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Sweden’s only space rocket base is located near Kiruna in the far north, due to its northerly position and good communications.

Millions of hearts around the world beat 
with the help of a pacemaker. Candles 
are lit with the help of safety matches. 
And innumerable lives have been saved 
with the help of the three-point seatbelt. 
These are just a few examples of  
Swedish innovations that have made  
a difference.  
 The Innovation Union Scoreboard 
2015, an index published by the Euro-
pean Commission, ranks Sweden as the 
leading country for innovation among 
EU member states, a position it has held 
since 2007. Reasons for this include a 
historic tradition of inventors, a commit-
ment to gender equality, and a strong 
belief in the individual. Close collabora-
tion between research institutes and the 
private and public sectors is another key 
factor, setting the foundation for global 

INNOVATION:

INVENTING TOMORROW’S WORLD
A century ago, Sweden was among the poorest nations in Europe. It’s a small country, home to 
just 0.13 per cent of the global population. Yet today, it is a world leader in innovation.
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Swedish companies like AstraZeneca,  
Ericsson, and Volvo. 
 Innovation is closely linked to research 
and development (R&D). Sweden has 
long been one of the top countries in 
the world in terms of R&D investments 
in relation to GDP, investing 3.3 per cent 
in 2013. Compare this with the EU-wide 
target of 3 per cent GDP investment by 
2020, and it’s clear that Sweden is ahead 
of the game.

Global Innovation Index
The Global Innovation Index is co-pub-
lished by Cornell University, INSEAD, and 
the World Intellectual Property Organi-
sation. The 2015 report ranks Sweden 
as the third most innovative country in 
the world – second in the subcategories 
knowledge creation and technological 

output. The index measures the degree 
to which countries have an infrastructure 
that enhances a creative environment 
and allows for innovation, as well as  
actual output.
 Sweden has strengths in terms of  
both output and input. Strong output is 
demonstrated in many new published 
research and technical papers, and 
many registered patents. Sweden is also 
seen to have a good input basis, with 
a stable political climate and relevant, 
high-quality education.
 Sweden is particularly strong in bio-
technology. Roughly one in five Swedish 
researchers is found in the life science 
industry. Pharmaceuticals are a key ex-
port, and Swedish medical innovations 
include the asthma medicines Bricanyl 
and Symbicort; the growth hormone 
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KISTA SCIENCE CITY

Kista Science City, located in north-
west Stockholm, is often nicknamed 
Wireless Valley or the Silicon Valley of 
the North. The area is home to many 
of the world’s foremost companies 
in information and communication 
technology (ICT). Kista Science City is 
one of the world’s leading high-tech 
clusters and the birthplace of wireless 
communication technologies such 
as NMT, GSM, EDGE and W-CDMA 
(UMTS). Thanks to the presence of 
KTH Royal Institute of Technology in 
Kista, there is an immediate proximity 
to and close business collaboration 
with education and research in all the 
areas on which today’s information 
society is based. 
www.kista.com 

LIFE SCIENCE IN  
HAGASTADEN

The Stockholm region intends to be 
one of the world’s leading areas for 
life sciences. By 2025, a brand-new 
neighbourhood, Hagastaden, will 
be completed. It will combine living 
space and commercial enterprise with 
world-leading research and highly 
specialised medical care facilities. 
The focus is on life sciences for the 
future, and the area will be integrat-
ed with the planned university hos-
pital, New Karolinska Solna, which 
will open to patients in late 2016 and 
stand completed in 2018. The campus 
will include a centre for specialised 
medical care and advanced biosci-
ence research. 
www.hagastaden.se

Genotropin; and the stomach ulcer drug 
Losec (Omeprazole).
 Research is done both in academia 
and industry. Corporations of all sizes 
conduct their own research – from giants 
such as AstraZeneca, to small, special-
ised biotechnology companies. A key  
area of interest is healthcare. Rapidly 
growing markets include medical devices 
such as imaging equipment, orthopaedic 
implants, dialysis equipment, mechanical  
resuscitation, and ECG equipment, as 
well as laboratory studies of medicines.
 Microelectronics is another growth 
market. Sweden is at the forefront of  
research into silicon-based components, 
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BioChromix works with early  
diagnosis of Alzheimer’s disease.

Kista Science City.

high-speed electronics, organic electron-
ics, photonics and systems design.

