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The primary objective of this report is to study how the internet 
creates opportunities for consumers and businesses in the 

Swedish economy. Specifically, we aim to i) describe the evolving 
demand for internet-driven consumption in an era of rapid 
smartphone and tablet growth, ii) explain how this demand is being 
met by Swedish businesses, with a focus on small and medium-sized 
enterprises (Smes) and the opportunities that further digitalization 
presents for them, and iii) examine the impact on the Swedish 
economy of the interaction between consumers and businesses. Key 
findings in this report include:

 • growth of the internet’s share of the economy has been faster 
than expected and Sweden continues to be among the top in 
Bcg’s e-intensity index; however, all of the other top 15 nations 
are developing more quickly

 • the Swedish consumer is driving the digitalization of the economy, 
and is now rapidly becoming familiar with using mobile devices to 
access the internet and make online transactions

 • Businesses that deploy sophisticated digital tools are able to 
achieve higher growth and better profitability, but many Swedish 
SMEs still struggle to effectively identify and implement elements 
of the digital toolkit that would unlock this potential

this report builds on our previous publication, Sweden Online. Key 
highlights from the 2011 report included:

 • the internet contributed an estimated SeK 205 billion, or 6.6 
percent of gdP, to the Swedish economy in 2009

 • Beyond GDP, consumers gain significant value from research 
online before purchase offline (SEK 85 billion), from the digital 
consumer-to-consumer resale market for goods (>SeK 200 billion), 
and from free digital content

 • Businesses benefit from a vast digital business-to-business 
marketplace (close to SeK 1 trillion) and are being transformed by 
internet-driven productivity gains across the entire value chain

we hope that this report will add to the ongoing debate on how 
Sweden can further develop as a leading digital nation and also 
provide practical ideas and inspiration for businesses that aim to 
increase their competitiveness through digitalization.

prefaCe
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At the heart of Sweden’s vibrant and dynamic society is a 
tradition of innovation that has facilitated the rapid adoption of 

new technologies, which are the basis for the ongoing digital transfor-
mation of the economy. Swedish consumers continue to adopt new 
behaviors to exploit the proliferation of connected devices and 
applications, encouraging the nation’s entrepreneurs to experiment 
with new products and business models that leverage the power of a 
globally integrated internet economy. the result is a promising 
environment for digital development that supports the many global 
leaders and local champions pioneering the opportunities created by 
the emerging digital economy.

Digital Sweden: How Consumers are Setting the Pace and Creating  
Opportunities for Businesses seeks to describe and quantify the key 
drivers behind this transformation and to identify some of the  
hurdles that remain for Smes as they seek to enhance their presence 
online.

Growth of the internet’s share of the economy has been faster 
than expected, and Sweden continues to be among the top  
performers in BCG’s e-Intensity index; however, all of the other 
nations in the top 15 are developing more quickly

 • the share of economic activity driven by the internet has grown at 
10.3 percent annually and in 2012 totaled SeK 275 billion, or 7.7 
percent of the total Swedish economy, a level of economic activity 
comparable to that of the construction and utilities industries 
combined

 • growth has been faster than forecasted by Bcg in 2011, driven by 
a surge in online consumption from SeK 109 billion in 2009 to SeK 
160 billion in 2012, with growth across all major categories of 
spending; this has been boosted by widespread adoption of new 
mobile devices, such as smartphones and tablets

exeCutive Summary
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 • while online consumption has grown at 13.5 percent per year 
since 2009, business and government investment have grown at 
5.5 and 2.4 percent respectively

 • The internet’s share of the economy will continue to significantly 
outstrip growth in traditional business, expanding by 7.7 percent 
annually through to 2017, by which time the internet economy is 
expected to be worth SEK 398 billion, or 9.5 percent of GDP, 
almost as big as the retail and wholesale industries combined

 • however, while we believe growth will continue to be strong, there 
are signs that key enablers and measurements of business and 
government engagement are developing more slowly than those of 
other top-ranked internet economies, suggesting that Sweden 
needs to keep working hard to retain its global leadership position

The Swedish consumer is driving the digitalization of the 
economy and familiarity with using mobile devices to access the 
internet and make online transactions is increasing

 • more than 70 percent of Swedes are now familiar with online 
shopping and 20 percent have made purchases using mobile 
devices; Swedes now spend 40 percent of their online time on 
mobile devices

 • this digital consumption is being enabled by new payment models 
and an increase in consumer trust regarding online interaction

 • Swedes derive a significant amount of value from their consump-
tion of digital media, getting six times more value-for-money than 
from traditional forms of media

 • consumers with multiple devices derive 50 percent more value 
from the internet; half of the population has three or more online 
devices and by 2015 more than 70 percent are expected to be 
similarly enabled

 • adoption of new mobile devices has generated a 3:1 multiplier 
effect: each additional krona spent on hardware has driven an 
additional three kronor of downstream spending on connectivity 
and online consumption

Businesses that deploy sophisticated digital tools are able to 
achieve higher growth and better profitability, but many Swedish 
SMEs still struggle to effectively identify and implement 
elements of the digital toolkit that would unlock this potential

 • top performers on Bcg’s digitalization Score have grown more 
than twice as fast as their less-advanced peers while also enjoying 
higher rates of profitability

 • the most successful companies make better use of the digital 
toolkit with systems like online crm, sales analysis, price compari-
son, and order management
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 • many Smes struggle to keep up with these fast-moving technolo-
gies; half of Swedish businesses lack awareness of the options and 
the time and expertise necessary to deploy them

 • the move to mobile platforms is a particular challenge; while 
nearly 30 percent of Smes now have mobile-enabled websites, 
only 5 percent of marketing spend is on mobile devices and only 8 
percent of companies have adapted their crm systems to track 
their mobile customers

 • Swedish Smes score well on international rankings for online 
presence but make less use of advanced commercial tools than 
some european peers

