municipal pre-
schools while waiting for a place in co-operative day care, as indeed this 
parent recounts that she did. She never considered settling with the tempo-
rary place at the municipal preschool, though. The family felt that what the 
co-operative could offer was superior in a range of ways. Our interviewee 
speaks in very positive terms about such things as service quality and open-
ing hours. She is also more content with the relation between staff and par-
ents. Parent E feels she has to know that her children are taken good care of 
and, by working in the co-operative, she has the possibility to influence the 
daily work at the centre. It takes a lot of time of course, but it is only for a 
few years when the children are young and the time at the preschool is 
really well spent and there can be no question about whether or not it is 
worth it. Parent E also thinks it is good that all the parents have to take part 
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in the activities because that way the children also get to know the parents 
and families of the other children. When it is the fathers’ turn this also pro-
vides an opportunity for the children to interact with men during the day, an 
important point, considering that most preschool teachers are women. It is a 
paradox therefore that children of single parent families, where the single 
parent most often is the mother, should be the ones that most commonly 
use the municipal childcare service. 

Some remarks on Östersund 
The case of Östersund does not differ radically overall from the other cases. 
As is readily surmised from our account, both the municipal and co-
operative modes of provision largely conform to the performance and logic 
of the same sphere of childcare in Stockholm on most dimensions studied 
here. There are contextual biases and differences in style, but structurally 
the situations are quite similar. 

One aspect that may deserve to be highlighted in this closing paragraph, 
however, is the local economics of care. Apparently, the co-operative sector 
in Östersund is able to use its organisational advantages to outperform the 
municipal sector. Co-operatives are reportedly able to provide equal quality 
care at a substantially lower cost. In the Stockholm cases, this is not an 
obvious feature. Either the municipal sector in Stockholm is more efficient 
or alternate provision less organisationally apt than in Östersund. In this 
latter case, however, the difference is striking. To assess whether these co-
operatives actually outperform municipal care at a rate that corresponds to 
the funding gap, investigations would be necessary into precisely how great 
a share of the held-back funds that goes towards meeting the actual costs of 
the co-operative sphere’s needs at the municipal level. As we have no way 
of doing this in the present effort, we can, again, only raise the issue and 
indicate that the ramifications of this observation – in terms of money, as 
well as of policy, autonomy and quality in childcare – are potentially seri-
ous. 
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9 Conclusion: social cohesion and Swedish 
childcare 

As has become apparent in the course of this analysis, universality is an 
obvious and distinguishing mark of the Swedish childcare sector. Personal 
social services in the field are expected to be available in a standard fashion 
to all citizens and residents entitled to them – in this as in comparable areas 
of welfare. In order to achieve this goal the municipal sector has become 
the primary provider of welfare services. And childcare is no exception. It 
provides a rather telling example of this universality at work. Standards of 
provision and legal norms are national and virtually comprehensive – even 
though municipalities provide and supervise the services throughout the 
country, as well as add local priorities to the list of policy goals. 

But the universality of the system is primarily structural. It embodies a 
comprehensive and well-established design on the level of public policy. 
Even while its legal, financial and professional parameters are uniform, our 
investigation shows how Swedish childcare has different faces on the level 
of practice. One way to describe this is in terms of social flexibility. The 
system is apparently able to bend, as it were, to local social, pedagogical, 
demographic and cultural patterns. The universality at the systems level is 
not necessarily reflected at the level of practical provision in such a way 
that identical practical arrangements or policy solutions are produced in 
each individual facility or every corner of the country. Instead, our different 
cases diverge visibly from each other. In Skärholmen, for instance, the 
specific local social structure generates a mode of provision different from 
that in Bromma, Maria-Gamla Stan, or Östersund. Needs and demands are 
approached in a different way, due to the relatively large proportion of 
refugees and newly arrived Swedes in the ward; i.e. groups who generally 
have higher levels of unemployment and make more extensive use of social 
insurance systems. 
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In this setting, the childcare system becomes an important tool to assess 
and strengthen bonds of social solidarity. It provides the local polity with a 
direct means to reach (out to) families with little or no footing at all in 
Swedish society. The emphasis on language development is a prominent 
aspect of this. Thus, childcare in Skärholmen is far ahead of the other cases 
in terms of explicitly working to promote social cohesion. In this instance, 
the ward’s preoccupation with issues linked to the strengthening of the 
social web clearly diverges from the other cases. In terms of the universalist 
welfare format, we find no indications that the national system itself makes 
it difficult to foster this policy orientation. The system instead seems to be 
adjustable to local needs. Looking at the situation in Skärholmen, it is both 
easy and hard to believe that childcare is provided on the same rationale 
and the same basis as in the other units of analysis (or, for that matter, the 
rest of the country).  

