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Abstract 
It is possible to discern a new trend replacing New Public Management (NPM) in human service 
organisations. This trend comprises a discussion about evidence and governance with the goal of 
establishing a knowledge-based practice within Swedish social service. Efforts aimed at promoting 
an evidence-based practice have been an explicit part of Swedish social policy for more than 15 
years. As a public venture aimed at changing local municipality social work practice, the initiative 
described in this article has few predecessors in terms of personnel, finance, or political support. 
The purpose of this article is twofold: first, to describe the intervention and its implementation, and 
second, to analyse the intervention and its implementation and some implications of them. The 
article uses translation and institutional theory. The overall aim is to analyse the intervention and its 
implementation from the perspectives of power and governance. The empirical data include 
documents, interviews, and a survey of professionals. Data were collected between 2009 and 2016.  
 This article shows that the intervention has been interpreted and reinterpreted during its 
implementation, and that the intervention has not yet created any radical change or knowledge 
development in social work practice. The article argues that evidence-based governance and other 
forms of governance constitute a successor of NPM, though far from a complete replacement. It is 
also obvious that actors such as researchers, professionals, and clients seem to have limited 
influence over future knowledge development within social services.  
 
 
Key words: governance • Swedish social service • evidence-based practice • translation theory 
 
Key messages  

• This intervention is a top-down project, and its implementation has not put the social 
workers in focus. 

• The policy-intervention has not yet created any radical knowledge development in social 
services. 

• Evidence-based governance is a successor of NPM.  
• This is an example of both governance and governmentality. 

 
 
Introduction 
The activities and knowledge base in human service organisations (Hasenfeld, 2010; 

Johansson (et al 2015b) are being called into question today. Current debate primarily 
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concerns organisational changes, particularly relating to the ideals promoted within 

New Public Management (NPM). However, it is possible to discern a new trend 

replacing NPM, namely different interpretations of governance (Johansson et al., 2015; 

Johansson, 2013). This trend comprises the debate over knowledge and best practice, 

often discussed as evidence-based practice (EBP) (Sacket, 2000). There is an ongoing 

debate about evidence and governance aimed at establishing a knowledge-based 

practice within Swedish human service organisations. One other important trend is the 

increasing amount of governance by the state and the increasing involvement of central 

bureaucrats as actors in this trend of governance. The new forms of governance 

discussed in this text are a departure from NPM in that they are complex and sometimes 

ambiguous regarding power and responsibility (Bouckaert & Pollitt 2011; Johansson et 

al, 2015a). Governance in a broad sense can be understood as ‘the framing, orientation 

and implementation of policies’ (Daly 2003:5).  

The debate about knowledge development in Swedish social servicesi has existed 

for a long time (Soydan 2010), but was reinvigorated from the late 1990s onwards by an 

opinion piece published in 1999 (Pettersson and Wigzell, 1999) and a host of articles 

that followed (Soydan 2010; Bergmark, Bergmark and Lundström 2012, et al). The 

most concrete event in this line was the Government Official Report SOU 2008:18, 

entitled Evidence-based practice within social services – to the benefit of the user, 

which formed the basis for the intervention examined in this article. 

Since 2009, I have studied this intervention that is aiming to developing the 

knowledge base in local social service practices.ii The intervention was implemented 

during 2009-2016, in three steps: 1) laying out the plan of this policy-intervention at a 

national level (Denvall and Johansson 2012), 2) implementation at the regional level 

(Johansson 2013), and 3) implementation at the local municipal social service level 

(Johansson and Fogelgren 2016).  

The purpose of this article is twofold: first, to describe the intervention and its 

implementation, and second, to analyse the intervention and its implementation and 

some implications of them. It could be asked whether these efforts should be regarded 

as an intervention or merely as a set of actions taken toward EBP. I argue that these 

efforts should be regarded as an intervention, since the state is the initiator of the 

profound purpose of changing and developing the behaviour of the social services 

through a democratic process. 

To describe and discuss the intervention and its implementation at the regional 

and local level, I use institutional theory and concepts such as idea dissemination and 
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‘travel’. The intention and overall aim is to analyse this intervention and its 

implementation from the perspectives of power and governance. One important aspect 

of this intervention and its implementation is EBP, which is concerned with laying 

down general evidence-based principles to reinforce proven guidance and methods in 

social work and social welfare in general (e.g., Soydan 2010; Sacket 2000). Although 

this is an important part of the intervention and its implementation, it is not the focus of 

this article, nor are the so-called support structures for knowledge development that 

have been identified as the key to achieving EBP (Platform Agreement 2010). Instead, 

the focus is on the intervention and its implementation.  

