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Swedish school organizers navigating conflicting expectations. To whom do 
they perceive themselves accountable?
Christer Petersson

Department of Business Administration, Technology, Arts and Social Science, Luleå University of Technology, Luleå, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This article contributes to research on educational governance by showing how account
ability relations shape the interpretation and enactment of national policy at the meso level. 
By approaching accountability as a social relation rather than a policy instrument, it highlights 
how formally similar governance arrangements may give rise to different practices. The study 
examines Swedish school organizers, an understudied group occupying a central position in 
the governance chain, and how they navigate partly conflicting expectations from actors 
across governance levels. Drawing on the Accountability Regimes Framework, it explores (1) 
which expectations and demands organizers identify, (2) how they prioritize when demands 
collide, and (3) what governance practices emerge from these prioritization processes. The 
study uses abductive qualitative content analysis of semi-structured interviews with thirteen 
superintendents representing public, private for-profit, and private non-profit organizers in 
Norrbotten County, Sweden. The findings show that all organizers face extensive state 
steering often poorly adapted to local conditions, yet respond differently depending on 
organizational context. Public organizers rely on legality and administrative procedure, for- 
profit organizers emphasize internal alignment and efficiency, and non-profit organizers draw 
on proximity, values, and trust. Similar arrangements are thus enacted as distinct governance 
practices across organizational contexts.
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Introduction

In modern education governance, school autonomy 
and accountability have emerged as two central pil
lars through which governments attempt to steer 
their education systems (Verger et al., 2024). Over 
the past decades, this has taken the form of decen
tralization and granting schools greater autonomy 
over curriculum, staffing and resource allocation 
(Verger et al., 2024). This has been accompanied by 
the introduction of stronger mechanisms of control 
through which governments attempt to monitor and 
steer school performance at a distance, including 
national standards, large-scale assessments and 
school inspection (Grek et al., 2013; Ozga, 2013). 
These developments have spread widely and become 
central features of education reform across different 
national contexts and administrative traditions 
(Verger et al., 2019).

However, despite the widespread adoption of these 
arrangements, research shows that their effects are far 
from uniform. Some studies report positive effects on 
student outcomes and organizational innovation, 
while others identify unintended consequences such 
as curriculum narrowing, reduced teacher autonomy, 

and non-inclusive practices. The relationship between 
accountability, school autonomy and student perfor
mance has also been found to be relatively weak 
(Verger et al., 2024). Research on policy enactment 
further shows that education policy is not implemen
ted in a straightforward manner but interpreted and 
adapted by local actors in relation to local conditions 
(Ball et al., 2011). Together, these findings point to 
the importance of examining not only which 
accountability mechanisms exist, but also how actors 
respond to them in practice.

This study approaches accountability not primarily 
as a policy instrument but as a social relation between 
an actor and a forum in which explanations may be 
demanded and consequences imposed (Bovens, 2007; 
Hupe & Hill, 2007). From this perspective, the diver
gent outcomes identified in the literature are not 
simply a product of different instruments or contexts 
but reflect how actors prioritize among the multiple 
accountability relations they are embedded in, and 
which forums they perceive as most legitimate and 
relevant in their everyday work.

Sweden is no exception to this trend. During the 
1990s, Sweden’s education system underwent 

CONTACT Christer Petersson christer.petersson@ltu.se Department of Business Administration, Technology, Arts and Social Science, Luleå 
University of Technology, 97187 Luleå, Sweden

Supplemental data for this article can be accessed online at https://doi.org/10.1080/20020317.2026.2725316

NORDIC JOURNAL OF STUDIES IN EDUCATIONAL POLICY                                                                                          
https://doi.org/10.1080/20020317.2026.2725316

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group. 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/), 
which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. The terms on which this article 
has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

http://orcid.org/0009-0002-0150-7607
https://doi.org/10.1080/20020317.2026.2725316
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/20020317.2026.2725316&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-08-27


a fundamental transformation from a centralized, 
state-controlled structure to a decentralized and mar
ket-oriented model (Lundahl, 2002). Reforms intro
duced in this period included the implementation of 
universal school choice, the introduction of publicly 
funded independent schools, and the establishment of 
a voucher-based funding system. These reforms posi
tioned municipalities and private actors as central 
providers of compulsory education, and they institu
tionalized the role of the school organizer (In 
Swedish: huvudman) as the primary actor responsible 
for implementing national education policy. With 
these changes, organizers assumed wide-ranging 
responsibilities, including translating national objec
tives into local practice, allocating resources, ensuring 
legal compliance, and securing the quality of educa
tion (Lerwall, 2023).

Over time, however, this governance model has 
produced new challenges. Research shows that decen
tralization and marketization have contributed to 
increased variation in local capacity and widening 
disparities in educational outcomes (Holmlund 
et al., 2020; Jarl & Rönnberg, 2019). The combination 
of strong legal regulation and competition-based 
steering has also resulted in a fragmented account
ability structure, where the responsibilities of the 
state, municipalities, and independent providers are 
blurred (Rönnberg, 2011). As several scholars have 
noted, Swedish compulsory education1 now operates 
in a multi-level governance environment in which 
numerous public and private actors influence the 
implementation of national objectives, often without 
clear coordination or alignment (Adolfsson & 
Alvunger, 2020; Morén & Ramberg, 2024). This com
plexity has placed new demands on the organizers, 
who must navigate between the expectations of the 
state, local politics, professionals, and markets while 
ensuring that education remains equitable and legally 
compliant. In such a multi-actor environment, 
national objectives depend on how organizers make 
sense of, prioritize among, and operationalize multi
ple, and sometimes conflicting, expectations. 
Understanding these processes is therefore crucial 
for explaining how governance arrangements play 
out in practice. This makes the organizer level 
a critical arena for understanding how accountability 
relations shape the functioning of the Swedish educa
tion system.

Recent research in governance and accountability, 
points to the increasing importance of intermediary 
organizations that translate and coordinate policy 
between regulators and implementers (Thomann,  
2025). Such actors are often subject to multiple and 
partly overlapping accountability relations, such as 
political, legal, professional, market-based, and social, 
which can generate tensions about what counts as 
appropriate or legitimate action. In the Swedish 

school system, organizers face precisely these chal
lenges, as they must simultaneously ensure legal com
pliance, manage competition, and maintain 
legitimacy among local communities and profes
sionals. However, little is known about how different 
types of organizers (public, private for-profit, and 
private non-profit) perceive themselves as accounta
ble and how these accountability relations shape the 
way they navigate and prioritize among these partly 
conflicting expectations and demands.

The aim of this article is to examine how school 
organizers navigate multiple and conflicting expecta
tions and demands and to identify the different gov
ernance practices that emerge from these 
prioritization processes. The analysis builds on the 
idea that organizers operate within a distinct set of 
norms and expectations that shape what is perceived 
as legitimate and responsible behaviour. This, in turn, 
constitutes a key factor in how they interpret, trans
late, and sometimes reinterpret political and admin
istrative directives into everyday organizational 
practice. A particular emphasis lies on how organi
zers prioritize when expectations collide, and how 
these prioritization processes shape their everyday 
governance practices. Insights from the 
Accountability Regimes Framework (Hupe & Hill,  
2007; Thomann, 2025; Thomann et al., 2018, 2023) 
provide the analytical lens for examining how orga
nizers navigate demands and expectations from dif
ferent actors and levels of the Swedish educational 
governance system. Three analytical questions guide 
the analysis: (1) which expectations and demands 
organizers identify from different actors and levels 
of the governing system, (2) how they prioritize and 
justify their actions if these demands and expecta
tions conflict, and (3) what governance practices 
and processes emerge as they balance these expecta
tions in their everyday work.