One conclusion in this regard is that the issue of social solidarity or co-
hesion is impossible to approach in the same way across Sweden. The sig-
nificance, relevance, and even the meaning of the concept varies. In fairly 
homogenous places like Bromma and Östersund, it makes less sense to 
focus on the cohesive functions of childcare. Here, the issue of social cohe-
sion is not salient. In neither of these places are local social bonds in seri-
ous disarray, as far as we are able to judge. The childcare system is thus not 
geared towards restoring or strengthening them. It would make no sense 
here to think of childcare as a means to accomplish this; other goals are 
pursued instead. The point we would like to make here is that, although 
today’s system is comprehensive and uniform, it apparently provides a 
structural form that is quite malleable on the level of policy practice. The 
locale defines the manner and style of childcare production in Sweden. The 
national system provides for the “hard” economical and legislative aspects, 
but allows the local administration or non-municipal actors the latitude to 
let the “soft” dimension of childcare respond to local needs. 

One question here is whether this should essentially be interpreted as a 
uniform/universalist or a fragmented/particularist system. Both views can 
be applied, but, as we have tried to point out, to different aspects of care. 
Some precision is required to proceed in this discussion. It would be too 
easy to state that the system is either too comprehensive (and running the 
risk of insensitivity to local needs and demands) or too fragmented (and 
running the opposite risk of not quite being a “system” in the first place). It 
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seems to us that any serious evaluation of the Swedish childcare sector 
would have to acknowledge that it is essentially heterogeneous and mark-
edly socio-culturally supple on the level of practice at the beginning of the 
new century. 

To recapitulate: the earlier more distinctly uniform Social Democratic 
system began to change in the mid-1980s, when demand for childcare out-
stripped supply for many consecutive years. After a change in the law, par-
ents were permitted to form parent co-operatives for providing childcare, to 
employ day care staff and to manage the services themselves, while still 
receiving public funding for such services. The 1991 change of national 
government led to a further decentralisation of the provision of major per-
sonal social services, including childcare. However, the non-socialist gov-
ernment also made it mandatory for municipalities to provide access to 
childcare for all parents who required such services within six months. A 
greater diversity of providers followed in the wake of these reforms, and 
worker co-operative and private for-profit providers appeared in many wel-
fare areas, including childcare. At roughly the same time, however, many 
municipalities began restricting access to basic social services due to grow-
ing budget constraints, and the fees paid by parents for childcare increased, 
as did the fees for a range of other welfare services. This caused new dif-
ferences, and increased existing ones, between municipalities across the 
country in terms of the amount and quality of the provided services. 

The Social Democrats were returned to power in 1994, both nationally 
and in the city of Stockholm, and devoted several years to reforming public 
finances. They then turned their attention to combating the growing diver-
sity in the provision of childcare at the end of the decade by initiating a 
ceiling or maxtaxa for parent fees. This may be read as a move to re-
centralise and re-standardise the provision of childcare. This centralisation 
and standardisation of childcare services is clearly discernible in our two 
cities. Childcare services provided for preschool children are quite similar 
wherever they and their parents live. This includes such major aspects as 
the goals of the service, the diversity of services provided, their financing, 
the governance of childcare facilities, the access and equality of services 
provided, the quality and staffing of day care services for preschool chil-
dren and the integration, participation and democracy of such services. 

However, in spite of the structural similarities in Swedish childcare ser-
vices, a growing diversity in patterns of provision was also noted. This 
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diversity clearly reflects major ideological differences in terms of the ideo-
logical polemic concerning privatisation of personal social services. As 
mentioned in the analysis, one suburban area to the north of Stockholm, 
Täby, has privatised all of its formerly municipal care. The conservative 
political majority in this well-to-do suburban municipality chose to convert 
all the municipal providers into limited companies. Studies of the impact 
and consequences of this kind of total privatisation still remain to be under-
taken, however. In Stockholm, day care vouchers were also introduced in 
the 1990s, severing the geographical link between families and specific 
local areas, as well as specific (municipally administered and run) childcare 
establishment forms. In the wake of this reform, parents were no longer 
obliged to only rely on the care available in the immediate local area, nor to 
only use municipal services. The options became markedly more varied, 
both geographically and organisationally. In this sense, the introduction of 
vouchers may be read as indicative of a certain modal maturation on the 
part of the Social Democratic welfare policy tradition; a maturation or 
change of mode that also comes across in other dimensions of childcare. 
Swedish childcare still appears to some extent homogeneous, but not nec-
essarily, one should bear in mind, if compared to earlier versions of the 
same system. 

Institutional comprehensiveness may thus be seen as a historical condi-
tion in the Swedish context for policy diversification, making Sweden 
something of a paradox in Europe, where diverse and multilayered welfare 
regimes are often visible in the sector today, though not necessarily in the 
wake of any previous phase of comprehensive uniformity. In the Swedish 
experience of care, the current organisational diversity follows on an earlier 
homogeneity (and the present phase is therefore likely to be tainted by the 
phase that preceded it in ways that comparable systems of diversity are 
not). 