 
Method and theoretical frame 

The initial data (discussed as step 1 later in the article) consisted of analyses of 

documents and reports such as policy proposals and evaluations by national government 

commissions. Step 1 also included observations, notes from workshops, conferences, 

seminars and meetings with actors from national, regional, and local organisations. 

Primarily, the data consisted of some thirty interviews with actors in this field during 

2010-2015 (steps 1-2). These actors were mostly managers and experts from the 

national and regional government. Additional data were drawn from a survey of 317 

professionals that was conducted in 2015, with a response rate of nearly 60%. The 

survey included seven interviews and focused on the professionals’ views of and 

understanding of EBP. A small participant observation study of a local attempt of 

network governance was conducted in step 3. This observation study included three 

observations, each about six hours long, during the start of this network. Unfortunately, 

the network was closed after one year when the social services manager ended his 

employment. All empirical data were collected between 2009 and 2016. The empirical 

data represent a relevant base for this case study, and are analysed using both thematic 

analysis and inductive content analysis (Vaismoradi et al 2013; Braun & Clarke 2014).  

 

Translation theory 

Translation theory is used to capture how the idea of this intervention has been handled. 

Research on how ideas are translated; that is, how they are interpreted by actors and 

then subsequently spread, has only a brief history in Sweden (Røvik 2000). An article 

by Bruno Latour was of vital importance to Czarniawska and Bernward (1996), who 

used it together with Berger’s and Luckmann’s theory of institutionalisation processes 

to create what is known as a ‘translation model’ (Czarniawska and Bernward 1996:26). 
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This model deals with how ideas are translated, rather than transferred. In 

oversimplified terms, Berger & Luckmann (1966) describe a process of 

institutionalisation through internalisation, where the final phase involves the 

institutionalisation of values and habits (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). Instead of 

describing how people undergo institutionalisation processes, as Berger and Luckmann 

do, Czarniawska and Bernward (1996, 1998) elevate the idea to the organisational level, 

which is central in this article.  

      The analysis also uses new institutional theory when discussing human services 

organisations as institutional practices. One way to understand such processes is by 

considering them as a kind of diffusion process where ideas are spread through vigorous 

policies implemented, for example, through mandatory legislation and treatment 

guidelines issued by the National Board of Health and Welfare. Instead of being a 

precise concept, this intervention represents a stream of ideas that actors interpret 

according to their beliefs and definitions of problems (Johansson 2013; Johansson et al. 

2015a). The present article therefore also takes an interest in the unpacking of this 

stream of ideas into a local concept and its adaptation.  

 
Idea dissemination within an organisational field 
The intervention examined here can be seen as a process within an organisational field 

characterised by various levels and actors with various positions and power. At the 

national level, we find the primary responsible authorities: the Swedish Association of 

Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR), the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs, and 

the National Board of Health and Welfare. There is also a regional level, comprised of 

county and regional associations (or similar organisations), and at the local level we find 

local social service practices with professionals and users. The actors also include 

research and development units (Alexandersson et al. 2009), users’ organisations, and 

researchers at universities, all of which, to a greater or lesser degree, operate on all three 

levels (Johansson 2013:102).  

 
Swedish social services organisation 
When discussing this intervention, it is important to understand how Swedish social 

services are organised. In Sweden, social services legislation funds the provision of 

social services that involve central government agencies, 290 municipalities, and 20 

regional governments. SALAR is the central organisation for Sweden’s municipalities 

and regions. The municipalities are the front-line organisations charged with providing 

social services. Municipal social services (Socialtjänst) have been operating in their 
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current form since 1980. The central government operates through the National Board 

of Health and Welfare (Socialstyrelsen). 

In 2007 the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs (Socialdepartementet) 

established the Commission on Knowledge-Based Social Care Services to prepare a 

proposal for further measures designed to produce knowledge for dissemination and 

practical use. This commission also examined how state funds currently invested in the 

social services system might support the development of practice-pertinent knowledge. 

The commission presented its joint proposal, SOU 2008:18, in 2008, stating that 

Sweden's long-term goal should be to develop EBP in social services: ‘We mean by 

evidence-based practice, a practice based integration of the user’s experience, the 

expertise of the professional, and the best available scientific knowledge’ (SOU 

2008:18:10). The following section of this article unpacks and analyses this intervention 

and its implementation. 

 

Findings 
Although the purpose of this article is to describe and analyse the intervention and its 

implementation, there are some findings and results of the intervention that are also of 

interest. Here follows first a description of the intervention and then an analysis of the 

intervention and its implementation. 

