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Abstract
The marketization of schools and of other public 
services is supposed to have changed the relationship of 
citizens to the state in many Western countries over the 
last 30 years. One explicit aim of marketization has been 
to increase citizen influence over public services. Yet, 
studies of its effects on citizens' willingness to address 
public decision-making remain scarce in general, and 
nonexistent as regards schools. In this study, a survey 
experiment taps the causal effects of both user choice 
and private provision. The results show that marketi-
zation significantly reduces respondents' intention to 
influence schools and related political and bureaucratic 
decision-making. The effects are robust and, in contrast 
to those of previous studies, driven by significant effects 
from the user choice introduced in connection with 
marketization. The pacifying effects recorded suggest 
that marketization potentially reduces public services' 
responsiveness to citizens' interests, thereby aggravating 
the problems it was meant to address.
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1  |  INTRODUCTION

Over the last 30 years, many Western countries have marketized their school systems and other 
public services by introducing user choice and the private provision of services (Bunar, 2010; 
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Gilbert, 2002). Scholars argue that this has changed the relationship between citizens and the 
state, by making citizens more consumer-like in their attitudes and behavior (Angus,  2015; 
Baldock,  2003; Clarke et  al.,  2007). Some claim this has weakened citizens' ties to public 
decision-making (Clarke et  al.,  2007; cf. Hirschman,  1970, Simmons et  al.,  2012). Others 
contend that, on the contrary, the shift to markets has stimulated citizens' interest as they are 
now equipped with new means for affecting service providers. While accountability and respon-
siveness to citizens' interests have been explicit policy goals behind marketization (Friedman 
& Friedman,  1980; Greener,  2008; Le Grand,  2007), the realization of these goals is at risk if 
citizens turn out to be unwilling or unable under such conditions to influence public services 
(Moberg,  2017; Simmons et  al.,  2012) or political decision-making generally (Dalton,  2017; 
Verba et  al.,  1995). Previous studies of citizens' prospects for realizing responsiveness and 
accountability in marketized settings have focused on whether informed user choice is likely 
in marketized public services (see, e.g., Moberg, 2017); on how marketization limits the influ-
ence that representative democratic institutions—and indirectly citizens in general—can exer-
cise on public services (Fredriksson, 2013); and on how different groups of citizens choose to 
involve them selves in attempts to influence service provision (Dowding & John, 2011; Simmons 
et  al.,  2012). A study by James and Jilke  (2020) examines how the willingness of citizens' to 
co-produce local public services is affected by private provision and customer-oriented language; 
while James and John (2021) have studied the effects of user choice on attempts of citizens to 
influence providers of publicly funded health services through voice. Yet, to my knowledge, the 
study presented here is the first on the causal impact of marketization on the willingness of citi-
zens to try to influence not only public service providers, but also thereto related political and 
bureaucratic decision-making.

This study builds on a survey experiment in which respondents were asked how they would 
try to influence a situation where a child of theirs was bullied at a malfunctioning school. Reflect-
ing a randomized assignment of experimental conditions, respondents were given information 
that the school was either private or public, and that they had either chosen the school or been 
assigned it by municipal decision. (The scenarios were otherwise identical.) Their answers about 
how they would handle the situation show that the willingness to try to influence service provid-
ers and political decision-making is considerably lower among respondents in the marketized 
situation. This pacifying effect of marketization is substantive, statistically significant, and robust 
to re-specifications of the statistical model. User choice is a significant driving force behind the 
effects of marketization, while the effects of private provision are statistically insignificant. These 
effects indicate that the introduction of user choice is likely to impinge on citizens' inclination 
to try to influence service provision and political decision-making by other means than choice. 
There is thus a risk that the marketization of public services will boomerang and make services 
and political processes less responsive to citizens' interests.

2  |  MARKETIZATION AND CITIZEN INFLUENCE

Over the last 30 years, the organization of schools and of other public services in the Western 
world has been increasingly marketized (Gilbert,  2002; Greener,  2008). In countries such as 
Australia, Chile, France, Sweden, the U.K., and the U.S., parents can now choose which school 
their children will attend (Angus, 2015; Benson et al., 2015). The arguments for marketization 
made by scholars and governments have concerned service quality and efficiency, but they do 
not stop there. User choice in primary and secondary schooling was famously advocated by 
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Milton and Rose Friedman (1980), partly as a means for making schools responsive to the inter-
ests of citizens rather than to those of professional educational establishments. A similar case 
for marketization as a way to achieve accountability, responsiveness, and equity has since been 
made regarding other public services as well, by scholars and governments alike (Greener, 2008; 
Le Grand, 2007; Pierre, 2009; for a record of governmental indifference toward equity in connec-
tion with marketization, see Fredriksson et al., 2013).

