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Technology has taken Sami 
reindeer herders into the 
future. Drones offer them 
a way to keep track of their 
herds that is both less 
stressful for the reindeer 
and better for nature.

Photo: Per Lundström
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Hej!
I am Sweden, a country so long that my 
northern parts are still covered in snow while 
my southern end is in full bloom. A country so 
sparsely inhabited that my whole population 
would fit in a larger city.

Some say I punch above my weight. It’s 
because I’ve made a mark on the tech 
scene and in the music industry. I’m also the 
birthplace of many world-leading companies. 
And I show the way in sustainability and gender 
equality.

I am where ideas fly high, and businesses 
thrive. I am monarchy and democracy. I am 
the labour unions and the unicorns. I am 
individualistic and egalitarian. I am tradition 
and innovation. I am the midnight sun and the 
cinnamon bun. I am the northern lights and the 
Nobel Prize.

I am a country, so I am many different things 
to many different people. I’ll leave it to you to 
decide what makes me Sweden.
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Sweden – key facts

Business sectors:

Sweden is primarily 
a service economy. 
Percentages based on 
the number of companies 
per sector (other: 0.5%): 

Agriculture, forestry and 
fishing: 21.1%

Industry: 14%Service: 64.4 %

Population density:

25.7
people per km2*, com-
pared with the European 
Union average of more 
than 100. About 97% of 
the country is uninhab-
ited.

* 1 km2 = 0.39 mi2

Form of government: Language: Religion: 

Northern Europe 

Capital: 

Stockholm

Time zone: 

Greenwich Mean Time 
(GMT) +1, or Central 
European Time (CET).

Population:

10.5
million, or 0.14% of the 
world’s population. 

87%
of the population live in 
urban areas.

Life expectancy:

Currency: 

years

Men

81

years

Women

85

The Church of Sweden is 
Protestant Christian, but 
in practice the country is 
very secularised.

Swedish is the main 
language, and we have 
five official minority 
languages: Finnish, 
Meänkieli, Romani Chib, 
Sami and Yiddish.

Parliamentary democracy 
and a constitutional 
monarchy.

Swedish krona, SEK *

Gross domestic product 
(GDP)/capita:

SEK 524,000 (2021)

* SEK 1 = EUR 0.092 = USD 0.097 
   (December 2022)

Location: 

4 4 
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is the total land area of Sweden, 
making it the fifth largest 
country in Europe.  

If you were to put Sweden in 
North America, it would stretch 
from Toronto in the north to 
Tallahassee in the south.

Geography:

410,000 km2

Longest north–south  
distance:

1,572 km

Water area: 

In addition to the land area, 
lakes and the sea make up 
120,000 km².

Highest mountain: 

Kebnekaise  
at 2,097 m

Land use in Sweden:

Forests 69%
Agricultural land 8%
Heath land and meadows 8%
Open mires 7%
Bare rock and other land 5%
Built-up land 3%

Daylight hours:

Kiruna

Stockholm

Malmö

Mid-December     January    

6 18

7 17

240

Mid-July July

Average temperatures:

Biggest lake: 

Vänern 
at 5,650 km²

*   °C = degrees Celsius. −20°C = −4°F | 0°C = 32°F | +20°C = +68°F

 5 5

−13°C*

−0.9°C

+1.2°C

+13.8°C

+18.6°C

+18.2°C



6 

2

3

5

6

8 9

 7

4

 1

4. Gothenburg is our second biggest 
city. It’s the port to the west and  
the home of Volvo. The city is 
research-intensive, with collabo-
ration between trade and industry, 
academia and government-owned 
businesses. Lindholmen Science 
Park is focused on smart mobility. 

8. Borlänge boasts Dalar-
na Science Park, focused 
on sustainability and 
Baltic Sea cooperation. 

6. Strängnäs has a 
solar cell park that  
will be able to supply 
7,500 flats with elec-
tricity all year long.

2. Lund University was 
founded in 1666. Ideon 
Science Park incorporates 
the European Spallation 
Source (ESS), which aims 
to develop the world’s 
most powerful neutron 
source. 

3. Älmhult is where glob-
al furniture company IKEA 
was born in 1943. 

5. Visby on the island  
of Gotland is a Unesco 
World Heritage Site. 

1. Malmö, our third biggest city, is only 
a bridge away from the continent. The 
city has undergone a major transfor-
mation, replacing industrial areas with 
architectural and sustainable living 
developments. Towering over Malmö  
is skyscraper Turning Torso. 

7. Stockholm is our capital, steeped in history and 
shaped by innovation. Unicorns Klarna and Spotify 
as well as gaming giants like DICE and Mojang  
have been part of the city’s startup and tech jour-
ney. Every year Stockholm basks in the glory of  
the prestigious Nobel Prize, and Kista Science City 
is a leading ICT cluster in Europe. 

Sweden – from south to north
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10. Östersund attracts 
students and researchers 
to Mid Sweden University 
– and to nearby ski resort 
Åre. 

13. Piteå aims to have 
one of Europe’s largest 
onshore wind farms with 
Markbygden. 

14. Arvidsjaur attracts 
leading car brands to test 
thousands of cars in ex-
treme winter conditions. 

12. Umeå University’s 
research involves 
everything from AI and 
robotics to microalgae.

15. Luleå has built the 
world's first fossil-free 
steel plant, Hybrit. 

9. Uppsala University, 
opened in 1477, has been 
home to eight Nobel Prize 
winners. 

16. Gällivare’s Aitik 
copper mine, Sweden’s 
largest, is electrifying its 
rock trucks to go greener. 

17. Kiruna is a hub for space re-
search and the exploration of space 
tourism through Esrange Space 
Center and Spaceport Sweden. 

11. The High Coast is a 
Unesco World Heritage 
Site with Sweden’s longest 
suspension bridge. 
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Sweden is characterised by high taxes and a 
strong public sector. But it is also a country with 
a historically strong, internationally competitive 
economy, where businesses are born and flourish.

SOCIETY

A model 
where  public 
meets private
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W ith a small domestic market, we have long been de-
pendent on international trade. And on the global are-
na there are disproportionately many large companies 
with Swedish roots – not all of them quite as yellow and 

blue as furniture retailer IKEA, though. The list includes brands like 
ABB, AstraZeneca, Ericsson, H&M, Sandvik, Scania and Volvo. And 
several ‘unicorns’, i.e. billion-dollar startups, have been founded here 
as well: music streaming service Spotify, online payment firm Klarna 
and gaming companies King and Mojang, to mention but a few. 

AstraZeneca is a Swed-
ish–British biopharma-
ceutical company present 
in 100 countries and with 
strategic research centres 
in Sweden, the UK and 
the US.

A consensus-based approach
So how does booming business and a competitive economy fit 
together with an extensive welfare system and high average wages? 
One aspect is our balanced tax system under which corporate taxes 
are comparatively low. Another key factor is central wage bargaining, 
a core feature of the ‘Swedish model’. Trade unions and employers 
– private and public – have a long tradition of negotiating with each 
other, with an approach based on collaboration and consensus. 

Over the years, the predominantly peaceful relationship between 
employers and employees has helped boost the Swedish economy. 
Fewer conflicts mean more focus on innovation and development.  

IKEA’s flat-packed furni-
ture can be found around 
the globe.
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In fact, we invest more in research and development than many 
other nations, so it’s not so much of a mystery why we rank high in 
international innovation indexes.

Startups are a fixture in Swedish business, with both Swedish and 
foreign entrepreneurs choosing our country as base. Some reasons 
quoted are beneficial policies, a deregulated market, acceptable 
company tax rates, and good technological infrastructure. 

Progress through education
The Swedish welfare system is based on the general principle that 
everyone contributes, and everyone gets equal access to the same 
safety net and public services. Among other things, taxes subsidise 
our healthcare system and fully finance our children’s education. 
Even when financed by the state, it’s not all state-run – the Swedish 
solution includes a mix of public and private providers. In schooling, 
for example, there are quite a few friskolor,friskolor, privately owned but pub-
licly funded independent schools that follow the same curriculum as 
municipally run schools. Private schools funded by tuition fees are 
exceedingly rare, though.

Ever since 1842, education has been compulsory in Sweden, and 
schooling and a high average education level are quoted as key factors

Uppsala University has 
moved on since the 15th 
century, and around 
40,000 students choose 
to study there every year.
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in our transition from a poor agricultural nation to an advanced 
welfare society. Today, Swedish six-year-olds embark on ten years of 
compulsory schooling, all fully tax-funded. After that, most choose to 
go on to three years of upper secondary school, gymnasiumgymnasium – basi-
cally the equivalent of sixth form in the UK or high school in the US. 

Those who choose to continue their academic pursuits have around 
50 universities and university colleges to choose from, the oldest 
being Uppsala University, which was inaugurated in 1477. About 28 per 
cent of us now have at least three years of post-secondary education. 

Equal opportunities
Education is one cornerstone of equal opportunities, another is 
accessibility – to ensure that all of society is accessible to everyone, 
regardless of abilities. Policies aim to enable people with disabilities   
to exercise their rights and fulfil their obligations as citizens. Buses 
and trains are equipped for wheelchairs, public – as well as many 
private – buildings and websites are accessible to people with special 
needs, and pedestrian crossings give audible signals. People with dis-
abilities might also have the right to a personal assistant. 

To ensure equal opportunities is also about combatting discrimi-
nation and working proactively for integration. Ever since World War 
II Sweden has been a country of immigration – with more people 
choosing to move here than to leave, with the exception of 1972 and 
1973. Some come for work or studies in the search of a different life. 
Others flee wars and persecution. Integration is an ongoing chal-
lenge, with the government and non-profit organisations working to 
help new arrivals into society with as little friction as possible. One 
aim is to get newly arrived immigrants into work and studies faster. 

The Global Deal initiative
The global economy doesn’t benefit everybody. Wages and 
working conditions differ vastly around the world, and growing 
inequalities lead to social unrest and impeded growth. Workers 
who are treated fairly will be healthier and more loyal, making 
companies more productive and societies more equal. Global 
Deal was launched by the Swedish government together with the 
International Labour Organization (ILO) and the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) to initiate social 
dialogue between government, companies and workers.

Research funding
We tend to spend 
between three and four 
per cent of our gross 
domestic product, GDP, 
on research. Most of the 
funding comes from the 
private sector, as this 
chart shows.

72.2%  
Business

23.2% 
Higher  
education 

4.5% 
Government 

0.1% 
Private  
non- profit

(Figures from 2019.)
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of the Swedish population 
is 65 or older.

20% 

Affordable care
The Swedish system aims to be equal and inclusive. That’s why 
healthcare is heavily subsidised – it ensures that everyone gets 
access to the same care, regardless of income. Whether you go to a 
public or private healthcare provider, you will be charged a smaller 
fee – but most of the healthcare cost is financed by taxes. Dental 
care is free up to the age of 23 and after that it is partly subsidised.

An effect of being a well-developed country is that people live 
longer and longer. Hence, our need for elderly care is growing. Many 
elderly people prefer to stay in their own homes and are then offered 
assistance based on their needs. For those who are not healthy 
enough, there are different types of nursing homes or old people’s 
homes. Most elderly care is funded by local taxes and government 
grants, and a small part by patient charges.

The social security system also includes, among other things, sick-
ness benefit, disability allowance, a generous parental insurance mak-
ing it financially viable to be a stay-at-home parent, housing allowance 
if your income is too low, an activity grant if you’re unemployed, and a 
guaranteed minimum pension if you’re above 66.  

Accessibility is about 
designing a society for 
all – physical accessi-
bility is just one aspect. 
On Stockholm trains, for 
example, handrails are 
bright yellow to make 
them easier to see.
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Safeguarding the environment has long been vital to us. It 
might well have something to do with being surrounded by all 
this nature. Moving forward, we continue to make strides to 
help steer Sweden and the world towards more sustainability. 