Remaining proactive
In 2015 the Swedish government estab-
lished the National Innovation Council  
(Innovationsrådet) with the goal of strength-
ening Sweden’s innovative capacity.  
Consisting of five government ministers 
and ten expert advisors from the business 
and research sectors, the council works 
to further develop Sweden’s innovation 
policy, such as stimulating needs-driven 
research, and providing support for  
commercialisation where private market 
mechanisms have a limited effect.  n

Finn upp 
Finn upp (a playful reversal of the word 
inventor in Swedish) combines an 
inventing-based teaching method for 
schools with a major inventors’ competi-
tion for people in grades 7–9. Held every 
year, the competition aims to stimulate 
the power of young ideas and inspire a 
new generation of inventors, innovators 
and entrepreneurs. Finn upp was founded 
in 1979 by the engineering interest group 
Ingenjörsamfundet (The engineering  
society of Sweden).  
www.finnupp.se

Ung Företagsamhet
The non-profit organisation Junior 
Achievement Sweden (Ung Företagsam-
het) works in partnership with Swedish 
schools and students of all ages. Older 
students, aged 16–20, have the oppor-
tunity to run their own company as part 
of their secondary school studies. In the 
academic year 2015–2016, over 26,000 
students in Sweden operated a business.  
A recent study from the Stockholm 
School of Economics shows that par-
ticipants have lower unemployment, 
start companies, become managers and 
earn more money compared to non-
participants. The companies started by 
alumni had higher revenues, employed 
more people and lasted longer than 
those started by non-alumni. Participants 

TOMORROW’S INNOVATORS
In order to encourage young people’s interest in technology 
and entrepreneurship, Swedish schools are working with a  
variety of organisations. Here are three examples:

also develop more self-confidence and 
a greater ability to take decisions, solve 
problems, and work with others. 
www.ungforetagsamhet.se

Snilleblixtarna 
The non-profit association Flashes of 
genius (Snilleblixtarna), established in 
2006, is geared toward schoolchildren 
from preschool to fifth grade. The goal 
is to encourage children’s interest in 
technology, the natural sciences and en-
trepreneurship. Snilleblixtarna provides 
teachers and educators with tools and 
a working model to stimulate children’s 
curiosity, desire to learn and ability to 
think critically. 
www.snilleblixtarna.se

Innovation Camp by Ung Företagsamhet.
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Solvatten 
A child dies every 15 seconds as a re-
sult of contaminated water. Solvatten is 
a household water-treatment unit that 
cleans organically contaminated water 
with the help of the sun. The portable 
10-liter container is a patented and  
scientifically proven Swedish invention.  
Put Solvatten in a sunny place, give it 
2–6 hours and the water will be drink-
able. The average life span of a unit is 
7–10 years. Solvatten can also be used 
as a solar water heater, providing hot  
water for cooking and hygiene.
www.solvatten.se  

Peepoople
More than 2.6 billion people, about  
40 percent of the world’s population, lack 
access to basic sanitation. Peepoople 
develops, produces and distributes the 
Peepoo sanitation solution. Their mis-
sion is to improve the health and quality 
of life of poor people by providing them 
with a hygienic, safe and dignified sanita-
tion solution. The Peepoo also turns into 
valuable fertiliser that can improve  

INNOVATIVE SWEDISH COMPANIES
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livelihoods and increase food security  
in impoverished areas.
www.peepoople.com 

Skype 
Skype is a software application that  
allows users to make free voice and 
video calls over the Internet. Skype was 
founded in 2003 by two entrepreneurs, 
Niklas Zennström from Sweden and 
Janus Friis from Denmark. Skype was 
sold to Microsoft in 2011.
www.skype.com

Spotify
In 2008, Spotify began streaming music 
in a limited number of countries in  
Europe. The pioneering service provided 
listeners with millions of new and old 
tracks, while helping impede the illegal 
downloading of copyrighted music.  
Today Spotify is the world’s most  
popular music streaming service with 
more than 75 million active users,  
with some 20 million of them paying  
customers.
www.spotify.com �

LONG-TERM NETWORKING
There is an extensive network of organisations and companies, 
in the public and private sectors, working with academic  
bodies in Sweden. They aim to develop new products, services 
and processes that will make long-term contributions to sus-
tain able growth. To name just a few: 

transportation, environment, manufac-
turing and working life. 

• The Swedish Agency for Economic  
and Regional Growth (Tillväxtverket) is 
a government body that aims to foster 
greater enterprise growth and sustain-
able, competitive business and industry 
throughout Sweden.

• Swedish Incubators & Science Parks 
(SISP) is Sweden’s national association  
for business incubators and science parks.  
SISP is a non-profit association that gath-
ers 43 business incubators and 33 science 
parks with a total of 5,000 com panies 
with more than 70,000 employees. Focus 
is to stimulate growth in knowledge-
based companies.

