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Abstract 

This thesis turns to the contested educational field to explore how hybrid schools and its 

principals deal with conflicting institutional demands. In the context of venture capital firm 

operated schools, two contrasting logics with conflicting demands become prominent: market 

logic demands concerning shareholder value and educational logic demands regarding 

educational activities. A case study was conducted on schools owned by a venture capital firm 

and our findings suggest two different levels of demands (‘Fundamental’ and ‘Additional’) 

which evokes different organizational responses. While strict compliance is apparent on the 

fundamental level, partially due to the specificity of the demands, resource dependency and 

high supervision of organizational conformity, there is room for agency, compromises and 

defiance at the additional level. To ensure constituencies about its commitment to their 

fundamental demands the hybrid schools use a strategy of avoidance to conceal and disguise its 

dual compliance. Further, they customize their information and rhetoric to suit the 

constituencies’ embraced logic and by that manage to claim their right to operate in the 

contested field. Finally, at the managerial level the principals’ role resemble the role of a 

gatekeeper, determining which demands other organizational members should focus on and 

what remains at their own desk. 
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1. Introduction  

1.1 Background 

The traditional role of schools and its principals has been challenged during the recent decades 

in the wake of the Swedish educational reforms (Engwall, 2007; 2008). Since the early 90s and 

onward the Swedish education system has gone through dramatic changes (Björklund et al., 

2004; Edmark et al., 2014). After 1992, Sweden replaced the previously centralized education 

system with a number of reforms, giving students the possibility to choose which school to 

attend. Further, a voucher program was introduced to finance education resulting in funding 

corresponding to the number of students attending each school (Sahlgren, 2011). In turn this 

created a market where schools were required to profile themselves and compete against one 

another for students in order to survive (SOU 2014:5). These reforms opened up the door for 

private actors and gave rise to the increase in number of students attending private schools, and 

in 2010 13 % of all Swedish schools were privately operated and pro-profit (Björklund et al., 

2004; Edmark et al., 2014). This partly because students were able to attend private schools 

without paying any additional tuition fees as this is forbidden in Sweden (Sahlgren, 2011).  

Since the reforms were introduced schools are required to operate in a more similar way to 

private corporations exposed to competition and are thus pressured to make efficient use of the 

voucher income (Engwall, 2007; 2008). For example, any potential profit and capital 

appreciation must be extracted from the voucher income. As a result of the new demands 

created by the reforms, schools may have to divert from their original purpose of educational 

activities including student support and learning to allow room for market ideas to influence its 

practices (Engwall, 2007; 2008). This thesis’ starting point is in this problematic situation, how 

organizations and its leaders balance and relate to conflicting demands regarding its purpose 

and goals. The potential clash between educational and market purposes are assumed 

particularly evident among private schools operated by venture capital firms due to capital 

appreciation requirements. Interestingly in 2011, one fifth of the private schools in Sweden 

were owned by venture capital firms (Svt-A, 2014; Svt, 2011).  

1.2 Problematization 

Venture capital firms operate in the financial community where the idea of delivering 

shareholder value at all times in terms of growth and profit has emerged as a global standard 

over the past decades taken for granted in the business community (Roberts et al., 2006; 

Rappaport, 1999; Koller et al., 2010). However, the concept of delivering shareholder value in 
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terms of return on investment in the welfare sector is a relatively new and politically sensitive 

concept in Sweden, though supported by parties in the right sphere in the political arena (SvD-

A, 2014). On the other hand, one of the most commonly used definitions of a corporation’s 

purpose is to maximize profit and deliver shareholder value (Campbell, 2006) and in 1999, 

OECD issued a document proclaiming that corporations should be governed foremost in the 

interest of its shareholders (Lazonick & O’Sullivan, 2000; OECD, 1999). It can therefore be 

argued that managers are hired by owners to deliver shareholder value in terms of growth and 

dividend and that managers risk their position if failing to do so (Engwall et al. 2010; Roberts 

et al. 2006; Tengblad, 2004; Rappaport, 1999).  

In contrast to the idea of shareholder value, society and governmental agencies may raise other 

and sometimes conflicting demands on privately owned schools and its use of voucher income. 

A major source of critique in media has been the growing profits in venture capital firm owned 

schools despite quality issues and lack of special assistance in many private schools presented 

by the Swedish School Inspectorate (SSI) which violate statutory rules (SvD-B, 2014; Svt, 

2013; Sveriges radio, 2011). These rules are issued by the government and overseen by agencies 

such as the National agency of Education (NAE) and the SSI. Schools must not only reach 

national goals and quality standards issued by the government, but also provide enough student 

support to ensure that that every student reach as far as possible towards the national educational 

goals (NAE-C, 2013; Lärarnas riksförbund, 2014; NAE-B, 2013; SOU 2014:5). A strong public 

opinion portrayed in the media, supported by recent public opinion measurements by Sifo and 

Novus (Novus, 2012; SvD-C, 2014), is that tax money distributed to fund schools should be 

used exclusively to educational activities and not be distributed as dividend to venture capital 

firms (Svt, 2012; Aftonbladet, 2014). This opinion is supported by the left party’s motion in 

parliament to ban profits in the Swedish school sector altogether (Motion 2012/13:Fi212).  

Private schools operated by venture capital firms, will due to above reasoning, often experience 

complex and sometimes conflicting demands regarding its purpose and use of voucher income, 

a complexity also experienced by its leaders. Principals in private schools have to handle 

demands not present before the reforms which may at times seem unmanageable (Engwall & 

Lindwall, 2012). As a result of the reforms, principals in private schools are not only responsible 

to structure the organization to reach national educational goals as well as having a pedagogical 

role focusing on improving and developing educational and teaching quality (SSI, 2010; 2012), 

but also deliver a return on investment to its owners. What is evident is that recent years’ 

privatization of public sector entities have unveiled a clash between the business world’s focus 
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on profit maximization and value appreciation, and societal demands and governmental rules 

for welfare service, a clash evident in all welfare sectors (Hartman, 2011). But how can private 

schools comply with sometimes conflicting demands and social rules in their environment and 

maintain legitimacy? To explore this issue, this thesis turn to institutional theory and the 

complexity of conflicting institutional demands and conformity.  

As institutional fields constructs normative ideas of socially accepted rules and behavior, neo 

institutional theory suggest that actors cave to the external pressure from their institutional 

environment which drives a process of conformity (Greenwood et al., 2008; DiMaggio & 

Powell, 1983). What this notion highlights is that organizations that experience conflicting 

demands potentially jeopardize its legitimacy attempting to comply with several demands, this 

because satisfying one demand may lead to violating another (Pache & Santos, 2010). The 

example of two conflicting institutional pressures outlined above complicates the traditional 

image of institutional fields as an order no single actor can escape (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; 

Tolbert & Zucker, 1983). The examples of divergence from societal and governmental demands 

raises the question how a single actor can cope with coexisting conflicting pressure? An 

interesting dilemma since all actors, according to theory, must conform to institutional norms 

to earn legitimacy in their environment (Voronov et al., 2013). 

1.3 Purpose 

Studies on institutional theory have acknowledged that organizations often are encountered 

with several and sometimes conflicting institutional demands (Oliver, 1991; Kraatz & Block, 

2008; Meyerson, 1991) but few empirical studies address the issue of how organizations handle 

conflicting institutional pressures (Pache & Santos, 2010; 2013). Scholars have argued that it 

is important to understand how key individuals in organizations experience and deal with 

conflicting institutional demands (Pache & Santos, 2010). Not only to discover which factors 

that determines how organizations respond to institutional pressures but also to understand how 

similar organizations, facing similar demands, may experience and react to them differently. 

According to NAE (2011), it is the principal’s responsibility to meet both financial and quality 

objectives regarding education as well as represent the school towards external actors. As 

managers generally are viewed as representatives towards an organization's external 

environment (Engwall et al., 2010) but also shape internal values, goals and operations in 

accordance with their institutional logic (Pache & Santos, 2010), principals become an 

important actor to study to fully understand how organizations deal with conflicting institutional 

pressure in private schools. 
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In the case of the Swedish schools, undisputed norms in the financial community such as 

shareholder value and value appreciation (Koller et al., 2010) contradicts the core idea of 

societal and governmental demands of educational activities including individual student 

support and learning. What our discussion boils down to is that privately operated schools, 

owned by venture capital firms, are subject to conflicting institutional demands from owners 

on the one hand, and societal actors and governmental agencies on the other hand of how a 

school ought to spend and/or invest their voucher income. In essence, key institutional 

constituencies disagree whether or not profit is a legitimate purpose for a school. In the context 

of conflicting demands it is essential to understand the leaders’ role in determining 

organizational behaviors and responses to these demands. Due to this apparent phenomena of 

operating in an environment with strong conflicting demands this thesis will examine how 

organizations, in this case venture capital firm operated schools, deal with two conflicting 

institutional demands.  

1.4 Research question 

How do private schools deal with the conflicting institutional demands of shareholder value 

and educational activities? And what role do principals play in determining organizational 

behaviors in relation to these demands?  
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2. Literature review 

2.1 Institutional Logics 

2.1.1 Hybrid organizations 

Previous studies on institutional theory have questioned the over-simplicity of conventional 

institutional theory when actors are confronted by multiple demands at the same time 

(Meyerson, 1991; Pache & Santos, 2013). It is merely recent research by scholars that have 

begun to shed light on the complexity of conflicting demands for organizations to relate to 

(Djelic & Quack, 2004; Kraatz & Block, 2008). Organizations may have to relate and comply 

to multiple institutional logics with inconsistent demands due to their different institutional 

memberships (Scott, 1991; Greenwood et al., 2011; March & Olsen, 2006; Pache & Santos, 

2010). Institutional logics are generally thought of as broader cultural templates that provides 

organizations with purposes and principles, i.e. guidelines on how to make sense and operate 

in social situations (Pache & Santos, 2010; 2013; Greenwood, et al. 2011; Friedland & Alford, 

1991). 

Based on this knowledge, institutional logics can be understood as underlying beliefs and 

convictions that generate norms and shared values within an institutional field (Thornton et al., 

2012). In turn, norms and values create demands illustrating the pressure constituencies may 

exert on organizations (Pache & Santos, 2010; Greenwood, et al. 2011). Following the reforms 

in the education system, Lundström and Parding (2011) argue that Swedish schools are subject 

to different types of institutional logics. This thesis highlights two prominent logics which 

represents rather different views regarding the purpose of educational activities that school 

organizations must relate to. ‘Market’ logic emphasize generating profit and value appreciation 

as the main purpose and highlights the importance of budget compliance and efficiency in 

organizations (Pache & Santos, 2013; Lundström & Parding, 2011). In contrast, what this thesis 

labeled ‘Educational’ logic, emphasize a focus in educational activities such as individual 

student support and learning. 

According to March & Olsen (2006), the problem of conflicting institutional pressures arise 

from organizations’ logic of appropriateness regarding decision making. Institutional pressures 

could arise from a variety of ways such as norms, regulations, rules and social expectations 

derived from logics (Pache & Santos, 2010). Organizations in this situation, incorporating 

different institutional logics, are often referred to as hybrids and are “by nature arenas of 

contradiction” (Battilana & Dorado, 2010; Pache & Santos, 2013, p. 972). Organizations that 
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experience long term institutional conflicts are often subject to internal disputes due to the 

emergence of internal coalitions fighting against each other to make their view the dominant 

one (Pache & Santos, 2013). 

Greenwood et al. (2011) argued in line with Pache and Santos (2010) that conflicting 

institutional pressures are particularly likely to occur in a highly fragmented fields such as the 

educational sector where schools have to relate to multiple constituencies. Combined with a 

moderately centralized field where different constituencies may have enough power to 

constrain organizations to take their demands into account but none have enough power to 

clearly dominate the field to rule others out, a contested environment is created (Pache & 

Santos, 2010). Conflicting institutional pressure, or as it is also called, ‘institutional pluralism’ 

hence illustrate the problem of organizational legitimacy for organizations dealing with 

multiple constituencies. Greenwood et al. (2011) argue that it becomes especially difficult when 

conflicting demands are specific, meaning that specific demands limits the room for 

organizations and its managers to maneuver and mask any dissatisfying actions. 

Kraatz & Block (2008) highlighted three problems for organizations related to legitimacy and 

conflicting institutional pressures. First, they argued that large organizations with many 

different entities and varying tasks may encounter several conflicting norms, values and beliefs 

that the organization must express its commitment towards. The problem is the complexity to 

navigate through multiple institutional rules and complying to all standards continuously. The 

second issue they discuss is organizations’ difficulties to separate institutional logics, meaning 

that attempts to act in accordance with the demands of one constituency embedded in a logic 

may upset and disregard other constituencies embedded in another logic (Kraatz & Block, 

2008). This is exemplified by organizations in the educational sector and the discrepancy of the 

educational and market logic causing both internal and external critique when for example 

market demands causes compromises in the professional area. Reversed, the same critique may 

be raised by the financial market when organizations depart from their mission to deliver 

shareholder value in terms of profit and/or value appreciation. Kraatz & Block (2008) suggests 

that this complicates the underlying idea of compliance to earn legitimacy. Thirdly, and finally 

they highlight the problem of consistency regarding an organization’s commitment to norms 

and demands derived from logics. In the current rapidly changing environment where 

organizations have become prone to alter their strategies regarding identity and values to keep 

up, external constituencies have become more hesitative to grant acceptability. 



7 

 

The outlined problems above calls for a short discussion of first and second order assessment 

criteria used to grant legitimacy by external constituencies. While an organization may live up 

to norms and demands at the time (first order criteria), hesitation among external constituencies 

of its true motives may call for evidence of long term commitment, reliability and non-deviation 

(second order criteria) (Kraatz & Block, 2008). Some scholars argue that legitimacy is largely 

rested upon second order criteria rather than first order ones suggesting that long term 

commitment and trustworthiness is key to legitimacy (Tyler, 2002; Kraatz & Block, 2008). 

Reversed, consistent demands from constituencies enhance organizations’ ability to handle 

contested demands over time since it invokes predictability (Greenwood et al., 2011). 

