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SWEDISH DISABILITY POLICY 
 
In a 2000 bill, the Swedish Government presented a national action plan outlining its 
disability policy (1999/2000:79). The plan describes among other things how people with 
disabilities have been discriminated against in the past and been excluded from large areas 
of society:  
 
‘Segregation and institutionalisation have sometimes sought to protect people with 
disabilities from the rest of society, and sometimes vice versa, to protect society from 
people with disabilities. This perception contrasts significantly with the aims and objectives 
on which present-day disability policy is based: full participation, social equality and the 
equal worth of all.’ 
 
Swedish disability policy has changed over time, as has the approach taken to people with 
disabilities. The following aspects have been of key importance in this development and may 
be viewed as Swedish strengths in the disability policy area. 
 
Political will and ideology 
One general aspect that should be regarded as a Swedish point of strength is political will 
and ideology. The Act concerning Support and Service for Persons with Certain Functional 
Impairments (LSS) introduced in 1994 was a clear milestone in this respect, testifying to a 
political willingness to create conditions that would enable individuals to make their own 
choices and be included in society. In many cases, however, the number of hours for which 
people with disabilities are granted assistance has been reduced in recent years, which may 
indicate a new perception of the welfare state’s responsibility.  
 
Inclusion 
Although individual support is being withdrawn in several areas, elements such as inclusion 
and mainstreaming still tend to be given prominence in Swedish policy. One example is the 
provisions in the Education Act concerning special support to pupils with needs, which make 
no reference to disability.  
 
Mainstreaming  
The political will to mainstream policy in Sweden is evident in the application of disability 
perspectives of various kinds in regular activities and regulations. In 2013, for example, the 
Swedish Work Environment Authority brought the accessibility aspect into all its new and 
revised regulations. The general rules concerning planning permission, too, now contains 
provisions on accessibility for people with impaired mobility and impaired ability to orient 
themselves.  
 
The general responsibility and financing principle 
The general responsibility and financing principle, which is a cornerstone of Swedish 
disability policy, means that every section of society is required to shape and conduct its 
activities in such a way that they are accessible to all citizens, including those with 
disabilities. Adaptation measures are to be financed as part of regular activities and action 
plans are to be developed. 
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Other aspects 
 
Another Swedish strength besides political will is a broad-based welfare policy in which the 
costs of a disability are to be minimised and compensated through individual support 
measures.  
 
Sweden’s national action plans and strategies are a further strong point, paving the way for a 
more structured approach to goals and sub-goals, including the involvement of public 
authorities in the implementation of disability policy, regular follow-ups of goals, and a new 
government agency, the Swedish Agency for Participation. 
 
Cooperation with the disability movement 
Another important principle in Swedish disability policy requires public actors to cooperate 
with national, regional and local disability organisations and associations. A 2010 survey by 
Handisam (now the Swedish Agency for Participation) showed that despite the cooperation 
principle only 35 per cent of the responding authorities had established contact with the 
disability movement.  
 
When monitoring disability policy strategy as it pertains to cooperation, it is important to 
distinguish between contemplated and actual cooperation. The national disability 
associations have noted that, while the disability movement is called on to state its views on 
government reports and proposals already put forward, it has no say whatsoever in the 
actual process of producing them. Nor are representatives of the disability movement 
brought in as experts or advisers in government inquiries. Thus there is a contradiction 
between political will and actual decision-making. 
 
Economic support to organisations  
Government grants to disability organisations are declining, but must nevertheless be seen 
as a Swedish policy strength. They enable organisations to identify their members’ needs 
and wishes and to take part in decision-making processes. 
 
 
 
SWEDISH DISABILITY POLICY IN A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 
 
From poverty relief to welfare policy 
Until 1930, financial support to people with disabilities was provided by the poverty relief 
system and private charities. During the reform process of the 1950s and 1960s, national 
health insurance was introduced and a social security system was created that covered 
illness, unemployment, invalidity and old age. 
 
Influence of the Second World War  
Following the Second World War, rehabilitation and the development of assistive technology 
came to the fore in many countries since large numbers of people with war injuries needed 
to be restored to everyday life. This tendency was also evident in neutral Sweden, where the 
emphasis was on technological and medical development and increased public grants. 
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During the labour shortage of the post-war period, people with disabilities had more chance 
of finding a job.  
 
