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Chapter 6

eurOpeanizatiOn thrOugh funding

Matteo Di Placido and Roberto Scaramuzzino

This chapter deals with European Union (EU) funding of Swedish civil soci-
ety organizations CSOs. It is a case study of five organizations that have been 
granted funding through the European Social Fund ESF, and it explores the 
conditions and consequences of such funding. The financial support from 
the ESF is an example of financial Europeanization (as described in chap-
ter 1) targeting both local and national CSOs that are active in the social 
welfare area. The ESF can in fact be seen as part of a common European 
approach on social welfare issues related to the Lisbon/Europe Treaty of 
2020 (hereafter Lisbon/Europe 2020). The common social welfare agenda 
aimed at modernizing the social model of EU-members states and combat-
ing social exclusion. “This strategy is based on policies of anti-discrimination 
and labour-market integration and targets a range of disadvantaged groups” 
(Scaramuzzino 2012, 103–4).

To better understand financial Europeanization and its consequences for 
Swedish CSOs we will draw on two influential theories of political opportu-
nity structures and resource mobilization in social movement research. These 
theoretical perspectives have a complementary role in describing, under-
standing, and explaining the dynamic and complex interactions between 
social structures and collective actors (McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald 1996).

First, the political opportunity structure approach rests on the idea 
that collective actors are shaped by the set of political constraints and 
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opportunities that are part of the context in which they are embedded 
(McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald 1996). Second, the resource mobilization 
approach focuses on mobilization processes and on the formal organizational 
manifestations of these processes through so-called social movement organi-
zations (cf. McCarthy and Zald 1977). Both the political opportunity struc-
ture and the resource mobilization approaches highlight the importance 
of context for explaining the mobilization of different groups, although 
resource mobilization theory is more focused on the collective actors that 
interact with the structures. Our theoretical framework also aligns itself to 
the attempt to combine top-down and bottom-up approaches in the study 
of Europeanization processes (see chapter 1).

As previous research on EU funding of national CSOs has shown (e.g., 
Sánchez-Salgado 2014a, 2014b; Scaramuzzino et al. 2010; Scaramuzzino 
2012), such funding can be interpreted as a fundamental European gov-
ernance instrument as well as a source for resource mobilization for many 
CSOs. Such processes of governance offer the possibility of redefining 
democratic mechanisms not merely on a representational level but also on 
a participatory level. However, these processes of governance can also be 
interpreted as a locus of co-optation in the sense that they contribute to the 
regulation of the activities of CSOs. This co-optation is achieved through 
conditions aimed at regulating the access, participation, and impact of the 
organizations (Sánchez-Salgado 2007, 2013, 2014a, 2014b; Scaramuzzino 
et al. 2010; Scaramuzzino 2012; ). Furthermore, within these processes 
CSOs interact not only with public authorities, such as the state or the EU, 
but also with other CSOs. In such collaborations, organizations with fewer 
resources and that are less embedded in the institutional context are often 
relegated to subordinated positions and become dependent on the support of 
public authorities or larger and more professionalized CSOs (Scaramuzzino 
et al. 2010; Scaramuzzino 2012).

Here we investigate public funding by the EU both as a source of 
opportunity for resource mobilization as well as a source of regulation 
through dependency and steering by the public authority. This relates to 
what Jacobsson and Johansson call “embedded agency” in chapter 1 of this 
volume. In other words, the question is whether the complex dynamic inter-
actions between CSOs and the EU, which are based on financial support, 
can be considered as fertile ground for democratization and as supporting 
the development and flourishing of democracy from below, or instead as 
an expression of institutionalized coercive governance processes through 
which CSOs lose their innovative and democratic character.

The study presents results of a case study of five organizations running 
projects funded by the ESF and is based on qualitative interviews and rele-
vant documents, including official documents by the ESF and their national 
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translation in programming documents (e.g., ESF 2007), reports, and other 
material such as flyers and webpages. Semistructured interviews were car-
ried out in the fall of 2014 with two officials from the Swedish ESF council 
(at the regional and national levels) and with five representatives of Swedish 
CSOs that received funding from the ESF during the programming period 
2007–13. The organizations were selected through a search engine for the 
programming period 2007–13 that is available on the Swedish ESF council 
website (ESF 2014a). 

The results of the study are furthermore compared with previous 
research conducted on the importance of the EQUAL Community 
Initiative, also funded by the ESF between 2001 and 2007 for Swedish 
CSOs (Scaramuzzino et al. 2010) and for Italian and Swedish immigrant 
organizations (Scaramuzzino 2012). By this comparison we aim to explore 
potential changes in the political opportunity structure of the ESF and in 
the resource mobilization strategies of Swedish CSOs that are receiving the 
funding. We will also discuss the relevance of the national context for how 
financial Europeanization affects domestic civil society.

Public Funding of Swedish CSOs

The results presented in chapter 3 by Scaramuzzino and Wennerhag show 
that Swedish CSOs are mainly financed through membership fees and by 
funding from municipal authorities. These findings are consistent with 
cross-national comparisons of the sources of revenue for CSOs. Data pub-
lished in 2004 show that Swedish organizations have the highest level of 
reliance on membership fees in Europe and among the lowest dependency 
on public funding (Salamon, Sokolowski and List 2004, 33). As we have 
seen in chapter 3, EU funding seems to play an even less prominent role. 
However, we know from previous studies that this source of funding can 
play an important and even essential role for some CSOs (Scaramuzzino et 
al. 2010; Scaramuzzino 2012).