In a system where responsibility for education is 
distributed across several levels and actors, national 
policy objectives must be realized through a chain of 
public and private organizers who are simultaneously 
accountable to the state, local politics, professionals, 
parents, and market actors. Organizers thus operate 
in a web of partly conflicting expectations, and how 
they navigate and prioritize among these demands 
and expectations becomes central to understanding 
how governance arrangements shape educational out
comes. Even though organizers are pivotal actors in 
the governance chain, they have received compara
tively little attention in the literature. Previous studies 
tend to focus either on national reforms and policy 
design or on school-level leadership and professional 
practice, leaving the intermediate organizer level 
underexplored (Antonsson, 2024; Liljenberg et al.,  
2023). Despite decades of reforms aimed at strength
ening quality, equity, and accountability, the Swedish 
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school system continues to face persistent challenges. 
National evaluations repeatedly show increasing 
social and geographical segregation, declining student 
performance, and enduring disparities in educational 
quality and outcomes (Holmlund et al., 2020; Jarl & 
Rönnberg, 2019). These patterns point to a deeper 
governance problem rather than isolated implemen
tation failures, highlighting the importance of under
standing how policy is interpreted and enacted across 
different levels of the system.

Empirically, the article draws on interviews with 
superintendents representing public, private for- 
profit, and private non-profit school organizers in 
Norrbotten County, Sweden. In doing so, the article 
contributes to research on Swedish educational gov
ernance by providing an empirically grounded under
standing of how meso-level actors translate and 
balance multiple governance demands and expecta
tions within a decentralized education system. More 
generally, the study contributes to the international 
literature on accountability in education by suggest
ing that a relational approach to accountability may 
help in understanding why formally similar govern
ance arrangements can give rise to different practices. 
Where existing research has documented variation in 
the effects of accountability arrangements without 
fully explaining its sources, this study suggests that 
such variation may be related to how actors prioritize 
among the accountability relations they are 
embedded in, and which forums they perceive as 
most legitimate in their everyday work. The article 
also demonstrates how the Accountability Regimes 
Framework can be applied to organizations, extend
ing its use beyond individual-level analysis to capture 
the dynamics of governance at the meso level.

This article is structured as follows. In the next 
section I will put Swedish school organizers in con
text to set the scene for this article. This is followed 
by the theoretical section and my analytical frame
work. The methodological section comes next fol
lowed by the result section. The article ends with 
my discussion.

Swedish school organizers in context

In the Swedish education system, the school organi
zer is the legal entity responsible for ensuring that 
education is conducted in accordance with the 
Swedish Education Act, other national legislations 
and curricula. The Swedish concept of a school orga
nizer differs from the international concept of Local 
Education Authorities (LEAs). While LEAs usually 
refer to public municipal or regional administrative 
bodies (Adolfsson, 2024; Ozga, 2020; Verger et al.,  
2024), the Swedish term includes both public and 
independent providers. Under Swedish law, organi
zers can be public, represented by the 290 

municipalities in Sweden, or independent. 
Independent organizers have the same legal respon
sibilities as municipalities but may operate as private 
for-profit companies or as non-profit entities such as 
foundations, economic associations, or cooperatives. 
The current structure was institutionalized through 
the decentralization reforms of the early 1990s when 
the state transferred operational responsibility for 
compulsory education to municipalities, the intro
duction of free school choice for parents and students 
and, later, also opened the sector for independent 
schools through a universal voucher system 
(Lerwall, 2023; Lundahl, 2002). The reforms of the 
1990s with school choice for parents and students, 
voucher funding, and the possibility for private actors 
to operate schools, have made the Swedish school 
system unique in an international perspective 
(Holmlund, 2016).

Today, Sweden has approximately a thousand 
registered school organizers that operate compulsory 
schools, comprising municipalities, private for-profit 
limited companies, and private non-profit organiza
tions (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2024). 
The day-to-day school activities are carried out in 
a school. It is at the school we find teachers, princi
pals and all students. Each school organizer can have 
one or multiple schools. The 290 public school orga
nizers are municipalities that operate schools within 
their geographical borders and are politically accoun
table through local councils. Private for-profit orga
nizers range from small local companies to large 
national corporations that run dozens of schools 
across the country. The private non-profit organizers 
are typically small-scale, often managing a single 
school. The majority of students in compulsory edu
cation attend a school operated by a public organizer. 
The number of private for-profit and private non- 
profit organizers is roughly equal, but among the 
students attending an independent school, 
a majority are enrolled with a private for-profit orga
nizer (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2024). 
In fact, the five largest private for-profit corporations 
together are responsible for nearly four out of ten 
students enrolled in independent compulsory schools 
(Swedish National Agency for Education, 2024). 
Table 1 shows the distribution of organizers and 
students within Swedish compulsory education.

School organizers are accountable for the overall 
quality, equity, and legality of education. In larger 
school organizers with multiple schools spread across 
the country, this responsibility is exercised at 
a distance from the day-to-day work of individual 
schools, whereas in small-scale operations, particu
larly among independent non-profit schools, the 
roles of organizer and school leadership may overlap, 
and the same person can act both as superintendent 
and principal. The position of superintendent was 
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first established in 1958 and ceased to be a legally 
regulated position in 1991. In 2018, however, the role 
was re-introduced in the Swedish Education Act 
(Roos et al., 2022). All school organizers, both public 
and independent, are required to appoint one or 
more superintendents. Superintendents are employed 
by the school organizer and are responsible forsup
porting the school organizer with compliance. The 
state has not specified the powers of the superinten
dent in detail. Instead, it is up to each school organi
zer to determine, based on its organization, which 
specific decision-making powers should be delegated 
to this role. If the superintendent finds that the 
operations do not meet certain legal requirements, 
they are expected to attempt to remedy the deficien
cies within the scope of their authority. If the super
intendent’s authority is not sufficient to address the 
deficiencies, they are expected to inform the relevant 
part of the school organizer (Government Bill 2017/ 
18:182). It is the school organizer that determines the 
duties and responsibilities of the superintendent. This 
entails that the superintendent may have other 
responsibilities within the school organizer beyond 
what is stipulated in the Education Act (Roos et al.,  
2022). In small organizers, such as private non-profit 
that operate only a single school, the superintendent 
may hold multiple roles, for example serve as both 
superintendent and principal.

This variation reflects the organizational diversity 
of the Swedish system, where the distinction between 
organizer and school is sometimes formal rather than 
functional. A prominent and ongoing issue in the 
debate concerns the possibility for independent orga
nizers to generate profit (Rönnberg, 2019).

Although all organizers are governed by the same 
legislation and supervised by the Swedish Schools 
Inspectorate, they differ substantially in size, 
resources, and internal organization. Previous studies 
indicate that these structural differences affect how 
organizers can fulfil their legal obligations and 
respond to national and local policy demands. For 
instance, Antonsson (2024) demonstrates that the 
institutional design of a municipality functions as 
a steering tool that implicitly prioritizes certain inter
ests while marginalizing others. Furthermore, Jarl and 
Rönnberg (2019) highlight that decentralization has 
made local political decisions regarding budgets and 
teacher density the primary determinants for goal 
attainment, often overriding the legal requirement 

for need-based resource distribution. Finally, 
Liljenberg et al. (2023) show that rigid, uniform 
steering models can become counterproductive in 
disadvantaged contexts, where school leaders are 
forced to act as ‘creative pragmatists’, bypassing offi
cial routines and budget frameworks to ensure stu
dents’ legal right to education. Taken together, these 
findings illustrate that school organizers operate with 
discretion that necessitates constant navigation 
between conflicting expectations. Ultimately, this 
makes the organizers’ prioritizations decisive for 
how national requirements are translated into local 
practice.

