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Staff Under New Market Rules:
A Case Study of a Group Home for People 

with Intellectual Disabilities in Sweden

Sven Trygged
University	of	Gävle,	Sweden

The	Swedish	caring	services	have	transformed	from	a	public-operated	
to	a	market-inspired	contract	system.	This	pilot	case	study	of	a	group	
home	explores	what	the	shifts	of	contractor	entail	for	staff	concerning	
work	regulation,	work	content	and	job	satisfaction,	personal	develop-
ment,	relationships	with	colleagues,	and	consequences	for	service	us-
ers.	Procurement	documents	were	studied	and	interviews	performed	
with	four	experienced	staff	members.	Results	show	that	manager	turn-
over,	administrative	changes,	and	terms	of	employment	contracts	in-
creased	conflicts	and	staff	vulnerability.	Staff	responses	are	discussed	
in terms of exit, voice and loyalty.

Keywords:	Marketization,	procurement,	staff,	caring	services,	disability
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Background

 Health care, schools, and social services in 20th-century Eu-
rope were primarily run by public authorities; that is, the na-
tional state, county councils, and municipalities, complemented 
by certain charitable institutions. However, this order is insis-
tently and increasingly under challenge.
 Since the 1980s and 1990s, reforms have been taking place 
under the paradigm of New Public Management (NPM), and 
caring services have been subjected to a new type of control 
that primarily sets cost efficiency above all else. Public caring 
services are now characterized by an increased “marketization” 
(Hartman, 2011), which means that patients/clients increasing-
ly come to be defined as customers (consumers) with the right 
to choose their own care providers. Public activities have been 
liberalized, and in many countries more and more welfare ser-
vices are being outsourced to private actors, in both for-profit 
and non-profit arenas.
 The background to these changes varies from country to 
country. Major budget deficits, especially after recurrent eco-
nomic crises, have been a contributing factor. Other reasons for 
this development have been low productivity growth in wel-
fare services compared with other sectors, an increasing pro-
portion of the elderly among the population, and more forceful 
demands for citizen welfare. There have also been purely ideo-
logical reasons for deregulation and privatization in the welfare 
sector, such as the belief that privatization automatically leads 
to better quality and increased efficiency (see, e.g., Harrington 
et al., 2017; Mori, 2017).
 The underlying economic reasons can be found, for exam-
ple, in Milton Friedman’s economic theories and arguments for 
less government influence, more freedom of the market, and 
more freedom of choice (under market conditions; see Friedman 
& Friedman, 1980). These ideas were adopted particularly by 
the British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s, but 
also spread to other European countries, including Sweden. 
 According to Hartman (2011), there are two main models of 
marketization in Sweden: a contract model and a model based 
on customer choice. This study focuses on the contract model, 
in which the municipality buys services from private operators 
under conditions agreed on by contract with new bidding at the 
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end of each period. The contract model is often applied in elder-
care and care of persons with disabilities, and since 2008 has 
been governed by the Act on Public Procurement (LOU, 2007). 
[Public procurement in 2020 is governed by the Swedish Pub-
lic Procurement Act (2016:1145—LOU), which is largely based 
on EU Directive concerning public procurement.] This differs 
from the customer choice or voucher model, in which consum-
ers choose between certified producers who provide services. 

Affects	on	Staff	and	Service	Users	

 The special feature of this market reform is that it rarely in-
volves freedom of choice for the people who are directly affect-
ed: that is, the staff and the users. Here we can usefully apply 
Hirschman’s (1970) concepts of exit, voice, and loyalty. The staff 
ends up feeling marginalized due to lack of influence (“voice”) 
during the procurement process and may have to change jobs 
if sufficiently dissatisfied (“exit”). Another possibility is simply 
to just get on with the job, hoping it will get better (“loyalty”). 
A more disillusioned, and in the long run, more destructive ap-
proach may be to continue to work, but in a disengaged manner 
(“neglect”). Hirschman’s concepts of exit, voice, and loyalty have 
been used extensively, primarily in organizational research, 
but to our knowledge have not previously been applied in this 
context. In the customer choice model, users are assumed to be 
able to influence their service by protest or simply by choosing 
another option. However, many service users are persons who, 
even under ordinary circumstances, have difficulty making 
themselves heard. 

