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Introduction 
 
Universal old-age pension insurance was decided upon in Sweden in 1913. This 
pension insurance essentially covered the entire population. A pension was to be 
paid to anyone incapable of working on account of disability or having reached the 
age of 67. The insurance consisted of two parts: 
 

1. A contribution pension, financed by national insurance contributions 
corresponding to taxable income. The size of the pension was related to the 
value of the contributions paid. 

2. A tax-financed, means-tested supplementary pension, to be paid to those 
with little or no contribution pension. The aim of the supplementary pension 
was the quick removal of disabled and old people from poor relief. 

 
Although the universal pension insurance had its defects and the benefits were 
low, the path was clearly staked out. It was explicitly stated that improvements 
would come. But decades were to pass before the contribution pension of 1913 
was to have an acceptable effect in terms of social policy. The pensions that were 
paid out therefore essentially came from the means-tested supplementary pension. 
Amounts were low, and above all in the towns the old-age pensioners were forced 
to supplement their pension with poor relief. Thus a pension reform was launched 
in 1935. 
 New in the 1935 pension reform was that the contribution part (what may be 
called the insurance component) was toned down and actually called a 
folkpension, indicating its universal character. In 1937 the Swedish parliament 
passed an act to introduce cost-of-living indexing for pensions in 1937. The result 
was a considerable improvement for urban pensioners. Despite this, about 30 per 
cent of pensioners annually received poor relief in the period 1939–47. The 
proportion of pensioners who also received poor relief was roughly twice as high 
in the towns as in the countryside. 
 At the start of 1938 a Social Care Committee was set up with a broadly based 
mandate to inquire into social policy. In 1945 the Committee presented its report 
on pensions.2 Three alternatives were presented. What they had in common was 
that pensions were to be financed by taxes and the level was to be at a level that 
pensioners would not need any supplement from poor relief. In the first two 
alternatives the pension was to be subject to a means test, while according to the 
third alternative it would be a flat-rate pension, the same for everybody. In 1946 a 
virtually unanimous parliament accepted the flat-rate pension. The 1946 pension 
reform was the world’s first universal social insurance based on citizenship rights. 
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It is close to 20 years since Peter Baldwin and Sven E Olsson clashed over the 
issue of driving forces behind the 1946 Swedish pension reform.3 The effects of 
their exchange of ideas were, in the short term, limited and in many cases a 
question of choosing sides, implicitly or explicitly. Several studies have since been 
presented in either the one or the other tradition, some of them presented below. 
Although most newer studies have touched upon the questions raised in the debate 
no one has closely met the requests that a sum-up of the debate points out, namely 
to question the hegemony of the "power-resource" perspective in explanations of 
the shaping of welfare states (Baldwin) and to offer a wider structural dimension 
to the understanding of changes in habits of thought over the first half of the 
century (Olsson). 
 This article has the ambition to fill one of the several gaps in the understanding 
of the Swedish pensions' history. It was part of a project concerning employers' 
attitudes, ambitions and actions in the development of pensions in Sweden up to 
1950. The questions that guided the study were shortly: How did employers' and 
their main organization (SAF; Swedish Employers' Confederation) position 
themselves in relation to pensions? With whom, where and when, did they co-
operate in the question? How did the interplay between single employers and their 
organized interests develop concerning pensions? The perspective is limited to 
view the process inside the employer sphere, and the sources used are mainly 
derived from the archives' of SAF and single companies. The objective is not to 
explain pension reform as such, but to present a pattern of employer actions in a 
context of social policy development. In this manner it will provide us with one 
more ingredient to add to the bigger picture of pension reform. This is, in other 
words, a complement to Olsson's, Baldwin's and others' efforts, rather than a 
challenge. 
 There are close similarities between the two, not least visible in Peter Baldwin’s 
answer to Sven E Olsson’s critique, that are not highlighted in the debate. First, 
both discussions are based in paradigms of long term ideological change, and their 
theoretical stands, thus, should not need to engender dispute, but clarification. It is 
surprising how the discussion leaves the important distinction between their 
different levels of argument. Baldwin's reference to risk-groups4 as the main 
explanation to changes in political as well as other influential organizations, and 
Olsson's presentation of a change in social context as the explanation for welfare 
reform and modernization, do not rule out, but rather strengthen each other in an 
effort to understand welfare state development. While risk-group analysis is a 
rationalistic reference to, or assessment of, triggers and motives of action, the 
modernization process refers to evolving preconditions for action. The second 
comment therefore becomes methodological in nature. It seems clear that a 
discussion concerning driving forces in political change needs to include aspects 
of influence in a wider context than that of self-controlled internal bodies. This 
refers to any choice of agents under study. "The frontier of control", to borrow the 
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title from Carter Lyman Goodrich's5 dissertation, has to be defined if explanatory 
power over any group's influence on the outside context is desired.  
 However, in some cases the influence is of a more indirect character with only 
little, if any, visible impact on the political process in any one single pension 
reform, but rather more evident in the wider question of pensions as a whole. A 
study, then, seemingly needs to grasp the organizations' internal development, e.g. 
how they have acted and reacted in the process of political evolution. 
Notwithstanding that driving forces on higher levels of abstraction need not 
necessarily be the ultimate outcome of empirical investigations on a more practical 
level.6 These latter considerations can be summed up in the two following 
arguments, and although there are no real difficulties accepting them, they present 
to us a problem of scientific craftsmanship, which C Wright Mills helped us to 
address.7 We need to stick to abstraction levels that match methodologically, as 
well as question ourselves as to whether the material we use actually allows us to 
tell the story we intend. 
 

* The study of actions in and structure of, a single social agent can not 
alone present the driving forces of change in the context in which it 
resides. This is Olsson's strongest argument against Baldwin's thesis 
and his focus on the conservative party. 
* The study of an abstract form of preconditions derived from a wider 
context cannot force its identified driving forces upon single social 
agents as if they were their individual motives for action. This is 
Baldwin's strongest argument against Olsson's critique and the use of 
the "power-resource" model. 

 
 
How to view employers' importance in pension reform and administration? 
 
