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Abstract  
The Swedish school voucher reform in 1992 gave rise to independent schools and free choice 

of school for students. Since 1997, local governments have the opportunity to utter their 

opinion regarding the establishment of an independent school. General known predictions 

forecast that parties on the left-wing on the political scale dislike outsourcing more than parties 

on the right-wing. This thesis aims to find causal effects of local political ideology on the 

location decisions of independent schools. A perspective that hasn’t been prioritised in 

previous studies of the school voucher reform. As empirical strategy, I use a difference-in-

differences approach on the share of independent schools in each municipality before and after 

the reform of 1997. Data is on the municipality level and consists of 288 municipalities for the 

years 1993-2008. The results indicate that independent schools establish relatively less 

frequently in left-leaning municipalities, and the distinction to other municipalities increases 

after the reform. The difference in the share of independent schools is 2,16 percentage 

points more negative in left-leaning municipalities than in other municipalities after 1997. 

 

Key words: independent schools, location decisions, political ideology, school voucher reform 

& differences-in-differences approach.  
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1. Introduction  
The 1992 school voucher reform in Sweden changed the Swedish school system in many 

critical ways. Independent schools were allowed to form and establish themselves in a 

municipality of their own choosing, and parents could place their child in a school that satisfied 

their preferences. This new model of choice gave rise to a quasi-market, where market 

mechanisms are expected to yield higher economic efficiency through increased competition 

and improved matches according to children’s needs and preferences (Holmlund 2014). The 

voucher followed each child to the chosen school and was financed by the municipality. A new 

reform was introduced in 1997 that increased the influence of local politicians during the 

application process of new independent schools (SFS 1996:1206). Even though it was the 

National Agency of Education that made the final decision regarding the authorization and 

establishment of new independent schools, local politicians were given the opportunity to utter 

either negative or positive opinions in the matter. These utterances were intended to be solely 

based on economic aspects, e.g. if a granting of a new independent school would harm current 

independent schools or public schools financially. However, the nature of the utterances 

towards independent schools potentially entering the market seems to be associated with 

ideology; a majority of negative utterances year 2000 can be attributed to municipalities with 

a left-wing majority (Skolverket 2001). These differences between municipalities might affect 

the location decisions for independent schools. In this thesis, I investigate the location pattern 

of independent schools in Sweden, and how it is affected by local politics and ideology. 

 

Previous research has focused on the location decision of independent schools and their ability 

to cream-skim students based on student and neighbourhood characteristics. For example, 

Edmark (2019) finds Swedish evidence for a larger degree of independent schools in areas with 

students from either well-educated families or immigrant families. Similar results were found 

in the U.S. by Barrow (2006) and Glomm et al. (2005). When investigating location patterns 

of charter schools, both studies concluded a causal negative effect of racial concentration and 

parental education level on the expected number of private and charter schools. The focus of 

this thesis is on the political aspects behind the location decisions of independent schools in 

Sweden. 

 

A general prediction that is often used in the literature is that parties on the left-wing of the 

political scale dislike outsourcing and privatization to a larger extent than parties on the right-

wing (Edmark 2019; Elinder & Jordahl 2013; Bel & Fageda 2009; Pettersson-Lidbom 2008). 
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The same predictions regarding the parties’ preferences of outsourcing are also used in this 

thesis. Elinder and Jordahl (2013) investigate the effects of political preferences on educational 

outsourcing in Sweden by using a difference-in-differences approach. They compare 

differences in outsourcing of preschools and primary schools and apply the question on the 

political theories Citizen Candidate model and the Median Voter theorem, as well as two other 

theories. Simply put, the Citizen Candidate model predicts that politicians apply policies 

according to their own preferred policies and the Median Voter theorem test for if politicians 

only implement policies based on the preferences of the median voter. Elinder and Jordahl find 

that political affiliation of the politicians seems to matter for educational outsourcing when the 

preferences of the median voter are controlled for. Hence, they find support for the Citizen 

Candidate model. A right majority in local government seems to have a positive effect on 

outsourced education.   

In this thesis, I will combine several aspects of these previous studies. I will investigate the 

location decisions of independent schools and use local political preferences of voters as the 

main explanatory variable. The focus will be solely on independent primary schools in Sweden. 

The reform SFS 1996:1206, henceforth referred to as reform of 19971, is defining the treatment 

group in the empirical analysis. The reform is sparsely investigated in the literature.  

The reform of 1997 increased the influence of the local government on the locations of new 

independent schools. A negative utterance in the matter of a school establishing could lead to 

denial of grants from the central government, or in some cases complete denial of establishing 

permits. Both municipalities and schools could also appeal the decisions of the National 

Agency of Education, which was relatively common. Negative utterances and appeals by local 

governments can be considered as additional costs for independent schools that try to establish. 

The costs are so-called transaction costs, in the sense that an extended process or rejection of 

permits can lead to missing out on potential revenue. Independent schools are expected to 

locate in areas where there is a possibility to make a profit. Thus, it is reasonable to predict that 

independent schools might choose not to locate in municipalities that dislike outsourcing and 

can make the establishment difficult. The preferences for outsourcing differ between political 

parties, right-leaning municipalities are expected to prefer outsourcing to a larger extent than 

 
1 The reform was legislated in 1996, but implemented in July 1997.  
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left-leaning municipalities. Hence, the treatment group consists of municipalities with left 

political preferences.  

The political variable in this thesis is created based on two political theories; the Citizen 

Candidate Model and the Median Voter Theorem. According to the Citizen Candidate Model, 

politicians in power are expected to implement rules based on their own ideology, but 

according to the Median Voter Theorem, they only care about getting re-elected and therefore 

implement policies based on the preferences of the median voter. With this background, 

municipalities with voter preferences in favour of left-wing parties are expected to attract fewer 

independent schools than other municipalities, once the municipality had the opportunity to 

utter an opinion. This hypothesis is based on the research question of this thesis:  

How are the location decisions of independent schools affected by local political preferences? 

This question is important since the result might indicate differences in the degree of school 

choice for students and their parents across municipalities. The possibility to choose school 

might depend on where in Sweden you live, which in turn affects the degree of equality.  

The data in this thesis is provided by Statistics Sweden (SCB) and the National Agency of 

Education (Skolverket). All the variables are on municipality-level for 288 municipalities, 

between the years 1993-2008. As empirical approach, I use a difference-in-differences method, 

where the share of independent schools is expected to differently depend on local political 

preferences, before and after the reform of 1997.  

The main finding of this thesis is that independent schools establish relatively less frequently 

in left municipalities on average. The difference in the share of independent schools between 

municipalities with left preferences and right preferences is 2,16 percentage points more 

negative after the reform than before. The effect does not change substantially when extreme 

municipalities are excluded from the sample or when the political variable is redefined to 

include only municipalities with constant majorities. The estimates indicate a larger effect in 

the post-reform period 2002-2008 than for the post-reform period 1997-2001.  

The thesis is organized as follows. The combinations of theories used in this thesis are 

presented in section 2. Section 3 contains a literature review of studies on similar topics as 

treated in this thesis. Section 4 presents the institutional setting, both the political and 

educational settings, which also describes the driving mechanisms more in detail. Section 5 
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presents the data used both in text and in numbers. Section 6 describes the differences in 

differences approach. The result is presented in Section 7 and the conclusion in Section 8. 

2. Theoretical background 
The following section will present the theoretical background on which the question of how 

local ideological preferences affect the share of independent schools will be applied. 

One of the main ideas behind the school voucher reform of 1992 was the argument of increased 

choice and diversity in the Swedish school system. This new model of choice gave rise to a 

quasi-market, where market mechanisms were expected to yield higher economic efficiency in 

terms of increased competition and better matches for children’s needs and preferences 

(Holmlund 2014). Liberal ideas and increased efficiency regarding schools are economic 

reasonings that were introduced by Milton Friedman in the 1960s (Friedman 1962). The 

classical quasi-market theory according to Le Grand and Bartlett (1993) claims that a quasi-

market within welfare services should improve efficiency, responsiveness, choice and equity. 

Shortly explained, to achieve these improvements certain conditions need to be fulfilled 

regarding market structure, information, transaction costs and motivation, and there should also 

be no possibilities for cream-skimming. When trying to answer the question of how the location 

decisions of independents schools are affected by political preferences, and how this can affect 

inequalities in possibilities to chose schools between students, this quasi-market theory can be 

suitable. In this context, the main focus is on how the market structure within a municipality 

affects the possibility of choice of school. The national reform of 1997 was supposed to 

increase the voice of local politicians on the matter of outsourcing education in all of the 

Swedish municipalities. Municipalities with different political preferences are expected to 

value outsourcing and increased choice differently, where the degree of compliance towards 

private actors on the market is expected to be larger in municipalities with right political 

preferences than in those with left political preferences. Hence, without intention, the reform 

of 1997 made it possible for local politicians to create differences in educational market 

structures across municipalities based on differences in political preferences. Patterns of how 

expressed negative attitudes towards new independent schools are more commonly submitted 

by municipalities with left political preferences, which is presented in section 4. If and how the 

potential differences in educational market structures could have causal effects the location 

decisions of independent schools are investigated in this thesis, with a quasi-market theory as 

background.  
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To address this in a more political context, two political theories will be applied - one based on 

the Citizen Candidate model and one on the Median Voter theorem. The Citizen Candidate 

model was simultaneously acknowledged by Besley & Coate (1997) and Osborne & Slivinski 

(1996) and suggests that politicians are policy motivated and that a party with majority will 

implement policies according to its own preferences. In this setting, it means that if one of the 

two blocs gets more than 50 percent of the seats in local government it is expected to try to 

affect the degree of outsourced education according to their own preferences in the matter. 