Previous	Knowledge	about	Contract	Models 

 In general, there is very little knowledge of the possible con-
sequences for staff and users after the introduction of contract 
and customer choice systems in Sweden (Szebehely, 2011). A re-
view by the Swedish Work Environment Authority argued that 
there has been remarkably little research attention paid to staff 
perspectives on work content and work health in connection 
with the contracting and privatization of the caring sector, giv-
ing as an example the female-dominated health sector which is 
undergoing major changes based on privatization in pursuit of 
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ostensibly increased efficiency (Arbetsmiljöverket, 2013). There 
are recent reports from a labor union (e.g., Kommunal, 2018) re-
garding staff and the contract model in elderly care, showing 
more temporary contracts and lower wages in private care, but 
there is relatively little independent research regarding staff at 
group homes.

Methods

 This was a pilot study with the overall aim of studying staff 
experiences resulting from contract-based employer changes in 
a group home. The specific research question was: what chang-
es have the shifts of contractors entailed for staff in terms of the 
following: work regulation; work content; relationships among 
coworkers and between staff and manager at the workplace; 
and service users?

Methods	and	Implementation
 
 This single-case pilot study of a group home for people with 
developmental disabilities focused on changes from 1999–2016. 
The group home, fictitiously named The Glade, is located in the 
main urban setting in (also fictitiously named) Midtown, a mu-
nicipality with some 47,000 inhabitants (according to SCB, 2018) 
in the county of Stockholm, Sweden. The home is designed for 
six persons and consists of six flats for the residents and com-
mon space for the staff and residents. This was the case both 
before and after the introduction of the contract model. The 
group home offers accommodation for people with intellectu-
al disabilities, with placements regulated by a law concerning 
support and service to certain disabled persons (LSS Act 1993). 
[LSS—the law regulating support and service to persons with 
certain functional disabilities (Act 1993:387) Lag (1993:387—LSS) 
om stöd och service till vissa funktionshindrade].
 Services according to the LSS Act should promote equality 
of living conditions and full participation in society for people 
covered by the law (Socialstyrelsen, 2007).
 The Glade was chosen since it has changed contractors five 
times in 17 years and thus offers a good opportunity for illus-
trating consequences resulting from the contract system and 
staff experiences of having had repeat changes of contractors. 
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The case study methodology is well-suited for the study of pro-
cesses and “empirical units” (see, e.g., Patton, 2015; Trygged, 
2005). Different types of material, such as policy documents and 
contracts, were collected in order to gain adequate background. 
 The study started with interviews of officials in the munici-
pality, such as the municipal archivist and administrators in the 
caring sector. These interviews were designed to obtain as ac-
curate information as possible about the different procurements 
and what periods they covered. However, the main focus was on 
in-depth interviews with the caregivers: that is, the staff at the 
group home. A strategic choice was made to select informants 
from among those staff who had worked at the home for many 
years and been involved in several changes of contractors. Staff 
interviews were carried out in late 2016. One inclusion criterion 
was that the interviewed informants must have been employed 
during at least three employer changes in the period 1999–2016. 
However, it was not necessary for them to still be employed at 
the same workplace at the time of the interview. We only se-
lected regular employees, and not temporary employees, such 
as students working during holidays who might work now and 
then. Four individual interviews were conducted with staff who 
met these requirements.

Interview	Questions	and	Analysis

 Three informants were interviewed in their homes, and one 
via Skype. The recorded interview time varied from half an 
hour (the Skype interview) to almost two hours. The other two 
took close to one hour each. Questions were asked about the 
process during the change of approach: that is, what happened 
when there was a change of contractor regarding job contract, 
scheduling, administrative routines, relationships with work-
mates, and relationships with service users? This way of asking 
questions in dialogue also provided for the informants to share 
their lived experience and give relevant information, not the 
least about “voice” in this specific context. The responses were 
thematized in accordance with the study issues, and were also 
related to Hirschman’s concepts of exit, voice, and loyalty.
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Municipal	Documents

