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Abstract
The purpose of this paper is to study how municipalities work at the regional level with issues
concerning skills shortages and recruitment. What information channels are used to obtain
information about these shortcomings? How and with whom do the municipalities
collaborate? This study provides a mapping of how collaboration between employers,
regional policymakers, and other institutions works with regional recruitment. As such, this
study provides important information and possible inspiration. The empirical findings
obtained based on a survey targeted to the business sections in Swedish municipalities suggest
that companies in rural regions turn to municipalities to a greater extent than companies in
non-rural municipalities in regard to skills shortages and recruitment. In addition, it is
perceived that there is a higher degree of cooperation between businesses and local politicians
in regard to recruitment in rural municipalities compared to other municipalities. Even
cooperation to develop competence at the regional level is thought to take place to a greater
extent in rural municipalities than in non-rural municipalities.
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1.

Introduction

Many employers experience problems with recruiting employees with skills that match their
demands. Approximately 1/3 of Swedish businesses perceive that access to matching labour
and skills is an obstacle to growth (Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth,
2020a). Recruitment problems may also lead to skill mismatches. According to the OECD
(2016), approximately 40% of Swedish employees are mismatched due to their qualifications,
while approximately 10% are mismatched due to their skills and skill shortages, and skill
mismatch is identified as one of the main challenges for future economic growth (see., e.g.,
World Bank, 2014).
Furthermore, recruitment problems and skill mismatches are expected to be particularly
difficult in small and remotely located rural regions. Hence, within-country labour markets
are segmented and highly dependent on regional labour market conditions. Furthermore,
employees in rural regions need to consider that employment in remote regions may imply
limited opportunities for gaining and broadening their work experience and limited
accessibility, such as limited transport and mobility (De Hoyos and Green, 2011). Hence, for
many employees, peripheral areas may be perceived to be less attractive than urban
agglomerations (Buenstorf, Krabel and Geissler, 2018). The Swedish Agency for Economic
and Regional Growth (2020b) emphasizes that recruitment needs and skill shortages can vary
greatly among different regions and that a good picture of what the skills needs look like from
a regional perspective is lacking. This issue is of particular urgency in Sweden, since some
remotely located regions in the northern part of Sweden are investing heavily in green steel
and wind power as part of the sustainable transformation of the energy sector (SVT, 2021).
These investments will, for example, require thousands of jobs in the building and
construction industry as well as subsequent maintenance jobs.
Recruitment problems and issues related to skill matching in rural regions have also been
acknowledged by policymakers at both government and regional levels. More than 80% of the
heads of the business sections in Swedish rural municipalities perceive that their location is a
problem in a recruitment context (Nyström, 2020). Policy efforts aimed at supporting lifelong
learning and strengthening skills, as well as enhancing the attraction and recruitment of
employees to rural regions, are often employed. However, our knowledge about skill
shortages and recruitment in a regional context is still limited (Swedish Agency for Economic
and Regional Growth 2020b).
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The purpose of this paper is to study the recruitment processes of scarce skills in rural regions
with a focus on regional efforts to enhance the recruitment of scarce skills and improve the
matching of skills. In particular, the study examines how municipalities work at the regional
level with issues concerning skill shortages and recruitment. What information channels are
used to obtain information about these shortcomings? With whom and how do the
stakeholders collaborate regarding these issues? This paper provides a mapping of how
regional policymakers, other institutions and employers collaborate regarding these issues. As
such, this study provides important information and inspiration on how to handle these issues
at the regional level.
The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 discusses the theoretical arguments related to
policies to enhance the recruitment of scarce skills. Section 3 provides descriptions of the data
and the empirical strategy. The empirical results are discussed in section 4. Finally, the
conclusions and some suggestions for future research are provided in section 5.
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2. Regional policy for easing recruitment problems
If, how and when policies (at different levels) targeted at easing recruitment problems in rural
regions should be introduced are, of course, important questions to ask. Hence, this section
briefly discusses the role of policy and briefly describes the institutional context that is
prevalent in Sweden. Is recruitment something that firms should handle on their own, or can
policy intervention and measures be motivated? If so, when? As a general starting point in
which market failures occur, such as the existence of natural monopolies, externalities or
information asymmetries, policies may improve efficiency and welfare in a society (Pigou
1938). Although we may identify a market failure, this is not a sufficient condition for policy
intervention. In the case of externalities, it is argued that, if property rights are well-defined,
there is no need for governmental regulation, since those who, for example, suffer from
negative externalities can be compensated by those who benefit (Coase 1960).
If the government should intervene the policy should provide additionally i.e., actually help to
solve the problem that it is targeting. A further argument for policy intervention would be the
existence of information asymmetries, which in this case would imply that the government or
municipal bodies would have access to information, experience, and networks that allow them
to contribute. In the case of recruitment to remote regions, policy intervention may help ease
information about available positions in these regions. In addition, successful recruitment
cases may cause additional positive externalities since these recruitments increase the income
level and demand in the corresponding region.
How can regional policy makers help remedy skill shortages and recruitment problems? 1
Policymakers can use pecuniary tools targeted at the firm level or individual level and nonpecuniary incentives. Examples of pecuniary policies targeting the firm level are lowered
social security contributions and wage subsidies to firms in rural regions. Examples of
pecuniary incentives aimed at the individual level include student debt relief and increased
family allowances to individuals in targeted regions. Examples of non-pecuniary incentives
1

