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A Monstrous Hybrid: The Political
Economy of Housing in Early
Twenty-first Century Sweden
BRETT CHRISTOPHERS

In the leftist Western political imagination, Sweden continues, for many, to
represent a vision of a ‘better’, more egalitarian political-economic model than
the neoliberal capitalism that has come to dominate the Anglo-American world
in particular; and its housing system is widely regarded as an integral component
of this alternative, social-democratic model. The present paper argues that this
envisioning of the political economy of Swedish housing is thoroughly outdated.
Yet it insists, equally, that the competing envisioning of Swedish housing
advanced by prominent scholars within Sweden – of a radically (neo)liberalised
domestic housing system – is not accurate either. Rather, Swedish housing in the
early twenty-first century constitutes a complex hybrid of legacy regulated
elements on the one hand and neoliberalised elements on the other. Recognising
this hybridity is essential, the paper submits, to understanding the nature and
source of the most pressing issues facing the Swedish housing sector today. The
system’s hybridity, moreover, is ‘monstrous’ – following Jane Jacobs’s coining
of the term – in the sense that those issues reveal the pivotal role currently
played by the Swedish housing system in the creation, reproduction and intensification of socio-economic inequality.
Keywords: political economy, housing, Sweden, neoliberalism
Introduction
The centrality of housing and of housing-related issues to contemporary economies and politics is increasingly widely recognised. Herman Schwartz and Leonard
Seabrooke (2008: 238-9) have articulated this centrality especially clearly, noting
that housing is ‘the single largest asset in people’s everyday lives and one of the
biggest financial assets in most economies’, and that – partly in view of these
economic roles – housing has manifold ‘ballot box consequences’. If housing
manifestly infuses contemporary politics and economics, Schwartz and Seabrooke
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maintain, then it is, or at least it should be, integral to the study of political
economy. The ongoing global financial crisis that began in 2007, and which of
course initially crystallised in the domain specifically of housing finance, has
for many influential commentators (for example, Schwartz 2009; Harvey 2010,
2012) only served to underscore the ineluctability of housing to any comprehensive account of contemporary political-economic dynamics and transformation.
With this ineluctability in mind, this paper sets out to take stock of the political
economy of housing in present-day Sweden. The provocation to the paper lies in
two catalysts. The first is the work of Schwartz and Seabrooke (2008) on what they
term ‘varieties of residential capitalism’. Together with a series of collaborators,
Schwartz and Seabrooke have sought to assess how ‘residential capitalism’ – their
label for, essentially, the political economy of housing – varies from country to
country among ‘old welfare states’. But while the various countries considered
included Norway (Tranøy 2008) and Denmark (Mortensen and Seabrooke
2008), they do not include Sweden.
This gap, I argue, needs to be filled. This is not only because Sweden is the
largest of the traditionally ‘high-income, high-welfare’ Nordic societies in
which, as Schwartz and Seabrooke (2008: 240) observe, ‘the politics of housing
has become extremely sensitive’, but between which the political economy of
housing varies much more than is typically recognised (Ruonavaara 2012). Nor
does the fact that housing policy was a pivotal structure of the post-war socialdemocratic ‘Swedish model’ necessarily provide our primary impetus.
Equally, if not more, important is the cathartic role that imaginaries of Sweden
continue to play in international leftist narratives of political-economic alternatives to neoliberal capitalism. This role was perhaps most evocatively captured
by the late American economist Robert Heilbroner, who, in an interview conducted 20 years ago (1992: 46), observed that the vision of what he called a
‘slightly imaginary Sweden’ served as a ‘lodestar’ for many in the West by
demonstrating an example of ‘a much higher degree of economic equality and a
more equitable distribution of income and wealth’.
Heilbroner, for his part, actually believed that such a vision had already largely
dissipated by the beginning of the 1990s; it was a thing of his ‘youth.’ On my
reading, however, it is still very much alive and well; ‘Sweden’, or more accurately
a powerful imaginary thereof, still plays a crucial cathartic role. This struck me
most forcibly at the Annual Meeting of the Association of American Geographers
in Washington, DC, in 2010, when Nobel Laureate Paul Krugman, in answering
a question from the audience after his plenary lecture, invoked Heilbroner and
his Sweden to say: ‘I think that’s sort of what I would like [the world] to look
like, too’ (Krugman 2010). Sweden, in short, is still the pre-eminent poster child
for ‘a better alternative’ among many on the international left.
Pointedly, housing remains a fundamental element of this quasi-utopian vision.
As recently as 2012 the Finnish housing scholar Hannu Ruonavaara (2012: 100)
asserted that in Sweden ‘housing is embedded in civil society in a way that is
very exceptional internationally’, and indeed it is hard to read his description of
Sweden as ‘the country that more than any other country embodies the Scandinavian model’ except in the light of this conviction. Nowhere, however, was a
fetishisation of Swedish housing more starkly illustrated than in the opening to
886
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an article on ‘Housing Justice in Sweden’ by the American legal scholar Deborah
Kenn (1996: 63):
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A country where everyone lives in decent housing which costs less
than 25 per cent of their income? A country where everyone has the
choice between rental housing, cooperative housing, and singlefamily housing? A country where lack of individual financial
resources does not relegate one to living in central city slums? A
dream world? No. Affordable, quality housing for all exists in
Sweden.
Since the political-economic imagery encapsulated in this quotation continues to
circulate internationally, and to underwrite Krugmanesque fancies, the articulation
of a more credible picture is, in my view, a pressing imperative. As we will see,
such imagery is a very long way from reality, and indeed has long since been
scotched by indigenous housing scholars. In other words, Krugman and Heilbroner’s Sweden, at least insofar as the political economy of housing is concerned,
is today considerably more than just ‘slightly’ imaginary.
The second provocation to the paper, meanwhile, is found in some of the most
influential lines of argument being developed by the aforementioned Sweden-based
housing scholars. Of particular importance here is the political-economy work of
the geographer Eric Clark, who, with co-authors, has been arguing in recent
years that the Swedish housing system has been thoroughly neoliberalised (Clark
and Johnson 2009; Hedin et al. 2012). In making this case, Clark and colleagues
cite the analytically corresponding – albeit normatively opposed – view of the neoclassical real-estate economists Hans Lind and Stellan Lundström (2007: 129) that
Sweden has indeed ‘gradually become one of the most liberal market-governed
housing markets in the Western world’ (translation in Hedin et al. 2012: 444).
This thesis of the (neo)liberalisation of the Swedish housing system serves as a
provocation to the present paper for the simple reason that it – like the imaginary
Sweden romanticised by Kenn and Krugman – is not, in my view, accurate either.
My argument as to the contemporary political-economic configuration of the
Swedish housing system, rather, will be that it represents a complex hybrid of
Weberian ideal types. It is neither one thing (centralised and regulated) nor the
other (marketised and deregulated), but a hybrid that has certainly received
numerous powerful doses of neoliberalisation, and yet which remains, in key
areas, regulated and, as such, relatively isolated from market forces and configurations. The article further claims, following Jane Jacobs’s (1992) felicitous
coining of the label ‘monstrous hybrid’, that there is a distinct ‘monstrosity’ to
the Swedish housing system’s contemporary hybridity (see Blessing 2012). For
its essentially mixed political-economic character helps to explain why, to use
the criteria favoured by Kenn (that is, providing affordable, quality housing for
all, with a meaningful choice between tenure types), the current Swedish
housing system palpably does not ‘work’ – especially not for the country’s
most socio-economically vulnerable and disadvantaged groups.
The paper makes this argument in three parts. The first section explores what it
describes as the key historic ‘vectors’ of neoliberalisation within the Swedish
887
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housing system: the principal ways and areas in which substantive change has
been introduced to the original post-war ‘Swedish model’, the core lineaments
of which are also elucidated. A particular effort is made here to be clear about
what exactly is meant by ‘neoliberalisation’; rather than using the term in a
woolly, catch-all fashion, the paper invokes it, following Loı̈c Wacquant (2009:
306), to refer to processes specifically implicated in a wider political project
‘aiming to remake the nexus of market, state and citizenship’.
