
 
The Change of Property Rights 

State Ownership and Privatization in Sweden 
The dividing line between state and market belongs to economy’s most exciting and controver-
sial area since Adam Smith wrote ‘The Wealth of Nations’ in 1776. According to Smith, the state 
should meet the societal needs of external and internal security, infrastructure, education and ju-
diciary. The perception of what government should do and should not do has changed and has 
always been controversial. The question of what shall be produced and organised within the 
framework of private and public organisations is not new, but has been controversial throughout 
the centuries. The perception of what is the most effective model has swayed back and forth. The 
latest pendulum swing is in the direction towards more market, which began in the 1970s in the 
US and UK, growing quickly to become a global movement. Publicly owned companies have 
existed since the emergence of states and in many countries, they had their golden age in the 
post-war period until the beginning of the 1980s. In Sweden Statsföretag AB a state owned hold-
ing company had 300 000 employees. Subsequently, these companies were often exposed to crit-
icism, which continued to persist after the crises during the 1970s. By way of introduction, there-
fore, a number of factors shall be presented that have been important in this paradigm shift - 
which was of an economical, ideological and political nature. 
 
The study gives a valuable short history of state ownership and privatization in Sweden. It offers 
an easily accessible overview of the theme as a history of state ownership and privatization in 
Sweden in a nutshell. The overview is  “problematized” in order to produce more of conclusions. 
For example stated motives for privatization during the non-socialist governments of 1991-94 
and 2006-12 will be compared. In many countries, the details of the privatisation process such 
as: restructuring of enterprises, valuation of assets etc are delegated to one or more public organ-
isations. These are called ‘privatisation agencies’. This has not always been the case in Sweden. 
By comparing the institutional framework for Swedish privatisations with other countries, the 
analysis is simplified to what is unique, what is general and what is cultural or time dependent. It 
seems that the privatizations of the early 1990s are swept into a fog of secrecy, but the author has 
now got access to the classified material of the privatization commission. Who made the deci-
sions, what were the motives and what level of transparency have characterised the decision pro-
cesses? What has been the rationale and basis for the privatisations? Furthermore, the study con-
cerns transfer of ownership through the sale of property and/or transmission of responsibility for 
the provision of public services 
 
Case studies for the research are the holding company AB Statsföretag and the state owned sur-
veillance and security company ABAB. The latter company was formed in 1964 with the pur-
pose of not only to improve efficiency in security services needed by state enterprises, but also to 
increase competition on a monopolistic market. 