On the same note: what does it mean to argue that there is a propensity 
for varied provision patterns, if no major political force takes a pluralist 
perspective? As has been amply demonstrated by this analysis, the Social 
Democrats favour public modes of provision and care. Competing forms of 
care are tolerated, but can hardly be said to be favoured. All things being 
equal, it is still uncertain if Swedish childcare legislation would have been 
opened up for non-public provision if (a) a situation of short supply had not 
arisen and (b) heavy ideological pressure from other political actors had not 
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been mounted in favour of change. Similarly, it makes little sense to argue 
that the opposition’s arguments for private care solutions municipally or at 
the central level of government are in favour of variety as such. 

A more precise interpretation is that they try as they might to further the 
conversion of municipal into private facilities and widen the field available 
for corporate innovation. This only equals “furthering organisational plural-
ism” in a context that is already structured by other models. Formally, to-
day’s overall non-socialist position may be seen as more pluralist, but it 
remains unclear whether this commitment would remain if the dominant 
mode of provision was instead, as in many other European countries, non-
public. In our view, the most convincing conclusion in this regard is that all 
three different worlds of Swedish childcare provision are primarily inter-
ested in promoting and consolidating one particular mode of service. None 
is working for the promotion of plurality. 

But who could assume this general responsibility? The natural answer is, 
of course, the state. In a system like the Swedish, there is no comparable 
political or administrative body with the required capacity or legitimacy for 
legislative reform or institutional design. And given its historical Social 
Democratic orientation, the Swedish post-war state has never been eager to 
adopt other than public, state-driven welfare schemes. Alternative provision 
has been secondary throughout. In this sense, pluralism is no driving force 
in Swedish childcare. It never has been. 

There is an intriguing duality at work here. On the note of universality, it 
is obvious that the earlier more homogeneous moment of the system is less 
than logically clear-cut. As we have seen, the childcare institutions and 
initiatives of a varying public character that dominated the field prior to the 
(later) 1980s, were, in effect, unable to quantitatively satisfy Swedish fami-
lies’ demands for childcare. Apparently, at the time this was not a truly 
comprehensive system. The political reforms and legal changes that were 
then effected to remedy this situation of scarcity had, it seems, to involve 
other than public efforts. To make the system comprehensive therefore 
meant nothing less than making it varied – i.e. decreasing its publicness at 
the level of provision, correspondingly. This aspect of the story of Swedish 
childcare needs to be recognised; it makes the picture more complicated 
than standard accounts generally allow for. 

Even bearing in mind that today’s less centralised and unitarian structure 
owes much of its impetus to the tradition of public comprehensiveness, this 
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mode of provision was never institutionally closed. The system was really 
never comprehensive, it seems, when it was uniform. To be able to evolve 
into comprehensiveness, it had to give up on its structural homogeneity. 
There is a lesson to be gleaned from this conclusion: that European welfare 
policy reform inspired by the Swedish approach, should be clear over this 
tension between comprehensiveness and homogeneity. It would therefore 
perhaps be a mistake to envisage universalistic social welfare solutions as 
both public and total at the same time, as the Swedish tradition purportedly 
has tried to be. In childcare, it has never succeeded. We would like to refer 
to this moment by making an analytical distinction between a soft (or open) 
and hard (or closed) comprehensiveness of social welfare; each subject to 
its own political logic. 

Municipal day care facilities were strongly encouraged to convert to lim-
ited companies by the non-socialist majority in the city of Stockholm from 
1998 to 2002. In the Skärholmen ward of Stockholm this resulted in a case 
included in our study where the staff decided to follow these ideological 
pressures to privatise. They took over the childcare service and now run it 
as a small private for-profit service. How this change of ownership will 
affect the social composition of the parents and children using the service is 
too soon to say. However, we also noted in Skärholmen that parents in the 
included parent co-op indicated the dominance of non-Swedish speaking 
children at municipal services as a reason for choosing the local co-
operative alternative. In this case co-operative day care runs counter to the 
ambitions of increasing social solidarity and integrating refugee children 
and their families into Swedish society, through special language efforts in 
childcare centres in this ward. In Maria-Gamla Stan we noted an unusual 
prevalence of the parent co-operative alternative. This was explained in 
terms of the socio-economic concentration of middle-class and academic 
parents in this particular ward. By contrast, in Östersund both municipal 
and parent co-operative childcare services were found but no private for-
profit providers, in an overall strongly Social Democratic city. 

Thus, we note ideological differences in terms of the legal form chosen 
for providing childcare services. These differences alter with different po-
litical majorities and even with changes in political majorities. Legal ex-
perimentation spurred by ideological differences in terms of public or pri-
vate provision may, we however suggest, be detrimental to the develop-
ment of the childcare sector in Sweden. If development patterns are ideo-
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logically driven, rather than motivated by either pedagogic concerns, ambi-
tions to strengthen parental participation, gender equalisation or concern for 
the social welfare of preschool children, it may erode public support for 
tax-based collective services and publicly financed childcare. The sector is, 
in our view, a poor venue for ideological campaigns in this sense. Quality 
matters and concerns for the social environment and style varieties avail-
able in childcare provision are thus more relevant nodes in an ideal child-
care discourse. 