 
The intervention 
Following the publication of SOU 2008:18, SALAR and the Ministry of Health and 

Social Affairs assumed responsibility for the implementation and signed an agreement 

with the central government in 2009 to jointly create a ‘platform for evidence-based 

practice in social services’ (överenskommelse, engs agreement Ök 2009). As a national 

public venture aimed at changing frontline social welfare activity, this intervention has 

few predecessors in terms of personnel, finance, or political support (Johansson, 

Denvall and Vedung 2015; Bergmark, Bergmark and Lundström 2012; Bergmark and 

Lundström 2006). 

The foundation for this intervention and its annual ‘agreements’ (Ök 2009-2016) 

was the assessment that the central government could better support the development of 

knowledge-based social services. The platform agreement states:  

This platform specifies the focus of agreements between the government and 
the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR) 
concerning coordinated and long-term efforts to provide support for 
evidence-based practice in social services... (Ök 2010) 
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It is here that we begin to discern the dissemination of ideas and the intervention’s 

‘journey’, which we will return to later. The implementation is to be achieved by 

creating support structures at the local level. The regional levels (step 2) are highlighted 

as important links between the national (step 1) and local levels, with the goal of 

changing the local social services (step 3). An overview of the intervention and its 

implementation is given in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Overview of the intervention and its steps. 

 

 
 

 

The intervention proposals presented in the form of initiatives are formulated somewhat 

differently (see also Ök 2010 and 2011), but include: 

 

• Regional support for knowledge development 

• Support for local development and improvement work 

• Web-based documentation for local and national follow-ups 

• Research 

The intervention was the result of a proposal by the 
2007 government commission that the government 
and SALAR should negotiate annual agreements on 
evidence-based social work practice, based on the 
commission’s report: Evidence-based practice in 
social services – to the benefit of the client (SOU 
2008:18). 

(Step 1: The implementation started 
with SALAR’s efforts to realize the 
(policy-) intervention through annual 
agreements with more concrete 
contents and through the initiation of 
networking with regional actors. 
 

 
 
Step 2: The implementation was 
based on the setting up of regional 
support structures with regional 
platform leaders and then local 
development leaders. 
 

 
Step 3: From 2015 
onwards, the local 
practices were responsible 
for all further work, though 
annual agreements were 
signed for both 2015 and 
2016. 
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• Education and further education 

• Cooperation 

• User participation  

 

The implementation 

Step 1: the national level 

Step one in this implementation was mainly about who and what was to be changed. 

The central question in this step was how change would be achieved. The idea, more 

than the actual intervention itself (the what), was disseminated through conferences, 

workshops, and publications. An analysis of the national level (step 1) (Denvall & 

Johansson 2012) revealed that the intervention’s content was not well defined and was 

expected to be decided through negotiation; that is, the intervention’s content was 

expected to be clarified and processed in the future. 

 
Step 2: the regional implementation  
SALAR worked intensively to begin the regional implementation in the spring of 2010. 

One initial concrete measure that SALAR wanted to implement was to encourage the 

regions to draw up joint declarations of intent in support of knowledge development and 

cooperation within social services and healthcare. The process progressed rapidly, and 

by August 2010 all counties had submitted declarations of intent (SALAR 2010).  

Several of these declarations emphasised the importance of networking between 

the regional levels and the municipalities and their local social services. All regions 

were granted funds to continue working on support structures (Johansson, 2013). 

Certain regions already had an organisation suitable for administering and managing 

welfare, while others did not. Interviews showed that the declarations of intent were 

often composed quickly: 

We have cut and pasted from existing operational documents, so, at the 
moment, that’s what we have in our declaration of intent... (which applies 
generally to the whole region) but the local level is completely absent. The 
situation varies. (Regional representative, autumn 2010) 

The declarations of intent can also be interpreted as examples of how institutionalised 

norms for how an organisation should look and act have been adopted in organisations 

with differing core activities. In comments made in 2010, regional actors described 

widely varying approaches to incorporating the intervention and implementing its parts: 
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Approaches in the different regions have been quite mixed...SALAR 
probably intended that we should have a more coherent idea and 
organisation throughout the country. (Regional representative, autumn 2010) 

In the above quotation, the regional representative calls attention to the regional 

organisations’ importance in the intervention work (albeit perhaps unwittingly); these 

organisations are also institutional actors.  

It’s going to take an enormous amount of time before this filters through 
(that is, SALAR’s guidelines). (Regional representative, autumn 2010) 

The regional representatives felt that implementing the intervention would take time. 

