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ABSTRACT 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a global impact om society. Different countries and organizations have chosen 
different approaches to manage this crisis. This paper aims to describes how public Swedish actors (county 
administrative boards, municipalities, and regional councils) evaluated their management of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Also, the paper aims to suggest improvements for crisis management strategies.  

Applying a meta-evaluation approach to open reports from the public organizations means collecting evaluation 
reports, determining if they fit the inclusion criteria, and if so, include them in the analysis. Included reports were 
categorized and given points indicating different types of merits. In addition, a thematic analysis of conclusions 
was conducted.  

110 evaluation reports from 98 different organizations are included in the analysis. The importance of evaluating, 
having a structure for data collection, analysis, and reporting is reflected in the quality of the reports. Four 
identified themes offer an understanding of areas in need for development among Swedish regional councils, 
municipalities, and county administrative boards. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Starting in late 2019 and early 2020, a specific type of crisis has affected the entire world, namely the pandemic 
caused by Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19). An epidemic is defined as an outbreak of a disease threatening 
the health of inhabitants within a specific community or part of the world. A pandemic, on the other hand, is an 
epidemic affecting larger parts of the world, crossing international borders, and threatening the health of a larger 
population (Porta, 2014). These types of disease outbreaks have affected mankind since the early days of our 
species (Fohm, 2019; Roychoudhury et al., 2020).  

In Sweden all counties (21), regional councils (21), and municipalities (290) were, and continue to be, affected 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. The counties vary in both population (between 2 408 360 to 61 031 persons) and 
size (between 97 239 km2 to 2 391 km2). The counties are the geographic subdivisions of Sweden. The county 
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administrative board govern local state administration, which is not assigned to other government agencies, and 
coordinate political goals. During crises, the county administrative boards are mainly responsible for coordinating 
the response within the county. Geographically, the counties and the regional councils are identical. The regional 
councils are, however, self-governing local authorities. The regional councils are responsible for public 
healthcare, public transport, and regional growth. Out of the 21 regional councils, 7 are organized with a university 
level hospital.  

The municipality sizes vary between 20 551 km2 to 8.8 km2, whereas the population sizes vary between 977 345 
to 2 380 persons. The Swedish municipalities are lower-level self-governing local government and geographical 
entities. They are responsible for local services, for example emergency services, schools, physical planning, and 
nursing homes. 

The COVID-19 pandemic in Sweden 

During the early spring of 2020, COVID-19 rapidly started to spread within Sweden. The first case of COVID-19 
was discovered on the 31st of January 2020 in Region Jönköping County. Early March the Public Health Agency 
of Sweden (Fohm) detected signals indicating that COVID-19 had started to spread within Sweden. On the 11th 
of March the Swedish government restricted public gatherings to a maximum of 500 participants to control the 
spread of COVID-19. Around the same time, COVID-19 also started to rapidly spread among elders at Swedish 
nursing and retirement homes, first detected in Region Stockholm and Region Västra Götaland (The Corona 
Commission, 2020). During the pandemic, the disease has shown an uneven spread within Sweden where some 
counties have had higher rates of infections throughout the different waves. For example, during the spring of 
2020 Stockholm County registered 8.1 dead per 10 000 inhabitants, while Skåne County registered 1.2 dead per 
10 000 inhabitants.  

Swedish crisis management 

Weick (1988) defines a crisis as an improbable event with the potential of harming an organization’s operations 
and its goals. Swedish crisis management is governed by three principles providing guidance: the responsibility 
principle, the similarity principle, and the proximity principle (Harbom, 2010). The responsibility principle means 
that agencies or other organizations, responsible for certain kinds of operations during non-crisis times are 
responsible for the same operations during crisis. The similarity principle means that agencies, or other involved 
organizations, should not change their operations or location during a crisis if it is not absolutely needed. The 
proximity principle signifies that a crisis should be dealt with at the lowest level of the public actor. In addition, 
health care is directed by the National Board of Health and Welfare, and concerning epidemics and pandemics, 
the Swedish expert agency is the Public Health Agency of Sweden. During the COVID-19 pandemic, both 
national agencies, county administrative boards, regional councils, and municipalities established crisis command 
and control structures to handle the pandemic and the consequences it led to. In their efforts to show that they had 
handled the disturbances and addressed it correctly, or to learn from their crisis management, many evaluated 
their work.  