I argue that, perhaps surprisingly, such processes began long before most
accounts of Swedish housing’s ostensible neoliberalisation (see especially Clark
and Johnson 2009) allow: namely, in 1968, with the formative deregulation of
transfer pricing in – and hence the incipient marketisation of – the tenantowned apartment (bostadsrätt) sector (also frequently referred to as ‘co-operative
housing’). This, then, is the first of the ‘vectors’ referred to above. I identify and
discuss, alongside this, two other crucial, inter-related vectors: first, the growing
marketisation, since the early 1990s, of the public rental (allmännytta) sector;
and, second, a definitive if unspoken renunciation of the historic principle of
tenure neutrality, and its gradual replacement by a policy regime privileging
and encouraging owner-occupation over rental.
The second section focuses on the principal remaining islands of regulation of
the housing system within the wider neoliberalising ocean. It highlights three that
are especially material and which, as with the neoliberalising initiatives introduced above, are closely interlinked with one another. The first is the system of
rent regulation that continues materially to influence how much landlords,
public and private alike, can charge tenants. The second comprises the queuing
systems that prospective tenants ordinarily must negotiate in order to rent from
apartment landlords – again, of both public and private varieties. And the third
is the set of rules that substantially restricts the ability of both tenant-owners
and renters to, respectively, let or sub-let their apartments.
The third and final section of the paper pulls together the strands woven in the
first two sections to envision the overall hybrid configuration that the existing
Swedish housing system ultimately represents. But it also seeks to push the argument somewhat further than that: it not only illustrates hybridity, but develops an
argument as to why this hybridity can, in Jacobs’s terms, be considered ‘monstrous’. The essence of this argument is that rather than offsetting or negating
one another, the two co-existing policy ‘regimes’ within the housing system –
the collective array of marketised components on the one hand, and the remaining
elements of regulation on the other – tend instead to aggravate one another,
generating in key areas something like a ‘perfect storm’ of regressive politicaleconomic dynamics. This observation informs the conclusion that, as currently
configured, the Swedish housing system serves as a decisive mechanism for the
creation, reproduction and intensification of socio-economic inequalities.
Vectors of neoliberalisation
In his ‘sketch of the neoliberal state’ (2009: 287–314), the French sociologist Loı̈c
Wacquant identifies what he perceives to be the emblematic characteristics of
what we have come, in the past few decades, to perceive as ‘neoliberal’ political
888
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economy. In arguing that Swedish housing policy has taken a series of substantive
steps along a neoliberalised path since the late 1960s, I will draw upon Wacquant’s
framework – partly because I think a framework of some sort is needed (to avoid
using the term ‘neoliberalism’ in an unanchored, slippery fashion); and partly
because Wacquant’s sociological conceptualisation is at once fuller, but also
more precise, than many of the competing, more economically-oriented
characterisations.
For Wacquant (2009: 307), neoliberalism entails ‘the articulation of four institutional logics’: promotion, typically via economic deregulation and invariably in
the name of efficiency, of markets and market-like mechanisms; welfare state
retrenchment; propagation of a trope of individual responsibility and the entrepreneurial self; and an expansive and intrusive penal apparatus. In tracing the primary
vectors of neoliberalisation of Swedish housing, all but the fourth of these logics
will be clearly apparent.
1. Marketisation of the tenant-owned apartment sector
The Swedish bostadsrätt sector is one of those idiosyncratic property forms
that does not quite ‘fit’ conventional tenure categorisations – it is neither
owner-occupation, nor rental. Instead, the occupier of an individual residential
unit – normally, but not always, an apartment – is a member and shareholder
of a co-operative (the bostadsrättförening) that itself owns the unit in question,
together with one or more others (again, usually, but not always, in the form of
a block or blocks of apartments). To acquire a share in the co-operative, a new
resident pays a fee; in return, he or she gets the right to use a specific dwelling
unit for an unspecified, unlimited period of time, and to transfer this right to a
new resident/shareholder (Ruonavaara 2005: 216).
This sector – which I term the tenant-owned apartment sector – originated in
the co-operative movement of the pre-war era, but it was not formally institutionalised until the period between the world wars. The two key pieces of legislation
were the Tenant-Ownership Act of 1930 and the Tenant-Ownership Control Act of
1942. The latter was critically important insofar as it introduced regulation of
transfer pricing: as a rule, ‘the purchasing sum for right of occupancy was not
to be higher than the tenant-owner’s share of co-operative association’s assets’,
with the latter ‘calculated not on the basis of market price but the property’s taxation value’. Moreover, local rent tribunals were to control transfers. The sector
was thus located strictly off the market: it was a ‘non-commodified form of
housing’ (Ruonavaara 2005: 221). And it became, in the process, an increasingly
integral component of the storied ‘Swedish model’, with the sector growing its
share of Swedish dwellings from 4 per cent in 1945 to 9 per cent by 1960
(Figure 1).
As Ruonavaara relates, however, this sector also became, in the 1960s, the first
component of the Swedish housing system to be deregulated and marketised and,
thus, neoliberalised, in the manner envisioned by Wacquant. In 1968, the 1942
Tenant-Ownership Control Act was abolished, the principal upshot of which
was a shift, from 1972 onwards, to market prices as the basis of transfer values
(Ruonavaara 2005: 223). In short, shareholders were henceforth allowed to sell
889
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FIGURE 1. Swedish dwellings by tenure type, 1945-2010 (%)
Source: For 1945-1990 see Turner (1997a: 478); for 2010 see http://www.scb.se/PagesRelease315236
(accessed May 2012)

their occupancy rights for the highest price that the market would deliver, and
profit-oriented estate agents replaced public rent tribunals as the primary intermediaries in the exchange process.1
Today, therefore, the tenant-owned apartment sector constitutes a subset of
owner-occupancy in all but name – with the only material caveat relating, as
we shall see below, to restricted letting rights. By 1990, the sector’s share of
Swedish dwellings had increased to 15 per cent; by the end of 2010, it was estimated to have further expanded, to just over 22 per cent. Equally significantly,
the deregulation of 1968 put in place the necessary conditions for two subsequent
phases of runaway price escalation: first, from 1980 to 1990 (and lubricated by
deregulation of Sweden’s credit markets in the middle of the decade), during
which period prices increased by 80 per cent in real terms (Turner 1997b); and
then, after interludes of falling prices (1990–1993) and relatively modest
increases (1993– 2000), from 2000 to 2010, during which period prices increased
from a nationwide average of 390,000 Swedish crowns to an average of 1.3m – an
increase, in real terms, of not far short of 200 per cent.2

2.

Marketisation of the public rental sector

The second key vector of neoliberalisation of Swedish housing is of more recent
vintage, applying principally from the early 1990s. This development we can best
characterise in terms of the marketisation of the public rental (allmännytta) sector
and, as with the marketisation of bostadsrätt, it is Wacquant’s first neoliberal
‘logic’ – the promotion of markets and market-like mechanisms through deregulation – that is most emphatically in play.
890
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Like the tenant-owned apartment sector, Swedish public rental originated in the
inter-war years – specifically, in the 1930s, an era of economic stagnation and
high unemployment, when municipalities first formed their own housing companies. These municipal housing companies were, from the beginning, ‘owned and
controlled by the municipalities but run as independent enterprises on a non-profit
basis’ (Bengtsson 1994: 186). By 1945, the emergent public rental sector represented 6 per cent of Swedish dwellings.
The sector was given its principal fillip, however, in the immediate post-war
era, when the Social Democratic government, guided by the influential final
report of a long-running Commission on Housing and Redevelopment in 1945,
introduced the comprehensive housing policy framework that would structure
Swedish housing provision over the succeeding decades – and which epitomised,
in many respects, the wider ‘Swedish model’. For, the municipal housing companies became ‘the main instruments for implementing the state’s housing policy’
(Hedman 2008: 12). Crucially, public rental was indeed to be public, not
‘social’, housing. It ‘should not be directed at certain groups with special needs
but should be for everyone’ (Hedman 2008: 12); although in practice, precisely
in view of their ‘moral and political obligation to cater for all types of household’,
the municipal companies have typically owned stock in which ‘socially deprived
households are overrepresented’ (Turner 1999: 694).
The quarter-century from 1945 through to 1970 was indubitably the ‘golden
age’ of public rental in Sweden. Its share of dwellings mushroomed from 6 per
cent to 23 per cent. And this growth was concentrated largely in new-build,
culminating, as Bo Bengtsson (1994: 186) observed, ‘in the so-called “Million
Programme,” when the [municipal] companies accounted for almost 40 per cent
of the one million dwellings built between 1965 and 1974’.