There are other intriguing differences between municipal and non-
municipal day care services, in particular in terms of the quality of the ser-
vices provided and regarding the possibilities for participation and influ-
ence by parents. Parents are markedly more active in parent co-ops and thus 
able to directly influence the decisions made by the day care centre they use 
– including matters directly and indirectly affecting care quality. This is 
quite natural since parents by definition are the day care centre in a parent 
co-op. They legally own and manage it and employ the staff. Within certain 
wide limits, parents set the standards for their facility’s activities, determine 
ambition levels of the service, control opening hours, fees, pedagogical 
profile etc; all aspects that influence quality levels and local orientation in 
different ways. 

Possibilities for direct influence are not readily available to parents with 
children in municipal or private for-profit childcare, nor is it clear if these 
parents desire a greater degree of involvement.146 It seems that Swedish 
parents have different aspirations for their children’s day care services and 
                             
146 To reflect on what approaches are most reasonable for the state to take on this varied 
behaviour on the part of Swedish parents, it could perhaps be argued that it is far quieter on 
the matter of participation and individual user influence than is to be expected. A recent 
study concludes that the view of parenthood and parenting characteristic of the contempo-
rary Swedish welfare state is to regard citizen-parents as very resourceful and capable in-
deed in terms of participatory life choices and independency-augmenting ways to organise 
family living conditions. The main problem is not (as during the half century from the 1930s 
to the 1980s) primarily considered to be social and adaptive incompetence, but rather that 
many parents and families fail to acknowledge and take advantage of the actual abilities they 
possess. Gleichmann 2004, p 247. On this view, it could be argued that the state ought to be 
more supportive of parents choosing co-operative childcare, since this care format generates 
unsurpassed levels of parental participation and autonomy. If the policy object is empower-
ment (as is concluded for the Swedish welfare state of the later 1990s), then this strategy 
arguably lacks rivals. Ibid., p 255f. Cf Möller 1996, p 399. 
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these aspirations influence, at least partly, their choice of service: municipal 
or non-municipal, co-operative or private for-profit (large-scale corporate 
or small-scale local, converted). Having made this basic choice their satis-
faction with the services provided is determined both by the availability of 
the service and by more general matters, such as staff/child ratio and the 
size of children’s pedagogical groups. 

The differences between the main available modes of childcare provi-
sion in Sweden are quite visible when it comes to the participatory patterns 
mentioned above. On the basis of the research undertaken here, it is possi-
ble to grade the contemporary performance of the different sectors in cer-
tain respects. It is thus clear that parent co-ops provide the socially most 
ambitious form of childcare. Here, both service quality and parental and 
social involvement standards appear to be substantially higher than else-
where. But the municipal sector also seems to perform reasonably (indeed 
often very) well, although it partly caters to different socio-economic seg-
ments of the population. The relative low-performer by comparison is cor-
porate for-profit childcare. Here, many of the aspects of childcare that are 
considered central in the other modes of provision seem to be absent or less 
clearly pursued or prioritised. In this sense, it is difficult to see how corpo-
rate care has any strong pedagogical or social advantages compared to the 
municipal and co-operative sectors. The advantages that may be attributed 
to it are essentially of a kind unrelated to childcare as such, and rather per-
tain to specifically corporate general interests and agendas. To be able to 
argue for this kind of solution in the field of childcare, one has to approach 
the field in a straightforward ideological manner, and argue that the corpo-
rate structure is superior for other than pedagogical or social reasons. But 
even arguing normatively, the ideology of corporate childcare is peculiar. 
Different studies indicate quite clearly the anti-participatory corporate per-
spective. This ethical and normative approach provides critics with effec-
tive tools for opposition, and creates a difficult situation indeed for propo-
nents of corporate welfare. The problems are potentially severe, and could 
perhaps be partly overcome if the corporate welfare sector were to recon-
sider its anti-participatory orientation. The cost, it seems, for retaining it is 
high. 

This is odd, in a greater European perspective, and reflects, again, the 
peculiar history of the Swedish welfare sector, with its public logic and 
universalist ethos. Given that both large- and small-scale for-profit solu-
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tions exist elsewhere in the European context of care, it cannot be ruled out 
that childcare that matches the other two modes of provision is possible to 
provide in a corporate format. This begs the question why it is such a rela-
tive low-performer in Sweden. Here, different answers are possible. First, it 
could hinge on the general political environment in Sweden being less in-
viting than the environment in other countries. Second, an explanation may 
be sought in the outstanding historical and institutional record of the public 
childcare sector itself, making serious competition difficult. Third, it could 
somehow connect to inexpert and inefficient performance on the part of 
corporate actors in the field. (We will not consider the logical possibility 
that corporate childcare in other countries is an equal relative low-
performer, as this is clearly not considered to be the case.) 

