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For more than two decades, sweden has been regarded as a 
global benchmark and leader in digitization. the internet’s share 

of the swedish economy is growing fast and constitutes a substantial 
part of the country’s economy and job market, and sweden is re-
nowned for the success of technology start-ups, such as spotify and 
skype. however, the nation can no longer take its leadership position 
for granted. 

over the past five years, several countries have significantly quick-
ened the pace of their investments and changed their policy programs 
to enhance their focus on e-government, a digital infrastructure, and 
innovation, among other areas of digitization. as a result, sweden is 
not growing as fast as these countries and runs the risk of not capital-
izing fully on its lead in digitization—one of the most important areas 
for the future of sweden’s economy and competitiveness.

google sessions, a series of three seminars, was launched this past 
spring to bring attention to how sweden can better exploit the oppor-
tunities that digitization and technology can provide. the seminars 
covered topics in the following categories:

 • Productivity and growth, with anders Borg (vice chairman of 
Kinnevik) and Andrew Wyckoff (director for science, technology, 
and innovation at oecD)

 • Innovation and entrepreneurship, with David rowan (editor of Wired 
UK) and rohan silva (entrepreneur and former senior policy 
advisor for the uk government) 

 • Talent and skills, with anders sandberg (a researcher at the 
university of oxford) and nicklas lundblad (senior director of 
public policy at google)

the seminars aimed at moving the debate to a deeper level, and the 
outcome exceeded our expectations and hopes. crucial topics were 
discussed, including the importance of productivity and the role of 
digitization, how entrepreneurs and small and midsize enterprises 
could flourish if certain constraints were removed, and how the coun-
try needs to develop talent with the right skills for the labor market of 
tomorrow. 

one reason for hosting these seminars was the observation that swe-
den’s relatively strong economic growth over the past ten years, when 
compared with the economic growth of the rest of europe, has led to 

prefAce
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a degree of complacency and a lack of aspiration when it comes to 
digitization. this complacency and lack of aspiration has been clearly 
manifested by the absence of a sincere, broad, political debate to bet-
ter understand and grasp these issues.

the fact of the matter is that now is the time for sweden to focus on 
the opportunities that digitization and technology can provide. to 
seize these opportunities, sweden needs to have a fact-based public 
debate that creates the awareness required, as well as a new bold as-
piration and a new digital agenda. the country needs a government, 
supported by the opposition, to launch a new digital agenda and exe-
cute it with speed and scale.

sweden has lost some momentum, but it’s not too late. in this report, 
we highlight the importance of digitization and technology for growth 
and productivity in the swedish economy, build on the insights from 
the google sessions, and present what we believe should be the aspi-
ration and way forward for sweden. now is the time to launch a new 
digital agenda for sweden. we hope this report can contribute to mak-
ing that happen.

David Mothander 
nordic Policy counsel 
google

Fredrik Lind 
nordic head of tMt 
the Boston consulting group
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How important is digitization for 
sweden, and where does the country 

rank on a global scale? these are critical 
questions to answer so that both the private 
and public sectors understand why continued 
digitization must be a priority for sweden if 
the country is going to enhance economic 
development.

the internet’s share of the economy, which 
currently represents more than 8 percent of 
gDP, is growing rapidly at a rate of 9.3 per-
cent per year. consumers are the main driv-
ers of this growth, while the contribution 
from businesses and the government has 
alarmingly remained flat. Digitization is 
therefore not spread evenly across swedish 
society. furthermore, the country is falling 
behind other leading nations with respect to 
digitization. consequently, there’s a need for 
sweden to launch a much higher aspiration 
and a new strategy.

the starting point
the digitization of society is an important 
driver of economic development. sweden has 
enjoyed high economic standards in the past 
half century, with healthy growth and a high 
gDP per capita, compared with most other 
countries. nevertheless, economic prosperity 
should not be taken for granted. to sustain to-
day’s high standard of living and to maintain 
growth, sweden needs to invest in the future. 

continued digitization is an important build-
ing block to enhance productivity and eco-
nomic development. to measure the digitiza-
tion level and technological intensity of the 
swedish economy, we leveraged two estab-
lished and complementary analyses: the inter-
net’s share of the swedish economy and 
Bcg’s e-intensity index.

e-GdP makes up a large 
share of the economy and is 
growing rapidly.

the internet economy, or e-gDP, makes up a 
large share of the swedish economy and is 
growing rapidly both in absolute numbers 
and as a share of gDP. (see exhibit 1.) in 
2014, the internet’s share of the economy ac-
counted for 8.2 percent of total gDP, or  
sek 318 billion, and is expected to surpass  
10 percent of gDP in 2019. since 2010, this 
part of the economy has grown at a com-
pound annual growth rate (cagr) of 9.3 per-
cent and, hence, has consistently outper-
formed underlying gDP growth by about  
1.5 percent. to put this in perspective, the in-
ternet economy is larger than both the tour-
ism sector (sek 284 billion, or 7.3 percent of 
gDP) and the renowned fashion industry 
(sek 237 billion, or 6.1 percent of gDP) and 

DigitizAtioN
a naTional PrioriTy
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is growing two to three times faster than 
these two industries.1 looking forward, the 
growth of the internet’s share of the economy 
is expected to remain strong at 7.0 percent 
cagr, well above the expected increase in 
gDP of 2.8 percent cagr from 2014 through 
2019.2 however, given the slower growth in 
private investments and government spend-
ing, the rapid growth from 2010 through 2014 
will start to level out.

in sweden, internet consumption alone ac-
counts for more than half of the internet 
economy. additionally, to date, the swedish 
consumer alone is driving the digitization of 
the economy, adopting new behaviors and 
growing increasingly connected across a ris-
ing number of devices and applications.

internet consumption is dominated by con-
sumer spending in three categories: devices, 
online access, and e-commerce. from 2010 
through 2014, consumer spending in all three 
categories has added to growth. But whereas 
growth in spending on devices is slowing 

down, spending on access and e-commerce 
continues to grow rapidly.

similar to our earlier studies of the internet’s 
share of the economy, e-commerce continues 
to be the main driver of absolute e-gDP 
growth. swedish e-commerce has shown rapid 
growth since 2010, adding almost sek 80 bil-
lion to the swedish internet economy. in-
creased access through mobile devices and 
continuous improvements to online payment 
solutions, both in security and flexibility of 
choice, are credited as the main drivers. to-
day, entire sectors have the majority of their 
products and services sold through the online 
channel. the media, travel, and entertain-
ment industries have been spearheading this 
shift, but several other sectors, such as insur-
ance, personal loans, car parts, and cosmetics, 
are catching up quickly.3, 4 furthermore, there 
is significant potential for longer-term growth, 
because several critical household-spending 
categories, such as groceries, furniture, and 
motor vehicles, still have a relatively low 
share of sales through e-commerce. 