Evaluation 

An evaluation refers to a systematic examination of a measure of value and significance (Rossi, Lipsey, & 
Freeman, 2003; Gregory & Jackson, 1992; MSB, 2011). Evaluating how an event was evaluated and reported 
can be done using a model by Sandberg and Faugert (2020) who suggest that a report should be assessed 
examining validity, reliability, usefulness, use of ethical principles, and cost-efficiency. Searching scientific 
databases (Scopus, Web of science, and PubMed) with the terms “meta”, “evaluation”, and “COVID-19”. The 
search results concerned medical diagnosis, medical approaches, testing etc. No results regarding meta-
evaluation of how the crisis had been handled were found. 

Purpose 

This paper aims to describe how the public actors (county administrative boards, municipalities, and regional 
councils) evaluated their management of the COVID-19 pandemic. Also, the paper aims to suggest improvements 
for crisis management strategies. 

The meta-evaluation examines what types of evaluations were conducted, what content the evaluation reports 
included, if the evaluation reports were scientifically grounded, and what type of conclusions were drawn.  

METHOD 
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Meta-evaluation 

In this paper a meta-evaluation can be viewed as a meta-analysis of the collected evaluation reports, which are 
then combined and analyzed. In the present study, the meta-evaluation is concerned with how different actors 
evaluated how the COVID-19 pandemic was managed. This is a secondary research method (Church, 2002), 
which utilizes primary sources as data for analysis. The outcome of a meta-evaluation can be affected by several 
factors, including deciding how to search for studies, inclusion criteria, incomplete data, method and criteria for 
analyzing the data, etc. (Walker, Hernandez, & Kattan, 2008).  

Data collection 

The reports on evaluations of how the county administrative boards, municipalities, and regional councils had 
handled the COVID-19 pandemic were collected systematically in two ways. One was using Google search 
engine using the terms evaluation and corona/covid-19 together with the name for each county administrative 
board, municipality, and regional council. The second way was sending emails to official email addresses for 
every county administrative board, municipality, and regional council, a total of 331 organizations. A first 
request was sent between the 13th and 24th of September 2021. A reminder was sent 8 weeks later.  

Analysis 

Inclusion criteria used was that a report either: A) would have the term “Corona”, “COVID-19”, “Pandemic”, or 
“Evaluation” included in the title. B) That the report concerned evaluation of the organization’s handling of 
COVID-19. Or C), it was a audit report regarding the organization’s handling of COVID-19.  

The analysis was carried out in three steps. Firstly, basic information about the evaluations were collected. This 
included information regarding scientific structure, theoretical approaches, methodological choices, period of 
analysis, organization responsible for conducting the evaluation, organization targeted by the evaluation, type of 
evaluation, and number of individuals included during the data collection. 

Secondly, every evaluation report was classified according to Sandberg and Faugert’s (2020) 19 assessment 
criteria for meta-evaluation. These criterion included yes or no questions related to purpose, context, target of 
evaluation, data collection methods, the role of specific research questions related to the purpose, limitations, 
analysis methods, data sample, information sources, quality and relevance of information, the role of the 
evaluator, evaluation process, quality control of data, readability, clearly stated results, whether the evaluation is 
complete, interpretations of results, structure, and fulfillment of requirements. Based on this system each report 
could be assigned a maximum of 19 points. Assessment criteria for use of ethical principles, and cost-efficiency 
were excluded. Ethical principles were removed as they were not relevant in this context. Cost-efficiency was 
also removed since the information was not available.  

Thirdly, based on the evaluations’ conclusions and proposed actions for the future, a thematic analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006) was conducted. It was conducted with the purpose of exploring, examining, and summarizing the 
evaluations’ conclusions to identify the different organizations’ most important findings related to what 
characterized the management of the pandemic and how the experiences from the pandemic can be used to 
better prepare for and manage future crises. The thematic analysis included 108 of the 110 reports. This because 
two of the evaluation reports did not include any conclusions. 

RESULTS 

A total of 220 documents were collected, 35 via Google search and 185 via contacting county administrative 
boards, municipalities, and regional councils.  

