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Introduction 
The leisure sector, for example sports and games, has witnessed a tremendous expansion between 

1960 and the present. Commercialization of sports and games and new types of media are examples 

which were paid attention to already during the 1970s and were expected to have a big influence on 

our leisure time. In Sweden, lots of people are engaged in organized activities. Investigations carried 

out by the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency show that walks in nature and forests, 

swimming in lakes, picking berries and mushrooms, and also skiing are among the most popular 

leisure activities. The interest in walking, canoeing trips and fishing, all relatively affordable activities 

which do not require a lot of time or equipment, have also increased during the last few years. 

Recreation and experiences of various kinds such as events, concerts, festivals and travelling play an 

important part in people’s lives. Information and communication technology has increased contacts all 

over the world. Public and private sector investments in the tourism, recreation and adventure industry 

are expected to contribute to economic growth (Svenska Kommunförbundet, 2004; Proposition, 

2002/03:35, Proposition, 2004/05:56). 

 

During the 1990s, the demand for lower costs and reorganization of local governmental activities have 

become a reality. Something that both the leisure and culture sectors have been aware of. The new law 

from 1991, with a legitimate claim on only one compulsory committee, a local governmental 

administration, forced the creation of a lot of new ways to organize activities in the field of leisure. 

Today, the most common way to coordinate culture and leisure activities is through a common 

committee for both leisure and culture questions (Svenska Kommunförbundet, 2001). 

 

In this paper, my contribution is to add knowledge about what intentions Swedish official authorities 

have regarding the field of leisure in papers (Ds) issued by the Government, Propositions and 

governmental investigations (SOU). I will clarify the areas and needs that have been considered 

important to prioritize, which principles for the organisation of the leisure field authorities have left 

out and who are the actors responsible for this.  

 

Two concepts are central - leisure and free time. Central is also what the concepts mean compared to 

work. There are a lot of definitions of leisure and free time (Torkildsen 2003; Kelly, 1982; Horna, 

1994; Gratton & Taylor, 2000). For me, in this study, leisure is a social construction that varies 

historically (Bjurström, 1998; Lindström, 2006). 

 

During the last decade we have been able to notice that private solutions increasingly have been 

accepted in both political blocks. In all areas in the leisure field the private sector led by companies, 

economic associations, foundations and many businesses have expanded their involvement in the 

leisure sector during the last ten years. Whereas earlier the state controlled almost all parts of the 

leisure value chain, it is now possible to distinguish between those who produce, arrange and finance 

leisure services. In political rhetoric one talks about the idea way of steering, official or private, and 

about forms of steering, democratic/bureaucratic and market/civic society. This observation makes one 

think about what fundamental approaches there are to the welfare state and how to make them become 

real. One can talk about an ideological way of organising and deciding what the welfare state will be 

like in the future. The differences in opinion are between, on one hand, those who recommend the high 

value of justice and almost equal access to services and welfare, often through collective solutions. On 

the other hand, an idea that variation and concurrence between different producers of service will be 
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the best way to increase the level of leisure service (Premfors, Ehn, Haldén & Sundström, 2003; 

Molander & Stigmark, 2005, Lindström, 2006).  

 

Purpose 

 

The main purpose of this paper is to describe and analyze decisions and goals of Swedish government 

policy with respect to people’s leisure and free time during the period from 1962 to 2005. In addition, 

this paper contributes with knowledge about the intentions official authorities have expressed 

regarding the leisure field in documents and investigations. It is knowledge about the contents in the 

field, in the way they are responsible to citizens. It is about how accessibility to the field is expressed 

in documents and also about goals for education and research for leisure activities. Another intention 

with this paper is to give civil servants and politicians better possibilities to make decisions about the 

broad field of leisure in the future. My study of various documents has also implied a possibility to 

develop existing theories in relation to the field (for example, Lundqvist, 1992; Lundqvist, L. J, 2001; 

Blomqvist & Rothstein, 2000; Rothstein & Pierre, 2003; Rothstein, 1994, 1997, 2001, 2005). My 

expectation is that this paper is going to contribute to an increased understanding of leisure time in 

relation to governmental initiatives and ambitions and also contribute to the theoretical development. 

