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ABSTRACT
We trace the shift from a nascent to a mature policy subsystem by examining a hitherto overlooked aspect in policy process 
scholarship: the relationship between advocacy coalition beliefs and the narratives they express over time. The empirical focus of 
this case study is Sweden's Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism (P/CVE) policies between 2013 and 2022. We utilize 
aspects of the Advocacy Coalition Framework and the Narrative Policy Framework to examine narrative polarization, coalition 
density, and agreement in character expression. The findings show two coalitions based on policy core beliefs across three dis-
tinct time periods that coincide with the policy subsystem shifting from a nascent to a mature level of development. Furthermore, 
in the Swedish P/CVE context, the evolution to a mature subsystem coincided with the hardening of coalitions that became more 
polarized in their narratives with greater division in their character expressions. We conclude with a call for theoretical attention 
to subsystem development.

1   |   Introduction

How do advocacy coalitions develop as policy subsystems 
evolve? Policy subsystems are not static—they change over time, 
often from a nascent stage, characterized by unclear political po-
sitions, to a mature stage, where political preferences gain more 
relief and definitional clarity (Weible et al. 2020). Extant stud-
ies have shed some light on this issue (Lemke et al. 2023; Pozzi 
et al. 2024; Wiedemann and Ingold 2024), but the characteristics 
of advocacy coalitions as the subsystem matures are still poorly 
understood. This study contributes to this area of scholarship 
through a synthetic approach that utilizes parts of two theories 
of the policy process: the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) 
and the Narrative Policy Framework (NPF).

The empirical focus of this article is Preventing and Countering 
Violent Extremism (P/CVE) public policies in Sweden. 
Traditionally, efforts to prevent terrorism, extremism, and radi-
calization were the purview of actors in the security field, such 
as the military and the police; however, in the post 9/11 era, pub-
lic policies in Sweden and in countries in Europe and beyond 
focus on a collaborative approach including welfare actors as 
a means to P/CVE (Andersson Malmros 2022; Shanaah 2023). 
Furthermore, in Sweden in the period between 2014 and 
2015, responsibility for P/CVE was devolved to municipali-
ties, marking a significant departure from the traditional top-
down approach (Andersson Malmros  2022, 2023; Andersson 
Malmros and Mattsson  2017; National Coordinator against 
Violent Extremism  2016). This shift also aligned with the 
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general trend of European public policies that targeted violent 
extremism through localized prevention programs (Andersson 
Malmros  2023; Awan  2012; Mattsson  2019; Stephens and 
Sieckelinck  2021). Often categorized as soft measures, these 
policies constitute integral parts of broader P/CVE efforts (Amit 
and Kafy 2022; Antonelli et al. 2023) and aim to identify early 
warnings of, and intervene in, the process of radicalization be-
fore a terrorism act is committed (Shanaah 2023). They include, 
for example, efforts to reduce radicalization among young peo-
ple through close collaboration with schools and strategies to 
battle dis- and misinformation.

However, radicalization is a contested term (Jensen and 
Larsen 2021; Stephens et al. 2021; Wimelius et al. 2018; Mythen 
et  al.  2017), and indeed, a source of confusion partly because 
it is used in the security, integration, and foreign policy con-
texts (Sedgwick 2010). It contains an inherent ambiguity, with 
a cleavage between cognitive radicalization, which focuses on 
extreme beliefs, and behavioral radicalization, which focuses on 
extreme actions (Neumann 2013). This differentiation is exem-
plified by the understanding that whereas the terrorist (a person 
who commits extreme actions) is a radical, a radical (a person 
who holds extreme thoughts) is not a terrorist “or at least not yet” 
(Sedgwick 2010, 483).

Whereas there is no consensus on the precise definition of radi-
calization (Wimelius et al. 2018; Van de Weert and Eijkman 2018; 
Borum 2011), “at its most basic level, radicalization can be defined 
as the process whereby people become extremists” (Neumann 
2013 p. 874), which of course begs the question as to what an ex-
tremist is, constituting another point of debate in the literature 
(Shanaah 2023). The academic scholarship on radicalization in-
cludes controversies along many fault lines (Renard 2021). One 
of these divisions centers on the focus on risk, behavior, and local 
as well as community resilience (Fiedler et al. 2019; Christiaens 
et al. 2018; Lobato et al. 2022; Buoncompagni 2022; Spalek and 
Weeks 2017) on the one hand, and a critical perspective arguting 
that P/CVE policies introduce securitization discourses into the 
practices and procedures of local welfare organizations on the 
other (Ragazzi 2017; O'Donnell 2016; Millett and Ahmad 2021; 
Coppock and McGovern 2014).

Using the ACF and the NPF, we analyze public policy narratives 
through the evolution of the P/CVE policy domain in Sweden 
between 2013 and 2022, focusing on the character expressions 
of coalitions. Central to the ACF and the NPF is the idea that 
policy issues emerge and endure because of policy actors' cog-
nition, sense-making, and strategic behavior (Nohrstedt and 
Weible  2010; McBeth and Pearsall  2021; Shanahan, Jones, 
McBeth, et al. 2018). Pairing the ACF and NPF is a fruitful com-
bination in this study because the ACF gives analytical leverage 
in distinguishing advocacy coalitions through beliefs, as coded 
in the documents, and the NPF provides the means for identi-
fying these coalitions' character expressions. Previous studies 
highlight the compatibility of the ACF and NPF to enhance our 
knowledge about the dynamics of the policy process, but there 
are only a handful of applications combining both (Heikkila 
et al. 2014; Moyson et al. 2022; Mosley and Gibson 2017).

The data for this study consist of the reports of the relevant offi-
cial commissions of inquiry and the responses to these reports 

by key societal actors, including universities, public agencies, 
and civil society organizations. This process of referral, which 
constitutes societal consultation, is a key feature of Swedish pol-
icymaking and provides insights on the official policy discourse. 
The material was coded for narrative elements and analyzed 
using social network analysis to delineate advocacy coalitions 
and the evolution of the subsystem over time based on the char-
acter expressions of these coalitions. In summary, we found 
that coalitions became denser, more distinct, and polarized over 
time. Furthermore, the correlation between coalition member-
ship based on policy core beliefs and character expressions in-
creased over time, with ascriptions of hero characters showing 
the highest correlations.

