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Actuality: Announcement of Sweden’s winning song at The Eurovision Song 
Contest/segues to song 
 
FIDGEN:   Nowadays everyone in Austerity Europe wants to dance to 
the Swedish tune. And not just in Eurovision. Sweden’s economy grew at nearly 
4 per cent last year, almost six times faster than Britain’s. So in Sweden, they 
don’t debate the budget deficit. They run a surplus with overall public debt 
below average. And because this Nordic tiger has the most competitive economy 
in Europe right now, it can still afford the kind of welfare the rest of us are 
cutting back. New parents, for example, can take an enviable 480 days of paid 
parental leave between them. With this record, who can blame the Tories, 
Labour and all the ranks of British policymakers for looking North? 
 
SEGUES: 
 
CAMERON:   Well Web Cameron, or the award-winning Web Cameron as 
we now call it, brings you to all the most interesting places. Here we are in Sweden at 
the … (fades under) 
 
FIDGEN:    Conservative David Cameron on a policy shopping 
trip to Sweden. The British Left has always admired the world’s most equal 
society, but our Prime Minister’s had a crush on Swedish political ways since 
before he got into No. 10. 
 
CAMERON:    So here I am in Stockholm. It’s snowing. It’s about 
minus two or three. Last night I had dinner with the Swedish Prime Minister, Fredrik 
Reinfeldt. So interesting to hear what he’s done reforming the Swedish Moderate 
Party, the Centre Right Party in Sweden. It’s so similar to what the Conservative 
Party needs to do in England. 
 
SEGUES: 
 
NELSON:   I think what fascinates British policymakers about Sweden is 
that it’s a loadstar for Left and for Right. The Left like it because of its very high 
levels of tax and government spending, and the Right are fascinated by it because of 
the extent of market reform - the way that in Sweden you’ve managed to have, for 
example, profit making schools right throughout the state sector in a way that is 
politically acceptable almost across the entire political spectrum. 
 
FIDGEN:   Fraser Nelson, Editor of the Right leaning Spectator 
magazine. Sweden not only brought us free schools run by private firms in the 
state sector. It’s let the private sector and competitive commissioning into state 
healthcare and care for the elderly too - something British Tory reformers, or 
indeed Tony Blair, could scarcely dream of. 
 
NELSON:   Oddly Sweden, which is regarded by many as the most 
socialistic country in Europe, it’s managed to do things that Right Wingers in Britain 
think would be impossible in their own country - too pro-market, too Right Wing for 
even British consumption. So there is a paradox to Sweden. 
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FIDGEN:   That paradox is what I’ve come here to understand. I’m Jo 
Fidgen and I believe that the solution to the puzzle of Sweden, why it’s doing so 
well, lies in its being neither socialist nor capitalist but in a radically liberal pact 
between the individual and the state. In this week’s Analysis, I’ll be exploring 
that social contract and asking what a Britain in crisis could take from it. The 
story begins twenty years ago. 
 
SEGUES: 
 
TRAGARDH:   I’ve seen a lot of ups and downs when it comes to the 
career of the Swedish or the Nordic model, and I would say that the low point really 
was around 1990 when the Swedish model was pronounced dead. This was a time of 
real severe economic crisis in Sweden. 
 
FIDGEN:    Professor of History at Ersta Skondal University 
College, Lars Tragardh. Sweden had been building its welfare state - known as 
the Folkhemmet, the People’s Home - since the 1920s. But in the 1990s when a 
housing bubble burst, interest rates hit 500 per cent, debts sky rocketed, and a 
quarter of the population was dependent on welfare. How Sweden rebuilt itself is 
key to understanding its modern success. It still promised to deliver welfare from 
cradle to grave, but to contain costs the doors were opened to competition. 
Welcome to the new Swedish model. One man who’s done more to shape it than 
any other is Europe’s starriest Finance Minister, Anders Borg. Fraser Nelson 
provides the drum roll. 
 