Through the years of the sample period, there were two rather stable blocs in Sweden, one left-

leaning and one right-leaning. How these blocs are constructed in this setting is presented in 

4.1 Institutional setting – Politics. According to the Citizen Candidate model and general 

predictions regarding bloc preferences are municipalities where the left bloc has a majority of 

the seats expected to have a smaller share of independent schools after the reform of 1997. 

From a wider perspective, this means that these municipalities also have a smaller degree of 

school choice.  

 

In some municipalities, neither of the two blocs have above 50 percent of the seats, no simple 

majority. Although, the preferences of voters in the municipality might still explain how 

independent schools establish. Politicians are expected to implement policies that satisfy the 

median voter in order to get reelected, which often makes the parties converge (Hashimzade, 

Myles & Black 2017). Even though the median voter isn’t located in this setting, we can expect 

the politicians to consider the local preferences when implementing policies, despite the fact 

that no bloc has majority. Hence, the preferences of the median voter is translated to the local 

preferences regarding politics and the preferences of the voters can be considered as decisive 

when it comes to the degree of outsourced education within a municipality – the share of 

independent schools. The preferences of voters’ is the main explanatory variable in this thesis 

and is constructed based on how votes in elections have been distributed in seats between 

parties in local governments. The classification of each municipality is based on a distinct 

advantage of one of the two blocs rather than a simple majority for one bloc, throughout the 

entire sample period. This classification is further described in 5. Data.  

 

As background to the explanatory variable, there is the combination of the Citizen Candidate 

model and the Median Voter theorem. Both the Citizen Candidate model and the Median Voter 

theorem assume that voters have single-peaked preferences and that there is only a one-
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dimensional policy space, i.e. the spectrum goes from left to right and regards political ideology 

and that preferences follow a rational pattern. In contrast to other papers, the two theories are 

not considered as each other’s contradictories in this thesis. A bloc might have a seat share 

above 50 percent in a municipality, and according to the Citizen Candidate model the 

politicians will implement policies based on their own preferences, which can affect the 

location decisions of independent schools. A municipality could also have distinct preferences 

of a bloc without a clear majority throughout all elections, and according to the Median Voter 

theorem politicians will implement policies based on the preferences of the median voter. 

Hence, majority is not always needed for local government to have an effect on the location 

decisions of independent schools.  

 

It should be noted that the setting of the theories and the combination of them are rather simple, 

while the reality is more complex. In reality, the policy scale is more than one-dimensional, 

which in turn can affect how local parties chose to cooperate in blocs. However, as already 

stated are these theories only a foundation to the assumptions regarding the forming of the 

political variable, as well as the expectations of how this variable affects the location decisions 

of independent schools.  

  

To conclude this theoretical section, the location decisions of independent schools are 

important to study since it might cause differences in the degree of school choice. The theories 

of the Citizen Candidate model and the Median Voter theorem combined support the 

categorization of the explanatory variable - the theories will be applied but not be tested for in 

this thesis. 

3. Literature review 
The establishing patterns of independent schools in Sweden have been investigated by Edmark 

(2019) who uses the Swedish school voucher reform of 1992 as well. Instead of using pre-

existing administrative geographical units, she uses spatially aggregated data, called the 

MAUP, to control for all detailed geographical information on local school markets2. By using 

a logit model, Edmark receives estimated elasticities indicating a 0,7-1,8 percent higher 

probability of an independent school to enter the market where there is a large share of highly-

educated parents. If the parents are highly-educated, it might indicate high-performing 

 
2 MAUP is a way of dividing Sweden into local areas that is tailor-made for Edmark’s (2019) study. 
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students, which in turn can lead to good educational results without sufficiently more inputs. 

However, in areas where the share of Swedish-born parents where high, the probability of an 

independent school to establish was lower. Independent schools have an estimated lower 

probability of 2-4 percent to locate in areas with a one percent increase the share of students 

with Swedish-born parents. This has to do with how the voucher is designed in each 

municipality. If the density of students in need of extra resources is large, schools can receive 

additional capital from the government - based on equalization principles. The voucher can be 

adjusted based on socioeconomic and ethnicity compositions. It is the municipality itself that 

decides on the possibilities of adjustments of the voucher. Edmark also uses a binary variable 

indicating a left-wing alliances with seats above 50 percent in her logit model and receives a 

significant negative result for this on its effect on the location decision of independent schools. 

However, this effect does not get much attention in the paper and the estimates become 

insignificant after robustness checks in terms of alternative outcome periods are run. As an 

alternative to Edmark’s investigation of location patterns of independent schools, in this thesis 

local political preferences are central when describing the location decisions of independent 

schools. The identification used differs substantially from the one in Edmark’s paper. While 

her approach estimates probabilities of certain variables I differentiate away all potential 

factors other than the political factor in my difference-in-differences approach, which makes 

the results of this thesis complementary rather than contradictive to the findings of Edmark.  

 
The question regarding non-public schools establishing patterns has been investigated in 

several previous research papers. Barrow (2006) study the location of private schools and 

neighbourhood characteristics. She uses data from Illinois while investigating the relationship 

between the development of private schools in a local area and the dispersion characteristics 

of the surrounding population. Large income dispersion for households in the community leads 

to a higher degree of private school entry on average. An area that is racially diverse has a 

significantly positive effect on the total number of private schools, where a one standard 

deviation decline in race concentration is associated with a 5 percentage point increase in the 

expected number of private schools. The study concludes that community homogeneity is 

associated with less demand for private schools. A similar study, by Glomm, Harris & Lo 

(2005), compares charter schools to private schools in the U.S. and how the locations depend 

on the preferences of the parents and the performance of local public schools. The authors find 

strong support for that charter schools seem to establish in areas with larger diversification in 

terms of race and adult education level. However, the relationship between the quality of local 
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public schools, which is based on Friedman’s competition and efficiency argument, and the 

location of charter schools is more mixed. Charter schools seem to establish in areas where 

public schools’ test scores and efficiency are low, which is in line with Friedman’s argument. 

At the same time, charter schools also seem to locate where private schools already exist, which 

indicates less competition from charter schools. These studies are international and the fact that 

there are educational legislation differences between Sweden and the U.S. makes the results of 

the studies less relevant than those in Edmark’s study. For example, the vouchers are designed 

differently and local governments have different possibilities to influence. However, the main 

takeaway of these studies is that independent schools, charter schools and private schools seem 

to locate in particular patterns, and that education and ethnic concentration are important 

factors that needs to be controlled for.  

 

The specific school voucher reform of 1992 studied in this paper has been investigated in earlier 

studies. Böhlmark, Holmlund & Lindahl (2016) study the voucher reform with a focus on 

segregation aspects. By using a multivariate linear regression model, the authors try to find 

explanations for increased school segregation as an effect of increased school choice, while 

controlling for expected exposure of independent schools among other covariates. They test 

for three main determinants; neighborhood segregation, parental choice and indirect cream-

skimming, based on how independent schools choose to locate. One of their findings indicates 

that school segregation has increased more in regions where school choice has become more 

prevalent and has remained somewhat constant in regions with fewer choice 

opportunities. However, a large part of this segregation is driven by neighborhood segregation, 

but entirely. In this thesis, the focus will not be on how the school voucher reform of 1992 has 

affected competition, quality or segregation. The focus lies on the establishing patterns of 

independent schools after the voucher reform and the extension of the reform that was 

implemented in 1997, with a political perspective. However, the potential unexpected effects 

of increased school choice are important to consider. In contrast to Böhlmark et al. (ibid), who 

investigates the segregation effects of increased choice, I will focus on the potential inequalities 

of possibility to choose, which will be discussed further in the conclusion.  

 

When it comes to the questions regarding outsourcing and privatizations, Bel and Fageda 

(2009) use a meta-analysis to find what factors that does explain local outsourcing and 

privatization. They collect estimates from previous studies on outsourcing in the U.S. and 
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divide the potential factors into four groups; fiscal restrictions, economic efficiency, political 

processes and ideological attitudes. A general prediction used in many studies is that left-wing 

parties dislike outsourcing to a greater extent than right-wing parties, the same prediction is 

used by Bel and Fageda (2009). The authors have difficulties to find clear results for all four 

groups. Fiscal constraints and political considerations have a larger effect on local governments 

in small towns than in larger cities. However, ideology seems to matter more in larger cities. 