SUSTAINABILITY

For a  
greener 
future
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The Greta Thunberg effect
We were the first country in the world to pass an environmental pro-
tection act in 1967, and also hosted the first UN conference on the 
global environment in 1972. Sure, that’s a role model to some. But it 
would take a different approach to reach the next generation.

One Monday morning in August 2018, a Swedish schoolgirl gets 
up and has breakfast. She packs her rucksack and takes her bike, 
but she doesn’t cycle to school – she heads to the parliament. She 
has brought a sign that reads ‘SKOLSTREJK FÖR KLIMATET’‘SKOLSTREJK FÖR KLIMATET’ (‘School 
strike for the climate’) and flyers with information about climate 
change. Her name is Greta Thunberg.

At first, she strikes every day, then every Friday, and her actions 
resonate throughout the world. Her protests go viral on social media, 
and it doesn’t take long before Swedish and international media are 
on the scene. She gets publicised in newspapers from California to 
Calcutta. During the coming year, #FridaysForFuture becomes the 
younger generation’s war cry in their quest to urge decision makers 
to turn the world around, before it’s too late.

In September 2019, four million people are protesting, many of 
them schoolchildren. That same month Thunberg addresses a UN 
climate conference in New York: ‘How dare you? You have stolen my 
dreams.’ At the end of 2019 Time Time magazine elects Thunberg ‘Person 
of the Year’.

W e have a conundrum, though. We have one of the 
world’s highest consumptions of energy per capita, 
mainly because of cold winters. Being a comparatively 
wealthy country unfortunately also increases our over-

all environmental footprint, both in Sweden and in other countries 
– as we are dependent on trade and are avid international travellers. 
On the plus side, we have over the last decades managed to com-
bine a growing economy with reduced emissions, which is rare. It is 
the result of clearly set goals and changes related to home heating, 
industrial production, and waste landfills. And key to this develop-
ment is innovation, political leadership and legislation.

From climate strike to 
the big screen. The 
Thunberg documentary  
I Am GretaI Am Greta was released 
in the autumn of 2020.
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Energy supply
In 2017 the Swedish parliament voted for a historical climate frame-
work. Its overarching goal is climate neutrality by 2045, which means 
zero net emissions of greenhouse gases. We’re currently falling 
behind in our ambitions and need to increase efforts that accelerate 
our emission reduction.

More than half of our national energy supply already comes from 
renewables – we reached the 50 per cent target in 2012 – and the 
renewable share keeps growing. There are two main reasons for the 
positive trend: more renewable fuels being used in the transport 
sector and increased wind power production. The top renewable 
sources in Sweden are hydropower (water) and bioenergy, simply 
because of our rich supply of biomass and moving water. Hydropow-
er is mostly used for electricity production while bioenergy is mostly 
used for heating. 

Malmö’s Western  Harbour 
is focused on pedestri-
ans, smart electric grids 
and other solutions for a 
sustain able lifestyle.
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Smart cities
Considering that almost nine in ten of us live in cities and the contin-
ued rate of urbanisation is high, making cities climate-smarter is a 
top priority. On a global level, the UN estimates that two-thirds of the 
world’s population will live in cities by 2050. 

Some Swedish neighbourhoods and cities have introduced innova-
tive and even revolutionary sustainability solutions that have attract-
ed international attention. One green pioneer is the Western Harbour 
in Malmö. Once a run-down post-industrial area, it has been redevel-
oped into a modern, sustainable, mainly residential area. 

GrowSmarter is an EU project that earned Stockholm the title 
‘world’s smartest city’ in 2019. It’s about implementing innovative, 
sustainable solutions for growing cities. Examples from the Årsta 
district in south Stockholm include energy management systems to 
visualise consumption, waste heat recovery, smart waste collection, 
and an electrical bike pool that includes cargo bikes. The aim of the 
project is a sustainable city that offers ‘an attractive and inspiring 
living and working environment’. 

Reducing and managing waste
One of the urban challenges is waste. The solution: to throw away 
less. Or even better: to have less to throw away. Already keen recy-
clers, we now need to implement a circular economy. This involves 
using products that can be reused completely, a so-called cra-
dle-to-cradle approach, but also avoiding unnecessary consumption 
altogether and designing products with more sustainable materials. 
The sharing economy is another piece of the puzzle – we’re increas-
ingly sharing and renting rather than owning products.

The average Swede generates 1.23 kilos of waste per day. Yet less 
than 1 per cent of our household waste ends up in landfills, com-
pared with the European Union (EU) average of over 20 per cent. 
Apart from recycling materials such as plastic and metal, we send 
rubbish into low-carbon incinerators to generate heating for homes 
and turn food waste into biogas fuel to power buses.

There are no secrets to this success. Our government sets am-
bitious targets and give local authorities, businesses and people 
incentives to reach them. There’s a clear division of responsibilities 
in the waste management chain, with information campaigns that 
help get citizens involved. The fact that there’s practically political 

Swedish outdoor brand 
Fjällräven has made a 
rucksack from recy-
cled plastic bottles, 
 Re-Kånken. 
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unity on the issue has made it possible for Swedish ambitions  
to develop regardless of changes in the political landscape. 

One important milestone was the 2005 ban on putting 
 combustible or organic waste into landfills, which meant a huge 
boost for recycling and energy-from-waste incineration. To make 
consumer goods last longer and encourage repairs over rubbish 
bins, it became cheaper to have smaller repairs done in 2017  
thanks to lowered value-added tax (VAT). Next, we are set to reach  
the global target of halving food waste from 2015 to 2030.  

Sustainability leadership
In the transformation towards a more circular society, it’s crucial that 
government institutions, businesses and universities work togeth-
er. This sort of collaboration is often referred to as the triple helix 
model. Governments can lead through incentives and taxes, univer-
sities contribute with innovative strategies and technologies, and 
businesses can convert to sustainable leadership where profit and 
sustainability coexist. 

The triple helix model is commonly made visible through science 
centres, many of which focus on climate-neutral solutions. There are 
prominent science centres throughout Sweden, with large clusters 
in the regions around Stockholm–Uppsala, Gothenburg and Malmö–
Lund. When civil society is involved, it’s referred to as a quadruple 
helix collaboration.

Since 2018 a dedicated government advisory group has been 
tasked with making circular economy a key part of government pol-
icy. Suggestions include implementing circular qualification criteria 
in public procurement. And a 2020 report from Swedish OmstartOmstart
skommissionen* skommissionen* (‘the restart commission’) suggests new financial 

Vertical farming
More than half of the vegetables we eat in 
Sweden are imported. Grönska (‘greenery’) 
is a new food tech company that grows 
herbs and vegetables indoors, using vertical 
farming. This means the possibility of urban 
production – all year round – using less land 
and water, while bringing the food closer to 
the consumers.

This kimono has been 
upcycled. It is part of the 
Re:design collection, an 
upcycling collaboration 
between clothing brand 
Lindex and Re:textile at 
the University of Borås.
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incentives aimed at boosting the economy in a circular direction 
following the global outbreak of Covid-19.

As demand for a circular approach keeps growing, especially 
among the younger generations, it also makes business sense. Many 
Swedish companies are moving towards a circular corporate system, 
where products are made from renewable resources, last longer and 
are used, repaired, reused, and finally recycled to new resources. 
Furniture giant IKEA and fashion brand H&M have committed to 
design all their products with circular capabilities by 2030. In the city 
of Eskilstuna, vintage hunters can head to the world’s first recycling 
shopping centre, ReTuna, based on recycling, reuse, repairs and 
upcycling.

Even historical high polluters are contributing. Mining and steel 
production, for example, are some of the highest carbon diox-
ide-emitting industries. Now mining companies are trying out new 
technologies for smarter mining. Boliden has managed to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions by up to 80 per cent in some of their new 
mines. 

HYBRIT, short for hydrogen breakthrough ironmaking technology, 
is a joint project between steel company SSAB, mining company 

The town of Eskilstuna is 
pioneering a shopping 
revolution. ReTuna is the 
world’s first recycling 
mall, where everything for 
sale has been recycled or 
upcycled.

* ‘Idéer för ett starkare Sverige’ (Ideas for a stronger Sweden) by Omstartskommissionen.Omstartskommissionen.
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LKAB and energy producer Vattenfall, the latter two state-owned. 
The technology will replace coal with hydrogen gas during steel 
production, changing the by-product from carbon dioxide to water. 
The aim is to have a completely fossil-free process in place by 2035 
– with the first steel on the market as early as 2026.

Smart transportation
In this long country – roughly 1,570 kilometres from north to south – 
we are dependent on good infrastructure and well-functioning trans-
portation. With the exception of trains, today’s mainstream solutions 
for moving goods and people place too much of a burden on the 
environment. Sweden is tackling the issue from various angles, such 
as carrying out tests with electrified roads, introducing self-driving 
buses and shared mobility services like car and bike pools.

In 2016, Sweden opened the world’s first stretch of electric public 
road for heavy trucks, a two-kilometre test track. Two years later, 
a Kista Science City project called Autopiloten (‘auto pilot’) was the 
world’s first public road test involving autonomous vehicles and 5G 
networks. And in 2020 Ericsson partnered with leading Swedish and 
international companies to test a 5G-enabled self-driving electric 
minibus in the heart of Stockholm.

Smarter transportation can also mean shared transport. The con-
cept includes everything from rentals to Mobility-as-a-Service apps 
– whereby you can use one single app to access public transport, 
bikes, taxis and more – to neighbourhood initiatives. 

Sege Park is a residential development in Malmö, where the shar-
ing economy is key, involving local businesses as well as the City of 

Wood for the win
Ever seen a wooden high-rise building? More and more 
Swedish blocks of flats are built of wood, the only known 
renewable building material. For every tree taken down  
in Sweden, two new are planted, which actually makes our 
forests grow. With our long tradition of forestry and build-
ing in wood, there is international demand for Swedish 
architects’ and construction companies’ know-how of  
how to build the city of the future.

Intelligent  
movement
Swedish Einride offers 
self-driving, all-electric 
vehicles that can replace 
smaller heavy-duty trucks 
for transportation. The 
idea is to use customer 
and traffic data to coordi-
nate the vehicles, which 
optimises delivery time, 
battery life and energy 
consumption.
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Strandparken,Strandparken, residential building in a Stockholm suburb.
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Malmö. People will share goods and services, so that they own less, 
but have access to more. The initiative is a part of Sharing Cities 
Sweden, a national programme developing test beds for the sharing 
economy. 

A global challenge
The Paris Agreement from 2015 states that global warming should 
be kept well below 2°C, specified in the Glasgow Climate Pact from 
2021 to 1.5°C. Sweden aggressively pursues this target, which also 
falls under goal 13 of the United Nations’ (UN) sustainability goals for 
2030: urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.

Even though we are making progress, more action is needed to 
reach all the sustainable development goals by 2030. We might have 
a competitive advantage because of the close collaboration between 
academia, private sector and state, which helps narrow the gap 
between research, business and legislation. But when it comes to the 
environment, global collaboration is the only way forward. It’s time to 
put our minds together and jointly fight climate change. 

Do you panta?
Sweden has long had a 
deposit refund system 
where people get money 
back when they recycle 
aluminium cans and 
plastic bottles. Each year 
we recycle more than two 
billion bottles and cans 
that would otherwise 
be thrown away. It even 
has its own verb: pantapanta. 
Feel free to use it – and 
reuse it.
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When others might see us as overly rigid and rule-abiding 
at times, we see a democratic system in which we trust. 
We wave flags of equality and transparency and generally 
show a high trust in our government agencies, which we 
have a legal right to scrutinise.