NELSON:   Right now, I would say that Anders Borg, who is the Swedish 
Finance Minister, is probably the single most impressive, most effective finance 
minister in the Western world. Anders Borg has proven that, in Sweden, that there can 
be such a thing as a self-financing tax cut. Now that would come as a big surprise 
even to some Conservatives - I’m afraid to say especially in Britain - who simply 
don’t understand economics as well as Anders Borg does. The guy is a complete 
expert. 
 
SEGUES: 
 
BORG:   I’m Anders Borg. I’m the Minister of Finance in Sweden since 
2006. Can I just check the time because I have to be at the Prime Minister’s at four. 
 
FIDGEN:   I wouldn’t normally comment on what a politician looks 
like, but then this one has a ponytail and a hooped earring. Imagine that look on 
George Osborne. He’s also, like most Swedes, very modest - though he almost 
admits to being flattered by all the attention from abroad. 
 
BORG:   We have had a very close relationship also with the UK on the 
Swedish model. I think what we’re trying to establish is a kind of dynamic, 
growth-oriented economy, that is also have a high degree of cohesion, which is kind 
of a pragmatic growth between pure markets and the more old style of stagnating 
welfare state. 
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FIDGEN:   So what’s his magic formula? I asked Minister Borg to give 
us a rundown. 
 
BORG:   The new Swedish model is characterised by high spending on 
social security system and welfare services because we do believe in cohesion. 
 
FIDGEN:   So that’s point one: you don’t scrimp on welfare. Okay, so 
how do you afford it? Point two: make more taxpayers. 
 
BORG:   We have strengthened work ethics and reduced poverty traps 
and inactivity traps because work is always a very good way both to growth and 
cohesion. 
 
FIDGEN:   Point three: give children a good education and, crucially, 
get their mothers into work. 
 
BORG:   In the essence, education/childcare is probably the most 
important redistributive feature of our system because education/childcare is 
providing social mobility.  
 
FIDGEN:   Point four: invite profit making companies to deliver public 
services. 
 
BORG:   Yes we do believe that entrepreneurship can also play a role in 
the welfare systems. It is important that people have a right to choose. And that is at 
least four features of a new Swedish model. 
 
FIDGEN:   Tak sa mycket. 
 
BORG:   Tak sa mycket. 
 
FIDGEN:   I bet David Cameron’s letter to Santa reads like that: 
everyone back to work, please, and more choice in the welfare sector. But so far 
Cameron’s been disappointed: the British public have been slow to love free 
schools and have dug their heels in over the health reforms. But the Swedes 
facing similar change rolled up their sleeves and got on with it. And this is what 
they got: tax funded public services run by private companies for profit. If I fall 
off my bike while cycling around Stockholm, I could be picked up by a private 
ambulance and brought here to St. Goran’s, an A&E hospital run by Capio, 
which won the contract in competition against the state sector.  
 
WALLGREN:  My name is Britta Wallgren. I’m the CEO of Capio St. Goran’s 
Hospital in Stockholm. We are part of the whole transformation in the system. The 
important thing is not if it’s privately owned or publicly owned. It’s that you provide 
healthcare of high quality. 
 
SEGUES: 
 
NELSON:   I think that St. Goran’s Hospital in Stockholm must be one of 
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the most visited hospitals by a British politician. 
 
FIDGEN:   Fraser Nelson again. 
 
NELSON:   This was the way the Labour Government wanted to go with 
their foundation hospitals they wanted to have basically in the state sector but 
privately managed, and then the Tories adopted this and wanted to push it through. 
Neither have made progress. This socialistic Sweden doesn’t seem to think that’s a 
problem. And I imagine quite a lot of our politicians, Labour and Tory, would quite 
like to move to a system that would significantly reduce healthcare costs, but it’s 
about changing the culture. 
 