Theoretically, the marketization of public services has three dimensions: provision, decision, 
and financing (see e.g., Whitty & Power, 2000). This study focuses on the first two: provision—i.e., 
whether public services are provided by public or by private actors; and decision—whether users 
are given a choice between different providers (cf. Simmons et al., 2012). Reforms associated with 
New Public Management have mainly marketized public systems in connection with provision 
and decision, rather than financing (Gilbert, 2002).

The basic idea behind marketized public services is that resources will follow users' choices, 
resulting in quasi-markets with competition and incentives for providers (Le Grand, 2007). Schol-
ars argue that marketization changes the relationship between citizens and the state and fosters 
more consumer-like citizens (Angus,  2015; Baldock,  2003; Clarke et  al.,  2007; Greener,  2008; 
Richter & Cornford,  2008). User choice, furthermore, is often conceptualized along the lines 
set out by Hirschman (1970)—as an exit strategy as opposed to a voice strategy. Exit and voice 
here denote alternative ways of pushing for improvements along the lines of one's preferences. 
Exit strategies entail choosing which relations to engage in; voice involves trying make others 
in the relationship change, through communication or other kinds of involvement. Exit as well 
as voice may address both individual and collective outcomes. While analytically distinct from 
each other, exit and voice are compatible (Greener, 2008). The question of whether exit fosters 
or discourages voice should thus be scrutinized in relation to the empirical evidence. However, 
before we proceed to this empirical question, there is reason to examine the normative signifi-
cance of voice.

2.1  |  The significance of citizen influence through voice

In order to keep public services responsive to citizens' interests, it is important that citizens 
involve themselves in these services. Voice strategies seem to be commonplace. Out of three 
probability samples of users of different kinds of public services in the U.K. (543 respondents 
in total), Simmons et al. (2012) found that more than 70% of the users in each kind of service 
had voiced their views to the service providers (p. 9). However, it has been argued that public 
services often have not shown due regard for citizens who have used voice mechanisms to hold 
professionals accountable, and that the marketization of public services is in part a response to 
this (Marquand, 2004).

A marketized setting arguably puts additional emphasis on the involvement of individual 
citizens, including through individual voice (Dowding & John, 2011). For the individual, market-
ization holds out a conception of citizenship in which the realization of social rights requires 
that citizens actively choose and compel service providers (Johansson & Hvinden,  2005). For 
service providers, as well as for citizens as a collective and for individual users, voice is impor-
tant for conveying individual or collective sentiment and knowledge, and more specifically for 
informing providers about what they are doing wrong (Greener, 2008; Le Grand, 2007; Simmons 
et al., 2012). Collective voice, as conveyed by pressure groups or demonstrations, is devoted to 
improving collective outcomes, but it suffers from collective-action problems, since it requires 
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people to act beyond their individual self-interest (Dowding & John, 2011). Individual voice can 
be fully motivated by individual self-interest, yet benefit a collective if the complaints spur general 
improvement in a service. The collectives thereby benefited may be large, depending on the level 
at which the voice was directed. The disadvantages that follow from reduced voice, therefore, are 
not easily offset by exit. There is rather a risk that, if some groups choose exit rather than voice, 
the users who stay are likely to be the less insistent ones (Hirschman, 1970), and  that  the flaws of 
the service in question continue to be overlooked.

Where schools are concerned, there are at least two further reasons not to expect exit to serve 
effectively as citizens' primary means for ensuring that a service is responsive. First, the potential 
of exit as means for ensuring responsiveness is partly a function of transaction costs. In schools, 
as well as in elder care among other areas, the transactions costs involved in changing providers 
are high, and exit cannot be used very often. Secondly, the users in schools—pupils—are affected 
not just by the service provider but also by the other users, in a way that applies less in the case of 
services such as health care or waste disposal. Thus, users who stay with their school are likely to 
benefit if the turbulence of extensive exit is avoided. This suggests that responsiveness in school 
systems is particularly dependent on the widespread use of voice, even in marketized systems.

From a democratic perspective, moreover, there is more at stake than keeping particular 
service providers responsive to citizens' interests. Citizens must also be able to set the aims 
of public services, as well as to control the manner in which they are regulated. The political 
processes beyond particular service providers are to realize political equality, to be responsive 
to citizens' interests, and to be infused by a vivid public discourse (see, e.g., Christiano, 2015). 
If politics is to realize these values, it is crucial that large groups of citizens seek to influence 
political and bureaucratic decision-making (Dalton,  2017; Verba et  al.,  1995). Thus, citizens' 
grievances—be they expressed by individuals or by collectives—play a crucial role not just in 
directing service providers, but also in ensuring the existence of a vivid and informed public 
debate about political decision-making, about the goals of public services, and about the manner 
in which they are regulated.

2.2  |  Potential effects of marketization on the involvement of citizens

Theoretically, there are reasons to expect marketization to have both stimulating and pacify-
ing effects on voice. According to which tendency might be thought to predominate, two main 
hypotheses follow. The first is that involvement by citizens will increase; the second is that it will 
diminish. Each hypothesis comes in two versions, according to whether private provision or user 
choice is seen as the driving force of marketization.