The answers from the different county administrative boards, municipalities, and regional councils were 
categorized into one of four categories: 

• Category A: Material received 

• Category B: An evaluation is ongoing 

• Category C: Has no evaluation 

• Category D: Evaluation was classified and would not be shared 

The reports in Category A are presented in Table 1. The included reports were then combined with 35 reports 
identified from Google search.  
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Table 1. Overview of requested/found evaluations. 

 County 
administrative 

boards 

Municipals Regional councils 

Received 
material 

14 156 15 

Classified  
(not included) 

0 2 1 

Ongoing 
evaluation 

4 31 5 

No evaluation 2 43 0 

Included 13 (12)* 79 (72)* 18 (14)* 

* Number of organizations included is seen within parenthesis.  

After duplicates had been removed, 45 submitted evaluations were excluded. Most exclusions were due to not 
fulfilling the inclusion criteria, hence the material that was submitted was not seen as an evaluation (could 
instead be a preparedness plan or mapping of events).  

In total, 110 evaluation reports were included from 98 organizations. Only two counties had no representation in 
the data, in neither county administrative board, municipality, nor regional council level (see Figure 1). Most of 
the included material was evaluations (76%). 12% were revision reports reviewing if the actor had fulfilled their 
legal obligations. The remaining 12% used other labels, for example presentation, survey presentation, follow-
up, or pilot study. 15% of the reports were composed by researchers. Two reports were written in English, the 
rest were written in Swedish. 26% of the evaluation reports used a scientific reporting structure. 73% of the 
reports included proposed measures for improvement. 36% of the reports visualized the course of events clearly.  

 
Figure 1. Map presenting where data was found on either county, municipality, or regional council level. 
For the two areas in grey no evaluation reports were presented on any level. The borders represent the 21 
counties of Sweden. (A modified version from Lokal_Profil, CC BY-SA 2.5, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=10214629)  
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When the request for evaluation reports was sent out, approximately 18 months had passed since Sweden was 
first affected. What period the evaluation reports covered could be understood from 93% of the evaluation 
reports. On average the evaluations covered 271 days. In Figure 2 the number of selected actors that were being 
evaluated during a certain month is presented.  

 
Figure 2. Number of evaluation reports for each month. 

All but one report was requested by county administrative boards, municipalities, or regional councils. One 
evaluation report was requested by the Swedish Armed Forces. 62% of evaluation reports requested by a county 
administrative board were conducted by the county administrative board itself. 34% of the municipalities’ 
evaluation reports were done by the municipalities, and 44% of the evaluation reports requested by regional 
councils were done by the regional councils. Reports by external authors were written by private companies 
(mostly consultant firms or audit firms), governmental agencies, or non-profit-organizations. 37% of the 
evaluation reports were conducted by the organization that requested the evaluation (internal evaluation). 56% 
were conducted by private companies (external evaluation). The remaining 7% were conducted by a university 
or public research institute (external evaluation). When comparing these internal evaluations with external 
evaluations regarding meta-evaluation points there is a significant difference (F(1, 108)=31.0, p<.0001). 
Organizations that conducted evaluations of their own management yielded a lower point (M=10.1, SD=5.0), 
whereas external actors evaluating an organization got higher points (M=14.0, SD=2.4).  

The evaluators used different methods to collect data about how the evaluated organizations had handled the 
pandemic. 76% had used interviews, 59% had analyzed documents, 40% had used surveys, 12% had held 
workshops, 5% had applied self-assessment, and 3% used observations. 61% of the reports used only qualitative 
data collection methods, and 3% used only a quantitative approach for data collection. In 32% of the material, 
both quantitative and qualitative data collection methods were used.  

From the 82 reports that describe number of participants, 4714 individuals have responded to questionnaires, 
been interviewed, or participated in workshops.  

Meta-evaluation 

The quality of the reports can be considered using the meta-evaluation overall points (see Figure 3). 64% 
received 14 points or more, indicating a good overall quality. Mean was 12.6 points.  
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Figure 3. Total points from meta-evaluation. X-axis is number of points assigned. Y-axis is number of 

reports.  

The meta-evaluation can be sub-divided into validity, reliability, and usefulness (see Figure 4).  

 
Figure 4. Sub-divided meta-evaluation showing means, max, and standard deviations. 

