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Embracing change is key to established 
com panies, too. In 2018, fashion activist/
stylist Bea Åkerlund (pictured) designed 

an eclectic collection of bold state
ment pieces of home decoration for 

Swedish furniture giant IKEA.
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Despite a population of just ten million, Sweden is 
an innovative leader rivalled by few. Over the last 
few decades, a disproportionately high number 
of world-leading companies have time and again 
successfully adapted its production methods and 
technologies to keep pace with global markets. 
This is true for established giants as well as new-
comers setting the trend for tomorrow’s markets.

So, what exactly is going on up north? How does 
Sweden punch above its weight class year after year? 

Of course, there is no simple answer. Culture, 
history, geography,  natural resources and politics 
can all take part of the credit. And let’s not forget 

sustainability. Swedish industry, relying heavily on 
natural resources, was quick to innovate and develop 
sustainable solutions. Now that consumers and global 
agreements jointly require businesses to take strong-
er  measures to reduce their environmental impact, 
Sweden already has a head start.

And the world is taking notice – from business 
articles to top rankings in competitiveness and 
innovation indices, Swedish business is making 
itself heard. 

Let’s take a closer look at this welfare state that 
challenges the  global powerhouses at their own 
game. What’s behind Sweden’s success?

THE STRENGTHS OF SWEDISH BUSINESS

Whether you pour 
juice from a Tetra Pak
container, have dinner 
at an IKEA table, talk 
to overseas friends 
over Skype or relax 
to  music on Spotify, 
you are benefiting 
from the strengths 
of Swedish business. 
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Thanks to a stable political climate and a search for 
markets bigger than the relatively limited domestic 
one, Swedish companies staked their claim interna-
tionally early on and thereby secured exceptional 
conditions for growth. They set out from a nation of 
natural resources and their bags were packed with 
a long and lucrative industrial tradition. 

These global companies created the basis for the 
economic and social prosperity that Sweden enjoys 
to this day. And the trend continues: exports have 
accounted for roughly 45 per cent of Sweden’s gross 
domestic product (GDP) over the past few years. 

ADAPTABLE AND INTERNATIONAL
Seeing how trade benefits the Swedish economy, 
it comes naturally that Sweden has a receptive ap-
proach to it. A skilled workforce, clear-cut  business 
procedures, few barriers and an openness to inter-
national partnerships come together to create a 
business environment with international appeal. 
And it doesn’t hurt that Swedes learn to speak 
English from an early age. 

Adaptability has been a major contributing factor 
to the continued international appeal of Swedish 
companies. They are not nostalgically holding on 
to outdated methods or industries, but are instead 
eager to adapt and stay ahead. 

A unique system with job security councils has 
proven effective at helping employees re-orient 
themselves in a changing job market. Because the 
Swedish system focuses on supporting laid off 
workers rather than preserving outdated job func-
tions, the country can respond well to challenges 
of technological advancements, rapid changes and 
international competition.

In fact, for 2017 Forbes ranked Sweden as the 
number one country to do business in, citing its 
recent economic transformation built on deregulation 

and budgetary self-restraint. For 2018, despite con-
tinued strong GDP growth and trade balance, Forbes 
placed Sweden at the number four spot.

A SUPPORTIVE PUBLIC SECTOR
While it is up to companies to meet global challenges 
and take advantage of opportunities, Swedish govern-
ment policy does its share to strengthen their ability 
to operate. Sweden has a strong  public sector, but 
outright ownership of businesses and entire  industries 
has gradually been replaced by  deregulation and 
policy incentives to promote  b usiness. 

The Swedish government has a thorough action 
plan aiming to boost the Swedish industrial sector’s 
transformation into smart industry. SEK 110 million*

will be set aside for a programme to help small and 
medium-sized industry actors with automation and 
robotics 2018–2021. For the same period, a further 
300 million annually will go to pilot facilities for new 
low-carbon technologies. One billion will be set aside 
2018–2022 for developing electric transport and bio-
fuels. Through regulations, investments, education 
and other incentives, Sweden’s industrial production 
is set to become even more digitally connected, flexi-
ble, resource efficient and climate friendly.

LOW TAXES
Relatively low corporate taxes of 22 per cent (yes, 
Sweden has high taxes in general, but business taxes 
are a different story), promotional activities, research 
funding and low levels of corruption are all features 
that help boost business opportunities for Swedish 
companies both large and small. 