Internet GDP value
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annual growth
rate (%)
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Exhibit 1 | The Internet’s Share of the Swedish Economy Is Growing
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sweden is widely regarded as a leading coun-
try for digital services and infrastructure. 
hence, it is no surprise that sweden has con-
sistently ranked as a top-three nation globally 
when we have conducted our annual e-inten-
sity survey; in 2013, only south korea and 
Denmark were ahead of sweden. (see exhibit 
2.) as in the case of the internet’s economy’s 
share of gDP, this supports the view of swe-
den as a leading nation for digitization, at 
least today. 

the outlook
looking ahead, sweden’s fervent consumer- 
led digitization will continue to drive signifi-
cant e-gDP growth, but to reach the full po-
tential, consumers will need to be met 
halfway by the government and the private 
sector. lagging investment in digital infra-
structure and enablement—areas in which 
sweden has historically led the charge  
globally—poses a threat to sweden’s position 
as a leading digital nation.

formerly the global leader in e-intensity 
(2009), sweden has fallen to third place in 
2013, driven by a slowdown in business and 

government engagement, coupled with in-
tense competition on the consumer side from 
other highly digitized nations. a continuation 
of this trajectory could hasten sweden’s fall 
from leadership to an estimated seventh 
place globally by 2017. changing this current 
trajectory must be a top national priority—
and given even more attention and focus in 
the public and political debates. 

alarming challenges can also be seen in the 
rapidly growing e-commerce segment. swed-
ish consumers are rapidly shifting their pur-
chasing of goods and services from swedish 
e-commerce websites to foreign ones, with the 
main rationales being a better supply of prod-
ucts and lower price points.5 from 2012 
through 2014, the share of the swedish popu-
lation using swedish websites for e-commerce 
declined, while the share of the population 
purchasing goods and services through foreign 
websites grew by almost 10 percent cagr.6 
the high growth in e-commerce is therefore 
driven by foreign websites, whereas swedish 
e-commerce is growing significantly slower. 
this negative development stands in sharp 
contrast to the development seen in the uk, 
one of sweden’s main trading partners for 
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Exhibit 2 | Sweden Has Consistently Ranked High in the BCG e-Intensity Index
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e-commerce. the uk is the world’s second- 
largest online-retail exporter and is seeing 
strong growth in exports, thanks to uk retail-
ers investing heavily in international online 
experiences, localized websites, and faster de-
livery times for international shipments.7

the fact that swedish e-commerce websites 
are struggling to guide or attract internation-
al consumers to their websites further adds to 
this imbalance. if the swedish online-retail 
sector is to remain competitive, there is a 
need to improve the range and user experi-
ence of existing websites while simultaneous-
ly encouraging more retailers to go online. 
additionally, swedish consumers are increas-
ingly looking to purchase goods and services 
through their mobile devices, and many are 
unsatisfied with the user experience when ac-
cessing swedish websites and mobile sites 
through their handheld devices.8

given sweden’s strength and competence in 
mobility, and the fact that the country’s 
smartphone penetration and usage rates are 
among the highest in the world, swedish re-
tailers need to leapfrog into mobile-first 
e-commerce and mobile-first digital business 
models in order to win the battle for the digi-
tal consumer. in addition to supporting the 
growth of swedish e-commerce businesses 
and, thereby, securing a trade surplus from 
consumer-purchased goods, the nation needs 
to leverage its strength in exporting digital 
services. sweden cannot be seen as the pri-

mary market anymore; the starting focus 
must at least be europe. given the impor-
tance of trade in services to the swedish 
economy, the country must give more atten-
tion and support to small and large enterpris-
es providing information and communica-
tions technology (ict) services and help them 
reach the international market. 

in light of the internet’s role as an important 
contributor to the overall swedish economy 
and as a crucial driver of growth, and given 
the country’s negative trajectory for digital 
competitiveness, now is the time to launch 
Digital agenda 2.0—a revitalized, enhanced, 
and bold digital agenda that has a high aspi-
ration for creating new jobs, growing the econ-
omy, and securing global competitiveness.

Notes
1. tillväxtverket.
2. economist intelligence unit.
3. e-barometern.
4. consumer Barometer.
5. DiBs Payment services.
6. eurostat.
7. British retail consortium and google.
8. DiBs Payment services.
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In the past few decades, the nordic 
economies have transformed into some of 

the most successful ones in the world. the 
nordic model is widely admired and has 
served the nordic people well by enabling 
them to become some of the wealthiest and 
happiest people in the world. 

however, today the nordic and swedish mod-
els are facing a new set of challenges: produc-
tivity momentum is on the decline, the coun-
try invests too little in the future, and an 
aging population (which leads to a higher de-
pendency ratio) is further stressing the need 
for economic growth and improved produc-
tivity. (see Nordic Agenda: Transforming for  
the Next Wave of Success, Bcg report, novem-
ber 2014.)

in addition to addressing the challenges out-
lined above, sweden has to adhere to the 
transformative forces of globalization and 
digitization. today’s digitized global economy 
is more competitive than ever before. around 
the world, leading nations are investing heav-
ily to remain competitive, while emerging 
markets are leveraging technology, a global 
marketplace, and the explosive growth of a 
new middle class to rapidly catch up. new 
business models based on global value 
chains, the sharing economy, and knowledge- 
based capital are arising, and companies that 
fail to adapt to the new set of rules run the 
risk of quickly becoming irrelevant.