According to Hypothesis 1, citizen involvement in marketized systems will increase, because 
“[t]he opportunity of choice will have given power to voice” (Le Grand,  2007,  p.  44). Voice 
will become more effective, inasmuch as providers do not want to lose customers (Dowding & 
John, 2011). Empowering citizens through user choice has been a central idea behind marketiza-
tion. It purpose is twofold: on the one hand to public services accountable and to ensure they are 
responsive (Greener, 2008; Le Grand, 2007; Pierre, 2009), and on the other to realize a broader 
political vision of turning citizens into “independent agents, rather than dependent subjects 
waiting on the state's whims” (Clarke, 2005, p. 450). More generally, and in the language used 
in research on political participation, empowered citizens are likely to experience higher levels 
of political efficacy, which is a strong and well-established predictor of political participation in 
general (Abramson, 1983; Verba et al., 1995).
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Hypothesis 1a.  User choice will increase citizen involvement, because voice is more effectual 
when service providers have an incentive to respond to citizens' demands.

Part of the rationale behind marketization is that it will increase providers' incentive to fall into 
line with decisions made by policymakers and public officials, and that it will help draw a clearer 
line between the responsibilities of providers and those of the latter two groups (Flinders, 2001; 
Lane, 2005). If citizens take politicians and public officials to be increasingly influential over the 
output of public services in a marketized setting, the effect may be to encourage citizens to use 
voice in relation to public officials and political decision-makers; after all, citizen involvement in 
general is expected to increase the more that citizens perceive important things to be at stake (see, 
e.g., Downs, 1957, Jennings, 1979, Blais, 2014). There is reason to expect citizens' perception of 
intensified incentives and clearly delineated responsibilities to increase the more that providers 
are separated from public decision-making. This should be particularly manifest in relation to 
private providers.

Hypothesis 1b.  Marketization will increase the involvement of citizens in relation to public 
officials and political decision-making, because it will heighten their sense that service provid-
ers can be effectually influenced by bureaucrats and politicians. This effect will be particularly 
pronounced in settings with private provision.

While the expectation in hypotheses 1a and 1b is that citizen involvement in marketized 
settings will increase, hypotheses 2a and 2b point in the opposite direction. Hypotheses 2a and 
2b have in common the expectation that citizen involvement will decrease, but they differ as to 
whether user choice or private provision will propel the reduction.

The foremost reason to expect decreased involvement by citizens who are equipped with 
user choice lies in Hirschman's (1970) notion that exit crowds out voice. When users can decide 
individually which provider to be served by, the argument goes, they have a means by which to 
achieve their goals without getting involved in discussions with their service provider or trying to 
affect political or bureaucratic decision-making. Voice strategies will thus tend to be used more 
by citizens who are locked-in to a service, and less used by users who have effective exit alterna-
tives. The theory has undergone little empirical testing (see John, 2017) and studies in the context 
of public services remain scarce. On the one hand, the theory finds support in a survey study of 
users of the British National Health Service, indicating that citizens who feel locked-in are more 
prone to use voice (Dowding & John, 2011). On the other hand, recent survey experiments that 
vary the degree of user choice find no significant effects on citizens' willingness to co-produce 
services (James & Jilke, 2020) or to use voice vis-à-vis inadequate providers (James & John, 2021).

Less use of voice may also follow if marketization weakens the relationship between service 
providers and users in their capacity as citizens. John Clarke et al. (2007) expect marketization 
to lessen citizens' sense of belonging or ownership in relation to services, and to foster dealings 
between the individual and the state that are more distant and less marked by reciprocity. At least 
two different understandings of this notion bear examining here.

First, marketization may weaken the relationship between public services and users in their 
capacity as citizens by priming a consumer role for the users. Such a role can be thought of as 
an action blueprint that guides users' relationship to public services (Baldock, 2003). If users of 
public services are treated like customers—or even called such by service providers—they may be 
likely to behave like customers, in ways that impinge on active citizenship (James & Jilke, 2020, 
cf. Richter & Cornford, 2008). Other scholars predict that, when citizens exercise user choice, 
they will be generally more disposed to adopt user choice as their means for attaining other 
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goals as well (see, e.g., Burgoon & Fransen, 2018). This “mental path dependency” (Burgoon & 
Fransen, 2018, p. 9) can be understood as an implicit memory effect, such that exposure to a thing 
makes concepts associated with it more accessible to memory, thereby making certain subse-
quent judgments or choices more likely (Scheufele, 2000, p. 299, see also James & Jilke, 2020). 
Depending on whether public services direct citizens to exercise exit or voice, the default means 
to which citizens will resort will be either exit and markets on the one hand, or involvement with 
service providers or political processes on the other. Only one empirical test, to my knowledge, 
has addressed the consumer-priming effects of marketizing citizens' relationship with public 
services, and it does not detect any significant effects (James & Jilke, 2020). However, that test 
concerns other contexts, and it is confined to examining the effects of a mild prime on the will-
ingness of citizens to co-produce services. There can still be reason, then, to expect the willing-
ness of citizens to use voice to be affected when their relationship to public services is re-defined.