2.1.2 The role of the manager 

As organizations and its managers face conflicting demands, they encounter what Kraatz and 

Block (2008) call the politician's dilemma derived from the problems related to conformity and 

commitment. External constituencies want organizations and its manager to support, and live 

by their values and react negatively if leaders deviate from those values. Managers and 

organizations may therefore become trapped in situations when constituencies have conflicting 

demands, inevitably disappointing some (Kraatz & Block, 2008). Due to this problematic 

situation scholars have argued that it is important to understand how key individuals in 

organizations experience and deal with conflicting institutional demands (Pache & Santos, 

2010; McPherson & Sauder, 2013). As managers are viewed as representatives towards an 

organization's external environment (Engwall et al. 2010) but also the one determining internal 

values, goals and operations (Pache & Santos, 2010), managers become an important actor. 

Handling conflicting demands stress the need among leaders to be able to understand and be 

sensitive to the demands placed by constituencies embracing different logics. This in order to 

be able to make both symbolic offerings and claim the right to belong to different institutional 

memberships (Greenwood et al., 2011). 

As previously mentioned, principals in private schools have two prominent logics to relate to 

and these logics put principals in a precarious dilemma regarding the purpose of school 

activities and its use of voucher income (Pache & Santos, 2013). Since the principal position is 

equated to a managerial role and as managers determine internal values, goals and operations, 

an institutional logic espoused by an organization’s leader tend to be the most prominent one 

(Pache & Santos, 2010; McPherson & Sauder, 2013). This because organizational leaders have 

high status within an organization and routinely are involved in all major decisions (Greenwood 

et al., 2011). Greenwood et al. (2011) as well as Battilana and Dorado (2010) argue that 
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managers are likely to turn to logics that originates from their previous experiences and transfer 

them into their current setting as ‘carriers of logics’, and thus give voice to logics. The dominant 

logic within an organization is hence arguably determined by the strength of the ties between 

organizational members and external constituencies (Greenwood et al. 2011). 

McPherson and Sauder (2013) challenged conventional assumptions made by institutional 

theory which suggests that individuals conform to uphold professional or organizational logics 

by showing that individuals have the possibility to creatively use available logics in their 

environment. They further proposed, in line with Pache and Santos’ (2013) arguments that 

logics can be viewed as tools that can be utilized by individuals in different situations in a 

contested environment to influence, justify or advocate decisions. However, which logics that 

are available for individuals to use is constrained by their maneuvering skills, the nature of the 

used logic and situational circumstances (McPherson & Sauder, 2013). But what becomes 

interesting is that individuals themselves, with their own preferences and interests, may relate 

to institutional logics differently. If logics where to be viewed as tools, principals may use logics 

to manipulate others to serve their own interests i.e. active agency, opposite to the conventional 

idea of conformity within institutional theory (McPherson & Sauder, 2013). 

2.2 Norms and values 

2.2.1 Present norms and values in the educational field 

As previously discussed, the political reforms in Sweden during the 90s led to a marketization 

of the Swedish educational sector (SOU 2014:5) and enabled the market logic’s presence in the 

educational field, particularly among schools operated by venture capital firms. Market logic 

has generated the concept of shareholder value which in turn has become a norm taken for 

granted in the financial and business community (Rappaport, 1999). Shareholder value as a 

concept, in which managers are responsible to create value by returning capital at rates that 

exceed the initial cost of capital has evolved to a global standard for business corporations 

(Rappaport, 1999; Koller et al., 2010). Further, it has been argued that shareholder value has 

emerged as a prerequisite for managerial success in the business world (Knyphausen-Aufseß et 

al., 2011). Since the financial market became increasingly important for corporations to gain 

capital during the 90s and onward, venture capital firms’ power to influence and pressure 

corporations and its managers to act according to their liking has enhanced the norm of 

shareholder value (Knyphausen-Aufseß et al., 2011; Tengblad, 2004). A norm that creates 

demands regarding profit and value appreciation as well as efficiency and budget compliance 

on private schools operated by venture capital firms. 
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On the other end of the spectrum there are societal norms and governmental rules regarding the 

use of voucher income and school activities originating from the educational logic. There are a 

number of governmental rules that govern schools activities in Sweden. The government issues 

a curriculum which emphasize core values to be reflected in school activities as well as 

missions, overall goals, and guidelines for education. The curriculum applies for all schools 

regardless if it is public or private and represent a minimum criteria (Lärarnas riksförbund, 

2014; Prop. 2009/10:165; Lundström & Parding, 2011). In addition there are syllabuses issued 

by the government where the purpose and learning objectives of every subject is outlined and 

which knowledge criteria each student should have achieved by the end of each course (NAE-

B, 2013; SOU 2014:5). Further, schools must not only reach national goals and quality 

standards, but also provide enough student support to ensure that every student, on the basis of 

his or her own conditions, reach as far as possible towards the national educational goals 

(School law Ch. 3 § 3; Lärarnas riksförbund, 2014). However, how the quality requirements 

are accomplished is up to the principal and teachers in each school (NAE-B, 2013; SOU 2014:5) 

though under the strict supervision of NAE and SSI. 

Academia has started to question if the privatization of the educational sector is the best way to 

ensure efficient use of our resources and if it generates better school performance (Hartman, 

2011). Vlachos (2011) raised concerns regarding the risk that privatization could lead to a 

decrease in quality of education in order to secure profits. The scrutiny done by researchers as 

well as the media has led to a public debate in Sweden highlighting the question if privately 

operated schools leads to a better educational system (Kahn & Minnich, 2005; Ravitch, 2013; 

Svt, 2013). The discourse among different societal actors such as parties in the political arena 

(Svt-B, 2014) as well as general debates among citizens (SvD-D, 2014) has generated 

widespread societal norms where tax money provided for education should go exclusively to 

that end, and that profit extraction from private schools funded by tax money is inappropriate 

(SVT, 2012; Aftonbladet, 2014). This combined with governmental rules and goals regarding 

educational quality creates demands regarding educational activities including individual 

student support and learning originating from the educational logic.  

2.3 Pressures 

2.3.1 The conventional idea of Isomorphism applied on education 

Turning to the conventional idea of institutional theory, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) suggested 

that the process of conformity can be described by institutional isomorphism, i.e. forces that 

drive the process of conformity. In the case of the educational sector, coercive isomorphism is 
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especially influential. Coercive isomorphism is generally referred to as entities’, such as 

governments and other law-binding organs, possibility to influence practices and set standards 

of acceptable behavior through coercive pressure (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Chiang, 2010). 

However, it could also refer to one entity’s advantage in terms of possessing a resource another 

entity depends on (Miles, 2012). What these two explanations have in common is how the 

pressure to conform takes place, namely through coercive institutional forces. It could for 

example be a government's imposition of rules and procedures through curriculums, laws, 

minimum requirements regarding education activities or municipalities distribution of voucher 

grants but also a venture capital firm’s direct influence over their fully owned companies, used 

to exert the concept of shareholder value onto schools (NAE-A, 2013; EQT, 2015; Government 

office of Sweden, 2008). 

Another force that, according to conventional institutional theory, drives conformity is 

normative isomorphism which refers to the pressure to conform to the ‘ideal’ type of behavior 

within an institutional environment (Chiang, 2010; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Commonly, 

normative pressure concerns professional practices and the idea of professional standards and 

legitimate behavior within a profession, enforced by the spreading of these norms through e.g. 

schools and professional networks (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Slack & Hinings, 1994; 

Greenwood, et al., 2002). This suggests that actors are keen on adopting prevailing norms of 

conduct and that normative pressure leads to homogeneous attitudes (Miles, 2012; Meyer & 

Rowan, 1977; Chiang, 2010). In the educational field, regardless of its strength, normative 

pressure arise from similar educational backgrounds as it is required for principals in Sweden 

to go through an education program for principals (NAE, 2015). It may also arise from 

professional networks such as the industry association for private schools (Friskola, 2014) and 

the professional union association for principals (SACO, 2015). 

Another strong force particularly influential for private schools is mimetic isomorphism. When 

actors are faced with ambiguity, mimetic isomorphism explains the tendency among actors to 

copy other actors in their environment that are perceived to be more successful or legitimate in 

the institutional environment (Miles, 2012; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Chiang, 2010). This in 

order to increase their own legitimacy by acting in accordance with prevailing norms. Like 

previously discussed, private schools face conflicting demands on how to utilize their voucher 

income, either profit extraction or exclusively to education. This likely leads to ambiguity and 

uncertainty which may lead to similar practices among private schools. 
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What conventional institutional theory suggests is that constituencies exert pressure on to the 

organizations to conform to the above mentioned norms, which drives the process of conformity 

within the field (Greenwood et al., 2008). Both Meyer and Rowan (1977) and Tolbert and 

Zucker (1983) argues that no single actor can escape a prevailing institutional context, 

completing the idea of institutional context as an order which all actors must comply with to 

earn legitimacy in their environment. There has been empirical examples of conformity in the 

educational field in America, DiMaggio and Powell (1991) found that the ‘California Model’ 

was followed and replicated by many Community colleges in America. But as previously 

discussed, this reasoning fails to fully explain a contested field with multiple constituencies 

with conflicting demands and logics due to its complexity and organizations’ proven ability to 

maneuver in a contested field (Scott, 1991), further described below.  

2.4 Organizational responses 

2.4.1 Previous strategies  

The most prominent strategy to deal with conflicting institutional pressures discussed in relation 

to institutional theory have been decoupling (Bromley & Powell, 2012; Meyer and Rowan, 

1977; 1983). The general idea originating from Meyer and Rowan’s (1977) paper is that 

organizations symbolically commit to one demand while continuing to commit to another 

demand more in line with organizational goals. In 1983, Meyer and Rowan found decoupling 

as an organizational response among American schools displaying discrepancy between 

organizational structures communicated to external actors (such as inspectors) and actual 

activities. In that sense, a gap between communicated commitments to norms and actual 

operational activities occurred in American schools (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; 1983). However, 

Pache and Santos (2013) argue that decoupling as a strategy to deal with conflicting demands 

has several drawbacks. In order to sustain decoupling, organizations must not only avoid 

scrutiny of external constituencies unaware of the misalignment between policies and actual 

practices, but also align all organizational members under one logic. A difficult task to maintain, 

especially over a long period of time. 

Nevertheless, there has been a number of theoretical contributions by scholars on how to 

respond to institutional pressures. Oliver (1991) suggested five strategic responses to 

institutional pressures and at the same time criticized classic institutional theory of not 

considering organizations’ sometimes active resistance to institutional pressures. Oliver (1991) 

further presents a framework arguing that resource dependency guide the degree of choices and 

therefore is of great importance determining if an organization’s response to external demands 
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(Table 1, Oliver, 1991, p.152) 

will be conformity or resistance. The five strategic responses presented are acquiescence, 

compromise, avoidance, defiance, and manipulation and cover a spectrum from defiance to 

conformity. Oliver’s (1991, p. 152) table of strategies are presented in table 1.  

 

What should be noted is that Oliver’s (1991) strategies mainly focuses on external responses to 

cope with conflicting demands and leave little room for exploring internal conditions. In an 

attempt to further contextualize Oliver’s (1991) strategies to see how internal dynamics affect 

organizations’ handling of conflicting institutional pressure, Pache and Santos (2010) presented 

a theoretical reasoning in which situations organizations may utilize certain strategies. When 

organizations experience conflicting demands regarding its purpose they argued that 

organizational members find it difficult to compromise on their existing beliefs because it 

threatens their core understanding of what the organization is all about (Pache & Santos, 2010). 

Moreover, in a later paper Pache and Santos (2013) criticize compromises on demands as a 

valid strategy since it may lead to that none of the constituencies’ expectations are satisfied and 

internal conflicts arise due to disagreements from groups demanding alignment to their 

espoused logics. 

In situations where discrepancy over goals is present and when there is an absence of internal 

support of either demand, Pache & Santos (2010) argued that organizations are likely to use the 

strategies avoidance or defiance to deal with the conflict. They further theorize that avoidance 

is not a sustainable option to earn legitimacy over time when strong constituencies exert 

pressure, arguing that a more proactive solution could be defiance. Further the same could be 
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argued if one demand have more internal support than the other where avoidance only would 

be suitable to use short term. They suggest that either defiance or manipulation, i.e. to influence 

constituencies by trying to change their values and beliefs of what constitutes an approved 

purpose are more suitable options for long term legitimacy (Pache & Santos, 2010).   

Lastly they suggest that if both conflicting demands regarding goals have internal support, 

strategies such as compromise and avoidance is hard to accomplish because comprising on 

goals is difficult and avoidance is hard to achieve given the scrutiny of the opposing side (Pache 

& Santos, 2010). In the case of a more powerful internal group, strategies of manipulation is 

likely to be utilized due to the possibility to influence and control less powerful groups. 

However, if equal power exist among internal groups the risk for organizational paralysis or 

break ups increase (Pache & Santos, 2010). 

Another contribution regarding how organizations deal with conflicting demands is found in 

Kraatz & Block (2008) with their four ways of adapting to conflicting demands, loosely based 

on Pratt and Foreman’s (2000) earlier reasoning. Elimination of certain divergent claims is one 

alternative, though difficult to accomplish since publicly denying external demands and 

attempting to diminish the legitimacy of the constituencies making claims often render critique 

that may backfire on the organization. Pratt and Foreman (2000) suggested that leaders may do 

this by deletion, i.e. marginalizing constituencies placing undesirable demands on the 

organization. A strategy resembling Oliver’s (1991), and Pache and Santos (2010) strategy of 

defiance which is utilized towards some institutional constituencies in order to defend its 

preferred logic. Compartmentalization of the organization to meet divergent claims is a second 

option (Kraatz & Block, 2008). This involves having different units meeting different demands, 

e.g. a sustainability department to deal with such claims. However, Compartmentalized 

identities is an approach often associated with decoupling from core activities and values, 

though not always completely accurate (Kraatz & Block, 2008). 