 Documents obtained from the municipality were used as 
a complementary source of information for finding accurate 
dates and facts, and included contracts, medical (inspection) re-
ports, and documents referencing collaboration partners. Some 
recent documents, not yet in archives, could be found through 
a controller. One example was the contract between the munic-
ipality and Company 4, which comprised a 17-page document 
defining the division of responsibilities between the municipal-
ity and the contractor, such as principles for payments, the legal 
framework, and the type of care and services to which the resi-
dents were entitled. Regarding staff, the contract included stip-
ulations concerning staff takeover; that staffing should be “suf-
ficient,” the staff professional, and the leadership engaged; and 
that different professions with adequate education and compe-
tence should be represented, although the grade of education 
was not specified. The executive company was also required 
to provide continuous education, training, and supervision of 
the staff. With some detective work, it was possible to gain an 
overview from tender documents and contracts regarding the 
contractors of the group homes in the municipality over the 17 
years (see Appendix). 

Ethical Considerations
 
 Staff were informed about the study and the voluntary na-
ture of participation. Informants could stop the interview at any 
time and were not put under any undue pressure. They have 
been de-identified in all texts. The name of the group home, the 
name of the municipality, and the company names are all fictive 
as well. 

The Establishment of the Contract Model

 From being the sole responsibility of the municipality, The 
Glade was first outsourced in the fall of 1999. The literature in-
cludes examples of the so-called “cold start,” where a service is 
started up from scratch, as opposed to the “warm start,” where 
the company takes over a service that is already up and run-
ning (see, e.g., Markström, 2006). Outsourcing the Glade was a 
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warm start. The municipality is still responsible for guarantee-
ing good care for the service users, even if the practical work is 
outsourced. Since 1999, the group home has had four different 
companies running the accommodation, but in the fall of 2015 
(i.e., 16 years later) the municipality resumed full control.
 These developments are summarized in Table 1, along with 
data on the number of years with each employer and when the 
informants worked at The Glade. Further details on the infor-
mants are given below.

Working	in	Contract	Systems
 
 The group accommodation at The Glade consists of a small 
number of apartments with a common space where services 
and care can be provided when needed around the clock. The 
accommodation can be part of the resident’s personal develop-
ment but may also be viewed as a way to offload relatives who 
require care. All the staff who were interviewed had shared the 
same tasks: working with the residents, dispensing medica-
tion, providing support with hygiene, cooking meals, washing, 
maintaining the apartments, and assisting residents in contacts 
with relatives, workplaces, transport, visits, and more. Person 
D also worked as a first line manager for a period, with duties 
including planning and supervision of staff.
 The interview responses are reported thematically in accor-
dance with the research questions. The companies are simply 
referred to as Company 1, Company 2, and so on. This sec-
tion concludes with some reflections on the changes that have 

Table 1.  Overview of the Informants (care workers) and the Contract 
Periods for the Companies Running The Glade 
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occurred and that have affected work content and job satisfac-
tion, but that are not connected to any specific provider.

The	Interviewees

 Interviewee A was a woman aged 65+. Her background 
was in a Latin American country where she suffered political 
persecution, and she came to Sweden as a refugee in the 1980s. 
Her university education in sociology from her home country 
was not considered valid in Sweden, so she trained to work in 
the caring professions and continued that work throughout her 
working life. After she reached 65, which is the general retire-
ment age in Sweden, she continued to work part-time at The 
Glade. She had been through four shifts of employers.     
 Interviewee B was a woman aged 45+. She was a trained 
child minder who had worked in health care and at a preschool 
for a few years before she had children of her own and turned 
to other forms of care. She began to work at The Glade around 
1997–1998 and was still employed there at the time of the study. 
She had thus been through all five shifts of employers since the 
group home was first outsourced in 1999.
 Interviewee C was a woman aged 50+ with background as 
a nurse’s aide and psychiatric nursing assistant. She had also 
studied human resource management and labor policies at uni-
versity level. She began working at the group home when it was 
run by Company 1, and she left the workplace about 1.5 years 
before the interview. She had experienced three shifts of em-
ployer. At the time of the study she was living in another town 
where she worked with unaccompanied minors. 
 Interviewee D was a woman aged 65+ who had once start-
ed a Bachelor of Education degree but then changed her focus 
and trained in childcare. D started working in a different group 
home in 1993 and came to The Glade when Company 3 was con-
tracted, a few years before the study. Prior to that, she worked 
for several years at another group home that was contracted in 
parallel with The Glade (see Table 1). Despite having reached 
retirement age, she preferred to continue working.
 Interviewees A, B, and C can be said to have constituted a 
“core team” that worked together for many years at the group 
home. D had been part of the same journey, despite not having 
worked at The Glade for as long as the others, since she had 
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worked at group homes for the same contract company in the 
same district (see Table 1). All of the interviewees seemed to be 
highly qualified for the job, which formally only required upper 
secondary school and experience from previous similar work. 