GOVERNMENT

Shaped by  
democracy Ph
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S weden wrote press freedom into the constitution already  
in 1766, a world first. It was considered a radical move then, 
and the Swedish level of public transparency still stands 
out. Our laws give media as well as the general public 

access to official records, with few exceptions. This principle of public 
access requires the information to be easy to understand and avail-
able free of charge or at a small administrative fee.

Swedish law protects em-
ployees from retaliation if 
they report on wrongdo-
ings by their employers, 
public or private.

Whistle-blowers and protection of sources
So, the principle of public access helps make the public sector more 
transparent. Each and every individual should be able to freely form 
opinions, get insight into how public power is exercised and guard 
their rights and interests.

Swedish law also offers special protection for employees who blow 
the whistle on serious irregularities in the workplace. The so-called 
whistle-blower is protected against punishment by her or his em-
ployer. Serious irregularities can for example be about violations  
of basic rights, corruption and risks to health and the environment. 

Many workplaces have an internal whistle-blower function that 
enables workers to raise the alarm in the workplace in a safe way.  
It should be possible to report irregularities in writing, orally or in  
a physical meeting, and the whistle-blower should have the option 
to remain anonymous.

In Sweden everybody has the right to communicate information to 
the media – called meddelarfrihet  meddelarfrihet in Swedish. There is an impor-
tant exception: certain classified information. For example, sensitive 
information about health and medical care.

Who can vote?
You can vote in the national parliamentary elections if 
you are a Swedish citizen aged 18 or more, who is or has 
been registered in Sweden.

You can vote in elections to regional and local gov-
ernments, even if you’re not a Swedish citizen. Citizens 
of another EU country, Iceland or Norway can vote in the 
municipality or region where they are registered. Citizens 
of another country who have been registered in Sweden 
for at least three years can also vote in the municipality 
or region where they are registered.
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Protection of sources means that a person who receives a tip from 
someone is not allowed to reveal the source if that person wants 
to stay anonymous. Employees in the public sector – as well as in 
certain private businesses – have extra protection, which means 
that the employer must not ask who shared the information with the 
media. Also, the employer must not punish an employee who has 
communicated information to the media.

Swedish democracy in practice
The Swedish constitution states that ‘all public power in Sweden 
proceeds from the people’. This means that every four years we  
have free, universal and equal elections. We elect representatives 
to the parliament, the nation’s highest decision-making assembly, 
but also to regional and local governments. Voter turnout is normally 
80–90 per cent. 

After the general elections, the parliament votes on a prime minis-
ter, who then forms a government. The government has the exec-

Swedish democracy 
includes the right to 
demonstrate. On Friday 
15 March 2019 thousands 
of people gathered at the 
parliament in a demon-
stration for the climate 
initiated by the Fridays Fridays 
for Futurefor Future  movement.
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Photo: Elisabeth Toll/Kungl. Hovstaterna

utive power, but it’s the parliament that makes and amends laws, 
determines the central government budget and scrutinises  
the government.

Every five years we also vote in elections to the European Par-
liament, as Sweden has been a member of the EU since 1995. Our 
EU support has mostly been growing over the years, but we have 
stayed away from the euro and still pay with the Swedish kronakrona 
(SEK) when shopping.

A ceremonial monarchy
Sweden is not only a parliamentary democracy but also a consti-
tutional monarchy, and the current head of state is King Carl XVI 
Gustaf. ‘For Sweden – with the times’ is the king’s motto, which also 
guides the work of the entire Royal Court. The constitution clarifies 
that the king or queen has a ceremonial role and no political pow-
er. First-born Crown Princess Victoria is the designated heir to the 
throne according to the Act of Succession. The members of the  
Royal Family are dedicated to important issues like sustainability, 
children’s rights and health. 

HRH Crown Princess 
Victoria, first in line to 
the Swedish throne, will 
be our fourth female 
monarch. 

Decentralisation
Swedish public administration is based on 
decentralisation and a division of responsi-
bilities between national, regional and local 
authorities. For example, healthcare and public 
transport are largely regional responsibilities. 
Schools, elderly- and childcare, as well as 
roads, water supply and waste management 
are local responsibilities. Work for improved 
accessibility is divided between different levels 
of government and public agencies. While our 
public sector is large, our central government 
is not, and a lot of responsibility lies instead 
with independent government agencies.

Ombudsmen
Ombudsman is originally a Swedish word that 
means representative. The ombudsman system 
– public agencies that represent the interests of 
individuals or groups – has been used in Sweden 
since 1809, to further ensure public transparency. 
They can handle complaints from people who 
feel that they’ve been treated wrongly by a public 
authority or civil servant.
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Improving equality takes hard work. It takes bold policies 
that push the boundaries, making society more inclusive. 
It takes legislation that protects everyone’s right to be who 
they are. And it takes pioneers who challenge the status quo. 
Women’s empowerment can’t be achieved without equal 
rights and participation – in society and in the family.

EQUALITY

Minding the  
gender gap
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Minding the  
gender gap
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Political pioneers
In the early 1900s Swedish journalist Elin Wägner became a role 
model of women’s empowerment. Among other things, Wägner 
gathered 350,000 signatures to support women’s right to vote  
– a right finally gained in 1919. Women could then also be elected  
to parliament. In 1947 Karin Kock became the first woman in  
government. The 1950s was a decade of ‘traditional’ gender roles: 
it is sometimes seen as the era of the housewife. But there was a 
demand for manpower – or womanpower, as it were – on the labour 
market. Only, there was no available day care for children.

Parental solutions
The 1960s saw a growing debate about gender equality and then,  
in the 1970s, great progress was made. Maternity leave was replaced 
with gender-neutral parental leave, giving both parents the right to 
paid leave to stay home with their children – or, differently put, the 
right to combine work with family life. At the time, jaws were dropped 
around the world, heads were shaken. Also, the Preschool Act laid 
the foundations for today’s affordable nursery school system, mak-
ing it feasible for parents to combine working with having children. 

Fast-forwarding 40 plus years, Sweden offers parents 16 months 
of paid parental leave per child, more than 80 per cent of children 
between 1 and 5 are in nursery school, and nearly 80 per cent of 
women between 20 and 64 are working – the highest employment 
rate among women in the EU. While parental leave gives both fathers 
and mothers an equal opportunity to bond with their child, only 
about 30 per cent of it is used by fathers.

Elin Wägner (1882–1949) 
was an early feminist and 
one of the driving forces 
behind women in Sweden 
gaining the right to vote 
in 1919. 

O ne reason why Sweden has long been a proponent of 
equality between the sexes is that we recognise the 
benefits of maximising the potential of the whole popula-
tion, men and and women. One of the earliest gender equality 

milestones was the implementation of equal inheritance rights for 
women and men in 1845. This step made a radical difference to the 
economic equality between the sexes. Together with the compulsory 
schooling for boys andand girls that had been implemented three years 
earlier, this became a springboard to further progress.

Swedish Word of the Day: 
pappaledighet pappaledighet – 'daddy 
leave', or paid parental 
leave for fathers. We 
 pioneered it, and still 
work on increasing the 
share used by men. 
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In all honesty, parental leave is not just about equality. It is, by 
extension, also about increasing the country’s growth. There is 
evidence that gender equality boosts economic growth, and yet the 
gender perspective is often ignored in trade policies, which gener-
ally benefit men more than women. Sweden is taking measures to 
improve this situation and make trade more gender equal, both in 
Sweden and internationally.

#metoo in Sweden
In the autumn of 2017, a hashtag will come to rattle the chains of 
patriarchy. #metoo quickly reaches Sweden. Here, the movement 
is spearheaded by women in theatre and film, who testify to sexu-
al harassment and assaults. Other industries follow suit. And then 
come appeals from other groups of women, non-binary people, 
trans people, as well as from children and young people, speaking 
out under various hashtags.

The government is listening. In July 2018 a new Sexual Consent 
Law comes into force. It means, in short, that sex without explicit 
consent is considered as rape, including when the victim does not 
actively say ‘no’. But it’s not just about law enforcement. Swedish 
government agencies are also tasked with intensifying their work 

Government agencies
The Equality Ombudsman (DiskrimineringsDiskriminerings
ombudsmannen,ombudsmannen, DO) is the government agency 
tasked with cracking down on all forms of 
discrimination – whether on the basis of gender, 
transgender identity or expression, ethnicity, 
religion or other belief, disability, sexual orien-
tation or age.

The Gender Equality Agency (JämställdhetsJämställdhets
myndighetenmyndigheten), founded in 2018, coordinates, 
follows up and supports gender equality efforts 
in society.The global gender gap 

Sweden’s progressive stance on gender equality 
tends to land the country in the top five of the  
annual Global Gender Gap Report from World 
Economic Forum. Sadly, looking at all of the 
around 150 countries covered in the report,  
it seems it will take more than a century to com-
pletely close the gender gap on a global level. 
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against sexual harassment and sexual abuse in terms of prevention 
and protection. Schools are urged to reinforce sexual education in 
the curriculum, including violence and oppression in the name of 
honour, consent and pornography.

A market for gender equality
It’s not just driven individuals, organisations and the government 
that fight for women’s economic empowerment. Many companies 
realise that gender equality also makes business sense, for them as 
employers, their employees and customers. One example is music 
streaming service Spotify. 

The company decided to do something about women still being 
vastly underrepresented in the music industry, and started the 
Equalizer Project* in 2017. The initiative is focused on promoting 
women in the music industry through networking events, career 
tools, podcasts and workshops. But it helps to walk the talk, so 
Spotify also works actively to increase equality and diversity among 
its employees.

Rapper Silvana Imam 
is one of the Swedish 
musicians taking part 
in Equalizer, Spotify's 
 long-term programme 
aimed at boosting  women 
in music.

* A collaboration with Max Martin’s MXM Music and the Swedish Music Publishers Association (Musikförläggarna). (Musikförläggarna).
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Beyond gender
The feminist movement works to dismantle the belief that our gen-
der should define our roles in society and fights the gender-based 
discrimination resulting from that belief. Feminist and LGBTQI 
movements are on common ground. The treatment of women in our 
societies and the treatment of LGBTQI persons have the same root 
cause: the simplified notion that the sex we are assigned at birth 
defines our gender, and that this should inform our gender role as 
social beings as well as our sexual orientation.

Not everyone’s gender identity matches their sex assigned at birth, 
so-called cisgender. And a society which is tipped in favour of one 
gender is always going to be disadvantageous to non-cis people. 

Swedish policies say that all people should have the same power 
to shape society and their own lives, regardless of gender or gender 
identity. That it is a matter of democracy and justice. But even if we 
as a country have made great strides on the path towards equality 
between the sexes, Swedish men still earn more than women and 
women take most of the parental leave. Other social structures also 
sustain inequality. This means we can’t stop moving. The work on 
redefining gender roles and identities is ongoing. 

Change-makers
Non-governmental or-
ganisations do their share 
in promoting gender 
equality. Three examples 
are MÄN, a feminist NGO 
that engages men in the 
work for gender equality; 
Kvinna till Kvinna, a foun-
dation promoting wom-
en’s rights in conflict- 
affected countries; and 
Make Equal, a foundation 
that offers methods and 
tools for equality work.
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1842 
Public schooling 
made available for 
girls and boys.

1845
Equal inheritance 
rights for women 
and men.

1921
The first election 
when women can 
vote and run for 
office.

1955
The first paid  
maternal leave  
is introduced.

1965
Sweden passes  
a law against  
rape in marriage.

1999
A new law forbids 
the purchase of 
sexual services.

2009
Sweden installs an 
Equality Om-
budsman and 
implements a new 
Discrimination Act.

2014
Sweden gets its first 
feminist govern-
ment, devoted to 
a feminist foreign 
policy. 

2018
A new Sexual  
Consent Law  
comes into force.

2019
Amendment to a 
law that prohibits 
child marriages 
means that no child 
marriages are valid 
in Sweden.

1971
Separate income 
taxation for women 
and men.

1974
Parental insurance 
is introduced, 
granting both 
 parents the 
right to paid 
parental 
leave.

1975
It becomes  
mandatory for  
municipalities to 
offer free preschool 
for 6-year-olds.

A new abortion 
law permits free 
abortions through 
the 18th week.