While these structural variations indicate that 
organizers diverge in practice, they offer limited 
insight into the mechanisms behind these differ
ences. Understanding these divergent outcomes 
thus necessitates a shift from observing formal struc
tures to examining how such structures are 
mediated through the subjective perceptions of 
responsibility that guide organizers’ navigation 
within their discretion. To address the discrepancy 
between uniform regulation and heterogeneous out
comes, this study adopts an abductive approach. By 
utilizing the Accountability Regimes Framework 
(ARF), the analysis moves beyond structural 
descriptions to examine the relational dimensions 
of accountability, specifically identifying to whom 
organizers feel answerable, for what they perceive 
to be accountable, and through what processes 
these relations are enacted.

Theoretical framework

Accountability is a central concept in governance 
research and is commonly understood as a social 
relationship in which an actor feels obliged to explain 
and justify their actions to another actor or forum 
that can impose consequences (Bovens, 2007; 
Dubnick & Frederickson, 2010). In complex govern
ance systems, such relationships are rarely hierarchi
cal; rather, they form intersecting webs of 
responsibility involving political, legal, professional, 
market, and social expectations. These multiple and 
partly overlapping accountability relations create ten
sions over what counts as legitimate behaviour and 
how actors should prioritize between competing 
demands (Christensen & Lægreid, 2007; Overman & 
Schillemans, 2021).

Table 1. Distribution of organizers and students in Swedish compulsory 
education.

Type of organizer Number of organizers Share of total students (%)

Private for-profit ~277 12 %
Private non-profit ~276 4 %
Public 290 84 %

Source: Swedish National Agency for Education (2024). 
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The analysis in this article is guided by the 
Accountability Regimes Framework (ARF), devel
oped by Hupe and Hill (2007) and later elaborated 
by Hupe and van der Krogt (2013) and Thomann 
et al. (2018, 2023). The framework provides a means 
of analysing how actors in public governance navigate 
multiple and sometimes conflicting accountability 
demands by conceptualizing accountability as emer
ging from social relationships. Specifically, the frame
work distinguishes between four primary 
accountability regimes, which constitute distinct sys
tems of social control that provide organizers with 
normative guidance on what constitutes appropriate 
conduct.

Within a political-administrative regime, appropri
ateness is defined through legality, hierarchy, and 
compliance with formal authority and regulations. 
In contrast, a professional regime emphasizes exper
tise and vocational ethics, where actions are guided 
by professional standards and the judgement of peers. 
The participatory regime centres on democratic 
responsiveness to stakeholders, such as parents, stu
dents, and the local community, while the market 
regime introduces a logic of competition and effi
ciency, where pressure stems from performance indi
cators, financial outcomes, and consumer choice. 
These regimes, and the specific expectations they 
entail, are summarized in Table 2.

These four accountability regimes coexist and 
interact in complex ways, as school organizers are 
simultaneously embedded in multiple social relation
ships with different forums. A forum is an institutio
nalized authority to which an actor is obliged to 
render account, and which possesses the right to 
request information, pose questions, assess conduct, 
and impose consequences (Bovens, 2007). Each 
forum, whether it be a municipal board, a corporate 
owner, the Schools Inspectorate, or a group of par
ents, communicates specific expectations regarding 
what constitutes appropriate conduct. For instance, 
some forums may demand strict adherence to 
bureaucratic principles such as legal certainty and 
documentation, while others emphasize the impor
tance of professional judgement and vocational 
ethics. Simultaneously, further pressure may arise 

from forums demanding responsiveness to client pre
ferences or efficiency in resource management.

However, when these expectations conflict, for 
instance, when bureaucratic procedures constrain 
professional judgement or when market incentives 
undermine equity goals, actors face accountability 
dilemmas. As Thomann (2025) shows, such dilem
mas are not merely abstract tensions but practical 
conditions shaping how intermediaries and organiza
tions make sense of and implement policy. The 
resulting variation in compliance, interpretation, 
and prioritization reflects the balance actors strike 
between the competing pressures of the different for
ums to which they are answerable. It is not merely the 
existence of multiple accountability forums that gives 
rise to dilemmas, but rather ‘the presence of conflict
ing demands between multiple forums or within 
a single forum’ (Aleksovska & Schillemans, 2022, 
p. 711).

This navigation aligns with role theory (Webeck & 
Lee, 2022), suggesting that the organizers’ actions 
tend to follow the extent to which they identify with 
a particular role or a specific accountability logic 
(Thomann et al., 2023). The assumption is that 
while organizers attempt to balance these multiple 
demands, the forum to which they feel most funda
mentally accountable determines the direction of 
their actions. For example, a private for-profit orga
nizer may prioritize the explicit expectations of cor
porate owners regarding financial results and 
dividend targets over a principal’s request for addi
tional teaching staff based on professional pedagogi
cal needs. Conversely, a public organizer may 
prioritize the demands for strict budget discipline 
and administrative uniformity even when these 
expectations conflict with parents demands for local 
influence or the professional judgement of school 
leaders regarding the allocation of resources to spe
cific students.

Ultimately, ‘to whom’ a school organizer feels 
accountable is a question that extends into the day- 
to-day realities of marketized and privatized govern
ance. The distinction of different accountability 
regimes is therefore an ideal-typical heuristic; it is 
a model used to capture the inherent complexity 

Table 2. Overview of the four accountability regimes in the accountability regimes framework (ARF).
Accountability 
regime Political-administrative Professional Participatory Market

Basis of 
accountability

Legality, hierarchy, compliance Expertise, ethics, vocational 
standards

Democratic responsiveness 
and inclusion

Competition, efficiency, 
consumer choice

Source of 
pressure

Rule pressure from formal 
authority

Vocational pressure from 
professional norms

Societal pressure from 
citizens, parents, and the 
public

Incentive pressure through 
outcomes and 
performance

Core expectations Behaviour guided by laws and 
regulations; giving an account 
to superiors

Discretion and professional 
judgement; peer evaluation 
and ethical codes

Emphasis on dialogue, 
transparency, and 
stakeholder participation

Focus on results, 
performance indicators, 
and customer preferences

Source: Adapted from Hupe and Hill (2007); Thomann et al. (2018, 2023); Thomann (2025). 
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and the multiple accountabilities that organizations 
responsible for the implementation of public service 
delivery must navigate.

Although the ARF was originally designed to ana
lyse individual decision-making among street-level 
bureaucrats, later research has shown its relevance 
for organizations operating at intermediate levels of 
governance (Thomann, 2025). Applied to Swedish 
school organizers, the framework helps illuminate 
how organizers are situated in webs of accountability 
stretching vertically between the state and schools 
and horizontally across political, professional, market, 
and societal domains. ARF thereby provides 
a theoretical basis for analysing how organizers’ gov
ernance practices reflect, balance, or reinterpret the 
multiple accountability relations embedded in the 
Swedish education system. In the following, the fra
mework is used to analyse how school organizers 
describe and make sense of their accountability rela
tions in practice. By linking the ARF to empirical 
accounts from superintendents representing different 
organizer types, the analysis explores how perceived 
accountability shapes the organizers’ priorities and 
governance practices. The next section outlines the 
methodological approach and empirical material on 
which the analysis is based.