Due to the sensitivity of local characteristics in each observed study, the authors do not draw 

any clear conclusions. In a paper by Bjørnskov and Potrafke (2011), the influence of 

government ideology on privatization efforts after Central and Eastern Europe’s transition from 

socialism, after the Soviet collapse, is studied. They use small- and large-scale industries as 

privatization indicators and introduce a government ideology index for affected countries. Not 

surprisingly, the results suggest that market-oriented governments promoted privatization. 

However, the degree of public ownership decreased in left governments from the middle of the 

1990s to 2007. The main takeaway from these studies is that the general predictions regarding 

ideologies effect on privatization do not always hold, or might differ in scale, across 

geographical areas and time. If municipalities of larger cities are driving the results or if the 

political effects are increasing or decreasing over time will be tested in the robustness check in 

section 7.2.  

 

Elinder and Jordahl (2013) study the effect of the median voter and three other political 

theories, the Transaction cost model, the Citizen Candidate model and the Patronage model. 

They try to explain the effect of political preferences on outsourcing of education by testing 

these four theories with a difference-in-differences approach. The prediction following the 

Citizen Candidate model is that right parties prefer outsourcing in a greater extent than left 

parties. Therefore can we expect more outsourcing in municipalities where right parties have 

seat majority, since politicians are expected to implement policies based on their own 

preferences. The Downsian model, the model concerning the median voter, predicts policy 

convergence if competing politicians prefer different policies since it is the preferences of the 

voters that are expected to decide the degree of outsourcing. Therefore the theorem predicts no 

effect of the majority variable when the voters’ preferences are included. In the absence of the 

variable of voters’ preferences, the majority variable will pick up both the variation of the 

median voter and potential candidate preferences. They compare different legislation of 

preschools and primary schools in Swedish municipalities; local politicians have a larger 
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influence of preschools than primary schools. The authors get a result that is in line with the 

Citizen Candidate model in this representative democracy, that ’color’ of political majority 

influence outsourcing even when median voter preferences are controlled for. Right local 

governments outsource about 1,5 percentage points more of preschools, on which they have 

more influence than of primary schools. The results were quite weak or not significantly 

different from zero for the three other tested theories. Similarly to Elinder and Jordahl’s paper, 

I investigate political effects on educational outsourcing – however by focusing on the location 

decisions of independent schools. The method will be the same as in their paper, a difference-

in-differences method, but rather to estimate the effects of the reform of 1997 on only primary 

schools than to compare preschools and primary schools. Their method relies on the 

assumption that local politicians don’t have power over the establishing of independent primary 

schools. Even though the period in their paper somewhat coincides with the period I use, the 

authors do not address the reform of 1997 and the possibility for municipalities to utter opinions 

regarding the establishment of new independent primary schools. To address this reform as I 

do, I believe that a general political effect on educational outsourcing and how independent 

schools choose to locate will be found. While Elinder and Jordahl test for the effects of the 

median voter and if politicians implement own preferred policies separately, I use a 

combination of these theories as a background to my main explanatory variable.  

 

The relationship between party ideology and economic outcomes is well established in the 

literature. Pettersson-Lidbom (2008) describes how correlations do not necessarily imply 

causality. Instead, he uses a quasi-experimental method, a regression discontinuity design, to 

find the effects of local political majority, i.e. effect of voting share above 50 percent on 

economic outcomes in Swedish municipalities. Based on the stable two bloc system in Sweden, 

the election system is treated as bipartisan. He finds evidence that left- and right-leaning local 

governments differ in spending, taxes and employment. He rejects that the blocs strictly 

converge to each other when it comes to similar policy outcomes, which is a prediction 

according to the Median Voter theorem. However, since the municipalities around the 50 

percent threshold have higher incentives to converge, Pettersson-Lidbom expects the average 

party effect to be larger further away from the treatment threshold. Hence, he speculates that 

parties implement own preferred policies, which is in line with the Citizen Candidate model. As 

previously stated, this thesis will rely on the combination of the two theories of the Median 

Voter Theorem and the Citizen Candidate model, rather than this comparison. A control 
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variable that aims to capture economic variations within municipalities will be included in the 

model, together with other controls.  

4. Institutional setting 
In the following section, the important background and institutional setting are described. The 

Swedish election system and how Swedish parties cooperate in alliances are described in detail 

in the first part. In the second part, the Swedish educational system after the school voucher 

reform of 1992 is presented, so is the reform of 1997 and a summary of how the municipalities 

reacted to it. The section is concluded with the expected driving mechanisms of the reform on 

location decisions of independent schools. 

  

4.1 Institutional setting - Politics 
Every fourth year, there are elections in Sweden. During the sample period used in this thesis, 

there were elections year 1994, 1998, 2002 and 2006. The elections are made at central-, 

county- and municipality level (Valmyndigheten 2019). On each level, there is a multiparty 

system, where most of the parties represented at the central level also are represented at the 

municipality level. Municipality level is henceforth referred to as local government. 

Throughout the sample period, seven parties were above the four percent threshold at the 

central level, i.e. had seats in the parliament. The Left Party, the Social Democrats, the Green 

Party, the Centre Party, the Liberal Party, the Moderate Party and the Christian democrats, did 

all have seats in parliament. At the local level, all these parties are represented and they are all 

positioned differently on the one-dimensional left- to right political scale. Based on their 

position on the political scale, these parties have created blocs to cooperate within, one socialist 

bloc and one non-socialist bloc, henceforth left and right. During the sample period, these two 

blocs were rather stable (Petterson-Lidbom 2008). The left bloc usually is assembled by the 

Left Party and the Social Democrats, while the right bloc is often a coalition between the Centre 

Party, the Liberal Party, the Moderate Party and the Christian democrats. The position and 

bloc-belonging of the Green Party is less clear, especially in local governments3.  

 

Traditional coalition theories argue that coalitions that are formed are ideologically ‘connected’ 

along a policy dimension, i.e. parties in a coalition must be adjacent to each other on a 

dimension (Bäck 2003).  The two blocs in Sweden are created based on a somewhat shared 

ideology within some fields. One of those fields is the question regarding privatization and 

 
3 This classification of the two blocs is done similarly in previous literature. See Elinder & Jordahl (2013). 
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outsourcing of public goods. A general prediction is that the parties in the left bloc are more 

against privatization of public goods, while the parties in the right bloc have a more positive 

attitude towards it4. Therefore, the most common party coalitions in Sweden, a left and right 

division on the one-dimensional policy scale, is what will be predicted in the settings of this 

thesis. In local governments, there is no minimum threshold of winning seats, therefore it is 

common with smaller local parties with a smaller share of seats. The Sweden Democrats 

entered the central government year 2010 but has had seats in some local governments since 

election the 1991. Sometimes, it might be the case that the Green Party, a local party or the 

Sweden Democrats holds the balance of power between the two blocs, causing that none of the 

blocs get the majority. Thus, the political variable in this thesis is based on voters’ preferences 

of parties in local government, constructed by the division of seat shares. How voters’ 

preferences are categorized into a variable is presented in detail in section 5.1.  

 

4.2 Institutional setting - Education 
In 1992 a school voucher reform was implemented in Sweden by a right-leaning central 

government, with the arguments of increased competition and choice in the education sector. 

The school system went from assigning students to schools based on closeness to a system of 

free choice. Students could now go to the school that matched their preferences the most, which 

increased their degree of choice. A part of this reform is that it gave rise to independent schools. 

Independent schools are run by private providers, however, it is the local governments that are 

financially responsible for the voucher that comes with each student. No school is allowed to 

select students by ability, socioeconomic characteristic or ethnicity, nor to charge any tuition 

fees. In the case of oversubscription, the only selection criteria for admittance that is allowed 

are waiting list, proximity to the school and priority of children who have a sibling already 

attending the school (Holmlund 2014). 

 

With time, it became more common for private providers to enter the education market in 

municipalities, each needed to be approved by the National Agency of Education. In 1997 the 

school voucher reform was amended by a left-leaning central government, which affected the 

establishing terms of independent schools. While the National Agency of Education still was 

responsible for approval of establishment and grants, the agency was now obligated to collect 

 
4 The same prediction has been used in previous literature. See Bel & Fageda (2009) and Elinder & Jordahl 

(2013). 
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an evaluation by the concerned municipality (Holmlund 2014). The idea behind this reform 

was that municipalities have more local knowledge both about the private provider and 

economic consequences, and that their input would assist the decision-making of the National 

Agency of Education. The concerned municipality could now address opinions based on 

certain criteria (SFS 1996:1206). One reason for discontentment from a municipality could be 

if the granting of a new independent school would yield severe negative consequences for the 

education system in the municipality. Examples of these negative consequences can be the 

closure of an existing school or severe cost increase for the entire municipality. If a 

municipality could prove the potential negative effects while uttering its disapproval it could 

lead to denial of grants for establishing independent schools (SFS 1985:1100). In some cases, 

schools could be denied establishing completely, however, the most common reason for this 

was usually more profound shortcomings in the school as an organization (Skolverket 2001). 