Kraatz and Block’s (2008) third category involves balancing and turning divergent demands 

against one another, a tactic derived from Pratt and Foreman (2000) who argued that 

organizations may attempt to find cooperative solutions to tensions originating from conflicting 

claims without merging them together. It involves at least some level of acceptance of 

coexistence despite contrasting views resulting in an often precarious situation. This resembles 

Pache and Santos (2013) empirical findings where they found that organizations trapped 

between two logics used ‘selective coupling’, meaning that they managed to combine the 

different logics to a certain extent to maintain legitimacy among multiple constituencies with 
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conflicting logics. If organizations experienced high legitimacy among constituencies 

embracing one logic it gave them the opportunity to partially liberate themselves from that logic 

and combine the two logics. Further, these organizations managed to select practices among a 

variety of competing alternatives without losing legitimacy as it only required minimum level 

of compliance with their original strong logic (Pache & Santos, 2013). They further theorize 

that organizations need to show, and prove commitment to a dominant logic in their field to 

earn its support to prosper within the field, despite its stronger affiliation with another logic 

(Pache & Santos, 2013). A final strategy from Kraatz & Block (2008) describes how some 

organizations may manage to create strong identities and become institutions themselves. Such 

a triumph eliminates legitimacy problems altogether but have few empirical examples. Though 

some organizations have strong identities sustained over a long period of time, few or no one 

can disregard external pressure altogether (Kraatz & Block, 2008; Greenwood et al, 2011).  

What this entire section of previously suggested strategies shows is that there is a lack of 

consistency and consensus among scholars on how hybrid organizations should tackle 

conflicting demands. Empirical studies like this are thus essential to clarify how hybrid 

organizations actually relate and respond to conflicting demands. 

2.5 Framework 
In the preceding sections this thesis has gone through how contrasting institutional demands 

derived from logics challenge each other regarding the purpose of organizational activities and 

whether or not profit is a legitimate purpose for private schools. In that sense, private schools 

are hybrid organizations incorporating two logics: market and educational logic. What is 

evident is that a field composed of multiple constituencies with contrasting logics, such as 

societal and governmental actors (e.g. citizens, governmental agencies, and political parties), 

and venture capital firms, with little or no coordination among constituencies creates a 

fragmentized field. Further, when constituencies possess enough power to be counted for but 

not enough power to dominate, the field become moderately centralized which creates a 

contested environment for private schools. 

‘Educational logic’, as proposed in this thesis, generates norms and rules regarding educational 

activities which in turn creates demands of individual student support and learning, as well as 

reinvestment of profit into school activities. On the other side, ‘market logic’ generates norms 

around shareholder value which creates demands regarding profit, value appreciation, 

distribution of income to owners as well as efficiency and budget compliance. These demands 

creates conflicting pressures from key constituencies such as societal and governmental actors, 
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(Figure 1: Framework) 

and venture capital firms regarding the purpose of school activities. This in turn generates 

responses from private schools and its principals where different strategies are utilized in order 

to maintain legitimacy in the contested educational field. 

To answer question (1) ‘How do private schools deal with the conflicting institutional demands 

of shareholder value, and educational activities?’ this thesis turn to previous literature on 

organizational responses and internal effects. As previous literature have proclaimed (Pache & 

Santos, 2013), conventional ideas within the branch of institutional theory such as decoupling 

falls short as a preferable strategy due to high scrutiny in the educational field. However, there 

has been a number of suggested strategies that could be utilized to deal with conflicting 

institutional pressure, yet few have empirical support. This calls for further empirical research, 

hence this thesis will empirically explore how hybrid schools deal with conflicting demands 

with support of the strategies presented by Kraatz & Block (2008), Pache and Santos’ (2010) 

development of Oliver’s (1991) strategies, and selective coupling by Pache and Santos (2013).  

In order to explore the second part of the research question ‘What role do principals play in 

determining organizational behaviors in relation to these demands?’ this thesis turns to 

organizational leader’s interpretation and maneuvering in relation to institutional logics and 

pressures. Further, as the literature review proposed, principals can be viewed as carriers of 

logics which make their background interesting. A dominant logic espoused by the principal 

can affect how he or she try to balance conflicting demands internally and how they respond to 

these demands. Further, this thesis will also explore if these different logics can be used as tools 

by principals to influence others or justify their actions and behaviors, i.e. active agency. 

To summarize, the illustration below (figure 1) is used throughout this thesis as a reference 

point to explore, understand and analyze the outlined research questions.  
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3. Method 

3.1 The case 

In order to explore how private schools deal with conflicting demands, this thesis conducts a 

qualitative single case study on schools owned by Academedia which is the largest educational 

provider in Sweden. Academedia is in turn owned by the venture capital firm EQT since 2010 

(Academedia-A, 2015; Academedia-B, 2015). A case study is particularly useful when 

answering “how” questions and also if you wish to gain a rich understanding of your particular 

phenomena (Saunders et al., 2012). Furthermore, it was chosen because the phenomena we are 

trying to shed light on cannot be fully understood without studying its real-life context (Yin, 

1981; Saunders et al., 2012). As our thesis has an exploratory purpose and is theoretically 

driven, our choice of conducting a study on private schools operated by venture capital firms 

provide us with an ideal empirical setting to further explore our theoretical reasoning regarding 

hybrid organizations and its leaders (Saunders et al., 2012).  

Academedia is an umbrella organization composed of a number of different schools such as 

Vittra, Pysslingen, Framtidsgymnasiet and NTI-gymnasiet. EQT is a well-known venture 

capital firm in Sweden with a general investment horizon of 5-8 years (Academedia-B, 2015). 

In the case of Academedia, EQT’s plan is presented in an official document to both its investors, 

potential investors and stakeholders proclaiming that the mission is to increase the value of 

Academedia and then sell it on the market to generate a minimum return on investment of 8 % 

per year (EQT, 2013). Profit is therefore essential to achieve in Academedia but is not extracted, 

instead any profit is preserved within the company as a part of its value appreciation. EQT’s 

plan to achieve value appreciation is to own and develop schools that attract many students 

since the number of students increase the possibility of profit (EQT, 2013). As of the financial 

year of 2014, Academedia’s retained earnings amounted to over 2,1 billion SEK, increasing 

over 1,4 billion SEK since the takeover in 2010 (annual report Academedia, 2010; 2014).  

These financial figures testify that shareholder value creation is very much present in 

Academedia. We argue that Academedia as an umbrella organization foremost represents 

EQT’s interests towards the schools they own and therefore also provide us with an active 

representative of the market logic. Moreover, as our previous discussion noted, societal and 

governmental demands regarding educational activities are present regardless of school form. 

This combination provide us with a contested arena to explore our research question concerning 
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how private schools, owned by a venture capital firm, and its principals deal with these 

conflicting demands. 

3.2 Data collection 

In order to determine the empirical setting our thesis operate in, and before collecting any 

additional data, we chose to study different governance documents from governmental agencies 

to establish the conditions of the educational field. These conditions are presented in the section 

‘Background to the empirical setting’ and serve as a guide to the educational field and provide 

a comprehensive and much needed background to fully understand the institutional context we 

operate in throughout the following sections. 

During the case study we collected our primary data through semi-structured interviews with 

principals in schools owned by Academedia which enabled a deeper understanding of how 

private schools and its leaders cope with conflicting demands in their environment (Bryman & 

Bell, 2005). This because principals, as previously discussed, have the main responsibility to 

balance institutional demands and generally are viewed as the main representative and leader 

of the organization (NAE, 2011). Our interview questions were based on upon key elements in 

our framework to capture internal organizational effects, organizational responses, and 

principals’ background as well as their influence over the organization and its members. In 

order to see the predetermined interview questions see appendix 1, but all questions are not 

included due to the semi-structured approach. Semi-structured interviews provide a deep and 

rich data set since it allows us as interviewers the valuable academic opportunity to ask follow-

up questions to the person we interviewed (Bryman & Bell, 2005). Our choice is supported by 

Kwortnik (2003) who argues that semi-structured interviews offer the opportunity to collect 

detailed data that reflect the interviewees’ experiences and perspective on the issue in depth. A 

potential drawback with our choice is that our very presence and the way we ask the questions 

may affect the respondents’ answers (Opdenakker, 2006). However, the fact that we are aware 

of this and made efforts to reduce any influential behavior we diminish that risk significantly.  

Ten interviews were conducted with one principal at a time to capture any patterns or 

inconsistent opinions among principals in schools owned by Academedia. Our thesis make use 

of purposive sampling with the requirement that the interviewees work as a principal in a school 

owned by Academedia located in the geographic area of “Svealand” in Sweden (Bryman & 

Bell, 2005). We are aware that purposive sampling contradicts the idea of statistically 

representative probability sampling techniques but we argue that the access to in-depth 

discussions and interviews outweigh such drawbacks in this thesis (Bryman & Bell, 2005). One 
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could argue that more interviews always add new nuances but we experienced recurrent 

answers and arguments during the last interviews and hence saturation in our data. We would 

argue that the interviews combined with the secondary data described below gave us substantial 

data sets to contribute within this research area. 

All interviews were recorded after approval of the respondents in order to capture vital 

information. However, in order to accomplish an open and free spoken atmosphere, and due to 

ethical considerations, we anonymized the respondents in this published version of the thesis. 

We strongly believe that the possibility to anonymity and the fact that we conducted the 

interviews in their preferred setting in their native language enhanced the quality of our data 

since we discussed sensitive and complicated matters including owner relations. What should 

be noted as a possible limitation when you conduct a study about an organization’s relationships 

is that respondents may omit sensitive information due to the risk of upsetting its constituencies, 

despite anonymity.  

In order to deepen our understanding concerning how schools owned by Academedia react and 

respond to conflicting institutional pressures, we turned to secondary data supplied from 

documents. The collection of documents was done in two stages, we began by studying 

governmental policy documents and official governmental investigations (SOU) established to 

support decisions in social welfare organizations in Sweden. We turned to policy documents to 

identify the binding rules schools must act in accordance with. The policy documents do not 

only represent binding rules for schools to follow but also reflects Swedish societal ideas of 

what constitutes as acceptable governance of social welfare-related organizations. Another 

source of data used in this thesis to explain the educational field is the law especially constructed 

to manage the schools in Sweden (School law), and legal propositions and motions. All of these 

documents enabled us to examine patterns of norms and legislative forces. The information 

gathered from these documents is presented in the section ‘Background to the empirical setting’ 

following the method section. 

The second phase of documents collected includes quality assessment reports published by the 

selected private schools. These documents, amounting to almost 200 pages of text, was used to 

support our discussion and triangulate our findings based on the data collected through 

interviews as a way to enhance the validity of our findings (Saunders et al., 2012). This because 

published documents arguably represents organizational responses to external demands.  
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3.3 Data thematization 

The data collection was followed by thematization of all the interview material and documents 

collected during the second phase and is summarized under different themes in our empirical 

section. Our choice to interpret our collected data separately before we jointly compiled the 

data was made to enhance this thesis reliability (Saunders et al., 2012). All interviews were 

conducted in Swedish and all documents are published in Swedish which highlights the risk of 

discrepancy in the translation of our data. To ensure authenticity we have carefully and 

thoroughly translated our data focusing on content and arguments rather than word for word. 

When transcribing the interviews we looked for emerging patterns on how private schools and 

its principals deal with conflicting institutional demands and how it shapes the organization. 

Not only compared to other principals participating in the thesis but also how they relate to 

ideas portrayed in the quality assessment documents issued by the schools. To look for 

emerging themes in data is referred to as thematic analysis (King, 1998) and our search for 

themes in the data sustains well with King’s (2004) arguments of an appropriate method when 

you aim to compare different perspectives among people operating in a certain context. 

The empirical section is structured around three themes, (1) the balancing act between 

educational and market demands, (2) how principals relate and react to market and educational 

demands, and (3) scrutiny and schools’ responses towards external actors. These themes are 

based on the empirical data collected and represent central aspects covered in the framework. 

The empirical section is followed by an analysis using our theoretical framework (illustrated in 

figure 1) and work as a tool to explore our research questions. By the use of our framework we 

analyze the empirical material in three steps, (1) how conflicting demands affect the 

organization internally, and (2) what role principals play in determining hybrid organizational 

behaviors, and (3) how certain organizational responses are utilized to satisfy internal and 

external actors.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



20 

 

4. Background to the empirical setting 

4.1 Empirical setting 
To empirically explore our research questions this thesis turn to a distinguishable clash of 

contrasting logics in the educational sector as conflicting demands arguably become most 

prominent in the public sector. However, to fully understand our reasoning and to be able to 

assimilate our discussion, we find that a further explanation of the Swedish education system 

and its actors as well as a description of its development is relevant to our research question. 

The following sections thus briefly present the empirical context this thesis operate in. 

4.1.1 Key events in the development of the current Swedish education system 

The first wave of changes regarding the Swedish educational system began in the beginning of 

the 80s (SOU 2014:5). Decentralization and deregulation was in focus throughout the 80s and 

during 1989 and 1990 the Swedish parliament adopted three proposals which gave the 

municipalities more influence and responsibility to organize and carry out school activities. 

However, the government remained responsible to decide on general national goals for schools. 

These reforms’ overall purpose was to generate more efficient use of tax money in the 

educational system as well as increase the quality in education (SOU 2014:5). 

In 1992, the Swedish parliament decided to open up the educational market for private actors 

(SOU 2014:5). During the preceding year the parliament further decided to give the students 

and their parents the opportunity to freely choose which school to attend, regardless if it was a 

private or public school. These reforms gave the municipalities new responsibilities than before, 

they were now responsible not only of administering but also to fund all schools based on the 

number of students attending each school with the new voucher program. Furthermore, these 

reforms also created a market where schools needed to profile themselves and compete against 

one another for students in order to survive (SOU 2014:5).   

All of these reforms generated good conditions for the rise of private schools in Sweden 

(Björklund et al., 2004; Edmark et al., 2014). The number of students attending private schools 

have continued to rise during the past years and during the school year of 2013/2014, 13,3 % 

of all Swedish students in elementary school attended a private school (Friskolornas 

riksförbund, 2014; NAE-A, 2014). In secondary school, almost 26 % of all Swedish students 

attended a privately operated school in the school year of 2013/2014 (Friskolornas riksförbund, 

2014) and in the end of 2011, one fifth of all private schools was owned by venture capital firms 

(Svt-A, 2014; Svt, 2011). Among students in private schools almost 25 % of elementary school 
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students, and 35 % of secondary school students attended a private school owned by a venture 

capital firm during the school year of 2013/2014 (Lärarnasnyheter, 2014).  