Digitization is a Key Driver
the impact of digitization and technology on 
productivity has been a highly debated sub-
ject. the productivity paradox in information 
technology (also referred to as the solow par-
adox), popularized by Mit professor and re-
search academic erik Brynjolfsson in the ear-
ly 1990s, argues how the rapid increase in 
computing power, mainly in mature service- 
based economies, has not yet led to a similar-
ly visible and rapid increase in productivity 
gains.1 the main argument for why the pro-
ductivity paradox, as put forward by Bryn-
jolfsson and several other researchers, does 
not hold is based on the inability to fully 
measure economic output. for example, the 
traditional way of measuring economic out-
put does not take into account the full eco-
nomic value of what is being produced, as 
economists are not able to properly measure 
increases in quality, variety, customer service, 

growth AND 
proDuctivity

“Over the coming decade, the combined  
effects of globalization and digitization will 
fundamentally change our societies, and 
these two concepts need to be viewed togeth-
er as one integrated force of disruption.”

—anders Borg, 
vice chairman of kinnevik,  

google sessions, stockholm, sweden, 
March 30, 2015

http://www.bcg.dk/documents/file177061.pdf
http://www.bcg.dk/documents/file177061.pdf
http://www.bcg.dk/documents/file177061.pdf
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speed, and responsiveness. going forward, in 
a world where digitization and technology 
have become integral parts of the economy, it 
is crucial to find a way to measure the full im-
pact of these forces in terms of gDP. until 
then, it is not possible to have a fully in-
formed public debate on the role and impact 
of further digitization and how it might guide 
policies, specifically and broadly.

although the impact from technology and 
digitization on a macroeconomic level is still 
under debate, there is significant evidence 
that technology is driving productivity and 
growth at the individual business level and 
for public institutions. however, regardless of 
the evidence, the underlying truth is that 
sweden does not have the luxury of passing 
up this opportunity. for a small and open 
economy such as sweden’s, increasing the 
productivity and competitiveness of swedish 
businesses and public institutions is a prereq-
uisite for future economic well-being.

we do know that digitally mature businesses 
grow faster and are more profitable. as we 
noted in Digital Sweden: How Consumers Are 
Setting the Pace and Creating Opportunities for 

Businesses (Bcg report, May 2013), swedish 
businesses that make wider and more exten-
sive use of the internet and digital services 
are growing faster and are more profitable. 
for example, the most digitized swedish busi-
nesses enjoyed a revenue growth premium of 
1.8 percentage points, compared with the 
least digitized. another Bcg study that fo-
cused on digital services and small and mid-
size businesses (sMes) showed that highly 
digitized sMes have outgrown less digitized 
companies by 13 percentage points for reve-
nue and by 10 percentage points for job cre-
ation. (see Ahead of the Curve: Lessons on Tech-
nology and Growth from Small-Business Leaders, 
Bcg report, october 2013.)

furthermore, we know that sMes and busi-
nesses belonging to the high-tech and service 
sectors are not the only ones to benefit from 
digitization and technological advancements. 
over the coming two decades, advancements 
in big data, advanced robotics, the internet of 
things, augmented reality, and additive manu-
facturing, to name a few advances, are expect-
ed to fundamentally transform businesses 
across sectors. (see exhibit 3.) for example, a 
study conducted on the german industrial- 

Big data and analytics
Deep insights into supply
chains and better forecasts

Augmented reality
Technologically enhanced
senses that improve
safety and efficiency

Advanced robotics
Autonomous, cooperating
robots with numerous
integrated sensors

Internet of Things
Intelligently connected smart
objects to link material and
information flows

Additive manufacturing
Tailored products produced
in smaller lots and closer to
the point of sale or use

Autonomous transportation
Intelligent, autonomous
systems (for example,
self-driving vehicles)

Cloud solutions
Highly scalable
soware-as-a-service
apps with remote storage
and processing power

Social, local, mobile, and
digital platforms
Ongoing engagement with
customers and communities

Ubiquitous connectivity
“Always on” access to content and
communication capabilities

Major trends will
fundamentally change

the way businesses
operate and compete

Source: BCG analysis.

Exhibit 3 | Digitization and Technology Will Reshape Entire Industries

http://www.bcg.se/documents/file136019.pdf
http://www.bcg.se/documents/file136019.pdf
http://www.bcg.se/documents/file136019.pdf
https://www.bcgperspectives.com/content/articles/technology_software_globalization_ahead_curve_lessons_technology_growth_small_business_leaders/
https://www.bcgperspectives.com/content/articles/technology_software_globalization_ahead_curve_lessons_technology_growth_small_business_leaders/
https://www.bcgperspectives.com/content/articles/technology_software_globalization_ahead_curve_lessons_technology_growth_small_business_leaders/
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production sector showed that technological 
advancements could result in a manufacturing 
productivity gain of 5 to 8 percent, which is 
equal to a decrease in manufacturing costs of 
€90 billion to €150 billion. (see Industry 4.0: 
The Future of Productivity and Growth in Manu-
facturing Industries, Bcg focus, april 2015.)

it is a fact that governments that leverage 
digital processes and services can serve their 
citizens more efficiently and have a greater 
impact at a lower cost. Digital processes are 
often quicker and significantly less costly on 
a per errand basis than offline encounters in-
volving long lines, extended call-waiting 
times, paper handling, and other manual pro-
cedures. in research undertaken jointly with 
the secure identity alliance, Bcg has esti-
mated the potential efficiency benefits of 
e-government programs globally at up to  
$50 billion a year by 2020. (see Digital Gov-
ernment: Turning the Rhetoric into Reality, Bcg 
report, June 2014.) in addition, the digitiza-
tion of the Danish government was expected 
to generate savings of almost sek 4 billion 
from 2012 through 2015.2 furthermore, to-
day’s public institutions are increasingly re-
quired to expand their digital presence; citi-
zens expect public services to be easily 
accessible at all times and through all devices.

transforming the private and 
public sectors
Despite the challenges and the increasingly 
competitive global economy, sweden is still 
well positioned to succeed. it is not too late. 
however, for sweden to remain competitive, 
its private and public sectors need to start in-
vesting in the future.

as a small, open economy in a globalized 
world, sweden is heavily dependent on the 
relative competitiveness of its private sector. 