FIDGEN:   Fraser Nelson. What is different about Swedish culture that 
means Swedes not only trust the state with a lot of their hard earned money, but 
don’t quibble when it’s spent on sub-contracting to the private sector. Centre 
Right thinker Sofia Nerbrand says the Swedish just don’t see any reason to 
suspect that letting the market into public services would undermine the scope of 
the generous welfare state. 
 
NERBRAND:  This is a very wealthy society in a way. We’re richer than ever. 
The welfare state is also richer in a way than it was before - more competition and 
more you know free schools and kindergartens run by parents. We pay high taxes on 
income, but then we can choose pretty much what we want within the system. There 
is a huge majority who’s in favour of our welfare system. 
 
FIDGEN:   So the political reality: if you want to get elected, you have 
to embrace the welfare state? 
 
NERBRAND:  Yes. Yes definitely because people think that they pay high 
taxes and they get good service. 
 
FIDGEN:   Even the Right in Sweden has now bought into an extensive 
welfare state funded by high (although falling) taxes. Sweden’s tax take stands at 
45 per cent of GDP. For comparison, Britain’s is at 35. What explains the 
Swedes’ commitment? For the answer, you need to go back to feudal times to 
understand the peculiar relationship between individual and state. Unusually 
peasants in Sweden always owned their own land and united with the King 
against the nobles who wanted to subjugate them. From then on, the state was 
seen as the protector of the citizens’ freedom. Leading political thinker Professor 
Lars Tragardh. 
 
TRAGARDH:  This is what I call stateist individualism - an individualism 
which is very distinct, right, from the individualism that we associate for example 
with the United States, right - rugged individualism - which by my standards, right, 
really is just a way of saying that we hate the state, right? American individualism is 
all about protecting the individual from the intrusion of the state in different ways. In 
the Swedish situation, it’s the reverse: the state is there to provide fundamental 
resources that allow individuals to operate freely and competitively in the free society, 
including the market society. 
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FIDGEN:   How important is the market society, the free market, to this 
model? 
 
TRAGARDH:  Absolutely crucial. 
 
FIDGEN:   Lars Tragardh believes it’s misleading to think of Sweden 
as a welfare state. He prefers the term “social investment state” - a state that 
invests in individuals to give them the best chance of succeeding in the free 
market. This is very radical stuff. This is at heart a capitalist society, and the 
person who makes a contract with the state is an individualist’s ultimate fantasy 
- a person distinct from the family, from the community who wants nothing 
more than to be free from all social ties.  Lars Tragardh calls it: 
 
TRAGARDH:  A Swedish theory of love, by which I mean that in the Swedish 
moral universe relations that are authentic has got to be based on being voluntary, 
right? That is to say if you are in a family and the woman depends on the man for 
income and wealth, how does either party really know that they are together because 
they love each other rather than that they need each other? So the Swedish theory of 
love then poses that until we ensure that everybody - man, wife, children even, elderly 
- are truly in a voluntary relationship with each other, you can’t really see that this is 
an authentic situation where love and friendship really is what brings people together. 
 
FIDGEN:   And the state is seen as the vehicle for achieving this 
autonomy? 
 
TRAGARDH:  Exactly. 
 
FIDGEN:   Lars Tragardh’s “theory of love” has become establishment 
thinking. But even in ordinary conversations, it’s remarkable how often Swedes 
mention independence and individualism as being central to their understanding 
of things. You can see the theory in action in policies such as subsidised 
childcare, which makes it affordable for women to go back to work. One of the 
things that baffled me when I arrived in Sweden was that I’d go into a café with 
my partner and take a couple of cakes to the counter, and without fail we’d be 
asked if we were paying separately. There’s an assumption here that people 
operate as individuals and that we won’t want to be indebted to anyone else, and 
that principle means that those regarded as welfare scroungers contributing 
nothing are seen as an affront to the whole system.  
 
