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subcategory. These contacts are not developed in relation to EU 
institutions or through umbrella organizations at the EU level. 

Examples of the first kind of CSOs include active members of the SWL. 
They cooperate with other members of the SWL, and through this umbrella 
organization they became members of the EWL, but they did not discuss 
this relation in the interviews. For example, Women in the Swedish Church 
(Kvinnor i Svenska Kyrkan) was a member of an organization that was 
a member of the SWL, which in turn was represented in the EWL. This 
indirect representation gives rise to the question of whether it is meaningful 
to talk about participation at the EU level for these kinds of organizational 
activities and relations. Two out of the fifteen CSOs that were categorized 
as weakly Europeanized in this study can be described like this. The two 
examples have access to political institutions at the national level and have 
been invited to hearings and dialogues. They are mainly working for stronger 
inclusion in policymaking at the national level and for issues of recognition. 
They are similar to the dominant kinds of CSOs in the category of medium 
Europeanized CSOs that are described below, but they are separated from 
that category due to their very weak commitment to the EU.

The weakly Europeanized CSOs with few relations outside Sweden 
mostly have commitments to so-called recognition issues. Five organizations 
were assessed as clearly domestic CSOs; they are mostly active in temporary 
opinion-making on cultural topics on the Internet. They are weakly orga-
nized and are only active when they find it important due to a specific event 
or situation. Among these organizations are also local units. They are part 
of organizations that are clearly divided into separate administrative levels 
where the local organizations are rather independent from the national 
organization.

Some of the weakly Europeanized CSOs are active either in international 
cooperation or in bilateral projects with CSOs in other European countries. 
Based only on interviews with these organizations, one possible reason for 
CSOs not taking part on their own (but perhaps through indirect member-
ship) in Europeanization is because they prefer other arenas to get in contact 
with transnational organizations. These kinds of CSOs are more or less ques-
tioning prevailing political borders, and some are explicitly condemning the 
EU. They have directed criticism either toward political border-making 
or toward political processes due to democratic deficiency. Some of these 
organizations mostly direct criticism toward the substance of specific EU 
policies.

Two newly established CSOs with activities on issues mainly regarding 
recognition and representation; in addition they addressed problems of rep-
resentation with focus on state borders and the EU level of representation. 
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One of them discussed problems for asylum seekers who are affected by 
EU regulations but who have no chances to influence policies. The other 
opposes discriminating norms as well as nondemocratic polities, and it took 
part in actions where unjust regulations or other treatments affected CSOs 
who struggled for human rights. They are mainly, but not exclusively, active 
in Europe. These CSOs can be described as social movements that strive for 
rights through linking local issues to global discourses, but also by discussing 
global problems at the local level. Consequently, the associations are not 
related to political institutions at any level but instead rely on campaigns, 
information, and communication via the Internet as well as temporary 
relations with other CSOs.

Another CSO problematized the lack of political space for youths in 
general and demanded more just inclusion in policymaking processes at all 
levels. Among these weakly Europeanized CSOs were the only transforma-
tive CSOs found in the study—in other words, organizations that question 
the boundaries of political space.

However, there is another kind of CSO in this third subcategory—
weakly Europeanized but strongly internationalized CSOs. These are 
well-established CSOs that aim for better conditions concerning gender 
relations in general. They are worldwide organizations, but during the 
interview they did not discuss their formal connection to the SWL or 
EWL, and they reported no other explicit relations to EU institutions or 
EU policies. On the other hand, they have had consultative status in the 
Council of Europe with its focus on democracy and human rights, and 
they have also been active in the UN. They have several contacts with 
CSOs in Europe through bilateral projects and conferences; if the con-
cept of Europeanization were to include European networks without any 
institutional relations to the EU, these six examples would be categorized 
as strongly instead of weakly Europeanized. These organizations highlight 
the question of categorization and point out this demarcation problem in 
the concept of Europeanization.

How Medium Europeanization Correlates with Dimensions 
of Participation

This in-between extent of Europeanization is not distinguished by its CSOs’ 
strong interest in the EU, but the CSOs all have relations to the EU that 
matter in some aspects and were mentioned during the interviews. However, 
these relations are indirect and not important for the organization. These 
organizations have in common regular contacts with Swedish authorities, 
and they are also partially funded by government agencies.
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Among ten organizations categorized as medium Europeanized were six 
members of the SWL (or members of CSOs that are members of the SWL), 
which were thereby also more or less linked to the EWL. All in all, eighteen 
out of the thirty-four interviewed CSOs are members of the SWL on their 
own or indirectly via an umbrella CSO. Most CSOs with a medium level of 
Europeanization reported working with recognition questions, and some of 
them in particular were devoted to recognition of women within the fields 
of arts and media. This means that they aim for better status of women 
within the fields of music and media, among others. Focus on recognition 
often involves activities of norm criticism so as to assess and deconstruct the 
dominant norms that contribute to the subordination of women.

They have few collaborative projects with CSOs in Europe, whereas 
some have individual contacts with Nordic CSOs. Some CSOs are well 
established at the national level, have been invited to take part in dialogues 
with agencies, and have received grants from agencies such as the Swedish 
ESF. One example is the Equality Development Center in Skaraborg that 
cooperates on a regular basis with Swedish regional and local authorities 
through education in norm-critical methods.

Most of the CSOs within this category inform governmental agencies 
about gender equality and are respected as experts. Some examples of 
activities among these CSOs are media monitoring, assessment of the gov-
ernment’s gender equality, and assessing the degree of representation of 
women in museums. Five of these organizations have been regularly invited 
to meetings organized by the governmental committee on gender equality.

Individuell Mänmniskohjälp (IM) reported a general agreement with 
SIDA (Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency), which 
implies specific long-term support by SIDA. IM also reported connections 
to the EU via membership in the Swedish Confederation for Relief and 
Development (CONCORD 2016); hence IM was also a member of the 
European CONCORD that aimed to act as an interlocutor with EU insti-
tutions. IM is moreover an example of a CSO with strong bilateral relations 
and activities with different countries. The Kvinna till Kvinna Foundation 
is another CSO with the status as a development organization with a long-
term agreement with SIDA. Compared to IM, it has strong relations and 
activities toward the EU and is hence assessed as strongly Europeanized.

Concluding Remarks

The main purpose of this study was to understand why and how Swedish 
CSOs in the field of gender equality participate at different levels of policy-
making and why some women’s CSOs are not trying to participate at the EU 
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level. Table 8.1 summarizes the findings in the study. The overall question 
was analyzed using dimensions developed from Fraser’s theory of parity of 
participation. The study demonstrates that participation at different levels 
differs very much between women’s CSOs. Some CSOs are included as 
experts and advisors in decision-making processes when principles of inclu-
sion are discussed from a gender perspective. It is also clear that some orga-
nizations have no relations to EU institutions or to the EU’s policymaking 
processes.

Most of the strongly Europeanized CSOs are well-established umbrella 
organizations that are active at multiple levels. The strongly Europeanized 
CSOs are additionally often funded by state projects or through political or 
labor-market institutions (cf. Hedling and Meeuwisse, chapter 5).

These features are quite contrary to the weakly Europeanized CSOs, 
which were found to be either part of globalized activities or focused on 
local issues. Some are indirectly connected to the EU via other organizations, 
while others are instrumentally constructed as organizations only because 
of the formal criteria stated by subsidizing agencies. To receive grants, they 
had to register as formal CSOs. Instead of taking part in ordinary policy pro-
cesses, some of these CSOs are mostly active in social media and engaged in 
influencing opinion on temporary topics within civil society.

Regarding what the CSOs focus on, some of the differences between them 
are connected to the extent of Europeanization. There is a clear preponder-
ance on recognition among the CSOs, and few CSOs are engaged in questions 
of redistribution. Strongly Europeanized CSOs are slightly more evenly 
divided between the three kinds of substance of justice—redistribution, rec-
ognition, and representation—while a majority of the CSOs with medium 
Europeanization focus on recognition. The weakly Europeanized CSOs are 
roughly equally working on recognition and representation. Hence, there 
are some differences among the CSOs even if they are not sharply related 
to the three extents of Europeanization. One possible explanation for these 
differences is the close connection between Swedish authorities and CSOs 
based on expert knowledge. Women’s CSOs are invited by national author-
ities to give advice and to contribute to policymaking with specific knowl-
edge about gender issues, and they are in turn funded by Swedish grants. 
This mutual dependence might reinforce these CSOs in engaging mainly 
at the domestic level with questions that are specific for them, such as the 
recognition of gender (instead of, e.g., questions of redistribution). Such a 
pattern was in particular found in the category of medium Europeanized 
CSOs.

The EC has in a similar way encouraged the establishment of a few strong 
and specialized umbrella organizations at the EU level, such as the EWL, 
which in turn have contributed to the creation of national coordinators 
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like the SWL. In this sense, strong Europeanization among women’s CSOs 
is a result of the EC’s need for experts. However, there are other examples 
of organizations that are already active on the global arena that have taken 
the opportunity to become active at the EU level when they have found 
the possibilities to do so. CSOs want to have influence, and the EU wants 
to strengthen integration with the help of CSOs. However, there is a risk 
that the EC’s relationships and support for some selected CSOs might pre-
vent other CSOs from having a meaningful commitment at the EU level 
(Stubbergaard 2015).

Applying for financial support from various funds was considered a 
problem, in particular for small and medium-sized organizations without a 
secretariat. But even well-established CSOs expressed their frustration with 
the applications. One problem was that they have to pay for activities before 
receiving payments from the donor institution.

Some CSOs are active in Europe but are related to the Council of Europe 
instead of the EU. These CSOs have a strong commitment to Europe beyond 
institutions and policies linked to the EU, and they bring to the fore a crucial 
question about the concept of Europeanization (cf. introductory chapter 
and chapter 1). Should CSOs active in European arenas, which are not 
institutionally a part of the EU, be described as Europeanized? In this study 
they were treated as weakly Europeanized. If, instead, all systematic efforts 
aiming for participating in networks and issues relevant for Europe, as a geo-
graphic region, were to be included in the concept of Europeanization, these 
six organizations obviously have to be categorized as strongly Europeanized. 
No CSO in Sweden could be assessed as not Europeanized at all because 
in some way every organization is affected by the EU due to the fact that 
Sweden is a member state of the EU.

Among internationally active, but weakly Europeanized, CSOs only 
a few explicitly questioned the border setting and proposed the transfor-
mation of political space. Most of the CSOs, regardless of their extent of 
Europeanization, did not question the system of representation at different 
levels but rather the inequality in representation. That is to say, they are still 
claiming inclusion in practice but they are affirming the current division of 
decision-making levels.

Ylva Stubbergaard is Senior Lecturer in Political Science at Lund University, 
Sweden. Her research focuses on democracy in theory and practice. Within 
this field, she is particularily interested in power relations between civil 
society and public authorities, how citizenship status is constructed, and 
implications for democracy when relations between politics and public 
administration change.
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Notes

1.	 This chapter uses the term “women’s organization” throughout. This means that all 
organizations and movements in civil society with a focus on gender equality, femi-
nist politics, and women’s rights are denominated with the same term. Their specific 
objectives will instead be categorized according to the three “what” questions elabo-
rated by Fraser—redistribution, recognition, and representation.

2.	 Thanks to all of the women’s organizations that contributed to the study by being 
interviewed.

3.	 Scholars have also problematized the risk of reification and essentializing categories 
of sexes and a uniform idea of women when struggling for recognitions of identities 
(e.g., Fraser 2005).

4.	 Many thanks to Sofia Rubertsson for good teamwork and for her great efforts 
to keep in contact with the CSOs and for carrying out most of the telephone 
interviews.

5.	 The Council of Europe aims to strengthen human rights and democratic practices. 
It has forty-seven member states; twenty-eight of these are also EU member states 
(Council of Europe 2016).
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Chapter 9

Questioning the Swedish Model or 
Exporting It?

Identity Europeanization in the Prostitution 
Policy Field

Gabriella Scaramuzzino and Roberto Scaramuzzino

This chapter explores how Swedish civil society organizations handle con-
flicting frames1 and identities at the national, European, and international 
levels in their interaction with other organizations, in particular when such 
interactions take place within umbrella organizations. Hence the chapter 
aims at addressing how identity Europeanization relates to organizational 
Europeanization (see chapter 1) by drawing on theoretical perspectives 
about framing and identity in social movements (Benford and Snow 
2000; Polletta and Jasper 2001) and the organizational theory of meta-
organizations (Ahrne and Brunsson 2005).

Interacting with CSOs that are embedded in other contexts, Swedish 
organizations might encounter frames and identities that are at odds with 
their own. Furthermore, they might have to interact in contexts where 
such frames and identities are dominant while their own are interpreted 
as divergent from the norm. Sometimes such interactions take place inside 
European or international umbrella organizations of which Swedish CSOs 
are members. From being accustomed to having many like-minded organiza-
tions around them in one context, they might actually end up being isolated 
and delegitimized in another, or vice versa. Clashes of frames and identities 
are particularly pertinent in the prostitution policy field (Scaramuzzino and 
Scaramuzzino 2015). In Sweden, there is a strong consensus against the 
legalization of prostitution and against defining prostitution as sex work, 
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a position that is in contrast with how the issue is viewed in many other 
European countries. Hence the study focuses on Swedish organizations 
that are active in the prostitution policy field and are members of umbrella 
organizations and federations at the European or international level.

While the Swedish model has been criticized abroad, all political parties 
represented in the Swedish Parliament, and most of the CSOs, are in favor 
of the Swedish ban on the purchase of sexual services that was introduced 
in 1999. There is also an ambition to export the model to other countries, 
not least through European Union (EU) institutions (Scaramuzzino and 
Scaramuzzino 2015). The Swedish legislation only criminalizes the pur-
chase of sexual services and not sales, and it defines prostitution as a form 
of violence against women. The focus of the interventions is not on harm 
reduction, but rather on preventive social work and protection that enables 
sex-service providers and sex clients to exit prostitution (Scaramuzzino 
2014).

Even if the EU has no direct mandate in the prostitution policy field, 
the past decade has witnessed closer cooperation and coordination between 
member states concerning trafficking in human beings for sexual purposes. 
Furthermore, the recent nonbinding resolution in the European Parliament 
in 2014, in favor of the Swedish model, raises the question of whether we 
are witnessing the rise of a common European prostitution policy model 
(Scaramuzzino and Scaramuzzino 2015). Such developments are strongly 
intertwined with developments at the national level where Sweden plays 
a key role. The European prostitution policy model might in fact be inter-
preted as a successful export and translation of the Swedish model into EU 
institutions. These processes can be understood in light of the increasing 
regulatory Europeanization of the prostitution policy field.

While there seems to be a strong consensus on these issues in Sweden, 
conflicting framings can be a challenge for Swedish organizations when 
interacting at the European level, as shown by the results of the EUROCIV 
survey (see chapter 3). When asked the question, “If your organization is 
affiliated with or takes part in a European network or federation, how prob-
lematic do you experience the following?,” all women’s organizations in the 
sample agreed that, “There are too large ideological differences between the 
participating organizations” (average for all CSOs: 33 percent). Even if such 
a statement is not necessarily related to the prostitution policy issue, it shows 
that organizations that work with gender issues, including prostitution (at 
least in a Swedish context), perceive a clash between their own perspectives 
and other CSOs that are affiliated with the same umbrella organization.

The empirical material consists of information on websites and social 
media as well as written online documents and five interviews with repre-
sentatives from Swedish CSOs. The study on the Internet was informed 
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by a connective approach. Starting with studying websites commenting 
on particular episodes of conflict (described later on in the chapter), we 
followed links to other websites and posts on Facebook and Twitter over the 
course of almost two years (December 2012 to August 2014). We explored 
the content and further connections and performed qualitative content 
analysis of the texts (cf. Hine 2003; Scaramuzzino 2012). We also found 
written documents such as open letters and articles that were downloaded 
from the websites and from social media. The interviews were conducted 
between April 2013 and March 2015 in Swedish. All empirical material in 
Swedish has been translated by the authors in the quotations presented in 
this chapter.

The Swedish Prostitution Policy Model as a Frame

The prostitution policy field in Sweden has been dominated since the 1970s 
by a gender perspective and more specifically by a radical-feminist approach. 
One of the main conquests of the women’s movement in this policy field is 
the ban on the purchase of sexual services—a ban that criminalizes the pur-
chase but not the sale of sexual services. A main argument behind the reform 
was that by reducing the (male) demand for prostitution, (female) supply 
would also be reduced (Skilbrei and Holmström 2013). From a broader per-
spective, the Swedish approach to prostitution might be interpreted in the 
light of a tradition of an interventionist state with an ambition to eradicate 
social problems through both preventive and repressive measures, similar to 
policies on child protection and drug-abuse treatment. This interventionist 
approach has been argued to pursue social justice and equality (cf. Lorenz 
2006) as well as to impose moral norms and regulation on citizens, and 
especially vulnerable and marginalized groups (cf. Berggren and Trägårdh 
2015).

Scaramuzzino and Scaramuzzino (2014) have argued that the Swedish 
prostitution policy model promotes a gender-equality and gender-policy per-
spective rather than a social-welfare perspective on the issue of prostitution. 
Because prostitution is framed as an issue of gender equality, the women’s 
movement has become the natural collective actor for interest representa-
tion in the policy field (Erikson 2011). The sex-workers movement has had 
a weak position in the debate, not least because of lack of resources and 
legitimacy. The shift of focus from the providers of sexual services to the 
buyers in the Swedish policy model on prostitution has made their position 
less relevant, as stated in the most recent evaluation of the law (Swedish 
Government 2010, 59, authors’ translation): “Also in our country, advo-
cates for prostitution argue that you can distinguish between voluntary and 
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nonvoluntary prostitution, that adults should have the right to freely sell and 
buy sex and that the ban on the purchase of sexual services is an anachronistic 
sexual moral position. From a gender and human rights perspective and with 
the shift of focus from the supply, i.e., the prostitutes, to the demand, i.e., 
the traffickers, procurers, and buyers who use other people to satisfy their 
own or others’ sexual needs, the distinction between voluntary and non-
voluntary prostitution becomes irrelevant.” Because of the strong consensus 
in favor of the law and the important symbolic value it has been given for the 
achievement of gender equality in society, mobilization against the national 
policy on prostitution has been weak. Until recently open criticism toward 
the ban has mostly been communicated on the Internet by actors who have 
been organized in the shadows (Scaramuzzino and Scaramuzzino 2014).

Recent events related to the European and international level have 
sparked intense debates in Sweden on how to handle conflicting norms and 
values. The intensity of these debates might partly be related to the symbolic 
value of the Swedish law both for its supporters and its critics. Two episodes 
and related debates will be addressed in this chapter. One was around the 
funding by the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency 
(SIDA) to Mama Cash, an organization supporting sex workers’ organiza-
tions around the world. The other took place among Swedish CSOs around 
a policy document produced at the international level by the  New York–
based international organization UN Women advocating against criminal-
ization of sex clients. These two episodes raise questions about how Swedish 
CSOs handle a national context that is strongly dominated by a framing of 
the prostitution issue in terms of criminalization of the sex client (and in 
terms of gender equality) and a European and international arena where 
other frames are more accepted and clearly competing with the Swedish 
prostitution model. These policy models or regimes are often labeled as 
tolerance or legalization models; they consider prostitution as a necessary 
evil (tolerance) or as legitimate work (legalization), placing transactional sex 
in the private sphere (tolerance) or the market (legalization) (Scaramuzzino 
and Scaramuzzino 2015).