The 1970s and 1980s were decades in which the public rental sector experienced only relatively modest overall qualitative or quantitative change: rapid
growth was a thing of the past, its share of dwellings growing only two percentage
points (to 25 per cent); yet its marketisation had not yet begun. The most profound
changes were occurring elsewhere: in the owner-occupier sector, where the 1970s
saw strong demand for and construction of single-family homes, and in the
tenant-owned apartment sector, with the aforementioned boom of the 1980s.
The housing shortages which had stimulated massive construction of new
multi-dwelling blocks for public rental had eased; and such blocks were increasingly being criticised on account of ‘monotonous design and technical defects’
(Hedman 2008: 16).
The marketisation of public housing began in earnest in the early 1990s, after a
centre-right coalition won power from the Social Democrats in 1991. This process
took – and has continued, to the present day, to take – several forms. Some I will
consider tangentially below, when addressing a wider historical shift away from
the principle of tenure neutrality. Here, I consider those aspects of marketisation
specific to the public rental sector, of which two stand out.
First, the state, in the shape of individual local municipalities (but encouraged
for the most part by central government, too), has sold off large quantities of
public housing stock. Sometimes this has occurred through sale to private landlords. More often, however, it has occurred through sale to sitting tenants – a
891
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Swedish version of Margaret Thatcher’s 1980s Right to Buy programme in the
UK, and one in which the property converts to the tenant-owned apartment (bostadsrätt) legal form. The latter form of marketisation has been particularly contentious, not least since tenants typically acquire their apartment at well-below
equivalent bostadsrätt market prices, and are able to realise immediate profits
through open-market sale. (A recent report [Flovén 2010] estimated that with conversion prices generally 40 –60 per cent below market levels, the conversion of
30,000 municipally-owned Stockholm apartments into tenant-ownership
between 2000 and 2009 represented a cumulative transfer of 50 billion crowns
from Stockholm taxpayers to the 30,000 new owners.) The Social Democrats
tried to make conversions more difficult, introducing the so-called ‘Stopplag’ in
2002, but this legislation was repealed by the centre-right coalition in 2007
after it returned to power in 2006 (Armerin and Song 2009: 3).
Whether disposal of public housing stock has been to private landlords or to
sitting tenants, the late Bengt Turner’s (1999: 484 –5) appraisal of the rationale
for such marketisation – that it is either ‘ideologically motivated’ (on the basis
that it is ‘not a municipal responsibility to run housing companies’) and/or
driven by ‘short-sighted budgetary considerations’ – remains the dominant one.
Equally, few scholars debate Turner’s observation that because ‘it is only possible
to sell the most attractive part of the [housing] stock at a price that exceeds the
value of outstanding debts’, municipalities tend to get ‘stuck with the most unattractive part of the stock’. In numerical terms, the two parallel disposal trends have
seen the municipal housing companies’ share of overall dwellings decline from 25
per cent in 1990 to 17 per cent in 2010 (with the share of tenant-owned apartments,
as noted above, increasing by an almost identical amount).
The second aspect of marketisation specific to the public rental sector has been
the increasingly institutionalised expectation that the municipal housing companies should operate according to businesslike or (on some readings) for-profit principles. Once again the early- and mid-1990s represented the pivotal period of
change, although in this case the process of marketisation has been much more
drawn-out and staggered: it began, haltingly, in the 1980s, while the latest consequential developments occurred only as recently as 2011.
The 1980s saw the planting of the first seeds of a new quasi-marketised
regime for public housing, although in reality any practical change was very
limited. Thus, on the one hand, the municipal housing companies were ‘forced
to control and reduce their spending to a greater extent than previously’; but
on the other hand, the municipalities and their housing companies continued
to receive central government support to cover operating losses (Hedman
2008: 17).
The 1990s were critical in the sense that formal, explicit state support was
removed in the first half of the decade through legislation – the crucial components of which we will address below (in regard to the question of tenure neutrality). The 1990s were also critical to the extent that it was in this decade that all
financial risk associated with public housing was transferred from the central state
to the municipality level (Hedman 2008) Yet despite the bulk of the municipal
housing companies seeing their status change from non-profit foundations to
limited liability companies, they remained, in law, non-profit oriented (utan
892
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vinstsyfte) (SOU 2001); and hence Turner (1997a) was fully entitled to ask, in his
1997 article on such companies: ‘On or Off the Market?’
One forceful answer to this latter question was proffered in 2005 by the
Swedish Property Federation (Fastigehetsägarna), which represents the interests
of Sweden’s private landlords, and which in that year lodged a complaint with the
European Commission (EC) alleging that Sweden was in breach of European
Union State Aid rules (which prohibit government support for private companies).
The municipal housing companies were, it was claimed, still in receipt of state
support, albeit less explicitly than in the past: in particular, the municipalities
acted as guarantors of loans taken out by those companies, without the latter
having to pay a premium for this beneficence. Moreover, in not requiring their
housing companies to generate market-based returns, the municipalities were, it
was alleged, distorting competition (Eliasson 2010). In sum, the housing companies were seen to still be off the market.
The eventual upshot of this appeal to the EC was a change in the Swedish law
governing the municipal housing companies from the beginning of 2011. Under
the new legislation, such companies have been placed closer to the market than
at any time in the past. The key clauses within the new legislation stipulate that
henceforth these companies must conduct their activities according to commercial
or businesslike (affärsmässiga) principles, targeting ‘normal’ rates of return
(Regeringskansliet 2009).
The various key stakeholders in this new law, perhaps not surprisingly, continue to debate what these clauses should and will mean in day-to-day operating
terms. A paper written by the neoclassical real-estate economists Lind and Lundström (2011) on behalf of the Swedish Property Foundation argued that businesslike must mean, bluntly, profit maximisation. But SABO, the Swedish Association
of Public Housing Companies (Sveriges Allmännyttiga Bostadsföretag),
disagrees. It (SABO 2011: 3) believes ‘businesslike’ is ‘mostly about attitude’
or ‘approach’ ( förhållningssätt), and specifically does not entail that ‘the [municipal housing] company must act precisely like private landlords.’ SABO focuses
instead on the question of the ‘normal rate of return’, arguing that this too is
open to interpretation and will vary by municipality depending on factors such
as risk appetite, market conditions and the location, age and condition of the
housing stock. In other words, while we know that the new law will mean
further marketisation of the Swedish public rental sector, it remains too early to
say how much further.
In sum, we can conclude the following: two sets of changes specific to the
public rental sector have substantively reshaped it in a markedly neoliberalised
direction. First, large chunks of the public housing stock have, through sale,
been literally privatised, and thus de facto marketised. Second, what remains of
the public stock, after two decades of being nudged towards the market, in
2011 was – in some eyes but not in all – de jure marketised.
3. Dissolution of tenure neutrality
The third primary vector of neoliberalisation of Swedish housing over the past 20
years comprises a series of measures that, cumulatively, have served to shift
893
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Swedish housing policy from a stance of explicit tenure neutrality to one in which
owner-occupation – including tenant-ownership – is manifestly, if not avowedly,
privileged.
Tenure neutrality was a central premise of Sweden’s post-war housing reforms,
and received its most ardent expression in the government’s Guidelines for
Housing Policy (Riktlinjer för bostadspolitiken) established in 1974 (Cabinet
Proposition 1974). Lennart Lundqvist (1987) has argued that this bill, and the
policy regime it underpinned, emphasised three aspects of tenure neutrality:
households in different tenures should ideally have equal standards, costs and
influence (for example, over issues of housing management, maintenance and
modernisation). However, the bill also sought to do something more subtle, but
arguably much more significant: to accord equal social status to each tenure
form, whereby no single type of tenure would be seen as more ‘valid’ or
‘normal’ than any other. In any event, the crux of the guidelines was that all
and any policies enacted in the housing realm should be formulated explicitly
in the light of the ‘concern not to steer households to a certain housing form’
(Lundqvist 1987: 120).
The situation today is a far cry from the ideals espoused in the 1974 guidelines.
The reality is that the ‘ideology of home ownership’ examined by Richard Ronald
(2008) is no less embedded in contemporary Swedish society, culture and politics
than in the Anglo-Saxon and East Asian homeowner societies that Ronald focuses
on. Equally significantly, and fundamentally bound up with this ideological transformation, tenure neutrality has long since effectively been renounced in policy
practice. How this transformation has come about is no simple, linear story; nor
does it pertain, of course, to just one ‘sector’ of the housing system – by definition,
all tenure types are implicated. And while the marketisation of the tenant-owned
apartment and public rental sectors examined above has arguably contributed to
the dissolution of tenure neutrality, the latter has been effected primarily
through a series of separate fiscal and monetary adjustments during the past two
decades. I will identify the most important and enduring of these here, and in
doing so want to emphasise, above all, this: that such measures entail, after
Wacquant, the state pulling back from its historic welfare role, while advancing,
in tandem, a model of individual economic responsibility with which owneroccupancy sits most comfortably.