While the relative importance of public funding can be questioned if 
compared with other sources of funding and in international comparisons, 
the Swedish public sector over the years has built up a comprehensive and 
extensive system of funding that specifically targets CSOs. This system 
includes funding at the municipal, regional, and national levels and has 
traditionally privileged “membership organizations, where member activi-
ties and the importance of the movement for democracy are values often 
stressed, and where the measure of success and influence is a large body of 
members and widespread participation” (Lundström and Svedberg 2003, 
224). Immigrant organizations, for example, have been granted funding 
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on the basis of membership and representations at both the municipal and 
national levels (Scaramuzzino 2012). The underlying idea is that CSOs fill 
an intrinsic social need, and this is why the funding can be used relatively 
freely.

In addition to organizational funding, there are more performance- 
oriented funding opportunities that are often related to projects of different 
kinds. Project grants are distributed for specific purposes and activities and 
are limited by clearly defined project goals and time frames. While the orga-
nization grants thus mainly aim at generating effects on organizations, proj-
ect grants are expected to have direct effects in terms of public benefit or for 
a specific target group (Danielson, Zetterberg, and Amnå 2009). Previous 
research has shown that project grants have become more frequent at the 
expense of organizational grants (Johansson 2005; Danielson, Zetterberg, 
and Amnå 2009).

As will be discussed later in this chapter, ESF funding is always linked 
to a specific project and might thus contribute to what has been described 
as the projectification of Swedish CSOs’ activities (Hedling and Meeuwisse 
2015, 46). This development describes a shift of focus in the financial sup-
port system targeting CSOs from the earlier focus on organizational input 
in terms of membership, and thus a more representational and democratic 
role, to a more recent emphasis on output in terms of capacity to contribute 
to social development and welfare (cf. Danielson, Zetterberg, and Amnå 
2009).

The European Social Fund

The history of European funds goes back to the first European programs of 
the 1970s and 1980s. The nature and the political role of European funding 
systems has progressively developed over time from being neutral to becom-
ing strategically and politically oriented. A turning point in this process 
was the canceling of the program to combat social exclusion by the Court 
of Justice of the European Communities (CJEC). Since then the European 
Commission (EC) has been required to follow the rules of the European 
Economic Community and to be supervised by committees created for this 
purpose. A consequence of this development has been that strategic and 
political goals have been introduced into the European funding systems 
(Sánchez-Salgado 2010).

Within these processes behind the political reorientation of the 
European  funding systems, the alignment of the ESF within other 
European strategies such as the European Employment Strategy (EES) 
and Lisbon/Europe 2020 strategy has been emphasized. The ESF has thus 
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been understood as both a financial tool that is able to facilitate and amplify 
national changes in line with the EES (Weishaupt 2009) and as a political 
tool aimed at implementing the Lisbon/Europe 2020 priorities on employ-
ment at the domestic level (Sánchez-Salgado 2013).

The role of the structural funds in implementing the revised Lisbon 
strategy has been highlighted in previous studies (Hartwig 2007; Mendez 
2011), mainly with regard to European institutional arrangements and pro-
gramming documents (Sánchez-Salgado 2013). Few studies have addressed 
the translation of the ESF into domestic agendas (Verschraegen, Vanherck, 
and Verpoortenet 2011). The results of these studies suggest an impact on 
national policies by even modest ESF funding (Sánchez-Salgado 2013, 3), 
and there are indications that the European funding system functions as a 
(soft) governance tool for the EU.

Some argue that, as a political tool, ESF funding facilitates the practical 
implementation of the Lisbon/Europe 2020 goals on employment because 
through such funding the European priorities are both translated into 
national programming documents and practically implemented at the local 
level (Sánchez-Salgado 2013). Sánchez-Salgado (2013) emphasizes how 
despite a tendency of member states to support their own policy preferences, 
the EC’s officials can make use of the Lisbon/Europe 2020 goals to promote 
the EC’s priorities. But she also shows how the practical implementation of 
European priorities primarily rests on the degree of European pressure, on the 
EC’s monitoring capacity, and on other facilitating factors such as national 
and local contextual features identified at the level of economic development 
and administrative centralization (Sánchez-Salgado 2013). In fact, “when 
European goals remain broad or ambiguous, the ESF has been mainly used to 
pursue the agenda of domestic actors” (Sánchez-Salgado 2013, 22).

It has been argued that EU funding supports the interests of disadvan-
taged groups and thus addresses certain imbalances in the system of interest 
representation. In this respect the EU funding of CSOs in the social welfare 
area tends to resemble the model of associative democracy. More specifi-
cally, on the one hand it tends to support many groups that voice the con-
cerns of excluded citizens, while on the other hand it ensures effective and 
open representation of those groups that fulfill certain normative criteria 
and certain features such as representativeness and autonomy. According 
to this perspective, high dependency on EU funding does not necessarily 
mean lack of autonomy for European CSOs. It can, however, be related to a 
bureaucratization of politics (Sánchez-Salgado 2014a). 

All in all, although it is clear that the EU, through its funding opportuni-
ties, has shaped the landscape of civil society at both the EU and domestic 
levels, this has not necessarily meant a loss of autonomy for the CSOs that 
have become dependent on public funding from the EU. The effects of EU 
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funding have not been homogeneous across countries, policy areas, and 
types of CSOs, which seems logical considering the intrinsic diversity of the 
civil society sector (Sánchez-Salgado 2014b).