The contribution of the study is fourfold. First, it contributes to 
the scholarship of the theories of the policy process by utiliz-
ing ACF's policy core beliefs and coalition concepts and NPF's 
characters in policy narratives. Second, it explores an innovative 
dataset consisting of the commissions of inquiry in this policy 
sector and the attendant referral material sent in by all relevant 
stakeholders. This dataset provides the official policy narra-
tives of both governmental and relevant societal actors in the 
corporatist Swedish policymaking system. Third, it contributes 
to P/CVE scholarship in public policy (see e.g., Shanaah 2023; 
Shanaah and Heath-Kelly  2023), and the broader counter-
terrorism as a public policy debate (Birkland 2004; Crenshaw 
2001; Renard 2021) highlighting policy dimensions and dynam-
ics through the novelty of using theories of the policy process as 
theoretical and analytical frameworks. Finally, we complement 
the work of Andersson Malmros  (2022, 2023) on the P/CVE 
policies at the Swedish national level and the process of their 
translation in Swedish municipalities by unpacking the official 
discourse at the national level. The upshot is a theoretical inte-
gration of two leading policy theories in a rarely studied yet im-
portant dilemma using longitudinal data. This approach echoes 
longstanding charges for bridging theories (Cairney 2013) while 
making the procedure as transparent as possible so others can 
learn from our challenges and achievements.

2   |   Theoretical Overview

2.1   |   The Advocacy Coalition Framework

Since its emergence in the 1980s, scholars have tested and re-
fined the ACF worldwide, rendering it one of the most versatile 
policy process frameworks (Sabatier 1988; Nohrstedt et al. 2023). 
The policy subsystem serves as the principal political arena for 
ACF studies. A policy subsystem consists of a policy subject, 
a territorial scope, and actors seeking to affect the subsystem 
(Jenkins-Smith et al.  2018, 139). In this study, the Swedish P/
CVE policy sector constitutes the policy subsystem.

Within a policy subsystem, the ACF focuses on the multitude 
of policy actors, possibly from different levels of government, 
who engage each other competitively or cooperatively to in-
fluence the policy process. Those policy actors with similar 
belief systems are expected to coordinate some of their politi-
cal behavior in advocacy coalitions (Weible and Ingold 2018). 
Central to the ACF's belief system model are policy core be-
liefs, hypothesized as the primary means for binding advocacy 
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coalitions together. As discussed in the methods section and 
shown in the results, we manually code the policy core beliefs 
to identify two opposing advocacy coalitions in the Swedish 
P/CVE policy subsystem: one fastened to a perspective that P/
CVE is a micro issue sourced to the individual and the other 
committed to a macro perspective, casting the issue systemi-
cally, societal-wide.

Subsystems are dynamic—they evolve, especially as informa-
tion emerges and policy actors learn more about the causes of 
the problem, the severity of the problem impacts, and the im-
pacts of the solutions, either observed or forecasted. Often, this 
evolution is expressed in terms of the level of policy subsystem 
development (Sabatier 1998). Mature subsystems refer to estab-
lished political settings featuring participants with issue exper-
tise who have invested time in the policy domain, government 
agencies with specialized units working on the issue at all levels 
of governance, and interest groups for which the policy issue is 
important (Sabatier 1988).

A vast majority of ACF research focuses on mature subsystems 
to the point that the stage of subsystem development is, for the 
most part, overlooked or taken for granted, and summaries of 
mature subsystems become summaries of ACF textbook find-
ings (Jenkins-Smith and Weible  2025). Yet, the studies that 
explicitly examine subsystem development have argued that co-
alition actors coordinate on the basis of the ideological positions 
they hold or, alternatively, on the basis of existing power struc-
tures, depending on the degree of conflict or level of decision-
making in the subsystem (see Ingold et al. 2017). In the absence 
of conflict-mitigating institutional arrangements with opportu-
nities for mobilization and divergence in beliefs about the policy 
issue, the fissures in policy core beliefs are expected to coincide 
with the formation and maintenance of two or more advocacy 
coalitions in mature subsystems. In contrast, a newly forming, 
nascent subsystem refers to a setting with more ambivalence 
and uncertainty and where positions have yet to harden (Weible 
et al. 2020).

Studies of policy subsystem development have empirically 
confirmed this distinction and demonstrated the differ-
ent characteristics of nascent and mature policy subsystems 
(Gmoser-Daskalakis et al. 2022; Heinmiller et al. 2021; Ingold 
et  al.  2017; Kefeli et  al.  2023; Stritch  2015; Wiedemann and 
Ingold 2024). This research also shows distinctions in research 
questions based on the stage of subsystem development. For 
example, studies of nascent compared to mature policy subsys-
tems often ask why and how advocacy coalitions form (Ingold 
et al. 2017; Löhr et al. 2024; Wiedemann 2022). This work finds 
joint coordination activities within advocacy coalitions less 
likely due to difficulties for involved actors in identifying poten-
tial allies and opponents when the beliefs are fragmented (Ingold 
et al. 2017). Ingold et al. (2017) show that policy actors in nascent 
subsystems are likely to interact and find agreement based on 
prior relations but not likely to form differentiated advocacy 
coalitions due to shared beliefs. Similarly, Pozzi et  al.  (2024), 
examining the nascent policy subsystem on sea-level rise gover-
nance in San Francisco, find that policy actors did not coalesce 
in differentiated advocacy coalitions but created collaborative 
ties dependent on existing ties from coalition structures in 

related subsystems. However, Wiedemann and Ingold's  (2024) 
case study of Uganda's pesticide policy demonstrates that policy 
actors in a nascent subsystem developed shared beliefs and con-
ducted coordination activities due to trust and shared problem 
perception. In a similar vein, Stritch (2015) finds that advocacy 
coalitions can mobilize quickly in a nascent compared to a ma-
ture policy subsystem, especially if they compete over dichot-
omized policy core beliefs. Applications focusing on nascent 
subsystems are few in relation to the number of studies examin-
ing mature ones, which constitutes the bulk of ACF scholarship 
(Stritch 2015; Wiedemann and Ingold 2024).