Rights legislation 
At the end of the 19th century, Sweden was already considering the introduction of 
legislation on behalf of people with mental impairments. However, the first law did not 
arrive until 1944, and was broadened in 1954. The law stated that ‘backward’children were 
to be taught at boarding schools and day schools.  
 
Integration and normalisation 
During the 1960s and 1970s, normalisation and integration became national goals for 
disability policy. Previously, young people with extensive disabilities had been confined to 
special institutions. In 1962, as the result of an amendment to the Education Act, Sweden’s 
municipalities were required to provide for the tuition of all children. Exceptions were made 
in the case of schools for children with mental impairments, which did not come under 
municipal control until 1992. Work was begun on enabling people with disabilities to 
continue living at home with public support. 
 
An active labour market policy 
During the 1960s, measures on behalf of what were termed the ‘partially productive’ were 
increased fourfold. The emphasis was on measures to eliminate obstacles and impediments 
at workplaces.  
 
The 1970s saw the arrival of the Employment Protection Act, the Act on Certain Measures to 
Promote Employment, and the Work Environment Act. All these laws played an important 
part in promoting employment for people with disabilities. In 1980, wage subsidies were also 
introduced, offering government support to employers who recruited people with 
disabilities. The Labour Market Institute (AMI) was established and tasked with promoting 
work-oriented rehabilitation.  
 
Also, labour market policy measures on behalf of people with disabilities increased during 
the 1980s.  
 
The Care Act 
The Care Act of 1967 was a special law designed to give people with mental impairments 
tuition, care, housing and everyday employment. 
 
As the principles of normalisation and integration began to take hold in the early 1980s, the 
Social Services Act and the Health and Medical Services Act established the right of all to 
basic social security and good health and medical care. 
 
Action programme for disability issues 
In many respects, the Government’s 1982 action programme for disability issues may be 
seen as a sunning-up of the ideological developments that occurred in the 1960s and 1970s. 
The programme defined the basic principles that still apply in respect to Swedish disability 
policy.  
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The Disability Inquiry 
The Disability Inquiry of 1988 proposed in its report that individually oriented measures be 
introduced for people with extensive need of support and services. Its proposals provided 
the basis for two laws that are still current: the Act concerning Support and Service for 
Persons with Certain Functional Impairments (LSS) and the Personal Assistance Act (LASS). 
The Care Act and the Student Homes Act were abolished.  
 
Anti-discrimination laws 
In 1999, Sweden introduced a law prohibiting discrimination in working life directed at 
persons with disabilities. It marked the first time persons in this category had been covered 
by a prohibition on discrimination. In 2003, a new law prohibiting all discrimination of people 
with disabilities entered into force. Both laws were rescinded to coincide with the 
introduction of the Discrimination Act of 2008, which placed the prohibition of disability-
related discrimination on a par with other discrimination grounds. 
 
After many years of investigation, inquiry and struggle, lack of access was also introduced as 
a new form of discrimination in 2015. The United Nations has criticised Sweden for 
exempting businesses with fewer than 10 employees from this principle. 
 
 
 
 
Sweden as an international actor 
Sweden has played an important, proactive part in the development of international human 
rights as applied to people with disabilities. Sweden was for instance behind the 
development of the environment-related disability concept, according to which disabilities 
express a relationship between a disabled person and his or her surrounding environment. If 
the environment is broadly speaking inaccessible, the impediment leads to a disability. 
Sweden was proactive, for instance, in the development of the UN’s standard rules for 
participation on equal terms, which have had an important impact on modern international 
disability policy.  
 
Agenda 22 
To coincide with the 2003 European Year of People with Disabilities, the Swedish Disability 
Federation implemented the Agenda 22 project. This was a means of realising the UN’s 
standard rules by developing disability policy plans. One result of the project was that most 
of Sweden’s municipalities entered into cooperation with local disability organisations and 
produced action plans together with them. This method has also had an international impact 
and been translated into 15 languages.  
 
