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Alcohol policy and local democracy in Sweden

Research report

Europeanisation and the new 
role of local government in the 
field of alcohol policy 
An anticipated consequence of the Euro-

pean integration process is that supreme 

control of policy making in many areas is 

transferred from the realm of the state to 

the European level. European regulations 

and deregulations promoting a free market 

and decreasing state intervention set new 

limits on national politics, also in relation 

to social policy (Guillen & Alvarez 2004; 

O’Connor 2005). If national regulations, 

motivated by public health concerns, are 

in conflict with the EU’s overarching goals 

of free movement of goods, the latter prin-

ciple normally prevails. This conflict be-

tween business interests and public health 

concerns has been especially evident in 

the field of alcohol policy (Österberg & 

Karlsson 2002) and perhaps most poign-

antly in the case of Sweden (Ugland 2000; 

Cisneros Örnberg 2008; Baumberg & An-

derson 2008). 
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Swedish alcohol policy has a long tra-

dition of being restrictive and focused on 

limiting consumer access to alcohol (Jo-

hansson 2008; Nycander 1998). The re-

strictive policy has  wide and continuous 

public support (Holmberg & Weibull 2008; 

2009). Even though the prohibitive line 

has not officially been changed, Swedish 

membership in the European Union 1995 

effectively restricted the range of policy 

instruments available to the state. How-

ever, despite the weakened authority of 

the Swedish national government in the 

field of alcohol policy, EU membership 

has also, quite paradoxically, led to an el-

evated role for local government (Andréas-

son 2002). In the Swedish welfare system, 

the local authorities are in charge of social 

services. Therefore, when the state finds 

it harder to limit alcohol availability, it is 

the municipalities that will have to handle 

the social effects of liberalisation and in-

creased alcohol consumption. This is not 

primarily in the sense that issues formerly 

decided on the national level are now de-

centralised, but rather that other elements 

of social policy in relation to alcohol will 

increase in importance. The national gov-

ernment has openly recognised this new 

role of local government (Dir. 2001:22), 

and legislation is being adjusted to clarify 

the local responsibilities (SOU 2009:22). 

As a consequence, the political problems 

related to alcohol and its social effects that 

once claimed a national political agenda 

are now to a higher degree handled in 

Brussels and in city halls around Sweden. 

The case of alcohol policy in Sweden is 

an example of how reforms at the top of 

a multi-level governance system may have 

great consequences in lower tiers of gov-

ernment. Administrative reshuffles com-

plicate accountability and earlier research 

have studied how higher political tiers of 

government strive to hold lower tiers ac-

countable, sometimes with the result that 

more accountability leads to less democra-

cy (Benz 2007). This is unfortunate, since 

the prime provider of legitimacy and the 

principal judge on matters of accountabil-

ity in a democratic system is always the 

people. Redistribution of responsibilities 

is therefore a challenge to the democrat-

ic system, too: will the people be able to 

channel their concerns on social policy 

to new arenas and influence political de-

cisions in a Europeanised welfare state? 

Swedish alcohol policy is confronting this 

challenge today.

Studies have shown that it is possi-

ble for member states such as Sweden to 

influence European alcohol policies to 

some degree (Cisneros Örnberg 2008). 

But the political processes on this inter-

national stage are taking place high above 

the people. Even the thought of influenc-

ing EU policy would be far-fetched for a 

concerned citizen. Conversely, the possi-

bilities to influence policy at the munici-

pal level are quite tangible. For example, 

earlier research has found that Norwegian 

municipalities have implemented poli-

cy changes in the field of alcohol policy 

with the support of the inhabitants (Saglie 

1996). 

The primary aim of this article is to in-

vestigate whether the fundamental pre-

requisites for functioning democratic pro-

cesses in the field of alcohol policy are 

in place in Swedish local government. Is 

the representative democracy of Swedish 

municipalities prepared to handle alcohol 

policy issues? 

A condition for allowing a political field 
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to be influenced by democratic processes 

in a liberal, representative democracy is 

that the field is politicised. The main is-

sues of the field must be regarded as sa-

lient political problems, and alternative 

solutions to the core questions must be 

advanced by political actors. Ideally, can-

didates and parties should take opposite 

positions in the core questions in order to 

give the citizens room for political choice. 

In addition, a political field normally con-

sists of many distinguished issues, all of 

which could be regarded as more or less 

decoupled from each other. Unfortunately, 

in a representative democracy voters can-

not be expected to research the views on 

all political matters of all parties and can-

didates. Instead, voters will have to rely 

on sorting the options according to a few 

general criteria. In the ideal case, it is pos-

sible to reduce a multitude of opinions in 

different matters to positions on a manage-

able number of ideological dimensions. If 

you know that a candidate holds a certain 

position on such a dimension, you can 

predict which policy option he/she would 

propose in a great many hypothetical situ-

ations. In addition, knowledge of the exist-

ence and meaning of these dimensions is 

essential for anyone who seeks to under-

stand the foundations of public policy in 

the studied field. 

Since the key to the question of funda-

mental prerequisites for a functioning rep-

resentative democratic system lies in the 

political positions of elected representa-

tives, this study will focus on the attitudes 

towards alcohol and social policy among 

local councillors. More precisely, I will try 

to answer the following questions:

1.	Is the field of alcohol policy in Swed-

ish local government politicised in the 

sense that councillors regard alcohol as 

a salient political problem? And are the 

variations in attitudes among council-

lors large enough to give voters the op-

portunity to choose from a range of rel-

evant policy options in local elections?

2.	Are there systematic patterns in the at-

titudes of the councillors, enabling vot-

ers to understand the political alterna-

tives of local alcohol policy in the light 

of a controllable number of ideological 

dimensions? And if so, what are these 

dimensions?