 

In a report by the National Agency of Education (Skolverket 2001), some details of the effects 

of the reform of 1997 are described. The application period for independent schools starts in 

the spring, and after the concerned municipality has evaluated the potential establishing the 

application is either approved or denied in the fall the same year. The school could then open 

in the fall the following year. The process could be even longer if any of the parts decides to 

appeal the decision of the agency. The report also presents some brief descriptive statistics 

regarding the expressed negative opinions of municipalities through the years 1997-2000, 

which is summarized in Table 1. The total number of applications of establishing an 

independent primary school was 213 the year 2000, for 78 of these the local government 

expressed an opinion. Each municipality can either abstain from expressing an opinion, express 

a positive opinion or a negative opinion (ibid). The share of negative opinions is decreasing. 

In 1997 the share was 33 percent while it was as low as 13 percent year 2000. It is clear that 

municipalities do have opinions to express. When a local government expresses its opinion, it 

needs to be specific about why they suggest a rejection or approval. Common reasons behind 

suggestions of rejections were shortcomings in applications and potential negative financial 

effects. It could also be reasons describing the risk of increased segregation or too many 

schools. For the National Agency of Education to follow the suggestions of the municipality 

the utterances need to follow the criteria in proposition 1995/1996:200, i.e. the negative 

consequences should be severe for the school system within the municipality. In some cases, 

the agency rejected the applications completely. However, it was more common that indepen- 
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Table 1: Share of negative utterances between the years 1997-2000 

Year: Share of negative utterances: 

1997 33% 

1998 20% 

1999 21% 

2000 13% 

Share of negative utterances of local governments between the years 1997-2000. Statistics from report 

by Swedish National Agency of Education, (Skolverket 2001). 

 

dent schools were allowed to locate but was denied grants, due to proven potential severe 

negative financial consequences for a municipality. For all levels of schools, out of 113 

negative utterances between the years 2000-2001, 24 applications were rejected establishment. 

Although, it is difficult to state if these were an effect of the negative utterances from the local 

governments or if it was only due to other unfulfilled criteria in the school organization. What 

the report can state for sure, is that at least 9 of these 113 (8%) applications were rejected right 

to grants as an effect of the negative utterances from municipalities (Skolverket 2001). Though, 

it is difficult to draw conclusions regarding the connection between negative utterances and 

rejected establishments. The effect of the negative utterances on the denial of grants seems to 

be more clear.  

 

The report summarizes the differences between positive and negative utterances and how it 

differs between which bloc that has majority in local government, which is presented in Table 

2 for all levels of schooling the year 2000. It is clear that there is a difference in utterances 

when it comes to the direction of majority. Left-wing majority suggests rejection 62 percent of 

the time, while only 15 percent with a right-wing majority suggests rejections. Right-wing 

majorities seem to have a more positive attitude towards the establishment of independent 

schools. However, these correlations can’t be interpreted as causal relationships. In order to get 

the causal effect of how local political preferences in a municipality affect the location 

decisions of independent schools, a more thorough empirical method needs to be used - which 

is described in detail in section 6. Empirical strategy.   

 

It is common that one of the parts appeal a decision regarding either an acceptance or rejection 

of an independent school to the County Administrative Court. The chance to appeal the 

decision of the agency was not a part of the reform of 1997. Both schools and local 

governments could appeal before the reform. However, it is reasonable to believe that a 

municipality that uttered a negative attitude towards an application in an evaluation has a larger  
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Table 2: Differences in attitudes between political parties 

Ideology: Negative utterance: Positive utterance: 

Left-wing majority 62% (66) 15% (5) 

Right-wing majority 25% (27) 76% (25) 

Parties from both wings 13% (14) 9% (3) 

Share of negative and positive utterances respectively from local government regarding opening of 

new independent school year 2000, expressed in terms of ideology. Parenthesis indicate number of 

utterances. Left-wing majority indicate a majority by the Left Party and the Social Democrats, the 

Green Party is indicating the undefined majority and the Centre Party, the Liberal Party, the 

Moderates and the Christian democrats are indicating right-wing majority. Statistics comes from 

Swedish National Agency of Education, (Skolverket 2001). 

 

probability to appeal an approval of both establishing and grants by the agency than if the 

municipality had not had the right to utter an opinion. It could be considered as a smaller step 

to appeal a decision if the municipality in question already has a case towards the establishment 

of the school than if the municipality had not performed an evaluation before the decision of 

the National Agency of Education. From the private actor’s perspective, an independent school 

that gets rejected on the basis of the utterance of the municipality might appeal to a greater 

extent than those who receive a direct rejection from the agency, due to the increased risk of 

being wrongfully treated on the basis of local ideology. To summarize, after the reform the 

appeals potentially became more similar to disputes between two parts rather than an approval 

or dismissal from an authority to an actor on the market. How the appeals changed through the 

years 1998-2000 is presented in the report by the National Agency of Education (2001). In 

1998 the number of appeals was 14, and only two of them were from the local government, the 

rest was from different schools that have gotten their applications rejected. In 1999 the appeals 

increased to 18, and now 50 percent of them were by the local government that appealed against 

permits. The year after the number of appeals had increased to 47, where 17 of them were by 

the local government. This increase in the number of appeals has a natural explanation since 

the number of applications also increases. However, the report states that the increase in 

appeals is larger than the increase in the number of applications (ibid). Moreover, it is clear 

that both municipalities and independent schools use their right to appeal the decisions of the 

National Agency of Education.  

 

In this thesis, the focus will solely be on primary schools, due to the fact that the degree of 

school choice differs between primary schools and upper secondary schools. Students in upper 

secondary school can choose a school placed in another municipality than the residential 

municipality. Therefore, when an upper secondary school is applying for permission to 
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establish, the National Agency of Education needs to consult both the concerned municipality 

and adjacent municipalities since it also gets affected (Skolverket 2001). The education act has 

changed over time, and since the year of 2008 it is the Swedish School Inspectorate that 

approves independent schools (Skolinspektionen 2016). Swedish School Inspectorate is still 

obligated to consult the concerned municipality on the establishing matters. Due to other 

changes in the granting and supervision caused by this transition, this thesis only ranges to 

2008. However, the changes do not affect the primary reasoning of this research question, 

which is still accurate today, it is only a matter of technicalities.  

4.3 Driving mechanisms 
The combination of how the increased influence for political parties and the choice of where 

an independent school chooses to establish leads to two important mechanisms that could 

answer the research question of this paper.  

i) The power of the party: 

The increased power of the parties in a local government can have a direct effect on the 

financial situation of a new independent school. When consulting the decision-making 

of the National Agency of Education they can utter opinions according to their own 

preferences, which can affect the receiving of grants for the school. 

 

ii) The choice of the school: 

An independent school can choose where to establish. It might be common that the 

preferences within the concerned municipality yield a higher probability of negative 

utterances and disapprovals. Even if the National Agency of Education does not follow 

the advice of the local government, the private actor might still expect more resistance 

and potential appeals - which can be considered as an increased transaction cost for the 

school. These potential risks could influence the independent school to locate 

elsewhere. 

The two mechanisms are expected to, together with the predictions regarding preferences of 

outsourcing based on previous literature, explain the results of the establishing patterns of 

independent schools.  
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5. Data 
In this section, I describe in detail the data used in the thesis. The outcome variable, the main 

explanatory variable as well as several control variables will be argued for, both in text and in 

descriptive statistics.  

 

 5.1 Data source and included variables  
The data in this thesis is provided by Statistics Sweden (SCB) and the National Agency of 

Education (Skolverket). All the variables are on municipality-level for 288 municipalities, 

between the years 1993-20085. The share of independent schools out of the total number of 

schools is the outcome variable in this setting. The main explanatory variable is based on which 

bloc that the voters within a municipality prefer, which is constructed in two steps. Firstly, in 

order to use this variable in a difference-in-differences model, I have generalized the 

preferences across the entire period, i.e. each municipality has received a classification constant 

through all elections. The three different categories are Left preferences, Right preferences and 

Undefined preferences. The criteria behind the classification of the municipalities are tailor-

made for the purposes of this thesis, and in order to get classified to Left preferences or Right 

preferences a municipality needs to fulfill at least one of following criteria: 

 

1) One bloc has more than 50 percent of the seat shares throughout all elections. 

2)  One bloc has more than 50 percent of the seat shares throughout all elections except 

one. At that election, seat share needs to exceed 45 percent simultaneously as the other 

bloc does not receive more than 40 percent of the seat share. 

3) One bloc has more than 50 percent of the seat shares throughout all elections except for 

two. At those elections, seat share needs to exceed 45 percent simultaneously as the 

other bloc does not receive more than 35 percent of the seat share. 