The discussion in this paper is based on my licentiate thesis (Lindström, 2006). The empirical analysis 

in these documents covers Propositions, Governmental investigations (SOU) and a paper (Ds) issued 

by the Government. The material represents the broad leisure sector from 1962 until 2005. The fields 

are sports, culture, exercise, tourism and also recreation and health care. The following documents 

were studied: Leisure commission investigation, SOU (1962), Sports to everyone, SOU (1969:29), 

Governmental culture politics, Proposition (1974:28), Leisure in change, SOU (1996:3), Culture 

politics, Proposition (1996/97:3), Sports and exercise for your life, SOU (1998:76), Sports politics for 

the year 2000, Proposition (1998:99:107), Governmental support for outdoor life, Written paper, Ds 

(1999:78), Goals for people’s health, Proposition (2002/03:35) and, finally, Long range planning for a 

competitive Swedish tourism industry, Proposition (2004/05:56). 

 

Three principle questions were addressed: 

 

 What are the goals, values and intentions of the government as highlighted in official  

       documents? 

 What models and ideas of governance are used by the government? 

 What issues, actors, demographic aspects, forms of organisations and institutions are   

highlighted in official documents? 

 

In political contexts there is an apprehension that politicians should not govern individuals´ choice of 

leisure activities, meaning that the state should support what is free and voluntary in people´s free 

time. With a starting point from The Instrument of Government  § 2 Chapter 1 (Regeringsformen), 

leisure activities can be considered as a human democratic right which should include all citizens. 

According to Henry (2001) he would agree. Official authorities invest public funds in organisations, 

buildings and other arrangements (www.regeringen.se). An interesting question is whether leisure 

should be a responsibility for the official sector or if it is supposed to be a private matter, and on what 

grounds you can argue for the first or the second position. I have tried to shed light on those questions 

through a critical research of the official documents. 

 

Method and theoretical concepts 

 

In my investigation I have used textual analysis as a method to scrutinize structures and formulation of 

the text. The tools used are idea, contents, and argumentation analysis. I have considered the intended 

audience and the context of the texts (Bergström & Boréus, 2000; Hellspong, 2001; Holmberg & 

Lindholm, 1995). Focus has been to observe who is expressing himself/herself in the text, to whom the 

author is addressing the text, in which situation the author is directing it and how the text is adapted to 

the situation. In my analysis of the documents I have tried to find out what reason a text gives you for 

a special opinion and how they strengthen or weaken one another. I have identified changes in attitude 



to which things are valued and represented, what the text expresses together with the intentions that 

are mediated. My intention has been to find models, concepts, words and arguments showing different 

opinions. I have studied different groups, different main areas and actors who have been given priority 

by the state. In this context I have paid attention to aspects of democracy and through analysis of the 

texts I have also studied the logic of political argumentation. To sum up, my method and research 

questions place this study in the qualitative sphere. The ontological and theoretical basis of the study is 

constructivism. The main theoretical concepts of the study are derived from and developed in 

interaction between the empirical data and the theorists (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994,; Betti, 1980; 

Ricouer, 1988; Gadamer, 1997; Gilje & Grimen, 1992).  

 

40 years of Leisure 

 

Research indicates that as of the late 1970s Swedish political culture was influenced by a strong belief 

in planning and central government. These views changed in the 1980s and have been challenged 

ideologically. During the last ten years, the private sector, led by companies, economic associations, 

foundations and many businesses has expanded its involvement in the leisure field. Local influence, 

decentralization and freedom of choice have replaced centralism and big scale solutions (Lindström, 

2006). Premfors, Ehn, Haldén and Sundström (2003); Nilsson (2002) and Lundqvist (1992) talk about 

the idea of steering and distinguish between those who produce, arrange and finance leisure services. 

This observation provides us the ability to analyze how different approaches to leisure services are 

applied to the welfare of its citizens and how well they are distributed to those requiring the services. 

Debates are ongoing and these questions are more interesting than ever. In my empirical material some 

intentions are obvious, especially during the 1960s and 1970s about making it possible for citizens to 

participate. Priorities were made to neglected groups in society and in special fields in order to pay 

attention to values such as democracy, legal rights, uniformity and equality. However, very little of 

this is seen in the documents in the last part of my study. During the 1960s and 1970s the leisure fields 

were characterized by a longer term perspective of planning covering periods of 3 - 5 years. I have 

found that Swedish governments from the 1960s and on have placed a moral responsibility foremost 

on organisations in athletics and sports/games. In the documents, I can clearly see that athletics, sports 

and games have had as their mission to foster citizens. That was very clear until the 1980s and then it 

was not stressed as clearly later on. One can still see some additional values and attitudes placed on 

the organisations in the field of games, sports and athletics, for example clean games, activities free 

from doping and thoughts about these organisations in sports and their possibilities to work for 

integration in society (Lindström, 2006).  