In addition, the possible weakening effect of marketizing citizens' relationship with service 
providers can be described in rational terms as follows: voice attempts are more likely to be 
made the greater the leverage they are expected to have on the result. Some researchers, as noted 
above, expect marketization to strengthen the influence of public officials over public services, 
but other scholars expect the opposite. Marketization prioritizes managerial autonomy over 
standardization and political control (Simmons et  al.,  2012), and user-choice settings restrict 
the ability of political processes to intervene in service provision (Fredriksson, 2013). Marketi-
zation may thus reduce citizens' expectation that politicians or public bureaucrats will be able 
to control service providers. This in turn gives citizens the impression that service providers are 
being distanced from political processes. This lessens the incentive for rational citizens to turn to 
public decision-making to solve problems.

Where user choice is concerned, the expectation of negative effects on citizen involvement 
can be summarized as follows.

Hypothesis 2a.  User choice will decrease citizen involvement, because it offers individual citi-
zens a way to further their personal interests without engaging in other forms of involvement, 
and because it increases the perceived distance between service providers on the one hand and 
public decision-makers or the citizens themselves on the other.

The introduction of private provision may serve to reduce citizens' involvement in a way 
similar to the above mentioned: by weakening the relationship between service providers and 
users in their capacity as citizens. This weakening may follow both from priming a consumer role 
and from reducing citizens' expectation that politicians or public bureaucrats are able to exert 
significant influence over service providers. In terms of its impact in promoting a consumer role, 
interacting with a private provider might be reasonably thought just as effectual as having user 
choice. It ought at least to be treated as an empirical possibility. Viewed in rational terms, private 
provision will reduce users' incentive to get involved in public decision-making if private provid-
ers seem relatively more independent from politicians and public bureaucrats. In the case of 
Swedish schools, principals have been found to have greater discretion at private schools than at 
public ones, which is taken to reflect a relative independence from political and legal constraints 
at private providers (Böhlmark et al., 2016).

According to Hypothesis H2b, private provision can be expected to have a negative impact on 
citizen involvement.
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Hypothesis 2b.  Private provision will result in less citizen involvement, because it lessens 
users' sense of a direct or indirect relationship with service providers and themselves in their 
capacity as citizens, and because it leads them not to expect politicians or public bureaucrats to 
be able to influence service providers effectually.

3  |  DATA AND METHODS

I test the hypotheses with a survey experiment. Causality is crucial for the question at hand, and 
I have chosen the experimental design that I have mainly because of its ability to test the causal 
relationship between marketization and active citizenship. Furthermore, this design allows me to 
vary the components of the marketization treatment and to tap a rich set of dependent variables. 
Embedding the experiment in a survey has made it possible to recruit a large and diverse sample, 
and to test whether the effects are generalizable across different groups in the population.

The experiment simulates a situation where the respondent's child is being severely bullied at 
school, and it turns out that the school has failed to prevent and counteract bullying as prescribed 
by law. The experimental component varies the scenarios in regard to whether the school is 
public or private, and whether the respondent has chosen the school or been assigned to it by the 
municipality. Several questions are then asked about how the respondent would try to influence 
the situation.

3.1  |  The case: Marketized relations in the Swedish school system

While the choice of case aims primarily at internal validity, the study covers a case i.e., significant 
as such. School systems are important to study in their own right, given their immense influ-
ence on people's lives and their share of public spending. As noted earlier, moreover, schools are 
public services in which voice is of particular relevance, since the costs of exit are relatively high 
both for those who change schools and for those whose schoolmates are replaced.

The Swedish school system is an appropriate setting in which to pose scenarios in which the 
relationship of respondents to the public services can be believably varied as regards both provi-
sion and user choice. In words of praise for Sweden's marketized school system, The Economist 
claimed that, “[w]hen it comes to choice, Milton Friedman would be more at home in Stockholm 
than in Washington, DC” (The Economist,  2013). Yet, effective user choice can be lacking in 
Sweden too, as when schools are full (Bunar, 2010); and scenarios both with and without effective 
user choice are reasonable for respondents in that country.

The current system of financing, provision, and choice in Swedish schools is the result of a 
reform introduced in 1992. Since that year, Sweden has had a school system consisting of public 
schools and a growing share of private schools. For-profit corporations own the lion's share of 
the private schools, but non-profit providers own a substantial share as well (Bunar, 2010; Werler 
et al., 2015). Public and private schools are both required to follow the comprehensive national 
curriculum, and are all under the authority of the National Agency for Education (Skolverket) 
and the Swedish Schools Inspectorate (Skolinspektionen). Public schools are run by the munici-
palities and governed by the Local Educational Authority (LEA, Skolförvaltningen). Primary and 
secondary schools are publicly financed through vouchers, and they are not allowed to charge 
fees (Bunar, 2010; Werler et al., 2015). Parents are free to choose the school for their children, 
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and applications must be considered without regard to children's ability, achievement, gender, 
ethnicity, religion, or social background. However, parents lack effective choice when the schools 
they prefer are full. When that is the case, students are assigned to public schools based on prox-
imity to their home (Bunar, 2010).