In addition to  lowering corporate taxes, in 2017 
the government slashed the energy tax on data cen-
tres by 97 per cent to stimulate growth. 

* SEK 1 = EUR 0.10 or USD 0.12

AN OPEN AND 
INTERNATIONAL 
CLIMATE

THE STRENGTHS OF SWEDISH BUSINESS
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Following a humble start in Sweden in  
the 1940s, affordable clothing retailer  
H&M has gone through a series of 
expansion phases and now has over  
4,000 stores around the world.
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CORRUPTION IS LOW
Low corruption is beneficial for everyone working 
and doing business in Sweden. Abuses of  power, 
secret dealings and bribery, none of which are con-
ducive to a healthy business climate, are not only 
unusual but also deeply frowned upon. 

Instead, fair practices underpin political and 
economic stability. Sweden’s strong public  finances, 
sound banking  system, political stability and high- 
performing  economy make it a robust place in which 
to operate a business. For the last few years, Trans-
parency International has ranked Sweden fourth in its 
Corruption Perceptions Index.

ADVANCED INFRASTRUCTURE
Business would not be able to run smoothly  without 
a well-oiled machinery. Sweden is geographically 
large with a low population density, which has 
meant a historical demand for strong infrastructure 
and communication, including mobile  connectivity. 
As a result, the country’s infrastructure today is 
highly developed, from traditional road systems to 
the information superhighway. 

Early action to  promote digitisation has meant 
that Sweden is now one of the most connected 
countries in the world, with one of the highest rates 
of  computer, internet and mobile penetration.
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Since 2011, Scania trucks have been digitally con
nected to headquarters, providing the company with 
valuable information that can help reduce downtime 

and assist with the work on fuel efficiency.



Sweden has a long tradition of innovation, with some 
of the world’s most successful innovators through 
history, including Celsius and Nobel. Inventions such 
as safety matches, the adjustable spanner, spherical 
ball bearings, the three-point safety belt and the 
pace maker are all Swedish.

Some of the reasons for this innovative drive are a 
free education system that encourages critical think-
ing from an early age, a stable political and economic 
climate, a system of industry and government that in-
vests heavily in research, and a curiosity and hunger 
for international influences. 

RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT
Innovation is closely linked to research and develop-
ment (R&D), and 3.3 per cent of Sweden’s GDP goes 
towards R&D – one of the highest rates in the world. 
Sweden’s large international companies account for 
a major proportion of business expenditure on R&D 
and are the engines of innovation – about 80 per cent 
of this spending is generated by a few companies. 

The result? Sweden ranks second on the 2017 
Global Innovation Index, and has not been ranked 
lower than third since the 2008/2009 edition. 

SUSTAINABILITY IN DEMAND
Qualities that are increasingly in demand globally 
have long been close to Swedish hearts: social jus-
tice and sustainable practices. In the 2016 UN Global 
Compact-Accenture Strategy CEO Study, 89 per cent 
of CEOs said that commitment to sustainability was 
translating into real impact in their industry, and 88 
per cent believed that greater integration of sustain-
ability issues in financial markets will be essential to 
making progress.

For Swedish companies and startups – coming from 
a pioneering country in CSR, sustainable thinking 
and greentech solutions – these findings  represent 
a competitive advantage rather than an impossible 
chal lenge. Since 2010, at least one Swedish compa-
ny has been among the World’s Most Ethical Com-
panies as listed by the Ethisphere Institute. In 2017, 
Sweden was represented by H&M and Volvo.

PIONEERING CLEANTECH
In combination with its commitment to sustainabili-
ty, Sweden’s innovative drive has given it a leading 
position in the clean technology industry (cleantech). 
This is one of Sweden’s fastest-growing business 
sectors, boosted in part by government grants to 
cleantech startups but also by the  considerable 
interest being shown by private investors and 
industry demand. 

Every year, between 300 and 900 new cleantech 
companies are launched in Sweden. The sector 
currently comprises several thousand enterprises, 
with an annual turnover of SEK 220 billion. Sweden 
has particular strengths in smart electricity grids, 
biofuel, clean energy and green buildings. 

Sweden’s strong international business standing 
is dependent on steadfast companies that have 
settled on the global scene, in terms of invest- 
ment, research and stability. 

