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INTRODUCTION

• Sweden’s method of handling the pandemic 
has stood out among other European nations 
and the tactic of relying on citizens’ sense of 
civic solidarity, rather than enforcing legal 
restrictions preventing people to spend time 
outside, has been highly criticised in 
international news media. 

• This situation has entailed a moral dilemma 
concerning the proper conduct of behaviour in 
everyday situations in Sweden, which is also 
reflected in Swedish public news media and 
social media. 



AIM OF THE STUDY

• This media study focuses on Swedish social media debates and 
attitudes concerning moral dilemmas of handling this sense of civic 
solidarity. 

• Drawing on a sociological perspective, the study identifies ambiguities 
of moral disagreements and moral panics as ways of expressing that a 
moral norm has been violated. 

• The findings suggest that social media is used in order to handle such 
ambiguities and make sense of the loosely defined norms of civic 
solidarity. 



METHOD

• Media study of Swedish public news media and 
media discussions in forums.

• Content analysis and discourse analysis.

• Focus on forum discussions in: 

- Four of Sweden’s largest News papers (Dagens
Nyheter, Svenska Dagbladet, Göteborgsposten
and Skånska Dagbladet).

- Evening press (Aftonbladet, Expressen).

- Life style press (ELLE). 

- Social media accounts of these news and lifestyle 
sites. 



BACKGROUND: 
THE SWEDISH SITUATION 

• Sweden is the only country in Europe to avoid any kind of lockdown.

• Sweden closed its international borders but allowed internal society to stay open. 

• Recommendations regarding the maximum amount of people in a social gathering, 
social distancing, and the use of masks on public transport. 

• Strict recommendations regarding the number of customers in shops, public 
gatherings and social events (punishable by fines). 

• But, all recommendations for citizens (distancing, working from home, face masks 
etc.) were voluntary. 

• People started to enforce control over fellow citizens. 



”PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY” 

• As of 29 September, the Swedish Public 
Health Agency no longer has any 
regulations, general advice or other 
recommendations that limit the number of 
participants at various events, such as 
concerts, restaurants, sporting events etc. 

• No longer recommended to work from 
home. 

• Still strong emphasis on personal 
responsibility: 

• “Everyone has a personal responsibility to prevent the 
spread of infectious diseases. You have to think about 
how you can avoid getting infected and how you can 
avoid infecting others” (the Swedish Public Health 
Agency  2021-11-29). 

Celebrations of the end 

of regulations, September 

29th 2021.



THEORETICAL POINTS OF
DEPARTURE

1. Anomie
• Emile Durkheim.

• Anomie: lack of norms or regulation”, or a profligacy, normlessness and social 
deregulation.

• Social solidarity.

2. Moral panic
• Stanley Cohen.

• A social reaction, a threat to societal values and interests.

• Moral language in the media (a “folk devil” or scapegoat).



FINDINGS

Prevalent discoursers: 

1. Moral blame, accusations of not taking responsibility.

2. Taking the “side” of the government and the public health agency of Sweden.

3. Conspiracy theorists.

4. Moral blame regarding people who side with the of the public health agency of 
Sweden (not “thinking for themselves”).

5. Feelings of guilt when “enjoying” the freedom of not being in lockdown.



CONLUDING REMARKS AND 
IMPLICATIONS

• Moral panic: when people do not follow the 
rules. 

• Support of the idea that people can take 
their own responsibility. 

• Pressure to take your own responsibility. 

• Moral blame: that people who do not follow the 
rules ”do not care”.

• People who do not follow the rules become 
scapegoats (”super spreaders”).

• People who do not take the vaccine 
become stigmatized.



CONLUDING REMARKS
AND IMPLICATIONS

• Anomie: a conflict between individual agency and 
governmental regulations, a dissolution or absence of 
established moral values, standards or norms that create 
a resulting normlessness.

• Social media discussions focus on strong personal beliefs 
about rights, responsibilities and sovereignty. 

• A conflict to sacrifice individual liberties for the greater 
good, the absence of a shared social ethic.
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