It should be remembered that governmental support must comply with the European Union’s very restrictive

state aid rules. This implies that, in principle, state aid to individual companies is prohibited. However,
exceptions are granted if the support is given for regional or labour market policy reasons or if the aid is aimed at
strengthening the development of companies via research and innovation (Edling 2016).
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are, for example, reducing information asymmetries and enhancing the functioning of the
local labour market (Nyström 2020).
Previous research has shown that non-pecuniary factors are of great importance for
individuals’ relocation decisions (see, e.g., Yang 2003). Non-pecuniary factors that are
important include career opportunities, perceptions of rural life, housing and health
provisions, place identity and social networks, education and training, and infrastructure (see,
e.g., Bureau of Transport Economics, 2006). For example, Mathews et al. (2012) emphasized
that the work environment and organizational culture are important factors. In addition, it is
important to remember that location decisions are not made in isolation and that the family
structure is a strong driver of location decisions (Bjerke and Mellander, 2017). Hence, the
influence and support of partners is identified as a key factor in the recruitment and retention
of employees in rural areas (e.g., Mayo and Mathews, 2006).
After reviewing empirical evidence regarding pecuniary and non-pecuniary policy measures
aimed at stimulating recruitment to rural regions, Nyström (2020) concluded that there is
some evidence of positive effects of pecuniary support at the individual level. At the firm
level, there is limited evidence suggesting any employment effects resulting from these
policies. Unfortunately, research about the use and effectiveness of non-pecuniary policy
measures is scarce. This is unfortunate since some of these measures are perceived to have
great potential. For instance, regional policymakers (in both rural and non-rural regions) think
that providing support for accompanying persons in finding jobs may be an effective policy
tool (Nyström, 2020).
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3. Data and methodology
To map regional collaboration initiatives to facilitate skill shortages in a regional context, a
survey that targeted all 290 Swedish municipalities was conducted during the spring of 2020.
The questionnaire was distributed to the heads of the business section 2 (or equivalent
function) in each municipality. It should be emphasized that their positions are the roles of
municipality officials. Hence, they hold positions that are not politically elected. The reasons
for targeting municipalities’ officials are that they are in constant dialogue with business
organizations and entrepreneurs in their region. Furthermore, they sometimes commission or
conduct their own investigations into labour shortages in their corresponding region. On a
day-to-day basis, they actively work with these issues. Hence, they are expected to have
adequate insights and knowledge about existing recruitment problems and how they work
with these problems in their particular region.
To identify possible differences between rural and non-rural municipalities with regard to
collaboration initiatives, the results are presented for rural and non-rural municipalities. In this
categorization, the SALAR (2017) definition of rural municipalities (55 municipalities) and
non-rural municipalities was used. 3 The vast majority of rural municipalities are located in the
northern part of Sweden.
When the survey was closed, representatives from 110 municipalities had responded. This
corresponds to a response rate of 38%. Representatives from 18 rural municipalities
participated, corresponding to a response rate of 33%. It should be noted that the survey was
active from the end of February until mid-April 2020. During March, the COVID-19
pandemic broke out in Sweden. This affected the response rate during the latter part of the
survey. Many targeted respondents indicated that they needed to prioritize providing support
to their municipality's businesses during the pandemic.
The survey consisted of multiple-choice questions and open-ended questions; this structure
gave respondents the opportunity to provide more elaborate insights. In the multiple-choice
questions, respondents were asked to agree with a number of statements. A seven-item Likert