In terms of validity, the school setting is an apt one for measuring the effects on users' will-
ingness to team up with other users. Among users of other public services, attempts to act in 
concert with others may be too uncommon to produce enough variation; schooling, however, is 
associated with close contact between users of the same service provider. In this way, my choice 
of setting increases the chances for meaningful variation between respondents in their intention 
to use collective voice. Even more important, the setting is well-known to respondents. Primary 
or secondary schools (grundskolor) are arguably the public services with which respondents 
have their deepest and most extensive experience. Besides their own experiences as pupils and 
in many cases also as parents (57% of the respondents are parents), respondents are likely to have 
followed the lively political debate about schools at the time. (“Schools and education” was rated 
the second to third most important political issue in Sweden in consecutive national polls during 
the 2010s (Novus Group International AB, 2020)). While fictional, this scenario goes a long way 
in tapping into the effects of respondents' real-life experiences, knowledge, and attitudes, which 
also contributes to its external validity.

3.2  |  Sample

The data were collected online between March 21 and April 17, 2017 by the Laboratory of Opin-
ion Research (University of Gothenburg) from their panel of 60,000 respondents. The majority of 
respondents in the panel wave had opted in (86%), while some had been recruited via invitations 
sent to probability samples of the Swedish population (14%). The panel offered no incentives to 
the respondents. 4000 persons were invited to take part in the survey, and 2708 participated. The 
sample was stratified along lines of gender and age (18–70 years), and restricted to people living 
in the three largest cities of Sweden (Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Malmö). These cities were 
chosen as the question about which school to attend would not be apt in small municipalities or 
rural settings with no private schools or even no effective alternatives at all. As regards gender, 
age, and income, the sample is similar to the population. There is a slight overrepresentation 
of respondents in age groups that contain parents in general, and parents of schoolchildren in 
particular. The sample leans somewhat to the Left compared to Swedes in general. The sample 
stands out from the Swedish population in two ways: 93.0% of respondents indicated they were 
at least somewhat interested in politics, and 71.6% had studied for at least 3  years at univer-
sity. 1 In the supporting information online (Part A), the demographic background of respondents 
is presented fully, and compared with that of the Swedish population. Details of the sampling 
procedure are described in the data collector's technical report (Martinsson et al., 2017).

3.3  |  Treatments and assignment

In all of the scenarios, the respondent's child has gone from being satisfied with the school to 
wanting to stay at home, because of severe bullying at school. Both the teacher and the principal 
are unwilling to address the situation, and it turns out that the school has no plan for counteract-
ing bullying—meaning that the school has failed to meet the demands of the Swedish Education 
Act, according to which the counteracting of bullying is part of the obligations of schools (Skol-
lag, SFS, 2010:800 6 c. 7–8 §). (For the complete scenarios, see Supporting information, part B.) 
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WEJRYD 699

The negative effect of bullying victimization on educational outcomes is widely acknowledged 
(see Fry et al., 2018) and the grave situation is likely to engage respondents by being one which 
as many respondents as possible want to alter. Stimulating the willingness of respondents to act 
also in otherwise less common ways can be expected to increase variation in the independent 
variables. Since the focus is on bullying rather than on, say, poor results among pupils, there is 
little reason to expect different groups of respondents to differ in to which extent they care about 
the problem or believe that they would be able to compensate for insufficient teaching. Lastly, the 
scenario leaves the question open of whether collectives or only individuals are affected. Each 
respondent is left to interpret the situation as a problem solely for the individual child, or as a 
collective problem for the pupils of a malfunctioning school as well.

Respondents had a 50-percent chance of being assigned a scenario in which they had chosen 
their child's school. In addition, respondents who had chosen the school themselves had a 
50-percent chance of also being informed that they had chosen a public school, and a 50-percent 
chance of being informed that they had chosen a private one. Since the Swedish school system 
places children in private schools only in cases where their caregivers have chosen the school 
in question, there was no scenario that combined private school with a lack of user choice. The 
possible combinations of treatments here yield three groups of respondents, which are presented 
in Figure 1: the group with the fully marketized condition (with private school and user choice); 
the group with the control condition (with public school and no user choice); and the group 
with a “user-choice only” condition (with public school and user choice). The information about 
whether the respondent or the municipality had chosen the school was repeated during the 
scenario, as was the information about whether the school was public or private.