Linking Framing, Identity, and Organizational Affiliation

When considering CSOs as subjects in and objects to identity 
Europeanization, we need to relate to and understand the ways in which 
frames and identities are constructed, used, and changed in interaction with 
other organizations.

In social movement theory, frames have been defined as “action-oriented 
sets of beliefs and meanings that inspire and legitimate the activities and 
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campaigns of a social movement organization” (Benford and Snow 2000, 
614). Different framings of prostitution by social movements are not only 
mirrored by different positions in feminist theory but also by different pros-
titution policy regimes or models that have been developed over the years. 
The major divide is between considering prostitution as a form of gender- or 
economic-based oppression and domination and the view of prostitution 
as work or a lifestyle that women can choose (Outshoorn 2004, 9; see also 
Zatz 1997). Different prostitution policy regimes might be seen as specific 
frames that are institutionalized in national systems and that coexist at 
national, European, and international policy levels (Scaramuzzino 2014; 
Scaramuzzino and Scaramuzzino 2015). At the risk of oversimplifying, we 
might say that these frames define prostitution as sex, work, or violence, and 
that these different frames are used by organizations active in the prostitu-
tion policy field (Scaramuzzino and Scaramuzzino 2014).

Framing also implies identity construction. Framing processes tend to 
link individual and collective identities as well as to reinforce and support 
collective identities as such. This is done at a general level by placing dif-
ferent actors in time and space, giving them attributes that put them in 
relationship to each other, and suggesting lines of action. At a more concrete 
level, such processes take place when adherents and activists engage in iden-
tity discussions but also in communication with the wider society such as 
press releases and public pronouncements (Benford and Snow 2000).

When social movements spawn formal organizations (so-called social 
movement organizations), these collective identities tend to become 
organizational identities. An organization that defines itself as a grassroots 
organization for sex workers and that makes claims for sex-workers’ rights in 
its pronouncements on their webpage, through Twitter, or on a banner at a 
demonstration or in the media is framing prostitution in accordance with a 
specific scheme of interpretation (Scaramuzzino and Scaramuzzino 2015). 
At the same time, it is constructing its own collective identity and implicitly 
also the identity of its adherents.

Collective identity might be defined as “an individual’s cognitive, moral, 
and emotional connection with a broader community, category, practice, or 
institution. It is a perception of a shared status or relation, which may be 
imagined rather than experienced directly, and it is distinct from personal 
identities, although it may form part of a personal identity” (Polletta and 
Jasper 2001, 285). The rise of collective identity as a theoretical concept in 
the study of social movements has challenged early resource mobilization 
and political process accounts that strategic choices are merely a product 
of rational choice. While collective identity might be a matter of strategic 
choice, the choice of strategies is influenced by collective identity. Identity 
claims can in fact on the one hand be seen as strategic action (Polletta and 
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Jasper 2001, 293–94), as in the case of a sex worker-led organization that is, 
in addition to claiming an identity, also framing prostitution as work rather 
than as sex or violence. On the other hand, even if the repertoire of possible 
strategies is very broad, including demonstrations and lobbying as well as 
relying on volunteers and/or employing professional consultants, collective 
identity makes specific strategic actions more viable than other strategies 
(Polletta and Jasper 2001, 293–94). For a grassroots organization, it is easier 
to engage in the mobilization and capacity-building of its constituents than 
it is to hire professional bureaucrats to work with campaigning and lobbying.

Because collective identity is also constructed and negotiated in a 
social movement organization in relation to the individual identity of its 
adherents, it might be argued that the same goes for umbrella or meta-
organizations. The collective identity of these federations should be seen as 
a process of identity construction and negotiation between member organi-
zations with their own specific collective identities. When Swedish CSOs 
become members of national and international networks or federations of 
organizations, they enter a process of identity construction that involves 
organizations from other national contexts that might carry different 
frames and identities.

When it comes to meta-organizations, their identity “is defined by its 
members to a much greater extent than an individual-based organization” 
(Ahrne and Brunsson 2005, 437). Because meta-organizations tend to 
resemble their members, not least because they both consist of organiza-
tions, they need to ensure certain homogeneity in terms of both goals and 
identity. They would, in fact, try to enroll as many organizations as possible 
of the kind they aim to represent, such as all sex-workers’ associations with 
certain goals and values related to sex workers’ rights (cf. Scaramuzzino 
and Scaramuzzino 2015). Such striving for representativity as well as for 
homogeneity easily sparks conflicts in meta-organizations both between 
members and between members and the meta-organization itself; attempts 
to impose or secure certain similarities are likely to encounter resistance 
among members (Ahrne and Brunsson 2005).

Homogenization or isomorphism within organizational fields has been 
highlighted in previous research, especially through the contribution of 
neo-institutional theory (Di Maggio and Powell 1983). When it comes to 
the field of prostitution policy, which is mostly regulated at the national 
level, we can assume the isomorphic processes to be mostly in play among 
organizations that are active in the same national environment. When 
Swedish CSOs interact with European or international environments and 
organizations embedded in other national contexts, we can assume that 
they will meet a larger variety of organizations and hence a larger variety of 
collective identities.
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Which Actors? Broadening the Perspective

While previous research on social movements and civil society in the pros-
titution policy field has mostly been focused on the mobilization of sex 
workers (e.g., Andrijasevic et al. 2012; Gall 2007, 2010; Garofalo 2010; 
Lopez-Embury and Sanders 2009; Scaramuzzino and Scaramuzzino 2015), 
this study broadens the perspective by also including a focus on other move-
ments and actors. As mentioned, we will focus on two episodes in which 
prostitution policy–related inputs from the European or international level 
have sparked debate among Swedish CSOs around conflicting views.

We will also analyze the way in which five Swedish CSOs active in 
the prostitution policy field and affiliated with European or international 
networks or umbrella organizations handle different views expressed at 
different geographical levels. All of the organizations have been involved 
in at least one of the above-mentioned episodes and are described in 
table 9.1.

Funding by Swedish Standards?

The above-mentioned funding of Mama Cash by SIDA started an intense 
debate and led to conflicts among Swedish CSOs arguing for or against the 

Table 9.1. The CSOs Involved in the Study

Name Description Affiliation

Rose Alliance Organization for sex and 
erotic workers

ICRSE (International 
Committee for the 
Rights of Sex Workers in 
Europe)

UN Women Sweden 
(Swedish National 
Committee for UN 
Women)

Women’s organization (United Nations Entity 
for Gender Equality and 
the Empowerment of 
Women)

SWL (Swedish Women’s 
Lobby)

Women’s organization EWL (European Women’s 
Lobby)

RFSU (Swedish Association 
for Sexuality Education)

Swedish Association for 
Sexuality Education

IPPF (International 
Planned Parenthood 
Federation)

RFSL (Swedish Federation 
for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
and Transgender Rights)

LGBT organization ILGA (International Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and 
Intersex Association)

Transgender Europe
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fact that SIDA was indirectly financially supporting organizations that were 
advocating for sex work. Some of these organizations were also openly crit-
ical of the Swedish prostitution policy. Several organizations, in particular 
the Swedish Women’s Lobby (SWL), and many politicians demanded that 
SIDA should stop giving aid money to organizations such as Mama Cash. A 
Swedish politician and member of the European Parliament (MEP) stated 
(Dagens Arena 2012b), “SIDA’s support and aid strengthens the organiza-
tion [advocating for sex work] as a whole. Money, which according to SIDA 
should not go to campaigns for prostitution, can of course be redistributed 
and ultimately used for this purpose anyway. When a Swedish aid program 
gives money to an organization, it is also legitimizing their work. SIDA’s 
action is at best an example of tremendous naivety and in the worst case a 
lack of understanding of how the sex slave trade actually works in the world 
today.”

The critique that SIDA’s funding of Mama Cash was supporting and 
legitimizing the idea that women’s bodies could be bought was echoed by 
a representative from the SWL: “Mama Cash’s view on prostitution is con-
trary to the Swedish stance that it is a form of violence to purchase another 
person’s body for one’s own pleasure” (OmVärlden 2012).

SIDA defended their actions and the funding of Mama Cash: “Mama 
Cash is doing a great job and they are one of the few actors that really reach 
out to these grassroots’ organizations for extremely vulnerable women” 
(Dagens Arena 2012a). The Swedish Association for Sexuality Education 
(RFSU) also went public and officially supported SIDA’s position, stating 
that several of the women’s organizations that RFSU was cooperating with 
got support from Mama Cash and would not survive without their help: 
“For RFSU this in not about promoting sex work. This is about assuring 
that people get their fundamental rights such as not to be harassed or raped 
by the police, to be able to report when having been victims of crimes, and 
getting access to condoms and safe sex or medical care when they need it” 
(RFSU 2012).

This short description of different positions shows conflicting views 
within Swedish civil society on whether Swedish public funding should 
support organizations that carry frames and identities that are at odds with 
the Swedish model. It was also revealed that Mama Cash not only gave funds 
to sex workers’ organizations abroad, but also financially supported Rose 
Alliance, a Swedish (domestic) sex workers’ organization, through a specific 
fund aiming at supporting groups that worked with sex workers’ rights 
(OmVärlden 2012). When it was revealed that Rose Alliance also received 
money from the Swedish state, the conflict became even more intense, as 
described by a representative for the organization (interview Rose Alliance): 
“It was a nightmare, and ended up as a personal attack. Journalists from 
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newspapers called, and I was accused of being a recruiter for the sex industry. 
It was bizarre. We received money from Mama Cash, but the contract stated 
that SIDA’s money may not be given to sex workers’ organizations. Their 
argument was that SIDA’s money strengthened Mama Cash. But RFSU was 
really good. They went out straight away and defended it.” According to 
the interviewee, Rose Alliance received a small amount: twenty thousand 
euros a year. It was not enough to rent an office, but they could use it to 
strengthen their work as well as their cooperation with other organizations 
at the European level. Critics accused SIDA of being naive and of indirectly 
supporting Rose Alliance in Sweden. They stated that if any organization for 
and by prostitutes should receive support in Sweden, it should have been 
PRIS (Prostitutes’ Revenge in Society), which supported the Swedish view 
of prostitution as violence against women and, unlike Rose Alliance, was 
supportive of the Swedish sex purchase law (OmVärlden 2012).

Swedish Organizations Interacting on Different 
Geographical Levels

The episode above shows that when Swedish CSOs interact at supranational 
levels (European or international) they might meet frames and identities 
that have a weak position in a Swedish context.

Defending and Exporting the Swedish Model

For organizations such as the Swedish National Committee for UN Women 
(UN Women Sweden) and the SWL, this means interacting in environments 
where their framings and identities might be challenged to a greater degree 
than they are used to in Sweden.

The SWL described prostitution, trafficking for sexual purposes, and sur-
rogate motherhood as being among the most important issues to oppose to 
when it comes to violence against women. The fight against these phenom-
ena was at the core of the organizations’ framings and identities, and they 
argued that a woman’s body is not, and should never be seen or treated as, a 
commodity: “This is a very important issue for us . . . and for the women’s 
movement” (interview SWL).

In following these organizations’ activities on the Internet and inter-
viewing their representatives, four sets of beliefs and meanings could be 
identified. The first is to curb the demand, following the logic that if there 
is no demand for purchasing sex or for purchasing babies from women who 
rent their bodies there will be no prostitution, trafficking, or surrogacy: 
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“Our main point is to address the demand because it is the very key to the 
issue” (interview UN Women Sweden). The second is that prostitution and 
trafficking cannot be separated because they are two sides of the same coin: 
“If there is no prostitution, there will be no trafficking, and vice versa” (inter-
view UN Women Sweden). The third is that it is important to eliminate 
poverty and not to accept poverty as a reason to further the oppression of 
women, for example by defining and treating prostitution as work or toler-
ating surrogacy. The fourth is that no one has the right to have a child at the 
expense of someone else.

These four sets were described not only as important for how UN Women 
Sweden and the SWL perceive themselves, but also as important for guiding 
their lines of actions and constructing the identity of its adherents. The 
biggest challenge was reported to be the new sex industry that according to 
these organizations was continuously breaking new ground: “The sex indus-
try often operates undercover and tries to influence organizations in order 
to make them use the language of ‘sex work,’ even within the UN system” 
(interview SWL). According to the interviewee, while selling sexual services 
could not in any way be viewed as work, the sex industry was methodically 
pursuing such an agenda and with huge financial resources.

But the new sex industry was described as having more influence on 
organizations at the EU and international levels, where the SWL also expe-
rienced views that were more conflicting. According to the representative 
for UN Women Sweden, both in the EU and the UN there are many men 
in positions of power and responsibility and, like in society at large, there 
are also within these systems male power structures obstructing the fight 
against prostitution. In fact, putting the issue on the agenda in the EP 
required a strategic move of reminding the mostly male audience of this, 
as recalled by the interviewee (interview UN Women Sweden): “A female 
police detective said: ‘Yes, every month the European Parliament moves to 
Strasbourg and women are moved there, by bus, to serve them.’ And it was 
like dropping a bomb as journalists from newspapers from all over the world 
were present. So, when we eventually wrote our report about what had to be 
done, there was no man who dared to vote against it.” According to the inter-
viewee, it is not only male politicians in the EP but also, and even foremost, 
men in the third world who do not see prostitution as an important issue 
to rise up and fight against. Both the SWL and UN Women Sweden work 
at both the European and international level lobbying for women’s rights. 
They also cooperate with many organizations around the world on prosti-
tution and other issues related to women’s rights and gender equality. They 
stated that they have also been very successful in translating and promoting 
the Swedish model at the EU level through umbrella organizations such as 
the EWL and public institutions such as the EP and through international 
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cooperation with women’s organizations in other European countries: “It is 
clear that the attempt to legalize prostitution in order to control the market 
doesn’t work. Experiences from Germany and the Netherlands show that 
they have huge problems with trafficking and other types of organized crime 
that come with a legalized prostitution market” (interview SWL).

From a strategic-choice perspective, this might be interpreted as an 
effective strategy against an industry that had Europeanized its exploitation 
of women—namely to Europeanize the Swedish model by exporting the 
Swedish policy on prostitution to the rest of Europe.

Questioning and Criticizing at Home and Abroad

Compared to UN Women Sweden and SWL, both RFSU and the Swedish 
Federation for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Rights (RFSL) 
presented frames and identities that were more at odds with the Swedish 
model. According to the representative for RFSU, it is important to reduce 
the demand for sexual services but also to defend the rights of the people 
who are selling sexual services: “We want Sweden to adopt a harm-reduction 
perspective” (interview RFSU). While there were different ways of under-
standing and naming the phenomenon within RFSU, including prostitution 
and sex work, the majority of the congress of June 2015 chose to adopt the 
term “transactional sex.”

Instead of equating prostitution and surrogacy, the representative for 
RFSU compared prostitution and abortion. Accordingly, the interviewee 
argued against extending the ban on the purchase of sexual services to 
transactions made abroad, something many CSOs (including the SWL) had 
been pushing for. The argument was that it would be a dangerous logic in 
the same way as if countries like Poland would make it illegal for women to 
come to Sweden to have an abortion or if Russia decided to make it illegal for 
LGBT persons to advocate for gay rights when they were in Sweden.

RFSL’s activities in the prostitution policy field were not described as 
pushing for a change of the law. However, the organization had expressed 
its position in different forums (e.g., investigations on behalf of the gov-
ernment), including their critique of the negative consequences of the 
law on HIV prevention and the need for better support for people selling 
sexual services: “When our opinions have been requested, we have simply 
brought them forward, but we have not given priority to actively pursuing a 
legislative change” (interview RFSL).

The legislation on prostitution was not a priority for RFSU either, even 
if  they found themselves at the center of an intense debate because of a 
report they had commissioned. The conclusions were used to criticize the 
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Swedish prostitution policy, even if criticizing the law was not the original 
intention of the report (interview RFSU):

This debate that has flared up has grown to unreasonable proportions. It is a part 
of our work, but we work with so many other questions as well. Some of the 
biggest questions we address internationally are the right to abortion, maternal 
mortality—every day 800 women die because of maternal mortality. We work 
with HIV, with masculinity and how to tackle the traditional male role to curb 
violence against women; we work for the right to have access to sexual education, 
access to contraception and so on. We have also been advocating for the imple-
mentation of harm-reduction measures in Sweden for people involved in transac-
tional sex, both the buying and selling part. When it comes to advocacy, we have, 
however, not put so much effort in either attempting to export the Swedish sex 
purchase law or trying to discourage the export of it. At the international level 
we have partner organizations in many countries, and some of our partners work 
actively with people who sell sex. So, in that way you could say that we also work 
with the issue internationally. We support these partner organizations, which 
are usually member-based and grassroots organizations, financially and with 
organizational knowledge and so on.

While both RFSU and RFSL have chosen a framing of the prostitution 
issue that is more critical to the Swedish model, their organizational iden-
tities are less bound to this issue. They both, however, consider themselves 
as feminist organizations that work for gender equality. According to the 
representative for RFSL, in the global feminist movement it is much easier 
to find organizations that work with sex workers’ rights and have an oppo-
site approach than the Swedish feminist movement. Globally, it is much 
more common that the feminist movement is fighting to destigmatize sex 
work and ensure fair treatment and human rights. At big international 
conferences about HIV prevention “the ‘Swedish model’ is sometimes seen 
as something very negative” according to the interviewee from RFSL. Seen 
from a global perspective, the transgender movement and the sex workers 
rights’ movement are also closely linked because many transgender persons 
are involved in the sex industry and are in a vulnerable position, according 
to the representative from RFSL.

The same interviewee described a political climate where “it has become 
more difficult to have a discussion about prostitution in Sweden. People and 
organizations that are skeptical or that question the sex purchase law are 
placed in the corner together with those who do not care about women’s 
rights” (interview RFSL). In a Swedish context, the RFSU and RFSL are 
sometimes treated as antifeminist, according to the representatives, espe-
cially when they question the positive effects of the legislation or demand 
more supportive measures for, and less stigmatization of, people selling sex: 
“We have a feminist and intersectional approach, which means that we also 
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acknowledge other power structures besides gender. I am as much a femi-
nist as they are, and IPPF [International Planned Parenthood Federation] is 
a feminist organization. But you draw different conclusions depending on 
what perspective you have” (interview RFSU).

RFSU’s framing of prostitution and identity are sometimes at odds with 
the general dominant frame in Sweden, but sometimes also with the frames 
at the European and international levels, according to the interviewee. In 
these settings the RFSU is not perceived to be sufficiently critical of the 
Swedish sex purchase law. The representative for RFSU could see some 
positive effects with the Swedish model, whereas both IPPF and the Joint 
United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) have been very crit-
ical. The representative described how the RFSU has been internationally 
engaged in projects concerning sexual and reproductive health and rights 
for many years, stating that RFSU’s extensive international contacts in many 
different countries has influenced how they see things. While the organiza-
tion strives to have an international perspective, it is also influenced by how 
prostitution has been framed in the Swedish context. Compared to RFSU, 
RFSL seems to be less active in the prostitution policy field at the European 
level. RFSL is affiliated with the umbrella organization ILGA Europe 
(International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Intersex Association), but 
ILGA has not taken any stand on the issue according to the interviewee: 
“They do not have any big and clear platform for that yet. It is not their 
focus, however” (interview RFSL). Transgender Europe, to which RFSL 
is also affiliated, has been more active and has taken a clear stand against 
EWL’s campaign “Together for a Europe free from prostitution,” which 
EWL launched in 2011.