1980
Female succession 
to the throne comes 
into effect.

A government 
agency focused on 
equal opportunities 
is introduced along 
with a Gender Equal-
ity Act.

1998
The Act on Violence 
against Women is 
introduced.

Milestones of Swedish gender equality

Back in 1913, an 
association for 
women's right to 
vote in Varberg 
used theatre as  
a political tool. 
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Sweden’s cultural scene is bouncing with life. Our music 
is no longer synonymous with just pop, design isn’t always 
minimalistic, and Swedish film can be both serious and 
funny. The likes of ABBA and Ingmar Bergman may have 
set the stage, but now we are reinventing it.

CULTURE

Bursting  
with  
creativity
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Music
Some refer to our success on the international music scene as ‘the 
Swedish music miracle’. But it’s no miracle, really. We have a strong 
musical tradition. We have the Swedish Arts Council, a public agency 
that allocates grants to help promising musicians kick off their 
career. And many musicians testify to the importance of the munic-
ipally run kulturskolankulturskolan (‘school of the arts’), where children get the 
chance to try different instruments and classes at a low fee.

Songwriter and producer Martin Sandberg, aka Max Martin, is one 
of the world’s greatest hitmakers. He has written number ones for 
the likes of Taylor Swift, Pink and Justin Timberlake. He started off 
playing wind instruments in the local school of the arts at the age of 
ten. As a teenager he played in a band, and the local council offered 
them a rehearsal space. He says these opportunities were pivotal to 
his success.

Apart from successful musicians, songwriters and producers, Swe-
den has also given the world easier access to music – through music 
streaming service Spotify.

Gaming
Video games Minecraft, Candy Crush Saga and Battlefield are all 
global megahits that have been developed in Sweden. One vital 
factor behind the success of companies such as Mojang, King and 
EA DICE is a competent and creative workforce, with skills in both 
engineering and aesthetic design, both areas where Swedes excel. 

DreamHack, the world’s largest digital festival, helped put Sweden 
on the gaming map. First started as a LAN party in 1994, 

Pop icon Robyn's 'Dancing 
on My Own' was named 
best song of the 2010s by 
legendary  Rolling Stone Rolling Stone 
magazine.

Every eighth person in 
the world has played a 
game made by Swedes, 
statistics show. Clearly, 
the games industry is  
big business.

Swedes and choirs
Roughly 600,000 Swedes sing in 
choirs, or about 6 per cent of the 
population. We have a strong  
choral tradition, which comes from 
a culture of singing folk songs, 
strongly associated with Midsum-
mer and Christmas in particular.

 
Tensta Gospel Choir
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it now attracts thousands and thousands of gaming fans at events 
in different countries and online. Fittingly, we are represented by 
over 400 active competition players in e-sports and belong to the 
highest earning countries based on prize winnings.

Fashion
The overarching trend in the Swedish fashion industry is sustainabil-
ity. All fashion should move towards circularity. Swedish giant H&M 
is on a mission to find sustainable alternatives to the environmen-
tal villain that is conventional cotton and is behind other circular 
initiatives. Additional brands, big and small, follow suit. Nudie Jeans 
offers to mend its customers’ jeans, and resells jeans that customers 

Bea Szenfeld blurs the 
boundaries between fash-
ion and art in her work, 
like this experimental 
paper creation from the 
Haute papier Haute papier collection.
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no longer use. Meanwhile, Rave Review turns to upcycling, combin-
ing remake with high fashion as they turn old blankets and bed linen 
into unique garments.

Design and craft
Within product and furniture design, we have a long tradition of envi-
ronmentally friendly production. It’s natural for Swedish designers to 
use sustainable materials like wood, wool and linen – as well as more 
and more recycled materials – and producers are open about the 
production process. Today’s conscious customer wants to know the 
story behind the product. 

Pioneers like Märta Måås-Fjetterström and Bruno Mathsson 
helped put Swedish design, often associated with functionality and 
minimalism, on the map. Studios like Form Us With Love and Monica 
Förster have established themselves on today’s international design 
scene. Here, aesthetics meet ethics in a broad range of sustainable 
materials and conceptual ideas. Moving away from mass production, 
contemporary Swedish design features many collaborations between 
designers and small-scale crafts industries.

Performing arts
On the theatre stage we mix old classics with 
contemporary expressions. Controversial, ahead-of-
his-time playwright August Strindberg is kept alive 
through new productions. Lars Norén is often cited 
as the heir to Strindberg and sometimes as one of 
the godfathers of Nordic noir. August Prize nominee 
Sara Stridsberg contributes with one of many bold 
contemporary voices on stage, embracing darkness 
and pain, as well as humour. 

Swedish children’s plays are sometimes exported, 
and sometimes cause a fuss. As we tend to take 
children seriously, they are not all cute and cuddly, 
but also cover more complex social or personal 
issues. We also juggle a few circus acts, with Cirkus 
Cirkör being our first and most famous contempo-
rary circus company.

On the ballet stage Cullberg has made Sweden 
proud around the world. Today, a wide range of 
dance acts attract growing audiences in Sweden.

To optimise the design 
of its New School New School 
collection, Form Us With 
Love let people test the 
prototypes.

Cirkus Cirkör
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Art
There’s something quite public about art in Sweden. Our art schools 
are publicly funded and we have a long history of state- financed 
public art – there’s even a rule for it: one per cent of the budget  
for newbuilds, rebuilds or extensions of public buildings should  
go to art. Borås in western Sweden found another way to adorn the 
city’s public spaces. A recurring international street art festival has 
made sure that there are murals, sculptures and installations at 
every corner. 

Some of our artists have an impact on the international art scene. 
Nathalie Djurberg and Hans Berg, for example, use stop motion,  
clay figures and virtual reality as a burlesque social critique that 
undresses given hierarchies and social norms. 

Nathalie Djurberg 
explores shame, desire, 
happiness and despair  
in her clay animation 
films, like here in The The 
 Experiment  Experiment (2009).  
Music by Hans Berg  
accompanies the films.

Ph
ot

o:
 Å

sa
 L

un
dé

n/
M

od
er

na
 M

us
ee

t. 
©

 N
at

ha
lie

 D
ju

rb
er

g 
oc

h 
H

an
s 

Be
rg

 / 
Bi

ld
up

ph
ov

sr
ät

t 2
02

0



42  43

Architecture
Contemporary Swedish architecture is dominated by giants like 
White Arkitekter and Wingårdhs, but there are of course many oth-
ers. Our cities are expanding and there’s an urgency to grow green. 
More and more new high-rises are being built in wood, a sustainable 
choice in a country that is two-thirds forest. We also believe that 
public spaces should be accessible to everyone. According to the 
Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning, that can 
best be achieved by including the different perspectives of women, 
men, girls and boys in the planning process.

Kuggen, designed by Wingårdhs, is part of Chalmers University of Technology  
in Gothenburg. It serves as a meeting place for academia, business and society.  
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Literature
Perhaps best known for its many prominent crime fiction writers, 
spanning from Henning Mankell, Liza Marklund and Camilla Läck-
berg, to multimillion best-seller Stieg Larsson, literary Sweden also 
delivers in other genres. Worth mentioning are notable prose fiction 
writers such as P O Enquist and Kerstin Ekman, children’s books 
writers like Barbro Lindgren, Sven Nordqvist and the incomparable 
Astrid Lindgren, as well as celebrated poets such as the 2011 Nobel 
laureate Tomas Tranströmer. 

Another Nobel Prize winner is pioneer Selma Lagerlöf, the first 
woman to win the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1909. A long list of  
other Swedish literary geniuses would follow. And every year the 
Astrid Lindgren Memorial Award honours great creators around  
the world within children’s and young adult literature.

Gender-equal film 
At the Cannes Film Festival 
in 2016, the Swedish Film 
Institute presented its action 
plan: ‘50/50 by 2020: Gender 
equality in film production, 
both in front of and behind the 
camera’. The initiative aims to 
raise awareness about gender 
equality in film, while highlight-
ing Swedish initiatives. In inter-
national comparisons, Sweden 
has come quite far in gender 
equality in the film industry.  
But progress sure remains. 
There were only six women 
directing in the 26 Swedish 
films released in 2020.

The August Prize, named 
after August Strindberg, 
is a prestigious literary 
prize in Sweden.

In Amanda Kernell's film  
CharterCharter (2020), Alice com-
plicates a custody battle by 
taking her children on holiday 
without their dad's consent. 
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Film
Swedish filmmakers such as Ruben Östlund, Anna Odell and Tomas 
Alfredson are as interested in describing the human condition as 
Ingmar Bergman and his contemporaries were. Granted, the per-
spectives have changed, and new genres are constantly explored. 
Swedish documentary is widely acclaimed, and many of our most 
prominent documentary filmmakers share a global perspective. 
Malik Bendjelloul dug up a forgotten American musician in his 
Oscar-winning Searching for Sugar ManSearching for Sugar Man (2012), and Ellen Fiske 
has explored macho culture in Scotland with her Tribeca-winning 
Scheme BirdsScheme Birds (2019). But what make us really rush to the cinema are 
our own comedies, filled with a quite silly dose of Swedish humour. 

A PhD in circus?
Sweden has a higher 
education programme 
in circus, on bachelor’s, 
master’s and doctoral 
level. So, yes, you can   can  
get a PhD in circus.

The Square (2017) 
won Ruben Östlund two 
Swedish Guldbagge 
Awards and a Palme d’Or 
in Cannes.
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Avicii DJ and producer Anxious PeopleAnxious People by 

 Fredrik Backman
 

Kahba Kahba by  Klara Lidén  

Hjärta BollnäsHjärta Bollnäs by Marge 
Arkitekter

Alicia Vikander actor

Camilla Läckberg writer

Nudie Jeans 

Alexander Ekman  
choreographer

Nils Landgren jazz 
musicianDress by Selam Fessahaye

More snapshots of creative Sweden

Avatar in Minecraft   Minecraft  
by Mojang

Ludwig Göransson 
composer

Blow Away VaseBlow Away Vase by  
Front Design
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RedOne singer, song-
writer, music producer

Nimis Nimis by Lars Vilks Joel Kinnaman actor

Vegetable TreeVegetable Tree by Josef Frank

Bridget and the Bridget and the 
 Muttonheads Muttonheads by Pija 
Lindenbaum

Zara Larsson singerPippi Longstocking  
by Astrid Lindgren

Jonas Hassen Khemiri 
writer and playwright

Cazzi Opeia artist and 
k-pop songwriter

Ruben Östlund director 

Opeth metal band 

* © Astrid Lindgren AB

Photo
: W

ik
im

ed
ia

 C
om

m
on

Group IX/SUW, The Swan, Group IX/SUW, The Swan, 
No. 17No. 17  (cropped) by 
Hilma af Klint

Phot
o:

 K
ar

in
 T

ör
nb

lo
m

 

Rickard Söderberg  
opera singer
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Imagine a country plagued by poverty after centuries of 
rule by powerful monarchs, where people are persecuted 
because of their religious beliefs or their political 
ideas. Then imagine the introduction of press freedom, 
compulsory schooling and burgeoning industrialisation, 
bringing hope. This was us, mid-19th century.

HISTORY

The road to 
modern Sweden
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A t the end of the 19th century Sweden was still one of Eu-
rope’s poorest agricultural nations. In less than a hundred 
years, rapid industrialisation and innovation transformed 
the country into a well-developed, high-tech society. 