Potential respondents were identified with the help of the municipalities' websites.
See SALAR (2017) for a complete list of which municipalities are defined as rural municipalities. The
classification of rural versus non-rural regions is based on the size, population density and accessibility in terms
of commuting patterns.

2
3
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scale ranging from “do not agree at all” to “agree completely” was used to measure the
respondents’ level of agreement with the statements. The answers were coded 1-7, where
“does not agree at all” corresponded to 1 and “agree completely” corresponded to 7. To
analyse and compare the results, mean values and standard deviations were calculated. 4
Furthermore, t-tests were employed to see if any statistically significant differences existed
between respondents from rural and non-rural municipalities.
In one open-ended question, respondents were asked to indicate which three occupations they
felt were most in short supply in their municipality. To analyse the results, the Voyant tool 5
was used for text analysis. This is a simple tool used to compile, analyse and visualize textbased answers. The disadvantage of this tool is that it does not consider any spelling errors or
variations/synonyms.
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The answers were therefore manually processed before the text

analysis to, as far as possible, standardize the terminology. Hence, the results of this analysis
should be interpreted carefully.

The complete distribution of responses is available from the author upon request.
www.voyant-tools.org
6
An example is how to name staff in healthcare fields. Furthermore, it should be mentioned that the respondents
used different degrees of specialization in their answers and sometimes indicated more than three professions
(especially if they wanted to exemplify a broader category).
4
5
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4. Empirical findings
To work efficiently with resource allocation and policies, it is of uttermost importance to have
good and updated knowledge about current skill shortages in the region of interest. Hence, the
survey initially aimed to identify which shortages exist in the studied municipalities and how
regional policymakers access information on skill shortages in the corresponding regions.
Thereafter, regional collaboration patterns were mapped and compared between rural and
non-rural regions.
4.1. Identified skill shortages and information retrieval

As previously mentioned, the respondents were asked to indicate which three occupations
they felt were most in short supply in their municipality. Figure 1 illustrates the outcome of
the text analysis indicating skill shortages in the studied regions. The analysis shows that the
five most frequently mentioned shortages were engineers (31), chefs (24), healthcare workers
(24), teachers (20) and industrial occupations (14).
How well does this picture of skills shortages match the analyses and forecasts of shortages
that other forecasters make at the national level (see, for example, Statistics Sweden, 2019 and
the Swedish Public Employment Service, 2019a)? Essentially, these results match nationallevel forecasts well. According to the Swedish Public Employment Service (2019a),
engineering professions and several healthcare professions are occupations with skill
shortages. These occupations are all listed among occupations with shortages that require
higher education. However, the demand for industrial occupations that was identified in the
regional survey is less visible in the Swedish Public Employment Service skill shortage
identification results. In fact, the Swedish Public Employment Service's forecasts for 2019
(Swedish Public Employment Service, 2019b) describe this group of occupations as an
industry with weak positive employment development and declining new employment needs
due to continued structural changes and slowdown in the global economy.
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Figure 1 Identified skill shortages

Where do municipalities go to collect information about skill shortages? Which are the main
available sources of information? Table 1 indicates the stated importance levels of different
sources of information. Respondents in both rural and non-rural regions stated that they
primarily receive information about shortages from local companies. However, rural
municipalities tend to retrieve more information about skills shortages from other sources
compered to non-rural regions. This was the only information channel where there was any
statistically significant difference between rural and non-rural regions. The open answers
asking to specify the other sources of information provided examples of regions conducting
their own surveys (or ordering their own analyses and surveys), contacts with industry
organizations or business associations, or their own visits to local companies. The
employment service was not an equally important source of information. The open answers
also indicated that the respondents felt that the statistics and information provided by
authorities was too aggregated.
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Table 1: Information retrieval

I get information about skill shortages in the
municipality via:

Mean

St. dv.