To answer the main question (whether the marketization of education increases or reduces 
involvement by citizens), I compare the fully marketized group with the control group. To assess 
whether the effects of marketization are driven by private provision, I compare the fully market-
ized group with the “user-choice only” group. To assess whether user choice drives the effects, I 
compare the “user-choice only” group with the control group.

The number of respondents who were assigned each treatment is presented in Figure 1. The 
pairs of groups compared were well-balanced with each other as regards respondents' back-
ground (see Supporting information, part C). Eleven variables tapped respondents' background. 
There were no significant differences in these background variables between the two groups that 
are compared in the main model (the control group and the fully marketized group). The two 

F I G U R E  1   Treatment groups and the number of respondents assigned to each treatment.
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groups that were both treated with public school (the control group and the “user-choice only” 
group) were also well-balanced.

3.4  |  Dependent variables

The purpose of the dependent variables is to tap political participation and other kinds of active 
citizenship. In order to stay reasonable in relation to the scenario and to tap effects that are as 
proximate to the treatment as possible, all dependent variables consider how the respondent 
would act in the fictional situation. Seven items and two resulting indices tap respondents' will-
ingness to try to influence the situation by various means. Respondents indicate their likelihood 
of trying to influence the situation on a Likert scale from one to seven. Since the hypothesized 
effects of marketization concern citizens' involvement with the service provider itself, as well as 
with related decision-making by politicians and public officials, the dependent variables cover 
both. Three alternatives involved actions aimed at public decision-making at the municipal or 
national level; three involved actions aimed at the specific school; and one involved actions 
aimed at local media. These alternatives were:

�1)	� contacting a local politician,
�2)	� contacting the Local Education Authority,
�3)	� contacting the Schools Inspectorate (at the national level),
�4)	� contacting other parents at the school,
�5)	� doing voluntary work at the school,
�6)	� engaging in a “parents' forum” (an advisory user board where parents meet with the school 

management) or in an equivalent arena, and
�7)	� contacting local media.

A factor analysis of respondents' preferred ways of trying to exert influence resulted in two 
factors (see the supporting information, D). On the first factor, there were strong loadings for 
actions aimed at the national level and the municipality (items 1–3 in the list above). On the 
second factor, there were loadings only for actions aimed at the specific school (items 4–6 in the 
list above). The willingness to contact local media loaded strongly on the factor for influencing 
the national level and the municipality; thus, respondents took it as one of the means for influ-
encing decision-making at this higher level. An additive index is made up of these items (1–3 and 
7); another is made up of the items for actions aimed at the specific school (items 4–6).

3.5  |  Manipulation check

A manipulation check was done at the end of the survey. This consisted of a question that tapped 
respondents' understanding and memory of the treatment, by asking them to choose a correct 
description of the scenario they had faced. 76.5% of respondents chose the correct alternative. 
They seem to have understood and remembered the two treatment dimensions—user choice and 
provision—equally well. 83.4% reported correctly whether they had user choice in the scenario, 
and 82.1% reported correctly whether their school was public or private. (Difference  =  1.36 
percentage points, p  =  0.19.) In the main model, respondents were included regardless of 
whether they proved to have understood or remembered their respective treatment correctly. 
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Theoretically, therefore, the effects may be deflated by data from respondents who misunder-
stood, forgot, or just failed to note the treatments. However, excluding non-complying respond-
ents may result in omitted-variables bias, if the ability of respondents to describe the respective 
treatments correctly is correlated with other traits. An intent-to-treat analysis (ITT) is therefore 
chosen, and all respondents who were assigned to each respective condition are included in the 
analysis. (An analysis that includes only respondents who described their treatment correctly 
is presented in the supporting information, part E. The results are very similar to those of the 
ITT-analysis, and they support the same interpretation.)

4  |  RESULTS

The first test reported addresses the overarching question of whether marketization increases or 
decreases involvement by citizens. This model, which is the main one, captures the difference 
between the fully marketized condition (with user choice and a private school), and the control 
model (where the school is public and assigned to the child by municipal decision). No control 
variables are included in the main model, since respondents' backgrounds were well-balanced 
across the two treatment groups, and since the precision of the model without controls was as 
good as that of the model with controls.

The intended attempts at exerting influence in the fully marketized group and the control 
group are compared through regression analyses. The regression coefficient captures the differ-
ence in means between the two groups. Thus, the regression coefficients denote the effects of 
being treated with having chosen a private school, instead of having been assigned a public 
school for one's child. Table 1 presents the effects on respondents' intentions to try to influence 
the situation by various means.

Table 1 shows consistently negative effects from having chosen a private school on respond-
ents' intentions to try to influence the situation. The effects are statistically significant for four 
of the seven tapped items, as well as for the two indices. A fully marketized situation (in which 
the respondent has chosen a private school) reduces respondents' intentions to try to handle 
the wrongs at the school by contacting a local politician, the Local Education Authority, local 
media, and other parents at the school. These effects are not the result of multiple testing, but 
remain significant after Holm-correcteion of levels of statistical significance (see supporting 
information, part E1). However, the marketized situation has no statistically significant effects 
on respondents' intentions to contact the Schools Inspectorate, to engage in user boards such as 
a “parent's forum,” or to do voluntary work at the school.