From the beginning of the 19th century, after the Napoleonic wars 
and after surrendering Finland to Russia, there was peace in Swe-
den. We had access to useful raw materials like iron ore and timber, 
which could be transported across the country thanks to well-func-
tioning infrastructure. The general education level in the country 
rose because of the free education from 1842 onwards. Our tax-fi-
nanced welfare system also helped and – more recently – wide-
spread internet access.

But we’ve skipped ahead – let’s go back in history.

Swedish actor Gustaf 
Skarsgård plays Floki  
in Canadian–Irish TV 
series Vikings.Vikings.

Hats off to press freedom! 
‘The freedom of the press  
is understood to mean 
the right of every Swedish 
citizen … to express his 
or her thoughts and opin-
ions in print, to publish 
official documents and  
to communicate informa-
tion and intelligence on 
any subject whatso ever,’ 
says the Freedom  of the 
Press Act.

After the ice
Some 100,000 years ago Sweden was covered in ice. As the ice 
started receding, the first immigrants arrived. We’re now around 
10,000 years ago, when we used weapons of stone to hunt and 
dressed in animal skin, the Stone Age. Then came the Bronze Age 
(1700–500 BC), with a climate that was initially warmer than today. 
The end of the Iron Age (500 BC–1050 AD) brought our first written 
language, the runic script.

The Vikings
If you travel through Sweden, you’re likely to see some of the 
runestones our Viking ancestors left behind – the country is pep-
pered with them. These tweet-long messages sometimes tell stories 
of battles and bravery, but more often they bear witness to relatively 
peaceful rural lives.

Some historians believe that Vikings themselves used the term  
‘gå ut i viking’ in the sense of 'to go on expeditions to raid or trade'. 
They certainly helped put Sweden on the map through their ex-
peditions around Europe some 1,000 years ago. But behind the 
all-violent image of the Viking Age (800–1050 AD) was a country 
where international trade started to pick up, most people lived farm-
ing lives, and the first towns started to take shape. It was also a time 
when pagan beliefs met Christianity. Around 1008, Olof Skötkonung 
became Sweden’s first Christian king.

Photo: PictureLux
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Power and freedom
The centuries that followed saw a long succession of monarchs, 
some more power-hungry than others. Sweden grew as a nation as 
we first ruled over Finland from the 14th century, and then continued 
to gain and lose rule over other countries and regions around the 
Baltic Sea. In the mid-17th century Sweden was at its largest, and a 
great power in Europe.

In 1766 we introduced the world’s first Freedom of the Press Act, 
a major step in our democratic development. As was Sweden’s 
 becoming a constitutional monarchy in 1809, meaning that power 
was shared between the King, the council and the parliament. An 
important step towards a true democracy was laid in 1921, when both 
men and women were finally allowed to vote for the first time. 

* This record was only broken in 2011, when more than 51,000 emigrated from the country – but this time mostly to other Euro-
pean countries and some to the US and China. And this time it only accounted for about 0.5 per cent of the population.

The great  
emigration
From 1850 to the 1930s, 
around 1.5 million Swedes 
left the country. That 
equals around 20 per 
cent of the men and 15 
per cent of the women. 
They were escaping 
poverty and religious 
persecution, seeking a 
better life for themselves 
and their families. In the 
peak year of 1887, more 
than 50,000 people left 
– most of them to North 
America.*
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Birger Jarl  
Earl Marshal 1248–1266: 
introduced the first 
national laws concerning 
the protection of women, 
the home, churches and 
the court.

Gustav Vasa  
King 1523–1560 (Viceroy 
1521–1523): elected king 
after leading an uprising 
against occupation 
forces. Introduced the 
Protestant Reformation.

Axel Oxenstierna  
Lord High Chancellor 
1612–1654: laid the foun-
dations of our modern 
administration. Served 
under King  Gustav II  Adolf 
and  Queen  Kristina.

Gustav II Adolf  
King 1611–1632: inter-
vened in the Thirty Years’ 
War, making Sweden a 
leading military power.  
He died on the battlefield.

Notable statesmen and monarchs

Kristina  
Queen 1632–1654: the 
first female monarch 
of the modern Swedish 
kingdom. Abdicated 
in 1654, converting to 
Catholicism and settling 
in Rome.

Karl XII  
King 1697–1718: our 
‘warrior king’ who initiated 
the Great Northern War, 
which for Sweden’s part 
ended with defeat at the 
Battle of Poltava in 1709.

Gustav III  
King 1771–1792: called the 
Theatre King, founded 
Stockholm’s first opera, 
the Swedish Academy, 
and the Royal Academy of 
Music. Assassinated at a 
masquerade ball.

Sweden's most popular failure
The Vasa ship is a testimony to the military 
ambitions of King Gustav II Adolf, the Lion of the 
North. He wanted the most powerful warship in the 
Baltic, if not the world. On its maiden voyage in 
1628, Vasa only made it 1.3 kilometres before it 
sank, being too high, too top-heavy. Then, after 
333 years on the seabed, the ship was salvaged 
and is today the world’s best preserved 17th cen-
tury ship in the most visited museum in Sweden. 
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Sami are the indigenous people of Sápmi, the land that 
stretches over the northern part of Sweden, Norway, Finland 
and Russia’s Kola Peninsula. The Sami are also one of 
Sweden’s five official national minorities. But Sweden and 
the Sami have had a long and complex history.

SAMI

The natives 
of Sweden
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Nomadic or not?
The town of Sorsele, Suorsán Tjeälddie Suorsán Tjeälddie in Sami, claims to have 
Sweden’s highest number of reindeer per person. It also has two 
living Sami ‘villages’, samebyar,samebyar, that follow their reindeer herds in the 
traditional nomadic way, all the way from the mountains bordering 
on Norway to the Baltic Sea coast and back again. The nomadic life is 
not the modern norm. It’s more common to have a permanent home 
and a cabin in the mountains for the herding season.

Sami ‘villages’ are not traditional villages, but a complex economi-
cal and administrative union and a specific geographical area within 
which its members have the right to engage in reindeer husbandry, 
and sometimes also hunting and fishing.

S ami are often associated with reindeer. The truth is that 
only about ten per cent of Swedish Sami earn a living from 
the reindeer industry, and they often supplement their 
income through tourism, fishing, crafts and other trades. 

Others have been forced to look for income elsewhere as a result of 
ongoing challenges to the reindeer trade, including disputes with 
the government over reindeer herders’ grazing rights versus land-
owners’ logging rights. Current clashes include wind power plants 
versus grazing reindeer.

The Sami are spread out 
in different countries but 
have their own flag, and 
6 February is the Sami 
National Day.

Sami Blood 
The film Sami BloodSami Blood  
is set in the 1930s. In  
this scene Elle Marja,  
a 14-year-old Sami,  
is subjected to racial– 
biological examina-
tions at her boarding 
school. She starts 
dreaming of a different 
life, a life that means 
breaking all ties with 
her family and culture.

(Northern Sami dialect)
Ruoŧŧa = Sweden
Boazu = reindeer
Muohta = snow
Sihkkel = bike
Ovdaskuvla =  
nursery school
Dihtor = computer

Six Sami
words 
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The Sami year has eight 
different seasons, based 
on the movements of 
the nomadic reindeer. 
September and October 
are the autumn months, 
tjaktjatjaktja, which is when any 
calves that were missed 
during the summer are 
marked.

Battle of rights
In 2011 the supreme court ruled in favour of the three Sami villages 
of Ran, Vapsten and Umbyn giving them common law rights to a 
specific area of land. This meant the Sami won the right to let their 
reindeer graze on the private land in question.

In certain areas Sami villages also have fishing and hunting rights, 
also the subject of a long legal battle. In 2020 another historic su-
preme court verdict gave back the Girjas Sami village the right over 
the state to manage fishing and small-game hunting on its land.

But courts far from always decide in favour of the Sami. After six 
years of court proceedings, in 1996, a court verdict shook the whole 
of Sápmi: The Sami villages in Härjedalen and Idre Sami village lost 
the right to graze with reindeer. An appeal had no impact on the ver-
dict. The Sami have also for decades tried unsuccessfully to change 
Sweden’s mining laws, as mining has a negative impact on their 
livelihood and is seen as an intrusion on Sami land.  
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Oppression and reconciliation
The Sami in Sweden have been discriminated by the Swedish state 
ever since the two people started living on the same land, not just 
through loss of land and grazing rights. In the 1920s and 30s, Sami 
men, women and children were subjected to humiliating physical 
examinations*. Sami children were taken from their parents and sent 
to ‘nomad schools’, a type of boarding school that was often located 
far away and lacked modern conveniences. The suppression of their 
religion, culture and language continued unabated.

In 2009 a new Swedish language law gave Sami children the right 
to learn the Sami languages in school. The position of Sami culture 
and language was further strengthened with the National Minorities 
and Minority Languages Act from 2010, along with the Sami people’s 
right to information and influence.

Since 1993 the Sami have their own parliament, SametingetSametinget, 
giving Sami a better chance to influence public debate. However, 
the parliament is empowered only to deal with matters concerning 
hunting and fishing, reindeer herding, compensation for damage 
caused by predators, and Sami language and culture. Backed by 
the government, SametingetSametinget has initiated a Truth and Reconciliation 
process. It aims to shed light on the violations and abuses that the 
Sami have been exposed to throughout history. 

Sami school
There are a handful of 
Sami schools in Sweden, 
for children up to the  
age of 12. Just like  
other schools the Sami 
school is compulsory  
and covered by the 
Swedish Education Act, 
but the education has 
more focus on the Sami 
heritage. At the Sami 
upper secondary school 
in Jokkmokk, students 
are offered – apart from 
the general curriculum 
– training in reindeer 
husbandry, traditional 
cooking, handicrafts and 
the Sami languages. 

Sami culture
Sami culture is rich in handicrafts called 
duodjiduodji, made with natural materials such  
as reindeer antlers and decorated with  
elaborate ornamentation. The Sami YoikYoik,  
a singing form closely linked to their reli-
gion, has also survived into modern days 
and is now often blended with rock, pop 
or hip hop, with representatives such as 
Maxida Märak, Sofia Jannok and Jon Henrik 
Fjällgren. The Sami storytelling culture gains 
new perspectives through theatre, among 
others the Giron Sami Theatre in Kiruna.

* The examinations were carried out by the State Institute for Racial Biology, which was closed down in 1958.
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'When I grew up, I lacked 
role models who had been 
through the Sami struggle 
for indigenous rights, so I 
felt like I had to become 
a role model myself.' 
Maxida Märak, Swedish–
Sami musician.
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Sweden is untamed wilderness, never-
ending woodlands and sleepless summer 
nights. Allemansrätten, our ‘right of public 
access’, lays down the ground rules for our 
relationship with nature – we can roam freely, 
pick berries and mushrooms, but mustn’t 
harm or disturb plants and animals on our 
way. Here, we are on nature’s turf.

GEOGRAPHY

Where 
nature 
abounds
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Cold, hot and in-between
The Swedish weather is difficult to summarise. Our winters can be 
cold, but our summers can be equally warm – in large part thanks to 
the Gulf Stream, an Atlantic current that comes all the way from the 
Gulf of Mexico to deliver us from freezing. In the west, the Scandes 
mountain range, or fjällenfjällen, shelters us from cooler and moister Atlan-
tic winds.

Your north to south location will drastically affect how you expe-
rience the seasons. In early summer people in the north go skiing, 
while in the south they lie on the beach. The same goes for changes 
in daylight. Above the Arctic Circle, the sun refuses to set for weeks 
on end around Midsummer. The few hours of darkness that we 
get further south are more like an afterglow. Midwinter offers the 
opposite: in the far north the sun stays below the horizon for about a 
month. Daytime, the only natural light comes from the sun’s hover-
ing below the horizon. At night, the moon might reflect off the snow, 
and there are occasional displays of northern lights. 