4.1.2 The requirements for schools 

The Swedish school is governed by different governmental policies, laws and other rule binding 

documents (Lärarnasriksförbund, 2014). For example, the Swedish school law specifies the 

general regulations for schools activities as well as overall national goals and guidelines for 

schools (Lärarnasriksförbund, 2014; NAE-B, 2013). Furthermore, the school law also governs 

which rights and responsibilities children, students, their guardians and the schools’ employees 

have (NAE-B, 2014). The first chapter of the school law 9 § declare that all education within 

the school system must be equivalent regardless of school type (meaning private or public) and 

its geographic location. 

The law also specify the responsibilities of the mandator (actor that operates a school) even if 

the government and the parliament has the overall responsibility over results and development 

(NAE-B, 2014; SOU 2014:5). The government issues national goals and guidelines for school 

activities in order to guarantee equivalent standards in schools around the country. The schools 

mandator is responsible for ensuring that the education comply with laws, documents and other 

rules that govern Swedish education (SOU 2014:5). The mandator is further responsible to 

organize schools in such a way that the education quality is ensured so that every student, on 

the basis of his or her own conditions, is given the support to reach as far as possible towards 

the national educational goals (School law ch. 3 § 3; NAE-C, 2013). The mandator therefore 

has the responsibility to allocate resources, organize and develop school activities on the basis 

of local conditions to ensure that the school reach national goals and quality standards (NAE-

C, 2013). In public schools the mandator is the municipality but private schools need to appoint 

a mandator, e.g. a school board, which needs to be approved by the municipality (SOU 2014:5; 

NAE-C, 2013). 

The government also issues a curriculum which emphasize core values to be reflected in school 

activities as well as missions, overall goals, and guidelines for education. The curriculum 

applies for all schools regardless if it is public or private (Lärarnas riksförbund, 2014; Prop. 

2009/10:165; Lundström & Parding, 2011). In addition there are also syllabuses issued by the 

government where the purpose and goal of every subject are outlined and which knowledge 

criteria each student should have achieved by the end of each course. However, how this is 

accomplished is up to the principal and teachers in each school (NAE-B, 2013; SOU 2014:5). 
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Regardless of being publically or privately operated, all schools in Sweden have to be approved 

by the Swedish Schools Inspectorate (SSI) and follow the national curriculum of education 

(SSI, 2015; Sahlgren, 2011). Another government actor in the field is the National Agency of 

Education (NAE) that publish recommendations for schools regarding how they should work 

and operate in order to fulfill the minimum requirements (NAE-B, 2014). The SSI assess 

applications to run private schools and also inspects schools in order to secure high quality 

education and a good learning environment (SSI, 2015). If the SSI were to find severe flaws 

upon inspection they have the power to revoke the permission to operate a private school. In 

contrast, public schools need not to worry about forced closure as private schools do, but must 

immediately correct any flaws discovered upon inspection (SSI, 2015). 

4.1.3 The principal 

Every school must have a principal with the overall responsibility for management and 

coordination of pedagogical work in the school (NAE-B, 2013). The principal as the 

pedagogical leader and manager of teachers and other school employees have the overall 

responsibility for school activities being directed to reach the national goals of education as 

well as developing and improving education (SSI, 2010; 2012; SOU 2014:5). Furthermore, 

principals are also responsible for the overall educational quality, support to students and 

teachers, and student learning (SSI, 2010; 2012). In general the principal’s assignment involves 

structuring teaching, budgeting, evaluating teaching quality, representing the school towards 

the mandator and the public, marketing the school, leading the pedagogical work but also to 

distribute the resources provided for the school through the voucher income (SOU 2014:5). 

Evidently, a principal have multiple roles and tasks to fulfill (NAE, 2011). 

Recent research has pointed towards the principals and their leadership skills as key elements 

to school performance and how schools are organized to reach knowledge standards and goals 

(SOU 2014:5). The reforms previously discussed in this thesis has given principals more 

freedom on how to implement and organize school activities and principals are no longer 

required to have a teaching background like before. However, principals hired after 2010 must 

have gone through an educational program for principals (SOU 2014:5; NAE, 2015). To 

summarize, a principal’s internal role can be described as both an administrative one involving 

budgeting, structuring the organization, and planning education as well as having a pedagogical 

role focusing on improving and developing educational and teaching quality (SSI, 2010; 2012). 
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(Table 2: Background) 

5. Findings 

5.1 Background 

Principal/School Years as Principal Number of students 
Previous work 

experience 

Educational 

background 

1 8 Years 120 students 

Special pedagogue, 

teacher and pre-

school director. All 

in private schools. 

Principal program 

and teacher 

education 

2 9 Years 400 students 

Social insurance 

officer and director 

at a privately 

operated school for 

adult education. 

Principal program 

3 6 years 125 students 

Teacher in 

privately operated 

schools 

 

Principal program 

and one year of 

pedagogical studies 

4 3 years 152 students 

Teacher at a private 

school and 

manager in the 

restaurant business 

Ongoing principal 

program and 

teacher education 

5 1 year 150 students 

Assistant principal 

at a public school 

and teacher in both 

private and public 

schools 

Principal program 

and teacher 

education 

6 3 years 160 students 

Management 

positions in IT in 

the private sector 

and different 

school leader 

positions in private 

schools. 

Principal program 

and teacher 

education 

7 2 years 218 students 

Assistant principal 

and teacher at a 

public school. 

Principal program 

and teacher 

education 

8 5 years 700 students 

Teacher at a private 

school and small 

self-employed 

media company. 

Principal program 

and teacher 

education 

9 14 years 168 students 

Teacher and pre-

school teacher in 

both private and 

public schools. 

Principal program 

and teacher 

education 

10 1 years 64 students 

Teacher and 

assistant principal 

in private schools. 

Principal program 

and teacher 

education  
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5.2 The balancing act between educational and market demands 

5.2.1 Educational goals 

Evident from the interviews it seems to be a problematic situation to cope with multiple 

demands in private schools in general. However, regarding the main purpose of school activities 

all principals emphasized the educational purpose of the school, to help and support students 

and give all students the possibility to reach the national knowledge criteria and national goals 

of education. For example principal (5) stated “The main purpose is goal achievement, that the 

children finish our school with as much knowledge and high goal achievement as possible”. On 

the subject of national educational criteria there was some discrepancy among the principals 

regarding how many students they can help reach those goals and what resources are required 

to accomplish this. What becomes clear in the quality reports but also during the interviews is 

that none of the schools achieve 100 % goal fulfillment among its students and a majority of 

the principals expressed that while their mission is that every student should finish their school 

period with complete grades it is not realistic to think that 100 % of the students actually do 

that. “You may aim for the stars but you may only reach the treetops” (Principal 4).   

In contrast, principal (6), (8) and (9) said that 100 % is difficult but possible arguing that lower 

ambitions creates a negative approach to goal achievement. Others argued that individual 

special needs and scarce resources rules out 100 % goal achievement and stated that 80 % is 

more realistic figure to strive for, also confirmed in their quality reports. Regardless of 

percentage target it becomes evident based on the principals’ rhetoric that a main ambition 

among the schools is to support students to the fullest of their ability within the limits of the 

student’s individual abilities and the financial frames they operate within. 

During the interviews a major concern expressed among the principals was how to ensure that 

all students managed to reach at least “E”, the lowest approved grade. For example principal 7 

said that “I believe that it is quite clear that it is my mission to provide a good education and 

our joint mission is to get everyone passed”. Academedia coordinate principals into groups with 

the aim to discuss and develop ideas on how to reach a higher percentage of “E” or higher 

among its students and standardize quality in the education in general. The exchanges included 

standardizing structures of class lectures, peer learning between teachers and systematic 

pedagogical work in an attempt to find best practice systems to achieve high numbers of goal 

achievement among students. The principals expressed that the key to better student result will 

not be resolved through lowering student ratio, but rather through more educated teachers and 

improved pedagogical methods. Further, all schools use the same Academedia-model on how 
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to measure quality in education and how to work to improve educational activities, all this to 

promote efficiency and guarantee a certain standard among Academedia owned schools.   

When asked if the minimum level of goal achievement gained too much attention at the expense 

of students aiming higher than ‘E’, the majority of the principals did mention that it might be a 

problem, and that it may be at the expense of individual students’ ambitions. The focus on 

getting all students passed the minimum educational goals are also evident in the quality reports 

issued by the schools which reveals that much time and resources are put in place in order to 

accomplish this. However, at certain times some principals found it difficult to make room for 

some much needed support. School 1 had problems to provide enough support to students with 

special needs, and school 3 and 4 only provided the minimum level of support functions such 

as a special pedagogue for their students. 

No major sanctions were expressed among principals during the interviews if they temporarily 

were to fail to present good numbers on goal achievement. When asked what will happen if 

students fail to meet national educational goals principal (1) said “It is within the greater 

organization we evaluate it, we evaluate why some can achieve 100% among students and some 

much lower. I personally do not believe that all students can meet the educational goals due to 

different individual circumstances, but others claim that it is possible. The company scrutinize 

the schools that have a low percentage of students reaching the goals”. Some principals 

described how they, to inform their mandator, are required to present progress reports of 

working methods and goal achievement which testify the aim of Academedia to constantly 

overlook the schools educational development and improvement. Principal (7) even expressed 

that Academedia have phased out schools that do not meet the required quality in education 

over time.  

5.2.2 Ownership goals 

A number of the interviewed schools described that their owner Academedia have several 

missions for the schools to achieve. Academedia provide goals on how many students it would 

take to create a good school that generates both a certain educational quality and a surplus to 

Academedia. Therefore, the schools have goals on how many students that should attend their 

school, for example school 1 have 175 students, school 3 have 180 students, school 7 have 350 

students and school 9 have 164 students. On the question concerning if they could afford to 

have less students than 32 students per classroom, principal (8) expressed that “Yes I would say 

that, but my mandator wouldn’t agree to that. They earn higher profits the more students there 

are in the classroom… If we only had to break even we could have fewer students in the school”. 



26 

 

What is evident in this discussion is the self-perceived pressure on the schools from its owner 

to be effective regarding its utilization of its capabilities and facilities to secure a surplus. 

A majority of the principals described an intense competition between all schools attracting 

students to attend their school. Principal (1) elaborated her views on the voucher income system 

“Everyone wants to get the money, as fast as possible and don’t look to the best interest of the 

students, only the financial aspect”. Principal (5) further elaborated on this issue “Sometimes 

we must think in market economy terms to attain enough students, otherwise you may have to 

cut teacher positions resulting in decreased job security among teachers”. Further, the 

principals expressed that a lot of pressure were put on them to attract the number of students 

that were asked of them. Principal (3), managing a practice-oriented school described that her 

supervisor had a goal of 180 students attending the school but her view was that the number 

was unrealistic because it does not exist that many students that wish to attend a practical school 

in the region. These testimonials confirms the impression that all principals gave, namely that 

the educational sector indeed are experiencing an open market situation regarding attracting 

students to its school, not present before the reforms. 

Another mission from Academedia for the schools to achieve are the financial demands placed 

on the schools. The principals all defined this in different ways, some saying that they are 

required to send a surplus to Academedia, others that they have to pay a certain percentage of 

the voucher income to Academedia to gain access to administrative and support structures. 

Principal (8) expressed support for the surplus arguing that public schools’ inefficient use of 

funds is the very reason Academedia can make profit. Schools within Academedia pay 

differently depending on which stage the school is in. For example, in the startup phase a school 

should ideally send 10 % of the voucher income to Academedia and more mature schools should 

contribute with around 15 % of their voucher income. Further, school 1 deliver 10 %, school 2 

deliver about 14 % and school 9 deliver 15-17 % of the voucher income to Academedia. What 

became evident during the interviews, supported by these figures, is that efficient use of 

resources and delivering surplus are present and important goals within the schools even if some 

the principals declined to reveal an exact percentage. 

On the question of sanctions or effects of non-compliance of budget the majority expressed how 

it could result in restrictions of purchasing and substitute teachers, and in the end cutting teacher 

positions which indicates the importance of budget compliance. The principals described that 

they risk their position if they fail to meet the required quality in education over time or if they 

repeatedly fail to comply with the budget. Further, regarding restrictions in educational 



27 

 

activities principal (5) expressed frustration “You can get slightly irritated but you learn how to 

find ways to solve it. The budget is a huge demand on us principals and our resources doesn’t 

cover everything, but that’s how it is”. In contrast, school 2 and 6 did not experience any 

restrictions in educational activities due to budget concerns but said that it could be due to their 

popularity and size earning them full classes. For example principal (6) expressed that “For me 

is it obvious, and perhaps it is because I come from the private sector, I cannot get everything 

I point at, it is nothing strange about that. Is a way of living and relate to the resources you 

have”.   

Three of the schools were bought by Academedia during the two preceding years and the 

principals in these schools described Academedia as a more present owner regarding both 

quality and financial issues. Principal (4) described a distribution of money between schools “It 

is mainly during this budget year that a discussion of allocating money between schools has 

arisen. It’s giving and taking, and of course I understand that”. Further, when asked if she had 

experienced any differences between Academedia and the previous owners she said “... the only 

thing that I experience is that budget restrictions are more apparent now when the number of 

students are less than expected”. Moreover, principal (2) expressed an anxious feeling about 

the number of students per teacher “... for example I can see that schools that have belonged to 

the group longer than us have more students per teacher, we remain fairly well off though”. 

All principals emphasized the importance of always meeting the budget approved by 

supervisors and that school activities must be kept within these frames regardless of increased 

needs for support among students. Only unforeseen events such as water damages, fire, 

decreased voucher income per student from the municipality or similar are generally accepted. 

But according to some of the principals the school can apply for more resources from 

Academedia for special projects to increase quality in education. Regardless of this principal 

(7) said that “... I could imagine that public schools can go over the budget, educational goals 

and educational purposes goes first and the students are in focus. But private schools aren't 

like that, you have to keep the budget as well as reach the national educational goals and 

criteria, you have to reach both. At least in a large corporate group like this one”. This last 

quote testifies the recurring self-perceived importance of budget compliance while securing 

educational quality at the same time among the principals. 