But in today’s economy, digitally mature busi-
nesses have a competitive advantage, com-
pared with their less-digitized peers. and 
while sweden is often viewed as a leading 
digital nation, the swedish private sector is 
no longer a european leader for digitization. 
the country’s competitiveness is thus threat-
ened. while swedish companies remain well 
above the eu average on digitization, they 
are not leading in any category and have a 
negative ranking trend for several digitization 
criteria. (see exhibit 4.) in order to remain 
competitive, swedish companies across the 
entire business sector need to leverage tech-
nology and digitization to a larger extent:

 • several global multinational corporations 
and large enterprises in sweden across all 
industry segments are currently undergo-
ing digital initiatives, or even digital 
transformations, to maintain competive-
ness and create shareholder value. 
however, very few are digitizing at the 
scale and pace required.

 • sMes today have the opportunity to 
deploy digital and cloud-based solutions 
to grow faster and create more jobs, but 
the majority is not doing so at the scale 
required. hence, there is a need to 
educate sMes on the need for digitization 
and to support them in making the 
investments required to further grow their 
businesses.

 • sweden is performing well on high-tech 
start-ups, as illustrated by the five Swedish 
unicorns (start-ups with a valuation that 
exceeds $1 billion) of the past decade.3 
However, we can unlock significantly 
more potential if we remove the structural 
barriers to entrepreneurship and further 
support investment in innovation.

in addition to the private sector, the swedish 
government and public institutions urgently 
need to start investing in digitization, given 
that we have rapidly lost our position as a 
benchmark country. as seen in the Bcg 
e-intensity index in the previous chapter, 
government engagement is the only category 
for which sweden does not rank among the 
top ten leading digital nations in 2013 and 
the category for which sweden has 

“Now is not the time for Sweden to be 
complacent.”

—andrew wyckoff, 
oecD director for science, technology, 

and innovation, google sessions, 
stockholm, sweden, March 30, 2015

https://www.bcgperspectives.com/content/articles/engineered_products_project_business_industry_40_future_productivity_growth_manufacturing_industries/
https://www.bcgperspectives.com/content/articles/engineered_products_project_business_industry_40_future_productivity_growth_manufacturing_industries/
https://www.bcgperspectives.com/content/articles/engineered_products_project_business_industry_40_future_productivity_growth_manufacturing_industries/
https://www.bcgperspectives.com/content/articles/public_sector_center_consumer_customer_insight_digital_government_turning_rhetoric_into_reality/
https://www.bcgperspectives.com/content/articles/public_sector_center_consumer_customer_insight_digital_government_turning_rhetoric_into_reality/
https://www.bcgperspectives.com/content/articles/public_sector_center_consumer_customer_insight_digital_government_turning_rhetoric_into_reality/
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experienced the largest drop in the ranking, 
compared with rankings for 2009. the 
concept of e-government is spreading and has 
great potential to improve productivity within 
the public sector by boosting efficiency and 
the quality of interactions with citizens. in 
order to improve productivity and the quality 
of the public sector, the swedish government 
should not only continue its present work but 
also launch an aspiration to build a world-
leading e-government, with a fully digitized 
setup covering all crucial interaction points 

with individuals and enterprises across all 
public institutions.

Notes
1. erik Brynjolfsson, “the Productivity Paradox of 
information technology: review and assessment,” 
Communications of the ACM, December 1993.
2. Microsoft.
3. spotify, skype, klarna, king.com, and Mojang.
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†enterprises whose business processes are automatically linked to those of their customers or suppliers (2012 data).
‡data from 2011 used for comparison.

Exhibit 4 | Swedish Businesses Are Not Digitized Enough
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The Swedish economy is largely built on 
small businesses. today, businesses with 

less than 250 employees account for approxi-
mately 60 percent of the country’s production 
value and 65 percent of all jobs.1 furthermore, 
innovation and entrepreneurship are critical 
components for driving economic growth and 
job creation. research shows that two-thirds of 
economic growth comes from innovation and 
that 80 percent of swedish job creation is in 
companies with less than 50 employees.2 
hence, creating an environment that promotes 
and awards entrepreneurship and innovation 
must be an important priority to secure the 
country’s future economic well-being.

unlocking the full potential
swedish innovation and entrepreneurship is 
renowned not only for historical reasons but 
also for the recent success of tech start-ups, 
such as spotify, skype, klarna, king.com, and 
Mojang. although the nordics only contribute 
to roughly 2 percent of global gDP today, over 
the past ten years almost 10 percent of billion- 
dollar start-up exits and 53 percent of europe-
an exits have occurred in a nordic country.3 
furthermore, sweden is the exit leader, making 
up for half of the nordic contribution, and 
stockholm ranks second among cities world-
wide for billion-dollar start-ups per capita.4 
similarly, a disproportionately large share of 
european venture capital is allocated to nordic 
start-ups and swedish ones, in particular.

however, looking at the health and well- 
being of swedish sMes from an aggregate 
perspective, there are some concerns. swed-
ish entrepreneurs’ growth ambitions are in 
the bottom quartile, compared with those of 
entrepreneurs from member countries of the 
organisation of economic co-operation and 
Development (oecD). swedish entrepreneurs 
also make up a smaller share of the country’s 
population, when compared with the average 
share for other european nations.5 employ-
ment growth among sMes is lower in sweden 
than in many competing countries, and sMes 
are struggling to raise capital for investment 
at attractive interest rates. sweden invests 
significant resources in innovation and ranks 
fourth in the share of gDP invested in r&D, 
compared with its peers.6 however, sweden is 
falling behind its peers in converting invest-
ment into entrepreneurial activity.

education is a cornerstone for fostering entre-
preneurship. the nordic countries are in the 
bottom half of their main competitors for the 
percentage of adults attaining a tertiary educa-

iNNovAtioN AND 
eNtrepreNeurship

“Stockholm is widely regarded as a top-ten 
cluster for innovation.”

