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1. Introduction
The integration of foreign-born people is a major societal challenge. Increased migration, 

higher unemployment, poorer working conditions, and the greater exclusion of foreign-born 

people among society have strengthened the need for well-functioning integration efforts. The 

task of initiating and pursuing such initiatives is shared by many actors at European, national, 

regional, and local levels, with responsibilities and tasks having been transferred between these 

over time. In recent years, these tasks and responsibilities have been centralised in Sweden to 

the state level in order to create greater equality and improved governance (Emilsson 2015). 

However, at the same time, a greater emphasis has also been placed on local actors, such as 

local governments’ ability to initiate and drive integration initiatives. The main idea has been 

to maintain a cohesive national line – i.e. the line of work with a focus on employment and 
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labour market establishment – while ensuring that the content of the efforts must be designed 

based on local conditions and needs. Through using the knowledge and capacity of a variety of 

local actors (e.g. public authorities, private companies, civil society organisations), effective 

and innovative initiatives can be collaboratively developed so as to meet the challenges and 

multifaceted problems that exist in the field of integration. At least this is what the government, 

and many actors, are hoping for. This strategy follows a long tradition of local collaboration in 

the implementation of integration policy (Soininen 1992; Qvist 2013). Refugee reception, 

which increased to relatively high levels in 2015, has also increased the need to effectively 

capitalise upon the knowledge and resources of local actors in order to best support the new 

arrivals and contribute to integration (Diedrich & Hellgren 2018; Eriksson 2019). 

The local governments’ role in this work is central and multifaceted. The main responsibility 

for the establishment of new arrivals (the Establishment Programme) was admittedly lifted from 

local to state government which, since 2010, via the Swedish Public Employment Service 

(PES), has had the coordinating task of facilitating and accelerating new arrivals’ labour market 

establishment. The local governments provide initiatives within the programme’s framework, 

such as language education, community orientation, and adult education, while also having an 

overall responsibility for those discharged from the programme but in continued need of 

support. Local governments also conduct – in addition to the specific establishment initiatives 

– general work on local integration, through initiatives pertaining to, for example, childcare,

schooling, housing construction, culture, and leisure.

In the implementation (concerning initiatives both within or without the establishment 

programme), collaboration with companies and civil society organisations is key. Further to 

collaboration, procurement is a useful integration tool, as local governments are large procurers 

with the ability to dictate terms in different ways, thereby allowing them to both directly and 

indirectly try to promote labour market integration. Local governments also have an important 

role to play in enabling and supporting civil society initiatives – a task that has become 

increasingly emphasised in recent years and which reflects the importance that social 

innovation (through local partnerships) attaches to the European Employment Strategy. In this 

respect, the role of local governments is similar to what research has termed ‘meta-managers’ 

(Torfing et al. 2012), whose task is to create space for and (to a certain extent) coordinate 

initiatives run by or, in collaboration with, civil society organisations and companies. What is 
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to be done, how, and by whom, are open questions wherein local governments have room to 

prioritise and act in different ways to develop and support successful local integration work. 

Local governments’ changed role in integration policy 

Local governments’ roles and efforts in integration policy have been the subject of extensive 

discussion over the years. The issues that are of high contemporary significance – i.e. the 

importance of labour market focus, the (un)reasonableness of having special measures for new 

arrivals, and the need for local cooperation and coordination – have been central since 1985, 

when local governments were given responsibility for refugee reception. At that time, 

integration efforts were often arranged in the activities and professional norms of social 

services. This arrangement came to be criticised as giving rise to an excessive focus on care 

and passivating efforts (Qvist 2013). As early as the end of the 1980s, the next reform was 

implemented with the aim of encouraging local governments to more actively promote work 

(Prop. 1989/90: 105). When integration policy was established as a policy area (and replaced 

the previous immigration policy), the goals that still apply were specified, namely a general 

welfare policy based on diversity where special measures for immigrants are justified only 

during their first time in Sweden (Prop. 1997/98: 16). The bill emphasised that these efforts 

would aim to accelerate the integration of new arrivals in society and the workforce, and be 

designed so as to avoid any lock-in effects in long-term and stigmatising programmes. Rather, 

they would be individually designed and provided locally in close collaboration between local 

governments, the PES, business, and civil society. The work line has since been gradually 

strengthened, most recently in 2018 with the introduction of a new set of rules that were closer 

to those which apply to other jobseekers. This means that establishment initiatives are equated 

with other labour market policy initiatives and that the demands on, and the possibilities for 

sanctions against, the individual increase (Prop. 2016/17: 175). At the same time, compulsory 

education was introduced, which places additional demands on collaboration between the PES 

and local governmental adult education.  

The emphasis on the role of local governments that can be seen in today’s integration efforts 

and debate is thus not new (Sarstrand 2011). Nor are the ideas of collaboration, partnership, 

and the importance of local development work – although it should be noted that they have 

been strengthened in recent years, not least through the European Employment Strategy and its 
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focus on social innovation. However, the conditions for local governments to act in their roles 

have changed. The state is continuously implementing reforms within the area, which 

fundamentally affect the work of local governments. These reforms include: the 2010 

establishment reform which lifted the responsibility for the establishment of new arrivals from 

local governments to the PES, as well as the introduction (in the same year) of a new regulatory 

framework for establishment compensation; the ongoing reform of the PES, which implies 

reduced local presence and increased market elements, is of crucial importance for local 

governments’ integration work; and changes in migration policy which have established 

temporary residence permits, which affects the opportunities for conducting long-term 

integration work locally (Eriksson 2019). Of course, the work of local governments is also 

affected by global migration flows and the number of asylum seekers to Sweden. How local 

governments organise and conduct their work is also shaped by general administrative policy 

development trends. The emphasis on collaboration in local networks and market solutions is 

hardly unique to integration policy (Statskontoret 2020).  

 

Three local government roles in labour market integration  

In this report, we discuss the changed roles of local governments in integration work. The report 

is based on the ongoing research project, ‘Changed roles, emerging networks: Local 

governments as procurers, employers, and entrepreneurs in labour market integration’, which 

is funded by the Swedish Research Council (VR, Project period 2020-2024, registration number 

2019-02109). The purpose seeks to increase knowledge about the changed roles of local 

governments in the labour market integration of foreign-born people, with a focus on how 

initiatives are developed locally and on the networks in which these are disseminated.  

 

The project’s focus on labour market integration reflects the view of decision-makers, and both 

the national and EU discourse on labour market entrance as the seemingly obvious integration 

method (seen in the light of refugee, rather than labour, immigration), while work and self-

sufficiency are increasingly emphasised as goals in themselves. When local governments work 

with integration, it is therefore often labour market integration that lies at the centre of the issue. 

In the report’s conclusion, we discuss and problematise what this means for the general view 

of integration, for the individuals who take part in integration initiatives (see also Eriksson 

2019), and the organisations involved. 
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We focus on three increasingly prominent local government roles in labour market integration, 

which both our own and previous research have shown to be central to understanding how local 

governments work with labour market integration. Although the roles are both extensive and 

multifaceted, they are characterised by specific features: the role of procurers, the role of 

employers, and the role of entrepreneurs in collaboration with civil society.  