Corporations, and corporate managers, as employers, as well as entrepreneurs and 
administrators, are central actors in the organization and financing of pensions.8 
However, it is in the latter aspect as financiers, employers have most often been 
presented in Swedish pension policy formation, and further, research in Sweden 
has had a clear bias to view organized interests as good representatives for 
members/owners' attitudes. Such a focus is the result of taking the starting point in 
a political decision on pension reform rather than to go beyond and view the 
process of the growth of an employer attitude. The importance of employers as 
financiers will not be challenged here, but will, and must, be seen in conjunction 
with other aspects.  
 A problem in Swedish pension history, as an example, is that public pensions, 
apart from the 1946 reform, are contribution based, resting on a base of moral 
codes, political legitimating processes and economic incentives.9 It is also obvious 
that employer attitudes and actions in the local arena consists of more than 
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financing, not least when considering that the ties between employer and 
employee prior to the 1935 pension reform often were lasting and close,10 but were 
increasingly seen as an obstacle to structural change and rationalization of the 
large scale industrial sector.11 Another important aspect is to question the often 
presented single-dimensional profit maximizing employer. A paradoxical situation 
occurs when discussing employers, namely that they are seen as autonomous and 
powerful at the same time as their potential motive for action is limited to one. 
This confusion of 'on the margin made' business decisions and individual 
employers' attitudes towards pensions and other social questions is problematic, 
not least in the earlier days of varying forms of paternalistic organizations. In 
other words: The lack of economic possibilities does not necessarily mean a 
negative attitude towards pensions, but might have implications for choices 
concerning the construction and timing of pension reform.12 Cause and effect is 
tidily mixed up. Further, there is an empirical problem heavily induced in the 
pension research in Sweden. Employers are often viewed through the lenses of 
governmental inquires, or in other cases purely as theoretically derived entities. 
This might be due to the fact that the archives connected to employers' 
organizations have been closed to most researchers until the mid-1980's, resulting 
in extensive research into the labour movement, with limited corresponding 
research into its employers.13 
 Research conducted since the controversy between Baldwin and Olsson has 
basically followed three lines: 
 

• methodologically, a broader view have been taken to put the Swedish 
experience into context. Studies, such as Joakim Palme's quantitative 
thesis14 comparing 18 OECD countries, as well as Kari Salminen's 
comparative thesis15 on the Scandinavian countries pension development, 
have effectively shown both the strengths and weaknesses of comparative 
approaches. Although different, both studies stress the connection between 
universality and the strength of the labour movement as the central cause for 
rising pension rights in Sweden.16 The broad perspective allows less depth, 
and is thereby open to the possibility of losing the questions' cultural and 
social context.17  

• Theoretically, discussions on pensions since 1990 have centred on the 
newly introduced pension reform, and in so doing have brushed up on "old" 
arguments from earlier debates.18 However, some efforts have been made to 
bring to light the characteristics in the Swedish development. In line with a 
social administrative argument Per-Gunnar Edebalk has presented how the 
ideas from the 1910's have been followed through when the public financial 
situation allowed it. Especially important is the early introduction of an 
income replacement principle.19 The balance between different interests of 
moral requests on reform have been discussed, i.e. the choice between poor-
relief and social insurance.20 
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 In line with Baldwin’s arguments of changing bourgeoisie attitudes, 
Emil Uddhammar21 presents a view of the growing social state as a project 
developed with a consensus between different political groups. Stig-Björn 
Ljunggren’s22 thesis on the conservative party's program development 
supports such a statement, although not as a streamlined simple change, but 
a rather violent clash between conservative and progressive internal groups. 
In a critical local level approach Lars Harrysson challenges the uses of 
pension provisions in industrial organization. The growing interest in 
rational decision models as explanatory understanding is questioned, and 
instead configurative aspects of relations between employer and employee 
on different levels are stressed.23 

• Empirically, the development are slower. In the aftermath of Åke Elmér's24 
work on the pension history until 1960, and Björn Molin's25 thesis on the 
debate about the supplementary pension scheme decided upon in 1959, most 
studies have had to go beyond the question of developmental description or 
making a chase for new material. Several of the above mentioned studies 
have chosen to restate the question and by refined theoretical approaches 
challenge the pension question, mainly using the same empirical base. 
Baldwin, as well as Olsson, is partly exceptions due to their focus on certain 
aspects, not least with the help of material from personal archives. The re-
reading of official material is of great importance. The way in which 
Swedish political reform traditionally has been introduced through thorough 
public investigations has produced large volumes of material in the archives 
of the committees that are still not fully excerpted. This material has proven 
to, on several occasions, call for a rewriting of causation, especially if there 
is an interest in the configuration of relations and consequential events.26 
Another trajectory has been the extensive research into companies and their 
treatment of labour and workplace relations, e.g. the employer role. A long 
array of studies has been presented, but most of them have left social 
questions unresolved and instead focused on the work-process.  

 
A few studies, however, have included the study of retirement provisions on the 
company level. These studies use materials from otherwise more or less untouched 
archives, and derive information on strategy formation, decision making and 
social and economic consequences important to the understanding of company 
related provisions, and not least employer attitudes.27 Finally, a growing interest in 
empirical research into unions and employer organizations, concerning the 
development of occupational welfare, can be observed. In several publications 
Joakim Palme and Olli Kangas have presented the case of the public-private mix 
in social welfare, thereby raising the question of private provisions in the 
institutional welfare state to the agenda.28 This article is a contribution to this field 
and will hopefully shed some light on the preconditions of social policy reform as 
such, and employers' contributions in particular. 
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Employers and pensions 
 