But the future of Swedish b usiness lies in the 
hands of those who can change the game in 
tomorrow’s markets, those with the  requisite  
innovative drive and understanding of changing 
market demands, not only in what they produce 
but also in their respect for social and  environ - 
mental sustainability. 

GREEN AND 
INNOVATIVE

THE STRENGTHS OF SWEDISH BUSINESS
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With around 54 per cent of energy coming from 
renewable sources, Sweden has the highest 
share of renewable energy among EU member 
states. By 2040, the plan is for electricity genera
tion to consist entirely of renewable energy. P
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A creative and open work environment helps 
Swedish employees think outside the box  
and thereby deliver innovative ideas. A typical 
office is non-hierarchical and highly informal.
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The recent success of startup companies, 
especially in IT and technology, helps 
ensure the future of Swedish business. P
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All around the world, people have to think quite 
hard to remember the days of downloading individ-
ual music files, legally or illegally, of waiting for the 
download to complete, or even worse, of heading to 
the store to buy a newly released CD. Then some-
thing happened. Actually, it was mainly Spotify that 
happened. 

In 2005 Daniel Ek and Martin Lorentzon were 
working on a business idea out of Ek’s  Stockholm 
apartment. A year later they founded startup 
company Spotify, which started streaming music 
legally in 2007, making music piracy essentially 
moot. The company quickly rose to become the
music streaming service provider worldwide, a so- 
far  undisputed market leader, even face to face with 
tech giants such as Apple and Amazon. 

When the company filed its initial public offering 
(IPO) documentation with the US Securities and 
Exchange Commission in late 2017, its estimated 
value was SEK 121 billion.

PAYING IT FORWARD
Ek remains at the helm of the company, and for years 
he has given back to the culture that allowed him to 
rise to the top – the Swedish startup scene – as an 
investor and advisor to Swedish startups dreaming 
of delivering the next big game-changer. 

Daniel Ek is not the only success story (you might 
have heard of Skype, Minecraft and Cheap Monday), 
nor is he the only one who gives back. Over the past 
decade or so, an ecosystem has developed around 
startups. In a circular system like this, the end results 
give back to the beginning.

The buzzing startup scene with its focus on 
innovation and internationalisation is a key feature 
ensuring the future of Sweden’s strong business 
sector. Sweden even has a designated government 
official in charge of startup affairs.

So how come Sweden’s startup scene stands out 
among all others? 

TAKING THAT FIRST STEP
The Swedish model with its high standard of  living 
and egalitarian society, gives driven entrepreneurs a 
safety net that allows them to take the risks necessary 
to succeed. Without this safety net, far fewer able 
entrepreneurs would be willing to take the first step. 

Also, success breeds success, and with internation-
al companies such as Ericsson, IKEA and H&M, and 
more recently Skype and Spotify, brands that are well-
known and popular, young Swedish  entrepreneurs 
have some broad shoulders to stand on. These 
companies attract interest and money from huge 
economies such as the US, the UK and Germany. 

BUSINESS COLLABORATIONS
Business collaboration between corporations and 
startups beyond pure investment is unusually 
widespread and serves as a fundament for future 
business development in Sweden. This exchange 
means that established corporations boost the 
innovative drive within their own organisation, 
while startups get a chance to deploy their pilot 
project in a real business setting. 

Every year, Sveriges Innovationsriksdag  (‘Sweden’s 
Innovation Parliament’), a conference arranged by 
science parks, arranges a matchmaking session 
during which dozens of companies have hundreds 
of meetings with Swedish startups. 

The government is also aware of the impor-
tance of business collaborations and has recently 
initiated a programme to encourage major indus-
trial  companies to open up as platforms where 
small companies at the forefront of digitisation 
can  develop solutions and commercialise  products 
and services that respond to global needs.

A VIBRANT
STARTUP SCENE

THE STRENGTHS OF SWEDISH BUSINESS
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PROVIDING EFFECTIVE TOOLS
Sweden also invests in incubators that assist entre-
preneurs with active management solutions, and 
technical, commercial and financial networks, 
while also providing a creative growth environment. 
An  incubator provides effective tools such as office 
space, investor connections, advisor know-how and 
network access for new companies in tomorrow’s 
industry.

