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T
here are three overarching threats to public broad-
casting in Sweden. As this report will show, one 
is the threat to the capacity of public broadcast-
ing institutions to fulfil their mission, the second 

is the threat to the independence of public broadcasting  
institutions themselves, and the third is the long-term  
campaign to portray the public broadcasting as left-wing 
and biased, thereby undermine trust in public broadcasting.  
In order to understand these threats, it is important to first 
paint a picture of what the mission of public broadcasting 
in Sweden is.

Over the past decade, a wave of more or less authoritarian 
right-wing populism has swept across the Western world, and 
in countries such as the US, Poland and Hungary these populist  
movements have come to power.! In countries with public 
broadcasting institutions, it has not taken long for the author-
itarian populist actors to take control of these institutions and 
turn them into more or less government-run media channels. A 
recent report by the European Commission identifies the Czech 
Republic, Slovakia, Cyprus, Malta, Greece, Poland and Hungary 
as member states where public broadcasting institutions have 
become politicised and lack sufficient editorial independence." 
In the case of Hungary and Poland, the EU Commission report 

! Aalberg et al., 2017; Norris & Inglehart, 2019
" European Commission, 2022
# European Commission, 2022b, 2022c

notes that both public broadcasting media and the authorities 
which regulate it are too beholden to the ruling political parties,  
which in turn affects the content of the broadcasting and has 
created a situation where media outlets associated with the rul-
ing parties are favoured while other media are disadvantaged. 
This is done, for example, through staff appointments and the 
channelling of state advertising revenue to regime-friendly 
media#. In practice, this means that the freedom of the media 
is severely curtailed and that public broadcasting is unable to 
fulfil its mission: to factually and impartially provide the infor-
mation that people need to be able to orient themselves on 
political, social and cultural issues. Such restriction also entails 
a restriction of democracy.

Public broadcasting in Sweden 
Public broadcasting in Sweden consists of three independent 
companies: Sveriges Television [Swedish Public Television] (SVT), 
Sveriges Radio [Swedish Public Radio] (SR) and Utbildnings- 
radion [The Swedish Educational Broadcasting Company] (UR). 
Their respective missions are described in their broadcasting 
licences, and the current broadcasting licences extend until 31 
December 2025. As stipulated in the broadcasting licence, SVT 
is required to provide television broadcasting “in the public 
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interest”. It emphasises that “the operations must be charac-
terised by independence and strong integrity and they must 
be conducted independently of both influence from the state 
as well as economic, political and other interests and spheres 
of power in society.”$ With regard to content, it is emphasised 
that public broadcasting must provide a “a diverse range of 
programming, spanning those with broad spectrum audience 
appeal to more distinctive types of content.”, and that program-
ming activities should include “a gender equality and diversity 
perspective and be characterised by high quality”, and that as 
a whole, it should “be characterised by an ambition to act in 
the spirit of popular education”. With regard to news broad- 
casting, it is stressed that public broadcasting must “provide 
news, stimulate debate, comment on and highlight events and 
developments, and in so doing provide the comprehensive infor-
mation that citizens need to be informed and to take a position 
on social and cultural issues.”%

These formulations reflect that public broadcasting is viewed 
as an important part of the democratic infrastructure. More gener-
ally, it is often stated that the purpose of journalism is to provide 
the information that people need to take free and independent 
stances on social issues,& but for commercial media there are 

$ www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/statens-offentliga-utredningar/innehallsvillkor-for-public-service-pa-internet--_HAB35
% Corresponding wording is found in the broadcasting licences for SR and UR
& Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2021
' Hamilton, 2004
( See for example Asp, 2017; Bjerling, 2022

always sharp constraints in terms of, among other things, the 
need for success in competing for people’s attention, advertising 
revenue and investment capital.' This creates strong incentives 
for commercial media entities to focus on content that attracts 
the largest possible audience among the target audiences 
that advertisers are interested in, as opposed to content that  
provides the information people need to be well-informed and 
take independent positions on political, social and cultural issues.

In other words, free and independent media are an inte-
gral part of democracy and necessary for its functioning, 
and public broadcasting is about increasing access to, and 
the dissemination of information that is not commercially  
viable. At the same time, in order to reach groups that are less  
interested in the information they need to orient themselves and 
take a stand on social and cultural issues, it is important that 
public broadcasting and its content is made widely accessible 
and attractive. Otherwise, public broadcasting risks reaching 
only those who are very interested in politics, society and culture. 