3.	To what extent is the party system able 

to mirror these dimensions and can it 

enable voters in party-based local elec-

tions to effectively influence the future 

policy of the field? 

4.	Are there other explanations for ideo-

logical differences among councillors 

than party affiliations, and if so what 

are they? Answers to this question en-

able voters to make more informed deci-

sions. Basic knowledge of a candidate’s 

social characteristics could be used to 

predict his or her attitudes on alcohol 

when voters use their prerogative of 

preference voting. 

Alcohol policy in Sweden: 
Shifting roles between tiers of 
government
To fully understand the role of local gov-

ernment in relation to alcohol policy in 

Sweden, it is necessary to recognise the 

important function of the local level in the 

Scandinavian welfare system as a whole. 

The Nordic countries, particularly Swe-

den, are unique in their level of decen-

tralisation of public services (Sellers & 

Lidström 2007). Local politics deal with 

issues across the political spectrum: gen-
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eral welfare and social policy, taxes, edu-

cation, environment, culture, leisure, busi-

ness development, communications and 

infrastructure, etc. Local administration 

therefore plays a central role in the daily 

lives of millions of Swedes. 

Alcohol-related matters have been local 

responsibilities since the creation of the 

modern municipal system in the 1860s. 

During the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, the municipalities were respon-

sible for serving restaurant permits, the 

distribution monopoly and the handling of 

social consequences of alcohol abuse. The 

distribution monopoly was transferred to a 

single company Systembolaget on the na-

tional level in 1955, and the responsibility 

for serving permits was nationalised at the 

same time. For much of the twentieth cen-

tury, alcohol politics could be said to be an 

institutionalised policy area in local poli-

tics, manifested in a formal political insti-

tution, the ”sobriety committees” (Åman 

1962; Rosenqvist 1985). Until the 1970s, 

many municipalities had such standing 

committees under the council, with a re-

sponsibility both for the welfare of alcohol 

abusers and their families, and the admin-

istration of serving permits for local restau-

rants. In later years, the tasks of the sobri-

ety committees were transferred to several 

other fields, decreasing the possibilities of 

getting a general oversight over the differ-

ent aspects of alcohol in society. 

On the state level, a number of policy 

instruments were applied throughout the 

twentieth century to uphold a restrictive 

line on alcohol. However, the situation 

changed in 1995, when Sweden joined the 

EU: state monopolies on the production 

and import of alcohol are gone, rules on 

private import are much more generous, 

the purchase of alcohol through the In-

ternet is now allowed, as are commercial 

advertisements for strong beverages. And 

even though the state monopoly of distri-

bution remains, the accessibility of alcohol 

through other channels has put the state 

distribution monopoly under pressure. 

The high alcohol taxes have been lowered 

explicitly in order to adapt to an interna-

tional price level (Andréasson 2002; Hold-

er 2000; Karlsson 2008; Lindström 2005; 

Cisneros Örnberg 2009; Ramstedt 2010). 

When it is not able to defend national al-

cohol policies, the Swedish government is 

confined to making its voice heard at the 

European level (Ministry of Health and 

Social Affairs 2009). 

It is clear that EU membership has lim-

ited the scope of action for the national 

government, but the interpretation of the 

present situation is not as clear-cut. The 

Swedish national government still official-

ly keeps the restrictive line. National com-

mittees and reports as well as financial 

support to pre-emptive programmes still 

exist (Tigerstedt & Karlsson 2003; Ramst-

edt 2010). Taxes have not been lowered in 

line with decreases in Denmark and Fin-

land, and previous studies claim that the 

future of the distribution monopoly lies 

with the Swedish citizens rather than with 

the European Court of Justice (Cisneros 

Örnberg & Ólofsdóttir 2007). 

The 1990s saw a ”clear trend” of decen-

tralising responsibilities for alcohol issues 

(Andreasson 2002, 270). This trend coin-

cided with Swedish EU membership and 

the loss of policy instruments on the state 

level. Today, alcohol issues are part of lo-

cal politics in more ways than one. Some 

responsibilities are mandatory, assigned 

by state law. Most notably, municipalities 
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are legally bound to deal with the conse-

quences of alcohol abuse for alcoholics 

and their families through social services 

and provide access to rehabilitation pro-

grammes. The municipalities are also 

ordered to spread information and work 

pre-emptively in relation to alcohol abuse. 

Since membership in the EU, large public 

prevention initiatives have been imple-

mented on the local level (Ramstedt 2010). 

Since 1995, the municipalities are once 

again responsible for licensing restaurants 

to sell alcohol and for ensuring that the 

restaurants follow the rules. Permits can 

be revoked if the restaurants misbehave. 

However, the municipalities do not pure-

ly implement state regulations. There is 

considerable room for discretion, for ex-

ample, in how thoroughly the municipali-

ties scrutinise applications and supervise 

the restaurants (Andersen 2000). There 

is also a clear conflict of interest in being 

too restrictive against the entertainment 

industry, since most municipalities see it 

as their duty to do what they can to stimu-

late the local economy, generate business 

and attract tourists. The variation between 

municipalities has worried the national 

government, which has called for strict-

er guidelines in permit practices (Prop. 

2010/11:47). 

Apart from the obligatory duties, the 

municipalities are free to carry out their 

own alcohol policies in several depart-

ments, using a wide repertoire of policy 

instruments. The public school system is 

a local government responsibility, and all 

education and information provided about 

alcohol in schools is indirectly a part of 

local politics. Municipalities can, if they 

want to, form separate organisations in or-

der to spread information and work pre-

emptively against alcohol abuse. They are 

allowed to support organisations in civil 

society financially, and in doing so there 

is scope for encouraging organisations that 

work pre-emptively against alcohol abuse. 