Method and material

This study employs a qualitative research design 
based on systematic content analysis. The approach 
is suitable for examining how organizers describe and 
structure their experiences of governance and 
accountability, and for identifying patterns across 
different types of organizers. The analysis focuses on 
how organizers perceived accountability towards dif
ferent actors guides their prioritization among the 
various expectations and demands placed upon 
them. The method enables systematic comparison 
between organizers operating under different institu
tional and ownership conditions.

The empirical material consists of semi-structured 
interviews with superintendents representing three 
categories of school organizers: public (municipal), 
private for-profit, and private non-profit. The inter
views lasted between 40 and 60 minutes and were 
done using Teams and recorded. Each interview has 
then been transcribed, first with the transcribe func
tion in Teams, and this version has then manually 
been checked so that the transcription is correct. The 

interviews were based on an interview guide (see 
Appendix) designed to capture the respondents’ 
views on how they experience their basis of account
ability, source of pressure, and core expectations.

In total, thirteen interviews were conducted 
between June and November 2024 with participants 
from Norrbotten County in northern Sweden. There 
is a total of 29 organizers in Norrbotten County. The 
decision to interview superintendents as representa
tives of the organizer is based on their legally defined 
role and position within the governance chain. 
According to the Swedish Education Act (SFS, 2010, 
p. 800, ch. 2, 8 a §), the superintendent assists the 
organizer in ensuring that applicable regulations are 
followed in the organizer’s educational activities. This 
role requires broad insight into how the organizer 
governs its schools and how it balances various 
accountability relations and external demands. As 
key actors positioned between the political and pro
fessional levels, superintendents are well placed to 
influence both organizational decision-making and 
how national objectives are translated into local prac
tice (Rapp et al., 2022).

Table 3 shows the distribution of participating 
organizers in this study. Although participation varies 
across groups, the analytical implications of non- 
response are limited. Among the municipalities, the 
participants include both larger coastal municipalities 
and smaller inland municipalities, a distribution that 
is mirrored among those that did not participate. 
Regarding the private for-profit organizers, three 
out of five organizers in the region participated. 
Two national corporations and one local organizer 
participated, and one national corporation and one 
local organizer did not participate. This absence is 
not judged to have an analytical impact. Within the 
private non-profit category, which consists of ten 
small organizers in the region, only three partici
pated. These organizers typically manage a single 
school unit in a small village, often established in 
response to the closure of a local municipal school. 
What distinguishes these organizers is that they often 
have a specific pedagogical profile (such as a focus on 
outdoor activities or a focus on arts). One of the 
participating organizers have a specific pedagogical 
profile and two does not. Of the non-participating 
organizers three have specific pedagogical profiles 
and four does not. Within each category, the included 
cases do not differ in analytically relevant ways from 
those not included. The material therefore captures 

Table 3. Distribution of participating school organizers in Norrbotten County.
Category Total number Participating Participation rate (%)

Public 14 7 50
Private for-profit 5 3 60
Private non-profit 10 3 30
Total 29 13 45
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the within-group variation necessary for the study’s 
analytical purpose. From this perspective, the remain
ing non-participation is unlikely to have affected the 
study’s substantive findings.

There are many ways to recruit participants for 
a qualitative study, and no method of recruitment is 
ideal (Hennink et al., 2020). Important is that the parti
cipants should be ‘information-rich’ (Patton, 2002), that 
is, participants who possess specific experience, knowl
edge, or characteristics that enable them to provide the 
maximum amount of relevant information concerning 
the research question. In qualitative research there is 
a general challenge with participant recruitment, where 
factors such as workload and ‘research fatigue’ are fre
quently cited as common reasons for declining partici
pation (Archibald & Munce, 2015). These factors have 
also been highlighted in the context of school-related 
research regarding participant recruitment (Palviainen 
& Räisä, 2022). Establishing a relationship and building 
trust with prospective participants takes time, yet it is 
emphasized as essential for participant recruitment 
(Hennink et al., 2020). The decision to delimit this 
study to organizers in Norrbotten County is based on 
my access to these organizers through my involvement 
in a research school. Having access to organizers 
through the research school helps to overcome this 
challenge and secure participants. The organizers in 
Norrbotten County meet the ‘information-rich’ criter
ion, and all types of organizers are represented both in 
the county and in this study. What varies in relation to 
the rest of Sweden is the local context. Norrbotten 
County is the northernmost county in Sweden, charac
terized by a declining population and vast geographical 
distances. This entails certain challenges for organizers, 
such as securing qualified personnel. However, these 
challenges are assessed to have, if any, very limited 

impact on how school organizers in Norrbotten county 
navigate multiple and conflicting expectations and on 
the governance practices that emerge from these prior
itization processes.

Analytical approach

The analysis was carried out through a qualitative 
content analysis. The analytical process was guided 
by the three research questions: (1) which expecta
tions and demands organizers identify from different 
actors and levels of the governing system, (2) how 
they prioritize and justify their actions when such 
demands and expectations conflict, and (3) which 
governance practices and processes emerge as they 
balance these expectations in their everyday work.

The interviews were read repeatedly to gain famil
iarity with the material and to identify recurring 
patterns in how the superintendents described their 
work and the expectations placed upon them. 
Statements referring to demands, expectations, or 
responsibilities were first coded according to the 
three theoretical aspects of the Accountability 
Regimes Framework (ARF): basis of accountability, 
source of pressure, and core expectations. Coding was 
conducted using the software NVivo, and the overall 
process followed an abductive approach, combining 
theoretical sensitivity from the ARF with openness to 
inductively derived insights from the interview data. 
In a second step, particular attention was paid to 
passages where interviewees described situations 
characterized by competing or conflicting expecta
tions, and to how they explained, justified, or 
defended their courses of action. These accounts 
were used to analyse how organizers prioritize 
among simultaneous demands. Finally, the analysis 

Table 4. Operationalization of the analytical dimensions.
Theoretical 
category

Analytical 
question Empirical focus How statements were linked to each accountability regime

Basis of 
accountability

To whom 
(percieved 
forum)

Statements that specific the forum to which the 
organizer express they are held to account by

Political-administrative: statements referring to 
governmental agencies or political superiors. 

Professional: statements referring to professionals such as 
teachers or principals. 

Participatory: statements referring to students and parents, 
local community. 

Market: statements referring to owners and stakeholders.
Source of 

pressure
For what 

(substantive 
focus)

Statements that specific orientation, values, or 
mandates that are being prioritized in 
everyday organizational practice

Political-administrative: emphasis on legal compliance or 
formal mandates. 

Professional: emphasis on educational quality or 
professional judgement. 

Participatory: emphasis on responsiveness and legitimacy 
Market: emphasis on efficiency or performance outcomes.

Core expectations Through what 
process 
(Internal 
practices)

Statements that specify governance practices, 
focusing on ways of organizing steering and 
modes of internal communication

Political-administrative: references to reporting routines 
or compliance procedures 

Professional: references to collegial deliberation or peer 
review 

Participatory: references to transparency and stakeholder 
dialogue 

Market: references to performance monitoring, internal 
management or strategic planning
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focused on how such prioritizations were reflected in 
recurring governance practices and organizational 
processes, such as routines for quality work, resource 
allocation, or interaction with political and adminis
trative actors, capturing how accountability is enacted 
in everyday organizational work.