By any measure the most material policy adjustment has been the phasing out,
since the early 1990s, of interest subsidies on new construction (Turner 1999). To
appreciate why this adjustment has had such significant implications for tenure
equity issues it is imperative to understand that the system of subsidies in place
up to 1993 actively favoured rented and tenant-owned housing over the much
larger ‘pure’ owner-occupancy sector (which accounted, at that time, for about
40 per cent of dwellings). The mechanism by which it did so was as follows:
the government set a ‘guaranteed interest rate’ for loans for new construction
that was substantially lower for rented and tenant-owned housing than for
owner-occupiers; subsidy was received by virtue of the government paying the
difference between this guaranteed rate and the market interest rate. As Turner
remarks, there was a clear tenure-equality logic to this approach, since ‘owneroccupiers received a second subsidy through the tax benefits they received’
894
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(Turner 1999: 685) – benefits which we will discuss presently, and which, critically, have not been phased out. The scale of the impact of this monetary
flexing was apparent as early as 1999, by which time the annual subsidy had
declined to 7 billion crowns, from 36 billion just six years previously (Turner
and Whitehead 2002: 207) – although as Anders Lindbom (2001) notes, the
decline was also influenced by falling interest rates and construction volumes.3
The second set of policy measures to impact materially on tenure neutrality has
been fiscal, and largely taxation-based. In the early 1990s, indirect taxes on rental
and tenant-owned housing were increased (to fund a concurrent decrease in the
marginal income tax rate for most wage earners) (Turner 1997a: 480). More
recently, in 2008, the property tax system was overhauled in such a way that
owner-occupiers benefited disproportionately. A national tax – levied at 1 per
cent of taxable value for single-family dwellings and 0.4 per cent for apartments
(whether rented or tenant-owned) – was replaced by a municipal tax, levied at
0.75 per cent and 0.4 per cent, respectively (Cabinet Proposition 2007). Moreover,
the maximum payable was now capped at 6000 and 1200 crowns, respectively,
equating to taxable values of 800,000 and 300,000 – a much more beneficial
cap for homeowners than apartment owners/tenants, given that the prevailing
national average taxable values were 975,000 crowns for single-family dwellings
(that is more than 20 per cent above the threshold at which the cap kicked in) and
270,000 for apartments (10 per cent below the threshold) (WSP Analys & Strategi
2010). Notably, the government appears latterly to have recognised the tenuretilting nature of these changes, deciding in its 2012 Spring Budget to lower the
apartment tax to 0.3 per cent (Larsson 2012). Yet even this, public and private
landlords claim, does little to redress the much larger taxation-related bias in
the system: the fact that the continuing tax-deductibility of mortgage interest, a
longstanding benefit that no Swedish administration has dared tackle, advantages
individual home owners (including, significantly, owners of bostadsrätt) alone.
Third and finally, means-tested housing allowances (bostadsbidrag) have, over
the past 15 years, been slashed. This development, driven by policy changes to
limit eligibility (Turner and Whitehead 2002: 207), has not constituted a renunciation of tenure neutrality per se. Yet its effects have been overwhelmingly concentrated amongst rental tenants, where reliance on allowances is greatest, as opposed
to amongst homeowners, thus making renting relatively more expensive; and it
clearly constitutes a form of welfare state retrenchment explicitly located in the
housing sphere. The numbers are stark: a 70 per cent fall in the number of households entitled to and claiming allowances between 1995 (576,000) and 2009
(174,000); and declines in total expenditure on housing allowances of about 40
per cent between 1995 and 1998 and a further 36 per cent between 1999 and
2008.4
The cumulative impacts of the above three sets of policy adjustments – in interest subsidisation, property taxation and housing allowances – are apparent throughout the world of Swedish housing in the early twenty-first century. Some I will
consider later, most particularly the impact on construction volumes for rental
housing. But two interrelated impacts can be usefully highlighted here, to underline
the arguments about welfare retrenchment and tenure inequality respectively. First,
as Lindbom (2001: 508) has observed, the housing sector went, in the course of just
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one decade, from imposing a net yearly cost on the state of 25– 35 billion crowns (in
the late 1980s) to delivering a net income of 31 billion (1999). And second, as higher
construction and taxation expenses were passed on to renters, the cost of renting
increased markedly not just in absolute terms but also relatively-speaking. Sven
Bergenstråhle (cited in Clark and Johnson 2009: 187) calculates that between
1986 and 2005, rents increased by 122 per cent, compared with a rise of 41 per
cent in owner-occupancy costs and with general inflation of 49 per cent; other
researchers suggest that something in the order of 70 (Jan Danneman, cited in
Lindbom 2001: 510) to 90 per cent (Turner 2001) of those rental cost increases
were due to political/policy decisions. In other words, a society now ideologically
wedded to the individualised and economically-responsibilist ethic of owner-occupation has seen the state increasingly withdraw from the rental sector, and the costs
of inhabiting the latter increase accordingly.
Islands of regulation
Quite clearly, therefore, respective Swedish governments have adopted housingrelated policies of a distinctly neoliberal guise in recent decades. And yet if we
were to characterise today’s Swedish housing system as thoroughly or even predominantly neoliberalised (as some have, and do), we would not, I will argue
below, be in a position to understand and explain the particular matrix of problems
that it currently faces. Instead, we need to recognise that the neoliberalising wave
has washed away most, but not (yet) all, of the regulatory frameworks put in place
in the post-war era; and that the regulated components which remain standing continue to play a substantive role in shaping housing outcomes. Those remaining
‘islands’ of regulation are the focus of this section. It highlights three: rent regulation, queuing systems for rental property and restrictions on apartment letting
and sub-letting.
In counterposing these principal regulated elements to the neoliberalising tendencies envisioned above, the paper does not mean to install – nor fall back on – a
simplistic opposition between neoliberalism and regulation. As we know from the
enormous literature on neoliberalism, not least Wacquant’s (2009) own intervention (see also Peck and Tickell 2002; Peck 2010), the phenomenon is itself always
and everywhere a state project requiring more or less regulation to put in place and
defend propitious conditions for capital accumulation. Regulation may be scorned
in theory, but it is never eschewed in practice; hence Peck’s (2010: xiii) description of neoliberalism as a ‘self-contradictory form of regulation-in-denial’. Yet the
forms of regulation we turn to now in the Swedish housing context are explicitly
not of the ilk referred to by Peck. Rather than materialising with neoliberalism (as
its productive governmental bulwark), they predated the latter’s partial Swedish
incarnation and continue to be regarded as mainstays of a different type of residential political economy.
1.

Rent regulation

In a market system, housing rents are set by the market and the market alone. That
is to say, supply and demand are allowed to ‘meet’ in an unregulated, unmediated
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fashion; those with property to rent tender it to those looking for a tenancy, and,
ceteris paribus, the former charge as much as the latter will pay. This is not how
rental pricing works in Sweden. Instead, pricing, for public and private rentals
alike, is characterised by what Turner (1997a) has called ‘a “soft” rent control
system’. This system, today, has two main elements.
The first element is the so-called use-value (bruksvärde) approach. The crux of
this approach is that rents should always be set according to a dwelling’s use
value, not its exchange (market-based) value. Utility-based rents were introduced
in Sweden in the late 1950s in the public rental sector, before being extended to the
private rental sector in 1968 (Hedman 2008: 9). Previously, rents had been set
according to individual-dwelling ‘historic costs’, whereby the rent charged
should cover all historic capital costs plus ongoing operating costs such as maintenance charges – an approach which explains why private sector rents in the
1960s were often lowest in the most attractive, city-centre locations, where the
housing stock was oldest (Kemeny 1993).
Under the use-value system, the approach is different, although costs are still
very relevant. Let us first consider the public rental sector (the reason for the
choice of which will become apparent below). In setting rents, an assessment
must first be made of the overall rental income required across a municipal
housing company’s portfolio to cover overall company costs, to provide a
certain level of reserves and, from 2011, to generate a ‘normal’ rate of return.