 

The role of procurers takes hold of local governments as market players. It covers the 

procurement of labour market integration services (e.g. job and language training), as well as 

methods for including social goals in local governments’ procurements in general, thereby 

creating employment opportunities for those outside the labour market within the framework 

of public contracts, such as civil engineering, cleaning, park management, or the food supply. 

 

The role of employers concerns offering employment in local governments’ own 

administrations and companies. Local governments are large employers with various types of 

activities and broad skill requirements. With outsourcing, some of these jobs are transferred 

from the public to the private sector. Local governments’ roles as procurers and employers can 

therefore be seen as communicating vessels, where acting in one role affects the opportunities 

to act in the other.   

 

The role as an entrepreneur, and (or) as a partner with civil society, means to partake in local 

collaboration as one of several parties in partnerships between public, private, and civil society 

organisations. Such collaborations have enormous potential, not least in developing innovative 

and locally-adapted working methods, and benefiting from the power and knowledge of various 

actors across a swathe of local arenas. However, the fragmented organisation poses challenges 

for local governments. As a hub for local labour market integration efforts (with the exception 

of newly arrived foreign-born people covered by the Establishment Programme where the state, 

via the PES, has the overall responsibility), they must ensure that efforts are made in line with 

overall policy goals. Local governments’ tasks therefore also include an extensive follow-up 

responsibility, which is added to each individual role, and which partly shapes their 

development.  

 

In the continuation of the report, we present and develop the three roles based on our own 

studies and those in the existing literature (we present our studies later in the text). We then 
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discuss what the organisation of local labour market integration means for integration as a 

whole, for local governments, social enterprises and other civil society organisations, local 

business communities, and for further studies in the form of new and developed issues. Within 

the project, we consistently start from local governments’ three roles in relation to three 

different themes:  

 

1. The local level is different. Which of the three roles is dominant depends on a number 

of factors, such as: the size of the local government; where in the country the local 

government is located; tradition and customs of the local government; what part of the 

local government’s activities are organised under its own auspices, incorporation, or 

outsourcing; local enthusiasts inside and outside the local government; and political 

decisions.  

2. Depending on the factors above, the different roles can sometimes be in competition 

with one another. As employers, local governments can, for example, compete with 

their collaboration with work-integrated actors in civil society. The same applies to 

outsourcing vis-à-vis the local government as an employer. This competition can 

explain why local governments organise their activities differently.  

3. Knowledge is spread between local governments and regions in different networks. 

Partly through such authorities and interest organisations as the Swedish Association of 

Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR), SKOOPI (the work-integrating social 

enterprises’ trade association), and the Swedish Procurement Authority (which offers 

support materials, arranges workshops, lectures, and study visits, as well as provides 

information via newsletters, trade press, and other media). Knowledge is also partly 

disseminated through local, regional, or national networks for specialists, for example 

in social procurement, which are used to share experiences, but which can also generate 

new collaborations.  

 

In this report, we focus primarily on two themes, namely the three roles and how they interact. 

At the end of the report, we discuss the topic of labour market integration from a more 

principled perspective, where we highlight (among other concerns) the problem of focusing too 

narrowly on employability and the labour market.  
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2. Three studies 
To learn more about the changing roles of local governments, we conducted three sub-studies 

about local governments as 1) procurers, 2) contractors, and 3) employers. For each role, we 

studied a number of local initiatives based in different local governments. One purpose of the 

study design was to investigate and analyse the differences and similarities between how 

different local governments work in these roles. In our further studies, we investigate how 

networks for learning and sharing knowledge about successful labour market integration are 

created and developed, which actors are important for these networks to function appropriately, 

and what kind of knowledge and practice is disseminated through these networks. 

 

In the first phase of this research project, we spoke to representatives from authorities and 

interest organisations who we already knew collaborated with local governments’ labour 

market integration, such as SALAR, the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth, 

PES, County Administrative Boards, local federations, the Swedish Procurement Authority, 

and SKOOPI. We also collected documents of interest on local governments’ labour market 

integration. These interviews and documents provided us with a suitable overview of local 

governments’ different roles in labour market integration, as well as suggestions on how we 

should study these in more detail.  

 

The three sub-studies began in the spring of 2020 and are all ongoing. They are based on data 

from interviews, observations, and documents. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, we conducted 

more online interviews than initially planned. We also made online observations of webinars, 

workshops, and meetings. This brought us many advantages, such as allowing us to conduct 

more interviews than we otherwise could have done. We have also been able to talk to people 

from different local governments and organisations, which would not have been possible had 

we relied solely on face-to-face interviews due to travel times and geographical distances. The 

disadvantages of online methods predominantly concern lacking a fuller understanding of a 

particular place given by presence. Our intention is therefore to follow up these interviews and 

observations on site after the pandemic.  

 

In the study on the local governments as procurers, we interviewed employees variously 

involved in employment-promoting procurement in Gothenburg, Helsingborg, Sunne, Ludvika, 

Stockholm, Botkyrka, and Umeå. In the first instance, we spoke with those working in support 
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functions for employment-promoting procurement, as well as procurers and officials involved 

in the work. All of the local governments were chosen because of their having run projects or 

initiated local models for employment-promoting procurement, which we mapped and followed 

through the interviews. Over time, several of the local governments have also been involved in 

the Procurement Authority’s ambassador network for employment-promoting procurement, 

which seeks to contribute to disseminating experiences and positive examples. The interviews 

revolved around the specific local government’s work with employment-promoting 

procurement – i.e. regarding organisation, processes, actors, goals, follow-up, history, and 

future plans. We have also interviewed certain people who work in projects (from the local 

government or supplier side) where employment-promoting procurement is used. We will 

continue these interviews in future as it provides useful insights into how the tools work in 

practice. We have also interviewed representatives of SALAR who work with labour market 

integration and their purchasing centre Adda (formerly Kommentus), as well as representatives 

from the Procurement Authority.  

 

In the sub-study on local governments as entrepreneurs and partners with civil society, we 

interviewed employees, job trainers, and representatives of a number of work-integrating social 

enterprise (WISE). These companies’ basic goals are to create jobs for people with less access 

to the labour market, and thus create meaningful employment and long-term social 

sustainability. The WISE studies are located both in the metropolitan region of 

Gothenburg/Mölndal, but also in a number of smaller local governments. We also made site 

visits and observations to several of these organisations. We have followed a project where a 

successful model for work integration intends to spread to other cities, and conducted 

interviews and observations with participants and those responsible for this project. We 

interviewed local government officials in a number of local governments and local government 

companies, who work to promote and cooperate with civil society in general, and WISE in 

particular. Another initiative that we have studied is an ongoing network between a local 

government and a number of civil society actors with the aim of developing activities in the 

local government’s newly-opened recycling park.  