Many of the evaluation reports lacked a method description. For example, only 25 of the reports described the 
evaluation process and how collected data was controlled regarding quality. This means that the studies are 
difficult to replicate.  

Thematic analysis 

The thematic analysis resulted in four identified themes:  co-operation, clarification of roles, communication, and 
the uniqueness of the pandemic. All themes are presented separately below, supported by excerpts from the 
analyzed evaluations. For each excerpt, the organization of origin will be stated in parenthesis. The excerpts are 
translated into English by one of the authors. 

Co-operation 

A term that occurred frequently throughout the evaluations was co-operation. While it was stated in different 
contexts, multiple evaluations expressed that during the pandemic new relations with other organizations had been 
created, resulting in new forms of co-operation. One evaluation highlighted the importance of retaining and 
developing these novel forms of co-operation after the pandemic. 
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Develop and retain the newly established communication 
routes and forms of co-operation that have been established 
during the crisis. (Region Kalmar) 

Related to internal co-operation between different units or employees of the same organization, one evaluation 
emphasized that thanks to informal relations that were created before the pandemic the internal co-operation was 
effective.  

Another success factor is the size of Region Jämtland. The 
participants experience the region as adequately large 
related to the number of employees, especially within the 
healthcare sector. Because of this, plenty of those involved 
in the crisis management efforts knew each other before the 
crisis, just like they know other employees of the region. 
This made the communication within the crisis management 
team simpler. (Region Jämtland Härjedalen) 

Due to initial difficulties regarding co-operation with other organizations, some evaluations emphasized the 
importance of developing relations and establishing contact with potential co-operation partners during normal 
times, so that initial co-operation will be beneficial during future crises. 

Establish contact with the private sector and non-
governmental organizations with the purpose of creating 
communication routes for co-operation before future events. 
(Perstorp Municipality) 

On a similar note, some evaluations emphasized that regardless of previous co-operation during normal times, 
external co-operation should begin already during the early stages of crises with actors deemed relevant.  

External co-operation should begin during the early stages 
of a crisis with relevant actors. (Swedish Armed Forces, 
Region Stockholm) 

Clarification of roles 

Plenty of the analyzed evaluations expressed that during the crisis management, the organizations’ lacked clearly 
defined internal roles. In particular, the roles of the different members and functions of the staffs lacked sufficient 
descriptions related to their mandates and responsibilities. It caused uncertainties and insecurities. 

The evaluator considers that the respective roles within the 
staff and the mandates associated with each role should be 
well-defined to everybody involved … The relationship 
between ordinary supervisors and leaders of the crisis 
management and chief of staff ought to be well-defined as 
well. (Västmanland County Administrative Board) 

Descriptions of the different roles within the staff have 
been missing, resulting in a perceived insecurity amongst 
the employees. The staff members have also expressed that it 
has been unclear regarding the responsibilities of the 
working environment. (Dalarna County Administrative Board) 

The lack of well-defined roles also caused problems when some members of the staff had to be replaced during 
the course of the pandemic. One evaluation particularly emphasized that the unclear descriptions of the chief of 
staff role harmed the crisis management efforts and obstructed the process of replacing the role when deemed 
necessary due to the high amount of workload. 

Descriptions of the chief of staff role’s mandates have been 
missing, something which hindered the work within the staff 
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and the replacement of members within some functions. 
(Dalarna County Administrative Board) 

To solve some of the difficulties related to the unclear descriptions of some roles, some evaluations proposed that 
future contingency plans ought to include descriptions of roles and the respective roles’ mandates. 

The evaluation shows that there are ambiguities within the 
crisis management system related to roles, mandates, 
staffing, division of labor, and task assignments. Plenty of 
these ambiguities can be solved by updating the contingency 
plans where it also should be stated which employees that 
are supposed to staff each function of the staff, including 
replacements. (Upplands Väsby Municipality) 

Communication 

Plenty of the evaluations include accounts of inadequacies related to information flow and communication. These 
inadequacies were in some cases particularly related difficulties regarding how to share information, as well as 
determining which information that should be shared. The steady influx of new information from agencies and 
other organizations also caused difficulties. 