 • Smes that succeed in deploying the digital checklist have gained 
between 0.2 to 0.5 percentage points of additional growth for 
every 10 percent of customer, supplier, and employee interaction 
that they have managed to shift online

while Sweden continues to grow its digital sector and ranks highly on 
major international indices tracking internet-related activity, we have 
seen a slowdown in Sweden’s development on Bcg’s e-intensity 
metrics that track business and government engagement online. 
there is opportunity for government, policy makers, and private 
companies to help build awareness of the digital opportunity among 
Sweden’s thousands of ambitious Smes, and to support them in 
further exploiting the opportunities offered by the continued 
digitalization of the economy.
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the SweDiSh internet 
eConomy

Sweden is a digital nation—Swedes of 
all ages actively seek out opportunities to 

use the internet throughout their daily lives 
(see exhibit 1). roughly 90 percent of the 
population has internet access,1 and exten-
sive fiber networks deliver high-speed fixed 
connectivity together with the world’s first 
and fastest long term evolution (lte) 
mobile data network.2

with internet infrastructure rated the third 
best in the world in Bcg’s latest e-intensity 
index, it is no wonder that Swedes spend 
much of their time online.3 on average, 
Swedes spend 24 hours per week online, with 
half of that time spent online at home. one 
consequence of this is that the amount of 

streamed tv and music has doubled over the 
past three years. Swedes also spend more than 
three hours per week accessing the internet 
while commuting or spending time outdoors, 
double that of 2011. this trend is expected to 
continue as the internet penetrates almost 
every daily activity in Sweden.

swedes are rapidly Going mobile. today, 
more than 40 percent of time online is spent 
on a mobile device (smartphones and tab-
lets), up from 10 percent in 2009.4 much of 
this online time is in the home, the impact of 
which can be seen in the sales of personal 
computers, which dropped 14 percent in the 
first quarter of 2013 as consumers opted for 
new, more agile, devices.5

 • roughly 90 percent of swedes are 
connected to the internet and more 
than half of the population owns a 
smartphone

 • swedes spend an average of 24 hours 
per week online (10 hours on mobile 
devices) and over 50 percent have at 
least three internet-enabled devices 

 • the internet economy is growing at 10.3 
percent annually, contributing seK 275 

billion in 2012, or 7.7 percent of 
swedish gdp

 • sweden ranks third in the bcg 
e-intensity index, but other well-
developed internet economies are 
growing faster

 • by 2017, sweden’s internet economy is 
expected to grow to seK 398 billion, or 
9.5 percent of total gdp

an onLine nation goes mobiLe
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By 2015, only five years after the first tablet 
was originally launched, worldwide sales of 
this new format are expected to exceed those 
of laptops and desktops combined. Swedish 
consumers are already switching to tablets, 
and consumer sales of the devices exceeded 
those of traditional laptops and desktops in 
2012.6 this is part of a trend toward multi-
device access, with consumers expecting to 
access familiar content and applications 
across their many screens at home, in their 
pocket, and at work. more than half of all 
consumers have three or more internet-
connected devices; a growing minority (5 
percent) of consumers use more than six 
access devices, such as game consoles, tvs, 
and e-readers (see exhibit 2).

Consumption Drives the internet 
economy
to measure the impact of Swedish digital 
activities on the overall economy, we have 
updated our assessment of internet gdP 
based on the methodology pioneered by Bcg 
in 2010. we calculate the size of the Swedish 
internet economy to be SeK 275 billion, or 7.7 
percent of total gdP in 2012, an increase over 
the 6.6 percent of gdP in 2009 (see exhibit 
3). this means that the internet economy has 
grown by SeK 70 billion in three years, an 
annual growth rate of 10.3 percent, slightly 
faster than we forecasted.

Consumption. digital consumption has been 
the main driver behind the increase of the 
total internet economy, accounting for more 
than 80 percent of growth from 2009 to 2012. 
more than 50 percent of the internet econ-
omy is driven by consumption, accounting for 
roughly SeK 160 billion and growing at 13.5 
percent per annum. growth is being driven in 
part by the rapid adoption of new mobile 
devices, which in turn are driving online 
interactions and e-commerce. the analysis 
suggests that for every additional krona spent 
on devices, another krona is spent on access 
and two more on online transactions, yielding 
a 3:1 multiplier on device expenditures.

investment. the second-largest component of 
the Swedish internet economy is comprised 
of private investments in information, com-
munication, and technology (ict) related 
goods and services worth SeK 50 billion. 
One-fifth of this, or SEK 10 billion, comes 
from telecommunication operators’ capital 
expenditures on network infrastructure, with 
the remaining portion driven by non-telecom-
munication companies investing in hardware, 
software, telecom equipment, and ICT-related 
services. the investment component of the 
internet economy grew at 5.5 percent, in line 
with forecasts made in 2009, and slightly 
above the rate of growth for the Swedish 
economy as a whole (4.8 percent during the 
period).

Share of population using internet by age group
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Exhibit 1 | Internet Now Spans Society as a Whole
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Share of Swedish consumers accessing
internet per device

Share of Swedish consumers accessing
internet by number of devices owned
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Exhibit 2 | Consumers Increasingly Connect through Multiple Devices
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Exhibit 3 | The Internet Economy Now Makes Up 7.7 Percent of GDP
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Government spending. Public spending 
accounts for 10.3 percent of total internet 
economic activity, or SEK 28 billion, half of 
which is done by the central government.7 
Public spending on internet technologies has 
grown at a stable 2.4 percent per annum 
since 2009, slower than the rate of growth for 
the overall economy, and is expected to 
continue to grow at 2.6 percent annually to 
2017.

net exports. the remaining portion of the 
Swedish internet economy is driven by net 
exports of SeK 37 billion, which represent 17 
percent of Sweden’s total export surplus. a 
majority of this surplus is driven by telecom-
munications exports, of which ericsson 
makes up more than two-thirds.8

sweden is developing more 
slowly than the top 15 
countries.