The operationalization is based on capturing the 
theoretical categories basis of accountability, source 
of pressure, and core expectations (see Table 2). To 
achieve this, I utilize three analytical questions to 
identify and categorize statements found in the inter
view data. The first analytical question, to whom, 
operationalizes the basis of accountability by identi
fying the specific forums the organizers express they 
are answerable to. This involves coding statements 
where informants explicitly refer to external or inter
nal actors who monitor or influence their work, such 
as the Swedish Schools Inspectorate, municipal 
boards, corporate owners, or parents. For example, 
a statement like ‘we have to ensure our reports to the 
Inspectorate are impeccable’ is coded as a perceived 
accountability to a legal-administrative forum.

The second question, for what, identifies the sub
stantive focus by distinguishing the specific orienta
tion or value that is being prioritized. In the coding 
process, this means identifying the specific mandate 
or objective being invoked to justify a decision or an 
action. For instance, statements emphasizing ‘budget
ary discipline’ or ‘adherence to regulations’ are cate
gorized as administrative pressures, while accounts 
focusing on ‘pedagogical quality’ or ‘the specific 
needs of the students’ are coded as professional pres
sures. Similarly, references to ‘market competition’ or 
meeting parental preferences’ are identified as mar
ket-oriented pressures. Together, these two questions 
reveal the source of pressure and whether actors 
orient themselves towards formal authorities and 
legal mandates or towards customers and market 
preferences. By distinguishing between the forum 
(to whom) and the substance (for what), the analysis 
captures how organizers navigate the tensions 
between, for example, a legal requirement to docu
ment and a professional desire to prioritize classroom 
time.

The third analytical question, through what pro
cess, identifies the internal management practices 
developed to steer the organization. In this study, 
governance practices refer to the recurring activities 
and processes through which organizers translate 
their perceived accountability relations into everyday 
organizational work. This category is central for cap
turing the core expectations of the ARF. Analytically, 
these practices are captured by identifying how the 
organizers describe the organization and execution of 
internal steering. This involves identifying whether 
the accounts emphasize formalized procedures, such 
as the use of documented routines and standardized 

reporting systems. For example, descriptions of ‘sys
tematic quality management cycles’ or ‘the use of 
annual steering documents’ are coded as formalized 
steering. Conversely, the analysis looks for accounts 
that lean towards informal and value-based coordina
tion characterized by proximal dialogue and direct 
interaction. Here, statements such as ‘we handle 
issues as they arise through daily dialogue’ or ‘our 
steering is based on shared values and trust’ are 
identified as informal modes of coordination. By 
focusing on these descriptions, the analysis identifies 
how the organizer’s structure and communicate their 
internal steering in their everyday work. This 
approach allows for an understanding of how differ
ent ways of organizing and communicating emerge as 
a response to the various accountability pressures 
identified in the first stages of the analysis. 
Operationalization of the analytical dimensions is 
summarized in Table 4.

Initial coding was followed by repeated compari
son between empirical patterns and theoretical con
cepts, allowing for refinement of both categories and 
interpretation. The coding and interpretation were 
carried out manually by the author. Quotations are 
used in the results section to illustrate central patterns 
and variations. The interviews were conducted in 
Swedish, and quotations have been translated to 
English. When translating I have aimed to be as 
faithful as possible to the original quotation.

Research ethics

The study was conducted in accordance with Swedish 
research ethics guidelines (Swedish Research Council,  
2017). Ethical approval was obtained from the 
Swedish Ethical Review Authority (dnr. 2024– 
02462-01). All participants received written and oral 
information about the study’s purpose, confidential
ity, and their right to withdraw at any time, and gave 
informed consent before the interviews. The data 
have been anonymized and are stored in accordance 
with Luleå university of technology data management 
procedures.

Results

The results are organized to address the study’s 
research questions concerning how organizers navi
gate and enact accountability under differing institu
tional conditions. To analyse these dynamics, the 
findings are presented through three analytical lenses 
derived from the Accountability Regimes Framework. 
Specifically, the analysis examines to whom organi
zers perceive themselves to be accountable, for what 
they perceive themselves accountable, and through 
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what process perceived accountability are translated 
into everyday organizational practice.

The first section, To whom organizers feel accoun
table, answers the first research question by focusing 
on the actors and levels of the governing system that 
organizers identify as relevant and meaningful. 
The second section, For what organizers feel accoun
table, addresses the second research question and 
focuses on how organizers prioritize and justify 
their actions when expectations conflict. Finally, the 
section Through what process answers the third 
research question by focusing on the governance 
practices and processes that emerge from balancing 
these expectations. Taken together, these sections 
show that organizers’ perceptions of to whom, for 
what, and through which processes shape their every
day organizational practices.

To whom organizers feel accountable

Across the interviews, organizers describe how they 
have accountability relations with multiple forums, 
but they also explain that these relations differ in 
significance. While national authorities hold formal 
power, the forums they feel genuinely answerable to 
emerge from the expectations that most closely inter
sect with their everyday work.

For the public organizers, accountability is experi
enced as directed both upward and outward. They 
describe being answerable to the state for adhering to 
legal requirements, but also to municipal politicians 
who control resources and can question their deci
sions in concrete terms (B1, B3, B6, B4, B5). This 
duality creates a situation in which they must con
tinually justify to local politicians why certain deci
sions cannot be made locally, and at the same time 
navigate state demands with local financial con
straints that limit what is possible.

Quite often you actually have to explain that state 
steering, how should I put it, when we talk about the 
what and the how. And every time a new electoral 
term begins, we have to discuss what their [the politi
cians’] mandate is, but also where the boundaries lie, 
where state steering takes precedence. So there are 
occasions when I have to step in and say that we 
simply cannot do it, no matter how much you would 
like to, because the law puts a stop to it. (B6) 

Yes, but you have a state-assigned mandate, yes, but 
it is financed with tax money here. You have to stay 
within the budget. So we have these two parallel 
things all the time, and it creates an enormous 
amount of frustration in the whole mission because 
it’s like standing on two legs at once. (B5) 

Among the private for-profit organizers the most 
visible accountability relations are primarily directed 
towards internal forums such as owners, boards, and 
executive leadership. While compliance with legal 

requirements is viewed as a foundational requirement 
that must be met, the actual impetus for their opera
tions is driven by the strategic directions and distinc
tive profiles formulated at the executive level (A1, 
A3). Principals within these organizations are 
expected to align their leadership with the overarch
ing corporate vision, often overseen by an active 
board or a single owner who maintains a visible 
influence on the school’s developmental trajectory.

We expect of our principals that they move in the 
direction mapped out at the group level, but also that 
they of course follow the laws and regulations that 
exist. (A3) 

Furthermore, these actors perceive a heightened sense 
of accountability towards state authorities, noting 
that they are subject to more frequent and rigorous 
scrutiny from the Swedish Schools Inspectorate than 
municipal organizers (A1, A2, A3).

In contrast, private non-profit organizers empha
size being accountable to their pupils, parents, and 
the immediate local community (C1, C2, C3). For 
these organizers the primary agenda is to create 
a school environment where the satisfaction of pupils 
and guardians serves as the definitive measure of 
success.

Now the agenda is to create an activity where both 
the pupils and the guardians think it is good. (C2) 

Accountability is frequently formalized through par
ental councils that act as advisory bodies directly to 
the board, ensuring that stakeholders have 
a significant voice in the school’s governance (C1). 
Additionally, these organizers often view themselves 
as responsible for the school’s role as a communal 
hub, striving to operate in harmony with the local 
community and its regional entrepreneurs. This sense 
of responsibility is further reflected in an ideological 
commitment to reinvesting all financial surpluses 
back into the pedagogical activities and staff for the 
benefit of the children (C1, C2).