The EQUAL Community Initiative

The EQUAL Community Initiative was part of the ESF for the programming 
period 2001–7. The goal of EQUAL was to tackle discrimination and dis-
advantage in the labor market. According to the guidelines of the EC, these 
goals had to be met through projects implemented following the principles 
of partnership and empowerment, the latter being an early formulation of 
the principle of shared management. Hence, the principles of partnership 
and empowerment aimed at allowing and increasing the involvement of 
CSOs in projects within the social welfare area and fostering the economic 
and organizational development of CSOs (Scaramuzzino et al. 2010).

Almost 650 organizations were involved in the Swedish EQUAL pro-
gram, and among the participants the majority were public organizations 
while significantly fewer were nonstate actors. Among these nonstate actors 
a larger share was represented by CSOs compared to for-profit organiza-
tions. In this respect, we find significant differences between the Swedish 
program and similar programs in other European countries. In most coun-
tries, CSOs were in the majority and public organizations in the minority. 
All country programs were similar in terms of the limited participation of 
for-profit organizations. Arguably, the Swedish program was marked by the 
prominent role of public organizations in labor market programs, a role that 
included the main responsibility for service production and provision.

However, within development partnerships promoted by the EC in the 
EQUAL Community Initiative, cooperation between public, private, and 
voluntary organizations was highly encouraged. A study of the CSOs partic-
ipating in the Swedish EQUAL program (Scaramuzzino et al. 2010) shows 
that the program managed to attract a variety of organizations such as the 
women’s movement, immigrant organizations, organizations representing 
people with disabilities, the Church of Sweden, and other religious organi-
zations. Most CSOs represented the social partners (e.g., national, regional, 
or local unions) or interest groups for socially excluded or discriminated 
groups in society. This is hardly surprising since the EQUAL program aimed 
at bringing people back into the labor market.

The reasons why organizations participated in the EQUAL program varied 
greatly. Some aligned themselves to the formal objectives of the program and 
tried to include unemployed people in the labor market, while others mainly 
participated as a way to create goodwill for their organizations. Another 
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key reason was to gain financial support. Even though public organizations 
tended to dominate the Swedish EQUAL program, it provided CSOs with 
ample financial support. However, desirable positions within partnerships 
(e.g., to be coordinators and/or the organization controlling the finances 
within the partnership) were mainly held by public organizations. In some 
cases this appeared to be part of an intentional strategy, while in other cases 
it was a response to expectations from the ESF. Public organizations func-
tioned as a guarantee for a certain degree of organizational, financial, and 
administrative stability within partnerships (Scaramuzzino et al. 2010).

Although these positions were generally held by public organizations, 
some smaller user organizations were highly successful in taking advantage 
of opportunities within the program. They developed the general compe-
tence for running different EU projects and the administrative capacity to 
coordinate projects involving several different partners; they also managed 
to exercise influence in the partnerships they participated in. These organi-
zations gained a lot from participating in the EQUAL program and increased 
their position vis-á-vis other CSOs (Scaramuzzino et al. 2010).

A comparison of immigrant organizations’ participation in the Italian 
and Swedish EQUAL programs also showed that the programs in both 
countries had been able to stimulate projects at the national and local levels. 
The activities were similar even if the methods and the target groups were 
sometimes different, mirroring the different migratory systems in which the 
two countries were embedded. This suggests that the EQUAL program to 
a certain extent contributed to a Europeanization of the national civil soci-
eties and of the national social and integration policies in Italy and Sweden 
(Scaramuzzino 2012).

The model of development partnerships, however, exposed many 
small CSOs to the risk of being relegated to inferior positions within the 
partnership. Competition regarding positions of coordination and financial 
management often meant that leading positions within the partnership 
were held by public organizations in Sweden and by large CSOs in Italy 
(Scaramuzzino 2012). Seldom were such positions held by small CSOs (see 
also Sánchez-Salgado 2007). Both Italian and Swedish immigrant organiza-
tions were thus dependent on stronger actors to be able to access the EU 
funding. Furthermore, organizational properties and capacities seemed to 
play a fundamental role concerning immigrant organizations’ ability to prof-
itably and strategically mobilize resources and get access to opportunities 
(Scaramuzzino 2012).

The well-developed Swedish system of public subsidies seemed to give 
Swedish immigrant organizations a certain advantage compared to immi-
grant organizations in Italy that were to a higher degree dependent on the 
support of larger CSOs that were part of the labor or Catholic movements. 
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Most organizations perceived the administrative burden of handling EU 
funding as overwhelming, but participation also provided opportunities to 
run projects and activities that would otherwise be impossible with domestic 
funding available. This was due to the lack of domestic funding (especially 
with regard to Italy) and to the state’s lack of interest in the knowledge and 
expertise that immigrant organizations wanted to contribute with (espe-
cially with regard to Sweden) (Scaramuzzino 2012).

While the EQUAL Community Initiative was not repeated after 2007, 
the ESF has continued funding projects, also involving CSOs, in the areas of 
labor market integration and social exclusion.

Experiences of ESF Funding

The ESF Swedish website states that the fund is defined as “the European 
Union’s main tool to help both young and older workers and job seekers. . . . 
The fund supports measures to prevent and combat unemployment, to 
promote training and to improve the way the labor market functions” (ESF 
2014). The site furthermore describes ESF as a means “to achieve a high level 
of employment, equality between men and women, sustainable develop-
ment and economic and social cohesion” (ESF 2014b) in partnership with 
the EU and member states. The ESF in Sweden, in line with the regulations 
and the national structural fund program for the period 2007–13, had the 
main role of concretely implementing the EES.