going forward, net exports are expected to re-
turn to stable growth after a rapid bounce-
back following the 2009 financial crisis. this 
growth might be hastened if domestic Swed-
ish business were able to capture a portion of 
the imports currently purchased by Swedes 
from foreign websites, often based in the u.S. 
or u.K. when queried, nearly half (49 per-
cent) of Swedish consumers surveyed say that 
they seek out a foreign site due to the lack of 
domestic supply. the second most common 
reason for using a non-Swedish site, given by 
32 percent of respondents, is to get a better 
price.9

The internet’s share of the economy 2017. 
we anticipate the digital economy will 
continue to significantly outstrip growth in 
traditional business, expanding by 7.7 percent 
annually through 2017, by which time the 
internet economy is expected to be worth 
SEK 398 billion, or 9.5 percent of GDP, almost 
as big as the wholesale and retail industries 
combined. the online consumer will continue 
to be the main driver of growth in the inter-
net economy, spending more on access and 
online retail.

Sweden in an international 
perspective
the cluster of dynamic companies leveraging 
the nation’s internet infrastructure and brain 
power is a potent force for economic growth. 
Sweden was the most popular destination for 
venture investment as a percentage of gdP 
during the last five years.10 the list of 
companies that have emerged from this hub 
of digital startups is long, including well-
known pioneers such as Skype, Spotify, 
Klarna, iZettle, King, mojang, and rebtel.

as seen in the previous section, however, the 
real driver of the Swedish internet economy 
is the consumer, who has pushed the internet 
economy to 7.7 percent of gdP. although sig-
nificant, it should be noted that this is only 
marginally higher than the share of the inter-
net economy in the u.K. three years ago (7.2 
percent), which was projected to grow at ap-
proximately 10 percent annually. Similar 
growth rates were estimated for many other 
oecd countries.

a similar pattern is seen in Bcg’s e-intensity 
index, a measure of internet readiness, 
engagement, and expenditure, in which 
Sweden continues to rank third, behind 
denmark and South Korea—but other 
countries are rapidly catching up. all of the 
countries in the oecd have grown their 
index scores above 10 percent annually, the 
rate of increase for Sweden, suggesting that 
the trend toward a digitalized economy is a 
truly global phenomenon (see exhibit 4). 
Similar to the construction of airports and 
port facilities, the widespread deployment of 
internet infrastructure allows Swedish 
companies to more easily access customers 
and suppliers abroad, greatly increasing the 
potential scope of their market and range of 
opportunities.

however, the e-intensity index also highlights 
the need for continued strong investment to 
maintain global leadership. in all categories 
of enablement, expenditure, and 
engagement, Sweden is developing more 
slowly than the top 15 countries, with the 
largest growth gaps in government and 
business engagement. Sweden has dropped 
seven places in the ranking for government 
engagement (to eleventh place) since 2009 
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and, while business engagement is now the 
second-highest in the world after Switzerland, 
the development trajectory is significantly 
lower than the average among peers.

in conclusion, digital consumption will likely 
continue to be a significant growth driver for 
the internet economy in Sweden. however, 
engagement from both businesses and 
government is needed to ensure that Sweden 
continues to be competitive and remains a 
leading internet nation.

Notes
1. iiS.
2. Swedroid.
3. Bcg e-intensity index.
4. iiS; Bcg european media consumer Survey.
5. idc.
6. gartner.
7. e-delegationen.
8. OECD; Ericsson; BCG analysis.
9. e-barometern 2012.
10. evca.

Rank 2012 (2009) Score 2012 Annual growth 2009–2012 (%)
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on a yearly basis with minor changes in methodology since its initial launch. This may cause minor changes compared to old rankings in previous 
reports.

Exhibit 4 | Sweden among Global Leaders; but Others Catching Up Fast
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the Digital ConSumer

Web and mobile channels are rapidly 
emerging drivers of consumption as 

consumers shift their spending from more 
traditional channels. this trend is occurring 
at an even faster rate than we had previously 
anticipated, due to new devices fuelling new 
forms of usage. in 2012, Swedes spent SeK 4 
billion more on internet devices than fore-
casted in our previous report. they also spent 
SeK 4 billion more on internet access and 
SEK 8 billion more on online goods and 
services.

whole industries are being transformed by 
this move online. in several sectors, the online 

channel is now the predominant means of 
reaching customers. a reduction in concerns 
about payment security is reflected in increas- 
ed confidence in online shopping, which was 
one hurdle identified by our 2011 study. Sens- 
ing the changing mood, marketers are follow- 
ing the shift in consumer behavior; digital 
marketing spend is significantly outgrowing 
traditional media, and mobile spend is grow- 
ing the fastest of all forms of advertising.

Digital Consumption growth
the strong growth of digital consumption has 
shifted entire segments of consumer retail to 

 • each additional krona spent on hard-
ware drives an additional three kronor 
in downstream spending

 • seventy-two percent of swedes shopped 
online in 2012, with 20 percent making 
at least one purchase via mobile

 • the bulk of consumption categories are 
increasing in share of spend online

 • The most significant share increases 
were in travel, clothing and accessories, 
and household goods

 • online food retail has doubled in value 
and the scope for continued rapid 
growth is huge

 • digital media generates six times more 
value-for-money for the consumer than 
traditional media

 • online marketing will soon be the 
leading form of customer outreach; 
mobile is growing the fastest at more 
than 30 percent annually

reacHing tHe digitaL sHopper
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predominantly online business models (see 
exhibit 5). the travel sector continues to have 
the highest rate of internet penetration, with 
roughly 90 percent of all sales going through 
the digital channel. this represents a 
profound transformation in industry logic—
as recently as 2002, only 15 percent of travel 
spending was done online, and a visit to the 
local travel office was a typical way of 
planning for a vacation. the media and 
entertainment sector has also been 
thoroughly transformed by the consumer 
shift to online. the majority of spending in 
this category is now done online; by 
comparison, in 2002 only 10 percent of media 
was consumed online.1

in absolute terms, the retail clothing and 
accessories sector had the largest increase in 
spending online from 2009, and the share of 
online consumption in this category has 
doubled. the retail food sector has also 
witnessed a significant underlying shift in 
behavior, with almost SeK 3 billion of 
groceries now purchased online, three times 
the value in 2009—the fastest rate of growth 
of all categories. while still only a fraction of 
the SeK 205 billion spent on groceries in 