Swedish Incubators & Science Parks (SISP) is 
a non-profit national association whose focus is 
to stimulate growth in knowledge-based compa-
nies. SISP’s member parks encompass more than 
4,000 companies, platforms for entrepreneurship, 
and nodes of innovation systems, clusters and test 
beds. SISP is an example of effective collaboration 
between industry, the public sector, universities and 
research institutes.

Robotdalen, Robot Valley, based in Västerås 
is a natural hub for Swedish robotics. ABB, 
one of the companies there, is one of the 
world’s leading suppliers of industrial robots.
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Sweden is frequently used as a test market 
for new services and technology. This has 

also helped Swedish innovations in ICT.P
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Kista Science City, located in north-west Stockholm, 
is often dubbed Wireless Valley or the Silicon Valley 
of the North. In 1986, industry, academia and the 
public sector got together and formed a foundation 
that would make the region a world-leading centre 
for electronics research. They had pioneering giants 
such as Ericsson, with headquarters in the region, to 
back them. 

Today, it is the largest Information and Commu-
nication Technology (ICT) cluster in Europe and 
the birthplace of global mobile telephony through 
wireless communication technologies such as NMT, 
GSM, EDGE and W-CDMA (UMTS). 

Thanks in part to the KTH Royal Institute of Tech-
nology, it enjoys close proximity to and business 
collaboration with education and research. The area 
accommodates close to 40 different R&D institutions 
in total. Companies and researchers are found along 
the entire value chain within the centre’s three stra-
tegic areas: wireless systems, mobile services and 
broadband systems.

WIN-WIN
Kista is one of many examples of successful collabo-
ration between business, academia and government. 
And this powerful triple helix has helped create the 
strong business climate evident in Sweden today. A 
fourth sector, social entrepreneurship, is increasingly 
involved, making it a quadruple helix. A number of 
collaborative hubs and science parks are up and run-
ning, involving one or all four of the above sectors. 
The triple helix model benefits both business and 
academia, as there is a constant exchange of both 
information and real case study opportunities. Often, 
these triple helixes form around science parks, a 
natural meeting place for academia, research, the 
public sector and industry. A science park manages 

and stimulates the flow of technology and knowl-
edge among universities, development institutions 
and companies.

One source of the funding for these clusters come 
from Vinnova, Sweden’s innovation agency. Every 
year Vinnova invests about SEK 3 billion in private 
research initiatives. The agency promotes collabora-
tions between companies, universities, research in-
stitutes and the public sector by encouraging a wider 
use of research, by making long-term investments in 
research and innovation, and by developing catalytic 
meeting places.

DIVERSIFY
Not far from Kista, Hagastaden is another hub that 
focuses on life sciences. It is still quite early in its 
development and centres around the new Karolinska 
University Hospital. But while Stockholm is a mag-
net for talent and research, these types of clusters 
appear in most parts of the country. 

Ideon Science Park, for example, is located right 
next to Lund University in the south of Sweden. The 
area is home to over 400 science companies and 
contains incubators for start-up companies. One of 
the strengths of the park is its diversity, with compa-
nies focusing on connectivity, ICT, life science, clean-
tech, medtech, smart material and food innovation. 
It also incorporates the developing research facilities 
ESS, with a goal to operate the world’s most power-
ful neutron source, and the MAX IV laboratory.

And in the very north of the country, in Kiruna, 
Swedish Lapland, we find Spaceport Sweden with 
plans to become a world-leading spaceport and hub 
for commercial space tourism and cross-industry 
innovation. The Spaceport acts as a node, catalyst 
and development corporation for new ideas and 
approaches relating to space tourism.

BUSINESS, ACADEMIA 
AND GOVERNMENT 
COLLABORATION

THE STRENGTHS OF SWEDISH BUSINESS
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COLLABORATION GETS THE FINAL WORD
Whether we look at a triple helix, or an established 
multinational collaborating with a small niche compa-
ny, an exporter making trades with a new country or 
an incubator opening its doors to a startup, collab-
oration is at the centre. Perhaps this is where the 
key to Sweden’s success truly lies: a country where 
companies reach out and collaborate with its govern-
ment, rather than try to avoid any and all contact. 
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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 the fields 
of culture, education, science and business.

THE SWEDISH INSTITUTE 

THE STRENGTHS OF SWEDISH BUSINESS
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Teamwork and cooperation is crucial and 
highly valued at any Swedish company.
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