In substantive terms, the recorded effects of the marketized situation are very strong on 
intentions to contact politicians and media. Having chosen a private school reduces the share 
of respondents who indicate they would contact a politician from 47 to 33%, and the share who 
would contact media from 45 to 36%. For other measures, the effects are less forceful. In total, 
the respondents in the control condition indicate on average an intention to perform 4.34 of the 
seven recorded actions to try to influence the situation, compared to an average of 3.98 actions 
among respondents in the marketized condition.

The effects are robust. When control variables are applied, the effects are a little intensified 
on all measured intentions to try to influence the situation. When ordered logistic regression 
models are implemented instead of ordinary least squares regressions, the effects remain signif-
icant at previous levels. When the analyses exclude those respondents who failed to pick the 
correct description of the scenario at the end of the survey, the standard errors increase but the 
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effects remain significant (see the supporting information, part E2). The effects seem not to be 
due to differences in attrition. Attrition was low, as 96.9% of respondents gave complete answers 
to the questions about their intentions to try to influence the situation, and there are no signif-
icant differences in the rate of attrition between respondents in the fully marketized condition 
and those in the control condition (p = 0.74). While the three studied cities vary as regards access 
to effective alternatives, the recorded effects are driven by all three cities (see supporting infor-
mation, part E3).

Since well-educated persons with high levels of political interest were overrepresented in 
the sample, groups that are not representative of the Swedish population might in theory drive 
the results. Among respondents who indicated no or little political interest, the pacifying effects 
of having chosen a private school are attenuated or reversed. However, the pacifying effects of 
having chosen a private school do not seem to be restricted to the highly educated, as the effects 
remain when the analyses are restricted to respondents with no post-secondary education (see 
supporting information, part E4).

The results show a clear pacifying effect from having chosen a private school instead of being 
assigned to a public school. This refutes hypotheses 1a and 1b, according to which marketization 
will stimulate political participation. There are no signs that voice in any form was perceived to 
be more relevant in a marketized setting. If any stimulating mechanism was operative, it was 
neutralized and exceeded by opposite effects from having chosen a private school. The results are 
compatible with hypotheses 2a and 2b, according to which marketization will decrease political 
participation.

4.1  |  Do the effects derive from choice or from provision?

Further analyses process the data in connection with hypotheses 2a and 2b, by calculating effects 
of the two elements of marketization (i.e., user choice and private provision). According to 
Hypothesis 2a, the effects will be driven by whether respondents had user choice or not; accord-
ing to Hypothesis  2b, the effects will be driven by whether the school was private or public. 
I therefore calculate the separate effects of user choice and of private provision. The effect of 
user choice is calculated by regressions that compare the “user-choice only” condition to the 
control condition. The effect of private provision is calcuated by regressions that compare the 
“fully marketized” condition to the “user-choice only” condition. Table 2 shows the results, with 
the effects of user choice in row 1 and those of private provision in row 2.

Table 2 shows that user choice and private provision both have consistently negative effects 
on respondents' intentions to try to influence the situation. The user-choice effects denote the 
marginal effects of user choice on a person with neither user choice nor private school. The 
private-provision effects denote the marginal effects of private provision on a person with user 
choice and public school (the “user-choice only” condition).

The effects of private provision and of user choice are consistently negative, but the sepa-
rate effects are weaker than the total effects of marketization. Only a few separate effects are 
statistically significant. While the user-choice treatment affects two items and one index signif-
icantly, the private-provision treatment has no statistically significant effect on either the items 
or the indices. The results thus provide only weak and inconclusive support for Hypothesis 2a, 
according to which private provision will reduce political participation. The results in Table 2 
provide stronger support for Hypothesis 2b, according to which user choice will reduce political 
participation.
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5  |  CONCLUSION

Public services have been marketized in many Western countries in recent decades. The intro-
duction of user choice has provided citizens with additional means by which to influence the 
services they receive. One important motive for the change has been to increase the responsive-
ness of such services to the interests of citizens (Friedman & Friedman, 1980; Greener, 2008; 
Le Grand, 2007; Pierre, 2009). However, studies in public administration, social policy, and health 
care policy suggest ways in which marketization can reduce as well as increase the willingness of 
citizens to address public services and the general political system. Yet, only a few studies have 
assessed the causal effects of user choice on attempts by citizens to influence public services 
(James & Jilke,  2020; James & John,  2021). To the best of my knowledge, moreover, no such 
studies have examined the causal effect of marketization on the willingness of citizens to try to 
influence both public-service providers and related political and bureaucratic decision-makers. 
In this study, this last question has been addressed through a survey experiment—with 2708 
Swedish respondents—that taps the effects of the marketization of schools on citizens' inten-
tions to try to influence both services and related public decision-making. In the survey exper-
iment, the respondent confronts a situation in which he/she has a child who is suffering in a 
malfunctioning school. Randomized assignment varies the information provided about whether 
the school is private or public and whether or not the respondent has effective user choice, in 
otherwise  identical situations.

