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Abstract
In this paper, we explore the assumption that blame-attribution can be an effective rhe-
torical strategy for non-elite interest groups who want power holders to be attentive to their 
demands. Through a qualitative analysis of two pro-migrant campaigns led by grassroot 
activists in Sweden, one taking place in 2005 and the other in 2017, we offer a nuanced 
empirical examination of non-elite initiated blame-games. We show how perceived respon-
sibility influences these blame-games, and explore which policy consequences might ema-
nate from them. We demonstrate that blame-making, under certain conditions, can be a 
successful strategy to gain policy influence, but that this strategy is conditioned by the 
complexity and transparency of the institutional arrangements of accountability within 
the policy sector. The focus on non-elite blame-making in order to change policies ena-
bles us to contribute to the theoretical discussion on the relationship between anticipatory 
and reactive forms of blame-avoidance behaviours, and to discuss the democratic implica-
tions of blame-games in both shorter and longer time perspectives. One implication of this 
study is that successful non-elite blame-making at one point in time actually can lower the 
chances of successful blame-making in the future.

Keywords Blame-avoidance behaviour · Migrant activism · Migrant regularization 
programmes · Asylum systems · Policy consequences · Perceived responsibility · 
Accountability

Introduction

Blame is an important rhetorical weapon in modern political life. There is a widely held 
assumption that elected politicians, office holders, and front-line bureaucrats will care 
more about avoiding personal blame than gaining credit for their decisions, because 

 * Livia Johannesson 
 livia.johannesson@score.su.se

1 Stockholm Center for Organizational Research (Score), Stockholm University, 
SE-106 91 Stockholm, Sweden

2 Academy of Public Administration, School of Social Sciences, Södertörn University, 
Huddinge, Stockholm County, Sweden

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6582-2011
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1477-2493
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11077-020-09407-x&domain=pdf


42 Policy Sciences (2021) 54:41–62

1 3

being blamed for causing harm can lead to severe reputational loss, which may imply 
a loss of legitimacy, position, benefits and future career options (Weaver 1986; Hood 
2011; Leong and Howlett 2017). To publicly blame power holders for causing harm 
of some kind can therefore be an effective strategy for contenders of status quo. Yet, 
the growing literature on blame in political life has mainly focused on power holders’ 
blame-avoidance behaviour (Brändström and Kuipers 2003; Hood 2011; Resodihardjo 
et  al. 2016; Hansson 2018b; Hinterleitner and Sager 2017, 2020), leaving the blame-
generating side of political blame-games—the strategies, considerations and objectives 
of the blame-makers—unexplored.

The aim of this paper is to investigate the rationale behind non-elite groups’ blame-
making, how such strategies are influenced by perceptions of responsibility, and how vari-
ous policy consequences can emanate from such attempts. The concept of non-elite here 
refers to groups with no clear capacity and position to influence policies and laws, in con-
trast to elite groups consisting of individuals with either formal power to influence policies 
and laws, or people around them with capacity to exert such influence in informal ways 
(Lasswell 1952; Mills 1956). Through a qualitative analysis of two pro-migrant campaigns 
initiated and led by grassroot activists in Sweden, one taking place in 2005 and the other 
in 2017, we offer a nuanced empirical examination of non-elite initiated blame-games and 
their consequences. The research questions guiding our analysis are: How do perceptions 
of responsibility determine the pressure non-elite blame-makers can put on power holders, 
and which implications do these perceptions have for our knowledge about the conditions 
for and consequences of blame-games?

The few studies that do explore blame-makers’ rationales and goals have exclusively 
looked at elite players such as political opposition parties and elite interest groups (Weaver 
2018; Hansson 2018a; Hinterleitner 2018; Resodihardjo 2020). This has led to an exagger-
ated scholarly focus on blame-making as a strategy to win electoral advantages over politi-
cal opponents and a neglect of other, less competitive and career-oriented, rationales for 
using blame strategies, such as policy influence. Even if both Weaver (2018) and Hinter-
leitner (2018) discuss policy changes as blame-game consequences, they do so from the 
perspective of elite players’ rationales for blame-making, thus leaving non-elite’s rationales 
for blame-making unexplored.

In this paper,  we argue that by acknowledging the rhetorical resources blame-games 
can offer to non-elite groups in society, a hitherto understudied democratic potential of 
blame-games can be seen. Often, interest groups lack political power and resources to give 
them leverage in policy-making processes, making them employ creative strategies to alert 
power holders to their political demands. One such strategy, recognized in social move-
ment scholarship but largely neglected in the blame-game literature, is to attribute blame 
to power holders for harms being done to particular groups in society (Klandermans et al. 
1999; Benford and Snow 2000; Amenta et al. 2010). By bringing such a perspective into 
the blame-game literature, we hereby attempt to bring a new angle to this literature, which 
can deepen the discussion about the democratic implications of blame-games.

The two Swedish campaigns are selected based on a most similar system design, as 
both cases centred on political demands to offer denied asylum seekers regularization pro-
grammes, and both campaigns publicly attributed blame to power holders for the negative 
conditions these groups suffered. However, the cases differ in terms of how responsibility 
within the asylum policy sector was perceived. Previous research (Hinterleitner and Sager 
2017; Figenschou and Thorbjørnsrud 2018) demonstrates that perceptions of responsibil-
ity may differ depending on how the institutional arrangements of accountability within a 
policy sector are structured, and this, in turn, may determine the opportunities for power 
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holders to avoid blame. With clear and hierarchical arrangements of accountability within 
a policy sector, the opportunities for power holders to deflect blame, with preserved cred-
ibility in the eyes of the public, deteriorate.

By bringing in the perspective of the non-elite blame-makers, our findings enable us 
to further the theoretical discussion on the relationship between anticipatory and reac-
tive forms of blame-avoidance behaviours (Hinterleitner and Sager 2017) and to discuss 
the democratic implications of blame-games in both the short and long run. Our analysis 
indicates that successful non-elite blame-making at one point in time can actually lower 
the chances of successful blame-making in the future. We show how clear and transparent 
arrangement of formal accountability at one point in time may force power holders to be 
attentive to grassroot activists’ demands. However, this very same contextual factor may 
also cause power holders to take anticipatory actions to hamper similar harmful blame-
attributions in the future. In other words, the same factor that in the short run enables effec-
tive blame-making can in the longer run encourage power holders to use anticipatory strat-
egies to avoid future blame.

The paper proceeds as follows. First, we outline how previous research has discussed 
policy consequences of blame-games, contextual factors that may impact blame-makers’ 
possibilities to attribute blame, and how power holders respond to blame-attributions. 
From this discussion, we suggest a mechanism by which blame-making can lead to policy 
changes, and point to the importance of powerful and timely media narratives, as well as 
clear and transparent institutional mechanisms of accountability when non-elites use blame 
as a strategy to reach policy influence. Second, we present our two cases and discuss the 
rationale behind the case selection as well as the practice tracing methodology of the study. 
Third, the blame-games and policy consequences generated by the 2005 and 2017 cam-
paigns are analysed separately, and then compared and elaborated in relation to the blame-
game literature in the discussion section that follows. We conclude the paper by summariz-
ing the argument and discussing the implications of the findings for our understanding of 
the relationship between blame-making and democratic accountability.

When non‑elites attribute blame—rationales, contextual factors, 
and blame‑avoidance responses

In this theory section of the paper, we build on previous research from the blame-game 
literature, and try to adapt these findings to non-elite groups. We portray non-elite blame-
games as a two-player blame-game in which (1) non-elite groups with limited resources 
have a choice of potential strategies to achieve their policy objectives, (2) power holders’ 
blame-avoidance responses are conditioned by both non-institutional and institutional fac-
tors, and (3) policy consequences result from their interaction.

As stated in Introduction, blame-making as a non-elite strategy to change policy is an 
understudied phenomenon in the blame-game literature. While social movement studies 
have demonstrated that blame-making can be one of several strategies for non-elite groups 
to exert influence over policies (Klandermans et al. 1999), these insights have not properly 
been explored in the blame-game literature. Here, the rationale behind attributing blame 
to someone in power has hitherto foremost been described as a way for political elites to 
attempt to capitalize on crises, scandals and other negative messages about their politi-
cal opponents in order to increase their popularity with voters (Brändström and Kuipers 
2003; Hinterleitner and Sager 2015; Hinterleitner 2018; Resodihardjo 2020). However, 
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an exeption is found in an article about contemporary American politics, where R. Kent 
Weaver (2018) discusses policy change as an alternative rationale for political elites to 
employ blame-making strategies. He suggests that sometimes blame-makers’ (he calls 
them perpetrators) objective with attributing blame to power holders (called targets) is:

to change the behavior of the target of blame […] by intimidating the target into 
shifting their “zone of acceptable outcomes” to make it more consistent with those of 
the perpetrator. Targets are threatened with the possible alienation of their supporters 
if they do not change their behavior’ (Weaver 2018, 269).