Between 2007 and 2013 the ESF granted 67 billion euros to projects 
across the entire EU. Of these funds, approximately 690 million euros were 
distributed in Sweden (ESF 2014b). The ESF in Sweden financed projects 
focused on skill provision by increasing opportunities for development and 
renewal within a person’s working life through competence development; it 
also focused on labor supply by increasing job opportunities. The main focus 
of both kinds of projects was to use unconventional methods to increase the 
inclusion of discriminated groups such as immigrants, the unemployed, 
women, and youth in the labor market.

The following section presents the results of our more recent study focus-
ing on five Swedish CSOs’ experiences of running projects with funding 
from the ESF.

Opportunities and Obstacles

The five organizations reported quite different organizational motives 
and strategies behind their decision to apply for ESF funding, which is in 
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line with previous research on the EQUAL program (Scaramuzzino et al. 
2010). To the question, “Why did your organization decide to apply for 
ESF funds?,” one interviewee answered, “It was just to see what possibili-
ties it might present.” This shows how the ESF is perceived as a possibility 
or opportunity. Often this perceived opportunity was articulated in terms 
of developing new working strategies and methods that the organizations 
would not otherwise have had the chance to implement. One informant 
stressed ESF funding as a unique opportunity: “There is no other way to 
get this kind of funding for labor market projects in Sweden. A lot of other 
organizations say, ‘We finance everything except for that.’ So you don’t 
really have any choice. So Swedish funds and the municipalities don’t really 
fund these kinds of things because they know there is the ESF . . . so in that 
way it is the only possibility, but it’s a big one.” One informant emphasized 
how there was little room for innovation and experimentation in everyday 
organizational work, which contrasts with the traditional view of Swedish 
CSOs’ role in the welfare system as innovators and watchdogs (Olsson et 
al. 2009). However, once the new working strategies or methods proved 
successful, the organization had the chance to implement those within its 
regular activities, thus contributing to the development of the organization.

Concerning the reasons behind the decision to apply for ESF funding, 
another informant, who had the role of project leader, reasoned as follows: 
“There are always dual purposes. One is concerned with society and the 
other with one’s own organization. And of course it’s very nice to have new 
fresh resources and new fresh staff. And I think, one reason here was that X 
and others were hoping that this project should inspire and have an impact 
on their own organization and also put social economy on the map. And 
parallel to this, X together with Y were also setting up regional networks for 
social economy. So, of course, there are dual interests.” Here several compet-
ing interests or reasons to access the ESF are mentioned—both to promote 
one’s own organization and to achieve societal change by advocating for 
social economy as a concept and as a practice within a Swedish region.

Another very pragmatic reason emerged from the need, as underlined in 
one of the interviews, to finance the organization when there was no stable 
funding available for the activities. This meant that the organization had to 
seek out funding every time a project ended in order to keep its activities 
running. As the informant put it, “We don’t have any yearly funding for 
our organization so we have to apply for funding every year, for every new 
idea.” The funding could be local, national, or European, as in the case of the 
ESF, and there was a predominance of public financing compared to other 
sources. The same informant continued by emphasizing that, in addition 
to a desire to test a new idea, the organization had previous knowledge of 
working with EU funding. Hence there was an awareness of the possibilities 
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connected with it: “We have been working with EU funding before so we 
know what possibilities come with it.” In fact, as will be apparent in the fol-
lowing, knowledge concerning the system of rules and requirements was a 
critical point in strategically relating to and applying for funds from the ESF.

In line with previous research, the interviews indicated that the adminis-
trative burden was in general perceived as a challenge by the organizations. 
The difficulty to meet the administrative requirements that the funding 
implied was acknowledged in both of the interviews with the Swedish 
ESF officials and in all of the interviews with the representatives of the 
organizations.

The two ESF officials had different approaches to the administrative 
burden. While the regional office representative argued for the need to 
simplify the procedures to access and work with the ESF, the national 
office representative emphasized that smaller organizations, without the 
capacity to manage the fund’s requirements, were not the target of the 
ESF. The informant argued, “The ESF . . . it’s not a fund you are entitled to. 
It’s a fund you are applying to in competition with others.” The informant 
further emphasized how the administrative burden was not an exclusive 
problem for CSOs but was also felt by private and public organizations. 
What perhaps differed, according to the informant, was the financial stabil-
ity needed to competently face such an administrative burden, which most 
public and private organizations possessed. Finally, the informant empha-
sized that the organizations that could not manage the financial grant in 
the way required by the fund should avoid applying for funding or, as an 
alternative, should try to apply in partnership with stronger organizations 
that could take on the role of project owner and be a guarantor of a certain 
level of stability.

The logic of the administrative burden can thus be seen both as an 
obstacle viewed from below and as a selection criterion viewed from above. 
However, the informant also stated, “You need to have some sort of project 
administration capacity. But that doesn’t mean that you are supposed to 
crush those small [associations]. You can run an umbrella project having 
these small associations as your co-partners.” This translates into a practice 
that promotes already established and strong organizations and a process 
toward “participatory democracy of professionals” (Sánchez-Salgado 2010, 
527), which resembles bureaucratic and business organizational models. 
One might argue that such conditions for participation fail to promote a 
broader conception of democracy.