The self-perceived importance of committing to multiple demands were recurrent throughout 

the interviews,  Principal (4) and (5) resembled their job with a spider that weaves demands 

together trying to find resources in the budget to provide necessary support for students while 
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at the same time meeting financial goals. Principal (5) explained it as followed “I have always 

managed to accomplish this in some way, working my way around it, if they need support you 

give them support. We may have to switch things around within the school, you may have to 

borrow resources from other posts or cut costs in teaching materials or whatever you need in 

order to give the students the support they have the right to”. Further, principal (5) expressed 

that the national educational goals are stated by law and cannot be compromised with and that 

principals have to use some sort of magic in order find resources to provide students with the 

support they need. 

The interviewed principals revealed that their budget for school activities needs to be approved 

by their supervisors. They described that they have budget meetings discussing the financial 

situation with their supervisors to come up with a mutual agreement regarding the budget, 

where they argue what resources are needed to further improve their operations. For example 

principal (1) said “On the basis of the voucher income I do a budget and then my supervisor 

review it and in relation to my voucher income they set a certain percentage which I must 

obtain...”. Academedia provide certain templates regarding the budget in general and how 

much leeway a principal gets etc. to ensure compliance and efficiency within the schools they 

own. For example, principal (10) described that the authorization level for that school was 5000 

SEK and that investments and purchases above that figure needed to be confirmed by 

supervisors. 

A majority of the principals interviewed expressed concerns about planning and budgeting one 

year ahead without knowing how many students that will attend the school during the following 

year. Principal (6) described that “The problem for all schools is that you plan educational 

activities based on forecasts about the future and the number of students that have signed to 

attend here, but they may also have signed to attend other schools, so the number doesn’t need 

to match and that complicates the budgeting process”. Because the schools need a certain 

number of students to attend their school to survive and to keep staff, principals experience a 

great burden to handle the constant adjustment between the current number of students 

attending the school and the budget. For example principal (1) said “We have an enormous 

financial pressure on us, that you have to handle, it comes down to attracting as many students 

as possible” and  “... it is a huge competition, it is almost scary how they fight over the 

students”. Further, principal (5) despaired “The budget work involves many nights, twisting and 

turning, and it isn’t fun to say that we have to cut purchasing completely”. The creation of a 

new market were schools compete for students have clearly created a difficult situation for 
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schools and its principals to know how much resources they have to spend on educational 

activities long term. 

In order to generate a surplus the schools are required to make efficient use of their voucher 

income and the principals are particularly focusing on adjusting the current number of students 

with a suitable number of teacher positions. Principal (8) described the situation as “I have a 

mission from my mandator to be effective with the resources”. Principal (3) expressed how staff 

reduction is where you cut costs “Among those that aren’t full-time employees we adjust so that 

we don’t have unnecessary staff”. Further, Principal (5) expressed that she, during budget 

meetings with the supervisor, often discuss in which areas they can cut costs and where they 

have room for more students and how they can attract more students. The constant balancing 

act between different activities in the budget usually meant disadvantages for budget posts such 

as teaching materials, investments in the facilities and electronic devices. This also illustrate 

the current market situation where an insufficient number of students often lead to cutbacks 

affecting the educational purpose of the school. 

Academedia as the owner is highly focused on improving the quality of education and deliver 

a good product for students. This is supported by principal (8), “If we deliver a good education 

we attract many students and then we make money. It links together”. The quality of education 

is seen as way to ensure profitability in the schools. When discussing the owners’ purpose of 

the school activities principal (6) said “If you invest your money you need a return on that, you 

don’t put your money in the bank with 0 % interest rate, that would be stupid … I have a really 

good mandator and I´m proud of my school and support my school to 100 %. There is no one 

poking around in my school as long I deliver the result required of me”. Principal (2) and (9) 

speak in the same way, testifying that if they continuously deliver results, both educational and 

financial ones, it creates freedom. This was a common view expressed in the discussions 

throughout the interviews, that Academedia and the supervisors generally only get involved in 

micro management of the schools if they perform below expectation over time. For example, 

principal (9) said “If you find yourself in a privileged situation like us, with a budget that adds 

up you may focus on pedagogical improvement and creating a good learning environment”. 

Lastly, a majority of the interviewed principals described how they cut costs in administration 

in order to facilitate more resources to educational activities, for example they often strip down 

the assistant principal role completely. Due to this, some principals expressed that the 

administrative tasks such as budgeting, planning education and producing different reports to 

their supervisors take much of their time at the expense of the pedagogical role. Merely school 
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4, 7 and 8 had an assistant principal part time and all principals expressed an unsustainable 

workload having to keep up with multiple roles ranging from administering and budget to HR 

and at the same time make room for the pedagogical role. What became very obvious is that 

principals alone take on multiple roles to meet different demands and fulfill missions.  

5.3 How principals relate and react to market and educational demands 

The principals interviewed claimed to have little time over to lead work on improving education 

and student learning. During the discussion about the multiple roles a principal have, principal 

(7) said that “It is the pedagogical role that suffers. It is really sad”. In some situations sacrifices 

regarding their educational mission are made in order to keep the school within the financial 

frames. For example principal (3) said that “I asked for one more day per week with my curator 

and special pedagogue but received a ‘no’ on that request, basically because it doesn’t fit in 

the latest forecast and in the current budget”. 

At certain times principals and their supervisors have different opinions on a number of subjects 

such as how much certain educational activities are allowed to cost. Principal (4) expressed 

concerns that the supervisor sometimes do not understand the purpose of the school’s practical 

facilities, “It hasn't always existed an understanding about our practical facilities, it is for 

educational purposes and not a working facility that should generate money, they ask us to sell 

more or do more activities in order to sell more. But everything we do need to be grounded in 

the education”. Moreover, principal (1) explained her feelings regarding the ownership 

presence “It is really tough and frustrating, really frustrating. Sometimes it feels like it was a 

while ago they were working in a school and that they have forgotten what it is like working 

with students”. She continued by saying “I prioritize student health care, but when I met my 

supervisor yesterday he didn’t think that we should do that. We have different opinions on that 

topic”. Further, principal (8) described in a similar way that she had to defend certain 

investments, e.g. breakfast servings in the school. Many of the principals described that they 

had to be decisive when it comes to supervisors’ suggestions on how to make the operations 

more efficient or profitable. Principal (9) elaborated, “We have a requirement to bring in the 

maximum number of students we can make room for but I have the opportunity to say ‘no more’ 

and the mandator accepts that, but you have to be distinct for it to work”. These testimonials 

of disagreements and discussions with representatives of Academedia projecting a strong 

financial focus was a recurrent theme during the interviews. 

Like previously stated, the principals had vastly different explanations to why they need to 

generate a surplus and the acceptance of some demands from its owners seemed difficult for 
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some of the principals but they nevertheless stated that they comply with them. Principal (6) 

and (8) with a background in the private sector expressed support for the need to create a surplus 

in each school. For example principal (6) said that the surplus was not only for the 

administration but also to create savings that could be used in difficult times “You study 

business so you would know that it must exist capital savings, otherwise our operations would 

be vulnerable and that doesn’t give any security to our students. So in a large organization like 

this it needs to exist a certain administrative structure and because we provide education we 

also need research and quality-assurance etc. Something that you don’t always have in public 

schools as I’ve understood”. Principal (6) further described that this could be difficult to 

understand for some people, both internally and outside the school, especially for people that 

have not worked in the private sector like herself where this is a natural thing. 

All the principals interviewed said that they exclude teachers from the overall budget process 

altogether as well as the financial goals, a separation to avoid potential disagreements internally. 

When asked how Principal (1) balanced financial and educational goals internally she answered 

“I try not to bother the teachers with the financial part to avoid that pressure, I deal with that 

myself. I try to arrange an undisturbed work environment for them and if necessary I cut back 

on materials and equipment”. After the budget process is completed and has been approved by 

the supervisor, some of the principals delegate individual subject budgets to the teachers where 

they get the opportunity to decide on how they want to use these resources on educational 

activities and teaching materials. A majority of the principals provide teachers and other staff 

with financial information to create an understanding of the current financial situation if interest 

exists among the staff but emphasized that they allow teachers to focus on the pedagogical 

work. 

In most schools the staff show understanding of limited resources and acceptance of higher 

student ratio according to the principals. Principal (7) described that she feel that teachers in 

her school understand that more students means more income for the school and creates job 

security even if it results in larger classes. Her experiences of public schools was that teachers 

showed little commitment towards budget constraints and that a general perception among 

teachers was that fewer students to handle in their class always was a good thing. In contrast, 

private school teachers seem more open to take in more students during an ongoing semester 

based on the principals’ testimonials which signals the acceptance among the school staff 

regarding the present market situation. In contrast, principal (3) explained how teachers often 

complain wanting more resources, for example she said “It easily becomes a discussion with 
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teachers regarding resources. I do not always agree with them because at most times it is not 

lack of resources but more a lack of structure and organization that is the problem, which of 

course is my responsibility to sort out”. 

Seven out of ten principals described a difficult and sometimes frustrating situation balancing 

financial goals (surplus) with educational goals. Principal (5) described the situation as 

following “It is frustrating, sometimes you go absolutely crazy, but you have to remain loyal 

and this is also the case in public schools when you are a manager within an organization. To 

be alone with the pressure from both staff and the company is really difficult to deal with”. 

Principal (7) described it in a similar way “I believe this is a really difficult situation regardless 

of position, I say this both as a former teacher, and now as a principal, you always think you 

don’t have enough resources. It is because we deal with human beings, you can always help 

someone a little more and where do you draw the line for what is an appropriate level of support 

to someone?”. 

The principals speak of a sometimes unmanageable situation merging these demands together 

and principal (5) argued that an ideal solution would be to remove the economic demand on 

principals and enhance the pedagogical responsibility. This exemplifies some of the principals’ 

reluctance to the financial responsibility at the expense of the more appreciated pedagogical 

role. In contrast, principals (2), (6) and (8) did not perceive this balancing act as a demanding, 

or too difficult, task to handle. They admitted scarce resources but argued that every 

organization have scarce resources and that it is not unique for schools. School (6) have stopped 

using substitutes teachers in order to reduce costs and instead try to deal with it internally by 

letting other teachers or the principal herself step in. Both principal (2) and (6) stressed that that 

one can do a lot with the voucher income in terms of support for students as well as general 

educational activities. Further, principal (2), (6) and (8) argued that their schools in general do 

not need more resources and that it is a question of organization and structure to improve the 

quality in education as well as students’ results. Evidently, these three principals did not 

experience any discomfort merging financial and educational demands together.  

5.4 External scrutiny and the schools’ responses  

The schools are continuously scrutinized by the Academedia quality-assurance team which 

have a similar assignment as the SSI and work to improve the quality in education but also to 

prepare the schools for inspections done by the SSI. When asked about governmental and 

municipalities’ supervision, all principals expressed that the only external inspection they 

experience is done by the SSI. However, inspections do not occur often, every two-five years 
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or so and the schools was notified well in advance of its visits. While principals expect minor 

remarks on some part of its operations, none of the principals interviewed for this thesis had 

experienced any sanctions from the SSI but emphasized that they prepare thoroughly for an 

inspection done by the SSI.  

5.4.1 Guardians’ supervision 

A more prominent and active scrutinizer of private schools are, unsurprisingly, guardians. “As 

soon as parents hear that we don’t have enough money for substitute teachers they get upset 

because they know that the corporate group as a whole is profitable” (Principal 1). If there 

were to come up difficult questions regarding the surplus, some of the principals described that 

Academedia provide standardized information to the schools on how to respond to critical 

questions. In response to critical questions the principals usually argue that they have the same 

resources as public schools or that their students enjoy all resources needed in a school. Some 

principals further described that handling the relationship between demanding parents take 

much of their time and as principal (5) said “Private schools face incredible demands to be a 

good school, parents demand that! These parents are active selectors and they don’t just go to 

the nearest school”.  

The discussion between guardians and principals are in general about total teaching time and 

directed towards questions regarding a specific student, not on financial issues. Some of the 

principals described that guardians that are okay with their children attending a private school 

do not ask critical questions regarding financial issues, and principal (2) explicitly said “I 

believe that parents that are okay with their children selecting a private school doesn’t have 

any problems with this and therefore don’t ask these questions. If the parents doesn’t ask 

anything about financial demands I don’t say anything about it, one should not wake the bear 

that sleeps”. In order to avoid critical questions the schools try to be as transparent as possible 

regarding how the school is managed which is exemplified by principal (4) that argued “We get 

very few calls from parents about this. I think it’s because we show quality and clear goals, and 

that we have all the support functions that a public school have”.  

However, several principals witnessed of a somewhat problematic relationship with some of 

the guardians, some critical towards private schools and others demanding better results and 

support for their own children. Principal (5) and (7) described the importance of being true to 

the mission despite pressure from guardians due to the sometimes difficult customer 

relationship. This highlights the somewhat problematic customer-relation between the parents 

and students on the one hand, and the schools on the other hand that the market situation have 
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created, a dual dependency. Several of the principals rhetorically elaborated on the difficulties 

on how much a school can or should compromise on its educational activities to keep students 

and their guardians happy. However, despite the market situation and the possibility for 

guardians to switch school for their children the principals argued that they do not compromise 

with the educational purpose and principal (5) concluded “I do not compromise on my mission 

of being a principal, never in my life”.   

5.4.2 A negative portrait 

The principals expressed that private schools such as the ones owned by Academedia often are 

misunderstood and wrongfully attacked by the media and the public at large, and that external 

actors often generalize and lump every private school together. For example principal (10) 

described an unfair portrait of Academedia “The debate is terribly distorted, look at our 

students and how they enjoy being here, have good goal achievement, and receive support in 

different sorts of crises, all this in a private school which is pro-profit”. Some of the principals 

expressed frustration regarding the media and their intentional search for flaws to gain good 

headlines. Principals argued that most people feel that they have the right and the knowledge to 

criticize private schools just because they have attended a school at some point in their lives 

and thus know how a school ought to be governed. Several principals further expressed 

frustration about how people in general know very little about the current school curriculum 

and therefore should not get involved discussing how schools ought to be governed. Principal 

(2) elaborated even further on this discussion arguing that there exists a knowledge gap between 

the people involved in school activities and people that aren’t which leads to misunderstandings. 