Sweden, this trend is confirmation of the 
continued growth potential for online retail.

e-commerce: mobile next
the majority of Swedes are now very familiar 
with shopping online—72 percent purchased 
something online during 2012.2 traditionally 
this digital trading has been conducted via a 
desktop or laptop computer, but with the 
digital center of gravity shifting to 
smartphones and tablets, their importance as 
purchasing platforms is also increasing 
rapidly. last year, 20 percent of consumers 
made a purchase through a mobile device, 
twice as many as in 2010.3 and future 
expectations are high: 43 percent of mobile 
device users expect to buy more with their 
mobile devices in the future. young 
consumers are driving the emergence of 
mobile e-commerce, with 15- to 34-year olds 
twice as likely to have made purchases 
through mobile as 35- to 64-year olds.4

one example of an industry shifting rapidly 
to mobile is the world of finance, in which 
transactions via mobile applications now 
make up more than 25 percent of investment 

Online versus offline share of Swedish consumption in selected categories
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Exhibit 5 | Some Consumer Retail Segments Becoming Primarily Online
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transactions such as trading stocks and bonds 
(see exhibit 6). this share via mobile 
platforms has doubled within the last 18 
months, according to one trading facilitator.5

most mobile purchases are done through 
platform-based application (app) stores, such 
as apple’s app Store, google Play, and the 
windows Store, where the platform owners 
are able to capture a large share of the 
purchase value. however, as consumer 
interfaces evolve, this is likely to change. on 
tablets, consumers tend to make purchases 
through the browser rather than via apps.6 as 
tablets become increasingly common, this is 
likely to shift the weight of mobile purchases 
away from proprietary venues toward open 
browser formats enabled by open payment 
solutions. on smartphones, the use of 
html5-based apps is already creating 
possibilities for companies to circumvent the 
control of app stores.

established payment models
as consumers have become more familiar 
with their online retailers, security concerns 
regarding credit card fraud have abated, 
further unlocking the growth of online retail. 
in 2002, 63 percent of Swedish consumers 

were worried about credit card fraud online, 
versus 21 percent today. more than half of 
Swedes have used a credit card for online 
purchases,7 and more than half of all 
purchases on mobile devices are made via 
credit card (see exhibit 7). when not using 
their credit cards, Swedish consumers prefer 
paying directly through their internet bank 
and through direct invoices rather than cash 
on delivery, retail financing, or micropayment 
services.8

however, the flipside of increased online 
payment security has been the emergence of 
more complex payment processes; the new 
3d secure payment is one example of how it 
can sometimes be difficult for foreign 
consumers to purchase online from a Swedish 
site.9 Sweden still lags denmark and the u.K., 
the most enthusiastic online shopping 
nations, in willingness to pay online. this 
suggests more work is needed to ensure that 
this medium is efficient and attractive for all 
users.10

the internet is disruptive in nature, creating 
new ways to monetize commercially outside 
of the traditional payment methods. for 
example, advertising-based payments, 
traditionally strong for tv and newspapers, 

Digital mobile payments by platformShare of Swedes using financial services online
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Exhibit 6 | Mobile Growing Fast as a Financial Platform
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have been used extensively online and are 
being further refined. almost all digital 
content can today be consumed “for free” by 
accepting advertisements and, due to this, 
Swedes are among those in europe who pay 
the least out of their own pocket for their 
consumption of digital content.

the Success of Digital media
Bcg conducted a study11 released in april of 
2013 to determine the value to consumers 
across nine countries, including Sweden, of 
their online activities. the results suggest that 
Swedes already value their digital media 
almost as highly as more traditional forms, 
deriving SEK 13,800 of value from online 
content, versus SeK 15,400 from traditional 
media. however, to harvest such a bounty of 
online content, they paid only one-sixth as 
much (SeK 600) as for an equivalent basket 
of traditional media (SEK 3,800). This means 
that the consumer surplus (the difference 
between value received and price paid) 
generated from online media is significantly 
higher in both absolute and relative terms.

Swedes enjoy a higher cost-benefit ratio for 
online media than any of the other countries 
in the survey. with returns like these on their 
online activities, it is not surprising that 
Swedes consumed nearly 30 percent more 

digital media (by value) and enjoyed the 
largest overall online surplus when compared 
to france, germany, the netherlands, and the 
United Kingdom (see Exhibit 8).

the research also shows that consumers 
using three or more devices capture almost 
50 percent more surplus than those using 
only one or two devices (SeK 16,000 vs. SeK 
11,000 per consumer).

marketing Spend going Digital
as consumers spend more time online, digital 
marketing is increasing in importance (see 
exhibit 9). in 2007, internet-related 
advertising accounted for 15 percent of total 
ad spending in Sweden. it now accounts for 
25 percent of spending and, in three years’ 
time, is expected to become the largest ad 
medium, driving more than 30 percent of all 
advertising spend.

a key element of internet ad strategies today 
is the emergence of mobile interfaces. as 
these grow in importance for online retail, 
mobile marketing is increasing rapidly. firms 
in Sweden spent a total of SeK 400 million on 
mobile marketing in 2012 (5 percent of all 
online marketing), double the amount 
committed during 2011, but still under-
represented given that 40 percent of 
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Exhibit 7 | Consumers Feel Safer Online; Trying New Forms of Payment
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Share of advertising spend by medium Digital advertising channels 2012
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Exhibit 9 | Digital Soon the Largest Channel for Advertising
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Exhibit 8 | Swedish Consumers Benefit Significantly from the Internet
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consumers’ time spent online is on mobile 
devices. By the year 2015, mobile marketing 
is expected to be worth more than SeK  
1 billion, an annual growth rate of 35 per- 
cent.12

of mobile marketing spend, 50 percent is 
allocated for adapting the company website 
to a mobile format, 17 percent is used for 
apps, and the remainder is bookmarked for 
advertising and other mobile marketing 
activities.