The administrative requirements were considered especially burdensome 
by small organizations, where the staff was usually involved on a voluntary 
basis and not trained to handle a vast array of bureaucratic duties. As an 
informant put it:
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The obstacles were with the administration of the project, but it also helped us 
to think about what we were doing, because we were writing those reports every 
month. They checked us a lot, so it also helped to guarantee some quality, but still 
it took a lot of time from the work that we were supposed to do. We didn’t have 
other people to rely on. Our projects were kind of small in that sense, we were 
two people working with a lot of different stuff, so all those administrative things 
took time from actually running the real activities.

Yet other informants mentioned that the administrative burden, rather 
than representing a barrier for the organizations’ ability to relate to the ESF 
requirements, was demanding because it required a lot of time to deal with. 
These representatives recognized the fact that their organizations had the 
necessary organizational capacity to competently face the administrative 
requirements, something smaller organizations might not have. As an infor-
mant mentioned, “But sometimes I feel like most of my time went to the 
bureaucracy, and we have a big organization. I don’t know how that could 
be for smaller organizations.”

Hence the perceived possibility to handle the guidelines was related to the 
resources in terms of administrative skills that the organizations possessed. 
An informant stressed the impossibility for an organization to properly deal 
with the administrative requirements if there was nobody in the organiza-
tion with specific knowledge on how to accomplish the tasks. 

The monitoring of the projects by the ESF was also criticized by some 
organizations. One of the representatives emphasized how the main focus 
of the ESF was on checking the organizations’ use of money and other for-
malities (such as the number of hours of all of the participants in the proj-
ects reported through daily forms to be filled out by the organization) rather 
than on the effects of the project and its actual implementation. Another 
informant had a more positive view, saying that the systems of checks and 
rules was actually reasonable and aimed at guaranteeing that the projects 
provided high-quality services.

Another informant mentioned as a difficulty that the ESF guidelines 
and requirements forced the organization to change its initial plan for the 
project. The complex system of funding was challenging, especially if the 
organization aimed to work with smaller target groups. The impression 
given in the interview was that the funding system, through administrative 
constraints, tended to shape the projects. This might suggest mission drift 
among CSOs due to their dependency on EU resources. However, other 
informants claimed that the ESF rules, even if not problem-free, offered the 
possibility for the organizations to push their own agendas rather than being 
forced to adopt a specific stance.

The principle of cofinancing as a potential source of anxiety for the organi-
zations involved in the projects was also mentioned by several interviewees, 
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including the representative of the ESF national office. Public organizations 
such as labor market agencies or municipalities, who often were the guaran-
tor of the cofinancing of the projects, could in fact at any time change their 
mind and leave the other organizations in a situation where it could not 
carry out the projects. One informant stressed that the practical implications 
of the requirement of cofinancing were that CSOs became dependent on 
partnerships with public organizations. Public organizations instead did not 
necessarily need to involve other organizations such as CSOs when applying 
for ESF funding, considering their ability to cover their share required by 
the principle of cofinancing. This would not have been possible according to 
the partnership model of the EQUAL Community Initiative.

The economic capacity of the organizations was identified as a further 
concern, especially for small organizations. One informant underlined how 
having a fluid economy was a main concern for the organizations leading 
the projects: “Who can be a project owner? A small association? Of course 
not. Only strong associations.” Hence, the economy of a given organization 
seemed to influence its positioning within the partnership, as has also been 
shown regarding the EQUAL programs (Sánchez-Salgado 2007, 2014a; 
Scaramuzzino et al. 2010; Scaramuzzino 2012) and the ESF in general 
(Sánchez-Salgado 2013, 2014b). Small organizations were practically inca-
pable of assuming the role of project owners because the economic require-
ments and the risks intrinsic to the management of the project worked as 
barriers. As one informant put it, the project owner was supposed to guar-
antee a certain financial stability, manage the payment of the staff, hire new 
staff if necessary, coordinate the partners, and guide all the other activities 
that were part of the project.

Another factor that was challenging for some of the organizations was 
the difference in terms of ideology and values between the organization and 
the ESF, which echoes the discussion on the alleged mismatch between the 
values underpinning the Swedish welfare system and the dominant ideolog-
ical stances of the EU (see the introduction, this volume). This specific chal-
lenge forced the organizations to creatively bridge this ideological distance. 
As one informant commented on the topic, “We could have found out what 
they wanted, but we didn’t agree with their view on things. Their definitions 
were sometimes based on values that were different than ours. We adopted a 
little bit of what the funders wanted, but at the same time we did it our own 
way, so we were still really running the projects like we wanted to.”

However, not all the informants agreed on this point. One participant 
described the relative adaptability of the ESF to the many different ideo-
logical stances represented by different projects. The strategies used by the 
organization to overcome what here has been called an ideological distance 
will be discussed in the next part of the analysis.
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Consequences: Outputs and Impacts

Some informants described how the overall aim and nature of the orga-
nization had not been highly impacted by the ESF. Managing the project, 
however, had required some adjustments. On the one hand, the organiza-
tions were able to maintain their autonomy and pursue their aims; on the 
other hand, they often had to account for some deviations in their original 
intentions. For instance, one informant referred to the need to adjust the 
organization’s target group to the very specific target groups advocated by 
the ESF. The organization had avoided this problem by defining two target 
groups in the project—one in line with the organization’s nature and aims 
and the other following the ESF’s guidelines. As the informant stated, “We 
did what they asked for, but we also added new things to our projects in 
order to do what we actually wanted to do. For instance, adding new target 
groups that they didn’t ask for.” Another informant described how the ESF 
guidelines and demands influenced the project and significantly shaped it: 

And in the end the project became bigger. We had more target groups in the 
project than we had thought of from the beginning. And that has much to do 
with the guidelines from the ESF and how the program is built because it’s hard 
within this program to work with very small groups of people because the fund-
ing for small projects is not enough to cover the costs. So you have to add more 
people, more target groups, and more partners and bigger regions. At least this 
was the case when we applied. So the ESF guidelines and demands significantly 
changed the project’s character. 