Municipalities are also free to incorpo-

rate voluntary organisations and churches 

when carrying out their social service re-

sponsibilities, and they can regulate pub-

lic order, including the consumption of 

alcohol in public places. 

Is the field of local alcohol policy 
politicised? – The survey
The data used in this article comes from a 

survey directed to all local councillors in 

the region of Västra Götaland in 2006. The 

net population of the survey was 2,132 

councillors in 49 municipalities. The sur-

vey was answered by 1,388 councillors, 

giving a response rate of 65.5 per cent. 

Västra Götaland has 1.5 million inhabit-

ants (17 per cent of the national popula-

tion), many small rural and industrial lo-

calities, medium-sized towns and the ma-

jor city of Gothenburg with its surrounding 

suburbs. In terms of population size and 

the ratio of inhabitants living in densely 

populated areas, the 49 municipalities of 

the region are almost a perfect representa-

tion of the whole country and its 290 mu-

nicipalities (Karlsson 2007). In 46 of the 

49 municipalities, the response rate was 

above 50 per cent. 

In order to explore whether the field of 

local alcohol policy could be deemed as 

politicised, the questionnaire included a 

number of attitude questions on both prin-

cipled and practical angles concerning al-

cohol. The questions used in this article 

are listed in Table 1 below. 

The first criterion of politicisation, that 
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the problems of the field are regarded as 

salient political issues, is met convinc-

ingly. Very few councillors take the stance 

that alcohol-related matters are private 

concerns rather than public and political 

issues. The results show that most of the 

councillors believe that the public sector 

in general and local government in par-

ticular have an important role in the field 

of alcohol policy. A significant majority of 

the councillors also find the problems of 

alcohol policy as salient in the sense that 

they would like to prioritise programmes 

within the field even if this meant less 

money for other policy areas. 

The second condition of politicisation 

is the presence of conflicting opinions. A 

good measure of assessing how divided 

the councillors are is the survey question 

of making a choice between two opposite 

propositions: A. In my ideal society, pub-

lic temperance is an undisputed goal or B. 

In my ideal society, alcohol beverages are 

an undisputed part of good life. A mod-

erate majority, or 57 per cent, come out 

in favour proposition B. Of these, 13 per 

cent hold definite views. Conversely, 43 

per cent of the councillors agreed mostly 

with proposition A. Of them, 16 per cent 

were fully convinced. That this question 

correlates strongly to most other questions 

in this study indicates its importance. The 

difference of opinions in these central as-

pects is not just a matter of nuances; the 

positions are fundamentally divergent. It 

is therefore fair to argue that the field is 

not only politicised but polarised, too.

Since most councillors seem to find the 

field of alcohol policy both a public matter 

and their attitudes represent a broad range 

of conflicting positions, the conclusion 

must be that the field is sufficiently politi-

cised to be submitted to a functioning rep-

resentative democracy at the local level. 

However, in order to maintain an effec-

tive democratic process, voters cannot be 

expected to know the positions of parties 

and candidates in all relevant sub-issues 

within a political field. The ideal is that 

the many aspects of alcohol policy could 

be comprised into a convenient number of 

ideological dimensions. The existence of 

ideological dimensionality in a political 

field is essentially a prerequisite of repre-

sentative democracy. And the awareness 

of the dimensions of a field and what they 

stand for are central for voters to under-

stand their options on Election Day. 

Ideological dimensions of  
alcohol policy
The search for ideological dimensions 

(sometimes referred to as parameters, po-

litical spectra, political dimensions, etc.) 

is a broad field in social science research. 

Some authors (Ferguson 1941) seek to find 

complementary dimensions to the hegem-

onic left/right division, while others hope 

to find alternative ways of understand-

ing the political spectrum by focusing on 

specific political values (Rokeach 1973; 

Inglehart 1977). It could be argued that 

each policy sector has a number of unique 

aspects and value issues and that a more 

precise ideological dimensionality could 

be better understood by focusing on one 

sector at a time (Karlsson 2003). This is 

also the approach taken in this study in 

relation to the field of alcohol policy in 

Swedish local government. 

Factor analysis is a technique well suit-

ed to discovering ideological dimensions 

by analysing the attitudes of a large popu-

lation. According to the logic of the meth-
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Table 1. Councillors’ Attitudes on Alcohol Policy Proposals – Percentage In Support of 
Proposals and Factor Analysis.

Per cent 
positive D0 D1 D2 D3 D4 D5

Allow food shops to sell strong beer, wine and spirits 25 ‑.73 .76

Decrease the tax on alcohol 42 -.74 .76

The age limit for buying alcohol should be lowered [from 21] to 18 years 22 -.54 .61

Expand the Swedish border patrol in order to prevent smuggling of 
alcohol 67 .64 -.61

It is important to be restrictive in allowing restaurants to serve alcohol, 
for preventive purposes (Rather than: It is important to be generous in 
allowing restaurants to serve alcohol, for business/ tourism purposes)

66 .69 -.60 .38

In my ideal society, public temperance is an undisputed goal. (Rather 
than: In my ideal society, alcohol beverages are an undisputed part of a 
good life)

43 .65 ‑.56 .29 .44

To enjoy a glass of wine or beer in the park is a human right. (Rather 
than: It should be prohibited to consume alcohol in public places) 42 -.45 .55 .23 ‑.28

The municipality should not interfere with how its adult citizens consume 
alcohol (Rather than: The municipality should actively inform citizens of 
the negative consequences of alcohol)

20 -.48 .55 .35 ‑.23

The municipalities and the school carry the main responsibility for inform
ing young people how to handle alcohol (Rather than: The parents carry 
the main responsibility for informing young people how to handle alcohol)