 

The sub-study on local governments as employers is ongoing in the local governments of 

Borlänge, Gislaved, and Gothenburg. We made two site visits to Borlänge, one in March and 

one in October 2020. During those visits, we spoke with local government councillors and 
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officials at the local government’s unit for labour market support and within the local 

government’s waste organisations. We also visited Fågelmyra waste facility, where we talked 

to employees and trainees. During the October 2020 visit to Borlänge, we visited Dala 

Återbyggdepå for observation and conducted several interviews. We also used web pages and 

various control documents for this study’s data. 

 

The study of Gislaved began in March 2020, but was postponed due to the pandemic. In April 

2020, we held a Zoom meeting with the then completely new unit’s management, but then 

paused the study. In June 2021, we held another online meeting with the management, which 

had now been replaced, and individual interview conversations with members of the 

management and the business. 

 

 

3. The local government as a procurer  
Public procurement is an extensive and steadily-growing activity in local governments. The 

value of total public procurement in Sweden in 2019 amounted to 18% of GDP (The National 

Procurement Agency, 2020). For local governments, approximately SEK 500 billion (EUR 50 

billion) annually is channelled through procurement processes (kommunalupphandling.se). Job 

training, job coaching, and education are examples of labour market integration services 

procured by local governments and which are included (as a minor part) in the total procurement 

volume. As with all other procured services, the content, price, and quality of these services are 

shaped and controlled in contracts between local governments and providers (which can be 

companies or civil society organisations). Since local governments can choose to also offer 

labour market integration services within their own operations, the scope of their role as 

purchaser of these services varies depending on local political decisions on market solutions 

and competitive strategies.  

 

However, in their role as procurers, local governments can stimulate labour market integration 

in several ways further to purchasing specific labour market integration services. For instance, 

they can include complementary (secondary) goals in the procurement operations in general, 

such as by purchasing construction, cleaning, food, IT support, or care services. This means 

that local governments, while acquiring these goods and services, also contribute to social goals 

by requiring the providers to employ or provide internships to specific target groups. This use 
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of procurement has increased in popularity in recent years. The purpose is to create 

opportunities for labour market integration by local governments acting in (partly) new ways 

in the role of purchaser (e.g. by including employment requirements), while provider companies 

are ‘forced’ into labour market integration efforts. The role of local governments as procurers 

in the labour market integration area thus includes many more local actors – both within and 

beyond the local government organisation’s boundaries – than those who would typically 

participate in integration, labour market, or social issues.  

 

Many local governments are currently developing strategies and new working methods for 

employment-promoting procurement. These are often rooted in such popular concepts as social 

procurement, socially-responsible procurement, or sustainable procurement. This is reflective 

of a general trend in public administration policy to emphasise the potential of using public 

purchasing power to influence companies and markets to conduct societal change. The 

government pursues the issue nationally, not least through the National Procurement Agency, 

which was founded in 2015. However, these ideas and practices are not unique to the Swedish 

public sector, but have been largely driven by such international actors as the UN, the WTO, 

and the European Commission. Furthermore, the European Social Fund (ESF) has been an 

important financier for local development projects on employment-promoting procurement.  

 

The ESF financed the national three-year collaboration project, ‘Employment through public 

procurement’, which was run between 2017–2019 by the Procurement Agency together with 

the PES, the Swedish Transport Administration, and the local governments of Gothenburg, 

Botkyrka, Stockholm, and Helsingborg (Procurement Authority, 2019). These local 

governments are often singled out as pioneers in Sweden who early developed local models for 

employment-promoting procurement. Their models served to inspire a national model for 

employment requirements in procurement that was launched through the collaboration project 

mentioned above. In the wake of the project, the Procurement Agency took the initiative for an 

ambassador network with the aim of developing and disseminating knowledge about 

procurement as a labour market tool. Further to the state authorities and local governments that 

formed part of the project, another eight organisations were appointed as ambassadors (most of 

whom are local governments), and given the task of acting as role models and contributing to 

the dissemination of knowledge and experience transfer.   
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Local approaches and role models 

A characteristic shared by the local governments that are seen as role models is that they work 

actively with employment-promoting procurement and have developed a local working method 

– occasionally their own – with routines, process descriptions, and support functions. However, 

it is a far from an unambiguous practice. Rather, as a contracting unit, they must decide when, 

how, what, and why labour market integration should be included as a procurement goal. The 

formal possibilities for doing so have been strengthened since 2016 when a new procurement 

legislation came into force. The wording that contracting authorities must today manage states 

that they ‘should take’ environmental and social considerations into account in public 

procurement ‘if the nature of the procurement justifies this’ (LOU Chapter 4, Section 3). Hence, 

local governments are urged, but not obligated, to take advantage of this opportunity.  

 

What the local governments do within the framework of their procurement practice (e.g. how 

they formulate requirements for providers) must neither contravene the national procurement 

legislation nor the internal market principles of the EU which it largely reflects. They also face 

the fundamental challenge of promoting employment opportunities locally with the help of a 

tool that is essentially designed to prevent local companies and interests from being rewarded. 

For example, local governments are not allowed to specifically address the local business 

community in their procurements and by that create jobs locally. Nor may they require 

providers who are contractually obliged to employ people in need of labour market integration 

support to offer employment to the very people who live in the jurisdiction of the local 

government. This means that, while the procurement arena offers significant opportunities to 

capitalise upon extensive volumes and (often) long-term business relationships to promote 

social issues, these issues must also be addressed in specific (market-based) ways.  

 

In practice, employment through procurement can be promoted in different ways. Firstly, local 

governments can set what are occasionally referred to as ‘strict requirements’. This entails a 

requirement for the provider to employ or offer internship during the contract period to one or 

more people who are outside the labour market and belong to the target group. This requirement 

is binding in both directions. The provider must design suitable services and the local 

government must supply the provider with suitable candidates. Strict requirements have been 

described by many as desirable. This is especially true in Gothenburg, where strict requirements 

were (and in part still are) the basis of the ‘Social consideration in procurement’ model, which 
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has been widely disseminated nationally. This means that locally, in Gothenburg for instance, 

procurements where the conditions for setting such requirements have been prioritised, which 

is often the case in large contracts in industries with a need for employment (e.g. the 

construction industry).  

 

Secondly, instead of strict requirements, local governments can set ‘dialogue requirements’. 

This means that the providers undertake to discuss possible labour market integrating initiatives 

on one or more occasions during the contract period. This is a softer set of requirements where 

the outcome of the dialogue is often open. Our studies show that local governments choose 

dialogue over strict requirements to (among other reasons) build positive relationships, 

collaboration, and a basis for long-term cooperation. Moreover, it enables local governments to 

assess the providers’ willingness and commitment, and move forward with those with the 

sufficient conditions for well-functioning efforts and cooperation. Another reason highlighted 

in our studies is that local governments can be uncertain about particular industries and thus 

seek to test them before moving to stricter requirements. A further reason is the economic 

situation, which affects how many matchable individuals there are in the target group. Indeed, 

one interviewee highlighted that, in a boom, it can simply be difficult to find suitable candidates, 

thus hindering making strict employment requirements, since contracts are binding in both 

directions.  