Research also shows that Swedish public broadcasting 
is generally living up to its mission.( Among other things,  
public broadcasting media – compared to commercial chan-
nels – is characterised by a greater and broader range of both 
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news reporting and reporting on social or political issues, their 
content is less commercialised, and they help to make people 
more informed about, and interested in, politics and society. ) 
There is also no evidence to suggest that public broadcasting 
is politically biased along party lines. This is a topic on which 
there is extensive research.!*

Research also indicates that confidence in SVT and SR on an 
aggregate level is both high and stable, and higher than for other 
media.!! According to the latest SOM survey!", 75% and 72% of 
respondents said they had a high or fair amount of confidence 
in the content provided by SVT and SR respectively. TV4 came 
in third, receiving 57% of very high or fairly high confidence  
ratings. This pattern has also been found in prior surveys.!# Public 
broadcasting is also considered by respondents to have a greater 
societal value and to be more independent than other media. 
For example, just under 70% and just over 60% of respondents 
agree that SVT and SR are “independent in relation to political, 
economic or other special interests, when they report on society  
and the world”, while the corresponding share for TV4 is just 
over 40%. Similarly, around 80 % consider SVT and SR to have 
a very or fairly high societal value, compared to just over 50 % 
for TV4.!$ This has implications for confidence in public broad-
casting.!% It is also linked to the way public broadcasting is used: 
not unexpectedly, there are clear links between the frequency 
of use of different media and the level of trust people have in 
them.!& In other words, widespread use of public broadcasting  
media contributes to the perceived societal value of public 
broadcasting, which in turn contributes to the high level of trust.

Based on this, one might conclude that most people are  
satisfied with public broadcasting and that there are no threats to 
speak of. However, closer analysis shows that this is not the case.

) See, for example, Asp, 2017; Bjerling, 2022; Jönsson, 2022; Strömbäck, 2017; Strömbäck & Shehata, 2019; Strömbäck & Shehata, 2022. One caveat is that research on 
public broadcasting is primarily about television, while there is much less research about radio.
!* Johansson, 2022; Johansson & Strömbäck, 2019
!! Andersson, 2021; Andersson & Ghersetti, 2022; Medieakademin, 2022
!" SOM stands for Society – Opinion – Media, and the SOM survey is an annual survey conducted by the SOM Institute at the University of Gothenburg.
!# Andersson & Ghersetti, 2022
!$ Andersson, 2021
!% Andersson, 2021, 2022
!& Andersson, 2022; Andersson & Ghersetti, 2022; Strömbäck et al., 2020
!' Holt, Figenshou & Frischlich, 2019; Strömbäck et al., 2022; Van Aelst et al., 2017
!( Benkler, Faris & Roberts, 2018; Carlson, Robinson & Lewis, 2021
!) Figenshou & Ihlebaek, 2020; Holt, 2018; Ihlebaek & Nygaard, 2021
"* Cf. Benkler, Faris & Roberts, 2018; Carlson, Robinson & Lewis, 2021
"! Egelhofer et al, 2021; Liminga, 2022

Increased criticism of public broad-
casting institutions
Two of the most important changes in the world of media in 
the last 10–15 years are the emergence of, and the increasing 
importance of social media and political alternative media .!' 
Among other things, these have created platforms for politi-
cally motivated criticism of mainstream news media, which has 
been particularly exploited by right-wing alternative media as 
well as by politicians and commentators who are more or less 
on the far right. As a result, allegations of bias, left-wing bias, 
political agendas, etc., against mainstream media have become 
much more common and apparent. This is not only true in the 
US, where former President Donald Trump and his supporters  
regularly accused mainstream media of being biased and  
enemies of the people, which was then repeated and reinforced 
by various right-wing alternative media.!(

Similar trends can be found in other countries, including 
Sweden, where public broadcasting is the main target.!) There 
are strong indications that it is a deliberate strategy on the 
part of right-wing politicians and organisations to try to under-
mine trust in public broadcasting, thereby protecting their own 
agenda from criticism and creating more space for political  
alternative media."* In particular, the criticism comes from 
right-wing alternative media, Sweden Democrats and their 
supporters on social media, but also from Moderate politicians 
and sympathisers. Relevant in this context is the prevalence 
of delegitimizing criticism, by which is meant criticism that is 
characterised by rudeness, disrespect and absence of reasoning  
or argument"!. This can include, for example, calling SVT “state 
television” or a “propaganda factory”. A recent study of Swedish 
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parliamentarians’ tweets found, for example, that Sweden 
Democrat parliamentarians accounted for around 60 % of all 
delegitimizing criticism of the media, followed by Moderate 
parliamentarians who accounted for just under 20 %. The most 
common allegation was of left-wing bias and partiality and 
the most common target was public broadcasting."" Similar  
patterns have emerged in previous studies, which also found 
that of all the tweets from members of parliament that related 
to the media in one way or another, those containing media  
criticism received the most reactions."# This suggests that in 
some groups, attacking the media in general and public broad-
casting in particular can be a successful strategy.