It is difficult to assess to what extent the choice by RFSU and RFSL not to 
focus on legislation was a strategic choice due to the harsh political climate 
at the time. However it is clear that Rose Alliance had made the choice of 
not engaging in prostitution policy issues at the domestic level, even if the 
issue, for an organization by and for sex workers, was indeed relevant for 
the  organization’s framing and identity (interview Rose Alliance): “After 
the sex purchase law was introduced, it was very difficult to work in Sweden. 
If you said anything, even if it was not something dreadful, and expressed 
that sex workers were feeling very bad, nobody would listen. There was no 
room for it at the time. But about five years ago, we changed our name from 
ROSEA to Rose Alliance, and now we are trying to become a member-based 
organization.” Because it was so difficult to advocate for sex workers’ rights 
in Sweden at the time, ROSEA (now Rose Alliance) started to engage more 
on the European level. For example, the organization participated in the 
European conference Sex Work, Human Rights, Labour and Migration, 
which was held in Brussels in 2005. This conference was also mostly funded 
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by Mama Cash (interview Rose Alliance). One of the goals of the confer-
ence was to start a European network of sex workers’ organizations as well 
as of individual sex workers and supporters, both individuals and organi-
zations. “The second day 80 allies came; it was everything from Amnesty 
International to the International Labour Organization, organizations that 
we didn’t have any problems cooperating with” (interview Rose Alliance). 
After the conference the International Committee for the Rights of Sex 
Workers in Europe was established as a European meta-organization with 
Rose Alliance among its members.

After facing difficulties making its voice heard in Sweden, Rose Alliance 
made the strategic choice to not engage in prostitution policy but rather in 
harm-reduction social work and access to rights for their constituencies. 
However, Rose Alliance continued to perceive the supranational level as 
much less hostile to its framing of prostitution and its organizational iden-
tity and used that level strategically to strengthen its position at the national 
level in Sweden: “The EU has shown quite clearly that they are not afraid 
of giving financial support to sex workers’ organizations. For example, we 
got money from the Leonardo program [Leonardo da Vinci Programme 
for vocational education and training, replaced by Erasmus+ program]” 
(interview Rose Alliance), which, according to the interviewee, resulted in 
other projects at the EU level. Such funding also made it possible to start a 
network and a web-based platform for sex workers’ organizations, as well 
as other users’ organizations: “The website provides an opportunity to be 
seen and to organize” (interview Rose Alliance). The aim was to increase the 
quality of life for many different marginalized groups in Europe, such as sex 
workers, drug users, migrants, MSM (men having sex with men), and people 
living with HIV and AIDS by improving their access to medical and social 
services.

Rose Alliance’s work and cooperation with other organizations at the 
supranational level has made it much easier to also get funding in Sweden, 
according to the representative: “It is much easier to go back to Sweden and 
ask for money when we can say, ‘Look, we have done all this.’ This was not 
possible ten years ago. It has been a big change, because of this, and we are 
now starting to see a strong grassroots movement in Sweden. This is a direct 
result of the EU” (interview Rose Alliance). It is clear that Rose Alliance, 
RFSU, and RFSL tend, at the national level, to focus on the help and support 
that people with experience of prostitution were in need of rather than on 
the legislation on prostitution, in their framing. Even if it is not necessarily 
in the organizations’ intentions to avoid conflict, these frames, which were 
inspired and supported by the debates at the European and international 
levels, have been more viable and less controversial in Sweden than directly 
criticizing the law.
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When New York Calls

The UN Women’s “Note on Sex Work, Sexual Exploitation and Trafficking” 
sparked conflict among Swedish CSOs. In the note, which was published in 
October 2013, the New York–based organization stated that it was import-
ant not to consider sex work in the same way as trafficking or sexual exploita-
tion and that it was important to recognize the right of all sex workers to 
both enter and leave this activity. They also advocated for not criminalizing 
sex workers or clients (UN Women 2013a): “The views of UN Women on 
the subject are grounded in the relevant human rights principles and pro-
visions, intergovernmental normative frameworks, and the best available 
scientific and epidemiological evidence. UN Women is attentive to the 
important input of civil society across the wide spectrum of opinion that 
pertains to the subject.”

With this note UN Women framed prostitution and trafficking for 
sexual purposes as different phenomena that should be tackled differently. 
To gain legitimacy for how they framed these issues, they claimed that 
both science and civil society supported their view. Many Swedish CSOs 
(including the SWL and some of its members) reacted critically to this 
statement and demanded that UN Women Sweden should distance itself 
from the headquarters of UN Women in New York. UN Women Sweden 
reacted by criticizing the meta-organization of which they themselves were 
a member.

This episode shows how the statement by UN Women’s office in New 
York intruded on its member organizations’ autonomy and thus created 
competition and tension within the organization (cf. Karlberg and Jacobson 
2014): “It made us choke when we saw that the letter from the headquarters 
in New York was an argument for sex work, and we exploded” (interview 
UN Women Sweden). UN Women Sweden wrote a letter expressing con-
cern about the content of the note and the fact that it was brought to their 
attention by other organizations (UN Women Sweden 2013):

We refute vividly both the way the note has been brought to our attention and its 
political standpoint. On issues which are controversial the UN Women are not 
supposed to express an opinion. This position was communicated to the chair-
person of UN Women National Committee Sweden, about a year ago, when she 
asked about the position of UN Women on surrogate motherhood. UN Women 
responded that it does not express an opinion on controversial issues, but leaves it 
to each member state to form an opinion. From the present note, we find that UN 
Women has made a policy change on an issue that divides the world, and where 
the Northern European and the global women’s movement fight for recognition 
of fundamentally different values. 
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As the quotation shows, there were conflicting framings within the 
meta-organization, framing prostitution either as work or as gender-based 
violence; these framings were fundamentally different and perhaps 
irreconcilable. The conflict can be interpreted as identity management of 
inherent conflicting forces within a meta-organization. All members of 
the meta-organization in fact claim to be unique at the same time as the 
member organizations are dependent on each other and based on similarity. 
The biggest sacrifice for the member organizations would be to lose their 
autonomy (Karlberg and Jacobson 2014). As the quotation shows, one solu-
tion for the meta-organization could be not to express an opinion when it 
comes to controversial issues. In the responding letter, UN Women Sweden, 
together with their “sisters and brothers around the world,” presented their 
alternative frame: “We are numerous actors who have worked with this 
issue for many decades. We have been very successful in our fight against 
prostitution and can therefore not accept the views expressed in the note by 
UN Women” (UN Women Sweden 2013).

In this case, and because of how important the issue of prostitution and 
trafficking is for the identity of UN Women Sweden, the conflict became 
serious: “We have reacted and it would be devastating if UN Women in 
New York, our top organization for women’s right, started to take a stand 
for the sex industry. If they would do so, I think many national commit-
tees would speak up and leave the organization” (interview UN Women 
Sweden). Other organizations, such as the feminist organization Women’s 
Front (Kvinnofronten), also wrote open protest letters to put pressure on 
UN Women to retract their statement.

In the responding letter the international organization UN Women 
tried to clarify its position: “UN Women has not issued any official state-
ment on sex work. We have sent an email to some NGOs who have 
written to UN Women raising their concerns on the issue of criminalizing 
or decriminalizing the ‘sex industry’” (UN Women 2013b). This state-
ment can be interpreted as an attempt by the headquarters in New York 
to step back to keep the meta-organization together. After the protests 
both outside and within the meta-organization, they had to emphasize 
that this was not an official statement, as explained by a representative 
of UN Women Sweden: “Otherwise the strong UN Women’s National 
Committees would explode. So I think they are trying to find some kind 
of middle way, and some kind of explanations. But, who knows, it’s the 
same male power structure within the UN as in the rest of the society” 
(interview UN Women Sweden).
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Affiliation to Meta-Organizations

As the example above shows, when interactions between organizations at the 
supranational level take place inside the meta-organizations to which they 
are affiliated, conflicting frames and identities need to be handled within 
the organization. In these processes of organizational Europeanization, 
the interviews indicated three important issues to be handled in such 
interactions.

First, the extent to which the policy issue is central for the organizations’ 
identities plays an important role. For UN Women Sweden and the SWL 
the issue was in fact central. UN Women Sweden had even come into con-
flict with its meta-organization on the framing of prostitution as sex work. 
The SWL, in turn, had pushed for and been successful in the implementa-
tion of its own framing and identity in the meta-organization of which it 
was member,: “The European Women’s Lobby has taken a stance for the 
Swedish model even though the German Women’s Lobby disagrees. The 
German Women’s Lobby is, however, not actively working against it. But 
it is the same as when the European Women’s Lobby took a stance for the 
European directive on maternity leave. The Swedish Women’s Lobby is not 
supporting this proposal because we want an individualized parental leave 
system. So we are not supporting it, but we are not working against it either. 
So you see we are not pursuing the issue” (interview SWL). This shows how, 
in a meta-organization, the member organizations sometimes have to step 
back on certain issues in order to not create too much internal tension.

In the cases of RFSU and RFSL, prostitution has not been a central issue 
for their meta-organizations which has made RFSU’s position, which is 
considered too positive toward the Swedish model, unproblematic for the 
meta-organization. There was, however, a tendency in the IPPF to start 
addressing the prostitution issue and to find a common stance, according 
to the representative (interview RFSU), which might in fact force RFSU to 
take a clearer position for or against the Swedish model. Rose Alliance seems 
to share its meta-organization’s overall frame and identity.

Second, the interaction depends on how the domestic organizations 
are affiliated with international or European meta-organizations and the 
kinds of relationships that such membership implies. UN Women Sweden 
is organized like a chapter of its meta-organization and is thus in need of 
coordinating its frames and identity. The tension between the supranational 
and the national level cannot be ignored and needs to be addressed in one 
way or another. UN Women Sweden might have to reconsider its affiliation 
if the distance between the two organizations becomes too wide. The SWL 
has not been so concerned by the fact that some members of the EWL have 
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been critical of the Swedish law because their own position seems to be dom-
inating in the meta-organization and thus not challenged.

The third issue relates to the position of the affiliated members in the 
meta-organization. All members do not have the same status in the meta-or-
ganization, and all interviewees expressed that they perceived having a 
strong position in the meta-organization. Most importantly, they described 
that they are autonomous and have the possibility to act on their own. This 
was reported to be especially true for RFSU, which can, according to the 
representative, act together with IPPF but can also decide to act on its own. 
This position seemingly does not require RFSU to coordinate its framing of 
the prostitution issue and its identity with IPPF.

Conclusions

Interacting with organizations at the European and international levels can 
provide both opportunities and challenges for Swedish CSOs. Challenges 
are particularly evident in a polarized policy field such as prostitution/sex 
work in which different framings and identities can clash and lead to con-
flicts. Some organizations can perceive the supranational level as liberating, 
while perceiving the domestic level as oppressive. These organizations might 
choose strategies that reduce conflicts at the national level. Other organiza-
tions that perceive the supranational levels as more hostile might instead try 
to export their frames and identities abroad. This study suggests that it is 
easier to preserve frames and identities that are dominant at the domestic 
level and at odds with the supranational level when one is interacting in 
these contexts. The opposite situation—in other words, upholding frames 
and identities that find support abroad when interacting at the domestic 
level where these are more at odds with the general political culture—seems 
to be more difficult.

Meta-organizations can provide a more safe and predictable environment 
for interaction where some of the potential clashes and conflicts can be han-
dled within formalized democratic procedures. This does, however, raise 
issues of adaptation due to the high level of homogeneity required by the 
meta-organization to uphold at least some common ground when it comes 
to framing and identity.

We argue that the Swedish prostitution policy model is the product of 
both the traditional Swedish way of handling social issues and the women’s 
movement’s effort to frame the issue from a specific gender perspective. 
The study shows that, through organizational Europeanization, new frames 
and identities are imported in the domestic field (identity Europeanization) 
and that this can spark adaptation but also conflicts. These processes create 
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opportunities both for questioning the Swedish prostitution policy model at 
home and for exporting it abroad.
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Note

1.	 A frame is a cultural and cognitive system or scheme of interpretations that organizes 
and structures individuals’ and groups’ experiences and defines the significance of the 
events that are within the frame and hence guides actions (Goffman 1974).
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Chapter 10

Promoting Consumer Rights 
in Sweden by Lobbying and  
Awareness-Raising Abroad

Anna Meeuwisse and Andreas Vilhelmsson

Increased interaction between state and civil society and a growing dissat-
isfaction with professional paternalism have paved the way for the rise of 
consumer groups of different kinds as potential drivers of democratization 
within the health domain (Löfgren, de Leeuw, and Leahy 2011). The num-
bers of health consumer and patient organizations are rising across Europe, 
and health consumer interests are more often being represented at a political 
level (Wehling, Viehöver and Koenen 2015). However, patient advocates 
often find it difficult to present a strong, united front that gains a hearing 
in national policy deliberations (Tomes and Hoffman 2011). Nevertheless, 
there is some evidence that health consumer organizations can influence 
policy and reform, especially when they work in concert with other inter-
ests (Baggott and Jones 2014). Much depends on how these organizations 
are affected by, and interact with, the political context in which they are 
situated and on the alliances they build with other policy actors. In light 
of the increasing significance of international relations and transnational 
advocacy networks for social development in general, it is important to pay 
attention to the political role of activist organizations as both domestic and 
international actors (Keck and Sikkink 1998).

The aim of this chapter is to investigate how the Consumer Association 
for Medicines and Health (KILEN), a small Swedish health consumer orga-
nization addressing the issues of drug dependency and consumer reporting 
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of adverse drug reactions, throughout the years and with varying degrees 
of success made use of political opportunities domestically as well as at the 
European and international levels to contest the dominance of Swedish 
corporative actors and structures. KILEN addressed controversial medical 
issues and was often challenged by powerful professional and political 
interests in Sweden at the national, regional, and local levels. KILEN tried 
to navigate the political landscape by using different political opportunities 
at various levels in order to contest the dominance of national corporative 
actors and structures.

At times KILEN had some support from various political stakeholders 
at both the central governmental level and at the county level, but it always 
had to fight for its existence; eventually it lost state funding in 2007 and had 
to dismantle the following year. A study of KILEN thus provides insights 
into the strategies available for domestically contentious organizations and 
might contribute to the discussion concerning how different levels might 
be strategically played depending on the specific political opportunities at 
hand. Feeding back to the theoretical chapter in this book, we especially pay 
attention to the significance of various aspects of regulatory, financial, and 
discursive Europeanization in this particular case (see chapter 2). In order 
to get an understanding of KILEN and the dynamics at play, key persons 
that have been involved in, collaborated with, or reported on KILEN have 
been interviewed. These include the two founders of KILEN (and who 
periodically constituted the bulk of the organization) and a few politicians, 
journalists, and representatives from the national and international scien-
tific communities. We conducted nine interviews between February 2014 
and October 2015. We have also studied texts from KILEN’s official web-
site, proposals and decisions from the Swedish Parliament, and proposals 
from the European Parliament (EP) as well as Swedish newspaper articles 
and medical journals that have highlighted the organization’s stance and 
activities.

A Political Opportunity Approach

This study draws on the so-called political opportunity approach that was 
developed among social movement theorists in order to grasp the mecha-
nisms and factors that facilitate or hinder movements from accomplishing 
their political and social goals within a specific polity (e.g., Eisinger 1973; 
McAdam 1996; Tarrow 1988). This approach highlights how the political 
context affects movements’ possibilities to mobilize, influence policies, and 
contribute to social and political change. Synthesizing the dimensions of 
political opportunities that researchers on the subject have included in their 
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operationalization of the concept, Doug McAdam (1996, 27) has suggested 
the following consensual list:

1.	 The relative openness or closure of the institutionalized political 
system

2.	 The stability or instability of the broad set of elite alignments that 
typically undergird a polity

3.	 The presence or absence of elite allies
4.	 The state’s capacity and propensity for repression 

At the heart of the political opportunity approach is the view that exog-
enous factors might either enhance or delimit prospects for certain argu-
ments or claims, particular strategies of influence, or the ability to affect 
mainstream institutional politics and policies (Meyer and Minkoff 2004). 
It focuses on how a movement’s interaction with the political system and 
the broader political context can lead to both successes and failures for the 
movement, and tries to identify the concrete characteristics of the political 
system and/or context that provide opportunities or impose threats. In 
other words, it acknowledges how factors residing in the political system 
and the broader political context can work either in favor of or against 
movements that mobilize for a certain cause. The approach can be used 
to understand the strategies and actions of a variety of actors, which are 
usually social movements but can also include different types of interest 
groups.

The political opportunity approach has often been used to discuss 
political opportunities on the national level, but it is also important to rec-
ognize the increasing role of international and supranational institutions 
for creating opportunities for movements to mobilize. In this context, 
the approach is particularly well suited for analyzing opportunities and 
constraints connected with regulatory Europeanization. International and 
supranational bodies such as the European Union (EU) might through their 
(recommended or binding) policies and verdicts—as well as their formal 
or informal pressures against, or negotiations with, their member states—
create both opportunities and threats for movements (cf. Tarrow 2005). 
For instance, if the EU brings attention to specific political issues and rec-
ommends that its member states formulate policies to address these issues, 
the EU (its officials, representatives from other member states, etc.) can 
become an important ally for activists who are struggling against their own 
governments to give more attention to the issue in question. Organizations 
that are blocked at the national level might strategically make use of politi-
cal opportunities at the European or international levels in order to obtain 
boomerang effects (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Beyers 2002). In alliance with 
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international Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), those organi-
zations might exploit international norms and organizations to generate 
pressure for compliance on public actors. International institutions can thus 
offer an authoritative venue for civil society actors to challenge state behav-
ior (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Risse, Ropp, and Sikkink 1999).

Furthermore, it is important to acknowledge that political processes 
and actions take place not only in the formalized political system and its 
institutions but also elsewhere in the polity, such as in the bureaucracy, the 
judiciary, the media, industry, and among the many organizations and net-
works that make up civil society. This broader understanding of the political 
context makes it relevant to expand the political opportunity approach to 
include how actors use and are influenced by factors such as discourses pro-
duced by the mainstream or alternative media, which relates to processes 
referred to as discursive Europeanization in this book (see chapter 2). Social 
movements and interest organizations sometimes act as norm entrepreneurs 
by calling attention to issues or even creating new issues by naming, inter-
preting, and dramatizing them (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). Snow and 
Benford (1988) identify three core framing tasks for social movements, and 
the degree to which these tasks are attended to will determine participant 
mobilization. The three tasks are

1.	 diagnostic framing for the identification of a problem and assignment 
of blame;

2.	 prognostic framing to suggest strategies and solutions to a problem; 
and

3.	 motivational framing that serves as a call to arms or a rationale for 
action. 

If successful, the new frames resonate with a broader public understand-
ing and are adopted as new ways of talking about and understanding various 
issues (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). Through successful framing, orga-
nizations can thus attract attention and encourage action for change (Keck 
and Sikkink 1998).

Last but not least, even though many of the resources that social move-
ment organizations need to mobilize might be without direct economic 
costs—in particular nonpaid activist labor—economic resources still have 
to be secured for activities such as meetings and issue publications. The 
economic resources can be secured through different channels such as gov-
ernmental bodies, private foundations, private persons, or the market, such 
as pharmaceutical companies. In this respect the EU through different types 
of grants has opened new opportunities for many CSOs (Sánchez-Salgado 
2010). The money transfer through financial Europeanization is, however, 
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often in the form of short-term conditional grants that might give rise to a 
problematic level of dependency.

