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Swedish Household Consumption and the 
Environment, 1958-2005 

 
The historical transformation of systems explaining consumption patterns 

with significant impacts on the environment 
 

 
 
1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Background and purpose 
Consumption is central in society’s relationship to the natural environment. This is obvious to 
most of us and also mirrored in the rather extensive contemporary research on ‘sustainable’ 
consumption. While a major part of this research focuses on: (a) contemporary psycho-
sociological aspects on consumer behavior; (b) the socioeconomic prerequisites for changes in 
consumption levels; and (c) the consumption of positional, luxurious and conspicuous goods 
(see section 3), fewer have studied the socio-technological forces behind consumption and the 
consumption of inconspicuous goods. Even fewer have studied the phenomena from a 
historical perspective and explicitly linked the analysis to real consumption data over a long 
time period. Merely by studying consumption patterns of the past we gain useful insights into 
which categories of goods and services that increase respectively decrease at certain levels of 
consumption and at certain socio-economic development stages. If we further try to pinpoint 
the socio-technological prerequisites – and their historical transformation – influencing and 
embedding the consumption of goods and services with significant impacts on the 
environment, we can learn even more of significance to contemporary policy work.  
 
The current study aims at exploring Swedish households’ consumption patterns of goods and 
services with considerable environmental impacts from 1958 (in some aspects earlier) to the 
beginning of the 21st century. The analysis is based on historical data, i.e., household expense 
studies continuously conducted by Statistics Sweden. The study further aims at studying 
important explanations to the consumption patterns from a socio-technological system 
perspective, both the relation between these systems and Swedes’ consumption patterns as 
well as the historical transformation of the systems. We illustrate that the Swedish state both 
directly and indirectly has intervened in household consumption behavior with considerable 
implications for the environment through a number of different policy areas since the 1950s. 
The intervention can be looked upon as a more or less conscious construction of systems 
influencing the consumption of certain goods and services. These systems – especially those 
collectively imposed, with infrastructural characteristics and delivering inconspicuous goods 
and services – have typically been characterized by path-dependency and momentum-like 
conditions. For this reason it is critical to study the inner dynamics of the systems, not the 
least how they have come into existence and how they have transformed historically. As the 
state appears to have strongly intervened in the systems so heavily influencing household 
consumption patterns with considerable impacts on the environment, this “opens out a range 
of vital avenues for policy intervention in pursuit of behavioral change”.1
 
                                                 
1 Jackson (2006). 
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1.2 Scope and methodology 
How do we define household consumption with a considerable impact on the environment? 
Let us start by establishing that this impact is determined both by the composition of the 
consumption (what is consumed), by the amount consumed, as well as by how and where the 
good or service is produced.2 One way of measuring the environmental impact of household 
consumption in contemporary climate debate is to use the parameter: ‘discharge of climate 
influencing carbon dioxide’. This is done in a Swedish Public Investigation Report from 2004, 
Hållbara laster: konsumtion för en ljusare framtid (SOU 2004:119), where the discharges are 
further divided into ‘direct discharges’, ‘indirect domestic discharges’ and ‘indirect 
international discharges’. With the help of data from the national and environmental accounts 
the investigation finds that the energy consumption of Swedish households, in connection to 
transport and housing, made up for the biggest direct carbon dioxide discharges from 
household consumption in the 1990s whereas the somewhat lower domestic indirect 
discharges predominantly were caused by the consumption of (in rank) housing, food and 
transport. When it comes to the international carbon dioxide discharges caused by Swedish 
household consumption – food, ‘own vehicles’ and travel (flight, boat and charter) made up 
for the most important in the 1990s.3 The investigation further establishes that the production 
of beef causes many times bigger discharges of carbon dioxide than that of milk, poultry and 
potatoes, and two times bigger than that of pork due to the metabolism of the animals and to 
the handling of organic stuff.4 Moreover, it is established that food consumption is causing 
most of its discharges of carbon dioxide at the raw material stage and in the handling of its 
residues (household refuse). The corresponding conditions are often the opposite for other 
products, where the discharges in general are caused in connection to the use of the products.5
 
In the present study we let the results from the investigation presented above guide us in our 
definition of ‘household consumption with considerable environmental impacts’. It ought to 
be clarified that we do not use ‘discharge of greenhouse gases’ as a proxy for measuring the 
environmental impacts of Swedish household consumption since 1958, but rather as a tool for 
choosing the consumption patterns of interest for this study. Clearly the focus on greenhouse 
gas discharges cannot address all environmental impacts, but one should note that these 
discharges are often highly correlated with other negative impacts on the environment (e.g., 
sulfur dioxide and nitrogen emissions). The above implies that consumption of transport, 
housing and to some degree food and travel expenses are of special interest to this study. Our 
ambition is to contrast the data over consumption patterns for goods and services with this 
environmental impact, to a selection of socio-technological systems that are deemed to be 
central in explaining the observed patterns. 
 
 
1.3 Outline of report 
Below follows a presentation of the data used, including the incommensurability of the 
household expense studies from different years and how this has been dealt within the realms 
of this study. This is followed by a discussion of the results from processing the data. Section 
3 starts with a broad presentation of consumption research with the aim to pin-point the point 
of departure for the present study. Contemporary consumption research can broadly be 
structured into socio-psychological research, economic research and historical and socio-
                                                 
2 SOU 2004:119, p 80. 
3 SOU 2004:119, p 66ff. 
4 The same conditions are valid for both energy and oxygen consumption as for the land area required for the 
production of the respective food categories (SOU 2004:119, p 97ff). 
5 SOU 2004:119, p 106. 
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technological research. In section 4 follows an analysis of the establishment and the historical 
transformation of socio-technological prerequisites/systems of importance in explaining 
Swedish households’ consumption patterns concerning housing and transport since the 1950s. 
We here discuss, most notably, the social housing policy, the rationalization of retail 
distribution, and the societal car-adaptation. Section 5, the concluding part of the report, 
attempts to link the data analysis and the discussion of the above socio-technological systems.    
 
 
2. Swedish household consumption since 1958  
 
2.1 Data discussion 
Since 1958 and at about a decade’s interval, more often than so in recent decades, the 
consumption patterns of 2000-4000 Swedish households have been thoroughly examined and 
documented by Statistics Sweden. The share of contributing households (of the total sample) 
has decreased over the decades, from over 70 % in the 1950s to the 1970s, to little over 50 % 
during the last decade. The information from the households has been collected through a 
number of interviews (about goods and services approached on rare occasions) as well as 
through book-keeping of all expenses for two to four weeks spread over the year. In this study 
we use a majority of the household-budget/expense studies made by Statistics Sweden up to 
2005, i.e., the studies of 1958, -69, -78, -85, -88, -92, -03 and -05.6 We have electronic access 
to all but the two first studies (1958 and 1969). 
 
We also use supplementary historical data from Statistics Sweden such as internet-based data 
(www.scb.se) on the development of car-possession, income, family status etc. Most of this 
data do not however cover the whole time period in focus of this study, i.e., 1958-2005. In 
some instances data from the 1980s and forward are only available. In addition, we use data 
from the Swedish Retail Institute on the turn-over development (based on national accounts) 
and the structural transformation in retail trade over the last few decades,7 and data on the 
transport patterns of households put together by ethnographers at the School of economics, 
University of Gothenburg, principally based on primary data produced at Statistics Sweden 
(Resevaneundersökningar) and later at the Swedish Institute for Transport and Communi-
cations Analysis (SIKA).8
 
By studying these data we learn that although private consumption in total has increased 
extensively in all types of households in post-war time, consumption patterns have varied 
substantially across the different groups. The shares of food, energy, transport and housing 
expenses vary over time but also across different groups of households. A more detailed look 
at the consumption patterns of various household groups since the 1950s may provide 
important lessons for contemporary environmental policy, for instance by illustrating how 
income changes, family status/size and geography affect the propensity to purchase goods and 
services with negative impacts on the environment.  
 
When it comes to the incommensurability of the household expense studies it is worth 
stressing that at an aggregated level we are most interested in the incommensurability of the 

                                                 
6 The household-budget/expense studies of 1995, 1996, 1999-2001 and 2004 have been dropped for both 
delimitation and financial reasons.  
7 See Arnberg (2002), part 2 and attachment 1. 
8 See in particular Vilhelmson (2000); Vilhelmson (1990); Frändberg and Vilhelmson (2002); Krantz and 
Vilhelmson, (1996); and Krantz (1999). 
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way of categorizing different groups of goods and services. We have already established that 
the consumption segments of special interest to this study, i.e., consumption with great impact 
on environment, include Transport, Housing and to some degree Food and Recreation and 
Culture, in the latter case especially when it comes to consumption connected to traveling 
abroad.   
 
In line with the categorization of goods and services in the household expense studies of 
recent years we have chosen to include the purchase and operation of cars and other vehicles 
alongside with local transports in the group of goods and services labeled Transport. In the 
household expense studies of 1958, 1969 and 1978, ‘domestic travel’, and in the two latter 
also ‘post and telephone’, are grouped together with the purchase and operation of cars and 
other vehicles. In the present study we have removed these expenses from the analysis, i.e., 
‘domestic travel’ and ‘post and telephone’ are not included in the group of goods and services 
labeled Transport. 
 
Also when it comes to the group of goods and services labeled Housing we have, in line with 
the household expense studies of recent years, chosen to include the rent/fee for right of 
tenancy/tenant-owner flats, reparations, housing energy (electricity, oil, gas etc.), interests, 
housing insurance, property tax and ‘remaining’. In the household expense studies of 1958-
1978, second homes/summerhouses are included in the group of goods and services labeled 
Housing. This is as far as possible corrected for in this study, i.e., the consumption related to 
second homes/summerhouses are separated from other Housing consumption although it is 
not possible to separate the energy consumption related to the second home/summerhouse 
from the other housing energy consumption in the household expense studies from 1958 and 
1969. This limitation should, however, not have any significant influences on the results as 
expenses related to second homes/summerhouses only make up about three percent of the 
total housing expenses of the average Swedish household. 
 
The incommensurability is more problematic when it comes to Recreation and Culture. 
Included in this group of goods and services are: Second homes/summerhouses; Radio and 
TV; Games, sports and hobby; Watches, camera and photo services; Domestic and 
international travel and hotels; Remaining leisure; Entertainment; Books, papers and TV-
licenses etc; and Telephone. This is completely incommensurable in the household expense 
studies from 1988 and forward. In 1978, however, the closest we can come Recreation and 
Culture is a grouping of goods/services labeled ‘Leisure, pleasure and culture’, and in 1969 a 
grouping of goods/services labeled ‘Recreation, pleasure and education’. In the groupings of 
1978 and 1969, both education and child care is however included, and in 1958 there is no 
recreation/leisure/pleasure/culture grouping whatsoever. Thus, for the years of 1958, 1969 and 
1978 we have had to compose Recreation and Culture with goods and services from other 
groupings of those early years, such as from Inventories, Housing and Transport. Such 
elaborating with a large number of labels and figures is always related to an increased risk 
creating some bias in the resulting estimates.  
 
 
2.2 Historical consumption patterns 
Figure 1 shows that the Swedish average household more than doubled its expenses (in the 
money value of 2005) between 1958 and 2005.9 The growing disposable incomes of the 
households (to consume for) can in large be explained by increased real wages and by a raised 

                                                 
9 See www.scb.se and HUT 1958, 69, 78, 85, 88, 92, 03 and 05. 
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proportion of women with paid employment. Of interest for the current study are the goods 
and services bought by households and how these consumption patterns have changed over 
time. As noted above, the consumption patterns of transport, housing and to some degree food 
and travel are of special interest for the current study due to their environmental impacts. 
 