The UN Convention 
Sweden ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2008. The 
convention entered into force in January 2009.  
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DISABILITY POLICY TODAY 
 
Despite the strengths of Swedish disability policy, new challenges are emerging along with a 
tougher attitude both towards persons with disabilities and in regard to disability-related 
aspects.  
 
The Government’s disability policy strategy for the period 2011–2016 is aiming for a shift in 
perspective. It calls for disability issues to permeate all community sectors and all planning 
at national, regional and local level. 
  
A key objective for the national disability associations is to ensure that the shift in 
perspective ‘from patient to citizen’ is fully realised in all areas of Swedish society.  
 
As part of the Government’s strategy, 22 municipalities were given specific targets in the 
disability sphere that were to be followed up annually by the Swedish Agency for 
Participation. Following this evaluation, however, the disability movement concluded that 
the shift in policy perspective sought by the Riksdag had not achieved the necessary impact.  
 
People with disabilities are still experiencing less participation than the rest of the Swedish 
population. Continuing inequalities in society show that in many cases the rights of people 
with disabilities have not been fully secured. 
 
The Agency for Participation has noted inequality and accessibility problems in several areas 
of society, although some favourable developments can also be observed. The most 
problematic areas are employment and education. Equality in these areas is crucial to 
participation in general. 
 
In 2008, the National Institute of Public Health stated that ill-health is 10 times as likely 
among people with disabilities as among the population at large. The situation was the same 
in 2014, and this is probably a result of the participation situation at a more general level. 
People with disabilities, for instance, are worse off financially, exercise less and are less 
involved in – or show less interest in – cultural activities.  
 
Accessibility in public transport is improving only slowly. One positive aspect is that all 
regional public transport authorities insist on proper accessibility features when purchasing 
buses. If these tools are used to a greater extent and in more areas, accessibility in society 
will increase. 
 
 
 
WORKING LIFE FOR PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES  
 
Among people with disabilities, 55 per cent are employed, compared with 79 per cent in the 
rest of society.  
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The labour market situation is complicated. Over the past year, more people with disabilities 
have found employment while at the same time the number registered with public 
employment offices has increased. More than a quarter of all job-seekers registered with the 
Public Employment Service have a disability. 
 
If the labour market situation is to improve, an integrated, holistic perspective will be 
needed. Inadequate participation at school, for instance, often leads to a lack of 
participation in adult life as well. 
 
People with disabilities whose working capacity is not reduced enjoy the same kind of work 
situation as the rest of the population.  
 
Measures to boost employment  
There are many different measures and forms of support designed to make it easier for 
people with disabilities in Sweden to find work. The information below focuses mainly on 
those who feel they have a reduced work capacity. A disability, however, does not 
necessarily mean that work capacity is reduced.  
 
Right Support for Employment is a project run by the Swedish Disability Federation, which 
has identified success factors regarding ways into work for people with a reduced work 
capacity. The project has noted, however, that there is no easily accessible and comparable 
follow-up of the results in the employment programmes run by the municipalities. Nor is 
there any cohesive picture of the working methods that are used in this respect and which 
lead to people with disabilities finding employment. 
 
The EnAble Inquiry  
The EnAble Inquiry was a 2012 government inquiry focusing on employment policy action on 
behalf of people with disabilities. Its report identified measures that could improve 
development opportunities and pave the way to employment.  
 
Research shows that labour market training in combination with practical experience and 
subsidised employment can improve an individual’s chances of finding work. The report also 
notes the importance of informing employers about the support that the Public Employment 
Service can provide when a person has a reduced work capacity.  
 
Young people with disabilities 
Young people with disabilities often lack experience of working life. This, coupled with the 
fact that they also have a shorter education than others in the same age group, makes it very 
difficult for them to find employment. Skills development measures are therefore needed to 
improve their chances of finding a job.  
 
The Public Employment Service has long given young people lacking an upper secondary 
education the chance of studying at a folk high school. Other educational programmes 
offered within the framework of labour market policy should be based on the individual’s 
needs and be linked to employers in need of labour. The best results are achieved when 
industry representatives help design the programme and are available to arrange contacts 
with employers. 
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The employers’ views 
A number of the employers interviewed as part of the EnAble Inquiry stated that the wage 
subsidy ceiling is currently the foremost obstacle to the employment of people with 
disabilities. Several of them also point out that they know too little about what disabilities 
can involve. 
 