This can be traced back to the regional organisations also being institutional actors, and 

organisations are often described as slow-moving. Furthermore, actors who assume 

responsibility for and pass an intervention on are not just transporters, but also 

transformers, given that they constantly adapt their work to suit their organisational and 

institutional affiliation. In autumn 2010, the implementation of the intervention was 

described as follows:  

...this will be an uncertain journey. (Regional representative, autumn 2010) 

The majority of regional representatives reported that they were focusing on developing 

existing knowledge structures, but, at the same time, they stressed the need for 

improved coordination and long-term planning. One year later, the representatives 

believed that: 

A lot has happened… (Regional representative, autumn 2011) 

Here they were referring to the number of workshops, meetings, and conferences that 

had been held over a brief period of time. The regional representatives had begun to 

form their own strategy for how to proceed. One example of this was a region that had 

chosen to strengthen its existing operation instead of hiring a ‘platform manager’ as 

directed by SALAR: 

We're telling SALAR, ‘We’re not going to have a regional development 
manager. Instead... we plan to ensure that we have a contact person for each 
area.’ (Regional representative, autumn 2011) 

The regional representatives acted as institutional entrepreneurs, and their efforts to 

‘decouple’ rhetoric from practice are clear. That is, they separated practical action from 

the formal structure, which allowed their organisation to keep in step with SALAR 

while preserving its own activity. The implementation of the intervention thus spread 

between autumn 2010 and autumn 2011, although not entirely in line with SALAR's 
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original intentions. The Agency for Public Management (2011) wrote the following in 

its evaluation report: 

It is too early to be able to determine whether or not the work of building 
regional support structures will succeed. The work has been on-going for too 
short a time. (Agency for Public Management, 2011 p. 46) 

For the same idea to be able to travel further to the local practice (step 3), it needed to 

be decoupled again. Up to this point, the intervention had been implemented at the 

regional level and was regarded as useful, but interactions with professional social 

workers had not yet been a part of the implementation. 

The platform initiative has been helpful for us at the regional level, but 
individual social workers likely don’t even know what it’s all about... 
(Regional representative, autumn 2011) 

The descriptions above give a picture of the situation as of 2011. As planned, the third 

and last step was then initiated, and from 2015 the local practices were responsible for 

all further actions.  

 

Step 3: local social service practices 
The intention in the third and last step was for the ideas of the intervention to be 

unpacked in the local context; that is, in the municipalities’ local social service 

practices. To get a picture of how the professionals in social work practice perceived 

this step of the intervention, a survey including interviews and open-ended questions 

was conducted in 2015. A web-based survey was sent out by email to about 200 

professional social workers (Johansson and Fogelgren 2016). The results of the survey, 

including the interviews, show that as of spring 2015 the intervention had not changed 

the daily work to any great extent. There was a fundamental belief that EBP was a 

desirable goal, but the social workers also mentioned their limited time and the fact that 

there was little or no room for keeping up with the development of their work or time to 

think about how to do the work.  

 

Evidence-based practice is something to strive for. But our organizations are so 
slimmed down and overflowing with work, that there are no time and energy left over to 
participate in this. Therefore, it becomes something of a paper product that managers 
and perhaps municipality strategists work with - not us professionals in our daily work. 
The EBP that trickles down to us professionals are a watered-down glimpse of 
something that could have been good. (Johansson and Fogelgren, 2016:24) (author’s 
translation) 
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In local practice, there was generally more focus on ensuring that the work kept up with 

the basic exercise of authority, dealing with cases, and decisions on action. One of the 

informants described the results of the intervention as a ‘watered-down glimpse of 

something that could have become something good’ (Johansson and Fogelgren 2016 p 

24). 

The fact that one of the professionals perceived the intervention in this way is a problem 

both in theory and in practice. In theory, it is a problem connected to the important 

question of knowledge and how to decide what kind of knowledge should form the 

future social work. In practice, it is a problem if the professionals perceive that they are 

not crucial actors in the development of social work. The results of the survey show that 

the professionals did not feel they had more influence over the future knowledge 

development in social services after this intervention. 

It is evident that the idea has spread: it has been unpacked, interpreted, and 

reinterpreted. The main interpretation is that this intervention is about using methods 

that are ‘approved by the research’ (Johansson and Fogelgren, 2016 p 27). The idea 

starts out on its journey, is then interpreted by several different actors, and finally 

becomes institutionalized and embedded as an integral part of a new practice, by which 

point the original idea can be more or less visible and recognizable (Czarniawska and  

Bernward 1996).  