 

Today, in Sweden, there is  lot of competition for resources in the broader leisure sector. The 

development of society until 2005 has caused other questions to be put on the agenda; for example; 

questions such as care about ethics, acting about commercialization, increased possibilities for equality 

and sustainable development. Governmental moralistic principles are less obvious during 2005, 

compared with the 1960s and 1970s. In the middle of the 1970s, the Swedish government abandoned 

the communitarian principles and individual solutions became more common. The government view 

on the commercial sector of leisure changed gradually and has since then undergone a major 

redirection from the 1980s and on. For example, in the latest tourist propositions (2004/05:56) and 

sports politics for the year 2000 (1998:99:107), the government expresses support for privately owned 

leisure producers. The research clearly indicates that commercial investment in the leisure sector is 

now widely accepted. Today, both the private and public sector compete for the resources in the 

expanded area of what is now the leisure sector. In addition, empirical research clearly shows that 

from 1996, the Swedish government sought greater public/private sector co-operation in the leisure 

field. Presently, the government acts as a strategic and uniting force which focuses on setting goals, 

follow-up and evaluation of programs. During the last decade, the leisure field has become 

increasingly more complex with Sweden joining the European Union and with the introduction of 

multi-level government systems where decisions are filtered through a series of different agencies 

(Lindström, 2006; Pierre, 2001).  

 



In addition, present research indicates a change in definition of the leisure sector. Initially in the 

1970s, the primary focus of the government was in the area of sports. Now I can see that it has been 

expanded to also include culture, outdoor education, health and recreation and tourism in the sector. 

Our local authorities are requested to make leisure investigations so that the government can pave the 

way for meeting citizens´ needs and expectations of leisure and free time.  Management by objects and 

results in dialogue with citizens and representatives are developed and framework laws were legislated 

during 1980s. Equality is appearing on the agenda. The research also shows that environmental and 

sociological issues are now being considered as important influences in the leisure sector. For 

example, in the years between 1996 – 2005, one sees the use of concepts such as sustainable 

development, sustainable growth, green work and green rehabilitating appearing in official documents. 

Throughout the documentation it is noted that there is a high priority on the part of the government to 

ensure the well-being of its citizens (Lindström, 2006, Proposition, 2002/03:35; Proposition, 

2004/05:56). 

 

The research indicates a certain reserve in the attitude towards the Swedish membership in the 

European Union and to the regulatory framework from the beginning of our membership. At the 

beginning of the 2000s, there is emphasis on the necessity and ambition that Swedish authorities and 

politicians should be part of the discussion and influence the content of EU policy documents. In the 

documents, Sweden’s membership is seen among suggestions to bring it in line with EU statements 

and polices, which one can notice in the tourism sector, as well in sports. For example, the case of  

Bosman became a new word in football since the transfer rules in football were found illegal and to be 

against the EUs rules regarding free movements across borders for work in another EU country. 

Common measures are also discussed to prevent violence among supporters in sports and games and 

measures are also taken to stop doping. Money from the EUs structural funds is becoming more 

common in different sectors, for example the culture sector. From the middle of 1990s, goals and 

achievement-related ways of steering are most common in the leisure field. The task of the 

government is now more and more to give statistics and information, formulate goals, provide advice 

and instructions, evaluate and follow-up, instead of steering in small details. At the same time, it is 

now more common that different authorities issue national commissions and create resource centres 

with special tasks. In the documents, local authorities are requested to try other forms of co-operation 

and collaboration according to the Community Law Chapter 8 § 20 about an organisation at self-

administration (Lindström, 2006; SOU, 1996:3). 

 

Discussion and conclusion 

 

To sum up the idea of management we can state the fact that during the 1960s, mainly for sports, 

games and athletics, there have been expectations for selective solutions for some groups and in some 

areas. From the middle of the 1970s, there is more thinking about decentralising and clearer 

instructions regarding support for special groups and areas. One can also make a note of the fact that 

decisions regarding decentralisation sometimes are suggested to return to a central level because there 

is a need for “wholeness” in the decision-making process and at the time of execution. The documents 

express a belief that a centrally placed authority can collect material and provide a survey for a 

decentralised form of activity. The government, as a contributor, is often a determining factor for the 

activities. That is something that, indirectly, is observed by investigators in the documents. Education 

and science are issues that appear constantly in the empirical material as an argument for the 

possibility to meet different needs in the leisure field. This can be seen as a form of information 

steering.  