The Political Breeding Ground for Patients’ Rights, Drug Safety, 
and Consumer Reporting

There has been a struggle over the patient’s role in medical decision-making 
in many Western countries over the past few decades. The patients’ rights 
movements of the 1960s questioned the authority of doctors and demanded 
informed consent and disclosure of medical information (Bayer et al. 2007). 
This development ignited an active citizenship more inclined to reflect crit-
ically on its relationship with government and other powerful bodies such 
as the medical profession and the pharmaceutical industry (Abraham and 
Lewis 2000). Physicians were now also accused of being responsible for 
pain and sickness induced by their treatments (Porter 1996). This course of 
events was partly an effect of the thalidomide tragedy of the late 1950s and 
early 1960s when it became clear that an antinausea drug being prescribed 
to pregnant women was causing serious birth defects (Carpenter 2010).

The thalidomide disaster underscored the necessity of systems to mon-
itor the safety of medicines after they enter the market. As a consequence, 
government agencies were established to regulate the pharmaceutical 
industry in the interests of patients and public health (Davis and Abraham 
2013). The World Health Organization (WHO) set up its international 
drug-monitoring program, and the Uppsala Monitoring Centre (UMC), an 
independent foundation, was established in 1978 to support the program. 
Through these initiatives, drug manufacturers were required by law to 
report to the appropriate authorities all adverse reactions to their drugs in 
a timely manner (Davis and Abraham 2013). Furthermore, doctors were 
asked to report all suspected adverse drug reactions they encounter in their 
clinical practice. However, it is well known that suspected adverse drug 
reactions are underreported, especially from health professionals (WHO 
2002). The EU has also taken action. Within the EU suspected adverse drug 
reactions have since 2001 been reported to the European Medicines Agency 
and registered in the database EudraVigilance (Abraham and Lewis 2000).

An alternative way to increase reporting of adverse drug reactions is 
to allow citizens—in other words, the actual users of medicines—to report 
directly to the authorities; this is called consumer reporting or direct 
patient reporting. This is what KILEN, facing much opposition, struggled 
to implement in Sweden, among other things through their own collection 
of such statistics. Consumer reporting has been described as a public shap-
ing of medical research and research politics, where the experience of the 
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medicine users builds up a collective expertise of suspected adverse drug 
reactions (Wehling, Viehöver, and Koenen 2015). If the system works, the 
users/consumers might become coproducers in monitoring the postmarket 
safety of medicines through spontaneous reporting of adverse drug reac-
tions to regulatory agencies (Borg et al. 2011; Vilhelmsson 2015). A great 
leap forward was taken in 2010 when the EP voted in favor of new phar-
macovigilance legislation to ensure greater patient safety and to improve 
public health, which was later cleared by the European Council. Since 2012 
all EU countries are obliged to establish patient/consumer reporting within 
their spontaneous reporting systems as a part of the new European phar-
macovigilance legislation (The European Parliament and the Council of the 
European Union 2010; EU Legislation on Pharmacovigilance: Regulation 
2010). However, it is still uncertain how well the system works, and health 
consumer organizations have a key role to play in ensuring that the voice of 
the patient is indeed heard in the policy process.

Patients’ rights vary in different countries depending on the political 
context and on prevailing cultural and social norms (Trägårdh 2007). The 
Scandinavian countries are characterized by strong political ties and institu-
tionalized links between the popular mass movements and the welfare state, 
and by high trust in political institutions among the population. As in other 
Western countries the new social movements of the 1960s and the 1970s 
introduced new political conflicts and more contentious forms of activism 
in the Scandinavian countries (Ekman Jørgensen 2008). In Sweden the so 
called R-movement, gathering different client organizations, was actively 
engaged in social policy debates and required that clients be involved in and 
decide on issues affecting them (Meeuwisse 2008). However, compared to 
similar movements in other parts of Western Europe, the actions of many 
of the Scandinavian movements were less confrontational. Furthermore, 
in Sweden patient rights, born out of CSOs and popular movements, have 
traditionally been more focused on social rights than on individual rights 
(Trägårdh 1999, 2015). Many of the organizations have also become more 
or less interconnected with the state through funding and engagement in 
public investigations. It has been argued that the traditional corporatist 
model, developed mainly in relation to the class cleavage, in this way has 
been able to channel—or co-opt—new conflicts into mainstream politics 
(Jamison, Eyerman, and Cramer 1990). Consequently, it has been claimed 
that because of a strong belief in the state and the welfare system it has been 
harder for CSOs on a grassroots level to push for patient rights in Sweden 
compared to many other Western countries (Trägårdh 2015). This perhaps 
also partly explains the long absence of consumer/public interest group 
activity regarding the regulation of medicines in Sweden (Abraham and 
Lewis 2000).
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The responsibility for health and medical care is decentralized in Sweden 
and is shared by the central government, county councils, and municipali-
ties. The regional level is especially important because the responsibility for 
providing health care has devolved to the politically elected county councils 
and, in some cases, municipal governments. But the patient’s position in the 
Swedish health-care system is relatively weak, which has been confirmed 
by the quite recently established Swedish Agency for Health and Care 
Services Analysis (Vårdanalys), whose mission is “to strengthen the position 
of patients and users through analysing health care and social care services 
from the perspective of patients and citizens” (http://www.vardanalys.se/
Support/In-English/). Sweden now participates in the International Health 
Policy Survey where patients describe their experiences of health care. The 
results from a survey in 2014 (Swedish Agency for Health and Care Services 
Analysis 2014) do not indicate a fertile ground for patients’ rights in Sweden. 
For instance, in comparison with ten other countries, health care in Sweden 
and Norway appears to be less patient oriented when it comes to discussing 
drugs and informing patients about possible side effects of medications and 
why they should take the medications. Health care in Sweden also falls short 
in its ability to involve patients in their care and in treating each patient as 
a unique individual. A new law to strengthen patients’ opportunities to 
participate in their own care process was introduced in 2015, but it is not 
an explicit law of rights, and the position of the patient is thus somewhat 
unclear (Trägårdh 2015).

Initial Success in Identifying a New Social Problem and 
Demonstrating the Need for Intervention

The Swedish Association for Help and Assistance to Drug Users was estab-
lished in 1965 and worked on issues concerning drug abuse and social exclu-
sion. KILEN was officially opened in Stockholm in 1992 and was initiated 
by a handful people from the Swedish Association for Help and Assistance 
to Drug Users who specifically wanted to address the issues of drug depen-
dency and consumer reporting of adverse drug reactions (Vilhelmsson 
2014). They had already in the 1970s started to encounter patients who 
turned to them for help to break their addiction to tranquilizing, hypnotic, 
and analgesic medicines prescribed by physicians. The patients described 
adverse reactions to benzodiazepines and barbiturates, a problem that at 
this time in Sweden was almost unknown or unacknowledged both in the 
medical literature and by the national drug regulatory authority. As a con-
sequence, a major part of the medical profession disregarded these patient 
experiences (UMC 2014). The initiators of KILEN began at an early stage 
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to map the problem, to spread information, and to establish contacts with 
various authorities and stakeholders like the Swedish National Board of 
Health and Welfare (Socialstyrelsen), the Swedish Social Insurance Agency 
(Försäkringskassan), and the Stockholm County Council (Stockholms läns 
landsting). These contacts turned out to be vital in order to secure resources 
and legitimacy for future operations.

The initiators of KILEN aimed at becoming a center of excellence in 
developing consumer knowledge on drug and health issues and sought to 
work across professional and national borders. They based their work on 
direct contact with those afflicted by the problem of adverse drug effects 
and other treatment injuries by providing counseling, support, and assis-
tance. The organization also held training courses, lectures, public hearings, 
and hearings in the Swedish Parliament for politicians; it published reports 
on adverse drug reactions and harm from drugs from a user perspective 
(KILEN 1997, 2002, 2004, 2005); and it spread information to the general 
public, politicians, and professional groups. KILEN also acted as lobbyists 
in order to influence policy regarding consumer reporting and adverse drug 
reactions.

These activities could be said to be part of a deliberate information policy, 
where the organization asserted its right to speak through reference to the 
deep knowledge of patients’ experiences and living conditions. Claiming a 
close connection among insider knowledge, documentation, information, 
and advocacy is not an unusual strategy for interest groups and social move-
ments (Jenness 1995). Margaret and Kathryn Sikkink (1998, 226) refer to 
an activist who described it as “the human rights methodology—promoting 
change by reporting facts.” To succeed, such a strategy requires credibility, 
objectivity, and trustworthiness. Otherwise the organization risks being 
dismissed as unserious and misinformed.

However, it was particularly the support to patients that gave KILEN its 
initial legitimacy. According to a researcher at the UMC, KILEN filled a void 
in the social safety net: 

KILEN took care of groups of patients who had no one else to turn to. That benzo-
diazepines could create side effects and dependency in the long run had started to 
be highlighted in the debate. It was prescribed in FASS [the Swedish Physicians’ 
Desk Reference, which builds on the Summary of Product Characteristics from 
the pharmaceutical companies] that such drugs should only be given for a maxi-
mum of one week at a time, but this was not followed. These people were there-
fore no one’s problem—no one had responsibility for them. They came to KILEN 
in desperation. (Interview researcher UMC)

In the beginning KILEN gained a certain echo among Swedish politicians 
and authorities and even received a fair amount of funding for the services 

This open access library edition is supported by the University of Lund. Not for resale.



238  •  Anna Meeuwisse and Andreas Vilhelmsson

and counseling it offered to patients. KILEN managed to raise public aware-
ness on drug dependency and addiction and offered interventions to treat 
these new iatrogenic problems (UMC 2014; HAI 2005). During its first 
decade (1989–99), the organization received various amounts of funding 
from, among others, the Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare 
and the Stockholm County Council, and through targeted state subsidies 
disbursed to health authorities.

Several public figures from the political elite made speeches at the 
opening ceremony of KILEN, and the event was widely reported, includ-
ing on Radio Sweden (Sveriges Radio). KILEN had identified a new social 
problem that was taken seriously and was met with sympathy from several 
influential politicians. At this point, KILEN clearly acted as a norm entre-
preneur by calling attention to a new social problem and highlighting the 
issue of adverse drug reactions. They also succeeded in convincing several 
significant key persons with their diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational 
framing. In other words, they managed to get a hearing for their way to 
define, interpret, and point out what was needed in order to do something 
about the problem.

According to a politician of the Swedish Liberal Party, and also the 
director general of the Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare at 
the time, KILEN’s contribution to patient reporting was also of great value: 
“When KILEN disappeared, the debate stalled. They were the driving force 
in this debate and when organizing the health care system. They have greatly 
contributed to providing the opportunity for patients to report side effects, 
earlier it was only allowed for doctors and dentists” (interview former direc-
tor general of the Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare). 

In the beginning KILEN had very good political contacts and their 
work was blessed by policymakers, both on a national and a regional level. 
Thus, the organization received governmental funding and in a way was 
protected from criticisms from the medical profession and regulatory 
authorities. These elite alignments were, however, unstable, and were 
dependent on the politicians in charge (they could for some time count on 
support from the Social Democratic Party, the Left Party, and the Green 
Party) and on short-term funding, often on a one-year basis following pro-
posed budget claims. KILEN was sometimes strongly backed by individual 
politicians and senior officials in the health authorities, but some of these 
alliances proved to be vulnerable. This vulnerability became clear when 
KILEN diverted their main focus from treating patients with dependence 
symptoms and addiction associated with benzodiazepines and barbiturates 
and started to call attention to antidepressants. Suddenly some of their 
allies disappeared.
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Into the Hornet’s Nest: Antidepressants, a Medical 
Confrontation, and the Ghost of Scientology

The new antidepressants, the selective serotonin-reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs), 
revolutionized the market in the 1980s. Together with the serotonin-
norepinephrine reuptake inhibitor, these are often referred to as second-
generation antidepressants (Healy 1997). These drugs quickly became very 
popular and were often seen as much safer than previous antidepressants. 
As long as KILEN worked with patients afflicted by drug dependency from 
tranquillizers and benzodiazepines, it met little resistance. Although some 
psychiatrists were critical of KILEN’s campaigns, which they thought might 
cause unwarranted concern among patients, the organization had good 
relations with the medical profession and even collaborated with some phy-
sicians. However, when KILEN began to criticize the prescription of SSRIs 
and thus clearly became involved in health policy, the situation changed and 
they were faced with political and professional resistance. Difficulties also 
arose with financing. At one point the organization even had to temporarily 
file for bankruptcy. The most pronounced resistance came from a psychi-
atrist at Karolinska Institutet (a medical university in Stockholm) who in 
different ways tried to stop the funding of KILEN, for example by alerting 
funders and by participating in a live TV debate on the then newly released 
drug Prozac. He described the conflicting views in this way:

I expressed my worries, because I felt that they were missing the target. I also 
participated in a TV debate in 1995 when Prozac was released in Sweden. In 
addition to myself and Lena from KILEN, a priest and a representative of the 
Swedish Anxiety Society participated. I got into a fight with Lena. I was worried 
that patients would commit suicide if they stopped taking their medications. 
I think that the funding of KILEN temporarily ended after that. KILEN then 
wrote to the vice chancellor of the Karolinska Institutet and said it was un-
academic behavior on my part, which they certainly were right about. But a 
professor of clinical pharmacology [and a member of the Swedish Parliament 
for the Conservatives] managed to stop the government grants through The 
Social Affairs Committee. He used roughly the same arguments that I had, but it 
then also included KILEN’s stance on antidepressants. (Interview psychiatrist at 
Karolinska Institutet) 

It has been argued that patient organizations can gain acknowledgement 
only insofar as their demands are compatible with certain fundamental 
assumptions of medical science, medical authority, and the consumption of 
medical goods and services (Blume 2010). KILEN challenged mainstream 
medical science about what constitutes drug dependency and maintained 
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that consumers themselves could determine adverse drug reactions. To 
substantiate their claims, KILEN published several reports on consumer 
experiences of drug dependency and reports from public hearings on drug 
damage, adverse events, and the increased prescribing of antidepressants 
(KILEN 1997, 2002, 2003, 2004). They also released a report on their 
website (KILEN 2005) comparing side effects and adverse drug reactions 
reported to their own database with those reported to the Medical Products 
Agency, the national medicines regulatory authority. In this way they 
wanted to show that consumers could distinguish between suspected 
adverse reactions and other symptoms just as well and sometimes even in a 
better way than reporting physicians.

KILEN was questioned on the grounds that its representatives lacked 
expertise in terms of medical and clinical training; some critics even claimed 
that they were followers of Scientology. (To discredit critics by labeling 
them as Scientologists seems to be a recurring approach to disagreements 
regarding mental illness and the use of psychotropic medication; see 
Whitaker 2011.) Among other instances this suspicion of sectarianism was 
raised when KILEN organized a Nordic conference on patient reporting in 
1995, in association with the Icelandic drug control authority (UMC 2014). 
According to one of KILEN’s founders, opponents within the Swedish med-
ical profession had tried to discredit them abroad by reaching out to their 
Icelandic colleagues with misinformation:

It turned out that the Icelandic Psychiatric Society had written a letter to the 
Icelandic physicians informing them that KILEN belonged to the Church of 
Scientology or perhaps Christian Science, they were a little unsure. The Icelanders 
did not know who we were, so it was obviously these Swedish psychiatrists that 
had informed the Icelandic Psychiatric Society that they had to watch out for 
us. But one of the doctors had worked as a district medical officer in Sweden for 
fifteen years and had many acquaintances here. He called around to all and soon 
realized that no, we were not Scientologists. (Interview founder of KILEN)

These accusations also hampered media relations, and the problem of rep-
resentation (Epstein 2011) became an issue for KILEN. Due to the rumored 
association with Scientology, some media outlets did not take KILEN seri-
ously. It has been argued that this type of guilt by association might taint the 
reputation of independent consumer organizations and question their role 
as the legitimate voice of patients and consumers (Jones 2008). Social move-
ment organizations often rely on the media for mobilization of political 
support and legitimization (or validation) in the mainstream discourse, and 
the quality and nature of the media coverage strongly influence how they 
are perceived in the public eye (Gamson and Wolfsfeld 1993). To get the 
message out the movement or the organization has to successfully pinpoint 
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what the problems are, what is causing them, and how they can best be 
solved. This requires not only contacts and knowledge of how the media 
works but also an understanding of how the message ought to be packaged 
and timed. KILEN received some media attention in the beginning, but 
it did not have an active media strategy and failed to create fruitful coop-
eration with the media. Some science and medical journalists never really 
understood who or what KILEN represented and what agenda they were 
advancing, and therefore held them at arm’s length, which was expressed by 
a science journalist at one of Sweden’s largest morning newspapers: “KILEN 
only had little coverage in the newspapers and was met with skepticism. I 
never got a clear picture of what the organization stood for. They were some-
what solitary and therefore had problems with credibility when they made 
their media actions. I didn’t really understand why they were so engaged 
in criticizing psychotropic drugs, and I kept them at a distance” (interview 
Swedish science journalist).

KILEN Goes Abroad in Search of Support and Allies

The Swedish Medical Products Agency was not keen on establishing 
consumer reporting of suspected side effects and adverse drug reactions. 
One argument put forward was that patients were not able to distinguish 
between adverse reactions and symptoms of their disease. Another common 
claim was that consumer reports would create only background noise that 
somehow would distort the overall analysis (UMC 2014). At the time, 
consumer reports were often dismissed as being anecdotal or nonscientific 
(Herxheimer and Mintzes 2004). According to a pharmacovigilance expert 
who sympathized with KILEN, those arguments were not sustainable: “The 
argument that patients cannot determine and recognize the symptoms 
caused by drugs or underlying factors and distinguish between them is basi-
cally not true. Patients are not stupid. They recognize recurring symptoms 
when they take medications. It was often argued that the data they fill in 
are incomplete—that they don’t know what’s important. But several stud-
ies show that patient reports are no more poorly documented than others” 
(interview Swedish pharmacovigilance expert). After a while it became 
quite obvious to KILEN that there was a lack of political opportunities in 
the Swedish context because of the unfavorable political climate and the 
opposition from influential actors. They therefore established contacts and 
collaborations with key partners (individuals and organizations) abroad in 
order to reach an international arena and to continue their political advo-
cacy. They thus tried to bypass the national level by compensating at the 
European level (as well as at the Nordic and international levels) in hopes 
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of a boomerang effect. As argued by Keck and Sikkink (1998), domestic 
activist organizations increasingly seek international support or allies to try 
to bring pressure locally or nationally from the outside.

The EU, together with the WHO, played an important role in pushing 
KILEN’s agenda for further acknowledgement. Consumer reporting had 
already attracted some attention at the European and international levels, 
where there was ongoing discussion about the problem of physicians under-
reporting adverse drug reactions (BEUC 2008; HAI 2005; van Grootheest, 
de Graaf, and de Jong-van den Berg 2003; WHO 2002, 2006). The 
European and international arenas offered KILEN several new important 
allies. Sweden’s membership in the EU in 1995 also opened new opportuni-
ties for financial support for various projects.