Ways into work 
Ways Into Work was a project run by the Swedish Institute of Assistive Technology during 
the period 2011–2014. A cornerstone of the project was collaboration and cooperation with 
actors outside the educational sphere. The aim of the project was to help young people with 
disabilities to develop their own plans for facilitating the transition from school to a job or 
further studies. 
 
As a result of the cooperation between different actors in the project, pupils were able to 
enter activities relatively soon after completing their upper secondary education. Those who 
took part had already been given assistance during their school years in developing contact 
with the Public Employment Service. They had also been given the opportunity to describe 
their difficulties and needs, as a result of which they received the right support without 
delay. 
 
Daily activities 
The daily activities programme provides workplaces at which people with mental and 
intellectual disabilities can spend time developing their skills and helping out with 
meaningful tasks, without technically being employed.  
 
There are many such programmes of one kind or another in Sweden. Many of them offer 
excellent forms of occupational employment for this group of workers. Sometimes, however, 
individuals get stuck in daily activities instead of moving on to a job. 
 
 
 
 
A SELECTION OF EXPERTS WHO COULD ACT AS INTERNATIONAL SPEAKERS  
 
There are many experts on the subject of disability and disability-related aspects in Sweden. 
The people in the list below have not been asked. For enquiries, please contact Sylvia 
Augustinsson at SI. For experts on a particular disability, see the next section.  
 
Human Rights 
For human rights issues in general:  
 

 Thomas Hammarberg has been active in efforts to strengthen the human rights of people 
with disabilities. He was appointed as the Council of Europe’s Commissioner for Human 
Rights in 2006 and 2012. 

 Elisabeth Abiri has served on the Delegation for Human Rights in Sweden. She has not 
focused specifically on disabilities but on practical work relating to human rights. 
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 Anna Bruce can describe what the social model of disability is about. Her doctoral 
dissertation is entitled: ‘Which Entitlements and for Whom? The Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities and its Ideological Antecedents.’ 
 
 
 
Sweden’s anti-discrimination work  
The Equality Ombudsman (DO), a government agency, has a number of speakers who are 
accustomed to speaking in European or international contexts:  
 

 Paul Lappalainen is skilled at defining possible areas for development. 
 

 Kerstin Jansson took part in the development of the UN Convention on Human Rights for 
People with Disabilities.  
 

 Sweden’s Anti-Discrimination Offices also deal with cases of discrimination, in addition to 
the Equality Ombudsman. There are 15 regional offices. They focus on practical 
discrimination issues and seek concrete solutions to individual discrimination cases.  
 
 
 
Swedish disability policy 
There are plenty of good experts on Sweden’s disability policy at the Swedish Agency for 
Participation, including Hans W Axelsson, Arvid Linden and Ola Balke. 
 

 Anders Printz is responsible for coordinating government efforts in the field of mental ill-
health. He has worked for a number of public bodies, including the National Board of Health 
and Welfare, and is well acquainted with the issues.  
 
 
 
Swedish research 
Research and education on the subject of disabilities is pursued at many higher education 
institutions in Sweden. The Swedish Network on Disability Research is a forum for 
multidisciplinary contacts and cooperation bringing together researchers and universities 
around Sweden. www.snhf.se  
 
 
 
Special fields 
  

 Mia Ahlgren is closely familiar with Swedish disability policy as a whole. She is also familiar 
with disability policy as it relates to the media, the user perspective in IT policy, and 
standardised accessibility. She is a regular participant in European conferences on these 
subjects.  
 

http://www.snhf.se/
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 Finn Petrén is familiar with issues concerning universal design and architecture. 
 

 Johanna Kristensson is a qualified speech therapist and can describe such aspects as apps 
for mobile devices that make everyday life easier and schools for persons with dyslexia, 
writing and reading difficulties, and impaired sight etc. 
 
 
 
Inclusive education and accessibility for all 
DATE is a project run by the Swedish Disability Federation. It is concerned with the provision 
of teaching materials for Years 4–6 focusing on efforts to promote inclusive education. The 
pupils are directly involved in the work of developing accessible activities and an accepting 
climate. Peter Westerdahl is the project manager and Karin Kjellberg a colleague.  
 