The driving forces behind employers' attitudes to pensions are multi-dimensional, 
and every mono-causal explanation should be viewed sceptically. Reasons as to 
why companies on a local level engaged themselves in people's retirement can be 
considered, ranging from direct emotional factors, through social and cultural 
conditions, to strictly economical business decisions. Due to the fact that old-age, 
and thereby retirement before the mandatory age of 67, was defined as a disability 
in legislative terms, the decisions made by an employer had to relate to the 
questions of reason for retirement, age and pension level. Old age was often seen 
by employers as reason enough for partial retirement.29 However, by technical 
change and pressure for rationalization during the Inter-war years the question of 
labour mobility was introduced to the decision making process as an increasingly 
important factor.30 The exact shape of considerations concerning this structural 
and organizational change differed from company to company, from branch to 
branch, but the question of early old-age retirement as a form of exit had entered 
the stage.31  
 The major questions concerning retirement for a majority of employees in 
private employment were, until the 1930's, dealt with at the company level. It was 
the arena where the "frontier of control" was configured through the 
implementation of pension legislation, agreements, and contracts in the work place 
culture. If a solution existed, which was not always the case, especially among 
small employers, it was locally designed. 
 In research and public committee work the complexity of pension arrangements 
have been organized into a number of categories related to the individual's right to 
their pension, i.e. the question of portability, or in other words, pension as a 
deferred wage. In comparison, forms with high portability32 were judged a better 
alternative in the debate flourishing from the 1920's up until the polarized debate 
on mandatory supplementary pensions in the 1950's. In discussions concerning 
social engineering, where the technical design of a pension reform becomes the 
focus, it is easy to make judgments of existing forms at the company level as more 
or less developed. Information about reasons behind different forms of pension 
promises, or how they were seen by the recipients,33 is seldom presented. For 
example, is the restricted portability of pension rights in many friendly societies 
and pension funds, not least those initiated by private companies, commonly seen 
as evidence for lock in or exploiting motives of the labour force on behalf of the 
employer? However, it is questionable if the existence of the possibility is enough 
for a convincing case that it actually happened.34 It is an empirical question if 
exploitation occurred or not, or if the provider had such an intention, or whether 
the recipients experienced the provisions as such. The hypothesis used here is that 
membership in company initiated friendly societies or pension funds changed 
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during Inter-war recessions and industrial rationalizations into an instrument for 
the definition of who was to be referred to as part of the regular workforce, i.e. the 
core of the employees, and, further, that the employees included in the core did not 
see the construction as negative.  
 The hypothesis is thus open to multi-dimensional causes for the introduction of 
pensions at the workplace, not least arguments of non-introduction. For those who 
held their relation to the company and its pension arrangement alive, the situation 
was positive, whilst critique focusing on the weaknesses of the system flowed 
from people outside the intimate employer-employee relation. Weaknesses, that of 
course existed, were not necessarily exploited by those involved. The extensive 
group of workers who were not eligible for member- or partnership in existing 
single-employer arrangements, being part-time or occasional employees, had only 
small chances of solving their retirement provisions in excess of public pensions 
on their own. The Inter-war period not only showed unemployment rates of 
catastrophic heights, but also a growing division between workers where, as 
mentioned above, companies’ pensions arrangements served as one form of 
dividing post. The debate at the time had as its prime purpose to inform/promote 
single companies (branches), as well as local and town councils,35 to make pension 
promises portable and secure with the help of external institutions. It was rarely a 
question of creating better conditions for the marginalized, even though the 
directions for several legislative committees during the period included a desire to 
increase voluntary retirement provisions following new regulative measures. 
 Corporations involved themselves primarily in pensions related to 
employment.36 This can preferably be viewed on three levels; Firstly as a 
limitation of people eligible for a pension; secondly, as a dividing line between 
blue- and white-collar employees; and thirdly, as a division between good and bad 
employers in a perspective of social care.37 This differentiation helps to provide an 
understanding as to what extent a company is responsible for those employees that 
have left due to old-age or limited work capacity, and their families. A distinction 
can be made between new companies with modern structures and companies with 
their roots in traditional organization and production, highlighting the problematic 
old-fashioned legislation (legostadgan) concerning employer responsibilities. 
 The universal mandatory pension insurance introduced in 1913 made the old 
legislation obsolete, but it did not solve the basic problem of provision of 
subsistence for old age people. Technically, however, the reform made clear that 
the government, from thereon, was responsible for everyman's old-age. It relieved 
this responsibility from the shoulders of family, as well as employers and local 
poor-relief institutions. The division between blue- and white-collar employees is, 
in relation to pensions, most central. Principally it was not eliminated, bridged, 
until the introduction of a collective agreement (STP; Särskild 
tilläggspensionering) in 1972 which provided unionized blue-collar workers a 
supplement, on top of public pensions, comparable to that of white-collar 
employees. In a simple categorization, pensions on the company level can be 
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divided into three groups; a/ no pensions (most common when viewed from the 
perspective of the number of companies), b/ pension promises concerning white-
collar employees and foremen (most common if promise existed), c/ pension 
promises including all employees (steadily growing during the 1930's along 
different technical lines between groups). In this context the distinction between 
good and bad employers played a vital role in the overall relationship between a 
company and its employees. The following quote is taken from Carter Lyman 
Goodrich: 
 

"The popular distinction between "good" and "bad" employer may 
arouse his employees to devise means of controlling him, or as the 
"good" employer may also happen to believe, in Mr. Seebohm 
Rowntree's phrase, in "giving as much control as he can instead of as 
little as he must."38 