Through its work, KILEN had become convinced that drug dependency 
was not an isolated Swedish phenomenon. They therefore arranged a 
number of Nordic conferences concerning drug dependency and patient 
reporting in the 1990s: Stockholm, Sweden 1994; Reykjavik, Iceland 1995; 
Mogenstrup, Denmark 1997; and Tromsø, Norway 1998. These confer-
ences gathered control authorities, scientists, medical professionals, and 
patients. At the second Nordic conference in 1995, organized by KILEN 
and the Icelandic drug control authority, a joint statement was issued saying 
that patients’ knowledge and experience of drug-related problems ought to 
be collected systematically and assessed equally valuable as adverse reaction 
reports from professionals. The conference gave the representatives for 
KILEN the task of trying to find the ways and means to achieve this goal. 

KILEN applied for, and was granted, financial support by the European 
Commission (EC) to develop a Nordic database on consumer reports.1 
This funding turned out to be pivotal: without this financial help KILEN 
would not have been able  to establish the consumer database or engage in 
international networking. KILEN was later also funded by EU grants for an 
international EU project to collect and code consumer reports in Denmark 
and Moldavia (UMC 2006). Hence, KILEN clearly benefitted from financial 
Europeanization.

Through its international work KILEN managed to establish valuable 
contacts and found support among several authoritative international 
organizations and institutes around the world, including the WHO, 
Health Action International (HAI), the Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation, 
the BEUC, the UMC, the group around the French journal Prescrire (UMC 
2014), and several major national consumer organizations. This kind of 
networking gave KILEN an international reputation and leverage that they 
could also use in the Swedish context. The First International Conference 
on Consumer Reports on Medicines was held in Sigtuna in 2000 and was 
organized by KILEN in collaboration with many public and civil society 
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actors.2 Participants included experts from the medical and pharmaceutical 
professions, drug regulatory authorities, consumers, and representatives of 
the WHO.

The conference in Sigtuna was later perceived as an important event in 
getting the idea of consumer reporting publicly known and more widely 
accepted (Herxheimer, Crombag, and Alves 2010). It resulted in the adop-
tion of the consensus document “Consumer Reports on Medicines: Policy 
and Practice” (Finer et al. 2000), which was widely disseminated and had 
a significant impact. Another major step forward was when the representa-
tives for KILEN received an invitation from the WHO to contribute to the 
twenty-fourth annual meeting of the WHO Programme for International 
Drug Monitoring held in New Zealand in 2001. According to a WHO pro-
gram expert, KILEN was a key player that greatly influenced the views on 
consumer reporting:

The symposium in Sigtuna in 2000 was groundbreaking! They had invited 
experts from around the world who were the driving forces in the discussions. 
And this wasn’t an isolated event. KILEN was among those who stood on the 
barricades for consumer reporting and participated very actively. They have 
for example been part of the WHO’s annual pharmacovigilance program, and 
they presented about consumer reporting when representatives from numerous 
countries gathered in New Zealand in 2001. They have greatly influenced public 
opinion on patient reporting. Why should only doctors report? It became difficult 
to defend yourself against their arguments. (Interview WHO program expert)

One might here speak of discursive Europeanization, because KILEN 
seems to have been an important norm entrepreneur in changing the dis-
course of how patients’ experiences were seen and acknowledged in Europe. 
By framing consumer reporting of adverse drug reactions as a civil rights 
issue and a question of solidarity, it was no longer only a matter for the med-
ical establishment. KILEN was also recognized in the scientific literature as 
an important contributor of patient reporting (Blenkinsopp et al. 2007; van 
Geffen et al. 2007). Through their own database and by building collabo-
rative networks among scientists, KILEN influenced the research agenda 
in identifying consumer reporting as a significant research gap or undone 
science. KILEN also to some extent managed to shape knowledge produc-
tion on medical issues through adding data from consumers (cf. Wehling, 
Viehöver, and Koenen 2015). 

KILEN’s norm entrepreneurship can also be seen as part of a strategic 
action to exploit opportunity structures. In the international arena, KILEN 
could seek political alliances and lobby for policy changes in collaboration 
with other interest groups, such as with The Medicines in Europe Forum, 
the BEUC, and HAI. The Medicines in Europe Forum was launched in 
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2002 to increase awareness among the public and policymakers of devel-
opments in pharmaceutical policy from a patient perspective. As a result 
of the activities of these umbrella organizations and patient associations, 
all EU member states were obliged in 2012 to implement the new phar-
macovigilance legislation and thereby enable consumers to directly report 
adverse drug reactions to their drug regulatory agencies (EU Legislation on 
Pharmacovigilance: Regulation 2010). KILEN was one of the signatories to 
the Forum and thus also contributed to regulatory Europeanization (EPHA 
2003). These events at the European level also clearly affected domestic 
affairs in Sweden. According to one of the founders of KILEN, nothing 
would have happened in Sweden without this external pressure: “I would 
go so far as to say that it is thanks to us that we have patient reporting at all, 
because when we started to pursue this matter it was seen as nonsense by the 
Medical Products Agency” (interview founder of KILEN).

A Challenging Voice Falls Silent

Despite success at European and international levels, KILEN continued to 
meet resistance at home. In order to survive economically KILEN was depen-
dent on—and exploited—the shifting political power nationally, regionally, 
and locally. Because it worked on a controversial issue—in opposition to the 
pharmaceutical industry and powerful professional interests—it could never 
count on steadfast political support. This made the organization financially 
vulnerable and made it hard for it to make long-term plans. KILEN had a 
few allies among influential politicians and could cope as long as these 
defenders backed up their claims, but once they lost their political positions 
the organization was seriously weakened.

KILEN was unexpectedly forced into bankruptcy when a new center-right 
government took office in Sweden in 2006 and the Swedish Parliament in 
March 2007 decided not to allow continued government grants (Nihlén, 
Ericson, and Lindholm 2007; Westin 2007). According to the founders 
of KILEN, no explanation was ever given from the Ministry of Health and 
Social Affairs to justify the dismantling of KILEN as a consumer institute 
even though such demands were raised from several organizations and 
individuals, both nationally and internationally.

Since its establishment, KILEN met heavy domestic resistance from 
governmental agencies like the drug regulatory agency but also from many 
physicians and right-wing politicians. The Swedish Medical Association 
welcomed the shutdown of KILEN and strongly criticized the former Social 
Democratic government for having, after pressure from the Green Party and 
the Left Party, supported KILEN with state funding for several years. In the 
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weekly Swedish health journal Dagens Medicin, the president of the Swedish 
Medical Association argued that KILEN had lobbied against the “best avail-
able psychiatric evidence” and had criticized psychotropic drugs in an unbal-
anced way, and also that KILEN’s actions were based on emotions rather 
than on science (Helte 2006, 8). A Swedish pharmacovigilance expert also 
identified the emotional dimension of KILEN—noticeable especially in 
the first few years and exploited by opponents—as a problem: “They could 
become desperate and angry and go to the media with accusations—they 
were emotional. The authorities and government officials could therefore 
say that they were hysterical. Later, they learned and became more matter-
of-fact” (interview Swedish pharmacovigilance expert).

But the same person also pointed to a patronizing sentiment in Swedish 
culture that hampered the possibility for KILEN to get a hearing for its 
demands regarding patient reporting: “Sweden has refused to give in and 
was probably last in the world to introduce patient reporting; it was not 
until the EU directive that it was introduced. It’s sad. There has been a 
patronizing attitude in Sweden—that this is something that only doctors 
understand, because the doctors are the ones who make diagnoses. An 
arrogant attitude. Today we know that this is wrong” (interview Swedish 
pharmacovigilance expert ). After the closing down of KILEN, its founders 
still had support from the Swedish Green Party that in several parliamen-
tary bills (without success) maintained that it was a mistake to cut the state 
funding to the organization. In the bills it was argued that KILEN defended 
important consumer rights against the financial interests of pharmaceutical 
companies (Nihlén, Ericson, Lindholm 2007). One Green Party politician 
stated that KILEN was perceived as threatening the system, and that it 
eventually lost its political support because no politicians dared to openly 
oppose powerful interests: “To criticize such fundamental societal interests 
and authorities, primarily the National Board of Health and Welfare, but 
also the Medical Products Agency and the medical profession, is almost 
like committing suicide in Sweden today. My understanding is that very 
few politicians dared to talk about KILEN” (interview Swedish Green Party 
politician). 

Conclusion

This case study suggests that the political opportunity structure in Sweden 
might be unfavorable for a civil society organization (CSO) that is challeng-
ing the medical establishment. There is a well-developed system for finan-
cial support for CSOs of various kinds, but our study shows that problems 
can occur if the organization has ambitions that can be perceived as political 
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and threatening to powerful interests in society. KILEN managed to call 
attention to a new social problem, and as long as the organization mainly 
worked with direct services to individual patients afflicted by adverse drug 
effects, it enjoyed support from several influential politicians and senior 
officials in the health authorities. But when KILEN started to question the 
pharmaceutical industry and medical practices it was hit by political and 
professional resistance and withdrawn funds. The growth of professional-
ism in medicine in Sweden has gone hand in hand with the development of 
the state’s prosperity in the welfare state, and there are close links between 
these institutions (Carlhed 2013). Medical doctors also enjoy high status 
and trust among the public and are rarely questioned. Hence, the patient’s 
position in the Swedish health-care system is relatively weak. These factors 
in the Swedish political opportunity structure probably limited KILEN’s 
ability to affect mainstream institutional politics and policy. The fact that 
the organization never managed to establish a good relationship with the 
media did not improve matters.

When the domestic political arena seemed more or less blocked, KILEN 
chose to build alliances with a number of authoritative key partners abroad 
and could also benefit from the greater interest in patients’ rights and con-
sumer reporting at the European and international policy levels. It was largely 
thanks to the financial support from the EC that KILEN could establish a 
consumer database and actively engage in international networking, which 
in turn eventually made it possible to influence the discourse and policy 
on drug safety at both the European and Swedish levels. The organization 
was forced to shut down in Sweden but had by then contributed to new EU 
legislation on pharmacovigilance that also affected the patients’ position in 
Sweden. Thus, in the end KILEN’s strategy of using political opportunities 
at European and international levels was fruitful.
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Notes

1.	 KILEN also received some financial support from the Swedish National Board of 
Health and Welfare and the Swedish National Institute of Public Health (Nilsson 
2002).

2.	 SIDA, the Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare, the Dag Hammarskjold 
Foundation, HAI, People’s Health Assembly, UMC, the Swedish Consumers 
Association, and the Sigtuna Foundation.
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Chapter 11

The Crisis of the European Union

Opportunity or Graveyard for a European 
Civil Society?

Lars Trägårdh

As noted in the introduction to this book (Meeuwisse and Scaramuzzino), 
the degree to which the project of European integration has come so far that 
it is irreversible or, conversely, is tottering on the brink of collapse, is still an 
open question. In this chapter I will return to three of the questions raised 
directly or indirectly in the introductory chapter (see also chapters 1, 2, and 
3). First: Is the current crisis of the European Union (EU) an opportunity 
for a deeper Europeanization of civil society? Or is the dominant response of 
European civil society rather tied to the forces that appear to be tearing the 
EU apart? Second: At a more theoretical level, how are we to think about the 
very notion of a European civil society in the absence of either a European 
state or a European nation or demos? As the introduction stresses, civil 
society can be understood as a public sphere where citizens meet to form 
a common nation, demos, and culture through discussions and debates. It 
can also be thought of as an institutional arrangement through which agents 
of the state connect in many ways—political, economic, legal—with citizens 
and representatives of organized civil society and its many interest organiza-
tions and social movements. On those terms, to what extent can we speak 
of a European civil society? And what kind of civil society is it in that case? 
Finally: What can the case of Sweden teach us in regard to the European 
state/civil society dynamic given that it is a society that is characterized 
both by a vibrant civil society and a strong welfare state, both of which 
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are historically grounded in a social contract that ties together citizen and 
nation-state in a web of relations that have as much to do with identity and 
values—a public sphere—as with bureaucracy, institutions, and practices? 
Given Sweden’s status as a quintessential nation-state, does the EU and the 
supposed Europeanization of Swedish civil society represent a threat or an 
opportunity? Does it even matter to the extent that it is meaningful to speak 
of Europeanization at a deeper level?

The Crisis of 2016 and the Failure of European Civil Society

The year 2016 has the potential of qualifying as one of those years that histo-
rians later will use as a marker for a moment of radical change, even discon-
tinuity. Just as 1776, 1789, 1848, 1914, 1933, 1945, 1989, and 2001 have 
come to signify important shifts through revolutions, wars, the founding of 
the United Nations, the fall of the Berlin Wall, and the terrorist attack on 
New York and Washington, DC, 2016 has emerged as the year endowed 
with a similar historical gravitas. Whereas 1989 marked “the end of history” 
(Fukuyama 1992) and the conclusive victory of the democratic market soci-
eties over their socialist or communist contenders, 2016 became the year 
when nationalism defeated globalism, signaling “the end of the Western 
world as we know it” (Applebaum 2016). Instead of continuing with the 
victorious global economic system based on free trade and relatively open 
borders, founded in the post–World War II accords stretching from the 
Bretton Woods agreements and the Marshall Plan to the World Bank and 
the International Monetary Fund, we now face the return of protectionism 
and a stress on national sovereignty on all levels: social, cultural, economic, 
and political.

This turn away from globalist and postnational visions became brutally 
obvious during 2016 on both sides of the Atlantic. In the United States 
Donald Trump was elected as the new president on promises to build walls 
and impose protectionist economic policies under the banner of America 
First. In Europe, pro-European and globalist elites have been overwhelmed 
by political currents favoring a return of nation-statism. This found dramatic 
expression in the vote for Brexit in the UK during the summer of 2016, but 
these sentiments turned out to be widespread throughout the EU. Thus the 
elections in 2017 and 2018 gave ample proof of similar popular sentiment 
throughout the EU as voters in the Netherlands, France, Germany, Austria, 
and Italy proved disastrous to the mainstream center-right and center-left 
parties.

The crisis of the EU is also a failure of European civil society. At heart is 
the long-standing, much debated, and heavily researched democratic deficit 
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that has separated the EU elites from the various peoples of the union. This 
deficit has been analyzed in institutional terms, and many attempts have 
been made to democratize the EU by introducing a balance between those 
institutions, such as the European Commission (EC), which express the 
top-down and confederal character of the union as a compact between inde-
pendent nation-states on the one hand and those that embody the vision 
of an ever-closer union of the peoples of Europe on the other. Not least the 
establishment of the European Parliament (EP) is one such attempt; another 
is the European citizens’ initiatives (ECI), which allows for an element of 
direct or at least participatory democracy, even though it is sometimes 
criticized for chiefly being a matter of discursive window dressing “without 
adding much in substance” (see Garcia 2015, 175; see also Greenwood 
2015; Hedling, and Meeuwisse 2015).

But beyond or perhaps beneath the questions of constitutional and 
institutional arrangements lurks a far more difficult problem, namely the 
creation of a truly European demos, or nation. This conundrum touches on 
a challenge particular or at least particularly salient to the EU project: How 
does one embrace and promote diversity and difference and simultaneously 
ensure integration and union? Just as there is a certain ambivalence with 
respect to the institutional framework, leaning on the one hand toward 
confederalism and widening and on the other toward an ever-deeper union-
ization, there is a similar tension that applies to the politics of EU identity 
construction.

There have been many attempts to create or at least promote a common 
European identity. Recognizing that the creation of modern nation-states in 
Europe and elsewhere could serve as a model, a plethora of national symbols 
have been created that try to balance unity and diversity, from the EU flag 
and the adoption of Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy” from his ninth symphony as 
the anthem of Europe, to an EU motto (“United in Diversity”) and a “Europe 
Day” held on May 9 to celebrate peace and unity in Europe. Along with 
these there are European prizes and European Capitals of Culture and many 
other attempts at promoting awareness and pride in the EU. The creation of 
the common currency, the euro, must be understood in the same light. As 
many economists now argue, the euro is in fundamental ways incomplete as 
a common currency; its primary value has instead been symbolic, suggesting 
cultural unity as much as economic integration. Similarly, the issuing of 
passports in the name of both the EU and the member states denotes this 
duality of identity. One of the most significant attempts at Europeanization 
on the model of the nation-state is probably the various investments in 
research and higher education, such as the Erasmus program and the mas-
sive funding of research through the European Research Council, which 
have brought together students and scholars from across the EU.
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While these attempts at forging a common European identity along the 
model of the nation-states might have had some success, they have been 
limited if repeated Eurobarometer surveys are to be trusted. The reason 
becomes clear if we look more closely at how the projects of creating nation-
states proceeded historically. As many scholars of nationalism have argued, a 
widespread sense of national belonging and community was relatively weak 
until the American and French revolutions ushered in the age of the nation-
state. The elites often had a primary allegiance that was European and cos-
mopolitan, conversing as much in Latin and later in French and German as 
they did in the vernacular. The masses, on the other hand, retained local or 
regional identities and languages or dialects. In his influential book, Peasants 
into Frenchman, the historian Eugene Weber (1976) studied how France was 
transformed from a geographical concept into an “imagined community,” 
to cite another seminal expert on nationalism, Benedict Anderson (1991). 
Weber observed that fewer than half of French subjects actually spoke 
French around 1850, yet by 1914 they felt sufficiently French to enthusi-
astically march to war in spite of a strong working-class movement across 
Europe that supposedly adhered to the International and its Marxist view 
of both state and nation as destined for the dustbin of history. How was this 
possible?

Weber provides a number of explanations involving both the state and 
civil society. In particular he stresses three developments: public schools, 
military conscription, and the creation of national media structures, which 
in turn linked to the standardization of a national language. Weber’s find-
ings are in line with those of a number of other historians who have studied 
similar developments in other European countries, involving what a major 
historian of German nationalism, George Mosse, calls the “nationalization 
of the masses” (Mosse 1974). The state uses its power to standardize and 
nationalize—a process that also entails integration and democratization. 
Thus, public schooling and conscription were key elements for both liberal 
nationalists and the working-class movement. In Sweden, for example, one 
slogan of the budding Social Democratic party was “One vote, one gun,” sug-
gesting the tight linkage between universal suffrage as a right and the duty 
to defend one’s country. And the public school also built on the duality of 
rights and duties; it was both a compulsory duty and a universal right.

The third element, the creation of a common public sphere, a national 
media, a national language, and a national culture went hand in hand with 
the efforts to integrate at school and in the army. The connection between 
language and schooling is obvious; this was the way that children at an early 
age learned the national idiom. However, it was also a medium through 
which to assimilate the national narrative: stories, histories, literature, 
and culture that were presented as the common heritage. Furthermore, it 
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entailed not only a simple, homogenous top-down process. Thanks to the 
rise of both national and local media, written in the national language, as 
well as a contentious civil society with a plethora of associations, it involved 
a more complex process of interaction between the state and civil society. 
On the one hand, a common language and shared conversation resulted; on 
the other hand, the emergence of a contentious public sphere and a myriad 
of often critical and oppositional associations created the foundation for a 
vibrant democratic political culture within the confines of the nation-state.

Thus, over time this was a development that had both an integrative 
side and a side that allowed for opposition and contestation. Together they 
resulted in the emergence of what we can call national democracy. With the 
introduction of universal suffrage on the one hand and a modern system of 
taxation on the other, this led to the elaboration of the kind of social con-
tracts that we today live with in most Western democracies, even if they 
differ in important ways from country to country. In some ways, the social 
contracts are quite straightforward—at the one end citizens who vote, work, 
pay taxes and  exert political influence through elections and their civil 
society organizations (CSOs), and at the other end the state that provides 
social rights such as education, health care, and pensions that are financed by 
taxes, a system administered by the state, sometimes in collaboration with 
CSOs. At the same time the politics of solidarity that we associate with the 
welfare state and the notion of social citizenship also depend on a sense of 
belonging and community.