• The Knowledge Foundation (KK-stiftelsen) 
aims to stimulate competitiveness by 
creating conditions for innovation and 
creativity, and by strengthening the links 
between academia and industry. 

• The Swedish Foundation for Strategic  
Research (Stiftelsen för Strategisk  
Forskning, SSF) is an independent  
organisation that supports research  
in the natural sciences, engineering  
and medicine, distributing funding of 
approximately SEK 600 million per year 
to different research projects.

• Vinnova is a government agency for 
innovation that specifically focuses 
on innovations linked to research and 
development; particularly ICT, health, 

LEARN MORE 

IDEON SCIENCE PARK

Ideon Science Park is a meeting 
space for science. Close to the  
University of Lund, it is home to 
over 350 science companies and 
contains incubators for start-up 
companies, support for small com-
panies and a centre that works with 
open innovations. Seventy-six per 
cent of the companies have, over 
the years, had some kind of close 
connection with Lund University. 
One of the owners of Ideon is  
Medicon Village, which has brought 
together the medical research  
centres Biomedical Centre (BMC)  
in Lund and the Clinical Research 
Centre (CRC) in Malmö, as well as 
the developing research facilities 
ESS and the MAX IV laboratory. 
www.ideon.se/en

 

ENVIRONMENTALLY 
FRIENDLY CLOTHES 

The Mistra Future Fashion is a cross- 
disciplinary research programme 
that aims to revolutionise sustain-
ability in fashion. The programme 
started in 2011 and was prolonged 
with a second phase from 2015  
until 2019. Future Fashion consists 
of over 40 research and industry 
partners and holds a total budget  
of SEK 110 million. In order to act  
in line with the vision – to enable a 
systemic change – all new knowl-
edge is public and available to all 
within the fashion industry. Future 
Fashion is funded by Mistra, The 
Foundation for Strategic Environ-
mental Research, and coordinated 
by SP Technical Research Insti-
tute of Sweden. During the project, 
a brand-new cotton-like material 
made of cellulose will also be  
developed.  
www.mistrafuturefashion.com
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SWEDISH INNOVATIONS

FROM OXYGEN  
TO DYNAMITE 

The Royal Swedish Academy of  
Sciences (Kungliga Vetenskaps-
akademien) was  founded in 1739. 
Prominent members include Carl 
Linnaeus (developer of the scientific 
classification system used to chart 
the natural world), Carl Wilhelm 
Scheele (who discovered oxygen,) 
and Anders Celsius (creator of the 
Celsius temperature scale). From  
the 1870s, industrial engineers began 
to contribute innovations such as  
the AGA stove (Nils Gustaf Dalén), 
the cream separator (Gustaf de 
Laval) and dynamite (Alfred Nobel). 
www.kva.se
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The Swedish Institute (SI) is a public agency that promotes interest and confidence in Sweden around the world. SI seeks  

to establish co-operation and lasting relations with other countries through strategic communication and exchange in  
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www.si.se www.sharingsweden.se

USEFUL LINKS
www.uhr.se  The Swedish Council for Higher Education

www.iva.se  The Royal Swedish Academy of Engineering Sciences

www.kks.se  The Knowledge Foundation

www.kth.se  KTH, Royal Institute of Technology

www.snsb.se  The Swedish National Space Board

www.stockholminnovation.com  Stockholm Innovation & Growth

www.stratresearch.se  The Swedish Foundation for Strategic Research

www.tillvaxtverket.se The Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth

www.uppfinnare.se  The Swedish Inventors’ Association

www.vinnova.se  Vinnova, a government agency for innovation

 www.vr.se  The Swedish Research Council

sweden.se

Nils Bohlin’s three-point seatbelt is estimated to have saved a life every six minutes 
since its launch in 1959. It is acknowledged as one of the most important car safety  
innovations of all time.
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SWEDEN  
IN SPACE
The Swedish National Space 
Board is the agency responsible 
for government-funded space 
research, which is usually car-
ried out in international col-
laborative projects. The first  
Swedish rocket, Plutnik, was 
sent into space in 1961. Since 
then, more than 500 sounding 
rockets and 550 stratospheric 
balloons have been launched 
from Esrange, the European 
Space and Sounding Rocket 
Range, which is Sweden’s only 
space rocket base. The base is 
owned by the Swedish Space 
Corporation and located out-
side Kiruna in northern Sweden. 
In addition Esrange provides 
the largest civil ground station 
for satellites in the world and 
Europe's largest overland test 
range for aerospace vehicles.

Sweden’s space industry ad-
ditionally includes a large num-
ber of companies working with 
everything from interplanetary 
spacecraft systems to the pro-
cessing of data from satellites.