Of these possible explanations, then, it would be somewhat brazen to opt 
for the latter, and the second is not extremely convincing either, consider-
ing (a) that the public sector of childcare has had very little recent historical 
competition against which to prove its mettle in Sweden and (b) that it does 
not make too much sense to call its performance fantastic until (perhaps) 
the 1990s. The first suggestion then carries most explanatory power: that 
the Swedish public welfare sector is less benevolent to the corporate style 
of management and administration. But the argument can be expanded; it 
can be argued that the Swedish state, community, and general political cul-
ture, favour other modes and means of welfare production. This is an inter-
esting hypothesis, partly supported by the extreme levels of satisfaction 
with provided welfare that are visible in this and other studies that empha-
sise the citizen-user point of view. 

If Swedes normally take pride (i.e. if to be Swedish means/presupposes 
to take pride) in their universalist welfare system, and this system by and 
large must (as it obviously has been and still is) be considered a public 
affair, it is reasonable to assume that this is discouraging and detrimental to 
alternate welfare providers. To some extent, our results speak in favour of 
this conclusion. The issue of social cohesion in the Swedish social welfare 
nexus thus comes through as singular. Some theorists indicate that it is 
possible to regard the universalist matrix as a base and node for social soli-
darity and community building. Following this line of reasoning, the ero-
sion in Sweden of the earlier logic of familialism has not resulted in a lack 
of social strength and purpose, but created and channelled the sense of 
community in new and unforeseen ways. What started out as ideologically 
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and practically motivated policy reforms has turned into a community 
building experience. 

Some modifications of the above remarks should be made, however. The 
first is that the for-profit form of care we have in mind above is corporate, 
and the Swedish corporate world of childcare tends to be structured along 
different lines than the rest of the company sector. The one area where it 
possibly outperforms other forms is in terms of maximising revenue. The 
small one-facility day care centres taken over from earlier municipal man-
agement by the staff in the course of the 1990s tell a different story. These 
appear to be rather similar to the municipal world of childcare in terms of 
pedagogic ambitions, quality levels and visionary patterns. The second 
point is that as the corporate alternative is quite small in Stockholm (and 
non-existent in Östersund), the impact of for-profit childcare on the whole 
sector is bound to be extremely modest. It certainly serves an ideological 
purpose that corporate childcare structures are present in the field, but as a 
real alternative the role of this solution is marginal indeed. It does, how-
ever, increase the fragmentation of providers along an additional dimen-
sion. To be a serious contender in this field, the question of magnitude is 
essential. To be able to assess if corporate care could compete in other ar-
eas than revenue, it would have to be present on an altogether different 
scale than it is today. As very few cases of corporate care are included in 
this study, and as the presence of the sector itself is limited, the basis for 
robust evaluation in this sense is equally small. 

As pointed out at the outset of the text, the Swedish childcare system to-
day covers the country virtually comprehensively, and childcare is readily 
and equally provided for all children 1-5 years old whose families want it. 
It is thus not necessarily possible to consider the very introduction of com-
prehensive childcare services of this kind as a potential means, say, to 
strengthen social cohesion in a heterogeneous society. It should instead, we 
feel, be read as an aspect of a greater process of individualisation and 
changing family patterns that has been going on for some time. More ex-
plorative and open-ended solutions, which were still possible when child-
care had not yet been expanded to this comprehensive degree, are difficult 
to apply in discussions of the sector’s prospects today. But there is also a 
counterargument to this view. As shown in the empirical section of the 
study, the position of the Skärholmen ward is that unemployed families, 
and families with little or no footing in society, for whatever reasons, 
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should use municipal care for their children. The idea is to identify and if 
possible intervene in various ways in processes of social alienation. In a 
way, this may be construed as a counterfactual exception to the argument 
that today’s system cannot counter social disintegration simply by being 
introduced, since it is already there in a comprehensive way. If (a) the 
Skärholmen case was instead indicative of the societal norm, and (b) the 
system of childcare was neither comprehensive nor consolidated, where 
does that leave us? It is conceivable that a system could be built up exactly 
along those lines, effective in today’s Skärholmen ward. Counterfactually, 
a social welfare institution of this kind could then be used precisely to inte-
grate people into society and foster patterns of social solidarity, autonomy 
and trust. 

In these final paragraphs, we thus conclude that the prevailing form of 
childcare in Sweden is difficult to read as symbolic of any weakening of 
virtues like social responsibility, solidarity and/or democratic behaviour. 
The values and aspirations built into the system largely seem to point in the 
direction of non-segregating social practices and an egalitarian political 
ideal. Does this mean that the sector actually promotes virtues such as 
these, i.e. is there any correspondence between ideals and rhetoric? Our 
findings at this point at least seem to make it possible to disregard overly 
simplistic criticisms of the notion that ideals and rhetoric differ markedly 
from each other. Progressive aspirations evidently guide the development 
and formats of the childcare sector in the local cases investigated here. In 
this sense, it is possible to state that the investigated system at least does 
not come across as detrimental to issues related to social cohesion and 
community building. In particular co-operative, but to a substantial extent 
also municipal, childcare practices and perspectives could surely be read as 
important bases for ongoing processes of reproducing and strengthening 
civicness and social virtues. 