Across organizer types, these accounts show that 
whom they feel accountable to depends less on for
mal authority than on how relevant and legitimate 
different expectations appear in their own local con
ditions. They turn towards the forums that can mean
ingfully question or influence their work and away 
from expectations that seem detached from their 
realities.

For what organizers feel accountable

Across the interviews, organizers emphasize that their 
work is fundamentally defined by the necessity to 
prioritize among a diverse range of expectations and 
demands (A1, A2, A3, B1, B3, C1). This prioritization 
is deeply rooted in what they consider themselves 
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accountable for. Municipal organizers feel primarily 
accountable for maintaining fiscal balance and 
upholding local democratic mandates (B1, B2, B6). 
These organizers states that they must navigate 
a ‘double steering’ framework, operating within 
a constant cross-pressure between national legal 
requirements and local political mandates (B1, B2, 
B3, B4, B6). Within this context, maintaining 
a balanced budget is a central expectation from the 
local government; at the same time ‘the state says you 
are never allowed to cite economic reasons for not 
allocating resources’ (B1). This pressure often neces
sitates pragmatic prioritizations where organizers 
may choose to bypass certain state regulations, such 
as the timing of modern language instruction, to 
prioritize overall pedagogical quality in the face of 
local teacher shortages (B1). Consequently, while 
national goals are legally paramount, it is the local 
budget that frequently dictates the practical bound
aries of the school’s daily operations. In contrast, 
private for-profit organizers feel primarily accounta
ble towards financial stability and conceptual fidelity 
to the corporate brand (A1, A3). They perceive bud
get compliance as an existential factor, as private 
entities must ensure the school’s continued existence 
through strict fiscal discipline, noting that ‘when the 
money is gone, it is gone’ (A1). Consequently, their 
priorities are often tied to ensuring that every peda
gogical decision is weighed against its economic 
impact, as these two spheres are viewed as inextric
ably linked within the corporate structure.

Every pedagogical decision I make also has an eco
nomic implication. Conversely, when our CEO 
wishes to make an economic decision, it carries 
pedagogical consequences. Therefore, we deliberate 
jointly on every decision. (A2) 

For non-profit organizers, the necessity to prioritize 
among various expectations is fundamentally guided 
by an ideological compass and a strong sense of hor
izontal accountability towards students, parents, and 
the local community (C1, C2, C3). Unlike municipal 
or for-profit organizers, they often define their primary 
responsibility through a lens of proximity and personal 
commitment. Their overarching goal is frequently 
described as creating a school environment ‘where we 
want to work, and where we would want our own 
children to be’ (C1) based on their values ‘that every
thing should be for the best of the children’ (C2).

A significant unifying theme across all groups is 
the shared perception of targeted state grants as 
a burdensome administrative requirement that often 
fails to align with their core accountabilities. Because 
these grants are often seen as metropolitan decisions 

that ignore local realities (A1, A3, B3, B4, B5, C1, C3) 
organizers frequently choose to deprioritize or forgo 
them entirely to protect their primary mission and 
local autonomy.

Ultimately, their daily work is defined by filtering 
national expectations through the specific lens of what 
they consider their most legitimate organizational and 
local responsibilities. Municipal organizers primarily 
orient their decisions towards maintaining fiscal bal
ance within local democratic mandates. Private for- 
profit organizers emphasize financial sustainability 
and alignment with owner expectations as the central 
reference point for prioritization. Private non-profit 
organizers, in contrast, frame their responsibilities 
mainly in terms of value-driven commitments to stu
dents, parents, and the local community.

Through what processes

The interviews shows that the organizers’ processes 
through which they govern their schools are closely 
intertwined with to whom they perceive themselves 
to be accountable to, and for what they perceive they 
are accountable for.

For-profit organizers utilize a hierarchical steering 
model of their schools through clear internal routines 
that originate at executive level. They explain that the 
board has expectations ‘which they communicate 
very clearly downwards’ (A3). These expectations 
are reinforced at the school level through recurring 
processes such as operational plans, quality dialogues, 
site visits, and various forms of follow-up to make 
certain that principals understand what is to be done, 
why, and how it will be monitored. The primary 
steering objective is to ensure that principals align 
with the overarching corporate strategy and concepts 
which provide the school with its competitive profile 
(A2, A3). This has resulted in a deliberate restriction 
of principals’ discretion.

Now I would say that they feel quite well-drilled. 
Previously, I think they had much more discre
tion. (A1) 

In daily practice, these recurring routines and follow- 
ups function as a framework that defines the scope of 
the principal’s discretion. By continuously monitor
ing adherence to the corporate strategy, the organizer 
ensures that the central concepts remain the priority 
in the schools’ daily operations. This systematic 
approach effectively guides the principals to align 
their decisions with the overarching goals, as the 
established routines provide a clear structure for 
what is expected and what will be reviewed (A1, A3).
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For the municipal organizers, steering practices are 
primarily based on formal procedures, documenta
tion systems, and administrative routines (B4, B5, 
B7). They explain that systematic reporting and fol
low-up provide a way to demonstrate that decisions 
rest on legal and financial grounds 

. . . our way of governing largely involves entering 
results, indicators, and so on, and then following up 
and analysing them in the [StratSys] system. (B4) 

They also describe how financial processes shape 
governance. Benchmarking against national datasets 
is used to assess what they regard as reasonable 
resource levels and to justify how resources are dis
tributed (B6). Even when a guiding principle exists, 
such as the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, they are forced to make priorities in which 
economic factors ultimately limit the possibility of 
fully realizing what is considered best for the 
students.

But unfortunately, sometimes it ends up being more 
of a lip service. When we find ourselves having to 
make priorities because of financial considerations 
and so on, we cannot always follow it the way we 
would like to. (B6) 

This again highlights the cross-pressure described by 
the municipal organizers in the interviews: they 
express a desire to adhere to state-mandated and 
ethical principles, yet their everyday practice is 
shaped by the necessity of maintaining a balanced 
budget. This fiscal focus is operationalized through 
administrative procedures and routines, such as doc
umentation systems, which organizers use to struc
ture their communication and follow-up with the 
schools. Digital systems are utilized to document 
specific indicators, establishing a formal link 
between school units and the political and legal 
requirements (B4, B7). In this process, the contin
uous reporting of data serves as a practice to demon
strate compliance and to justify the distribution of 
resources within the established financial frame
work. When financial or legal considerations neces
sitate difficult choices, these routines function as 
a mechanism to ensure that budgetary discipline 
remains a priority, effectively aligning school opera
tions with the organizer’s overarching mandates 
(B6, B7).

For the non-profit organizers, governance pro
cesses are closely tied to proximity, informal commu
nication and a strong presence in daily activities. 
Their internal steering is defined by exceptionally 
short decision-making paths, facilitated by a close 
and often informal dialogue between the school lea
dership and the board. In these smaller units, steering 
is a hands-on practice (C1, C2, C3) where the princi
pal often occupies multiple roles, such as teaching, 

managing after-school programmes, or even driving 
the school bus (C3). Strategic choices are guided by 
ideological fidelity to the school’s specific pedagogical 
profile rather than by formal bureaucratic systems. 
“Furthermore, they employ horizontal dialogue 
through parental councils, which function as ‘a 
forum for parents to exercise influence and have 
a voice to the board’ (C1).