(And here SABO [2011: 5] is quick to remind us that ‘the government and parliament have been clear: Sweden will not have market rents’.) This cumulative
‘necessary’ rent can then be spread across the portfolio according, in theory, to
the different housing units’ individual use values (and once again, the reason
for the caveat will be explained below) – above cost-covering rents being
charged on dwellings with high perceived use values and low individual costs,
with the surplus used to lower rents on properties with low use values and high
individual costs.
The second element of Sweden’s ‘soft’ rent control system concerns the linked
question of how rents are actually set in practice. Again, the market is a somewhat
distant chimera in this particular context. Rents are set instead through negotiation
– between landlords (public or private) and the local tenants’ unions (hyresgästföreningar) – based on the use value approach described above. The national
tenants’ union offers the following, rather rosy, image of how this works, envisioning a municipal housing company conforming entirely to tenants’ perceptions
of use values: ‘In order to determine these values careful studies are made of the
values expressed by the tenants and rent levels are adjusted in accordance with
these values: the value of the living area, the standard, the location of the
home, access to public transport local services and suchlike’.5 In practice, as
Mats Wilhelmson and co-authors (2011) observe, the two sides in a negotiation
can differ substantially both in how systematically they measure use-value perceptions, and in how important they regard such measurements. Thus: ‘the rent level
can be more in accordance with tenants’ perception of use value in some municipalities than others’ (Wilhelmson et al. 2011: 109). In any event, the key point is
that in practical terms rents are set not by the market but through what Ruonavaara
(2012: 100) describes as a ‘corporatist rent negotiation system’. Only about10 per
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cent of Swedish tenants are outside the collective system of negotiations (they are
not obliged to be represented by the unions).
Until very recently, rent regulation in Sweden included a third ‘pillar’ alongside
the above two elements; but this third element was abolished from the beginning
of 2011 by the new housing legislation referenced earlier (Regeringskansliet
2009). This law – that which obliges the municipal housing companies to
operate on a businesslike basis – also terminated those companies’ price-leadership role in the rental market. The essence of this role was that negotiated rents in
the private sector had to be based upon rents in the public sector – hence why I
started with the latter above. In generic terms, as Hedman (2008: 9) notes, the
municipals’ non-profit rents served ‘as the first-hand norm within the entire
rental sector’, a role ‘codified in law in 1974, after having been an implicit aim
ever since . . . 1968, with the introduction of the utility value system’. The rationale, as Kemeny (1993) observed, was to prevent too large profits for private landlords. More specifically, private rents were ‘not allowed to be significantly higher
(5 per cent) than rents in similar apartments owned by the municipal housing
company’ (Lind 2007: 2). This regulation has now been discarded. In negotiations,
private sector rents still have to be shown to be comparable to those for apartments
of similar use-value, but the comparison should not only be made to apartments in
the public sector, but also to those in the private sector.
Before considering what the effects of this legal change might be, it is important
to explain my earlier caveat of the use-value approach. As Kemeny (1993)
observed two decades ago, the historic transition from individual historic-cost
rents to use-value rents was always more partial than the theory posited. For
research showed – and still shows today (Lind 2007) – that the age of an individual dwelling continues to correlate closely with rental levels, older apartments
typically having lower rents than newer ones. Kemeny (1993) explained this
phenomenon by appeal to the power and principles of the tenants’ union, and to
the critical factor of geography. If the use-value system were ‘properly’
implemented, as we have seen, it would have led to increased rents on older,
more central, and thus higher-utility municipal stock. But because of the municipals’ price-leading role, this would also mean higher rents on older, more central
private rental stock – and thus higher profits for private landlords, whose stock
was, disproportionately, older. This, the tenants’ union could not countenance,
and it resisted ‘full’ use-value rent-setting accordingly. Even today, Wilhelmson
et al. (2011: 108) note, ‘the geographic rent distribution shows an almost perfectly
flat gradient from the city centre to the periphery’. To the extent that use values
drive rents, therefore, they tend to do so to the exclusion of the location factor
that is, nominally, part of the use-value system.6
It is possible that over time, the result of the recent removal of the third pillar of
Swedish ‘rent control’ may be the beginning of a material divergence between
public and private sector rents; and that this may be particularly notable in citycentre locations. Nevertheless, the negotiations-based rent ‘comparability’ principle (hyresförhandlingslagens likhetsprincip) still applies, albeit with the municipals’ special role removed; as does the use-value system underpinning it. Any
material shift in rents is thus likely to be slow – a likelihood engrained, in fact,
in the new law, which includes a ‘step’ rule (trappningsregel) under which
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tenants subject to material rent increases (larger than about 10 per cent) can ask a
rent tribunal to require their landlord to phase the increase over a number of years.
Moreover, the power of the tenants’ unions in negotiations – Ruonavaara (2012:
100) speaks of an ‘exceptionally high degree of organisation in the tenant movement’ – remains. All of which is to say that Sweden remains a long way from
market rents and the uneven urban landscapes they tend to produce. As Bengtsson
(1994: 185) writes, rent-setting in the private sector has constituted ‘nothing but
anticipated use-value comparisons based on the negotiated rents of the public
sector’, with the result that ‘the system has all but lost its connection with the
market’.
2. The rental queuing system
In a market-based system for the letting of residential property, a landlord seeking
a new tenant for a vacant property – on the market – generally lets it either to a
prospective tenant who meets the asking price or, where more than one such prospective tenant is willing to pay an acceptable price, to a tenant selected according
to the landlord’s own criteria (often, though not necessarily, the highest bidder). In
Sweden, this is not typically how professional landlords allocate vacant property;
rather, the selection of tenants, like the setting of rents, is subject to a degree of
regulation.
The core of this regulation was first developed in the immediate post-war era,
which was one of acute housing shortages in most cities. The government set up
so-called ‘housing exchanges’ (bostadsförmedlingar) in local municipalities
through which, as Kemeny (1981: 98) observed, ‘all apartment vacancies were
(theoretically at least) channelled’, and where allocation occurred on the basis
of a queuing system. In Stockholm, for example, the official housing queue
grew from 50,000 households in 1950 to over 120,000 by 1963 – equating to
some 40 per cent of the city’s population (Lindbeck 1967: 67). The number in
the queue grew to 175,000 households in 1965 and 185,000 in 1969, before
falling back to 121,000 in 1974 by which time shortages had substantially eased
(Nesslein 1982: 241).
The principle criterion for allocation is, naturally, length of time in the queue.
But two other main sets of factors are also taken into account: first, the applicant’s
stated preferences for apartment location and size, and the maximum amount of
rent they are willing to pay; and second, an assessment of priority ‘needs’,
which takes precedence over time in the queue. Among the applicant attributes
which, at different points in time, have represented grounds for prioritisation
(with varying degrees of ‘seniority’, and varying significantly by municipality),
are the following: single parent households; immigrant households; households
dislocated because of various emergencies, such as fire; and families in heavily
overcrowded flats (Anas et al. 1985; Kemeny 1995).
It is clear, however, that as a regulated allocation mechanism the queue-based
exchange system is flawed and somewhat limited, and certainly when viewed in
the light of its original objective of ‘channelling all apartment vacancies’. There
are a number of reasons for this – although making definitive statements is
hard since as Kemeny (1995: 304) stated nearly two decades ago, but is still
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very much true today, there is practically no published research on the exchanges’
empirical reality (although see Anas et al. 1985: 177 –9). Notwithstanding this
word of caution, two sets of factors will be briefly highlighted.
First, despite the exchanges’ professed principle of allocating property in a
neutral, interest-free fashion, the little research that has been done suggests that
things are not always transparent and ‘fair’. Kemeny (1995), for instance, noted
that there is room for a significant amount of discretion in allocation procedures.
Meanwhile, Sahlin (2004b: 7–8), in discussing the main Stockholm exchange
(Bostad Stockholm), maintains that the landlords whose stock is being allocated
have a considerable degree of influence over how allocation works in practice.