Swedes appreciate some forms of mobile 
advertising when done in a selective fashion. 
for example, email newsletters could be a 
very cost-effective way of communicating 
with customers if crafted in the right way. 
more than half of consumers would like to 
receive offers and information on their 
mobile device from a grocery store, clothing 
store, or retailer that they frequent, and 
almost 90 percent would value mobile 
marketing in the form of coupons or 
discounts.13

marketing money follows the consumer. with 
the average Swede now spending 24 hours a 
week online, it is clear that digital marketing 
will continue to grow. our survey of Swedish 
Smes shows that all companies, independent 
of current levels of marketing spending, ex-
pect to more than double their allocation for 
mobile marketing in the near future.

Notes
1. forrester; Bcg analysis.
2. e-barometern, 2012.
3. iiS.
4. diBS.
5. Svd.
6. diBS.
7. iiS.
8. DIBS.
9. idg.
10. diBS.
11. Bcg follow the Surplus: european consumers 
embrace online media, april 2013.
12. irm.
13. iaB.
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Despite the familiarity of companies 
such as ikea, h&m, and electrolux, the 

bulk of economic activity in Sweden is driven 
by Smes with fewer than 250 employees. 
Around half of the workforce, and a signifi-
cant share of internet activity, is dedicated to 
these small engines of economic growth.

Businesses that make wider and more 
extensive use of the internet grow faster and 
are more profitable (see exhibit 10). they 
derive their success from a range of business 
advantages generated by the digital tools that 
they use. for example, among Smes using 
digital tools, close to 50 percent of 
procurement orders are now placed through 

an online tool and nearly half of their 
employee interactions are conducted in 
digital form.

employees are increasingly using mobile 
devices for their internal interactions, with 
more than 20 percent of company 
communication conducted via mobile.

the advantages of digitalization span the 
value chain. more than half of Smes confirm 
that their digital tools help expand their 
market reach. Just above 70 percent think 
that digital tools improve the efficiency of 
employee communication and 60 percent see 
benefits from decreasing procurement costs.

the Digital BuSineSS

 • A significant “digitalization premium” is 
enjoyed by advanced smes, which grow 
1.8 percentage points per year faster 
than their less-digitalized peers

 • this premium, and the benchmark level 
of digitalization, varies widely across 
industries

 • More-digitalized SMEs use digital tools 
to a higher extent to proactively engage 
with customers for internal operations 
and for commercial analysis 

 • mobile remains a challenge for many 
smes; however, mobile tools are gaining 
ground primarily for customer 
engagement 

 • awareness of the digital opportunity 
remains the main barrier to deploying 
more sophisticated strategies for many 
firms

 • swedish smes are more present online 
than international peers, but primarily 
have basic website functionality

depLoying tHe digitaL tooLKit
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these figures are derived from the Bcg 
digitalization Score methodology, which has 
been developed to measure the extent of 
digital interaction within and around a 
company.

we grouped our 547 Sme survey respondents 
into quartiles according to their individual 
digitalization scores. the most-digitalized 
companies (the top quartile) have grown 
their revenues 1.8 percentage points faster 
since 2009 than the least-digitalized 
companies (those in the bottom quartile) and 
are 0.7 percentage points more profitable 
before interest and tax (eBit margin). more-
digitalized businesses outperformed their 
peers in other dimensions as well. the 

average employee of firms in the most-
digitized group earns over 20 percent more 
than peers in the least-advanced group, and 
these top-performing companies have 
managed to achieve more than double  
the share of sales (40 percent) from new 
markets where the firm has no physical 
presence.

this “digitalization premium,” the relative 
benefit achieved from adopting online tools 
and processes, varies by industry. we ana- 
lyzed the data by industry and compared the 
top and bottom quartile for each industry 
independently. from this assessment, we can 
see that firms engaged in marketing/advertis- 
ing, real estate, telecom, and financial Ser- 
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Exhibit 10 | Digitalized Companies are More Successful

The BCG Digitalization Score compiles 
three forms of digital interaction among 
and within companies. the score is 
calculated by balancing three measures 
equally: customer, supplier, and employee 
interactions. an alternate version of the 

score focuses specifically on mobile digital 
interactions and includes the same metrics 
but limits the data set to mobile para-
meters. a full description of the 
methodology can be found in the appendix.

tHe bcg digitaLization score
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vices are among those for which the level of 
digitalization matters the most with respect 
to sustaining competitive advantage.

at the other end of the spectrum, several 
industries showed limited consistent 
advantage from higher levels of digitalization. 
these industries include wholesale, food 
retail, and construction, in which the types 
of companies and business models may be so 
heterogeneous that it is difficult to isolate the 
benefits to employing a digital strategy.

the Digital toolkit
Swedish Smes have access to a range of 
digital tools for commercial use as well as for 
managing their internal operations. use of 
these tools has grown over time and almost 
30 percent of companies surveyed have 
already adapted their website for mobile 
devices (see exhibit 11). in increasing their 
mobile digitalization, companies are starting 
from their front-end operations, where the 
consumer is found. close to 25 percent of 
companies are dedicating some part of their 
marketing budget to mobile interfaces.

one company that we surveyed within the 
asset management industry has enabled all 
employees with smartphones and tablets for 
their day-to-day work. using these devices, 
the employees perform online sales analyses, 
connect with their customers remotely, and 

handle customer service directed from their 
mobile-enabled website.