Principal (6) also argued that the scrutiny by the media is not fair “We work and work, and I 

have an incredible competent staff and we work hard but we don’t get any credit for it”. 

Evidently principals resent actors that assume the right to interfere and raise critical questions 

on how the schools should be governed without supported argumentation.   

All schools publish quality reports on their homepages, have open-houses frequently, organize 

school exhibitions and have parent meetings. The quality documents issued by the schools are 

highly detailed. The documents are mainly directed to guardians and governmental agencies 

and reveal the educational purpose of each school and its ambition. For example school 2’s 

report states “In our school we aim to create conditions for learning, thinking and knowledge 

development… Our ambition is to meet the needs and encourage individual development. That 

is our most important driving force”. All schools present similar ambitions. The reports 

highlights the schools’ support functions and facilities for good educational conditions. Further, 
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these reports reveal that most teachers have a teacher legitimation, and that the school have 

special needs teachers and special pedagogues. It also states the current teacher student ratio, 

the standard of school facilities and how they pedagogically work etc. What is evident is that 

all reports are highly transparent regarding what is working in a satisfying manner, what is not 

and what they plan on doing in order improve and correct any of these flaws. 

For example, school 1’s report express that the current school facilities are overcrowded “This 

in turn makes the learning environment less stimulating. Smaller group rooms are also missing 

which forces our students to sit in our only corridor and work”. Further they write that the 

current situation is to be solved in the following year. Another example is found in school 3’s 

report which notes that they need to get a qualified special pedagogue to ensure that proper 

support is provided to students with special needs. These reports present many plans of 

improving quality in education and on improving the students’ results, and especially on 

lowering the percentage of students getting the grade ‘F’. For example school 7’s report 

emphasize their ongoing work on lowering the grade ‘F’, “During the school year the teachers 

have worked hard on reducing the proportion of ‘F’ through specific examination, practice 

days, and extra examination occasions during the spring semester”. School 8’s report notes 

similar work “The work with our students to achieve at least the grade ‘E’ have given positive 

results”. 

The reports often compare and relate the schools’ ways of working and their plans with different 

government documents or agencies such as curriculums, the school law, SSI assessments or 

NAE recommendations. For example, school 3’s report discussing Academedia’s quality 

measurement tools and definitions notes “The quality definitions has been examined in depth 

in different contexts during the last years, both internally as externally, and it has generated 

admiration from both politicians, professionals, customers and the NAE. Our quality work is 

therefore on steady ground”. School 10’s report describes the internal scrutiny done by the 

Academedia quality-assurance team to insure high quality “Each year we perform internal 

inspections based on the SSI-model for inspections of schools…”. 

Financial concerns such as what resources the school possess and how they distribute the 

voucher income is clearly downplayed in the documents. The quality reports published by the 

schools do not mention any financial considerations in general and only did so briefly if 

mentioned at all, often in relation to improvement plans or costs associated with investments. 

For example, school 9’s report only briefly mentions its financial considerations of their 

operations “We will ensure that all resources are used in the best possible way. It is a 



36 

 

continuous work to examine and reconsider our organization and our activities so that goal 

achievement and quality is reached”. 

The principals witnessed that they change their rhetoric and that they usually emphasize 

different things and actively choose which information they share depending on which actor 

they communicate with. For example principal (1) said “... I should be loyal to the company I 

work for when talking to the parents and with you. When talking to the municipality I try to talk 

about that we should have the same opportunities and rights as the public schools. Towards the 

company I don’t really talk about the problems at the school but more about the financial parts 

or how to further develop the school”. 
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6. Analysis 

6.1 Conflicting demands 

Though many principals promote educational logic when they speak they seem as they have 

widely accepted the fundamental idea of market logic and the demands of shareholder value 

expressed by Academedia as a representative of EQT. This becomes evident not only from their 

general acceptance of budget compliance and voucher income distribution but also in terms of 

efficient usage of given resources, customer-orientation, and standardization of educational 

practices and student learning. Both logics are thus prominent within the organization.  

The clash between market and educational demands in privatized welfare sectors described by 

Hartman (2011) seem inevitable in these hybrid schools and internal compromises are made in 

order to find cooperative solutions to meet both logics. In line with Engwall (2007; 2008) our 

findings suggest that the educational logic have been forced to give room for the market logic 

to influence school practices after the educational reforms in the 90s. This becomes apparent in 

the discussion on how many students they can help reach minimum knowledge criteria within 

the financial frames of the budget. In regard to the educational logic the schools work hard to 

accomplish that every student at least earn the grade ‘E’ in every subject but seem to accept a 

completion level of 80 %, in part due to limited resources derived from compliance to the 

market logic. However, in order to accomplish more educational support and learning activities 

most schools cut in administrative positions to increase funds. 

In times of increased need for student support the principals acquire the resources internally by 

shifting resources in different budget post instead of compromising on the established and 

approved budget. However, at certain times the schools fail to reallocate the much needed 

resources internally which becomes clear in principal (3)’s statement “I asked for one more day 

per week with my curator and special pedagogue but received a ‘no’ on that request, basically 

because it doesn’t fit in the latest forecast and in the current budget”. This highlights one of 

Kraatz and Block’s (2008) suggested problems for hybrid organizations, that attempts to act in 

accordance with one logic may cause critique and resistance from other constituencies 

embedded in another logic. These hybrid schools strongly incorporate the market logic idea of 

efficiency evident by their sharing of standardized ‘best practices’ between Academedia owned 

schools. A common view among the principals were that standardized pedagogical methods 

was the way to ensure higher competence among its staff and in turn generate higher student 

results rather than individual customized student support and learning as traditionally preached 
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within the Swedish school sector. Increasing teacher quality, and not teacher quantity seemed 

to be a major focus within the schools to manage lowering the percentage of students getting 

‘F’, while being efficient with resources. The principals further allowed room for efficiency to 

permeate the organizations by accepting high utilization of its capabilities and facilities to meet 

both educational and market demands.  

Our findings strongly suggests that there are two types and levels of demands that require 

different kinds of responses. The characteristics and specific nature of a demand seem to 

determine the room for maneuverability and responses for hybrid schools. The first level of 

demands include very specific demands that are highly supervised by the constituencies placing 

the demand, we label this level of demand “fundamental”.  Greenwood et al. (2011) argue that 

specific demands limits the room for organizations and its managers to maneuver and mask any 

dissatisfying actions, hence specific demands require strict compliance. An example of a 

specific demand concerning shareholder value derived from the market logic is the demand to 

transfer 10-17 % of the voucher income depending on the development-stage of the school. 

Further examples is the demand from Academedia that their schools should have a certain 

number of students attending each school and strict budget compliance with the established 

budget. On the other side, the educational logic also push forward specific demands concerning 

national knowledge goals and criteria in each subject on what every student should learn and 

achieve.  

Because both logics’ demands are specific it makes it very difficult for the schools and its 

principal to divert on any of these demands which underlines the importance of dual compliance 

in order to maintain legitimacy in the eyes of constituencies of both logics. These specific 

demands must be accomplished in order to reach acceptable levels of compliance with both 

logics. The attempt of a dual compliance with fundamental demands is also necessary due to 

the apparent resource-dependency on both sides (Oliver, 1991), capital from their owners 

Academedia (EQT) and voucher income from the municipality and the government’s 

permission to operate a school. Further, high supervision by the owners, governmental agencies 

such as the NAE and SSI as well as guardians and media makes it impossible to divert from 

these fundamental demands on both sides. Due to this reason the schools cannot choose either 

side alone but must comply with both logics at least at an acceptable level or otherwise risk to 

be dismantled, get its permission revoked, or in the principals’ case risk getting fired. 

What is apparent, both in the interviews and the quality reports, is that much time and effort are 

put in place to reach fundamental demands from both logics. The constant strive to meet at least 
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an acceptable level of compliance with each logic rather than to compromise on fundamental 

demands becomes evident in principal (7) statement concerning the importance of budget 

compliance and goal achievement “... You have to keep the budget as well as reach the national 

educational goals and criteria, you have to reach both...”.  What this discussion shows is that 

principals spend much of their time puzzling these demands together, twisting and turning to 

achieve compliance, not very surprising since complying with contrasting demands 

simultaneously is an extremely complex task (Kraatz & Block, 2008). The clash between 

fundamental market and educational logic demands creates an extremely difficult task for the 

schools and its principals to handle but nevertheless requires strict dual compliance due to above 

mentioned reasons. The sometimes unmanageable situation for principals expressed by Engwall 

and Lindwall (2012) becomes apparent in our case when for example principal (5) expressed 

that you have to use some sort of magic to manage both demands at the same time. However, 

some of the principals (2, 6, and 8) did not find this situation discomforting. One could argue 

in line with Greenwood et al (2011) that this is because these fundamental demands from both 

logics have been constant over the years and therefore enhances the schools’ ability to handle 

these contested demands, since it invokes predictability.  

The second level of demands concerns non-specified requests and desires put forward by 

constituencies from both logics, we label this level of requests “additional”. These requests 

occur simultaneously as the fundamental demands but allow room for organizational 

maneuverability due to lack of strong supervision and specificity of the requests that enforce 

strict compliance on the fundamental level. To clarify, the additional level begins when the 

demands placed by the constituencies becomes blurred and non-specific. For example, 

supervisors representing Academedia and thus the market logic expressed desires of raising the 

attending number of the students above established number but without expressing exact 

numbers. Another example is the request to be more efficient with resources without specifying 

an exact goal or how to achieve this. These types of demands on the additional level can be 

defied by the school, evident by principal (9) statement “We have a requirement to bring in the 

maximum number of students we can make room for but I have the opportunity to say ‘no more’ 

and the mandator accepts that, but you have to be distinct for it to work”.   

On the other end of the spectrum, constituencies representing the educational logic also place 

non-specific demands on the schools regarding how much support they should provide to each 

student so they could reach as far as possible towards the national educational goals (School 

law Ch. 3 § 3). This demand enjoy legal support as it is constituted as a law but its unspecific 
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nature enables deviation and interpretation of the request evident from the schools’ ambition to 

get all students passed rather than focusing on individual support to achieve higher levels of 

goal fulfillment among its students. This unspecified request is further established by principal 

(7)’s statement “I believe this is a really difficult situation regardless of position, I say this both 

as a former teacher, and now as a principal, you always think you don’t have enough resources. 

It is because we deal with human beings, you can always help someone a little more and where 

do you draw the line for what is an appropriate level of support to someone?”. 

The non-specificity of requests and the lack of strict supervision of compliance at the additional 

level allows the principals at each school a freedom to choose which logic they wish their 

organization to affiliate with after securing fulfillment of the prioritized fundamental demands. 

This becomes apparent when principal (9) said “If you find yourself in a privileged situation 

like us, with a budget that adds up you may focus on pedagogical improvement and creating a 

good learning environment”. The principals used their freedom at the additional level to direct 

the school practices and behaviors towards their own preferences and interests. According to 

Kraatz and Block (2008) constituencies only grant legitimacy when they have proof of long 

term commitment and non-deviation, i.e. second order criteria, which can be seen in our case 

were the schools are left with high autonomy free from internal scrutiny from Academedia 

when they continuously deliver results and prove long term commitment to fundamental 

demands. This is supported by Principal (6)’s statement about continuous results “... There is 

no one poking around in my school as long I deliver the result required of me” and how the 

hybrid schools used their secured legitimacy at Academedia is further discussed in section 6.1.1.  

At the additional level, the partial freedom to maneuver is used by the principals to favor 

educational logic demands over market ones as they emphasize improving educational activities 

after securing fundamental demands rather than improving financial figures. At the additional 

level the school and its principals had the possibility to use the strategy ‘compromise’ suggested 

by Pache and Santos (2010), originally presented by Oliver (1991). At this level, the 

constituencies where more open for compromising on their requests exemplified by the 

discussions between the principals and the supervisors over extra resources for educational 

purposes. However, the only bargaining occurred between principals and representatives of the 

market logic during budget meetings and not with representatives from the educational logic. It 

became clear that expenses above traditional levels, to promote the educational logic, required 

well-rooted arguments by the principals when establishing the budget. Principals witnessed that 

they often have to defend money spent on student support activities, how many students they 
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should have and the educational purpose of the school towards market logic constituencies. 

This is supported by statements from both principal (1) and (8) explaining that they have to 

defend certain investments such as student healthcare and breakfast servings in their annual 

budget meetings with their supervisors. 

6.1.1 The blending of two logics  

The potential negative effects of non-compliance with both logics at the fundamental level of 

demands seem to result in the response of submission but also major internal compromises such 

as cutbacks in administration and other budget post such as teaching materials. The strategy 

adopted by the hybrid schools regarding the fundamental level of demands resembles Pache 

and Santos (2013) findings where organizations conformed to intact demands. It also supports 

Pratt and Foreman’s (2000) idea of finding cooperative solutions to deal with tensions 

originating from conflicting demands since they can’t escape fundamental demands. This since 

the schools refrained from the traditional strategy of compromise originally presented by Oliver 

(1991) on this type of demands as they did not engage in extensive bargaining with multiple 

constituencies nor tried to create new practices in order to balance the demands placed by the 

constituencies embracing contrasting logics. Further, they did not try to decouple and only 

symbolically commit to these demands (as Meyer and Rowan (1977) discussed) due to high 

supervision in the educational field.  

The blending of logics further resembles Pache and Santos (2013) findings where organizations 

founded by commercial actors, which experienced high legitimacy in the commercial logic, still 

adapted the majority of the social welfare logic. This due to the need to comply with the 

dominant logic in order to earn acceptance to enter the field and prosper within it. The same 

could be argued in this case where the schools continuously have delivered good results in terms 

of good profit that could be invested in new school companies and increased quality in 

education since they were bought by Academedia. As EQT have invested 5-8 years to develop 

Academedia and its schools to create value appreciation and the schools have delivered their 

part during the ownership it could be argued that Academedia’s schools have secured a high 

legitimacy at EQT that represent the market logic. 