Moreover, just a handful of studies have examined policy 
subsystems' transition from nascent to mature. Examining 
the policy controversy on Lake Tahoe Basin over 20 years, 
Sabatier and Brasher (1993) demonstrate a subsystem initially 
characterized by consensus and a lack of differentiated ad-
vocacy coalitions, which evolved into a polarized subsystem 
with two advocacy coalitions with well-defined and diver-
gent belief systems. Similarly, Kefeli et al.'s (2023) case study 
of the Uruguayan forestry sector reveals that advocacy coa-
litions develop distinct beliefs over time. Finally, Kammerer 
and Ingold  (2023) discuss the maturation in terms of policy 
discourse but without applying the NPF concepts. This paper 
contributes to this relatively small literature on subsystem 
transition (Pozzi et al. 2024).

Finally, while the ACF tends to emphasize the adversarial na-
ture of policy conflicts, the framework does not presuppose that 
two or more adversarial advocacy coalitions will emerge deter-
ministically in a mature subsystem. For example, not all issues 
spur polarizing conflicts, and sometimes conflict-mitigating in-
stitutional arrangements can produce what the ACF calls collab-
orative policy subsystems, which feature cooperative coalitions. 
In this article, however, we demonstrate increased polarization 
of competing coalitions as the subsystem developed from na-
scent to mature.

2.2   |   The Narrative Policy Framework

The NPF literature extensively documents the crucial role of 
narratives constructed by political actors to influence policy 
processes (Shanahan, McBeth, et  al.  2011; Jones  2014). The 
NPF poses the central question: “[d]o narratives play an im-
portant role in the policy process?” (Shanahan, Jones, McBeth, 
et al. 2018, 173). This question is not insignificant, given that 
narratives increasingly shape politics in both formal and in-
formal settings. The NPF asserts that individuals prioritize 
emotion over reason and tell stories to convey cognitive pro-
cesses and decision-making (Jones et al. 2022). However, the 
NPF does not merely analyze narratives but recognizes that 
despite the broad array of narratives in the policymaking pro-
cess and the contextual relativity they entail, all narratives 
contain structural elements that scaffold them (Jones and 
McBeth 2010).

Policy narratives are strategic stories, encompassing key ele-
ments such as a setting (the political context), characters (he-
roes, victims, villains, beneficiaries, allies, and opponents), 
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a plot, and a moral of the story—the outcome designed for 
the public good (Jones and McBeth  2010; Shanahan, Raile, 
et al. 2018; Shanahan, Jones, et al. 2011; Shanahan, McBeth, 
et al. 2011). These four elements form the core of the NPF, fa-
cilitating a systematic analysis of narratives. In this study, we 
focus on the study of policy actors' narrative use of characters 
(heroes, victims, and villains).

The NPF assumes three levels of narrative analysis: macro, 
meso, and micro. Schlaufer et al.'s review (2022) revealed that 
the overwhelming majority of NPF applications use the meso-
level of analysis, which is the focus of this article as well. While 
the NPF acknowledges the interconnectedness of the three 
levels of analysis, prioritizing the meso-level directs attention 
to how policy actors, organized herein as advocacy coalitions, 
construct strategic narratives to influence the policy process. 
These actors may come from different organizations within and 
around government, interest groups, or civil society and the nar-
ratives they tell reflect their divergent policy preferences. The 
NPF informs the examination of these competing narratives 
using an array of narrative components, including narrative ele-
ments, narrative strategies, and policy beliefs (Shanahan, Jones, 
and McBeth 2018). Shanahan, Jones, and McBeth (2018) point 
out that the content of narratives “infuses meaning to structural 
elements to create policy realities” (336). The NPF assumes that 
the variation in these policy realities is measurable and pre-
dictable because it is predicated on non-random policy beliefs. 
NPF studies typically examine beliefs in conjunction with es-
tablished belief systems theories (Jones and McBeth 2010), in-
cluding (but not limited to) Cultural Theory (CT) (Douglas and 
Wildavsky 1982; Thompson et al. 1990); Moral Politics Theory 
(Lakoff 2002); Cultural Cognition (Kahan et al. 2011), and moral 
psychology (Haidt 2007). Indeed, according to the NPF, “[b]elief 
system theories allow a way to bind the understanding of spe-
cific objects within a narrative so that the variations in inter-
pretation become explainable, and at times may even become 
portable across contexts” (Jones et al. 2014, 7; see also Jones and 
Radaelli 2015).

These studies typically study the micro-level. Specifically, they 
analyze how individuals both consume and produce policy 
narratives. Moral Politics Theory (Lakoff 2002) is used in con-
junction with NPF to investigate the connection between policy 
beliefs and public policy problems. Moral Politics Theory con-
cerns individuals' moral foundation and their view on personal 
versus collective responsibility in addressing policy problems. 
For instance, Knackmuhs et al. (2020) found that respondents' 
worldviews and policy beliefs predicted the kind of narrative 
they found persuasive when choosing between narratives attrib-
uting criminal behavior to individuals versus society. Similarly, 
Clemons et  al. (2012) found that narratives emphasizing indi-
vidual moral responsibility were more compelling than purely 
scientific explanations when discussing the causes of obesity. 
Scholars have also used Cultural Theory (CT) to explore the im-
portance of narratives in shaping cognitive patterns regarding 
policy issues, finding that narratives aligning with individuals' 
cultural orientations structured the information they received, 
whereas this was not the case for incongruent narratives. In 
other words, story frames matter for cognition (Jones and 
Song 2014).

2.3   |   Combining Theoretical Insights From 
the ACF and the NPF

We combine insights from the ACF and the NPF to explain the 
Swedish P/CVE policy landscape. Anchoring our approach is 
the shared ontological assumptions of the two frameworks 
(Jones et  al.  2014, 8; Shanahan, Jones, et  al.  2011; Moyson 
et  al.  2022). For example, at the meso-level of analysis, the 
ACF and the NPF often depict a story of rivaling advocacy 
coalitions seeking to realize shared policy goals. The NPF's 
narrative elements, often expressions of characters, offer both 
an operationalization and the ability to measure the intensity 
of policy beliefs and thus examine the coherence of coalitions. 
A handful of studies have also combined the ACF and the NPF 
to explain a policy phenomenon. These studies highlight that 
advocacy coalitions use narratives as strategies for promoting 
their beliefs (Heikkila et al. 2014; Moyson et al. 2022; Mosley 
and Gibson 2017).

