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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
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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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