 

Thirdly, local governments can choose to reserve procurements for special WISE whose 

purpose is to, while conducting business activities, offer participation and work to integrate 

people into society and working life. Local governments can purchase work-integrating 

services from these companies, as well as support them by buying their goods or services (e.g. 

fruit baskets, IT support, catering, car washing). As social enterprises may find ordinary 

competitive situations difficult, reserved procurements – which means that competition is 

limited to these kind of enterprises – is one solution.  

 

Fourthly, local governments, at a general level, can facilitate small and medium-sized 

enterprises’ capacity to submit tenders within their ordinary procurement activities. This can 

stimulate competition and business development, and thereby (indirectly) strengthen the (local) 

labour market. In this regard, local governments have a wealth of opportunities at their disposal, 

such as packaging reasonably large contracts, reducing unnecessary administration for 
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tenderers, and continuously analysing the consequences of the choice of procurement procedure 

and contract form. Although such methods do not by definition promote social goals and labour 

market integration, there is certainly a connection between them, and are thus often viewed as 

indelibly linked. If local governments succeed in creating well-functioning markets through 

their procurements, the labour market will also be strengthened, which is considered to benefit 

those currently outside it. Many representatives from the local governments we have spoken to 

about procurement and employment promotion initiatives emphasised this point. Although this 

can hardly be described as a specific labour market integration effort, it seems clear that many 

local government politicians and civil servants see it as an important ongoing development 

effort in order to stimulate business and, by extension, the local labour market.  

 

 

A means of enabling integration, rather than an integration tool 

What we have described so far is an idealised image of procurement as a tool for labour market 

integration. Whether strict or dialogue-oriented employment requirements really work in the 

way they are intended, or whether the facilitation of smaller companies submitting tenders truly 

facilitates those outside the labour market finding employment, has not been definitively 

established either by ours or previous studies. In many of the local governments we have studied 

(e.g. Gothenburg, Helsingborg, and Sunne), it was emphasised that follow-up is an area for 

improvement. At the same time, the civil servants involved in this work emphasised the 

difficulties of following up the efforts at the individual level. In several of our studied local 

governments, the number or proportion of procurements with employment requirements has 

also seen as a measure of success in itself. In some cases, it also reflects the wording of the 

political goals. This is in line with a general trend in Europe where the challenges have primarily 

been seen as getting contracting entities to include employment promotion perspectives in their 

procurements, making politicians and civil servants realise the importance and possibility of 

doing so, and developing forms of how it can be done based on local conditions and needs. That 

it gives rise to positive effects in the next stage (for labour market integration) is generally 

considered a starting point and is often omitted from the analysis. 

 

The matching of companies and jobseekers in the arena of a public contract is the very core of 

employment promoting procurement. It is a tool for enabling labour market integration, rather 

than a tool for labour market integration itself. Several interviewees emphasised that, above all 
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else, it is the contract that functions as a ‘door opener’. Many local governments have 

established special support and matching functions that assist the contracting units in their 

deliberations on how employment perspectives should be included, and aid providers in 

possible recruitment processes and during contract periods. These recruitment processes are 

often organised in such a way as to be reminiscent of typical recruitment processes – with the 

main difference being that it is the local government that provides the employer with the 

candidates. In the first instance, it is people with income support who are matched against the 

assignments via the local government’s own labour market unit. The employer is then 

responsible for the recruitment process and chooses who to hire. It is an important principle that 

also signals that individuals’ skills must be calibrated to the company’s needs. The local 

government’s role is to assist in this calibration, and ensure that it occurs with the very 

individuals who would otherwise encounter obstacles in the labour market. The tool is also 

often marketed locally (and nationally) with arguments concerning the supply of skills, 

especially in relation to industries with high employment needs. 

 

Local governments can only demand from the supplier that the employment continues as long 

as the public contract is valid. During that time, the studied local governments support the 

provider in a similar way as in other contexts – i.e. the help offered to companies involved in 

labour market integration. For example, this support can be in the form of aid to recruiters or 

helping with applications for salary subsidies. At the same time, it follows from the forms of 

employment promoting procurement that these are often the most job-ready individuals in the 

target group (in this context, typically income support recipients), and the industries where there 

are recruitment needs and skills supply problems. The tool thus becomes primarily a solution 

to what labour market researchers often refer to as the matching problem (Bredgaard & 

Thomsen 2018). It can also be seen as a solution to the demand problem where discrimination 

of, for example, foreign-born people in recruitment procedures is included and where the local 

government’s role in matching work can act as a counterforce.  

 

 

4. The local government as an entrepreneur in collaboration with civil society 
Local governments can also be entrepreneurs and collaborate with civil society organisations 

and social entrepreneurs in different ways. Local governments in Sweden have historically, 

under their own umbrella, developed work training activities that facilitate the labour market 
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integration of certain groups. Cafés and second-hand sales are typical examples of 

entrepreneurial activities that local governments have created, owned, and managed to provide 

work training services. In recent years, local governments have started collaborative ventures 

with civil society organisations to enable work-integrating activities to be organised outside of 

the house. Beyond the influence of New Public Management to externalise local government 

services, this trend can be explained by civil society organisations’ shift from advocacy to 

welfare service delivery (Wijkström, 2011), with a consequent increase of knowledge and 

expertise for successful work integration. 

 

When a local government’s focus shifts from being a provider of integration services to being 

a partner in collaboration with other actors, its role also changes. Instead of organising and 

running the business under its own umbrella, a local government would develop its role as a 

purchaser of these services (as we have expounded upon above). Local governments have also 

developed an important role in supporting collaborations between diverse societal actors, 

creating networks and internally coordinating the various local government actors, such as 

departments, units, and local government companies. For example, in Gothenburg, these efforts 

crystalised in several collaborative governance spaces (Norbäck & Zapata Campos 2022) where 

the local government and WISE collaborate on the labour market integration of foreign-born 

people, as well as other vulnerable groups. In many cities, these networks have emerged as 

formal and informal collaboration arenas, to facilitate cross-sectoral dialogue and develop 

creative solutions and methods, such as the development of reserved procurements targeting 

work integration social enterprises. 

 

 

Work integration social enterprise: WISE 

Work integration social enterprise (WISE) is a form of social entrepreneurship that has grown 

in both number and popularity in recent years. It employs approximately 3,500 people and a 

further 9,500 participate in their activities in Sweden working in 350 different WISEs (Gawen 

2019).  