Nonetheless, little is known about the relationship between 
advocacy coalitions' beliefs and the use of narratives over 
time. Past efforts have included Shanahan et al.  (2013), who 
measured intra-coalitional cohesion through narrative ele-
ments between two advocacy coalitions involved in wind en-
ergy development off the southern coast of Cape Cod in the 
US. Among their findings were shifting uses of character ex-
pressions over time. Similarly, Chang and Koebele (2020) ex-
amined the policy positions of coalitions in the policy domain 
of school choice through the devil-angel shift, the strategy 
through which policy actors portray themselves as heroes and 
their opponents as villains. Chang and Koebele found that the 
devil-angel shift increasingly coincided with policy positions 
over time.

Our approach is relatively straightforward. We use ACF's policy 
core beliefs to identify the coalitions; we then turn to the NPF to 
understand how the coalitions express their views of the issue 
through expressions of hero, victim, and villain characters. This 
study contributes to the literature by using character expression 
to operationalize and measure the maturity of the policy subsys-
tem over time.

As mentioned earlier, subsystems can evolve in different 
ways. Currently, there are no hypotheses about whether a sub-
system will mature with two or more adversarial coalitions, 
two or more cooperative coalitions, one dominant coalition, or 
something else entirely. As such, we approach this work with 
no theoretical expectations but examine the characteristics of 
any emerging coalitions and their portrayal of characters in 
their narratives.

More specifically, we examine over time the extent to which 
the coalitions are identified through their character expressions 
(Does a clustering algorithm accurately place actors in their 
correct coalitions based on their character expressions?), the de-
gree of narrative polarization (How different are the coalitions 
in their character expressions?), internal coalition density (How 
often does a coalition share narrative expressions?), and coali-
tion agreement with expressed characters (What expressed char-
acters do the coalitions agree the most?).
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While this study does not pose hypotheses, these questions 
and the methods used to answer them build on and contrib-
ute to the ACF literature that often uses similar approaches for 
understanding advocacy coalitions (Henry et  al.  2022; Satoh 
et al. 2023; Fullerton and Weible 2024). Our empirical findings 
reveal the emergence of an adversarial subsystem with two com-
petitive, increasingly polarized coalitions. In the concluding sec-
tion, we return to the need for theoretical grounding to develop 
hypotheses about subsystem development.

3   |   The Competing Positions Within the P/CVE 
Literature

Currently within Western scholarship, preventing and coun-
tering violent extremism is understood as using non-coercive 
means to decrease the involvement of individuals in terrorism 
(Shanaah 2023). As mentioned in the introductory section, the 
academic literature on the prevention of terrorism, extremism, 
and radicalization has developed considerably post 9/11 and 
contains several disagreements, controversies, and fault lines 
(Neumann 2013; Renard 2021; Sedgwick 2010) resulting in het-
erogeneous policies across different countries (Shanaah 2023). 
A full account of the philosophical, ideological, and semantic 
discussion of the literature is beyond the scope of this paper, 
which focuses on P/CVE from a public policy perspective (see 
Renard 2021). We instead focus on one division in the literature 
with two attendant trajectories. One trajectory centers on how 
frontline professionals such as school personnel (Beršnak and 
Prezelj  2021; Falkheimer  2022; Fiedler et  al.  2019), commu-
nity workers (Cherney et al. 2017), and mental health workers 
(Logan and Sellers 2021) may contribute to preventing citizens 
from becoming radicalized or detect risk signs of already radi-
calized individuals. This strand of research focuses on cognitive 
radicalization, a complex process through which individuals 
adopt extreme worldviews (Horgan  2008; Borum  2011), and 
explores how local public sector agencies can prevent individu-
als from adopting radical views that may lead them to commit 
violent acts (behavioral radicalization) through various policy 
tools such as risk assessment (Pressman and Davis 2022; Logan 
and Sellers  2021; Rousseau et  al.  2024), information sharing 
(Eisenman et al. 2022), education (Ghosh et al. 2017), and civic 
engagement (Meringolo et al. 2019).

The second trajectory centers on the power differentials under-
girding the use of radicalization as a concept (Dornhof  2009; 
Kundnani  2012; Heath-Kelly  2013; Abbas et  al.  2021; 
Lindekilde  2012). This body of work elucidates the negative 
effects of involving community-based actors in a policy area 
traditionally belonging to the security domain (Ragazzi  2017; 
O'Donnell  2016; Millett and Ahmad  2021; Coppock and 
McGovern  2014). A central contention is that P/CVE policies 
have the potential to impinge upon civil liberties because the 
measures center on information sharing between welfare and 
security agencies regarding individuals “at risk” (Coppock and 
McGovern  2014; Faure-Walker  2019). Consequently, P/CVE 
measures are often perceived as a form of soft policing, with 
a disproportionate focus on monitoring Muslim populations 
(Coppock and McGovern  2014). Paradoxically, such policies 
may inadvertently exacerbate the very phenomena they aim to 
mitigate in terms of undermining democratic principles rather 

than safeguarding them (Kundnani  2012; Faure-Walker  2019; 
Bentley and Woodford  2023). Moreover, this line of research 
often argues that violent extremism should be viewed as a symp-
tom of broader structural dysfunctions rather than merely an in-
dividual issue (Kundnani 2012; Coppock and McGovern 2014).

Jensen and Larsen (2021) label this division in P/CVE scholarship 
as the “micro/macro gap”, stemming from researchers' disparate 
foci on individual behavior and risks versus societal context and 
power differentials. In the Swedish context, Mattsson (2018) points 
out that these entrenched positions on radicalization contribute to 
uncertainty and confusion among frontline professionals trying to 
make sense of things when implementing P/CVE policies. Table 1 
below summarizes the differences in the competing understand-
ing of radicalization as a policy problem in the P/CVE literature, 
which feeds into our operationalization of belief systems. These 
differentiations as articulated below are ideal types.

4   |   Description of the Case

To contextualize the analysis of our empirical data, commission 
of inquiry reports, and their referrals, we offer a brief overview 
of the Swedish political-administrative idiosyncrasies and their 
evolution from a nascent to a mature subsystem.