A working communication system is essential for operations 
and working environment. Being able to communicate 
sufficiently has been one of our greatest challenges. We 
should have prioritized and sorted information internally 
before forwarding the information to the rest of the 
organization, to create a simplicity and calmness, something 
which has been difficult and challenging. Our communication 
(external and internal) has been dependent on other actors 
both regionally and nationally, something which have made it 
difficult to sort information and find time to communicate 
before new decision were made by the Public Health Agency of 
Sweden, the government, the National Board of Health and 
Welfare, the county administrative board or the regional 
council. (Piteå Municipality) 

As shown in the excerpt above, it is important to establish well-defined routines regarding how information should 
be shared within organizations. This is an aspect which plenty of the evaluations emphasized as a difficulty, in 
particular the difficulties related to making sure that correct information reached all relevant employees. One 
evaluation therefore expressed the importance of sharing information to all it may concern. 

Be observant of those working far from the crisis management 
and their opportunities to acquire the needed information. 
(Varberg Municipality). 

Multiple evaluations also emphasized the importance of defining a common direction of the crisis management 
efforts, and that this direction must be shared with all relevant employees. By defining a common direction, and 
sharing it with relevant employees, plenty of the evaluations hypothesized that it would be easier to work towards, 
and achieve, the desired objectives. To make sure that the directions and objective are communicated sufficiently, 
two of the evaluations recommended that communication routes should be defined in the contingency plans. 

A communication strategy created based on the municipality’s 
objectives will make sure that the crisis communication 
thought-out, homogenous, and striving towards the objectives 
of the municipality. (Ovanåker Municipality) 

Begin the crisis management efforts by creating a 
comprehensive direction of the municipality’s crisis 
management and communicate the direction clearly to everyone 
within the organization so that there exists an awareness 
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related to the main focus of the crisis management. (Motala 
Municipality) 

A central concept related to communication is that of common operational pictures. In plenty of the evaluations, 
it was expressed that the organizations created common operational pictures as a way of summarizing relevant 
information and later on sharing the common operational pictures both internally and externally. One evaluation 
stated that when common operational pictures began to be created the co-operation and co-ordination were 
improved. 

When the crisis management organization was established and 
the work with common operational pictures began centrally 
and locally, the possibilities of co-operation and co-
ordination were improved. (Sollentuna Municipality) 

Another evaluation did, however, express that well-defined routines have to be created regarding common 
operational pictures to maximize their utility.  

Common operational picture: A common standard for report 
information to the common operational picture before the 
staff briefing is missing, and the quality of the submitted 
reports vary. The quality can be improved by specifying 
requirements of the information that should be submitted. 
(Borlänge Municipality) 

As previously mentioned, plenty of the evaluations stated the importance of creating communication plans. The 
need of communication, and therefore communication plans, became particularly clear during the pandemic due 
to the unprecedented need of communicating internally, with other organizations, and with the public. One 
evaluation particularly emphasized the need of clearly defining communication routes internally, particularly with 
the purpose of defining the responsibilities related to communication during crises.  

Create a communication plan regarding the internal 
communication, where the purpose of the internal 
communication during the pandemic is clarified. That way it 
is possible to define responsibilities between the crisis 
management organization and the regular organization. 
(Östergötland County Administrative Board) 

Another evaluation emphasized the importance of acknowledging, and planning for, that crises can affect the 
employees personally. The evaluation therefore recommends that is important to develop communication plans 
regarding the employees’ eventual reactions during crises.  

Do not underestimate the anxiety and the fear that humans 
and organizations might perceive when we meet something 
unknown and difficult. Anxiety has to be faced and managed. 
The importance of good communication and supervisors 
confident in their leadership cannot be underestimated. 
(Piteå Municipality) 

The uniqueness of the pandemic 

It was common throughout the evaluations to emphasize that the pandemic has been a unique event, particularly 
due to its long duration compared to other crises. Multiple evaluations also stated that the organizations did not 
account for long duration events such as a pandemic in their contingency plans. One evaluation stated that even 
though this was not accounted for, the flexibility of the organization’s plans allowed them to still sufficiently 
manage the pandemic using the existing plans. 

This incident has been considerably less intense than the 
incidents that were anticipated when creating the plans and 
routines and conducting exercises and educations for the 
crisis management organization. Existing plans and routines 
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were flexible enough to support adaptations of the 
organization and the work procedures, the adaptations have 
worked well. (Mjölby Municipality) 

The lack of planning for crises of long duration caused, according to one evaluation, an inability to manage and 
deal with daily tasks alongside the pandemic. An inability which could have been prevented by a more thorough 
planning process. 