 

A WISE is an enterprise that conducts commercial activities, but has as its primary goal the 

creation of work opportunities through participatory and cooperative principles, thereby 

helping to integrate people into both work and society. A WISE has therefore two business 
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ideas: one, to produce goods and services to be sold to market and state actors; and two, to 

support social sustainability and integration through work. An important source of income for 

WISE is the provision of work training services for local governments, the PES, and the 

Swedish Social Insurance Agency. WISE employees typically experience problems of different 

kinds when seeking to enter the regular labour market. These challenges vary from previous 

criminal records and drug abuse, mental and physical ill-health, and burnout. In recent years, 

an increasing number of WISEs have also begun to work with foreign-born people outside the 

labour market, such as foreign-born women with low formal education and no formal work 

experience. 

 

The following four criteria characterise WISEs: 

● The goal is to integrate people into working life and society; 

● The participation and empowerment of employees is the organisation’s centre; 

● All profits are reinvested in the WISE; 

● It is independent from the public sector. 

 

In Sweden, WISEs have articulated and engaged in local, regional, and national networks. The 

Swedish WISE interest organisation SKOOPI – in collaboration with other groups – recently 

introduced an official WISE certification. This certification is intended to simplify local 

governments’ procurement of services from WISE, as well as to show what a work-integrated 

social enterprise is. At the local level, WISEs have also organised themselves under the 

umbrella of different consortia, some of them following a franchise model, where the 

consortium provides common services for personnel administration, communication, finance, 

and management. Each WISE member pays a membership that is used for the monetary and 

organisational support provided by the consortium, which in turn contributes to stability and 

increases the chances for individual WISEs to survive, as has been observed during the COVID-

19 pandemic. The Gothenburg region has been described as the most thriving work-integrating 

social enterprises’ region in Sweden, being home to such successful consortia as Vägen Ut!, 

GF SAK, Forum Skill, and Basta Väst. These consortia contain companies that operate, among 

other businesses, cafés, restaurants and hotels, second-hand shops, repair, sewing and upcycling 

workshops, and cleaning and gardening services.  
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The Gothenburg region is also home to Social Trade, a WISE cooperative sales organisation 

which commercialises joint services and products. Social Trade combines 40 WISE providing 

jobs for 400 people in the region, although it aims to upscale to a national scope. Another 

organisational variation was developed by Yalla Trappan in Malmö, a social enterprise that has 

helped create new and autonomous Yalla Trappan organisations in various parts of the country, 

including a combined project with Coompanion called ‘Trappa Upp’. Here, Yalla Trappan 

organisations collaborate through the Yalla Family, a network where participants exchange 

knowledge and experience, but without paying a fee for joint services. Another important actor 

in WISE upscaling is Coompanion, which is a national cooperative organisation whose mission 

is to support cooperative entrepreneurship, and is financially supported by the Swedish Agency 

for Economic and Regional Growth. Coompanion plays an important role in knowledge and 

business development, although local Coompanion offices are autonomous and therefore differ 

in how they collaborate, use local resources, and organise themselves. 

 

 

Opportunities and challenges for the collaboration between local governments and WISE 

Compared to other European countries, Sweden still has a relatively weak tradition of work-

cooperative social enterprises. Nevertheless, the government has introduced recent investments 

to support the development of WISE and social enterprises in Sweden. SALAR has organised 

seminars and knowledge dissemination activities to showcase positive examples and encourage 

local governments to support and collaborate with WISE in various ways. In 2020, SALAR 

published New pathway to innovative welfare solutions – A handbook on collaboration with 

social enterprises (Bro 2020), a handbook to inspire and provide practical guidance to local 

governments on how to work to promote cooperation with WISE in terms of work integration. 

An important tool for this is the legislation that came into force in 2017 regarding reserved 

public procurement. 

 

In order to be able to participate in a reserved procurement, companies must set social and 

professional integration as their main purpose, and at least 30% of their employees must be 

those with less access to the labour market. 

 

In our research we have observed that there are good opportunities for local governments to 

work proactively with reserved procurement to promote and support WISE. However, there are 
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also challenges. Firstly, one of the most important prerequisites for a successful collaboration 

is that the local government must already have good and established contacts, and dialogue 

spaces, with the region’s WISE, often formalised in networks and collaborative governance 

spaces (Norbäck & Zapata Campos 2022). These networks also include purchase and procurer 

offices from the local government, as well as representatives from the labour market unit, the 

social resource or social and solidarity economy units. Other network actors include 

representatives from other social organisations, such as church missions. These networks and 

collaborative governance spaces facilitate the dialogue between officers and prospective 

bidders about how these contracts could be realistically delivered according to the WISE’s 

capacities and knowledge, and how the services should thus be designed. These collaboration 

spaces exist at different levels (e.g. national, regional, and local WISE networks), between 

different actors (public and social), and within each social enterprise (as WISEs typically invite 

authorities, and public and private actors, to participate in their governing bodies). These areas 

of collaboration usually become learning spheres, where actors exchange knowledge and 

experiences, which in turn leads to several social innovations (Lindsay et al. 2021). 

 

Secondly, local government officers and politicians must work proactively with WISE and 

acknowledge that civil society has developed the necessary knowledge and skills with which to 

identify problems and solutions. Simultaneously, it is crucial that this symbiotic collaboration 

does not over-exploit WISE potential by setting unrealistic demands or treating a WISE like a 

for-profit company. Although WISE provides services, it is fundamental to understand that they 

are primarily grounded in civil society and have broader social goals. 

 

Thirdly, the difference in scale between large local governments and small WISEs must be 

taken into account. Local governments routinely use reserved procurement services because of 

their need to procure large quantities of goods and services, whereas a small WISE tends to 

experience difficulties in securing delivery. In the two reserved procurements that we studied 

in Gothenburg (of work training services and fruit basket deliveries), this challenge was 

overcome in different ways. For work training services, the local government signed a 

framework agreement with a dozen different WISEs, meaning that it was possible to both secure 

quantity and offer a variety of work training services in different sectors. In the case of fruit 

baskets (which were delivered to the local government’s many different workplaces), the local 

government signed an agreement with Social Trade (WISE’s collaborative sales organisation), 
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which thus became responsible for coordinating the packing and delivery of the fruit baskets. 

Several WISEs were involved in this work, and Social Trade managed their communication 

with the local government. 

 

Fourthly, creating innovative ways of collaborating with WISEs (for example, through reserved 

procurement, or IOP (community-driven public partnerships)) also requires that local 

government officials, such as lawyers and procurers, are open to new and untried methods and 

instruments. This can be achieved through collaborative governance spaces where solutions can 

be developed, such as through more open agreements that can be designed in conjunction with 

civil society organisations. Another method would be to allow for more generous interpretations 

of the rules. As an illustration, while the presence of strong professions, such as local 

government lawyers, can hinder public innovation, the participation of other professionals can 

facilitate making broader interpretations. 

 

Fifthly, our studies show how local governments with stable and prolonged collaboration with 

civil society organisations increasingly move towards more decentralised and collaborative 

governance and innovation. This collaborative governance results in more horizontal and 

reciprocal relations between the local government and WISE. The relationship between the two 

thus develops from that of a ‘principal–agent’ to a partner relationship, where civil society 

organizations have ‘joint ownership’ of the social and work integration activities together with 

the local government. 