4.1   |   The Swedish Political-Administrative Context

Richardson, writing in 1982, conceptualized Swedish policy-
making as an ideal type proactive system which anticipated 
policy problems and adopted a future-oriented process rather 
than attempting to ad hoc solve problems, with a particular em-
phasis on achieving consensus among governmental and non-
governmental policy actors (Richardson 1982).

As Richardson (2022) puts it:

The Swedish approach was summed up by 
Anton  (1969, 94) as ‘decision-making which never 
seems rash, abrupt, irrational, or exciting’. This is, of 
course, so Swedish, as any Volvo owner will know. 
Thus, Swedes seemed to make public policy just like 
they make cars, very carefully and deliberatively. It 
was the Swedish ‘way of doing things’, summed up 
by the Swedish word saklighet, literally translated 
as ‘matter of factness’ or objectiveness’ or what 
Elder (1970, 186) described as ‘a cool, objective, and 
dispassionate approach to public policy’ (337).

The stereotypical flare of this statement aside and reflecting 
40 years later, Richardson stated that the Swedish model was 
one to aspire to and copy by the 1960s, but by the 1980s, the 
days of grand, sweeping, proactive policies were gone, though 
the relevant narrative lived on (Richardson 2022). That said, 
and even though the willingness to seek consensus in the pol-
icymaking process is declining, Sweden still retains a ratio-
nalistic, problem-solving approach (Larsson and Bäck  2008; 
Petridou and Sparf 2017; Pierre 2016). This approach is partly 
exemplified by the institution of the commission of inquiry, 
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which is central to Swedish policy and politics and carries 
out the preparatory work ahead of the drafting of a govern-
ment bill.

Commissions of inquiry are appointed by the Cabinet and have 
the mandate to investigate a specific subject (Petersson  2016), 
such as increased access to personnel within military defense 
(under the Ministry of Defense) or artificial intelligence reg-
ulation (under the Ministry of Finance) (Statens Offentliga 
Utredningar 2025). During their operation, depending on spe-
cific government directives, these commissions may invite ex-
perts, advisors, consultants, and stakeholders to contribute their 
knowledge and experience (Dahlström et al. 2021). There also 
exist single-member inquiries carried out by a single special in-
vestigator (Petersson 2016).

A referral process follows the first draft of the commission 
report. During this time, relevant ministries, public agen-
cies (including universities), and other stakeholders, includ-
ing civil society organizations (CSOs), are invited to submit 
comments. Additionally, individual citizens or organizations 
not on the referral list may also provide feedback. The process 
culminates with the government drafting and submitting a 
bill to the parliament (Dahlström et al. 2021). This procedural 
structure partly results from the small size of ministries and 
the limited ministerial oversight over public agencies. At any 
given time, there are approximately 120 such commissions 
in progress.1 This process is an expression of the Swedish 
system seeking broad consensus and anchoring proposed 
change with as many relevant societal actors as possible. The 
Government is constitutionally mandated to seek advice from 
three sources. It must seek advice from public agencies and 
may seek advice from local authorities as needed, while socie-
tal organizations and individuals are given the opportunity to 

weigh in as well. The choice of the latter in practice is made 
by a public servant in the relevant ministry. If the commission 
report results in new legislation, the bill normally contains an 
account of how the comments from the referral process were 
considered (Petersson 2016).

The authors of the commissions have regular meetings and con-
stant negotiations with the politicians who ordered the investi-
gation. Open conflict is generally discouraged in the Swedish 
political culture; this long process ensures that competing in-
terests are reconciled during the drafting of the commission re-
port, and most conflicts are teased out during that time (Larsson 
and Bäck 2008). In the Swedish neo-corporatist system with the 
institutionalized involvement of interest organizations, the pro-
cess of policymaking largely unfolds in the official referral sys-
tem rather than in the media—because it is the referral system 
that allows for different actors to influence the policy outcome. 
As part of the open government principle, all these documents 
are publicly available (Petridou et al. 2022). The process is not 
perfect in the sense that the government decides whom to send 
the report to for comments, though everyone has the right to 
send a response to a commission of inquiry. Additionally, the 
Swedish system favors written comments over public hearings 
or oral arguments, requiring a greater investment of time by 
the organizations responding, but it does provide a repository 
of publicly available, valid data regarding the policy positions of 
societal organizations within a certain policy domain.

5   |   Research Design

We conducted a content analysis to map the use of narrative 
characters. Our research design consisted of four steps: (i) decid-
ing on the scope of the study, including the selection of relevant 

TABLE 1    |    Summary of the divergent trajectories in P/CVE literature.

Divergent trajectories in the P/CVE literature

Micro: Individual behavior and risks
Macro: Societal context 
and power differentials

View on the state-individual relationship The state as a protector of individuals' 
security and democracy

The state as a potential 
oppressor of the individual

View on radicalization A process when an individual adopts 
extremist worldviews. A prevailing security 

risk for modern governments to handle

A relative, contextual, and 
socially constructed concept

View on P/CVE policies Affirmative; P/CVE policies as a means to 
protect citizens, security, and democracy

Critical; P/CVE policies are 
discursive practices (re)producing 

structural power differentials 
and have the potential to 

encroach upon civil liberties. 
In that way, P/CVE policies run 
the risk of producing violence 

rather than preventing it

Preferred policy solutions to violent 
extremism

Risk assessments, information-sharing, 
individual-based resilience-promoting 

activities at the local level of governance 
(such as education), strengthening of 

frontline professionals' competence in P/CVE

Broader political and 
social transformations
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ACF and NPF concepts; (ii) data collection; (iii) development of 
a codebook; and (iv) coding and analysis including identifying 
advocacy coalitions and their use of narrative characters as to P/
CVE policies over time.

Based on the rationale outlined in the previous section, the data for 
this study comprised the executive summaries of five reports from 
the relevant commissions of inquiry and the comments on these 
reports from external parties. We acknowledge the risk that the 
narrative of the government-appointed commission might domi-
nate the material, as the referral responses are written in response 
to the former. However, as referral bodies are free to submit as 
extensive answers as they like, we expected to be able to capture 
advocacy coalitions' policy core beliefs and a wide range of pol-
icy narratives. In addition, the government advises referral bodies 
not to repeat the policy recommendations of the official reports in 
their referral responses (Government of Sweden 2021).