The willingness of respondents to try to influence public services and related political and 
bureaucratic decision-making is substantially lower in a marketized situation than in one where 
schools are public and the choice of school is made by the municipality. These effects are statis-
tically significant and robust to re-specifications of the statistical model. The results of this study 
accordingly refute the notion that marketization stimulates voice-based attempts by citizens to 
exert influence (e.g., by giving users leverage over service providers) (cf. Le Grand, 2007). The 
results suggest that the effect of marketization is a combined one, resulting both from user choice 
and from private provision. User choice has statistically significant negative effects on intentions 
to use voice to target the school and, in particular, institutions at the municipal level. However, 
negative effects from private provision, which were detected in James and Jilke's (2020) experi-
ment on co-production, are given only weak and inconclusive support here.

In the case at hand, there were two problems to be solved: one for an individual (bullying), 
and one for a collective (a malfunctioning school that allowed the bullying to take place). User 
choice increased the probability that citizens who knew about these problems would leave the 
situation, without attempting to solve the collective problem. This indicates that marketization 
is likely to impinge on citizens' inclination to try to influence service provision and political 
decision-making by other means than choice. The ramifications of this can be stated in more 
general terms as well: if user choice impels citizens to refrain from making voice-based attempts 
to exert influence, there is a risk that marketization will sap the vigor of political discourse about 
public services, and that both public services and related political processes will become less 
responsive to the interests of citizens.

The negative effects of user choice may support general expectations of a negative relation-
ship between user choice (exit strategies) and voice strategies (Hirschman, 1970). However, such 
effects were not detected in an earlier study, which was similar as well as well-designed (James & 
John, 2021). Furthermore, the significant effects found in the present study do not occur primarily 
in connection with involvement with the school, but rather in connection with attempts aimed at 
institutions other than the service provider. These results suggest that the negative effects of user 
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choice are not generated by citizens making Hirschmanian calculations. Rather, they suggest 
that the introduction and priming of consumer-like roles weakens citizens' sense of relationship 
with service providers—and in particular the perceived link between citizens and service provid-
ers two via public decision-making (Baldock, 2003; Clarke et al., 2007, cf. James & Jilke, 2020).

The share of respondents who indicate they would be likely to try to influence the situation 
by various means is between six and 15 percentage points smaller in the marketized situation. 
The effects recorded are likely lower-bound estimates, since a notion about choosing the school 
proved to be present also among respondents who were not treated with user choice. Several 
respondents in the control group indicated in voluntary free-text comments that they would have 
wanted an alternative way to act in the fictional situation: namely, choosing a different school. 
This study has therefore probably underestimated the difference between having and not having 
user choice.

The pacifying effects of marketization are robust and forceful. Thanks to the respondents' 
own profound experiences of schools and exposure to debates about school politics, the fictional 
scenario has arguably engaged attitudes and strategies that apply in real-world settings. Moreo-
ver, the effects have been detected in a large and diverse sample. They can be expected to apply 
to the general Swedish population, with one reservation: the unrepresentatively small subsample 
of respondents with little political interest seems to be unaffected by the treatments. The effects 
should only be generalized, therefore, to citizens with at least some interest in politics.

Regarding generalization beyond the particular case, note that the hypothesis that is supported 
by the results is based on general theories, which are not confined to schools or Sweden. Accord-
ingly, the scope conditions of the two suggested mechanisms are defined by other factors than 
service or country. If changes in perceived relations have driven the recorded effects, then paci-
fying effects of marketization should be expected in any case in which users under a preceding, 
non-marketized condition perceive some significant relationship connecting service providers to 
public decision-makers and users in their citizen-role. If, instead, users' calculations about instru-
mental means for affecting a situation have driven the effects, then pacifying effects of market-
ization should be expected in any case in which the users under a preceding non-marketized 
condition perceive voice to be relevant for reaching their goals. Since these conditions are likely 
to be present in many cases, pacifying effects of user choice will likely apply to many services and 
countries.

This study has, thus, pointed to some outstanding questions that merit future research. First, 
while my findings show that user choice is a key link between marketization and respondents' 
intentions to try to influence schools, we still need to scrutinize why user choice has this kind 
of effect on citizens. The results presented here suggest that future studies should focus on the 
effects of user choice on perceptions of the role of the citizen and public decision-making in 
relation to service provision. Second, we need analyses of countries and of public services where 
user choice is manifested differently than in the Swedish school system. Future scholars will do 
well, when addressing the question of causal mechanisms and assessing the scope of conditions 
for marketization's pacifying effects, to perform replications on the basis of internally valid stud-
ies, such as natural experiments and vignette experiments in other public services and welfare 
systems.
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