Increased polarisation of media trust
While criticism of public broadcasting for being left-leaning and 
biased has become increasingly prominent both in social media 
and in right-wing alternative media, research shows that trust in 
the media has become increasingly polarised and politicised."$ 
This is especially true for trust in public broadcasting institutions.  
It is reflected in the fact that trust in SVT and SR is evidently 
higher among slightly or clearly left-leaning respondents  
compared to slightly or clearly right-leaning respondents. While 
90% and 87% of slightly or clearly left-leaning respondents 
report that they have trust in SVT, the corresponding rates are 
79% and 58% among slightly or clearly right-leaning respond-
ents. In the case of SR, 84% and 83% of those who position them-
selves clearly or slightly to the left report that they have trust 
in SR, while the corresponding rates are 73% and 61% among 
those who position themselves slightly or clearly to the right. 
The equivalent gap does not exist in the case of TV4."%

Another illustration of how trust in public broadcasting has 
become polarised and politicised is that sympathisers of the 
Sweden Democrats (SD) are much less likely to believe that SVT 
and SR have a high societal value and that they are independent,  
and compared to other party sympathisers, they have much 
less trust in public broadcasting institutions. To some extent, 
"" Liminga, 2022
"# Widholm & Mårtensson, 2018
"$ Andersson & Ghersetti, 2022; Strömbäck & Karlsson, 2017
"% Andersson & Ghersetti, 2022
"& Andersson, 2021. Results based on the SOM survey 2020
"' Strömbäck & Karlsson, 2017
"( www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/arende/betankande/villkor-och-riktlinjer-for-radio-och-tv-i_H701KrU2#stepBeslut
") www.moderaterna.se/nyhet/sverige-behover-en-ny-mediepolitik

supporters of the Moderates (M) and the Christian Democrats 
(KD) also stand out by being less likely to believe that SVT and 
SR are independent compared to other party supporters. While 
at least 80% of supporters of the Left Party (V), the Green Party 
(MP), the Social Democrats (S) and the Centre Party (C) consider 
SVT to be independent, the corresponding shares are 64%, 65% 
and only 46% respectively among supporters of KD, M and SD."& 
Another study, based on panel data where the same individuals  
are questioned on several different occasions, also found 
that trust in SVT and SR was lower among SD sympathisers  
compared to those of other parties – and that it was the only group 
where trust declined during the survey period (2014–2016)."'

In other words, the overall pattern is that trust in public  
broadcasting is lower primarily among Sweden Democrat  
sympathisers, but also among supporters of the Christian  
Democrats and the Moderates. It is these parties which consti-
tute the core of the new political cooperation that has formed 
on the right in recent years.

Increased demands for leaner but 
sharper public broadcasting
Traditionally, there has been a relatively broad political  
consensus regarding public broadcasting and its mission, and 
all parties except SD voted in favour of the bill that set the 
broadcasting conditions for the current licence period."( In 
recent years, however, it has become clearer that M, KD and 
SD are advocating a policy that can be described as leaner and 
more small-scale but with what they call a “sharper” public 
broadcasting. This policy states that focus should be on news,  
culture and public service announcements, and places emphasis  
on the protection of the Swedish language, Swedish cultural 
development and Swedish film production. At the same time, 
it is stressed that public broadcasting should not “crowd out 
commercial radio and TV, or compete unfairly with local news-
papers on the web”, to quote the Moderates.") The basic idea is 
that public broadcasting should, in principle, only offer content 
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that commercial channels do not offer. Eurovision, sports and 
other more popular forms of content should not be offered 
by public broadcasting according to this view. If adopted, this  
policy would in all likelihood lead to a loss of audiences for  
public broadcasting institutions. There are also calls for the  
closure of the Swedish Educational Broadcasting company and 
for a merger of the remaining public broadcasting companies.