To collect data, we conducted a search on the Swedish 
Government's official website using the keywords: “våldsbeja-
kande extremism” (“violent extremism”) and “statens offentliga 
utredningar” (“Official Reports of the Swedish Government”). 
The search yielded 39 results. We used the following criteria 
when evaluating the result list:

1.	 It must be an official report from a commission of inquiry 
focusing primarily on violent extremism.

2.	 It must include a policy reference and at least one of the 
NPF characters (Shanahan, Jones, and McBeth 2018).

Five commissions of inquiry met these criteria, issued in 2013 
(1), 2016 (1), 2017 (2), and 2021 (1). We coded only the exec-
utive summaries of three to eight pages each since they met 
the above criteria and included enough information, with 
the exception of one report, which did not contain an execu-
tive summary. The latter report was an academic edited vol-
ume consisting of an introductory section and 14 individual 
chapters authored by Swedish researchers from different dis-
ciplines. We limited our coding to the introduction and chap-
ter 1 as they had a broad focus on violent extremism and met 
the second criterion above.

The referral responses to the official reports are published on 
the Swedish government's website pages, which are dedicated to 
each official report. In total, 169 referral responses met our cri-
teria. Our data material, including official reports and referral 
responses, comprised 175 documents.

5.1   |   Coding and Analysis

Our codebook (Appendix A) adhered to previous ACF definition 
of advocacy coalitions (Weible et al. 2020) and NPF operational 
definitions of characters (Shanahan, Jones, and McBeth  2018). 
For the ACF, we operationalized belief systems based in part on 
extant P/CVE literature (see Table 1) and the public discourse to 
identify micro versus macro policy core policy preferences (Weible 
et al. 2020). For the NPF, and following Smith-Walter et al. (2016), 
we developed our codebook through an initial scrutiny of the data 
to identify typical categories of characters for this case.

We manually coded the narrative characters at the paragraph 
level and policy core beliefs at the document level. Documents 
were attributed the micro or macro-belief if they expressed 
one or more elements from Table 1. No document expressed 
a combination of beliefs. The coding procedure followed two 
steps. In the first step, three coders individually tested the 
codebook by coding 10% (18 documents) of the data, which 
were selected randomly. To ensure validity, we then calibrated 
our results and agreed on the final version of the codebook 
as well as coding rules. In the second step, the three coders 
individually coded the rest of the data. During this period, we 
ensured intercoder reliability by conducting sessions where 
we compared our coding and reconciled. We calculated inter-
rater agreement on 20% of the coding sample (selected ran-
domly). Chronbach's α for the coding of characters (heroes, 
victims, villains) ranged from 0.941 to 0.981, indicating high 
intercoder reliability.

After identifying the ACF-based advocacy coalitions through 
manual coding, we use the results of this coding as the foun-
dation for the NPF-based analyses of character expressions. 
The character expressions were analyzed using the Girvan-
Newman clustering algorithm (Girvan and Newman  2002) 
on UCINET (Borgatti  2002), a routine that seeks to identify 
subgroups within text through removing ties and is often 
used in ACF to help identify coalitions (e.g., Fullerton and 
Weible 2024).

6   |   Results and Analysis

The analysis revealed three distinct time periods (2013–2014, 
2016–2017, and 2021–2022) in which the Swedish P/CVE pol-
icies developed and evolved, bounded by the commissions of 
inquiry and attendant responses to the referral process. The 
analysis, furthermore, revealed two advocacy coalitions based 
on the manual coding of our operationalization of micro versus 
macro P/CVE policy beliefs.

Table 2 summarizes the number and variation of actors in each 
coalition. The Swedish P/CVE subsystem features an array of 
different categories of policy actors representing government 
and non-government entities. Notably, the micro coalition is the 
larger of the two coalitions. Most of the micro coalition members 
come from municipal and central governments. In contrast, the 
macro coalition's members primarily represent civil society and 
interest organizations.

Figure  1 visualizes the two coalitions and their character ex-
pressions for the three time periods. The macro coalition mem-
bers expressing characters are listed on the left by the black 
circle nodes, and the micro coalition members expressing char-
acters are listed on the right by the white circle nodes. Between 
them are the character expressions represented by the square 
nodes. The character expressions are labeled by their charac-
ter type (hero, victim, or villain) and ascribed idea, group, or 
organization.

The percentages indicate the proportion of all coalition character 
expressions mentioning a particular character type and ascription 
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for the macro coalition on the left and the micro coalition on the 
right. For example, in time 1, there were 11 character expressions 
from the nine macro coalition members, with one expression as-
signing a hero to the central government (i.e., 1/11 = 9%). Likewise, 
there were 76 character expressions from the 31 members of the 
micro coalition, with 24 of them assigning a hero to the central 
government (i.e., 24/76 = 32%). The color of the square character 
nodes is either black or white depending on which percentages 
were bigger for the coalitions. For example, in time 1, central gov-
ernments as heroes are white nodes because 32% of the micro coa-
lition's expressions exceed 9% of the macro coalition's expressions.

Three important patterns emerge from Figure 1. First, similar to 
Table 2, it emphasizes that the micro coalition is much larger re-
garding the number of coalition members and narrative expres-
sions. For example, the micro coalition had the aforementioned 
76 expressions in time 1, 113 expressions in time 2, and 104 ex-
pressions in time 3. In contrast, the macro coalition had 11, 20, 
and 26 across the three time periods, respectively. Based on the 
numbers alone, the micro coalition dominated the narrations in 
these three policy debate periods.

Second, Figure 1 gives a character-based impression of the sto-
ries told by the two coalitions. Most regularly, the macro coali-
tion ascribed heroes to civil society organizations (in the three 
time periods), villains to central governments (in the last two 
time periods), and victims to civil society organizations and 
religious groups (each in two of the time periods). In contrast, 
the micro coalition most regularly ascribed heroes to central 
and municipal governments (in at least two of the three time 
periods), viewed children as victims (in two time periods), and, 
rather unexpectedly, academia as villains (in two time periods).