W ith so much nature on our hands, it’s our obligation 
to preserve it for future generations – as well as to 
showcase it to curious visitors. Hence, national parks 
and nature reserves cover a tenth of our land area – 

from the coral reef of Kosterhavet in the west to Sarek’s wild alpine 
world in the north. National parks are small fragments of what once 
covered all of Sweden and, as such, they represent our most valuable 
nature. Giving an area national park status means the strongest form 
of protection.

Stekenjokk, 25 April 2020 
No, it doesn’t look like this in the whole 
country at the end of April. The south is 
usually in bloom. This road over Stekenjokk 
in the northern mountains is called the  
Wilderness Road, our highest paved road.  
It’s only open from the beginning of June to 
the middle of October – for obvious reasons.

 11,600 km
is the total length of 
Sweden's coastline, from 
Haparanda up north, 
bordering on Finland,  
to Strömstad in the west, 
bordering on Norway. 
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Once, the railway 
helped us join the 
 industrialisation. 
Today, it offers a green 
way to travel the length 
of the country. 
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Photo: Anna Hållams

On the hunt for northern lights
Northern lights are the stuff of legends. This visual symphony in  
the sky occurs when electrically charged particles are thrust into  
the earth’s magnetic field at great speed, propelled by solar winds. 
Head north and see if you can catch them!

Start off in Malmö in the south, a relatively small city for being 
Sweden’s third biggest. It’s early November and there’s a chill in 
the air, the ground covered with autumn leaves. A train is about 
to depart on a 24-hour journey all the way up to the northernmost 
province of Lapland, home of Sweden’s largest wilderness areas  
– as well as the northern lights. 

For the first few hours, you’ll pass through Sweden’s agricultural 
heartland with the post-harvest farmlands, bewitching forests and 
endless open fields of the south. A quick glimpse of Lake Mälaren, 
Sweden’s third largest, before the train rolls on towards Bergslagen, 
a traditional mining district. 

The tracks now follow the Baltic Sea coast for a while, past the 
stunning High Coast, a Unesco World Heritage Site. You ride on 

AllemansrättenAllemansrätten gives us 
the right to pick natural 
goodies like blueberries 
as we wander through 
woods and wilderness. 
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through dense woodlands all the way up to the vast and very sparsely 
populated province of Lapland in the middle of Sápmi, land of the 
indigenous Sami people. Beyond the city of Kiruna, there’s just wil-
derness ahead, with mountains rising in the west. ‘Next stop Abisko. 
Welcome to the mountains!’ 

The mountain peaks and Sweden’s sixth largest lake, Torne Träsk, 
introduce themselves. As does a fearless reindeer staring you down. 
AllemansrättenAllemansrätten allows you to pitch your tent. With the temperature 
hovering around 0°C*, your four-season camping equipment rises 
to the challenge. Snow is beginning to cover the ground. Here, far 
from society, the snow is a canvas for animal tracks. You’ll mostly see 
tracks from non-migratory birds and various deer animals, but this 
part of Sweden is also home to several predators such as bear, wolf, 
wolverine and lynx. 

After the sun has set in the early evening, a different kind of light 
appears. Within seconds, green (or if you’re lucky, red, purple and 
shades in between) ribbons of light unfold and dance across the sky 
like curtains in the wind. It happens all the time, yet few people have 
seen it. And pictures just don’t do it justice. 

The northern lights, or 
aurora borealis, occur 
year round but are only 
visible during the dark 
winter months.  

Lakes
We have nearly 100,000 
lakes larger than 1 hec-
tare, or 10,000 square 
metres. The top three: 
Vänern, Vättern and  
Lake Mälaren.

* °C = degrees Celsius. 0°C = 32°F
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Sweden’s big five
The moose might be our 
most famous animal, but 
we also have some great 
predators that could be 
called ‘Sweden’s big five’: 
the brown bear, the gold-
en eagle, the lynx, the 
wolf and the wolverine.

Islands
Our largest island is Gotland in 
the Baltic Sea, with its remark able 
limestone monoliths, raukarraukar. Its 
smaller Baltic sibling Öland lies 
closer to the coast and boasts 
an almost 40-kilometre long 
barren limestone area, the Great 
Alvar, known for its biodiversity. In 
fact, our coastline is dotted with 
islands from south-west to north-
east, with particularly notable 
archipelagos near Stockholm and 
off the west coast.
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There is more to Swedish sports than 
footballer Zlatan Ibrahimović and swimmer 
Sarah Sjöström. We are a nation of amateur 
athletes and exercise enthusiasts. It’s a 
social movement of sorts. And studies show 
that we are among the healthiest and longest 
living people on earth.

SPORTS

Sports the 
Swedish way
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T he general idea of the Swedish sports movement is that 
it’s non-profit and democratic. Of course, major clubs are 
increasingly set up as businesses. But there is still an ambi-
tion to keep sports accessible and affordable to as many as 

possible. Almost one million of us are members in a sports or outdoor 
association.

Top 10 activities

1. walking
2. going to the gym
3. running
4. cycling
5. swimming

Football is hugely popular, with more than one million Swedes – 
roughly one in ten (!) – playing football every year. Perhaps a com-
bined effect of Zlatan Ibrahimovićć ’s stardom and the success of the 
Swedish women’s football team, one of the world’s top teams since 
the early 2000s.

Hockey is another national sport of ours. We have a top-tier league 
of our own, but a lot of young players go abroad – most notably to 
North America, where many have made their way onto the NHL All-
Star Team. Ice hockey is one of the most male-dominated sports in 
Sweden and riding one of the most female-dominated.

Popular sports
With nature on our doorstep, almost wherever you are, it’s not too 
surprising that we like doing sports outside. There’s a growing trend of 
outdoor gyms opening in and around Swedish cities, and the list  
of Swedes’ ten preferred sports activities also show outdoorsy  
tendencies: Sports for  

the people
Swedish non-profit sports 
association Friskis&Svet-
tis has an emphasis on 
keeping people fit and 
healthy. Founded in 1978, 
the association now has 
more than 500,000 
members, which equals 
more than 5 per cent of 
the Swedish population.

of the Swedish population 
play football every year.

10% 

6. attending fitness classes
7. playing football*
8. downhill skiing/snowboarding
9. yoga/meditation
10. hiking
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Winter sports
When it comes to winter sports, our country is a haven. Cold weather 
is bliss to ice skaters and cross-country skiers, who will invade frozen 
lakes, public ice-skating rinks and forests the first chance they get. 
Downhill enthusiasts book cabins in the mountains. The even more 
adrenaline-hungry ones can turn to kitewing skating, ice yachting or 
ice climbing. And from sofas across the country, a wide range of winter 
sports will also be watched on TV, especially when Swedes have a 
chance to win. 

The northern half of 
Sweden is dotted with 
ski resorts. Which is why 
the southern part of the 
population often go there 
in the winter. 
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12 Swedish sports stars 

Annika Sörenstam  
golf

Armand ‘Mondo’ 
Duplantis pole vault

Badou Jack  
boxing

Björn Borg 
tennis

Carolina Klüft 
heptathlon

Charlotte Kalla  
cross-country skiing

Ingemar Stenmark
downhill skiing 

Jan-Ove Waldner  
table tennis

Kosovare Asllani
football 

Sarah Sjöström  
swimming

Tove Alexandersson 
ski orienteering and 
orienteering

Zlatan ‘Ibra’ 
 Ibrahimović 
 football

Swedish woman to 
win an Olympic gold 
medal in swimming 
was Sarah Sjöström. 

Alpine World Cup  
wins make Ingemar 
Stenmark an unbeaten 
slalom giant. 1st 86
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Sweden is predominantly secular, although Christian 
by tradition. This means religion has little influence on 
how society is shaped, but many of our traditions have 
religious roots. Our celebrations tend to circle around 
family, friends and food rather than church.

TRADITIONS

A year of 
celebrations
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F aiths and customs from other parts of the world meet here 
too, sometimes influencing or adding to our list of cele-
brations. This is largely a result of Sweden’s long history of 
immigration. One in five of us have roots in another country. 

Ramadan is a fairly recent example of new traditions that some of 
us celebrate. The holy Islamic month includes fasting from dawn till 
dusk, and when it occurs during summer, the midnight sun poses a 
challenge to Muslims.

Perhaps our love of old customs is a natural consequence of our 
country being driven by change and innovation. Perhaps keeping 
one foot in history adds a much-needed feeling of continuity to our 
lives, a sense of belonging. Customs also connect us to the chang-
ing seasons.

Let’s take a closer look at some Swedish celebrations around  
the year: National Day, Midsummer, the crayfish party, Lucia and 
Christmas.

Semla
After New Year’s Eve the beginning of the year 
doesn’t hold much in terms of celebrations – 
but we do have the semlasemla. This bun overflows 
the window displays of bakeries and cafés 
from January to March. It is a small wheat bun 
flavoured with cardamom and filled with almond 
paste and whipped cream. Its traditions are 
rooted in fettisdagfettisdag (Shrove Tuesday, or Fat 
Tuesday) when the bun was eaten at a last cele-
bratory feast before the Christian fasting period 
of Lent. Now we eat it because it’s yummy.

12
public holidays can be 
found in the Swedish 
calendar. Some are of 
religious origin, like 
Christmas, whereas  
Midsummer is a more 
pagan affair. 
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Our National Day falls 
on 6 June, the day that 
Gustav Vasa was elected 
king. It only took us 482 
years to turn it into a 
public holiday. 

National Day
It’s 6 June and we have the day off because it’s our National Day. 
Funnily enough, we’re new to this holiday, so we’re still trying to figure 
out how to celebrate it, besides flying the flag. Do we go to a public 
gathering or do we just enjoy the day off, indulging in good food?

It was around the turn of the 19th/20th century that we first started 
celebrating 6 June as our National Day. But it would take until 2005 
for it to become an official national holiday. 

The reason why we celebrate on 6 June is two-fold: On 6 June  
1523 Gustav Vasa, sometimes labelled the founder of modern  
Sweden, was elected king, and on 6 June 1809, Sweden adopted 
a new constitution. The new constitution meant an important step 
towards democracy. So, in essence, our National Day is a celebration 
of openness and equality.

While we’re struggling to decide how to best celebrate our country, 
a more certain event of the day is the King and Queen of Sweden 
taking part in a ceremony at Skansen, Stockholm’s open-air museum 
opened in 1891. Children in traditional costumes present the royal 
couple with flower bouquets and the Swedish flag is run up the mast.
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Midsummer
It’s now a couple of weeks later. Schools are out and nature has 
burst into life. The sun barely sets, or in the north not at all. Around 
21 June is summer solstice, the reason we celebrate Midsummer 
– ever since pagan times. For practical reasons, we celebrate on a 
Friday between 19 and 25 June.

As it’s Midsummer weekend, we join the exodus from the cities to 
the countryside to meet up with friends and family. Midsummer is  
no time to spend in a city. 

Arriving at the party, a table is already set in the garden, decora-
tions and all – and we can’t wait to dig into the herring and potato 
lunch. But first, there are a number of rituals that need to be com-
pleted: picking wild leaves and flowers, dressing the Midsummer 
pole with said leaves and flowers, and raising the pole. The leftover 
flowers are used to make wreaths for our heads. 

The Midsummer pole is 
absolutely pivotal to our 
celebration. We decorate 
it with greenery, we raise 
it, we dance around it. 
And the sillier we look,  
the better. 
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Finding your 
dream partner
According to ancient 
tradition, young women 
should pick seven differ-
ent flowers and lay them 
under the pillow on the 
night to Midsummer Day. 
They will then dream of 
their future partner. (This 
magic trick probably also 
works for young men.)