In this way the modern nation-states were forged through a process 
whereby the state shaped civil society and civil society in turn exerted influ-
ence on state action. The result is a social contract that depends on both 
social trust among citizens and their confidence in common institutions, 
both public (state) and private (civil society). Without such trust, the legit-
imacy of the state is in doubt and civil society easily becomes a vehicle for 
division and polarization rather than the connective tissue between the state 
and its citizens. Indeed, there is a thin line between trust and distrust, as the 
crises of the 1840s and 1930s have shown, and this represents a potential 
fragility of the social contract that is possibly relevant to the current polit-
ical crisis as we yet again witness the rise of populist nationalism rooted in 
distrust between the elites and the masses. Populist leaders from Napoleon 
III to Hitler, and Mussolini to le Pen and Trump, have repeatedly been able 
to generate popular support in civil society to challenge established political, 
cultural, and economic elites.

In this context it should be noted that while the state is the chief expres-
sion of the universal and national idea, many CSOs have historically been 
equally committed to the overall project of nationalization, often connected 
to political agendas emphasizing democratization. In the Swedish—and 
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Nordic—case, this has been the case not least for the social movements 
(folkrörelserna) that were engaged in not just interest politics but also in a 
broader educational mission. Thus adult education (folkbildning), including 
boarding schools for peasants and workers, the so-called folk high schools 
(folkhögskolor), often combined training in technical skills with classes 
aimed at enhancing knowledge of Swedish culture and history and provid-
ing training in civics (medborgarkunskap). However, the role of civil society 
is complex and cannot be reduced to being democratic or good in any simple 
sense. Thus the movements that today are supporting Brexit, Trump, le Pen, 
and other politicians are as much a part of civil society as those that support 
the EU, open borders, human rights, and postnational utopias.

European Civil Society: Is It Possible without a European State?

With this analysis of how the prenational territorial states of Europe nation-
alized their populations in the context of democratization, let us consider 
the EU again. As stated in the introductory chapter to this book, the proofs 
of successful European integration often include a common financial policy 
and currency, free movement of goods and people, and a common system of 
border control. However, on closer inspection the euro crisis in the wake of 
the financial crisis of 2008 has revealed that the euro is a case of an emperor 
without clothes, that the EU is lacking a truly integrated financial order. 
And the refugee crisis of 2015 in turn exposed the fragility of the border 
controls and the absence of a common policy with regard to migrants and 
refugees.

Beyond that, if we follow the logic described in the previous section 
regarding how stable nation-states were established in Europe (and beyond), 
the EU lacks other crucial aspects of both nation and state. If perhaps the 
most important components of a durable social contract involve a common 
language and common media, compulsory public schools and a conscription 
army, and a system of taxes that allow for social rights, these are also lacking 
in the EU. Add to this the lack of a fully realized common currency, the 
lack of a common army, and shaky control of the common borders, and we 
begin to get an idea of why the distance between citizens and the EU might 
be large indeed. And without the hard institutions of the state that in turn 
shape and structure civil society and mold that sense of community and 
belonging that is central to both demos and nation, it becomes difficult to 
imagine either how the democratic deficit can be shrunk or a stronger sense 
of European identity and culture can be achieved.

Of course, against this it can be argued that the EU is precisely not meant 
to be a state, but something else—a union of member states, the origin of 

This open access library edition is supported by the University of Lund. Not for resale.



The Crisis of the European Union  •  257

which was more about establishing a common market and avoiding war 
among the European nation-states than about creating a social contract with 
deeper ambitions involving notions of citizenship, community, and belong-
ing. Yet this is a line of argument that begs the questions currently dogging 
the EU, having embraced the idea of European citizenship and the social 
dimension, namely the democratic deficit and the lack of popular legitimacy 
among large portions of the European citizenry. The question that we need 
to ask is if it is possible to create a genuine public sphere and an institution-
alized civil society in the absence of a state or a state-like structure.

If we consider theories of civil society, it becomes clear that the question 
of the relation between the state and civil society looms large. At the same 
time it is possible to identify several competing theoretical traditions that 
are all relevant for discussing the question of whether we can speak of a 
European civil society and, if so, in what way we can conceive of such an 
European civil society. One useful point of departure is the political the-
orist Jean Cohen’s essay “Civil Society and Globalization: Rethinking the 
Categories” (Cohen 2007) in which she analyzes the postnational turn with 
respect to the concept of civil society. Noting that the discourse of civil soci-
ety had gone global and become one of the “most widely utilized concepts by 
politicians, academics, and political activists around the world,” Cohen also 
warns against the pitfalls of the “domestic analogy,” which simply transposes 
“an unchanged analysis of parameters of a nationally oriented civil society to 
the global level.” This would, Cohen argues, be a “serious mistake” (Cohen 
2007, 37, 40, 48).

Instead, Cohen stresses, “The emergence of civil society goes hand in 
hand with the development of the modern territorial sovereign state” 
(Cohen 2007, 40). In particular, she argues, “it was the coupling of law and 
the state,” constitutionalism, and representative government that made 
for the modern state’s stable structure and enabled both the development 
of the market economy and a vibrant civil society in the context of national 
democracy (Cohen 2007, 40). Crucial to this order was a sense of a social 
contract that ultimately was built on trust, expressed concretely through a 
“gift exchange,” as Marcel Mauss (1954) might have put it, among citizens 
in civil society via the shared institutions of the state according to the logic 
of duties (taxes) paid and (social) rights earned.

This understanding of the state/civil society nexus presupposed, as 
Cohen puts it, the sovereign state as a crucial “referent and target, tacitly 
assuming that civil society and the state are ‘coterminous’” (Cohen 2007, 
46–47). Crucially, this understanding was based on the idea of members 
in a bounded community who both acted as citizens, cowriting the law as 
members of the sovereign nation/people and obeying the rule of that law as 
subjects. The citizen’s civic activity was thus directed at influencing political 
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decisions made by the state, as well as at holding the state and its agents 
responsible and accountable by ensuring a degree of transparency and sub-
jecting politicians to scrutiny through elections. But it went beyond mere 
dry constitutional arrangements and depended on a sense of national com-
munity. As Cohen writes, “Citizens construed as authors and addressees of 
the law, subject to the same jurisdiction and rules, are presumed to share a 
certain community of fate” (Cohen 2007, 46). And this sense of shared fate 
and identity also served as the basis for both welfare state solidarity and a 
politics of social justice. There is, Cohen continues, a “we” that insists that 
“our” representatives “make laws, policies and regulations that provide the 
social basis for meaningful citizenship, for social justice and social solidarity” 
(Cohen 2007, 46).

In practice, this has meant that although civil society at large, unlike the 
nation-state, is not formally defined by membership or national borders, it has 
nonetheless been focused historically on addressing the state through associa-
tions organized locally, regionally, and nationally, and only more peripherally 
supranationally. The same has been true for civil society understood as the 
public sphere—with public discourse and debate aiming at influencing collec-
tive public opinion and thus the formation of political will ultimately trans-
lated into legislation and policy in the context of the democratic, sovereign 
state. From this vantage point the notion of a global civil society is a dubious 
one for the simple reason that there is no global state, no global constitution to 
which such a global civil society would correspond and speak to. At best one 
can point to a variety of attempts at building a legal regime with global or at 
least regional reach through institutions such as, in the European context, the 
ECJ and, at the global level, the International Criminal Court, as well as the 
various human rights conventions connected to the UN.

While this incomplete and piecemeal juridification of international 
society is important, it still falls far short of becoming a global constitution. 
There is no equivalent of national political society and no counterpart to 
the accountable representative institutions of the nation-states, no effective 
transnational enforcement mechanisms that allow for making decisions 
that are both binding and subject to continual scrutiny though day-to-day 
politics, regular elections, and a critical public sphere. Furthermore, as I will 
return to in the discussion of the EU, the tendency to lean on law in the 
absence of democratic political institutions carries with it its own dangers 
by making such supranational legal action vulnerable to charges of bypassing 
popular opinion and of being post- or antidemocratic.

The theory of civil society that Cohen subscribes to is rooted in the classic 
theory of Hegel for whom the notion of a civil society that is separate and 
decoupled from the state would have been largely unimaginable. However, 
Cohen departs from Hegel in that she embraces a conception, typical of 
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most contemporary scholars thinking about civil society that separates out 
the market, i.e. for-profit economic actors, from civil society, which is cast as 
a nonprofit sector. For Hegel, by contrast, civil society was the social realm 
where individuals and groups sought to satisfy needs, fulfill desires, and pro-
tect interests. It included both what we today think of as the market and the 
associational life that in contemporary parlance has become synonymous 
with the more-narrow understanding of what constitutes civil society, with 
a focus on nonprofit organizations and Non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs).

Inspired by Adam Smith, Hegel envisioned civil society, including the 
market, as a legitimate, necessary, and ultimately positive force, enabling 
the pursuit of gain, pleasure, self-expression, and self-interest and leading at 
the aggregate, societal level to an increased wealth of the nation. At the same 
time, however, he also argued that the internal contradictions of civil society 
produced by this relentless pursuit of particular interests—atomistic individ-
ualism, inequality, poverty, and social disorder—could never be resolved by 
civil society itself. Only the state, Hegel argued, could promote and safeguard 
the general or universal interest of society as a whole, achieving a higher pur-
pose of rationality that he described as the “unity and interpenetration of 
universality and individuality” (Hegel 1991, 276; Trägårdh 2010).

In other words, for Hegel civil society was not intrinsically good or civil, 
and he certainly did not view the state as inherently bad. Rather, he conceived 
of civil society and the state in more dynamic, relational, and evolutionary 
terms. From the individual’s point of view, he suggested a movement from 
the inward-looking privacy of the family, through the forging of an inter-
mediary social identity transcending private self-interest in the corporations 
and associations of civil society, to the universalist rationality embodied by 
the state. From a societal perspective, he stressed the institutions mediat-
ing and resolving conflict within civil society and connecting civil society 
to the state, rather than a reification of civil society in terms of opposing, 
overcoming, or transcending the state.

However, in the contemporary world, the Hegelian idea of civil society 
has largely lost out to a very different notion of civil society, one that informs 
most ideas of global civil society and, for that matter, most national conver-
sations that invoke the concept of civil society. In this reading, the central 
organizing trope is what another political theorist, Margaret Somers, calls 
the “meta narrative of Anglo-American citizenship theory” in which the 
state is always seen as hovering “on the brink of being a source of tyranny” 
(Somers 1995, 259). In this alternative conception of civil society, civil soci-
ety is seen as prior to and autonomous from the state rather than being the 
product of certain historical developments of the modern state that created 
the conditions that allowed the development of civil society.
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This theory of civil society has left a heavy mark on current narratives on 
civil society, especially global civil society but also at the national level and 
in the context of the EU. Indeed, the modern use of the term originated in 
Eastern Europe during the years leading up to the collapse of communist 
rule. Because the state was viewed as oppressive and corrupt, the opposi-
tional movements like Solidarity in Poland were invested with great hope 
and moral weight. As a consequence, ordinary politics associated with polit-
ical parties, politicians, and the institutions of the state was viewed with 
suspicion and a sense of utter disillusionment. This disgust with ordinary 
politics led to a certain overinvestment in the promise of civil society. In the 
words of Havel, it became a dream of an antipolitical politics built on the 
supposed humanity of the people as opposed to the professional propaganda 
of career politicians. He envisioned a politics from below, that he termed 
a “politics of people, not of the apparatus, [a] politics growing from the 
heart not from a thesis” (Havel 1988, 398). This sense of utopian euphoria 
also attended the 2011 uprisings in North Africa and the Middle East that 
derived their energy from the same enduring fantasy with its links to the 
French Revolution, and beyond that to heroic, if mostly futile, revolts on 
the part of long-suffering slaves and serfs around the world.

Here we see a common theme that unites thinkers on the left and on the 
right. On the left there was Marx, who imagined an international civil society 
as the end point of a dialectical process, including bourgeois revolution and 
proletarian dictatorship, when the state would wither away and deliver man 
into anarchic, universal freedom. On the right there was an equally utopian 
antistatist sentiment among radical liberals. Thus libertarian thinkers like 
Hayek dreamt about a spontaneous order where the state has shrunk into 
insignificance, setting society and man free.

While such extreme antistatism belongs to the fringes of the political 
spectrum, what is more common is the decoupling of state and civil society 
that is typical in the world of global or international civil society. Thus we 
have witnessed the growth of so-called NGOs that have become import-
ant actors with respect to the post-1989 project of spreading free-market 
democracy across the globe. As Jens Stilhoff Sörensen (2010) has argued, 
the ascendency of civil society as a fashionable concept in the development 
and aid sector was intimately linked to the paradigmatic shift from a 
state-centered approach to the development of a neoliberal focus on the 
market. With the loss of faith in state-to-state aid and the rise of a broader 
neoliberal trend dating back to the Thatcher–Reagan era, the Washington 
consensus brought with it a new focus on civil society NGOs as both the 
vehicle and target for aid—a semi-utopian faith in the market and civil 
society was joined to a deep skepticism of the Keynesian state-centered 
approach.
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Another variant of this poststatist conception of civil society is the notion 
of civil society that is central to John Keane’s idea of monitory democracy, 
which imagines a new stage in the development of democracy that he calls 
“post-representative” democracy (Keane 2007). He imagines an “epochal 
transformation [when] the world of actually existing democracy experiences 
an historic sea-change, one that is taking us away from the assembly-based 
and representative democracy of past times towards a form of democracy 
with entirely different contours and dynamics” (22).

However, in the first decade of the twenty-first century, this faith in the 
magic of civil society has been declining, not least in the wake of the 9/11 
attacks and the rise of the war on terror. To some extent the state is making 
a comeback, though this is a return that is largely restricted to the security-
related functions of the state and does not include Nordic-style ambitions 
to promote state-guaranteed social security. Furthermore, it becomes 
increasingly clear that to speak of a global civil society, as Keane does, in the 
absence of a global state is problematic at best. Insofar as civil society is in fact 
constituted by and inseparable from the modern state—even if it occasionally 
spawns and fosters a critique of that state—it is clear that the Hegelian empha-
sis on the relations between the state and civil society, and the ties that bind 
them together, is as relevant as ever. Civil society seems plainly incapable of 
replacing the state. Instead of pitting one against the other—a rhetorical and 
tactical ploy of Eastern European dissidents and of American neoliberals 
alike—might it perhaps be more fruitful to focus on the ways in which the 
interplay of state and civil society results in a productive mode of governance?

From a civil society point of view, the EU occupies a kind of middle 
ground between the institutional solidity of the nation-state and the fluidity 
of the global (dis)order. On the one hand, there are the various mechanisms 
through which the EU constitutes a very concrete opportunity structure—
as discussed in several of the chapters of this book—whereby money and 
other resources are channeled to local CSOs through EU organs such as the 
European Social Fund (ESF) or via the European Research Council to schol-
ars throughout Europe (see, e.g., chapters 3 and 4 by Scaramuzzino and 
Wennerhag; and chapter 6 by Di Placido and Scaramuzzino in this book). 
On the other hand, some of these initiatives can be seen as an EU equivalent 
of global foreign aid policies, whereby richer countries in the northwest of 
the EU distribute aid to the poorer ones in the east and south, sometimes via 
NGOs that operate similarly to the many projects carried out by Western 
NGOs in Africa or Asia. As projects that are poorly rooted in the local politi-
cal economy, they are prone to produce resentment as much as gratitude, as 
is the case for most forms of charity.

A third type of civil society activity in Europe is the one that Mary Kaldor 
and Sabine Selchow has called the “The ‘Bubbling Up’ of Subterranean 
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Politics in Europe” (2013), a regional equivalent of the Occupy movement 
with its antiestablishment, antistatist, and anarchic proclivities. Many of 
these movements belong to the broader phenomenon of movements that 
challenge the primacy of the nation-states, speaking in the language of human 
rights and no borders. But while they can be thought of as postnational, that 
does not make them European. Rather, the ire is as much directed at the EU 
as Fortress Europe as it is against the individual nation-states. The concern 
of such movements is in a sense more focused on the negative consequences 
of borders while being informed by a cosmopolitan utopianism, than it is 
focused on feeding a vision of the EU as a step toward a global order.

However, there is another way in which the EU provides an opportunity 
structure that is truly postnational in the way that Jean Cohen also discusses, 
namely that the EU, while failing in the mission to create a European demos 
or nation, has succeeded in establishing a supranational legal order. As New 
York Times journalist Roger Cohen noted in an article from 2000, the EU 
has in one regard represented a fundamental challenge to national sover-
eignty. However, he argued, this emerging European identity is based not 
on the adoption of a common culture in the sense of a common language, 
literature, or history, nor in the republican and statist sense as organized 
around mass political parties, the ritual of voting, conscription, or an oath of 
allegiance. Rather, Cohen claimed, this “new sense of European citizenship 
[was founded on the] pre-eminence of European law over national legisla-
tion” (Cohen 2000).

This aspect of Europeanization is in some ways also a matter of 
Americanization in that it involves the type of juridification of politics that 
has for a long time been a hallmark of US political culture (Trägårdh and 
Delli Carpini 2004). While the ECJ initially was focused on rather mun-
dane and technical issues related to trade and fishing quotas, it has over time 
evolved into a place where Europeans go to uphold their rights, rights that 
at times are claimed against national states on the basis of a developing EU 
charter of individual rights and antidiscrimination laws. In this way the EU 
has changed the political playing field in a novel way in Europe, providing 
CSOs representing minorities such as the disabled, which have been dis-
criminated against at the national level, with a new opportunity to fight back 
(Lawson and Gooding 2005). This particular aspect of the Europeanization 
of civil society has not been in focus in this book but would be worthy of 
further consideration (see also Meeuwisse and Vilhelmsson, chapter 10).

At the same time, European integration and the challenges to national 
sovereignty do not just stimulate the growth of a European civil society that 
sees the EU primarily as an opportunity structure, be it in economic terms 
as a source of money or in a juridical sense as an avenue to pursue justice 
in a court of law. Equally important, it is now evident, are those CSOs that 
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are formed and empowered to resist European integration and to reassert 
national sovereignty. Again, this takes many forms, from the politics of 
right-wing and left-wing populism that is directed against migration and 
open borders or against the harsh austerity programs rooted in neoliberal 
economic policies, to a reaction against the many ways in which the EU 
as a community of law enables the ECJ to overrule decisions made in the 
national parliaments. During the Brexit campaign, the “Leave” proponents 
appealed to many of these arguments, stressing control of territory, bor-
ders, and the national legal space. From a Swedish point of view, Refugees 
Welcome and the anti-immigrant party, the Sweden Democrats, represent 
the poles of such tendencies toward the Europeanization of civil society. 
But such a statement must be tempered by the fact that even if Refugees 
Welcome and other CSOs fighting for migrants’ rights might be critical of 
the nation-states for their closed borders and harsh treatment of refugees, 
this does not mean that they necessarily see the EU as a more progressive 
force (Barker 2015; Sager, Holgersson, and Öberg 2016). Likewise, while 
the Sweden Democrats might enter into tactical alliances with like-minded 
parties elsewhere in Europe, their ultimate goal is to strengthen, not weaken, 
national sovereignty.