 
An intervention’s journey 
It is unlikely that the actors behind the SOU 2008:18 report could foresee how this 

intervention would travel. Its ideas have been decoupled from their original context, and 

this decoupling has meant that temporal and spatial characteristics have been stripped 

away. In this way, the idea has become ‘open’, and thus also open to interpretation. The 

processes of implementation examined in this article may resemble diffusion, but I 

argue that they should instead be regarded as a process of translation. The intervention 

has been translated and interpreted by other actors in all three of the implementation 

steps, and this contextual migration has made it possible to see the idea in a new light. 

The new context and idea-bearers’ interpretations have caused the original intervention 

to change, at least in part. Actors who transfer ideas do something with them; they 

connect the original idea with their own ideas (Czarniawska and Bernward 1996:46). 

When translated, the original is transformed into something different. This means that 

actors who receive and transfer ideas are not only transporters, but also transformers. 

When an idea has arrived in a new context, it needs to be spread to more actors if it is to 

take root.  
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A analysis of a unclear intervention and an unsuccessful implementation  

Evidence-based practice in social services – for the benefit of the user (SOU 2008:18) 

formed the basis for a now-completed intervention aimed at changing local social 

service practice. This policy-intervention, along with its implementation, offers an 

example of how all organizations encounter difficulties when implementing new 

interventions; this applies not least to human service organizations. As discussed above 

(step 1), this intervention had unclear goals, which meant that the street-level 

bureaucrats — in this case, the social workers — interpreted the intervention not as a 

policy but more literally as the introduction of new methods (step 3). In short, this 

intervention was complex and difficult to penetrate, understand, and implement in 

practice, and this is one reason why it has been so controversial.  

The final official evaluation of the intervention argues that, although much remains to 

be done, the intervention has improved the conditions for EBP (Statskontoret 2014:18). 

However, the evaluators stated that ‘There is still a long way to a more systematic 

development of knowledge’ and ‘further efforts are needed to support the structures of 

knowledge development that have been built up if these structures are going to 

remain...’ (ibid. p. 7, author´s translation). The evaluators also noted that it can often be 

difficult to ‘get temporary investments to live on after the end of the project’ (ibid. p. 8). 

In conclusion, several efforts within this intervention and its annual agreements (Ök 

2009-2014, 2015 and 2016) have been made, but the outcome, efficiency, and long-term 

sustainability of these efforts and support structures are unclear. There are several 

possible explanations for this lack of a new sustainable EBP. One of them has to do 

with the fact that this intervention was unclear from the start, and therefore can be seen 

as an example of unsuccessful implementation (Vedung 1998; Rothstein 1994; 

Johansson and Fogerlgren, 2016). In addition, this example is a complex one including 

both cooperation and conflict, and it also suffered from the absence of social worker 

involvement. 

 

Cooperation and conflict 
New institutional theory ultimately rests on the notion that institutions are social 

constructions; that is, something that people create and continuously recreate through 

interaction (Johansson 2002; Meyer and Rowan 1977). In this case, interactions and 

individual actors play important roles. Interaction in the organisational field occurs both 

vertically and horizontally, and can involve both cooperation and competition 
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(Johansson 2013). This, too, is clearly evident between the primary responsible 

authorities at the national level (in this case, SALAR and the Ministry of Health and 

Social Affairs) and the National Board of Health and Welfare, where interaction 

involves both cooperation and signs of competition. This is also obvious at the regional 

level, where informal negotiations are continually ongoing and become part of the 

operations. This constitutes a political aspect of the field theory concerned with 

protecting one’s position and autonomy (Sahlin-Andersson 1989). It concerns 

adaptation for the purpose of winning the struggle for advantages; in this case, position 

and money (Bourdieu 1986).  

The intervention and its actors show that knowledge development within social 

services in Sweden has become a complex field. There are varying grades of interaction 

and clear hierarchies, not least because the primary responsible authorities (SALAR and 

the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs) are decision-makers, and because the regional 

level is offered conditional funding via annual agreements. The coalition patterns, 

together with competitive circumstances and clear, positioning ‘power-exercising 

characteristics’ are also obvious, not least of all between the primary responsible 

authorities and the National Board of Health and Welfare as well as between the 

primary responsible authorities and the universities and colleges. The least visible 

groups as actors are the local social workers and the usersiii. It is appropriate to suspend 

the discussion momentarily here in order to discuss the role of professionals in the 

intervention.  

 
Professional social workers in a ‘knowledge-based social services’ 
It is evident that the most frequently occurring opinion is that this is a top-down project, 

and that this intervention and its implementation have not put the social workers in 

focus. The social workers as street-level bureaucrats (Lipsky, 1980) have not been 

included in the process of the intervention aimed at changing their knowledge base and 

their line of work (Johansson and Fogelgren, 2016).  