 
It is clear that pension promises worked as a base for creating a positive employer 
role and a climate of co-operation rather than conflict, not least in an Inter-war 
labour market characterized as a particularly hostile environment. Single employer 
plans were most often dependent on total discretion of the company's decisions, 
with a minor exception for staff in top managerial positions who, although 
irregularly, had individual contracts stipulating pension conditions. Only one 
industrial establishment in Sweden before the 1940's, Höganäs-Billesholm AB, 
solved their pension question in a collective agreement with the employees, and 
this happened as late as the beginning of the 1930's. The fulfilment of given 
promises could be organized in different ways, e.g. a friendly society to which 
company and members/partners paid equal shares. Discretionary single employer 
plans did not necessarily mean that the company paid the full cost for a chosen 
retirement solution, even though it was common, but only that the company's 
responsibility of financing was decided upon by the management in full discretion. 
Therefore it is possible to understand that the retirement question, in its technical 
aspects, was not an employer question except on the local level, but a general 
question of costs. This was the case until a more standardized solution was called 
for in the 1930's and 1940's. Several factors point in this direction. 
 The three major employer organizations SAF, Verkstadsföreningen 
(engineering industry), and Centrala Arbetsgivarförbundet (small handicraft 
industry)39 showed little interest in the pension question until the late 1920's.40 The 
question was not one open for negotiations, and had not been raised by the "The 
Swedish Trade Union Confederation" (LO) as a request for inclusion in collective 
agreements. However, local activities with far reaching consequences had been 
launched. On an initiative from salaried employees at Munkfors AB (steel mill) a 
group of white collar workers and workshop supervisors (masters) from the 
Bergslagen area gathered in 1906 to discuss the pension issue. They constituted a 
committee, which by 1907 was expanded to include a specialist to investigate the 
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possibilities of a collective solution to their retirement provision. It was soon 
concluded that it would not be feasible to set up a friendly society without the 
financial aid from their employers. A non-socialist white-collar organization, 
Brukstjänstemannaföreningen, was started in the summer 1909. The manager at 
Fagersta Bruk AB, Axel Wahlberg, became its first chairman. When, with the help 
of Verkmästareföreningen (workshop supervisor association), the question was 
presented to SAF it was immediately referred to Svenska Industriförbundet (SI; 
Swedish Industrial Association). The reaction from the SAF executive board 
showed, interestingly, how they reflected upon the request as a positive idea, but 
that in its undeveloped stage it could not be further discussed.41 Salaried 
employees, such as office clerks and managers, foremen, and supervisors, together 
with SI and regional Trade Chambers, constituted in 1916 the friendly society, 
Svenska Personal-Pensionskassan (SPP: The Swedish Staff Pension Society), 
which started its work a year later.42  
 It points to that social questions were up for discussion in the early 
organizational phase was when the "good" employers engaged themselves. 
Primarily, it was a question of finding a uniform solution to the retirement issue 
concerning salaried employees. None wished pensions to be an area of 
competition, neither a question of negotiation. The introduction of SPP should not 
be seen as a negotiation, but as a principal discussion about how already existing 
pension efforts could be improved. The process can be described as pragmatic 
social engineering. Interestingly the instigators were employees of high ranking 
positions in, or just below, the executive leadership. Their influence as such, partly 
at the owner interests' expense, meant good possibilities of directing the 
development in a trajectory positive for employer co-financed portable and 
external occupational pensions. Negotiation or not, it was of great importance that 
all involved viewed the question as positive and important. The initial stage had 
been long, ten years from idea to decision and start. However, much of the work 
still had to be done; the implementation of the group insurance model into the 
business society. 
 Central to SPP were the questions of how to finance and secure (portability as 
well as capital fund management) given pension promises. It seems as if the 
choice of using an advanced funded defined contribution plan was anonymous.43 
This can be related to the evolving base of actuarial knowledge, the need for 
higher flexibility in the labour market, and a restrictive economic political regime 
during the first decades of the 20th century. Actuarial control was introduced into 
the pension area with the development of the public pension insurance, 1913, and 
the choice of a premium reserve model. The private systems were regulated in 
different ways depending on their form. In our context the most important 
regulation at the time was the introduction of legislation concerning friendly 
societies decided in 1912 and implemented in 1915.44 The new legislation 
introduced actuarial control of registered societies. However, it was not 
compulsory to register, and while the control of larger societies seems to have 
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functioned, the smaller ones lived their own lives. In respect of the focus of 
control and knowledge on defined contribution plans rather than defined-benefit 
plans, the vast majority of the smaller societies were organized in the latter form.  
 To SPP, the introduction of legislation was one major reason for forming a 
friendly society rather than an insurance company. The latter was a solution that 
had been discussed in the early stages because of the lack of appropriate 
legislation. However, even if actuarial principles and thinking had penetrated the 
group of initiated, the meeting with individual employers and branch 
representatives was far from easy. In particular costs and traditions were in focus 
when the question of portability was brought into play. Several Trade Chambers 
and companies pointed out that portability was a threat to some prime purposes 
behind the introduction of pensions in their branches. Although heterogeneity 
among the groups involved the initiative towards solving the retirement question 
was severe, the wish to solve it, a responsible attitude, joined them. 
 Important aspects in understanding the actions of employer organizations in the 
pension field are their growing importance in the contacts with the state, their role 
in political debate, and their role as a synchronizer between members in the 
confederation. In the early 1920's only a fraction of all employers were members 
in employer organizations, and existing organizations competed for members. 
SAF showed itself to be the strongest and most appropriately organized, and by 
the beginning of the inter-war period SAF had developed to be the umbrella 
employer organization.45 The situation was by this time principally, SAF with 
branch organizations dealing with questions concerning the relations between 
companies and their employees, while SI and other business organizations dealt 
with business questions in a broader sense. The division was not crystal clear. 
Many companies, not least traditional countryside mills with paternalistic 
traditions, chose not to become members in SAF but SI, and others did the 
opposite. SI's involvement in the pension question has already been discussed 
above concerning SPP. SAF's positioning did, on the other hand, look somewhat 
different.  
 As organization SAF stayed more or less passive until the late 1920's. Any 
direct action was not taken until the mid 1930's when members, in connection to 
the introduction of new public pension legislation, requested advice on how to 
handle existing forms of private retirement provisions for employees, especially 
for lower white-collar and blue-collar workers. Several large companies worked in 
favour of a universal solution covering all in private employment. The passivity 
can be explained in many ways. One of the more important was the fact that the 
representation in parliament, especially in the first chamber, for people in 
connection with private industry and the top layer of the organizations was strong. 
Influential conservative forces in parliament gave support to control of market 
power in only a few hands.46 From the implementation of universal suffrage in the 
early 1920's this situation changed.47 Two important questions during the 1910's 
concerned the cost for social reforms. First, business and organization leaders 