 The mechanism he describes is one of indirect pressure from blame-makers to power hold-
ers through influencing perceptions among the power holders’ supporters. By publicly 
framing a policy as a failure and attributing blame to particular power holders for that fail-
ure, blame-makers hope to attribute such negative connotations to power holders that they 
feel forced to change their articulated policy preferences.

This description of the mechanism behind blame-making for policy reasons seems 
equally applicable to non-elite groups as to political elites. However, one aspect of the 
mechanism described above is likely to be more demanding for none-elites than for elite 
players. Blame-attribution for policy reasons can only be effective if the targeted power 
holders believe that there is broad support among the electorate for changing policies in 
accordance with the blame-makers’ preferences. This means that non-elite groups need to 
show power holders that they can mobilize broad and visible support among the elector-
ate for their political demands in order to have enough leverage to pressure power holders 
to change policies. Without the organizational resources to mobilize a large section of the 
electorate, which elite players are more likely to possess, non-elite groups have to rely on 
mediators to spread their message. It is well known that blame-makers with communica-
tive skills to produce blame messages that feed into established media narratives will have 
greater changes to put pressure on power holders than actors who lack such skills (Hinter-
leitner and Sager 2015; Weaver 2018). If the media narratives already are sympathetically 
framed towards the group that the activists are seeking to help, and critical towards the 
power holders, the blame message is more likely to resonate with the public’s general 
views and beliefs (Benford and Snow 2000).

Besides the challenge of mobilizing broad and visible support through mass media, 
the success of blame-making strategies in altering policies is determined by a variety of 
contextual factors. The literature has pointed to several non-institutional factors as impor-
tant explanations for the outcome of blame-games, for example power holders’ positions, 
resources, and capacities to avoid and deflect blame as well as in  which arenas blame-
games unfold (Hinterleitner and Sager 2015; Weaver 2018). In addition, policy character-
istics have been put forward as an important determining factor for blame-game outcomes. 
Hinterleitner claims that ‘distant-visible policies’ (2018, 236), that is, policies with high 
salience but low familiarity to the general public, are most likely to result in successful 
blame-making. The reason for this is that the general public cares about the issue, but has 
little personal experience of it.

Despite there being a number of relevant contextual aspects influencing blame-games, the 
most decisive factor found in previous blame-game research seems to be the institutional con-
text (Hinterleitner and Sager 2015, 2017; Figenschou and Thorbjørnsrud 2018). Figenschou 
and Thorbjørnsrud studied how Norwegian Ministers responded to public blame-attributions 
and concluded that ‘future studies should include the institutional constraints as a key con-
dition to understanding communication in various public sector organisations’ (2018, 229). 
Providing a framework for systematic comparative research, Hinterleitner and Sager made a 
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similar claim when stating that ‘a comprehensive analysis of BAB [blame-avoidance behav-
iour] environments needs to take into account the various accountability mechanisms institu-
tionalized in the political system’ (2015, 157). In a later paper, the same authors (Hinterleit-
ner and Sager 2017, 598) specify the importance of the institutional context by writing about 
its relationship to perceived responsibility, that is, the ease with which the public can assign 
responsibility to power holders given institutional arrangements. Blame-avoidance strategies 
thus need to correspond with, at least vaguely, how formal power and responsibility within the 
policy sector are allocated. Policy-specific factors determining perceptions of responsibility 
are related to the complexity of the collaborative structure within a policy sector as well as 
to what degree political actors are involved in decision-making. For example, a policy sec-
tor characterized by a clear and transparent collaborative structure with large involvement of 
political actors will decrease the opportunities for power holders to deflect blame in a credible 
manner, as these characteristics make it clear to outsiders how responsibility is allocated. In 
contrast, a policy sector with a complex collaborative structure and little involvement of politi-
cal actors will make it difficult for the general public to understand who is responsible for what 
decisions.

Previous studies in the blame-game literature have thus described several reasons why 
actors engage in blame-making and which contextual factors that are likely to determine the 
effectiveness of blame-making to influence policy. But how do power holders respond to being 
blamed? Apart from anticipatory strategies to avoid blame even before it has been attributed, 
the literature points to a variety of possible reactive strategies power holders may employ to 
avoid blame when attributed responsibility (Weaver 1986; Hood 2002, 2007, 2011; Hering 
2008; Resodihardjo et al. 2016; Hansson 2018b). Although many different attempts to catego-
rize blame-avoidance strategies have been made, for the purpose of our analysis we only need 
to differentiate between reactive blame-avoidance strategies that seek to undermine the prob-
lem component of the blame-attribution by reframing the problem, and strategies that seek 
to undermine the agency component by deflecting responsibility (Hood et al. 2009; Resodi-
hardjo 2020). Reframing strategies could range from simply denying the problem presented by 
blame-makers to diminishing it or justifying the problem. Deflection strategies could involve 
scapegoating, delegating, distributing responsibility, or offering excuses and apologies.

The literature on blame-games further suggests that reframing strategies are used as the first 
avoidance strategy and only when this option is exhausted and fails to work, deflection strate-
gies come into play (Hood et al. 2009; Hinterleitner and Sager 2015; Resodihardjo 2020). This 
suggests that blame-games are dynamic processes, where blame-makers use rhetorical strate-
gies to try to increase the level of blame on power holders, while power holders respond with 
blame-avoidance strategies in order to lower the level of blame attributed to them. Although 
not empirically studied in previous research, this indicates that depending on of the nature of 
blame-avoidance strategies available for power holders in a given situation, non-elite blame-
makers can put greater or lesser pressure on power holders to meet political demands. Given 
the lack of research on this topic, we will now turn to our empirical exploration of how non-
elite initiated blame-games can put pressure on power holders and the various consequences 
that emanated from such initiatives.
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Research design

Given the purpose of this study, we want to investigate cases situated in comparable pol-
icy environments and initiated by non-elite blame-makers with similar political demands. 
However, to reach variation in blame-game dynamics and to explore the role of per-
ceived responsibility, we need cases which differ in terms of institutional arrangements of 
accountability.

The two Swedish pro-migrant campaigns we selected meet these qualifications. They 
are situated within the same political system and national policy-making environment, 
which in the Swedish case is marked by corporatism, consensus, and rationalism (Peters-
son 2015), and both campaigns were initiated and driven by grassroot activists who took to 
the streets to demand regularization for denied asylum seekers. Moreover, both campaigns 
managed to gain high visibility in mainstream media, making both campaigns’ focus on 
asylum—a highly salient, yet very distant, policy area for most Swedes. Consequently, 
both campaigns had similar chances to pressure power holders by creating high levels of 
visibility for their demands.

However, in terms of institutional arrangements of accountability, there are differences 
between the two cases. During the 2005 campaign, the Swedish asylum system was struc-
tured in a hierarchical fashion, which gave the Government large discretionary power and 
responsibility over asylum determinations. The Government was the highest instance of 
appeal in the asylum system, and thereby steered the application of law in asylum deter-
minations by issuing guiding decisions in individual cases. These guiding decisions often 
gained attention in the media, hence articulating to the Swedish public that the Govern-
ment was in control of the asylum system.

In 2017, when the second regularization campaign started, the institutional arrange-
ments of accountability were very different. In 2006, the Swedish asylum system under-
went a profound reform which deprived the Government of its possibility to issue guiding 
decisions and to steer the determinations of asylum. In its place, independent appeal courts, 
called Migration Courts, were introduced into the asylum system. This reform created 
a more fragmented allocation of power, as responsibilities for different parts of the sys-
tem were now shared between the Swedish Migration Agency, the Migration Courts, the 
Government, and the Swedish parliament (Johannesson 2017; Johannesson and Weinryb 
2019). In the empirical analysis, we explore how this difference in institutional arrange-
ments of accountability made a difference for how the blame-game dynamics evolved, and 
the various consequences that emanated from them.