Sweden and the EU: Welfare State Nationalism and the 
Specter of Europe

Empirically speaking, Sweden and the other Nordic countries have perhaps 
come the closest to constituting a democratic, neo-Hegelian political order 
(Trägårdh 2010; Trägårdh and Witoszek 2013). Characterized by a demo-
cratic corporatist system whose hallmark is precisely the routinized institu-
tions that connect state and civil society in a peculiar form of governance, 
these societies exhibit both a large, vital civil society providing political 
input and social voice from a particularized society and an equally strong 
state given the task to represent and safeguard national community and uni-
versal social welfare.

In this way Sweden is also set apart from most of the rest of the EU. As 
noted in the introduction to this book, there exists a mismatch between the 
Swedish social contract, including the composition and function of civil 
society, and that of the EU at large. I will return to this question but let us 
first note that skepticism toward the EU is not specific to Sweden. Indeed, 
many Europeans view the EU and the move toward an ever-closer union 
with mixed feelings. While security concerns and the peace argument con-
tinue to play an important role, it is evident that with the fading memory of 
World War II and the collapse of the Soviet Union, the process of economic 
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and political integration has increasingly come to be complicated by con-
cerns over national identity. To some extent the emergence of neonation-
alism is an expression of the increasing split between the elites, who tend 
to be persuaded by integrationist arguments and seduced by the promise of 
increased economic growth, and the masses, who are both less European in 
their outlook and more prone to feel threatened by unemployment thought 
to be linked to globalization (see also Hedling and Meeuwisse, chapter 5). 
Thus the political climate has pushed to the fore the latent conflict between 
the EU project and the survival of the nation (Trägårdh 2002).

It is in this perspective that a deeper understanding of how historically 
rooted conceptions of national identity inform the politics of Europe 
becomes crucial. In fact, the extent to which Europeans feel such bouts 
of anxiety has varied quite dramatically from country to country, ranging 
from the relative Euro-enthusiasm in the heartland countries like France, 
Germany, Italy, and the Benelux, via legendary British insularity and intran-
sigence within the union, to Swiss and Norwegian refusals to even join 
the EU. From this perspective, Sweden is a reluctant latecomer to Europe, 
joining the EU only in 1995 and then with only a slim majority of the popu-
lation voting “yes” after a heated and divisive debate. In fact, a considerable 
part of the population continues to view the EU with mixed feelings and 
are as likely to express apprehension over the specter of Europe as to express 
confidence in the promise of Europe. In the end, what convinced that slight 
minority of Swedes to vote yes to join the EU were economic arguments 
made against the backdrop of one of the most profound economic crises in 
Sweden since the Depression. Symptomatically, even then Sweden was one 
of the few members to vote against the adoption of the euro as a common 
currency (Trägårdh 2002).

How do we explain this EU-skeptical attitude on the part of the Swedes 
who otherwise would seem to be well poised to take advantage of the benefits 
afforded by membership, not least given their long-standing commitment to 
free trade and their dependence on large, export-oriented companies?

To understand this, one must grasp the ways in which European integra-
tion in the form of adapting to the EU poses a deep threat to the way in which 
many Swedes have come to understand the proper relationship between 
state, society, nation, and people. That is, Swedish national identity has 
come to be tightly linked to the welfare state, understood not simply as a set 
of institutions but as the realization of the People’s Home (Folkhemmet), the 
central organizing slogan of the Social Democrats who dominated Swedish 
politics from 1933 until 1990 and who still remain the largest party in the 
Swedish Parliament.

The extraordinary and lasting potency of this concept derives from the 
seamless way in which the two concepts of the people—those of demos and 
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ethnos—have been fused into one coherent whole. That is, it is not simply 
that in Sweden the democratic-Jacobin notion of the people has won out 
over the ethnic-cultural reading associated with, most infamously, the 
German experience. Rather, the Swedish concepts of people, popular/
populist/democratic, and people’s home (folk, folklighet, and folkhem) are 
all part and parcel of a national narrative that has cast the Swedes as intrin-
sically democratic and freedom-loving, as having democracy in the blood. 
Thus, since to be a Swedish nationalist meant perforce that one embraced 
democratic values, it was possible in the 1930s for the Social Democrats to 
successfully harness the power of national feeling, to become national social-
ists, and to fight off the challenge from domestic wanna-be Nazis (Trägårdh 
1990; Trägårdh 2002).

Furthermore, and just as importantly, the Swedish Model, as it came 
to be known, was characterized by an extreme form of statism, built on a 
social contract between a strong and good state on the one hand and the 
emancipated and autonomous individual on the other. Through the insti-
tutions of the state, the individual, so it was thought, was liberated from 
those institutions of civil society that harbored patriarchal and hierarchical 
values and practices—the traditional family, the conservative churches, and 
the upper-class charity organizations. The inequalities and dependencies 
associated with these institutions were to be replaced by an egalitarian social 
order.

In this scheme, the state and the people were conceived of as intrinsically 
linked; the people’s home was a state that served as the homely domain of 
national community, the context in which the ideal of solidarity could be 
joined to that of equality. At the same time, this Swedish ideology, with its 
dual emphasis on social equality and individual autonomy, was understood 
to be distinctly modern and highly efficient; the welfare of the welfare state 
implied not just solidarity and equality but also prosperity and progress.

This does not mean that civil society was only a force of reaction in this 
particular imaginary. Rather, Swedish civil society was conceived to have 
two components that were locked in battle. Positioned against the reaction-
ary civil society associated with charity and philanthropy were the social 
movements that represented the working class. Their political agenda was 
to replace the need for philanthropy with taxes and the necessity of charity 
with social rights.

From this point of view, the left-wing supporters of the nation-statist 
Swedish welfare state could only imagine Europe to the south of Denmark 
as a backward bastion of neofeudalism, patriarchy, hierarchy, disorder, cor-
ruption, and inequality. During the heated debates in the early 1990s over 
whether Sweden should join the EU, continental notions like subsidiarity 
and civil society were perceived as insidious, neoliberal, or papist ideas, 
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fundamentally antithetical to the founding principles of the welfare state. 
Sweden was continually cast in the trope of democracy, equality, and soli-
darity, while Europe was pictured, especially by the Social Democrats and 
the Left at large, in terms of the so-called four K’s: konservatism, kapitalism, 
katolicism, and kolonialism. That is, Europe was cast as the conceptual oppo-
site of Sweden. It was the realm of untamed capitalism, it suffered from the 
legacy of colonialism, its social policies were informed by backward notions 
rooted in Catholic social thought, and it was politically dominated not by 
Social Democratic parties but by conservatives of different shades (Ekström, 
Myrdal, and Pålsson 1962; Trägårdh 2002).

Conversely, the political parties to the right have tended to see in Europe 
a possibility to accomplish through the back door what they have consis-
tently failed to achieve at the national level—the dismantling of the oppres-
sive welfare state and the revitalization of what they see as an atrophied civil 
society. Liberals came to see the EU as a project promoting the freedom of 
the market from state regulation and the freedom of the individual from 
the narrow confines of Swedish egalitarianism. Social conservatives and 
Christian Democrats, on the other hand, imagined the restoration of the 
natural social structures of civil society that they believed had been under-
mined by the unholy alliance between big government and big business.

Beneath the political rhetoric of the debate over EU membership there 
were, however, very real differences between Sweden and most of the EU 
with respect to the relationship between the state and civil society and the 
composition and role played by CSOs in Sweden. Comparatively, Swedish 
civil society was both larger and different, and the ties between the state 
and civil society were also far more developed and intricate. On the one 
hand, the dominant organizational form was the democratic membership 
association—not charities, philanthropies, nonprofit organizations, or faith-
based organizations, as was the case in many other parts of the EU. On the 
other hand, the links between civil society and the state were intimate and 
numerous, not least through the system of governmental commissions 
that allowed for continual input from civil society into the political pro-
cess leading to laws and policies (Trägårdh 2007a). Furthermore, Swedish 
CSOs have tended historically to primarily have a political or voice function 
rather than being a provider of welfare services (schools, health care, elderly 
care). The moral and political logic that characterizes Swedish civil society 
is thus similar to the one that infuses the social contract as a whole, stressing 
individual autonomy and social equality and being antithetical to unequal 
power relations, be it charity, patriarchal family relations, or hierarchical 
and undemocratic forms of organization (Trägårdh 2010). This has trans-
lated into the primacy of the alliance between citizen and state, what I have 
termed statist individualism, and a civil society that is more invested in the 
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input side of the social contract and the political process (voice) than in the 
provision of welfare as nonprofit organizations (service).

In this perspective it is crucial to note how different the Swedish state-
civil society nexus looks in comparison to that of the United States and 
many other European countries south of Denmark. The antistatism so 
prevalent in the United States but also the stress on charities and nonprofit 
organizations in continental Europe is often linked to a romantic and rather 
unrealistic conception of what civil society in fact can do to combat poverty, 
inequality, and social injustice. While charities can alleviate some suffer-
ing, they can do little to address systemically the underlying structures of 
inequality and injustice. Indeed it might be argued that charity and private 
philanthropy tend to further entrench and even legitimize such injustice. 
By contrast, tax-financed social investments typical of the Swedish welfare 
state has a universal reach, aiming in principle if not always in fact to reach 
all citizens while taking the form of rights, rather than alms.

Conclusions

While the (over)heated rhetoric that dominated the debates from the 1960s 
until the early 1990s has since given way to a far more balanced and much 
less emotional discourse on Europe and the EU, fundamental continuities 
prevail. In many ways, Sweden has been much like Great Britain in that the 
decision to join the EU was driven far more by the cold logic of economic 
necessity than by any passionate dreams of a united Europe. And, like 
England, Sweden imagined itself to be more global than European, more 
committed to free trade than to Fortress Europe. Swedish internationalism 
grew after World War II, but it was fueled more by enthusiasm for the UN 
and by solidarity with the developing world than by the narrower project of 
the EU. As the historian Mikael af Malmborg summarized the debate over 
European integration between 1945 and 1959: “Norden, the world, and 
nothing in between” (Malmborg 1994, 32), an attitude that would remain 
salient well into the debates over EU membership in the 1990s.

From a civil society perspective, this continued Swedish focus on the 
nation-state has translated into a rather instrumental attitude toward the 
EU. There has been recognition on the part of local governments and local 
CSOs that the EU, through for example the ESF, has come to constitute an 
opportunity structure to be exploited. To do so effectively, there has also 
been a willingness to adopt continental concepts such as social economy in 
order to discursively match the requirements for EU funding (see Di Placido 
and Scaramuzzino, chapter 6; and Levander, chapter 7). However, beyond 
this almost mechanical level there are few signs of deeper Europeanization, 
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something that several of the chapters of this book tend to confirm (see 
Scaramuzzino and Wennerhag, chapter 4). As suggested above, one area in 
which a Europeanization of civil society might be occurring is the relation 
to the ECJ insofar as Swedish CSOs and individual citizens use courts to 
pursue individual rights and fight discrimination, using the European courts 
to trump Swedish law. This is a topic that warrants further study.

The relationship between Sweden and the EU began as a kind of shotgun 
wedding when Sweden was in a deep economic crisis and in need of a gallant 
knight in economic armor. Since then the relationship has developed into 
a cool but durable marriage of convenience, short on passion but long on 
mutual economic benefits. Like Germany, Sweden has been a winner in 
the era of globalization and in this scheme the EU has been an important 
piece in the puzzle. But in terms of the politics of solidarity and the interplay 
between state and civil society, Sweden as a whole and its civil society in 
particular remains profoundly national. There might no longer be the same 
intense anti-European rhetoric as before, but nor is there much of a sense of 
an ever-closer union with the rest of the EU. This is as true for Swedish civil 
society as it is for Sweden more generally.

Lars Trägårdh received his PhD in history from UC Berkeley and is cur-
rently Professor of History and Civil Society Studies at Ersta Sköndal Bräcke 
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Concluding Remarks

Anna Meeuwisse and Roberto Scaramuzzino

This book is a product of the joint efforts of a research team linked to the 
research program Beyond the Welfare State—Europeanization of Swedish 
Civil Society Organizations (EUROCIV) financed by the Swedish Research 
Council. It is based on the first systematic study of the Europeanization of 
civil society organizations (CSOs) in Sweden, and it draws on both survey data 
and case studies spanning a range of different types of organizations operating 
at various levels. In this final chapter we want to briefly sum up the findings in 
relation to the overall themes outlined in the introductory chapter. 

Our point of departure is an understanding of Europeanization as a 
two-way process in which the European Union (EU) influences domestic 
actors, but where domestic actors also make use of the EU. This process 
might be enabling as well as constraining for CSOs, producing opportu-
nities on the one hand but leading to increased regulation on the other 
(introduction and chapter 1). We also suggest a multidimensional approach 
to Europeanization as summarized in the typology presented in chapter 1. 
This typology draws attention to both direct forms of Europeanization such 
as regulatory, financial, and organizational Europeanization and indirect 
forms such as participatory, discursive, and identity Europeanization. Each 
empirical chapter addresses one or more of these forms of Europeanization, 
and different theoretical perspectives are used in the book in order to grasp 
both institutional pressure and organizational strategies and the interplay 
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among them. For example, theories of resource mobilization have proven 
fruitful for investigating financial Europeanization (chapter 6), while the-
ories of neo-institutionalism and isomorphic pressures have been helpful 
when analyzing discursive Europeanization (chapter 7). 

One of the main results from our studies is that Europeanization only 
seems to concern a minority of Swedish CSOs, and this holds true irrespec-
tive of whether we consider activities such as influencing policy (regulatory 
Europeanization), applying for funding (financial Europeanization), or 
being a member of a European umbrella organization (organizational 
Europeanization). In other words, relatively few organizations actively 
pursue activities at the European level. According to many Swedish CSOs, 
the impact of the EU on the domestic level and on civil society also seems 
to be relatively weak, which suggests a low level of Europeanization. 
Considering that the majority of the organizations in our survey were local 
organizations, these results are hardly surprising. For a local association in 
a small municipality in Sweden, Brussels is likely to be perceived as both 
geographically far away and difficult to access, but also as politically irrele-
vant. Our results in fact reflect the centrality of the grassroots level for most 
Swedish CSOs and the difficulties these organizations might encounter in 
connecting to other levels of government (chapters 3, 4, and 5).

Studying organizations within the welfare policy area has yielded several 
valuable insights into the Europeanization of Swedish civil society. This is 
a policy area in which the EU has a weak mandate, hence such a study pro-
vides insight into not only why CSOs might Europeanize, but also why they 
sometimes might not. A lack of resources and expertise is often highlighted 
as explanations in research on Europeanization, but we can conclude that 
the perceived relevance of the EU for the organization’s work is indeed at 
least as important (chapter 4). 

Skepticism of the EU might, however, also stem from a perceived ideo-
logical clash between values and norms that are ascribed to EU institutions 
and those that the organizations stand for. For example, this is the case in 
the gender policy area where Swedish organizations might perceive the 
supra-national level (both public institutions and other CSOs on this level) 
as being less responsive to issues of gender equality and gender-based vio-
lence (chapters 8 and 9). Our study clearly illustrates how Swedish CSOs 
within the social welfare area in various ways try to defend the Swedish 
social policy model from outside pressure. But we also find organizations 
that are critical of different aspects of the Swedish model and that use the 
opportunities to organize and participate at the European and international 
levels to gain support for their criticism (chapters 9 and 10). 

Many of the results presented in this volume point to similarities across 
countries and are comparable with results from studies from other national 
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contexts. Some of the findings, however, seem to be quite specific for Sweden 
and in particular in regard to the strong role of the state in enabling and con-
straining civil society actors’ strategies at the European level. For example, 
our analyses demonstrate that public authorities and political parties play an 
intermediary role in CSOs’ attempts to influence public policy (chapter 3). 
The domestic public funding system also plays an important role in creating 
the financial stability that is required to handle EU funding. Furthermore, 
it is often Swedish public authorities that guarantee the stability and contin-
uation of EU-financed projects (chapter 4). Swedish organizations are thus 
often dependent on domestic public support in order to access the EU level, 
but they might be less dependent on EU support for their survival than orga-
nizations in other countries. 

A closer analysis of the resource mobilization of Swedish CSOs uncovers 
the exclusionary and exclusive dimensions of EU funding and shows that 
only economically stable and resource-strong organizations with administra-
tive capacity can apply for, be granted, and handle EU funding. This pattern 
is corroborated by our identification of a group of domestic professionalized 
CSOs with access to public funding and decision-making that were more 
Europeanized than the rest. EU opportunities are thus in reality mainly 
accessible to resource strong, politically embedded organizations buttressing 
the view of EU integration as an elite project (chapter 5). A similar pattern 
is found within the gender equality policy area, but where weak forms of 
participatory Europeanization not only seem to be due to lack of resources 
or embeddedness, but also as a consequence of ideological concerns (chapter 
8). 

The political opportunity structure approach that informs many of the 
chapters highlights how the EU activities of Swedish CSOs are often shaped 
by their relationship with domestic public authorities within a system of 
interest representation and funding that enjoys strong support. The habit-
ually close and trustworthy relations between state and civil society seem 
on the one hand to create the precondition for Swedish organizations to 
Europeanize. On the other hand, however, the prospects offered by the EU 
institutions seem to be more of a complement than an alternative to opportu-
nities at the domestic level. However, organizations that are at odds with the 
Swedish system might use the supra-national level to put pressure on domes-
tic authorities and established norms. Yet it is also clear that the Swedish 
state is prepared to, and is capable of, countering such strategies when these 
are perceived as threatening domestic interests, norms, and values. This is 
illustrated, for example, by the prolonged conflict between representatives 
of the pharmaceutical industry and the medical profession on the one hand 
and a health consumer organization on the other (chapter 10). Such struggles 
testify about the gate-keeping function of the Swedish welfare state. 
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Our typology of Europeanization has allowed us to disentangle different 
dimensions implied in the concept of Europeanization, and this has proven 
fruitful for focusing the analysis presented here. However, while these 
different forms of Europeanization are more or less distinct at a theoretical 
level, our studies show that they are intertwined at the empirical level. For 
instance, results from our survey data show that there is no perceived trade-
off between strategies such as influencing policy, applying for funding, or 
being a member of an umbrella organization at the European level, which 
suggests that regulatory, financial, and organizational Europeanization tend 
to reinforce each other (chapter 4). 

The case study on the Swedish reception of the social entrepreneurship 
paradigm institutionalized at the EU level (chapter 7) also shows that dis-
courses entering the domestic field through EU integration facilitate the 
introduction of new policies by policy entrepreneurs, suggesting a strong 
link between regulatory and discursive Europeanization. The social entre-
preneurship model is closely associated with neoliberal tendencies in EU 
policy legitimizing nonstate service providers in the social welfare domain, 
which does not match the general understanding of civil society in Sweden as 
a complement rather than an alternative to public welfare service provision. 

Furthermore, organizational Europeanization might impact on civil 
society actors’ identity through socialization processes. It is clear that activ-
ities at the supranational level might not only imply cooperation, but also 
conflicts between organizations with different norms and values. This is, 
for instance, evident in the policy area of sex work/prostitution, which is 
characterized by different and often contrasting framings of prostitution 
as sex, as work, or as gender-based violence. These conflicts appear most 
clearly when organizations become members of umbrella organizations and 
have to negotiate their identity with members from other national contexts 
(chapter 9). Identity conflicts based on ideologies are handled through 
different strategies, including trying to change or adapt to the dominant 
frames. Several of our case studies highlight such inter-organizational and 
inter-sectoral relations of both cooperation and conflict among civil society 
actors at the EU level.