Findings

 Several themes emerged from this work: work regulation 
and work content; relationships at work; and service users. 
Quotations from interviewees have been anonymized.

Work	Regulation	and	Work	Content

 The first theme, work	 regulation	 and	 work	 content, covered 
changes in the number of staff, working hours, wages, and gen-
eral conditions. This theme also included changes related to 
the labor union, since the presence of a union may play a role 
in working conditions. One question that recurred repeatedly 
during the interviews related specifically to staffing and on-call 
contracts at night, since The Glade was staffed around the clock. 
It appeared that each new contractor made changes in these 
contracts. When Company 1 took over in 1999, the night on-call 
contracts became less favorable, “so we had to have hours add-
ed in the daytime to get the schedule together.” Another inter-
viewee agreed that, “Yes, on-call agreements could look differ-
ent. Like whether or not you were paid when you had to wake 
up. Under Company 4 the staff didn’t get paid for that” (C). 
 Work content included administrative	 changes and changes 
related to the staff’s personal development. New providers also 
introduced new administrative procedures on the computer 
system, new phone numbers, new logos, and so on. One very 
important issue for the employees concerned the matter of pay-
checks. Both Company 3 and particularly Company 4 had sig-
nificant problems with handling payroll administration. “Small 
businesses lack the capacity” (D). Company 4 wanted to keep 
administration costs low. It did not have a payroll administra-
tor but outsourced this task to a freelancer who worked in the 
evenings. Staff could only reach this person by e-mail, which 
caused irritation when things went wrong.
 When asked if they learned anything from changing employ-
ers, the staff mentioned the possibility of cherry-picking good 
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routines and keeping them even if the contractor was changed; 
for instance, making activity diagrams and documenting resi-
dents’ routines were changes that they wanted to keep.
 Working conditions also include staff	development	opportuni-
ties. Interviewee D spoke warmly of Company 1: “It was a great 
contractor, fun, we were close to the bosses, it was good!” One 
crucial point was the company’s willingness to hire substitutes 
in order to allow staff to participate in further training, which 
could present a problem since companies are permanently con-
cerned with cutting costs. For example, interviewee B said that, 
“Company 1 and Company 2 offered good training internally, 
Company 3 (…) didn’t have the same budget.”
 All contractors are supposed to have a collective agreement 
with the labor	unions. The interviewees were all members of Land-
sorganisationen, which is the largest union in Sweden and has a 
membership mainly consisting of manual workers. It is subdivid-
ed into branch organizations depending on the type of work. 
 In connection with schedule changes and—according to 
staff—deteriorating conditions under Company 3, the staff con-
tacted the union for support. As one of the staff put it, “now, if 
any time, is when you should get some help from them” (B). The 
help they received from the union resulted in improvements. 
Another change was brought about after the arrival of a new 
resident who was constantly up and moving about at night. The 
staff found the resulting sleep disturbances challenging, and 
asked for the introduction of a night shift, meaning that staff 
would have their work placement at night and thus get paid 
to look after the residents during that time. The options may 
be more or less generous on-call times when staff have to be 
up at night only when needed, with shifting compensation as 
reward. Night shifts at this group home were introduced un-
der Company 4 after the staff had contacted not just their first 
line manager, but also the manager’s manager and the union, as 
well, to add more pressure. 