tools available to achieve competitive advan-
tage online can be grouped into different  
categories. our analysis suggests that the 
most-digitalized businesses differentiate  
more in areas related to proactive customer 
engagement, internal operations, and com-
mercial analysis than their less-digitalized 
peers. generally speaking, tools to manage 
customer experience on a company webpage 
are relatively more common and confer less 
competitive advantage, though their preva-
lence also suggests they have become essen-
tial components of the standard business 
toolkit.

highly digitalized companies proactively  
engage potential customers to a far greater 
extent. more than 70 percent of the most- 
digitalized businesses use email newsletters 
and search engine marketing, while only  
30 percent of the least-digitalized businesses 
use email newsletters and 40 percent use 
search engine marketing. in addition, firms 
with high mobile digitalization scores use  
social media twice as much as companies 
with a low mobile digitalization score. and 
these activities yield results—for every addi-
tional 10 percent of marketing spend shifted 
to digital activities, an Sme enjoys a boost of 
0.3 to 0.6 percentage points of additional 
growth.

Operations

Commercial

Web online Mobile online

89
96Website

20122009

29

66
72

Online
marketing activities 23

24
36Online CRM system 8

Share of SMEs with:

32
49

0 20 40 60 80 100

Online recruiting

(%)

11

0 20 40 60 80 100
(%)

32
50

Online knowledge
sharing 16

20
50Online delivery tracking 5

Source: BCG analysis; BCG sme survey.

Exhibit 11 | Use of Digital Tools Increasing and Also Going Mobile
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for example, one medium-sized manufac- 
turing company we interviewed has been 
working to move all customer interaction  
online by using search engine marketing, 
banner marketing, and social network initia-
tives. as a result, this firm has experienced 
annual growth rates of more than 20 per- 
cent and profit margins above the industry 
average.

internal processes for highly digitalized busi-
nesses are also significantly different. for ex-
ample, 70 percent of the companies in the 

top quartile use internet channels when re-
cruiting, while only 20 percent of the least 
digitalized do the same. the highly digi-
talized companies are also three times as like-
ly to use some form of digital communication 
tool (e.g., chat) for interactions among their 
own employees (see exhibit 12).

furthermore, highly digitalized firms gain 
advantage from tools used to analyze 
customer and sales data and to coordinate 
their sales activities. in this area, the most 
digitalized businesses stand out. more than 

72
70

60
41

35

Search engine marketing
Email, newsletter

Actively managing review sites
Banner marketing

Social networks

Mobile application
14Delivery tracking
13Inventory status

21
Online payment 21

Online customization 24
Customer reviews 28
Mobile interface 33

Online ordering 39
Internal search engine 40
Home page in English 50

Product catalogue 70
Customer service 80

Reactive
customer
interface

Proactive
customer
interface

Average penetration
across all SMEs (%)

Online Tool Share of highly digitalized SMEs using
tool (%)

53
58
50
31
29

66
54
36
34
32
29
22
24

9
10

15
13

88
85

76
64

14

Order placement

Mobile order placement

Supplier payments
Price comparison
Finding suppliers

68
66

61
28
26

Knowledge sharing
Recruiting

Control of inventory
Mobile communication

Internal communication

51
47
46

39
15Dynamic website adaption

Auto process customer data
Sales coordination

Sales analysis
CRM tools

Internal
operations

Procurement
supply chain

Customer
analysis

81
76
61
59
8

49
50
38
18
17

36
33

9

32
31

Source: BCG analysis; BCG sme survey.

Exhibit 12 | The Digital Tools Checklist
How highly digitalized businesses do things differently
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half of highly digitalized businesses use some 
form of digital crm tool while only 15 
percent of the least-digitalized businesses do 
so. more than twice as many of those in the 
top quartile, which enjoys an average growth 
rate of 1.8 percent more than the bottom 
quartile, have an online tool that helps 
coordinate sales activities.

additionally, highly digitalized businesses use 
the internet more than their less-digitalized 
peers to research suppliers, engage with inter-
national customers (e.g., by having an english 
version of the website), and showcase their 
offering through digital catalogues.

there are significant disparities in the level 
of digitalization depending on company size 
and specific industry (see exhibit 13). Smaller 
companies (those with fewer than 50 
employees) are significantly less digitalized 
than bigger ones, owing to a combination of 
lower awareness of the opportunities and 
tools provided online and to a shortage of 
time and resources to master them. this is 
especially true for companies with fewer than 

10 employees that still rely largely on offline 
interaction.

Digital Challenges
for less-digitalized businesses to better 
capitalize on online opportunities, a number 
of barriers spanning the company value chain 
must be overcome (see exhibit 14). while 
almost all Swedish companies have internet 
access, many do not fully leverage the mobile 
opportunity. employees of the least-
digitalized Smes are 30 percent less likely to 
have laptops or smartphones, and about half 
as likely to use tablets for work. about 30 
percent of these businesses are not aware of 
the digital tools available, and do not possess 
the expertise needed to deploy them. almost 
half of the businesses in the lower quartile 
complain that a lack of payment solutions for 
their customers is inhibiting further 
digitalization of their business.

the greatest single barrier to digitalizing 
remains a lack of awareness of the possible 
advantages derived from using digital tools. 
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Exhibit 13 | Digitalization Varies Depending on Company Size and Industry
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Businesses using a digital crm tool are, for 
example, about 70 percent more likely to 
think that the internet has helped them 
reduce their marketing costs and almost 60 
percent more likely to believe that it has 
helped them expand their commercial reach 
geographically.