 

I have decided on this classification based on the assumption based on the Median Voter 

theorem, that as long as the voters’ preferences indicate a clear advantage of one of the two 

blocs local politicians will implement policies to satisfy local preferences. If I only had used 

the first criteria, then I would only have applied the Citizen Candidate model. With all three 

criteria, I apply both theories. As described in section 4, the left bloc contains of a coalition of 

 
5 Bollebygd and Lekeberg were founded in 1995, however still included in the dataset – obtaining 4 missing 

values. Nykvarn and Knivsta were founded in 1999 respectively 2003 and are excluded from the dataset. 
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the Left Party and the Social Democrats, while the right bloc consists of a coalition of the 

Centre Party, the Liberal Party, the Moderate Party and the Christian Democrats. When none 

of the stated criteria are fulfilled, a municipality gets classified with Undefined preferences. 

These cases often appears because of limitations in the data, where smaller local parties have 

been summed into one common category and the fact that the bloc belonging of the Green 

Party is less clear. A municipality could also contain many swing voters, that is voters that 

switch between preferences for the left and right bloc each election. Hence, swing voter 

municipalities do not fulfill the criteria and are also classified as Undefined. A list of how each 

municipality is coded is presented in the appendix. The group of municipalities with left 

preferences consists of 113 municipalities, the groups of right and undefined preferences 

consist of 89 respectively 86 municipalities. 

 

The second step in the forming of the political variable is to state the treatment group and the 

control group. When investigating the effects of political ideology on how independent schools 

choose to locate, left-leaning municipalities are considered to be the treatment group while 

right- and undefined-leaning municipalities are in the control group. The reform of 1997 mainly 

affected municipalities with left political preferences, since they used their opportunity to utter 

negative opinions in a larger extent. In turn, negative opinions can affect the establishing 

patterns of independent schools.  

 

It should be noted that the political classification of the municipalities is a simplification of the 

reality. In reality, municipalities rarely have a bloc with a simple majority throughout all 

elections 1991-2006. In order to be able to include all Swedish municipalities the definition of 

the political variable needed to be extended from simple majority (more than 50 percent of the 

seats in local government – the first criterion) to the voter preference classification (one of the 

three criteria). To make the treatment group and control group not to vary across every election, 

which would harm the possibilities of using a difference-in-differences method, each 

municipality needed to be generalized across the entire sample period. Thus, I made these 

simplifications and generalizations both to include all municipalities as well as being able to 

apply the empirical approach.  

 

The period chosen in this thesis can be explained entirely by Swedish school reforms. Before 

1992 there were hardly any independent schools in Sweden, with some exceptions. It was when 

the school voucher reform was implemented that the possibilities to establish as an independent 
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school arose. Up until 2008, it was the National Agency of Education that had the main 

responsibility of establishing permits of independent schools, but since 2008 it is the School 

Inspectorate of Sweden that grants new schools. Hence, the chosen sample period ranges 

between 1993-2008.  

 

The data set also includes a set of control variables, which are aiming to increase the precision 

of the main estimates and capture variation within economic, demographic and educational 

aspects between municipalities over time. The variable explaining economic variation is tax 

base per capita and aims to capture the general economic situation for citizens within each 

municipality6, which might affect the share of independent schools as well as local political 

preferences. Demographic variables are the share of children in primary school age, the share 

of population with international citizenship7, total population and population density within 

each municipality. The variable for the total population and population density is logarithmic 

in the data set, due to the risk of extreme values. The share of adult population with an 

educational level above upper secondary school is used to capture educational variation. 

Variables similar to these are often used in previous literature as either main explanatory 

variables or control variables when estimating independent school establishing patterns. In the 

following section, these variables will be described further in detail.  

 

5.2 Descriptive statistics 
Panel a) in Figure 1 presents a clear increase in the share of independent schools in Sweden 

throughout the period, the years 1993-2008. The increase in the share of independents schools 

has increased from 4 percent in 1993 to 17 percent in 2008. This movement is interesting for 

this thesis, and it is the establishing patterns of the increasing share of independent schools that 

is investigated. While the share of independent schools is increasing, Panel b) shows that the 

rather fast development of independent schools does not seem to solely be an effect of an 

increased number of children in school age. The number of children in primary school age 

increases between 1997 and 2000, the curve flattens between 2000 and 2002 before the number  

 

 
6 Tax base for a municipality is the taxable labor income. For year t, taxation is made at time t-1 based on labor 

income t-2. The tax base is divided with the population within the municipality to get tax base per capita. This 

variable is divided by 1000 in the dataset.  
7 People with citizenship from more than one country and where Sweden is one of them, is excluded. The 

variable aim to indicate the level of the mixture of ethnicities within municipalities. 
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Figure 1: Panel a) The share of independent schools (out of total number of primary schools) in 

Sweden year 1993-2008. Panel b) Total number of children between the ages 5-16 year in Sweden 

through the years 1993-2008. 

 

of children starts to decrease after the year 2002. The differences in trends between the two 

negatively. This reasoning has a background in the fact that a municipality has financial 

responsibility for the school voucher, hence the establishing of a new school without increased 

demand (increased number of children) can affect the municipality negatively and make it utter 

negative opinions. At the same time, independent schools probably choose to locate in 

municipalities where there is a possibility to make a profit, i.e. attract many students. For this 

reason, it is interesting to investigate the location decision of independent schools across 

municipalities.  

 

 

Figure 2: Histogram of share of independent schools in Sweden 1993-2008.  
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The histogram in Figure 2 presents how the share of independent schools varies across 

municipalities. More than 50 percent of the municipalities have a share of independent schools 

between 0-2 percent. Few municipalities have a share above 40 percent. However, around a 

handful of municipalities exceeds 60 percent of independent schools. The share of independent 

schools has a standard deviation of 10,8 percent, which is presented in Table A1 in the 

appendix. 

 

The control variables used in this thesis aims to increase the precision of the main explanatory 

variable and to capture variations between the municipalities in Sweden across the years 1993-

2008. Table 3 presents some descriptive statistics of both the share of independent schools and 

the control variables, separating the values for municipalities with left, right or undefined 

preferences. The table presents both the number of observations in each group and the mean 

value through the years 1993-2008 of each variable. A more thorough table of descriptive 

statistics of all the variables, including standard deviations as well as maximum and minimum 

values, is presented in Table A1 in the appendix.  

 

When it comes to the three groups of municipalities with different preferences, the mean value 

of the share of independent schools in municipalities with left preferences is 5,4 percent, and 

8,5 and 9 percent for municipalities with right respectively undefined preferences. The large 

value of the undefined group might be explained by municipalities like Stockholm and 

Upplands Väsby, which have a share of independent schools above 70 percent some years and 

has political preferences that are undefined. Tax base per capita is the only variable that is 

largest for the group of municipalities with left preferences. 

 

The group of municipalities with right and undefined preferences are quite similar in many of 

the variables, except for population and population density. For these variables, the undefined 

group has sufficiently larger mean values, which probably also has to do with that this group 

includes extreme values. The variable with the largest discrepancy in the majority sample is 

population density, where the value is 63,9 for left municipalities and 187 for undefined 

municipalities. It is clear that left municipalities are more sparsely populated, however, the 

large discrepancy can also be explained by some extreme values. Municipalities like 

Stockholm, Sundbyberg and Solna has a population density above 2000 people per square 

kilometer. Therefore this variable, together with the population variable, will be logarithmic in 

the coming estimations. 
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Table 3: Descriptive statistics between municipalities with different political preferences 

 Left Preferences Right Preferences Undefined Preferences 

Variable Observations Mean Observations Mean Observations Mean 

Share of indepen-

dent schools 

 

1 807 0,054 1 422 0,085 1 374 0,090 

Tax base per capita 

(/1000) 

 

1 807 109,3 1 422 105,7 1 374 106,7 

Share of children in 

primary school age 

1 807 0,150 1 422 0,160 1 374 0,155 

Population 

 

1 807 28 705 1 422 21 747 1 374 43 551 

Share of highly 

educated 

 

1 807 0,172 1 422 0,208 1 374 0,209 

Population density 

 

1 807 63,9 1 422 142 1 374 187 

Share international 

citizenship 

1 807 0,041 1 422 0,040 1 374 0,046 

 

6. Empirical Strategy 
The following section describes the difference-in-differences approach used in this thesis.  
  
In this thesis, the aim is to estimate the location decisions of independent schools in Sweden, 

and how it might depend on the political preferences within each municipality. The reform of 

1997 increased the possibilities for politicians in local government to influence the granting of 

new independent schools. Even though the influence was supposed to be based on economic 

issues solely, there are some indications that politicians used their power to affect there the 

granting decisions based on ideology. As presented in 4. Institutional setting, some of these 

negative utterances lead to denial of grants by the National Agency of Education. As previously 

discussed in 3. Literature Review, the ideology of the parties on the left-hand side on the 

political scale is more commonly against outsourcing, hence also against the establishment of 

independent schools.  