Relationships at Work

 The second theme was the	changed	role	of	the	manager	and	the	
relationship	between	manager	and	staff. One of the most important 
changes during the study period (1999–2016) was the change 
in the manager’s role and thus the manager’s relationship with 
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their employees. The organization had gone from being largely 
horizontal, where the manager had some supervisory tasks but 
was substantially involved in practical activities, to becoming 
more vertical, with a more administrative leadership and very 
little practical participation in the direct care of the service us-
ers. Two voices from the staff can illustrate this development. 
With the earlier contractors, “if the boss was there and worked 
with us, it felt like support. They didn’t feel like a boss, more 
like a colleague” (A). However, with Companies 3 and 4, “The 
managers just came to meetings. They weren’t engaged in the 
work itself.” (B)
 There were significant changes when Company 3 won the 
contract, including the arrival of a male manager at The Glade. 
It is difficult to know which of the consequences were due to 
the person, to the company, or to other circumstances, but all 
the informants said that many things changed for the worse 
and the management became very distant. As one staff member 
pithily remarked, “It was like a car that just turned over” (A). 
 B said that, “Because we’ve always been a good working 
group with dedicated skilled staff, we’ve often made it on our 
own.” However, when meetings were only held once every two 
weeks, the staff had to keep a number of questions and prob-
lems on hold. When asked whether they felt abandoned as a 
working group, B’s answer was clear: “Completely abandoned!” 
B was highly frustrated by the situation, stating, “When you 
know how good it really can be, should be!”
 Three of the four interviewees expressed strong criticism of 
the leadership under Companies 3 and 4, and sometimes even 
of the current leadership at the time of the interview. Only D, 
who had previously worked as a manager herself for a period, 
expressed some understanding of the manager’s position, saying 
that the manager might have had poor backing from the compa-
ny which employed him and which had its offices elsewhere. 
 When asked what happened in an “abandoned” working 
group, one answer was that “Some take on a more responsible 
role, though without any formal delegation…things will be un-
easy in the working group” (C). Some of the staff took the ini-
tiative to develop a schedule and decide on some other things, 
which caused other staff to feel overrun. There were growing 
tensions even among the staff who had worked so well together 
for many years. Interviewee C explained that, “the job didn’t 
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work because it was such a mess…I saw that the only way to 
save myself was to be reassigned.” 
 Under Company 3, and even more under Company 4, the 
manager was only in place for meetings, perhaps once a week. 
Eventually, the manager of the Glade resigned and the compa-
ny employed another person. In the fall of 2015, Company 4 re-
quested to terminate the contract prematurely and the munici-
pality took back the executive responsibility. 

Service	Users

 The last theme related to the	staff’s	relationship	with	the	resi-
dents and with their relatives. When the interviewees were asked 
how the users might have been affected by the changes of con-
tractor, they said they tried to avoid involving users and their 
families in internal matters relating to personnel issues, sched-
uling and administration: “You shouldn’t get them mixed up in 
personnel managerial problems” (C). Still, service users could 
be affected by changes relating to staff conditions. “There were 
fewer staff; before, two or three [persons] could work during the 
weekends, and we worked together, so you could go out with 
the residents” (A). With fewer staff working at the same time, it 
was difficult to go on an outing if one of the service users was 
ill or wanted to stay at home. The municipality documents gave 
some support to these voices. An inspection report from 2004 
stated that staff density had decreased since Company 1 took 
over, and that the main difference for the service users could be 
less continuity during weekends.

 Relationships with family members were also discussed in 
the interviews: 

And so the parents too—they want it to be the way it was 
before. We couldn’t do magic but tried to do what we could 
to make the work go well, although it wasn’t really good. 
With time it got worse [from] Company 1, [to] Company 2, [to] 
Company 3. (A). 

The informants highlighted how hard all the changes could be 
for the relatives, since knowledge regarding the users had to be 
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transferred to each new contractor. “It’s always tricky when you 
have to tell the story, repeat it again and again” (B). 