Second, it is clear that not all vacancies are channelled through the exchanges;
indeed, far from it. There are, in turn, several reasons for this. First, from the
moment the exchanges were introduced, a black market arose between departing
and incoming tenants: the former would simply find a new tenant privately, asking
‘key money’ for the right to take over the flat, and only informing the landlord
later (Kemeny 1981: 98). This practice, which is especially pronounced within
older, private and often more desirable stock, is sustained by the fact that,
despite its illegality, tenants ‘have considerable rights to transfer their rental contract or privately organise a direct swap of flats’ (Kemeny 1995: 302– 3). Second,
while the exchanges ‘are supposed to work within both the public and private
rental market’ (Wiktorin 1982), only a subset of private stock is routed through
them – and not only because of the black market. Many private landlords have
long been reluctant to make vacancies available to the exchanges, preferring to
handle tenancy transfers themselves (Kemeny 1995). This has led to recurring political conflict. During the 1980s, as Sahlin (2005: 3–4) explains: ‘the Housing
Assignment Act (revised in 1987) provided the municipality with a potential
power to force private landlords to accept tenants from the municipal housing
queue . . . This law helped the local authorities persuade private landlords to
accept voluntary agreements with the municipalities on quotas of vacant flats to
be allocated through the municipality’. Hence, as one example, ‘Bostad Stockholm
[had] an agreement with the private landlords’ association to mediate half of their
vacant flats’ (Sahlin 2004b: 7). Such agreements are still common; but the fact
remains that the exchanges receive only some private stock. Third, and finally,
a number of smaller municipalities have, over the years, simply shut down their
exchanges, the requirement to have such an exchange having been lifted in 1991.
For all its evident limitations, however, the exchange-based queuing system
remains the core mechanism for the distribution of rental vacancies in contemporary Sweden, and particularly in its major cities – as any young person in, or newcomer to, those cities would readily testify. This regulation-based system is,
plainly, far from a market configuration. To be sure, there has historically been
resistance from the private landlords to using exchanges. But in Stockholm, to
take a salient example, the number of private apartments channelled through the
main exchange has increased consistently in the last decade.7 Equally, if one
approaches Sweden’s larger private landlords on an individual basis, one tends
to find that they have little stock directly available, directing inquirers instead
to the public exchanges with whom they have lodged their vacancies (for
example, Stena Fastigheter with Boplats Göteborg, Boplats Syd and Bostad
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3. Regulation of personal letting and sub-letting
In any private-property based housing system, situations frequently arise in which
the letting of dwellings is practised not only by professional, multi-property landlords (private or publicly owned), but by individual housing unit owners and
indeed by those themselves already renting the property in which they live. In a
‘pure’ market system, rights to pursue such let or sub-let practices would essentially be open: one could (sub)let to whoever one wanted, for however long one
wanted, at whatever price one wanted. In reality, however, there is always a
degree of regulation surrounding such practices, even in the most liberalised of
regimes; it is recognised that tenants, those doing the letting and (where not one
and the same) the property owner all need protection and guidance. But the
degree of regulation varies greatly. In Sweden, apartment letting and sub-letting
rights – for tenant-owners (that is, with bostadsrätt) and professional-landlords’
tenants (with hyresrätt), respectively – are more heavily regulated than in
almost any other Western territory. (The letting of single-family dwellings is
much more marketised.)
The main regulations can be relatively briefly enumerated.9 Let us take subletting (of hyresrätt) first. The key rule is that to offer a so-called ‘second-hand’
rental contract, the first-hand tenant must secure the landlord’s consent, except
if he or she intends only to sub-let a portion of their apartment; the key issue is
whether the second-hand tenant will be using the apartment ‘independently’ or
not. In the event that the landlord declines to give consent, the tenant can seek
authorisation instead from a public rent tribunal. Either way, if a tenant sub-lets
their property without permission, they risk losing their own contract. Meanwhile,
the level of rent that can be charged on sub-letting is also regulated. Generally, it is
considered reasonable to charge the same amount of rent as one is oneself paying
to the landlord, but with a supplement – typically no more than 15 per cent – if the
apartment is furnished.
The rules regarding the letting of tenant-owned apartments are arguably more
interesting and significant, and certainly more contested, not least since – as we
saw above – the bostadsrätt sector has become, over time, more and more a de
facto subset of owner-occupancy. Owner-occupiers tend to feel it is their ‘right’
to do what they will with their property, as indeed owners of single-family dwellings essentially can in Sweden; but this is not presently the case with tenant-owned
apartments. The letting of such apartments is highly regulated, which serves to
explain why a meaningful investment market for such property has never
materialised.
As with hyresrätt sub-letting, the owner of a bostadsrätt must secure consent –
in this case from the board of the cooperative – in order to let their apartment; and
again, the owner can seek such permission from a rent tribunal if the board
declines. If an apartment is let without the necessary approval, and if the owner
fails to follow the board’s instructions for ‘rectification’ (typically, the immediate
cessation of the illegal let), the owner’s rights can be terminated.
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There are, moreover, a number of issues specific to the regulation of tenantowned apartment letting. First, to secure consent, the owner has to give compelling reasons for the let; acceptable grounds include trial cohabiting, military
service, daily commitments (work, study, and so on) in a place to which commuting is unfeasible and, since the Housing Act was amended in 2003, letting to one’s
own children. Generally, the longer the period one wishes to let the apartment, the
stronger the rationale needs to be; but in any event, permitted lets are always timecapped, not least because after two years legal rights for the (second-hand) tenant
kick in, which can make it difficult for the owner to reassume the dwelling.
Second, there are particular rules for the level of rent that can be charged. The pertinent framework here, perhaps not surprisingly, is use value: how much rent do
apartments of equivalent utility attract in the rental (hyresrätt) market proper?
What this means is that the owner’s actual monthly outgoings in relation to the
apartment – their monthly fee to the cooperative, together with any mortgage
interest payments – are, legally, irrelevant to the rent they can charge.10
To summarise, it is evident, once again, that there remains considerable regulatory framing of the Swedish housing system. While the system has received
shots of neoliberalisation, it is evidently not universally neoliberalised; given
the extent and nature of the regulation that remains, it is best perceived as a
complex, somewhat ungainly hybrid.
Hybrid monstrosity: Swedish housing between a rock and a hard place
In this final section of the paper, we will see that recognition of such hybridity is
essential to explaining some of the key issues currently facing the Swedish
housing system; if the system were thoroughly neoliberalised, those issues
would likely look quite different.
What ‘keys issues’ or ‘problems’ might we point to, then, as potentially being
explicable in relation to the housing system’s hybridity? Clearly this is no straightforward matter in itself, since the question is a subjective one – different commentators, reading the world from different intellectual, cultural and political
orientations, are always liable to perceive different issues or dynamics as ‘significant’ and/or ‘problematic’. This caveat notwithstanding, the past decade has seen
two particular concerns assume overwhelming prominence in critiques from
across the spectrum of Swedish society and polity, and it is thus these that we
will focus on here.11 The first is a concern about severe shortages in rental accommodation in Sweden’s major cities (Stockholm, Göteborg, Malmö and Uppsala, in
order of population size); the second is a concern about increasingly-unaffordable
prices for housing for purchase, particularly in those same major cities, where the
vast bulk of residential property for sale takes the form of tenant-owned
apartments.
We can begin by considering the question of the undersupply of rental units in
the large urban regions. I will argue that this shortage is clearly tied, at some
level, to changes in the policy matrix since the early 1990s. Indeed, as Sahlin
noted in 2004 (Sahlin 2004a: 3), a surplus of dwellings in the early 1990s had
turned into a shortage in the major cities just a decade later – a shortage that
shows no signs of abating, and which indeed in many places has considerably
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worsened. More specifically, it is evidently relevant that while regulation of rent
levels and of freedoms to let tenant-owned apartments have been broadly maintained, interest subsidies on new construction have, as we saw earlier, been
phased out.
Yet we need to be extremely careful of how we analyse and articulate this set of
developments. The argument from the political right, from mainstream economists (for example, Andersson and Söderberg forthcoming), and from private landlords tends to be that the remaining regulation is to blame: rent regulation
artificially maintains urban rents at below-market levels, thus making the construction of property for rental unprofitable, while (less materially) restrictions
on freedoms to let tenant-owner apartments further exacerbate shortages of
rental vacancies. Remove Sweden’s ‘soft’ rent controls and restrictions on the
letting of bostadsrätter, thus letting markets do their own thing, and the
problem will resolve itself: more property for rent will be built, more tenantowners will let apartments that are currently underutilised and the rental shortage
will disappear. Crucially, such arguments are by no means exclusive to Sweden.
The same core thesis – that rent controls create shortages by skewing both supply
(including construction levels) and demand – has been proffered by landlords and
deregulation advocates in many other places (see, for example, Kamel 2012: 457).
Indeed, the purported inefficiencies of rent ceilings represent for mainstream
economists a textbook case – metaphorically and literally (Hill and Myatt
2010: 49– 50) – of misguided government attempts to manipulate market prices.