 

Finally, even cities with efficiently-organised WISEs, and governance spaces and networks, 

face a major challenge in that many local governments themselves have developed their own 

work training activities, thereby competing with WISEs for similar target groups. This situation 

incentivises the local government to use its own, rather than WISE’s, work training activities, 

thus making the local government the WISE’s de facto largest competitor. Maintaining their 

own internal work training activities is also a strategy for local governments to retain control. 

In cities where local governments instead hand operations over to WISEs, local government 

officers showed their knowledge of, and confidence in, how WISEs function. Such knowledge 

and trust could take time to acquire. In other words, traditional governance of local government 

welfare services can hinder collaboration with WISEs. In order to create co-ownership and 

innovations in labour market policy, it is thus necessary to balance the local governments’ 
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desire for control with the need to cooperate with civil society. It would also be necessary to 

develop mechanisms of collaborative governance (Norbäck & Zapata Campos 2022) to 

maintain control, although at a distance (Ek & Qvist 2022). 

 

The development of a collaboration between a local government and civil society as a ‘spider 

in the web’, as it were, is possible in a policy context with a national infrastructure that 

facilitates and supports increased cooperation with social enterprises and WISEs. Regarding 

the promotion of a WISE’s interests, SKOOPI and Coompanion are two important national and 

regional actors. The new legislation also offers collaborative tools, such as reserved 

procurement. However, this legal framework, and how it should be used in practice, is still 

unknown in many local governments. SALAR, SKOOPI, and Coompanion, among others, are 

working to clarify the contribution of social enterprises and WISEs to social and work 

integration through such methods as seminars and meetings with politicians and officers, the 

recent publication of the aforementioned explanatory handbook, as well as the creation of 

networks of local governments working with reserved procurement. On that note, and as we 

have described in the previous section, the Procurement Authority also organises networks for 

organisations that work innovatively with reserved and social procurement. 

 

 

5. Local governments as employers 
Local governments are large employers (often the largest) in their own territories. Therefore, 

they are also in themselves actors with great potential in local labour market integration. Indeed, 

they can employ those who need help in entering the labour market, or can conduct activities 

to increase their employability. In many local governments, to review one’s own operations is 

seen as a prerequisite before developing one’s procurer and entrepreneur roles, and activating 

other organisations. As one interviewee stated, ‘to ensure that we ourselves employ as we 

should’. 

 

To employ staff is nothing new for a local government per se. This role more closely concerns 

changing how employing is practiced and perceived in the organisation, and what opportunities 

are (and can be) offered in terms of income support and participation in education programmes, 

and gaining jobs or internships in local governmental organisations in order to increase 

employability. 
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Examples from Borlänge, Gislaved, and Gothenburg 

In approximately 2011, a discussion began in Borlänge about reducing the local government 

and individuals’ costs for unemployment based on the question of what could be done. The 

following three areas were focused upon: internships or possible employment; collaboration 

with WISEs; and employment-promoting procurement. At the Fågelmyra recycling plant in 

Borlänge, which is run by the energy company Borlänge Energi (which also handles waste in 

the local government), newly-arrived foreign born people who face entry barriers to the labour 

market have been participating since 2010 (i.e. before the abovementioned discussion). 

 

Waste management is fee-financed, meaning that the income from the fee must be used strictly 

for waste management. A waste facility can thus not finance internships regardless of the 

possible benefits seen from a broader perspective. This problem was circumvented through 

collaborating with the PES on new-start-jobs as a means of financing of the places. Initially, 

four people participated during the first year. They began by keeping the facility in order and 

learning the business, and over time came to work with recycling and repairs, with increasing 

customer contact. In addition to Swedish work experience and practical language training, the 

trainees also received help with writing their CVs, and later went on to education or 

employment, with an increased employability than before the internship. 

 

The Fågelmyra internship was expanded to include other groups. Indeed, since 2020, the Dala 

Återbyggdepå project – with initial support from the UDD (procurement dialogue Dalarna) and 

Vinnova – was implemented to manage waste from construction and renovations in the local 

government. Unlike other similar businesses, such as Kretsloppsparken Alelyckan in 

Gothenburg, Dala Återbyggdepå sells to craftsmen and other construction companies, and not 

primarily to individual residents. The material comes from construction and renovations, for 

instance, easily-damaged kitchen fittings, which can be repurposed or recycled rather than 

burned as waste (a common practice in Sweden, see Corvellec et al. 2018). During Dala 

Byggdepå’s planning stage, 35 people were to be trained in operations and gain independent 

jobs (not as income support) by 2023. However, the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in many 

layoffs in the region, meaning that competent staff – for example, civil engineers, who were 

earlier rarely unemployed – were available to staff the depot. Despite this, however, the project 

has yet to be conducted to the extent initially planned. 
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In 2020, the Children and Education unit was formed in Gislaved, where schools, including 

adult education and Swedish for immigrants, joined together the labour market and financial 

assistance. The motivation behind this was partly to increase coordination between the units, 

and partly to be able to more effectively, and flexibly, organise the activities based on the 

participants’ needs. The coordination gains soon became apparent, as highlighted by one of the 

interviewees: ‘… the effect is that you get a little more ear for it, you get these joint efforts… a 

common territory’. 

 

Since 2021, a plan was initiated to expand and increase collaboration with other local 

governments in the GGVV region (Gislaved, Gnosjö, Vaggeryd, and Värnamo). For example, 

joint education can be established to meet the demand for a specific competence in the four 

local governments. Alternatively, if one local government has a certain need for which there is 

a surplus in another, an exchange can be made. This new plan is relatively recent, and its 

establishment during the pandemic has hindered its development. Moreover, mergers of this 

type require ample time to stabilise. However, the tendency is to continue with increased 

coordination based on the needs of individuals and to use resources flexibly on such a basis. 

An important indication of this is that employment is increasing, even during the pandemic. 

 

Such coordination between local governments can mean that the establishment of relatively 

expensive education programmes for relatively few participants can be avoided. Instead, 

education can be more in-depth, provided to a greater number of participants, and be well-

connected to the labour market post-education. Indeed, one interviewee in Gislaved stated that: 

‘… how should we proceed here within the GGVV with so-called job tracks [in collaboration 

with DUA (Delegation for the Employment of Young People and Newly-Arrived Migrants)] 

where it is about if you are to be a child care worker…  then Värnamo’s adult education is 

responsible for the education but AME and the study and career counsellor here should provide 

funds and information so you can go and take the exam and get a grade in these preparatory 

courses … first a collaborative project because we are too small local governments, not all can 

provide a child care education, nor an industrial education. But if we take help from each other, 

then maybe together we can keep the educations by allowing us to train persons from different 

local government. So, that’s what the idea is today, then it’s important to get there in practice 

as well’ (June, 2021). 
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In Gothenburg, local job tracks have been created within the framework of the DUA state 

initiative. They consist of labour market training, Swedish as a second language and other 

subjects (e.g. English, mathematics, driving courses), and professional internships in local 

companies with a focus on the target group of young newcomers with low education. In 

Gothenburg, three different tracks crystallised: waste management in the local governmental 

company Renova AB, ‘Welcome to the future’ (Välkommen till Framtiden, a local 

governmental consortium consisting of three housing companies with two job tracks), and the 

Volvo Employment Programme. These job tracks were a collaboration between the Gothenburg 

local government department ARB-Vux, the PES, and employers within the two local 

governmental companies and the third in the private business sector. 