One further aspect that can be stressed in this context is connected to the 
gendering of the childcare world. We have touched briefly in the analysis 
on the fact that the vast majority of the workforce in childcare is female. It 
is a commonplace to point out that this part of the labour market is strongly 
segregated. Even as this is unsatisfactory for its own good reasons, we 
would like to point to a less often noted implication of this state of things. 
In a gender-segregated sector of the work life such as childcare, it is inevi-
tably the case that an overwhelming majority of Swedish preschool chil-



 196

dren for an overwhelming majority of the time they spend in day care dur-
ing their early childhood years primarily are attended to by and interact 
with (groups of) women. This is a very simple observation to make. To our 
minds, however, this creates dissatisfaction of a whole different kind. If we 
want to teach children from an early age that men and women can be active 
at different places in society regardless of sex, then the current situation in 
the childcare workplace needs to change radically. If we would like chil-
dren to become accustomed to the idea that where and how people work, 
act and interact has less to do with their sex than with their aptitudes and 
interests for different social tasks and environments (and thus indirectly 
conveying to them that their own range of social choices later in life does 
not have to be unnecessarily restrained), then something has to change.  

In the light of this investigation, one ready conclusion at this juncture is 
that there is one existing mode of childcare that in a way performs radically 
better on this score than others. In co-operative care, even in cases where 
the staff exhibits the same gender pattern as in other forms of care, the chil-
dren also spend time on a day-to-day basis with custodian, role model men 
– i.e. the co-op’s fathers on duty. As co-ops organise their schedules in a 
variety of ways, this male presence may have many different shapes, but 
the basic fact should not be overlooked that children enrolled at least in 
parent co-operatives (which seems to be the dominant form) routinely in-
teract with and learn to relate to adults of both sexes. To attend co-
operative care as a child thus implies – among many other things – having 
an awareness that both men and women naturally belong to the social world 
of childcare. As this is generally the first personal encounter with the idea 
of a “workplace” in the first place for many (even most) children, it is rea-
sonable to assume the value of this particular piece of socialisation to be 
rather great in the long term. To turn the argument around: if a given state 
or other policy maker would consider gender neutrality in preschool or 
school systems – even in society broadly speaking – as a good that ought be 
pursued (which of course is the normal expectation today), then one simple 
notion of how change could be wrought in this respect is to radically sup-
port and expand the weight and presence of co-operative welfare in society. 
This seems like the most effective de facto means available today to further 
this purpose. 

In terms of interaction, involvement and engagement between childcare 
and other local interests, it is furthermore clear that the world of childcare 
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is horizontally set apart from its local or neighbourhood context. Vertically, 
there is some interaction (as there also is within the individual structures or 
spheres of municipal, co-operative and for-profit childcare, respectively), 
but that is all. Drawing on the argument above, however, is seems fair to 
conclude that the different modes of care investigated here perform differ-
ently in this regard. Again, co-operative care seems ahead of the other 
forms, and municipal (and individually-run small size for-profit) care has a 
substantial edge over corporate care. The smaller size and scale of most co-
ops make for a more direct, controllable and participatory environment. As 
we have seen, this mode of care is associated more closely with middle-
class values and career choices (where social cohesion at least within the 
group possibly already is stronger) than with social values and geographical 
areas that would stand to benefit more from this kind of childcare solution. 
The remaining question is whether or not childcare policy should thus be 
seen as a tool for change or a function of social cohesion patterns. To be 
able to offer more complex interpretations in this regard, we would have to 
return to the issue in another context. 
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Interviews 

Berg, Kicki. 8/5 2003. Central coordinator for non-municipal childcare, Stockholm 
municipality. 

Gramenidis, Despina. 9/1 2004. Unit/area manager of childcare, Skärholmen ward. 
Hedberg, Maria. 3/7 2003. Manager of parent co-operative childcare facility, 

Östersund municipality. 
Hedberg, Ulla. 8/1 2004. Manager and ceo of for-profit childcare facility, 

Skärholmen ward. 
Johansson, Karl-Erik. 13/6 2003. Manager of municipal childcare facility, Öster-

sund municipality. 
Keuter, Anita. 16/5 2003. Head of childcare provision, Maria-Gamla Stan ward. 
Kraft, Anna-Bella. 2/10 2003. Head of childcare provision, Skärholmen ward. 
Parent A. 12/10 2003. User of municipal childcare, Maria-Gamla Stan ward. 
Parent B. 9/10 2003. User of parent co-operative childcare, Maria-Gamla Stan 

ward. 
Parent C. 9/10 2003. User of corporate childcare, Maria-Gamla Stan ward. 
Parent D. 13/6 2003. User of municipal childcare, Östersund municipality. 
Parent E. 25/6 2003. User of parent co-operative childcare, Östersund municipality. 
Parent F. 4/7 2003. User of parent co-operative childcare, Östersund municipality. 
Parent G. 19/1 2004. User of municipal childcare, Skärholmen ward. 
Parent H. 9/1 2004. User of co-operative childcare, Skärholmen ward. 
Parent I. 12/1 2004. User of for-profit childcare, Skärholmen ward. 
Rydstedt, Agneta. 23/6 2003. Manager of parent co-operative childcare facility, 