34 .27 .71

The abuse of alcohol is a social problem and should be dealt with by 
the municipal social service (Rather than: Abuse of alcohol is a medical 
problem and should be dealt with by the health service (at the county 
level))

61 .24 .52 .23 ‑.34

It is important that none other than the municipality/the public sector 
is responsible for alcohol and drug abuse (Rather than: Voluntary organ
isations and churches should be given a larger responsibility regarding 
alcohol and drug abuse programmes)

66 .33 .48 .21 .40

To appear drunk is a sign of bad character 74 .72
Leading municipal employees and politicians should be moderate in their 
drinking habits, as well as in their private life 68 .29 -.24 .57

To drink alcohol is a sin   4 .20 .27 .54

Increased [rather than decreased] public support: alcohol abusers 61 .42 .77

The municipality should spend more resources on alcohol and drug 
abuse programmes, even if this means less money for other policy areas. 
(Rather than: The municipality should not spend more resources on 
alcohol and drug abuse programmes if that should mean less money for 
other policy areas)

62 .49 -.21 .25 .76

In a municipal working place, alcoholism should never be grounds for 
dismissal 53 .20 .26 .71

It is wrong [for politicians/municipal employees] to drink alcohol [in official 
meetings or whilst entertaining guests] paid for by tax money 68 .37 -.26 .28 .56

Variance explained (percentage)  23   19    9    9    8    7

Comments: The first data column presents the percentage positive answers to each policy suggestion (where others are either neutral or 
negative). The following columns present results of two factor analyses. Column D0 represents the factor scores of the first and dominating 
dimension from an un-rotated analysis, and the five following are the result of a rotated analysis using varimax rotation with Kaiser Normalisation, 
converged in 6 iterations. Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. Only dimensions with Eigenvalue >1 is presented. Factor scores 
< .20 are omitted. All variables are built on survey questions with the form of a proposal (or in som cases the choice between two proposals. 
Higher values represent higher support of the proposal. N = 1,404. 
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od, patterns in the responses to survey 

questions may be related to a statistically 

manufactured latent variable that repre-

sents such a dimension. This new factor 

variable can then be used as an index-like 

dependent variable when we want to ana-

lyse what influences people’s positions 

on these dimensions. A factor variable is 

standardised so that its mean is always 

0 and the standard deviation is 1 (Kim & 

Mueller 1978).

In this article, 18 questions in the form 

of propositions from the survey are used 

in order to cover as many aspects of alco-

hol policy as possible. The result of the 

factor analysis are presented in Table 1.

At first glance, it looks like there is only 

one dimension dominating the whole field 

of local alcohol policy (D0, Table 1). Coun-

cillors place themselves at a continuum 

from positive to negative in relation to al-

cohol as a public phenomenon, and they 

either find alcohol and its consequences in 

general a social problem worthy of politi-

cal intervention and restrictive measures 

from the local government or they do not. 

(Higher values on the D0 dimension rep-

resent more negative/restrictive attitudes). 

But underneath this rough positive/nega-

tive division, there are several more elabo-

rated ideological dimensions based on 

other lines of reasoning. The method used 

to distinguish these dimensions is varimax 

rotated factor analysis. By rotation, we can 

single out five separate dimensions that 

(by definition) are not correlated to one an-

other. The analysis shows that half of the 

variations in responses to the 18 questions 

are explained by these five dimensions.

Since dimensions identified by factor 

analysis are empirically and not theoreti-

cally derived, they can sometimes be hard 

to interpret. Not so in this case. My sug-

gestion is that the dimensions revealed in 

Table 1 could be related to questions of 

fundamental political beliefs which occur 

in all political fields. In short, the general 

questions are: is there a political problem; 

who is responsible for solving it; what is 

the nature of the problem; how important 

is it; and what means should be used in 

solving it? The questions are developed 

in Table 2, while the dimensions are ana-

lysed in the following paragraphs. 

The liberal–restrictive  
dimension (D1)
The liberal–restrictive dimension is a key 

factor in Nordic alcohol policy (compare 

Anttila & Sulkunen 2001). Since the na-

tional referendum of 1922, when a prop-

osition for total abolition was narrowly 

defeated, the Swedish political discussion 

on alcohol policy has focused on how the 

consumption of alcohol could be limited 

and which policy instruments are the most 

effective in reaching this goal (Johansson 

2008). It is therefore not surprising that the 

first dimension (D1) that emerges when we 

study the attitudes of local politicians to-

wards alcohol policy is connected to this 

discussion. (D1 is basically built on the 

core variables of the D0 dimension, as is 

to be expected in a rotated analysis, but in 

D1, higher values represent more liberal 

attitudes, whereas lower values represent 

restrictive views.) 

The attitude questions bearing out D1 

are of two kinds; there are the general 

questions on public sobriety as a political 

goal, and the support of local government 

paternalism when it comes to educating its 

citizens on the negative effects of alcohol.  

The underlying dimension here con-
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cerns whether people’s use of alcohol is a 

political problem and hence a public mat-

ter, while the dimensionality illustrates 

the extent to which the state or the local 

government should try to reduce the con-

sumption of alcohol through the already 

available arsenal of policy instruments. 

Most councillors tend to choose a more 

restrictive line in all aspects mentioned. 

A quarter support the proposal of selling 

alcohol in local shops. This implies abo-

lition of the Swedish alcohol monopoly, 

which two-thirds of the politicians op-

pose. The questions on restrictions on res-

taurants serving alcohol and lowering al-

cohol taxes are more divisive, but here too, 

the liberals are in a minority. The most 

popular propositions relating to the lib-

eral dimension suggest an expanded bor-

der patrol (supported by 64 per cent) and 

propose to make it even harder for young 

people to purchase alcohol (84 per cent). 