Formal administrative processes are less promi
nent; instead, community involvement becomes part 
of the process, helping them address practical chal
lenges and maintain trust when resources are scarce 
(C3). In daily practice, the governance of these 
schools is characterized by a high degree of role 
integration. Because the strategic responsibility of 
the organizer and the operational leadership of the 
principal often reside within the same individual, 
the traditional steering chain is replaced by 
a personalized and immediate decision-making pro
cess. This means that instead of navigating admin
istrative layers, the school’s mission and legal 
obligations are managed simultaneously through 
direct involvement in the school’s activities. 
Consequently, the steering process is manifested as 
a lived commitment to the school’s profile, where 
accountability is upheld through constant interac
tion and transparency within the local community 
rather than through formal reporting routines 
(C1, C3).

Across organizer types, one striking pattern con
cerns how rarely the organizers describe governance 
processes in relation to the state agencies formally 
responsible for supervision. While all organizers 
acknowledge that authorities such as the Swedish 
Schools Inspectorate carry out inspections or request 
data, these interactions are described as episodic, 
burdensome or administratively oriented rather than 
as central forums for everyday organizational prac
tices (B1, A2, C1, C2).

The empirical findings across the three groups of 
organizers suggest that steering is not merely a top- 
down transmission of state requirements, but 
a complex local enactment. Based on the analysis of 
the three research questions, three overarching 
abductive insights emerge.

First, regarding to whom organizers feel accounta
ble, it is evident that the organizers is primarily 
oriented towards the forums perceived as most legit
imate and relevant within the local context, rather 
than towards formal authority structures. While the 
state provides the legal framework, the organizers’ 
daily priorities are shaped by the expectations of 
those they interact with most closely, whether it be 
the corporate board, the municipal political commit
tee, or the local community and parents.

Second, concerning for what organizers feel 
accountable, state-mandated priorities, such as 
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specific reforms or grants, are widely perceived as 
misaligned with local realities. This perceived gap 
leads organizers to exercise a form of selective 
adherence, where they prioritize expectations that 
they find meaningful and, crucially, possible to fulfil 
within their specific financial and organizational 
constraints.

Third, regarding through what process steering 
occurs, few organizers describe state supervision 
agencies as central to their everyday practice. 
Instead, accountability is enacted through internal, 
local processes shaped by the specific capacity, struc
ture, and relationships within each organization. 
These processes, be it through digital monitoring, 
budgetary discipline, or role integration, serve as the 
organizational mechanisms through which organizers 
ensure that their actions fulfil the expectations of to 
whom they feel accountable and the objectives of for 
what they find most meaningful. Steering is thus 
a pragmatic alignment where local routines are used 
to operationalize and secure the priorities that the 
organizers deem most legitimate and achievable in 
their local context. The following table (Table 5) pro
vides a synthesized overview of these findings and the 
resulting abductive insights across the three cate
gories of organizers.

Discussion

The aim of this article was to contribute to research 
on the role of school organizers in the Swedish edu
cation system by analysing how they navigate multi
ple expectations and demands from different actors 
and levels of governance, and how these shape their 
everyday governing practices.

The findings suggest that school organizers in the 
Swedish context operate within distinct accountabil
ity regimes, each driven by different sources of pres
sure and core expectations. Municipal organizers are 
firmly embedded in a political-administrative regime, 
where accountability is defined by legality, budget 
discipline, and formal reporting to local authorities. 
In contrast, for-profit organizers primarily navigate 
a market regime (and to some extent an internal 
administrative one), where the focus lies on strategic 
positioning, organizational concepts, and account
ability to owners and executive leadership. Finally, 
non-profit organizers align with a participatory 
regime, characterized by relational accountability, 
informal dialogue, and responsiveness to the values 
and needs of pupils and parents. These results indi
cate that the choice of organizational form funda
mentally dictates which accountability regime 
becomes dominant in the everyday steering of the 
school.

I argued that, despite several decades of decentra
lized and marketized school governance, the role of 

the organizer in the governance chain has been 
neglected. Based on the findings in this study, I will 
in this discussion further elaborate on the conse
quences for school governance.

The findings in this article provide new nuance to 
the longstanding observations regarding divergence 
in Swedish educational governance. Previous research 
(Antonsson, 2024; Liljenberg et al., 2023) has consis
tently highlighted differences between organizers in 
terms of oversight, reporting requirements, and 
expectations directed at principals and teachers. 
What has been less clear in the literature is why 
these differences emerge and how they manifest in 
everyday organizational practice. By interpreting the 
result in this article through the lens of the 
Accountability Regimes Framework, these diver
gences can be understood as consequences of each 
organizer’s perception of to whom and for what they 
are accountable. This shapes what the organizer con
siders as legitimate action, informs organizational 
priorities, and guides the design of internal govern
ance and control.

These findings resonate with and extend the inter
national literature on accountability in education. 
Verger et al. (2024) show that accountability arrange
ments may produce different and sometimes contra
dictory outcomes across contexts. The present study 
suggests that part of this variation may be related to 
how actors perceive and prioritize among the 
accountability relations they are embedded in. 
Where the international literature has primarily 
examined accountability as a policy technology 
through which states seek to steer education systems 
at a distance (Ozga, 2013, 2020), the findings pre
sented here suggest that accountability is simulta
neously enacted from within organizations and 
shaped by the forums actors perceive as most legit
imate in their local context. This relational perspec
tive may help explain why formally similar 
governance arrangements produce divergent 
practices.

A central implication of this result is that the orga
nizers cannot be said to operate within the same institu
tional environment. Prior research already points to this 
institutional differentiation. Wennström (2020) 
demonstrates how marketization has produced diver
gent incentive structures for public and private organi
zers, as competitive pressures interact with insufficient 
regulatory framework. Public organizers must also 
navigate democratic expectations tied to their munici
pal mandate, while private providers respond to own
ership structures and demand for efficiency and results. 
Hallonsten and Sevelin (2023) show that the legal and 
organizational foundations of private organizers differ 
substantially across association forms, creating distinct 
institutional conditions that shape their expectations. 
Adolfsson (2024) further illustrates that municipal 
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organizers develop governance practices grounded in 
normative and cultural-cognitive expectations linked to 
local democratic responsibility, distinguishing them 
from the accountability relations that guide private 
organizers.

The analysis in this article deepens these insights 
by clarifying why such institutional variation mat
ters. By identifying to whom organizers consider 
themselves accountable and for what, it becomes 
evident that accountability is enacted as a social 
relationship between an actor and a forum 
(Bovens, 2007). In this study, the organizers percep
tion of these relations defines the action prescrip
tions that guide their everyday organizational 
practice. This resonates with Thomann’s (2025) 
argument that meso-level actors resolve accountabil
ity dilemmas by aligning their actions with the 
expectations of the forums they find most legitimate. 
These accountability relations thus shape what they 
regard as legitimate action, and guide how organi
zers design internal governance and control systems, 
prioritize between competing demands, and justify 

strategic choices. A particularly notable finding is 
the marginal role that supervisory authorities appear 
to play in organizers’ everyday accountability prac
tices. While inspections and data requests occur, 
organizers do not describe these interactions as 
shaping their day-to-day governing. This relative 
institutional absence suggests that when the formal, 
state-led accountability chain is perceived as distant, 
the specific accountability regime of each organizer’s 
regime fills the vacuum and becomes the primary 
driver of organizational behaviour. A critical conse
quence is that the principal’s discretion emerges as 
the adjustable component used to align the school’s 
work with the specific expectations of the organizer. 
By constraining the principal’s discretion, the orga
nizer ensures that the principal’s priorities are direc
ted towards for what the organizer perceive itself 
accountable. This implies that the organizer’s role 
in translating policy not only dictates how national 
goals and objectives are interpreted but also recon
figures the boundaries of school leadership to meet 
organizational demands. Such a reconfiguration has 

Table 5. Synthesis of empirical findings and abductive insights.
Analytical 
dimension Municipal organizers For-profit organizers Non-profit organizers

Cross cutting abductive 
insight

To whom they 
feel 
accountable

Primarily to state law and 
local politicians who 
control resources; must 
justify decisions in both 
directions

Primarily to owners, boards 
and executive leadership; 
legal compliance is 
necessary but subordinated 
to internal expectations

Primarily to pupils and 
parents; relational and 
value-based accountability

Accountability is oriented 
toward the forums 
percieved as most 
legitimate and relevant in 
local conditions, rather 
than toward formal 
authority structures.