As in all comparative studies, there are limitations to this research design. In this case, 
there is at least one important contextual factor which complicates the possibilities to sin-
gle out the explanatory power of our chosen variable (peceived responsibility), that is, the 
Swedish official public discourse on migration. We will keep this contextual factor in mind 
when drawing conclusions from this comparative study in the discussion section of the 
paper. Nevertheless, we believe that these two cases share enough relevant similarities with 
regard to what has previously been concluded about contextual factors in the blame-game 
literature to make a comparison of them useful for advancing our knowledge of non-elite 
blame-making and its consequences on policy.
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Methodology

In order to meet the methodological challenge of assessing policy consequences of activ-
ist campaigns, we rely on the method of practice tracing (Pouliot 2015), which combines 
interpretive analysis with elements of process tracing. An interpretive approach to policy 
processes means viewing how formal policy goals are transformed into meaningful prac-
tices in a local context. These meaningful practices are understood as ‘regular forms of 
action within a given social context’ with ‘causal power in the sense that they make other 
things happen’ (Pouliot 2015, 241). We here view blame-making as a  meaningful prac-
tice which ‘make other things happen’—in this case blame-avoidance responses and policy 
changes.

As a methodology, practice tracing shares with process tracing the commitment to find 
an observable link between a set of initial conditions and a particular outcome. However, 
practice tracing does not view these observable phenomena as causal mechanisms per se, 
but aims to produce analytical general insights by using the logics of abstraction from 
empirical observations. The objective of practice tracing is therefore not to produce gen-
eral claims of causality that could be validated through testing in other empirical settings, 
but to produce claims of causality that could be ‘useful (or not) in making sense of messy 
arrays of practices’ (Pouliot 2015, 239). We find this methodological approach preferable 
to process tracing, as it allows for comparative research that combines systematic sensibil-
ity with a high degree of context sensitivity, something that has been demanded by previ-
ous research on blame-games (Hinterleitner and Sager 2015, 139ff).

In order to assess the impact of blame-making practices on policies in our two cases, 
we traced the campaigners’ demands for regularizations through the various stages of the 
policy processes, from the launch of the campaigns through the agenda-setting and policy 
adoption phases, into the parliamentary negotiations, and finally all the way to the passing 
of Government bills. We have divided the empirical analysis into three consecutive phases: 
blame-making, blame-avoidance responses, and policy consequences.

Blame-making. To capture the activists’ choice of blame strategies, we relied on oral 
and written data from activists during the two campaigns. The oral data consisted of two 
public seminars to which we invited twelve leading activists during the two campaigns 
(see Appendix 1). The seminars were used to document the modern oral history of asylum 
activism in Sweden. They lasted for about 3  h each and were recorded, transcribed and 
made publicly available (Johannesson and Weinryb 2020a, b). During and after the pub-
lic seminars, we received documents that had been produced by campaigns, such as leaf-
lets, op-eds, letters to politicians, and notes from meetings. We also searched the Swedish 
media archive Retriever for articles with public statements from campaign spokespersons.1

One common definition of blame-making is that it is an ‘act of attributing something 
considered to be bad or wrong to some person or entity’ (Hood 2011, 6). Blame-making 
thus requires both the construction of harm or loss and someone responsible for that harm 
or loss, hence both a problem and an agency component. Leaning on our various forms of 
data, the coding process began by us identifying the problem and agency components of 
the campaigners’ blame-attributions.

1 For the 2005 case, we searched for all news content containing the search words ‘Flyktingamnesti’ or 
‘Påskupprop’ in title or preamble in Swedish printed press from 2005-01-01 to 2005-10-01 and found 208 
items. For the 2017 case, we searched for all news content in both printed and web press containing the 
search words ‘Ung i Sverige’ and ‘Afghanistan’ published during 2017. We found 232 items..
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Blame-avoidance responses. The political responses to the activists’ demands were 
found in official records from the Swedish Parliament documenting the political reactions 
to the campaigns’ political demands. These included party motions, Parliament commit-
tee reports, minutes from chamber debates, and Government bills. We also found politi-
cal responses in the media material we had collected. The responses from targeted power 
holders were coded according to which type of strategy (reframing or deflection) they 
employed.

Policy consequences. To trace the consequences of the campaigners’ blame-making, 
we followed the policy processes from agenda-setting phase to policy adoption and imple-
mentation (Weaver 2018). More specifically, we followed how the campaigners’ political 
demands were picked up by different political actors, and later transformed and moulded 
into politically acceptable solutions which eventually, to various degree, became imple-
mented. The interviews with activists also helped us trace the impact of the campaigners’ 
demands throughout the policy processes. However, as we know from other studies (Basok 
and Rojas Wiesner 2017), activists tend to exaggerate their influence, and therefore, we 
triangulated their statements about policy impact against other sources of information, such 
as media material and political documents.

Empirical analysis

We will now present each case as a chronological sequence, starting with the blame-mak-
ing attempts, which are then followed by the power holders’ responses to these attributions. 
We conclude the presentation of each case by discussing the policy consequences of these 
blame-games.

The refugee amnesty campaign in 2005

In the autumn of 2004, it became clear that the administrative reform (described above) 
would be implemented in March 2006 (Government bill 2004/05:170). This one-and-a-
half-year timeframe between the passing of this reform and its implementation created a 
strategic window of opportunity for pro-migrant activists to push for a regularization pro-
gramme for denied asylum applicants who had been assessed according to the old asy-
lum system (Interviewee 2005-1; Interviewee 2005-2; Interviewee 2005-3). The campaign 
consisted of two separate initiatives, one organized within the religious communities and 
called ‘the Easter Petition’ [in Swedish: Påskuppropet], and the other called ‘Refugee 
Amnesty 2005’ [in Swedish: Flyktingamnesti 2005]. Although the two campaigns were 
organized separately and under two different names, they were initiated by grassroot activ-
ists in close collaboration with one another. Most of these activists had for a long time 
worked and volunteered with irregular migrants in local communities throughout Sweden. 
For both campaigns, the core activity was to collect name signatures for a petition in sup-
port of the amnesty demand to hand over to the Government. In addition, the campaigns 
organized large protest marches, and activities also included theatre plays, art exhibitions, 
music recordings, and the publication and distribution of a newsletter.



49Policy Sciences (2021) 54:41–62 

1 3

Blame‑making

We identified three different problem definitions in the 2005 campaign. The first regarded 
the difficult situation for families and children with denied asylum applications who stayed 
in Sweden. This problem definition tied into an already established public debate on ‘apa-
thetic children’ that had been growing in Swedish media since the mid-1990s. The apa-
thetic children signified asylum-seeking minors who had developed severe depressive 
symptoms that plunged them into apathetic conditions. The debate among experts and the 
public about the causes and range of this problem was huge and resulted in various inter-
pretations  of why these children developed such serious and life-threatening conditions 
(Eastmond and Ascher 2011).

A second, and related, problem definition focused on the Swedish national self-image 
of being a ‘moral superpower’ (Dahl 2006), and how this image was impossible to uphold 
when children were suffering under the Swedish asylum system. Both problem definitions 
are illustrated in the following quote from the public ‘Christmas letter’ which the most 
widely known representative of the Easter Petition campaign, the Archbishop of the Swed-
ish Protestant Church, sent to the Government in December 2004:

Many colleagues in churches and other civil society organizations who work close 
to asylum-seeking families have during the autumn reported about their sorrow, res-
ignation and frustration. They are often ashamed of our society and of the fact that 
we are beginning to get used to doing away with compassion, empathy and solidarity 
with the people who cross our path.

 In this quote, the problem of disgraceful treatment of children and their families refers to 
the debate about the apathetic children, but the second problem about the Swedish self-
image is also articulated in the concern about how Swedish society as a collective ‘we’ has 
begun to lose compassion with other humans. This problem’s moral relevance was empha-
sized and strengthen when articulated by an actor with such high moral authority as the 
Archbishop.

The third problem that the activists presented was less common in the campaign mate-
rial, but was mentioned in the interview material as an important strategic problem defini-
tion. It was a problem that targeted the administrative challenges connected to implement-
ing the administrative reform in 2006. The interviewees expressed that they for ‘practical’ 
(Interviewee 2005-3) reasons advocated a general amnesty for all asylum seekers as a 
solution which could ‘clear the table’ and give the new system a ‘fair chance of working’ 
(Interviewee 2005-1), without having to inherit old cases which would protract the pro-
ceedings and cause delays in the system.

The blame strategy that the campaigners used was coherent in the sense that responsi-
bility for all three problems was unanimously attributed to the Government. In a leaflet that 
the campaigners handed out during demonstrations and other public activities, the Govern-
ment’s responsibility was clearly articulated in the following declaration: ‘The responsibil-
ity for the situation therefore lies with the Government, who choose to view condemnations 
from the UN’s Committee Against Torture, repeated reports about apathetic children and 
suicide among asylum seekers as work accidents.’