The responsibility of local 
government (D2)
Three attitude questions that are not nec-

essarily connected from an analytical 

point of view  form the base of the sec-

ond dimension: 1) whether local govern-

ment and the school (and not the parents) 

bears the main responsibility for educating 

young people on how to handle alcohol, 

a position preferred by 34 per cent of the 

respondents, 2) whether alcohol is a social 

problem that should be handled by local 

social services (and not a medical problem 

which the county level should deal with), 

which 61 per cent agree to, or 3) whether 

local government itself should bear the 

main responsibility for all abuse treatment 

(and not include voluntary organisations 

and churches), which is what 66 per cent 

of the respondents believe. 

The answers to these questions could 

potentially represent positions on topics 

as wide-ranging as families and privacy, 

sociological interpretations of the causes 

of alcoholism and on the role of civil soci-

ety, respectively. But what combines these 

disparate aspects in the minds of the local 

politicians can easily be understood from 

a public administration point of view. 

The dimensionality concerns the extent 

to which political responsibility in gen-

Table 2. The Five Dimensions of Alcohol Policy – Underlying Questions.

The general policy questions The questions relating to local alcohol policy
D1 Is the problem in question a public matter, and 

how vigorous should public policy be in order 
to solve this problem?

Liberalism-restrictivism. Is use/abuse of alcohol a pu‑
blic matter, and how restrictive should public policy be 
in order to prevent consumption and use of alcohol?

D2 Which actors in a multi-level governance 
society should be responsible for implementing 
the policy?

Local responsibility. To what extent should mat‑
ters concerning alcohol be a responsibility for local 
government?

D3 To what extent is there an individual and moral 
component in the problem at hand, linking per‑
sonal responsibility to its origins and solutions?

Moralism. To what extent is there a moral component 
in use/abuse of alcohol?

D4 What is the relative importance of different 
political problems, and what conclusions do 
we draw from this regarding priorities?

Priorities. Should the problems of alcohol abuse be 
prioritised in relation to other problems?

D5 To what extent is the means of achieving policy 
goals important, in terms of internal policies 
and symbolic actions?

Internal affairs. Is the municipality as an organisation 
and a work place an arena for implementing local 
alcohol policies? 
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eral should be laid on local government 

in a multi-level governance system, and, 

in particular, the role of local government 

in relation to other actors such as families, 

counties and civil society. A premise for 

the councillors’ positions is their under-

standing of the nature of the problem of 

alcohol abuse, and whether this problem 

area today is a local responsibility. 

Thus, if the D1 dimension defines the 

general scale of public intervention in 

alcohol-related matters, the D2 dimension 

determines who should carry out these 

interventions, the local level or someone 

else. High values on the D2 dimension 

represent attitudes in support of a higher 

responsibility with the local authorities. 

From a Public Administration point of 

view, the role assigned to each level of a 

multi-level governance system relates to 

ideological positions in a number of con-

flicting issues such as the importance of 

centralisation and service equality versus 

decentralisation and diversity, national 

bureaucratisation versus local democracy, 

and organised community as the leading 

principle of the locality versus family, 

church and civil society. The role of lo-

cal authorities in European welfare states 

differs greatly depending on national wel-

fare ideologies (Sellers & Lidström 2007). 

This issue has been an important aspect 

of Swedish welfare policy debate during 

the twentieth century. Parties have had 

strong opinions on the role of local gov-

ernment, but their stances in these matters 

have changed over time (Strandberg 1998). 

Today, this dimension with regards to al-

cohol policy is not, as we will see, very 

party-politicised, but it is nonetheless im-

portant when the local politicians form 

their attitudes on alcohol-related matters. 

It does, after all, determine how these 

politicians view the scope of their own re-

sponsibilities. 

It is interesting that opinions on these di-

mensions correlate positively with several 

other questions: if you believe in an exten-

sive role for local government in alcohol 

matters, you are generally also a friend of 

restrictive policies. But we should note, 

too, that there is a positive correlation 

between support of this dimension and 

the anti-paternalistic view that local gov-

ernment should not interfere with how 

adult citizens consume alcohol (and not 

actively educate citizens on the negative 

consequences of alcohol). This indicates 

that D2 is not a traditional public/private 

(left/right) dimension, but rather a local 

government /not local government one. 

Moralism (D3)
On the liberal–restrictive dimension (D1), 

the degree of public interventionism is in 

focus but the reason behind the restrictive 

or liberal policy is not automatically im-

plied. There could be several grounds for 

limiting public consumption of alcohol. 

One such motive could be the recognition 

that alcohol abuse is a social problem and 

thereby a public and mainly local govern-

ment responsibility. However, throughout 

the history of alcohol policy, the moral 

dimension of alcohol use has been impor-

tant. The use and particularly the abuse 

of alcohol have traditionally been related 

to the drinker’s character and choices. 

(Edwards 2010). From a religious point 

of view, especially among nonconformist 

Christian movements, drinking has been 

seen as a sin. The first Swedish law re-

stricting alcohol consumption clearly de-

fined overconsumption and abuse of alco-

Unauthenticated
Download Date | 12/16/16 11:25 AM



243NORDIC STUDIES ON ALCOHOL AND DRUGS   V O L .  29.  2012  .  3

hol as sinful behaviour (The Law against 

Gluttony and Drunkenness, 1733, cited 

in Kjellberg 1979, 22). The Temperance 

movement was from the start closely tied 

to nonconformist churches. Their motives 

for restricting alcohol consumption were 

both social and religious (Båtefalk 2000). 

In the early twentieth century, parts of the 

Temperance movement were secularised 

and associated with the labour movement. 