For what they 
feel 
accountable

Balancing legal obligations 
with budget discipline; 
financial constraints shape 
priorities

Delivering on strategic 
direction, concept and 
organizational positioning; 
align educational and 
financial aims

Upholding values and what is 
best for students; 
maintaining a school they 
can stand behind

State priorities (reforms, 
grants) are widely seen as 
misaligned with local 
realities, leading 
organizers to prioritize 
expectations they find 
meaningful and possible 
to fulfil.

Through what 
processes

Documentation, reporting and 
justification through formal 
systems; financial 
assessment and internal 
meetings steer decisions

Internal routines, quality 
dialogues, follow-up forums 
and downward 
communication from 
leadership limit discretion

Proximity, dialogue, informal 
communication and 
community engagement 
function as central 
accountability processes

Few organizers describe 
supervision agencies as 
central in everyday 
practice, instead 
accountability is enacted 
through internal, local 
processes shaped by 
capacity structure and 
relationships.

Predominant 
accountability 
regime

Political-administrative 
accountability regime 
appears most salient, 
emphasizing legality, 
formal compliance, and 
established administrative 
routines.

Market-oriented accountability 
regime appears most 
salient, structured through 
internal performance 
follow-ups, strategic 
steering, and alignment 
with ownership directives.

Participatory accountability 
regime appears most 
salient, centered on 
responsiveness to pupils 
and parents, value-based 
commitments, and 
proximity-driven dialogue.

Across all groups, organizers 
describe recurring 
dilemmas arising from 
simultaneous and 
sometimes conflicting 
expectations. The 
necessity to prioritize 
among these pressures 
results in governance 
practices and steering 
choices that align more 
closely with one 
accountability regime than 
others, depending on 
which expectations are 
ultimately given 
precedence in everyday 
decision-making.
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important implications for how central government 
can expect its policies to be interpreted and 
implemented.

A further implication of this institutional variation 
concerns the principle of educational equity. Previous 
research has shown that students experience differ
ences in access to resources and teacher competence 
(Holmlund et al., 2020) as well as variations in 
instructional time, with some receiving less guaran
teed teaching than prescribed by the curriculum (The 
Swedish School Inspectorate, 2024). From the per
spective developed in this study, such disparities 
may be understood partly as consequences of the 
distinct accountability regimes in which municipal, 
private for-profit, and private non-profit organizers 
operate, which influence their priorities, internal gov
ernance and allocation of resources. Consequently, 
equity is not merely a matter of legal compliance or 
funding; it is filtered through these different regimes, 
which prioritize either bureaucratic rules, market effi
ciency, or relational values. Thus, the institutional 
context of the organizer provides a potential explana
tion for why students encounter heterogeneous learn
ing conditions.

Increasing educational equity has been 
a longstanding political goal in Sweden, and targeted 
grants are one instrument the government is using to 
pursue this aim. However, such grants are often 
applied uniformly without considering that organi
zers operate in varying institutional conditions and 
different accountability expectations. This means that 
centrally designed reforms may not align with the 
specific challenges and priorities of each organizer 
and therefore may fail to produce the intended 
effects. In this study, organizers consistently reported 
that targeted grants were poorly matched to their 
needs and offered limited support for addressing 
context-specific challenges. This is not only 
a question of substantive priorities but also of admin
istrative capacity, as the processes attached to nation
ally designed reforms presume organizational 
conditions that differ markedly across organizers.

This article contributes to research in two main 
ways. First, it demonstrates empirically that school 
organizers do not simply implement centrally 
designed reforms within a shared institutional frame
work. Rather, they systematically prioritize among 
competing expectations, and these prioritizations 
translate into distinct governance practices that 
reflect different dominant accountability relations. 
As a result, national policies are implemented differ
ently depending on which forums organizers perceive 
as most legitimate and for what they consider them
selves primarily accountable. This helps to under
stand why divergence occur not only in the Swedish 
school system but in education systems more broadly. 
By approaching accountability as a social relation 

rather than as a policy instrument, this study offers 
an analytical perspective that helps to understand 
why formally similar accountability arrangements 
may produce different outcomes. Second, the article 
advances research on Swedish school governance by 
conceptualizing the organizer as a pivotal actor in the 
governance chain. By identifying how organizers 
interpret, prioritize, and institutionalize expectations 
and demands, the study highlights their role as active 
translators of policy rather than passive conduits of 
centrally defined objectives.

The sample is limited in size and geographic 
scope, which may affect the generalizability of the 
results. Norrbotten is the northernmost county in 
Sweden, characterized by a declining population 
and vast geographical distances, which entails chal
lenges for organizers such as securing qualified 
personnel. However, the analysis suggests that the 
patterns identified in this study may be related 
more to factors such as ownership type and asso
ciated accountability relations than to local geogra
phical conditions. Similar factors are present across 
Sweden and in other decentralized education sys
tems with mixed public and private provision. It is 
therefore possible that similar patterns may be 
found in other regions, although specific priorities 
and governance practices may vary depending on 
local political and organizational conditions. Future 
research could test this expectation by examining 
organizers in other regional and national contexts. 
Additionally, the study relies on self-reported per
ceptions of organizers, which could be influenced 
by individual perspectives or organizational roles. 
In all street-level research it is important to get 
a deep familiarity with the rules, processes, prac
tices, and tacit knowledge of those organizations 
and frontline workers we study (Rowe, 2024). 
Such familiarity can be achieved with time spent 
on the field doing field and observational studies. 
A promising avenue for future research is therefore 
to complement interview-based insights with field 
and observational studies that allow researchers to 
follow how these prioritizations unfold in real time. 
The present findings suggest that expectations and 
demands faced by each organizer shape not only 
strategic governance choices at the organizational 
level, but also the principal’s discretion. 
Understanding how organizers affect principals’ 
discretion can shed light on the mechanisms 
through which policy and reform intentions trans
late into practice. Future studies could investigate 
how these dynamics affect aspects such as resource 
allocation, support for students and instructional 
time.

By foregrounding the organizer as an active inter
preter of educational governance, this study demon
strates that divergence in Swedish schools emerges 
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from how organizers prioritize among expectations 
and demands and how this shapes everyday govern
ing practices. Understanding this prioritization 
dynamic is essential for explaining why formally 
uniform policies continue to produce divergent out
comes in practice.

Note

1. Compulsory education in Sweden refers to primary 
and lower secondary education for children 
(International Standard Classification of Education, 
ISCED levels 1 and 2).
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