It seems that the schools’ high legitimacy in the market logic earn them the possibility to 

partially liberate themselves from the market logic at the additional level and only comply to 

fundamental demands within the market logic to satisfy Academedia and EQT. This is partly 

in line with Pache and Santos’ (2013) findings apart from the level of compliance, where they 

suggested that high legitimacy in one logic enables minimum compliance with that logic, our 
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findings suggest that a higher level is required. The fundamental demands put forward in this 

thesis cannot accurately be called minimum because the constituencies place several specific 

demands on the schools. Accepting Academedia’s demands of budget compliance, efficient 

usage of given resources, customer-orientation, and standardization of educational practices 

and student learning to enable value appreciation and distribution of voucher income cannot 

accurately be called minimum compliance, hence the term acceptable level of compliance seem 

more appropriate.  

At the additional level of demands the schools appear to focus on the requests placed by the 

constituencies embracing the educational logic. This partially because the schools have to 

emphasize its commitment to the educational logic due to its strong position in the educational 

field but also due to the strong support the educational logic had among the principals. This 

freedom could be explained by our previous discussion about the increased possibility to 

maneuver between various requests at the additional level, used by the principals to direct the 

organization in line with their own preferences. What determines principals’ preferences is 

further elaborated in section 6.2.  

Regardless of the principals’ own affiliation to the educational logic, the schools’ documents 

and the principals’ testimonials suggests that they feel obligated to focus on the additional 

requests pushed forward by the constituencies embracing the educational logic. This in order to 

compensate Academedia’s lack of legitimacy in the field, exemplified by the media’s and 

citizens’ criticism and negative view of Academedia. This phenomena could be explained by 

Kraatz and Block’s (2008) argument regarding second order criteria which states that 

constituencies only grant legitimacy if there exists evidence of long term commitment and non-

deviation. The schools thus need to show devotion and commitment that they work with the 

demands derived from the educational logic long term in order to earn legitimacy.  

Our findings suggests that the room for agency among the schools and its principals at the 

‘fundamental level’ of demands is more constrained compared to Pache and Santos’ (2013) 

study on hybrid organizations where the organizations more freely could combine and select 

activities to their advantage from different logics. The data suggests a self-perceived obligation 

among the principals to comply with both logics at the fundamental level. However, the 

principals are granted freedom and able to demonstrate a fair amount of agency on how to 

balance these logics internally at the additional level of requests. How much agency the schools 

and its principals are able to demonstrate is largely dependent on previous educational and 

financial results of the school and the principals’ ability to maneuver between, and reason with 
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constituencies. Our findings underline two key abilities among hybrid leaders in order to 

succeed in a contested environment. In line with Greenwood et al.’s (2011) arguments, hybrid 

leaders need to show understanding of, and be sensitive to, conflicting demands in order to 

successfully maneuver between claims placed by constituencies embracing different logics. 

6.2 Role of the principal 

The strong favoring of the educational logic at the additional level among the principals could 

partly be explained by their professional and educational background. Most principals have 

only worked within the Swedish school system throughout their professional lives, both as 

teachers and principals. The general reluctance among the principals to commit further to the 

market logic than delivering on fundamental demands from Academedia was very much present 

during the interviews, evident from principal (5)’s argumentation that an ideal solution would 

be to remove the economic demand on principals and enhance the pedagogical responsibility. 

However, principal (2), (6) and (8) that had experience of working outside the educational field 

were more open to ideals from the market logic. This became evident when Principal (8) 

expressed support for the surplus arguing that public schools’ inefficient use of funds is the 

very reason Academedia can make profit while providing the same quality in education. 

What this discussion comes down to is that the background of the principals seem to guide them 

on how to balance logics at the additional level. This sustains well with Greenwood et al. (2011) 

and Battilana and Dorado’s (2010) ideas of managers as ‘carriers of logics’. Further, our 

findings support Greenwood et al. (2011) arguments that the ties between organizational 

members and external constituencies determine the strength of the logic within the organization. 

What is evident in our case is that the ties between the principals and external constituencies 

embracing the educational logic are strong as seen in the quality reports where they express 

conformity and adopt ways of working developed by the NAE and follow recommendations 

from the SSI. Furthermore, the ties are kept strong as they operate in a field where the 

educational logic is influential and schools are strictly supervised by external constituencies 

such as guardians, NAE and the SSI representing the educational logic. 

Our findings are partially in line with McPherson and Sauder (2013) that found that individual 

actors could use available logics creatively in their setting, i.e. ‘active agency’. What is clear is 

that the principals distribute information and use a rhetoric that suits the constituencies they 

communicate with well and downplay clashes between the logics and ideals embraced by the 

other logic. For example principal (1) said “...I should be loyal to the company I work for when 

talking to the parents and with you. When talking to the municipality I try to talk about that we 
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should have the same opportunities and rights as the public schools. Towards the company I 

don’t really talk about the problems at the school but more about the financial parts or how to 

further develop the school”.  

However, in contrast to McPherson and Sauder’s (2013) arguments, the reflexive use of these 

logics were not applied by the principals to influence or manipulate others to serve their own 

interest, but rather as an active way of choosing information and rhetoric to satisfy different 

constituencies embracing diverse logics. This should not be confused with decoupling as they 

still comply with both logics on the fundamental level. This tactic was simply used to signal 

devotion and conformity to fundamental demands to its constituencies and was also used at the 

organizational level which will be further elaborated in section 6.3. 

Similar to the study done by Pache and Santos (2013) the balancing act between the logics is 

predominantly played out at the managerial-level. Teachers and other school staff are almost 

completely left out from handling demands pushed forward by Academedia as a supporter of 

the market logic. This becomes clear when principal (1) described the balancing act between 

financial and educational goals internally “I try not to bother the teachers with the financial 

part to avoid that pressure, I deal with that myself. I try to arrange an undisturbed work 

environment for them...”. Evidently, principals try to provide a doorstop for the market logic 

demands to penetrate the organization beyond themselves when it comes to financial demands 

from Academedia. The balancing act between demands derived from both logics thus remain 

solely with the principals while other organizational members primarily relate to the educational 

logic. However, to completely protect organizational members from market logic demands 

seem difficult as they are affected by its consequences. 

This strategy seems to create relatively calm organizations with few internal conflicts and 

contradictions among its members. It resembles the idea of compartmentalization brought 

forward by Kraatz & Block (2008), to allow different parts of the organization to meet divergent 

claims and thus maintain legitimacy among conflicting constituencies. Interestingly it seems 

that principals voluntarily choose to face market logic demands placed by Academedia single-

handed while allowing the rest of the organization to focus mainly on educational logic 

demands. The principal, as a manager determining organizational goals and practices as well as 

the recipient of market logic demands, seem to actively choose not to transmit certain financial 

claims derived from Academedia to other parts of the organization. This highlights the 

principals’ role as both ‘gate-keeper’ of the organization towards certain external demands as 

well as an active selector of which demands organizational members should focus on. However, 
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the role as a ‘gate-keeper’ only seem possible towards Academedia as other constituencies’ 

demands are not received by the principal (e.g. through media) and hence not possible to keep 

from other organizational members.  

6.3 Organizational responses   

As previously addressed, the schools managed to create a calm internal climate through its 

partial separation of the demands. Nevertheless, despite a calm internal climate they still have 

to find ways to satisfy external constituencies and gain legitimacy. At the fundamental level, 

the schools seem to respond in a pattern that Pache and Santos’ (2010) did not mention in their 

theoretical reasoning. The finding of dual compliance with fundamental demands divert from 

Pache and Santos (2010) reasoning were an organization’s strong support for one logic resulted 

in negligence towards the other logic and responses to defend its preferred logic. This may seem 

as a negligible difference but highlights a new pattern of responses in relation to previous 

literature. However, responses to defend its preferred logic correspond with their findings 

regarding requests at the additional level, further elaborated below. 

Similar to the discussion about the principals’ customization of communication with 

constituencies, the school's communication confirms to Pache and Santos (2010) strategy of 

avoidance first presented by Oliver (1991), were the schools conceal and disguise its dual 

conformity. The hybrid schools do not wish to publically display its combination of the two 

logics when they communicate devotion and commitment to fundamental demands. As 

previously discussed concerning the principals, the schools downplay the other logic’s ideals 

in its communication with opposing constituencies. This is clear in the quality reports which is 

directed to please constituencies embracing the educational logic such as guardians, NAE, SSI 

and the municipalities. Financial issues, such as what resources the school possess and how 

they distribute the voucher income are clearly downplayed in the reports. This tactic becomes 

clear in principal (2)’s statement “... If the parents doesn’t ask anything about financial 

demands I don’t say anything about it, one should not wake the bear that sleeps”.  

However, if the schools and its principals are pressured by the media, guardians or Academedia 

to comply with their request at the additional level they may use a more proactive strategy such 

as defiance brought forward by Pache and Santos (2010) to defend its own choice of blending. 

This is exemplified by the principals’ questioning of the assumed right by citizens and the media 

to criticize its operations despite lack of inside knowledge. This also resembles Kraatz and 

Block’s (2008) and Pratt and Foreman’s (2000) strategy of elimination and deletion of divergent 

claims. The schools and its principals may stand up to constituencies placing unattainable or 
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exaggerated demands on them despite its commitment to meet their fundamental demands 

which becomes evident in principal (9)’s statement “We have a requirement to bring in the 

maximum number of students we can make room for but I have the opportunity to say ‘no more’ 

and the mandator accepts that, but you have to be distinct for it to work”. What should be noted 

is that the partial elimination and deletion of divergent claims only comes into play when 

schools feel the need to defend its affiliation to a certain logic at the additional level. This 

phenomenon was exemplified by the principals’ dismissal of unspecified market logic requests 

to defend their affiliation and commitment to the educational logic.  
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7. Contribution and conclusion 

7.1 Contribution 

Evident from the analysis, major internal compromises and sacrifices are common in the 

schools due to both logics’ demands. However, specificity of demands and supervision seem to 

determine which responses that are available to the hybrid organization, hence a division of 

strictly supervised specific demands, and non-specified additional requests is required. 

Interestingly, it seems that these different levels of demands and requests partially determines 

a logic’s position and influence within a field. The more fundamental demands a logic projects, 

the more it may enforce organizational submission. However, that does not automatically lead 

to field dominance since the criteria for a fundamental demand are difficult to achieve and 

organizational leaders interests guide organizational affiliation at the additional level. Our 

findings suggest that these hybrid organizations display dual compliance with specific 

fundamental demands rather than attempt strategies such as compromising or decoupling. The 

devotion to comply with intact fundamental demands to reach acceptable levels with both logics 

seems imperative to earn hybrid organizations legitimacy in the contested educational field and 

satisfy external actors. It offers a functional way to operate in a highly scrutinized field even if 

this means major internal compromises and many hours of extra work for the organizational 

leader not visible to external constituencies. 

At the fundamental level, there is no room for deviation and constituencies refuse to 

compromise on its demands and strictly supervise organizational compliance. Resource 

dependency and the need for legitimacy to operate in the field are both driving forces for the 

hybrids’ strict submission (see appendix 2 for examples). Interestingly regarding fundamental 

demands, the hybrid organizations and their managers customize its distribution of information 

and rhetoric to suit the constituencies’ embraced logic and downplay ideals of the opposing 

logic. Even though this in some way resembles ‘active agency’ they do not attempt to alter 

others’ beliefs, instead their reflexive use of logics is rather a tactic to show commitment and 

compliance. The hybrid schools’ strategy of avoidance to conceal and disguise its dual 

compliance to both logics’ fundamental demands and to communicate devotion seem to satisfy 

the contested field and its constituencies.   

In contrast to the fundamental level, there is room for maneuverability but also agency and 

defiance at the additional level. The lack of specificity of the requests and strict supervision of 

compliance at the additional level allow managers in hybrid organizations the freedom to 
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influence the organization to commit further to their preferred logic (carriers of logic) or alter 

between the two (see appendix 2 for examples). It seems like external constituencies do not 

possess enough power to invoke negligence of the other logic, nor can demand strict compliance 

of its preferred organizational behavior at the additional level. This opens up for compromises 

and bargaining between organizational leaders and external constituencies. Hybrid 

organizations may even turn to the provocative strategy of defiance when exerted with pressure 

from external constituencies to comply with their desired requests and to defend its own 

preferred blending of logics. Commitment to logics and requests above the coercive 

fundamental level is thus voluntarily for hybrid organizations. This entire discussion is 

illustrated in figure 2 and further exemplifications of constituencies’ actions and organizational 

responses can be found in table 3 (Appendix 2). 

 

 

 

 

7.2 To conclude 

We set out to explore the clash between business and educational demands in venture capital 

firm owned schools and how hybrid schools deal with this conflict. What we found was major 

internal sacrifices to maintain dual compliance to fundamental demands from both logics. Our 

findings suggest that two contrasting logics must coexist and permeate a private equity firm 

owned school in the Swedish educational field despite partial resistance internally, and 

sometimes extensive critique externally. This implies inevitable coexistence of logics, one 

(Figure 2: Contribution) 
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cannot exist without the other, since deviation from fundamental demands results in either 

dismantling of the school or cancellation of its permission. This rare situation seems to arise 

due to that fundamental demands are mandatory and not possible to compromise on, thus intact. 

It creates an acceptance, regardless of affiliation to a certain logic to comply with intact 

fundamental demands originating from contrasting logics. The term ‘hybrid organizations’ 

therefore receives a partial new meaning regarding the coexistence of contrasting logics within 

an organization. It goes beyond minimum compliance or decoupling, it comes down to 

organizational and managerial acceptance of being in a situation where conflicting logics must 

be allowed to coexist despite major internal compromises. There is no other option since these 

fundamental and intact demands are inevitable and organizational conformity strictly 

supervised.  

However, there seems to be room for maneuverability among requests at the additional level 

due to lack of strict supervision and foremost the specificity of those requests. A freedom used 

by the principals to direct organizational practices and behaviors in line with their own 

preferences and interests. Agency, compromises, and even defiance seem possible for the 

organization and its manager at the additional level and the commitment to the logic espoused 

by the organizational leader reinforced the idea of managerial influence of organizational 

activities and practices. Therefore this thesis highlights managers as ‘carriers of logics’ that 

determines hybrid organizations’ affiliation with logics, at least at the additional level. This 

thesis illumination of different levels of demands determining which responses that are 

available to hybrid organizations to deal with multiple contrasting demands thus contribute with 

new insights within the branch of institutional theory.  