Update and adapt plans – The plans the municipality has used 
to organize the crisis management efforts do not include 
events of long duration. An increasing focus on the crisis 
management efforts during a long period of time has caused 
an increasing debt of ordinary tasks within the 
municipality. All of this ought to be considered in an 
updated contingency plan. (Timrå Municipality) 

When updating the contingency plans after the pandemic, plenty of the evaluations recommend that the plans 
should not be adjusted solely based on the pandemic since coming crises might be of completely different nature. 
One evaluation therefore proposed that the plans should be general so that they can be applied during multiple 
crises. 

Few crises can be predicted, that is a part of a crisis’s 
nature, but we need basic alternatives simplifying our 
preparations and creating a common understanding. The 
ability to adapt might be the most important ability during 
a crisis, but it has to be combined with pre-defined 
management alternatives, to create a balanced crisis 
management ability. (Helsingborg Municipality) 

During the pandemic, assumptions about future potential development and consequences were made by the 
different organizations. This was done so that the organizations could plan and prepare for future developments. 
One evaluation did, however, express that even though assumptions are important, they should be monitored and 
analyzed during the course of time so that they are always updated based on available information.  

Assumptions are a natural part of all plans and strategies, 
but the assumptions have to be specified and evaluated. 
Assumptions should also be monitored during the course of 
time to determine if the situation has changed or if the 
assumptions turned out to be wrong. (Borlänge Municipality) 

On a similar note, one evaluation expressed that worst case scenarios should be develop when reports of an 
eventual coming crisis are first available, with the purpose of supporting the planning processes. 

… the event should be treated seriously when the first signs 
of what is to come are available. Worst case scenarios also 
ought to be developed. (Region Östergötland) 

Related to planning for future crises, some evaluations expressed that rather than trying to anticipate and prepare 
for all different kinds of crises, the focus should be to create a robust ordinary organization able to withstand crises 
without relying too much on anticipations. 

It is possible to conclude that plans for different crisis 
scenarios did not provide any guidelines during the initial 
crisis management efforts, or later. Instead, a recurrent 
reflection is that a well-functioning daily organization is 
crucial when trying to manage a crisis sufficiently. The 
analysis above emphasizes this … it is important that 
resistance and resilience during normal times are not pushed 
aside by other values such as effectiveness or justice. In 
other words, it is important to create structures and 
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routines able to constantly observe crisis and preparedness 
perspectives. (Gothenburg Municipality) 

When planning for a potential pandemic, plenty of the evaluations expressed that the organizations failed to 
identify the amount of personal protective equipment that would be need during a pandemic. This resulted in a 
shortage during the COVID-19 pandemic. Multiple evaluations therefore expressed that future preparations 
should include securing potential needed resources given the anticipated event. 

An evaluation of the region’s contingency plans also ought 
to consider that all units are included and that the plans 
consider endurance related to personnel, competence, and 
personal protective equipment. The plans also ought to 
consider the sizes and volume of eventual emergency 
stockpiles. (Region Jämtland Härjedalen). 

DISCUSSION 

This paper has described how the county administrative boards, municipalities, and regional councils, representing 
different public actors, evaluated their handling of the COVID-19 pandemic. Together the county administrative 
boards, municipalities, and regional councils add up to a total of 331 organizations. In this study, 98 of these 
organizations were represented. This number, equaling roughly a third of the organizations of interest, provides 
substantial weight to the findings in this study. It also shows that a substantial part of the public actors has 
performed evaluations, indicating that these actors are willing to improve future crisis management efforts by 
learning from the COVID-19 pandemic. Based on this study, it is not possible to draw any conclusions regarding 
the effects of the evaluations. Most of the analyzed evaluations evaluated the first phase of the pandemic in 
Sweden, during the spring of 2020. This means that the findings in this study are mostly, but not exclusively, 
limited to that time-window. Due to the long duration of the pandemic, it is important that evaluations continue 
to be undertaken.  