 

The internship varies from one year (Renova) to two years (Volvo). The motives for starting 

these tracks also varied. In Renova, the motive was staff turnover needs during the holiday 

period. In Framtiden AB, the initiative came from management, as well as an ownership 

requirement to work with social and economic inclusion in the housing company’s areas. Volvo 

cited a mix between recruitment needs and social responsibility of a group of committed 

employees. Jobbspåren was established as a permanent activity within Framtiden as 

‘Jobblyftet’, Renova has delayed due to the financial investments required, and Volvo seems to 

be establishing job tracks as a new and complementary recruitment channel. 

 

 

Challenges and opportunities with local governments’ role as employers 

The examples from Borlänge, Gislaved, and Gothenburg are by no means unique. The statistics 

on local job tracks compiled by the DUA show that local governments make up 35% of the 

employers associated with the programmes. Based on the three examples and other research, 

we here discuss the challenges and opportunities for developing local governments’ role as 

employers in labour market integration policy. 

 

Local governments’ role as employers is broadening and growing, with support from various 

national programmes, such as job tracks and start-up jobs. Most initiatives aim to increase 

participants’ employability, despite some having been permanently employed. Such 

programmes appear to be positive and effective in the sense that participants should be able to 
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move from employability to finding permanent jobs. However, due to the presence on some 

uncertainty, continued research could show more long-term effects. 

 

Local government-owned companies are, in the discourse around public organisations, often 

said to offer more flexibility than traditional in-house organising, such as in developing their 

role as employers (see, for example, Thomasson 2009). However, it should not be taken for 

granted that local government-owned companies are driven by social responsibility, or will 

internalise initial recruitment and training costs more easily or effectively than privately-owned 

companies (or, for that matter, than local government organisation). The Renova example 

shows how their technical orientation and requirements to efficiently deliver environmental 

services and handle fee funds mean that they are more reluctant about establishing job tracks 

than large private companies, or even multinational corporations. The latter may, paradoxically, 

be more exposed to social demands to work with social and economic inclusion. One 

explanation for this may be ‘institutional confusion’ that public organisations may experience 

in NPM culture with increased demands for efficiency and profit. This also means that different 

public companies or administrations experience different requirements in developing an 

employer role. In the three examples, Framtiden AB met ownership requirements for working 

with integration issues. The fact that the requirements came top-down had two different effects. 

First, it was initially more challenging to implement the programme and comply with the 

requirements. Second, anchoring the programme with the owners has made it permanent and 

internalised the costs (Truong & Sjödin 2021). 

 

A consequence of broadening the employer role may also be a stronger resistance at lower 

organisational levels, as the existing new recruitment system may be perceived to overlap and 

stoke fears that priority will be given to employment for some, but not others. At Fågelmyra, 

the existing staff were initially sceptical about the establishment of trainees. However, this 

quickly changed to a positive view when it was established that this would not threaten their 

own employment, and was seen as a positive addition and broadening of the (recycling) 

business. Internal concerns, as well as opposition to increased recruitment in general and new 

recruitment paths in particular, are a potentially major issue that may raise concerns about 

negative changes to the workplace regarding the replacement or neglect of existing staff. 
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In summary, the development of the employer role is based on two starting points. First, those 

who need employment and what exactly they require. Second, how their own organisational 

resources and opportunities can most effectively be used or expanded with the help of others, 

such as government organisations, other branches of local government (or other local 

governments themselves), or private businesses. 

 

 

6. Discussion  
Our studies show that pinpointing the role of local governments in labour market integration is 

far from straightforward. Indeed, local governments seem to have several different roles that 

are developed by a variety of local governmental actors in a number of different contexts. In 

our studies, we started from the three roles identified by previous research (our own and others’) 

on local labour market integration as particularly important: the roles as procurer, entrepreneur, 

and employer. In these roles, local governments act to promote labour market integration, and 

thus enable everyone to be part of working life and society. This is done through local 

governmental activities and networks – both established and emerging – with companies and 

civil society. 

 

While the roles are diverse and intertwined, they also have specific characteristics that allow 

them to be distinguished analytically. What characterises the role as purchaser is the exercising 

and development of market exchanges where local governments act as buyer. It includes both 

procurements of labour market integration initiatives (e.g. education or job coaching) and the 

possibility of integrating employment requirements into procurement contracts. The role is 

based on local governments’ demand and purchasing power, and occurs predominantly in 

relationships and exchanges that follow the logic of competition as a driving force. 

 

Furthermore, regarding the entrepreneurial role, the actual integration work is intended to take 

place beyond local governments’ own organisation. Here, local governments cooperate with 

non-profit organisations, social enterprises (especially WISEs) and the local business 

community. Unlike through procurement, where the efforts are shaped and developed as 

services in a market or as contract conditions, the role as entrepreneur is based on voluntariness 

and horizontal relationships. This means that local governments are part of, or support, local 

partnerships where initiatives can be developed from below, while local governments can 
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contribute to their survival and diffusion. In recent years, the role has been emphasised as a way 

to develop flexible and effective local initiatives, while also following a well-trodden path in 

integration policy implementation (Qvist 2016). 

 

In the employer role, however, labour market integration takes place in the local government’s 

own operations, in which departments and local governmental companies offer employment (or 

internships) to target groups. This is often done through local job tracks based on employers’ 

skill needs. Here participants, through education and internships, are prepared for work in 

sectors where there is a shortage of labour, such as care and nursing. Statistics from the DUA 

show that 35% of all employers linked to local job tracks are in the local governmental sector, 

thus confirming the scale and importance of the employer role for local governments’ labour 

market integration. Even so, this role is rarely highlighted as innovative and dynamic in the 

success stories of labour market integration disseminated through networks and organisations 

at the national level. 

 

The roles themselves – how they are performed and filled with content in different local 

governments – have been, and continue to be, an important theme in our studies. It is also 

interesting to study the relationships between them. For example, the procuring role offers tools 

that generally force companies into collaboration – that is, if they want to compete for local 

governmental contracts. While strict requirements are admittedly rare, our studies show that 

procurement functions as a door opener for dialogue with companies that are otherwise difficult 

to reach or attract into integration-promoting partnerships. Accordingly, the procuring role 

reinforces rather than replaces the entrepreneurial/collaborative role. Another example is when 

the employer role is transferred to the entrepreneur, which is most evident when local 

governmental units are transformed into social enterprises – which sometimes happens in order 

to avoid competition with the social enterprises that the local government aims to support and 

develop. There is hence a potential conflict between the local government as a social 

intrapreneur and employer, and the local government as an enabler of social innovation and 

entrepreneurship outside of the local governmental organisation. This conflict is found in the 

literature on public innovation, and is occasionally described in terms of governance vs meta-

governance (see Ek Österberg & Qvist 2020). 
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In practice, local governmental labour market integration means that a large number of actors 

in local governmental administration can be involved in integration efforts, albeit at a distance. 