 

In my empirical material, Lindström (2006), in all documents it is obvious what the government has 

been most interested in during the whole period. That is without doubt citizens´ welfare. For example 

in the Leisure commission investigation SOU (1962), one can read about citizens’ physical and mental 

well-being. The investigators advocate that citizens both can and are willing to pay for the use of 

leisure services, but at the same time they emphasize that those leisure activities must not be a 

question of class. Selected solutions are proposed in all areas in the documents and the investigators 

are talking about directing achievement for special groups. Children and youth are groups that are 



often mentioned, especially girls from a disadvantaged background as the ones participating the least 

in leisure activities arranged by organisations. In the documents the investigators also talk about 

groups that lack of a voice in the debate and groups that lack resources. In 1974 and 1998/99, people 

with handicaps, people living in different institutions, immigrants and other ethnic groups were 

pointed out as a special priority (Proposition, 1974:28; Proposition, 1998:99:107). 

 

Borders between different areas such as outdoor activities, tourism and entrepreneurship and areas for 

rest and recreation are discussed in the documents in terms of accessibility and sustainability. 

Responsibilities for this in terms of different political areas are discussed. Policies and political 

borders for leisure and tourism, access to national parks, World Heritages, and areas for recreation are 

pointed out as blurred in all documents. Questions about responsibility are raised at the same time that 

those areas are becoming more interesting to more actors. The borders of what has been arranged and 

produced publicly or privately have changed to be a mixture of producers, by public companies or 

voluntarily by organisations. In the documents there are several examples of suggestions for new ways 

of networking and organising. But it is obvious that this new way of producing leisure services means 

that one will face new barriers. In order to make it easier to co-ordinate and meet citizens´ needs and 

expectations, new authorities are established or existing ones are transformed and reorganised. 

Sometimes organisations and officials have been given broader commissions. An example of that is 

the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency which is responsible for 28 national parks, 2 600 

nature reserves and 13 Word Heritage areas, out of which three have high natural values 

(www.naturvardsverket.se). The Swedish Tourist Authority, as of January 2006, a part of the Swedish 

Agency for Economic and Regional Growth (NUTEK) is another example (www.nutek.se). In certain 

parts of the documents the investigators are talking about the needs of steering the sector with rules 

and about laws to ensure citizens´ civil rights. The border between what is  public, official, private or 

voluntary raises new questions about what is possible in relation to the Right of Public Access our 

other laws. It is possible to talk about the blurred lines between policy and politics. My interpretation 

of the documents is that they are expressing a vision of the historical welfare state as one which has a 

mission as a collecting and uniting force for the broad leisure sector. The government enacts laws, and 

authorities enact decrees, which result in directions that are adopted for the leisure sector; for example 

environmental laws, laws about hunting, laws about riding a snowmobile, legislation about seashores, 

etc (www.regeringen.se). The government also has an ambition, in some way, to be responsible 

nationally for production and financing of leisure services. In the documents the investigators are 

pointing out institutions which have good practices and give those institutions special support so they 

can spread information. Examples are: Falu Folk Music Centre, The Museum of Work in Norrköping, 

four centres for production of film, the Centre for Experience Sciences and a Centre for Art in Malmö. 

The government has also created authorities connected to the leisure field such as the Swedish 

Travelling and Tourist Bureau, the Swedish National Institute of Public Health and the National 

Heritage Board. The Swedish travel and Tourist Bureau is trying to sell Sweden as a tourist country. 

The Swedish National Institute of Public Health is working with people’s health, for example with the 

social and economic consequences of gambling (About “dark leisure”, see also Stebbins, 2004; Horna, 

1994; Kelly, 1982, Spelinstitutet, 2005). The National Heritage Board is the agency of the Swedish 

government that is responsible for heritage and historic environmental issues. Their mission is to play 

a pro-active, coordinating role in heritage promotion efforts and to ensure that the historic 

environment is preserved in the most effective manner possible (Ds 1999:78). In the documents this 

should to be done in a sustainable way even when our culture is going to be developed by leisure and 

tourism entrepreneurship.  