Findings	in	Brief

 The presentation and analysis of the responses followed 
several steps. The main issues were operationalized to concrete 
themes and questions. The interview responses were concen-
trated and interpreted in relation to the Hirschman concepts 
of exit, voice, and loyalty, with a focus on the actions of the 
staff. Quitting the workplace was understood as exit, actively 
speaking up to make a difference was interpreted as voice, and 
accepting the present conditions as “business as usual” was 
interpreted as loyalty. The findings from the three themes are 
summarized in Table 2. Participant comments are represented 
in italics within the table.
 Exit: Staff did not leave the workplace solely because of a 
change of employer, but one person did decide to leave because 
of strained relations at work. The direct reason for exit was con-
cerned with relations, but the (worsened) relationship between 
staff and between staff and manager may have been a conse-
quence of all the changes and adjustments to new management 
and new routines.
 Voice: The staff protested against their working hours where 
possible, and also used their union membership to raise their 
voice. Union membership represented an organized voice in 
the “traditional” employer-employee discussions where the em-
ployer wanted to keep costs down and the employees wanted 
better working conditions. The open-ended questions and the 
dialogue with the interviewees showed how staff tried to im-
prove conditions. Staff who wanted to keep their jobs had little 
alternative to being loyal towards a new manager, but they did 
override the first line manager when demanding better working 
conditions at night. 
	 Loyalty: Staff remained loyal to the work tasks, the residents, and 
the relatives of the residents. This led to them accepting administra-
tive changes and thus becoming loyal to the new administration.
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Other	Changes

 Evidence of other changes was found in the documents and 
the interviews with municipal administrators, including strict-
er training requirements, the passing of the Public Procurement 
Act, changes in the composition of the users, and changes in 
the agreements. Since the study covered an extensive period of 
about 17 years, it is the series of changes that have occurred that 
are relevant in judging the procurement system, regardless of 
the individual company in control at any one time. 

Internal	Workplace	Changes

	 Changes	 in	the	composition	of	the	users.	The amount of work 
that was needed was affected by which residents were living at 
the group home, because different people could have very dif-
ferent care needs. The company did not choose the service users 
—this was done by the municipality—but how the contractor 
responded to changes such as new user demands could have 
significant effects on the staff’s work, schedule, and wellbeing at 
work. One example was the abovementioned new resident who 
stayed up at night; this was disturbing, disruptive, and made it 
impossible for staff to get any sleep. The staff complained that 
they neither got sleep nor received reasonable compensation for 
staying awake, first to the manager and then to the manager’s 
manager within the company. 
	 Negotiation	 of	 agreements.	 There were several municipal 
documents showing some to-ing and fro-ing around the pro-
curement of contracts. These showed that despite the formal 
agreements, the companies and the municipality still ended 
up discussing payment adjustments, for example when a com-
pany believed that the service users had become more care-in-
tensive and therefore wanted compensation for more caregiver 
hours. The documentation also showed that the municipality 
and the contractors did not always agree, so that on two occa-
sions contracts were prematurely terminated. One group home 
was closed by the municipality due to a low number of service 
users. These changes were not caused solely by The Glade, but 
The Glade was affected as it was included in the procurement 
of several group homes.
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External	Changes	not	Dependent	on	the	Workplace

	 More	stringent	training	requirements.	The educational require-
ments for becoming a group home manager were increased 
during the study period. It is no longer enough to have man-
agerial experience or the experience of a particular activity, 
but managers should also have an adequate education (So-
cialstyrelsen, 2002), albeit with certain room for discretion. It 
appears that the training requirement has also gradually been 
raised at these group homes, which sometimes meant that peo-
ple were not able to continue to work there as managers but had 
to change position and work tasks. This was the case with inter-
viewee D, who had worked as a manager for a period but had 
to switch to being a care worker because she lacked the formal 
education. This also meant she changed workplaces and started 
to work at The Glade. The manager may be able to remain at the 
workplace as a caregiver, but this can mean that someone else 
on the staff may be pushed aside.
 At the turn of the millennium, the managers of these group 
homes were still firmly rooted in care work, although with the 
addition of certain executive tasks. Today, a manager will be 
in charge of several group homes and no longer participates in 
the daily chores to any great extent, primarily only attending 
certain meetings. 
	 New	 legislation.	 The Public Procurement Act (LOU) came 
into force in 2008. Formal requirements from this act include 
advertising to secure a variety of bids, and some phase of qual-
ification ascertainment. After the agreement is signed, those 
who did not win the bid have the possibility of appeal. This 
process is basically meant to secure greater transparency of the 
procurement process. The Act on System of Choice (LOV, 2008) 
was also introduced in 2008, enforcing the options for service 
users to choose their provider. These changes and findings are 
summarized in Table 3.
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Among these internal and external changes, the staff seemed 
most affected by the stricter training requirements and changes 
in the composition of the users.