Even if the religious component was gone, 

the idea that temperance was a significant 

individual virtue lived on within the la-

bour movement and in the Social Demo-

cratic Party, which came to dominate 

Swedish politics for many decades. For the 

emerging labour movement, an important 

goal was to legitimise the working class as 

proper citizens, just as virtuous and suit-

able for political positions as members of 

the societal elites (Ambjörnsson 1998). 

Today, only 4 per cent of local politi-

cians agree that To drink alcohol is a sin, 

but 74 per cent agree that To appear drunk 

is a sign of bad character. By taking a 

stand on these issues, the respondents do 

not analyse the abuse of alcohol in general, 

but rather the behaviour of individuals. It 

is apparent that most local decision mak-

ers readily connect drinking to personal 

morals. The answers to these two propos-

als form the core of the third dimension 

(D3), where higher values signify more 

moralistic attitudes towards alcohol. This 

dimension is also strongly connected to a 

proposal in the questionnaire to which 68 

per cent agree: Leading municipal employ-

ees and politicians should be moderate in 

their drinking habits, as well as in their 

private life. A positive answer here builds 

a bridge between the private and the pub-

lic sphere. Also positively correlated to 

this moralistic dimension is the belief in 

public temperance as an undisputed goal. 

Priorities (D4)
One of the key aspects of politics is decid-

ing how to use limited common resources. 

It could very well be that you favour a po-

litical goal, but since you prioritise other 

things even more, you are not ready to sup-

port this particular goal any further. When 

asked if alcohol abusers were a group so 

disadvantaged or discriminated against 

that they ought to be supported by the 

public in some way, 37 per cent found the 

current levels of support sufficient, where-

as 61 per cent wanted to increase the sup-

port. Only 3 per cent wanted to decrease or 

eliminate the support altogether. Another 

question on the same theme explicitly 

put forth divergent choices underlining 

the limited resources aspect: should, or 

should not the municipality spend more 

resources on alcohol and drug abuse pro-

grammes, even if this means less money 

for other policy areas? 62 per cent wanted 

to prioritise alcohol care. Together, these 

two questions are the foundation of the D4 

dimension, where high values represent 

attitudes in favour of prioritising alcohol-

related problems. 

Internal affairs (D5)
Two questions, very different on the sur-

face, have the highest scores in the fifth 

dimension: 53 per cent of the respondents 

think that in a municipal working place, 

alcoholism should never be grounds for 

dismissal, and 68 per cent agree that It is 

wrong [for politicians/municipal employ-

ees] to drink alcohol [in official meetings 

or whilst entertaining guests] paid for by 

tax money. The question of alcoholism 
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and dismissal is correlated to the ambition 

level in D4, and the question on alcohol 

during entertaining is associated with re-

strictiveness in D1 and moralism in D3.

That these two propositions group to-

gether in a positive correlation is inter-

esting, since one of them is a statement 

supporting the rights of employed ad-

dicts, while the other supports the right 

of the local authorities to regulate alcohol 

consumption among employees. In other 

words, one proposition fosters tolerance 

whereas the other advances restrictiveness 

towards alcohol consumption. 

The common denominator is that the 

two propositions relate to the social re-

sponsibilities of  local administration as 

an organisation and a place of work. High-

er values on the D5 dimension indicate at-

titudes that ascribe the local authorities a 

high degree of responsibility. The problem 

of alcohol abuse in the workplace is regu-

lated by law, and the employer has a reha-

bilitation responsibility towards the em-

ployee, but only to a point (Iseskog 2009). 

However, there is room for the employer 

to be more or less supportive towards the 

employee in this situation, and to state 

that alcoholism should never be grounds 

for dismissal is not a sign of tolerance but 

rather an indication of the view that the 

municipal employer should have a high 

degree of social responsibility for its em-

ployees. 

Each municipality decides its own poli-

cy with regards to alcohol in entertainment 

situations. Some are very restrictive, oth-

ers more liberal. The most common argu-

ment for restrictiveness in serving alcohol 

to employees and others is the protection 

of those who struggle to stop drinking. 

Generally, a Swedish municipality is 

the largest employer in its territory. How 

alcohol-related matters are handled in the 

municipality as a workplace is of great 

social importance, both in practice and 

symbolically. In particular, consumption 

of alcohol at official dinners and for en-

tertaining personnel and guests is a much 

discussed topic. 

There are weak but negative correlations 

between the core questions on the D5 and 

D2 (local responsibility) dimensions, sig-

nifying that D5 is by no means a measure 

of the general degree of municipal respon-

sibility in all alcohol-related matters, but 

rather the recognition of the importance of 

the municipality as an employer in form-

ing local policies. 

Party politics – The left/right 
dimension
Mirroring the national election system, lo-

cal elections are based on voting on party 

lists with a limited scope for preference 

voting on a special candidate. The general 

elections are, in effect, party elections. 

With the fundamental dimensions of local 

alcohol policy identified, it is now time to 

see how functional the party system is as 

an instrument of choice for Swedish vot-

ers on Election Day in matters concerning 

alcohol policy. 

Sweden has been described as a one-

dimensional political system, where al-

most everything and the party system in 

particular seem to go back to the left/right 

dimension. Even if there is clear evidence 

of alternative dimensions, the left/right as-

pect is hihgly dominant (Gilljam & Oscars-

son 1996). The traditional party positions 

on the left/right scale are therefore as fol-

lows: The Left Party (socialist) furthest to 

the left, accompanied by the Social Demo-
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crats on the overall left. On right-of-cen-

tre we find the Liberal People’s Party, the 

Centre Party and the Christian Democrats, 

and slightly further to the right the Moder-

ate Party (conservatives). The order of the 

three centre-right parties is not easily de-

termined and varies over time. The Green 

Party sometimes claims to be independent 

of this scale, but in attitude surveys, Green 

Party sympathisers and politicians are al-

most always placed firmly on the left side 

of the scale (Karlsson 2003). In the survey 

used in this study, the councillors placed 

themselves on 0–10-graded left/right 

scale. Party affiliation explains 72 per cent 

of the variation of the councillors’ subjec-

tive left/right position. 