 12

were positive toward the proposed and enforced contribution model that was the 
base for the pension reform in1913. The employers did not have to contribute 
apart from being tax-payers, and therefore did not have to finance the system of 
means-tested complementary pensions that was a part of the reform. Second, in 
line with a wider reform idea, the proposals for new accidental and health 
insurances were crucial. The latter was not implemented due to financial reasons, 
while the former was introduced in 1916. Compared to pensions, accidents had to 
be covered by corporate private insurances, and health/medical coverage was often 
included in collective agreements at central or local level. A public takeover of 
this responsibility was welcomed by the organizations representatives in the 
parliament since it was going to spread the costs over a larger financial base.48 
 The 1920's showed a somewhat contradictory development of commercialism, 
competition and political regulation. During the first three decades of the 20th 
century, life insurance, and its hasty development, offered a possibility for 
individuals to safeguard themselves against accidents, early and late death. 
Insurance requires risk-sharing in a form of anonymous solidarity where the 
product in itself has to be convincing enough for trust. Risks are distributed by 
collective savings in where the group, statistically, equals the different individuals' 
risks, thereby constituting a normal distribution. Actuarial science engages itself, 
simplified, in the calculation of these risks and the level of insurance premiums in 
relation to mortality and interest rates. The growth of insurance companies and 
forms of life insurances suitable for groups in lower income brackets was 
considerable. Principally it was a question of presenting an insurance form that 
encapsulated the needs of the working class. The English "Industrial Assurance", 
became in Sweden "Folkförsäkring" (peoples insurance), a mix of capital and life 
insurance. It allowed small premiums paid regularly for short periods, e.g. weekly 
or fortnightly, and non-payment periods in case of failing work capacity or work 
conflicts. The better solution, in a pension context, of life annuities did not 
develop as quick.  
 In the middle of the 1920's SPP aimed at a widening of their product mix and an 
entry into the life insurance market, a market that they had not been able to enter 
earlier due to their organizational form as a friendly society. SPP was the only 
company offering collective occupational pension insurance, i.e. an advance 
funded annuity to be paid out for the rest of the insured's life. It had a set start 
date, and was organized with a passive member (the employer) responsible for 
collection and payment of contributions, and active members (the white-collar 
workers).49 The insurance was signed in the active member’s name and was fully 
portable. No other single insurance company provided such a pension solution.50 
SPP's ambition to diversify was not seen positively by the overall insurance 
branch and a resistance campaign was launched. 
 A joint venture between the majorities of Swedish life insurance companies 
introduced "Pensionsanstalten Sverige", which had as its objective the provision of 
occupational pension insurance aimed at the employers. Different to SPP, the new 
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company accepted non-portability under the slogan of "a non-portable pension is 
better than no pension."51 The situation became unbearable due to severe 
competition. Negotiations between SPP and the companies backing 
Pensionsanstalten Sverige ended with a division of the market. SPP got sole rights 
to sell collective pension insurances at the cost of leaving the individual life 
insurance markets to the others. In 1929 SPP decided to reorganize from being a 
friendly society to becoming a mutual insurance company. The ambition to supply 
fully portable occupational pensions, including disability and family coverage, 
was never altered. The agreement in the insurance market stayed intact even if 
more or less planned violations happened occasionally. Any real challenge, 
however, did not occur until the early 1940's when the insurance company Thule 
applied for concession to sell collective pension insurance.52 
 The appearance of SPP, and the employers' partly financed policy of portable 
pensions, together with the questionable outcome of the public pension insurance 
and a growing critique against the life insurance companies' activities, opened the 
way for political intervention. The public investigation, in 1928, into the security 
of private sector employees' pensions was the first political attempt to define given 
pension promises as deferred wage and therefore portable within the new universal 
social insurance regime.53  
 The outcome from the committee was heavily criticized. For example, the 
Board of Social Affairs (Socialstyrelsen) pointed out that a promise should be in 
written form to be valid, something that SI agreed with. SI furthered the critique to 
the proposal's rigidity on behalf of portability, and brought back the idea that it 
was better with a non-portable pension than none at all. The statement might look 
odd, as it was delivered from one of the founders of SPP, but the general stand 
was that it was a lot longer from no pensions to portability than if some form of 
pension entitlement existed. An important aspect is also SI's small interest in blue-
collar workers pension provisions. They admitted the question to be one of 
negotiation and therefore better suited to labour market organizations such as SAF 
and LO. The committee proposal was further criticized due to its lack of realism 
concerning the spread of pensions among blue-collar groups. The proposal did not 
reach the parliament, but was referred to a new department, and later, the 
committee working with the reformation of the public pension system. 
 To SAF the 1928 committee became the first appearance on the pension stage 
of an interest in occupational pensions. The trigger was the introduction of blue-
collar workers as a potential group for employer financed pension coverage. The 
first step was the committee's request for help to gather information about the 
existing retirement conditions in the private sector. SAF fulfilled a limited 
collection based on information from its own branch organizations. This first 
limited task introduced their internal investigation bureau, "Utredningsbyrån" into 
pensions. 
 In the question of differences between white- and blue-collar workers the choice 
of technical solution became an important indicator. Not least in view of how a 
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more wide spread pension provision to blue-collar workers increased the entitled 
group of employees by several 100's of percent. For those blue-collar workers that 
received a pension from their employer it was most commonly in the form of 
direct payments from the company. Promises, apart from tradition, did not often 
play a role, but rather it was fixed benefits paid from the company board in full 
discretion. Since most decisions were for one year at the time, it is hard to say that 
the formula was one of defined-benefit pensions. However, the development of 
different forms showed distinct characteristics fitting such a model, with a few 
exceptions. One exception to the formula was the payment of supplementary 
benefits due to inflation during the two world wars, when the supplement was 
given as a percentage of existing pension levels. Of course such a payment does 
not alter the defined-benefit basic structure since most recipients had the same 
level of pension, even though the gap between different pension levels widened. In 
many cases this was met by a regressive scale of supplements applied to those 
further up on the pension scales.54  
 The defined-benefit form was normally the case even when internal funds or 
company initiated friendly (pension) societies were used. The differences, and 
they are quite important, when using a pension society model, were related to the 
clarity of the promise given and the possibility of letting the workers contribute to 
their pensions. The membership in a pension society strengthened a workers 
position, both as a member of the workforce and in his entitlement to a pension. 
Although not portable, the worker could, in case of employer change, often 
continue to pay into the society, but then, of course, without the share provided by 
the employer.55 Worker contributions played a vital role in pension debate both at 
local and central levels, in business and politics. The major reason expressed 
behind the interest was the moral connection between an obligation to contribute 
and the pension right.56 The most common division was 50 - 50 between employer 
and employee, but other splits were also used.57  
 Pensions given to blue-collar workers became over time, clearly related to the 
public pensions. They were normally set at a level that was not inhibiting the full 
use of the public means-tested supplementary scheme. It was not possible to use 
this formula when giving pensions to most white-collar workers due to their 
higher salaries. Pensions given to them therefore often exceeded the limits in the 
public scheme. While pensions to blue-collar workers most often had the character 
of flat-rate benefits, white-collar workers enjoyed income-related pensions due to 
position and former salary. Foremen were an intermediate group that, by local 
standards, sometimes belonged to blue-collar groups and at other times to white-
collar groups. Most commonly they were part of the latter and did, therefore, 
enjoy a better pension coverage.  
 Importantly, particularly to blue-collar groups, the retirement age in company 
run systems often was lower (55-65) than the mandatory public age of 67 years. 
Pension systems, therefore, played a somewhat different role in the workplace 
than in public debate. The low benefits were not to be seen as a pension expected 