Discussion: How Does the Contract
System Affect the Caregivers?

 Contract systems of care activities can result in changes of 
care provider, new administrative procedures, new managers, 
and new working conditions. The Glade changed employer five 
times from 1999 to 2015 due to repeat procurement of services, 
meaning greater uncertainty and risk of pressure on the staff. 
 The significance of changes affecting staff when procure-
ments are executed appears to be a neglected perspective in 
research. This study asked questions about how the work regu-
lations, the professionals’ work content, and their relationships 
with colleagues and users were affected by the contract system 
and shifts of care providers. 

Table 3. Societal changes affecting the conditions for contract 
systems
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 In the case of The Glade, the picture that emerged in the 
interviews showed that the earlier providers did their job well, 
with staff mainly describing their time under Company 1 as a 
good time. Company 2 was also “approved,” although there was 
criticism of the schedules and the more limited staff resources. 
A snowballing discontent started with Company 3 and reached 
its peak under Company 4. Overall, the changes during this ex-
tensive period suggest a downward spiral from Company 1 to 
Company 4, with tiresome repetitions and exchanges of adminis-
trative routines leading to more severe changes which produced 
feelings of being abandoned and more conflicts among the staff. 
It had also become more difficult to do things with the service 
users outside of basic routines, such as excursions. 
 The work content of the caregivers was only affected to a 
limited extent, as the core service work in support of the resi-
dents’ needs remained unchanged. The work could be affected 
by the arrival of new residents with special needs or habits, but 
although these changes were important for the staff, they did 
not depend on who the employer was. One crucial aspect with 
regard to further training is the company’s willingness to hire 
substitutes in order to allow staff to go on courses. Since con-
tractors are only sure of having the contract for a limited time, 
this may reduce the incentive to give further training to staff.
 When a new contractor takes over, it is often the case that first 
line managers remain loyal and leave with their company while 
other caregivers stay and work for the new care provider. From 
the staff’s perspective, a change of contractor is therefore often a 
change of manager as well. For managers, a lost contract may mean 
that they have to move or lose their job. Major changes that oc-
curred over the study period include the change in the manager’s 
role and the demand for more formal qualifications among man-
agers. At the turn of the millennium, the manager was still firmly 
rooted in care work, albeit with the addition of certain executive 
tasks, but the role of the first line manager has now changed from 
horizontal to vertical leadership. Today, a manager has charge of 
several group homes and no longer participates in daily chores to 
any great extent. This change in the first line manager’s role plac-
es new demands on leadership. The fact that the manager under 
Companies 3 and 4 was not present at The Glade to any great ex-
tent was experienced by the staff as clearly detrimental, and there 
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were feelings of being abandoned and more conflicts among the 
staff, with increasing feelings of discontent.
 Hirschman’s concepts of exit, voice, and loyalty have turned 
out to be quite useful for interpreting the thinking and actions 
of the staff interviewed in this study. The staff were loyal to their 
tasks and to their new employers (loyalty). In the face of change, 
they kept on working while hoping the conditions would get 
better, such as receiving payment for work at night. However, 
when certain conditions became worse, as in the case of work at 
night, the staff protested by contacting not only their first line 
manager but also the manager’s manager along with the union 
(voice). As members of the union they could apply more pres-
sure, such as referring to labor laws. In the end, though, the 
contract conditions and fraught relationships at work finally be-
came “too much” for one of the interviewees who then decided 
to quit (exit). Nevertheless, the interviews revealed no sign of 
neglect in terms of disgruntled staff becoming less interested in 
giving good support to the residents.
 The results can also be related to ongoing discussion of the 
merits and flaws of NPM reforms, although these reforms are 
not the focus of this study. Bejerot, Forsberg Kankkunen, and 
Hasselbladh (2015) describe NPM as a manner of steering that 
includes overlapping elements in the form of economic gover-
nance, market orientation, focus on measurable performance, 
and a reduced influence for professional groups, giving priority 
to a clear hierarchical leadership. This seems an adequate de-
scription of developments at The Glade.
 Transaction costs include not just the financial costs (costs 
of the tender and contract processes), but also the changes in-
volved for staff when involuntarily changing employers. Rele-
vant aspects include the wear and tear of getting to know new 
bosses, adapting to new work schedules and perhaps new on-
call contracts, and changing administrative procedures (see, 
e.g., Bejerot & Härenstam, 2011; Thylefors, 2007). Earlier in this 
article, the “cold start” was mentioned; that is, when a business 
is started up from scratch, as opposed to the “warm start” where 
an existing operation is taken over. It could be asked whether 
The Glade is a case that became overheated. 
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Limitations
 