TRAGARDH:  The state is there to provide fundamental resources, allow 
individuals to be able to take the kind of risks that a market society is all about. That’s 
the dynamic that we see. The security net is there, to be sure; so that you have 
situations of disaster, there is something there. But the fundamental logic, right, is that 
people should work and that, therefore, you have to create economy that allows for 
the creation of work. So individual autonomy and independence is ultimately based 
on you having your own income, right, not getting money from the state. 
 
FIDGEN:   And what happens if you don’t have your own income? 
What part do you play in that society? 
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TRAGARDH:  Well you’re actually in a tough spot, right? Sweden is in many 
ways a kind of rough society, right? People who fall outside find themselves in a 
situation, right, where they will survive, but they will not be given the kind of respect, 
nor really the kind of income that someone will that has a job. So the incentive 
structure - and that’s even stronger today with a new Conservative Government - is 
very much geared towards getting people into or back into the workplace. 
 
FIDGEN:   That attitude that the welfare state needs productive people 
played into one of the most unpleasant episodes of Swedish history: a eugenics 
programme that ran from the 1930s until the 70s. Thousands of women mainly, 
who were considered mentally deficient, were sterilised, some without consent, 
and there was a documented case of a 15 year old girl being sterilised on the 
grounds that she came from a family several generations of whom had lived on 
benefits. Of course that’s a very extreme example. On the more moderate end of 
the scale, the modern welfare state is designed so that it always pays to work 
because on benefits you’ll only ever get a percentage of what you were earning 
before. This may explain why Anders Borg, the FT’s favourite finance minister, 
was pushing at an open door with his second tweak of the Swedish model.  
 
BORG:   We have strengthened work ethics and reduced poverty traps 
and inactivity traps because work is always a very good way both to growth and 
cohesion. 
 
FIDGEN:   The government has increased incentives to work by 
cutting taxes for low and middle earners and recouped the money by toughening 
criteria for long-term sick pay, taking half the claimants off the list and reducing 
unemployment benefits. But you can, if you want, take out an insurance policy 
with a union to top up your jobseeker’s allowance. The unions are perhaps the 
most surprising element of the Swedish success story. They almost never strike, 
pay negotiations are civil affairs, union officials sit on the board of every listed 
company. And some quite like privatisation, something almost guaranteed to get 
British unions threatening Armageddon.  
 
ENGBLOM:  I believe that privatisation has been less controversial among Swedish 
trade unions than it is in many other countries. I’m not saying it’s been 
uncontroversial, but it has been less controversial. 
 
FIDGEN:   Samuel Engblom is Chief Legal Adviser at TCO, one of 
three trade union confederations with nurses and white collar workers among its 
members. 
 
ENGBLOM:   In Sweden, the difference between working in the private sector 
and the public sector is less than in many other countries. Wages and working 
conditions are more equal between the two sectors. There is no special status or 
special employment protection for public employees. We have high unionisation rates 
in both sectors. For trade unions, it has been more easy to accept that a part of the 
public sector moves over into private hands. Some trade unions have even embraced 
this, seeing it as a possibility for their members to have a choice of employers. 
 
FIDGEN:   Not what you would expect to hear from a British trade 
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unionist. But then British unions have been scarred by their battles in the 1980s. 
The Swedish unions stayed strong and that may actually have helped the 
Swedish economy become more competitive than ours. Here the unions sign 
so-called collective bargaining agreements with whole industries such as steel or 
automotives to set standard wages and terms. Samuel Engblom of the Swedish 
trade union confederation. 
  
ENGBLOM:   I think Swedish unions have been very important for keeping 
Sweden competitive. I think the high unionisation rate, the high degree of 
membership has an enormous effect for how we act, what positions we take, what we 
can do and what we cannot do. Add to that the fact that the Swedish labour law has 
the peculiar feature that trade union employers can negotiate out of almost all of it. 
We can actually even negotiate worse conditions for our members than the ones found 
in the statute. 
 
FIDGEN:   So the unions are prepared to go along with measures that 
are worse than they are actually entitled to? 
 