—David rowan, 
editor of Wired UK, google sessions, 

stockholm, sweden, May 5, 2015
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tion, and the share of graduates pursuing de-
grees in science and engineering is relatively 
low. contrary to common belief, sweden has 
some of the lowest immigrant-labor inflows 
relative to its population size, and only 16 per-
cent of students enrolled in tertiary education 
are immigrants.7 furthermore, entrepreneur-
ship is not encouraged, as swedish entrepre-
neurs face some of the world’s highest taxes 
on stock and stock options, given that they are 
oftentimes taxed as income and not capital.

sweden supports and invests in innovation, 
but the system is complex and the funds are 
partially misguided. there are approximately 
50 organizations and government bodies as-
signed to the task of supporting entrepre-
neurship and fostering innovation, but with 
partially overlapping mandates and a low de-
gree of coordination. as a result, there is a 
need for a governing body that is responsible 
for coordinating and overseeing these organi-
zations. furthermore, approximately  
sek 10 billion of government spending is  
allocated to innovation equity funding per 
year, but the majority of spending is directed 
to early phases of innovation, rather than to-
ward commercialization, implementation, 
and internationalization of early stage ideas. 

for these reasons, the initiative, recently 
launched by the swedish Ministry of enter-
prise and innovation, analyzing the role of 
public funding, should be warmly received. 
the initiative focuses on reviewing the sup-
ply and demand for funding among swedish 
start-ups and sMes, finding ways to optimize 
structures for public funding, and surveying 
methods for collaboration between public 
and private funding.

which view is truer? that we are facing large 
structural issues or that we are succeeding? in 
practice, this question is only theoretical. in-

dependent of how many successful entrepre-
neurs and start-ups sweden has fostered, the 
reality is that it needs many more. Driven by 
globalization, digitization, and automation, 
the entrepreneur is very much an expression 
of the skills needed to succeed. the more im-
portant question is, what should sweden do 
to further improve the breeding ground for 
successful entrepreneurship and innovation?

Learnings from Abroad
in times of technological transformation and 
economic uncertainty, innovation and entre-
preneurship is high on the agenda for govern-
ments around the world. over the past de-
cade, several mature market economies have 
launched new innovation agendas and invest-
ed heavily in entrepreneurship. for sweden, 
one source of inspiration is to learn from suc-
cessful initiatives and leading clusters around 
the world and to implement what has proven 
to be successful elsewhere.

in 2010, British Prime Minister David camer-
on launched the Blueprint for technology 
with twin ambitions: to make Britain the 
most attractive place in the world to start a 
company and invest in innovative technology 
and to make the British government the most 
technology-friendly government in the world. 
the blueprint also laid out a comprehensive 
framework, with concrete initiatives, for how 
the ambition would be achieved. (see exhibit 
5.) initiatives from the blueprint covered sev-
eral important levers of enablement, includ-
ing the attraction of global entrepreneurial 
talent, investment in clusters of innovation, 
improved access to funding (particularly for 
the commercialization of new technologies), 
revised intellectual property and copyright 
laws, and a more favorable corporate-tax re-
gime. adding to this, the uk government also 

“Taxing stock options as capital gains is a 
low-hanging fruit if Sweden wants to boost 
entrepreneurship.”

—anders Borg, 
vice chairman of kinnevik,  

google sessions, stockholm, sweden, 
March 30, 2015

“It is absolutely key to have government 
leadership that understands innovation in 
their bones.”

—rohan silva, 
former senior policy advisor to the uk 

government, google sessions, stockholm, 
sweden, May 5, 2015
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introduced targeted tax subsidies for growing 
sectors where technology and digitization 
play a prominent role, such as the video 
games industry, to favor an even more rapid 
expansion of these industries. 

singapore recently launched a highly ambi-
tious innovation agenda, but the real success 
of singapore lies in the country’s ability to 
build innovation clusters for emerging sec-
tors. for example, over the past decade, sin-
gapore built a leading global cluster for  
water technology, today employing about  
11,000 people, and exporting technology and 
services every year that is valued in the bil-
lions of sek.8 the ability to build and sup-
port the development of world-leading clus-
ters of innovation continues to be a critical 
component for countries in creating interna-
tionally competitive enterprises. 

in the digitized global economy, a nation’s 
ability to drive innovation is a main competi-
tive advantage. although sweden has a 

strong legacy of entrepreneurship and a re-
nowned start-up scene, there are also struc-
tural and cultural challenges that the country 
needs to overcome. for sweden to remain 
competitive, overcoming these structural 
challenges, boosting the status of the entre-
preneur, and empowering those tempted to 
become entrepreneurs must be a top priority. 
in doing so, there is a need for launching a 
comprehensive framework for promoting in-
novation and entrepreneurship.

Notes
1. statistics sweden (scB). 
2. företagarna.
3. creandum.
4. atomico.
5. oecD.
6. riksrevisionen.
7. singapore government.
8. singapore government.

• Launched the initiative to make East London one of the 
world’s leading clusters for innovation

• Invested £200 million in the establishment of technology 
and innovation centers, focusing on commercializing 
ideas

• Committed £400 million to build the best broadband 
network in Europe

“The government should support, not create, 
local clusters of innovation.”

—Rohan Silva,
former senior policy advisor

to the UK government

“We will aim to create the most competitive 
environment in the developed world for venture 
capital and early stage investment.”

—David Cameron,
UK prime minister

“With our new entrepreneur visa, we want the 
whole world to know that Britain is the home 
of enterprise and the land of opportunity.”

—David Cameron,
UK prime minister

“The role of government is to act as an enabler 
and a simplifier for creating innovation.”

—Rohan Silva,
former senior policy advisor

to the UK government

• Simplified government funding structures for innovation
• Introduced significant tax breaks on angel investments
• Directed public funds towards SMEs and start-ups by 

capping the value of public tender contracts and by 
redefining the investment strategies of pension funds to 
favor the needs of start-ups

• Introduced the entrepreneur visa program to attract 
leading foreign entrepreneurial talent

• Increased funding for adult IT apprenticeship programs 
to minimize the digital skills gap and create new jobs in 
the ICT sector

• Reduced corporate taxes and reformed the taxation of IP
• Reviewed the IP legislation to ensure that the UK IP 

framework maximizes support for technology innovation 
and creativity

• Introduced a peer-to-patent system to increase 
transparency on existing patents and to help maintain 
patent quality on new applications

Initiatives

Clusters and
infrastructure

Capital and
funding

Talent and
skills

Taxation and
regulation

Source: uk government’s Blueprint for Technology.
Note: sme = small and midsize enterprise. iCT = information and communications technology. iP = intellectual property.