Many organizations used external actors to evaluate their actions and management. One noteworthy finding is 
that the external evaluators scored higher in the meta-evaluation compared to the in-house evaluations. Using 
evaluators outside of the own organization strengthens the evaluations in more than one way, informants might 
be more sincere in their statements, outside actors are less prone to try to say the “correct things”, also they are 
independent from internal organizational expectations.  

One aim of this paper was to suggest improvements for crisis management strategies. The thematic analysis 
reveals that the analyzed evaluations emphasized four challenging or otherwise important areas during the 
pandemic which ought to be improved during future crises by, for example, updating contingencies plans. The 
theme co-operation described that the management of the pandemic was characterized by both internal and 
external co-operation. Lessons learned from this, as highlighted in the thematic analysis, include creating 
sufficient co-operation structures during non-crisis times, and continue to develop the co-operation with newly 
acquired partners during the pandemic. The theme also emphasized the importance of beginning co-operation 
already during the early stages of a crisis. The theme clarification of roles emphasized a recurrent problem 
amongst the organizations involved in the COVID-19 pandemic management, namely the lack of clearly defined 
roles within the crisis management organizations. According to some of the evaluations this lack of clearly defined 
roles hindered the crisis management efforts. To solve these problems in the future, most of the evaluations 
emphasized the importance of defining the roles more clearly in the contingency plans. The theme communication 
described the unprecedented need of information sharing evident during the pandemic. This information sharing 
refers to internal communication, communication with other involved actors, and in many cases communication 
with the public. It was shown that internal communication was a recurrent issue related to how, and which 
information, that should be shared. Some evaluations also emphasized the need of creating thorough guidelines 
relating to how information ought to be compiled during crises. The theme the uniqueness of the pandemic 
described that the analyzed evaluations emphasized that the pandemic was a unique event, something which 
affected the crisis management efforts. In particular, it was the long duration of the pandemic that was unique. 
Plenty of evaluations therefore stated a need to plan for future crises of long duration more thoroughly. However, 
it was also expressed that it is important to base future contingencies plans not entirely on the pandemic since 
future crises might behave differently. The thematic analysis altogether therefore offers an understanding of 
important areas necessary to improve for future crises amongst the Swedish regional councils, municipalities, and 
county administrative boards. 

The included organizations represent different levels of government with different responsibilities, resources, 
and mandates. This provides different conditions for evaluating their efforts. Some municipalities have large 
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areas to cover with small population. This gives small tax revenues. Financing an evaluation might be just as 
costly as for a municipality with a larger population and bigger tax revenues, where the evaluation is a much 
smaller part of the budget. If government agencies provide guidance and support for evaluations, and 
governmental regulations stipulates what level of quality is required, the overall quality might increase.  

The importance of evaluating, having a structure for data collection, analysis, and reporting is reflected in the 
quality of the reports. Smaller municipalities, without in-house evaluation expertise, would benefit greatly from 
governmental agencies that could provide support and guidance on these matters. The results from the meta-
evaluation in this study can be used as guidance emphasizing important aspects of evaluations. 

Limitations 

The meta-evaluation does not cover all Swedish county administrative boards, municipalities, or regional 
councils. However, the included public organizations can be considered representative.  

Future work 

Following-up on identified conclusions and proposed actions to assess which have been implemented into the 
organizations and how these were received would provide an interesting complement to this study. Is business 
carried out as usual or have the organizations really learnt something? 

CONCLUSION 

Evaluations were conducted both in-house by the organizations and by external actors. However, most 
evaluations were conducted by external actors. Most reports are not using a scientific framework. Nor have they 
been conducted by scientists. Many different ways to collect data have been used, and the most common 
methods were document analysis and interviews. Other approaches were questionnaires and workshops.  

The quality of the reports, based on the points the reports achieved, shows that around 50% were of good 
quality. One interesting finding was that the reports conducted by external actors achieved significantly higher 
scores, indicating better quality. The four identified themes from the thematic analysis, co-operation, 
clarification of roles, communication, and the uniqueness of the pandemic offers an understanding of areas in 
need for development among Swedish regional councils, municipalities, and county administrative boards. The 
identified themes can be used to improve crisis management strategies.  

Many organizations have finalized evaluations, even though the pandemic had not ended (as of October 2021), 
indicating an interest to learn, to improve, and to become more efficient in crisis management.  
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