Although it is stipulated in the Swedish Constitution that the Government makes deci-
sions as a collective and that ministerial rule is forbidden (SFS 1974:152, chap 7; chap 
12), the Minister for Migration, Barbro Holmberg, was repeatedly attributed personal 
responsibility for the problems in the asylum system. This indicates that the perceived 
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responsibility was attributed to her in person, as the most visible representative of the Gov-
ernment in this issue. Our interviewees described the minister’s reactions to these accusa-
tions as oblivious to the human suffering of the apathetic children. She was described as 
acting ‘like a parrot’, meaning that she ‘repeated the same things over and over again about 
legal certainty, predictability and so forth as arguments against this amnesty’ (Interviewee 
2005-6). One interviewee in particular remembered a meeting with the Minister for Migra-
tion, which took place in May 2005 in the Minister’s office when the activists handed over 
binders containing the 157,251 signatures in support of the refugee amnesty to her in per-
son. He found the Minister’s reaction to the protest signatures to be insensitive to the activ-
ists’ critical approach:

So, [the binders] were handed over to Barbro Holmberg and I remember so well 
when we were standing there and she emerged from a low door from the interior 
of the room, and came out looking very embarrassed, and began with the very sur-
prising line ‘thanks for the support’. (Interviewee 2005-1)

 The Minister’s reaction to being blamed was productive for the activists in the sense 
that it confirmed the problem definition that the campaign had formulated about the 
Government’s ignorance and lack of compassion. It also stressed the rhetorical gap the 
activists had formulated between the Swedes who supported the amnesty demands, and 
thereby still lived up to the collective self-image of solidarity and compassion, and the 
political elite, who had lost their capacity to express compassion. In conclusion, the 
campaigners succeeded to tap into the prevailing media narrative about ignorant power 
holders who do not care about ordinary people.

Blame‑avoidance responses

In the 2005 case, the political response to being blamed consisted of different types 
of reframing strategies. This is not surprising, given that the asylum system until the 
administrative reform in 2006 was deliberately designed to be within the Government’s 
executive discretion, thus making it difficult for the Government to counteract any 
claims about being the highest responsible actor in the system. The only blame-avoid-
ance response available for the Government was therefore different types of reframing 
strategies.

The Minister for Migration repeatedly tried to challenge the problem definitions 
concerning the apathetic children and the lack of compassion in the Swedish asylum 
system. She mainly used two arguments. Firstly, the Minister tried to redefine the prob-
lem in the asylum system as a problem of weak legal certainty and unpredictability. 
She repeatedly stated that the most important thing was to have individual and thor-
ough assessments of asylum claims. If unpredictability was the main problem with the 
old asylum system, then a general amnesty for all denied asylum seekers would only 
increase the sense of unpredictability and uncertainty in the system, the Minister argued 
(Prot. 2004/05:97, addr. 8).

Secondly, the Minister for Migration used a ‘justification’ strategy (Hood 2011, 49) 
by trying to reformulate what compassion and humanitarianism meant in the Swedish 
asylum system. In an article in one of the major Swedish newspapers, she stated that a 
general amnesty ‘might seem humane, but in reality, it is a form of misdirected humani-
tarianism’ as it signals to asylum seekers that ‘a no is not really a no, because if one 
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waits and hides, it could be transformed into a yes’ (Holmberg 2005). In a response to 
her critics in the parliament, the Minister for Migration elaborated the same justification 
strategy by stating that:

We see that there are signs that there is enormous pressure on children in the asylum 
process. The child becomes the key to the parents’ intense desire to obtain a resi-
dence permit in Sweden. (Prot. 2004/05:71, addr. 136)

 In this statement, and in other similar ones, the Minister for Migration justified denying 
apathetic children and their families asylum due to a belief that they were simulating the 
illness conditions. By granting them asylum, this harmful behaviour would only continue 
and even increase, the Minister argued.

Policy consequences

Already from the start, the amnesty campaign received support from the five smaller 
parties in the Swedish Parliament. On several occasions during the spring of 2005, these 
five parties presented policy proposals that clearly built on the campaigners’ demands. 
However, the two large parties in Parliament—the Social Democratic Party and the con-
servative Moderate Party—voted down the proposals each time. Each time the demands 
were voted down, the mobilization around the campaigns continued to grow in strength 
and by the summer 2005, the public pressure on the Government to stop deporting apa-
thetic children and their families had grown considerably. In July, the Government exer-
cised its discretionary power by issuing a new guiding decision in an asylum case with 
a child that suffered from a severe apathetic condition. The family received a permanent 
residence permit due to humanitarian reasons, and this became precedential for about a 
hundred similar cases of children with severe apathetic symptoms.

In spite of this partial victory for the campaign, the demand for a general amnesty 
for all denied asylum seekers in Sweden continued to have broad support in Parliament. 
When the Social Democrats and Moderates again, in September 2005, voted down a 
parliament proposition for a regularization programme, the Green Party and the Left 
Party—in their capacity as supporting parties to the Government—changed strategy. 
Instead of trying to win a majority in Parliament, they used the Government’s depend-
ence on them to pass the annual state budget by threatening to block that budget if the 
Government did not agree to the amnesty demand. Over the following weeks, intense 
negotiations between the Government and the supporting parties took place. The close 
alliance that had developed between the Left and Green parties and the campaigners 
was strategically used in the negotiations to increase the pressure on the Government. 
Our interviewees described how they were in direct phone communication with party 
members from the Green and Left parties during the budget negotiations, offering party 
representatives their immediate opinions on various suggestions that were on the table 
(Interviewee 2005-5).

After weeks of negotiations, the Social Democratic Party accepted a temporary law 
with a modified version of the amnesty demand. The temporary law gave families with 
children who had been residing in Sweden without permission, as well as denied asylum 
applicants where the deportation could not be enforced, a new opportunity to get their 
asylum claims assessed. A total of 17,300 residence permits of the 30,000 lodged were 
granted due to this temporary law (Borevi 2012, 72).
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The activists called this compromise an ‘amnesty light’ (Interviewee 2005-1) as not 
everyone who applied received residency. It was, however, clear that the Government 
had been forced to implement parts of the campaign’s demand despite trying to resist 
it for a long time. In the second campaign case in 2017, the story seemed to repeat 
itself as the Social Democratic Party once again became pressured by the Green Party 
to accept a regularization demand. The difference this time was that the institutional 
arrangements of accountability changed to the disadvantage of the asylum activists and 
to the benefit of the power holders. In the following section, we describe how this 2017 
blame-game evolved differently due to the changing institutional conditions.

The refugee amnesty campaign in 2017

Among the large influx of asylum seekers to Europe in the autumn of 2015, over 
160,000 persons sought protection in Sweden. Of the total number of asylum applicants 
in 2015, about 35,000 were unaccompanied minors, and the majority of these were 
young men of Afghan origin (Swedish Migration Agency 2016), although many of them 
had been living in Iran for the greater portion of their lives.

In the aftermath of the 2015 crisis, the Swedish Migration Agency assessed Afghanistan 
as safe in certain provinces, and therefore began deporting asylum applicants of Afghan 
origin to these so-called safe provinces. In 2017, 63% of all applicants of Afghan nation-
ality were denied asylum and among unaccompanied minors of Afghan origin the rejec-
tion rate was 22% (Swedish Migration Agency 2018). The deportations evoked a lot of 
grievances among the unaccompanied minors as well as among the people who had helped 
them through the asylum process (Turunen and Weinryb 2020). Campaigns began to stop 
the deportations to Afghanistan and to offer amnesty for Afghans in Sweden. Campaign 
activities included digital petitions, demonstrations outside the deportation centres, theatre 
performances, live-streaming on social media platforms, protest marches, and candlelight 
vigils. The most publicly visible campaign activity was a 58-day long sit-in protest in sev-
eral major cities in Sweden, which lasted from August to October 2017.

Blame‑making

We found two central problem definitions in the 2017 campaign, both formulated around 
the unaccompanied youths of Afghan origin facing deportation to Afghanistan. One prob-
lem definition targeted the issue of safety in Afghanistan. The activists claimed Afghani-
stan was a dangerous country, and that when Sweden deported people to the presumed 
safe provinces of Afghanistan, they were essentially sending them to war and death. Media 
photographs from the sit-in protests show signs with messages such as ‘Stop deportations 
to death’ and ‘We want to live’ (Stiernstedt 2017). One activist, interviewed in a regional 
newspaper during a sit-in protest in a southern town in Sweden, proclaimed that ‘I do not 
know why the Migration Agency thinks Afghanistan is a safe country. We can see people 
being killed there every day. Ordinary people, not soldiers with guns’ (Berg Eidebo 2017).