The ESF representative for the Swedish national council admitted that 
the ESF did in fact privilege big projects with broader impacts rather than 
small projects. This was also in line with the idea that the funding should be 
directed to organizations with certain resources and capabilities. The infor-
mant also stressed the ESF as a tool to foster a new role for the civil society 
sector within the framework of a changing welfare system. The role of the 
sector was described not as an alternative to the public in service provision, 
but as a complementary role that covered areas neglected by the public ser-
vice. There was also an ambition of supporting CSOs’ capacity building in 
order to make them more sustainable.

In reference to the lasting impact of the ESF on the organizations’ activ-
ities, methods, and identities, some informants described how the ESF 
funding had indeed affected the development, methods, and activities of 
the organization even after the project ended. For instance, some reported 
that the main activities within the projects’ framework had been integrated 
into the organization’s regular activities, showing a lasting impact of the 
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ESF within the organization itself. In some cases, the projects even brought 
about the establishment of new organizations as a means to tackle problems 
and deal with issues. However, these positive statements referred to well- 
established organizations.

A project leader from a strong, public-funded organization explained 
how the project had resulted in new working methods and had led to the 
implementation of new projects in collaboration with the local employ-
ment office. The informant also emphasized how this positive outcome 
could also be part of the experience of smaller organizations when they 
worked in partnership with stronger organizations. The informant listed a 
number of advantages that came as a result of involvement in an ESF proj-
ect, namely new collaborations and partners with whom the organization 
currently worked, the acquisition of a different focus on how to work with 
labor-market issues, the development of new ideas about starting new social 
enterprises, and the development of new competencies in how to deal with 
projects. The interviewee also stated that it would not have been possible 
to access the ESF without economic resources despite having a good under-
standing of the system. The only other viable way would have been through 
a partnership with a stronger organization.

Most of those interviewed represented CSOs working closely with other 
CSOs, private organizations, and public organizations. In the EQUAL 
Community Initiative cooperation among public and private and voluntary 
organizations was highly encouraged, with partnership being a formal pre-
requisite to apply for funding. However, as shown by previous research on 
the EQUAL program in Sweden (Scaramuzzino et al. 2010), the partnership 
format exposed many small CSOs to the risk of being relegated to inferior 
positions within the partnership. Leading positions within the partnerships 
were often held by public organizations, and small organizations played 
a more marginal role (Sánchez-Salgado 2007). However, evidence also 
suggests that these very same organizations still might have enlarged their 
networks and become more established in the local context by engaging in 
such partnerships (Scaramuzzino 2012).

When asked about why the partnership model had not been imple-
mented in the following programming period, the representative of the 
national office of the ESF council stated that this was due to these types of 
development partnerships being time consuming and challenging for the 
organizations. Instead, the networking dimension had been transferred 
from the project design to the political level thanks to the creation of the 
eight Structural Fund Partnerships corresponding to the eight regional plan 
areas of the national ESF program. These eight partnerships comprised key 
representatives of the local governance milieu such as politicians and CSOs, 
which facilitated common national and regional prioritization among 
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regional growth policy, labor market policy, and the EU’s cohesion policy. 
In other words, the Structural Fund Partnerships had the role of deciding 
which applications were to be granted in the specific region according to the 
national requirements and specifically the regional programming plan.

As it emerged from some of the interviews, working with ESF and in 
particular within a partnership was not problem-free. It implied stressful 
working conditions for the staff involved: 

For us working with a project at higher level, it was a lot of work. It totally drained 
us sometimes, and it caused conflicts within our group. . . . To work with this big 
project implied a lot of people, a lot of administration, a lot of rules, and a lot of 
controlling from the ESF. Many, many questions, so of course it’s not always easy. 
And when you have H sitting twenty kilometers from here, and we have to send 
papers, to call each other, to take a call from the ESF. It’s not easy to work like 
that if you are not employed at the same place. It’s a collaboration, and you have 
different roles, but they are still interconnected. She cannot do her work with-
out the information from me and vice versa. So that’s not easy. We have not had 
conflicts to the point that we didn’t talk to each other, but of course you could 
get mad at each other, “Why didn’t you do that?” Or maybe you misunderstand 
each other.

Another informant mentioned how the dialogue with public partners 
such as the employment agency was often challenging and led the organiza-
tion to develop the project in another direction: “Work in partnerships is not 
always easy, so the organization decided not to further develop contacts with 
the public sector.” However, conflicts in working together not only arose 
among different organizations but also among the hired staff for a specific 
project and the organizations’ members. Some projects became centered on 
certain individuals because their specific social networks, competencies, and 
visions were particularly important to the development of the projects. The 
ability of individuals to competently make use of their professional network 
was recognized as fundamental when speaking about the development 
and implementation of certain projects. One interviewee claimed that the 
particular relationship built between her and the ESF representatives guar-
anteed easier implementation of the project. Another informant described 
how her background in the political arena, as for many of her colleagues in 
the civil society sector, greatly helped in reading the ESF requirement and in 
writing the application.