As Ned Levine and co-authors have powerfully demonstrated from a theoretical
perspective (Levine et al. 1990: 149), however, this thesis is woefully blinkered.12
‘Many of the economic arguments that have been raised against rent control take
place’, they observe, ‘in a theoretical “vacuum” where the effects of price control
are seen as detrimental for the building of new rental units’. What they mean by
this is that proponents of such arguments typically ignore all of the other factors
contributing to the economic unattractiveness of building for rental. And it is precisely such a vacuum that contemporary deregulation advocates in Sweden can be
seen typically to occupy. They neglect, in particular, two other key factors, both of
which have resulted not from the maintenance of regulation but from the relentless
course of deregulation – that is to say, our vectors of neoliberalisation.
The first of those factors concerns not the costs of construction – which deregulation advocates identify, accurately, as having rapidly risen – but the costs of
urban land on which to build. These, too, have risen rapidly, yet in large part
because of the contemporaneous price inflation in the tenant-owned apartment
sector. Land acquisition is nearly always a competitive process, and developers
know they can build tenant-owned apartments profitably, even at high land
prices, since market prices for such apartments are at historically high levels –
a dynamic which sustains the buoyancy of the overall urban land market. And
crucially, historical deregulation of transfer pricing for bostadsrätter, as we saw
near the beginning of the paper, was a necessary condition for runaway price
appreciation in the sector. As such, the economic difficulty of profitably building
residential property for rental in today’s Swedish cities cannot be properly understood except in the context of the deregulation of the tenant-owned apartment
sector, and the land price inflation it precipitated.
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The second factor is somewhat more transparent, and does concern the cost of
construction. This is quite simply that – again, as we saw earlier – the substantial
interest subsidies which supported construction of multi-unit dwellings through to
the early 1990s, and which did so in the service of a principle of tenure neutrality,
have since been removed. This, by very definition, has made construction of rental
apartments more economically challenging. If such construction is deemed unviable now, it was viable in the past, even with rent regulation, because construction
costs were subsidised – both supply and demand were regulated, and thus
ex-market.
Pointing to these two factors as being vital to our understanding of present-day
shortages of urban rental property is not meant to suggest that the predominant
argument against rent regulation, on the grounds that it precludes economicallyviable development, is totally specious. Many commentators on the left concede
its pertinence, Sahlin (2000: 10), for instance, observing that ‘the companies consider [rents] too low to make new construction profitable’. Moreover, the ‘effects’
of rent regulation also seem to be apparent in an obverse manner in smaller, less
affluent municipalities, where ‘the fact that controlled rents could be higher than
market rents’ (Wilhelmson et al. 2011: 108; emphasis added) either inhibits construction – not necessarily because the latter is uneconomic per se, but because
there is perceived to be no demand at regulated rent levels (for example,
Amnell 2005) – or generates high vacancy rates (Wilhelmson et al. 2011). The
point, rather, is that arguments against rent regulation are partial. They generally
ignore the bigger picture, including not only highly-relevant histories of deregulation but also issues such as restrictive land zoning and low levels of competitiveness in the highly concentrated Swedish construction sector, both of which have
also been identified as contributing to the dearth of recent new construction of
rental property.13
Thus my argument here is that the crux of the matter is the concatenation of
political-economic ‘regimes’ – the existence of deregulated system components
on the one side, cheek-by-jowl with regulated components on the other. Almost
inevitably, in this scenario, the left blames the former and the right criticises
the latter. This article’s claim is that the problem in question arises not so much
from one or the other but from both together: to appreciate why there are
severe shortages of rental property, it is imperative to recognise the system’s
hybridity and the materiality thereof.
And this hybridity is ‘monstrous’ precisely in view of what it entails socially.
Consider the options today for young Swedish city-based adults wanting to leave
their parents’ home, for example, or for people moving to the larger Swedish cities
from elsewhere. Some may be categorised as priority cases by the housing
exchanges. But the vast majority will not – and even for those who are, it is
seldom the case that the rental dwellings allocated to them are extracted from
the more desirable parts of the stock.
The most obvious option is to join one of the housing queues. But a quick
glance at the website for the primary Stockholm exchange (Bostad Stockholm),
as one example, shows queuing times ranging from a minimum of 2.2 years (in
Fagersjö) to a maximum of 21.2 years (in Gamla Stan).14 As Lind (2007: 11)
observes, such a waiting time might be acceptable for people who are already
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relatively comfortably accommodated, but not for those without any other alternative. Being ‘in’ the system is, increasingly, critical, whether it takes the form of the
lucky few with cheap, desirable city-centre rents hoarding their rights as long as
practicably possible, or – as often happens – passing them on to offspring,
‘legally’ or otherwise. People ‘outside’ the system mostly do not have the time
or wherewithal to wait, or to navigate the increasingly exacting entry requirements, leading Sahlin (2004a: 8) to surmise that in the Stockholm housing
queue ‘people with good records, high income and no children probably get preference in reality – not because their need is greater, but because they have more
resources and qualifications’. None of this would necessarily be unique to Sweden.
There have long been concerns among social scientists that rent regulation of
various forms advantages society’s ‘haves’ more than its ‘have nots’ (see
Grebler 1952; Kristof 1970). As Levine et al. (1990: 149) conclude of one such
form of regulation: ‘Rent control is most effective at protecting those who have
housing already’.
Unsurprisingly, therefore, longstanding evidence for Sweden indicates that
relatively few of those wanting to move in any particular year, and initially
seeking to do so through the housing exchanges, actually succeed in doing the
latter (for example, Harsman and Holm 1975: 237; Nesslein 1982: 244). But
while waiting in the queue (or simply abandoning it as a lost cause), what other
options does the unsuccessful majority have? Other than relying on personal contacts, the only means of securing a first-hand rental contract is on the black market,
which is not only of dubious legality, but within which often large sums of ‘key
money’ change hands. As Nesslein (1982: 244–5) remarked three decades ago
in something of an understatement, these two latter options ‘cannot be said to
generally favor low-income households’.
The most readily-available alternative option, and the one on which growing
numbers of individuals and households must rely, is to subsist on a series of
short-term, second-hand contracts, in the shape of the bostadsrätt lets and hyresrätt sub-lets whose regulation we examined above. Yet in Sweden’s major cities
these are hard to come by, are snapped up immediately and more significantly
offer neither visibility nor security in the medium or long term.
Which leaves home-seekers with just one other option – to buy – and it is here
that we come to the second of the aforementioned ‘key issues’ in the Swedish
housing landscape – concern about increasingly-unaffordable prices for housing
for purchase in large urban areas. The Economist (2011) recently calculated that
Sweden’s housing market is currently amongst the world’s most over-valued
and unaffordable, whether one is measuring affordability against rents or
against disposable income. Discussion of the question of ownership affordability
has been left until now in this section with good reason: by arriving at the issue
systematically, having explored the paucity of other credible housing options
for those faced by a dearth of first-hand rental vacancies, we can see that the
two issues – rental shortages and ownership affordability – are inherently
linked. And they are linked because people are pressured to buy, and to drive
up prices accordingly, precisely by the lack of alternatives. As a European Commission (2012) review of the Swedish economy recently noted, the often ‘prohibitively long’ waiting list for rental accommodation ‘forces many people into
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buying a house or a tenant-owner’s apartment, thereby pushing up the prices of
these’. Price inflation for bostadsrätter, as we already know, was initially precipitated by the market-oriented deregulation of that sector. To this recognition, we
can now add that the Swedish housing system’s contemporary hybridity, which
is directly responsible for ongoing rental shortages, has thus aggravated the bostadsrätt price inflation of which such shortages are a primary proximate cause.
But if buying a property is an option towards which many home-seekers are
funnelled by the lack of viable alternatives, one vital question remains to be
asked: how viable in turn is this option (and for whom), particularly given the
price escalation previously referred to? In Sweden’s main cities, fewer and
fewer people have a realistic possibility of being able to afford to buy a home.
Leaving aside the question of the desirability of wanting to take on a significant
amount of debt, there are two main economic obstacles that filter out a large proportion of those contemplating home purchase. One is the need to be able to show
steady income from permanent employment at higher relative levels than in the
past in order to secure credit, the financial crisis having persuaded Sweden’s financial authorities to cap lending at lower income multiples; the second is the need to
fund a cash down-payment of at least 15 per cent of the purchase price, the latter
requirement also an outcome of the financial crisis and the lessons learned from it.