 

In order to get causal estimates of how local political preferences affect the establishing 

patterns of independent schools, there is not enough to compare the pre-reform period and post-

reform period in an ordinary multiple regression. If a municipality has left or right preferences 

is not randomized, there might be important differences between left- and right-leaning 

municipalities that need to be controlled for in order to not receive biased estimates. One 
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example of these differences is the potential economic differences between municipalities with 

left respectively right preferences. High-income areas have a higher probability to have right 

preferences. With this background, the difference-in-differences approach is aiming to catch 

the causal effects by comparing the treatment group, which is here municipalities with left 

political preferences, with the control group, municipalities that do not have left political 

preferences, before and after the reform of 1997. With this method, the potential confounding 

differences between municipalities in the pre-period are differenced out. Left-leaning 

municipalities are denoted as the treatment group since the reform of 1997 is predicted to only 

have an effect on these municipalities. The basis of this difference-in-differences model is to 

investigate a difference in the development of independent schools between municipalities with 

left political preferences and the cases where the municipality does not have left political 

preferences, after 1997. The share of independent schools in left-leaning municipalities is 

expected to increase less than in those with right or undefined political preferences, after the 

reform.  

 

The period tested for ranges between 1993-2008. LeftPreferences is defined as a binary 

variable, coded to one for when the voters’ political preferences indicate an advantage for an 

alliance of the Social Democrats and Left Party throughout the sample period, and zero 

otherwise. This variable does not vary across elections but across municipalities. The time 

variable, Post1997, is also defined as a binary variable and varies over time, taking a value of 

one when the year is 1997 or later. The specification also includes a set of control variables, X, 

controlling for municipality differences regarding demographic, educational and economic 

aspects. All the controls vary across municipalities and over time. This basic difference-in-

differences model can be expressed as: 

 

 

𝑆ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑒𝐼𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑆𝑐ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑙𝑠𝑚𝑡 = 𝛼 + 𝛽(𝐿𝑒𝑓𝑡𝑃𝑟𝑒𝑓𝑒𝑟𝑒𝑛𝑐𝑒𝑠)𝑚 + 𝜆(𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑡1997)𝑡 + 

 𝛿(𝐿𝑒𝑓𝑡𝑃𝑟𝑒𝑓𝑒𝑟𝑒𝑛𝑐𝑒𝑠 ∗ 𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑡1997)𝑚𝑡 + 𝑋𝑚𝑡 + 휀𝑚𝑡                (1) 

 

The parameter of interest is 𝛿, which measures the effect of  left voter preferences after 1997 

on the share of independent schools. 𝛽 and 𝜆 measures the separate effects of left political 

preferences respectively the time post-reform effect, while 휀 is the error term.  

 

Swedish municipalities are in general suitable for comparison since they follow the same 

political system and legislation. In this setting, the reform of 1997 affected all the 
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municipalities at the same time and in the same way. The important distinguishing factor 

between them here is their political preferences, which is defining the treatment. Municipalities 

with left political preferences are the municipalities that are expected to react to the reform. 

With this clarified, Swedish municipalities are considered as comparable in this research 

question. When running the regressions, I use robust standard errors in order to account for 

autocorrelations.  

 

For this approach to yield true treatment effects and unbiased estimates, there is a  fundamental 

assumption that regards common trends. The assumption means that the development in the 

two groups should not have changed, had the treatment not happened. In this setting, the 

assumption means that if the reform of 1997, which affected the politicians’ possibilities to 

influence the establishing of new independent schools, hadn’t been implemented - then the 

trends in the share of independent schools should not differ between the two groups. By plotting 

the mean value of the share of independent schools in all Swedish municipalities, as in Figure 

3, this assumption can be reasoned about.  

 

The arguments for that the common trends assumption potentially holds regards the trends of 

the treatment group and the control group over time, i.e. it is the differences between the lines 

representing left municipalities and the line representing the rest of the municipalities that are 

of interest. The levels before 1997 are initially different and continue to be that throughout the 

sample period. However, most interesting is their evolvement and not the level. In the pre-

reform period, the trends seem to develop quit similarly. There are some indications that the 

group of “not left” preferences has a slightly steeper curve already at year 1996, and further on 

the trends seem to develop at different paces. Municipalities with left preferences increase more 

slowly than those with right and undefined preferences. The right-leaning municipalities are 

indicating how the share of independent schools would have developed in all municipalities 

hadn’t the reform been implemented. The 1996 increase is caused by the new reform, which 

was legislated in 1996 but implemented in July 1997. The increase in Figure 3 can be an 

indication that independent schools were expecting an upcoming advantage of locating in right 

municipalities compared to left municipalities before the reform was implemented. 
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Figure 3: Graph of parallel trends of mean value of share of independent schools in Sweden 

1993-2008.  

 

There is also a risk of other mechanisms driving the share of independent schools, that are 

unaffected by the treatment. One example of this is other political reforms happening at the 

same time as the reform used here. However, this type of reform also needs to affect 

municipalities differently based on their political preferences at 1997. To test if an underlying 

effect exists, I perform a Placebo test in section 7.3.  All in all, despite the increase in the trend 

for right municipalities from 1996, the lines before 1996 do not differ much in development. 

Thus, the assumption regarding common trends might hold.  

 

Besides the main threat of this identification, that the common trends assumption does not hold, 

it might exist other factors that threatens the identification. Other potential treats are the long 

sample period and that the theoretical assumptions do not hold. Firstly, even though each 

municipality has a constant classification of local preferences, the support for the left bloc can 

vary within a municipality across elections, while the support is still above 45 percent. To test 

if the time effects changes in the post-reform period I will extend the main specification with 

an additional post-reform variable. Secondly, when classifying the municipalities, I rely on the 

assumption that local politicians implement policies that the voters seem to prefer in terms of 

voting for a certain bloc, even though the bloc does not hold majority. As already stated, this 

assumption has theoretical background in the Median Voter theorem. For those municipalities 



 29 

with a steady simple majority for one bloc across all elections, the reasonings of the Citizen 

Candidate model are expected to hold. To test the theoretical assumptions, I will redefine the 

political variable so that the sample only includes municipalities where the first criterion hold, 

i.e. where there is a simple majority for one bloc throughout the entire sample period, and then 

run the same regression again to investigate if the estimates change substantially. These 

extensions of the model are presented in section 7.2.  

 7. Results 
In this section, the estimates of the empirical model are presented and analyzed. The section 

also includes extensions of the model described in 6. Empirical framework, in the form of  

robustness checks and a placebo test. 

  

7.1 Main specification 
As previously described,  the effects of political ideology on location decisions of independent 

school will be estimated with a difference-in-differences approach. The specification described 

in the previous section is run five times, including different combinations of control variables 

each time. The control variables are grouped and separately included in the model, which is 

presented in column (2)-(4) in Table 4. The different combinations of controls are done to track 

potential differences in the main estimates in the different specifications. The three groups are 

categorized based on economic, educational and demographic aspects. The economic control 

is tax base per capita, the variable controlling for educational variations is share of highly 

educated and the category for demographic aspects includes population, share of children in 

primary school age, population density and share of population with international citizenship8. 

How these variables are formed is presented in section 5. Data. The final model in column (5) 

includes the entire set of controls simultaneously.  

 

Table 4 presents the five different specifications. The basic model, in column (1), indicates a 

significant negative value of the parameter LeftPreferences and interaction parameter Left x 

Post1997, while the parameter indicating the post-reform period Post1997 has a significant 

positive result. This means, that in a model without control variables, a municipality with left 

preferences has a lower share of independent schools than municipalities with right and 

undefined preferences. The value is more negative for the post-reform period, which is in line 

with the expectations. When including an economic control variable in column (2), tax base 

 
8 Control variables Population and Population density are logarithmic, in order to control for extreme values. 
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per capita, all the parameters are still significant and have the same sign as expected. The values 

for LeftPreferences and Left x Post1997 are slightly more negative than in the basic model. 

However, when the educational variables are included in the model, in column (3), the 

parameter for LeftPreferences yields a positive value and a lower level of significance. After 

including the demographic controls, the variable is no longer significant at the 10 percent level. 

To compare all the models in column (1)-(4), the parameter for LeftPreferences switches 

between positive and negative values and the level of significance also differs, while the 

parameters of Post1997 and Left x Post1997 are constantly significantly positive respectively 

negative. The model in column 5 includes all the control variables simultaneously, and the time 

variable and the interaction term is significant and with expected sign. However, 

LeftPreferences is significantly positive on the 10 percent level. What this unexpected sign 

depends on is hard to define, the only statement that can be made is that this variable is 

ambiguous and vary depending on the including of different control variables.    