 The selection of a group home for this pilot case study is rel-
evant since it shows that NPM-inspired marketization, in this 
case the contract model, may change staff conditions in a num-
ber of ways. There may be other pros and cons of the contract 
model, but this study was primarily limited to staff workers. A 
primary methodological problem is that the interviewees need-
ed to recall events over a number of years, and so, in a sense, 
this became a retrospective study where it could be difficult for 
an interviewee to remember all the details (recall bias). Since 
the study depicts changes over a 17-year period, it is not always 
possible to say what is tied to the publicly instigated changes 
across the board, such as demands for better trained personnel, 
and what depends on individual company policy. In order to 
still get as accurate and as fair information as possible, officials 
in the municipality were interviewed and various documents 
relating to procurement were studied. It should also be reiter-
ated that only long-serving staff were interviewed. The inter-
viewed staff workers seemed to be well educated, capable, and 
well-motivated, with high ambitions for the service users. They 
were also aware of their rights and were able to activate their 
union membership to protest when it became necessary to take 
a stand. The fact that they were all union members may also 
indicate they had a rather stable position on the labor market, 
as it is less common for temporary workers to join a union. In 
this respect, the Swedish experiences may also be difficult to 
generalize and transfer to contexts and countries (e.g., the U.S.) 
where worker unions play a minor role.
 Even though the use of one single case and the small sample 
size of informants is a strong limitation in itself, this pilot study 
might present thoughts and results that could be further ex-
plored in larger studies of the contract model. A regular evalua-
tion could preferably relate both to staff and to outcome indica-
tors for the residents/service users with intellectual disabilities.
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Concluding Remarks

 Normally, it is the service users that are considered most 
vulnerable, but in this case it may be reasonable to also see the 
caring staff as a vulnerable group. They have been forced to 
change and adapt over and over again and to relate to new man-
agement. This appears to be a probable and largely undesirable 
consequence of the contract model of care activities. There is 
a risk of staff shortages in the long-term perspective with fre-
quent changes of employer. All these changes and adaptations 
for staff are a kind of transaction cost that is not weighed in 
during the procurement process.

Acknowledgements: Thanks to Peter Öberg for comments on a draft of 
this article.
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Year																																						14	municipal	group	homes

1999 Seven group homes
remain in the muni-
cipality.

Seven homes (including 
The Glade) are outsourced 
for three years after pro-
curement, with an optional 
two more years.
Company 1 wins.

2000                
2001
2002 Company 1 continues 
2003
2004 * Company 2 wins
2005  
2006
2007
2008
2009 * Company 2 wins;

keeps four group homes 
(including the Glade)   
             

Company X wins        
three homes

2010 Company 2 quits. *
Company 3 steps in 

2011
2012
2012
2013 *Company 4 wins all

seven homes

2014 The municipality
closes one home

2015 Company 4 quits.
The municipality
takes back all
remaining six homes

2016                                              13	municipal	group	homes 

Appendix. Figure 1. Timetable 1999–2016 including contract 
changes *=new procurement


	Staff Under New Market Rules: A Case Study of a Group Home for People with Intellectual Disabilities in Sweden
	Recommended Citation

	Staff Under New Market Rules: A Case Study of a Group Home for People with Intellectual Disabilities in Sweden
	Cover Page Footnote

	Staff Under New Market Rules: A Case Study of a Group Home for People with Intellectual Disabilities in Sweden