Exhibit 5 | The UK’s Blueprint for Technology Was Launched in 2010
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Which jobs will be relevant in the 
future economy? what will be the role 

of human beings in a future where significant 
shares of people’s working lives are comput-
erized? what are the skills and talents needed 
to increase sweden’s competitiveness and to 
continue winning in a digitized economy?

the relationship between human beings and 
technology is filled with hope, fear, and possi-
bilities. although the exact impact of new 
technologies is unknown, we know that they 
will continue to have a profound influence on 
people’s day-to-day working lives. 

transforming in the face of uncertainty is not 
easy. in order to be successful, sweden will 
have to adopt an agile approach, where chang-
ing circumstances are met with more rapid re-
sponses than those being provided today.

the impact of Digitization and 
Automation
the automation of competencies and the re-
sulting structural transformations are not 
new phenomena. for example, driven by au-
tomation in industrial production, the swed-
ish economy has over the past half century 
been transformed from a manufacturing- 
based economy into a knowledge-based ser-
vice economy. this structural transformation 
was instrumental for building today’s com-
petitive swedish economy, but the transfor-
mation also put pressure on raising education 
levels, limiting unemployment, and managing 
inequality. today, in the face of digitization, 
robotics, and rapid automation, the swedish 
economy is facing a new set of challenges 
and opportunities.

Digital technology has already radically 
changed the way we work and the demand 
for skills and talent. today, an absolute ma-
jority of jobs requires digital competencies. 
approximately 70 percent of all swedish com-
panies use online solutions in their daily op-
erations, 10 percent of companies wanted to 
recruit an it specialist in 2013,1 and more 
than 5 percent of the total swedish workforce 
is made up of ict specialists.2

this technological shift has led to the cre-
ation of new jobs, as highlighted by the signif-
icant skills and talent gap experienced by the 
ict sector and other it-intensive industries. 

tALeNt AND sKiLLs

“People are inherently bad at predicting the 
future, and we need to accept that we cannot 
be certain of what jobs, competencies, and 
processes will be automated. The solution is 
to better understand how we should act in 
the face of uncertainty.”

—anders sandberg, 
a researcher at the university of oxford, 

google sessions, stockholm, sweden,  
May 28, 2015
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in the swedish ict sector alone there is a 
current talent gap of 30,000 qualified posi-
tions, a gap that is expected to double in size 
by 2020.3 

An eye toward the future
going forward, technological advancements 
have the potential to, once again, fundamen-
tally reshape the labor market, as more and 
more routine-based human skills are auto-
mated. over the coming 20 years, more than 
50 percent of swedish jobs could be replaced 
by technical solutions.4 in contrast to previ-
ous waves of automation, future digitization 
and automation are expected to impact jobs 
in the service sector and among skilled work-
ers to a much larger extent.

given the historical impact of automation 
and the rapid development of technology, it 
is reasonable to expect that over the coming 
two decades a considerable part of existing 
jobs will be subject to automation. But the re-
placement of human labor with machines is 
in no way a strictly negative development. 
first, jobs are not a finite resource. new jobs 
will continue to be created as a consequence 
of technological advancement and the inter-
play between machines and human beings. 
second, as routine-based tasks are automated, 
the new jobs being created will be more stim-
ulating and focus more on uniquely human 
skills, such as creativity, social abilities, and 
manual dexterity, which are not easily repli-
cated by existing technological solutions.

a country’s ability to transform its human 
capital to face new technology, increasing lev-
els of digitization and automation, and the 
demand for new skills and talent will be one 
of the most important factors for managing 
unemployment and driving economic growth. 

in order to build winning talent and skills in 
digitization and technology, sweden needs to 
launch a national strategic-workforce pro-
gram that consists of four integrated parts. 
(see exhibit 6.)

 • Forecasting Supply and Demand. to better 
facilitate the transition from the current 
state to the future one, sweden should 
perform strategic workforce planning on a 
national level. this would enable a much 
more educated discussion about which 
sectors and competencies will experience 
severe talent gaps, be heavily affected by 
changing demographics, and have large 
labor surpluses. it will also allow the 
country to plan ahead with a longer time 
horizon. 

 • Rethinking Education. first, sweden needs 
to rethink the primary and secondary 
school system. to minimize the talent gap, 
the country needs to improve equity and 
integration across schools and students, so 
that it develops talent across all societal 
levels. furthermore, sweden needs to 
rethink the core curriculum to focus more 
on the needs of the digital age, to create 
transparency in real outcomes, and to 
individualize learning to improve the 
quality of education. Specifically, creativi-
ty needs to be at the center of this new 
curriculum. second, swedish tertiary 
education should be designed to develop 
internationally competitive talent, match 
competencies to the needs of the econo-
my, and provide a differentiated range of 
educational options (for example, launch 
cross-disciplinary programs).

“Technological determinism is nonsense. We 
decide how and for what we want to use  
machines.”

—nicklas lundblad, 
senior director of public policy at google, 

google sessions, stockholm, sweden, 
May 28, 2015

“[Part of our current debate] is based on the 
assumption that labor must be a zero-sum 
game. If a machine can perform a job, it 
means that a person becomes permanently 
unemployed. That is quite an egregious as-
sumption, given that historically that has 
never been the case.”

—nicklas lundblad, 
senior director of public policy at google, 

google sessions, stockholm, sweden, 
May 28, 2015
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 • Attracting Top International Talent. sweden 
is competing in a global market for 
talent—a market in which people increas-
ingly choose their place of residence first 
and then their employers. and while 
sweden is viewed as an attractive place to 
relocate, particularly because of its high 
standard of living, there are several 
obstacles commonly identified for expats. 
Barriers to relocation include the expen-
sive housing market, the high marginal 
tax on income, and a lack of job opportu-
nities for spouses and partners. address-
ing these obstacles is crucial to ensure 
sweden remains competitive in the global 
war for top talent. also, sweden should 
look at what has been done in the uk, 
singapore, and several other countries 
with regards to attracting top talent and 
entrepreneurs through dedicated visa 
programs.