 
 
 
Sport and leisure activities 
in the field of sport for the disabled, a prominent figure is Thomas Runkvist, who is a judo 
coach for people with reduced mobility and intellectual disabilities . He has also contributed 
recommendations in connection with Paralympics. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ORGANISATIONS FOR POSSIBLE USE AT INTERNATIONAL LEVEL 
 
Sweden has some 70 national disability organisations, half a dozen umbrella organisations, 
numerous networks and about 15 organisations for young people with disabilities of various 
kinds. 
 
Swedish umbrella organisations 
 

 The Swedish Disability Federation is an umbrella organisation operating on behalf of 37 
national disability associations. 

 Lika Unika (Equally Unique) is an organisation for cooperation between six Swedish 
national bodies in the disability movement. It seeks to promote human rights for people 
with disabilities, especially in relation to sight, hearing and mobility impairments. 

 The National Collaborating Centre for Improved Mental Health (NSPH) is a network 
operating in the fields of Swedish psychiatry, mental health development and mental 
health in relation to different areas of society. 

 Delaktighet för unga (Participation for the Young) is a cooperation project for youth 
associations representing young people with disabilities of various kinds. 

 NUFT (Young People for Accessibility) is a network of youth organisations for persons 
with disabilities. It focuses exclusively on employment and education policy issues. 
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 FQ is a women’s organisation whose members are some 90 individual women with 
disabilities, 4 organisations set up by women with disabilities and 14 disability 
organisations. It seeks to combat all forms of discrimination, threats and violence 
directed at women and girls with disabilities.  

 
In addition, IURIS HUMANI has a list of national organisations representing people with a 
certain diagnosis or a specific disability: www.iuris.se 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SWEDISH ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY COMPANIES 
 
There are hundreds of assistive technology companies in Sweden. The list below focuses on 
products that can be used to make everyday life easier for people with disabilities of various 
kinds. Most companies have Sweden as their largest market but all have sold products to 
other countries. The list is not exhaustive.  
 
 
 
 
Assistive audio technology 
 

 Comfort Audio AB 
www.comfortaudio.com 
 

 Bo Edin AB 
www.edin.se 
 

 Bellman & Symfon AB 
www.bellman.com 
 
 
 
 
Assistive sight technology 
 

 Low Vision International  
www.lvi.se 
 
 
 
 
Assistive reading technology 
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 Oribi  
www.oribi.se 
 

 Svensk Talteknologi 
www.svensktalteknologi.se 
 

 Frölunda Data 
www.frolundadata.se 
 

 Inläsningstjänst AB 
www.inlasningstjanst.se 
 
 
 
 
Cognitive aids 
Assistive technology relating to memory and for people who need to communicate with the 
aid of images, symbols, letters and text, e.g. eye tracking for computers.  
 

 Abilia AB 
www.abilia.se 
 

 Comai AB 
www.comai.se 
 
 
 
Walking frames 
 

 Ipps Novista of Sweden AB 
www.ipps.se 
 

 TrustCare AB 
www.trustcare.se 
 
 
 
 
Wheelchairs and walking aids  
 

 Invacare AB 
www.invacare.se 
 

 Nettomedical ApS 
www.nettomedical.se 
 
 

http://www.ipps.se/
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Ramps 
  

 Alu-S 
www.alu-s.se 
 

 FeAl AB 
www.feal.se 
 

 Kvistberga Produkter AB 
www.kvistbergaprodukter.se 
 
 
 
 
Lifts 
 

 Guldmann Sverige AB 
www.guldmann.se 
 

 Handicare AB 
www.handicare.se 
 
 
 
 
Aids for spastic persons 

  
Inerventions AB 
www.inerventions.se 
 
 
 
 
Assistive medical technology  
 

 Medi Sweden AB 
www.medi.se 
 
 
 
Chronic diseases and diabetes 
  

 Brighter AB 
www.brighter.se 
  

 Diabetes Tools Sweden AB 
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www.diabetestools.se 
 
 
Emergency alarms 
 

 Box Play Alleato AB 
www.alleato.se 
 

 Familjelarm Sverige AB 
www.familjelarm.se 