Östersund. 
Steen, Bodil. 9/1 2004. Senior employee, parent co-operative childcare facility, 

Skärholmen ward. 
Svaleryd, Harriet. 22/5 2003. Head of childcare provision, Östersund municipality. 
Ullvede, Monica. 23/5 2003. Head of childcare provision, Bromma ward. 
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Glossary of Swedish terms 

alternativ drift non-public provision/distribution 
barnbidrag support to all parents with children of 0-18 years (95 €/month and 

child) 
barnkrubba early form of nursery home 
barnträdgårdar early form of kindergarten 
barnomsorg childcare 
barnpeng state funded, municipal voucher system for day care for children 

1-5 years old 
barnstugeutredningen official 1972 childcare study (SOU 1972:26, 27) 
betänkande comment by standing parliamentary committee on law proposal 
Centerpartiet non-socialist Centre party (formerly agrarian) 
daghem day-care facility for 1-5 year olds (all different providers) 
dagmamma child minder caring for 1-5 preschool children in private home 
Ds minor departmental series of Swedish official studies (Departe-

mentsSerien) 
Electrolux Swedish manufacturer of home appliances that pioneered for-

profit day care 
enskild drift non-public provision/distribution 
familjestödsutredningen official 1981 family policy study (SOU 1981:25) 
fritidsledare staff at fritidshem without tertiary education 
fritidshem after- and preschool-day facility for 6-12 year olds 
fritidspedagog pedagogue at fritidshem with tertiary education 
folkrörelse popular movement (workers’, temperance, liberal, religious etc) 
Folkpartiet liberal party 
förskola general term for the system of preschool facilities 
förskolelärare, förskole-
pedagog 

pedagogue at förskola with tertiary education 
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föräldraförsäkring comprehensive insurance system for parents with new-born chil-
dren 

garantidagar 90 days of the föräldraförsäkring at lower compensation levels 
IOGT/NTO international organisation of good templars/national temperance 

organisation 
Kristdemokraterna Christian Democratic party 
lex Pysslingen 1982 law prohibiting commercial day care, revoked 1986 
LO Swedish trade union confederation 
maxtaxa 2001 law setting upper limit for families’ total expenditure on 

childcare 
Miljöpartiet non-socialist environmental party 
Moderaterna non-socialist, conservative party (formerly the Right party) 
proposition law proposal to parliament from the cabinet 
Pysslingen AB Electrolux subsidiary company pioneering for-profit day care 
Riksdag the Swedish parliament 
riksdagsskrivelse parliamentary promulgation of law 
SAF Swedish confederation of employers -2000 
Saltsjöbadsavtalet central 1938 Swedish corporatist agreement between capital and 

labour 
Skolverket National agency for education 
Socialdemokraterna Social Democratic party 
Socialstyrelsen National authority for health and welfare 
SOU major series of Swedish official studies (Statens Offentliga 

Utredningar) 
stadsdel local municipal administrative level or ward 
stadsdelsnämnd local municipal administrative board 
Svenskt Näringsliv successor of SAF 2000- 
tillfällig föräldrapenning insurance system covering temporary leave to care for sick chil-

dren 
TCO Swedish confederation of professional employees 
vårdnadsbidrag support for care-givers (non-socialist policy briefly in effect in 

1994) 
Vänsterpartiet Socialist party (formerly Communist) 
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Appendix: data on Swedish childcare147 

 

Table 7. Number of children enrolled in preschool childcare 1974-1999 (x1000) 
Year Day-care centre Child minder Total 

 Number Per cent Number Per cent  

1974 62 17 (1975) - 7 (1975) - 
1980 129 36 125 15 254 
1985 184 32 162 19 346 
1990 268 57 156 17 424 
1994 338 - 129 - 467 
1995 361 - 123 - 484 
1996 366 - 110 - 476 
1997 363 - 96 - 459 
1998 338 - 82 - 420 
1999 318 - 69 - 387 

 

 

                             
147 The tables in the appendix are adapted from Ds 2001:57; SOU 1996:6; SOU 2001:52, SOU 
2001:55, SCB 1995, SCB 2002. 
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Table 8. Number of children enrolled in non-municipal preschool childcare 1986-
1999 (x1000) 

Year Day-care centre Child minder 

1986 1.3 - 
1988 8.5 - 
1995 43.1 2.1 
1999 47.2 3.5 

 

 

 

Table 9. Proportion of age cohorts enrolled in childcare 1990 and 1999 (x1000) 