For the un-rotated D0 factor of Table 1 

(where higher values represent more nega-

tive/restrictive attitudes on alcohol), the 

correlation with a subjective left/right po-

sition (where higher values represent more 

leftist views) is Pearson’s r = .39, since left-

ist councillors are generally more restric-

tive in all alcohol-related issues. For the 

rotated dimensions, correlation values are 

equally high in four cases (D1: r=-.31, D3: 

r=.22, D4: r=-.27, D5: r=- .27). The weak-

est correlation to a subjective left/right 

position is that of the local responsibility 

dimension (D2), but it is still significant 

(r=-.14). The results indicate that people 

to the left are more likely to identify so-

cial problems as structural rather than 

individual and moral, and they are more 

inclined than right-wing politicians to ad-

vocate political means when dealing with 

such problems. In this case, a councillor to 

the left is more likely to see alcohol abuse 

as a political (and not a moral) problem 

that should be prioritised and tackled by 

restrictive policies, not least by local gov-

ernment (and within the local administra-

tion). 

In terms of the councillors’ party affilia-

tion, the traditional left/right pattern is re-

peated in all dimensions studied, with one 

important exception: the Christian Demo-

crats. While socially conservative and 

centre/right-oriented in most other mat-

ters, the Christian Democrats are the most 

restrictive party of all in the D0 and D1 di-

mensions, putting them ”to the left” of the 

Left Party. At the same time, they are more 

”right-wing” in the D3 dimension (on mor-

alism and sin) than their conservative col-

leagues in the Moderate Party. Most likely, 

this is an effect of the Christian Democrats’ 

close ties with nonconformist churches 

and the temperance tradition (Lejon 2002).

The result of taking the Christian Demo-

crat factor into account is that party affili-

ation is a better determinant than the sub-

jective left/right question when it comes to 

the councillors’ views on dimensions D0 

and D1 (R2=.25 and .21). But in the other 

four dimensions, the explanatory power of 

the parties is considerably less: D2 R2=.03, 

D3 =.07, D4 =.07, D5 =.08). In other words, 

more than 90 per cent of the variations 

between local councillors in these four di-

mensions cannot be explained by party af-

filiation. This leaves voters without much 

help, if they wish to influence local poli-

cies on these issues on Election Day.

Other explanations to ideological 
positions
Since the parties are of limited help when 

trying to explain why councillors hold 

certain beliefs, we are compelled to in-

quire which other factors interplay. From 

a citizen perspective, the possibility of 

preference voting for a particular candi-
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date could be used in order to impact on 

the politics of the council, provided that 

the voters know which candidate traits 

are normally correlated to a certain belief. 

We should first look at some general in-

dividual and contextual factors and then 

focus on the special import of religion and 

personal drinking habits. The regression 

models used in this analysis are presented 

in Table 3. 

Gender is important in all dimensions 

except D2 (local responsibility). Women 

councillors are more inclined to be restric-

tive, less moralistic and more concerned 

with the local administration’s internal 

policies than are their male colleagues. 

These effects remain when controlled for 

party affiliation, religiosity and drinking 

habits. 

Age is most notable as an explanatory 

factor in the D3 dimension: older council-

lors are more likely to point to the moral 

aspects of drinking.

Social class is a variable related to par-

ty membership, especially since almost 

half of the Social Democrats identify as 

living in a working-class home (48 per 

cent), compared with 5 per cent among 

councillors from the Moderate Party. But 

controlled for party membership, a work-

ing-class home seems to have effects on 

dimensions D3–5, so that working-class 

councillors are more likely to be moralis-

tic, to prioritise alcohol abuse before other 

problems and especially to emphasise the 

role of local administration as a working 

environment.

Higher education seems to imply that a 

councillor is somewhat more liberal in the 

D1 dimension and less eager to carry out 

restrictive politics within the administra-

tion (D5), but nonetheless, higher educa-

tion also has a positive effect on wishing 

to prioritise alcohol abuse as a political 

matter.

In the analysis, three variables were used 

to sketch the lifestyles of the respondents: 

restaurant visits (indicating experiences of 

social interaction where alcohol is usually 

served), Internet usage (indicating pos-

sible openness for innovations and com-

munications with people living far away) 

and reading books (indicating humanistic 

interests). As it turns out, frequent res-

taurant visitors want to prioritise actions 

against alcohol abuse but not through a 

restrictive intra-administrational policy. 

Experienced Internet users and avid book 

readers are especially critical of the moral-

istic perspective. 

Municipal size was included in the anal-

ysis as a contextual variable. It appears 

that care for alcohol abusers is less priori-

tised by councillors in smaller municipali-

ties, but they have more positive values in 

the internal affairs dimension (D5). These 

councillors may have less experience of 

abuse problems, and the relative impor-

tance of local administration as a work-

place is higher in minor municipalities. 

Religion
In international comparative studies, Swe-

den is normally described as one of the 

world’s more secular countries (Tomas-

son 2002). Religion is more or less a taboo 

subject in political discourse. Not even the 

Christian Democrats use religious argu-

ments in public debate. Yet, in the field of 

alcohol policy, religion is still a political 

factor. 

The survey tells us that the average coun-

cillor prays nine times per year and visits 

a religious meeting or service on nine oc-
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casions annually, but there is of course a 

great deal of variation. We also know that 

70 per cent of the councillors belong to 

the Lutheran Church of Sweden (the for-

mer state church), compared with 75 per 

cent of the population as a whole. About 

13 per cent are members of a nonconform-

ist church. It is possible to be a member 

of both, which is the case for more than 

half of the 13 per cent. Close to 22 per cent 

of the councillors are not members of any 

church. 