By contrast, more than 40 percent of the 
companies in the least digitalized quartile  
are not aware of the benefits that can be 
derived from mobile solutions and are 
therefore reluctant to invest in new 
technology. there is a clear opportunity for 
developers and suppliers of online and 
mobile solutions to help overcome this 
education barrier and promote easy-to-use 
tools for Swedish Smes.

international leaders
despite the concerns raised above, which 
hinder some Smes, the majority of Swedish 
companies do leverage the internet to a 

higher extent than their peers across europe 
(see exhibit 15). a higher share of Swedish 
firms, regardless of size, have a website and 
these websites are more advanced than those 
of the average european Sme.1

a deeper analysis, however, reveals that there 
is still some room for improvement. Small 
Swedish businesses are just above the eu 
average in using online order processing. the 
same holds for the use of website sales linked 
to internal systems, for which Sweden is not 
in the top five eu countries among small 
businesses.

in summary, there are a great many Swedish 
enterprises that have enthusiastically 
adopted the tools and tricks of the digital 
trade to gain advantage in their local and 
international markets. overall, the rates of 
digital adoption in Sweden are high and are 
increasing in most areas, although some 
practical hurdles remain for firms lagging on 
the technical adoption curve. there is 

Already in the forefront 
of digitalization

N
ot

 w
or

th
 th

e 
m

on
ey

Don’t see
        the need

Insecurity about results

Insecurity 
of alternatives 

available
N

ot
 p

rio
rit

iz
ed

Lack 
     of time

La
ck

 o
f fi

na
nc

ia
l r

es
ou

rc
es

Group management make
these decisions

Lack of competence La
ck

 o
f t

im
e Lack of financial 

resources

Group management
make these decisions

Lack of
competence

Not worth
   the money

Insecurity about results

In
se

cu
ri

ty
 o

f
al

te
rn

at
iv

es
 a

va
ila

bl
e

Don’t see
the need

Not prioritized

Don’t see
  the needN

ot
 w

or
th

 th
e 

m
on

ey

In
se

cu
ri

ty
 a

bo
ut

 re
su

lts

Insecurity of
alternatives available

La
ck

 o
f t

im
e

Lack of financial resources

Group management
make these decisions

Lack of competence

Require the same
system as our

suppliers

Aw
ar

en
es

s
R

es
ou

rc
es

Customer interaction Supply chain interaction Internal company interaction 

Barriers for further digitalization perceived by Swedish SMEs
Tools for...

Barrier
category

Source: BCG analysis; BCG sme survey.

Exhibit 14 | SMEs Need Information and Resources to Digitalize Further



24 | Digital Sweden

therefore an opportunity for business and 
government stakeholders to find ways to help 
less-advanced firms capture the benefits of 
an increased digital presence.

Note
1. oecd.

Online ordering (e.g.,
shopping cart) Online order processing1Website Website sales linked to

internal systems2

Top 5 OECD countries, Sweden, and EU average share of businesses with website functionality by size (%)
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Exhibit 15 | Swedish SMEs Leading Digitalization, but Not Across the Board
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the way forwarD

Our primary objective of this report 
was to illustrate the developments in 

and the importance of the internet, and how 
it creates opportunities for consumers and 
Smes in the Swedish economy.

while Sweden is a leading digital economy, 
many other countries are catching up. in 
Sweden the consumer is driving internet 
development, with businesses and 
government trying to follow. consumption 
makes up half of the internet’s share of the 
gdP, and is growing rapidly. By contrast, 
neither businesses nor government have 
increased their investments in the internet as 
a share of the economy.

the nation’s Smes are relatively strong from 
a digitalization standpoint compared to other 
countries in the eu, but there is room for 
improvement. given that more heavily 
digitalized Smes are growing faster and 
producing higher profits, we anticipate that 
more Smes will review their digital strategies.

Based on this, we encourage further debate 
on how Sweden can accelerate and sustain its 
leading position as a digital economy, in 
terms of Smes specifically but also more 
broadly, and we pose the following questions:

1. What is required for more SMEs to make 
investments and apply the digital check-
list to further grow their businesses?

Smes that embrace new technologies and 
internet usage grow more quickly and are 
more profitable than their peers. what 
initiatives can the private and public sector 
launch across the country to educate and 
support Smes interested in pursuing digital 
strategies? what can be done regionally in 
the municipalities to support Smes? what 
can be learned from other leading countries 
in the eu and around the world?

2. How can large companies further 
support SMEs’ digital developments while 
also benefiting from making digital 
relevance a competitive differentiator?

large companies, both local and mncs, play 
an important role in building awareness and 
providing support to Smes. how can large 
companies better support Smes with their 
digital development and investments? in ad-
dition, how can large companies create a 
competitive advantage using digital relevance 
and innovation (e.g., driving online sales 
across the web and smartphones, leveraging 
smartphones/tablets for productivity gains, 
using cloud solutions and big data analytics)? 
how can large Swedish companies and mncs 
increase their ambition level and investments 
in these areas?

3. Is there an opportunity for additional 
focus in Sweden on digital science and 
start-up innovation?
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how can universities encourage and grow 
new fields of science, and potentially shift 
funding and resources toward the internet, 
mobile, media, and other digital and tech 
areas? how can cross-disciplinary research be 
encouraged, similar to what is seen in the 
medical technology field? Sweden ranks 
highly on digital innovativeness, with many 
fast-growing technology companies 
established there. what is required to create 
a more vibrant start-up and venture capital 
environment in Sweden?

4. What additional support and enable-
ment can policy makers provide?

Swedish policy makers have a track record of 
fostering significant investments in broad-
band infrastructure and have supported 
technological developments in the past. as 
we move into the next wave of digital 

innovation, which increasingly stretches 
beyond infrastructure and hardware 
deployment, in what areas should public 
policy direct attention? what initiatives 
would have the largest impact on accelerating 
growth? how can Sweden learn from other 
successful countries, such as denmark and 
South Korea?

the internet is, and will continue to be, a 
vital enabler and driver of the Swedish 
economy. Swedes have a fantastic track 
record of innovating and adopting new 
technologies, applications, and behaviors in 
the digital space. we hope this report will 
stimulate debate across all key stakeholders 
on how to maintain this enthusiastic 
participation and further accelerate digital 
developments in Sweden.