When it’s finally time to sit down for lunch, we may end up having 
to carry the table indoors due to sudden rain showers – and then 
outdoors again when the sun reappears. 

It wouldn’t be Midsummer if the herring wasn’t washed down  
with some schnapps (a shot of alcohol, often cumin-flavoured).  
And the schnapps wouldn’t be drunk without a silly drinking song  
– an age-old tradition, passed down from generation to genera-
tion. Strawberry cake follows. Now, we’re all fed and happy – let the 
dancing begin!

Children and some brave adults form a circle around the Midsum-
mer pole and dance to traditional songs. It’s more or less a matter of 
moving in one direction, so not too complicated. If we’re lucky we’re 
near a town or village that has arranged public Midsummer dancing, 
where a group of folk musicians accompany the dancing crowd.

As it never gets really dark this time of year, the party can go on  
for hours on end. Eventually, the mist starts dancing across the 
fields, and it may, after all, be time for bed.
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The crayfish party
August is here. Tender is the night, crayfish heaped on the table. To 
set the scene properly, we also need beer and schnapps. At this party 
everything revolves around the crayfish. The colourful paper cloths, 
plates, napkins and lanterns are all decorated with crayfish. And as 
we’re going all in, we also wear crayfish party custom-made bibs 
and silly paper hats. We eat, drink, sing and are merry.

Nowadays this delicacy can be bought any time of the year, but 
we like to save the crayfish slurping for the traditional premiere in 
August. The crayfish are fished out of lakes and rivers, or langoustines 
from the sea, and then boiled with lots of dill, and sometimes a dash 
of beer. Landed on our plates, they are shelled, sucked and devoured.

In all honesty, not many of us go fishing ourselves. We generally 
pick up already boiled and packaged crayfish from the supermarket 
fridge or freezer. Ph
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Lucia and Christmas
Fast-forwarding to December. If we’re lucky, snow has fallen to 
brighten up the quickly darkening nights, creating that special 
Christmas feeling. Maybe Christmas is just as commercial in  
Sweden as anywhere else, but it’s also a time when we bring out  
our hand-crafted decorations, fill our homes with candlelight, and 
go back to our grandmother’s recipes to bake gingerbread biscuits, 
pepparkakor,pepparkakor, and saffron buns, lussebullar.lussebullar.

Starting on the first of Advent, four Sundays before Christmas,  
December is party time. Friends and neighbours invite each other 
over for sweet mulled wine and offices have Christmas parties.  
As secular as Swedes may be, even we admit that the Christmas 
season and all its traditions are sacred to us.

Shh! Turn out the lights! It’s 13 December, Lucia Day. In nursery 
schools and preschools all over the country, little feet are shuffling 
and white nightgowns flapping, making candle lights flicker.  

It's the second Sunday 
of Advent, and we light 
Advent candle number 
two. Christmas nears. 
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First in the procession comes Lucia, wearing a wreath with electric 
candles on her head and a red ribbon around her waist. Then come 
Lucia’s ‘handmaidens’, carrying candles in their hands. There are 
also Father Christmas helpers dressed in red, ‘star boys’ in white 
gowns with paper cones on their heads and stars on sticks in their 
hands, and gingerbread men.

The children sing well-known, traditional songs of Lucia and 
Christmas in front of immensely proud parents. As the children 
grow older, competition to become Lucia is sometimes fierce. Every 
passing year also makes it increasingly difficult to recruit star boys, 
as some become more reluctant to wear a ‘girly’ nightgown.

Eleven days later is Christmas Eve. In our book, 24 December is 
the big day of Father Christmas. Christmas Day and the day after are 
also holidays in the Swedish calendar, and when possible, we prefer 
to also take the days between Christmas and New Year off, giving us 
a nice, long and relaxing holiday.

A mouth-watering Christmas smorgasbord of pickled herring, 
meatballs, red cabbage, Christmas ham and much, much more is 
often served at lunchtime. The afternoon will be spent socialising, 
all while eating unjustifiable amounts of sweets and cakes. Then: a 
sudden knock on the door. Father Christmas is here! Eager children 
rip open their Christmas presents and can finally start playing with 
their new toys. Thank God! Um, sorry, thank Father Christmas! 

JulbordJulbord is our Christmas 
smorgasbord, laden with 
everything from herring 
to ham. 

On Christmas Eve some-
one gets the honour of 
dressing up as Father 
Christmas, occasionally 
scaring the youngest 
ones. But all is forgiven 
with a saffron-flavoured 
lussekatt.  lussekatt.  

Legendary Lucia
St Lucia is surrounded by many legends. Was she 
St Lucia of Syracuse or maybe Adam’s first wife? 
Her name may be associated with both lux lux (light) 
and Lucifer (the devil). In the old calendar, Lucia 
night was the longest night of the year. Back 
then, most Swedes seemed to agree that it was 
a dangerous night, when animals could speak, 
and supernatural beings were lurking in the dark. 
Many preferred to stay awake through the night. 
In fact, some young people still observe the 
tradition of Lucia wake – but normally just as an 
excuse for an all-night party.
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Many classic Swedish dishes spring from a 
desire, or need, to make use of fresh ingredients 
available in forests, lakes and rivers. We 
blend traditional food with experimental, the 
homegrown with the foreign – star chefs and 
hobby gastronomes alike. Here, we’ve selected 
three recipes for you to try at home.  
Enjoy your meal!

FOOD

Classics  
on the table
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Gravlax
Gravlax, or dill-cured salmon, is always featured on the Swedish 
smorgasbord, but to experience its fine flavour to the full, enjoy a few 
thin slices of gravlax unaccompanied by other dishes. It is perfect 
as a starter as well. This dill-fragrant, sugar- and salt- marinated fish 
should preferably be served with a mustard sauce.

Ingredients (6 servings)

Cured salmon:Cured salmon:
750 g fresh salmon fillet  
with skin on
85 g sugar
120 g salt
8 tbsp chopped dill
1 tsp crushed white pepper

Sauce:Sauce:
2 tbsp mild Swedish mustard
1 tsp Dijon mustard
2 tbsp sugar
1.5 tbsp red wine vinegar
salt and white pepper
200 ml oil (not olive oil)
chopped dill

Potatoes are a staple 
food in Sweden. And they 
work amazingly well with 
gravlax. 

Preparation
First, please note that gravlax is no fast food. The process takes up 
to two days, plus time to freeze the salmon before preparing it, to 
minimise the risk connected with eating raw fish. 

When defrosted, scale the salmon and remove the small bones, 
but leave the skin on. Make a few cuts in the skin so the marinade 
will penetrate from below. Mix salt, sugar and pepper and sprinkle 
it beneath and on top of the salmon fillet along with plenty of dill. 
Place a weighted cutting board on top of the salmon fillet and let it 
marinate at room temperature for 2–4 hours. Then refrigerate for 
24–48 hours, turning the salmon fillet a few times. Rinse the salmon 
in cold water. Cut into thin slices without getting too close to the 
skin, to avoid the dark meat of the salmon.

For the sauce, mix the mustard, sugar and vinegar and season 
with salt and freshly ground pepper. Stir vigorously, while pouring 
on the oil in a steady, thin stream. When the sauce has attained a 
mayonnaise-like consistency, stir in the chopped dill.

Conversions and  
abbreviations*
1 g = 1 gramme
100 g = 3.5 oz
1 kg = 2.2 pounds (lb)
1 dl = 2/5 cup
1 litre = 0.9 quart (qt)
1 tsp = 1/6 fl oz = 5 ml
1 tbsp = 3 tsp = 1/2 fl oz 
°C = degrees Celsius
0°C = 32°F (Fahrenheit) 
220°C = 428°F

* Imperial units
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Lingonberries
If chanterelle mushrooms 
are our gold of the forest, 
then lingonberries must 
be the rubies. And since 
these tiny, fairly tart 
berries are out there, free 
to be picked – why not? 
You’ll soon find out that 
not only meatballs go  
well with lingonberries,  
or lingonberry jam.

Veggie ‘meatballs’
Meatballs are certainly not a solely Swedish thing, but we’d like to 
think there is such a thing as Swedish meatballs, köttbullarköttbullar – and 
not only at IKEA. Granted, the meatball comes in countless shapes: 
with raw onion in the mixture, with fried onion on the side, with or 
without gravy … and vegetarian or vegan. Swedish chef Gustav 
Johansson offers a vegan version, from his food blog Jävligt gottJävligt gott 
(‘Darned good’).

Ingredients (4 servings)

Vegan balls:Vegan balls:
400 g vegetarian mince
2 tbsp oat cream
1 onion
1.5 tbsp vegetable stock
1 tbsp Chinese soy sauce
0.5 tbsp ground allspice
a lot of dairy-free ‘butter’  
for frying (if all-vegan) 
salt and black pepper

Cream sauce:Cream sauce:
3 dl oat cream
1.5 tbsp vegetable stock
1 tbsp blackcurrant jam  
(without gelatine)
1 tbsp Chinese soy sauce
1 tsp dried thyme
5 dried juniper berries
salt and black pepper

Preparation
Defrost the mince – about 45 minutes in room temperature. Finely 
dice the onion. Add the onion and all other ingredients to the mince 
and mix by hand. Add salt and pepper to taste. Shape into little 
balls, about 2 cm, and fry in a hot pan until nicely browned and firm.

Take the balls out of the pan, then use the hot pan to make the 
sauce. Pour all the sauce ingredients into the pan and let boil for 
2–3 minutes. Add salt and pepper to taste. Let the ‘meatballs’  
heat up in the sauce, then serve with boiled potatoes and lingon-
berry jam.
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Ingredients for a meaty meatball (4–6 servings)

500 g minced beef/pork 
mixture
250 ml milk
75 g white breadcrumbs, 
which you soak in the milk

1 egg
1 onion, finely diced  
and sautéed
salt
white pepper
ground allspice

Mix it all and shape into balls, then fry in 
generous amounts of butter in a pan.
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Cinnamon buns
Swedes have a sweet tooth. According to statistics, the average 
Swede eats cakes and pastry equivalent to more than 300 cinnamon 
buns, kanelbullar,kanelbullar, per year. If you get invited to someone’s home for  
fikafika, this is what it means: You will not only be served coffee, but also 
a cinnamon bun, a cookie or a piece of cake with it. No fikafika without 
sweet stuff. Here’s how to make your own cinnamon delights.

Crazy for coffee
The average Swede con-
sumes more than 10 kilos 
of coffee per year, making 
us one of the world’s 
largest coffee consumers 
on a per capita basis. Add 
cinnamon buns, and we’re 
in fika fika heaven.

Ingredients (25 buns)

Dough:Dough:
35 g yeast
100 g sugar
300 ml milk
1 egg
120 g butter
1 tsp salt
1 tbsp ground cardamom
750 g flour

Filling:Filling:
100 g butter
50 g sugar
2 tbsp cinnamon
Glaze:Glaze:
1 egg
2 tbsp water
pearl sugar

Preparation
Crumble the yeast in a bowl and stir in a few tablespoons of milk. 
Melt the butter and pour in the milk. Add the rest of the ingredients 
and knead the dough in a dough mixer for 10–15 minutes. Let the 
dough rise while covered at room temperature for 30 minutes.

Roll out the dough so that it’s about 3 mm thick and 30 cm wide. 
Spread the room-temperature butter on top. Make a mixture of 
sugar and cinnamon and sprinkle it over the dough. Roll the dough 
the long way and cut the roll into about 25 slices. Place them with 
the cut edge upward in paper moulds. Place on a baking sheet and 
let rise under a towel for about 60 minutes or until the buns have 
doubled in size.