 15

to provide a sufficient life and exclusion from the workforce, but to fill the gap of 
loss in productivity in a unit-priced wage system. Later, in the 1930's, pensions 
from the company came to exceed the income-limits for supplementary public 
pensions, but were by the age of 67 reduced to fall inside the brackets. The latter 
form was, compared to the former, a full-time retirement model, and came to play 
a vital role in SAF's argument during the second half of the 1930's.58 
 As a consequence of discussions in parliament, initiated by an appeal59 from the 
conservative first chamber parliamentarian Professor Gösta Bagge, concerning 
early retirement of the older workforce in industrial employment, several 
organizations were asked if they would consider such an initiative. SAF sent out 
questions to the branches. The answers pointed out that the accounts, on which the 
proposal rested, were unrealistic in the eyes of business. Far less old people than 
anticipated in the appeal were still in work, and the effect of early retirement 
would therefore be small. However, a more important aspect of the branches' 
answers was their interest in getting the privileged income in the public system 
raised to help older workers to retire, i.e. to let employer pensions be paid to a 
certain level without lowering the means-tested supplementary public pensions.60 
The context might have been wrong, but the timing was right. As a "suggestion" to 
the sitting committee for the reformation of the public pension insurance61 it could 
work as a guide. 
 The committee was well aware that the level of pensions provided by the 
existing universal pension insurance was not high enough for subsistence, even 
less if it was to provide for a family. With the introduction of new pension 
legislation, 1935/37 (enforced by 1938), several changes to the better was 
presented. The privileged income from occupational pensions was increased 
substantially, and even made it possible to give wives a pension without lowering 
the public supplementary pension. This development was seen very positively by 
employers, locally and centrally, and it would work as a boost for more positive 
attitudes among employers to organize blue-collar worker pension arrangements. 
Further, the new legislation changed the former insurance model into a 
redistribution system (pay-as-you-go). Contributions were still in play, as well as 
means-tested supplementary pensions, but the need for large public pension funds 
was gone. To an increasingly frightened group of capital owners, investors and 
others, the transformation into a redistribution system worked as a relief. The 
problem focused on by business people at the time, the second central question 
concerning pensions, was a question enlightening a complicated picture of 
contradictions, namely the consequences of growing funds on the performance of 
the capital market.62 
 In the Inter-war period the sluggish economic cycles brought into focus the 
often unreliable means of securing pension promises. Full portability through the 
use of external insurances in the name of the worker would have solved the 
problem, but it was not a path possible to follow, short-term, since the advance 
funded insurance solution created huge and threatening funds, even though many 
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employers saw it as a positive formula. If blue-collar workers, as well as white-
collar personnel already catered for in the ongoing pension developments, should 
be entitled to pensions organized through insurances the question would inevitably 
be one of costs.  
 The cost aspect was especially important among small employers with only a 
few employees, e.g. in retail businesses.63 In the aftermath of the depression, 
entering the 1930's, it was seen by many employers as less attractive to release 
control of their internal capital formation. A political committee was launched in 
1936 to investigate the possibility of corporate trusts specially designed for 
welfare purposes. This was seen as one possible way of securing internal funds in 
companies in case of liquidation and as a way of clarifying employee entitlements 
to pensions, but it was not intended to favour any pension model before another.64 
The legislation did not force employers to give a promise, but it forced companies 
that wanted to make offsets to pensions to do so in a legal and socially acceptable 
way.  
 At the same time as this legislation was introduced another committee worked 
with the modernization of the friendly society legislation from 1912. The 
introduction of the new legislation in 1938 practically closed the possibilities of 
single-employer use of pension societies as a solution to occupational pensions. 
Only larger, multi-employer societies survived this change, but even they merged 
into other solutions over time, leaving only the payments to entitled pensioners to 
be administrated. The new legislation, together with technical changes in the 
production leading to closure, lay-offs or decrease of the workforce, efficiently 
pointed out existing, and blocked new, society formations working from unsound 
actuarial principles.65 Both these legislations were aimed at securing existing and 
future funds and promises, while yet another committee, "Harteliuskommittén", 
worked with a proposed legislation concerning the right to a pension for people in 
private employment. As such, it was a continuation of the committee from 1928 
presented earlier. 
 The committee presented its final ideas in 1938, principally the same as 
presented in 1929 and 1932. SAF had the chance to reflect upon a draft from the 
secretary of the committee concerning the coming proposal. The critique was 
severe in relation to unclear argumentation on; a/ when a pension promise should 
be seen as given; b/ the compulsory form when a promise exists without reference 
to when this form is fulfilled; c/ the retroactive effect on already existing pension 
promises; d/ the consequences of full portability; and, perhaps most important, e/ 
how a legislation with a prime purpose of supporting the growth of voluntary 
occupational pensions can present solutions that can only be met by a few very big 
companies.  
 Notwithstanding that the proposal, by its construction, forced companies falling 
inside the boundaries of the legislation to secure their promises with the help of 
insurances. This was seen to create considerable negative consequences on the 
capital market due to the size of funds and on lowering the internal capabilities of 
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companies' investments. Despite all criticism, the delivered proposal was not in its 
essential parts altered much from the draft, and of course the final proposal 
received an equal dose of criticism. However, the committee proposal did not 
reach the parliament, which was partly due to a comment sent to the ministry by 
the chairman of the committee investigating the insurance market,66 O A Åkesson, 
pointing out the obvious risks connected to a growth in pension funds and the 
possible need for changed investment rules on behalf of the insurance 
companies.67 68  
 To SAF, the legislation on friendly societies did not engender much notice, but 
had a large impact at the local level. However, the two others gained more interest 
and at times intensive research. Several factors can be seen as important to the 
new attitude in the sphere of organized employers as well as large corporations, or 
in other words, the centralization of the occupational pension question. A growing 
demand for portability from political and commercial (SPP) as well as union 
camps, changing work conditions due to new forms of work organization, 
degrading a lot of office work to routine,69 partly undermined the earlier division 
between white- and blue-collar workers. Increased profits particularly among 
larger companies gave better possibilities for a blue-collar retirement solutions. 
Demands from members in SAF to show a united front towards a labour 
movement that strengthened its position both in the labour market and in politics, 
and, likewise member demands, for a standardized model that minimized pensions 
as a means of competition for labour.  
 From having been a question of industrial organization, the pension question 
developed, with the introduction of blue-collar worker pensions on a wider scale, 
into a collective negotiation problem. SI withdrew from the scene, and SAF 
entered. The renewed political interest in legislation for occupational pensions by 
the mid-40's elevated the question to a joint problem between the two 
organizations.70 Centralization within the employers' camp was a fact, though still 
fragile. On several occasions did employers on their own, or in concert, violate the 
united front up to and during the time the public committee into occupational 
pensions was working, 1944-1946.71 The well known agreement between SAF and 
LO in 1938, the so called "Saltsjöbadsavtalet" included a passage about pensions. 
Even so, it took 4 years, until 1944, before the labour-market committee 
(Arbetsmarknadskommittén) had its first briefing on the question. Two consequent 
meetings discussed it, but no formal result, apart from a realization of the LO's 
closeness to the State, was achieved externally. The committee did not discuss the 
matter again until 10 years later.72 In SAF the work continued with focus on a 
blue-collar worker pension based on an agreement between them and LO, but a 
solution did not occur until the 1971 agreement of STP (supplementary pensions 
for blue-collar workers).73 Pension reform did, however, go on and the new public 
pension legislation was passed by 1946. That is the reform that S E Olsson and 
Peter Baldwin argued about. 
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Concluding remarks 
 