Furthermore, the personal background, whether as policymaker, democ-
racy advocate, or academic student, was often mentioned as an essential 
competence in interactions with the ESF. Finally, one informant mentioned 
how the selection of the people involved in the project played a central role 
not only in its implementation but also in the creation of a social enterprise 

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



164 • Matteo Di Placido and Roberto Scaramuzzino

as an outcome of the project. She further stressed the importance of a good 
relationship between the persons engaging in the project and the ESF. 
During the project period, the ESF had provided support and guidance in 
times of need: “As long as you are part of the project you have different 
kinds of support, and everybody wants it to continue if it’s a good project.” 
The interviewee, however, also described a total lack of support after the 
 project-period experied and, as she put it, being “left absolutely alone.”

Being able to cooperate and build relationships with other actors was 
stressed as one of the most important preconditions for running an ESF 
project, as explained by one interviewee: “It was hard work. And I think that 
it’s very much about building up relationships that are stable and trustful. 
If people are to do something together, the most important thing is that you 
have a good relation with the people you are supposed to work with that is 
founded in trust, safety, and honesty. And to have an idea about what you 
want to do together, so you have the same vision. The vision should be very 
clear. ‘What is your vision?’ That’s the main thing.” This quotation shows 
that financial Europeanization might also trigger cooperative dynamics in 
the landscape of Swedish CSOs. The collaborative feature of ESF funding 
seems not to have disappeared with the principle of partnership even if 
as previously discussed such collaboration has often changed some of the 
dynamics in the relationships between the organizations.

Conclusions

Among Swedish CSOs financial Europeanization is not particularly wide-
spread, as shown by the survey-study presented in chapter 3, and it does 
not seem to replace other forms of public funding. The EUROCIV survey 
also shows that CSOs that mobilize resources from the EU are not neces-
sarily dependent on the EU for their survival. However, the qualitative case 
study presented here gives a more nuanced image through the interviews 
with public officials and with civil society representatives. In fact, our study 
shows that EU funding makes it possible for Swedish CSOs to run certain 
activities that are not easily financed through public authorities at domestic 
levels. In this sense, the ESF is a political opportunity structure that Swedish 
organizations can use to complement their domestic opportunities and can 
help them to diversify their sources of funding.

The funding from the ESF represents only a portion of the total funding 
that is available for active labor-market provisions in the European coun-
tries, and previous studies (Scaramuzzino et al. 2010) show that in the 
Swedish case the ESF represents a very small share (2.8 percent in 2006) 
of the national financing. Many of these domestic resources are of course 
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not accessible for CSOs but are rather controlled by public organizations 
that have the main responsibility for the active provision of labor-market 
services. Still, it means that EU funding has relatively little significance for 
the implementation of labor-market policies in Sweden. In other countries 
where EU funding plays a much more prominent role due to lack of funding 
at the domestic level, the impact of financial Europeanization and the regu-
latory effect of the funding could be much more significant. The same goes 
for countries where general funding for CSOs is scarce and where there is 
strong competition among nonstate actors.

While Swedish CSOs seem to be strategically adapting to the requirements 
of the ESF in mobilizing resources, our study also suggests that they are not 
giving up their autonomy or their original mission. Hence the structuring 
effect of financial Europeanization does not seem to apply to the individual 
organizations that are getting the funding. There are good grounds, how-
ever, to claim that the ESF has a structuring effect on the landscape of CSOs 
because it clearly addresses certain types of resource-rich organizations 
that have access to administrative skills. This might trigger an elitization of 
Swedish civil society, as suggested by Hedling and Meeuwisse in chapter 5 
of this volume. In fact, while financial Europeanization might provide the 
opportunity to strengthen the role of civil society as an innovator, it also seems 
to put weaker organizations in a position of dependency toward public orga-
nizations. The intermediary role of Swedish public organizations between 
domestic CSOs and European public institutions is evident when it comes to 
financial Europeanization, which is consistent with a similar role played by 
public institutions for regulatory Europeanization, as shown in chapter 3.

Our results suggest continuity rather than change in the role of EU 
funding for Swedish CSOs when compared with the previous studies on the 
EQUAL programs. This continuity suggests that EU funding has become 
a relatively stable and predictable opportunity structure for Swedish 
CSOs. The most significant change is related to the partnership model that 
is no longer used. In EQUAL, this model provided a tool for cooperation 
in which the partners were at least formally equal and their relationships 
were regulated and formalized in the application. Our results suggest that 
the new model might strengthen power relations within civil society and 
might strengthen the dependency on public organizations’ intermediary 
role because the selection based on skills and resources tends to weed out 
smaller organizations or to put them in a position of direct dependency on 
other stronger organizations’ goodwill. This selection of organizations seems 
to have gone from being a side effect of the ESF’s requirements to a more 
explicit strategy for guaranteeing quality and the continuity of the proj-
ects. It might, however, also strengthen the structuring effect of financial 
Europeanization for domestic CSOs.

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



166 • Matteo Di Placido and Roberto Scaramuzzino

Matteo Di Placido is a PhD candidate at the University of Milano-Bicocca, 
Italy at the Department of Sociology and Social Research, within the 
international doctoral program Analysis of Social and Economic Processes 
(ASEP). He was involved in the study of the Europeanization of Swedish 
civil society as part of his master program at the Faculty of Social Sciences at 
Lund University.

Roberto Scaramuzzino is Researcher at Lund University, Sweden. His 
research interests include changes in the welfare and integration systems 
and the role of CSOs in different countries. He has been engaged in com-
parative studies of mobilization in the migration and prostitution policy 
fields in Sweden and Italy, and at the EU-level. He is currently working in a 
research program on civil society elites in Europe.