Beat together the egg and water, brush the mixture carefully on 
the buns and sprinkle pearl sugar on top. Bake in the oven at 220°C 
for 5–6 minutes. Allow to cool on a rack. 
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In Sweden we speak Swedish, a North Germanic 
language. Swedish is also one of two official languages 
in Finland. Every year thousands of students choose to 
learn Swedish at universities around the world.

LANGUAGE

Speaking Swedish

The Swedish name for 
Sweden is Sverige. Sverige. 

O riginally, Swedish comes from Old Norse, the common 
language in Scandinavia during the Viking Era. Norwe-
gians, Danes, Swedes and to some extent Icelanders 
normally understand each other. The Finns, on the other 

hand, speak a completely different language with roots in the so-
called Uralic languages. When you read Swedish, you might recog-
nise some words, because many words have German, French and 
English origin. They are often transcribed to the Swedish spelling 
system, though.
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Å Ä Ö
The Swedish language 
has three extra letters 
apart from the 26 in the 
basic Latin alphabet: 
å, ä and ö. The letter ‘å’ 
sounds like the ‘o’ in  
‘for’, ‘ä’ like ‘fair’ and  
‘ö’ like ‘fur’.

The language law
Swedish was long taken for granted as the language to use in 
government and most of the educational system, even though 
the language didn’t have any official status in law. Then, in 2000, 
five minority languages gained official status, and in 2009 a new 
language law established Swedish as our official main language. 
Among other things the law says that safety instructions and product 
information must be available in Swedish. And the language used in 
schools should normally be Swedish.

National minority languages
Sweden’s five national minority languages are Finnish, Meänkieli, 
Romani Chib, Sami and Yiddish, which the language law promotes 
and protects. Children whose parents belong to a national minority 
are entitled to learn that language. To qualify as an official national 
minority language in Sweden, two conditions must be met: it must 
be a language, not a dialect, and it must have been spoken without 
interruption for at least three successive generations or 100 years.

The Swedish language law also covers all other mother tongues 
spoken in Sweden, about 150 different ones. It states that every-
one is entitled to use their mother tongue, so it can’t be forbidden 
anywhere. The Education Act determines the right for children of 
immigrant parents to Mother Tongue Studies in school. 

Fika [`fiːka] 
Coffee break (including the 
socialising that goes with it) 

Glögg [ɡlœɡː]
Swedish mulled wine

Hej! [he̞ʝː]
Hello

Hej då! [he̞ʝdɔ]
Bye-bye

Lagom [`lɒːɡɔm]
Just right – not too little, not 
too much

Nja (nej + ja) [nʝɒː] 
No and yes

Ombudsman [̀ ɔmːbʉ̟d̥ś m̥an]
Ombudsman

Påtår [̀ pʰoː́ tʰoːɹ]
A refill of coffee

Sambo [samːbʊ]
Someone who lives together 
with his/her partner without 
being married (short for sam-
boende, Swedish for ‘living 
together’)

Smörgåsbord [̀ sm̥ɶɹːɡɔśb̥uː ɖ] 
Smorgasbord

Tack! [tʰakʰː]
Thank you/Please  
(depending on the context)

Särbo [sæːɹbʊ]
Someone who is in a long-term 
relationship but does not live 
together with his/her partner

Talar du engelska? 
[`tʰɑːlɐɖʉ̟´ɛŋːəl̥skɐ]
Do you speak English?

Ursäkta mig! [ʉ̟ʂɛkːtɐmɛʝ]
Excuse me

Varsågod! [vɑʂɔɡuːd]
Here you go/Please/You’re 
welcome (depending on the 
context)

Älg [ɛlːʝ]
Moose (Eurasian elk)

Mini  
glossary
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1742
Anders Celsius 
publishes a paper 
about the temper-
ature scale now 
known as Celsius.

1748
Eva Ekeblad née De 
la Gardie discovers 
how to make flour and 
vodka from potatoes 
and is the first woman 
to be appointed to  
the Royal Academy  
of Sciences.

1837
The first ship equipped 
with John Ericsson’s 
propellers is built.

A timeline of  
Swedish innovation
Modern Sweden was made possible by an innovative  
climate. Here are some milestones along the way.

1844
Gustaf Erik Pasch is 
granted a patent for 
the safety match.

1867
Alfred Nobel 
obtains a patent 
for dynamite.

1891
Jonas Wenström 
patents the three-
phase transmission 
of alternating 
current, which 
becomes a pillar of 
ASEA, later ABB.

1892
The adjusta-
ble spanner 
(monkey wrench) 
is constructed 
by Johan Petter 
Johansson.

1876
Lars Magnus and 
Hilda Ericsson 
start a phone 
repair shop, later 
to become global 
ICT company 
Ericsson.

1760s
The first Industrial 
Revolution starts 

1869
US transcontinental 
railway finished 

1869 
DNA  
discovered 

1876
Bell patents  
his telephone 

1879
Edison invents 
the lightbulb 

1895
Röntgen first 
observes X-rays 
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1907
Sven Wingquist in-
vents the self-align-
ing spherical ball 
bearing and founds 
the SKF company.

1911
Transport compa-
nies Scania and 
Vabis (later to be 
merged) delivers 
Sweden’s first bus.

1913
Gideon Sundbäck 
patents the zip.

1937
Saab is founded, 
starting as an air-
craft manufacturer.

1940
Nanna Svartz’s 
rheumatism drug 
Salazopyrin goes on 
sale.

1944
Erik Wallenberg 
invents Tetra Pak, 
a type of tetrahe-
dron-shaped dispos-
able milk packaging.

1947
Industrial tools 
and equipment 
manufacturer Atlas 
Copco launches the 
Swedish Method –  
a pioneering rock 
drilling technique. 

1950
Carl Gunnar 
Engström presents 
the first medical 
ventilator.

1908
Ford makes first 
mass-produced car 

1916
Trans-Siberian 
railway finished 

1927 
Lindbergh flies 
across the Atlantic 

1927
First feature  
film with sound 

1928
Fleming discovers 
penicillin 

1938
Saudi Arabia 
finds oil 
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1953
Sweden’s Inge Edler 
and Germany’s Carl 
Hellmuth Hertz carry 
out the first ultra-
sound examination 
of a heart, ECG.

1956
IKEA launches 
its first line of 
self-assembled, 
flat-pack furni-
ture.

1958
Rune Elmqvist 
produces the 
first implantable 
pacemaker and Åke 
Senning carries out 
the first pacemaker 
operation.

1959
The three-
point seatbelt 
is launched by 
Volvo. 1973

Lillemor and Björn 
Jakobson’s first 
BabyBjörn baby 
carrier sees the 
light of day.

1978
Aina Wifalk hands 
in her first sketches 
for the walking 
frame, or walker. 
Production starts 
a couple of years 
later.

1979
Swedish anti- ulcer 
drug Losec is 
granted a patent.

1992
Launch of the 
GSM system for 
mobile commu-
nication, with 
Östen Mäkitalo 
as a key figure 
behind it.

1997
Electrolux unveils 
a prototype robot 
vacuum cleaner.

Sweden announc-
es ‘Vision Zero’, a 
world-first strategy 
aimed at curbing 
road deaths.

1957
Soviet launches 
Sputnik satellite 

1960
First contraceptive 
pill approved 

1964
Japan launches high- 
speed railway lines 

1969
Moon landing 

1989
World Wide  
Web invented 

1998
Google search 
engine introduced 
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1998
Ericsson completes 
the development of 
the wireless Blue-
tooth technology.

2000
AstraZeneca gains 
initial approval 
for Symbicort 
Turbuhaler asthma 
treatment.

2003
Skype is founded 
by Swede Niklas 
Zennström and Dane 
Janus Friis, devel-
oped by Estonians 
Ahti Heinla, Priit 
Kasesalu and Jaan 
Tallinn. Bought by 
Microsoft in 2011.

2005
A new payment solu-
tion for safe online 
shopping is invented 
(later named Klarna).

Bicycle ‘airbag’ helmet 
Hövding is conceived.

2006
Music streaming 
service Spotify is 
founded.

2009
Video game 
 Minecraft is born.

2019
Einride starts testing 
their self-driving 
heavy truck on a 
public road.

2021
NorthVolt pioneers 
the production  
of lithium-ion 
batteries

Next page: Nobel and his prize

2004
Facebook 
launched 

2008
Cryptocurrency 
Bitcoin invented 

2010
3D printing of 
synthetic organs 

2011
First smartphone 
with voice assistant 

2019
Ebola vaccine 
approved 

2020
AI used to detect 
Covid-19
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10 6

Alfred Nobel and his prize
In his last will and testament, Swedish innovator, entrepreneur and industri-
alist Alfred Nobel (1833–96) decided that the majority of his fortune be set 
aside for an annual award to ‘those who, during the preceding year, shall 
have conferred the greatest benefit on mankind’. One of his own inventions, 
the dynamite, came to be overshadowed by this prize.

Every year since 1901, the Nobel Prize has been awarded for achievements 
in physics, chemistry, physiology or medicine, literature, and for peace. The 
Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences was not in  Nobel’s will, but was 
established in memory of Alfred Nobel in 1968. 

The award ceremony takes place on 10 December, the anniversary of the 
passing of Nobel, in the Swedish capital of Stockholm, and in the Norwegian 
capital of Oslo. It was Nobel who declared that the peace prize should be 
awarded by a Norwegian committee, which perhaps made more sense back 
then, as Sweden and Norway were united between 1814 and 1905.

Nobel made his money by establishing 90 factories in 20 countries and by 
registering 355 patents – among them, a patent for dynamite in the 1860s. 
His original fortune of around SEK 31 million has grown over the years, and 
the prize sum is SEK 10 million for each of the prizes.

prizes are awarded: 
Physics, Chemistry, 
Physiology or Medicine, 
Literature, Peace, and 
Economic Sciences.

December every 
year the Nobel 
Prizes are award-
ed in Stockholm 
and Oslo.

A Nobel banquet 
with more than a 
thousand guests 
is held at Stock-
holm City Hall.

Nobel’s last will was  
to establish a prize to 
honour great minds 
around the world.

* The Nobel Prize is a registered 
trademark of the Nobel Foun-
dation.

Ph
ot

o:
 A

le
xa

nd
er

 M
ah

m
ou

d/
im

ag
eb

an
k.

sw
ed

en
.s

e

Ph
ot

o:
 O

la
 E

ric
so

n*



96  97

© The Swedish Institute, 2022
Writer: Emma Robertson 
Editor: Rikard Lagerberg
Picture editor: Mona Loose 
Graphic design: Spektra Design 
Paper: WFC silk
Printed by:
ISBN: 978-91-89029-09-5

The Swedish Institute
Box 9

sharingsweden.se

Feel free to share your views on this 
publication at order@si.se.

Article number: 1575-1

This publication has been produced by the Swedish 
Institute (SI), a public agency that builds interest and 
trust in Sweden around the world. We work with Sweden 
promotion, cooperation in the Baltic Sea region and 
global development. SI works closely with Swedish 
embassies and consulates.

SE-121 21 Johanneshov

+46 (0)8-453 78 00
si@si.se
si.se
sweden.se

Scan to visit sweden.se



101 

Does Sweden seem different to you? 
Well, it is. Maybe also somewhat contradictory. 
We Swedes work hard and yet find time to 
prioritise family and friends. We top gender 
equality rankings and still suffer discrimination. 
We’ve long spoken up for the climate, but it took 
a teenage girl to make the world listen.

We like changing the way we do things. Take our 
industrialisation, which propelled us into the 
future in record-time – a development fuelled by 
innovation, made possible by peace. Since then 
we’ve gone on parental leave, started streaming 
music and ditched cash.

This is a book about Sweden from midwinter to 
midsummer, from sustainability to superstars, 
from government to gaming. Sweden – a country Sweden – a country 
less ordinaryless ordinary just might surprise you.