Third, Figure  1 shows changes in the two coalitions over time. 
Specifically, it suggests an increasing differentiation between 
the two coalitions over time. For example, in Times 1 and 2, the 

two coalitions often shared character expressions. Such sharing 
became less likely in Time 3 when the character expressions be-
came almost exclusively associated with each coalition. Figure 1 
illustrates several patterns in the evolution of the P/CVE policy 
subsystem, one of which is the increasing distinction between the 
coalitions over time. To assess whether the coalitions became more 
pronounced over time, we applied the Girvan-Newman clustering 
algorithm across the three time periods. This algorithm detects 
clusters within a network by identifying groups of nodes that are 
densely connected internally while remaining distinct from other 
groups of nodes. We calculated the Girvan-Newman clustering al-
gorithm based on the character expressions of the two coalitions 
to see if it would place coalition members in the same coalition as 
manually coded based on their micro or macro policy core beliefs. 
Figure 2 summarizes the results.

Figure 2 presents the percentage of policy actors accurately clas-
sified by the Girvan-Newman clustering algorithm for the two 
coalitions (Girvan and Newman 2002). Two patterns are striking. 
First, the coalitions are more distinct over time, particularly in 
time 3, when there is an almost perfect match between the coali-
tions based on the manual coding of the policy core beliefs and the 
clustering-based approach using character expressions. Second, 
the micro coalition is more accurately and consistently identified 
by the Girvan-Newman clustering algorithm for all three time pe-
riods but not for the macro coalition. In other words, the macro co-
alition became more distinct in its character expressions over time.

To follow up on the suggested increase in polarization in charac-
ter expressions between the coalitions, suggested in Figure 1, we 
measured polarization through Krackhardt's External-Internal 
(E–I) Index (Krackhardt and Stern 1988). A value of −1 indicates 
that all narrated characters are shared within a coalition but not 
between coalitions, indicating complete polarization, whereas a 
value of +1 indicates that all expressed characters are shared 
across coalitions. Figure  3 summarizes the findings. It shows 
that polarization increased over time, particularly in time 3 for 
both coalitions. It also shows that the micro coalition became 
more differentiated from the macro coalition in time 2.

Figure 1 also suggests that the two coalitions become increasingly 
internally coherent over time, meaning that the coalitions became 
more consistent in sharing the same character expressions over 
time. To examine the internal coherence of the coalition, we ex-
amined the density of ties within a coalition, which is the propor-
tion of character expressions shared within a coalition from 0% (no 
density or no shared character expressions) to 100% (max density 
or complete sharing of character expressions). As illustrated in 
Figure 4, the density of the micro coalition changed very little over 
time. In contrast, the macro coalition became denser in Time 3. A 
close look at Figure 1 supports this observation, with the macro 
coalition focusing almost exclusively on civil society organizations 
as victims and heroes and central governments as villains.

Finally, Figure  1 suggests that some character expres-
sions might be more associated with coalition membership 
than others. We explored this possibility by calculating the 
Quadratic Assignment Procedure (QAP) correlations between 
the same coalition member and specific character expression 
(Simpson  2001). Whereas villains and victims have about the 
same correlation coefficients, the expression of heroes resulted 

TABLE 2    |    Number of actor type per coalition participating over 
time.

Actor type
Micro 

coalition
Macro 

coalition

National agencies within 
security, justice, and 
financial affairs (central 
governments)

31 1

National agencies within 
social and cultural affairs 
(central governments)

17 3

Regional governments 5 0

Academic institutions 7 5

Municipal governments 40 0

Interest organizations 7 6

Civil society organizations 6 13

Sum 113 28

Note: The same actor type can be engaged in more than one time period, and 
some actors are not engaged in all time periods.
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in the highest correlations. Additionally, all character expres-
sions showed a sharp increase in correlations in Time 3. Like 
the previous figures, Figure 5 suggests that two rival coalitions 
became more apparent over time, especially in Time 3.

7   |   Discussion and Conclusions

This study constitutes a rare combination of theoretical insights 
from the ACF and the NPF to investigate subsystem matu-
rity through the expression of characters in the official policy 

narratives of competing coalitions. An analysis of the data re-
vealed two coalitions based on their policy core beliefs: the 
micro coalition premised on violent extremism being a function 
of individual behavior and risks, and the macro coalition placing 
the problem and its solutions in the broader societal context and 
power differentials. The coalitions' character expressions were 
analyzed in three distinct time periods: 2013–2014, 2016–2017, 
and 2021–2022. Our results suggest that coalitions became more 
distinct over time in their character expressions, which became 
more polarized and denser. The two coalitions articulated in-
creasingly distinct stories, with the macro coalition villainizing 

FIGURE 1    |    Character expressions by coalitions in 2013–2014, 2016–2017, and 2021–2022.
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the central government and viewing civil society organizations 
as heroes and victims and the micro coalition villainizing aca-
demia and viewing central and municipal governments as he-
roes. Additionally, we observed that the correlation between 
coalition membership based on policy core beliefs and character 

expressions increased over time, with ascriptions of hero char-
acters showing the highest correlations. In other words, both co-
alitions are more associated with commonly shared heroes than 
with victims and villains.

We propose a narrative-based explanation of the continuum 
between nascency and maturity. Our findings reveal both 
shortcomings and opportunities in the literature, for example, 
underscoring theoretically underdeveloped arguments about 
the pathways for subsystem development. Some subsystems will 
mature into adversarial subsystems, as found here. However, 
why this subsystem did not mature into a collaborative or uni-
tary subsystem is unknown and beyond the data of the study. 
Further research may develop theoretical arguments about the 
context in which a subsystem begins to develop and expecta-
tions about the path it might take. The likely reasons would need 
to incorporate the presence of conflict-mitigating institutional 
arrangements (i.e., what the ACF terms coalition opportunity 
structures), the nature of the issue itself in relation to the policy 
actors in and entering the subsystem, the overlap or nestedness 
of the subsystem under study with other subsystems, and the 
presence of effective policy brokers.

Additionally, using policy core beliefs to identify the coalitions 
and then examine their expressions of characters provides 
a straightforward way of combining the ACF and the NPF in 
meso-level analyses. This study, for example, diverges from 
many existing NPF studies that rely on general culture mea-
sures to understand policy conflicts (e.g., Jones and Song 2014) 
at the micro (individual) level. Instead, this study operates from 
the decades of ACF research confirming that to understand 
policy conflict, policy-specific measures at the meso-level are 
more salient than general (micro-level) measures, as found in 
CT. Finally, this ACF-NPF study also confirms the applicability 
of NPF theoretical insights, that is, the growing NPF literature 
that emphasizes the power of the hero character in narratives 
(e.g., McMorris et al.  2018), including that casting the policy's 
target group as a hero increases support for that policy (Chalaya 
et al. 2024).