The other problem definition constructed deportations of Afghan youths as a loss of 
human capital and thereby tied onto a discourse constructing migrants as contribut-
ing members of society (Fujiwara 2005). During the seminar, the activists claimed that 
Afghans in Sweden could become a ‘good resource’ in society and repeatedly used the 
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figure of a ‘street child’ (Interviewee 2017-2) to stress the future which awaited Afghan 
youths if they were not given residency in Sweden. The image of a street child did not only 
function as a symbol of victimhood but was also intentionally used in the staging of the sit-
in protests. One of the interviewees, who initiated the sit-in protest, described how he was 
certain that in Sweden the authorities would never allow ‘a child to sit on the street a whole 
night’, but as the sit-in protest continued night after night, he found himself to be mistaken 
(Interviewee 2017-3).

As in the 2005 campaign, the 2017 protesters attributed blame to power holders, but due 
to the complex and ambiguous delegation of accountability within the asylum system, the 
blame-making was not as coherent as in the 2005 campaign. It was difficult for the cam-
paigners to attribute personal responsibility for the problems to anyone in particular. The 
interviews demonstrate how the changed institutional arrangements of accountability led to 
ambiguous perceptions of responsibility. Interviewees described how politicians and public 
officials were ‘blaming each other all the time’ (Interviewee 2017-3) and that ‘everything 
is so diffused’ (Interviewee 2017-1). One of the interviewees described how activists were 
being pushed around between the politicians, the Migration Agency and the Migration 
Courts, ‘all the time they kicked us around like a ball’ (Interviewee 2017-4).

The confusion that arouse as a consequence of the 2006 reform is clearly illustrated 
in the following sequence, which one interviewee described (Interviewee 2017-3). The 
activists had asked politicians to come to the sit-in protest to talk to them , which many 
also did  initially. However, no representatives from the responsible agencies, such as the 
Migration Agency or the Government came to talk to the protestors. But suddenly, one day 
in the middle of the sit-in protest, the Social Democratic Minister for Migration, Heléne 
Fritzon, paid a visit. The activists became excited and thought that this was a sign that the 
Government would put a stop to the deportations. But the message from the Minister was 
that she only came to show her support, not to negotiate with the activists. The activists 
became puzzled by her behaviour. Why did she not meet our demands if she supported us, 
they wondered. Events like this augmented the activists’ confusion about who they should 
demand changes from and who was responsible for the decisions.

Due to the complexity of the institutional arrangements of accountability, the activists 
started to attribute blame further down the chain of public authority. The ones that received 
most personalized blame from the activists were the Director General and the Head of 
Legal Affairs at the Swedish Migration Agency, as they in legal opinions had assessed the 
situation in Afghanistan as safe. The activists sent a public letter to the Director General of 
the Swedish Migration Agency stating that ‘it is time for you to live up to your role. You 
can contribute to a legal opinion calling for the stop the deportations to Afghanistan. Our 
lives are in your hands’ (Ledel 2017). In an interview in one of the largest daily newspapers 
in Sweden, one of the spokespersons for the sit-in protest turned directly to the Head of 
Legal Affairs at the Migration Agency and proclaimed that ‘you could write a legal opin-
ion about Afghanistan. You have done it before. Why can you not do it now?’ (Stiernstedt 
2017)

Blame‑avoidance responses

As a consequence of the reform in 2006, which led to a more complex and unclear del-
egation of accountability for asylum determinations, the targeted power holders in 2017 
had more blame-avoidance strategies to employ than what the power holders had in 2005. 



54 Policy Sciences (2021) 54:41–62

1 3

As will be evident in the following analysis, both reframing and deflection strategies were 
used by the Government and the Migration Agency, albeit in slightly different ways.

The responses from the Migration Agency targeted the activists’ problem definition 
about Afghanistan not being a safe country. Despite the request from the activists at the 
sit-in protest, the Director General declined to meet them at the square. Instead, he used a 
reframing strategy that tries to win the argument through justifications, in this case of the 
Agency’s assessment of safety in Afghanistan. For example, the Director General   wrote 
a public letter, published in several newspapers, attempting to justify why the Migration 
Agency had a different assessment of the safety situation in Afghanistan than the activists 
(Eskilstuna-Kuriren 2017)

In contrast to the Migration Agency, the Government focused on deflection strategies. 
Notably, the Minister for Migration responded to the campaign’s criticism by referring to 
the constitutional order of Government in Sweden, for example in this quote from a parlia-
mentary debate about the amnesty demand:

Sweden has one of the world’s fairest systems, because there is one responsible 
public agency that takes the decision, which can also be appealed in court. This 
decision—or this assessment—is an issue that neither I, nor the Government, can 
or should decide. Nor do I think it would be desirable that such a decision would 
be taken by politicians, the Riksdag [the Swedish Parliament] or any political body. 
(Prot. 2017/18:3, addr. 2)

 In this quote, the Minister for Migration delegated responsibility downwards to the Migra-
tion Agency and the Migration Courts. The reason she could do this with credibility was, 
as noted earlier, that the administrative reform in 2006 had relieved the Government of 
its decision-making discretion and thereby spread the formal responsibility for the assess-
ment of asylum claims across several actors in the system.

As the protests intensified during the autumn of 2017, the Prime Minister became active 
in the amnesty debate, defending the Government’s position to reject any form of regu-
larization of denied asylum seekers. He used similar deflection strategies as the Minister 
for Migration, referring to the reformed asylum system, now beyond the  Government’s 
control:

It is good that we have moved this issue from the politicians to a legally secure pro-
cedure where the authorities may perform assessments and where there are oppor-
tunities for appeals to be made in court. (Prime Minister Stefan Löfven, quoted in 
Holmqvist 2017)

 In sum, the Government’s use of deflection strategies and the Migration Agency’s use of 
reframing strategies together created a powerful arsenal of blame-avoidance rhetoric that 
undermined the activists’ blame strategies.

Policy consequences

Due to the reform in 2006, it had become more difficult for activists to attribute personal 
blame to the top players of the asylum system, at the same time as targeted power holders 
had broadened their spectrum of possible blame-avoidance strategies. The activists’ oppor-
tunities to pressure power holders into meeting their demands had thereby decreased.

Nevertheless, according to the activists themselves, their campaign activities were deci-
sive for the later policy changes that were subsequently passed in parliament (Interviewee 
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2017-1; Interviewee 2017-2; Interviewee 2017-6). They did, however, point to other activ-
ities than the blame-making as the crucial components which made politicians attentive 
to their demands. Foremost, they emphasised the close alliance between the activists and 
some members of the Green Party, who succeeded to force the party leadership to take 
actions to promote an amnesty proposal in parliament. The Green Party, which since the 
2005 refugee amnesty campaign had fostered close ties with the pro-migrant movement 
in Sweden, had in 2017 entered a coalition Government with the larger Social Democratic 
Party. This factor is probably the main reason why the amnesty demand in 2017 made an 
impact in policies a year later. Both our interviewees and reports in news media (Rosén 
2017; Lönegård and Delling 2017) describe how members of the Green Party, who also 
participated as activists in the amnesty campaign, succeeded to get a majority at the Party 
congress for an amnesty proposal. This decision forced the party leadership to pursue the 
amnesty demand in political negotiations with the Social Democratic Party.

After weeks of negotiations between the two parties, the Green Party managed to per-
suade the Social Democrats to present a bill which was passed in Parliament with the 
support of the Left Party and the Centre Party and came into effect in July 2018 (Prot. 
2017/18:125). It opened up a temporary possibility for Afghan youths with deportation 
orders to, under certain conditions, apply for prolonged temporary residence in Sweden 
(Government bill 2017/18:252).2 However, this law did not satisfy the immediate demand 
of the 2017 campaign: to stop the deportations to Afghanistan. Swedish authorities contin-
ued during 2019 to deport people back to Kabul under the internal flight directive.

Discussion

In the introduction of this paper, we asked how perceptions of responsibility determine the 
pressure non-elite blame-makers can put on power holders, and which implications that 
have for our knowledge about the conditions for and consequences of blame-games. In the 
following discussion, we will try to provide answers to these questions by elaborating the 
most important general insights from the empirical observations of this study.

Firstly, the two cases demonstrated that blame-making can be an effective strategy for 
non-elite groups to pressure power holders into making changes in policies. Both cam-
paigns used sophisticated protest strategies to mobilize support for their political demands, 
and they had sufficient communicative skills to gain widespread media coverage of their 
blame-making activities. In both cases, it became evident that power holders felt pressured, 
not only to listen to the activists, but also to show the public that they did so. In the 2005 
case, the Minister for Migration met the activists in person to collect the name signatures 
from the petition, and in 2017, the Minister for Migration made a public appearance at 
the sit-in protest to ‘show her support’, as she called it. It seems plausible to assert that 
the power holders believed that the campaigns had mobilized sufficient support among 
the electorate to make it strategically sound for them to publicly show that they took the 
amnesty demands seriously. This finding strengthens Weaver’s (2018) suggestion that 
blame-making can lead to policy change through the mechanism of indirect pressure from 
blame-makers to power holders through supporters.