 

It might seem as if the government wants to centralize activities while,  at the same time, it is using a 

model of management by objectives and results and a decentralised organisation. In my opinion 

Parliament sometimes enacts new laws, creates new authorities with a function to perform supervision 

and create new organisations for special goals and aims. An example of this in the field of leisure and 

tourism is when applying to become a World Heritage, or establishing new Nature Reserves and 

National Parks. The government is steering with its aims and by creating statistics and key codes for 

their activities. It is also responsible for following up and evaluating their activities. The state is the 

owner of the infrastructure in buildings and communication. As an owner, the government is 



responsible for roads, airports, official buildings and establishments for tourism and leisure activities 

so that sports, events, festivals and culture are services of good quality and have a high level of 

service. 

 

Now that Sweden is a part of the European Union, it looks upon itself as a natural counterpart in 

negotiations in all political areas. Leisure politics are influenced by common efforts to prevent doping 

and violence among supporters in sports. Another example is rules when players are changing clubs 

and/or countries during their time as active players in sports. A well-known case, the Bosman case, is 

an example of this (Proposition, 1998/99). Other examples are science and education in the field of 

leisure. During the 1900s, one can also see a pedagogical ambition by the government to contribute to 

people’s education. An ambition to influence citizens characterised the Social Democratic party during 

the pre-war time. Free time and leisure activities were seen as an arena to form modern people for the 

future. Even today, leisure activities can be seen as an instrument for fostering citizens, both adults 

and children, and also as a necessity for people’s health and possibilities to work.  The most recent 

documents deal with aspects of health and the importance of cultural activities for development of 

creativity. It was also shown that leisure is important for integration and equality. 

 

Having studied polices as they are expressed in documents, one can notice that the political 

playground has changed and that nowadays many actors have been added and that they also have 

access to the leisure field. Productions of leisure services are ongoing in a new contextual way where 

official administrators are only one of many actors. In addition, present research indicates that if we 

want leisure sector where everybody is treated equally, then the state instrument for following up and 

evaluating goals and results works. The state needs to know the expectations and needs from the 

citizens and there must also be reliable data from all actors in the leisure sector: private, voluntary and 

official. In order for the state to fulfil its goals, it needs accurate information considering funds and 

resources for the leisure sector. Political decisions and policies have to been taken from differences in 

citizens´ socioeconomic situation and also depending on demographic and geographic factors.  

According to Lipsky (1980) and Schierenbeck (2003), civil servants, teachers or others work for 

officials in the field of leisure, the ones who, in fact, are the real executors of leisure policies. This is 

necessary to remember when we talk about official tourism and leisure services. My research indicates 

that, in some cases, the state is the best party to take the collected national and societal responsibility 

for the sector. The state can have a general view and be a guarantor for a certain supply of leisure 

services regarding demography, geographical position and the structure of society.  

 

My research has shown that there are arguments for leisure as a democratic right and the state can 

meet the demand for equal access to welfare and services through collective solutions. As stated in the 

Planning and Building law § 4, communities need to have green areas and parks for recreation (SFS, 

1987:10). The law of Service and Support for People with Handicaps states that they are entitled to 

leisure activities, LSS, § 15, Chapter 15 (SFS, 1993:87). In a 40 year perspective, the field of leisure 

has shown the intentions by the state to always, in some parts, include distribution of governmental 

money as a complement to the labour market.  My research shows that the government´s visions 

regarding the leisure field have developed over time. The theoretical contribution of my study shows 

that an inter-disciplinary theoretical approach is favourable in studying political areas in the broad 

leisure sector. A model for analysis is presented in my thesis (Lindström, 2006). 

  

In addition, present research indicates a change in definition of the leisure sector. Initially, in the 

1970s, the primary focus of the government was in the area of sports.  It has now been expanded to 

also include culture, recreation and well-being, outdoor activities and tourism. It is also interesting to 

note that in propositions published after the turn of the century, equality has come into focus. For 

example, girl´s sports which were not prioritized earlier have received more attention. 

 

The research also shows that environmental and sociological issues are now being considered as 

important influences in the leisure sector. For example, in the years between 1996 – 2005, one sees the 

use of concepts such as sustainable development, sustainable growth, green work and green 

rehabilitating appearing in official documents. Throughout the documentation it is noted that there is a 



high priority on the part of the government to ensure the well-being of its citizens. This paper clearly 

highlights the ongoing change that has been occurring in the Swedish leisure field since the 1960s. 

Several trends can be identified, but the most important is the decentralization and commercialization 

of the leisure field.  Based on current trends, it is likely that there will be less traditional political 

influence over the leisure sector in the future.  
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