In terms of method, we demonstrate the promise of using ex-
isting ACF approaches, namely the Girvan-Newman cluster-
ing algorithm, to explore narrative elements, such as character 

FIGURE 2    |    Performance of Girvan-Newman clustering algorithm 
in classifying policy actors by character expressions.
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FIGURE 3    |    Advocacy coalition polarization in character expres-
sions by E–I index.
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FIGURE 4    |    Density of character expressions by advocacy coalitions 
over time.
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FIGURE 5    |    Correlation between coalition membership and charac-
ter expressions.
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expression, in designs that are conducive to coalitional analy-
sis. This approach has been used in existing studies to examine 
emotion and belief expressions in the public discourse (Fullerton 
and Weible 2024) and survey responses (Satoh et al. 2023) and is 
fruitful for further NPF work.

The dataset for this study, consisting of the official reports of 
commissions of inquiry and the attendant responses to these 
inquiries submitted by the relevant stakeholders, as is standard 
practice in the Swedish policymaking system, may inspire fur-
ther studies in two ways. First, researchers may choose to use a 
similar dataset to examine the maturity of subsystems in other 
policy sectors with Sweden as a single case study or compara-
tively in Scandinavian countries since the referral system is a 
feature of all Scandinavian countries. This paper is also a rare 
example of tackling the Swedish P/CVE from a policy process 
perspective, providing a counterweight and a complement to 
studies that examine the ideology and politics of P/CVE poli-
cies from a discourse analysis or critical perspective (see e.g., 
Mattsson 2018, 2019).

Future research can also build on the shortcomings of this 
paper. As mentioned, future research should contextualize the 
analysis to support theoretical expectations about subsystem 
evolution. Ideally, such arguments would be made compara-
tively—tracking two or more subsystems over time with ex-
pectations that one might be adversarial and another perhaps 
collaborative or unitary. Supporting such efforts would also re-
quire mixed methods, mainly interviews or surveys, to anchor 
the text-based analyses as done here. While the ACF supports 
many ways of identifying advocacy coalitions, the next round of 
research should document more of the belief systems and politi-
cal behaviors to describe them with more nuance.

Future research can also capitalize on exploring areas between 
ACF and NPF not done here. For example, this study uses a very 
simple measure of coalitions based on a single belief (i.e., policy 
actors' preferences for micro or macro responses to Swedish C/
PVE dilemmas). The next round of research could compare ex-
isting ACF expressions of beliefs in the public discourse (e.g., 
more solutions, causes of problems, or populations of concern) 
to existing and similar NPF character expressions (e.g., heroes, 
villains, victims, and beneficiaries) to ascertain if there are sub-
stantive differences. In other words, it is very possible that ACF's 
measures of expressed belief systems and NPF expressions of 
characters (e.g., some measures of solutions and some measures 
of heroes), while different theoretically, conceptually, and opera-
tionally, might perform similarly in explaining various phenom-
ena. Similarly, there are opportunities to explore more in-depth 
the reasoning and meaning behind the stability and change in 
character expressions. For example, future research can explore 
actor-specific changes from heroes to villains, as shown for aca-
demia in this study.

This paper began with a simple question: How do advocacy co-
alitions develop as policy subsystems evolve? While this study 
found that the Swedish C/PVE subsystem evolved from a nascent 
to a mature adversarial subsystem, it uncovered new questions 
and research agendas about studying subsystems over time and 
the need for theoretical attention to these phenomena. It finds 
value in operationalizing and combining concepts from the ACF 

and NPF. Even more importantly, this paper emphasizes how the 
dynamics of the policy process require more temporality in un-
derstanding change and stasis and more longitudinal analyses.

Endnotes

	1	https://​www.​gover​nment.​se/​how-​swede​n-​is-​gover​ned/​commi​ttees/​​.
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Appendix A

Codebook

Sheet 1: Policy narrative demographics
Document number
Coder initials
Date of narrative
Narrative author
Unit of analysis

Sheet 2: Narrative elements, characters: Heroes
0 = absence, 1 = presence

Hero_0 = No hero
Hero_1 = Municipal government actor

Hero_2 = Central government actor
Hero_3 = International governmental organization

Hero_4 = Academic
Hero_5 = Civil society organization

Hero_6 = Business sector

Sheet 3: Narrative elements, characters: Victims
0 = absence, 1 = presence
Victim_0 = No victim
Victim_1 = Municipal government actor
Victim_2 = Central government actor
Victim_3 = International governmental organization
Victim_4 = Democracy
Victim_5 = Tax money
Victim_6 = Children and youths
Victim_7 = Women
Victim_8 = Religious groups
Victim_9 = Government agencies managing public funds directed to 
civil society
Victim_10 = Street-level bureaucrats
Victim_11 = Civil society organization
Victim_12 = Civil liberties

Sheet 4: Narrative elements, characters: Villains
0 = absence, 1 = presence

Villain_0 = No villain
Villain_1 = Central government actor

Villain_2 = International governmental organization
Villain_3 = Children and youths

Villain_4 = Men
Villain_5 = Violent extremists

Villain_6 = Academics
Villain_7 = Civil society organization

Sheet 5: Belief system
0 = absence, 1 = presence
Belief_0 = Non-Aligned
Belief_1 = Micro-belief coalition
Belief_2 = Macro-belief coalition

 15411338, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ropr.70025 by M

id Sw
eden U

niversity, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [10/06/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense


	Coalitions and Characters: Tracing the Maturity of Sweden's Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism Policies
	ABSTRACT
	1   |   Introduction
	2   |   Theoretical Overview
	2.1   |   The Advocacy Coalition Framework
	2.2   |   The Narrative Policy Framework
	2.3   |   Combining Theoretical Insights From the ACF and the NPF

	3   |   The Competing Positions Within the P/CVE Literature
	4   |   Description of the Case
	4.1   |   The Swedish Political-Administrative Context

	5   |   Research Design
	5.1   |   Coding and Analysis

	6   |   Results and Analysis
	7   |   Discussion and Conclusions
	Endnotes
	References
	 Appendix A