2 11,776 applications were lodged, and of these, 6404 were approved, 2791 were denied and 2440 applica-
tions were still pending decisions as of April 2019 (Svedberg 2019).
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Secondly, and highly related to the first point, our comparative approach was designed 
to study the effects on perceived responsibility of differences in the institutional arrange-
ments of accountability within a policy sector. We found, in accordance with previous 
studies (Hinterleitner and Sager 2017; Figenschou and Thorbjørnsrud 2018) that clear 
and transparent arrangements of accountability decreased power holders’ possibilities 
to deflect responsibility with preserved credibility. However, through our primary focus 
on blame-makers instead of blame-avoiders, we also found that activists’ possibilities to 
attribute personal blame to power holders in a credible way decreased when arrangements 
of accountability became complex and diffused. In 2005, the Swedish asylum system was 
structured to give the Government unambiguous responsibility for asylum determinations 
and the system required direct and reoccurring political involvement in decision-making. 
These factors created a situation in which the Government was held responsible in public 
for individual decisions on asylum, and the Government did not have the opportunity to 
deflect this perceived responsibility to any other actors in the system. Their only option 
was therefore to use reframing strategies to avoid blame. The blame-makers thereby gained 
credibility in the eyes of the public, and this helped the activists to receive support for their 
political demands. In 2017, the asylum system had been rearranged into a more complex 
accountability structure, and the discretionary room for political decision-making had been 
replaced by judicial powers. This gave the Government more room to use deflection strate-
gies to avoid blame, at the same time as it created confusion among the blame-makers 
regarding whom to assign responsibility and for what. The 2017 campaign could therefore 
not use personalized blame narratives with the same confidence and credibility as the 2005 
campaign could. The result was a weaker pressure on the power holders in 2017 than in 
2005 to change policies in accordance with the demands of the campaigners.

However, our two cases are insufficient to conclude that the blame-making in and of 
itself was sufficient to cause policy changes. Instead, our two cases support the claim, 
found in social movement studies, that several different but mutually reinforcing activist 
strategies are needed to create policy changes (Cress and Snow 2000; Pralle 2003; Amenta 
et  al. 2010; Kirchhoff et  al. 2018). Both our cases showed that blame-making strategies 
together with close alliances between activists and elite players (in this case the Green 
Party) in politically central positions were crucial for the campaigns’ policy influence. In 
2005, the Green Party possessed power over the state budget, but in 2017, they possessed 
direct governmental power as one of two parties in a coalition Government. This means 
that at the same time as one institutional factor (arrangements of accountability), which 
determines the strength of blame-making, changed to the disadvantage of the activists, 
another non-institutional factor (the political power of allies), not directly related to the 
strength of blame-making strategies but to the broader possibilities for activists to influ-
ence policy, changed to their advantage. This accentuates that blame-making is only one 
out of several strategies which non-elite groups can employ to influence policy.

Moreover, our study cannot exclude other contextual factors, such as the public dis-
course on migration, from playing a role in determining how effective blame-making 
strategies will be. It is for example highly plausible that the positive official discourse on 
migration in 2005 amplified the credibility of the activists’ blame-making in the media and 
among the general public, which in turn, increased the pressure on the Government to lis-
ten to the activists’ demands. Between 2005 and 2017, the number of immigrants increased 
in Sweden at the same time as a anti-immigration party—the Sweden Democrats—entered 
and later dominated the political scene as regards the migration issue. The official pub-
lic discourse on migration was thus generally more positive and less polarized in 2005 
than in 2017 (Bevelander and Hellström 2019). Based on this,  it is difficult to determine 
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the relative importance of the blame-making itself in pressuring the power holders, com-
pared to the relevance of altered political discourses on migration. It is highly possible that 
the relatively positive official political discourse on migration in 2005 facilitated a fertile 
atmosphere for pro-migrant campaigns which did not exist to the same extent in 2017 when 
the official discourse was more polarized. This intervening factor can however not explain 
why the activists’ blame-making became less personalized and coherent in 2017 or why 
targeted power holders used more blame-avoidance strategies to deflect the blame attrib-
uted to them in 2017 than in 2005. We argue that the most plausible conclusion to draw 
from these changes in blame-attributions and responses is that the perceptions of responsi-
bility had changed as a consequence of the reform in 2006.

Thirdly, the findings from this study have implications for the scholarly discussion on 
anticipatory and reactive blame-avoidance behaviour. Scholars have carved out the distinct 
nature of reactive and anticipatory blame-avoidance behaviours (Hinterleitner and Sager 
2017), but less emphasis has been put on showing how the behaviours are related. We think 
that the sequentiality of our two cases can shed light on the link between reactive and antic-
ipatory blame-avoidance behaviours.

Anticipatory blame-avoidance strategies differ from reactive strategies because they are 
utilized to hamper blame-attributions before they are articulated (Hood 2011). In addition, 
they address the institutional arrangements of accountability in a policy sector instead of 
engaging in rhetorical struggles. The mechanism that has been theorized to trigger antici-
patory blame-avoidance strategies is a calculation from the power holders’ side of the risk 
of being blamed in the future. If that risk is considered high, power holders are likely to 
engage in anticipatory blame-avoidance strategies (Hinterleitner and Sager 2017; Resodi-
hardjo 2020). How do power holders then calculate that risk? One plausible way of doing 
it would be for power holders to learn from the past. If blame-attribution has been a reoc-
curring phenomenon in the past, the likelihood of continued blame-attribution in the future 
could be calculated as high.

However, from the perspective of the blame-makers, this calculation of risk means that 
blame-making strategies can undermine themselves in the longer run. From this study, we 
cannot stipulate that the administrative reform in 2006 was intended to avoid blame, but 
power holders have clearly capitalized on its result, namely the ambiguities regarding the 
formal allocation of responsibility that exists in the reformed asylum system. Hinterleitner 
and Sager (2017) make the claim that anticipatory blame-avoidance behaviour can ‘trans-
late into blame-deflecting institutional arrangements and policy design that may alter the 
institutional set-up of policy sectors and influence the effectiveness of policies’ (Hinterleit-
ner and Sager 2017, 601). Our study sketches a related, albeit longer chain of cause-and-
effects: blame-making can lead to reactive blame-avoidance strategies, which can trigger 
anticipatory blame-avoidance strategies, which can ‘translate into blame-deflecting insti-
tutional arrangements’ (ibid), which, in turn, can put formerly successful non-elite blame-
makers in less favourable positions to exert policy influence in the future.

Conclusions

It is a democratic problem that some interest groups in society lack the material and politi-
cal resources to exert influence over political questions that concern them. Our analysis 
shows that this problem can temporarily be reduced when these groups manage to use 
blame-making strategies to get their political demands heard. This brings forth a hitherto 
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neglected democratic aspect of blame-games, namely their potential of providing marginal-
ized interest groups—such as asylum seekers—with a powerful tool to force power holders 
to be attentive to their demands.

At the same time, our two cases also reveal that blame-making, in a longer perspec-
tive, can bring about other, less democratically valuable consequences. If non-elite 
groups repeatedly use blame-making to force power holders to take policy actions, they 
might also trigger power holders to change the institutional arrangements of account-
ability in such a way that it becomes harder to attribute blame to power holders in the 
future. In situations where power holders calculate a high risk of future blame-attribu-
tion, they are likely to engage in anticipatory blame-avoidance behaviours, which may 
hamper one of the foundations of a democratic system, namely the possibility for the 
electorate to hold power holders accountable for their actions (Thompson 1980; Hood 
2007; Bovens 2010). The reason for this is that anticipatory blame-avoidance behav-
iours, such as spreading responsibility across several actors or increased protocoliza-
tion in decision-making, often makes it difficult for the electorate to trigger informative 
and productive discussions with power holders about their previous actions. However, 
Hood (2014) also reminds us that blame-avoidance, under particular circumstances, 
actually can support democratic accountability. Blame-avoidance activities can result 
in clearer and more transparent procedures and guidelines for best practices, and also 
result in more adequate individual or organizational attribution of responsibility for 
certain actions and decisions. In these cases, blame-avoidance activities will improve 
democratic accountability mechanisms instead of hampering them. Nevertheless, these 
cases  are exceptions in a world marked by accountability cultures preoccupied with 
sanctions (Mansbridge 2014), and therefore it is more likely that anticipatory blame-
avoidance behaviour weakens democratic accountability mechanisms. Our study indi-
cates that blame-making can be an important strategy for increased democratic partici-
pation of marginalized groups in the short run, but the effect on democracy in the longer 
run seems to be more dubious.