 

Figure 1 

Swedish housholds' consumption 1958-2005 categorized 
(in the money value of 2005, SEK)
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Sources: HUT 1958, 69, 78, 88, 92 and 2005; Household budget-/expense studies, Statistics Sweden. 
 
 
Figure 1 shows that Food (food and meals out) consumption constituted the largest expense 
category for the Swedish average household in the 1950s to the 1970s, but these expenses 
have been constant in real terms from 1958 to 2005 (a little more than 40 000 SEK a year). 
Furthermore, meals out have increased as a proportion of Food during the period, from 10 % 
to about 25 %, while the household expenses on the remaining food have decreased. During 
this period, food prices have dropped markedly as evidenced by the low consumer price index 
for food, in turn partly explained by a reduced VAT on food. Prices on meals out have instead 
increased markedly.10 The increased expenses of the households on meals out as a proportion 
of food despite increased prices thus likely reflect changed preferences and total incomes of 
the household. This is a fairly positive development seen from a sustainability perspective, 
because of the immaterial character of meals out.11 Furthermore, considering the contempo-
rary discussion over the negative environmental impacts of beef consumption, it is also of 
interest to observe that the total consumption of meat has increased in Sweden from about 24 

                                                 
10 See www.scb.se. 
11 Immaterial consumption means consumption of goods/services with a high proportion of service, which in 
turn generally means low energy and resource consumption. Except from meals out, this in general comes with 
the consumption of concerts, child care, craftsmen services etc (SOU 2004:119, p 43). 
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kilo per person in 1960 to 42 kilo per person in 2004, although the consumption of flesh and 
poultry has increased considerably more than the consumption of beef.12 

 
Household consumption of Housing (rent/fee, reparations, energy, interests, insurance, tax 
and ‘remaining’) increased by as much as 277 % from 1958 to 2005, from about 17 000 SEK. 
to about 62 000 SEK per household and year (in the money value of 2005). This consumption 
segment has thus taken over from Food as the biggest expense categoryfor the average 
household, and has therefore also accounted for a significant increase over time. This can be 
explained by both increased prices13 on housing-related consumption as well as by altered 
preferences and prerequisites to housing consumption over the period. For instance, the living 
area per average Swedish household increased from 93 square meters in 1970 to 109 in 
2003.14 In parallel to the development towards increased living areas per household, the 
number of persons per average household decreased from 2.8 persons in 1960 to 2.1 persons 
in 1990.15 This latter figure was still the number of persons in the average household of the 
early 21st century.16  
 
 

Figure 2 

Specification of Swedish households' housing expenses 
1958-2003 

(in the money value of 2005) 
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Sources: HUT 1958, 69, 78, 88, 92, 03; Household budget-/expense studies, Statistics Sweden. 

 

                                                 
12 Table 2b in Konsumtionen av livsmedel och dess näringsinnehåll – uppgifter tom. år 2004. 
13 Increased relative prices (CPI for housing-related consumption) and increased VAT and taxes (e.g., energy 
taxes). Simultaneously, low interests kept the housing expenses down for long periods. 
14 SOU 2004:119, p 140. 
15 Folk och Bostadsräkningarna (FoB), see www.scb.se. 
16 See, for example, the Household expense study of 2003 (Statistics Sweden). 
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Looking closer into the content of Housing expenses (see figure 2) we see that expenses for 
rents/fees and interests17 multiplied between 1958 and 2005 (in the money value of 2005) 
whereas expenses for housing energy in total ‘only’ doubled. Expenses for electricity however 
trebled18 due to an increased proportion of houses with immediate-effect electric heating as 
well as to a general increase of power-driven household appliances. Interests started from a 
very low level in the 1950s (the second smallest expense post) and increased strongly all 
through the 1960s, the 1970s, and the 1980s, but however not since the year 1992. Rents/fees 
started from a high level in the 1950s (the largest post), and increased consistently throughout 
the period (except in 1978 when the Swedish average household expenses on rents/fees were 
lower than in 1969). Rents/fees still remained the largest category in 2003, although it was 
only the second largest, after interests, in 1988. 
 
Across all groups of goods and services, the percentage increase in household expenses on 
Transport between 1958 and 2005, all of 284 %, is the most striking. Transports expanded 
from being the fifth biggest expense category for households in 1958 to become the third 
biggest in 2005, after Housing and Recreation and Culture. This development has occurred in 
parallel with increased transport prices19 but does also mirror a constantly increased 
consumption of transport services. The biggest component of the transport expenses is the 
operation of the passenger car whereas the second biggest is the purchase of the passenger 
car. This is the situation for all of the investigated years (1958, 1969, 1978, 1988, 1992 and 
2003), although the divergence between these two expenses differs over the years. Whereas 
the expenses for operation and purchase of passenger cars were about equal for an average 
household both in 1958 and 1988 (economic boom together with low fuel prices in 1988)20, 
the divergence was about 2/3 in 1969, about 1/2 in 1978 and a little less than so in 1992 and 
2003. Let us remember that the expenses for Transport increased as share of total expenses 
for the average household throughout the period except for the depression in 1992. In this 
latter year expenses on Transport decreased from 34 000 SEK to 27 000 SEK (in the money 
value of 2005). The decrease consisted however of reduced purchases of cars whereas 
expenses on both fuel and local traffic remained unchanged between 1988 and 1992. Thus, 
many households chose to travel in older cars during the depression instead of traveling less.  
 
The above development reflects a major increase in the use of the passenger car. This gets 
even more obvious in the light of the fact that passenger cars have become more and more 
fuel-efficient over the period. The consumption of fuel for new passenger cars decreased by 
26 % between 1978 and 2005.21 On top of that, fuel prices have been fairly stabile. For 
example, the year average price for 95-octane was a little bit over 9 SEK in both 1981 and 
2003 (in the money value of 2007) – in between we saw a price-dip (a little over 7 SEK) in 
the late 1980s and a price-top (over 10 SEK) in the first two years of the 21st century.22

                                                 
17 Expenses for loan interests were the highest in the household expense studies of 1988 and 1992. These are also 
the years with highest proportion house-owners in the population (between 80 and 90 percent). 
18 From about 2000 SEK in 1958 to 6000 SEK in 2005. 
19 Year average for CPI on transports was 362 in 2005 (CPI in total was 280; index year 1980), See www.scb.se.  
20 Year average, 7.04 SEK in 1988 (in the money value of 2007). See the Swedish Petroleum Institute (2008), 
www.spi.se. 
21 See www.vagverket.se/filer/52556/pm_okade_CO2_utslapp080327.doc, “Största minskningen av bränsle-
förbrukningen på nya bilar någonsin men trots detta ökar utsläppen”, Table 4, Promemoria by Håkan Johansson 
2008-03-31, the Swedish National Road Administration/Society and traffic, The section for environment, 
Borlänge, Sweden, 2008-07-07. 
22 Year average, 7.04 SEK in 1988 (in the money value of 2007). See the Swedish Petroleum Institute (2008), 
www.spi.se. 
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Taking a closer look at the costs connected to the purchase of a new passenger car, we can 
further establish that it has become more and more expensive in real costs since the 1950s in 
parallel to the advancement of the passenger car. My father, Thor Andersson, bought his first 
car with his patrimony in 1957, a new Folkswagen at the cost of 7300 SEK, i.e., about 85 000 
SEK in the money value of today. Thus, to buy a new car in the 1950s claimed about 60 
percent of the total yearly expenses of an average household, whereas purchasing a new car 
today claims about as much expenses as an average household have in total for a year.23 An 
important difference between the 1950s and today is, though, that it is much easier to obtain 
loans today. In parallel, an average household today uses a much smaller share of the total 
expenses for the satisfaction of pure needs compared to the average household of the 1950s. 
 
 

Figure 3 

Consumption of transport related to income in 
1958, 1969, 1978, 1992 and 2003
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Sources: HUT 1958, 69, 78, 92 and 2003; Household budget-/expense studies, Statistics Sweden. 

 
 
Figure 3 shows for each year how the share of transport expenses out of total expenses vary 
with income. For all years this share increases with income (with total expenses to be correct) 
over the period (1988 is excluded due to data availability reasons) and it thus do not seem to 
exist any level of satiation, not even in relative terms. Thus, although households overall 

 
23 Studying the price development for Volvo’s passenger cars from 1957 to 2003, we find that a Volvo Amazon 
cost about 139 000 SEK  in 1957 (money value of 2005), a Volvo 144 about 146 000 SEK in 1967 (money value 
of 2005), and a V50 about 244 000 SEK in 2005. For mote information on the cost of new Volvo cars, see 
www.newsdesk.se/pressroom/volvo_personbilar/pressrelease/view/140659, “1927-2007 – 80 år med Volvo-
bilar”, Volvo Passenger Cars Sweden Inc., Newsdesk, 2008-07-07). 
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earned much more money in 2003 compared to 1958, the share of transport expenses are still 
increasing with income in the more recent of these years. However, the differences between 
the lowest and highest income/expense groups tend to even out over the years, i.e., the 
divergence between the different income groups was bigger in 1958 and 1969, respectively, 
than in later years (although 1992 was the most even year of them all).  
 
Although Recreation and Culture has constituted a substantial expense category for the 
Swedish average household over the entire investigation period; it has moved from being the 
third biggest for the greater part of the investigation period to become the second biggest in 
the 21st century. We will not focus in any detail on these expenses but a few words on 
‘international travel’ is useful, not the least since this has been the root of the third biggest 
(after ‘food’ and ‘own vehicles’) international carbon dioxide discharges caused by Swedish 
households during the 1990s. International travel has increased from being a rather small 
component of Recreation and Culture in the 1950s, to constitute about 15 % in the 1960s and 
the 1970s, and about 20 % in the 1980s and onwards. Considering Recreation and Culture’s 
increase by 197 % from 1958 to 2005, from about 17 000 SEK to about 50 000 SEK per 
household and year (in the money value of 2005), this means of course in total a considerable 
increase in expenses on international travel for the Swedish average household in the post-war 
period. Still, this increase is far from the magnitude of the increases in the total expenses for 
Transport and Housing. Another important component of Recreation and Culture besides 
‘Domestic and international travel and hotels’ has been (and still is) ‘Books, papers and TV-
licenses’.24 As was the case with Transport, international travel expenses as a share of total 
consumption increases with income (with expenses to be correct) for all of the investigation 
years, although we can not discern an ‘even-out trend’ over the years as we can when it comes 
to the corresponding share of transport expenses (as displayed in Figure 3).  
 