 1990 1999 

Age cohort Number Per cent Number Per cent 

1-2 103 44 108 60 
3-6 263 64 350 82 
7-9 143 49 238 63 
10-12 22 8 24 7 
 

 

 

Table 10. Proportion of preschool children enrolled in childcare by parents’ occu-
pation 1999 (x1000) 

Occupation Number Per cent 

Employed/studying 331 89 
Unemployed 40 62 
Parental leave 69 27 
At home 8 20 
Other 16 68 
Total 464 76 
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Table 11. Age of youngest child by mother’s participation on the labour market 
1997 (per cent) 

Age Full-time Part-time Other Total 

-1 9 14 77 100 
1-2 20 45 35 100 
2-7 26 58 16 100 
7-13 35 58 7 100 
13-16 54 40 6 100 

 

 

 

Table 12. Proportion of father’s use of parental leave insurance system 1974-1996 

Year Share of all father’s 
using the system (%) 

Father’s share 
of used days (%) 

Average of 
used days 

1974 2.8 0.5 - 
1977 7.0 2.2 - 
1987 24.5 7.3 27.1 
1990 26.1 7.7 32.9 
1993 27.0 10.1 39.5 
1994 28.1 11.4 39.5 
1995 27.9 9.6 34.3 
1996 31.1 10.6 30.5 
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Table 13. Reasons for choosing type of day care, early 1990s (per cent, multiple 
replies possible) 

Type of day care provider  

Pysslingen Public For-profit Coop. 

Close to home 78 56 46 18 
First-visit positive impression 69 46 38 20 
Positive hearsay 39 43 31 24 
Offered place 31 46 28 13 
Knew parents of enrolled children 36 24 21 25 
Siblings enrolled earlier/presently 13 24 13 17 
Pedagogic approach 0 1 31 20 
Number of children’s groups 8 10 23 11 
Close to workplace 5 5 5 2 
External environment 25 24 5 6 
Desired co-operative alternative 5 0 0 53 
Desired public alternative 10 17 0 0 
Desired for-profit alternative 13 0 5 0 

 

 

 

Table 14. Costs for parental insurance and child allowance 1996-2000 (million 
€)148 

 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 

Parental insurance 1579 1476 1272 1403 1516 
Child allowance 1310 1298 1515 1509 1699 
Total expenditure149 3979 3683 3950 4315 4600 

                             
148 Again, a flat conversion rate from SEK to € of 9:1 is used here. 
149 The total includes all sorts of family-related benefits, such as pension rights, housing 
allowances etc. 
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Table 15. Age cohort in the Swedish labour force by sex, age and children 2000 
(per cent) 

 16-19 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 Total 

Married/cohabiting men - 80.5 91.9 94.1 93.2 74.9 885 
Single men 28.8 65 81.1 82.5 79.9 61.9 66.2 
Women with children –7150 - - 78.9 85.1 82.1 - 79.7 
Women without children –7 - - 83.2 88.0 86.6 65.5 74.5 
Women with children 7-16 only - - 83.9 90.1 88.5 78.5 88.8 
Women with children –17 - - - - - - 84.2 
Married/cohabiting women 62.5 69.1 82.7 88.9 88.3 66.3 81.5 
Single women 32.6 54.7 76.8 80.9 80.3 63.3 63.2 
 

 

 

Table 16. 0-9 year old children’s family relations and social conditions 2000 (per 
cent) 
  

Sees  
absent parent 

Lives with  
other parent 

Geographical 
distance to 

absent parent 

Parents spend 
time with 

child together 

Family type Each 
week Never Shared 

living Never 0-1 km >30 km Each 
week Never 

Both parents  
present 82 - - - - - - - - 

Absent father 15 46 10 16 46 31 18 18 44 
Absent mother 3 80 0 66 2 39 14 21 36 
Absent father/ 
mother 18 49 9 24 38 30 17 19 43 

 

                             
150 The public statistics lacks distinctions of labour force activity by men in terms of parent-
hood. 
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Table 17.  Separations yearly for married/cohabiting couples 1991-92 by woman’s 
age (per 1000) 

 23 y/o 28 33 38 43 

Married without children 34 35 30 25 - 
Married with children 52 27 22 19 16 
Cohabiting without children 93 72 60 55 - 
Cohabiting with children 80 55 53 55 55 

 

 

 

Table 18. Attitudes on divorce/separation 1995 (per cent).* 
  Agree Disagree Can’t say Total 

Men     
43 y/o 58 36 6 100 
33 y/o 56 40 4 100 
28 y/o 51 41 8 100 
All men 55 39 6 100 
Women     
43 y/o 68 27 5 100 
38 y/o 65 27 7 100 
33 y/o 64 32 4 100 
28 y/o 62 30 8 100 
23 y/o 63 30 8 100 
All women 64 29 7 100 
 
*Respondents were asked to agree or disagree with different formulations of the following 
proposition: “it is too easy to divorce/separate in today’s Sweden”. 
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