By zooming in on non-elite blame-makers, we have in this study explored a new 
route of inquiry for the blame literature to engage in. We hope that the insights from 
this comparative study are useful for understanding the phenomenon of non-elite blame-
making, and that they may have relevance also for settings beyond Swedish asylum 
policy. In addition, we hope that future studies can pursue this route even further, per-
haps by bringing insights from social movement studies into the blame-game literature’s 
work on non-elites’ strategic attempts to change policies. Social movement studies give 
us deep knowledge on non-elites’ struggles and strategies to achieve policy change, 
while blame-game research has developed important insights about what happens at 
the receiving end of blame-attributions, namely how political elites respond to being 
blamed. We think that integrating, for example, elements from the rich work on political 
opportunity structures into the blame-game literature (cf. Kitschelt 1986), and bringing 
insights from blame-game research into social movement studies, would advance and 
broaden our knowledge about the function of blame in political life. In sum, by looking 
at blame beyond political elites’ struggle for power within the institutionalized political 
arenas we can start to formulate new insights about the broader functions of blame in 
modern democratic societies. We look forward to the elaboration of these ideas in future 
research.
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Appendix 1: Interviewees at the public seminars

Public seminar, 22 March 2018.

ID no. Representative of:

Interviewee 2005-1 Christian Council of Sweden [SKR], a collaborative network for Lutheran, Orthodox, 
Catholic and Evangelical churches in Sweden

Interviewee 2005-2 The Swedish Network of Refugee Support Groups, [FARR] an umbrella organization 
for refugee support groups in Sweden

Interviewee 2005-3 Malmö local branch of the international network No One Is Illegal
Interviewee 2005-4 Gothenburg local branch of the international network No One Is Illegal
Interviewee 2005-5 Vicar from Gothenburg who was very active in bridging the coordination between the 

Church of Sweden [Svenska kyrkan] and local refugee activist groups.
Interviewee 2005-6 Writer and journalist, active in the Swedish Christian Church’s magazine

Public seminar, 8 November 2018.

ID no. Representative of:

Interviewee 2017-1 The Swedish Network of Refugee Support Groups, [FARR], an umbrella organiza-
tion for refugee support groups in Sweden and We Cannot Stand It [#vistårinteut], 
solidarity initiative in 2015 of social workers, teachers, etc.

Interviewee 2017-2 The Association of Unaccompanied Minors [Ensamkommandes förbund] in Malmö, 
which was started in 2012 by an unaccompanied minor from Afghanistan

Interviewee 2017-3 Young in Sweden [Ung i Sverige], established by young Afghan refugees who came 
to Sweden in the autumn of 2015

Interviewee 2017-4 The Association of Unaccompanied Minors [Ensamkommandes förbund] in Stock-
holm, which was started in 2012 by an unaccompanied minor from Afghanistan, 
and Young in Sweden [Ung i Sverige]

Interviewee 2017-5 The Pillar of Support [Stöttepelaren], solidarity initiative from 2015
Interviewee 2017-6 Stop the Deportations of Afghan Youths [stoppa utvisningarna av afghanska ung-

domar], solidarity initiative from 2015

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


60 Policy Sciences (2021) 54:41–62

1 3

References

Amenta, E., Caren, N., Chiarello, E., & Su, Y. (2010). The political consequences of social movements. 
Annual Review of Sociology, 36(1), 287–307.

Basok, T., & Rojas Wiesner, M. L. (2017). Winning a battle, losing the war: Migrant rights advocacy and its 
‘influence’ on the Mexican state. Canadian Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Studies/Revue 
Canadienne Des Études Latino-Américaines et Caraïbes, 42(1), 17–35.

Benford, R. D., & Snow, A. D. (2000). Framing processes and social movements: An overview and assess-
ment. Annual Review of Sociology, 26(1), 611–639.

Berg Eidebo, J. (2017) De sitter för ett stopp på utvisningarna, Östgöta Correspondenten. Accessed 22 Nov 
2019.

Bevelander, P., & Hellström, A. (2019). Pro-and antimigrant mobilizations in polarized Sweden. In A. Rea, 
M. Martiniello, A. Mazzola, & B. Meuleman (Eds.), The refugee reception crisis in Europe. Polarized 
opinions and mobilizations (pp. 75–94). Bruxelles: Éditions de l’Université de Bruxelles.

Borevi, K. (2012). Sweden: The flagship of multiculturalism. In G. Brochmann & A. Hagelund (Eds.), 
Immigration policy and the scandinavian welfare State 1945-2010 (pp. 25–96). Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Bovens, M. (2010). Two concepts of accountability: Accountability as a virtue and as a mechanism. West 
European Politics, 33(5), 946–967.

Brändström, A., & Kuipers, S. (2003). From ‘Normal incidents’ to political crises: Understanding the selec-
tive politicization of policy failures. Government and Opposition, 38(3), 279–305.

Cress, D. M., & Snow, D. A. (2000). The outcomes of homeless mobilization: The influence of organiza-
tion, disruption, political mediation, and framing. American Journal of Sociology, 105(4), 1063–1104.

Dahl, A. (2006). Sweden: Once a moral superpower, always a moral superpower? International Journal, 
61(4), 895–908.

Eastmond, M., & Ascher, H. (2011). In the best interest of the child? the politics of vulnerability and nego-
tiations for asylum in Sweden. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 37(8), 1185–1200.

Eskilstuna-Kuriren. (2017) Ensamkommande tänker inte ge sig. http://ret.nu/UVVV2 Ymw. Accessed 22 
Nov 2019.

Figenschou, T. U., & Thorbjørnsrud, K. (2018). Mediated agency, blame avoidance and institutional respon-
sibility: Government communication in a personalised media landscape. Scandinavian Political Stud-
ies, 41(2), 210–232.

Fujiwara, L. H. (2005). Immigrant rights are human rights: The reframing of immigrant entitlement and 
welfare. Social Problems, 52(1), 79–101.

Government bill. 2004/05:170. Ny instans- och processordning i utlännings- och medborgarskapsärenden.
Government bill. 2017/18:252. Extra ändringsbudget för 2018 – Ny möjlighet till uppehållstillstånd.
Hansson, S. (2018a). Analysing opposition-government blame games: Argument models and strategic 

manoeuvring. Critical Discourse Studies, 15(3), 228–246.
Hansson, S. (2018b). The discursive micro-politics of blame avoidance: Unpacking the language of govern-

ment blame games. Policy Sciences, 51(4), 545–564.
Hering, M. (2008). Welfare state restructuring without grand coalitions: The role of informal cooperation in 

blame avoidance. German Politics, 17(2), 165–183.
Hinterleitner, M. (2018). Policy failures, blame games and changes to policy practice. Journal of Public 

Policy, 38(2), 221–242.
Hinterleitner, M., & Sager, F. (2015). Avoiding blame—a comprehensive framework and the Australian 

home insulation program fiasco. Policy Studies Journal, 43(1), 139–161.
Hinterleitner, M., & Sager, F. (2017). Anticipatory and reactive forms of blame avoidance: Of foxes and 

lions. European Political Science Review, 9(4), 587–606.
Hinterleitner, M., & Sager, F. (2020). Governing elites under pressure: Blame avoidance strategies and wel-

fare state retrenchment. In R. Careja, P. Emmenegger, & N. Giger (Eds.), The European social model 
under pressure: Liber Amicorum in Honour of Klaus Armingeon (pp. 109–122). Wiesbaden: Springer 
Fachmedien.

Holmberg, B. (2005) Skyddet för barn som söker asyl ska utökas. Göteborgsposten, http://ret.nu/Z2nuc 
ENT. Accessed 22 Nov 2019.

Holmqvist, A. (2017) Intern strid om unga lamslår regeringen. Mycket dålig stämning. Aftonbladet. https 
://www.afton blade t.se/nyhet er/samha lle/a/JPmWm /inter n-strid -om-unga-lamsl ar-reger ingen -mycke 
t-dalig -stamn ing. Accessed 22 Nov 2019.