Between the groups of goods and services Food, Housing, Transport and the category 
‘international travel’, both Housing and Transport today makes up for the biggest expense 
categories for the Swedish average household (international travel considered as one category 
detached from Recreation and Culture). These two expense categories have also experienced 
the highest growth in post-war time. Food has instead decreased in importance parallel to 
becoming more immaterial and sustainable in character (meals out have grown in importance, 
although this does not mean that food consumption in total has become more sustainable). 
International travel is in turn a rather small expense category compared to Transport and 
Housing, but its importance has increased substantially over the investigation period. Since a 
major aim of this study is to investigate explanations to the consumption patterns from a 
socio-technological system perspective, with a special focus on inconspicuous rather than 
conspicuous consumption (see below), we must delimit our study. We will from now on focus 
on the explanation of the Swedish post-war household consumption patterns concerning Food 
and Transport. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
24 Included in Recreation and Culture are: Second homes/summerhouses; Radio and TV; Games, sports and 
hobby; Watches, camera and photo services; Domestic and international travel and hotels; Remaining leisure; 
Entertainment; Books, papers and TV-licenses etc; and Telephone. 
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3. Economic, socio-psychological and socio-technological explanations to 
consumption  
 
Consumption and consumerism are influenced by a large number of factors, from socio-
economic pre-requisites for changes in consumption levels to technological forces as well as 
to social and psychological aspects of consumer behavior. In other words, several different 
social science disciplines, economists, psychologists and sociologists historians/ sociologists 
of technology, have taken on the task of analyzing the driving forces behind the growth in 
consumption.25 In her cross-disciplinary approach of the search for the driving forces behind 
the willingness to consume, Inge Røpke (1999) identifies three broad groups of explanations: 
‘economic explanations’, ‘socio-psychological explanations’ and lastly, ‘historical and socio-
technological explanations’, the latter representing a meso-level “focusing on the historical 
transformation of the patterns of everyday life”.26 In the present study we are mostly 
interested in this last category of explanations in our ambition to explain the consumption 
patterns of Swedish households since the 1950s regarding goods and services with 
considerable environmental impacts. Before proceeding, however, it is useful also to discuss 
the economic and socio-psychological explanations. This helps in putting the historical and 
socio-technological perspective in a wider context. 
 
 
3.1 Economic and socio-psychological explanations to the growth in consumption 
Socio-psychological explanations to the growing consumption ascribe economic explanations 
such as ‘rising incomes’, ‘individual competitiveness’ and ‘strong capitalistic forces’ to be far 
too simplistic. Instead they emphasize the importance of understanding human actions in a 
socio-psychological context, and the notion that humans have a fundamental need to relate to 
other people and to understand the context they act in. Rituals, such as the purchasing of 
goods, are used to make the world understandable. Central for the socio-psychological 
explanations is further the idea that social change has taken place in late-modern society 
through which consumption has come to play an important role in supporting individual’s 
self-identity. The traditional social roles and norms subscribing the individual a clear identity 
are believed to be in decline and the individual has become responsible for his/her own self-
identity. In this life-long project of supporting your identity, consumption has become central, 
i.e., you define yourself by possessing desired goods instead of, for example, through your 
profession. Individualization has thus increased the willingness to consume although it may 
be debated how individualistic consumers are in reality as they consume to form an identity.27  
 
Apart from stimulating consumption, individualization has more directly influenced the 
choice of consumer goods by increasing the number of single-households and thus also the 
market for apartments and housing-equipment. In general it is more efficient to heat (as well 
as to buy food and other household goods) for a more densely populated household compared 
to a household with lower occupancy. For this reason Jackson and Papathanasopoulou (2008) 
establish the modern change in household size to be “a key factor offsetting efficiency 
improvements in the technologies of supply and energy conversion”.28 Closely related to the 

                                                 
25 For surveys of consumption and consumerism research, see Røpke (1999) and Sustainable Consumption – 
Research and Policies, pp. 29-47.  
26 Røpke (1999), p 412. 
27 Røpke (1999), pp. 406ff. About the growing importance of consumption alongside with leisure time as 
lifestyle activities and identity symbols in parallel to the individualization trend, see Wynne (1998). 
28 Jackson and Papathanasopoulou (2008), p 11. 
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individualization process and to the increase in number of single-households, as well as being 
an important factor in explaining the raising household income in post-war time (and thus in 
many ways related to raising consumption levels), is the parallel increase in the number of 
gainfully employed women. In Sweden (and elsewhere) this development has in turn been 
strongly supported by the government, not the least through an extensive social child-care. 
 
Socio-psychological theories attempting to understand consumer decision-making processes 
often distinguish between the needs and the wants of private consumers. Whereas the field of 
consumption psychology to a large degree concentrates on individual (isolated from others) 
consumption characteristics, i.e. the individual decision-making process and the importance of 
values and habits in this process, the field of sociology typically perceives consumption as a 
socially grounded process and focuses on identifying and studying social structures 
influencing consumption. In both fields we find explanations related to ‘the lifestyle concept’ 
and to ‘the theory of envy’, where concepts such as ‘positional goods’ are used to identify 
goods facilitating social differentiation.29

 
The view that consumer goods are used to achieve a favorable self-image, to signal identity, is 
increasingly recognized within the economics discipline. For instance, the economists Brekke 
and Howarth (2006) present a model explaining consumption growth in which economic 
theory is linked to the consideration that:  
 

“commodities do not provide direct utility but are instead only useful to communicate – 
that is, as a means of signaling one’s identity to both oneself and to other members of 
society[.]”30

 
Still, they establish their model only to give a very crude representation of the symbolic 
importance of goods while the symbolic meaning of goods can be very complex. For 
example, there is research blaming modern media for making people “more commonly 
compare themselves with the super-rich than with the Joneses next-door”.31 Brekke and 
Howarth (2006) further establish their framework to differ considerably in terms of policy 
implications from the traditional economic theory:   
 

“using consumer goods to achieve a favorable self-image – can lead people to overvalue 
consumption goods while undervaluing collective goods such as environmental 
quality[.]”32   

 
 
3.2 Historical and socio-technological explanations – towards a frame of reference 
  

“[C]onsumption practices are always embedded in a socio-technical framework”33  
 
The above quote is from Røpke (1999); she structures the ‘historical and socio-technological 
explanations’ behind the willingness to consume into three sets. One set treats ‘the dream and 
the family and the importance of desires and emotions in relation to social relations’, i.e., how 
growth in consumption in part is a story about the realization of dreams at both the individual 
and the political level. For instance, the dream among Danes in the mid 20th century of a light, 
                                                 
29 Sustainable Consumption – Research and Policies, pp. 29-47. 
30 Jackson (2006), p 253. 
31 Jackson (2006), p 260. 
32 Jackson (2006), p 250. 
33 Røpke (1999), p. 415. 
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airy, private and nature-close home for the family emanated from problems related to the 
living conditions prevailing in the early industrial society.34 Another set of explanations treats 
‘the paradox of time-saving/structure-actor interplay’, how for example the diffusion of the 
car in the post-war period has contributed to a dramatic increase in the distances traveled 
instead of reducing the time needed for traveling. Røpke points out that we can see the same 
phenomenon in the use of the washing machine, instead of saving time we wash much more 
than previously.35 The last set of explanations is linked to ‘the socio-technological framework 
of everyday life’. Once again the car is used as an example, now as a component of a socio-
technological framework of systems, i.e., systems of related commodities, infrastructure, 
social practices and of institutions. Røpke further establishes the relationship between the 
framework and the consumption practices to be ‘dialectical’, i.e., the practices are formed by 
the framework which also changes over time by the practices.36 With this last set of 
explanations Røpke concludes:  
 

“much of our consumption is thus dependent on systems that appear as conditions of 
everyday life.”37  

 
She further emphasizes that these socio-technological systems, while established, tend:  
 

“to have their own momentum supported by the decision makers directly taking care of 
the systems.”38  

 
Here it is in place to point out that the momentum state also may be supported by the users 
and consumers of the system and the goods and services produced by the system, not the least 
in the case of infrastructural socio-technological systems with widespread use. The historian 
of technology, Thomas P. Hughes, comes close to arguing for the importance of system usage 
in explaining momentum in an article on automobile production and use from 1994: 
 

“[T]he technological momentum of the system of automobile production and use can be 
observed in recent reactions against major environmental initiatives in the Los Angeles 
region. The host of institutions and persons dependent politically, economically, and 
ideologically on the system […] [such as] devotees of unrestricted automobile usage […] 
rallied to frustrate change.”39

 
By socio-technological systems we mean socially constructed and society-shaping systems 
with both socially and technologically interrelated components working together to form the 
system and where the components can be systems themselves.40 Socio-technological systems 
of infrastructural character in turn often heavily influence household consumption in that they 
generally provide collectively imposed and basic everyday-services, such as transport, 
communication, energy- and water provision.41 These systems have dramatically contributed 
to social development but have also limited our possibilities to choose, not the least when it 
comes to live our lives with less environmental impacts (as the systems are collectively 
imposed your only choice in general is to either take part of the good and service in the form 

                                                 
34 Røpke (1999), p 412ff. Here Ropke refers to Norregard Frandsen (1994).  
35 Røpke (1999), p 412ff. Here Ropke refers to Tengström (1991) and to Schwartz Cowan (1983). 
36 Røpke (1999), p 415f. 
37 Røpke (1999), p 416. 
38 Røpke (1999), p 416. 
39 Hughes (1994).  
40 See for example Hughes 1983 and 1989. 
41 For an overview of the infrastructural development in Sweden, see Kaijser (1994). 
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it is provided by the system or to completely do without it). Closely associated with the 
consumption of goods and services delivered by systems with infrastructural characters, is 
further the inconspicuous character of the consumption. 
 
The British sociologist Tim Jackson establishes (2006) that sociologists find that too much 
emphasis have been placed on the conspicuous aspects of modern consumer lifestyles and that 
more emphasis should be placed on the inconspicuous aspects were consumption is about 
convenience, habits, social norms and institutions over which the individual have little 
control.42 In line with this opposition Shove and Warde (2002) state how:   
 

“the most problematic aspects of consumption [here the authors refer to the consumption 
of water, coal, gas and electricity] are almost entirely beyond the remit of current 
sociological approaches”.43

 
They thus suggest attention to be shifted towards: 
 

“the more routine, pragmatic, practical, symbolically neutral, socially determined, collec-
tively imposed, jointly experienced, non-individualized elements [of consumption]”.44

 
Shove and Warde further suggest hat such an approach is likely to be best pursued by linking 
the sociology of consumption to the sociology of science and technology whereas these 
consumption patterns are “more embedded in infrastructures and socio-technical systems” 
than other private consumption and thus have more to do with how collective services are 
managed and handled.45  In a more recent study Shove (2006) further argues for an approach:   
 

“that reunites issues of technical and product design (efficiency) with questions of con-
sumption in recognition of the fact that practices so often require the use of technologies 
and appliances, and that technologies and appliances are frequently implicated in the 
invention and reproduction of practice.”46  

 
She concludes that relatively little attention so far has been paid to “the dynamics of demand 
for electricity and for inconspicuous energy-consuming services”47, and that such issues have 
been of more central concern to those interested in the development of socio-technological 
systems, such as to Hughes (1983). Thus, the relevance of focusing more intensely on the 
more inconspicuous aspects of consumption seems high, as well as the importance to do it 
from a socio-technological perspective. In this study we are interested in the relationship 
between the consumption patterns in focus of this study and the socio-technological systems 
surrounding, embedding and influencing these. For this reason we should permit our 
framework to get further shaped by system-approaches. This can be achieved by also 
employing the ‘systems of provision’-theory presented by Fine (2002) and Fine and Leopold 
(1993). Their theory refers to:  
 

“the inclusive chain of activity that attaches consumption to the production that makes it 
possible[.]”48

                                                 
42 Jackson (2006) , p 112. 
43 Shove and Warde (2002), p 248. 
44 Shove and Warde (2002), p 248. 
45 Shove and Warde (2002), p 248. 
46 Shove (2006), p 294. 
47 Shove (2006), p 294. 
48 Fine (2002), p. 79. 
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Fine motivates the approach by its ‘conscious sensitiveness’: 
 

“to the difference between commodities, not so much as items in consumption alone, but 
in terms of the economic and social processes and structures by which they become 
such.”49

 
Such a perspective implies paying attention to the activities, technologies and institutions that 
make certain consumption patterns possible, as well as to the related design/production and 
use/disposal characters.50 While we in the following will study socio-technological systems 
central in explaining the consumption patterns of Swedish household concerning housing and 
transport goods/services since the 1950s, we will not take on a full ‘systems of provision’-
approach for housing and transport as that would be to vast to do considering the number of 
goods/services included in each. The ‘systems of provision’-approach however helps us up to 
some point identify the systems of importance, i.e. those interrelated social and technological 
components making a certain consumption possible.   
 