The Swedish public employment service
Rural regions

3.611

2.033

Non-rural regions

3.756

2.011

Rural regions

6.222

1.060

Non-rural regions

5.908

1.263

Rural regions

4.250

1.844

Non-rural regions

3.207

1.698

Rural regions

5.750**

1.765

Non-rural regions

4.500**

2.371

Local business’

Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions

Other sources

* Indicate a statistically significant difference between rural and non-rural municipalities. * p < 0.10, ** p <
0.05, *** p < 0.01
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4.2 Regional cooperation activities
Table 2 provides insights into the degree of collaboration between businesses and
municipalities. The empirical results show that statistically significant differences exist
between rural and non-rural municipalities with regard to collaborating to facilitate
recruitment and remedy skill shortages. In rural municipalities, companies turn to the
municipality to a greater extent than in non-rural municipalities in regard to issues related to
skill shortages and recruitment. In addition, there is a higher degree of cooperation between
businesses and local politicians in regard to recruitment in rural municipalities. Additionally,
cooperation to develop competence at the regional level takes place to a greater extent in rural
municipalities than in non-rural municipalities.
One result that can possibly be considered somewhat surprising is that the average degree to
which municipalities consider themselves able to be helpful in recruitment processes was
relatively low in both rural municipalities (4.8) and in other municipalities (4.3). Does
uncertainty regarding what and how the municipalities could offer support without violating
any regulations constitute an obstacle? Do differences exist between regions with different
political powers, resulting in differences in decisions regarding how much effort one should
put into this support? These aspects would be interesting to study more deeply.
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Table 2: Regional cooperation regarding recruitment and scarce competence

To what extent do you agree with the following statements:

Mean

St. dv.

Companies in the municipality turn to the municipality when it
comes to issues concerning skills shortages and recruitment
Rural regions

5.063***

0.929

Non-rural regions

4.163***

1.651

Rural regions

4.813

1.682

Non-rural regions

4.345

1.668

Rural regions

5.000*

1.254

Non-rural regions

4.250*

1.707

Rural regions

5.333**

1.345

Non-rural regions

4.372**

1.681

Rural regions

5.188

1.601

Non-rural regions

4.537

1.854

Rural regions

5.250

1.653

Non-rural regions

4.892

1.938

The municipality can be helpful in connection with recruitment
processes

In our municipality, politicians and the business community work
together to facilitate recruitment

In our municipality, politicians and the business community work
together to develop competence at the local level

Our municipality collaborates with other municipalities when it comes to
recruitment issues

Our municipality collaborates with educational partners (for example
HEIs) when it comes to recruitment issues