The analysis shows that the three reli-

gious variables – prayer frequency, fre-

quency of attending religious meetings 

and membership of a nonconformist 

church – are more helpful in explaining 

the variations in the councillors’ answers 

in dimensions D0 (general positive/nega-

tive), D1 (liberalism) and D3 (moralism) 

than the many variables presented in the 

previous paragraph combined. 

Religiosity is often connected to a per-

son’s left/right ideological beliefs. Among 

the councillors, the subjective left/right 

question and the prayer frequency are 

positively correlated (r=.22). Since the 

left/right dimension lies concealed in 

most ideological discussions, this partly 

explains the strong correlations. But when 

the effects of religion are controlled for 

party affiliations, they still remain signifi-

cant, and in some cases they get stronger. 

Rather than only being a spurious left/right 

indicator, the religious aspect explains in-

tra-party differences. Regardless of party 

affiliation, those who pray often, are active 

churchgoers or members of nonconformist 

churches advocate a more restrictive alco-

hol policy and are more likely to identify 

a moral and sinful component in alcohol 

policy. 

Drinking habits
Finally, a word on the significance of the 

councillors’ personal alcohol consump-

tion. Studies on Swedish citizens have 

shown that personal consumption is more 

important than general ideological posi-

tions in analyses of attitudes to alcohol tax 

(Holmberg & Weibull 2008). When asked 

how often they drank spirits/wine/strong 

beer during the last year, 9 per cent report 

to have consumed these beverages ”several 

times a week”. One third of the councillors 

select the alternative ”once per week”, and 

about as many say that they drink strong 

beverages ”once every month”. About 20 

per cent drink even more seldom, and 11 

per cent claim not to have drunk any al-

cohol at all during the period mentioned. 

The average alcohol drinking frequency of 

local councillors is 31 times per year. 

The results show that drinking habits 

are very strongly connected to the atti-

tudes of alcohol-related matters. In fact, 

all but one dimension (D4, priorities) are 

significantly correlated (p<.01) with this 

variable. Councillors who consume al-

cohol more often are: more liberal on D1 

(r=.34), less inclined to find alcohol to 

be a social problem on the local govern-

ment agenda D2 (-.09) and less likely to 

see a moral component in drinking as of 

D2 (-.25). Finally, they are more negative 

towards using municipal administration 

as an arena for alcohol policy (-.10). Con-

trolled for other variables, the effects of 

drinking habits remain significant on di-

mensions D0, D1, D2 and D3. 

Conclusions 
This redistribution of responsibilities in 

the multi-level government system has 

considerable administrative and demo-
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cratic implications. The starting point for 

this article was the increased responsibil-

ity of Swedish municipalities in the field 

of alcohol policy, and the aim has been 

to investigate whether the fundamental 

prerequisites for functioning democratic 

processes in the field are in place in Swed-

ish local government. Is the representative 

democracy of Swedish municipalities pre-

pared to handle alcohol policy issues?

The first question asked whether the 

field of local alcohol policy in Sweden 

was politicised. The answer is a resound-

ing yes. The vast majority of the political 

decision makers in Swedish municipali-

ties see the use and abuse of alcohol as a 

salient political problem. The attitudes of 

the councillors also represent a wide range 

of opinions in all matters relevant to local 

alcohol policy. 

The second question concerned the ex-

istence of systematic patterns in attitudes 

towards alcohol-related issues. The results 

confirm that there is indeed a substantial 

dimensionality in the councillors’ atti-

tudes. These dimensions indicate that in 

the minds of the elected representatives, 

the many various aspects of alcohol are 

interconnected in a systematic way. Even 

though they may not be explicit in the 

public debate, there are fairly visible con-

flict lines on the extent to which alcohol is 

a political problem and how vigorous local 

government should be in addressing it; on 

the role of local government in the multi-

level governance system; the balance of re-

sponsibility between the municipality and 

the individual; how important the field is 

in relation to other urgent matters; and if 

the municipal organisation is to be used as 

an arena for implementing alcohol policy. 

In the third question, the ability of the 

party system to mirror such ideological 

dimensions, the results are mixed. As ex-

pected, the parties are a decent sorting tool 

for voters as long as the issues are in some 

way related to the left/right discourse. 

And since all dimensions identified in 

this article are in some way correlated to 

the left/right dimension, parties do mat-

ter. The Christian Democratic Party plays 

a key role here, allowing voters generally 

leaning to the right to avoid voting for par-

ties with a more liberal view on alcohol 

policy. But in several aspects the party 

system is unable to reflect the full range 

of opinions among councillors concern-

ing alcohol policy. In many cases it is just 

as valuable for voters to be familiar with 

the candidate’s religious beliefs and drink-

ing habits, since they, too, are strongly 

connected to attitudes in alcohol-related 

issues. As implicated in question four, 

knowledge of such correlations between 

social characteristics and attitudes could 

be helpful, when voters indicate their 

preference vote. 

In summary, the results show that the 

fundamental prerequisites are in place for 

local representative democracy to handle 

the field of alcohol policy, and Swedish lo-

cal government has potential to step into 

the shoes of the state in the field of alcohol 

policy. 

What, then, are the political implica-

tions of these results for Swedish munici-

palities? First and foremost, the fact that 

the prerequisites for a functioning demo-

cratic process are in place does not imply 

that state policy could now be local policy 

in the sense that political decisions made 

and instruments used on the national level 

could be decentralised. After all, munici-

palities have to obey the same rules set by 
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