The Swedish ethnographer Karin Book (e.g., Book and Eskilsson, 2001) has also studied the 
setting enclosing everyday activities (yet not explicitly consumption), however in terms of 
‘capacity-restrictions’.51 Book focuses on the historical transformation of the ‘external 
physical conditions’ embedding our everyday activities, such as collectively imposed struc-
tures through prevailing building- and transport technologies. She establishes that all activities 
are partly dependent on individual wishes, conditions and limitations (such as our socio-
economic status), but also restricted by ‘external physical conditions’. This setting she 
summarizes in the term ‘capacity-restrictions’, and she points out that these can change over 
time due to economic and technological development, which in turn in a wider context can 
change norms, values and life-styles, and in the end our patterns of activity.52

 
Specifically, Book studies the changing structures of cities in the western world, from early 
industrial society until today’s information society, by analyzing influencing societal 
development processes – i.e., technological, economic, social and environmental-strategic 
development processes – that have and still are affecting cities. She maps both physical (city 
structural factors) and immaterial effects (local societal effects) of the societal development 
processes on the city structure. Whereas local societal effects deal with economic, social and 
environmental effects (see further below), city structural effects deal with land-value, center-
structure, activity relocation, housing relocation, density and the growth and use of transport 
systems, i.e., the distribution of means of transport and movement patterns. Book concludes 
that society in the western world has changed from concentration, centralization, integration 
and public transport to scattering, decentralizations (presently to a certain degree back toward 
recentralization), separation and private transport. She believes the passenger car to be the 
main cause of this trend. At first the autobus but in time the passenger car made large-scale 
decentralization of activities and housing possible in 20th century cities in the western world. 
In parallel, new economic and social conditions such as increased standard of living, equality 
and eventually welfare, expanded our every-day room, and a lot of us moved to the suburbs. 
The suburbs in turn gradually became more attractive for industry in the post-war period as 
lorries took over the inter-urban transports from trains and as the workers wanted to go by car 

                                                 
49 Fine (2002), p 82. 
50 See, for example, Spaargaren (2004), p 29. 
51 See also Ellergård (1990) and Hägerstrand (1973). 
52 Book (in Book and Eskilsson, 2001), p 161. 
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to work and thus big parking-lots became a necessity in connection to the working-place. The 
assembly-line technology contributed to the decentralization of industry as it often required 
space-demanding one-flat buildings. As a modern parallel, Book points out that modern 
industries, such as high-tech and knowledge-intensive industries, tend to localize in clusters in 
the city-periphery, often in connection to universities or other knowledge-intensive areas.53   
 
The most interesting periods of Book’s study for the current study are the service-society from 
1945 to the 1970s and the information-society from the mid 1970s and onwards. She 
concludes that the service-society has experienced technological development in terms of: (a) 
diffusion and development of the passenger car; (b) improved household-technology; (c) the 
technology of pre-manufacture (this made mass-produced houses possible); and (d) the 
diffusion and development of the assembly-line technology. When it comes to the economic 
development of the service society, Book in turn summarizes the experience in terms of: (a) 
high economic growth; (b) Keynesianism; (c) welfare economy; (d) fordism; (e) mass 
production; (f) mass consumption; and (g) the expansion of both the service-sector and the 
public sector. Book also believes the service-society to have experienced social development 
in the sense of increased importance of the core family alongside with insipient individualism, 
and of an increase in welfare, equality, middle class, leisure-time and in the number of women 
in workforce.54 When it comes to the environmental-strategic development during service-
society Book establishes that: 
 

“To face up to the environmental problems in service-society city planning [authors’ own 
italicizing], with technology and social strivings as basis, became the prestige word. 
Economic and idealistic considerations were also included in the strategy.  Many of the 
strategies implied to some degree flow into an ‘escape’ or a social and physical 
dissociation from the problems in the industrialized city (by for example decentralization, 
decontamination and separation). Large-scale solutions became important [Author’s 
translation].”55

 
When it comes to the technological development now experienced in the information society, 
Book discusses it in terms of: (a) telecommunications; (b) information technology; (c) robots; 
and (d) environmentally benign technology. She further discusses the economic development 
experienced in information-society in terms of; (a) information-based economy; (b) expansion 
of service sector; (c) flexibility; (d) post-fordism; (e) internationalization; (f) differentiated 
consumption; and (g) tourism. In parallel she finds the information-society to experience 
social development in the shape of individualism, polarization, changed household structure, 
migration, segregation and differentiated identity-shaping consumption. The environmental-
strategic development during information-society can be analyzed in terms of ecological 
strategies, the strive for durable development and Agenda 21.56

 
The policy implications following this study highlight the importance of getting to know the 
inner dynamics of the socio-technological systems influencing and embedding the consump-
tion activities in focus, i.e., by studying how these evolve and transform through history. In 
line with this argument, and while discussing appropriate policy options to facilitate 
sustainable consumption, Jackson (2006) points out that policy already intervenes directly in 
people’s behavior through taxes and the regulatory framework but: 

                                                 
53 Book (in Book and Eskilsson, 2001), p 162ff. 
54 Book (in Book and Eskilsson, 2001), p 140ff. 
55 Book (in Book and Eskilsson, 2001), p 144. 
56 Book (in Book and Eskilsson, 2001), p 144ff. 
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“more important [...,] indirectly through its extensive influence over the social and 
institutional context within which individual behaviors are negotiated”57. 

 
This, Jackson continues: “opens out a range of vital avenues for policy intervention in pursuit 
of behavioral change”.58 Jackson brings up three central areas of indirect governmental 
intervention in the context in which consumers act: (a) ‘by facilitating conditions/contextual 
factors’ (from recycling facilities to the availability of public transport services); (b) ‘by the 
setting of rules, regulations and operating conditions defining the context within which choice 
is negotiated’ (here, Jackson mentions the governmentally established market conditions 
under which energy supplies are generated, distributed and supplied, but also the govern-
mental setting of, for example, building, trading and media standards); and (c) ‘by influencing 
the social and cultural context’ (state policy has a symbolic influence on consumers while 
sending signals about institutional goals, national priorities and about what behaviors that are 
rewarded in society – and thus practice immense influence on social norms, ethical codes and 
cultural expectations). It is of central importance, Jackson concludes, for governments 
wishing to motivate pro-environmental behaviors, to be aware of its own historical role in this 
context and to act accordingly.59

 
Of policy relevance should further be how to avoid getting locked-in to and how to transform 
the systems of interrelated social and technological components (exemplified in Jacksons’ 
examples of governmental intervention above). Meijer et al. (2006) point out that several 
authors60 have argued that socio-technological transformations are difficult to achieve: 
 

“because the prevailing socio-technological system acts as a barrier to the creation of a 
new socio-technological system.”61

 
This is in turn often explained by the path-dependency and irreversibility characterizing estab-
lished socio-technological systems, stemming from increasing returns to adoption, in turn 
caused by learning by using, network externalities, scale economies in production, informa-
tional increasing returns and technological interrelatedness.62 Meijer et al. (2006) further 
establish the socio-institutional framework of the system to be:  
 

“aligned to the existing technology by a process of technological and institutional co-
evolution […] [which] can lead to a lock-in of the prevailing system: the prevailing 
system has gained an advantage on the basis of its history, not on the basis of technical 
superiority.”63

 
The economist Nathan Rosenberg (1994) argues along the same lines, i.e., he points out the 
historical character of path dependence, which he principally defines as a cumulative “sequ-
ence of events” constituting “the history”.64 Of course the ‘momentum’-phenomena discussed 
above, on the influence of ‘the host of institutions and persons dependent politically, 
                                                 
57 Jackson (2006), p 119. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Jackson (2006), p. 119.   
60 See, for example, Jacobsson and Johnson (2000); and Geels (2002). The examples referred to by Meijer et al. 
(2006) mainly stem from the fields of technology and science policy, innovation research and technology 
management. 
61 Meijer et al. (2006), p 215. 
62 See Meijer et al. (2006), p 215, which in turn is based on Arthur (1988). 
63 See Meijer et al. (2006), p 215, which in turn is based on van Lente et al. (2003). 
64 Rosenberg (1994), p 10. 
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economically and ideologically on the system’, on the technological momentum of a system, 
is very closely related to the content of the concepts ‘lock-in’ and ‘path-dependence’.  
 
 
3.3 Previous empirical research 
One of few examples on previous empirical research is Jackson and Papathanasopoulou 
(2008). They relate real consumption patterns, i.e., UK household consumption expenditures 
during the period 1968-2000 (translated into their fossil resource equivalents), to ‘structural 
and institutional factors partly outside the influence of individual choice’ or as they also 
define it, prevailing ‘systems of provision’. After concluding that ‘recreation and entertain-
ment’ alongside with ‘commuting and business travel’ explain around two thirds of the 
increase of fossil resources attributed to UK household consumption in the period 1968-2000 
(from 139 Mtoe in 1968 to 187 Mtoe in 2000), they examine whether rising consumption is a 
function of institutional and technical ‘lock-in’ or a result of “expanding societal aspirations 
and expectations”,65 i.e., the pursuit of ‘luxury’. Whereas they establish the pursuit of 
recreation and entertainment expenditures to “have something in the character of luxury 
consumption [where] aspirational motives are at work”66, they do not find the pursuit of 
commuting and business travel to be attributable to luxury “at all”67. Instead they ascribe a 
major part of the increase in resources associated to this category to structural and 
institutional factors partly outside the influence of individual choice, like increased emphasis 
on economic mobility and increased participation in the workforce by two partners. Jackson 
and Papathanasopoulou (2008) thus ascribe the overall trend in resource consumption both to 
changes in lifestyles as to changes in systems of provisions where rising economic mobility, 
out-of-town superstores etc., has shifted “the burden of resource consumption”68 from 
production to consumption.   
 
Jackson and Marks (1999) in turn explore the relationship between economic consumption 
and human welfare (well-being) using per capita consumer expenditures identified from the 
UK National Accounts from 1954 to 1994. Starting from the assumption that human well-
being is related to the satisfaction of human needs, they find the increasing proposition of UK 
expenditure over the period to be attributable to attempts to satisfy social and psychological 
(non-material) needs rather than physical or physiological (material) needs, although they 
conclude there is little evidence to support the idea that increased expenditure in these 
consumption categories really leads to increased satisfaction of the underlying needs.  
 