 

Table 4: Estimates of explanatory variables 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Left Preferences 

 

-0,0129*** 

[0,003] 

 

-0,0138*** 

[0,003] 

0,0075* 

[0,003] 

-0,0017 

[0,003] 

0,0087* 

[0,003] 

Post1997 

 

 

0,0667*** 

[0,004] 

0,0460*** 

[0,005] 

0,0365*** 

[0,003] 

0,0692*** 

[0,003] 

0,0467*** 

[0,004] 

Left x Post1997 

 

-0,0267*** 

[0,005] 

-0,0285*** 

[0,005] 

 

-0,0222*** 

[0,005] 

-0,0250*** 

[0,005] 

-0,0216*** 

[0,005] 

Control for economic 

aspects 

No Yes No No Yes 

Control for 

educational  aspects 

No No Yes No Yes 

 

Control for 

demographical 

aspects 

 

No No No Yes Yes 

Constant 

 

 

0,0371*** 

[0,003] 

-0,0022** 

[0,009] 

-0,0752*** 

[0,005] 

-0,1405*** 

[0,023] 

-0,0763*** 

[0,007] 

Observations  4 603 

 

4 603 

 

4 603 

 

4 603 

 

4 603 

 

Outcome variable is share of independent schools. Treatment group contains of 113 municipalities, 1807 

observations. Control group contains of 175 municipalities, 2796 observations. Economic control is tax base per 

capita, education control is share of highly educated adults, and demographical controls are share of children in 

primary school age, population (log), population density (log) and share of population with international 

citizenship. Robust standard errors in brackets. *** p<0,01, ** p<0,05, * p<0,1. 
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As described in 6. Empirical framework, it is the Left x Post1997 variable that is of most 

interest. The main takeaway from the differences between all the models in Table 4 is that the 

estimates of this variable does not change much when including different combinations of 

control variables, the estimates range between -2,85 and -2,16 percentage points. In the final 

model in column (5), where all controls are included, the parameter is statistically significant 

and has a negative value of 0,0210. This means that the differences in the share of independent 

schools between municipalities with left preferences and right/undefined preferences are 2,16 

percentage points more negative after the reform than before. This effect is approximately 20 

percent of one overall municipality standard deviation of the share of independent schools 

through the years 1993-2008.  

 

7.2 Extensions of the model 
In this section, some extensions to the model are made. Firstly, to check if the estimates in the 

presented model are robust, some adjustments are done in the sample. The first test of the 

model is to exclude municipalities with more than 67 percent independent schools from the 

sample9. These municipalities are Stockholm, Solna, Täby and Upplands Väsby. The 

municipalities are excluded since they are considered as extreme values, and the test aims to 

validate that they do not solely drive the results. In the second robustness check, only the 

municipalities with the same bloc majority throughout all elections between 1994-2008 are 

included in the sample, i.e. the sample only includes municipalities that fulfill the first criterion 

and that all other municipalities get removed from the sample. This reduces the sample to 115 

municipalities, 56 with right majority and 59 with left majority10. The idea is to check if a 

simple political majority would have affected the location decisions differently than the a bit 

more vague classification of political preferences, i.e. if the theoretical reasoning behind the 

forming of the variable is valid or not. The main argument behind the classification based on 

preferences that is used in the main specification, is that it is the only classification that allows 

me to include all Swedish municipalities and that no important observations are lost. Lastly, 

by extending the model all with an extra post-reform period, the goal is to find where the time 

effect is at its strongest. I add a second post-period variable in the specification in order to 

investigate if the time effect is stronger right after the reform or a few years later. The first 

post-reform is denoted as 1997-2001 and is coded to one for when the year is 1997-2001, and 

 
9 These variables reached a share of 67 percent only for some of the years in the sample, the level was not as 

high at the beginning of the period.  
10 In order for the sample to not get too small, the year 1993 is excluded since many majorities shifted at the 

election 1994.  
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zero otherwise. The second post-reform period is denoted as Post2002 and is coded to one for 

when the year is 2002-2008. I chose the cut year 2002 since it is an election year and that there 

is a possible kink in the development of the number of independent schools in Sweden at that 

time, according to Figure 1 in section 4.2 Descriptive statistics. All the robustness tests are 

extensions of the model that includes all the control variable simultaneously, column (5) in 

Table 4. Table 5 presents all three extensions. It should be noted that the variable Left denotes 

left preferences for the sample without extreme municipalities and the sample with two post- 

 

Table 5: Estimates of explanatory variables – Robustness check.  
 Excluding extreme 

municipalities 

(1) 

Majority sample 

 

  (2) 

Two post-periods 

 

(3) 

Left11 

 

0,0060* 

[0,003] 

0,0133** 

[0,007] 

 

0,0108*** 

[0,003] 

Post1997 

 

 

0,0402*** 

[0,004] 

0,0445*** 

[0,007] 

 

1997-2001 

 

  0,0356*** 

[0,004] 

 

Post2002 

 

  0,0844*** 

[0,007] 

 

Left x Post1997 

 

-0,0188*** 

[0,005] 

-0,0210*** 

[0,008] 

 

 

Left x 1997-2001 

 

  -0,0123** 

[0,006] 

 

Left x Post2002 

 

  -0,0257*** 

[0,006] 

 

Control for economic 

aspect 

 

Yes Yes 

 

Yes 

Control for educational 

aspects 

 

Yes Yes 

 

Yes 

Control for 

demographical aspects 

 

Yes Yes 

 

Yes 

Constant 

 

 

-0,0439* 

[0,026] 

-0,0709*** 

[0,042] 

0,0174 

[0,027] 

Observations 

 

4 539 1 724 4 603 

Outcome variable is share of independent schools. In column (1) and (3) treatment group contains of 113 

municipalities and control group contains of 175 municipalities. In column (2) treatment group contains of 59 

municipalities and control group contains of 56 municipalities. Economic control is tax base per capita, 

educational control is share of highly educated adults, and demographical controls are share of children in 

primary school age, population (log), population density (log) and share of population with international 

citizenship. Robust standard errors in brackets. *** p<0,01, ** p<0,05, * p<0,1. 

 

 
11 Left represents left preferences for models in columns 1 and 3, and represents left majority for column 2. 
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reform periods, columns (1) and (3). The variable is indicating left majority in the majority 

sample in column (2). 

 

Column (1) presents the estimates based on a sample without four extreme municipalities. The 

variable of most interest is Left x Post1997, which is estimated to -0,0188. The slightly lower 

estimate is quite expected since the municipalities with the largest share of independent schools 

are excluded. However, the effect continues to be significantly negative. The same estimate for 

the majority sample yields a significantly negative value of 0,0210, which is only 0,06 

percentage points different than from the sample based on preferences. Conclusions based on 

these results are that the indentification is rather robust to extreme values and to a more 

restricted definition of the political variable. In the third column, the separate time effects have 

positive significant values, which is in line with the expectations. The variable for the later 

period, 2002-2008, is slightly larger than for the earlier period, 1997-2001. The estimates of 

the interaction terms are both significantly negative, and the later period is more negative than 

the earlier period, i.e. the effect of political preferences on where independent schools choose 

to locate seems to be larger for the period 2002-2008. The effect of left local majority is -1,23 

percentage points between the years 1997-2001 and -2,57 percentage points in the period 

between 2002-2008. This could mean that the preferences within the group of municipalities 

of Left preferences have become stronger. The larger effect for the later years in the post-

reform period on the location decisions of independent schools might also be explained by the 

increased knowledge of independent schools. The more time passes, independent schools 

might learn about the behaviour of local governments. If the negative utterances and appeals 

increase sufficiently more in left-leaning municipalities, then independent schools might learn 

this more over time and therefore avoid establishing in these municipalities. It might also be 

the case of an already saturated market. A left-leaning municipality is expected to perceive the 

educational market as satisfied sooner than a right-leaning municipality, which will influence 

independent schools to establish in areas with better-perceived capacity.  

 

To summarize the extensions of the main specification, when excluding four extreme 

municipalities the effect of political preferences on the share of independent schools becomes 

smaller than when the municipalities were included. Although this change is not large. By 

changing the definition of the political variable the sample got reduced. However, this 

reduction did not affect the results substantially. When including an extra post-reform period, 

it is clear that the time effect is larger for the later period than the period right after the reform.  
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7.3 Placebo test 
In order to draw conclusions about the results above, the identification needs to be tested for 

potential placebo effects. A placebo effect means that the estimated effect is driven by 

underlying variations rather than the treatment effect. A placebo test tests for potential effects 

where there should not exist an effect. In this setting it means to test that the share of 

independent schools does not change in the absence of treatment, which is the reform of 1997. 

This is performed by running the same regression as before while re-assigning the time variable 

to Post1995, and reduce the sample to only include the years 1993-1996 – the pre-reform 

period. The variable Post1995 is coded to one the year is 1995 or 1996 and zero otherwise. If 

the interaction estimates from this test are insignificant, then the common trends assumption 

discussed in 6. Empirical strategy can be validated and the above results interpreted as 

significant. There should be noted that this pre-reform period, 1993-1996, is rather short. For 

this reason, an insignificant value can indicate a lack of variation rather than no placebo effect. 