References

Danielson, Anna, Pär Zetterberg, and Erik Amnå. 2009. Bidrag till vad?—En 
kunskapsöversikt över effekter och metoder rörande statliga bidrag till ideella organisa-
tioner. Stockholm, Sweden: Ungdomsstyrelsen.

ESF. 2007. National structural fund programme for regional competitiveness and employ-
ment (ESF) 2007–2013. Retrieved 2 August 2018, from https://www.esf.se/
Documents/In%20english/National%20structural%20fund%20programme%20
for%20regional%20competitiveness%20and%20employment.pdf.

———. 2014a. Våra fonder. Retrieved 10 October 2014, from http://www.esf.se/sv/
Vara-fonder/Socialfonden-2007-2013/.

———. 2014b. The European Social Fund. Retrieved 5 May 2014, from http://www.esf.se/
sv/english/Our-programmes/The-European-Social-Fund/. 

Hartwig., Ines. 2007. “European Employment Strategy and the Structural Funds: 
Spillovers towards Communitarisation?” In Economic Government of the EU. A Balance 
Sheet of New Modes of Policy Coordination, edited by Ingo Linsenmann, Cristoph O. 
Meyer, and Wolfgang T. Wessels, 119–140. Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

Hedling, Elsa, and Anna Meeuwisse. 2015. “Europeanize for Welfare? EU Engagement 
among Swedish Civil Society Organizations.” Journal of Civil Society 11, no. 1: 39–61. 

Johansson, Staffan. 2005. Ideella mål med offentliga medel—Förändrade förutsättningar för 
ideell välfärd. Stockholm, Sweden: Sober Förlag.

Lundström, Tommy, and Lars Svedberg. 2003. “The Voluntary Sector in a Social 
Democratic Welfare State: The Case of Sweden.” Journal of Social Policy 32, no. 2: 
217–38. 

McAdam, Doug, John D. McCarthy, and Mayer Zald. 1996. “Introduction: 
Opportunities, Mobilizing Structures, and Framing Processes: Toward a Synthetic, 
Comparative Perspective on Social Movements.” In Comparative Perspectives on Social 
Movements: Political Opportunities, Mobilizing Structures, and Cultural Framings, 
edited by Doug McAdam, John D. McCarthy, and Mayer Zald, 1–22. New York, NY: 
Cambridge University Press.

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



Europeanization through Funding • 167

McCarthy, John, and Mayer Zald. 1977. “Resource Mobilization and Social Movements: 
A Partial Theory.” American Journal of Sociology 82, no. 6: 1212–41.

Mendez, Carlos. 2011. “The Lisbonization of EU Cohesion Policy: A Successful Case of 
Experimentalist Governance?” European Planning Studies 19, no. 3: 519–37.

Olsson, Lars-Erik, Marie Nordfeldt, Ola Larsson, and Jeremy Kendall. 2009. “The 
Third Sector and the Policy Process in Sweden—Path Dependence and Opportunity 
Structures.” In Handbook of Third Sector Policy in Europe, edited by Jeremy Kendall, 
159–183. Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar.

Salamon, M. Lester, Wojciech Sokolowski, and Regina List. 2004. “Global Civil Society: 
An Overview.” In Global Civil Society: Dimensions of the Nonprofit Sector, edited by 
Lester M. Salamon, 3–60. Bloomfield, CT: Kumarian.

Sánchez-Salgado, Rosa. 2007. “Giving a European Dimension to Civil Society 
Organizations.” Journal of Civil Society 3, no. 3: 253–69.

———. 2010. “NGO Structural Adaptation to Funding Requirements and Prospects for 
Democracy: The Case of the European Union.” Global Society 24, no. 4: 507–527.

———. 2013. “From ‘Talking the Talk’ to ‘Walking the Walk’: Implementing the EU 
Guidelines on Employment through the European Social Fund.” European Integration 
Online Papers 17, no. 2: 1–26.

———. 2014a. Europeanizing Civil Society: How the EU Shapes Civil Society Organizations. 
Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

———. 2014b. “Rebalancing EU Interest Representation? Associative Democracy and EU 
Funding of Civil Society Organizations.” Journal of Common Market Studies 52, no. 
2: 337–53.

Scaramuzzino, Roberto. 2012. “Equal Opportunities? A Cross-national Comparison of 
Immigrant Organisations in Sweden and Italy.” PhD diss. Malmö, Sweden: Malmö 
University.

Scaramuzzino, Roberto, Cecilia Heule, Håkan Johansson, and Aanna Meeuwisse. 2010. 
EU och den ideella sektorn—En studie av det svenska Equalprogrammet. FoU Rapport 
2010-2. Malmö, Sweden: Malmö University.

Verschraegen, Gert, Bart Vanherck, and Rika Verpoorten. 2011. “The European Social 
Fund and domestic activation policies: Europeanization mechanisms.” Journal of 
European Social Policy 21, no. 1: 55–72.

Weishaupt, J. Timo. 2009. “Money, Votes or ‘Good’ Ideas? Partisan Politics and the 
Effectiveness of the European Employment Strategy in Austria and Ireland.” In What 
We Have Learnt: Advances, Pitfalls and Remaining Questions in OMC Research, edited 
by Sandra Kröger. European Integration Online Papers Special Issue. Retrieved 13 
Janurary 2014, from http://eiop.or.at/eiop/texte/2009-014a.htm.

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