While such a policy is not a threat to public broadcasting per 
se, it is a threat to the type of public broadcasting institutions that 
Sweden has had so far. In the long term, such a policy would likely 
undermine the trust in and legitimacy of public broadcasting.  
As described above, there is a connection between being able 
to reach a broad audience, being perceived as independent  
and societally important, and subsequently enjoying a high 
level of public trust. Narrowing the remit of public broadcasting  
would reduce the scope of its prospective audience, which 
is likely to lead to a decline in viewership and listenership, 
and a reduced share of media consumers who perceive  
public broadcasting as societally important and independent, 
as well as a decline in trust. This in turn would open the door to 
further curtailments of the public broadcasting mission and its  
independence from political influence.

Increased control of public  
broadcasting institutions
Another recurring feature when examining how M and SD view 
public broadcasting is that these parties want to increase control 
over its institutions. For example, M has proposed a new licensing  
process in which public broadcasters themselves would be 
tasked with “presenting future operations in at least two  
alternative funding perspectives – one zero option based on 
current funding levels, and a second option based on a reduced 
funding level.”#* One interpretation is that this would make it 
easier to cut public broadcasting budgets. More far-reaching, 
however, is the Moderate proposal that all public broadcasters 
should set up what they call an “internal audit function”. This 
is said to “ensure that the alternatives put forward are reason-
able and realistic and that the companies do not fall into the 

#* Moderaterna [The Moderates], 2021, p 32 
#! Moderaterna [The Moderates], 2021, p 33-34 
#" Scherman, 2021; Wadensjö Karén, 2021
## All quotes come from motion 2019/20:58 by Aron Emilsson and others.

temptation of securing their funding by proposing cost-cutting 
measures that they know are politically impossible”. Moreover, 
they state that the “internal audit function” should “be respon-
sible for providing broad and scientifically based reviews of 
the various public broadcasting companies’ objectivity and  
impartiality and have a central auditing role in the new licensing  
and budget process”.#! They also propose that the internal auditors  
be appointed by the Foundation Management for SR, SVT, and 
UR. Considering that this body is appointed by the government 
and is partly composed of representatives of various political 
parties, this opens the door to increased political control and 
reduced independence, as critics have pointed out.#"

However, the party that is most openly critical of public  
broadcasting is SD (The Sweden Democrats). At the same time, 
there is a discrepancy between the official party line and state-
ments made by various prominent Sweden Democrats. As 
described above, SD was the only party that voted against the 
bill which provides the foundation for the current broadcasting  
licences. In their parliamentary motion in response to the bill, 
they write that they notice that “public broadcasters are increas-
ingly criticised for failing in their mission, and not infrequently 
the criticism is justified”. In particular, SD is critical of what they 
perceive as a lack of impartiality and objectivity, and therefore 
want to “set up a specialised body which, prior to a review case, 
would put together a scientific council with the task of check-
ing the objectivity of programmes or individual news reports 
that have been brought to the boards attention”. Like the Mod-
erates, they want to decrease the resources for and increase 
the control and scrutiny of public broadcasting. This would 
once again open the door to increased political control and 
reduced independence. It is also curious that they claim that 
public broadcasters are “losing trust among the population”, 
when this is only true for the supporters of certain parties.## 
They also object to the idea that public broadcasting should 
be characterised by diversity and representativeness in terms 
of ethnicity, gender and sexual orientation.

At the same time, the question is how much the official policy 
actually reveals about how SD views and wants to change public  
broadcasting. Like authoritarian right-wing populist parties 
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in other countries, SD characteristically adapts their official  
policy and rhetoric to what is deemed viable#$, which means 
that analysts must also give great weight to what leading party 
representatives say. More radical proposals often emerge in 
the debate, from shutting down the P3 radio channel to pun-
ishing journalists accused of bias with pay cuts or termination 
of employment.#% At one point, Linus Bylund, the SD repre-
sentative in the Foundation Management for SR, SVT, and 
UR, also requested that the Riksdag’s [Swedish Parliament]  
Committee on Culture summon the heads of SVT and SR to 
discuss specific programmes that according to the Sweden  
Democrats lacked impartiality and objectivity.#& The same per-
son (Bylund) has also, like Trump, accused the Swedish press 
corps of being “enemies of the nation”,#' and there are plenty of 
other posts on social media where Sweden Democrats make very  
negative statements about public broadcasting.#( Other lead-
ing SD parliamentarians have moved to motion in parliament 
for the government to invite election observers to review the 
media’s election coverage, stating, among other things, that: 
“In Sweden, we have a situation where very many people now 
claim that Swedish public broadcasting, including both SVT 
and SR, is biased. It is claimed that election coverage, election 
reporting, daily news reporting and news evaluation but also 
entertainment programmes, cultural and children’s programmes 
are biased and subjective. It is further claimed that manage-
ment, governance/leadership, recruitment and programming 
are one-sided and favour one side of the political spectrum. We 
share this criticism of Swedish public broadcasting.”#)