This thesis further highlights the principals’ role as a ‘gate-keeper’ of the organization towards 

market logic demands from Academedia, i.e. an  active selector of which market demands that 

other organizational members should focus on and what remains at their own desk. The findings 

in this thesis support previous notions of organizational leaders’ determining role, shaping 

organizational practices but also highlight their individual ability to maneuver in a contested 

institutional field. Apparent throughout this thesis is the requirement of hybrid organizations’ 

leaders to be understanding and sensitive to the multiple demands derived from constituencies 

embracing different logics. This in order to be able to show devotion as well as maneuver and 

claim their right to different institutional memberships simultaneously. 
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8. Limitations and future research 

When you conduct a study within the branch of institutional theory you face the somewhat 

inevitable problem of accuracy of findings over time. Tilcsik (2010, p. 1493) pinpoints this 

dilemma: “an organization that complied with institutional pressures a year ago may resist 

them today, and an organization that used to circumvent a mandate may have embraced it by 

now.” In that sense, our study merely offer a snapshot of an ever changing institutional 

environment for private schools to operate in. The traditional role of the school and the 

educational logic may erode over time as the market logic gain influence in a world of 

increasing use of new public management reforms and practices to govern the welfare state. 

However, our study may successfully function as a stepping stone for further elaboration of 

hybrid organizations and conflicting institutional demands in the welfare sector as well as in 

other fields. Moreover, despite any institutional change in this field, our theoretical contribution 

to the branch of institutional theory regarding the two levels of demands remains true regardless 

of future field structure as it provides new insights regarding how hybrid organizations relate 

and react to conflicting institutional demands.  

We came across a number of interesting issues regarding hybrid organizations during the work 

with this thesis that deserves further attention. In relation to our study we would encourage a 

more comprehensive study of the organization including more organizational members on 

different hierarchical levels to capture internal effects and responses. Even if we consider 

managers to be essential in the determination of organizational activities, other organizational 

members may be influential, especially as a group as Pache and Santos (2010) noted. Lastly we 

would encourage studies investigating the interaction between hybrid organizations and 

external constituencies since our study suggested that strong resource dependency and 

supervision of specific demands limited the room for ‘active agency’ regarding fundamental 

demands. We find that ‘active harmonizing’ provides a more accurate label than ‘active agency’ 

to explain the phenomenon outlined in this thesis. We argue that ‘active agency’ involves using 

logics in their advantage to alter the constituencies’ perceptions and beliefs whereas ‘active 

harmonizing’ involves adopting rhetoric and actions to accommodate logics and please its 

constituencies. As this thesis’ findings concerns an ongoing debate regarding the possibility for 

active agency noted by McPherson and Sauder (2013) and Battilana (2006), we call for future 

research to further understand the possibility of ‘active agency’ for hybrid organizations facing 

similar conditions as the ones outlined in this thesis.  
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10. Appendix  

10.1 Appendix 1 Interview guide 

 

Background: 

 How long have you worked as a principal? 

 Previous work experience? – Private and/or public sector? 

 Educational background? 

 How many students does this school have? 

 What is your budget? 

 How much voucher income do you receive from the municipalities? 

Educational demands: 

 In your opinion, what is the main goal of this school? 

 Do you experience contrasting perceptions regarding the schools’ purpose among actors 

such guardians, owners, media, and teachers? 

 How do you tackle the demand of making sure that all students reach the national 

knowledge criteria? 

 How do you work at this school to achieve goal fulfillment among your students? 

 Does your school have enough resources to reach the national knowledge criteria? 

Owners’ demands: 

 What is your view on financial demands on schools? 

 How do you prioritize financial demands in relation to educational goals? 

 What is your main priority? 

 Does your owners have financial demands on your school? – If yes, what do they look 

like? 

 What are the positive effects of financial demands? 
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 What are the negative effects of financial demands? 

 Are there any efficiency requirements you must relate to? – If yes, how does that work? 

 What is your opinion of Academedia and EQT as owners? 

 What other demands (besides financial ones) does Academedia have on your school? 

Balancing demands: 

 How do you relate to both financial and educational demands such as budget, 

educational goals, student support, and learning? 

 Do you experience these demands as conflicting? 

 How do you prioritize? 

 What happens if you fail to meet a demand placed by either owners or the government 

regarding educational goals? 

 Are there any sanctions or effects for non-compliance of budget? 

Communication and relation to external actors: 

 How do you show others how you work? 

 Do you try to show that you fulfill demands placed by owners? 

 How do show that you meet demands placed by guardians or the media? 

 How do you communicate with external actors? 

 Do you market this school through advertising? 

 What is your opinion on free choice of school for students? 
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Exemplifications of Constituencies’ actions and organizational responses regarding fundamental demands and additional requests 
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Constituencies’ actions          Organizational responses 

Desire 

affiliation: 

Market logic 

request stated by 

Academedia: The 

schools should be 

efficient with 

resources. 

Educational logic 

request stated by 

the law: Provide 

student support to 

accomplish that 

every student, on 

the basis of his or 

her own 

conditions, is 

given the support 

to reach as far as 

possible towards 

the national 

educational goals 

(School law Ch. 3 

§ 3). 

Market logic 

request stated by 

Academedia: The 

schools should 

maximize its 

facilities and the 

number of 

students. Maneuver-

ability: 

The freedom to 

maneuver: “I 

prioritize student 

health care, but 

when I met my 

supervisor 

yesterday he 

didn’t think that 

we should do 

that, we have 

different opinions 

on that topic”. 

Principal (1) 

Defense of 

preferred logic: 

Principal (8) 

described that she 

can defend her 

investments, e.g. 

breakfast 

servings, at the 

annual budget 

meeting and 

stand up against 

supervisors’ 

suggestions on 

how to make their 

operations more 

profitable. 

High autonomy 

after delivering 

both financial and 

educational 

results: “… There 

is no one poking 

around in my 

school as long I 

deliver the result 

required of me”. 

Principal (6) 

Open to 

compromises: 

Market logic 

compromise 

regarding the 

number of 

students: 

Supervisors of 

Academedia are 

open to discuss 

their desire of 

more students 

attending the 

schools than the 

predetermined 

maximum 

number.   

Market logic 

compromise 

regarding 

educational 

investments: 

During budget 

meetings with 

their supervisor 

the principals 

had the 

possibility to 

argue for more 

educational 

investments and 

defend certain 

investments 

which resulted in 

compromises on 

requests from 

supervisors 

representing 

Academedia. 

 

Market logic 

compromise 

concerning 

Academedia’s 

request of higher 

efficiency:  

As principals 

emphasize 

educational 

activities after 

securing 

fundamental 

demands rather 

than improving 

financial figures, 

constituencies 

representing the 

market logic have 

to compromise on 

its request 

regarding 

efficient use of 

resources. 

Carriers  

of logic: 

All principals, 

with substantial 

background 

working within 

the educational 

sector, used their 

freedom at the 

additional level to 

direct the schools 

towards 

educational 

demands:  

“If you find 

yourself in a 

privileged 

situation like us, 

with a budget that 

adds up you may 

focus on 

pedagogical 

improvement and 

creating a good 

learning 

environment”. 

Principal (9) 

Favouring of the 

pedagogical role 

over the financial 

one:  

Principal (5) 

suggested that an 

ideal solution 

would be to 

remove the 

financial demand 

currently placed 

on principals 

completely, and 

enhance the 

pedagogical 

responsibility 

instead.  

Principals with 

experience 

outside the 

educational field 

were more 

supportive of 

market logic 

demands than 

others:  

Concerning the 

surplus, Principal 

(6) described that 

it is difficult for 

some people to 

understand that 

this is natural, 

both internally 

and outside the 

school and 

especially for 

people that have 

not worked in the 

private sector like 

herself, where 

this is a natural 

thing. 
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Non-

specificity 

and lack of 

supervision: 

Unspecific 

mission stated by 

Academedia:  

“... Mission to be 

efficient with 

resources” 

Principal (8). 

 

 

 

 

 

Unspecific 

educational laws 

regarding support 

for students:  

“... It is because 

we deal with 

human beings, 

you can always 

help someone a 

little more and 

where do you 

draw the line for 

what is an 

appropriate level 

of support to 

someone?” 

Principal (7). 

Lack of 

supervision: 

Principals only 

deliver progress 

reports to 

Academedia 

regarding the 

students’ overall 

results and 

grades. Further, 

SSI only 

scrutinize the 

school’s 

operations every 

two-five years 

which suggest 

that the schools’ 

efforts regarding 

individual student 

support and the 

overall learning 

environment is 

largely 

unsupervised 

during long 

periods of time. 

Possibility 

for agency 

and 

defiance: 

Principals’ 

questioning of the 

assumed right by 

citizens and the 

media to criticize 

its operations 

despite lack of 

inside 

knowledge: 

Principal (2) 

argued that there 

exists a 

knowledge gap 

between the 

people involved 

in school 

activities and 

people that are 

not. 

Defending of 

educational 

purpose school 

and defiance of 

market demands:  

“It hasn't always 

existed an 

understanding 

about our 

practical 

facilities, it is for 

educational 

purposes and not 

a working facility 

that should 

generate money, 

they ask us to sell 

more or do more 

activities in order 

to sell more. But 

everything we do 

need to be 

grounded in the 

education” 

Principal (7). 

Possibility to defy 

unspecific 

requests:  

“We have a 

requirement to 

bring in the 

maximum number 

of students we 

can make room 

for but I have the 

opportunity to say 

‘no more’ and the 

mandator accepts 

that, but you have 

to be distinct for 

it to work” 

Principal (9) . 

Supervise 

compliance: 

Strict compliance 

concerning the 

transfer of the 

voucher income: 

 “... I do a budget 

and then my 

supervisor review 

it and in relation 

to my voucher 

income they set a 

certain 

percentage which 

I must obtain...” 

Principal (1). 

Active 

supervision by 

guardians: 

“As soon as 

parents hear that 

we don’t have 

enough money for 

substitute 

teachers they get 

upset because 

they know that 

the corporate 

group as a whole 

is profitable” 

Principal (1). 

Strict 

authorization 

level:  

Principal (10) 

described that the 

authorization 

level was 5000 

Swedish SEK and 

that purchases 

and investments 

above that figure 

has to be 

approved by 

supervisors from 

Academedia. 

Conformity: 

Market logic 

acceptance: 

“If you invest 

your money you 

need a return on 

that, you don’t 

put your money in 

the bank with 0 % 

interest rate, that 

would be stupid 

… I have a really 

good mandator 

and I´m proud of 

my school and 

support my 

school to 100 %” 

Principal (8). 

Budget 

compliance:  

“The budget work 

involves many 

nights, twisting 

and turning, and 

it isn’t fun to say 

that we have to 

cut purchasing 

completely” 

Principal (5). 

Acceptance of 

governmental 

educational 

criteria and goals: 

“I believe that it 

is quite clear that 

it is my mission to 

provide a good 

education and 

our joint mission 

is to get everyone 

passed” 

Principal (7). 
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(Table 3) 

No 

compromises: 

Strict budget 

compliance: 

“We have a huge 

financial pressure 

on us, that you 

have to handle” 

Principal (1). 

No compromise 

on the established 

budget:  

“I asked for one 

more day per 

week with my 

curator and 

special 

pedagogue but 

received a ‘no’ 

on that request, 

basically because 

it doesn’t fit in 

the latest forecast 

and in the current 

budget” 

Principal (3). 

Governmental 

authority:  

The SSI have the 

authority to 

revoke the 

school’s 

permission to 

operate the 

school if they fail 

to meet 

educational 

criteria and 

established goals. 

No room for 

deviation: 

Acceptance of 

dual compliance:  

 “... Private 

schools aren't like 

that, you have to 

keep the budget 

as well as reach 

the national 

educational goals 

and criteria, you 

have to reach 

both. At least in a 

large corporate 

group like this 

one” Principal 

(7). 

Acceptance of 

specific demands: 

 “The budget is a 

huge demand on 

us principals and 

our resources 

doesn’t cover 

everything, but 

that’s how it is” 

Principal (5). 

No possibility to 

deviate from 

established exact 

number of 

students that 

should attend the 

school:  

 “... My mandator 

wouldn’t agree to 

that. They earn 

higher profits the 

more students 

there are in the 

classroom… If 

we only had to 

break even we 

could have fewer 

students in the 

school” Principal 

(8). 

Specific 

demands: 

High specificity 

regarding 

voucher income 

distribution: 

The schools have 

percentage 

targets regarding 

transfer of 

voucher income 

ranging from 10 

to 17 % 

depending on 

developing stage 

of each school. 

Exact number of 

students:  

All schools have 

goals on how 

many students 

that should attend 

their school. For 

example school 1 

have 175 

students, school 3 

have 180 students 

and school 9 

have 164 

students. 

Specific 

educational 

criteria and goals: 

Principal (5) 

concluded that 

the national goals 

are stated by law 

and cannot be 

compromised 

with. 

Avoidance: 

Attempts to 

conceal its dual 

compliance: 

“If the parents 

doesn’t ask 

anything about 

financial 

demands I don’t 

say anything 

about it, one 

should not wake 

the bear that 

sleeps” Principal 

(2). 

Customization of 

information 

depending on 

constituency: 

 “... I should be loyal 

to the company I 
work for when 

talking to the parents 

and with you. When 
talking to the 

municipality I try to 

talk about that we 
should have the same 

opportunities and 

rights as the public 
schools. Towards the 

company I don’t 

really talk about the 
problems at the 

school but more 

about the financial 
parts or how to 

further develop the 

school” Principal 
(1). 

Downplaying of 

opposing logic’s 

ideals:  

School 9’s report 

only briefly 

mentions its 

financial 

considerations of 

their operations. 

“We will ensure 

that all resources 

are used in the 

best possible way. 

It is a continuous 

work to examine 

and reconsider 

our organization 

and our activities 

so that goal 

achievement and 

quality is 

reached”. 

Constituencies’ actions           Organizational responses 