This intervention was aimed at changing social workers’ way of working. The criticism 

directed at social workers today centres around the belief that they should resist a more 

‘intuitive’ approach and instead focus on an approach supported by reason: ‘Therefore, 

methods should be designed to combat these natural tendencies among practitioners and 

to more or less force them to follow a rational and conscious problem-solving process’ 

(Rosen 2006:235). That is to say, it is the social worker’s knowledge, skills, and 

methods that should be changed, or in other words, an entire professional practice:  
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Unlike evaluation, the concept of EBP always includes the ambition to 
influence the design of a future (professional) practice. (Bergmark & 
Lundström, 2006:101) 

It should be noted that the debate and research about professional social workers 

focuses more on what happens after the implementation than on how social workers 

should be involved as central actors in the ongoing process. As such, there exists an 

implicit (and perhaps also explicit) idea that professional social workers neither should 

be involved nor do they have the requisite knowledge to be able to be involved in the 

implementation, and should simply wait for guidelines to be provided by other actors. 

Ultimately, the discussion is about what power social workers should have and what 

position professionals should be given: a more active, decision-making role or a more 

passive, supervisory role.  

Other critics, such as Webb (2001), have also warned about the tendency to develop a 

naive faith that it is possible to implement EBP without a reflexive approach focusing 

on the social worker and the relationship between social workers and users. 

Furthermore, this kind of intervention has elements of power as well as governance.  

The final part of this article aims at analysing the now-ended intervention in a context of 

power and governance. The article ends with a description of some trends in the further 

EBP and governance development of Swedish social work. These trends are connected 

to the concept of governance and power 

 

Governance and power 

The ‘governance’ of social service practices is a concept found in an increasing number 

of Swedish central government reports and similar documents. In line with this ongoing 

and growing emphasis on centralized government control of knowledge issues in the 

social services, in 2015 the government decided on a reform to further define and 

coordinate national-level responsibility.  

It is now worth asking what the state and other actors, such as SALAR, researchers, 

and national, regional, and local bureaucrats and politicians, actually mean when they 

talk about ‘governance’; and, in particular, how the concept will guide the further 

development of social services practices and social welfare in general. These are 

important questions, given that all change within organisations involves elements of 

power and governance. New institutional theory helps us to uncover what has happened 

in recent years, but aspects of governance and power and the further development need 

to be clarified with the help of another theory.  
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This intervention also constitutes an example of policy implementation (Vedun 

1998; Rothstein 1994). Policy-oriented research on implementation has revealed how 

public decision-makers have increasingly lost confidence in large-scale programmes 

with centralised management. Implementation now takes on ‘softer’ forms: cooperation, 

alliances, evaluation, and fund allocation among a ‘polyphony’ of participants 

(Villadsen 2008). Today, the state cannot govern societal processes by itself, and 

therefore increasingly enters into agreements and partnerships with suitable 

organisations to achieve this. In a study of one current agreement between the Swedish 

state and civil society, this is referred to as ‘collaborative governance’ (samrådsinriktad 

styrning). The intervention described in this article points to the presence of this new 

form of collaborative implementation, while at the same time there is unmistakable 

evidence of power and governance.  

 
Rhodes (1996) believes that new cooperation models should mean changes in the 

previous hierarchical and authoritarian political forms of governance. New forms of 

cooperation are assumed to lead to the participation of cooperative partners on equal 

terms, which leads to joint governance, dialogue, and decisions based on consensus 

(Hedlund and Montin 2009; Pierre and Sundström, 2009). Another, more critical 

concept in analysing and discussing power and governance is governmentality 

(Johansson 2007). 

The background of governmentality can be found in Foucault’s (1991) view and 

research on power and knowledge, a relational power that is closely related to 

knowledge and the effects of which have changed over the course of history. This is a 

wielding of power that is always based on or interacts with an attitude towards that 

which is to be governed (Johansson 2007). It is not about forcing laws on others, but 

instead about using laws tactically to achieve desired aims. Governance is achieved 

through individuals' freedom. ‘Government’ (the state, the rulers) can in itself stand for 

‘the conduct of conduct’ in the sense of leading, governing, and guiding. However, 

there is also a self-regulating function within the term, as it can also mean ‘to behave’ 

(Dean 1999).  