In the procurer role, for example, the central procurement units are important as drivers and 

administrative hubs. Its task is to be both encouraging (inspire and convince) and bureaucratic 

(create structures, rules, and processes). Of course, all of the departments and companies that 

make procurements with employment requirements are important players. The procurer role is 

thus spread over a large number of public government employees who do not necessarily 

always have labour market integration as their area of competence or main occupation. 

Although not all actors are involved in developing or promoting the initiatives, they are 

important for initiatives to take root and stabilise. The dissemination of tasks and 

responsibilities within and beyond local government organisation thus offers a number of 

opportunities to both broaden and deepen, and renew and manage, the integration work locally. 

However, this also entails major challenges, as quality requirements and the follow-up of results 

must be balanced against the risk of a loss of flexibility and creativity. 

 

 

Three observations 

From the studies we have thus far conducted, we would like to highlight three observations. 

First, there is a movement towards further strengthening the role of civil society, not least social 

enterprises. It is a kind of market creation that offers enormous potential while also challenging 

traditional notions about companies, the market, and local governments’ relationship to them. 

Here, we believe, there is a wide range of opportunities to develop initiatives for those in the 

target group who require more than mere matching. However, the opportunity for these actors 

to be innovative and influence policy development depends on local governments’ courage and 

ability to involve these actors early in the processes and, of course, on the existence of local 

social enterprises – which tends to be something that local governments have little control over. 

This presupposes areas of cooperation between social enterprises and local governments, in 

which civil society can be creative and offer new solutions based on their own resources and 

skills. These social enterprises must also be given space to be proactive in realising ideas as 

well as actively participating in knowledge transfer processes. If this is to be possible, it is 

crucial for local governments’ own activities to not be in competition with these enterprises. It 

is also important to understand and manage the difference between ordinary for-profit 

companies and social enterprises at local governmental, regional, and state levels. 
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This is hugely important, as previous research has warned against seeing social enterprises as 

generic suppliers of welfare solutions that deliver ‘just in time’ what the purchasers order 

(Aiken & Bode 2009). This means that the potential of social enterprises to create meaningful 

employment for people who – regardless of how well they are matched – lack the required 

conditions to fit into the regular labour market, is lost. Under such conditions, social enterprises 

are seen as just another provider of welfare services that may be compared to for-profit 

enterprises with completely different conditions and objectives. In such a context, social 

enterprises are at risk of being competed out of existence since their distinctiveness is not 

capitalised upon. 

 

One example is the ongoing reorganisation of the PES, which affects local governments’ work 

with labour market integration in several ways. Many WISEs are dependent on the PES placing 

people with them for work training, a procedure that is reduced when the PES is reorganised to 

work more closely and frequently with procured matching companies (Annebäck 2021). 

Despite the fact that, in many local governments and political discourse, civil society is seen as 

an increasingly important partner for solving complex societal problems, such as work and 

integration, there is a risk that systems will be introduced that make it difficult for these actors 

to operate. 

 

Second, there is a need to problematise and further explore target groups for local labour market 

integration regarding how they are created and change over time, and how local governments 

in their different roles address different sets within the same target group. Individuals outside 

the labour market constitute a broad and heterogeneous group with various reasons for their 

exclusion from working life. However, many initiatives, such as those which promote 

employment, are designed to solve an imaginary matching problem, often seen from a skills 

supply perspective, with employers in need of recruitment and individuals without a job. The 

initiatives tend to offer solutions for the most job-ready individuals in the target group, as they 

more easily and ably match what is sought after. This prioritisation is reasonable given the 

policy development where integration is increasingly equated with (or assumed to occur 

through) labour market integration. However, it can also be problematic given the target group’s 

heterogeneity. This applies especially to foreign-born people, who constitute a highly 

multifaceted group – or rather groups – within which conditions and needs differ greatly. This 
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is a major challenge for labour market integration, which is usually developed in the form of 

targeted programmes for certain target groups – programmes that can also compete with each 

other. If labour integration for the whole target group is to be achieved, efforts must also be 

adapted to those who are less job-ready. If not, some groups will remain permanently excluded 

from the labour market. 

 

There is also much debate over how to prioritise existing resources. A recurring problem that 

we have seen in our studies is the challenges local governments face in balancing how different 

local governmental resources are to be used. As we have just described, there is an inherent 

tension between investing resources in what is sometimes described as low-hanging fruit (i.e. 

individuals who are more job-ready and already relatively close to the labour market) and the 

higher-hanging fruit. The latter are those groups that in many cases have fewer opportunities to 

integrate into the conventional labour market and need more long-term initiatives that are seen 

as more costly, such as longer rehabilitation, work training, or education. When goal fulfilment 

is measured through such indicators as paid work and self-sufficiency, there is a risk that 

initiatives aimed at those in need of more long-term help will be given lower priority during 

resource allocation. This is problematic as there are great gains to be made both for the 

individual and society if these groups become more integrated. Previous research has also 

pointed to the importance of including other factors than work that affect foreign-born people’s 

opportunities for successful social integration, such as housing shortages (Holmqvist, 

Omanović & Urban 2020) or mental illness with unprocessed trauma. 

 

Third, the issue of a narrow focus on work as a means and goal of integration must be discussed 

further. The broad, multifaceted target groups of individuals outside the labour market do not 

only consist of migrants. Indeed, these groups also contain those with physical and mental 

functional variations, young adults, people with work-related injuries, and those with substance 

abuse and criminal records, among others. Integration has in recent decades been strongly 

associated with labour market integration and foreign-born people. We argue that this view of 

integration is much too narrow, as integration presupposes not only work, nor that only migrants 

need support to enter the labour market. Politics and its implementation tend to change in line 

with language, or perhaps indeed vice versa. This policy area has not always been called 

integration policy. For a long time, it was referred to as immigration policy (Urban 2018). 

Nowadays, there is often talk of the establishment of new arrivals and other foreign-born 
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people. To challenge the usual way of talking about contemporary integration, in the hope of 

enabling new perspectives, images, and solutions, Ayşe Çağlar and Nina Glick Schiller (2018) 

proposed the concept ‘emplacement’. It offers, they argue, new ways of dealing with issues of 

integration that otherwise tend to be dominated by the categorisation of foreign- and domestic-

born people. A discussion with emplacement/displacement as a starting point may possibly shift 

the focus towards human rights and diversity rather than simply labour market establishment. 

This is especially important as there is a risk of efforts being aimed to meet employers’ staffing 

requirements, rather than people’s needs for meaningful employment. 
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