ENGBLOM:   Yes, if we get something else in return. With strong unions, 
you get a whole lot more flexibility because there is someone there who can negotiate 
and take responsibility for the kind of measures that you might need either in a 
situation of crisis or in order to keep industry competitive in the long-term.  
 
FIDGEN:   This is something that some people in Britain think would 
really help us right now in our current situation, and just recently a 
Conservative think tank was here trying to find out how you do it. Is it possible, 
do you think, that we could transplant some of those policies into a British 
context? 
 
ENGBLOM:   I think it’s difficult to transplant into a British context because 
the high unionisation rate, the strength of trade unions, and the very strong position of 
the collective bargaining agreement is really what create these conditions. 
 
FIDGEN:   When manufacturing hit a rocky patch in 2009 engineers 
and truck builders actually cut their working hours to save jobs. It’s hard to 
overstate how important this feeling is in Sweden that we’re all in it together. 
There’s a premium on cooperation and consensus. Sweden’s like a household 
with nine million people, a think tanker told me. In a homogenous nation, it’s 
easy to forge shared values and to persuade people to pay high taxes to build the 
society you all want to see. But that social cohesion is coming under threat as 
Sweden becomes more globalised; indeed as it becomes more like Britain. The 
first challenge to the Swedish model: multiculturalism. Over the past two 
decades refugees have poured into Sweden from the former Yugoslavia, Somalia 
and Iraq. Many of the immigrants have moved to suburbs like this one: Tensta 
in North West Stockholm. Eighty five per cent of the people here are first or 
second generation immigrants, and many can’t find work. More than a third of 
people registered as unemployed in Sweden come from abroad. Marcus Uvell of 
the free market think tank Timbro argues the Swedish model designed for a 
homogenous society is simply unable to cope. 
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UVELL:   The situation we’re facing right now if you look at the 
immigrant population - that we have big groups of people who don’t really get a 
serious chance on the Swedish labour market, they’re only sort of being supported by 
everyone else - I think this is a system which is completely contradictory to the ideas 
behind the Swedish welfare state, which is a system built for everyone contributing 
and everyone sort of getting money back. So I think this is a dangerous situation. It’s 
bad for the immigrants and it’s bad for the Swedish economy and it creates potential 
conflicts between the groups who are sort of paying the bill and the groups who are 
receiving the benefit. 
 
FIDGEN:   I’ve been really taken aback by how common it is for 
Swedes to talk about immigrants in a negative way. Many feel aggrieved that 
their tax money is supporting people who’ve never paid into the system. And 
social solidarity is being undermined from another direction too. Nalin Pekgul 
was a Social Democrat MP. She’s lived here in Tensta for more than thirty years, 
since arriving as a teenager from Turkey. In that time she says the classless 
society has begun to fracture and she blames the reforms that brought 
competition and choice into the system. 
 
PEKGUL:   It is destroyed. All the Swedish model is destroyed. There is no 
Swedish model anymore. The way they have done it now with the healthcare system 
is to give these middle class and upper class all the choices; and people who live in 
poverty or people who live in Tensta, they have no choices at all. They never, never 
will dare to say that we want to have different healthcare system for rich and for poor 
people. They will never dare to say it because it is not acceptable in Sweden. Maybe 
after twenty years, it is going to be like Britain. 
 
FIDGEN:   And she doesn’t mean that as a compliment. For Nalin 
Pekgul, being like Britain means having a more class based society. She argues 
reforms like free schools and contracted out healthcare though in theory 
extending choice to everyone, in practice end up privileging the middle classes 
who know their way around the system. Swedes now talk about an underclass. 
They’ve invented a word for it - “utanforskap”, outside the cupboard - to refer 
to those who can’t get a job. Marcus Uvell, President of the free market think 
tank Timbro. 
 
UVELL:   I personally believe that the problem isn’t that the immigrants 
don’t want to work. The problem is that our labour market regulations are so strict 
that they are not really offered a serious chance to actually find work in Sweden. 
 