The Boston Consulting Group | 27

appenDix
metHodology

the assumptions and analyses that form the 
basis for this report are outlined in the exhib-
it below.

BCg Digitalization Score
the overall and mobile digitalization scores 
are formed as a weighted mean of three sub- 
categories of digital interaction: with custom-
ers, suppliers, and internal employees.

these sub-categories are in turn determined 
from weighted means of underlying metrics 
that measure the extent of digital interaction 
in a company. unlike many other approaches 

for ranking company digitalization, the score 
does not take into account which tools a 
company uses, or to what extent a tool is 
used, but measures only the outcomes from 
deploying these tools on interactions—in 
other words, the impact from the tools.

the three sub-categories are:

Customer interaction. to what extent does the 
company interact digitally with customers?

supply Chain interaction. to what extent 
does the company interact digitally with its 
suppliers?

• Orders originated from customers having 
found company online/mobile

• Customer orders from online/mobile
• Customer support online/mobile

• Employee interaction through online web 
interface (e.g., email, knowledge sharing)

• Employee interaction through online mobile 
interface (e.g., mobile app, email)

• Company procurement online/mobile
• Company procurement originated from 

supplier found online/mobile

Metrics

Share of ...

BCG Digitalization
Score

Share of digital interaction

Customer interaction

Internal company
interaction

Supply chain interaction1/3

Dimensions weighted 
equally under the 
assumption that 

value impact from 
each part of the value 

chain is equal

Methodology Overview
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internal company interaction. to what extent 
do employees interact digitally with each 
other?

GDP
there are three methods of calculating gdP, 
all of which give the same result in theory, 
but none were designed with the internet in 
mind. the production method measures the 
value created through the production of 
goods and services. the income method 
measures total income earned by individuals 
and companies. the expenditure method 
measures total spending on finished goods 
and services.

the most direct method, and therefore the 
most commonly used, is the production 
method. this is how the contributions of most 
traditional sectors in the economy are 
calculated. this method is difficult to use 
when calculating the internet economy as it 
requires a very granular data set of online 
transactions through all layers of the 
economy. the oecd constructed an approach 
during 2012 using this method for calculating 
the value of the internet economy in the u.S. 
although the calculations were based on an 
incomplete dataset and therefore not 
practical as a foundation for policy 
discussions (about 45 percent of the u.S. 
economy sectors have no internet-related 
data available), they sent a clear signal to 
statistical agencies around the world that 
more data—and higher quality data—is 
needed in the field.

the income method of gdP calculation has  
its own achilles’ heel in requiring multiple 
assumptions about both the share of the 
income of traditional companies to be 
allocated to the internet and the share of the 
income of multinational companies to be 
allocated to Sweden. those assumptions 
would call into question the accuracy of the 
final calculation.

the expenditure method of calculating gdP  
is based on the principle that the produced 
finished goods and services produced in a 
country must be bought by somebody, and 
thus the value of production must be equal  
to the total expenditure.

Bcg pioneered the usage of the expenditure 
method in 2010 to estimate the size of the 
internet economy. this has since become the 
most applied methodology; multiple other 
stakeholders have used it and it served as the 
inspiration for the development of oecd’s 
calculation method. although the 
expenditure method is also imperfect, we 
chose to use it because it reveals the 
contributions of consumers, businesses, and 
governments to the internet economy; it also 
approximates the sum of the online 
components of all of the other sectors. the 
expenditure method is built on four pillars.

 • Consumption: goods and services bought 
by households in Sweden over the inter-
net, consumer spending on accessing the 
internet, payments to internet service 
providers, and the cost of the relevant 
portions of devices

 • Investment: capital investment by telecom 
companies related to internet and internet-
related private investments in information 
and communications technology (ict)

 • Government spending: Public ict spending 
on infrastructure and supporting services

 • Net exports: online goods and services and 
ict equipment exported minus 
comparable imports

it is important to be clear about assumptions 
related to the internet’s contribution to the 
Swedish economy. most significantly, the full 
value of goods sold online is counted because 
it gives a sense of the importance of the 
internet as a retail channel. while most 
online transactions terminate in the physical 
world, many would not happen without the 
internet as a catalyst. data on the “online” 
value generated at each link in the value 
chain is largely unavailable, and estimating it 
would imply a false level of accuracy.

Below are the building blocks of the gdP 
when using the expenditure method and a 
description of how each of these has been 
estimated for the internet economy.

Consumption. online spending is based on 
estimates from the iaB europe/google 
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consumer commerce Barometer survey and 
household expenditure data. Spending on 
access includes consumer fixed and mobile 
internet service provider charges: a propor-
tion, based on time spent online, of spending 
on interface devices, such as computers or 
mobile phones, and infrastructure devices, 
such as wireless routers. estimates are 
calculated using research reports and data 
from gartner, the economist intelligence 
unit, international data corporation, Statis-
tiska centralbyrån, Post-och telestyrelsen, 
Bcg case experience, and ovum.

investment. We estimate the value of fixed 
and mobile telecom investments based on 
data from the largest telecom operators in 
Sweden. in addition we estimate and allocate 
private investments in hardware, software, 
telecommunication equipment, and it 
services based on data from gartner allocat-
ed based on internet penetration. we did not 
include an estimate for internally developed 
software, even though it likely represents a 
significant element of internet-related capital 
expenditure, because too many assumptions 
would have been necessary.

Government spending. we estimated public 
spending on ICT, including hardware, soft-
ware, telecommunications, and support 
services, based on research by gartner, idc, 
e-delegationen, and interviews with govern-
ment officials.

net exports. we estimated net exports of 
e-commerce based on data from Posten, hui, 
Svensk distanshandel, Svensk handel, and a 
targeted consumer survey executed by hui. 
further, we estimated exports and imports of 
ict goods and services based on data from 
oecd and wto.
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note to the reaDer

The executive summary of this 
report is also available in swedish. 
For a copy, please contact one of 
the authors.
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