It is difficult to pinpoint triggers in historical processes. The real reasons behind 
positioning or actions taken are very seldom possible to uncover. In relation to the 
organized employers', SAF's, path to a positioning on the pension question it is 
possible to see a pattern in available sources. Some characteristics of this pattern 
reveal that well developed (extensive and reasoning) answers from branch 
organizations or single employers were given a large weight in the organization's 
recall to governmental inquires and information seeking members. In each 
question a few answers (1-3) have played the vital role for the ongoing research 
done in SAF. Further it seems as if some aspects during the 1930's, repeated on 
different occasions, were seen as more important than others, and were therefore 
put forward as central in, more or less, every external comment. These aspects 
were strengthened by the internal research department’s updating procedures, and 
the lack of board discussions altering the direction.74 With the help of experts in 
areas of actuarial, economic and political issues, the pension question was put in 
perspective. The four crucial aspects were: 
 

A. Occupational pensions for blue-collar workers should be seen as a 
complement to public pensions, and as such not interfere with public means-
tested supplements. 

B. Pensions paid directly by, and in full discretion of, the employer did in a 
better way correspond to the real situation on the labour market. 

C. The use of advance funded insurances were not possible as an overall 
solution due to its negative effects on the capital market and on the 
companies’ ability to plan and fulfil investments. 

D. An occupational pension for blue-collar workers equal to SPP's normal plan 
(60% of former income) should move a responsibility on to industry that was 
voluntarily instituted by the State. 