Assuming that basic subsistence and protection needs were already satisfied in 1954, Jackson 
and Marks (1999) in turn finds it unlikely to find a correlation between expenditure increase 
and a higher level of satisfaction when it comes to those needs. The fact that there was a small 
increase in food expenditure although food consumption almost certainly had reached a level 
in 1954 where subsistence needs had been met, the authors attribute to increased quality and 
variety of available food and to an increase in prepared foodstuff – a trend which they 
conclude as ‘paradoxical’;  
 

                                                 
65 Jackson and Papathanasopoulou (2008), p 1. 
66 Jackson and Papathanasopoulou (2008), p 12. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Jackson and Papathanasopoulou (2008), p 14. 
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“may have increased available leisure time (and though serving the need for idleness), but 
reduced personal investment in culinary skills (with potentially adverse affects on 
creativity needs).”69

 
Concerning the increased expenditures on recreation and entertainment over the period, by 
almost 400 %, Jackson and Marks point out that this increase hides a wide variation between 
different categories. If the expenditures on sports and recreational goods increased by 580 %, 
which was higher than the average across the different categories, expenditures on durable 
entertainment goods such as television, video and sound systems increased  by “a staggering” 
3500 %.70  
 
When it comes to the increase in travel expenditures by 300 % and of mobility by around 400 
%, Jackson and Marks believe mobility to operate structurally in the attempted satisfaction of 
a range of needs, such as the need for subsistence and protection as well as for participation, 
affection, freedom and identity. In other words, they establish mobility to have become a 
structural requirement in modern society – with increasing distances between family, work 
and shopping – and thus find the increased mobility and expenditure on cars to at best 
correspond to an attempt to maintain subsistence, protection, participation and affection.71  
 
The present study also relates real consumption data to structural and institutional explanatory 
factors, however with a more extensive focus on the underlying ‘factors’ and their historical 
transformation, with a longer time-perspective – yet with fewer goods/services in focus (i.e., 
housing and transport) – and with Swedish consumption data as the empirical basis.    
 
 
3.4 Final comments 
In this chapter we have discussed the complex character of consumption, i.e., how it relates to 
economic factors (from prices to socioeconomic prerequisites), socio-psychological behavior-
related factors as well as to a wide range of interrelated social and technological components 
influencing and embedding consumption activities. The latter concerns not the least the 
routine, inconspicuous and infrastructure-dependent consumption. We have learnt that these 
socio-technological systems change over time due to altered practices and tend to reach a 
stage of technological momentum/path-dependence/lock in. Previous research does further 
encourage us to focus on the systems embedding the consumption with inconspicuous 
character, not the least since this often has shown to be particularly environmentally 
demanding consumption. Only by understanding the inner dynamics of the systems do we 
know how to transform them. Here an historical approach is essential, not the least since it 
opens out ‘a range of vital avenues for policy intervention’ today to attract attention to 
governmental intervention in the systems in the past. 
 
The next chapter broadly outlines three interrelated socio-technological systems embedding 
Swedish post-war household consumption of housing and transport, and which are believed to 
be central (although not prevailing) in explaining the extensive increase in consumption of 
housing and transport over the period. In focus is thus their transformation during the second 
half of the 20th century. The systems in focus are: (a) post-war Swedish housing policy and 
the interrelated socio-technological components influencing and embedding housing and 
                                                 
69 Jackson and Marks (1999), p 433. The increase of expenditure on ‘clothing’ by over 200 % between 1954 and 
1994, Jackson and Marks (1999) in turn ascribe to the rise of the fashion industry. 
70 Jackson and Marks (1999), p 433. 
71 Jackson and Marks (1999), p 434ff. 
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transport consumption since the 1950s; (b) post-war Swedish retail distribution’s rationa-
lization and interrelated socio-technological components influencing and embedding transport 
consumption (as well as consumption in general) since the 1950s; and (c) the post-war car-
adaptation of Swedish society and interrelated socio-technological components influencing 
and embedding transport- and in some aspects housing consumption since the 1950s. This last 
system is heavily interrelated to the two others and permeates major parts of the following 
chapter. The explanatory value of the systems to Swedish household consumption of housing 
and transport since the 1950s is properly investigated in the last chapter of this study.  
 
4. Socio-technological systems influencing and embedding household 
transport and housing consumption in Sweden since the 1950s 

 
 
4.1 Introduction 
Figure 4 attempts to illustrate how households’ consumption of housing and transport is 
embedded in socio-technological systems, which in turn are heavily intervened by previous 
policy. The system-approach is illustrated through the different levels: ‘Policy’; ‘Systems’; 
and ‘Choice’; where the arrows to the far left illustrate the dialectical relationship of the 
levels. Whereas ‘Policy’ needs no explanation, ‘Systems’ illustrates the vast socio-
technological systems embedding consumption. ‘Choice’ in turn illustrates the households’ 
choice of consumption goods and services. The horizontal axis, with the boxes ‘Housing’ and 
‘Transport’, respectively, illustrates the interrelation of the systems embedding the two 
(groups of) goods. It is important to note that Figure 4 would have less explanatory value 
concerning post-war consumption of, for example, ‘recreation and culture’, where life-style 
concepts and notions such as ‘positional goods’ would be of greater importance. 
 
The point of departure for this chapter is hence that state intervention in the form of housing 
policy, initiatives to society’s car-adaptation and to the rationalization of retail distribution 
from the 1940s and onwards, has formed socio-technological systems heavily influencing and 
embedding households’ housing and transport consumption – two rather central groups of 
goods/services considering society’s relationship to the environment.   
 
 
4.2 Post-war Swedish housing policy 

In the early post-war period there was a housing shortage in the bigger cities in Sweden, much 
due to structural rationalizations in the Swedish industry with accompanying resettlements 
and household-splinting. It was also a consequence of income increases with accompanying 
household-splinting, and of labor immigration.72 In parallel, the socioeconomic development 
actualized the question of larger and modernized homes. The Swedish state responded with an 
extensive social housing policy,73 especially in the 1940s to the 1960s, with the ambition to 
generate satisfactory housing with improved housing standards and to counteract crowdedness 

                                                 
72 Bladh (1992), p. 273ff. 
73 For an overview of the government efforts in line with this ambition, see for example Strömberg (2001); and 
Franzén & Sandstedt (1981). While most of the Swedish post-war housing research has a strong positivistic 
character, aiming for producing foundations for contemporary social housing policy, housing research of recent 
years has questioned this focus on a general (in opposite to a selective) policy founded on functionalism where 
every man and women is thought to have the same needs and where justice, instead of, for example, traditions, is 
thought to be the best foundation in the creation of a new and modern society (e.g., Almqvist, 2004). 
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for all.74 Several public investigations provide evidence of the post-war housing ambitions, 
such as ‘The housing-social investigation I and II’ in 1945 and 1947 (Bostadssociala 
utredningen I och II, 1945:63 and 1947:26), and the investigation ‘Increased standards of 
housing’ in 1965 (Höjd bostadsstandard, SOU 1965:32). This last investigation actualized the 
so-called “Million program” (miljonprogrammet) with which the goal was to produce more 
than 100 000 apartments per year over a ten-year-period.  

                                                 
74 The Swedish state had in part communicated a social housing policy through the own-one’s-own-home policy 
already in the first decades of the 20th century (Almqvist, 2004, p 30f). Turner and Vedung (1997) further argue 
that a paradigm shift in Swedish housing policy (from a general to a selective policy) occurred in the 1990s. 
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Swedish housing policy has been far-reaching, influencing housing consumption both 
indirectly by: (a) improving production numbers and; (b) contributing to the rationalization of 
the construction process and to improved housing standards; as well as by stimulating housing 
consumption directly (see below). The number of apartments in urban areas increased by over 
120 % between 1945 and 1975. The proportion of apartments with central heating increased 
from 46 to 96 % during the same period, the proportion with private WC from 36 to 94 %, 
and the proportion with private bath-/shower room from about 20 to a staggering 90 %.75  
Measured by the size of the apartments, post-war housing policy further totally transformed 
the housing conditions of the Swedish population, i.e., smaller apartments gave room for 
bigger apartments. Between 1945 and 1975, apartments bigger than 2 rooms with kitchen 
increased their proportion of the total Swedish apartment stock as much as from 26 to 56 %.76 
The proportion increased even further in the 1990s to reach a 64 % share.77

 
The housing construction process was heavily rationalized (industrialized) over the period. 
Probably the most significant rationalization-improvement occurred in connection to the 
“Million program” in the 1960s; this was the development of the total-contract reform with 
one single producer in close cooperation with the builder and the town planning authorities in 
contrast to earlier procedures where town planning preceded construction. This in turn gave 
room for a considerable rationalization of the construction of apartment houses, towards a 
production steered system construction and prefabrication in contrast to earlier more 
craftsman-like constructions of one house at the time. The Swedish government supported the 
development towards total contracts in the 1960s and had all since the beginning of the 1950s 
supported the rationalization of the construction process by the standardization of housing 
standards and by introducing research institutes and experimental activities.78  
 
The consumption of housing, especially of tenancy right apartments, has further been stimu-
lated by regulations supporting rent control, protected tenancy and local housing authorities 
(in the 1940s and later).79 An extensive housing allowance policy has added to this effect. 
 
The overriding responsibility for the housing provision, at least for planning and initiation,80 
was initially put in the hands of the municipalities. The responsibility of the municipalities 
were set and necessary tools given by law already in the 1940s (the Law of construction and 
the Law of housing providing, both issued in 1947), but the municipal entrepreneurship was 
strengthened further all the way into the 1970s.81 Probably the most important tool was the 
local planning monopoly given to Swedish local authorities in 1947 through the Law of 
construction, although the local authorities most likely often had to consider other powerful 
local actors in the planning process, such as big local companies and their eventual need for 
housing for their workers.82 The trend of decentralizing planning power, from national to local 
levels, continued all through the 20th century.83

 

                                                 
75 Franzen & Sandstedt (1981), p 233f (see also Ivre and Lundevall 1978, table 34, 6:5 and 6:6). 
76 Franzen & Sandstedt (1981), p 234. 
77 Bostads och byggnadsstatistisk årsbok 2005, table 1.1.1. 
78 Franzen & Sandstedt (1981), p 257ff. For a discusssion of the economic effects the post-war industrialization 
of housing construction, see Bladh (1992). 
79 Bladh (1992), p 273ff. 
80 The government answered for a major part of the economic efforts (Bladh, 1992, p 203ff). 
81 Bladh (1992), p 46 ff. See also Isaksson (2003). 
82 Strömberg (2001), p 35ff. 
83 NE.se; bygglagstiftning, 10 June, 2008. 
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The production of apartments increased dramatically all through the 1960s, and reached the 
goal of the “Million program”, more than 100 000 apartments a year, during the late 1960s.84 
The demand for apartments, though, decreased alongside with the general depression in the 
early 1970s.85 The market for apartments was weak and construction started to decrease, and 
did so all through the 1970s and through most of the 1980s. The construction of small houses 
followed the same trend, although this decrease was much less dramatic.86 The trend was the 
same in all Nordic countries, with a post-war boom in housing construction at least up to and 
including the 1960s and thereafter a considerable decline in the 1970s and 1980s, even if the 
decline was particularly strong in Sweden.87 In Sweden, the building of both apartment houses 
and small houses once again experienced a rather strong upward trend in the late 1980s and in 
the first few years of the 1990s, partly due to the deregulation of the credit market. The trend, 
though, once again was brutally interrupted already a few years into the 1990s, partly due to a 
general depression and partly due to the tax-reform of 1991 which implied a significant 
increase in the VAT on building. The Swedish housing market has still not totally recovered 
from this collapse.88  
 
In the post-war planning of housing areas, the idea of neighborhood units played a central 
role. Neighborhood units were actualized as town planning reform in Sweden in the 1940s, 
but still strongly characterized town planning at the time of the “Million program”.89 The idea 
aimed at a distinct division of neighborhood units to live in and city centers and industrial 
areas to work in. The neighborhood unit primarily consisted of apartment houses to reach the 
necessary density. A central idea of the neighborhood unit was that it would strengthen the 
sense of solidarity among the inhabitants. All should live within walking distance from the 
community center where schools, childcare, shops and general assembly halls were situated, 
although commerce early tended to dominate the public area of the neighborhood unit at the 
expense of especially general assembly halls.90 Although the neighborhood unit from one 
perspective contributed to dense housing areas, which usually is regarded as environmentally 
preferable, the clear borders of the units facilitated an inner and an outer traffic system with a 
planned web of roads within and between the units as well as from the units to the city centers 
and to the work places. In this way the diffusion of neighborhood units very much worked in 
favor of private car use.91 When it comes to public transportation, the neighborhood units 
except from decentralizing the cities even further, disfavored public transportation by 
encouraging the location of public transport routes further away from the apartment houses 
than the parking lots.92 The realization of neighborhood units was of course facilitated by the 
above mentioned Law of construction in 1947, with which local authorities, among other 
things, gained the right to decide when and where construction projects should take place.  
 