In light of this, and the fact that in other countries where 
authoritarian right-wing nationalist parties have gained control, 
they have severely limited the autonomy and independence 
of public broadcasting institutions, there are strong reasons 
to be concerned that the autonomy and independence of  
public broadcasting institutions would also be severely limited in  
Sweden, should the Sweden Democrats gain a controlling 
influence. 

#$ Norris & Inglehart, 2019. See also party secretary Richard Jomshof’s statement that “Since Sweden is not Hungary, since we are not in government (yet) and since 
the media in Sweden does not work like the media in Hungary, we have to adapt to the reality that prevails here. This means, not least, that we have to adapt our 
rhetoric to the current situation. “
#% www.sverigesradio.se/artikel/7031333
#& www.svt.se/kultur/linus-bylund-sd-straffa-journalister-som-ar-partiska
#' www.svt.se/kultur/medier/nationens-fiender
#( Liminga, 2022
#) Motion 2021/22:78, by Björn Söder and Sven-Olof Sällström

Summary analysis
While no party in Sweden claims to want to abolish public broad-
casting, it is clear that the issue of public broadcasting and its 
mission has become more politically contested. The question 
of public broadcasting, its mission and its future will in all like-
lihood be brought to a head when the conditions for the next 
broadcasting licence (2026–2033) are to be decided. More  
specifically, three threats to Swedish public broadcasting can 
be identified. The first is the ambition of the Sweden Demo-
crats (SD), the Moderates (M) and the Christian Democrats (KD) 
to reduce the resources and scope of public broadcasting and 
limit its mission. A “leaner but sharper” public broadcasting 
would lead to reduced use of public broadcasting media, which 
in turn would lead to fewer people perceiving public broadcast-
ing as independent and societally important. This would lower 
public trust in these institutions.

The second threat is the ambition of SD, M and KD to increase 
control and governance of public broadcasting. This ambition is 
most evident in the proposal to set up an internal audit function  
and specialised bodies within the public broadcasters that 
would, inter alia, scrutinise their activities. 

The third threat – which is related to how far SD, M and KD are 
willing to go in their ambitions to change public broadcasting  
– concerns the long-term campaign or opinion-forming strategy  
of presenting public broadcasting institutions as left-wing, 
partisan and as “state-run media”, to quote some of the terms 
that recur in the debate and which are regularly put forward 
by Sweden Democrats and Moderates in particular. This has 
contributed to increased politicisation of the view of public 
broadcasting and polarisation in regard to trust in it, which in 
turn opens the door to increased demands for public broad-
casting governance. It also leads to increased differences in 
media use between different groups, with those who distrust 
public broadcasting increasingly turning to right-wing alter-
native media, which in turn can be expected to further reduce 
trust in public broadcasting institutions.
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The widening gap between how public broadcasting is 
viewed by representatives of various political parties and their  
supporters can therefore be seen as an expression of success-
ful advocacy efforts by those who are critical or outright hostile 
to public broadcasting institutions. To put it plainly, this refers 
to right-wing alternative media, Sweden Democrat politicians 
and their sympathisers, and, to some extent, Moderate and  
Christian Democrat politicians and their supporters. 

I believe these threats should be taken very seriously,  
especially since the Moderates (M), Christian Democrats (KD) 
and the Liberals (L) have opened the door to the Sweden  
Democrats (SD), and made themselves politically dependent 
on SD if they are to form a government after the 2022 election. 
This will give SD considerable influence over the policies of a 
possible right-wing government. The lessons from other count- 
ries are also frightening: wherever authoritarian right-wing  
populists have gained a dominant influence, they have cur-
tailed the autonomy and independence of public broadcasting 
institutions. Given the chance, they will try it in Sweden too.

Jesper Strömbäck is Professor of Journalism and Political 
Communication at the Department of Journalism, Media and 
Communication (JMG) at the University of Gothenburg. His lat-
est book is Knowledge resistance in high-choice information 
environments (Routledge, 2022).
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