FIDGEN:   There is no statutory minimum wage in Sweden. It’s set by 
the unions according to sector. So the people keeping immigrants out of the 
labour market are in fact those friendly unions. Marcus Uvell thinks dropping 
wages is the answer. 
 
UVELL:   In a globalised world with a liberal immigration policy, we 
need to be a country which can also offer jobs for people who are not as qualified as 
people who have high educations from Sweden. We need a serious low wage labour 
market in Sweden. 
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FIDGEN:   It almost sounds as though you’re saying you want to be a 
bit more like Britain. 
 
UVELL:   Well in some cases, I believe so, yeah. I mean Britain is a fairly 
good and fairly interesting example, yes. 
 
FIDGEN:   Is that really the most inspiring policy we can offer up for 
export: keep wages low? Not quite as appealing as what Sweden’s offering. One 
thing that’s really struck me is the role social trust plays in oiling the machine 
here. Individuals trust the state and the market. Unions trust employers. Seventy 
per cent of Swedes report trusting each other. Just 35 per cent of Brits feel the 
same way. It would be good for us as well as our economy to trust each other 
more. But there’s a profound question here about how much of the Swedish 
model we really want. We’d have to lose a lot of our traditions and the price 
might be too high. Professor Lars Tragardh, developer of the Swedish Theory of 
Love. 
 
TRAGARDH:  To what extent are the US and Anglo Saxon countries 
interested in individualism? I mean this is a discussion I have with my American 
friends, right, who of course all proclaim that they are for individualism. When push 
comes to shove, right, they’re actually very communitarian. You know they think that 
oh well individuals are important, but you know the family’s even more important. So 
there are two deep issues here. The one is, right, to what extent do people in the UK 
want to embrace modern individualism? And the second one is to what extent can 
they begin to see the state you know as a friend and ally of the emancipation of the 
individual as opposed to some sort of enemy of liberty, right? So there are really two 
questions, right, and it may be that if you’re communitarian and you believe in the 
you know big society idea, you actually do not like either individualism or the large 
state. So there are actually two bugaboos, I think, that you have to handle in the 
debate in the UK. 
 
FIDGEN:   So the Big Society is about as far removed from the Swedish 
model as you can imagine? 
 
TRAGARDH:  Absolutely. As I put it elsewhere, I think that the Swedish 
model is sort of the worst possible nightmare from the point of view, from the 
proponent of the Big Society idea. 
 
FIDGEN:   The Big Society’s been ridiculed in Britain, but it starts to 
look more attractive from this side of the North Sea. As we’ve been hearing, 
Swedes pay the state to free themselves from obligations to each other, but that 
has consequences. Centre Right thinker Sofia Nerbrand describes the downsides 
of radical individualism. 
 
NERBRAND:  In a way it can be sad as well because if you get this feeling 
that you pay your tax, then you don’t have to be part of society in other ways, you 
know civil society will be much weaker, the family will be much weaker. I mean if 
you feel that you know I pay my tax, then I won’t give away money if you meet a 
beggar in the street because you feel like well I pay high taxes, this is you know not 
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my problem; it’s the social welfare state who has to take care for this. 
 
FIDGEN:   Obviously that’s not unheard of in Britain either, but do we 
really want to go further down the line of stateist individualism and draw sharp 
lines between us? There was a survey in Sweden asking the question: who would 
your preferred neighbour be? The most popular answer was someone I won’t 
notice. This was brought home to me when moving house and a friend warned 
me that the worst thing I could do was bake biscuits and drop in on the 
neighbours. “It will cause them all sorts of grief”, he told me, “because they’ll see 
it as an obligation to do the same and they won’t thank you for it.” An obligation 
to be nice to your neighbour. A free pass to ignore the needy. It’s as though the 
state has done away with the need for society. Perhaps we in Britain distrust the 
state more than is good for us. But you can also trust it too much. A little bit of 
interdependency goes a long way.     
 
 
  
  
 
 