* Indicate a statistically significant difference between rural and non-rural municipalities. * p < 0.10, ** p <
0.05, *** p < 0.01
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Cooperation with the business community
In an open-ended question, respondents were asked to briefly describe how they cooperate
with the business community regarding recruitment issues. The common denominators that
recurred in the answers were that they actively work to create a good dialogue with the
companies and use networks within and among regions to collaborate on these issues. This
dialogue takes place in connection with industry meetings and company visits, business
councils, and formalized cooperation platforms between the municipality and businesses. The
answers primarily related to two areas of collaboration: “recruitment and facilitating
matching” and “education/school cooperation”. Some examples of activities mentioned in the
two respective categories are provided below.
Recruitment and facilitating matching: Visits at job fairs in, for example, Norway and the
Netherlands; recruitment events in Sweden, Germany and the Netherlands, arranging their
own fairs focusing on skill supplies and labour market shortages; arranging recruitment
meetings in connection with company relocations; joint recruitment and cooperation
regarding relocations; speed-dating-style meetings in collaboration with the municipality,
employment services and moving-in pilots or moving-in services
Education/school cooperation: tailor-made educational initiatives and Swedish classes for
immigrants based on the business community's recruitment needs; events for schoolchildren
to visit industrial employers
The general impression is that this is an issue that is high on the agenda of many
municipalities and that many collaborations and activities are focused on these issues. Among
the descriptions that were received, however, is a particularly interesting reflection that the
respondents felt they were primarily engaged in an "inventory" of skill shortages and
recruitment needs. They can help match but may not have any organized model for this.
One of the measures that many respondents believe can facilitate recruitment is to make it
easier for accompanying people to find jobs in the new region, so-called tandem recruitment.
For instance, one of the respondents reflected on the fact that they can support employers in
recruiting employees from other places, yet there are fewer services that actively look for
jobs for companions.
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Collaborations with public actors
In an open-ended question, the respondents were asked to briefly describe how they
collaborate with other municipalities or educational actors (e.g., universities, colleges,
universities of applied sciences) to address recruitment issues. What was described in the
answers was often more or less formalized collaborations within the framework of municipal
associations, collaboration agreements with universities and colleges, collaborations through
the colleges’ or universities' business councils, technical colleges, and collaborations with
employment services. Some examples of explicit activities mentioned related to
education/school cooperation are as follows:
Education/school cooperation: Helps to find places for degree projects for university
students; start training courses where local recruitment needs have been identified; higher
vocational education programmes adapted to local recruitment needs; joint training
programmes focused on identified shortcomings with neighbouring municipalities; start-up of
a new upper secondary school line based on the transport industry's labour needs in the
region.
Some of the smaller municipalities did not have upper secondary education, which they
perceived as making it more difficult for them to cooperate in educational matters.
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5. Conclusions and suggestions for further research
This paper discusses the role of collaborative policy in facilitating and enhancing recruitment
and better skill matching to rural regions. The primary focus in this paper is on non-pecuniary
support and collaborative initiatives to enhance the recruitment of scarce skills in rural versus
non-rural regions.
Based on a survey targeted to the business sections in 290 Swedish municipalities,
surprisingly few respondents were found to strongly agree with the statement that their
municipality can be helpful in regard to recruitment processes. Is the reason for this finding
that municipalities lack knowledge and/or resources on how they could help out? Do they
perceive that polices are more effectively implemented at other government levels (e.g.,
pecuniary policies such as student debt releif or family allowances)? Or, do they feel insecure
about what they are able to do without violating state aid laws? These are questions for further
research to explore. However, this finding may also relate to the discussion on which role
regional policymakers should play in helping businesses overcome skills shortages. Should
businesses manage recruitment and skill shortages on their own, and if not, what role should
regional policy take? Most likely, the underlying ideological values of the ruling parties in the
region influence to what extent and which policies are implemented.
Furthermore, there are differences between rural and non-rural municipalities regarding the
perceived levels of collaboration to facilitate recruitment and remedy skill shortages. In rural
regions, companies turn to the municipality in regard to skills shortages and recruitment to a
greater extent than in non-rural regions. In addition, municipalities in rural locations indicate a
higher degree of cooperation between businesses and local politicians in regard to
recruitment. Finally, it was found that cooperation to develop skills at the regional level is
perceived to take place to a greater extent in rural municipalities. The possible explanations
for more extensive collaboration efforts in rural regions may be twofold. First, since
recruitment problems are perceived as more difficult in rural regions, the necessity for policy
measures is more pronounced. Second, rural regions are also small, which may increase the
possibility of stronger interpersonal network linkages among different actors in these regions.
This may enable closer collaboration between businesses and policymakers. To disentangle
this question, it would be interesting to study whether there is any correlation between the
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severity of recruitment problems and the extent of collaborative measures implemented in the
corresponding region.

Finally, this paper also provided some insights into which collaborative measures are
implemented in the studied regions. These measures concerned, for example, collaborative
efforts regarding education and explicit recruitment activities, such as arranging recruitment
trips. However, since extensive knowledge about the effectiveness of these non-pecuniary
initiatives is lacking, future research could provide important insights into which measures are
effective or not effective.
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