The post-war social housing policy, to abolish housing shortage, crowdedness and low 
housing standards, was realized through the rationalized and industrialized construction of 
apartment houses in a societal regime. The Swedish sociologist Annika Almqvist (2004) 
concludes that the dream of one’s own home with a close connection to traditional living 
                                                 
84 Wigren (1997). 
85 Monteringsbyggda flerfamiljshus: rapport från Moby-kommittén med förslag till forskningsprojekt, Stock-
holm: Statens råd för byggnadsforskning, 1975. 
86 Färdigställda lägenheter i Sverige mellan 1975 och 2000, SCB.se. 
87 Bostads- och byggnadsstatistisk årsbok 2005, table 1.1.9. 
88 Isaksson (2003). 
89 Franzen & Sandstedt (1981), p 279. 
90 Franzen & Sandstedt (1981), p 10f and 235ff. 
91 Franzen & Sandstedt (1981), p 265ff. 
92 Franzen & Sandstedt (1981), p 272. 
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(farming society), did not fit well into this context and was nor considered a solution to the 
housing situation of the not so-well-off. With the one’s-own-home-movement during the first 
decades of the 20th century, some ten thousand families received national loans, in the first 
place for homes in the country side, but soon also in the suburbs. In the first decades of the 
20th century the one’s-own-home was thought of to be a good solution to the housing 
problems of the not so-well-off and it was believed to contribute to good upbringing, good 
family-life as well as to discipline of the workers. According to Almqvist this basic idea of the 
one’s-own-home-policy, to change the society with the good home as the model, was 
abandoned in the 1930s towards the idea of making the home more societal, whereas the 
home became “an object for the regularization and intervention of planners and experts with 
the aim to create rational housing and habits for social life (author’s translation)”.93

 
By the end of the “Million program”, i.e., in the first half of the 1970s, the building of small 
houses increased markedly as a consequence of increased wages, favorable tax conditions and 
high inflation rates that made it favorable to take loans.94 The building of small houses had 
increased already in the 1960s, from a little less than 20 000 houses a year to a little more than 
30 000 houses a year. However, the boom came in the first half of the 1970s with an increase 
to almost 50 000 small houses a year.95 Surely the boom can in part be regarded as a reaction 
to the underlying decades of social housing policy based on the industrialized and standar-
dized  construction of apartment-houses (unlike to craftsman-like and one-unique-house-at-
the-time construction). A large proportion of the small houses built in the 1970s were 
constructed in ways that appealed to target groups with high purchasing power. Furthermore, 
the construction of small houses was to a great extent exposed to fashion changes, and many 
were those who chose their houses among a growing abundance of catalog houses.96 The 
choice of house did become a way of expressing a certain life style and taste of the house 
owner. Almqvist (2004) argues in line with this approach while using a phenomenological 
interpretation trying to understand the home in relation to the development of modernity; 
 

“Given the rapid changes in life style and consumption patterns of modern society, the 
need to create has been transformed from being an expression of knowledge of building 
and cultivation into an expression of personal style and taste. […] Today, the design of 
one’s house and interiors indicate whether one has kept up with modernity’s constant 
demands for renewal.”97   

 
The building of both apartment houses and small houses decreased markedly already in the 
second half of the 1970s due to a downward business cycle and to a saturated market for 
apartments. The downward trend hit the market for apartments harder than the market for 
small houses.98 In the 1980s, the credit market was deregulated and it became easier for 
households to take loans,99 something which in turn increased the building of small houses 
and thus private housing ownership. As was noted above, this trend was interrupted only a 
few years into the 1990s although we today slowly have begun to recover from the depression 

                                                 
93 Almqvist (2004), p 33. 
94 Franzen & Sandstedt (1981), 231f. 
95 Wigren (1997). 
96 Stockholms läns museums webbsidor om byggnadsvård (www.lansmuseum.a.se/byggnadsvard/index.html), 
25 February, 2008. 
97 Almqvist (2004), p 180. 
98 Wigren (1997).  
99 For an expose of Swedish monetary policy in the 1980s, see Eklund (2007). 
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of the 1990s. Thus, the building of small houses has increased from less than 4000 in 1997 to 
more than 12 000 in 2007.100

 
In the above discussion of post-war Swedish housing policy we have focused both on the 
decentralization aspects (of housing areas), which of course is closely related to the 
consumption of transport goods and services, as well as on Swedish housing policy. The latter 
has – alongside with monetary policy – contributed to larger, more modern and thus more 
expensive housing as the norm, as well as to increased private housing ownership.  
 
 
4.3 Society’s car-adaptation 
The passenger car started to diffuse among Swedish households in the 1950s, but it was first 
in the 1960s and the 1970s that we could witness an immense increase in the consumption of 
car transports. The number of registered cars in Sweden increased by almost 300 % over the 
time period 1958-1978.101 This in turn expanded the average length traveled per person and 
day from about 5 kilometer in 1950 to over 30 kilometer in 1975, where after the development 
has stagnated. Also the proportion of public transportation of the average length traveled per 
day has stayed at unaltered levels since the 1970s, at about 10 %.102

 
If we take a closer look at the development of car-transports we see that it has become more 
and more individualized, i.e., we travel more often as drivers than as passengers today 
compared to a few decades ago. This can partly be explained by the fact that more women use 
passenger-cars as drivers instead of in terms of passengers; women’s car-ownership increased 
from 20 % to more than 30 % of the total number of passenger-cars in Sweden between 1972 
and 2006. At the same time the total number of registered cars increased from 2.4 to 3.3 
millions.103 The possession of two cars has increased faster than car-possession in general 
during the last decades.104 The increase in the number of registered passenger cars was thus 
almost as high in the 1980s and forward (about 145 % between 1978 and 2005) as in earlier 
decades.105  
 
If we look closer at the purpose of the travels, we see that the length increased for work- and 
shopping travels between 1978 and 1996, and for shopping travels still after that.106 Shopping 
travels have simultaneously since the 1970s been concentrated in time, i.e., they occur more 
seldom and at longer distances from home. Shopping travels, have, though together with 
social/visit travels and leisure travels, decreased as share of total mobility, whereas business 
travels and travels related to child care have increased in relative terms. 107 
 
We have already noted that the idea of neighborhood units worked in favor of the passenger 
car. At the same time, the passenger car is the technology with the most profound impacts on 
the localization and design of housing areas during post-war period (earlier in USA than in 
                                                 
100 Apartments and units of rooms, grouped in house-types, in newly built houses in Sweden.1975 to 2007, 
www.scb.se. 
101 From about 972 000 registered passenger cars in 1958 to about 2 856 00 registered passenger cars in 1978 
(www.scb.se, ”Antal registrerade personbilar i trafik 1923-2007”, 2008-07-07). 
102 Krantz (1999), p 69ff; and Res 2005/2006. 
103 www.scb.se. 
104 See Vilhelmson (2000), p 31f; Res 1999, and Res 2005/2006. 
105 From about 2 856 00 re istered passenger cars in 1978 to about 4 152 000 registered cars in 2005 
(www.scb.se, ”Antal registrerade personbilar i trafik 1923-2007”, 2008-07-07). 
106 Res 1999, p 13; and Res 2005/2006, p 7 in table enclosure. 
107 Krantz (1999), p 102f; Res 1999, p 13; and Res 2005/2006, p. 7 in table enclosure. 
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Europe). Improved socio-economic conditions of the working-class from the end of the 19th 
century together with social welfare-considerations giving expression to functionalistic ideals 
of simple and functional housing for everyone, also explain the decentralization process.108

 
The Swedish government has supported the expansion of motoring in more distinct ways than 
through housing policy (decentralization and traffic planning through neighborhood units), 
not the least through the standardization of the traffic apparatus and of town planning with 
expanding motoring as main objective. The SCAFT-standards of 1968109 – guidelines for 
town-planning whilst considering traffic safety – was, for example, strictly followed in 
Swedish town-planning in connection to new-building.110 Tengström (1991) discusses the 
importance of this traffic-planning ideology for the growth of motoring in Sweden. He traces 
the roots of the ideology to England, France and the USA in the 1950s and the 1960s, and 
summarizes it as a view on motoring as a positive factor of great importance for lifestyle and 
with the authority to change the ‘thinking’ of town-planning.111 Tengström claims that there 
are probably reasons to believe that a whole generation of Swedish planners and 
administrative officials with tasks within the traffic area, had professional positions that were 
strongly characterized by this ideology.112

 
 
4.4 Post-war commercialization of the public room: Retail distribution’s rationalization 
and influence on town-planning  
In connection to the planning of neighborhood units from the 1930s and onwards in Sweden, 
retail distribution became an object for local planning and its location was influenced by the 
town plan. Cooperation was established between local town planning authorities and local 
distribution firms, where representatives of distribution received expert status and worked out 
guidelines for establishment, which in turn were broadly accepted by local authorities. Thus, 
the part of town planning concerned with distribution in practice got in the hands of the 
distribution firms themselves and/or the trade associations. One important aspect of the 
distribution lobbyism in the Swedish town planning is that whereas the development of the 
lorry and increasing investments in road infrastructure substantially reduced the costs of 
transportation and expanded the market after the second World War, the rationalization of the 
distribution process in total was delayed due to high transportation costs of the last activity of 
the distribution chain, i.e., where the goods are transported from the stores to the households. 
In the 1950s the typical Swedish housewife did all the shopping without a car, and therefore 
distribution firms and allied organizations had to influence town planning to ensure that stores 
were established within walking-distance from the costumers.113  
 
At first, a couple of food- and general stores were spread out in the build-up area of the 
neighborhood unit, but from the 1940s the stores were localized to the community centers 
together with schools and general assembly halls. A more marked differentiation emerged in 
                                                 