 • Retaining Top Talent. the competitive 
global market is also putting pressure on 
the country’s ability to retain its top 
talent. sweden’s ability to retain talent 
rests on two dimensions: the ability to 
offer an internationally attractive business 
environment and the ability to incorpo-
rate talent into the local economy after 
graduation. for the second dimension, 

sweden needs to work hard to strengthen 
the link between tertiary education and 
the labor market.

although the full impact of automation and 
digitization on the labor market is not yet 
clear, the time to act is now. for sweden to 
successfully manage the next wave of struc-
tural transformation, it needs to start the 
transition now and invest in creating the tal-
ent and skills needed for the future economy.

Notes
1. scB.
2. oecD.
3. Kompetensbrist i IT- och Telekomsektorn, 
telekomföretagen, March 2015.
4. Vartannat jobb automatiseras inom 20 år, the swedish 
foundation for strategic research, June 2014.

• Modernize curriculum and improve equity 
in primary and secondary schools

• Differentiate and better define targets for 
tertiary education

• Strengthen the link between tertiary 
education and the labor market

• Better integrate non-Swedish-speaking 
talent into the labor market

• Lower barriers for relocation (for example, 
by providing access to affordable housing)

• Introduce dedicated visa programs for top 
international talent and entrepreneurs

A national
strategic-workforce

program to
build winning

talent and skills
in digitization

and technology

1 2

43

• Leverage strategic workforce planning at 
the national level

• Have a more informed public debate on 
skill shortages and surpluses

Forecast supply and demand

Retain top talent

Rethink education

Attract top international talent

Sources: “The Workforce Crisis of 2030—and How to start solving it,” Ted talk, October 2014; BCG analysis.

Exhibit 6 | Sweden Needs a National Strategic-Workforce Program
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In this closing chapter, we assume a 
forward-looking perspective and summarize 

our views on what should be the aspiration, 
strategic priorities, and plan for implementa-
tion for sweden to accelerate the positive 
impact from digitization and technology. we 
believe this rightly should be named a new 
digital agenda for sweden.

the underlying motives for bold action are 
evident and can be summarized with the sim-
ple fact that the opportunity for furthering 
digitization and technology is too substantial 
not to be seized. the internet economy al-
ready makes up for 8.2 percent of swedish 
gDP and is rapidly outgrowing the overall 
economy. in addition, we know that digitally 
mature companies grow faster and are more 
profitable than their less-digitized peers. fur-
thermore, governments that leverage digital 
processes and services serve their citizens 
more efficiently by having a greater impact at 
a lower cost. 

the cost of not seizing the opportunity is also 
evident. sweden is on the decline with re-
gards to digital growth and is no longer the 
global benchmark that it used to be. the fact 
is that sweden has, to some extent, become 
complacent. the country still credits itself 
with being a world-class digital nation, but it 
is increasingly falling behind other leading 
nations, particularly owing to slow growth in 
investments. 

A Bold Aspiration
the first step is to launch a bold aspiration 
for what should be achieved. an aspiration 
that serves to substantially raise the ambition 
level and act as a catalyst for change—an as-
piration that states the following: sweden 
should become the best country in the world 
for leveraging digitization and technology to 
drive economic growth and job creation. 
reaching this aspiration implies that sweden 
has to become the global leader in e-govern-
ment by fully digitizing public sector process-
es and services and that the country has to 
transform its private sector toward digital and 
mobile-first businesses. in doing so, sweden 
should also aim to be the first country in the 
world to prove that digitization and tech- 
nology-driven innovation can lead to in-
creased productivity.

five strategic priorities
supporting this bold aspiration are five stra-
tegic priorities, which lay out what sweden 
should do. (see exhibit 7.) 

 • Enable digital and technology innovation. 
sweden has a legacy of innovation, but 
more can be done to unlock the full 
potential. sweden should better support 
the development of innovation clusters by 
providing a world-class digital infrastruc-
ture, connecting start-ups to leading 
swedish companies and universities, and 

A New DigitAL AgeNDA
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attracting leading technology multination-
al corporations to establish operations in 
sweden through tax subsidies. sweden 
also has to guide and incentivize its 
already established sMes to transition 
into digital and mobile-first businesses. 
furthermore, the country should set out 
to fully digitize government processes and 
services to boost efficiency and improve 
the quality of the public sector.

 • Stimulate entrepreneurship. even though 
sweden has a long tradition of successful 
entrepreneurs, the truth is that today it is 
not doing enough to remove barriers and 
incentivize entrepreneurship. to further 
stimulate entrepreneurship, sweden 
should lower the taxation on stock and 
stock options to better incentivize entre-
preneurship, direct public tenders and 
procurement toward sMes to stimulate 
demand and growth, and work to strength-

en the link between universities and the 
start-up community to provide start-ups 
with access to talent. also, sweden needs 
to address societal and cultural barriers to 
entrepreneurship by fostering a culture in 
which entrepreneurs are admired. 

 • Improve access to capital. today, swedish 
start-ups and sMes are struggling to raise 
capital for investments at attractive 
interest rates; although public funding is 
available, the system is complex and funds 
are partially misguided. there are several 
complementary initiatives that sweden 
should leverage to better enable start-up’s 
access to capital. first, public-funding 
structures need to be simplified, and 
public funding should be used for match-
ing private investments rather than being 
distributed through publicly run invest-
ment companies. second, sweden should 
introduce tax breaks on angel investments 

ASPIRATION

STRATEGIC PRIORITIES

Sweden should become the best country in the world for leveraging digitization and
technology to drive economic growth and job creation

• Fully digitize 
government 
processes and 
services

• Support digital and 
technology clusters

• Invest in IT, 
telecommunications, 
and digital 
infrastructure

• Drive SME transition 
to digital and 
mobile-first 
businesses

• Attract leading 
technology MNCs to 
Sweden

• Introduce targeted 
tax subsidies for 
emerging high-tech 
sectors

• Tax stock and stock 
options as capital 
gains

• Steer public tenders 
and procurement 
toward SMEs and 
start-ups

• Link up tertiary 
education and 
start-up communities

• Introduce digitization 
and technology 
vouchers

• Recognize and 
promote 
entrepreneurial 
activity at the 
national level

• Attract world-leading 
venture-capital funds 
to Sweden

• Introduce tax breaks 
on angel investments

• Simplify 
public-funding 
structures

• Use public funds for 
matching private 
venture-capital 
investments

• Shi part of pension 
funds’ investment 
mix to established 
venture-capital funds