Hood, C. (2002). The risk game and the blame game. Government and Opposition, 37(1), 15–37.
Hood, C. (2007). What happens when transparency meets blame-avoidance? Public Management Review, 

9(2), 191–210.

http://ret.nu/UVVV2Ymw
http://ret.nu/Z2nucENT
http://ret.nu/Z2nucENT
https://www.aftonbladet.se/nyheter/samhalle/a/JPmWm/intern-strid-om-unga-lamslar-regeringen-mycket-dalig-stamning
https://www.aftonbladet.se/nyheter/samhalle/a/JPmWm/intern-strid-om-unga-lamslar-regeringen-mycket-dalig-stamning
https://www.aftonbladet.se/nyheter/samhalle/a/JPmWm/intern-strid-om-unga-lamslar-regeringen-mycket-dalig-stamning


61Policy Sciences (2021) 54:41–62 

1 3

Hood, C. (2011). The blame game: Spin, bureaucracy, and self-preservation in government. Princeton NJ: 
Princeton University Press.

Hood, C. (2014). Accountability and blame-avoidance. In M. Bovens, R. E. Goodin, & T. Schillemans 
(Eds.), The oxford handbook of public accountability. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Hood, C., Jennings, W., Dixon, R., Hogwood, B., & Beeston, C. (2009). Testing times: Exploring staged 
responses and the impact of blame management strategies in two examination fiasco cases. European 
Journal of Political Research, 48(6), 695–722.

Johannesson, L. (2017). In courts we trust: Administrative justice in Swedish migration courts. Stockholm: 
Stockholm University

Johannesson, L., & Weinryb, N. (2019). Juridifiering till priset av försvårad styrning inom asylprövningen. 
In Jacobsson, B., Pierre, J. & Sundström, G. (Eds) Granskningssamhället: Offentliga verksamheter 
under lupp (pp.187–207). Lund: Studentlitteratur.

Johannesson, L., & Weinryb, N. (2020a). Civilsamhället och asylpolitiken, del 1: Vittnesseminarium om 
Påskuppropet och Flyktingamnesti 2005. Stockholm: Södertörn University.

Johannesson, L., & Weinryb, N. (2020b). Civilsamhället och asylpolitiken, del 2 : Vittnesseminarium om 
civilsamhällets engagemang för uppehållstillstånd för ensamkommande flyktingungdomar, 2015–2018. 
Stockholm: Södertörn University.

Kirchhoff, M., Probst, J., Schwenken, H., & Stern, V. (2018). Worth the effort: Protesting successfully 
against deportations. In S. Rosenberger, V. Stern, & N. Merhaut (Eds.), Protest movements in asylum 
and deportation. Cham: Springer International Publishing.

Kitschelt, H. P. (1986). Political opportunity structures and political protest: Anti-nuclear movements in four 
democracies. British Journal of Political Science, 16(1), 57–85.

Klandermans, B., de Weerd, M., Sabucedo, J., & Costa, M. (1999). Injustice and adversarial frames in a 
supranational political context: Farmers’ protest in the Netherlands and Spain. In D. della Porta, H. 
Kriesi, & D. Rucht (Eds.), Social movements in a globalizing world (pp. 134–147). London: Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Lasswell, H. D. (1952). The elite concept. In H. D. Lasswell, D. Lerner, & C. E. Rothwell (Eds.), The com-
parative study of elites: An introduction and bibliography (pp. 6–21). Palo Alto: Stanford University 
Press.

Ledel, J. (2017) Migrationsverket avslår demonstranternas begäran Sverige” Svenska dagbladet. https ://
www.svd.se/gener aldir ektor en-avsla r-demon stran terna s-begar an. Accessed 22 Nov 2019.

Leong, C., & Howlett, M. (2017). On credit and blame: Disentangling the motivations of public policy 
decision-making behaviour. Policy Sciences, 50(4), 599–618.

Lönegård, C. & Delling, H. (2017) Lokala S-toppar pressar partiledningen om amnesti för unga ensamkom-
mande, Svenska Dagbladet. https ://www.svd.se/lofve n-press as-om-amnes ti–av-egna-s-kommu ntopp 
arna. Accessed 22 Nov 2019.

Mansbridge, J. (2014). A contingency theory of accountability. In M. Bovens, R. E. Goodin, & T. Schil-
lemans (Eds.), The oxford handbook of public accountability (pp. 55–69). Oxford: Oxford University 
Press.

Mills, C. W. (1956). The power elite. New York: Oxford University Press.
Petersson, O. (2015). Rational politics: Commissions of inquiry and the referral system in Sweden. In J. 

Pierre (Ed.), The oxford handbook of Swedish politics (pp. 650–662). Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Pouliot, V. (2015). Practice tracing. In A. Bennett & J. T. Checkel (Eds.), Process tracing (pp. 237–259). 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Pralle, S. B. (2003). Venue shopping, political strategy, and policy change: The internationalization of 

Canadian forest advocacy. Journal of Public Policy, 23(3), 233–260.
Prot. 2004/05:71. Minutes form the Swedish Parliament Debate. February 8, 2005.
Prot. 2004/05:97. Minutes from Swedish Parliament Debate. April 4, 2005.
Prot. 2017/18:3. Minutes from Swedish Parliament Debate. September 13, 2017.
Prot. 2017/18:125. Minutes from Swedish Parliament Debate. June 4, 2018.
Resodihardjo, S. L. (2020). Crises, inquiries and the politics of blame. Cham: Springer.
Resodihardjo, S. L., Brendan, J. C., Van Eijk, C. J., & Maris, S. (2016). Why traditional responses to blame 

games fail: The importance of context, rituals, and sub-blame games in the face of raves gone wrong. 
Public Administration, 94(2), 350–363.

Rosén, H. (2017) MP:s ledning utmanas av krav på amnesti, Dagens Nyheter. https ://www.dn.se/arkiv /nyhet 
er/mp-s-ledni ng-utman as-av-krav-pa-amnes ti/. Accessed 22 Nov 2019.

SFS 1974:152. Kungörelse (1974:152) om beslutad ny regeringsform.
Stiernstedt, J. (2017) Demonstranterna fortsätter protesterna för att få gehör. Svenska dagbladet. http://ret.

nu/Jslgz UPz. Accessed 22 Nov 2019.

https://www.svd.se/generaldirektoren-avslar-demonstranternas-begaran
https://www.svd.se/generaldirektoren-avslar-demonstranternas-begaran
https://www.svd.se/lofven-pressas-om-amnesti%e2%80%93av-egna-s-kommuntopparna
https://www.svd.se/lofven-pressas-om-amnesti%e2%80%93av-egna-s-kommuntopparna
https://www.dn.se/arkiv/nyheter/mp-s-ledning-utmanas-av-krav-pa-amnesti/
https://www.dn.se/arkiv/nyheter/mp-s-ledning-utmanas-av-krav-pa-amnesti/
http://ret.nu/JslgzUPz
http://ret.nu/JslgzUPz


62 Policy Sciences (2021) 54:41–62

1 3

Svedberg, E. (2019) Unga som fått uppehållstillstånd enligt den nya gymnasielagen – lägesbild i maj 2019. 
Report 12344/2019 Socialstyrelsen.

Swedish Migration Agency. (2016) Inkomna ansökningar om asyl, 2015. https ://www.migra tions verke t.se/
Om-Migra tions verke t/Stati stik/Asyl.html. Accessed 22 Nov 2019.

Swedish Migration Agency. (2018) Avgjorda asylärenden beslutade av Migrationsverket, förstagångsan-
sökningar, 2017. https ://www.migra tions verke t.se/Om-Migra tions verke t/Stati stik/Asyl.html. Accessed 
22 Nov 2019.

Thompson, D. F. (1980). Moral responsibility of public officials: The problem of many hands. American 
Political Science Review, 74(4), 905–916.

Turunen, J., & Weinryb, N. (2020). Organizing service delivery on social media platforms? loosely organ-
ized networks, co-optation, and the welfare state. Public Management Review, 22(6), 857–876.

Weaver, R. K. (1986). The politics of blame avoidance. Journal of Public Policy, 6(4), 371–398.
Weaver, R. K. (2018). The nays have it: How rampant blame generating distorts american policy and poli-

tics. Political Science Quarterly, 133(2), 259–290.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

https://www.migrationsverket.se/Om-Migrationsverket/Statistik/Asyl.html
https://www.migrationsverket.se/Om-Migrationsverket/Statistik/Asyl.html
https://www.migrationsverket.se/Om-Migrationsverket/Statistik/Asyl.html

	How to blame and make a difference: perceived responsibility and policy consequences in two Swedish pro-migrant campaigns
	Abstract
	Introduction
	When non-elites attribute blame—rationales, contextual factors, and blame-avoidance responses
	Research design
	Methodology

	Empirical analysis
	The refugee amnesty campaign in 2005
	Blame-making
	Blame-avoidance responses
	Policy consequences
	The refugee amnesty campaign in 2017
	Blame-making
	Blame-avoidance responses
	Policy consequences

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	References