The role that domestic embeddedness plays in the Europeanization of 
civil society is a debated issue, and previous studies point in partly opposite 
directions (see chapter 5). Access to domestic political authorities is, accord-
ing to some scholars, crucial for successful engagement at the EU level, while 
other research indicates the opposite, that it is those that are marginalized 
at the national level that actively seek support at the EU level in order to 
compensate for their lack of influence at the domestic level. This volume 
provides support for both of these propositions. Our data at the aggregated 
level suggest that the EU is an exclusive arena reserved for resource-strong 
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and embedded Swedish CSOs, thus reproducing existing hierarchies in civil 
society. At the same time, we find cases where support from EU institutions 
can strengthen actors that are challenging domestic power structures and 
established relations in the field of CSOs.
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The Survey Study

Roberto Scaramuzzino and Magnus Wennerhag

The quantitative studies in this volume (chapters 3 and 4) are based on a 
large quantitative dataset resulting from a national survey that received 
responses from 2,791 Swedish civil society organizations (CSOs). The 
survey was carried out from November 2012 to March 2013 as part of the 
research research program: Beyond the Welfare State—Europeanization of 
Swedish Civil Society Organizations (EUROCIV).

The sample for the survey was based on the categories used by Statistics 
Sweden (SCB) in their register of Swedish organizations (Företagsregistret). 
The focus of the research program was CSOs engaged in welfare issues 
and interest representation. To cover this type of organization, the sample 
included associations (ideella föreningar) and religious congregations (regis-
trerade trossamfund).

In order to get access to economic resources and other benefits granted by 
Swedish legislation, most CSOs register with the authorities as belonging to 
one of these categories. An association is the most common organizational 
form for Swedish CSOs (Wijkström and Einarsson 2006), and it provides a 
legally simplified framework for certain activities (e.g., possibilities to make 
limited economic transactions without being taxed).

The sample was further specified by including only CSOs that were 
categorized by Statistics Sweden as associations involved in social service 
and care, associations involved in interest representation, and religious 
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congregations. These three categories were chosen in accordance with the 
overall aims of our research project, namely to provide a comprehensive 
analysis of how processes of Europeanization affect Swedish CSOs working 
with welfare policy and how they strategically make use of the European 
Union (EU) as a new political opportunity structure.1 By selecting these cat-
egories, we thus excluded some other kinds of organizations, such as sports 
and recreational and leisure associations. Among the “social service and 
care” associations, one finds, for instance, the Red Cross, Save the Children, 
Alcoholics Anonymous, women’s shelters, crime-victim advocacy organi-
zations, and disability organizations. Among the “interest representation” 
associations, one finds trade unions, professional and employers’ organi-
zations, political parties, immigrants’ and pensioners’ organizations, and 
cultural associations. Religious congregations were chosen because they are 
often involved in social welfare activities on behalf of families living in pov-
erty, undocumented migrants, and other marginalized groups. Among these 
registered CSOs, one finds local or regional chapters of national federations 
as well as the national federations themselves (most Swedish CSOs register 
their local, regional, and national bodies as separate associational entities). 
One also finds quite small CSOs that do not belong to any federation.

When gathering our sample from this population, we furthermore 
chose to include both organizations/congregations that were classified by 
Statistics Sweden as economically “active” and the ones classified as “non-
active.” This classification is made only on the basis of an organization’s/
congregation’s recent contacts with the Swedish Tax Agency. To be active, 
an organization has to meet at least one of the following criteria (according 
to data that Statistics Sweden get from the Swedish Tax Agency): have had 
employed staff, have paid wages, have sent other information to the Swedish 
Tax Agency, have had incomes, or have had assets of a higher value than 10 
million SEK (approximately 1 million euros) and/or income from interest 
higher than 0.5 million SEK. In our study, we primarily wanted to study 
CSOs that had ongoing activities in some sense, and not just CSOs that had 
contacts with the Swedish Tax Agency. We therefore believed it to be rele-
vant for our purposes to include both active and nonactive CSOs and only 
later on to exclude the organizations/congregations that according to them-
selves were totally inactive. To be able to do this, we included a question 
asking whether the organization had had any activities during the previous 
year. 

In line with our expectations, our later analysis of the data showed that 
the differences between the associations labeled active by Statistics Sweden 
and the ones labeled nonactive were quite small in terms of actual activi-
ties (and regarding response rate). Of those being labeled as nonactive by 
Statistics Sweden, only 5 percent said they did not have any activities during 
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the previous year; the corresponding figure for associations labeled “active” 
was 1 percent (Scaramuzzino and Wennerhag 2013). The 76 cases of CSOs 
that had not had any activities during the previous year were excluded from 
our further analysis.

Through these choices, the total population of organizations forming the 
basis for our study’s sample consisted of 80,015 associations, which can be 
said to represent approximately 40 percent of formally organized Swedish 
civil society. According to Statistics Sweden’s calculations, Swedish civil 
society includes about 217,000 formal organizations (Statistics Sweden 
2010).

Because the actual numbers of organizations differed significantly 
between the three categories constituting our population, we decided to 
make a stratified sample so as not to end up with insufficient numbers 
of cases for the smaller categories. In each of the three categories we fur-
thermore sampled a lower percentage of the organizations being labeled 
nonactive. Table A.1 shows the exact sizes of each sample and how each 
sample corresponded to each of the categories percentagewise. Having 
used this stratified sampling procedure, we gave the CSO categories differ-
ent weights in the analysis so that the presented results of univariate and 
bivariate analyses would be the same as if we had analyzed a nonstratified 
sample.

Table A.1.  Sample Size, the Sample’s Relation to the Total Population, and 
the Response Rate

 Social service 
and care

Interest 
representation

Religious 
congregations

Total (N)

Sample size
Active CSOs (N) 878 1,765 516 3,159
Nonactive CSOs (N) 910 1,812 299 3,021
Total (N) 1,788 3,577 815 6,180
Sample’s relation to total 

population
Percentage of total active 

population
100% 12% 50%

Percentage of total 
nonactive population

50% 3% 25%

Response rate
Active CSOs 58% 54% 49% 54%
Nonactive CSOs 52% 47% 42% 48%
Total (%) 55% 51% 46% 51%
Total (N) 852 1,567 372 2,791

Source: EUROCIV survey.
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The survey questionnaire was sent by mail with a prepaid return enve-
lope to the contact persons or office addresses of 6,180 Swedish CSOs ran-
domly chosen from the total population. After three reminders and a short 
nonresponse survey by mail, 2,791 questionnaires were returned. The final 
response rate was 51.3 percent after a number of CSOs had been excluded 
because they had ceased to exist or changed their associational form, or due 
to faulty postal addresses. As can be seen in table A.1, the response rates 
of the three categories of CSOs varied between 46 percent and 55 percent, 
and the response rate of active CSOs was 54 percent while it was 48 percent 
for nonactive CSOs. Overall, we deemed these differences in response rates 
to be too small to take into account in the subsequent analysis. For more 
detailed information about the sampling procedure, see Scaramuzzino and 
Wennerhag (2013). 

The three categories of CSOs from Statistics Sweden described above 
were used to create a sample in accordance with the overall aims of our 
research project. For chapters 3 and 4 in this book, however, we grouped the 
cases of our dataset according to theory-driven typologies that more clearly 
corresponded to this book’s aims. Thus, in our analysis we compared ten cat-
egories of CSOs (as discussed in chapter 3) on the basis of survey data from 
1,786 CSOs. To focus our analysis on the types of CSOs that are working 
with issues clearly related to the social welfare area, we excluded the 889 
cases in our original sample that did not meet this criterion.

The typology for CSO types used in chapters 3 and 4 was inspired by a 
typology used in previous studies about associational life in Sweden (e.g., 
Vogel et al. 2003). In order to group the CSOs of our sample into this 
typology, we assessed the organization’s focus of activity on the basis of their 
name, information given in answers to the survey about the organization’s 
main goals and activities, and information found on the Internet (mostly the 
organizations’ own websites). In appendix B we give an overview of the 10 
types of CSOs we identified through this procedure, and the most common 
specific organizations within each type.

The CSOs were furthermore manually classified with regards to their 
organizational level, such as the geographical level where they mainly carry 
out their activities and have their members. Through this procedure, the 
CSOs were classified as local, regional, national, or supranational. For CSOs 
being part of national federations (and similar hierarchical organizational 
bodies), this was easy to determine because they are often named according 
to the municipality in which they are based. When it comes to CSOs not 
being named this way, we used information found on the Internet to be able 
to do this classification. 
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Note

1.	 More precisely, the specific categories included (according to Statistics Sweden’s 
standard Swedish Standard Industrial Classification [SNI] 2007) were SNI 86 
(“Hälso- och sjukvård”—“Human health activities”), SNI 87 (“Vård och omsorg med 
boende”—“Residential care activities”), SNI 88 (“Öppna sociala insatser”—“Social 
work activities without accommodation”), and SNI 94 (“Intressebevakning; religiös 
verksamhet”—“Activities of membership organisations”). In our analysis, the organi-
zations having the codes SNI 86, 87, and 88 are called “Social service and care,” and 
organizations with code SNI 94 are called “Interest representation.” For more infor-
mation about the SNI 2007 standard, see https://www.scb.se/en/documentation/
classifications-and-standards/swedish-standard-industrial-classification-sni/. 
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Civil Society Organizations types
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Disability organizations: 167 cases. Of these, 5 organizations each have 10 
to 12 cases (Hörselskadades riksförbund, FUB, Hjärt- och Lungsjukas 
riksförbund, Reumatikerförbundet, and RSMH), and 20 organizations 
each have 2 to 9 cases. The remaining 37 cases are organizations with only 
1 case each. 

Temperance and drug users’ organizations: 72 cases. Of these, 22 are chapters 
of IOGT–NTO (the Swedish branch of the International Organisation of 
Good Templars), 22 are associations belonging to Länkrörelsen (which 
are organizations inspired by Alcoholics Anonymous), and 5 are chapters 
of Motorförarnas Helnykterhetsförbund (part of the temperance move-
ment). The remaining 23 cases are organizations with 1 to 3 cases each.

Trade unions: 110 cases. Of these, 48 are unions belonging to TCO (Swedish 
Confederation of Professional Employees), 46 are blue-collar trade unions 
belonging to LO (Swedish Trade Union Confederation), 12 are unions 
belonging to Saco (Swedish Confederation of Professional Associations), 
and 4 are other trade unions.

Victim support organizations: 56 cases. 
Women’s organizations: 90 cases. Of these, 76 are women’s shelter associ-

ations. The remaining 14 cases are organizations with 1 or 2 cases each.
Other interest organizations for social groups: 148 cases. Of these, 79 are 

pensioners’ organizations, 36 are immigrant organizations, 10 are parents’ 
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organizations, 6 are lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) orga-
nizations, and 6 are students’ unions. The remaining 11 cases are organi-
zations with only 1 case each. 

Humanitarian organizations: 450 cases. Of these, 266 are chapters of Red 
Cross Sweden, 69 are chapters of Save the Children Sweden, 27 are 
chapters of Hela Människan (a Christian charitable organization), 15 
are chapters of Majblommans riksförbund (a children’s charity orga-
nization), 11 are chapters of S:t Lukas förbund (a Christian charitable 
organization), and 9 are chapters of Lions (the Swedish branch of Lions 
Clubs International). The remaining 53 cases are from various charity 
organizations (e.g., Rotary, Stadsmissionen, Verdandi, and Emmaus). 

Social service organizations: 78 cases. Of these, 34 provide social care ser-
vices, 22 provide child-care services, and 22 provide other types of social 
services.

Religious associations and congregations: 533 cases. Of these, 337 are 
groups and congregations of the (Lutheran) Church of Sweden, 140 are 
various Free Church congregations and associations (i.e., nonconformist 
Lutheran churches), 21 are other Christian churches (Catholic and 
Orthodox), 17 are various ecumenical organizations, and 18 are other 
churches and religious associations. 

Political parties: 82 cases. These include chapters and youth and women’s 
associations for the main political parties: the Centre Party (8 cases), the 
Christian Democrats (3 cases), the Green Party (8 cases), the Left Party 
(20 cases), the Liberals (4 cases), the Moderate Party (10 cases), the Social 
Democrats (25 cases), the Sweden Democrats (2 cases), and other parties 
(2 cases). 
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Survey Question Wordings and 
Response Alternatives
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Variable Survey question Response alternatives

Generation of 
CSOs

2. In what year was your organization 
founded in Sweden?

–

Number of 
members

7. How many members does your 
organization have? [Individuals; 
Organizations]

–

Elected 
representatives

8. How many elected representatives does 
your organization have?

–

Employed staff 9. How many full-time employed staff does 
your organization have?

–

Volunteers 10. Does your organization have volunteers 
connected to your organization (i.e., 
persons that are neither members nor 
employed)?

Yes; No; If yes, how 
many: –

Degree of activity 
on different 
geographical 
levels

12. How often does your organization have 
activities on the following geographical 
levels? [Local or municipal level; National 
level; Nordic level; European level; 
International level]

Often; Sometimes; 
Rarely; Never; Don’t 
know
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Variable Survey question Response alternatives

Membership 
in networks 
and federations 
at different 
geographical 
levels

13. Which of the following types of 
networks, federations, or umbrella 
organizations is your organization a direct 
member of? [Local networks or umbrella 
organizations; National networks or 
federations; Nordic networks or federations; 
Networks or federations at EU or European 
level; Other international networks or 
umbrella organizations]

Yes; No; Don’t know

Importance of 
different sources 
of funding

14. How important are the following 
sources of funding for the budget of your 
organization? [Members’ fees; Sales of goods 
and services; Economic support from the 
local municipalities; Economic support 
from the state; Economic support from 
EU bodies (e.g., European Social Fund or 
European Regional Development Fund); 
Companies (sponsoring, gifts, etc.); Private 
persons (gifts, donations)]

Very; Somewhat; Not 
very; This is not a 
source of funding for 
us; Don’t know

Service 
provision on 
behalf of public 
organizations

17. To what extent do the following 
statements describe your organization in 
an accurate way? [We are an organization 
that provides service on behalf of the local 
municipalities, the region/county, or the 
state.]

Very much; 
Somewhat; Not very 
much; Not at all; 
Don’t know

Application for 
EU funding

19. How often does your organization do 
some of the following? [Apply for economic 
funding from the EU; Is granted the EU 
funding that we have applied for; Employs a 
lot of resources (knowledge, time and staff) 
when we apply for EU funding; Adjust 
our activities to increase our chances to get 
funding.]

Often; Sometimes; 
Rarely; Never; Don’t 
know

Perceived results 
of receiving EU 
funding

20. If your organization receives, or has 
earlier received, EU funding, to what extent 
do you agree with the following statements? 
[EU funding has made it possible for us to 
initiate new projects and activities that we 
otherwise wouldn’t have been able to start; 
To administer EU funding demands a lot 
of resources (knowledge, time, staff); The 
accountancy rules for EU funding have 
made our activities more bureaucratic; EU 

Very; Somewhat; Not 
very; Not at all; Don’t 
know
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Perceived results 
of receiving EU 
funding

funding has led to changes in the goals of 
our organization; EU funding has made us 
less dependent on economic support from 
the state and the local municipality.]

Perceived 
importance of 
various levels for 
achieving the 
CSO’s goals

21. How important are the following levels 
of political decision-making for solving the 
problems or issues that your organization 
works with? [Local or municipal level; 
National level; Nordic level; European level; 
International level]

Very; Somewhat; Not 
very; Not at all; Don’t 
know

Use of advocacy 
at different 
political levels

23. How often do you try to influence 
politicians or officials at the following 
levels of decision-making regarding issues 
that are central for your organization? 
[Local or municipal level; National level; 
Nordic level; European level; International 
level]

Often; Sometimes; 
Rarely; Never; Don’t 
know

Impact of 
advocacy at 
different political 
levels

24. If your organization has tried to 
influence politicians or officials, how often 
have these efforts led to concrete changes 
at the following levels? [Local or municipal 
level; National level; Nordic level; European 
level; International level]

Often; Sometimes; 
Rarely; Never; Don’t 
know

Use of various 
strategies to 
influence 
Swedish politics

26. How often does your organization use 
the following ways to influence Swedish 
politics? [Use consultants (PR bureaus, etc.); 
Stage demonstrations; Contact politicians 
working at the national level; Contact 
public officials working at the national level; 
Contact EU institutions]

Often; Sometimes; 
Rarely; Never; Don’t 
know

Participation in 
various forms of 
network-based 
activities

27. How often does your organization 
participate in the following types of 
activities? [Meetings/conferences by 
organizations active at the EU level; 
EU-financed projects together with other 
European organizations; Campaigns 
(advocacy, spreading information) led by 
organizations active outside of Sweden; 
Campaigns led by organizations in Brussels; 
Contribute with information (e.g. through 
writing reports) that are sent to organizations 
active at the EU level]

Often; Sometimes; 
Rarely; Never; Don’t 
know
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Perceived 
importance of 
various forms 
of EU-related 
influence for the 
CSOs

28. How important are the following 
for your organization? [To influence 
EU’s policies; To influence the policies 
of other EU countries than Sweden; To 
influence other countries to adopt Swedish 
policies within the interest areas of one’s 
organization; To make the EU put pressure 
on Sweden within the interest areas of one’s 
organization]

Very; Somewhat; Not 
very; Not at all; Don’t 
know

Use of various 
strategies to 
influence EU 
policies

29. How often does your organization use 
the following ways to influence EU politics? 
[Use European networks or umbrella 
organizations (EAPN, EWL, etc.); Use 
other international networks or umbrella 
organizations; Contact key persons working 
with influencing EU institutions; Contact 
Swedish authorities or Swedish political 
parties: Contact MEPs or groups within the 
European Parliament; Contact other EU 
institutions (the Commission, Court of Justice 
of the EU, etc.); Use consultants (PR bureaus, 
etc.); Stage demonstrations]

Often; Sometimes; 
Rarely; Never; Don’t 
know

Perceived 
results of being 
a member of an 
EU network

34. If your organization is a member of, 
or takes part in, European networks or 
federations – to what extent do you agree 
with the following statements? By being a 
member of an organization that works on the 
EU level . . . [Our organization has been 
able to keep us well-informed about EU 
policies; Our organization has learned new 
ways of doing things; Our organization’s 
independence and legitimacy has decreased; 
Our organization’s workload has increased; 
Our organization’s credibility towards 
public actors and other organizations has 
been strengthened.]

Very; Somewhat; Not 
very; Not at all; Don’t 
know

Perceived 
problems with 
being a member 
of an EU 
network

35. If your organization is a member of, 
or takes part in, European networks or 
federations – how problematic have you 
experienced the following? [Participants 
speak different languages; EU-level issues 
are too complex; Our organization lacks 
the time and resources that would make it 
possible to be engaged at a preferred level; 
The EU does not directly affect the issues

Very; Somewhat; Not 
very; Not at all; Don’t 
know
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that our organization deals with; The EU 
tries to control our organization in a way 
that does not suit us; Our members show 
low support for working with EU issues; 
There are too large ideological differences 
between the participating organizations; 
Other organizations within the network do 
not share our values]
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