A governance analysis from the perspective of governmentality aims to discern 

modern governance practices, to highlight the practitioners’ way of exercising power, 

and to analyse rationalities and technologies. A governmentality approach explains and 

analyses that which is specific to the modern exercise of power, and is based on the idea 

that governance of a phenomenon is preceded by an attitude to the phenomenon. The 
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attitude itself is seen as a collective activity that represents the knowledge, beliefs, and 

values individuals are socialised into, which are taken for granted and which arise from 

theories, ideas, and philosophies from the social and cultural environment (Dean, 1999). 

As such, the organisational field with its actors thereby becomes interesting – as 

interesting, or perhaps even more interesting, than the intervention itself. Governance 

thus entails a technology that involves creating a good form of government (‘good 

governance’) through partnerships, networks, and other instruments, rather than creating 

a concrete governance content (collaborative governance). We could say that in 

governmentality, governance becomes a discourse about government (Dean 1999). 

Research that focuses on the form of governance rather than its content becomes 

important in research about human service organisations. The implementation of the 

idea of EBP (or knowledge development) within social services’ practice is an example 

of both governance and governmentality.  

The Swedish government report SOU 2008:18 illuminates the conditions for achieving 

knowledge management of social services, for knowledge creation, and for the 

development of EBP. Among other things, the report focuses on clearer definitions of 

knowledge management and EBP, arguing that knowledge management is not EBP, but 

rather a means by which to implement EBP:  

Knowledge management within social services thus consists of all 
governance and management processes that contribute to establishing 
evidence-based practice, that is, practice that implements the best available 
knowledge and that creates and maintains, respectively, a suitable 
infrastructure for knowledge creation and development (SOU 2008:18:7). 

The future of knowledge development (including EBP) within social services thereby 

constitutes a good example of governmentality and ‘governance’ through the emergence 

of a horizontal network with parties outside social services’ practice that are focused on 

consensus. On the other hand, SALAR and the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs 

have the power and preferential right of interpretation, while other actors such as 

professionals, researchers, civil servants, and clients appear to have little influence over 

the future of knowledge development within social services. As such, in a way there 

exists an indistinct division of responsibility in practice, which one could say benefits 

those who are already powerful; in this case, the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs 

and SALAR. These power structures are not revealed by new institutional theory, 

because the actor perspective of this theory is too weak.  

Governance researchers have observed a changed view of political governance 

that I believe can be seen within the framework of the political control of Swedish 
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social policy. Concepts like ‘governance’ and ‘governmentality’ are useful in describing 

these changes. If one takes this governance seriously, then there is cause for concern 

regarding the effect of the trend on vulnerable groups such as social service clients. At 

present, Swedish social services at a local level seem to be more and more governed, at 

least for the immediate future, by the national government through SALAR, the 

National Board of Health and Welfare, and other such bodies, and this seems to amount 

to neo-liberal governance.  

 
Knowledge management as liberal technocracy in human service organisations 
The future as described within social work, both politically and scientifically, centres 

around the idea that social work practice needs to become ‘more evidence-based, for the 

benefit of the user’ (SOU 2008:18). This intervention seems to be not only about 

preparing social services and social work in general for ‘the future’, but also about 

organising and directing citizens, professionals, organisations, institutions, and 

discourses here and now, for the purpose of achieving pre-determined political aims.  

According to the neo-liberal model, governance appears as a form of pan-societal 

intervention that has come to be characteristic of our time. One of liberal society's 

characteristics is that we are increasingly ‘governed’ towards freedom. The liberal 

governance rationality is based on belief in the possibility and desirability of effectively 

governing the public sphere through legislation, planning, policy, and regulation. In the 

liberal governance rationality, a new field of knowledge is created in which ‘experts’ 

step forward. These experts constantly produce new true, neutral, and objective 

knowledge that can be used to govern (Rose 1995:42; Johansson 2012). This increasing 

freedom simply means that we are governed in a different way, not governed less. 

Within human service organisations and social work in particular, a host of different 

actors representing various levels interact, and their efforts (in one way or another) are 

legitimised as authoritative, sensible, and capable of steering and guiding social work in 

the ‘right direction’. These actors are initially representatives for the central government 

and SALAR, and in the next step also for the regional level. Today, both social work 

and other human service organisations alike find themselves at an organisational (and 

methodological) crossroads. I would like to suggest that this situation also constitutes 

ideological crossroads.  

On what foundation should the social service and other human service organisations 

rest? And how should the work be organized? The question is: who owns, and who will 

own in the future, the preferential right of interpretation concerning knowledge and the 

knowledge discourse that will steer social work? The rationality that emerges as the 
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winner from this intervention will guide the future production of rationality, and thereby 

acquire power and control over future social work and similar human service 

organisations. This article ends with some final prospective conclusions.  