However, independent schools hardly existed before 1993 since the school voucher reform was 

implemented in 1992, so a longer pre-period is not possible. Moreover, the sample still contains 

288 municipalities and 1148 observations, which in itself generates enough variations over four 

years. Hence, the pre-reform period is considered to not affect the placebo test negatively. The 

estimates of the placebo test are presented in Table 8. While Post1995 and Left x Post1995 has 

Table 8: Estimates of explanatory variables – Placebo test 
 Political preferences 

Left Preferences 

 

0,0010 

[0,004] 

 

Post1995 

 

 

0,0068 

[0,004] 

Left x Post1995 

 

-0,0023 

[0,006] 

 

Control for economic 

aspects 

 

Yes 

Control for educational 

aspects 

 

Yes 

 

Control for 

demographical aspects 

 

Yes 

 

Constant 

 

 

0,0319 

[0,037] 

Observations 1 148 

 

  

Outcome variable is share of independent schools.  

Robust standard errors in brackets. *** p<0,01, ** p<0,05, * p<0,1. 
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the expected sign, none of the estimates in this specification yields a significant result. This 

strengthens the estimates from the main specification, the significant results do not seem to be 

driven by underlying effects.  

 

8. Conclusion 
The Swedish school voucher reform gave rise to the establishment of independent schools. The 

permission to open a new school was given by the National Agency of Education, while the 

municipality supplied the voucher that came with each student. A new reform, implemented in 

1997, increased the rights of a municipality to utter an opinion regarding the establishment of 

a new independent school. The potential effects of this reform is that municipalities will decide 

to utter negative or positive opinions on the basis of political views on outsourcing of 

education, with the end result being that fewer independent schools in left-leaning 

municipalities. The political preferences is expected to affect the location decision in either a 

direct way, through approval/denial of grants, or through the expectations of the school 

regarding how an optimistic/pessimistic view could affect them.  

 

The results indicate that independent schools establish relatively less frequently in left-leaning 

municipalities compared to right-leaning and undefined municipalities - after the reform of 

1997. The differences in the share of independent schools between municipalities with left 

preferences and other municipalities are 2,16 percentage points more negative after the reform 

than before. This effect is approximately 20 percent of one overall standard deviation for the 

years 1993-2008 of the share of independent schools. The effect does not change sufficiently 

when extreme municipalities are excluded from the sample or when the political variable is 

redefined to include only municipalities with constant simple majorities. The estimates indicate 

a larger effect in the post-reform period 2002-2008 than for the post-reform period 1997-2001. 

This might be because of increased knowledge of local behaviour or saturated educational 

markets in left municipalities. Based on the placebo test, there appear to be no underlying 

effects in the absence of the reform that drives the results regarding the evolvement of 

independent schools.  

 

In the thesis, I have raised a few concerns regarding the classification of the political variable 

and some potential threats to the identification. The classification of voters’ preferences is a 

simplification of the reality, both since political preferences in a municipality are not always 
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decisive of outsourcing and that a municipality might not have the same strong preferences for 

a certain bloc throughout the entire sample period. These concerns should be beard in mind 

when interpreting the results. However, based on the relatively similar results when I change 

the sample into only including municipalities with the same simple majorities throughout the 

entire sample period, these facts do not seem to harm the results.  

 

The idea behind the school voucher reform was to increase the degree of choice for students. 

The results in this thesis indicate that political aspects could prevent the equality of choice 

since students in right-leaning municipalities have a larger degree of independent schools to 

choose from than students in left-leaning municipalities. The inequalities in school choice are 

not necessarily bad from an economic perspective. For example, Böhlmark et al. (2016) argues 

that increased school choice can increase the school segregation. One could also argue that 

since municipalities are supplying the voucher, they should also be able to express opinions 

regarding the establishment decisions. One argument behind the extension of the school 

voucher reform, here referred to as the reform of 1997, was that municipalities had more local 

knowledge of the educational market and the demands for education. However, the expressed 

opinions should only be based on financial aspects and not ideological. One could speculate if 

the reform of 1997 had intentional loopholes or if the ideological effects indeed is a 

misinterpretation of the reform. One conclusion that can be made is that the degree of school 

choice depends on the political ideology in a municipality and is not equal across Sweden. It 

should be noted that the difference-in-differences effect is never larger than 2,85 percentage 

points on average, which might not be considered as a large effect. However, if these 

inequalities were to become larger, it could be necessary with a discussion regarding how local 

politicians should be able to influence the establishment of independent schools.  
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Appendix

Categorization of municipalities  

Right preferences:    

Vallentuna Österåker Värmdö Ekerö Salem 

Täby Danderyd Sollentuna Nacka Solna 

Lidingö Vaxholm Norrtälje Enköping Trosa 

Ödeshög Ydre Kinda Valdemarsvik Söderköping 

Aneby Gnosjö Gislaved Vaggeryd Jönköping 

Värnamo Sävsjö Vetlanda Eksjö Tingsryd 

Älmhult Torsås Mörbylånga Mönsterås Vimmerby 

Borgholm Staffanstorp Vellinge Örkelljunga Lomma 

Hörby Tomelilla Klippan Båstad Lund 

Höganäs Ängelholm Hässleholm Laholm Falkenberg 

Kungsbacka Öckerö Stenungsund Tanum Strömstad 

Dals-Ed Färgelanda Lerum Vårgårda Tranemo 

Bengtsfors  Mellerud Svenljunga Herrljunga Ulricehamn 

Grästorp Essunga Mullsjö Habo Vara 

Götene Tibro Töreboda Skara Skövde 

Hjo Falköping Årjäng Sunne Säffle 

Lekeberg Gagnef Leksand Mora Säter 

Ovanåker Bjurholm Vindeln Robertsfors   

Total: 89     

 

Undefined preferences:     
Upplands Väsby Järfälla Huddinge Botkyrka Haninge 

Tyresö Upplands-Bro Stockholm Södertälje Sundbyberg 

Sigtuna Nynäshamn Håbo Uppsala Östhammar 

Gnesta Strängnäs Linköping Norrköping Vadstena 

Nässjö Tranås Uppvidinge Alvesta Markaryd 

Växsjö Ljungby Högsby Kalmar Västervik 

Gotland Svalöv Kävlinge Svedala Skurup 

Sjöbo Höör Perstorp Landskrona Helsingborg 

Eslöv Ystad Kristianstad Simrishamn Hylte 

Halmstad Varberg Härryda Partille Tjörn 

Orust Sotenäs Munkedal Mölndal Kungälv 

Alingsås Bollebygd Lilla Edet Vänersborg Borås 

Åmål Karlsborg Gullspång Kil Eda 

Karlstad Kristinehamn Örebro Heby Kungsör 

Sala Vansbro Rättvik Orsa Falun 

Nordanstig Ljusdal Bollnäs Härnösand Åre 

Berg Östersund Nordmaling Norsjö Storuman 

Sorsele         

Total: 86     
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Left preferences:    
Älvkarleby Tierp Vingåker Nyköping Oxelösund 

Flen Katrineholm Eskilstuna Boxholm Åtvidaberg 

Finspång Motala Mjölby Lessebo Hultsfred 

Emmaboda Nybro Oskarshamn Olofström Karlskrona 

Ronneby Karlshamn Sölvesborg Burlöv Östra Göinge 

Bjuv Bromölla Osby Åstorp Malmö 

Trelleborg Ale Göteborg Lysekil Uddevalla 

Mark Trollhättan Mariestad Lidköping Tidaholm 

Torsby Storfors Hammarö Munkfors Forshaga 

Grums Filipstad Hagfors Arvika Laxå 

Hallsberg Degerfors Hällefors Ljusnarberg Kumla 

Askersund Karlskoga Nora Lindesberg Skinnskatteberg 

Surahammar Hallstahammar Norberg Västerås Fagersta 

Köping Arboga Malung Älvdalen Smedjebacken 

Borlänge Hedemora Avesta Ludvika Ockelbo 

Hofors Gävle Sandviken Söderhamn Hudiksvall 

Ånge Timrå Sundsvall Kramfors Sollefteå 

Örnsköldsvik Ragunda Bräcke Krokom Strömsund 

Härjedalen Malå Dorotea Vännäs Vilhelmina 

Åsele Umeå Lycksele Skellefteå Arvidsjaur 

Arjeplog Jokkmokk Överkalix Kalix Övertorneå 

Pajala Gällivare Älvsbyn Luleå Piteå 

Boden Haparanda Kiruna     

Total: 113     

 

 

Figure A1: Map of division of municipalities. Red color indicates left political preferences, blue color 

indicates right political preferences and grey color indicates municipalities where political preferences 

are difficult to define. 
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Table A1: Descriptive statistics of all variables 

 Obs. Mean St.dev. Min Max 

Share 

independent 

schools 

 

4 601 

 

0,074 0,108 0,000 0,700 

Tax base per 

capita(/1000) 

 

4 601 107,4 24,40 62,86 242,5 

Share highly 

educated 

 

4 601 0,194 0,076 0,083 0,594 

 

Share children 

primary 

school age 
 

4 601 0,154 0,019 0,008 0,288 

Population  

 

4 601 30 996 58 105 2516 810 120 

Population 

density  

 

4 601 124,7 415,3 0,200 4307 

Share 

international 

citizenship  

 

4 601 0,042 0,027 0,006 0,293 
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