108 Book (in Book and Eskilsson, 2001), p 166ff. 
109 SCAFT 1968; Riktlinjer för stadsplanering med hänsyn till trafiksäkerhet, Statens planverk, Publication nr. 5. 
‘SCAFT 1968’ were supplemented with ‘Riktlinjer för gators geometriska utformning’ (RIGU) in 1973, and 
later replaced with ‘Allmänna råd för planering av stadens trafiknät’ (TRÅD), in 1982, and ‘Allmänna råd för 
gators utformning och standard’ (ARGUS) in 1987, and ‘Vägar och gators utformning’ (VGU) in 2004, and with 
‘Trafik för en attraktiv stad’ (TRAST), in 2007.  
110 Franzen & Sandstedt (1981). 
111 Here Tengström quotes a statement by Uno Åhren (1897-1977), a prominent figure within Swedish town-
planning.  
112 Tengström (1991), p 113ff. 
113 Franzen & Sandstedt (1981), p 249. See also Svensson (1998), p 195f. 
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the planning of the bigger towns in the 1960s, between smaller district centers, local town 
centers (large centers) for about 10 000 customers and regional centers for a multiplied num-
ber of customers. The centers came to be characterized by more connected constructions with 
a dense urbanity and service culture after inspiration from USA. In an increasing amount of 
suburban centers as well as in town centers, indoors-constructions were erected. The suburban 
development and the increasing private motoring further contributed to make the traffic routes 
and connected cheap ground-areas interesting for new external establishments, e.g., discount 
stores, food stores, department stores etc. The external establishment calmed down in the 
1970s, to bloom out thoroughly in the 1980s when a number of regular shopping centers were 
erected in external and half-external situations alongside to the suburban centers.114 In parallel 
with the differentiation of diverse centers and with the external establishments in the 1960s, 
new department stores with substantial food departments were established in broadly every 
Swedish town in the 1960s and in the first half of the 1970s. This of course heavily influenced 
the appearance of the town centers. The department stores in the city-centers as well as the 
supermarkets in the suburban areas took advantage of the increasing car use and established 
larger parking lots, multi-storey parking facilities or widened the streets in order to increase 
on-street parking capacity. Only with an increase in the amount of car-based costumers, the 
store capacity could increase.115

 
Alongside with the increasing influence of distribution on town planning, retail distribution 
was heavily rationalized. In the 1950s the rationalization consisted of the abolishment of 
gross-pricing (an early link in the supply chain, e.g., a wholesaler, sets the sales price for a 
downstream supplier) and of establishment control (new establishments had to be proved by 
an establishment committee), and through a changed food legislation.116 The previous food 
legislation had prevented meat and vegetables from being sold together, or food from being 
sold together with, for instance, technical household goods. A building legislation, formerly 
holding back the size of the stores, was further repealed in 1959.117 Retail distribution was 
heavily rationalized through these measures and made in continuation the phenomena of self-
service shops possible. The Swedish government emphasized the labor savings for both 
commerce and society with self-service shops, where purchase over the counter gave way for 
the self-service system through which the consumer took over the responsibility for some of 
the distribution work. The idea of self-service rapidly gained ground in Swedish convenience-
goods distribution in the 1950s and the 1960s. At the end of the 1960s, 70 % of Swedish food 
sales were distributed through self-service stores. This was the highest share in Europe.118  
 
Rationalization was pushed even further through the development away from many small 
specialized food stores to fewer and bigger food stores in the neighborhood units and to 
department stores in the town centers in the 1950s and 1960s, to superstores in the town 
peripheries in the 1960s and 1970s and thereafter to external shopping centers. This 
development has caused a constantly growing distance to convenience goods-stores for many 
households. However, as the development simultaneously has brought about a constantly 
growing assortment and number of articles in the stores, the transaction volumes have 
increased and the number of necessary contacts between the household and the store have 

                                                 
114 Bergman (2003), p 166ff. 
115 Svensson (1998), p 196f 
116 Gross-pricing and establishing control were abolished through ’the law of 1953 about countervailing some 
cases of competition reduction’ (1953-års lag om motverkande av vissa fall av konkurrensbegränsning, KBL), 
(Franzén & Sandstedt, 1981, p 251). 
117 Franzen & Sandstedt, 1981, p 250f. 
118 Svensson (1998), p 53. 
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decreased. The growing competition in distribution has simultaneously contributed to an 
increasingly concentrated ownership, from many small independent distribution retailers with 
the possibility to choose supplier to oligopolies in integrated blocks.119 The number of 
convenience-goods stores decreased by over 80 % during the second half of the 20th century 
in Sweden.120 The big change occurred in the 1960s when a large number of small stores were 
discarded in advantage to the new system of food-distribution with bigger stores and self-
service. The continued structural change of food-distribution, with a constant reduction in the 
number of convenience-goods stores, has taken place within this new form of store.121 Today, 
Swedish convenience-goods distribution is dominated by only three big blocks; ICA, COOP 
and Axfood.122  
  
Although the innovation of self-service is organizational in its character, it builds upon the 
introduction of innovations of a technical nature. Here the packaging technology plays a 
central role. The packaging exposes and signals information about the good to the costumer, 
on shelves designed to suite the standardized packages in self-service stores. In line with this 
development, the goods ceased to be anonymous products with only their function as 
identification and instead gained names and trade marks which increased the importance of 
advertisement. With the self-service innovation and the parallel packaging, shelve and 
advertisement technologies, the necessary store-areas in turn increased, or as the theme 
researcher (technology and social change) Tomas Svensson (1998) expresses it; 
 

“It was a matter of preparing space for the unpaid stockroom workers, i.e., the costumers 
[author’s translation].”123

 
Furthermore, cost-effective goods handling followed the rationalization which in turn required 
a, as far as possible, horizontal goods removal. Hence, the convenience-goods store has 
increasingly come to resemble a wholesale stock.124

 
The sociologists Franzén and Sandstedt (1981) point out that the older store structure with 
many and small stores gave a more ‘intimate character’ and ‘social advantages’ to a housing 
area compared to fewer and bigger stores. They also conclude the neighborhood unit to be a 
form very well suitable for the expansion of the convenience-goods trade; it could embrace 
large stores as well as constitute a driving force in the development towards large-scale 
distribution.125

 
Swedish town centers and town life experienced a renaissance in the early 1980s. The supply 
of small shops and business activities increased, not the least as a consequence of the 
entrepreneurial spirit brought about by a growing amount of immigrants. Many towns also 
started to arrange festivals during the summer, where commerce temporarily but thoroughly 
occupied street life. The expansion of the city centers has required a systematic coordination 
effort from both the local businesses and authorities. Inspired by among others the 
organization ‘Renew the city center’ (Förnya stadskärnan), a number of Swedish city centers 

                                                 
119 Franzen & Sandstedt (1981), p 251ff; and Svensson (1998), p 52ff. 
120 Svensson (1998), p 3. For an overview of the Swedish department-store and supermarket developments, 
respectively, (e.g., turnover) from the 1960s/70s to the 21st century, see Arnberg (2002).
121 Svensson (1998), p 3f. 
122 www.livsmedelssverige.org, 23 June, 2008. 
123 Svensson (1998), p 58. 
124 Svensson (1998), p 58f. 
125 Franzen & Sandstedt (1981), p 257. 
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went through renewal programs from the mid-1980s and into the 1990s (about 70 city centers 
in the 1990s).126

 
The new-won urbanism and the grown interest in a renewal of the traditional city-center 
characterized cities all around the western world in the 1980s in the same way as clearance, 
modernization and availability for motorists (together with the construction of department 
stores and shopping centers) had characterized the 1960s, and the construction of traffic-
separated environments, such as pedestrian streets, had characterized the 1970s.127

 
The development of the city environment has proceeded in parallel to the expansion of 
external shopping centers; thus centralization has advanced in parallel to decentralization. 
Simultaneously, the passenger-car still controls much of the city-structure alongside with new 
demands emerging on the design, content and exposure of the shopping centers, which not 
only should be functional but also offer experiences. Often the traditional city is used as 
model with plazas located in the centers of the shopping-centers where ‘open-air’ restaurants 
lie closely together.128 The parallel development tracks have been possible due to the growth 
of a middle class with significant purchasing power. Book (2001) ascribes the still ongoing 
growth in the interest for the city-center to an emerging exclusive urbanism conducted by a 
new urban upper class in the western world. Many city-centers have turned into exclusive 
areas with, next to service- and office-activities, expensive housing, exclusive shops and 
restaurants, and with culture appealing to a selected crowd. Even though many city-centers 
have become more alive in the last decades, compared to the 1970s and 80s, Book continues, 
this has occurred at the cost of increased segregation. She further points out how the new-won 
interest for the traditional city-center is expressed through projects where old industry- or 
harbor blocks (like waterfront-areas) are transformed into exclusive shopping, amusement, 
hotel and/or office areas.129  
 
The most typical and thorough change throughout the renewal process of Swedish city centers 
has been the construction of malls, i.e., shopping environments (retail trade) under roofs often 
made of glass, where the density of the old shopping street can be combined with the 
convenience of the external shopping center. This development had not been possible without 
preceding progress within (among other things) the technologies of glass production, water 
drainage, tightening and heat storage. Furthermore, the malls have not, in contrast to the 
department stores, been constructed on initiatives by distribution companies but by 
speculators within the businesses of construction, real-estate and insurance sectors, the 
purpose being to upgrade the value on centrally situated estates.130

 
The increased commercialization of the city environments over the post-war period described 
above, Bergman (2003) points out, has contributed to; 
 

”a necessary acceptant for today’s project managers and city planners, as well as for 
everybody else, of a double imperative: no city-life without trade and shopping, no trade 
and shopping without a city-life of stroll and rove [authors´ own translation].”131

 
                                                 
126 Bergman (2003), p 177ff. Today, the organization ‘Renew the city center’ has turned into ‘Swedish city 
centers’ (svenska stadskärnor). 
127 Book (in Book and Eskilsson, 2001), p 176. 
128 Book (in Book and Eskilsson, 2001), p 178f. 
129 Book (in Book and Eskilsson, 2001), p 177f. 
130 Bergman (2003), p 180ff. 
131 Bergman (2003), p 196. 
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He further establishes that the renewal programs of the city-centers over the last decades often 
concern well-being promoting measures about a;  
 

“more well thought out and aesthetified urban stage design, which surely increase the 
number of visitors as well as their wish to remain in the city environments [author’s 
translation].”132

 
Connected to the role trade and shopping have come to play for city-life is their importance 
for how individuals transport themselves and how they gather, Bergman continues. Here, he 
points out the connection between the individualistic posture and the character of shopping 
and purchase situation, how the commercialized city environment retain distance between the 
individuals despite nearness and congestion.133  He does not believe that the importance of 
trade and shopping will decrease for the public city-life in a near future, not with the 
information density characterizing, and the level of media-influencing society.134

 
Book (2001) identifies additional strong influences on the structure of city-centers over the 
20th century. These are connected to the development of household technology and to 
increased leisure-time, and include the extensive development of household technology over 
the 20th century that can be seen as poverty-stricken to the city-centers. In parallel to the 
consumption of washing-machines, refrigerators, freezers, radios, TVs, stereos and 
computers, the consumption of services from laundries, town-baths, cinemas, concerts, banks 
and post-offices have decreased as well as the need for daily food-shopping. A paradox of the 
growing importance of the home – you can do more and more activities at home – is though 
that the development has not been followed by a decreased importance of transports but 
instead of an increased consumption of transports. This, Book points out, can in turn be 
explained by a decreased need, alongside with the growing importance of the home, to situate 
it near work and shops etc. Consequently, the growing importance of the home can be said to 
having stimulated scattered and decentralized housing alongside with increased consumption 
of transports. When it comes to the increased leisure-time for citizens in the western world 
over the 20th century, Book continues, a lot of it has been consumed in new household 
technologies, such as the TV and the PC, although it has also generated an extensive increase 
in the consumption of transports to and from various leisure activities such as sport centers, 
amusement parks and culture establishments in both the centers and the peripheries of the 
cities. Book further points out that centrally-located leisure activities today tend to have more 
of an urban, exclusive character compared to activities that are pursued in the peripheries. The 
latter are instead directed towards bigger groups in society and often demand car transport.135   
 
 
5. Conclusions 
 
The aim of this final chapter is to discuss the explanatory value of the socio-technological 
systems discussed above – i.e.,: (a) post-war Swedish housing policy and interrelated socio-
technological components; (b) society’s car-adaptation and interrelated socio-technological 
components; and (c) the rationalization of retail-distribution and interrelated socio-
technological components – towards understanding the patterns of Swedish households’ 
consumption of housing and transport since the 1950s. These groups of goods and services 

                                                 
132 Bergman (2003), p 179. 
133 Bergman (2003), p 196. 
134 Bergman (2003), p 198. 
135 Book (in Book and Eskilsson, 2001), p 173ff. 
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represent two of the largest expense categories for the average Swedish household of today. 
They furthermore cause the heaviest discharges of carbon dioxide as well as have increased 
the most in volume (of all household expense categories) since the 1950s. 
 