 
With these aspects in mind it is easier to grasp the meaning of SAF's answer to the 
legislative council concerning the new 1946 universal and flat-rate pension law. A 
quote, commented by Anders Kjellström as one of the bigger blunders of 
judgment seen in retrospect, points to SAF seeing a public pension reform lifting 
provisions above subsistence level and in line with all of the proposed alternatives, 
as the final solution to the question of pensions for manual workers and 
comparable groups, and thus no more need for occupational pensions extending 
the public pension.75  
 To SAF, and most of the large employers, it had been clear for some time that it 
was inevitable that a common solution had to be reached concerning the pensions 
for blue-collar workers. The idea was, until the political decision on the 1946 
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reform, to solve it in agreement with LO, and, as research has shown about the 
different alternatives to the 1946 reform, it was not until very late that the actual 
chosen model was presented. The choice surprised SAF and others, but in SAF's 
view the issue was settled. Their statement should not be seen as a forecast of the 
future pension development, but as one based on prior expectations and 
experience. A development, as Kjellström correctly pointed out, that followed a 
very different trajectory.76  
 However, the situation of SAF possibly trying to make some ground in their 
relation to LO can not be fully ruled out, neither that the new legislation actually 
fulfilled one of the big employers' wishes, namely to spread the financial burden 
on more shoulders. On the other hand it seems as if the often recalled employer 
request of pensions as payments for long service fell outside the consideration. Its 
importance might have slackened in a changing environment, or perhaps SAF 
played along with the large employers who were positive of pensions, rather than 
the many small ones with a more restrictive view. The organizations actions 
during the late 1940's strengthen such a hypothesis.77 It is obvious when analysing 
the material from SAF that the staff working with pension questions internally 
developed a very positive attitude towards the solution of the question. It is 
therefore doubtful if SAF can be seen as a sole or even good, representative of 
employer attitudes. 
 Another aspect is the turning point in SAF’s attitude towards the labour unions. 
Although the proposal from the 1928 committee into private employees' pensions 
and their portability (Det Laurinska förslaget) had been met by compact negative 
critique from most quarters, the ideas from that proposal were transferred into the 
new committee (Harteliuskommittén) seated in 1936. In relation to the work of 
this committee, irritation grew among the SAF staff concerning the worker 
organizations' choice of seeking a political solution to a negotiation problem. Until 
this time SAF had mainly worked as an intermediary source between employers 
and the state, as well as a negotiating partner with the labour movement. The 
proposal did produce some disturbing consequences, not least because it had been 
positively met by several trade unions. It is clear that SAF, from this point, took a 
more clear and normative stand on the pension issue. In letters to branches and 
members in the process of organizing or reorganizing pension arrangements a set 
of rules was presented. These included a wish to keep pensions out of collective 
agreements, to give pensions as a gift with full discretion of the company, and to 
keep the pension level inside the brackets of the supplement from the public 
pension. 
 In some branches/companies the rules were hard to follow, e.g. in the brewery 
industry, which for a long time had given higher pensions, attempts at lowering 
them met heavy resistance. Some companies solved the earlier promises by 
dividing them into one part pension and one part capital insurance. The former 
inside the brackets of the public supplementary system, and the latter, as a one 
time payment, not invoking on the public system as long as it was paid before the 
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employee reached the age of 67. Both SAF and SI promoted the use of internal 
trusts, in line with the 1937 legislation, as a solution. This would allow funds to be 
kept in company control, as well; it would be easier to assess a company's 
economic position when pension trusts had to be shown in their annual report. 
Payments to pension trusts were deductible as a production cost, and thereby 
exempted from tax payments, a feature that made them tempting to use.78 The 
frontier of control was to change. The importance of pensions in this development 
is impossible to describe without contextualizing it in a wider labour relations 
perspective. However, it is possible to note that the pension question, compared to 
many other question holding aspects of control, has far-reaching economic 
consequences that are very hard to foresee. The wish for control over capital 
formation and spending on pensions does not display employer attitudes to 
retirement provisions as a social necessity, but rather their attitude towards the 
financial risks involved. 
 In this context it is important to point out that, even with new forms and 
possibilities, the most common form of occupational pension provisions were in 
the form of direct payments at the full discretion of the employer. This was the 
case for blue-collar as well as white-collar workers, even though a growing share 
of the latter became insured through SPP. In industry close to SAF, however, the 
most common situation, in terms of number of companies, was that no pensions 
were provided by the employer, while the majority of employees actually had 
some form of pension because they worked for large companies where the pension 
question had been provided a solution by the end of the 1940’s.79 The push for 
equalizing blue-collar and white-collar workers in relation to occupational 
pensions, despite the large differences in numbers between the groups, enhances 
the focus on financing. The costs of a blue-collar pension model in the form of an 
advance funded insurance model (like SPP) would undoubtedly be very high and, 
at least short term, impossible for most companies to carry out.  
 So, even though the question of pensions was referred to as a payment for long 
and eminent service in most public statements, it seems as if that control device 
question became shadowed by worries of costs. A portable insurance solution was, 
no doubt, viewed as far too expensive. The rationale in this is, despite its financial 
argument, not necessarily the attitude of the employers. Most employers, not all, 
which answered or discussed SAF's inquires in the 1930's and 1940's were positive 
toward a solution of the pension problem. It is clear that employer attitudes were 
formed by more than economic considerations, and that even if many on the 
economic margin were forced to take negative stands, not all decisions are made 
on that margin. This becomes obvious when focusing on configuration, i.e. how 
agents relate and actions come to be. 
 Finally, the controversy between Peter Baldwin and Sven E Olsson was one of 
research focus and choice of abstraction level, rather than the weighing of 
explanatory components. It seems both are correct in their stands. However, the 
most forceful view is the one connecting them. That is a view that shows the 
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forces of centralization, and the comparatively weaker links between local 
everyday life and central political decisions. Such a process is visible within the 
relationship of SAF and the local employers, as well as in a wider context. The 
increased importance of SAF, and other employer organizations, in the political 
debate reflects the creation of a more "efficient" political decision-making process, 
but not necessarily a better understanding of single employer attitudes. Arne 
Helldén80 completed, some years ago, a study looking into how the SAF 
fortnightly magazine, "Industria", in the 1930's presented a view of social 
arrogance. Helldén criticizes the views presented in "Industria" as being extremely 
conservative. His conclusion calls for a consideration of importance, namely a 
hypothesis of SAF's "two faces". It is clear that SAF during the 1930's developed, 
either forced or voluntarily, an explicit platform of labour market consensus, a 
view that was supported by many big companies in the late 1930's and 1940's. 
SAF developed a more pronounced big business stand, but had to, at the same 
time, keep the vast majority of employers, the small ones, still under its wing. It 
seems that small employers held a more restrictive, conservative attitude toward 
welfare spending than big employers, and that "Industria" worked as a forum to 
keep these small employers content with the organization.  
 On the central organizational level it is clear that SAF, as well as the 
conservative party, moved their positions closer to the core of reform promoters. 
For SAF the political choice of a flat rate, tax financed, public pension system 
discharged an internal problem of legitimacy regarding the relationship between 
"small and big" members. SAF promoted a pension solution based on agreements 
in the labour market, but did not see itself, or its members, as solely responsible 
for the old age retirement provisions, but as a complement to existing systems. 
The governmental provision of a subsistence level pension relieved them from a 
growing social obligation. The negative attitude towards occupational pensions as 
deferred wages, their portability and security, that stayed alive far into the debate 
in the 1950's, was not one against supplementary pensions as such, but against loss 
of control. 
 However, and importantly, pensions presented for small employers, regardless 
of the control aspect, financial obstacles often not considered in the big business 
agenda. Bertil Kugelberg's, the general manager of SAF during late 1940's and 
1950's, view of welfare growth points to the fact that SAF moved into line with a 
wider context of welfare reform. His words end this paper: "I have only pointed to 
the form of superstition that the labour movement alone is to thank for their high 
living standards."81 
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