• Review IP and 
data-protection 
legislation to reflect 
the needs of the 
innovative digital age

• Push for a single 
digital European 
market and support 
the TTIP

• Increase labor 
market flexibility

• Simplify legal 
conditions for SMEs 
and start-ups

• Rethink primary and 
secondary education 
curriculum

• Promote equity and 
integration 
throughout the 
educational system

• Differentiate tertiary 
education and launch 
cross-discipline 
programs

• Launch visa programs 
aimed at 
entrepreneurs and 
top talent

• Perform SWP at the 
national level

Enable digital and
technology innovation

Stimulate
entrepreneurship

Improve access
to capital

Regulate for
the future

Build the skills and
talent of tomorrow

Source: BCG analysis.
Note: sme = small and midsize enterprise. mnC = multinational corporation. Fdi = foreign direct investment. iP = intellectual property.  
TTiP = transatlantic trade and investment partnership, a proposed free-trade agreement between the eu and the u.s. sWP = strategic workforce 
planning.

Exhibit 7 | Sweden Needs a New Digital Agenda
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to give start-ups access to early stage 
capital, while letting individual investors 
make close to risk-free investments by 
allowing losses to be offset against income 
or capital gains. third, the country should 
set out to attract at least three or four of 
the world’s leading venture-capital funds 
to establish a presence in sweden.

 • Regulate for the future. for a world in 
which continuous change and progress is 
a prerequisite for remaining competitive, 
sweden needs a forward-looking and 
proactive approach to regulation. allow-
ing regulation to hinder or slow down 
economic and societal development is not 
an option. removing regulatory barriers 
to change includes increasing labor 
market flexibility, simplifying legal 
conditions for sMes, and for swedish 
politicians to, at the eu level, drive the 
discussion around current legislation on 
intellectual property and data protection 
to ensure that the country is promoting 
innovation and transparency to the fullest 
extent. furthermore, sweden needs to 
look beyond its national borders and push 
for the creation of a single digital europe-
an market, enabling leading innovative 
swedish businesses to become leading 
european businesses.

Sweden needs a forward- 
looking and proactive  
approach to regulation. 

 • Build the skills and talent of tomorrow. a 
country’s ability to transform its human 
capital in the face of rapid technological 
development and build the skills and 
talent for the future will be a crucial 
factor for managing unemployment and 
driving economic growth. for sweden to 
successfully manage the next wave of 
structural transformation, the country 
needs to start the transition now. to do 
this, sweden should start by rethinking its 
educational system. for primary and 
secondary school, the country needs to 
drastically modernize the curriculum (for 

example, by introducing coding) and 
promote equity and integration across 
schools and students. also, there is a need 
to differentiate, and specialize, tertiary 
education and introduce cross-disciplinary 
programs. furthermore, sweden should 
get better at attracting top international 
talent by launching dedicated talent-visa 
programs and by removing existing 
barriers to relocation through the intro-
duction of “relocation packages” that 
would, for example, include access to 
affordable housing.

Making it happen
having a clear aspiration and well-defined 
strategic priorities is only half of the answer. 
the other half is having a plan and structure 
for how to make it happen. on the basis of 
our work with governments around the world 
and our experience executing large-scale 
transformation programs, we believe the fol-
lowing elements would be a strong starting 
point to successfully implement the new digi-
tal agenda for sweden:

 • Alignment of Initiatives, Targets, and 
Roadmap. a well-developed digital agenda 
for sweden needs to be supported by 
concise and well-described initiatives, 
including specific targets and implementa-
tion plans. linked to the strategic priori-
ties above, an overall implementation 
roadmap is needed for the digital agenda.

 • Ongoing Initiative Tracking. a critical 
success factor for corporations that 
undergo transformations and large-scale 
change efforts is the establishment of a 
program management office (PMO). The 
PMo is set up to track, support, and 
eliminate bottlenecks from the change 
efforts required. A comprehensive digital- 
transformation roadmap would benefit 
tremendously from similar treatment.

 • Cross-Departmental Governance Structure. 
to ensure a successful implementation of 
the new digital agenda, there is a need for 
a strong cross-departmental governance 
structure. this implies establishing a 
governing body with the mandate to make 
central decisions with regards to the 



22 | launching a new digital agenda

implementation of the digital agenda. for 
sweden, an example of such a setup 
would be to design and launch a body 
that acts as an extension of the prime 
minister’s office, with the responsibility to 
oversee the leadership of the implementa-
tion and also provide oversight to the PMo.

 • Cross-Political-Party Responsibility. the 
launch of a new digital agenda is a crucial 
initiative for the long-term success of 
sweden. for this reason, we would hope 
that both the government and opposition 
could support the development and 
implementation of the new digital 
blueprint. this would allow for continued 
execution and progress over election 
cycles, with limited distortion. 

 • International Peer-Group Cooperation. to 
ensure learnings from the best countries 
around the world and to benefit from 
sweden’s strong reputation for digitiza-
tion, the country should take the initiative 
to establish a review committee with 
scholars, politicians, and business leaders 
from countries leveraging digitization to 

drive economic and societal development 
(for example, Denmark, estonia, south 
korea, the u.s., and the uk). the objective 
for this initiative would be to provide an 
outside-in perspective on our strategic 
priorities and publicly benchmark the 
progress of the new digital agenda.

Making it happen is as important as having a 
bold aspiration and a clear strategy, and with 
the above elements in place, there will be a 
significantly higher likelihood of a successful 
implementation.

in closing, we hope this report can contribute 
to the public debate and discussions with sen-
ior politicians and business leaders. accept-
ing this challenge is a big task, but we are 
convinced that the time to act is now, and we 
look forward to the continued discussion, im-
plementation, and realization of a new digital 
agenda.
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