Housing (rent/fee, reparations, energy, interests, insurance, tax etc.) increased by as much as 
277 % between 1958 and 2005, and thus took over from Food as the biggest expense category 
for the average household. This is to some degree an effect of increased prices on housing but 
it is also heavily dependent on changed preferences concerning housing as well as on the 
transformation of the socio-technological systems influencing and embedding households’ 
consumption of housing.  
 
The social housing policy conducted by the Swedish government, especially in the 1940s to 
the 1960s, was far-reaching in altering the socio-technological systems embedding housing 
consumption. This was partly accomplished by the improvement of production numbers, not 
the least by contributing to the rationalization of the construction process, which of course has 
been a fundamental prerequisite for a larger share of single households in line with the 
individualization process. This development was made possible also by an extensive housing 
allowance policy. Furthermore, by contributing to improved housing standards and to a 
general increase in the size of the living area, the Swedish government has (except from 
contributing to increased living standards) in the long run contributed to increased housing 
expenses for the average Swedish household and perhaps to a rather unsustainable way of 
living. 
 
When it comes to the increase in consumption of small houses and in private house ownership 
in general since the 1950s, the Swedish government has contributed to the development less 
direct as when it comes to apartments. A foundation for the increase was laid down by the 
Swedish government already during the first decades of the 20th century, with the 
establishment of the national one’s-own-home-loan. This was followed by a number of 
decades during which the housing policy of the Swedish state gave strong expression to the 
idea of the societal home and of rational housing, substantially accomplished through the 
construction of apartment-houses. At the end of this era, however, i.e., at the end of the 
“Million program” in the first half of the 1970s, the consumption of small houses increased 
markedly as a consequence of some institutional changes, including increased wages, 
favorable tax conditions and inflation (which made it favorable to take loans). The boom-like 
consumption of small houses in the 1970s should however also be understood as a reaction to 
decades of massive standardized construction of apartment houses and even of housing areas. 
In contrast to the apartment houses, the construction of small houses gave strong expression to 
fashion changes and became (as part of the individualization process) a way of expressing a 
certain life style. In the mid-1980s, the Swedish state more directly, however probably not 
very consciously, induced a new boom for small houses and private housing ownership 
through a changed monetary policy, including the deregulation of the credit market which 
made it easier to take loans.  
 
Increased size of living areas, increased living standards (modernized homes) and increased 
private ownership are all mirrored in the fact that Swedish household expenses for rents/fees 
and interests multiplied between 1958 and 2005 (in the money value of 2005). The 
development of these two expense categories clearly follows the development path of the 
housing and monetary policies. Expenses for housing energy in total ‘only’ doubled over the 
period despite the fact that larger and modernized homes require more energy to maintain 
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standardized conditions/temperatures inside no matter the weather outside and for the 
operations of all new power-driven household appliances. 
 
Transport has increased most of all groups of goods and services in percentage since 1958, by 
284 %, and has become the third biggest expense category after Housing and Recreation and 
Culture. This development has occurred in parallel with increased transport prices but do 
foremost mirror an extreme increase in the consumption of transports. The component 
operation (of car) within Transport has been bigger than the component purchase (of car) all 
through the investigation period although many facts speak against it, such as the fact that the 
passenger car has become more and more fuel-efficient over the period, fuel prices have been 
fairly stabile, and that the price of passenger cars have increased substantially over the period. 
 
As Jackson and Mark (1999) establish concerning the increased household consumption of 
transport in British post-war society, we also emphasize the importance of mobility to have 
become a structural requirement in modern society with increasing distances between family, 
work and shopping. Thus, modern western society has changed through its car-adaptation 
(together with new economic and social conditions), from concentration, centralization, 
integration and public transport to scattering, decentralizations, separation and private 
transport, to use the words of Book (2001). The most central explanation to the dramatic 
increase in transport consumption since the 1950s is thus the parallel decentralization and car-
adaptation of society, in Sweden in part due to the social housing policy and the 
neighborhood-unit idea of the 1940s to the 1960s, partly due to a still ongoing rationalization 
of retail distribution, and partly due to a protracted general car-adaptation policy in society.   
 
The passenger-car started to spread more profoundly to Swedish households in the 1950s, but 
first in the 1960s and 1970s we witnessed an immense increase in the consumption of car 
transports, i.e., in parallel to: (a) the Million program with its far-reaching traffic-planning 
activities; (b) the beginning of an extensive standardization policy comprising the traffic 
apparatus mirrored in the strictly followed SCAFT-standards of 1968; and (c) diversification 
in town-planning due to rationalization of retail distribution (different centers with different 
types of stores and accompanying parking facilities, alongside with incipient external 
establishments of discount stores etc.).  
 
The Swedish government contributed to the rationalization of retail distribution by giving 
planning monopoly to local authorities in the late 1940s (which in turn opened up for 
commerce to influence town-planning) and by changing food- and building legislation as well 
as by abolishing gross-pricing and establishment control. The latter measures were initialized 
in the 1950s mainly to make self-service shops possible, but would eventually contribute to 
much fewer and more externally situated stores due to the need for continually bigger store-
areas (horizontal goods-removal and bigger assortments) and of parking lots (bigger 
assortments and less necessary contacts between household and shop included the need of the 
passenger-car). Thus, the Swedish government (otherwise than adding to the 
commercialization of the public room) indirectly contributed in making society more adapted 
to the passenger car by contributing to the rationalization of retail distribution. The 
rationalization of retail distribution continued even further into the 1980s and the 1990s in 
Swedish society alongside with a ‘development’ of the city centers. The ‘development’ 
mainly consisted of a persistent commercialization of the city center through an extended 
construction of malls, as well as of an extended passenger car adaptation of the city center and 
to a substantial expansion of external shopping centers. 
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The Swedish government has thus from several different aspects and through several different 
policy areas, both directly and more indirectly, contributed to the increased consumption of 
transport, especially passenger car transport. This was certainly not the main objective of the 
social housing policy and of the interventions to rationalize retail distribution, and of related 
town-planning by local authorities, i.e., to contribute to such a dramatic increase in use of the 
passenger-car due to ever increasing distances between family, work and shopping. The 
Swedish government was however probably more conscious about the structural/mobility 
consequences of strongly standardizing Swedish traffic-planning.  
  
Other central explanations to the post-war decentralization of the Swedish town and to the 
increased consumption of passenger-car transports (and otherwise also mainly initiated 
through state intervention) has however also been touched upon, such as increased leisure-
time contributing to increased amount of leisure-activities in sport centers and other culture 
establishments scattered around the city.  
 
The major increase in household consumption of transport since the 1950s also involves a 
stronger increase in women’s, in difference to men’s, ownership of passenger cars, as well as 
in two-car ownership per household. Furthermore, the households have increased business 
travels and travels related to child care as a share of total mobility since the 1970s, whereas 
shopping travels, social/visits travels and leisure travels have decreased in relative terms. 
Shopping travels have instead been concentrated in time, i.e., they occur more seldom and at 
longer distances from home. All this answers well to the fact that mobility has become a 
structural requirement and thus consumption of transport has become more inconspicuous in 
character. Further supporting this is the fact that the divergence between income/expense 
groups in transport consumption tends to even out over the period, i.e., transport consumption 
has become less related to income and instead more dependent on structural requirements. 
This becomes especially clear in the investigation-year of 1992 during which a significant 
depression did not accomplish a decreased level of passenger-car operations. Of course, the 
increased consumption of transports, not the least of passenger-car transports, must also be 
explained by the extensively increased real incomes over the period. These have made it 
possible for more households to own a car. 
 
We have so far in this last chapter mainly been occupied with testing the explanatory value of 
the socio-technological systems towards understanding the patterns of Swedish households’ 
consumption of housing and transport since the 1950s. At this stage, we find it in place to 
repeat the importance of adding a number of institutional rather than technological 
‘components’ also with central explanatory value (however we have chosen to focus on socio-
technological systems in this study). These include increased real household incomes partly 
due to an increased number of women in the work force, in turn heavily dependent on an 
extended public child care. In parallel, the number of single-households has increased 
extensively. Of course, state intervention to varying extents bears ‘responsibility’ also to these 
more institutional explanations.  
 
Finally, it is useful to end this report by explicitly discussing policy implications as well as 
some other general points of departure for future policy-oriented work on sustainable 
consumption. Our analysis shows that the state-interventions discussed in this study have 
often been more indirect than direct in character, although not less important in either 
influencing the ‘context within which individual behaviors are negotiated’ or in opening out 
‘a range of vital avenues for policy intervention in pursuit of behavioral change’, to use the 
words of Jackson (2006). We thus agree with Jackson in stressing the central importance for 
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governments wishing to motivate sustainable consumption, to be aware of its own historically 
determined role behind the frame of socio-technological systems influencing and embedding 
consumption, and to act accordingly. 
 
What is then to act accordingly? First, it is important to recognize the importance of 
technological-, beyond social- and institutional-, components and structures on consumption 
behavior. Furthermore, considering the often path-dependent character of the systems 
discussed in this context, it is essential to reflect on what generates increasing returns to 
adoption; only then can we properly understand the essence and the logic of the system as 
well as its interrelation and co-evolution with other systems (and how to transform them). We 
have found the systems discussed in this study to be strongly interrelated, which can be 
explained both in terms of ‘technological interrelatedness’ and ‘network externalities’. The 
passenger-car and post-war Swedish society’s car-adaptation is interrelated to both Swedish 
housing policy and to the rationalization of retail-distribution. Moreover, ‘scale-economies in 
production’ and ‘learning by using’ strongly characterize each of the systems as well as 
establish their path-dependency. Both the social housing policy, the rationalization of retail-
distribution and society’s car adaptation were large-scale and possible to standardize from the 
beginning, thus scale-economies entered early in production. Further, the consumption in 
focus for this study, i.e. the consumption of transport and housing, to such a great extent is 
characterized by every-day consumption, routines and structural requirements, so that there is 
reason to use a concept such as ‘learning by using’ while discussing the path-
dependency/momentum of the systems embedding the consumption.   
  
Finally, previous research on consumption emphasizes the importance of individualization 
and of consumption as means of supporting your self-identity in explaining the rising levels of 
consumption in post-war time. Meanwhile, it is essential how the public rooms of the post-
war city have been continuously commercialized – ’no city-life without trade and shopping, 
no trade and shopping without a city-life of stroll and rove’; to use the words of Bergman 
(2003). In parallel, the extensive consumption of household technology over the period, not 
the least of TVs and PCs, has contributed to the poverty-stricken of the centers in the city, of 
pure service- and culture establishments in advantage to commercialization. Thus, except 
from evaluating state intervention in socio-technological systems embedding the consumption 
of explicit groups of goods and how to transform the systems, future policy-oriented work on 
sustainable consumption should asses the implications of commercializing the public room, 
and of course the historically determined role of the Swedish government in this process. 
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