What, then, does this imply socially? It means, in basic terms, that other than
those already ‘in’ the owner-occupier market, only a relatively privileged socioeconomic minority is now able to contemplate buying in Sweden’s bigger urban
areas – one needs a high, regular income and substantial cash-in-hand. Today’s
first-time buyers tend to extract the latter either from savings or increasingly, evidence suggests (Öst 2012), from home-owning parents: equity release anecdotally
representing an important mechanism for the latter, with all that such a method
entails for overall debt-to-equity levels in the Swedish housing system.
The upshot of this has of course been a growing gap between those in the
market and those on the outside – particularly those with families also on the
outside, and hence with typically lower prospects of getting in. All the while,
research indicates that having declined from the end of World War Two to
around 1980, wealth inequality in Sweden has since been steadily rising (for
example, Roine and Waldenström 2009). A principal takeaway from the present
article should be, I think, that the latter trend is hardly surprising. Housing is comfortably the largest personal asset class in Swedish society, having accounted consistently for about 45 per cent of total wealth since the mid-1970s (Roine and
Waldenström 2009: 168); the extravagant property price inflation of the 1980s
and 2000s clearly benefited existing owners alone; and access to this asset
class, as we have just seen, is now more unequal than ever before. To appreciate
this is to recognise that in recent decades housing has become a pivotal locus for
the creation, transference (across generations) and thus reproduction of socioeconomic inequality in Sweden.
Conclusion
The Swedish housing system is an extremely complex one – it is hard to navigate both practically, as a resident, and intellectually, as a researcher. This is true
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not only because of the mix of tenure types, or of the mix between highly marketised and heavily regulated system dimensions, but also because the various
rules and regulations framing the system are themselves often confusing and
opaque.
Notwithstanding this complexity, however, two things about the Swedish
housing system are currently clear, and hence worth fleshing out in conclusion.
The first is that the system, as it stands, is socially unsustainable. With an
almost total dearth of available first-hand rentals in the country’s major cities,
and with prices for residential property purchase in the same cities increasingly
out-of-reach for the bulk of the population (partly, as we have seen, because of
those rental shortages), one would not be stretching things to say that the
system is near breaking point.
As befits the political economy of a hybrid housing system such as Sweden’s,
and one in which the overall trend in recent decades has been towards less regulation, the left and the right offer diametrically opposed solutions to this impasse.
One effectively advises going back, by reintroducing the regulations – or the
supply-side subsidies – that have been progressively withdrawn. The other
advises marching forwards, by removing the few islands of regulation that
remain: it is these, it is said, with a formidable disregard for history, that are at
the root of Sweden’s contemporary urban housing problems. This latter argument
squares precisely with what Philip Mirowski (2009: 439– 40) regards as one of the
core tenets of neoliberal thought: namely, that markets, engineered in a ‘purer’
form, can always provide solutions to problems seemingly caused by marketisation in the first place; the problem is not too much marketisation, but not enough.
The second thing that is clear is which way the prevailing political wind is
blowing, and indeed has been blowing for two decades now. We can see this in
the most recent housing legislation (Regeringskansliet 2009), which, as discussed,
has sought further to marketise the public housing sector, and which has terminated the municipal housing companies’ price-leadership function in overall
rent-setting. And we can see it, too, in the most recent proposals for the
housing sector (SOU 2012), elaborated by the centre-right government at the
time of its 2012 Spring Budget. These proposals include a substantial loosening
of the regulations currently restricting the letting of tenant-owned apartments –
a proposal formulated explicitly with a view to relieving the shortages of property
lets in urban areas.
This is not to suggest that there is an inevitability to the future. It should not be
forgotten, for instance, that there remains a considerably larger stock of publiclyowned housing in Sweden than in, say, Norway (where the tenure structure is, and
always has been, dominated by ownership, and where only about 5 per cent of
housing is publicly-owned) – and therein, in theory at least, scope perhaps for
greater intervention to arrest the neoliberalising trend. Yet recent history demonstrates that resistance to such neoliberalisation in Sweden has been far less substantive and successful than in, say, Denmark, where attempts to effectively
privatise social rented housing have been repeatedly rebuffed (Ruonavaara
2012: 101– 2). From our current vantage point, therefore, a fully neoliberalised
Swedish housing system, with its own distinctive dynamics and distortions,
seems more and more likely. But we are not there yet.
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I thank Anders Lindbom, Irene Molina and the anonymous referees for their comments on an earlier version of
this paper, and Malena Ingemansson for alerting me to the public investigations of the construction sector. The
usual disclaimers apply.
1. A comparable process of marketisation has also occurred in the Danish tenant-owned apartment sector,
although not until much more recently – beginning in the early 1990s (see Mortensen and Seabrooke
2008: 313– 4). Note also that there are important structural and legal differences between the tenantowned apartment sectors of Sweden and Denmark; Ruonavaara (2012: 99) usefully recounts these.
2. Sold tenant-owned flats by region. Year 2000–2010. Available from: http://www.scb.se (accessed May
2012).
3. The state has also substantially withdrawn from the financing of new-build production in Norway; see
Ruonavaara (2012: 103).
4. Data retrieved from http://statistik.forsakringskassan.se/rfv/html/BOB_5_1_2011.html (accessed May
2012); Lindbom (2001: 509); http://statistik.forsakringskassan.se/portal/page/portal/intstat/bof/bob/BOB_
tid_kommun (accessed May 2012).
5. http://www.iut.nu/Facts%20and%20figures/A%20unique%20set%20up_2005.pdf (accessed July 2012).
6. Malmö is an important exception here; see Lind and Hellström (2006).
7. http://www.bostad.stockholm.se/upload/Om%20oss/%C3%85rsredovisning/bostadsformedlingen%
20verksamhetsberattelse%202011.web.pdf (accessed May 2012), p. 5.
8. http://www.stenafastigheter.se/sok-fastigheter/sok-fastigheter/Sidor/default.aspx (accessed June 2012).
9. See especially http://www.hyresnamnden.se/Hyra-i-andra-hand/ (accessed June 2012). For bosatadsrätt,
additional information has been extracted from http://www.notisum.se/rnp/sls/lag/19910614.HTM#K7P8
and http://www.bostadsratterna.se/allt-om-bostadsratt/faktablad/andrahandsuthyrning (both accessed June
2012).
10. By the time this article has been published this situation may have changed: as I explain in the Conclusion,
government proposals to deregulate aspects of bostadsrätt letting (including rent levels) are currently
(December 2012) working their way through parliament.
11. A third primary housing-related concern, not considered here, is that of reportedly increasing levels of
segregation.
12. There is also an important empirically-based critique of the conventional argument against rent control. See
especially Arnott (1995).
13. On the latter, see especially the conclusions of the two public investigations SOU (2002) and SFD (2009).
14. http://www.bostad.stockholm.se/upload/pdf/sprak/2010/Final_kundbroschyr_eng.pdf (accessed June 2012).
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Öst, C. (2012), ‘Parental Wealth and First-time Homeownership: A Cohort Study of Family Background and
Young Adults’ Housing Situation in Sweden’, Urban Studies, 49, pp. 2137–52.
Peck, J. (2010), Constructions of Neoliberal Reason (Oxford: Oxford University Press).
Peck, J. and Tickell, A. (2002), ‘Neoliberalizing Space’, Antipode, 34, pp. 380–404.
Regeringskansliet (2009), Allmännytigga kommunala bostadsaktiebolag och reformerade hyressättningsregler.
Available from: http://www.regeringen.se/content/1/c6/14/29/85/6e280696.pdf (accessed December 2011)
Roine, J. and Waldenström, D. (2009), ‘Wealth Concentration over the Path of Development: Sweden, 1873–
2006’, The Scandinavian Journal of Economics, 111, pp. 151–87.
Ronald, R. (2008), The Ideology of Home Ownership: Homeowner Societies and the Role of Housing (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan).
Ruonavaara, H. (2005), ‘How Divergent Housing Institutions Evolve: A Comparison of Swedish Tenant Co-operatives and Finnish Shareholders’ Housing Companies’, Housing, Theory and Society, 22, pp. 213–36.
Ruonavaara, H. (2012), ‘Home Ownership and Nordic Housing Policies in “Retrenchment”’, in R. Ronald and M.
Elsinga (eds), Beyond Home Ownership: Housing, Welfare and Society (London: Routledge), pp. 91–107.
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