 
Governance, power, and knowledge in tomorrow's social services 
This article describes and discusses how Sweden’s central government has been 

working with the implementation of an intervention. This intervention is sometimes 

described as a sweeping change to social services, as a development of social services, 

and even as a paradigm shift in social work.  

Others have the impression that, at this time, nearly ten years after the SOU 2008:18 

report was presented, the state has not come much closer to achieving long-term support 

for strategic knowledge development in social services (Soydan 2010, Börjeson 2012; 

Bohlin & Sager 2011). Why not? Globally, the long-term results of these efforts in 

terms of NPM as well as EBP have been questioned in several ways (e.g. Hood 1991; 

Newman 2008). In Sweden, the evaluation by the Swedish Agency for Public 

Management (2014:18) does give some partial explanations for the still ‘undeveloped 

knowledge base’ and the ongoing need for this, but these explanations are insufficient. 

An analysis of the national level revealed that the intervention’s content was not well-

defined, and was expected to be decided through negotiation; that is, the intervention’s 

content was expected to be clarified and processed in the future. The indistinctness of 

the intervention opens both opportunities and a debate about EBP, which at least 

initially is likely to be something other than ‘for the benefit of the client’. This 

incompletely-defined approach implies a change in the separation of powers, and 

questions have been raised about the negotiating parties and the transparency of the 

process (Denvall and Johansson 2012). 

This article shows that the state’s intentions have been interpreted and re-interpreted 

at the regional level as well as the local level, and that the intervention has not yet 

created any radical change in social work practice. The intervention suffers from two 

basic flaws. Firstly, it is a top-down, policy-driven process. Secondly, to quote Soydan: 

Importantly, policy tends to drive practice in Sweden rather than vice versa, 
and the demand for EBP was not professionally driven in its initial stages 
(Soydan, 2010:181). 

This intervention also seems to be something more than just preparing the social 

services and social work practice in general to benefit the client; it is also about 

organising and directing citizens, professionals, organisations, institutions, and 

discourses in order to achieve certain political goals. As I have shown, this is an 
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ongoing movement towards evidence-based governance. I argue that evidence-based 

governance is a successor of NPM, though far from a complete replacement. The SOU 

2008:18 report highlighted, among other things, the conditions for knowledge 

development and management. After NPM, the central authorities (SALAR and the 

National Board of Health and Welfare) hold the resources and, through translation, are 

also directing practice. Moreover, actors such as researchers, professionals, and clients 

seem to have limited influence over future knowledge development within social 

services.  

Despite the challenges and dilemmas, I believe that this intervention may still be a 

step forward. However, future work needs to focus on making social work more robust 

in terms of organisation, and on a more intensive and long-term collaboration between 

practice and research in everyday tasks as well as in more organisation-related and 

broad questions. Further development in social services depends on several actors, as 

well as on how governance and governmentality develop. The new government bill says 

that: 

 

There is a need for more knowledge about the approach, processes, governance, mode 
of operation, and organization to promote a knowledge-based and innovative healthcare 
and social services from a national, regional, and local perspective. (Regeringens 
Proposition/Government proposition 2016/17: 50 p. 99-100, author’s translation) 

 
I agree that there is a need for knowledge of the organization and implementation of new 

knowledge and its processes in the human service organizations. Montin (2009) discusses the focus 

on results, control, and standardisation in terms of governing based on distrust. The ambition to 

imitate private sector markets has been realised at the expense of organizational trust in professional 

judgement, or expertise. This motion towards governance informed by mistrust has been observed 

as unfavourable and new efforts are now promoted from the national government in terms of 

governing public administration. 

Professions, staff, citizens, patients, service users, and their relatives possess significant 
knowledge and experience which must be taken into consideration in the development of 
welfare services. (Regeringens Proposition/Government proposition. 2016/17:50:99)  

 
In order to achieve this, the proposition highlights the concept of trust as an alternative way to run 

the public sector. In contrast to governance by mistrust, control, and NPM, trust-based governance 

is connected to the paradigm of New Public Governance (Øllgaard Bentzen 2016) where the 

governing of public organizations is based on mutual trust between politicians, managers, and 

street-level professionals (cf. Lipsky 1980). The need for improved professional work and 
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knowledge development is not controversial, and neither is the need to establish better connections 

between research and practice in social welfare (Marsh and Fisher 2007; Johansson 2017). 

However, achieving this goal will require both that social services are recognized as a human 

service organization and that street-level bureaucrats’ desire for knowledge is taken into account. 

Finally, governance as a replacement for NPM must be critically researched and used, and also be 

critically understood as a governmentality. It remains to be seen whether trust-based governance 

will solve this. 
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